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BEGINNER’S MIND FOR TOP EXECS

The City University of Hong 
Kong (CityU)’s Doctor of 
Business Administration (DBA) 
programme has been one of the 
best degrees for industry leaders 
and executives for nearly two 
decades, and programme 
director Professor Muammer 
Ozer has been there every step 
of the way. During that time, he 
has fine-tuned teaching and 
research methodologies in a 
way that allows top senior 
executives to “feel like happy 
college students again”, he said.

“We’ve been building and 
running this programme for a 
long time and we have been 
able to attract senior industry 
leaders, so obviously they see a 
value there,” Ozer said. 
“Comparing 20 years ago to 
today, the methodology is pretty 
much the same: the only thing 
that changes is the topics 
because we’re aware that the 
business and industrial worlds 
are changing so rapidly,” he 
continued. “We help our 
students apply our research 
tools to study the timely topics 
that are more relevant to our 
daily needs.”

Common topics nowadays 
include fintech, AI and 
blockchain technology, which 
according to Ozer, are important 
even to students whose 
companies aren’t tech based. 
He said that some traditional 
topics still remain relevant today 
– including innovation, supply
chain efficiency and leadership 

– though he and his team look at
these subjects through a 
modern lens.

“Leaders nowadays have to 
learn how to motivate and 
incentivise millennials,” he 
explained. “It’s a whole new 

generation of leaders with 
totally different needs.”

What sets the CityU DBA 
apart from similar degrees is its 
unique “spiral learning model”, 
which requires students to start 
with a simple idea or problem 
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and, with the help of Ozer and 
the other professors and 
mentors, continuously work on 
and refine the idea before it 
becomes a fully fledged research 
project. This is done over the 
course of a few years, eventually 
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Our students come here 
because they want to do 
something that will benefit 
not just themselves but 
society as a whole

PROFESSOR MUAMMER OZER, DIRECTOR,  

DBA PROGRAMME, CITY UNIVERISTY OF HONG KONG

culminating in a thesis that 
students can share in business 
and academic communities.

The CityU programme is also 
more research-focused than 
other DBAs. Though Ozer 
teaches some classes providing 
foundational knowledge, he 
understands that the students 
are already experts in their 
respective fields. Each student is 
assigned a supervisor with a 
similar field of expertise, who 
helps guide them on their 
research journey.

“[Students] come from the 
business sector so they often 
know business issues better 
than us, but we guide them in 
terms of turning their broad 
research topic into a feasible, 
testable research question,” 
Ozer explained. “We teach them 
how to build a comprehensive 
literature review and research 

Christophe Viguerie, founder of 
business technology 
consultancy Tech & Co and a 
blockchain researcher, saw an 
advertisement for CityU’s DBA 
programme during a trip to 
Hong Kong and thought it was 
just what he needed to take his 
career to the next level.

“I was at the point in my 
career where I felt the need to 
take some time to acquire 
deeper knowledge, and 
dedicate serious time to 
thinking and conceptualising,” 
explained Viguerie, who is 
based in Bangkok.

“Exploring a research-
specific theoretical framework 
substantially enriched my 
understanding of the research 
process,” he added. “Professor 
Ozer’s approach, with its 
step-by-step exploration of 
concepts, simplifies the learning 
and prepares students with the 
in-depth knowledge required to 
engage in academic research.”

Viguerie’s thesis is on 
enterprise blockchain, a 
technology seeing increasing 
adoption by businesses around 
the world. While many 

blockchains are accessible to the 
public, enterprise blockchains 
are private networks accessible 
to certain companies and 
selected third parties. Blockchain 
technology can support crucial 
parts of a business, including 
supply chain management, 
hospitality or healthcare 
operations, human resources 
and company governance.

“My primary objective was to 
deepen my understanding of 
my field through the study of 
academic research papers,” 
elucidated Viguerie. “I diligently 
reviewed over 300 papers, 
significantly enhancing my 
knowledge and proficiency in 
research methods,” he added. 
“My thesis has made a valuable 
contribution to the academic 
discourse surrounding 
blockchain governance and has 
practical implications for those 
considering the adoption of this 
technology.”

The programme deeply 
enhanced his expertise around 
blockchain technology, as well 
as his skills in articulating the 
complexities to his clients 
– something that’s extremely

TECHNOLOGY

Blockchain breakthroughs

Shirley Xu Runhong, president 
of Baxter (China) Holding Ltd, 
Baxter Healthcare, has worked 
in the healthcare industry for 30 
years. Having worked in various 
senior leadership roles at Baxter, 
Xu has helped the company 
deliver on its mission of saving 
and sustaining lives and 
continued to promote the 
sustainable growth of China’s 
healthcare industry.

Her strong desire to continue 
learning rather than succumbing 
to complacency is what drove Xu 
to earn a DBA from CityU. “If 
you work in the same industry 
for three decades, it’s important 
to have the curiosity to continue 
exploring and meeting new 
people so that you can keep 
learning,” said Xu, who originally 
graduated from medical school 
in Shanghai. “Also, during this 
stage of my career, figuring out 
how to improve my work and 
myself through critical thinking 
and rigid research methodology 
– that’s why I chose this 
programme.”

Xu chose CityU’s DBA for its 
practical programme design and 
reputation for applying academic 
research in the business world. 

HEALTHCARE

Shirley Xu hopes her findings will 
boost China’s healthcare industry

Putting patients first
This was ideal for her thesis, 
which involved a large-scale 
study across different medical 
facilities in China, with the 
objective of exploring the effect 
of digital health management 
tools in combination with 
self-management activities on 
quality of life in a chronic kidney 
disease population. The study 
had more than 1,000 
participants.

She measured the effects of 
five digital tools: smartphone 
applications, health 
management programmes, 
social media, online health 
education and smart wearable 
devices, both at the individual 
level and in combination with 
self-management activities. 

The study found that the only 
digital tool to produce 
consistently positive outcomes 
individually was smart wearable 
devices. There were also some 
“unexpected results”, with 
certain combinations producing 
negative results. For example, the 
use of smartphone applications 
in combination with adherence 
to medication regimens had a 
negative impact on quality of life.

“These are interesting 

findings showing that the 
adoption of digital health 
management tools in healthcare 
is just at the nascent stage,” Xu 
said. “I hope that my literature 
will remind multiple 
stakeholders – from the 
hospitals to patients to the 
community and industry at 
large – that digital healthcare 
solutions don’t necessarily make 
a positive impact.

“They might even have a 
negative impact on patients due 
to challenges such as a lack of 
medical knowledge, unreliable 
digital tools, or conflict between 
professional medical advice and 
an individual’s lifestyle. 
Therefore, continuous efforts 
are needed in this area.”

Linda Biek, director of the 
International Ethics Standards 
Board for Accountants (IESBA), 
had always wanted to pursue a 
doctorate. Her CityU DBA 
journey allowed her to follow 
this dream while solving the 
kinds of real-world challenges 
she’d encountered over the 
course of her career to date.

Several factors culminated in 
Biek’s decision to choose the 
DBA programme. “My intention, 
after completing my master’s 
many years ago, was to work in 
auditing for a few years and then 
return to the classroom to pursue 
a PhD,” she explained. “Life 
happened and that opportunity 
never presented itself.”

 “As I moved up the 
corporate ladder, I realised that 
some decisions are based on 
perceptions that may not be 
grounded in fact or the reality of 
the circumstances,” she 
continued. “This motivated me 
to better understand how we 
assess the quality of information 
that we’re exposed to daily.”

From a macro perspective, 
the knowledge and skills 
obtained during her DBA 

journey caused a major shift in 
Biek’s perspective on providing 
value to her employer. Working 
on her thesis, entitled “A Study 
of Auditors’ Professional 
Skepticism: Evidence from 
Examining Different Mindsets 
on Auditors’ Assessment of 
Complex Accounting Estimates”, 
helped her become more adept 
at both identifying insufficient 
professional scepticism in 
auditors, and more importantly, 
helping auditors enhance their 
ability to recognise red flags.

 “The CityU DBA programme 
helped me understand how to 
evaluate data in an objective 
manner and use the results to 
inform my decisions,” said Biek. 
“Strong research, interpretation 
and communication skills are 
highly valued in the business 
arena and CityU’s DBA 
programme refines these skills 
at the executive level.”

In Biek’s case, pursuing her 
CityU DBA when she did came 
with a bonus. It’s not uncommon 
for children and parents to 
attend the same university, but 
few get the chance to do so at the 
same time.

ACCOUNTANCY

Strength in numbers

Michael Leung Kin-man is a 
banking industry veteran. CEO 
of the BOA International 
Financial Group, Leung has 
been in the business for over 30 
years and held senior executive 
positions at many of the world’s 
leading banks. 

Despite a wealth of 
experience in banking 
operations, Leung has always 
had a passion for technology, 
having come from an IT 
background. He’s looking to 
design processes and solutions 
for the world’s top digital and 
virtual banks, a mode he 
believes to represent the future 
of banking.

Leung decided to pursue a 
DBA from CityU because he 
wanted to learn how to digitise 
and enhance the KYC (know 
your customer) process, the first 
thing to do when bringing 
customers on board, using AI 
and machine learning 
technology. He was able to do 
that under the guidance of his 
supervisor, Professor Ma Jian, 

BANKING

KYC gets a boost 
from the bots

one of the world’s top 
information systems research 
scholars. Leung studied and 
tested 10 machine learning 
models, and used the findings to 
devise an innovative approach 
to meeting the requirements of 
industry regulators.

“The essence of KYC is 
knowing about your customer 
in terms of value and risk,” 
Leung explained. “In a typical 
onboarding process, customers 
have to submit a lot of things: 
identity and address proof, 
income statements, and then 
the assessment is done largely 
manually by KYC specialists. It’s 
a long and cumbersome 
process,” he elaborated. “It’s so 
important in our case because 
we hardly ever meet the 
customer per se.”

Leung said that there are 
machine learning models that 
can produce KYC results with 
over 90 per cent accuracy 
– plus, the process is 
instantaneous, free and 
available 24 x7. The downside is 

“I started the programme in 
2019 and targeted 2023 for 
completion so that I could 
graduate with my daughter Liz, 
who was an undergraduate at 
CityU,” Biek explained. “The 
best advice I received from a 
cohort member was to use every 
assignment as a stepping stone 
towards the final dissertation. I 
applied that wisdom and was 
able to graduate on the same 
day as my daughter.”

that the more accurate 
algorithms are often lacking in 
transparency and explainability.

“Regulators and customers 
won’t just accept ‘yes’ or ‘no’ as 
an answer: you ought to be able 
to explain, for instance, why you 
are not able to open bank 
accounts for any particular 
customer, or process any 
particular transaction, due to 
this or that reason,” he 
continued.

According to Leung, there 

are machine learning models 
such as Random Forest and 
Neural Network that are high in 
prediction accuracy, whereas 
some others such as Decision 
Tree and K-Nearest Neighbours 
have higher transparency and 
explainability. By devising a new 
approach that balances 
accuracy and explainability, 
human KYC experts can instead 
focus their time and energy on 
borderline cases, where they’re 
most needed.

Michael Leung  
Kin-man’s research 
focused on “know your 
customer” processes

Linda Biek, who graduated 
alongside her undergraduate 
daughter Christophe Viguerie’s 

research examined 
enterprise blockchain

important for his running of 
Tech & Co. 

Viguerie will be joining the 
University’s Department of 
Management as a visiting fellow 
during the first semester of 2024.

“The DBA programme has 
provided me with the invaluable 
opportunity to establish 
connections within a broad 
network of researchers and 

corporations,” Viguerie said.  
“I intend to leverage these 
connections to further my 
involvement in collaborative 
academic research.

“The research process 
demands significant work with 
minimal immediate outcomes, 
but in the end, you will connect 
the dots and appreciate the 
pay-off.”

framework, where we 
emphasise things like 
objectivity, traceability and 
verifiability of the methodology. 
Sure, they can speculate and 
express their opinions, but 
research is not speculation: 
research should be based on 
evidence.”

Among the programme’s 
strengths is the diversity of the 
student body in every single 
cohort. This year’s included 
banking leaders, art gallery 
owners, healthcare executives 
and blockchain builders, 
among others.

“We want industry 
representation, we want 
diversity; but believe it or not, 
whether you come from 
healthcare or banking or 
fashion, the issues are more or 
less the same,” Ozer said, 
naming technology, dealing 
with clients and suppliers, and 
managing employees as among 
the most salient.

Bringing together Hong 
Kong’s top minds leads to 
incredible networking 
opportunities, to the point 
where the formation of some of 
Hong Kong’s top companies has 
taken place in CityU’s 
classrooms, Ozer continued.

“The classroom is not just a 
place for learning but also social 
communication,” he elaborated. 
“Students talk, they exchange 
ideas and form friendships … 
sometimes they partner up and 
form joint companies. I once 

had a student who ran a major 
business but wanted to retire, so 
he recruited one of his 
classmates as the new CEO. 
They get together, they study 
together and form friendships, 
and a couple of years later, he’s 
the CEO of a major company. 
Amazing, isn’t it?”

Another amazing 
programme feature for both 
students and professors is the 
“iron sharpening iron” effect. 
Being among some of the 
smartest and hardest-working 
people in the world means 
students learn a lot from each 
other in terms of work ethic, 
drive and vision.

“[Our students] manage their 
priorities, they know what 
they’re doing and they’re always 
kind,” Ozer remarked. “Once 
you get to know them, they’re 
like you and me: very down-to-
earth, very willing to receive 
criticism,” he continued. “And 
they come here because they 
want to do something that will 
benefit not just themselves but 
society as a whole.”

“Normally, it would be 
difficult to ever meet people [of 
this stature], but we manage to 
get them all together in one 
classroom,” Ozer elaborated. 
“They’re really like young 
college students sometimes 
– the way they’re so eager to
learn and get back to school. It’s 
a humbling experience, and I 
and the rest of the professors are 
here to help them out.”


