
By Chris Tachibana

Experiences - 
The New Silk Road: 
Part II
Hundreds of Scandinavian firms have Chinese partnerships. 
Looking ahead, how do we maintain these relationships?

The physical and psychological distance between cool Scandinavia and 
fiery China is formidable. Yet Nordic countries push for collaborations, 
companies on both sides want partnerships, and student exchanges are 
increasingly common. What can we expect as we engage with China? As 
a follow-up to The New Silk Road: Part I, Resources, in the previous 
Medicon Valley Magazine, here are perspectives from experienced 
travelers on the new Scandinavian-Chinese trade route.

Have patience with cultural differences 
When asked about challenges in Chinese-Scandinavian collaborations, 
everyone cites cultural differences, of course. 
- In my experience, there’s a pretty marked difference in tradition and 
culture between Chinese and Scandinavian ways of running basic 
biomedical research, says Dr. Oluf Borbye Pedersen, executive director 
of LUCAMP (Lundbeck Centre for Applied Medical Genomics in 
Personalized Disease Prediction, Prevention and Care).
- Chinese investigators appear to be more ambiguous and Scandinavi-
ans more unambiguous about partner roles and functions in business 
plans, and agreements on collaborative research. Because of cultural 
differences, it took me four months to work out a deed of covenant and 

a business plan with the Beijing Genomics Institute. My advice to others 
who want to establish large-scale partnerships with Chinese academic 
and business institutions is to consider hiring anthropological consul-
tants with pertinent competences and experiences within the operation 
field of focus.
Borbye Pedersen has been successful, though. LUCAMP has been 
operating since December 2007 with 60 million Danish kroner from the 
Lundbeck Foundation, as a partnership of nine research groups from 
the Hagedorn Research Institute, Steno Diabetes Center, University of 
Aarhus, University of Copenhagen and the Beijing Genomics Institute in 
China. The project applies whole exome sequencing to large Danish 
study samples to find individual genetic risk factors for cardiovascular 
and metabolic diseases, with an ultimate goal of prediction, prevention 
and personalized treatment. The Beijing Genomics Institute was 
brought in because its more than 900 investigators make it one of the 
world’s largest and most experienced genome sequencing facilities.
Echoing Borbye Pedersen, Jaani Heinonen advises patience. He is 
Director of Tekes Shanghai, which supports collaborative projects that 
are funded by the Finnish government. 
- Visitors to China and those doing business with Chinese colleagues 
must understand that things will be done differently in China, but in the 
end, they will get done and they will work out, he says.

Go and visit
Jaani Heinonen also says that videoconferencing will never completely 
replace sitting down at a table together, in person. 
- There is no need to convince Chinese partners of the value of 
collaborating with Nordic companies, but communication with Chinese 
collaborators via email is difficult, so especially in the early stages, the 
Nordic partners need to show their faces. 
- Come and visit, agrees Martin Bech, director of the Nordic Centre 
Fudan University, which since 1995 has provided a center for cultural 
training for 26 Scandinavian universities, and for Nordic corporations 
with interests in Shanghai. Before becoming director in 2008, Bech 
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lived in China and studied the country for 
many years. 
- Get out into the city and out on the street. 
On an arranged visit, your hosts might not 
make accomodations to see anything except 
hotels and meeting rooms, which don’t tell 
the whole story of life in China. Go see for 
yourself. It’s a very diverse country. 
Dr. Zhipeng Wang came from China to 
Denmark as a post-doctoral fellow. He says, 
- There is really no substitute for going and 
visiting, or at least working side-by-side with 
colleague from another culture. I chose to 
work for Cord Brakebusch, at BRIC, the 
biotech research and innovation center at 
Copenhagen University, in part because I 
wanted to experience a different culture, 
both socially and professionally. 
Wang recently completed his project, and 
returned to China, taking an academic 
position at a Medical University in X’ian. He 
agrees with Pedersen that Chinese people are 
not usually as open as Westerners, but his 
time in Scandinavia taught him to be more 
straightforward. 
- After working in Denmark for two years, I 
am much more willing to have disagreements 
and active discussions about science, I’ll have 
to tone that down a little in China, he laughs.

Do your prep work
For both Westerners and Chinese who are 
visiting another culture, Wang advises, 
- Learn about the local culture before you go. 

Prepare for your work, but prepare for 
outside life too. Locals should tell colleagues 
directly about culture rules and why they are 
done. They don’t necessarily need to follow 
them, but they should know about them. 
Wang learned many customs by trial-and-
error, and says you have to be resilient.
- I once brought a gift to a meeting with a 
superior, because Chinese people always 
bring gifts, but it was looked at with suspi-
cion, as though it was almost a bribe. It was 
fine, but being flexible and adaptable are 
important.
As for the stereotype of the humourless, 
hard-working Chinese scientist, he says,
- My labmates in Denmark thought I was a 
very serious and quiet person. I’m not! But 
humor is difficult to translate.

Show mutual respect
All experienced China-Scandinavia travelers 
stress the importance of learning as much as 
possible about the culture before visiting, and 
before initiating a collaboration. 
Claus Lønborg from Innovation Center 
Denmark advises,
- To succeed, a project must be mutually 
beneficial for both partners. What works well 
is respecting the Chinese employees and 
investing the time to understand how things 
work in China, with expectations of an equal 
commitment from both sides. 
For cultural advice, he recommends the book 
“Jeg Skal til Kina” by Kjeld Erik Brødsgaard.

Jaani Heinonen of Tekes agrees about 
respecting the contributions of collaborators. 
- Chinese publication and patent application 
records show how strong the Chinese are in 
science and technology. Nordic scientists 
should be humble in approaching collaborati-
ons. Don’t assume that the Nordic company 
will necessarily be the stronger one. 
A relationship of equals sounds like a cliché 
from couples counseling, but might be the 
future of successful Chinese-Scandinavian 
business partnerships.

Resource websites

Innovation Center Denmark: 
www.innovationcenterdenmark.cn

Finnish Innovation Center: 
www.tekes.fi/china

Nordic Centre Fudan University: 
www.nordiccentre.org

LUCAMP: www.lucamp.org

- In my experience, there’s a pretty marked 
difference in tradition and culture 
between Chinese and Scandinavian ways 
of running basic biomedical research, says 
Dr. Oluf Borbye Pedersen, executive 
director of LUCAMP
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