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C
hrystal Martin has big 

plans: finish her MBA, get 

established in LA, set up  

her own production company 

specializing in the integration  

of commercial brand-name  

products into humanitarian-

focused “reality” television  

programming—and then jump  

the ocean 7,200 miles to Hong 

Kong to break into China’s  

burgeoning media marketplace. 

 Don’t for a minute doubt her 

determination: she began inten-

sive Mandarin classes this fall.

Associate Professor of Marketing 

John Wong can only smile and 

shake his head in wonder at  

the prospect, not so much at 

Martin’s ambition—her savvy 

and self-confidence are forces of 

nature that would seem to assure 

success wherever she chose to 

direct them—but rather at the 

breathtaking transformation  

of the nation the young woman 

seeks to take by storm.

 In fact, Martin’s designs on the 

Chinese market are in their way 

no less breathtaking than China’s 

economic development itself, the 

inspiration for a tour by 17 Iowa 

State MBA students last spring of 

the Chinese mainland under the 

direction of Wong and Associate 

Dean Kay Palan.

 During Martin’s relatively 

short lifetime, market reforms 

instituted under the late Deng 

Xiaoping have moved China from 

the backwaters of a Soviet-style 

centrally planned economy to a 

capitalist colossus that bids to 

dominate 21st-century markets 

on a global scale. And, according 

to United Nations reports, with 

an annual average growth in GDP 

of nearly 10 percent from 1980 to 

2005, the pace of China’s growth 

is only accelerating.

 Over the course of two short 

weeks, the Iowa State delegation 

According to United Nations reports, 
China averaged an annual GDP growth  
of nearly 10 percent from 1980 to 2005.

visited Beijing, 

Shanghai, and 

Hong Kong,  

as well as key 

industrial centers 

in the outlying 

areas of these 

major cities. 

There they  

met with their 

Chinese aca-

demic counterparts, business 

leaders, trade officials and, 

whether or not they choose, like 

Martin, to compete in Chinese 

markets directly, with the faces 

and forces of international  

business in the 21st century.

Visionary education
 “International business and 

marketing can be brought to life 

through an experience like this,” 

Wong says. “The idea is to expose 

students to how things are actu-

ally being done.”

 Wong’s exposure to “how 

things are done” in China goes 

back at least to the beginning of 

his academic career at Iowa State 
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Technology in Tianjin, a city  

of 10 million about 100 miles 

southwest of Beijing.

 In the 1980s, Wong notes, 

Chinese universities didn’t offer 

business programs as such, but 

instead degrees in “industrial 

management” that combined 

industrial engineering with  

basic management principles.  

So for two years, Yunfeng Wang 

studied both western markets 

and American business educa-

tion under Wong’s mentorship.

 “She was really picking  

up models for developing an 

American-style business program,” 

Wong says, adding that his pro-

tégé had been encouraged to 

come to Iowa State by Hebei’s 

leadership to help prepare the 

school for the explosive growth 

of the Chinese economy begin-

ning in the 1990s. “It was 

visionary,” he adds, “for the 

president of a university to say 

that we’re in a transition and  

are looking toward the future.”

 The investment paid off: Wang 

would rise to become dean of the 

management program at Hebei, 

and over the past eight years in 

that position has created both a 

PhD program and an MBA pro-

gram that, Wong says, is more 

than twice the size of Iowa State’s.

in 1980, the year Martin was  

born. Struggling to recover from 

the disastrous policies of the 

decade-long Cultural Revolution 

of the 1960s and 70s when the 

nation’s economy and educational 

system were systematically vandal-

ized for political and ideological 

purposes, the nation’s institutions 

gradually opened themselves up  

to western markets and their 

underlying principles.

 Although of Chinese extrac-

tion, Wong was born in Malaysia, 

where his family had emigrated 

several generations previously, 

and where he was educated in 

English, learning Chinese as an 

adult. Ask him how his Mandarin 

skills are today and he’ll only 

smile and say, “passable.” (And, 

he might add, Martin has her 

work cut out for her.)

 His multinational roots not 

only drew Wong back to his 

ancestral homeland; together with 

his focus on international business 

they drew him as well toward the 

mutual education of Chinese and 

American scholars in each other’s 

markets and cultures. By the mid-

1980s, he was already working 

with two Chinese universities 

seeking to develop their programs 

in business. And in 1987, he 

brought to Iowa State Yunfeng 

Wang, a junior faculty member 

from the Hebei University of 

‘Only global business’
 That the explosive growth in 

China’s business and industrial 

base should be matched by its 

system of higher education 

should hardly come as a surprise, 

as the nation seeks to prepare a 

generation of managers to take 

China from its current status as  

a global manufacturing outsource 

center to a leader in international 

business. It’s a tidal wave, Wong 

drove home to his students, that 

they and their colleagues had  

best prepare for.

 “I told them that there’s no 

such thing as domestic business,” 

Wong recalls. “In fact, there’s 

really no such thing as interna-

tional business. 

Today, there is only 

global business. The 

whole landscape has 

changed because of 

the rise of the MBA 

in China—and 

they’re taking the 

fight to us.”

 But while the 

competition may 

be intense, Wong  

is convinced it will  

be friendly. After 

their initial stop  

in Beijing, the 

Americans jour-

neyed to Tianjin, 

where they were 

International business and marketing can 
be brought to life through an experience 
like this. The idea is to expose students to 
how things are actually being done.

— John Wong

‘‘
’’

Kay Palan, associate dean for undergraduate 
programs, shops for gifts along the waterfront  
of the Huangpu River in Shanghai.
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DAYS 1-4 DAYS 5-6 DAYS 7-10

Depart Des Moines, 
Iowa, for Beijing, 
China

Arrive in Beijing

Tientan (Temple  
of Heaven);  
Pearl Factory; 
Tiananmen Square; 
Forbidden City; 
Peking Opera

Great Wall at 
Badaling; Ming 
Tombs; Jade 
Factory; bus to 
Tianjin; supper at 
famous dumpling 
restaurant

Tour Economic 
Development Zone; 
Port Authority; 
Caterpillar’s 
AsiaTrak facility; 
dinner and  
welcome  
banquet with  
Hebei University 
MBA students

Pair off with Hebei 
University of 
Technology MBA 
students all day; 
visit Asia Culture 
Street; Wal-Mart; 
dinner with stu-
dents, faculty and 
administrators

Flight to Shanghai; Yu 
Yuan Garden; old city 
center and shopping 
district; silk factory

The Bund (old British 
port district) and 
Huangpu River walk; 
Nanjing Xi Road— 
famous shopping 
street

Halfway point meet-
ing and recap ses-
sion; free time to 
explore

American Chamber 
of Commerce in 
Shanghai (AmCham); 
Maglev Train (world’s 
fastest train); flight to 
Shenzhen

SUN 4.20.2008

SAT 4.19.2008 MON 4.21.2008 TUES 4.22.2008 WED 4.23.2008 THU 4.24.2008 FRI 4.25.2008

SAT 4.26.2008

SUN 4.27.2008

MON 4.28.2008

Beijing

Tianjin

Des Moines

Shanghai

Hong Kong

Trip to

China

1. Beijing
Beijing is China’s political, educational, and cultural center,  
with a rich history.DAY-TO-DAY ITINERARY

Itinerary for an inspirational  
tour of China’s Mainland

Shenzhen

1.

2.

3.

4.

Our



welcomed to Hebei by Dean  

Wang and a contingent of her own 

MBA students who were fluent in 

English. The students paired off for 

a day of shopping, coupled with 

discussion of Chinese retail markets 

and the habits and preferences of 

the world’s largest consumer base.

 Certainly, Wong’s students 

were amazed at the sheer scale  

of development in China’s cities 

and factories: the hundreds of 

construction cranes dotting 

Beijing’s cityscape; the soaring 

towers of Shanghai’s Pudong  

district, farmland until 1990 and 

now the nation’s financial center; 

production floors the length of 

several football fields in the facto-

ries ringing Hong Kong. But an 

even deeper impression was  

made upon the Americans by  

the wellspring of that astounding 

infrastructure: namely, the confi-

dence and determination of their 

Chinese counterparts.

 That determination is driven  

by a revolution in the thinking  

of young Chinese. Fresh from  

the comparative poverty of the 

Chinese countryside, their parents 

may have been grateful for the 

opportunities afforded by western 

manufacturers seeking cheap labor 

overseas. However, says first-year 

MBA student Jared Ramthun, the 

massive investment of western 

firms in China’s development has 

DAYS 11-14

Company visit to 
Midea, China’s larg-
est retail chain of 
consumer elec-
tronic goods, in 
Shenzhen

Landor Associates 
(worldwide-leading 
brand and creative 
consultants); free 
time in afternoon;  
dinner at Sheraton 
Hotel with ISU 
Alumni in Hong  
Kong and  
surrounding area

TUE 4.29.2008
Departure for Hong 
Kong; pass through 
customs; Hong 
Kong Island tour 
(Stanley Market, 
high point lookout, 
Aberdeen Port boat 
ride); free time in 
evening

U.S. Consulate  
(U.S. Commercial 
Bureau); free time

THU 5.01.2008WED 4.30.2008

Tianjin is China’s third largest city and a major 
industrial center in the lower northeast.

Shanghai is the heart of China’s commercial and financial 
sectors. It sits at the mouth of the Yangtze River and anchors 
a vast interior region of medium and light industries.

FRI 5.02.2008

2. Tianjin

The Pearl River Delta, at the southern tip of China, is the light industry capital of China. The 
majority of manufactured consumer goods exported to Europe and the United States comes 
from this region. Shenzhen and Hong Kong are twin cities.

4. Shenzhen & Hong Kong

3. Shanghai

There’s really no such thing as interna-
tional business. Today, there is only global 
business.”

— John Wong

‘‘
’’

IOWA STATE UNIVERSITY ■ COLLEGE OF BUSINESS ■ PROSPECTUS 1110 VOLUME 24 NUMBER 2 ■ FALL 2008 ■ WWW.BUSINESS.IASTATE.EDU

China
Itinerary for an inspirational  
tour of China’s Mainland



IOWA STATE UNIVERSITY ■ COLLEGE OF BUSINESS ■ PROSPECTUS 1312 VOLUME 24 NUMBER 2 ■ FALL 2008 ■ WWW.BUSINESS.IASTATE.EDU

only whetted the appetite of their 

children for greater control over 

their economic destinies.

 “The Chinese MBA students 

told us that they’re not necessarily 

looking to work for Western firms 

after graduation,” Ramthun notes. 

“Western firms seem to put a cap 

on how far they’ll let a Chinese 

national rise in the firm. But if 

they work for a Chinese firm, 

there’s no ceiling to advancement.”

 Dubbed “Yuan Yuan”—

“Enduring Strength”—by her 

Chinese hosts, Chrystal Martin 

seconds Ramthun’s observation. 

Neither, she adds, are the new 

cadres of Chinese MBAs particu-

larly interested in making their 

careers in the West.

 “The Chinese students I spoke 

with are very enthusiastic about 

staying in China to help build 

their economy,” Martin says,  

its history—not least the revolu-

tion that brought Mao Zedong’s 

communist government into 

power in 1949—China’s bedrock 

culture is conservative and 

authoritarian, values that for 

millennia have informed the 

relationships of the Chinese  

with each other, as well as their 

view of foreign influences. 

 The infusion of capital and 

Western business culture, however, 

promises to turn that traditional 

culture on its head in ways the 

communists never dreamed, a 

short sprint to prosperity that 

leaves the accomplishments  

of Mao’s “Long March” in the  

dust—if not in the “dustbin  

of history” altogether.

 “When the British began the 

Industrial Revolution,” Wong 

reflects, “it took about 100 years 

to become industrialized. The 

Americans did it in 50 years 

after the Civil War. But the 

Chinese are doing it in 25 

years—one generation. This  

is absolutely mind-boggling.

 “And,” Wong adds, “I think 

the Chinese are even more sur-

prised than we are.”

noting that a contingent of  

managers from the giant Midea 

appliance corporation is currently 

in residence at Iowa State. “They 

didn’t express a strong interest in 

coming over here and staying. 

They want to learn what they can, 

and take that information back 

and build up their society.”

Two questions
 Yet for Wong and his students, 

two questions followed them 

throughout their travels: First, 

has China gone too far too fast in 

the short amount of time, histori-

cally speaking, since the Cultural 

Revolution? And, secondly, can 

that nation sustain the breakneck 

development that has taken China 

from an economic backwater to 

the brink of world economic 

leadership in the lifetimes of the 

students who shared their lives 

and career ambitions on the 

streets of Tianjin last spring?

 China, Wong reminds, is  

an ancient civilization, with  

a history extending thousands  

of years into the past. And  

while the nation has seen  

much political upheaval over  

It was eye-opening—personally, academi-
cally, and professionally. And it’s something 
that’s going to inform the way we do  
business for a long time to come.
— Chrystal Martin

‘‘
’’

The MBA China tour 
group poses with  
executives of Midea, 
China’s largest consumer  
electronics retail chain.



 That shock was driven home 

when, during a 1987 visit, Wong 

noticed that the top-rated program 

on Chinese television was the  

All-China Breakdancing 

Championships. The bemused 

American asked his hosts to 

explain the popularity of a radi-

cally western urban art form in a 

nation only ten years out from the 

suffocating aesthetic values of the 

Cultural Revolution. “They shook 

their heads,” Wong recalls, “and 

they said, ‘we’re moving too fast.’”

 Those concerns were prophetic 

when, just two years later, break-

dancing evolved into a breakaway 

pro-democracy movement, and 

the government cracked down 

violently on student protesters in 

Beijing’s Tiananmen Square.

 Yet for all its tragedy, Wong 

believes, that watershed event 

may have been decisive in setting 

China on its present course. After 

all, he argues, the protesters were 

not promoting democracy so 

much as the capitalism and free 

markets that are democracy’s nec-

essary preconditions. And while 

the banners and broadsides 

directly challenging communism 

were crushed beneath the tanks 

of the People’s Liberation Army, 

the government had already 

unleashed the capitalist jugger-

naut that would transform the 

nation, seemingly overnight.

 “In 1991 when I came back, 

two years after Tiananmen 

Square,” Wong remembers, “I said 

‘the genie’s out of the bottle and I 

don’t think you can put it back. 

People are tasting freedom.’”

A life-changing  
experience’
 Though receptive to occasional 

business travel overseas, Jared 

Ramthun will not make his  

career abroad, let alone in China. 

However, his experience those two 

weeks in spring will stay with him 

throughout his working life.

 “If you’re going to be in busi-

ness in the future,” he acknowl-

edges, “you pretty well have to 

know about China and the 

opportunities there.”

 For Chrystal Martin, however, 

the consequences of political lib-

eralization driven by the con-

tinuing development of the 

world’s largest marketplace will 

be more immediate, should she 

pursue her goal of building a 

transnational enterprise. The 

floodgates are wide open for the 

influx of western consumer cul-

ture into China, and for a young, 

cosmopolitan westerner such as 

Martin, the nascent media mar-

kets of 1.4 billion people repre-

sent unprecedented opportunity.

 “You know the culture is 

shifting rapidly,” Martin says. 

“Everybody and 

everything is 

moving very 

quickly. But it’s 

exciting, that 

pioneer spirit, 

that sense of 

exploration.

 “And,” she 

adds, “I think 

that might have 

been part of their 

fascination with 

us—just knowing 

where we come 

from, that we already  

have this freedom they’re  

moving towards.”

 Today, nearly twenty years  

out from Tiananmen, John  

Wong agrees: the fascination  

cuts both ways.

 “Certainly, the Chinese are 

absolutely stunned at what has 

transpired,” he says. “But virtually 

every student on the tour felt as  

if this were a life-changing experi-

ence as well. They’ve read about it, 

heard about it—and now they’ve 

seen it for what it is.”

 “It was eye-opening,” Martin 

agrees, “personally, academically, 

and professionally. And it’s some-

thing that’s going to inform the 

way we do business for a long  

time to come.” ■

Virtually every student on the tour felt as 
if this were a life-changing experience as 
well. They’ve read about it, heard about it—
and now they’ve seen it for what it is.
— John Wong

‘‘
’’

Jared Ramthun enjoys a boat ride in Hong Kong.
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