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How Does the Hierarchical 
Management System 
Influence the Climate 

of Creativity in Chinese 
University Laboratories?

ABSTRACT

This chapter aims to investigate how the Chinese hierarchical management system influences the climate 
of creativity in university laboratories. A questionnaire (Creative Climate Questionnaire, CCQ) survey 
was carried out with 25 laboratories (126 participants) at 7 universities in Northeastern China. The 
comparative study reveals both the advantages and disadvantages of the hierarchical management sys-
tem for creativity in university laboratories. To some extent, the hierarchical system stimulates different 
levels of laboratories to shape different collective objectives and goals, and it increases the synergy of 
the creative abilities of group members in laboratories. However, the uniform model of “hard resource 
distribution” regulated by the hierarchical system cannot meet the diverse needs for the development of 
creativity in university laboratories.

INTRODUCTION

In the past two decades in China, some new 
strategies have been applied to the promotion of 
university-based research and its commercializa-
tion, particularly in research units such as univer-
sity laboratories in elite institutions, for which the 
central government provides greater funding (Wu, 

2007). For example, Project 985 is a constructive 
project for founding 21st century world-class 
universities which is being conducted by the 
Chinese government. Project 211 is the Chinese 
government’s new endeavor aimed at strengthen-
ing about 100 institutions of higher education and 
their key disciplinary areas as a national priority 
for the 21st century (China Education Center, 
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2013). These endeavors indicate what Etzkowitz 
and his colleagues (2000) have emphasized: as 
part of the shift, universities are developing from 
the traditional profile of ivory tower institutions 
towards the entrepreneurial paradigm.

Furthermore, the new strategies employed 
in China are responses to the challenges of glo-
balization in higher education development: the 
universities are developing not only regionally 
but also internationally, and university faculties 
are increasingly involved in business-oriented 
activities to generate additional resources. Thus, a 
process of “academic capitalization” is becoming 
increasingly popular in shaping the higher edu-
cation sector across the globe. A new concept of 
“university-academic-productive sector relations” 
has emerged (Mok, 2005), with the university 
laboratory as one of the most important actors in 
building such new relations. So the new strategies 
in China have increased the overall competitive 
advantage of universities and university labora-
tories in the context of globalization; however, 
they have also led to increasing competition over 
the gaining of “academic capitalization” between 
the universities as well as between the university 
laboratories regionally in the current hierarchical 
management system (Zhou, 2007).

In China, there are three main levels of uni-
versity laboratories in the hierarchical system: 
Levels A, B and C, which are supported by central 
government, provincial government, and urban 
government, respectively. Level A laboratories are 
at the top of the system, which means they gain 
the most resource of the three levels. Most of the 
Level A laboratories are located in universities 
involved in Project 985 or Project 211. Accord-
ingly, C Level is at the bottom and gains the least 
resource. The groups working in the laboratories 
mainly consist of university staff and students, and 
the bureaucratic elements of knowledge manage-
ment include the hierarchy headed by the group 
leaders (professors in universities), who have 
overall responsibility for the management of the 
laboratories. This kind of management system is 

much influenced by traditional Confucian culture 
that retains more hierarchical social structures than 
such systems in Western countries and stresses 
the importance of collectivism; in other words, 
collective benefits are regarded as more important 
than individual needs.

This chapter is primarily concerned with the 
influence of the hierarchical management system 
on the climate of creativity in university laboratories 
in China. Creativity generally involves the abil-
ity to offer new perspectives, generate novel and 
meaningful ideas, raise new questions, and come 
up with solutions to ill-defined problems (Runco, 
2007). Therefore, creativity has been viewed as 
the ultimate economic resource and as essential 
for addressing complex individual and societal 
issues (Craft, 2005). However, although the ideas, 
questions, or solutions originate in people’s minds, 
there are a growing number of studies suggesting 
that creativity is fundamentally a socio-cultural 
conception, affected by shaping forces from the 
organizational, social, and cultural environment 
(Runco, 2007; Amabile, 1996). Correspondingly, 
“climate” has been regarded as one of the important 
elements of creativity and it is used to describe the 
recurring patterns of behavior, attitudes, and feel-
ings that characterize life in an organizational envi-
ronment (Runco, 2007; Ekvall, 1996). In practice, 
some instruments that aim to examine the factors 
of climate have been designed and employed based 
on theoretical research. Studies have shown that the 
Creative Climate Questionnaire (CCQ) developed 
by Ekvall (1983, 1996, 1999) has been welcomed 
in many organizational environments.

Following on from these points, this chapter 
proposes two research questions:

1. 	 How does the hierarchical management 
system influence the climate of creativity 
in university laboratories in China?

2. 	 What are the advantages and disadvantages 
of the Chinese hierarchical management 
system for the development of creativity in 
university laboratories?
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