In Context Season One: Changing Career
Episode One Guest: Ke Xu (1F])

Music credits (all sourced from freemusicarchive.org):

Lee Rosevere’s Quizitive
Lee Rosevere’s Tech Toys
Lee Rosevere’s Whats Behind the Door

Lee Rosevere’s Theme from Penguins on Parade

Lee Rosevere’s And So Then
Glad Rags’s Wonder Under

Blue: Anita’s narration

MR EME AN — 1N FEEBE,
HIEEBRE—ITURBAIUA—E R ZHEA
ﬁﬁ’l’!@ﬂﬁt%ﬂ’]ﬁf%i ARE RN
PWRBX L —TEESEL, |

RN R EEEBIFR, h2HM
KEFERZF, BHEEHTFERANFHT

MER, thEHRE-TBINBA Tﬁ
B # S&ﬁEJ: b — AR B E
A —EERANPERLFMIEEZ

o

BER2012FEMEBREFHERENF
fhEHHE— EETMMLME%O

20145, FaIFFRipaelb B, “&
, X2 —REB KRR MMM AR KA FT R
KT, MAERBRMN EEFHREX
EFE (2999t TIMXA, REW
KEERWEFR ?) (FLUBMAHID
MET, AIURHLEF) (BFHEXR
ﬁﬂ@ﬁ$ﬁ%¥>u&<ﬁ%ﬁﬁﬁ
BE) .

BHESKAEKRA0LRI, EEMIEM
B 45338 AE 15013005 #4 .

FHEME LYEBRTARIEZTULHAE
B#HBRE, WAL EEMNEE
AEEEXIE, UK, L
LUI—FhERIIMESREAR T 2
i,

Q: 1FR], RELE—1ERE, MAR
ERSFEEFHBHERE, FIRHA

“"(When | was young) | was extremely afraid
that | would become a poor intellectual.
I’'ve been very eager to find a career that
can be invested without getting bored.
Later | found that being an entrepreneur is
one such career."

That is Ke Xu (IF®]), my classmate from
college. When | was looking for people to
profile their “career transition” stories, he
was the first person | thought of.

“Ke is bound to be one of China’s greatest
reporters,” commented one friend on Ke's
LinkedIn. But when Ke graduated from the
School of Journalism at Fudan University in
2012, he did not choose that career path. In
fact, he never did.

In 2014, Ke started a new media company
called “eqingdan” (or e-list in English). The
firm researches consumer goods and
publishes consumer-friendly analysis with a
hope to empower consumers to make
wiser decisions. Here’re just some of the
titles they’ve published, “2,999-yuan
Panasonic hair, is it worth buying, or is it
overpriced?”, “What will a living room look
like if it’s not planned around watching
TV?”, “Is Dyson AirWrap worth your
money?” and “What is a low-end
consumer?”

Currently employing around 30 people, his
firm has 1.5 million followers on WeChat,
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and 3 million on Douyin (a short video
social network).

It intrigues me, why, after studying so hard
and managing to change his major from
Medicine Studies to Journalism (back in
2009), Ke did not pursue a career in
journalism at the end? And, what made him
so obsessed with starting his own business
ultimately?

Q: Ke, you were a top STEM student at high
school. In fact, you were so good at STEM
classes that you were exceptionally
accepted to Fudan because of your high
scores. You were placed at the Medicine
Studies department originally, but when
the first year finishes, you transferred to
the School of Journalism. Why?

A: It’s hard to say that | was that good with
STEM classes. | did not score high in all
STEM or science classes, and | was not
interested in all of them either. | think I've
always been someone who enjoyed
literature and social science. | think that,
everyone may have encountered such a
classmate in high school—although placed
in a science-focused class, he/she really
enjoyed playing with words and writing. I'm
that kind of student.

Q: What interests you about literature and
social science?

A: Let me think, I’ve never considered that
before. For literature, | think it was about...
for example, when | hear “Leaving at dawn
from the Town of the White, | see the sky
full of rosy clouds (FAEEBETF# =(H),” |
find it extremely charming, and | want to be
associated with such nice expression; when
| hear “The lake stream is so gentle as the
clouds turn cyan before raining; we fall
asleep in the boat over the lake, not
knowing the sun is rising up (=& & 5 /M
KRR S LR/ 2, BEREHMN PR
HZ&R A ZBEA)”, | think that conveys

infinite beauty.
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In terms of social science, it is about social
care and social engagement. When | was
young | was extremely afraid that | would
become a poor intellectual when | grew up.
This fear has pushed me far away down the
road. Obviously as you could tell that there
was an implication about this fear when |
spoke about it: one, is that | consider
myself as an intellectual, which is of no
doubt to myself; the other, | feared of
being poor or useless.

Q: Since when did you become conscious of
this or have such fear?

A: Consciousness came very late, but the
fear was with me very early, perhaps as
early as | was in elementary school. It was
very vague though—I remembered it
bothered me when | heard phrases such as
“lacking the strength to truss up a chicken”
(FILER 2 71) and “scholar is good for
nothing” (BX— R B 4). | thought
them as stereotypes associated with
scholars or intellectuals. | don’t want to be
like that. | felt really irritated whenever |
heard those expressions. | am not sure
whether this reaction had anything to do
with gender. As a male, | imagined myself
having social value and active in social
engagement. | had a hope for that.

Strong self-awareness and a desire for
social engagement had constantly brought
Ke under the public spotlight. When he was
a sophomore, just accepted into the
journalism school from the Medicine
Studies department, he was not afraid to
step onto the stage to compete for student
leadership (HIf) in front of 150+
strangers. His competitors? They had
already formed relationship with fellow
students.

A: | just joined the J-School, | didn't know
anyone. | wanted to mingle with fellow
students and become a part of the group. It
was on me to actively engage with the
community, because the community won't
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approach me on its own, right? Also | had
been a student leader since a young age (so
to me there’s nothing to be afraid of). |
began running for student leadership roles
since elementary school, and | was so crave
about being a leader. | think | inherited this
from my parents.

My father used to be a soldier. When he
was a commander in the army, | had
witnessed him inspecting the military
parade. Can you imagine what that was
like? He was under such a spotlight! Young
soldiers would line up in groups and wait
for his inspection. | remembered my father
saying “Greetings, comrades!” and then
young soldiers would respond with
“Greetings, leader!” That was my
impression of my father when | was little. It
was a similar story with my mother, who
had always been a top student in her
county. When she graduated from Hebei
Normal University, she had no connection
that could introduce her to a good job,
since she was originally from the
countryside; but she intuitively understood
that she needed guanxi to land on a
promising career. What did she do? She
bought two packages of baby milk powder
and went directly to see the director at the
provincial government. This didn’t help her
ultimately, but the point was, she had the
courage to do such a thing.

Despite a desire for social engagement and
strong self-awareness, which brought Ke
into J-School in the first place, he did not
follow a path in investigative reporting
(where a high level of social engagement is
often required). Instead, Ke found himself
fascinated with lifestyle, finance, and
business stories. The formation of this
interest had something to do with a girl he
met during that time.

A: My girlfriend at the time is from a family
that runs its own business. The more | knew
her the more | tried to understand her way
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of thinking, to feel her cognitive logic, as
well as her parents’ way of thinking and
living.

| remember having a discussion with her
father about the Haining Leather City,
which is a typical kind of business
phenomenon in Zhejiang. He said to me
that Zhejiang was at the frontier of the
market economy, and that the Haining
people saw the value of establish a leather
goods business here. Everyone was doing
their own leather business, contributing to
the regional taxes and GDP. And there were
lots and lots of places like Haining in
Zhejiang. | later visited the Haining Leather
City in person and it was indeed very well
run. It presented me a prosperous future,
and | consider this as a very cutting-edge
example of China’s economy. | felt urged to
be a part of it, to participate in this wave
that would lead the country to a brighter
future.

In 2012, Ke graduated from college. The
career opportunities in front of him at the
time included: sales manager at the Bank of
China, operations at Taobao, and reporter
with China Central Television. Before
graduation, he had been interning with
Bank of China for six months, in a hope to
participate in the front-line commercial
environment and exercise his business
acumen.

However, this internship did not sustain his
interest in the job. Upon graduation, he
joined Caixin Media (one of China’s most
influential media group). Instead of being a
journalist, he joined the integrated
marketing department and later
transferred to the advertising department
to work on projects unrelated to editorial.

Ke admitted that if he had the opportunity
to re-decide his first job, he would choose
Taobao, a more promising company from
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today’s view. But his choice at that time
was quite understandable.

Keep in mind that was 2012. That year, the
most popular employers among Fudan
graduates were FMCG firms like P&G and
Unilever, the Big Four accounting firms, and
global management consultancies such as
McKinsey. They offered a monthly salary
between RMB 8,000 and 12,000.

In the 2012 Job Market Survey by Zhilian
Zhaoping (a job search and recruiting
platform), while IT and Internet Industry
ranked 2" most popular among fresh
graduates, second to Finance, most young
students had their eyes somewhere
else—very few people had seen or
prepared for the upcoming surge of
Chinese internet companies. There was no
Meituan-Waimai, no Didi at the time,
WeChat was just a one-year-old baby. And
there were still two years to go before the
state government announced support for
“Mass entrepreneurship and innovation.”

A: | had been with Caixin for 1.5 years. The
first year was with the Integrated
Marketing Department (IMD), and the
second year with its Advertising
Department. | wore several hats while with
the IMD and | was very, very tired. | worked
overtime every day, and there were days |
would stay up all night. It was a hard time.
Then the half year at Advertising, | was
actually suffering. For me, it was a big
personality challenge. Although my sales
performance was okay but the process was
very painful. | felt my inner resistance to
that job.

Q: What was it that was against your
personality?

A: | had to accomplish dozens and dozens
of cold calls each day. That was very
difficult for me. | stuttered especially when
| was nervous. | was also afraid of bothering
other people. So that was very challenging




Q: HIAFENTBIBIIE, ATRER
HERENAREENNE, RITEXE
— 1 EHARRIFAE, R AT/EH PR
REKFERREHEDR ?

A:BRSEEM, WMRZAIMEE—F
IRMEX N EENINELHERE T —
MEBXMFH, REHELHRENR
XL —1 3, ERMERNNE
XHEEFETHRELERK, REX
HERFXTHFERS,

AEEARENELEERS AR
kB T ARG B S Ee N8R UL
EHEHEIAREAIERK, REEHHRIEN
FRMER, BRRESRECENE, £
BREEAHMAS TS AENE.
HEFLAERET —BE A,
XEFEEANAFEANABNE, REH
EEE TR KA, FEENXADTI
H—RERXNTIL—EERERE, &
WBEEXECSMNEMESEP MRS REE
REBMRELR, AEMAIMERIENE
RIF—EAK, —FIRREABRMNEC
AX%R BERRSBEZMHRAEAXR
TO

fRIEFEWITRIZ (BIR | #%1T) . —#
XTERANRTHEBEET R, HAFHE
STEMERERE, BERNFLEEREE
—&, ERREX, AT EHRERE
M, ZMNTHER,

to me and | endured cold sweat a lot. |
think all introverts could relate to what I’'m
describing right now—just imagine that you
are asked to make 40 cold calls per day,
and in 39 of those you are going to be
rejected. How does that feel? It was a big
challenge for me.

But this was not the reason he quit. Despite
the difficulties described, Ke had a whole
lot of achievement to celebrate at Caixin.
He was the person behind two of the most
reposted Weibo posts while he was in
charge of the magazine’s Weibo account,
setting unprecedented record; he was a
founding member of Yaqu, a new
lifestyle-focused brand under Caixin, and he
was the one in charge of Yaqu’s first
installment of content.

That early belief in the impact of business
to reshape China’s future found its way
back to Ke, when he learnt about the
legendary story of Shijian Chu, founder of
Hongta Group who was known as “China’s
Tobacco King.” By that time (2014), Chu has
just been released from jail for two years,
returning to the public eye because of a
very successful orange business he didn’t
start until he was 75. Ke was utterly
inspired.

A: I've been very eager to find a career that
can be invested without getting bored.
Then | found that being an entrepreneur is
one such career. Many of the outstanding
entrepreneurs | have heard work hard to
the last moment of their lives and they
never cease. Chu was one such
entrepreneur to me. | felt his story so
powerful and meaningful.

Despite the urge to start something on his
own, Ke wasn’t sure what business he was
about to create, or how.

A: My initial aspiration (for egingdan) was
to introducing good things into everyone’s




life. In fact, | didn’t care too much about
what users or readers thought about our
content, whether they were interested in
reading or not. It was more about my own
self-expression. That was what | felt most
impulsive about.

Q: What was your imagination of your
business at the beginning?

A: Frankly, | didn't think that much. When |
was just starting, | was a very young
entrepreneur. | was a very young
businessman, | didn't even have the
qualities and abilities to become a
businessman. It was more like, there was
something | wanted to do, and | had the
opportunity to realize it. So, | went ahead. |
didn’t think about turning it into how big a
company, making how much profit, or
going public or anything. | honestly didn’t
think about that.

Q: Have you ever doubted the value your
business is creating? What value do you
think it is creating for your audience?

A: | might not be satisfied with the value we
are creating, but I’'ve never doubted its
value. | might feel that the value we create
is not that big, hard-core or strong. For
example, Alibaba believes in “to make
doing business easier for everyone,” which |
felt is very remarkable. It has indeed
changed the fate of many people (by
unbaling them to gain control of their life).
And this rings true to Didi as well. But then
at egingdan what we are not creating
hard-core value per se.

However, that doesn’t mean we are not
creating value. On the contrary, we
empower consumers to make smarter
decisions through informative content. Our
readers become more knowledgeable
about a particular product or consumer
goods everytime they read our article. We
also provide our clients (advertisers) access
to consumers, to eliminate the information
asymmetry between brands and




consumers. And hence we facilitate a more
effective commercial environment. We are
also earning money. We started with
investor dollar but now we are on our own,
we do not reply on any authority, we do
not reply on any external resources. The
truth is that every dollar we earn, we earn
it by ourselves. And we are working very
hard.

Q: Where does your sense of
accomplishment come from nowadays, and
is that different from when you started in
2014 just with a few people?

A: Oh yes, it is different. As | said before,
when | first started, | was driven by
self-expression and a need to present the
world who | was, but it has gradually
become something else if you ask my sense
of accomplishment today. It’s becoming
richer.

For example, it comes from knowing that
my team’s capability is expanding and that
everyone is growing to be a better version
of themselves. Also like | mentioned, we as
a company are creating value, for our
readers and clients. Just last year, we
contributed RMB 1 million in taxes; this
does not include our staff’s individual
income tax. | also created jobs, and | work
hand in hand with this entire industry to a
better future. Along the way in these
processes of value creation, | felt a strong
sense of accomplishment. So in summary,
my sense of accomplishment started small
and very personal but it’s growing to relate
to more things.

You are listening to In Context Season One
“Changing Career”, a podcast about young
people making career transitions. You may
think we are talking about career choices,
but we hope to go further. I’'m Anita Xu,
this episode is produced and edited by me.
Tune in next time.




