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LEADING THE WAY WITH
EXCELLENCE AND INNOVATION
This year the CityU College of Business’ esteemed DBA was ranked top in Asia-Pacific, highlighting the
quality of both its teaching staff and students, writes Douglas Parkes
Covid-19 made 2020 a disruptive
year for many. In Hong Kong,
schools, bars and restaurants
were forced to close and,
internationally, even significant
events such as the Olympics
were postponed.
One institution unfazed by
the turmoil is the College of
Business at City University of
Hong Kong (CityU).
The college – ranked top in
Asia-Pacific and 27th in the world
by the University of Texas at
Dallas (UTD) Top 100 Business
School Research Rankings – has
seen academic life continue
relatively uninterrupted. Regular
workshops and coursework has
continued and a majority of
students have attended campus
in recent weeks.
Professor Muammer Ozer,
director of the College’s Doctor of
Business Administration (DBA)
programme, doubts whether
there will be any long-term
impact on higher education
caused by the current pandemic.
“I think the overall sentiment
is wait and see,” he says.
“Everyone thinks it’s temporary,
but we all need to be ready
to adjust.”
Ozer speaks with some
authority since CityU’s DBA is
one of the most respected

courses on offer at the university.
Each year 15 or so senior
executives, all leaders in their
respective fields, are admitted
onto the course to conduct indepth research into an issue
affecting their company or
industry. The coursework,
seminars, data research,
interviews and a final 50,000word thesis enforce a high degree
of academic rigour. The DBA is
designed to be completed in
three years but students, often
busy with demands at work, can
take up to six years if necessary.
While many university
administrators tout the
credentials of their academic
staff, Ozer stresses that the
renown of CityU’s DBA is as
much due to the quality of its
students as it to the staff.
Successful applicants know
they are not just in the company
of top academics but also top
business leaders.
“The quality of our
programme depends on the
quality of our students,” Ozer tells
us. “And we emphasise the
quality of research output. We
follow a very rigorous, high
quality research process. At the
end, our students generate
impactful, meaningful and
significant research that is

relevant for their industry and
society at large.”
Another impressive facet of
the DBA is the fact that the
College of Business is not
interested in a large number of
students. Rather than aim to
maximise the number of students
and the fees that can be charged,
Ozer seeks rather a small number
of high-quality candidates from
diverse backgrounds. “That’s
very important,” he says. “It’s one
of the key distinguishing features
of our programme.”
Ozer reveals that he and his
colleagues are not looking for a
class full of bankers or IT experts.
Instead, what is sought is a
diverse group of people with
respect to their industrial
background, their research
topics, their country of origin,
and gender.
“We emphasise diversity in
multiple dimensions,” stresses
Ozer. “We want to maximise
networking opportunities and
maximise cross-learning.
[Business] issues can be more or
less the same, but each industry
is different and the application
will be different. We want to try
and cross-fertilise our ideas
and research.”
Cross-fertilisation is an
essential part of the DBA. It gives
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students the opportunity to share
methodologies and resources.
And while the theories
surrounding leadership might be
the same from fintech to the
health care sector, the application
of such theories will be different
depending on the industry. Close
communication across different
industries teaches the DBA
students that various solutions
already exist and that there is no
need to “reinvent the wheel”.
A close relationship also exists
between students and their
supervisors – a link forged on the
very first day.
Students and supervisors can
communicate informally
through channels such as
WhatsApp and WeChat. Given
the international travel bans and
strict rules on social distancing,

Professor Muammer Ozer, director of CityU’s College of Business Doctor of Business Administration (DBA)
programme. Photo: CityU
the use of Zoom video
conferencing also increased this
year. It’s a change staff welcome,
believing it helps keep meetings
focused on work rather than
individual small talk.
Although some bemoan 2020,

seeing it as a lost year and a writeoff, Ozer is more sanguine, citing
a more optimistic take on the year
provided by a member of the
DBA course. “I have a student, a
vice-president in international
car manufacturing,” he tells us.

“I asked him what he thought the
future held. He told me, ‘No
problems. People want to avoid
mass transport because of
Covid-19, so they buy cars.’ See,
for some people, Covid-19 is
actually an opportunity.”

Shining a light on why some start-ups How a DBA solved workplace
problems caused by Covid-19
succeed while others fail
A lifelong learner, Dr Eric Chong
Hong-meng has thirsted for
knowledge his entire life. As
president and CEO of the
technology company Siemens
Ltd, he believes that if you are not
learning, you are falling behind.
With that philosophy in mind, he
chose to pursue a DBA at CityU’s
College of Business, an
institution that is renowned for
its academic exactitude.
One particularly appealing
aspect of the course was the
fact it allowed him to focus on
practical issues, in particular
sustainability.
“For companies, the concept
of sustainability captures the
zeitgeist of the 21st century,” he
said. “It not only upholds their
environmental, social, and
governance (ESG) credentials, it
also increasingly safeguards their
financial performance. In this
respect, eco-innovation is a key
enabler due to its ability to have
higher performance with less use
of resources.”
For his research Chong
identified the fact that in Hong
Kong, buildings account for most
of the city’s carbon emissions.
Deciding to focus on this pivotal
sector, he settled on a thesis
titled, Influences on Diffusion of
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Eco-innovation: A Study on
Green Building Adoption in
Hong Kong. Since green
buildings can help reduce
energy, carbon, water usage and
overall waste by 30 per cent,
Chong’s research aimed to see
how Hong Kong could increase
the scale of adoption
in buildings.
During his studies Chong had
an epiphany, and arrived at a
conclusion he believes goes
beyond the sole topic of
sustainability. He told us:

“Innovations are becoming a
ubiquitous part of our life. If their
diffusion can be better
understood, they will have a
bigger impact on our lives. My
research not only throws light on
green buildings, but also on the
bigger question of why some
innovations spectacularly
succeed while others fail.
Although this has a wider impact
on society as a whole, it has a
particular meaning for start-ups
as this is a fundamental question
they need to answer before they
can hope to be successful.”
Chong was unequivocal
about the toughest aspect of the
course. “The hardest part,” he
said, “must be during the
research phase where learning

Building success
one step at a time
Students undertake CityU’s DBA
course for a number of reasons.
For some, it is the reputation for
academic rigour, for others the
reputation of the teaching
professors. What captured the
interest of Dr Joel Ma Kam-ming,
business strategy director, AsiaPacific, Hallmark Cards (HK)
Ltd, was the course’s spiral
learning approach.
This method of learning
teaches each concept gradually
and repeatedly, reinforcing
concepts over time. “The spiral
learning appealed to me because
of its systematic and progressive
approach to teaching. It showed
me how to conduct academic
research step by step, from day
one,” Ma said.
“The design of coursework
was well thought out to
accommodate the time
constraints and challenges facing
part-time students like myself,
who are employed full-time. It
allowed me to prepare for my
research by building on what I
learned course after course, and
semester after semester. This
spiral learning approach also
provided clarity and helped me

focus on achieving my learning
objectives without wasting
unnecessary time and money.”
Although this approach to
learning helped, Ma still
encountered significant
challenges. For example, he had
significant trouble suppressing
his overwhelming enthusiasm for
things like “supplier
collaboration” and an
“organisational culture’s
adhocracy dimension”.
“The hardest parts of my
research was to narrow down my
research topic and scope, as well
as identifying data source for data
collection,” he explained. “As
pointed out by one of my
professors, we needed to ‘try to
make a brick first, not build a
mansion’. I was so passionate
about my initial research, topic
and scope, I did not have a clear
path on how to start and finish my
research. It was like I was trying to
solve the world’s problems
through just my research.”
Nonetheless, the strictness of
his studies provided Ma with
many valuable lessons. In
particular, he perceives the
importance of perseverance and

partners, having been equipped
with the skills of social science
research, are expected to
perform research independently.
For this reason, a mentor from
the faculty is assigned to support
the learning partner. I was most
fortunate to have Professor Julie
Li as my mentor, who expertly
supervised and patiently guided
me to the successful completion
of my thesis. For this I am also
forever indebted to my friends
and associates in the industry for
their support during the field
study.”Although he’s already a
top executive at a multinational
firm, and therefore used to the
demands of business at the
highest level, Chong warns
potential DBA candidates
that this course is not for the
faint-hearted.
Thanking his wife for
her support, he said, “The CityU
DBA programme demands a lot
from the partners of students,
both mentally and physically.
“For executives already
challenged with finding time for
their family, it adds one more
demand to their busy lives. It is
important that candidates fully
appreciate the sacrifices to family
time that they will have to make,
before enrolling.”

The Covid-19 pandemic has
resulted in big changes to
working habits and employee
stress and performance caused
by the need to work from home.
As a result, Dr George Wong Yuilam’s DBA thesis on “cyber-lifeinterruption” and “cyberloafing”
is both topical and relevant.
Describing the former as “the
interruption of the family or
personal lives of employees by
working during non-working
hours using information and
communications technology
(ICT)”, and cyberloafing as “the
voluntary use of ICT by
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employees for non-work related
activities during working hours”,
Wong’s aim was to see how both
behaviours affected employees’
self-esteem, job performance
and emotional exhaustion.
“Cyber-life-interruption and
cyberloafing represent a new
work environment and work
style,” he said. “The intricacies of
their individual effects and their
interactions may have
implications for the mental
health of employees.
“However, they have never
been studied simultaneously in
current literature. My research
aims to explore an innovative,
effective, and sustainable
solution that can help improve
employee job performance
without compromising
employee well-being or quality
of life.”
Wong describes his
professors at CityU as
experienced and innovative in
both academic and practical
aspects of the course. “They can
provide sophisticated input and
recommendations that helped
me through the whole process
from identification to
application, and from ideology to
methodology,” he said.
Wong even enjoyed the times

CityU professors challenged his
work. Sessions that he once
viewed as “torture” taught him
how to overcome his weaknesses
and how to make his arguments
stronger and more solid. “I now
have better problem-solving and
decision-making skills,” Wong
said. “I know what to identify in a
problem and how to select the
best solution for the problem.”
He was also impressed by the
facilities on offer at CityU’s
College of Business, in particular,
the library collection and
e-learning resources that
allowed him to work on his
studies “at any time and from
anywhere”.
Given the changes to work
that the Covid-19 pandemic
enforced, Wong’s research has
many real-world applications. As
chairman and CEO of Bauhaus
International (Holdings) Ltd, he
said he has already shared his
findings with his senior
management team.
“They are also excited about
what the results have suggested.
We have started revisiting our IT
policy regarding the use of
personal mobile phones during
and after working hours. I hope a
relevant consultation and trial
can be rolled out soon.”

E-commerce research that benefits
both industry and society
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not being afraid of the unknown.
When his research was finally
complete, Ma was able to look
back and see all the obstacles he
had successfully overcome.
Although he recommends that all
DBA candidates do their
homework and compare the
different courses on offer in Hong
Kong and around the world,
Ma still recommends CityU’s
course above all others. “Based
on my invaluable learning
experience with the spiral
learning approach offered by
CityU’s renowned DBA
programme, I highly recommend
people who are interested to
check it out,” he said.

Some business executives think
they have reached the end of their
formal education with the
completion of an MBA. Not so
Dr Keith Choy Po-kwong, region
head, Asia-Pacific, GSK
Consumer Healthcare. Although
his MBA qualification provided a
welcome breadth of additional
business knowledge, Choy was
keen to gain further insights and a
greater depth of knowledge.
CityU’s DBA courses helped
provide this.
“The DBA gives participants
an opportunity to sharpen their
problem-diagnosis skills and
formulate impactful solutions
using robust frameworks,”
Choy told the South China
Morning Post. “My research
revealed it is a well-established
programme with reputable
professors and a supportive
environment that creates a good
learning atmosphere, and
consistently delivers high quality
student work.”
Choy’s DBA research looked
to explore the effect of
“advertising message variation
towards consumers in early
shopping and late shopping

stage”. In particular, he was
interested in discovering how
advertising messages could
convert potential customers into
paying customers. To help find an
answer, Choy conducted a field
experiment – a gold standard of
many research faculties.
“We ran marketing
campaigns via the Baidu search
engine and Tmall e-commerce
site,” he said. “These campaigns
were directed towards
consumers who had recently
searched for specific brandrelated or symptom-related
keywords relevant to campaigns.
“Within each of the consumer
groups, we randomly served two
different types of advertising
content – one that contained
educational messages and
another that conveyed
promotional messages. The
randomisation of content
delivery ensured that the only
factor being manipulated was the
message, thus enabling us to
isolate the effect of message
variation on conversion rate.”
The programme’s rigour was a
welcome challenge for Choy,
particularly when it came to
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research and his dissertation. The
demanding nature of the courses
revealed to him how problem
solving can yield unexpected
results with benefits that extend
beyond the immediate issue
being tackled.
“If you can deep dive and
diagnose a problem effectively –
really get to heart of what you
need to understand and achieve
in less specific terms – you will
find a solution or framework that
can be leveraged more broadly,
not just by one team, department
or company, but also by an
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industry and society,” he said.
Despite having completed his
CityU DBA, Choy has no plans to
stop learning – although in
the short term, he now has
another plan. “I would like to take
a break from further study to really
embed what I learned, and
magnify this to make a greater
contribution to the industry
through my knowledge sharing
and practical experience,” he said.

