The organizers of the First Asian Management and Entrepreneurship Workshop that took place last December in Brussels, had clear goals in mind: 
- to develop a critical mass in Asia Management Research; 
- to mobilize and build the disciple and act as a catalyst for the development of research, both empirical and theoretical; 
- to network with colleagues with similar research interests. 

However, it soon emerged that the Workshop’s rich and lively discussions were also responding to the more radical intellectual aims of the participants:
- to imbue our discipline with diversity, and a multi-disciplinary approach; 
- to break away from excessive empiricism; 
- to develop theory. 

“Big Questions” Posed 

Gordon Redding (Professor emeritus at INSEAD) set the tone with his keynote speech on research frameworks for the understanding of capitalisms in Asia. Neoclassical and mainstream economics and management theories are too simplistic and the assumptions untenable, especially if one is to understand business phenomena in Asia. It is appropriate that “culture” is finally included as a factor shaping economic systems (Douglass North, 2005). Theoretical structures to overcome over-simplification and universalistic biases are emerging. Promising research that brings complexity to the foreground includes ideas like complex adaptive systems (evolution), developed at the Santa Fe Institute. Scholars of Asian management will be enriched by these developments. 

Asia offers no indigenous theories on Asian management. At the same time, orthodox theories and empirical work in the West are facing a credibility and relevance crisis at home. What can the legitimacy of those frameworks be to tackle the Asian context? The call to develop new theory only becomes louder when one tries to understand Asia. 

There is a second, magnificent opportunity to escape the present unrealistic, over-empirical paradigm of management science; the global financial crisis. The partial collapse of the existing US model, until recently an unquestioned truth religiously held to the point of becoming a basis for morality, may be a boon for scholarship. Not that the crisis had been unpredicted (see Karl Polanyi, The Great Transformation, 1944, or Paul Krugman, The Great Unraveling, 2003); now along the current devastation, mental pain will grip economists and management researchers. Chances are opening for theoretical innovation leading to "thick" descriptions; explanations that leave less on the table than present ones. 

Innovation in research leads to innovation in firms (and the lack thereof in the China context): also to the realization that radical innovation is becoming rarer everywhere. MBA courses do not teach innovation. Mangers are exposed to the same syllabus everywhere, which is designed for American, mostly large, publicly traded firms. According to one participant, the knowledge imparted means that top executives at Western firms “know little or nothing” about their organization and what goes on at levels below. Teaching and research on Asian management, will not contribute to innovation in Europe, but by introducing complexity and multi-disciplinary frameworks to analyze business challenges, it may better train executives to understand the world they must operate in, as well as its challenges and opportunities. 

Presentations and Discussion 

After each paper presented, a vigorous discussion ensued as a rule. Sometimes along a leitmotiv, like the two alternative perspectives to close in on Asian management: orientalist vs. universalist approach. 

Darryn Mitussis presenting his work on guanxi, concluded that these are a rational response to a weak state. Stuart McDonald in his work on Information for Innovation in the context of Chinese firms, supplies various keys to manage networks, including a ‘standing-back’ attitude and ‘trust.’ The work noted the processes and pitfalls by which the intellectual property of a person becomes the property of an organization. His approach, tending towards the culturalistic area of the spectrum, provided frameworks such as the differentiation between contacts (knowing somebody) and networks (true information exchange). The critical question then becomes: Are we trading or are we sharing information? To generate innovation and high-tech industries, knowledge sharing is crucial. 

Deidre Hunt’s approach also was less than universalistic. Family business was defined on the basis of those concerned believing that they were running a family business. Story-telling and sets of beliefs drive understanding and truth. 

Split viewpoints also emerged as a result of the presentation of the forthcoming book Japan’s Open Future. While the work was attacked on grounds that Japan changed substantially in the 1990s, it did provide a dire warning of what can happen (e.g, a lost generation), when nations stop evolving and innovating. The Development of Woman Entrepreneurship in Japan by Philippe Debroux in Japan did express hope for the future. 

China also generated controversy: while called the “largest social change laboratory in the world”, it may also eventually get stuck in a “high-level equilibrium trap” … or even a lower-level one … if the paradigm shift of the crisis is not weathered properly. On South East Asia, after Richel Lamadrid’s presentation a critical view was taken on countries where elites are rentier capitalists, not industrial owners. In such ersatz capitalistic systems no risks are taken and the range of possibilities is restricted. Are such countries beyond salvation, or can a combination of technology and education change present development trajectories? 

In the closing session the following actions were proposed: 
- initiatives to draw Asian students and their supervisors to Europe; 
- specialist workshops (e.g, on a country, like India, or a general theme like, Asian family businesses); 
- production of edited volumes (for example in the Edward Elgar entrepreneurship series) and special issues in scientific journals (Management International Review, Journal of Cultural Entrepreneurship, and Entrepreneurship Theory & Practice were mentioned) of papers presented; 
- formal links with sources of funds for research projects (such as Asian case studies). 

The 2009 edition  of the Asian Management and Entrepreneurship Workshop” - will take place November 30 -December 1, 2009 in Brussels. The organizers welcome participants from the 2008 workshop as well as all other researchers working on or interested in the theme to discuss and/or take ownership of any of the initiatives mentioned above. 
Please contact Thierry (thierry.volery@unisg.ch) or Tomas (tomas.casas@unisg.cn). 
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