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Abstract. This paper explores the integration of Confucian philosophy into the management 
practices of Chinese internet companies, focusing on Alibaba as a study case. This research 
examines how traditional Confucian values such as benevolence, harmony, and collectivism, are 
applied in modern corporate settings. Through a comprehensive review and analysis of Alibaba's 
management strategies, this study reveals that Confucian principles significantly influence 
leadership styles, employee relations, and corporate culture in Chinese tech firms. The findings 
suggest that the successful adaptation of Confucian thought to contemporary business practices has 
contributed to Alibaba's growth and success. The study demonstrates that traditional philosophical 
systems like Confucianism remain relevant and valuable in contemporary business contexts when 
systematically adapted and applied. This research provides insights into the unique characteristics 
of Chinese corporate management and the potential benefits of incorporating traditional cultural 
values into modern business operations. The findings have implications not only for Chinese 
companies but also for global businesses seeking to understand and engage with Chinese corporate 
culture. 
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1. Introduction 

In recent years, Chinese internet companies have emerged as global leaders in innovation and 

market capitalization. Among these, Alibaba Group stands out as a prime example of success, not 

only in terms of its business model but also in its distinctive management approach. This paper aims 

to investigate the role of Confucian thought in shaping the management practices of Chinese internet 

enterprises, with a particular focus on Alibaba. 

Confucianism, a philosophical system developed by Confucius in ancient China, has profoundly 

influenced Chinese society for over two millennia. Its core principles emphasize harmony, hierarchy, 

and moral cultivation. As China has rapidly modernized and become a major player in the global 

economy, there has been growing interest in understanding how traditional Confucian values intersect 

with practical business ethics and contemporary business practices [1]. The relevance of Confucian 

philosophy to modern management has been a subject of debate among scholars. Some argue that 

Confucian values, with their emphasis on collectivism and harmony, can enhance organizational 

cohesion and employee loyalty [2]. Others contend that certain aspects of Confucianism, such as rigid 

hierarchies, may hinder innovation and flexibility in fast-paced industries like technology [3]. 

This research seeks to contribute to this ongoing discussion by examining how Alibaba, under the 

leadership of its founder Jack Ma, has incorporated Confucian principles into its management 

philosophy. This study explores various aspects of Alibaba's corporate culture, leadership style, and 

employee relations to identify the influence of Confucian thought. The paper is structured as follows: 

First, a brief overview of Confucian philosophy and its relevance to business management are 

presented. Next, the study delves into Alibaba's management practices, analyzing how they reflect 

Confucian values. Lastly, the paper discusses the implications of these findings for understanding the 

unique characteristics of Chinese corporate management and the potential benefits of integrating 

traditional cultural values into modern business operations. 
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2. Confucian Philosophy and Its Relevance to Business Management 

Confucianism, founded by the Chinese philosopher Confucius (551-479 BCE), is a complex 

system of moral, social, political, and philosophical thought that has deeply influenced Chinese 

culture. At its core, Confucianism emphasizes the importance of harmony, hierarchy, and moral 

cultivation in both personal and societal contexts. Key Confucian concepts relevant to business 

management include “benevolence”, “righteousness”, “ritual”, “wisdom” and “faith”. 

“Benevolence” is the core of Confucianism, which is a moral concept of caring for others, 

respecting others and putting people first. It emphasizes love and mutual help among people and 

embodies compassion and inclusiveness to others. “Benevolence” requires people to be 

compassionate and kind, to be able to put themselves in other people's shoes, and to be actively 

concerned about their well-being. “Righteousness” refers to the moral norms and codes of conduct 

that people should follow and is a behavior that conforms to social justice and moral standards. It 

requires people to act in accordance with moral and ethical requirements, to refrain from doing things 

that go against their conscience and morals, and to be courageous enough to take responsibility for 

upholding social justice and righteousness. “Ritual” is the norms and order of society, the various 

manners and behavioral norms that people should follow in social life. It emphasizes the importance 

of social order and maintains social harmony and stability by regulating what people say and do. It 

includes personal etiquette, social etiquette and social rules and regulations. “Wisdom” refers to 

human intelligence and knowledge, the ability of people to recognize the world and solve problems. 

It requires people to keep learning and accumulating knowledge, and to improve their thinking ability 

and judgment to better cope with various challenges and problems in life. “Faith” is honesty and 

trustworthiness, which is the basic criterion for interactions between people. It requires people to be 

consistent in word and deed, keep their promises, and refrain from deception and hypocrisy to build 

good interpersonal relationships and social trust. 

These principles have found their way into modern Chinese business practices, influencing 

leadership styles, employee relations, and corporate culture. The relevance of Confucian philosophy 

to modern business management has been a subject of increasing interest among scholars and 

practitioners. Ip (2009) points out that Confucian ethics can provide a valuable framework for 

business ethics in China, emphasizing the importance of moral leadership and social responsibility 

[3]. Warner (2010) suggests that Confucian values continue to shape human resource management 

practices in Greater China, influencing recruitment, training, and employee relations [4]. However, 

the application of Confucian principles in modern business contexts is not without challenges. The 

traditional emphasis on hierarchy and deference to authority can potentially conflict with the need for 

innovation and rapid decision-making in fast-paced industries. Moreover, the collectivism in 

Confucianism may need to be balanced with the individualism tendencies often associated with 

creativity and entrepreneurship [5]. Despite these challenges, many Chinese companies, particularly 

in the tech sector, have found ways to adapt Confucian principles to modern business practices. 

Alibaba Group, one of China's most successful Internet companies, provides a compelling case of 

how traditional Confucian values can be integrated into contemporary management approaches. 

3. Alibaba's Management Practices and Confucian Influence 

3.1. Leadership Style 

Jack Ma, the founder of Alibaba, has often been cited as an example of a leader who incorporates 

Confucian values into his management style. Ma's approach to leadership reflects the Confucian 

concept of the "junzi" or "gentleman," who leads by moral example rather than coercion. One 

manifestation of this is Ma's emphasis on "happiness education" for employees, encouraging them to 

take care of their physical and psychological health. This approach aligns with the Confucian 

principle of Benevolence, showing concern for the well-being of others. Ma has been quoted as saying, 

"If you want your company to operate with wisdom and with care, the key is to make sure that your 
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people have a happy life". Ma's leadership style also reflects the Confucian value of harmony. He has 

been known to encourage a balance between work and personal life, and to promote a harmonious 

work environment. This is evident in his efforts to create a corporate culture where employees feel 

like part of a family, using nicknames based on Chinese novels and martial arts to foster a sense of 

belonging. The concept of "servant leadership," which Ma has advocated, also aligns with Confucian 

ideals. In this approach, leaders prioritize the needs of their employees and customers, reflecting the 

Confucian emphasis on benevolence and social responsibility. The concept that "The benevolent 

person loves others" is an important principle in Confucius' philosophy, which embodies the practical 

dimension of benevolence. Centered on Confucianism, "The benevolent person loves others" 

emphasizes caring for others. Ma has stated, "Customers are number one, employees are number two, 

and shareholders are number three", a prioritization that reflects Confucian values of social harmony 

and collective well-being over individual profit.  

3.2. Corporate Culture and Values 

Alibaba's corporate culture strongly reflects Confucian values. The company's core values, known 

as the "Six Vein Spirit Sword," include customer first, teamwork, embrace change, integrity, passion, 

and commitment. These values align with Confucian principles of moral cultivation and social 

responsibility. The emphasis on teamwork and collective achievement over individual success is 

particularly noteworthy. This reflects the Confucian ideal of harmonism and the belief that the well-

being of the group takes precedence over individual interests. Alibaba's practice of group interviews 

and team-based performance evaluations further reinforces this collective mindset. Integrity, one of 

Alibaba's core values, is the foundation of a business and a key factor in building good interpersonal 

relationships and winning in the market competition, aligning with the Confucian concept of 

“righteousness”. The company's commitment to ethical business practices and transparency can be 

seen as a modern application of Confucian moral principles. The value of "embrace change" might 

seem at odds with the traditional Confucian emphasis on stability and continuity. However, Alibaba 

has reinterpreted this Confucian principle for the modern business world, viewing change not as a 

disruption of harmony but as a necessary adaptation to maintain balance in a dynamic environment. 

Confucianism emphasizes “what you do not want done to yourself, do not do to others”. This idea is 

of great significance to user experience and customer service in Alibaba. Implementing the concept 

of human-centeredness in user experience and customer services means taking “what you do not want 

done to yourself, do not do to others” as a guideline, and considering the needs and feelings of users 

and customers. Enterprises should put themselves in the shoes of users and customers to provide 

quality services that meet their expectations. 

3.3. Employee Relations and Development 

Alibaba's approach to employee relations and development also shows strong Confucian influence. 

The company places a significant emphasis on personal growth and self-cultivation, echoing the 

Confucian belief in continuous moral and intellectual improvement. The company's training programs, 

such as the Alibaba University, focus not just on technical skills but also on character development 

and cultural values. This holistic approach to employee development aligns with the Confucian 

concept of education as a means of moral cultivation. Employees are encouraged to engage in 

continuous learning and self-improvement, reflecting the Confucian ideal of life-long education. 

Moreover, Alibaba's practice of promoting from internal positions and valuing long-term employee 

loyalty reflects the Confucian principle of “Righteousness”, extended to the corporate context. The 

company often describes itself as a family, with employees encouraged to view their colleagues and 

superiors in familial terms. This approach fosters a sense of belonging and loyalty among employees, 

which can contribute to lower turnover rates and higher job satisfaction. Alibaba regards its 

employees as the most valuable resources of the enterprise. Jack Ma emphasizes that the greatest 

wealth of Alibaba is its people. Employees can go to work on roller skates and can go to his office at 

any time. And it is believed that spending money on training employees is the most profitable. This 
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kind of care and attention to employees enables them to work happily, embodying the Confucian 

thought of benevolence with others. 

3.4. Decision-Making and Governance 

Alibaba's decision-making processes and governance structure also show traces of Confucian 

influence. While the company operates in a fast-paced, innovative industry, it maintains a respect for 

hierarchy and seniority that is characteristic of Confucian thought. However, this hierarchical 

structure is balanced by a strong emphasis on consensus-building and collective decision-making. 

This reflects the Confucian ideal of harmony and the belief that decisions should be made with 

consideration for all stakeholders. Alibaba's partnership structure, which gives key employees a 

significant role in corporate governance, can be seen as a modern adaptation of Confucian principles 

of collective responsibility and shared leadership [6]. 

The company's approach to corporate social responsibility also aligns with Confucian values. 

Alibaba has been noted for its efforts to contribute to social welfare, particularly in rural areas. This 

reflects the Confucian belief in the responsibility of caring for the society. The company's initiatives 

in poverty alleviation, environmental protection, and education demonstrate a commitment to social 

harmony and collective well-being that is deeply rooted in Confucian thought. 

4. Challenges and Adaptations 

While Confucian principles have significantly influenced Alibaba's management practices, the 

company has also had to adapt these traditional values to the demands of a modern, global business 

environment [7]. This has led to some challenges and innovations in management practices.  

While Confucianism emphasizes respect for authority and hierarchy, Alibaba has had to balance 

this with the need for innovation and quick decision-making in the fast-paced tech industry. The 

company has addressed this by promoting a culture of "constructive dissent," where employees are 

encouraged to respectfully challenge ideas regardless of hierarchy. This approach maintains the 

Confucian value of respect while fostering an environment conducive to innovation and creative 

problem-solving. Similarly, while Confucianism traditionally emphasizes stability and continuity, 

Alibaba has had to embrace change and disruption as part of its business model. The company has 

managed this by reinterpreting the Confucian value of harmony not as stasis, but as a dynamic balance 

between tradition and innovation. This adaptive approach allows Alibaba to maintain its cultural roots 

while remaining competitive in a rapidly evolving global market. 

The company's global expansion has also presented challenges in applying Confucian principles 

across different cultural contexts. Alibaba has had to find ways to maintain its core values and 

management philosophy while adapting to local customs and business practices in various 

international markets. This process of cultural adaptation and integration requires the Confucian ideal 

of harmony in diversity. Another challenge is balancing the Confucian emphasis on collective well-

being with the need for individual initiatives and entrepreneurship. Alibaba has addressed this by 

creating internal platforms for innovation and entrepreneurship, such as its "horse races" where 

employees can pitch new business ideas. This approach encourages individual creativity within a 

framework of collective efforts and shared goals, aligning with both Confucian values and modern 

business needs. 

5. Conclusion 

This study has examined the influence of Confucian philosophy on the management practices of 

Chinese internet companies, with a particular focus on Alibaba. The research reveals that Confucian 

principles have significantly shaped Alibaba's leadership style, corporate culture, employee relations, 

and governance structures. Key findings include the integration of Confucian values such as harmony, 

benevolence and moral cultivation into Alibaba's management philosophy. These principles are 
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evident in the company's emphasis on employee well-being, collective achievement, and social 

responsibility. The research also highlights how Alibaba has adapted traditional Confucian concepts 

to meet the demands of a modern, global business environment. 

The success of Alibaba suggests that the integration of Confucian values with contemporary 

management practices can be a powerful combination. This approach has allowed the company to 

maintain a strong, cohesive corporate culture while fostering innovation and adaptability. The 

company's ability to balance traditional values with modern business needs has contributed to its rapid 

growth and global success. However, it is important to note that this integration is not without 

challenges. Balancing traditional hierarchical structures with the need for rapid decision-making and 

innovation requires careful management and constant adaptation. Alibaba's experience demonstrates 

that successful application of Confucian principles in modern business contexts requires flexibility 

and creative reinterpretation of traditional concepts. 

This research contributes to our understanding of the unique characteristics of Chinese corporate 

management and the potential benefits of incorporating traditional cultural values into modern 

business operations. It suggests that further study of how other Chinese companies integrate 

Confucian principles could provide valuable insights for both management theory and practice. The 

findings of this study have implications for both Chinese and international businesses. For Chinese 

companies, it demonstrates the potential value of consciously integrating traditional cultural values 

into modern management practices. For international companies operating in China or partnering 

with Chinese firms, it highlights the importance of understanding the cultural context that shapes 

Chinese business practices. 

In conclusion, the case of Alibaba demonstrates that traditional philosophical systems like 

Confucianism can remain relevant and valuable in contemporary business contexts when thoughtfully 

adapted and applied. This finding has implications not only for Chinese companies but also for global 

businesses seeking to understand and engage with Chinese corporate culture. As the global business 

landscape continues to evolve, the ability to bridge traditional values and modern practices may 

become an increasingly important factor in corporate success. 
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