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HKUST TO SEEK GOVERNMENT CLARIFICATIONS  
ON KEY ISSUES RELATING TO POSSIBLE MERGER 

 
 

The Council of the Hong Kong University of Science and Technology (HKUST) today (8 
December 2002) endorsed the report of the University Task Force, which expresses the strong 
desire of HKUST to assist in creating in Hong Kong institutions capable of competing at the 
highest level internationally, and to help achieve the aims of higher education in the Special 
Administrative Region. 

 
The 18-member Task Force, composed of representatives of major stakeholder groups of the 

University, was appointed in October to conduct an initial analysis of a possible merger with the 
Chinese University of Hong Kong (CUHK).  Its report was discussed at a meeting of the HKUST 
Council today, with University Court Members in attendance. 

 
The report says that in the current economic climate, the possibility of creating an institution 

that would be the focus of public and private support through the merger of two of Hong Kong’s 
best universities suggests a way forward that deserves serious consideration.  

 
The Task Force has explored the benefits that a merger could potentially provide, such as 

resource provision, complementary strengths in creating critical mass, more flexible and efficient 
use of resources, as well as enhancement of community and Government support. Concerns 
examined in the report include the different missions of HKUST and CUHK, the need to retain 
HKUST’s research culture, the possible effect on faculty recruitment and retention, staff concerns 
for job security, and the hidden costs of merger. 

 
The report identifies four critical issues that need to be addressed as principles for a 

successful outcome from a merger, namely the objectives of the merger, resource implications, 
institutional standard for research and organizational culture. 

 
The report concludes that, before the critical issues and concerns are addressed, it would not 

be timely at this stage for HKUST to enter into discussions with other tertiary institutions 
regarding the idea of a merger.  It recommends that HKUST should approach the Government for 
clarifications on these critical issues and concerns. On receipt of the clarifications, the University 
can then consider the matter. 

 
“The Council agrees with the Task Force that key issues can only be resolved by the 

Government. We therefore support the recommendation that the University should approach the 
Government for clarifications regarding, in particular, the objectives of a merger and the funding 
implications if one of those objectives is to create institutions capable of competing at the highest 
international levels. After the Government clarifies these critical issues, we may then consider the 
matter,” said Dr John C C Chan, Chairman of the HKUST Council. 
 

The report also confirms that HKUST will continue to explore ways to cooperate with other 
institutions in the interests of the community, including expanding existing successful 
collaborations and exploring other opportunities. 

 
(The Task Force Report can be accessed at www.ab.ust.hk/ccss/Task_Force_Report.pdf) 
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Exploration of the Idea of a Merger between 

the Hong Kong University of Science and Technology 
and the Chinese University of Hong Kong 

 
 
 

Introduction 
 
 The Task Force was established to consider the idea of a merger of 

the Hong Kong University of Science and Technology (HKUST) and the 
Chinese University of Hong Kong (CUHK).  This suggestion was put 
forth as a means to advance the development of higher education in Hong 
Kong.  Among the background factors surrounding the deliberations of 
the Task Force are the submission of the Report on Higher Education (the 
Sutherland Report) and the prospect of continuing financial stringency.  
The first recommendation of the Sutherland Report is 

 
That a small number of institutions be strategically 
identified as the focus of public and private support with 
the explicit intention of creating institutions capable of 
competing at the highest international levels. 

 
 This recommendation is noted in the Terms of Reference of the 

Task Force, which ask it 
 

To consider, in light of the above-mentioned extract from 
the Sutherland Report and of the University’s vision and 
mission, whether the idea of a merger should be pursued; 
and if so to enunciate the principles that should underpin 
such a merger. 

 
In the spirit in which the idea was offered, the interests of the community 
and higher education in Hong Kong as a whole must be paramount.  
These are also the interests that HKUST has been committed to serve 
since it was established, but the Terms of Reference clearly put HKUST’s 
perspective on these matters at the center of the Task Force’s concerns. 



 The Sutherland Report is quite frank in stating 
 

There is one consequence of seeking international level 
excellence which has been understood by some of Hong 
Kong’s neighbours, and which must be confronted at the 
outset.  International excellence is an elusive, and it has 
to be said, resource intensive flower. 

 
 In the current economic climate, the possibility of creating an 

institution that would be the focus of such support by merging two of 
Hong Kong’s best universities suggests a way forward that deserves 
serious consideration.  The kinds of efficiencies and economies that can 
ultimately be achieved in a larger institution indicate that implementing 
the first recommendation of the Sutherland Report might possibly be 
achieved at lower cost in this fashion than by attempting to bring both of 
these institutions into the realm of international level excellence 
separately. 

 
 The merger that has been suggested is not an abstraction, but 

involves two very real, vital, and quite distinctive universities.  They are 
similar in that both aspire to the level of excellence that is a central goal 
of the merger idea, but differ in many other respects.  These differences 
can be regarded as complementary characteristics providing opportunities 
for greater achievement and service to the community, or they can be 
seen as barriers to successful integration.  However these differences are 
to be regarded, they are worthwhile noting. 

 
 The Chinese University of Hong Kong (CUHK), in its Institutional 

Development Plan (1999), states 
 

Since its inception in 1963, our University has adopted a 
plan of integrating Chinese and Western cultures. This 
has broadened the outlook of its programmes. Now, 
taking advantage of its unsurpassed achievements in 
Chinese-Western integration, it aims to become one of 
the world's most reputable comprehensive universities. 

 
CUHK is and intends to remain a comprehensive university offering a 
wide range of programs.  It has already achieved distinction through its 
emphasis on combining the best of Chinese and Western culture; indeed, 
it may well be the leading institution in the world with such an orientation. 
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 HKUST stated the following view of itself in the paper Quest for 
Excellence, which proposed a new phase of campus development: 

 
HKUST has unique qualities that make it an ideal 
platform from which to launch this quest for excellence.  
Its focus on a limited number of areas of scholarship 
makes achieving international standing in all of them a 
realistic goal.  These areas— science, technology, and 
business—are central to Hong Kong’s future 
development as a knowledge-based society. 

 
HKUST has been single minded in its pursuit of its goals within its 
limited scope, and has achieved a significant measure of distinction by 
remaining focused. 

 
 Thus one university is comprehensive, the other specialized.  Their 

different histories have also provided them with different academic 
structures, organizational cultures, and management styles.  

 
 Mergers of organizations are common in business and other fields, 

and not unusual in the academic world.  In the following sections, this 
Report will explore the benefits that a merger can potentially provide, and 
some of the concerns and questions that have been raised about this 
particular idea.  It will briefly consider various models for combining 
higher education institutions.  Under the assumption that what has been 
suggested is at the full merger end of the spectrum of these models, the 
Report will identify what the Task Force feels are the key issues and 
principles that would need to be resolved in order for a merger to be 
successful in the current context.  A concluding section contains the 
recommendations of the Task Force to the President and the Chairman of 
the Council, based on the issues outlined in this Report, taking into 
account the views expressed by representatives of the stakeholders on the 
Task Force. 
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The Case for a Merger 
 
 Institutional mergers are motivated by a number of factors, which 

have varying importance depending on the nature of the institutions and 
the objective of the merger.  Here the Report will discuss the factors that 
seem most pertinent to the idea of merger of HKUST and CUHK. 

Resource Provision 
 
At a time when budgets have been continuously reduced, and the 
prospect of future cuts seems inevitable, HKUST has to face the 
question of where it will find the resources to sustain its efforts to 
achieve its goals.  Assuming that Government support for the merger 
means that the new institution would be one of those “strategically 
identified as the focus of public and private sector support” so as to 
become “capable of competing at the highest international levels,” a 
merger may be one way for HKUST to move forward, albeit under a 
new banner.  While the extent of the support is not clear at this point, 
it is reasonable to assume that the Sutherland Report’s assertion that 
achieving this level of excellence is “resource intensive” is understood 
by all concerned. 

Complementary Strengths—Synergy—Critical Mass 
 
These are all factors relating to the opportunities for the two 
universities to do more through closer association than they can do 
now as separate institutions.  Since HKUST is specialized in a few 
targeted areas, the breadth provided by CUHK’s wide range of 
disciplines is an obvious example of complementarity.  A possible 
example is the CUHK medical program, which has the potential for 
synergies with HKUST strengths in biological sciences, 
bioengineering, and biotechnology.  Providing more options for 
students, in coursework available, curriculum choices, and programs 
offered, is another way that the complementary strengths could be 
utilized.  Critical mass usually refers to the minimum size of the group 
working within a given area that will provide the breadth of skills and 
mutual stimulation needed for outstanding work.  HKUST has 
historically addressed this by either narrowing its focus within the 
limited number of disciplines it pursues (Science and Engineering) or 
developing an interdisciplinary approach that lets specialists from 
different disciplines interact productively (Humanities and Social 
Science).  CUHK, with its larger faculty and wider span of programs, 
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could in principle provide the staff needed to gain critical mass in 
areas HKUST is now unable to fully develop. 

Flexibility, Economy and Efficiency 
 
The Terms of Reference of the Task Force incorporate the assumption 
that the primary goal of the merger idea is to achieve an international 
level of quality, rather than to reduce costs.  The issue is how to 
leverage the investment of additional resources to produce even 
greater accomplishments.  Furthermore, the more flexible and efficient 
use of resources possible in a merged institution could make it 
possible to achieve a given level of quality at lower overall cost in the 
long run.  Generally, a larger organization, by eliminating or reducing 
the duplication of programs and services, and by achieving economies 
of scale, can over time free up resources that can be deployed more 
effectively to achieve organizational goals. 

Community and Government Support 
 
Both CUHK and HKUST have supporters and stakeholders that, 
joined together, could make a potent base of public support for the 
development of the new institution.    In this area, CUHK brings quite 
a bit to the table, with its large and loyal alumni base and the many 
members of the public who have benefited from the services of its 
teaching hospital.  HKUST, as a relative newcomer, has a somewhat 
narrower, but nonetheless influential, group of supporters.  Both 
institutions can count among their supporters, employers who value 
their graduates, and companies who have collaborated with them on 
technology transfer and R&D projects.  In the longer term, the 
strengths of the merged institution could have a significant appeal to 
future students, parents, faculty and donors. 

Questions and Concerns 

 
 In the discussions of the idea of a merger, a number of questions 

and concerns have been raised.  The widespread public interest in this 
matter has created an external atmosphere in which dispassionate 
consideration of the issues might be difficult.  Nevertheless, the concerns 
have substance and deserve full consideration.  In this section, the Report 
briefly summarizes the main categories of these reactions to the idea of 
merger. 
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Differences in Mission, Culture and Identity 
 
As already noted, the missions of CUHK and HKUST have been quite 
different and distinct.  In pursuing their missions, the two universities 
have also developed quite distinctive cultures.  A new institution 
formed from their merger would, of course, develop its own culture 
and identity over time, but even so simple a matter as the language 
used as the medium of instruction would not be trivial to resolve.  A 
major concern of many at HKUST is that merging with a much more 
comprehensive institution would result in a loss of the focus that has 
underpinned HKUST’s success.  In addition, many fear that the 
HKUST “brand name” would disappear from the academic 
marketplace, to the detriment not only of HKUST, but also the 
institution into which it would be merged, and Hong Kong.  While the 
Task Force cannot speak for CUHK, it should have a similar concern, 
since it is a well-regarded university, whose name is widely 
recognized. 

Research Culture 
 
An important aspect of the HKUST culture is that it is a research 
culture—one that places great pressure on staff to produce, and takes 
great pride in their accomplishments, in scholarship and research.  
Many faculty regard it as crucial that this research culture, which is 
considered to be the engine that powers the drive for international 
excellence, be retained.  There is also a widely held belief that there 
should be no loss of the focus that is regarded as having been a key 
element of HKUST’s success. 

Effect on Faculty Recruitment and Retention 
 
Many of HKUST’s best faculty members were attracted here by its 
image as an up-and-coming research powerhouse in Asia.  The “MIT 
in Asia” slogan bestowed upon HKUST by an overseas publication is 
an exaggeration, but the notion of creating an outstanding 
technological institute here in Hong Kong, for the benefit of not only 
Hong Kong, but the South China region, is one that has inspired a 
great deal of interest.  Many fear that anything that would divert the 
institution from the established course it has been following would 
have an undesirable impact on the recruitment and retention of the 
kind of faculty needed to stay that course.  There is a real concern that 
the short-term dislocations and uncertainties associated with a merger 
would result in the loss of some of the best faculty.  For many of these, 
waiting to see how a merger would work out is not an attractive option 
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if, in the meantime, the environment for their work suffers from the 
distractions of negotiating and potentially implementing the merger. 

Concern for Job Security 
 
One advantage of merger is the opportunity to generate savings 
through consolidation of programs and elimination of duplication.  
Non-academic staff are understandably concerned that this may 
threaten their jobs.  Of course, a decision for or against merger cannot 
be based on the self-interest of individual employees, but it is an issue 
that needs to be addressed forthrightly and transparently should a 
merger be implemented.  A larger organization provides greater 
opportunities for redeployment of support staff, which may make a 
reduction in staffing level, should one be required, achievable through 
natural attrition.  Incentive-based voluntary redundancy should also be 
considered.  Given the objectives of a merger, every attempt should be 
made to avoid having the new organization founded on a base of low 
staff morale. 

Hidden Costs of Merger 
 
Some have noted that several of the issues and concerns already 
mentioned represent a hidden cost of merger that needs to be 
considered in relation to the presumed savings that might be achieved.  
For example, the institutional names, just like commercial brand 
names, are valuable assets and a merger might result in their 
disappearance.  Anticipated efficiency and savings may be 
undermined by the geographic separation of the campuses.  Finally, 
there is a cost to be paid in terms of the impact of a merger on the 
healthy competition that is partly responsible for the impressive 
development of all institutions in Hong Kong in the past decade. 

Forms of Cooperation 
 

 Merger, loosely speaking, can refer to a variety of modes of 
institutional cooperation.  The recent book, Mergers in Higher Education 
by Eastman and Lang, provides a taxonomy for combinations of higher 
education institutions.  At one end of the spectrum is a merger in the strict 
sense of the word, wherein the merging institutions surrender their 
autonomy, assets, and liabilities to a single new organization, with a 
single governing board and chief executive.  CUHK itself, which was 
formed from the merger of three of its constituent Colleges, falls into this 
category.  At the other end of the spectrum is a consortium—a formal 
organization that remains distinct from its voluntary member institutions.  
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An example is The Five Colleges Consortium in the Northeastern U.S, 
whose members include the University of Massachusetts at Amherst, 
along with Amherst, Hampshire, Mount Holyoke and Smith Colleges. In 
between is the federation, the members of which remain essentially 
independent and autonomous.  The University of Toronto follows this 
model.  The University of California system, which consists of nine 
research intensive universities, is another model of multi-campus 
institutional governance.  Depending on the history and culture of the 
institutions involved, and the objectives of their closer association, 
different forms of cooperation may be appropriate to achieve the desired 
benefits. 

Principles and Critical Issues 
 
 In considering the pros and cons of merger, and making reference 

to its charge to take a view in light of the HKUST vision and mission, the 
Task Force has identified four critical issues that need to be addressed as 
principles for a successful outcome. 

Objectives of the Merger 
 
The Task Force has been working under the general assumption that 
the idea of a merger is associated with the recommendation of the 
Sutherland Report to create institutions of international level quality.  
However, a proper assessment of the value of a merger depends on a 
clearer statement of the objectives of the merger, and how it is 
proposed to achieve them.  This is ultimately a question of what is best 
for Hong Kong in general, and its higher education sector in particular.  
The Task Force believes that further consideration by Government, in 
consultation with the University Grants Committee (UGC), is called 
for.  Once the objectives are clear, the issue of the best way to achieve 
them from the point of view of all the stakeholders, including the 
institutions involved, must be addressed. 

Resource Implications 
 
Having clarified the objectives of the merger, the resource 
implications of achieving them must be addressed.  For HKUST to 
arrive at a rational conclusion as to whether or not a merger would be 
beneficial from its perspective, it has to have information on which to 
assess its prospects with and without the merger. 

 8 



Institutional Standard for Research 
 
In order to achieve the objective of international excellence in research, 
it is critical that a standard for research performance of academic staff 
at least as stringent as that currently imposed at HKUST be adopted 
for the merged institution.  Indeed, it would be necessary to work out 
an objective and fair means to assess existing staff of both institutions 
against this common standard, and take appropriate action regarding 
those who do not meet it. 

Organizational Culture 
 
To minimize the hidden costs of merger, there must be an agreement 
on how to implement a management system that incorporates the best 
practices of both HKUST and CUHK, within a framework that 
preserves the best elements of each institution’s unique culture and 
identity.  It is critical that this be worked out in an objective manner, 
perhaps with the assistance of a third party, to avoid settling on 
compromises that could make the new organization’s management 
cumbersome and ineffective. 

Recommendations 
 
 In formulating its recommendations, the Task Force kept in mind 

the aspirations of HKUST; in particular, its desire to realize the vision set 
for it by the Council “to be a world-class university at the cutting edge 
internationally in all targeted fields of research.”  In continuing to pursue 
this quest for excellence, HKUST is ready and committed “to play a key 
role, in partnership with government, business, and industry, in the 
development of Hong Kong as a knowledge-based society.”  HKUST was 
founded and provided with its mission by the Government of Hong Kong, 
acting in the interests of the Hong Kong community, and it has adhered 
strictly to the path set down for it by its founders. 

 
 However, the Task Force was faced with considerable difficulty in 

that key issues pertinent to the question of a merger can only be resolved 
by Government.  As in the founding of HKUST itself, the Government’s 
role in this matter is crucial to its success.  First and foremost, 
Government, perhaps in concert with the UGC, needs to clarify and 
articulate the objectives that the merger is intended to serve.  In the 
process, it is most important that Government address the funding 
implications and other concerns, especially if one of the objectives of a 
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merger is to implement the first recommendation of the Sutherland 
Report as the Task Force has assumed. 

 
 Under these circumstances the Task Force believes it would not be 

timely at this stage for HKUST to enter into discussions with other 
tertiary institution(s) regarding the idea of a merger.  Instead, it is the 
Task Force’s recommendation that the University Council support an 
approach to the Government on the matters outlined above in order that, 
on receipt of the clarifications, the University can then consider the 
matter.  The Task Force’s report should be taken as an expression of the 
strong desire of HKUST to assist in creating in Hong Kong institutions 
capable of competing at the highest level internationally, and to help 
achieve the aims of higher education in the Special Administrative 
Region. 

 
 HKUST will continue to explore ways to cooperate with other 

institutions in the interests of the community.  This must definitely 
include expanding the existing successful collaborations and exploring 
other opportunities.  Relations with other institutions, including of course 
CUHK, are to be strengthened. 



Appendix 
 
 

Task Force on Exploration of the Idea of a Merger between  
the Hong Kong University of Science and Technology (HKUST)  

            and the Chinese University of Hong Kong (CUHK)             
 
The Report of the University Grants Committee on Higher Education in Hong 
Kong (The Sutherland Report), published in March 2002, contained a 
recommendation: 
 

“That a small number of institutions be strategically 
identified as the focus of public and private sector 
support with the explicit intention of creating 
institutions capable of competing at the highest 
international levels.” 

 
Against this background, there were preliminary discussions regarding the 
possibility of a merger between HKUST and CUHK.  On 25 October 2002, a 
Task Force with the following terms of reference and membership was 
appointed by the President, Professor Paul C W Chu, in consultation with the 
Chairman of the University Council, Dr John C C Chan. 
 
Terms of Reference 
 
(a) To consider, in the light of the above-mentioned extract from the Sutherland 

Report and of the University’s vision and mission, whether the idea of a 
merger should be pursued; and if so 

 
(b) To enunciate the principles that should underpin such a merger. 
 
The Task Force was asked to report on the above matter(s) to the Chairman of 
the University Council and the President, if possible by 30 November 2002. 
 
Membership 
 
3 Council Members:   
Mr Philip N L Chen (Chairman)  
Dr Thomas K Leung 
Mr Tim Lui Tim-Leung 
 



 
1 Court Member: 
Sir Gordon Macwhinnie 
 
3 Vice-Presidents:  
Professor Yuk-Shee Chan (Co-chairman)  
Mr Paul Bolton  
Professor Otto Lin  
 
4 Deans: 
Professor Michael Loy 
Professor Kang Wang 
Professor K C Chan 
Professor Ting Pang-Hsin 
 
4 Faculty Representatives:  
(one from each School, nominated by the Dean) 
Professor Shiu-Yuen Cheng  
Professor Philip Chan 
Professor Leonard Cheng  
Professor William Tay 
 
Chairman of the Staff Association:  
(representing non-teaching staff) 
Dr Raymond Wong 
 
President of the Students’ Union: 
Mr Tony Chan Shun-Bun 
 
President of the Alumni Association: 
Mr Terry Leung Tin-Yu 
 
Co-secretaries of the Task Force:  
Mrs Catherine Lai  
Professor Peter Dobson 
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