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The Ethics of Talent Management Practices in China, Exploring the Role of Guanxi in Talent 

Recruitment and Talent Development  

Abstract 

This paper explores talent management (TM) ethics in China, specifically examines the role of 

Chinese guanxi in TM practices. Guanxi in the Chinese business context has been widely 

acknowledged amongst Western academics and business managers, and there is a growing 

literature on TM and its ethics. However, guanxi-related behaviours and ethical issues arising 

from TM practices' operation have been overlooked but need to be addressed. This paper 

explores the roles of guanxi in talent recruitment and development with views of talent 

management ethics. Fifteen interviews were conducted in a case company to explore how 

guanxi factors impact its talent recruitment and development activities. The roles of guanxi are 

analysed based on the ethics of elitist talent management. This paper also identifies several 

ethical dilemmas related to guanxi in TM practices. This paper recommends that TM 

practitioners take account of guanxi effects to discuss TM ethics in China's context. 

Keywords: talent management; ethics; guanxi; China  

 

Introduction  

Although the literature on talent management (TM) has grown considerably in the last decade, 

there has been little empirical research concentrating on ethical issues in TM practices, 

particularly in the Chinese context.  Given the cultural differences between the East and the 

West, guanxi or 'social connections' is considered a key determinant of business success in 

Chinese society. This paper examines guanxi-related behaviour in TM practices through a view 

of ethics of elitist talent management. There is limited TM literature that has discussed the the 

ethics and fairness of TM practices (Swailes 2013). Gelens et al. (2013, 2014) explored the role 

of perceived organisational justice in shaping TM outcomes. That literature did not focus on 

the Chinese context or the role of guanxi in TM ethics. The research question of this paper is: 

how guanxi factors impact the ethics of TM practices, such as talent recruitment and talent 

development? It enables us to unpack the role of guanxi in TM ethics. 

 

Literature review 



Guanxi or social connection is considered an important determinant of business success in the 

Chinese context (Luo, 1997a; Ren et al., 2009). Guanxi looks like a dyadic relationship and is 

defined as the relationship or personal relationships between two people (Fan, 2002). Guanxi 

is ‘an intricate and pervasive relational network that traditionally the Chinese are conscious of 

cultivating. Guanxi creates a perpetual implicit mutual obligation, assurance and 

understanding, and governs Chinese attitudes toward long-term social and business 

relationships’ (Luo, 1997b, 34). Guanxi is informal, especially personal interactions, which 

involve social experience sharing and the reciprocal exchange of favour and trust (Bian, 1997). 

Guanxi influence involves prioritising personal networks and loyalties more than other kinds 

of affiliation or standards. It is considered one of the most significant traditional Chinese 

cultural values dominating Chinese people's ethics and behaviour (He et al., 2017). In a 

business context, guanxi is associated with power, social status, and resource allocation 

(Hackley and Dong, 2001; Huang et al., 2008).  It can be seen as akin to networking but 

combines the personal and the professional (Gibb and Zhang 2017).  

Guanxi has a substantial and direct as well as indirect effect on social attitudes and business 

practices in China. Many studies have examined the consequences or implications of guanxi 

for China’s society, organisational dynamics and economic efficiency. Some studies have 

stated that guanxi has a positive effect on organisational performance, with such benefits as 

substituting for formal legal structure (Xin and Pearce, 1996), lowering transaction costs 

(Standifirf and Marshall, 2000), providing a competitive advantage (Tsang,1998). The ethical 

issues of guanxi have been examined in specific contexts such as international business 

(Ulusemre and Fang, 2021), social media (Zhou et al, 2020) and sales management (Li and Sun 

2017). However, few studies examined guanxi influence on TM ethics. How guanxi impacts 

employees' perceptions of TM ethics needs to be explored. 

 

Guanxi at an individual level 

The conception of guanxi is from Confucianism, which is a fundamental part of Chinese 

culture. Confucianism has been codifying social rules, values and structure since the sixth 

century BC in China. Confucianism advocates authority, order, harmony, loyalty and personal 

relationships, and it assumes that people exist in a web of harmonious and orderly relationships 

(Zhang and Zhang, 2006). Thus, Chinese society functions as a clan-like network and guanxi 

acts as delicate fibres woven into every aspect of this society reflect various individual and 



organisational ties at the network level (Park and Luo, 2001). However, different types of 

guanxi have different effects on an individual and an organisation. In terms of guanxi at an 

individual level, Zhang and Zhang (2006) classified guanxi into the obligatory, reciprocal, and 

utilitarian types. 

 

Zhang and Zhang (2006) state that a broader relationship is the reciprocal type guanxi, which 

includes relationships with neighbours, fellow Chinese, classmates, colleagues and other closer 

friends who share similar experiences or have a common background. The shared identity 

provides familiarity among the individuals, which provides assurance and trust and creates a 

barrier for competitors and adversaries (Vanhonacker, 2004). The reciprocal type of guanxi is 

a reciprocal exchange of favours, which facilitates the survival of individuals in the group and 

the group's survival (Lee and Dawes, 2005). If one of the exchange partners receives favours, 

it is implicit that they are expected to repay the favour or help in future; similarly, the recipient 

partner must consciously reciprocate to avoid feeling guilty and damage his/her social prestige 

(Lee et al., 2001; Su et al., 2004). The failure to reciprocate may ultimately destroy the 

relationship between participants in the exchange. Thus, individuals with the reciprocal type of 

guanxi have favours of equivalent value or the ability to exchange favours. The behaviour of 

exchanging favour can be repeated, like an infinitely repeated game (Su and Littlefield, 2001). 

 

These principles help the researcher analyse guanxi at the individual level in an organisation, 

particular guanxi between colleagues. Supervisor-subordinate guanxi (s-s guanxi) is a Chinese 

culture-specific concept, which captures the s-s non-work-related personal ties, acting as the 

contextual condition (He et al., 2017). It also involves a formal and informal personal 

connection between two individuals bounded by an implicit psychological contract gathering 

long-term relationship in Chinese societies (Weng, 2014). S-s guanxi should be taken into 

consideration in exploring TM ethics. As there is a strong relationship between managers’ and 

subordinates’ ethical behaviours and organisational performance (Zaim et al.,2021), it is 

essential to explore the ethical roles of s-s guanxi in TM practices. Chinese supervisors often 

classify their subordinates into in-group members and out-group members based on guanxi 

quality and provide former with more emotional supports and work-related resources (Wei et 

al., 2010). The in-group members with high s-s guanxi are highly motivated to reciprocate with 



their moral obligations, loyalty, obedience and devotion to their supervisors; conversely, 

subordinate with low s-s guanxi may feel unfair treatment (He et al., 2017).  

 

Guanxi at an organisational level 

Although most guanxi connections are based on the individual level, guanxi is a helpful system 

for business organisations at the organisational level. Guanxi at the individual level can be 

transferred into the organisation and viewed as an organisational asset (Tsang, 1998). Firstly, 

when an individual employee joins an organisation, his/her guanxi resources are introduced 

into the organisation. For example, an employee’s personal guanxi could be dedicated to and 

used by his/her organisation through a strong connection among key managers in the 

organisation (Park and Luo, 2001). Although guanxi remains the personal property of the 

individual employee, it can be beneficial to and used by the organisation. In China’s business 

environment, interpersonal guanxi is an efficient mechanism for facilitating economic 

exchanges and overcoming administrative costs; trust-based networks can satisfy the strategic 

needs of firms (Park and Luo 2001). Firms can take advantages of guanxi, such as close 

business-government guanxi ties, to obtain competitive advantages in emerging economies. 

For example, guanxi ties with key stakeholders, such as government officials and alliances 

partners, can help a firm obtain some scarce resources and reduce transaction costs. (Zhang 

and Bright, 2012). Therefore, guanxi has multi-faceted influences on organisational 

performance in China. In addition, guanxi not only is a kind of interpersonal network, but it 

also represents a kind of intraorganisational network. Guanxi at the individual level and 

organisational level are mutually embedded and comparable to a certain degree. How do these 

behaviours impact TM practices, such as talent recruitment and talent development activities? 

Are there any ethical challenges? More research is needed. In many Chinese organisations, 

obligatory and reciprocal guanxi have greater importance than organisational affiliations or 

legal standards (Luo, 1997a). Loyalty to a specific leader in the organisation may be more 

important than loyalty to the organisation based on the obligatory principle. Thus, Chinese 

executives of privately owned enterprises depend more heavily on interpersonal guanxi than 

formal institutional support (Peng and Luo, 2000). This guanxi may lead to biased decisions in 

talent development activities. Thus, relevant ethical issues should be evaluated.  

Guanxi practices are the norm in China and continue to permeate Chinese society (Ulusemre 

and Fang, 2021). Although some business ethics literature on guanxi explored guanxi’s positive 



aspects (Chen and Tjosvold, 2006), other literature noted that if guanxi is used inappropriately, 

it may result in unethical behaviours, such as nepotism and corruption in the Chinese context 

(Fan,2002; Huang 2008; Chen and Chen 2009). How guanxi factors impact employees’ 

perceptions on the fairness of TM activities should be understood by TM practitioners and 

academics. It is necessary to explore the role of guanxi in TM ethics. 

 

Talent Management 

Although there are different interpretations about TM, a consistent understanding of TM is 

about acquiring, developing and retaining talented individuals who are of particular value to 

an organisation (Collings and Mellahi 2009, Scullion and Collings 2011, Thunnissen et al., 

2013, McDonnell et al., 2017). There is no universal definition of talent in TM (Lewis and 

Heckman 2006) though a major theme is about adopting either inclusive or exclusive 

definitions of talent (Collings and Mellahi 2009). The inclusive approach views all employees 

as talented employees and treats all employees have the potential to contribute to competitive 

advantage. A key challenge for the inclusive approach is the extent to which an organisation 

can provide all employees with the same opportunities to succeed in the organisation. In 

contrast, the 'exclusive' approach concerns workforce differentiation and applies different HR 

practices to different sets of employees, where defining talent means differentiating and 

focussing on high performance, high potential and staff at key positions, which have a key 

impact on the competitive advantage of an organisation (Gallardo-Gallardo et al., 2013). 

Advocators of the exclusive approach argue that if TM is not defined as an exclusive and 

distinctive strategic process, it may have little difference from HRM. The exclusive approach 

is more prevalent in highly competitive, profit-seeking environments than public management, 

not-for-profit contexts with traditions of collectivism and sensitivity to differentiation (Swailes 

and Blackburn 2016). Some TM research have discussed ethical issues regarding the inclusive 

and exclusive TM approach (O'Connor and Crowley-Henry, 2019; Swailes 2013). Guanxi 

influence as an important factor of the exclusive TM approach in China has also been 

discovered (Zhang and Bright 2012; Gibb and Zhang 2017). However, a lack of research 

explores ethical issues of guanxi influence in TM practices. This TM research focuses on 

exploring the gap.  

A talent attraction strategy as part of TM requires employers to apply branding models and 

marketing methods either to acquire talented individuals from the external labour market or to 



encourage internal employees to engage with TM processes (Gibb and Zhang, 2017). Various 

talent attracting and recruitment strategies, such as employer branding, creative recruitment 

methods, and flexible benefits, were discussed (Jiang et al., 2011; Jansen and Van der Pool, 

2009; Lin and Trenberth, 2011; CIPD, 2017). In China’s business context, guanxi influence 

has been discovered as a key factor to impact talent recruitment and talent identification (Zhang 

and Bright, 2012). Recruiting talented employees with guanxi ties has potential advantages, 

such as trustworthy candidates and network resources, to assist in managing to deal effectively 

with China's bureaucracy; its potential disadvantages may involve accepting unqualified talent 

and perpetuating unfair discrimination in talent recruitment (Gibb and Zhang, 2017). However, 

ethical issues that arise from talent recruitment have not been discussed. In this paper, exploring 

the ethical issues of guanxi in recruiting talent will help TM scholars to understand TM 

behaviours in the Chinese context.  

Talent development involves developing talent within an organisation. Developing talent 

internally focus on making rather than buy in talent, and it allows organisations to develop 

firm-specific knowledge and skills. Talent development involves various activities, such as 

coaching and mentoring as well as formal and informal training and development programmes 

(Collings and Mellahi 2009). Vos and Dries (2013) explore employees’ career management 

through a TM lens. A Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD) report (2017) 

found that UK organisations’ TM practices most often target senior managers, high potentials, 

future leaders and high-fliers. Exclusive approaches were more popular than inclusive 

approaches in the talent development literature. High performance/potential and job position 

as criteria to select individuals to participate in talent development programmes (Tansley, 2011; 

Collins and Mellahi, 2009). As the exclusive approaches focus on the elite group, the ethical 

concerns that arise from creating and treating a managerial elite and fairness of talent 

development were discussed by some researchers (Swailes, 2013; O’Connor and Crowley-

henry, 2019). Collings et al. (2019) indicate that TM should be analysed at the individual, 

organisational and national levels. Compare to TM in western countries, cross-cultural 

differences make Chinese TM seem likely to differ in the details, and guanxi as contextual 

factors have been considered in talent identification and development (Zhang and Bright,2012; 

Gibb and Zhang,2017). However, challenges of fairness and validity regarding guanxi in talent 

development practices do exist. Employees and managers’ perceptions of the fairness of guanxi 

influence in talent development practice have not been explored. There remains a gap in more 



fully examining the guanxi influence in talent development from an ethical and organisational 

justice standpoint.  

 

TM ethics 

Although there is no universal TM ethics principle, some different ethical systems are used to 

analyse TM. Perceived organisational justice refers to anyone's subjective perceptions of the 

fairness of allocations. Referring to the allocation of outcomes such as promotion opportunities 

or financial rewards, the process by which the allocations were made, the provided information 

about the process and the received relational treatment during this process (Gelens et al. 2013). 

Organisational justices, such as distributive justice, procedural justice and interactional justice, 

that were used to analyse HRM, were used to explore exclusive TM practices (O'Connor and 

Crowley-Henry, 2019). Swailes (2013) summarises a framework (see table 1), which includes 

duty ethics, virtue ethics, distributive justice, stakeholder theory and utilitarianism, to help 

organisations make judgements about the ethicality of TM practices. The framework could be 

used to examine the ethics of TM practices in this research. 

                                                     

                                                  The ethics of elitist talent management 

 

Ethical belief system                              Summary implications for elitist talent management  

Duty ethics                      The goodwill and intentions behind talent programmes govern their ethicality. 

If strong self-interest is present in organisational motives, the action would not 

be ethical. 

 

Virtue ethics                    Talent management is ethical if it properly identifies employee potential and 

enables participants to reach their potential in the fullest sense (not just for the 

organisation’s benefit) and if other employees are not denied opportunities. 

 

Distributive justice              An elite group is justified so long as participants are there on their own merits 

and not because of the labours of those who are excluded. The excluded should 

benefit in some way and not be denied opportunities for themselves. 

. 

Stakeholder theory              So long as a talent programme benefits its participants and other stakeholders 

(e.g. other employee groups and investors) and is done to strengthen the 

organisation, then it can be considered as moral. 

 

Utilitarianism                 Participants in talent programmes can be seen as a means to an end (e.g. to give 

greater Innovation or job security) if the majority benefit. A talent programme is 



moral if it maximises good to the greatest number and gives the least harm to 

others. 

  

                                                                                                                                     

(Source: Swailes, 2013) 

 

Although there is extensive literature on TM and different interpretations of talent exist, 

scholars agree that the importance of context on the exact definition of talent and TM practices 

varies according to the cultural context, organisational environment, the internal and external 

context of an organisation. Cross-cultural studies suggest differences in TM interpretations and 

have different understandings of ‘talent’ across different cultures (Festing et al., 2013; Gibb 

and Zhang, 2017). Despite the growing literature on TM, there is little empirical research on 

TM ethics (Swailes, 2013). Furthermore, so far, there has been no specific TM research 

exploring the ethical role of guanxi in TM practices. This paper focuses on ethical issues and 

questions arising from TM practices' implementation. It seeks to explore how guanxi factors 

impact TM ethics of talent recruitment and talent development in the Chinese context.  

 

 

Method 

The fundamental purpose of this paper is to explore how guanxi factors impact the ethics of 

TM practices, particularly in talent recruitment, talent development. Interviews with managers 

and employees in a large Chinese organisation were undertaken to explore how employees 

perceived and experienced guanxi factors influencing TM practices. The case company 

operates in the real estate development industry in China. As real estate development 

companies are considered talent-intensive organisations in China, they have been a foundation 

of China's economy and remain a key industry (Squire and Heurkens 2015). They need talents 

from various disciplines involved in all activities in the relevant value chain, such as feasibility 

studies, developing real estate projects, designing property, construction, sales and marketing, 

and property management. The research selected a large enterprise, which is listed on the 

Shenzhen Stock exchange. The company is based in the central part of China and has more 

than one thousand employees. The company was established in the 1990s and developed from 

a private-owned enterprise. Although Chinese private-owned enterprises depend heavily on 

guanxi in their management (Peng and Luo, 2000), the case company had formal TM policies 



and experiences in talent recruitment and talent development. As guanxi is considered one of 

the most significant Chinese cultural values dominating Chinese people’s ethics and behaviour 

(He et al. 2017), respondents were able to provide their experience of guanxi-related behaviour 

in TM practices.  

Interview participants were obtained through a snowballing approach (Cant et al., 2011). At 

the first step, the HR manager and director were initial informants because they were 

knowledgeable about TM in the company and helped provide access to individual interviewees 

whom the company identified as talented employees. These initial informants also helped to 

provide access to TM practitioners in the company. The snowballing approach is appropriate 

where there is no central database identifying an informant. The TM practitioners and talented 

employees were interviewed. Based on participants’ job roles, there were given code names 

for the purpose of anonymity.  

Fifteen interviews were conducted with TM practitioners and talented employees. Interviews 

with senior managers and HR practitioners concerned with formal TM strategy and 

implementation. Interviews with talented employees focused on exploring their experiences of 

TM activities in the company. These interviews were based on semi-structured questions and 

aimed to explore how guanxi factors influence TM practices and the fairness of TM activities. 

These interviews took not more than one hour, conducted in Chinese and audio-recorded, 

transcribed verbatim, and anonymised.   

Thematic analysis was used to analyse data. Braun and Clarke (2006) indicate that thematic 

analysis involves six processes: familiarising and transcribing data, generating initial codes, 

searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and producing a report. 

In this research, interview data were transcribed immediately after inter interviews. 

Transcription and reading of data allowed the researcher to be familiar with the data. Keywords 

were and noted. At the second stage, codes were highlighted. Once all the data were coded, 

similar codes were grouped together, and themes emerged. According to Braun and Clarke 

(2006), themes generally identify a broader level of meaning than codes.  Clusters and similar 

codes were grouped into potential themes and created a thematic analysis map.  During the 

stage four and five, the researcher reviewed the themes. Once all the themes and sub-themes 

had been identified, the researcher was able to write the findings and analysis, which 

established a complete story to be told from the participants' perspective and understand how 

guanxi factors impact the ethics of TM in the case company.  



 

Findings  

This study examines guanxi-related behaviours in TM practices and discuss the ethics of TM 

in the case company. The findings show that guanxi factors influence talent recruitment and 

development. The case company faced some ethical dilemmas in TM practices because of 

guanxi impacts. Ethical issues are discussed in more detail below. 

Talent recruitment  

Talent recruitment is to acquire talented individuals from the external labour market. It was 

found that guanxi played its roles in the talent recruitment process in the case company. Guanxi 

recruitment refers to the use of informal channels to recruit people who are directly or indirectly 

known to people already in the company. Many people are recruited through guanxi networks 

in this company, which involve internal employees, friends, and important stakeholders. 

Guanxi recruitment facilitates trust between talented employees and the organisation. As the 

Chairman of the company stated: 

 “China’s context has its characteristics. Personal trust is easy to be built through close 

guanxi. According to tradition, Chinese people emphasise consanguinity, geographical 

relations, and some natural relations, in which personal trust is easy to be built. So guanxi 

recruitment is an important talent attraction channel.” (the Chairman)  

As guanxi serves as a means for signalling trust and credibility in a society (Dunfee and 

Warren, 2001), guanxi becomes a tool for screening talented employees. In the Chinese context 

attracting talents through guanxi networks has several advantages. These include reducing 

uncertainty, increasing recruitment effectiveness and building reciprocal favours for a 

company. 

However, acquiring talents through guanxi recruitment involving much more complex 

situations; it is not easy to justify good or bad.  

Some guanxi networks might bring in both talented candidates and unqualified candidates. It 

was difficult to assess whether guanxi recruitment was lowering standards to recruit 

unqualified candidates. The company occasionally accepted some special talented individuals 

through guanxi networks. The HR Director stated:  



“We had some candidates who were recommended by guanxi networks. Some of them were 

outstanding candidates, but some of them are not qualified for our posts.  Actually, guanxi 

recruitment could not guarantee to acquire better talents. However, sometimes we have to 

use a guanxi network and accept some guanxi candidates. We have to maintain this guanxi 

network and maintain good relationships with relevant stakeholders...  We hope to recruit 

some talented employees who have relevant social capital or guanxi networks because the 

enterprise has to deal with external stakeholders, such as government agencies.” (HR 

Director) 

The comment implies that guanxi network recruitment might bring some employees whose 

personal competencies do not fit the posts but have to be accepted. According to a technical 

view of attracting talents, guanxi recruitment might recruit unfit talents and cause "over-

staffing". However, recruiting unfit employees from guanxi networks may bring the company 

strategic benefits. The company sometimes has to accept unfit talents due to pressure from the 

guanxi networks. The company wanted to utilise guanxi networks behind the talents to obtain 

some favour in exchange. Some people whose personal competencies were weak were still 

identified as talented employees because their personal guanxi ties could bring strategic 

benefits to the enterprise. Some companies in China curry favour with local government 

officials by recruiting additional staff who have guanxi ties with government officials and 

expect to negotiate some reciprocal benefits from the local government (Beardwell and 

Claydon, 2010). 

 

The company faced a dilemma regarding accepting incapable candidates from guanxi networks. 

The company might have to accept a candidate recommended by a key stakeholder, even if 

he/she was not capable. The HR Director added: 

"We are willing to recruit capable candidates through guanxi networks. However, 

sometimes we come across a dilemma situation…... We used to accept candidates introduced 

by government officials. However, they were allocated to basic posts because they were not 

capable. They were not in key posts. Once they enter our organisation, we are mainly 

concerned with personal capability......Recruiting incapable employees from guanxi 

networks may put the enterprise in a dilemma because those people are very easy to invite in 

but difficult to get them out. The enterprise can accept the candidate only if the government 

officer (referrer) is at a high level and very important to the enterprise and the candidate's 



personal networks bring the company a huge benefit; in such case, we cannot reject the 

candidate.” (HR Director) 

The statement shows that guanxi recruitment posed a dilemma. It was easy to recruit unsuitable 

candidates from guanxi networks but it was difficult to dismiss them due to pressures from 

those networks and the need for reciprocal favours. Attracting talents through guanxi networks 

was not, therefore, a simple recruitment method. It involved establishing or maintaining guanxi 

networks with stakeholders to obtain protection or reciprocal benefits for the company.   

In terms of utilitarianism ethical belief system (Swailes, 2013), guanxi recruitment is moral if 

it can bring strategic benefits to the company and maximises good to the greatest employees 

and gives the least harm to employees. As guanxi recruitments have some advantages and 

benefits, it is an acceptable talent recruitment method. However, in practice, it is not easy to 

justify whether recruiting talents through a guanxi network maximises good to the greatest 

number and provide the least harm to others because any strategic benefits brought by guanxi 

networks are not easy to be measured or compared. Moreover, these strategic benefits are not 

permanent. There is a high risk of over-staffing when these strategic benefits are not valid. 

Thus, according to the utilitarianism ethical belief system, guanxi recruitment put TM 

practitioners in an ethical dilemma. 

 

In terms of virtue ethics (Swailes, 2013), guanxi recruitment might be seen as not ethical 

because it identifies candidates' potential just for the organisation's benefit, and other 

candidates are denied opportunities. Recruiting talented individuals through guanxi networks 

negatively impacted recruitment fairness. In order to obtain favours and benefits from external 

stakeholders, the company might prioritise the recruitment of talented people who were 

recommended by guanxi networks. This was unfair to other candidates who did not have a 

strong referrer because the recruitment was not based solely on individual competency. 

However, according to Chinese culture, guanxi recruitment is acceptable; thus, it might put the 

company be in a dilemma. Suppose a company has received or would like to acquire business 

favours or benefits from guanxi partners. In that case, it may feel guilty about rejecting a 

partner's request to offer a job to a referral. In China's business context, the company had to 

establish guanxi networks and personal ties with critical stakeholders to obtain resources or 

favours, so candidates' guanxi background influenced recruitment decision-making. This 

pattern might conflict with recruitment fairness and undermine the confidence of talented 



individuals who did not have guanxi network supports. This phenomenon could be viewed as 

unethical in western recruitment practices; however, it might not attract job seekers' protest in 

the context of Chinese private-owned enterprise. In addition, according to stakeholder theory 

ethical belief system (Swailes, 2013), if recruiting talents through guanxi networks benefits 

employees and other stakeholders and is done to strengthen the company, it can be considered 

moral. It means considering guanxi networks or other stakeholders' requirements in talent 

recruitment practice could be ethical behaviour. However, it is not easy to justify how all 

interested groups benefit or harm guanxi recruitment in practice. Acquiring talents through 

guanxi network put TM practitioners in an ethical dilemma. TM academics and practitioners 

may consider a broad set of moral issues, including both Chinese and western ethical belief 

systems, to justify talent recruitment ethics.  

 

Talent development 

It is found that the company’s talent development activities were targeted at small groups who 

were considered talented employees and worked in key posts. The exclusive TM approach is 

more prevalent than the inclusive approach in the company. These distinguished TM practices 

were from general HRM practices. Although various talent development activities were found 

in the company, mentoring and informal on-the-job training was more popular than classroom 

learning and e-learning. It is found that talent development practices and s-s guanxi have 

interactive effects. 

Some ethical issues arise from talent development activities. It is found that managers’ 

decisions, such as selecting employees to join talent development programmes, are influenced 

by the quality of s-s guanxi ties. Although managers consider individual competency and 

potential as the first criteria to select employees for talent development programmes, a close s-

s guanxi or guanxi group identity might give a guanxi member more talent development 

opportunities at the expense of employees who do not have close s-s guanxi ties. As an assistant 

manager said: 

“When my supervisor selected candidates for talent development programme, he would 

firstly choose some candidates based on individual competency. And then he prefers to select 

candidates who have good guanxi with him to join the programme. So close supervisor-



subordinate guanxi could bring a subordinate better talent development opportunity.” 

(Assistant Manager 1). 

According to duty ethics, the goodwill and intentions behind talent programmes govern their 

ethicality (Swailes, 2013). If the s-s guanxi effect as a strong self-interest is present in selecting 

talent development candidates, the TD action would not be ethical. Moreover, Swailes’s (2013) 

TM ethical evaluation framework mentions that identifying talent depends on what has been 

done to identify and eliminate selection bias and whether everyone gets a fair opportunity to 

be considered. An ethical challenge in the company is that guanxi bias influence talent 

selection.  Although the company tried to use individual competence as key criteria to select 

talents, it does not identify or eliminate guanxi bias in the talent selection process.     

As s-s guanxi ties influence talent development practices, guanxi ties differentiation made "out-

group" members feel relative deprived, particularly when they feel they deserve or are entitled 

to receive talent development. This feeling might lead to an "unfair" perception at the 

organisational level. As expressed by an assistant manager: 

"In our company, talent development activities are influenced by supervisor-subordinate 

guanxi. For example, some of my colleagues have guanxi ties with supervisors, and they got 

more talent development opportunities. While I don't have these guanxi ties, I might get less 

support from supervisors and not be selected to join a mentoring programme. Due to the 

guanxi influence, talent development decisions and activities are unfair. This discourages 

my confidence." (Assistant Manager 3) 

The results recognise that s-s guanxi influence could lead to biased decisions in selecting 

talented employees. Some employees who do not have strong s-s guanxi ties are denied 

opportunities.  

Similarly, this unfair perception might affect TM activities and undermine some potential 

talents' motivation. As expressed by a member of managerial staff:  

“Some employees who do not have close guanxi with immediate supervisors or senior 

managers may feel talent development practices are unfair. Those people may feel helpless 

in this organisation” (Assistant Manager 6). 

Guanxi effects lead some employees not to be selected for a talent programme, and they see 

themselves as having fewer promotion opportunities or feel excluded. If the excluded feel that 



the organisation expects less of them, it could trigger negative emotional states. According to 

distributive justice, a talent group is justified so long as participants are there on their merits 

and not because of the labours of those excluded; and the excluded should benefit in some way 

and not be denied opportunities for themselves (Swailes, 2013). In this case, biased decisions 

lead to ethical challenges of talent development activities.  

 

However, this research found that guanxi effects are not avoidable for TM practices; s-s guanxi 

can be developed and enhanced through talent development activities. It is found that s-s guanxi 

is embedded in TM practices and result in positive practices. However, there are some ethical 

dilemmas regarding the role of guanxi in talent development practice.    

Some talent development activities, such as mentoring, coaching, and informal training, which 

involve close interactions between supervisors and subordinates, may cultivate close s-s 

guanxi. As those activities are delivered formally and informal, close interactions between 

supervisors and subordinates inside and outside working hours develop mutual trust and 

harmonious guanxi. As described by a mentee: 

“In our department, my mentor is my immediate supervisor. She is quite sensitive in emotion. 

She even cares about my personal life. This mentoring programme creates harmonious 

guanxi between us ……This guanxi looks like a family atmosphere. I feel this guanxi bridges 

the gap between superior and subordinate and enhances mutual trust.”  (Assistant  

Manager 2) 

The mentoring programme made mentees ally with their mentors, whom they considered as 

friends. Establishing close s-s guanxi enhanced mutual trust. As an assistant manager 

expressed:  

“As my mentor, my supervisor is hand-on-hand to cultivate me. The close interactions and 

supports both inside and outside working time build trust between us. ...... I think I am 

attracted by his charisma…" (Assistant Manager 5) 

Since Chinese guanxi is associated with reciprocation, those mentees were willing to 

reciprocate their mentors' support, cultivation, and care by demonstrating a high level of trust 

and personal loyalty towards mentors. Based on good personal guanxi with superiors, talented 

employees felt reassured about their work in the company. As expressed by a mentee:  



“Through the mentoring programme, I have established a good guanxi with my supervisor. 

With the good guanxi, I feel everything goes well with my work.” (Assistant Manager 7) 

 

Meanwhile, supervisors were keen to form close guanxi for reciprocal exchanges with 

subordinates they viewed as committed, trusted and capable. A manager explained:  

"Establishing good guanxi with subordinates, especially some key talents, is crucial. I think 

good supervisor-subordinate guanxi can bring trusted employees around you and support 

your teamwork. I am happy to share all my working experience with them and support their 

personal development." (Department Manager 3)  

Talent development activities help to build s-s guanxi, which involves emotional bonds or 

relational attachments between supervisors and subordinates. Within a Chinese context, 

employees who have close s-s guanxi are considered as "in-group" by a supervisor, whilst those 

employees who do not have s-s guanxi are considered as the "out-group"; in-group members 

are given priority to access to privileged information and resources, as well as attaining 

interpersonal trust (Law et al., 2000). Thus, both supervisors and subordinates are willing to 

build s-s guanxi through talent development activities.  As described by a mentee: 

“My supervisor and I have built good guanxi. We have mutual trust. We are not only 

colleagues but also good friends. So we cooperate very well in the company. As my mentor, 

he really gives me much support without any personal reservation. I can feel that my 

supervisor tries to help me get more personal development in the company .” (Assistant 

Manager 6) 

 

It was found that employees would like to build up close guanxi ties with a supervisor who 

show attributes such as integrity and dependability. Moreover, managers would form reciprocal 

exchanges with employees they view as committed, trusted, and capable. According to the 

guanxi concept at the individual guanxi level (close s-s guanxi), employees who received more 

talent development opportunities from supervisors felt that it is fair because the guanxi concept 

leads these employees to view receiving mutual favour from guanxi ties as fair (Chen et al., 

2011).           



However, s-s guanxi ties may affect the fairness of talent development practices at an 

organisational level because an employee's shared perceptions of guanxi at the group level may 

be harmful to employees' procedural justice perceptions (Chen et al., 2011). When managers 

have strong guanxi ties with some employees, and these guanxi ties may impact managers' TM 

decisions, the rule of fairness is violated, which decreases employees' evaluation of TM 

fairness. In terms of perceived procedural justice, TM activities should not be influenced by 

personal self-interest and should represent the interests of all parties (Gelens et al., 2013). There 

is a conflict between perceived procedural justice and receiving mutual favour from guanxi 

ties.  

 

This study finds that the role of s-s guanxi ties in talent development faces an ethical dilemma. 

On the one hand, according to Chinese culture, a strong s-s guanxi tie is seen by employees as 

ethical and meaningful at the individual level because of mutual support and reciprocal 

exchanges. Employees are likely to engage in talent development activities, such as mentoring 

and coaching, with managers to get various favours. Furthermore, managers are happy to use 

s-s guanxi ties to encourage their employees to work harder because s-s guanxi is a primary 

mechanism by a supervisor to influence their subordinates in China's context (Weng, 2014). 

The s-s guanxi ties also facilitate knowledge transfer in the process of talent development. On 

the other hand, at an organisational level, talent development decisions, such as selection, are 

influenced by s-s guanxi, which may hurt talent development's procedural justice. S-s guanxi 

may encourage talent development injustice because guanxi ties influence talent selections and 

lead some employees to be treated unfairly in the talent development process. It vitiates fairness 

at the organisational level. According to the duty ethics of TM (Swailes, 2013), the goodwill 

and intentions behind talent programmes govern their ethicality. If strong self-interest is present 

by supervisors on behalf of organisations, these TM actions are not ethical. Furthermore, s-s 

guanxi ties may lead some employees to use guanxi ties as instrumental in engendering talent 

development opportunities and promotion, which resulted in negative perceptions of 

organisational justice.   

 

Discussion and conclusion 

Talent recruitment 



This study explores the role of guanxi in talent recruitment and talent development activities 

with a view of talent management ethics. It was found that guanxi issues involved ethical 

dilemmas. Guanxi has both positive and negative effects for TM activities. In the talent 

recruitment process, although guanxi recruitment may facilitate trust between talented 

candidates and the organisation, it may negatively impact recruitment fairness. According to 

duty ethics, the goodwill and intentions behind TM activities govern their ethicality (Swailes, 

2013). If a talent's competence does not qualify for his or her post, and an organisation has a 

strong intention to recruit the talent to obtain the strategic benefits behind the talent’s guanxi 

network, this talent recruitment would not be ethical. However, this guanxi recruitment is 

acceptable by these organisations. Using utilitarian approaches (Collett, 2010) to evaluate this 

TM behaviour could be ethical. Utilitarianism believes that talent recruitment is moral if it 

maximises good to the great number and gives the least harm to others because the strategic 

benefits brought by the special talent may benefit the greatest number of employees. Chinese 

TM practitioners view it generally more relativistic in terms of guanxi-related ethical dilemmas 

in talent recruitment. There are no moral absolutes, and ethical talent recruitment depends on 

the situation. The author finds that duty ethics, virtue ethics, stakeholder theory or utilitarianism 

belief system cannot provide an unequivocal way to determining whether guanxi recruitment 

is right in an ethical sense. There are various practical obstacles in China's business context, 

such as measurements and evidence, for TM practitioners to justify guanxi recruitment as right 

or wrong based on a different ethical belief system.  However, TM practitioners can consider 

a broad set of moral issues above when evaluating guanxi recruitment in the talent recruitment 

process.   

Talent development 

The exclusive talent development approach is more prevalent in the case company. This paper 

has found that s-s guanxi impacts talent selection, which means who can join the talent 

development programme. Some non-talented employees question the fairness and justness of 

the talent selection process. Due to the s-s guanxi effect, talent selections can be highly political 

and involve bias decisions, which leads to the perceived unfairness. It raises ethical concerns 

when employees who have high-quality s-s guanxi harm those who do not have that by biased 

decision or discrimination. Employees who do not have high-quality s-s guanxi but who are 

keen to join the programme may negatively perceive distributive justice to the TM practices. 

This paper argues that the bias decisions could be unethical TM behaviours, and they hurt 

employee engagement. However, talent selection could be political and prone to bias (Buckley 



et al. 2001; Soni 2014), and s-s guanxi is an inherent cultural factor in Chinese organisations; 

it is difficult to ban the s-s guanxi effect in the talent selection process. Encouraging 

organisations to emphasise transparency, fairness and openness of their talent development 

activities may reduce the negative effect of s-s guanxi and improve the ethical status of TM 

practices.  

Furthermore, the research found that talent development practices, such as mentoring, would 

develop s-s guanxi. This s-s guanxi may facilitate talent development effectiveness at an 

individual level. Some individuals perceive that their supervisors have fulfilled their side of the 

exchange of s-s guanxi and experience more favourable perceptions of distributive justice. 

Conversely, it may also lead to unequal distribution of resources at the organisational level. 

Employees who do not have high-quality s-s guanxi will have less support from their 

supervisors and negatively perceive the value and fairness of organisational TM practices. 

These employees may perceive TM practices as a lack of distributive justice. Therefore, s-s 

guanxi brings an ethical dilemma for talent development. There is a conflict between s-s guanxi 

and distributive justice in TD activities. TM practitioners should consider this conflict in 

China's cultural context when they design or manage TD activities. TM practitioners need to 

note that s-s guanxi is a ‘double-edged sword’ as it enhances talent development effectiveness 

at an individual level. It may threaten distributive justice at the organisational level. 

TM ethics 

In exploring ethical issues of guanxi in TM practices based on Western ethical believe systems, 

this paper contributes to TM literature, particularly on empirical TM research, by highlighting 

ethical concerns with guanxi effects in talent recruitment and talent development in China’ 

organisational context. This paper identifies several ethical dilemmas related to guanxi in talent 

recruitment and talent development based on empirical analysis. It identifies a conflict between 

s-s guanxi and distributive justice ethical belief systems. It suggests that ethical issues of guanxi 

in TM should be considered at an individual and organisational level. Institutional and cultural  

factors should be considered because TM is influenced by social context. Although existing 

ethical belief systems, such as utilitarianism, stakeholder theory and virtue ethics, could be 

used to evaluate guanxi effects in TM practices, there are still some obstacles to applying these 

ethical belief systems in practice. Although there is not a universal ethical framework that can 

provide an unequivocal way of determining whether a particular TM practice is right in an 

ethical sense (Swailes, 2013), this paper also suggests TM practitioners take account of guanxi 



effects to consider both talented and non-talented employees’ perceptions on TM ethics. It 

highlights that applying Swailes’ (2013) ethics of elitist talent management approach to analyse 

a guanxi issue in TM activities may generate different results. It depends on which perspectives 

they view it. To establish a fair TM system, an open and fair TM procedure needs to be 

available to and understood by all employees. When implementing TM activities, TM 

practitioners may consider guanxi effects and evaluate how guanxi may impact each TM 

activity. It helps to ensure consistency and transparency in their TM practices.   
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