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The‘social license’ to do business
By Xu Qin | December 6, 2015, Sunday |  PRINT EDITION

WITH his kinky bush of hair, Sameh El-Shahat looks more like a pop

star than a specialist in risk management and corporate branding.

In 2008, the Egyptian-born entrepreneur and his sister found China-i

Ltd., a company dedicated to helping Chinese companies climb the

value ladder by raising their international profiles.

El-Shahat’s family moved to Britain when he was still young. He

graduated from Cambridge University with a masters degree in

Most Read

Today

Imported Hermes
clothing returned,
destroyed by city
watchdog for
containing excessive
formaldehyde

Drawn to the Magic
Kingdom

Chinese giant pandas
arrive in SK 1st time
in 22 years

Heritage houses
demolished by
mistake

Victoria's Secret to
open its first China
flagship store in
Shanghai this year

Follow us @      | Shanghai Call Center: 962288 |  Mobile Version  |  FRI, MAR 4, 2016

Home Business Metro Nation World Sports Feature Opinion Sunday Multimedia PDF Subscribe

http://www.shanghaidaily.com/usercenter/subscribe.aspx
http://www.shanghaidaily.com/userCenter/login.aspx
http://www.shanghaidaily.com/article/search.aspx
http://www.shanghaidaily.com/weather.aspx
javascript:CSet();
javascript:FSet();
http://www.shanghaidaily.com/lastestnews/latest_news.aspx
http://www.shanghaidaily.com/national/Six-teams-from-Chinese-universities-won-financial-supports-as-innovation-contest-concludes/shdaily.shtml
http://www.shanghaidaily.com/product/shdailyproduct/pdfdownload.aspx?ver=A8&dt=2015-12-06
http://accounts.shanghaidaily.com/
http://www.shanghaidaily.com/opinion/global-lens-on-china/
http://www.shanghaidaily.com/opinion/global-lens-on-china/
http://www.shanghaidaily.com/opinion/global-lens-on-china/
http://www.shanghaidaily.com/opinion/global-lens-on-china/
http://www.shanghaidaily.com/hd/photo_set_detail.aspx?id=606288
http://www.shanghaidaily.com/hd/photo_set_detail.aspx?id=604801
http://www.shanghaidaily.com/hd/photo_set_detail.aspx?id=604721
http://www.shanghaidaily.com/hd/photo_set_detail.aspx?id=604160
http://www.shanghaidaily.com/hd/
http://www.shanghaidaily.com/
http://www.shanghaidaily.com/sunday/
http://www.shanghaidaily.com/metro/Imported-Hermes-clothing-returned-destroyed-by-city-watchdog-for-containing-excessive-formaldehyde/shdaily.shtml
http://www.shanghaidaily.com/metro/society/Drawn-to-the-Magic-Kingdom/shdaily.shtml
http://www.shanghaidaily.com/national/Chinese-giant-pandas-arrive-in-SK-1st-time-in-22-years/shdaily.shtml
http://www.shanghaidaily.com/metro/society/Heritage-houses-demolished-by-mistake/shdaily.shtml
http://www.shanghaidaily.com/feature/ideal/Victorias-Secret-to-open-its-first-China-flagship-store-in-Shanghai-this-year/shdaily.shtml
http://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=CeLNj2RTZVqbkFs278AXY2LL4AvOwiqAIo5q7z_sCwI23ARABINrttxBgnbnQgZAFoAGr9IH6A8gBAqkCuxv8RFiNhD6oAwHIA8EEqgSzAU_QVf8eYR9IP37-M1mdEZD4VCwhV1FY-aWjw2AYudnz3QqujFkHJbKN1Qn9yBGnrEml_cGR8QJVXYCHYbwapBMafLhA9r1WE1nus-sDZy-8gu450BADa2B674DmkmInNoeGYNb3mExbQVZKH_c2ozb75IiRizGmTyF7Nolw2ccDeldkc2974P5hwMx9zQGsMLGdFTNA8RpfjeEVy769WGNj3M7KY23csucqDeEjioEqvKw1iAYBoAYCgAe7n4AgqAemvhvYBwHYEwg&num=1&cid=5Gh3I22nexkcEtC6WFcTZH3R&sig=AOD64_3DcUvB87tgHZJqfAzvDkYvejbkYg&client=ca-pub-0042049110909228&nm=2&mb=1&bg=!b2xEWGgLKDru3KMCAAAAqVIAAAB1mQG9Bj4FeZfmJnV1AwoiFQPdzo0xDkHjK4qO_oe7FgNF13d9zqLWTZ4J2h8mzUiszXnQ6jWoTy5r7ZmJ3VBUpoBrmYJ45AKv6G92Q9ATz-aU7BTHEEZl0XEhnDbLVWqJWdl2Igt0PAT8-8OgPNNfV1VXYFYHP1oJ38EogsqLwBN0myHjVwz2hSbjgz7a7_T5KIK0E2WRCIOQpY0U3TgLgfns3uY6V-XydYASMsDHw3aVtgvq1KQVhj8ZmuxWZGLaAIcE3K0Mv7UOrrCFlSZBOn_v_UshryrwrmxzWhssuyWXbW8OTzc_IPq1pDns1bvoRMw5ATCb0XDjjbIYnCQXb878-zos2mnJoLyEH3ngIbwTWGMuucd7Fu2u4JXcyLKMDHUQQKC7cSpCFhRZFrkHYllxee0qAuxQtxWLAKucifR_bU_U4dZeF4nuMu6mWBECtGQSA0cWejeAJ6LvzTh7pmWvnSseY0sdmXmWGLfa36CxcQqgaTqnxuqeE-bHQB2Na-cfTwEGwymGaKLGh0c4DVj3aOfUOs7pUbBYDg6jPFQR0XHeNyhrILfFBHynQ3tkO_nKkyAVHq4AkNaOPikt1w&adurl=http://www.ef.com.cn/online/lp/cn/2013yr/ee/3tab/130717_01_02.aspx%3Fctr%3Dcn%26ptn%3Dsmgg%26etag%3Dsmgg-bj-homegirl-image-dco-copy
http://www3.shanghaidaily.com/clk/?id=349&catalog=17&url=http%3a%2f%2fwww.wiss.cn
http://media.weibo.com/profile.php?uid=shdaily
http://t.qq.com/shanghaidaily
http://weixin.qq.com/
https://twitter.com/#!/shanghaidaily
http://mobile.shanghaidaily.com/?v=m
http://www.shanghaidaily.com/
http://www.idealshanghai.com/
http://www.shanghaidaily.com/
http://www.shanghaidaily.com/business/
http://www.shanghaidaily.com/metro/
http://www.shanghaidaily.com/national/
http://www.shanghaidaily.com/world/
http://www.shanghaidaily.com/sports/
http://www.shanghaidaily.com/feature/
http://www.shanghaidaily.com/opinion/
http://www.shanghaidaily.com/sunday/
http://www.shanghaidaily.com/multimedia/
http://www.shanghaidaily.com/product/shdailyproduct/pdf.aspx
http://www.shanghaidaily.com/subscription


graduated from Cambridge University with a masters degree in

engineering and international relations.

“My father was a politician in the 1950s and 60s in Egypt, and he

considered a meeting with former Premier Zhou Enlai a highlight of his

career,” El-Shahat said. “Though that was before I was born, he always

told us how warm the Chinese people were and how much we shared

in values as the two oldest civilizations in the world.”

El-Shahat worked for a decade as an investment banker with Union

Bank of Switzerland in London, New York and Zurich before he left

finance to set up the luxury design studio Tavola Rasa in 2000, focusing

mainly on branding and communications.

He found that many Chinese companies with quality products had

difficulty adapting when they tried to expand abroad. The companies

faced cultural differences and were often greeted with suspicion and

distrust, he said.

“We see China as the missing part in the global communications

puzzle,” he said. “It was and remains a towering giant punching below

its weight. It was to help China rectify this situation that China-i was

founded.”

 In 2008, the company opened its first office on China’s mainland. Since

then, he and his team have worked closely with Chinese government

departments and some of the nation’s top companies, both state-

owned and private.

Advice eagerly sought

He regularly visits Shanghai, where he lectures at the China Executive

Leadership Academy. His advice on crisis management and corporate

reputation-building is eagerly sought by many executives and political

leaders.

“Communicating constantly and effectively is still unique to the

Chinese,” he told Shanghai Daily.

“Most Chinese companies overseas prefer to do more and talk less. It is

often the situation where you wake up in the morning somewhere

overseas, go outside and see Chinese workers en route to their jobs.

They look at you and say hello, then disappear. They don’t really stop

and talk to people.”

No communication can equate to “I don’t care,” according to El-

Shahat. It conveys the message to foreigners that the Chinese are there

only to make money but don’t care about local people. That makes

foreigners view the Chinese with suspicion and make eliciting

investment more difficult.

He cited the example of a Chinese oil company wanting to drill in

Africa. The company received a license from the government and

signed a contract with a local African company. But if it doesn’t begin

communicating with local residents, the project could face failure at

the grassroots. El-Shahat calls that the “social license” to do business.

“The social license is the relationship forged with local people,” he

said. “It’s not a piece of paper, but rather a long-time commitment of

engagement. If means telling locals that they, too, have a stake in a

project, so their opinions are important.”

That’s where so many Chinese companies founder. They talk to

government elites but not to the grassroots , he said.

Despite his hectic schedule, El-Shahat is learning Chinese and

particularly loves writing the characters.

“There wasn’t a moment of culture shock when I set foot in China,” he

said. “Despite having lived in the UK for most of my life, I found my

Egypt brain woke up in China.”

El-Shahat said he thinks President Xi Jinping well understands that



El-Shahat said he thinks President Xi Jinping well understands that

being big and powerful isn’t enough when going abroad. China needs

to match its words on “cooperation and mutual benefit” by forging

closer ties with the local residents of foreign places.

Take Geely for example. In 2013, when the Chinese automaker acquired

the struggling black-cab business, one of Britain’s icons, it

accompanied the investment with a pledge to retain the group’s 107

staff and manufacturing site in Coventry.

Geely’s strategy in buying Coventry-based Manganese Bronze, maker

of the London cabs, was a masterstroke, according to El-Shahat. The

company decided that its investment in the UK would be long term

and making profit was not its only goal.

“By getting the British people on side, it involved them in the concept

of the Chinese dream,” he said. “Geely saved the London taxi. It

maintained production in the UK. And it is now taking the British taxi

global with a new plug-in hybrid taxi. It revived a brand by using

Chinese ingenuity.”

The concept of the “Chinese dream” is a great piece of

communications, El-Shahat said. He described it as a “great pool” of

all the values that show the strength of the Chinese people. People

with a dream live not only for today but also for tomorrow, so even if

today is difficult, tomorrow will be better.

He said the recent announcement from the International Monetary

Fund that it is adding the yuan to its select basket of world reserve

currencies is a major milestone for China.

“Congratulations to China!” he said. “The decision is recognition of

China’s achievements in economic growth and opening up. But here’s

the rub. When countries keep foreign currencies in their national

reserves, they look not only for stability but also for clear

communication from the financial authorities overseeing those

currencies. If anything happens, investors will want clear and prompt

reassurance from the Chinese financial authorities.”
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