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On early summer afternoons, in the cafes on the Boulevard 

Saint-Germain on Paris’s Left Bank, people usually sit 

together in groups of two or three, lazily basking in the 

sun. Left Bank cafes are so famous not because they offer 

exceptional coffee, but rather due to the fact that they used 

to be popular hangouts for elite intellectuals and artists in the 

western world. Hemingway finished his last masterpiece in 

Left Bank cafes, where Sartre pondered and came up with 

his trenchant observation that “Man is condemned to be 

free”. Such French literary luminaries as Voltaire, Rousseau, 

and Victor Hugo also met their like-minded and captured 

their inspirations in these storied coffee shops.  

It’s a sunny day on June 27, 2013. The Café de Flore 

and Les Deux Magots are as crowded as ever. Poetry and 

romance, however, are not the focus of conversations here 

any more. And you may also notice a marked increase in the 

number of elderly patronizers – the ongoing recession has led 

the young consumers to tighten their wallets. In late June, the 

French national institute of statistics INSEE released a report, 

predicting a 0.1% decline for the French economy this year. In 

2012, the country experienced the stagnant economic growth. 

In the French Senate no more than a hundred meters away 

from the cafes, a group of gray-haired senators are huddling 

to discuss something in a low voice. Outside the window, 

the lush and blooming Luxembourg Park beckons. The 

temperature within the Senate building is steadily climbing.  
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Mr. Liu Chuanzhi, Chairman of Legend Holdings, is sitting 

beside former French Prime Minister Jean-Pierre Raffarin. 

“If they still fail to show up then, I shall let the senators 

proceed with their scheduled meeting”, he told himself, all 

the while silently praying for the timely arrival of his fellow 

delegates. 

It was the third time Mr. Liu led the members of the China 

Entrepreneur Club (CEC) on an international visit. Lasting 

from June 23 to 29, the visit was kicked off in Belgium, the 

“gateway to Europe”, with the following 6 days all spent in 

France. Mr. Liu currently serves as the Chairman of CEC. 

Compared to the CEC’s previous visits to the U.S. and 

the UK in the past two years, this visit is unique in that in 

addition to being an occasion for Chinese entrepreneurs 

to learn from the European business practices based on 

contract, get acquainted with the business environment in 

Europe, and boost the image of Chinese private business 

owners, “it will be more pragmatic this time”, Mr. Liu, head 

of the CEC delegation, pointed out before setting off for 

Europe, literally setting the tone for the visit. 

He was referring to the delegation’s emphasis this time on 

seeking business partnership opportunities. Before the trip, Mr. 

Liu had formed a cooperative investment alliance with 10 other 

members of the CEC, including Wang Chaoyong and Deng 

Feng, which is poised to become one of China’s most powerful 
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investment partnerships. 

“The visit is only a beginning”, said Mr. Liu, “After heading back to China, the visiting entrepreneurs will send follow-up teams to 

Europe to seek further information about the region, and to carry out relevant investment and collaboration projects.” 

Although the delegation had made it clear that the trip was only intended to be a “reconnaissance” effort for the purpose of “getting 

the lay of the land” and “meeting some friends”, some of the most prestigious French media outlets, including France’s largest-

circulation newspaper the "Le Figaro", the "Le Monde", and the French National TV Station, nonetheless offered generous and 

enthusiastic coverage of the visit.   

After the outbreak of the financial crisis, the French economy suffered a steep downturn, while the Chinese economy has 

successfully maintained its strong growth momentum, an economic feat that inspires considerable awe and admiration 

among Europe’s political influentials. The possibilities of enlisting Chinese entrepreneurs to help jumpstart the growth engine 

undoubtedly fueled the outpouring of enthusiasm that greeted the CEC delegation in Europe. 

One of the top items on the delegation’s agenda for this visit is to meet with European heads of state, including such dignitaries 

as the Belgium Prime Minister Elio Di Rupo, European Commission President Jose Manuel Barroso, French President Francois 

Hollande, French Foreign Minister Laurent Fabius, and former French Prime Minister Jean-Pierre Raffarin. In addition to group 

meetings, the core members of the CEC delegation such as Mr. Liu himself were also favored with private audiences with some 

of Europe’s top political leaders, such as King Philippe of Belgium (then Prince Philippe of Belgium).

In catching up with an impossibly busy schedule, Mr. Liu noted that “just 10 years ago, no Chinese private business owner in 

their wildest imagination could have dreamed that someday they would receive such an uproarious hospitality in Europe”.

Like Mr. Liu, the other CEC delegates also felt somewhat flattered by the great hospitality they received from the European 

political leaders. However, they were also keenly aware of the true mission of their visit. 
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Economic Diplomacy

Liu Chuanzhi heaved a long sigh of relief. After waiting with the French senators for nearly 20 

minutes, he finally saw his fellow delegates arrive. Mr. Liu came to the Senate early for a private 

meeting with Senator Raffarin. His fellow delegates, however, failed to show up on time due to a 

traffic jam they encountered at an intersection. 

The Prime Minister of France from 2002 to 2005, Mr. Raffarin now serves as Vice-president of 

the French Senate, and President of the Fondation Prospective et Innovation. Over the past few 

decades he has been actively promoting the development of Sino-French relations.

“We have a shared vision for an increasingly multi-polar and culturally diverse world, where 

domination is no longer relevant”. A veteran statesman skilled in enhancing the Sino-French ties, 

Raffarin frankly observed that “although we are yet to gain a better understanding of China, I have no 

doubt about one fact -- to succeed in this world, it’s imperative to respect China.” 

To promote business development through diplomatic means is one of the major responsibilities of 

today’s statesmen. In the past, only the state-owned enterprises or major corporations that play a key 

role in balancing national trade were qualified to benefit from economic diplomacy arrangements. 

But this time, Chinese private business owners took the stage. 

On June 25, right after finishing their speeches at the 4th International Capital Conference (ICC), the 

Chinese entrepreneurs hastened to exit the conference venue and get onto a waiting bus, because 
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at noon they would be attending a very important meeting. Before 

getting aboard, Mr. Michael Yu, Chairman of New Oriental Group, 

was told that his “question” had been rejected by the secretary of 

President Hollande. 

It turned out that President Hollande’s team had been soliciting 

questions from the Chinese entrepreneurs in advance of their 

meeting with the President. And Michael Yu’s question for the 

President “how do you balance work and personal life?” is 

obviously a bit too sensitive for President Hollande, who is believed 

to be a never-married man. President Holland had lived with the 

Socialist Ségolène Royal for 25 years. They were never married, 

but raised four children together. President Hollande broke up with 

Ms. Royal a couple years ago, and now lives with his girlfriend, 

French journalist Valérie Trierweiler.

After a five-minute drive, the majestic Élysée Palace loomed 

into view. Originally built in 1718, the Palace is nothing short of a 

grandiose art museum. On the exquisitely decorated, gilded walls 

of each room hang famous oil paintings, while the salons boast 

17th-and-18th-century tapestries and gilt-and-brocade furniture, 

with precious works of art on generous display. 

In the presidential office on the Palace’s second floor, President 

Hollande extended a warm welcome to the visiting Chinese 

entrepreneurs. During the following talk, they sat face to face, 

interacting in a warm, relaxed and intimate manner evocative of 

reunion of old friends.  

“You are all outstanding entrepreneurs”, President Hollande opened 

with a glowing remark. He followed with a litany of introductory details 

describing France’s convenient investment environment, attractive 

market environment and optimal labor market. “You may ask me any 

questions. If possible, we can sign the contracts this afternoon”, he 

offered enthusiastically. 

Of course nobody was signing any contract with the President right on 

the spot -- these savvy businessmen knew full well how to understand 

the political “language”. The meeting had only just begun, and they 

wouldn’t commit so easily without gaining a clear picture of the pros 

and cons, benefits and risks of investing in France. 

Mr. Zhu Xinli, Chairman of China Huiyuan Juice Group, raised the first 

question: “What advantages distinguish France from other countries in 

attracting Chinese investment?”

“When it comes to investment, friendship alone doesn’t suffice. Sino-

French business cooperation shall be more viable and competitive 

than other partnerships,” President Hollande replied. He then offered 

his well-prepared answer in detail, which boils down to a few key 
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points: the French government’s foreign investment procedure is 

extremely streamlined; it is safe to invest in France; France has 

launched tax relief programs to help investors reduce production 

costs, including the world’s first R&D tax credit program. 

Instead of asking questions, Ms. Xia Hua, Chairwoman of EVE 

Group, one of China’s leading menswear makers, expressed 

a personal wish, “I hope Mr. President will wear Chinese-made 

clothes the next time you visit China”.

“What I’m doing now will only make me more popular in China”, 

quipped the President, breaking into a rare smile at this point. 

The President soon returned to the topic of investment. In addition 

to the clothing sector, his strong pitches for investment also covered 

French wine, cosmetics and aircraft industries. “These are all distinctly 

French-style, in which we can extensively collaborate,” he said. 

The meeting, originally scheduled to last for half an hour, had to 

be extended to one hour. After the private reception, President 

Hollande gave a luncheon speech to welcome the Chinese guests.  

Right after the speech, a few Chinese entrepreneurs, including 

Michael Yu and Ma Weihua, promptly headed to a Chinese 

restaurant called “Le Bistrot De Pekin” to grab some Chinese 

food. Hunger became the most pressing issue now, investment 

opportunities, however enticing, would have to wait. 

At the same time, some officials at the French Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs were busy making preparations, because four hours later, 

French Foreign Minister Laurent Fabius would receive the visiting 

Chinese entrepreneurs there. 

Laurent Fabius is a veteran left-winger in France. Two years after 

François Mitterrand was elected president of France in 1981, he 

became Minister of Industry. In 1984, a government shakeup by 

Mitterrand led him to be appointed Prime Minister. He came back 

as President of the National Assembly in 1997, then as Minister of 

Economy and Finance in Lionel Jospin's cabinet between 2000 

and 2002. On May 17, 2012, Mr. Fabius became Foreign Minister 

after the French left-wing coalition re-seized the power. 

Minister Fabius’s connection to China goes back a long way. To 

welcome the visiting Chinese guests, he had made meticulous 

preparations. Shortly after the private meeting between President 

Hollande and the Chinese entrepreneurs ended, he obtained from 

one of his aides the minutes of that meeting.  

Upon sitting down with the Chinese entrepreneurs, the Minister 

eagerly began his pitch. “I heard that this morning one of you 

gentlemen asked Mr. President a question regarding France’s 

advantages to attract foreign investments,” he said. “My answer 

to that question is a very straightforward one: there are already 

over 20,000 foreign companies investing in France, and having 

a business presence in France will ensure quick access to the 

European market.” 

The entrepreneurs present were all surprised with the French 

Foreign Minister’s strong concern with their businesses until 

Minister Fabius explained by stressing the importance of “economic 

diplomacy”. “Although we are not the Ministry of the Economy, we 

firmly believe that diplomacy without economic agendas is never 

powerful”, he said. “The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of France is fully 

committed to promoting economic diplomacy, and I’ve instructed 

our ambassadors overseas to try all means to serve for the French 

economy.”

Like President Hollande, Minister Fabius also cited some figures to 

help drive home his point: there are now 20,000 French companies 

operating in China, creating a total of 500,000 local jobs; in contrast, 

there are only 300 Chinese companies operating in France, which 

only generate a meager 1,500 employment opportunities. “I hope 

you will overtake us soon”, he said. 
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Before heading for France, Mr. Zhu Xinli was feeling a bit uneasy. Actually 

he was not the only CEC delegate feeling that way. Many delegates had 

been warned by their families and friends to keep a close eye on their 

belongings and not to walk alone in the street while in France. 

“Over the past 20 years, I’ve visited Europe many times, and never once 

did I feel unsafe. But why suddenly everyone is so scared being here? This 

is not good,” Zhu Xinli told an audience of journalists from around the world 

in Lutetia Hotel Paris on the morning of June 25. Mr. Zhu’s Huiyuan Juice 

Group had purchased 3 billion euros worth of production equipment and 

packaging materials from Europe over the past seven years. 

This was the first press conference the CEC delegation held after arriving 

in France. As the moderator, Michael Yu hastened to explain that everyone 

felt so frightened here because they had previously been warned again 

and again to watch their wallets at all times, leading to the wrong impression 

that Paris is dangerous, just like western media always sensationally 

depicts China as a horrifying place to be. 

“Actually Paris is fine, and so is China. And in any case, we can’t let fear run 

our life, otherwise the beauty and freedom of life would be all but ruined.” 

His words enlivened the somewhat somber atmosphere. “So we decide to 

take a stroll around Paris tonight, holding our wallets in hand”, he joked. 

Not everyone was convinced though. “My secretary was robbed twice in 

Paris, so if you want to take a nightly stroll, that’s just fine. But I’m not going with 

you.” Mr. Liu Chuanzhi responded with a straight face.

If we say the visiting Chinese entrepreneurs were a bit concerned about the 

security situation in France, then the French public could be described as 

downright worried about the “invasion” of the Chinese businessmen. 

On the noon of June 25, while exiting the Élysée Palace with his fellow 

delegates, Mr. Huang Nubo, Chairman of Beijing Zhongkun Investment 

Group, found himself mobbed by French media. 

“Do you have any plans to buy France?” As if on cue, all the present camera 

crews aimed their cameras and microphones at this towering Chinese 

businessman. 

In 2011, Zhongkun Group unveiled a plan to buy 300 square 

kilometers of land in Iceland to build a luxury resort. However, Mr. 

Huang's former service in the Chinese Publicity Department was 

soon cited by western media as evidence of some sort of government 

conspiracy, leading to the shelving of the ambitious plan. 

“Although we’ve been very well-received on the official level, due to a lack 

of understanding about the Chinese and Chinese businessmen, many 

European citizens still hold a hostile attitude, or a baseless fear, toward us,” 

noted Mr. Huang. In his opinion, the global economic imbalances have been 

“Are You Going to Buy France?” 
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worsening, causing many countries to shut their doors and “regard outsiders 

like us with suspicion”, a phenomenon he aptly calls “anti-globalization”. 

To illustrate his frustration, he took for example the real estate development 

projects Chinese businessmen wish to build in Europe. The wonderful 

thing about real estate projects is that you can’t pack up the land and 

architecture and leave. The land and buildings are always going to be 

there. Not to mention those projects will also generate a lot of local jobs. 

“What are the Europeans so afraid of?”, Mr. Huang wondered. 

Actually Mr. Wu Jianmin, an advisor to the CEC, has long noticed this 

problem. He served as China’s Ambassador to France from 1998 to 2003. At 

that time, China remained a far-flung and mysterious country in most French 

people’s eyes. However, as China’s economy takes off and France begins 

to founder economically, the French opinion of China has also undergone a 

subtle change. 

When meeting with President Hollande, Wu Jianmin was quick to bring up 

the issue. “Europeans tend to have an inexplicable fear toward China, which 

stands as a wall that not only blocks people’s views, but also hinders bilateral 

cooperation,” he frankly pointed out. 

At the same time, Mr. Wu also advised Chinese entrepreneurs to take a 

positive approach to resolving the problem. “Instead of pointing fingers, we 

Chinese shall try to prove with our actions the baselessness of the European 

fear toward China, thereby gaining new business opportunities for us,” he 

suggested. 

Actually, certain CEC members have already done just that. In August 2010, 

Zhejiang Geely Holding Group helmed by Li Shufu successfully acquired 

Volvo. Guo Guangchang’s Fosun Group acquired a 7.1 percent stake in Club 

Med in June 2010, and then bought 10%-plus stake of Club Med in May 

2012, making it the biggest shareholder of the French resorts operator.

As China has long been deemed inferior in management skills and 

technologies, many Europeans remained suspicious toward Chinese 

businesses foraying into Europe.  On June 24, during the CEC 

delegation’s first press conference in Belgium, a local reporter bluntly 

pointed out that Europeans are largely of the opinion that those Chinese 

businesses making acquisitions in Europe have “nothing but money”. 

In response, Mr. Liu Chuanzhi took his own company as an example. 

When Lenovo acquired IBM’s personal computer business in 2005, 

the latter was running up huge losses. After Lenovo took over, the new 

company soon stanches its losses and began to turn a profit. More 

importantly, through this business feat, Lenovo had won widespread 

recognition and respect among the employees of the company’s 

European branches. “This is only one of many examples showing that 

we Chinese private businesses bring along more than just money”, Mr. 

Liu pointed out. 

As a seasoned investor with extensive investments in Europe, Mr. Guo 

Guangchang also weighed in. “Before investing in a business, we always 

try to figure out what we can do to help it”, he said. In 2010, Fosun Group 

launched its global strategy. The core of this strategy is “enhancing 

Fosun’s global development capabilities based on Fosun’s competitive 

advantage as a China expert”, with a view to building a global platform 

that integrates domestic and overseas resources. Through Fosun’s global 

platform, their global resources such as cross-border flow of capital, talent, 

technology and brand can be realised, thereby enabling them to create 

value globally for their investors.

Actually, these aspiring Chinese entrepreneurs have already reached 

a consensus among themselves: capital is only a bridge, and only by 

introducing advanced technologies and business models of Europe into 

China to benefit the Chinese market can both sides achieve real win-win 

results.  
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Romance and Heritage

Sitting on the bus every day and watching the charming fashion stores flash by, with 

the summer sunshine beckoning outside, one can barely suppress the yearning to 

soak up Paris’s fashion-inspired atmosphere and sip a cup of coffee in one of the 

city’s many famed cafes. 

Former French Minister for Cultural Affairs, André Malraux, once said, “Chanel, 

General De Gaulle and Picasso are the three most important figures of our time.”

The delegation’s trip to France wouldn’t be complete without paying a visit to some 

legendary luxury firms the country is so famous for. The two firms they chose to visit -- 

Cartier and Chanel, happen to be the two luxury brands of which French people are 

most proud. 

The story of Cartier, from its birth in 1847 to its modern-day status as a luxury 

jewelry house, is quite a long one -- well over a century, to be exact. Proclaimed 

by British King Edward VII as “Jeweler of Kings, King of Jewelers”, Cartier remains 

today the designated jewelry supplier for 15 European royal families.  

On June 27, when the delegation arrived at Cartier’s flagship store in Paris, two 

influential hosts -- Mr. Richard Lepeu, Co-Chief Executive Officer of Richemont SA, 

and Mr. Stanislas de Quercize, Chief Executive Officer of Cartier -- were already 

waiting there. Cartier is now part of the Swiss luxury conglomerate Richemon SA.

“You come at a time of tension. The EU has just decided to impose punitive duties 

on Chinese solar panels, and in response, China threatens to levy heavy tariffs on 

European wines. Under such tense circumstances, your visit holds tremendous 

significance,” said the delicately dressed Richard Lepeu, standing atop the steps 

inside the store. “We are honored to have you here today, and we appreciate this 

invaluable opportunity to communicate with you”. 

Afterwards, Mr. Quercize showed the Chinese guests around the renowned Cartier 

flagship store known as “The House of Cartier”. While giving a riveting introduction 

to the dazzling jewelry collections on display, he also shared with the Chinese 

entrepreneurs his “secret” for brand success: a good brand story; a unique style; 

the ability to create value, and to build on and enrich its heritage; and the knack for 

fostering trust with customers. 

Strolling through the flagship store of a 165-year-old luxury brand, Mr. Liu Donghua, 

founder of the CEC, observed that heritage and brand are the two key ingredients 

to a great company. An enduring brand must have an immutable soul, comprising 

a spiritual pursuit and a value proposition. “Blessed with an immutable soul, a 
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company is then capable of continuously optimizing itself through 

its products and services. And it is through these products and 

services that its brand interacts with its customers and gets 

enriched in the process,” he said. 

The second leg of the ‘fashion tour” took the delegation to another 

luxury powerhouse -- Chanel. On the afternoon of June 28, on 

the bus to Chanel, Ms. Xia Hua was eager to introduce to the 

gentelmen the charm of Chanel. 

“Chanel is the very brand allowing me to gain an insight into the 

world of Haute Couture. In nearly a century, it has completely 

changed the way people dress and think of fashion. Besides, it’s 

also been a source of lasting inspiration for countless artists,” she 

said. Credited with liberating women from the constraints of the 

"corseted silhouette", Coco Chanel was known in her time for 

radical designs set for total success, or total failure.

The dominant hues for the first floor of Coco Chanel's Apartment 

at Pari’s 31 Rue Cambone are strikingly simple: black and white 

-- Chanel’s classic colors. Coco Chanel was put in an orphanage 

when she was 12. The experience is believed to have cast a 

perpetual shadow on her artistic perception, and also helped mold 

her independent and inimitable character. 

When they entered her private space on the second floor, however, 

it’s as if arriving on a totally different planet. Magnificent works of art 

from around the world fill the room, with sharply contrasting styles 

ranging from eastern to western, and from modern to classic. 

The highlight of the room is a huge crystal baroque chandelier, 

which instantly attracted everyone’s attention. On each layer of 

it you could find a symbol of Chanel: the brand’s unique double 

C logo; Coco Chanel's favourite flower, the camellia; her lucky 

number 5...

Coco Chanel passed away in Paris in 1971. However, in an 

industry where the only changeless thing is change itself, she 

remains the reigning Queen of fashion. 

“The Chanel style is characterized by freedom, comfort, a 

mixture of men’s and women’s fashion elements, and a sense of 

minimalism. All of which remain a source of inspiration for us today,” 

said Veronique Perez, fashion director of the Chanel press office. 

One of Coco Chanel’s dreams was to help modern women live 

the way they want. “It’s still something we try to live by today.” Ms. 

Perez pointed out. 

“Does Chanel have menswear?”, Michael Yu asked Xia Hua in a 

low voice. “No!” Ms. Xia replied, “Chanel is the only fashion brand 

dedicated exclusively to designing clothes for elegant ladies”. 

“Fashion changes, but style endures”. Coco Chanel’s brilliant 

observation may hold the key to the enduring charm of the brand. 

Another time-honored French brand that greatly impressed the 

Chinese entrepreneurs is Groupe Dassault, a century-old, fourth-

generation-owned industrial conglomerate. 

On the evening of June 26, the delegation arrived at the Hôtel 

Marcel Dassault situated on the Champs-Élysées. At 6 pm, the 

gate to the mansion opened on time. The Chinese entrepreneurs 

walked slowly into the grandiose former palace. 

In the ground-floor vestibule, a long table was covered with bottles 

of vintage wine from the private collection of the Dassault family. 

The 88-year-old Serge Dassault warmly greeted the Chinese 

guests, inviting them to taste the great wine. 

Afterwards, everyone gathered up in the dining hall. “First of all I 

want to congratulate you,” Mr. Dassault addressed the Chinese 

guests. “It is thanks to your hard work and great contributions that 

China has become one of the world’s strongest economies today”. 

And when he talked about his own business, a sudden pride crept 

into his tone. “We are the only family business in the world that is 
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still owned by the founding family”, he said.  

In 1916, Mr. Serge Dassault’s father, Marcel Dassault, designed a 

wooden airplane propeller, called the “Éclair” (“lightning”), marking 

the start of the legendary Dassault business, which remained 

defiantly independent both in times of war and during peacetime.  

As a second-generation member of the Dassault family, Serge 

Dassault recounted his family story in a measured tone. And we 

were particularly struck by one word -- “fight”: during the WWII, 

his father fought against the Germans; and during peace time, 

he fought against the French government, which threatened the 

private ownership of his family business. 

His efforts paid off splendidly: the group now boasts some of the 

world’s most prestigious companies in their respective fields, 

including Dassault Aviation, Dassault Falcon, and Dassault 

Systèmes. 

“But I don’t want to retire at all!”, Mr. Serge Dassault exclaimed, 

ending his remarks, which elicited a roaring applause from the 

crowd. 

“In China, family business is still something people frown upon”, 

Mr. Zhu Xinli lamented. “But today, we’ve seen with our own 

eyes how great a family business can be. Groupe Dassault has 

my eternal admiration”.

When exchanging gifts with the host, Mr. Guo Guangchang 

also shared some of his reflections. “We always complain 

about how hard it is to start and grow a business, but after 

hearing the Dassault family story today, we are convinced that 

to inherit and build on a business is even harder. Either way, we 

have a lot to learn from Dassault”, he said.   

“If we can internalize the surpassing qualities of Mr. Dassault 

and the Dassault family, we might be able to build a business 

as great as Groupe Dassault”, Mr. Liu Chuanzhi remarked 

before the dinner, rising to his feet. 

Although Guo Guangchang and Liu Chuanzhi have no plans to 

pass their businesses down to their children, they could try and 

ensure the spirit of their companies be carried forth ceaselessly, 

which might go a long way toward achieving the goal of building 

long-lasting businesses. 
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“Cathode” and “Anode”

Before the trip, French businesses were considered as being somewhat conservative and conventional, but a visit to Dassault 

Systèmes and Schneider Electric soon convinced everyone otherwise. 

On the afternoon of June 26, the delegation arrived at the headquarters of Dassault Systèmes in the south-western suburbs of 

Paris. Standing beneath a huge display screen, Bernard Charlès, President and CEO of Dassault Systèmes, gave a detailed 

introduction to the origin of the company and the various rounds of changes it had undergone. 

In 1981, Dassault Systèmes was created to facilitate the R&D of Dassault’s “Mirage” Fighter Series. As early as the 1980s, 

when the term “3D” still sounded alien and futuristic, Dassault had already been using 3D technologies extensively to create 

design schemes for clients in such industries as automobile and aircraft. 

At first, there were only 10 engineers working for the company. However, on the strength of their “internal innovation” drives, 

they managed to implement major change initiatives every ten years, throughout which they never deviated from their “3D” 

formula. 

Today, by relying on its sophisticated 3D expertise, Dassault Systèmes has become a world leader in the production of 3D 

design software, 3D digital mock-up and product lifecycle management (PLM) solutions.

“From DNA to the design of massive and complicated production lines, and from stimulation of life process to architectural 

design, we can simulate everything through our 3D technologies,” Mr. Charlès said proudly. Their goal is to help businesses 

and individuals to conduct continuous innovation through 3Dexperience, so as to achieve a state of harmony among product, 

life and nature. 
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Compared to Dassault Systèmes which was established a little over three decades ago, Schneider Electric obviously is much 

older, but the 170-year-old energy management conglomerate shows no sign of getting “old”. On the contrary, the company 

has undergone new growth spurts over the past decade, having successfully achieved a strategic shift from power generation 

to energy management, with its global footprint now spanning 100 countries, with over 130,000 employees worldwide.

“How do you make decisions every time you launch strategic transformations?”, Liu Chuanzhi asked Jean-Pascal Tricoire, 

President and CEO of Schneider Electric, on the bus to the headquarters to the company on the noon of June 28. 

“Although we don’t have a very big corporate strategy department, we are nonetheless capable of making effective decisions, 

because our strategy formulation comes bottom-up,” Mr. Tricoire replied straightforwardly.   

“We believe in people!”, he stressed throughout his ensuing remarks. During the company’s numerous rounds of 

transformations and global operations, employees of Schneider Electric are given sufficient autonomy in accomplishing their 

jobs. 

“Schneider’s corporate culture can be characterized as an organizational structure, a management system, a mission and a 

set of values.” Mr. Tricoire said. In addition, the company’s culture is also a cross-border, open one. For instance, the culture of 

Schneider China is distinctly Chinese.  

“Why am I willing to dedicate myself so fully to Schneider?”, Mr. Tricoire couldn’t help wondering himself. Since joining 

Schneider in 1986, he has never left the company. A thriving corporate culture and a generous benefits program have helped 

arouse the initiative and enthusiasm of employees. “And that’s why I always take a long-term perspective on the company”, Mr. 

Tricoire pointed out. “I have become part of Schneider, and my future will be with Schneider, too,” he said sincerely. 

“The practices of Schneider convinced me of the importance of management”, said Ma Weihua, former President of China 

Merchants Bank. In his opinion, the success of Schneider can be attributed to two factors: accurate, responsive decision-

making; and corporate culture. “Only by being inclusive, can one be open. And only by being open can one be trustworthy. 

These are very inspiring lessons for us Chinese entrepreneurs”, he observed. 

Through interactions with these prestigious French companies, the Chinese entrepreneurs have reaped a lot. In addition to 

witnessing the power of innovation and experiencing the charm of corporate culture, they have also gained a more profound 

understanding of the meaning of heritage. 
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Some of them have even got some business done. For instance, two Chanel executives have ordered two suits from Ms. Xia 

Hua. Edward Tian, Chairman of the China Broadband Capital Partners, has reached a cooperative agreement with the senior 

executives of Dassault Systèmes, under the terms of which the former would help the latter promote its software and applications 

in China by means of “cloud computing” in the coming years; and another agreement with Schneider Electric, whereby the latter 

would put together an energy management plan for the former’s cloud-computing base. 

At the delegation’s last press conference before leaving, Mr. Liu Yonghao, Chairman of the New Hope Group, announced some 

great news: The New Hope Group has signed framework agreements with France's Sofiproteol SA and Holland’s Hendrix 

Genetics, with a view to introducing the two companies’ advanced technologies in Breeding and food safety to China, and by 

establishing a joint venture in China, jointly tapping the Chinese market in the coming years. 

Despite a stream of good news for the Chinese entrepreneurs, Xu Xiaonian, an advisor to the CEC and Professor of Economics 

and Finance at China Europe International Business School, remains anxious. “The trip has basically proved what I suspected: the 

European economy is still slumping,” He said. Although the French government officials welcomed the CEC delegation with great 

enthusiasm, they seemed to have no clear idea of what they should do after the financial crisis. “Actually they deliberately avoided 

talking about the difficulties they are currently facing”, said Professor Xu. 

“France is in urgent need of structural adjustment and true leadership”, Professor Xu observed, frowning a bit at this point. In his 

opinion, a country’s leader shall have a penetrating insight into the true health of the current economy, and try to convince voters to 

accept his own ideas for the future of the country, instead of pandering blindly to voters. Those pandering for votes are not “leaders”, 

but “followers”. In today’s political community, most “leaders” are actually “followers”. “The same is true for businesses. A great 

company shall be able to lead, not just follow,” Professor Xu pointed out.  

“A battery shall have both a positive terminal and a negative terminal in order to function”, noted Xu, fully aware of his “reputation” 

as a naysayer. “We economists are willing to be the negative terminal, and you entrepreneurs can feel free to be the positive one!” 

Chinese entrepreneurs are eager to be the positive terminal. Though the business environment in which they grow is radically 

different from that of their French counterparts, they cherish similar grand ambitions. And only by adhering steadfastly to their 

beliefs and always looking on the bright side can they hope to survive the vicissitudes of life in the business world.
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