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Abstract

This study is set against the backdrop of China’s continued investment expansion
in Africa, with a particular focus on the matrilineal cultural characteristics of the
Akan people in Ghana. It explores the differences in gender roles between African
matrilineal traditions and the Confucian patriarchal system and analyzes the cultural
roots of the management conflicts faced by Chinese enterprises operating in Ghana.
The findings reveal that Akan women occupy central roles in family, political, and
economic spheres. This stands in sharp contrast to the male-dominated structure of
Confucian culture. Divergent gender norms have created significant managerial
challenges in transnational business operations, including misallocation of human
resources, imbalanced participation in decision-making, and organizational cultural

conflicts. Drawing on theories of cross-cultural management and gender as a social
construct, this study proposes targeted strategies. It recommends that Chinese en-
terprises adapt their gender perspectives and develop culturally inclusive manage-
ment systems when operating in matrilineal societies like Ghana. Such adaptation
should be grounded in respect for local cultural traditions and aim to achieve dy-
namic alignment between corporate governance models and host society structures.
This research contributes theoretical insights to the management practices of Chi-
nese companies in Africa and offers a new analytical framework for application in
matrilineal cultural contexts worldwide.
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1. Introduction

Since the launch of the Belt and Road Initiative, Chinese enterprises have accelerated their investments and operations
across African markets. Among West African countries, Ghana has emerged as a major destination for Chinese in-
vestment due to its political stability, abundant natural resources, and favorable investment policies. According to
data from China’s Ministry of Commerce, by the end of 2022, the stock of China’s direct investment in Ghana had
exceeded USD 1.06 billion, covering sectors such as mining, agriculture, manufacturing, and infrastructure.
However, one of the most persistent challenges faced by Chinese enterprises abroad does not stem from policy or
resource limitations, but rather from deep-rooted cultural differences. A case in point is the gender structure of local
societies. The Akan, Ghana’s largest ethnic group, follows a matrilineal kinship system. In this system, women hold
inheritance rights, manage family property, and play dominant roles in trade, political rituals, and communal
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leadership (Fortes, 1970; Goody, 1976). In sharp contrast, Confucianism emphasizes a patriarchal, hierarchical gen-
der order, where women are traditionally confined to domestic and auxiliary roles in line with the Confucian norm
that “men dominate the public sphere and women are relegated to the domestic realm”.

This institutional disparity is reflected in management practices, particularly in the underestimation of women’s
capabilities, imbalanced human resource allocation, and the marginalization of women in decision-making positions.
In organizational structures dominated by men, the practical wisdom and social authority of women in matrilineal
cultures often go unrecognized, resulting in increased turnover rates and reduced operational efficiency.

To address these issues, the study adopts a cross-cultural comparative approach and develops an analytical model
for cross-cultural management. The model draws on Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory (Hofstede, 2001),
Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner’s framework of cultural diversity, and gender performativity theory (Butler,
1990). By integrating theoretical reflection with empirical analysis, this study aims to identify the core cultural bar-
riers encountered by Chinese firms operating in Akan matrilineal contexts, propose governance strategies rooted in
localization and gender inclusion, and contribute practical and theoretical insights for enterprise management in mat-
rilineal societies globally.

2. Practical Challenges: Conflicts Between Chinese Management Models and Local Gendered
Division of Labor in Ghana

2.1 Gender Imbalance in Managerial Structures

Chinese enterprises in Ghana tend to maintain a gendered division of labor based on Confucian patriarchal principles.
According to a 2022 industry survey, men occupy approximately 82% of managerial roles in Chinese companies,
whereas Akan people tend to be more female-dominated. In the traditional tribal councils of the Kumasi region,
women elders account for 65% of the members and possess veto power over important decisions (Fortes, 1970).

However, Chinese enterprises tend to assign women to peripheral roles such as administration and customer service,
with minimal promotion to decision-making positions. As a result, Akan women face structural barriers to career
advancement. This pattern contributes to higher employee turnover and organizational instability. Although African
women constitute approximately 73% of the agricultural and small enterprise workforce, their representation in man-
agement positions within Chinese firms remains below 20%, highlighting a stark gap between economic contribution
and decision-making power.

2.2 Gender Disparity in Decision-making Processes

The Confucian doctrine prescribing “men in the public sphere, women in the domestic realm” leads to a lack of
female representation in the decision-making processes of Chinese enterprises in Ghana. In the Akan tradition,
women participate extensively in communal governance through the “matrilineal council” and hold 58% of decision-
making authority in agricultural cooperatives (Goody, 1976). In comparison, female employees in Chinese firms are
given only a third as many speaking opportunities as their male counterparts during project discussions, and their
suggestions are adopted less than 20% of the time. This imbalance not only reduces managerial efficiency but also
deepens cultural alienation.

2.3 Gender Bias in Vocational Training

The training systems implemented by Chinese enterprises in Ghana often reflect implicit Confucian gender assump-
tions, portraying men as leaders and women as supporters. Existing data shows that, in core training programs such
as technical research and overseas rotations, over 70% of those selected are men (Ebrey, 1993). This structural bias
is frequently justified by managerial beliefs that men are better suited to endure challenging environments. Mean-
while, Confucian emphasis on the “Four Virtues” for women has been reduced in modern enterprises to a focus on
“soft skills,” restricting Akan women’s traditional business capabilities from being recognized as professional skills
within these enterprises.

3. Cultural Foundations: Divergences in Gender Roles Between African Matrilineal Traditions
and Confucian Patriarchy

Fundamentally, the aforementioned challenges stem from culturally embedded gender role differences between
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African matrilineal traditions and Confucian patriarchal systems. This part conducts a contrastive analysis of gender
role construction under Akan matrilineal traditions versus gender role norms in Confucian patriarchy.

3.1 Gender Role Construction in the Matrilineal Tradition of the Akan in Ghana

3.1.1 Matrilineal Kinship and Social Structure

The Akan people practice a typical matrilineal descent system, where family property and social power are inherited
through the maternal line. The fundamental kinship unit is the Abusua (matrilineal clan), led by a female elder known
as the abusuapanyin, who oversees internal affairs and resource allocation (Fortes, 1970). In regions such as Kumasi,
women dominate cocoa cultivation and agricultural trade, holding over 70% of land-use rights (Goody, 1976). Ac-
cording to Mbiti (1990), this status is not based on individual competence but is institutionalized through a network
of kinship-based authority, forming a cultural identity centered on “matrilineal authority.”

3.1.2 Complementary Gender Division of Labor

Unlike hierarchical gender systems, the Akan people emphasize a complementary gender division of labor. Men
typically engage in physically intensive work such as hunting and construction, while women lead in agriculture,
trade, and household affairs, forming a cooperative economic structure. In Kumasi’s artisanal industry, men focus on
woodworking, while women specialize in weaving and sales, collectively optimizing the household economy. Be-
yond the economic sphere, gender complementarity in Akan society is also enacted through cultural rituals, particu-
larly those related to death and mourning. According to Adjei, Adinkrah, and Mpiani (2023), funeral ceremonies
serve not only as spiritual and communal events but also as highly gendered performances. Women are primarily
responsible for expressive mourning behaviors such as wailing and singing, which function as emotional conduits
and affirm female social identity. In contrast, men manage the logistical and financial aspects of funerals, reinforcing
their role in authoritative and public domains. These differentiated roles reproduce broader gender expectations
within Akan society and illustrate how gender complementarity extends into symbolic and affective realms of social
life.

3.1.3 Female Roles in Religious Rituals

In the Akan ancestor worship system, women are revered as “carriers of life” and play central roles as high priests in
key religious ceremonies. Especially during rituals such as the Akwasidae (harvest festival), female elders report
annual affairs to the ancestral spirits, while male participants serve only in supporting roles. This symbolic centrality
of women in spiritual leadership echoes broader African matrifocal traditions, as seen in Ethiopian Orthodox theology.
Spencer (2024) highlights how figures such as Queen Makeda and the Mother Mary embody African notions of
women as sacred vehicles of authority and continuity, rooted in pre-Axumite and Nile Valley cultural systems. This
arrangement further reinforces women’s centrality in both cultural transmission and religious discourse.

3.2 Gender Role Norms in Confucian Patriarchy

3.2.1 Gender Hierarchy in the Patriarchal System

Confucianism is centered around the “Three Bonds and Five Constants,” with The Book of Rites (Liji-Neize) clearly
distinguishing between “men in the public sphere, women in the domestic sphere”, thereby excluding women from
the public sphere. In traditional Chinese society, female literacy rates were below 10%, while for men, it reached 35%
(Baker, 1979), revealing systemic inequality in access to knowledge. In modern corporate organizations, this mindset
still influences management practices in the form of “implicit tradition,” particularly regarding restricted promotion
paths and the stereotypical assignment of female roles. These institutional behaviors reflect how Confucian patriarchy,
as observed in Taiwanese co-produced media, is adapted differently based on political ideologies. Lai (2020) illus-
trates how Confucian paternalism is embedded within capitalist frameworks in China, shaping management narra-
tives abroad.

3.2.2 Gender Segregation in the Professional Sphere

Confucian culture establishes a gendered division of labor through a hierarchical occupational system, where men
dominate the public sphere, and women are confined to the private sphere. The Book of Rites (Liji-Neize) dictates
that men participate in governance and agricultural production, while women are responsible for weaving and man-
aging domestic affairs. According to Hofstede’s (1984) cultural dimensions, China’s power distance index (PDI)
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reaches 87, significantly higher than Ghana’s 78, reflecting greater societal acceptance of hierarchical divisions and
gender norms. This cultural structure is particularly evident in Chinese enterprises, where men dominate technical
roles and women are concentrated in administrative functions.

3.2.3 Female Subordination in Ethical Norms

The Confucian four virtues of “female morality,” as well as the “Three Obediences” doctrine, which instructs women
to obey their fathers, husbands, and sons, institutionalize ethics that limit women’s independent decision-making
power and leadership roles. In many Chinese enterprises, this tradition is translated into a managerial bias that women
are suited only for auxiliary positions, leading to a mismatch between the abilities and roles of Akan female employ-
ees within Chinese companies.

4. Corporate Management Strategies in Matrilineal Societies: From Cultural Conflict to Cul-
tural Synergy

4.1 Reconstructing Gender Perceptions: Beyond Cultural Stereotypes

4.1.1 Establishing a Cultural Sensitivity Training System

The management challenges faced by Chinese enterprises in Ghana often stem from a lack of understanding of the
local cultural structure. The adaptability of Confucian moral discourse across cultural boundaries has been previously
noted by Zhang (2021), who shows how African American thinkers invoked Confucian ethics to advocate for justice.
This historical precedent underscores the possibility of reinterpreting Confucianism in ways that support equity and
inclusion. A Chinese mining company encountered a negotiation deadlock during initial land lease discussions after
failing to recognize the influential role of Akan women in tribal deliberation and resource allocation. In the Akan
matrilineal society, women hold significant community influence through matrilineal networks, and the failure to
recognize this cultural element hindered project progress. To mitigate such cultural conflicts, Chinese enterprises
could implement mechanisms similar to the Akan matrilineal council by incorporating female staff representatives
into major corporate decision-making processes, thereby ensuring that women’s voices are adequately heard. Addi-
tionally, the “Women in Tech” initiative, launched by Huawei in collaboration with Ghana’s Ministry of Communi-
cations, provided cybersecurity training to over 100,000 Ghanaian girls. This program not only enhanced women’s
employability but also broadened Chinese firms’ understanding of female agency in matrilineal societies.

4.1.2 Correcting Gender-neutral Management Assumptions

Traditional management theories often rely on universal assumptions that overlook localized gender dynamics, lead-
ing to misalignments between corporate practices and social realities. In Confucian contexts, male-dominated mana-
gerial concepts are incompatible with the female-centered structure of Akan matrilineal societies.

Hofstede’s cultural dimensions analysis indicates that Chinese culture scores high in “long-term orientation”, re-
flecting a strong continuation of traditional systems, whereas Ghana emphasizes situational adaptability. These cul-
tural differences pose substantial challenges for Chinese enterprises in responding to local needs.

A Chinese agribusiness initially assigned female staff exclusively to administrative roles, resulting in a 37% attri-
tion rate. After revising its strategy and leveraging Akan women’s traditional expertise in market trade, the company
established “female technician mentor” roles, increasing the proportion of female employees to 60% and improving
product quality by 22%. Therefore, enterprises should shift from “gender transformation” to “gender empowerment”
by recognizing and harnessing the institutional value embedded in local gender norms.

4.2 Optimizing Talent Strategies: Building an Inclusive Job System

Akan women demonstrate exceptional negotiation and organizational skills in traditional market transactions. A Chi-
nese textile factory in Kumasi, Ghana, assigned female employees to supply chain and customer communication roles,
increasing its market share from 7% to 19% within one fiscal year. Meanwhile, men were assigned to logistics and
technical positions, drawing on their strengths in physically intensive roles to develop a model of functional comple-
mentarity consistent with local cultural expectations. This employment strategy parallels the case of Philips in Kerala,
India, where women were empowered to take on marketing and community liaison roles, thereby translating their
influence in the matrilineal society into market share growth.
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4.3 Innovative Work Arrangements: Adapting to Matrilineal Life Rhythms

The International Labour Organization (ILO) reports that implementing flexible working arrangements in matrilineal
cultural regions can increase female employee productivity by 15%, with overall satisfaction improving by 22%.
Given the dual roles of Akan women in family and community affairs, a Chinese electronics company in Accra
implemented a “matrilineal affairs leave” policy, providing women with one day of paid leave per month to attend to
matrilineal and family-related obligations. This initiative led to an 18% increase in employee attendance and a 25%
decrease in turnover. Additionally, remote working policies enabled female employees to better balance professional
and domestic responsibilities, thereby enhancing organizational loyalty and performance.

4.4 Deepening Cultural Integration: From Compliance to Symbiosis

Promoting cultural integration has emerged as a strategic imperative for Chinese enterprises in Ghana. A Chinese
retail chain in Kumasi sponsored a “Women Entrepreneurs Forum”, which helped increase its market share from 7%
to 19% within one year. The company also actively participated in local religious events such as the Akwasidae
(harvest festival), strengthening emotional ties with local communities (Mbiti, 1990). Moreover, the Confucius Insti-
tute, jointly established by Zhejiang University of Technology and the University of Ghana, offers cross-cultural
training courses that include Akan matrilineal culture and gender norms.

Recent empirical research further reinforces the significance of culturally embedded leadership and localized gen-
der strategies in international management. Jackson and Parry (2018) emphasize the importance of relational and
context-sensitive leadership models in navigating diverse organizational environments. In the Ghanaian context, ef-
fective gender empowerment requires not only policy-level inclusion but also institutional sensitivity to local kinship
systems and socio-cultural roles. Collectively, these findings reinforce this study’s argument that successful cross-
cultural management relies on aligning corporate governance with local cultural logic rather than imposing standard-
ized managerial templates.

5. Conclusion and Prospects

Through an in-depth case study of Ghana’s Akan people, we elucidate the fundamental differences between African
matrilineal traditions and the Confucian patriarchal system in terms of gender role construction. The former, centered
on matrilineal kinship, establishes a “functionally complementary” model of gender division, in which women be-
come social and economic agents through institutional empowerment. In contrast, the latter constructs a vertically
stratified gender hierarchy based on patrilineal lineage, confining women to subordinate and supportive roles. These
cultural divergences have given rise to latent conflicts in cross-cultural business operations, posing significant but
often overlooked challenges to the sustainable development of Chinese enterprises in Ghana.

To effectively address the cultural differences outlined above, this study advocates transitioning from a model of
cultural adaptation to a paradigm of cultural synergy. Cultural synergy goes beyond respecting the host country’s
cultural logic, it emphasizes bidirectional interaction and institutional integration. This involves cognitive reframing,
culturally sensitive adjustments to organizational mechanisms, and the localization of managerial practices, thus fa-
cilitating alignment between corporate systems and local culture.

This study questions the conventional individualism-collectivism binary often used in cross-cultural analysis.
Drawing on the subtypes of collectivism, it highlights that even within the collectivist category, Confucian “vertical
collectivism” and Akan “horizontal collectivism” differ significantly in terms of gender roles, power structures, and
organizational cognition. This finding deepens our understanding of gender management strategies in culturally spe-
cific contexts.

Furthermore, this research finds that relational authority, a form of authority based on kinship, emotional bonds,
and community identity in matrilineal societies, can coexist with Confucian institutional authority. On the contrary,
these two forms of authority can function complementarily in organizational practice, thereby enhancing organiza-
tional adaptability and governance effectiveness in cross-cultural contexts.

The case of the Akan people demonstrates that successful cross-cultural management does not rely on eliminating
cultural differences but rather on transforming such differences into strategic organizational assets. When Chinese
enterprises learn to strike a dynamic balance between matrilineal authority within matrilineal societies and male-
dominated traditions in Confucianism, they not only mitigate management conflict but also generate collaborative
value through strategic synergy. This approach aligns with the vision of a “shared future for humanity” and offers
theoretical innovation and practical guidance for advancing corporate internationalization in matrilineal cultural con-
texts.
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