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In the dynamic landscape of global busi-

ness, particularly in China, companies 

face the dual challenges of maintaining 

competitive advantages while managing 

escalating operational costs.  In the 30 years 

I have been doing business and advising 

Western companies on their operations in 

China, the low-cost environment has al-

ways been the top criterion to establish a 

business in the country. However, it is not 

an easy place to operate in. Once known for 

its cost-effective labor and efficient supply 

chains, China now presents a more complex 

picture due to rising labor costs, stringent 

environmental regulations and heightened 

labor rights. 

With artificial intelligence (AI) emerging 

as an invaluable asset to optimize opera-

tional efficiency, this shift provides more av-

enues to maintain profitability in a challeng-

ing market without compromising quality. 

AI-driven strategies offer a pathway to un-

cover and implement cost-saving measures 

across a spectrum of business operations, 

from tangible assets like factory dynamics 

to intangible elements such as administra-

tive efficiency and fraud prevention. In this 

article, I discuss the myriad ways that AI 

technologies can help foreign firms in China 

undertake strategic cost cutting.

Enhancing cost-benefit 
analysis for decision-making

AI plays a critical role in evaluating the 

viability of new ventures and strategic ini-

tiatives. It simulates various scenarios, 

enabling firms to undertake cost-benefit 

analysis of potential outcomes. This pro-

cess is instrumental in guiding decisions on 

launching new product lines or entering new 

markets, ensuring that resources are invest-

ed in endeavors with the highest potential 

for success. Advanced AI models can also 

forecast key financial metrics such as reve-

nue and expenses against the backdrop of 

evolving market conditions. This predictive 

insight is crucial for effective financial plan-

ning, helping firms anticipate future financial 

states and adjust their strategies according-

ly through proactive resource allocation.

In regards to operational planning, AI’s 

ability to undertake deep data analysis 

means it can identify areas where cost re-

ductions can be achieved, such as optimiz-

ing the location of manufacturing facilities. 

This approach empowers firms to make 

data-driven decisions that streamline oper-

ations and enhance profitability.

Streamlining operations 
through predictive 
maintenance and energy 
efficiency

AI dramatically lowers operational costs 

in manufacturing facilities through predic-

tive maintenance. By leveraging equipment 

sensor data, AI algorithms can foresee ma-

chinery failures before they occur, allow-

ing for timely repairs. This proactive main-

tenance strategy reduces downtime and 

extends the lifespan of costly machinery, 

achieving significant savings over traditional 

STRATEGIC 
COST CUTTING 
IN CHINA
AI-DRIVEN SOLUTIONS FOR FOREIGN FIRMS

Stephane Grand is the founder an eponymous full-service accounting and consulting firm that has been assisting foreign investors in 

navigating the complexities of operations and investments in Greater China since 2003. With offices in Beijing, Shanghai, Shenzhen 

and Hong Kong, S.J. Grand has provided comprehensive support to over 1,000 foreign firms in various sectors including agribusiness, 

tech, automotive and luxury. The firm has assisted over 80 foreign companies in their fraud investigations, litigations and the design and 

implementation of cost reduction strategies, and makes use of the most advanced technologies to accomplish its missions.



22

w
w

w
.a

m
ch

am
-s

h
an

g
h

ai
.o

rg

reactive approaches.

AI also optimizes energy use within facto-

ries by analyzing consumption patterns and 

detecting inefficiencies. Adjusting HVAC op-

erations based on occupancy and weather 

data ensures optimal environmental condi-

tions with maximum energy efficiency, lead-

ing to considerable utility cost reductions.

Enhancing production 
efficiency and quality control

By scrutinizing production data to iden-

tify and rectify inefficiencies, AI refines pro-

duction schedules and machinery utiliza-

tion, which in turn streamline processes to 

reduce waste and improve product yield. 

Early detection of defects also boosts quali-

ty control by minimizing the need for rework 

and lowering scrap rates, further driving 

down costs and upholding high-quality 

standards in production.

Leveraging automation and 
robotics in manufacturing

The integration of robotics and AI auto-

mation revolutionizes manufacturing pro-

cesses, leading to reduced labor costs and 

increased productivity. Especially pertinent 

in regions like China where labor costs 

are on the rise, automation enables firms 

to remain competitively priced while en-

suring production remains efficient and of 

high quality. By automating routine tasks, 

companies can reduce the need for man-

ual intervention, lowering labor costs and 

improving accuracy. This not only frees up 

resources to focus on strategic activities but 

also minimizes the risk of costly errors.

Automating administrative 
and tax procedures 

Natural language processing and ma-

chine learning can be used to automatically 

analyze documents, contracts and records, 

extracting relevant data points and iden-

tifying discrepancies or anomalies. This 

can significantly reduce the manual labor 

involved in document review, decrease 

the risk of human error, and uncover areas 

where contractual inefficiencies are causing 

unnecessary costs. It is also a way to uncov-

er fraud risks.

AI’s ability to process vast datasets can 

also be beneficial in identifying tax-saving 

opportunities. Through thorough analysis 

of a company’s financial transactions and 

operations, AI can recommend strategies 

to optimize tax liabilities, potentially saving 

significant amounts in taxes.

Offering predictive analytics 
for market entry and 
localization

AI-driven predictive analytics can sig-

nificantly reduce the costs associated with 

market entry and expansion strategies for 

foreign firms entering the Chinese market. 

By analyzing vast datasets — including con-

sumer behavior, market trends and com-

petitive landscapes — AI tools can reduce 

the risk and cost of market entry failures by 

identifying lucrative market segments and 

predicting future demand. 

AI can also tailor products to local tastes, 

helping foreign firms localize their offerings 

more effectively to meet the unique prefer-

ences of Chinese consumers. Natural lan-

guage processing and machine learning 

algorithms can analyze social media, cus-

tomer feedback and local market data to 

inform product development and marketing 

strategies, reducing the costs associated 

with misaligned product launches.

Optimizing supply chain 
management

AI can revolutionize supply chain man-

agement for foreign firms operating in Chi-

na by enhancing visibility, predicting dis-

ruptions and optimizing logistics. Machine 

learning models can forecast demand 

more accurately, ensuring that invento-

ry levels are optimized to meet market 

needs without incurring unnecessary stor-

age costs. AI can also predict supply chain 

disruptions due to geopolitical tensions, 

natural disasters or other factors, allowing 

companies to mitigate risks and manage 

costs effectively.

Additionally, AI technologies can opti-

mize shipping routes and distribution strat-

egies, significantly reducing logistics costs. 

For instance, AI algorithms can determine 

the most efficient shipping routes, taking 

into account factors like weather, traffic 

conditions and shipping costs, to ensure 

timely and cost-effective delivery of goods 

between other countries and China.

 The 10,000-foot view
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Automating human 
resources (HR) functions

AI can automate repetitive tasks such as 

resume screening, candidate sourcing and 

initial interview scheduling. Chatbots and 

virtual assistants can handle routine inqui-

ries, freeing HR professionals to focus on 

strategic activities. By reducing the need 

for manual intervention, AI lowers admin-

istrative costs and accelerates recruitment 

processes, which can significantly reduce 

the cost per hire. Moreover, AI-driven ana-

lytics can help in workforce optimization, 

identifying skills gaps and predicting turn-

over, allowing for more cost-effective talent 

management and development strategies.

Making marketing more 
customer centric 

AI-driven analytics can enhance the ef-

fectiveness of marketing campaigns, opti-

mizing spending across various channels for 

the best return on investment. By analyzing 

customer data, AI can personalize marketing 

messages, improving conversion rates and 

customer retention while reducing the cost 

of customer acquisition. In sales, AI tools can 

identify the most promising leads, enabling 

sales teams to focus their efforts where 

they’re most likely to yield results and there-

by increasing efficiency and reducing costs 

associated with unsuccessful sales attempts.

Optimizing customer service
AI integrates chatbots and virtual assis-

tants to provide comprehensive customer 

support that can operate 24/7 across many 

languages. This innovation significantly re-

duces the reliance on extensive customer 

service teams, yielding considerable op-

erational cost savings, which is especially 

valuable for foreign companies in the Chi-

nese market. The efficiency and scalability 

offered by AI-driven support streamline the 

customer service process, ensuring queries 

are resolved promptly without the need for 

extensive human intervention or traditional 

call centers and customer service depart-

ments. Beyond customer interactions, AI 

facilitates cost-effective communication 

strategies within organizations by leverag-

ing collaboration tools that minimize the 

need for physical meetings and related trav-

el expenditures. 

Navigating regulatory 
compliance 

AI can assist foreign firms in complying 

with China’s complex regulatory environ-

ment, reducing the costs associated with 

legal advice and compliance failures. For 

example, AI systems can monitor regula-

tory changes in real-time and advise on 

compliance strategies, minimizing the risk 

of costly penalties. AI can also help busi-

nesses comply with China’s cybersecu-

rity and data regulations by automating 

data handling processes, ensuring data 

integrity, and securing data against unau-

thorized access, thus saving costs relat-

ed to non-compliance penalties and data 

breaches.

Protecting intellectual 
property (IP)

AI can play a crucial role in monitoring 

and protecting firms’ IP rights. AI technol-

ogies, including image recognition and 

natural language processing, can monitor 

the web for counterfeit goods and IP in-

fringements. AI can also automate the legal 

process for addressing violations and thus 

reduce the costs associated with IP pro-

tection. This is particularly relevant in Chi-

na, where IP enforcement poses significant 

challenges. By automating the detection of 

counterfeit products and piracy, businesses 

can protect their brand integrity and avoid 

the financial damages associated with IP 

theft.

Boosting fraud detection
In China’s complex business envi-

ronment, fraud can manifest in numer-

ous ways, necessitating fraud detection 

systems that are both sophisticated and 

adaptable. AI’s ability to learn from data 

enables the creation of algorithms that 

are tailored to the unique patterns of fraud 

encountered in China, including specific 

scams prevalent in the e-commerce and 

digital payment sectors. 

For foreign firms engaged with the Chi-

nese market, monitoring cross-border 

transactions for fraudulent activity is para-

mount. AI can analyze transaction patterns 

across international boundaries and flag po-

tentially fraudulent transactions in real-time, 

minimizing the risk of financial losses and 



enhancing trust in cross-border operations.

The practice of creating fictitious em-

ployees is a particularly common form of 

fraud in China. This type of fraud distorts 

payroll and financial records by registering 

non-existent workers in the company’s HR 

system. Salaries and benefits allocated to 

these “ghost employees” are siphoned off 

by fraudsters, creating a hidden channel 

for financial leakage. As large-scale enter-

prises and sprawling manufacturing units 

are common in China, monitoring every 

employee’s authenticity can be daunting. 

AI algorithms can analyze vast amounts of 

data including payroll records and employ-

ee performance data to detect anomalies 

and patterns that may indicate fraudulent 

activity, such as payments to employees 

with no corresponding records of work ac-

tivity, attendance or productivity; the same 

bank account details appearing for multiple 

employees; or unusual patterns of overtime 

claims. Additionally, integrating AI with bio-

metric verification systems such as facial 

recognition or fingerprint scanning ensures 

that only real, verified employees can clock 

in and out. This links payroll disbursements 

to a verified physical presence at the work-

place. 

In addition to protecting against HR 

fraud, AI technologies offer a robust defense 

mechanism against supplier fraud. In due 

diligence, for example, AI can automate the 

vetting process of new and existing suppli-

ers by analyzing supplier histories, financial 

records and compliance databases to iden-

tify red flags such as a history of fraudulent 

activities or associations with known fraud-

sters that may indicate a risk of counterfeit 

goods. AI can detect anomalies in pricing 

that deviate significantly from market norms 

and monitor ongoing transactions and com-

munications with suppliers in real time, scan-

ning for inconsistencies, delayed shipments, 

or discrepancies in invoicing and delivery 

records. Natural language processing ca-

pabilities can also scrutinize contracts and 

transaction documents for unusual terms, 

conditions or inconsistencies to ensure that 

agreements are fair and transparent.

The adoption of AI in detecting and pre-

venting fraud yields not only direct cost 

savings by averting financial losses but also 

operational efficiencies. It streamlines the 

vetting and monitoring processes, reduces 

the need for manual checks, and ensures 

compliance with regulatory standards, 

thereby protecting the company’s reputa-

tion and ensuring long-term sustainability.

Considerations for foreign 
firms

Incorporating AI into business strategies 

requires a thoughtful approach, especially in 

China. Businesses must navigate data local-

ization laws and ensure their AI applications 

comply with China’s regulatory framework. 

However, the potential rewards, from direct 

cost savings to enhanced operational effi-

ciencies, make this a worthwhile investment.

The integration of AI into China’s complex 

economic environment marks a significant 

transformation in the way foreign firms op-

erate in China. As companies grapple with 

escalating operational expenses and rig-

orous compliance demands, AI stands out 

not merely as a technological tool, but as a 

strategic partner. Leveraging AI’s capabilities 

allows businesses to streamline factory op-

erations, improve administrative processes, 

and protect against fraud – all of which helps 

businesses maintain a competitive edge in 

one of the world’s most vibrant economies. 

Looking ahead, embracing the full spectrum 

of AI’s potential will be key for those aiming to 

navigate and excel within the intricate land-

scape of the Chinese market.  I
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