A12

Saturday, November 24, 2018

CITY UNIVERSITY OF HONG KONG-COLLEGE OF BUSINESS (DBA)



SPONSORED SUPPLEMENT 
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THAT MAKES
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THE WORLD

The CityU College of Business’ DBA is hard work,
but senior executives are able to apply
their findings in a number of rewarding areas
Each September, the executives
who join the doctor of business
administration (DBA) course at
the College of Business, City
University of Hong Kong (CityU)
all have something important
in common.
That’s because the 15 or so
senior executives are all keen to
conduct in-depth research into
an issue affecting their company
and their industry. All of the
executives have previously made
a mark in their respective sectors.
From the outset, they know
that the coursework, seminars,
data research, and interviews,
along with their final 50,000-word
thesis, add up to a sizeable
amount of work.
But the executives are also
aware that they can rely on the

teaching, support and guidance
of a renowned faculty which
boasts expertise in the intricacies
of everything from cross-border
investment and fintech, to data
security and China’s “Belt and
Road Initiative.”
“Our students do impactful
research. It is significant work,”
says Professor Muammer Ozer,
director of the DBA programme.
“They are highly respected
figures within their own fields,
but they want to keep learning
and contribute something more.”
The DBA is designed to be
completed in three years, but
students can take up to six years
if necessary.
The DBA offers courses on
research methodology, as well
as workshops to illustrate the type

Professor Muammer Ozer says that executives on the CityU DBA programme carry out meaningful research that can make an impact beyond their sectors.

of difficulties encountered in
developing a thesis and how
to overcome them.
There is practical instruction
on how to use library resources,
and how to make the best use of
statistical and data support, and
an emphasis on academic rigour.
Monthly get-togethers
provide the chance to share ideas,
float theories, and get valuable
feedback from peers and recent
graduates.
Each student is assigned a
supervisor from day one, who
can provide advice, and even
words of caution if necessary.
This ensures the thesis
proposal is viable and clear steps
and steady progress is made
towards completion. It also
means students always have

someone to turn to for general
encouragement, or a different
perspective if their research hits a
roadblock, or results are lacking.
“I think our structure is now
very well established,” Ozer says.
“Overall, students are happy
with it. But we still listen to
them, along with graduates and
people in industry, to modify
tools, methods and topics
when necessary,” he adds.
This could mean adding
workshops or seminars and
inviting outside speakers to
explain the latest thinking
or technology.
Each class includes a diverse
mix of leading executives from
industries like IT, banking and
export, manufacturing and
shipping. So there is often an

expert within the group who
can offer new information
and perceptive insights.
“In addition to the quality
of the academic work, we also
emphasise the networking
opportunities the programme
provides as a source of added
value,” Ozer says. “Moreover, we
know that most of our students
are returning to academic study
after some time away, so we don’t
overwhelm them at the start.
“Instead, we build things up
gradually. We start with one-page
assignments asking which
stakeholders will benefit from
their research, we show them
how to differentiate their work
from the existing literature,
and how to set milestones
within each course,” he notes.

Learning to think
like an academic
benefits business
One lesson Dr Bernhard Bengler
learned early in the first year
of the City University (CityU)
College of Business DBA
programme was to keep asking
the question, “Why should I
believe you?”
That mindset was essential
when assessing any research
materials and written sources
to ensure that no comment,
opinion, or item of information
was accepted at face value,
or without proper scrutiny.
“We were told to take nothing
for granted and check everything
very critically,” says Bengler, the
CEO and managing director for
German firm MiVEG GmbH.
“This rigorous approach to
doing things may sound simple,
but it requires some practice
and, at first, it can be hard to
execute. But it is definitely
important, and you come to see
how worthwhile it can be in
other aspects of everyday life.”
The work for Bengler’s thesis
centred on a theoretical and
practical analysis of the adoption
rate of cloud computing.
His research encompassed
technological, organisational

and environmental aspects, with
clear practical implications for
the many organisations now
taking this step.
“My research dealt with the
decision-making process of IT
managers and chief information
officers when it comes to the
adoption cloud technology,”
Bengler says.
“It considered different
influencing factors, including
the type of company, the
environment in which it does
business, and the technical
elements.
“On top of that, it also took
account of the client, provider
or integrator, and government
perspectives, which brought
something special,” he says.
Bengler originally planned
to take an EMBA, but after
discussions with the CityU
College of Business team, he
came to realise that the researchbased DBA was a better fit for
what he aimed to achieve.
His aim was to add academic
credentials to his wealth of
professional experience, and
to provide meaningful insights
for others in his sector.

Peter
Cheng

retention, employee satisfaction,
and performance management.
Another project focused
on the internationalisation of
the renminbi, a subject of
interest across the global
banking community.
A third project looked at
the handling of perishable items
within the food supply chain,
to find out where there is scope
to improve reliability and
minimise disruption.
“The findings of this year’s
theses are not specific to a
particular company. They have a
wide range of implications,” Ozer
says. “We are very proud of the
programme, the professors, and
this class of DBA graduates who
will go on to share their work on
different platforms,” he says.

Adding up the
value of a DBA

Dr Bernhard Bengler says the CityU DBA taught him not to take research findings and opinions at face value.
“You start with a lot of
motivation and the will to
change the world,” he says.
“But you learn pretty quickly
you can’t address all the issues
and then narrow down your field
of research. That was tough to
do, but reducing the scope is a
way to increase quality.”
During the process, Bengler
discovered the pain of having
to discard findings which
turned out to be superfluous .
What’s more, he had to
overcome the natural human

tendency to underestimate the
amount of work involved, and
the time needed to do it.
“The DBA is an academic
journey which requires time
and stamina,” Bengler says.
“But learning how to work as
an academic is an achievement
in itself. The approach, the way
of thinking, and the rigorous
method of questioning things
all become part of your DNA.”
It was a great help, he says, to
have the support of peers as well
as professors and supervisors.

They challenged his thinking
and suggested alternative
theories, or other avenues
to explore, to him.
“You must expect to reevaluate, review and rework
things as you progress towards
the final thesis,” Bengler says.
“But this ‘spiral’ approach
enhances your work and
certainly leads to improvements.
“A nice side-effect is that it
also leads to new friendships
with a pretty international group
of classmates,” Bengler says.

Fitting the apparel industry for change
As a leading figure in the apparel
industry, Peter Cheng had a clear
view from the outset about the
direction that his DBA thesis
should take.
Drawing on his own
experience and specialist
knowledge, and backing that
up with academic research,
Cheng was keen to influence
change by identifying
the areas for reform and
recommending the
appropriate action.
“I want to see the
industry take a step forward
and move beyond the
traditional business model,”
says Cheng, the chairman of
Hanbo Enterprises.
“It has to transform to be
fit for future needs and cope
with fast-approaching
changes, while also
offering a safe and secure
work environment for
everyone involved.”
The subject he settled
on was vendor selection in
the apparel supply chain.
He started from the premise
that automation, machine

“That way, they are able to see
the big picture, and can then start
to fill in the details,” Ozer says.
This year, 19 graduates will
receive their doctorates.
Displaying a real diversity of
interests, their chosen topics
dealt with areas ranging from
finance, human resources, and
innovation to cloud computing,
vendor selection, and supplychain management.
One project examined the
development of “job crafting”
in today’s workplace. It
considered the steps needed
to make employees feel better
in their individual roles and,
therefore, become more
effective and productive.
This has implications for
HR managers in terms of staff

learning and other hi-tech
advances will continue to drive
rapid development, and sought
to show that it is imperative
for businesses to adapt quickly
in the era of Industry 4.0.
“As someone involved in
a more traditional type of
manufacturing, I could see
we don’t need to fear what is
happening, but we do need
to find ways to change
ourselves,” Cheng says.
“We have to understand how
to keep up with the evolution
of IT and other technologies,
which can provide new solutions
to automate operations and
overcome the risks of doing
business,” he says.
These themes, along with
the demand for e-commerce
options and for greater
transparency for stakeholders,
informed his research.
In due course, they came
together in a thesis which set out
suggestions for more effective
methods of vendor selection.
Cheng’s findings emphasised
the importance of coordination
and collaboration among supply

I ffound the
technical part of
writing the thesis
was the most
difficult thing
PETER CHENG, HANBO ENTERPRISES

chain partners to manage risk.
He stressed the need to
encourage attitudes and
business values which are
directed towards transparency
and the development of trust.
“Being an experienced leader
within the industry, I had a lot
of ideas to share,” Cheng says.
“However, I was accustomed to
certain ways of producing results
and knew the ‘academic style’
was not my strongest suit.”
As a result, he faced some
initial difficulties. These related
mainly to conducting surveys
and persuading people to
participate, both of which were

essential for getting a clear
picture of the current situation
and how the broader industry
viewed the future.
“That wasn’t easy,” he says.
“But overall, I found the
technical part of writing the
thesis was the most difficult
thing for me.”
Persistence paid off, and
Cheng is on the point of
receiving a well-deserved
doctorate.
He is proud that the research
not only taught him a great deal,
sometimes through trial and
error, but will also have realworld applications for many
companies in the years ahead.
“The most important thing
for potential DBA candidates
is to have a genuine interest in
their proposed research topic,
otherwise there is no reason
to undertake the programme,”
Cheng comments.
“Candidates need to be
deeply and directly involved
and passionate about the ideas.
Without that, the results will
be below par and will not
benefit other people.”

Back in 2014, before committing
to the DBA offered by CityU’s
College of Business, Benny Luk
took a long, hard look at the
alternatives to ensure that he
made the right choice.
Luk wanted a research-based
programme which would allow
him to draw on nearly 40 years
of professional experience in
the finance sector.
As someone returning to the
academic environment, Luk also
wanted to be sure he would be
taught how to approach the task,
review the literature, and
structure a viable plan of attack.
“Research techniques and
methodologies are the most
crucial tools when it comes to
putting together a good thesis,”
says Luk, who is North Asia
regional chief executive for GFI
Group (HK).
“I recognised that CityU
helps DBA students develop
these skills early in the
programme and has a very good
record in terms of guiding
meaningful research
contributions,” he says.
Luk chose the thesis topic
of whether the Dodd-Frank
Act had a marked effect on
the regulatory environment
in financial markets, taking
account of evidence from
the money-broking sector.
When it came into effect
in the US in July 2010, the act,
which is known in full as the
Dodd-Frank Wall Street Reform
and Consumer Protection
Act, was hailed as the most
significant overhaul of financial
regulations since the 1930s.
Passed in response to the
2008 financial crisis, the act
brought significant change to
the management and oversight
of the financial services industry
in the US and, as a result, to the
rest of the world.
US regulators made a
considerable effort to promote
the act’s main aims and
themes with a view to making
them the accepted yardstick
for the global financial
industry.
“As a matter of fact, it
changed the ‘ecology’ of
money-broking practices in
the OTC (over the counter)
derivatives market,” Luk
says. “Evidence shows that
money brokers have been
struggling hard to find a role
to play in that market under
the Dodd-Frank regulatory
regime.”
During his research, Luk
explored reasons, tracked down
supporting data, weighed-up
case studies, and considered
possible alternatives.
“The focus of my work was to
analyse and provide insights on

A good DBA
thesis should be
built on cuttingedge research
and should offer
conclusions
BENNY LUK, GFI GROUP (HK)

the impact of the act,” he says.
“Actually deciding on the topic
and title was tougher than I’d
expected.
“I had to convince not just
myself, but also my direct
supervisors and mentors, that
it was feasible to write a good
thesis on the topic, and that
it had broad implications for
the financial community
and beyond,” Luk says.
Looking back, he can see
that the process also taught him
how to apply appropriate
methodologies, marshal data,
and present his findings in a
logical and persuasive manner.
“A good DBA thesis should
be built on cutting-edge
research and offer conclusions
which have real-world
applications,” Luk notes.
“So it is important to choose
a university and a programme
which prioritise these objectives
and have the capacity to offer
the necessary support.”

Benny Luk

