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DBA STUDENTS BOOST INDUSTRY
Research by executives studying for CityU Doctor of Business Administration benefits their firms and has uses further afield
When executives are admitted to
the DBA (Doctor of Business
Administration) at City
University of Hong Kong’s
College of Business, one broad
condition is that they have a
prospective research topic that
will have practical applications
within their industry and,
perhaps, beyond.
Those initial suggestions may,
of course, be refined, expanded,
modified or completely
rethought during the
programme’s first year of
coursework, seminars, reading
and discussions with professors
and supervisors. The aim,
though, is to ensure that each
completed thesis does not merely
meet academic requirements but
provides knowledge and insights
with direct relevance for the dayto-day world of business.
“We really emphasise the
quality of the research topics,”
says professor Muammer Ozer,
DBA programme director. “So at
the end of our programme,
graduates present meaningful
findings with real impact for their
own companies and, we hope,
many others too.”
This, Ozer notes, is possible
thanks to the high quality of
applicants for each year’s small
number of intake. All are senior
leaders with extensive
management experience and,
importantly, a desire to take a
more in-depth look at key issues
affecting modern business.
Through their research, they aim

to come up with ideas and
answers to help improve
anything from operational
efficiency or market entry to risk
management or the adoption of
new technologies.
And, in doing that, they also
have the chance to learn from
some of the top professors in the
field and become part of the
influential international network
of CityU students and alumni.
Structurally, the DBA can be
completed in three years, but
since all candidates are working
full-time and studying part-time,
there is a necessary amount of
flexibility.
“Because research is an openended process, the generation of
new knowledge may take longer
than expected,” Ozer says.
“Everyone follows a different
path, and with the design,
research and data analysis stages,
no one can predict how long it
will take.”
The process begins with
coursework that includes classes
and workshops on sources and
methodologies for conducting
academic-style surveys and
interviews and reviewing the
available literature.
“Typically, a research topic
may initially be too big, too small
or too ambitious,” Ozer says.
“Students need to establish their
domain, have a suitable model or
framework, set out their theory,
and then decide what kind of
objective data to collect and
analyse to verify that theory. At

the end, they have to present their
findings in a concise and
informative fashion, so that other
leaders can learn from it. We look
at the substance, not the number
of words, and expect the results to
be meaningful.”

We look at the
substance, not
the number of
words, and
expect the results
to be meaningful
To keep things on track, CityU
recommends regular meetings
with supervisors, and there are
monthly research development
workshops with fellow students
to air problems, share challenges
and test out new ideas in an
informal setting. There is also
support, when necessary, on the
administrative side and in
locating library and other
materials.
“We don’t want students to
waste time looking for resources
or working out how to run a
survey,” Ozer says.
He notes that this year’s class
of graduates tackled a wide and
interesting range of subjects.

Springboard into
academia ‘to give
something back’
When Lynne Sprugel moved to
Hong Kong in 2014 to oversee
operations for her US-based
employer, she already had
thoughts of doing an advanced
degree as a way to help her
career and, in due course,
perhaps move into academia.
But hearing more about the
CityU DBA from then students,
and confirming the flexible parttime schedule could fit in with
business and travel
commitments, convinced her
that was the programme to go
for.
“At some point, I would like to
teach in order to give something
back to the industry by helping
younger people coming into the
retail, procurement and supply
chain sector,” says Sprugel, the
vice-president and managing
director of international
sourcing operations for a
sporting goods and outdoor
equipment retailer. “Besides
that, I’ve always loved research,
learning and the chance to refine
my skills, and I’m not the sort of
person to just sit around.”
After completing the
introductory courses and
working closely with her
supervisor, the thesis topic she
settled on was “Shift Disruptions

If I meet people
with major
business issues
to research, I tell
them this is the
perfect
programme
Transforming the Apparel
Global Sourcing Landscape”.
With the sector now seeing so
many changes, an initial
challenge was to narrow down
the number of issues to study
from the 22 she first identified to
the most significant three.
These centred on shifts of
sourcing from one country to
country, for example, from
China to Vietnam and
Bangladesh; new supply chain
and business models; and the
effects of new technology on
processes within the supply
chain.
Along the way, she came to
appreciate that in-depth
research required qualitative

implications, and even the
largest companies can see
volatility in their stock prices if
they fail to execute order
fulfilment effectively.
“My research examined the
upstream risk concerning this
indispensable part of many
industries,” Liu says. “I wanted to
identify the risk factors that can
hinder the process and how
improvements in performance
could help various parties along
the supply chain. I also planned
to identify the standard practices
used by companies considered
outstanding in this area.”
Achieving that, not
surprisingly, demanded a fair
amount of perseverance. It
required a series of interviews
with senior managers across the
sector, but getting access to
targeted respondents in China
was often more difficult than
expected. Their feedback,
however, was essential for later
qualitative analysis and working
towards viable conclusions.
“There were few existing
academic studies that could
provide related information on
upstream order fulfilment, so I
had to find out which risk factors

Their topics included ways to
manage risk and avoid disruption
in the supply chain; the impact of
leadership in terms of
“organisational citizenship” and
getting employees to perform

Lynne Sprugel
is using her
findings to
write and
speak and
offer advice.

and quantitative analysis, as well
as critical and design thinking in
deciding how to approach a
problem.
“When I started reading the
journal articles, I was amazed by
the information there and saw
how academics look at specific
topics in a different manner,”
she says. “I was also excited by
the opportunity to create a
bridge between what’s
happening in the academic and
business worlds.”
One outcome of her research
was a clear framework to help
the industry identify shifts and
risks, assess mitigating factors,
and look for early signals of
emerging trends and their
possible longer-term impact.
Sprugel is making use of her
findings in a number of ways.
First, she plans to write two or
three journal articles as a

Perseverance and
curiosity are vital
In terms of personal attitudes
and values, Bobby Liu Kam-hing
believes that, along with
kindness, curiosity and
perseverance are among the
most important qualities for
anyone looking to live a
meaningful life and make the
most of their potential.
In his own case, innate
curiosity has made him a lifelong
learner who saw the CityU DBA
as the next logical step after
completing a master’s at the
same university. He was spurred
by a desire to pursue more indepth academic research and
produce findings that could have
a positive impact to improve
aspects of the international
supply chain.
Liu, who is chief executive
officer of Milton Holdings
International, a supplier of
engineering plastics and special
polymers, wrote his thesis on the
risk management of order
fulfilment for the plastics
industry in China. He wanted to
show that order fulfilment is not
just a matter of providing goods
and services at a designated time
and place. The process also has
financial and reputational

Professor Muammer Ozer, CityU DBA programme director

contribution to the academic
world. To assist practitioners in
the business, she is looking to
create a primer explaining the
key elements of her research and
how to apply them in the day-today work environment. She has
already accepted invitations to
speak at various conferences.
And she is talking to different
companies on ways to
implement the research in their
business processes and, in doing
so, how to continue to update
and expand the findings.
“I finished the DBA in three
years, working on it most
weekends after I got past the
proposal defence and had survey
results and data to analyse,”
Sprugel says. “Now, if I meet
people with major business
issues they want to research, I tell
them this is the perfect
programme for that.”

above and beyond; methods to
reduce staff turnover; and why
some companies are more
successful than others in
introducing information
technology.

“The topics and the issues
keep changing,” Ozer says. “In
our new intake for 2019, some
students plan to look into
subjects like AI innovation and
fintech in the insurance sector.

Cutting risk of staff turnover
All candidates for the CityU DBA
are encouraged to choose a
thesis topic with real relevance
for their own industry and
others, too. Sean Kuan Thye was
able to do just that with research
that focused on ways to reduce
the risk of employee turnover
among call centre agents in the
Asia-Pacific context.
“Voluntary turnover is costly
and disruptive for many
businesses,” explains the
managing director of
organisation and rewards for
FedEx Express Asia Pacific.
“Getting selection right is one of
the best interventions, so I
wanted to identify pre-hire
predictors to help screen out job
applicants who would show a
higher risk of turnover.”
A key aim of the research was
to further the case for using
biographical information
(biodata) and personality traits
as valid predictors. Also
important, if the findings were to
be applied in real-world
situations, was to ensure that the
selected biodata would be
factual, legitimate, theory-based
and verifiable.
At times, Sean admits, it was
tough going particularly after the
second year, but support from
CityU’s academic staff,
statistician and librarians proved
invaluable when it came to
trying different research
methodologies and reviewing
the literature.

Armed with her
research, Sean
Kuan Thye is
advancing the
case for the use
of biodata.

“I felt I was connected to a
knowledgeable and professional
team of experts who were always
ready to offer guidance,” Sean
says. “I could also tap into the
network of DBA alumni and
discuss any problems with fellow
students, who were inspiring
learning partners and always
generous in sharing their
knowledge.”
Sean believes the programme
structure, with core modules,
electives and lectures building
towards a research proposal and
thesis, was a good way to get
acquainted with the demands of
the course and to understand the
time management required. “I
also treasured the advice of the
professors on the pre-admission
interview panel about the need to

Faced with a new challenge

Bobby Liu, CityU DBA graduate
have most relative importance
for the industry and come up
with a comprehensive list as a
point of reference,” Liu says. “As
a result, my study provides a way
for the plastics industry to
evaluate these processes, which
can have a tremendous effect on
downstream industries, too.”
Liu recognises that the DBA
gave him a chance to delve
deeper into complex business
issues and concepts and boost
his critical and analytical
thinking. “My general advice to
candidates is to be ready to
adjust your area of research if the
initial topic is not significant
enough, and to keep close to
your supervisor and professors.”

Though already high up in the
banking sector, Chordio Chan
Siu-ping found that the CityU
DBA programme presented a
different kind of intellectual
challenge at a time when he was
looking for precisely that.
The idea of applying had
been suggested by a friend and a
former supervisor, and while
Chan saw himself as something
of an “accidental tourist” during
the early stages of the course, he
soon came to appreciate the
opportunity to test himself in a
whole new way.
“It has certainly been an
intellectually stimulating
journey studying for the DBA
over the past four years,” says the
head of investment and general
manager of Bank of China (Hong
Kong). “It has been a chance to
learn from some of the best
brains in the field as well as from
fellow students. In particular, it
allowed me to reflect on the
challenges faced by Chinese
banks overseas. That has
relevance for the work I currently
do and, I hope, similar
institutions will also find merit in
the results of my studies.”
Chan’s thesis was on
“Globalisation of Chinese banks:
Issues and Challenges”, a topic
he viewed as both important and

We’ve been running this
programme for nearly 20 years,
and in terms of the structure and
outcomes the feedback
continues to be very good,” he
adds.

practical. Even so, it initially
proved quite tough to design a
research process which was
feasible and could provide the
data and opinions needed to
draw meaningful conclusions.
“For example, the
preparation for interviews and
surveys was harder than I’d
expected,” he says. “For both
methods, things have to be
properly structured in order to
gain valuable insights from the
interviewees and respondents.”
The main focus of the
research was to consider the
strategies used by Chinese banks
to enter overseas markets. At one
level, there is the mainland’s
“going out” policy and the Belt
and Road Initiative, both of
which aim to promote
globalisation. However, Chan
wanted to identify different
objectives, obstacles, risk
management issues and other
underlying factors – and the
degree of importance that
should be attached to each.
Besides that, he wanted to
evaluate whether the
globalisation of Chinese banks
was happening in line with
existing theories of international
business.
“Another aim was to
compare the opinions of

different types of managers
pertaining to these strategies and
objectives and the role of
national directives when
undertaking overseas
operations,” Chan says.
As things progressed, he
found the research findings were
highly relevant for his day-to-day
work. For instance, it became
clear that a limited talent pool
was a critical obstacle for the
globalisation plans of Chinese
banks. And the area of
compliance soon emerged as
a key risk management issue.
Knowing this allows
banks to allocate resources
more effectively and to take
appropriate action by, say,
hiring more staff with a strong
international background and
integrating external recruits by
means of the “trust and
empowerment” system
familiar to many Chinese
institutions.
“In general, my advice to
potential DBA candidates is
to choose a research topic
that is close to your heart,”
Chan says. “Then your journey
will be exciting and rewarding all
the way.”
In the early stages, Chordio Chan
felt like an ‘accidental tourist’.

persevere and be determined to
complete the thesis.”
Now, Sean is converting
some of her key findings into an
article for publication and, quite
naturally, is also applying them
to improve her company’s
selection and retention process.
Her overall advice for future
DBA candidates is to plan
meetings and conference calls
with your supervisor on a regular
basis and to stay on track by
avoiding the distraction of other
commitments when necessary.
“You should also leverage the
alumni and learning partner
network as you prepare your
research proposal. And be
methodical in collecting and
analysing the data you will need
to write up the thesis.”

