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As part of our continuing efforts to 
promote the development of FinTech, 
we have already launched one of the first 
FinTech MOOC courses in the Asia Pacific 
Region and our new joint-school MSc in 
FinTech Program – that will start in the 
2019-20 academic year. These new moves 
are just some examples of the ways in 
which advances in technology are creating 
significant opportunities for our School 
to work with the Schools of Science and 
Engineering on interdisciplinary research 
and joint programs. 

We are also proud to receive funding for 
our FinTech Research under the Hong 
Kong Research Grants Council’s Theme-
based Research Scheme. This is one of the 
most competitive and prestigious research 
funding categories in Hong Kong, and is 
the School’s first award of this type. The 
project aims to strengthen Hong Kong’s 
standing as an international financial center 
by examining the impact of FinTech on 
individual investors, financial institutions 
and the industry in Hong Kong and beyond.

While our rigorous research is well 
underway, in this issue of Biz@HKUST 
we first talk to a number of key figures 
engaged in different aspects of the FinTech 
development in our city.

Sharing their views on the role of regulators 
and of those charged with overseeing the 
promotion and stability of this brave new 
financial world are Hong Kong’s Financial 
Secretary Mr Paul CHAN; Securities and 
Futures Commission’s Chairman Mr Tim LUI; 
and Deputy Chief Executive of the Hong 
Kong Monetary Authority Mr Arthur YUEN 
(also a member of the HKUST Business 
School Advisory Council).

Shedding light on the way in which 
established banks and financial services 
operators are adapting to the opportunities 
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and challenges opened up by new 
technology are Mrs Helen KAN, Executive 
Director and Alternate CEO of China CITIC 
Bank International (also a member of the 
HKUST Council); Ms Angel NG, CEO of Citi 
(HK and Macau); Mr Mike CHEN, CEO of 
China Everbright Bank (HK) and Mr ZHONG 
Xiangqun, COO of Bank of China (HK).

Meanwhile, we speak to key facilitators 
in the city including Mr Peter YAN, CEO 
of Cyberport; Mr Chares D'HAUSSY, Head 
of FinTech at InvestHK; and Mr Lukas 
PETRIKAS, Co-Head of Innovation Lab 
at HKEX. The positive environment they 
create have contributed to a growing 
number of entrepreneurs in the city, with 
more than 550 FinTech startups [according 
to InvestHK]. Our alumni are among the 
founding members of many successful 
FinTech startups. We take this opportunity 
to talk with four of them: Mr Mike GAULT 
of Guardtime, Ms Bianca HO of Clare.AI, Mr 
Don HUANG of Aqumon, and Mr Ken LO of 
ZhongAn International. They are not only a 
source of pride for HKUST, but also aspiring 
talent who fuel the FinTech revolution.

 As a business school within a university 
of science and technology, we are ideally 
placed to promote FinTech. Four of our 
faculty of various disciplines: Professor KC 
CHAN, Professor HUI Kai-lung, Professor 
Allen HUANG and Professor CHEN Yanzhen 
write on FinTech regulation, blockchain and 
other financial innovations. They are also 
members of our multidisciplinary research 
team who are working closely together 
to seek a deeper understanding of the 
interplay between technology and financial 
services in Hong Kong, with a view to laying 
down a roadmap for transforming the city 
into a global FinTech hub.

It was barely 18 months ago that 
Biz@HKUST last took a look at 
advances in FinTech, and the role 
our School played in supporting 
these developments. But such is 
the pace of change in technology, 
and in its transformative effect on 
so many aspects of the business 
world, that it is the right time to 
revisit different aspects of the 
subject again.

Online
Edition

Professor TAM Kar-yan
                                      Dean
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FinTech
in Hong Kong

“These financial institutions [more 
than 70 of the world’s top 100 
banks and 13 of the world’s top 20 
insurers in Hong Kong] provide a 
substantive and ready customer base 
for FinTech companies which seek to 
work with incumbents and provide 
innovative FinTech solutions.” 

Paul CHAN
Financial Secretary of the Hong Kong SAR Government 
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A Platform for FinTech Success
Hong Kong’s Financial Secretary Paul CHAN brims with confidence about Hong Kong’s tech future. 

“There is vast potential for Hong Kong to become a premier FinTech hub, through leveraging our role 
as an international financial center, with a highly developed information and communication

technology infrastructure, and ample finance and entrepreneurship talent,” he says.

The figures Chan can cite on the increasing scale of the 
collaboration between tech businesses and financial 
institutions, indicate that this potential is beginning to 
be realized.

“Venture capital investment in Hong Kong-based 
FinTech companies increased to US$546 million in 
2017, compared to US$216 million in 2016,” he notes. 
Across the years 2014-2017, FinTech companies based 
in Hong Kong raised US$940 million, compared to 
US$627 million and US$325 million raised in Australia 
and Singapore respectively. 

Embracing FinTech

There are also a number of specific developments Chan 
can point to in order to substantiate his optimism.

The advent of virtual banking promises a better 
customer experience and broader access to financial 
services. “More than 70 firms, including local and 
overseas technology and financial firms, have expressed 
interest in establishing virtual banks in Hong Kong,” he 
notes. By the end of August 2018, this had translated 
into some 30 formal applications to the Hong Kong 
Monetary Authority (HKMA).

In September 2018, the Faster Payment System (FPS) 
was launched. FPS enables the public to instantly 
transfer funds, in Hong Kong dollar or Renminbi, across 
banks and “Stored Value Facilities”, at any time and 
from anywhere, by simply using the payee’s mobile 
number or email address.

The recently launched eTradeConnect was developed 
by a consortium of 12 major banks in Hong Kong, and 
is the first large-scale multi-bank blockchain project in 
the city. “The active participation of banks shows their 
determination to solve age-old problems of the current 
paper-based trade finance system, such as inefficiency 
and proneness to human error and fraud; as well as 
their willingness to adopt new technology in this era of 
smart banking,” Chan says.

Open Application Programming Interface (API) allows 
financial institutions to open up their internal systems 
and data for programmatic access by third-party service 
providers, thereby improving customer experience of 
financial services. The HKMA published its Open API 
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Framework in the summer of 2018.  The Framework 
adopts a risk-based principle and four-phased approach 
to implement various Open API functions to ensure 
smooth adoption and security. 

“For the insurance industry, the application of 
InsurTech can be found in nearly all stages of the 
life cycle of insurance products, including product 
development, distribution, underwriting, claims and 
fraud prevention,” Chan says. Insurers, he adds, have 
been using technologies such as blockchain, artificial 
intelligence, data analytics, and cloud computing to 
enhance the customer experience and maintain their 
competitiveness.

Strengths to build on

Hong Kong’s position as a leading international financial 
center, and the soundness of its financial system, are 
recognized around the world, Chan says. “The Global 
Financial Centers Index published by the Z/Yen Group 
in September 2018 ranked Hong Kong as the third 
global center, behind only New York and London. 
Meanwhile, more than 70 of the world’s top 100 banks 
are operating in Hong Kong.”    

This strength extends across the entire financial 
services spectrum, with 13 of the world’s top 20 
insurers authorized to conduct insurance business in a 
city which is also the leading asset management hub in 
Asia. 

“These financial institutions provide a substantive and 
ready customer base for FinTech companies which 
seek to work with incumbents and provide innovative 
FinTech solutions,” Chan points out.  

In addition, the role Hong Kong plays as the link 
between Mainland China and the rest of the world 
makes it the leading business hub in the region, he 
believes. More specifically, the Closer Economic 
Partnership Arrangement (CEPA) has given Hong 
Kong unique access to the mainland market, as well 
as allowing it to contribute to the opening up of the 
Mainland to the global financial system. 

And Hong Kong’s location, adjacent to Shenzhen and 
within the Greater Bay Area, means it is well-positioned 
to connect the companies in this FinTech powerhouse 
with the rest of the world, he says. “The HKMA 
signed a Memorandum of Understanding with the 
Office of Financial Development Service, the People’s 
Government of Shenzhen Municipality, in June 2017 to 
foster FinTech collaboration.

Support and regulation

The government supports FinTech development with 
its five-pronged approach, he says.

“Our investment promotion agency, Invest Hong 
Kong, has set up a dedicated FinTech team to attract 

A Surge in FinTech 
Investment

up153%

Venture capital investment in HK-based 
FinTech companies increased to 
US$546 million in 2017,

year-on-year. 
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established dedicated FinTech liaison platforms and 
regulatory sandboxes to enhance communication and 
encourage the industry to innovate.” 

The sandbox approach provides for live testing of new 
FinTech products in a controlled environment, and has 
helped reduce the lead time in launches.

In nurturing the next generation of FinTech talents, 
examples include the HKMA and Hong Kong Applied 
Science and Technology Research Institute’s FinTech 
Career Accelerator Scheme and the Cyberport 
University Partnership Program.

The Financial Secretary says he is also pleased to see 
the support local higher education institutions have 
been giving the development of FinTech. “For HKUST, 
I note your Business School has launched a series of 
new education courses and programs on FinTech and 
Data Analytics.”

“The higher education sector can collaborate with the 
industry as well as regulators to help nurture future 
FinTech talents for the city, and I do encourage them to 
do so.”   

startup entrepreneurs, investors and R&D institutions 
to establish a presence in Hong Kong, and to organize 
signature FinTech events such as the very successful 
Hong Kong FinTech Week.”

The second area is facilitation. Organizations such as 
Cyberport have launched initiatives to support startups, 
including a dedicated FinTech space — Smart Space — 
and an incubation program. “To promote collaboration 
between financial institutions and startups, the HKMA 
and Cyberport launched the Haccelerator program,” 
Chan adds. 

Third, the government’s Enterprise Support Scheme, 
the HK$2 billion Innovation and Technology Venture 
Fund and Cyberport’s Macro Fund, all provide sources 
of funding for novel projects, including those involving 
FinTech.  

On the regulatory front, Chan points out that while 
the government strives to support financial innovation, 
it also has to protect the interests of the investing 
public and ensure stability in the market. “On the 
regulatory front, the HKMA, the Securities and 
Futures Commission and the Insurance Authority have 
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Helping Secure 
Hong Kong’s Future at SFC

Tim LUI recently took over as Chairman of Hong Kong’s Securities and Futures Commission (SFC). 
At a time of great technological transformation in the securities industry, Lui says he will strive to 

ensure that the SFC continues to protect the integrity of the city’s financial markets, 
while maintaining their international competitiveness.
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“The SFC needs to be open to the benefits of 
innovation but must also stay vigilant about potential 
risks,” Lui says. Striking the right balance is an ongoing 
challenge. For example, while Artificial Intelligence (AI) 
and machine learning can help customize investment 
products to deliver a better customer experience, they 
may raise concerns about security and management 
accountability. “Robo-advisors could be useful, but 
providers will still need to ensure that the customer 
protections provided by the traditional financial 
intermediaries we regulate [are in place],” Lui adds.

Changing tools, unchanged 
functions

Though technology has the potential to expand the 
breadth and depth of the financial services industry – 
for example, where machines can fulfill some client-
facing and advisory roles – Lui believes that the nature 
of the industry will remain fundamentally unchanged. 

“While we appreciate the better and more efficient 
user experience resulting from technological 
development, the industry’s core functions such as 
fundraising for corporations, financial intermediation, 
and the provision of investment opportunities remain 
the same.”  

Again, when it comes to the question of whether more 
specific developments should be regulated – such as 
the increasing number of securities and investment 
services that are being automated – Lui adopts a 
measured perspective.
 
“Our rules are meant to be principles-based and 
technologically neutral. The challenge is how to apply 
consistent principles of investor protection and provide 
useful, detailed guidance on the use of innovative 
technology in this new, fast-moving environment,” he 
says.

While noting more firms are experimenting with AI in 
the securities and investment services they offer, he 
points out that automation itself is not new and has 
already been applied in other areas such as trading. 

“From our experience, we saw that the core values in 
technology-based processes did not really change. The 
principles, such as protecting client interests and best 
execution, are the same, and we regulate securities and 
investment services, with or without AI systems, in the 
same way.”

If, say, a firm contracts a vendor to provide services that 
involve the use of technology, the SFC will hold the firm 
responsible, he says. Businesses need to ensure that 
systems are properly designed and are used in a way 
which complies with the regulatory requirements. This 
includes establishing proper governance structures and 
conducting sufficient testing.   

“Our rules are meant to be 
principles-based and technologically 
neutral. The challenge is how 
to apply consistent principles of 
investor protection and provide 
useful, detailed guidance on the use 
of innovative technology in this new, 
fast-moving environment.” 

Tim LUI
Chairman of the Securities and Futures Commission
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Hong Kong’s status 

As well as discharging its supervisory responsibilities, 
the SFC also supports policies designed to sustain Hong 
Kong’s status as a global financial hub. 
 
“Hong Kong is unique among international financial 
centers as it is the only one that can connect investors 
in mainland China and the rest of the world,” Lui 
notes. “We also have a robust legal and regulatory 
framework and high-caliber professionals in the legal 
and accounting fields.”

He adds that, in recent years, Hong Kong’s universities 
have built strong reputations as centers of excellence in 
science and technology, and are attracting high-quality 
researchers from around the world. This combination 
of financial, professional and technological expertise 
gives the city a clear edge, he believes.

“In addition, financial regulators, including the SFC, 
have been actively steering reforms explicitly aimed at 
promoting the use of new financial technologies that 
give investors more choice, convenience and flexibility.”

Educating future talent

Hong Kong’s higher education system is the cradle of 
talent for the securities and futures industry, Lui says: 
“I am confident that our future professionals will have 
the ability to comprehend the unique situation facing 
the financial industry, and to appreciate which, and in 
what ways, new technologies can be applied to support 
the development of the industry.”

Those joining the sector should be capable of 
quickly analyzing large quantities of information and 
translating it into concise and meaningful ideas, he 
suggests. They should also be proactive in applying this 
information to differing aspects of their business and 
be mindful of any added value they can provide to their 
clients. 

“There will likely be more demand for candidates 
with backgrounds in information technology and 
data science, but the core competencies of financial 
professionals will continue to be strong analytical 
abilities accompanied by high standards in terms of 
ethics and conduct.”

Fintech Contact Point
The SFC has established the Fintech Contact Point to 
enhance communication with businesses involved in 
the development and application of FinTech which 
intend to conduct regulated activities in Hong Kong. 
The purpose of the Fintech Contact Point is to facilitate 
the FinTech community's understanding of the current 
regulatory regime, and to enable the SFC to stay abreast 
of the development of FinTech in Hong Kong.
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Reducing Risk with 
RegTech Rules

While most people are in favor of greater efficiency and ease when it comes to shopping or investing, 
few want to put their hard-earned wealth at risk. In the age of FinTech, deciding how to strike a 

balance between convenience and security is one of the trickiest challenges facing 
the Deputy Chief Executive of the Hong Kong Monetary Authority, Arthur YUEN.
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Along with ensuring the stability of Hong Kong's 
currency and supervising its banks, the HKMA is also 
tasked with supporting the integrity and development 
of the city’s broader financial system.

Technology may currently be proving something of 
a double-edged sword for the HKMA, but Yuen sees 
it increasingly enabling the authority to discharge 
its responsibilities with greater efficiency and 
thoroughness.

Role of RegTech

While FinTech makes possible all manner of new digital 
products and services, RegTech, its counterpart, uses 
some of the same technology to help regulators and 
supervisors monitor compliance.

“In general terms, FinTech refers to how financial 
institutions interface with customers,” explains Yuen. 
“It’s the use of technology to enhance that interface, 
enhance the customer experience and speed up 
processes. RegTech refers to the use of technology to 
enhance the interface between financial institutions 
and the regulators or supervisors.” 

Yuen says RegTech solutions promise to make the 
system more efficient and forward-looking for both 
the supervisors and the banks. A central requirement 
placed on banks is to measure and monitor their risks 
properly. “The traditional way of doing this was through 
an iterative process between us and the banks. But 
technological solutions can speed up that process.”  

Banks are now using quantitative models in their risk 
management, to analyse transaction data to ascertain 
whether limits need to be revised, he notes.

In order to comply with anti-money laundering 
rules, banks have to sift through vast volumes of 
transactions every day, looking for those that could be 
problematic. “The first part of this process is already 
quite technology-driven,” Yuen points out. “You define 
the parameters and the computer will pull out all the 
potentially problematic transactions for you. Then, to 
see if they are genuinely problematic, you need either a 
human expert or a more advanced engine.”

Developments in data analytics, artificial intelligence 
and also in machine learning – where the results of 
previous checks are fed back into the model used 
by the system – means the digital process has the 
potential to become more accurate, as well as faster, 
than human validation.

Virtual banking and Open API

Yuen says there are three reasons why the HKMA is 
now willing to grant a licence to virtual banks. “First, 
we want to push the technology envelope, so we have 
more advanced financial technology coming to Hong 
Kong,” Yuen says. “Second, we want customers to 
experience new ways of accessing financial services; 
and, third, from what we’ve seen elsewhere, virtual 
banking is very helpful in addressing a financial 
inclusion agenda.”

“RegTech refers to the use of 
technology to enhance the interface 
between financial institutions and 
the regulators or supervisors”

Arthur YUEN
Deputy Chief Executive of 

the Hong Kong Monetary Authority
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In the summer of 2018, the HKMA published guidelines for the Open 
Application Programming Interface (API) Framework for the banking sector. 
Open API is intended to give consumers greater choice and convenience in 
the financial services market. If fully implemented, it will mean that banks, 
with the customer’s consent, will share customer’s data with outside service 
providers.

Yuen says the HKMA wants to take a gradual approach to Open API because it 
is based around new types of relationship. It is therefore being implemented 
in four stages, with the initial step already underway. “The first two stages 
are mainly concerned with information gathering,” he explains, adding that 
the risks to customers are much lower in these phases. “The third stage will 
be applications and the fourth stage will really be the opening up of account 
information.” 

With an easier flow of information, the risks that customers and banks would 
be taking on in these latter phases would be higher. “For the third and fourth 
stage, we will monitor the situation and take a decision in 2019,” Yuen says. 

Future

The HKMA runs ongoing campaigns to raise public awareness around phishing 
emails, fake bank websites and the potential dangers of public Wi-fi. “The 
more convenient a system becomes, the more important it is for people to 
safeguard their personal information,” Yuen says.

When it comes to assessing the balance between value and risk in new 
FinTech applications, Yuen notes it’s not just the HKMA that has to strike a 
balance, the public does also. “A supervisory framework is there to serve a 
public good, as we can’t just leave it to the banks - they are in an inherently 
stronger position than individual customers.”

When it comes to the steps that business school graduates can take to 
prepare themselves for the financial world of the future, Yuen, who is also 
a member of the HKUST Business School Advisory Council, suggests that it’s 
not only digital and business skills that are going to be required, but also an 
understanding of behavioral science. 

“The future success of financial firms will depend very much on how accurate 
they are in predicting or driving behavioral change. For that to happen, you 
have to understand human behavior.”

Open API
The HKMA published the Open Application 
Programming Interface (API) Framework in July 2018 
for the Hong Kong banking sector. Open API can help 
to ensure the competitiveness of the banking sector, 
encourage more parties to provide innovative and 
integrated services that improve customer experience, 
and keep up with worldwide development on the 
delivery of banking services.
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Reshaping 
Banks for a 

Brave 
New 
World 

Banks around the world have been using FinTech 
to improve customer experience and drive 
down costs. The combination of this technology, 
together with a changing regulatory framework, 
is forging a future of “banking beyond banks” 
and “banks beyond banking”.

FinTech is becoming a reality here in Hong Kong 
too. Several new digital financial products and 
services are already here, and others have been 
tested and licensed by regulators. 

In 2018, the Faster Payment System was 
launched to enable the instant transfer of funds. 
The Hong Kong Monetary Authority (HKMA) 
also sanctioned the first stages in the rollout of 
the Open Application Programming Interface, 
making it possible for third-party service 
providers to work with banks to offer consumers 
faster and more convenient payment processes. 

Virtual banking is coming, opening the market 
for new players and offering the hope of broader 
financial inclusion. Meanwhile, blockchain 
technology has been harnessed in the 
eTradeConnect project, with the goal of making 
cross-border trade more efficient and secure.

But despite these developments, the 
transformative journey is just beginning. Four 
experienced bankers are looking to not just 
survive the challenges posed by FinTech, but 
to seize new opportunities to expand their 
activities. 
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Banking on 
a FinTech Future

ZHONG Xiangqun, Chief Operating Officer of Bank of China (Hong Kong) (BOCHK), 
believes we have entered a golden age of FinTech. “Recent advances in technologies 

such as Artificial Intelligence (AI), biometrics, Open Application Programming 
Interface (API), big data and blockchain are driving a new landscape in the 

banking industry,” he says.
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“As data is the oil of 
the 21st century, we 
can see that there is 
an increasing demand 
for data scientists, who 
are knowledgeable and 
skillful in refining and 
transforming data into 
useful and meaningful 
insights.” 

ZHONG Xiangqun 
Chief Operating Officer of Bank of China (Hong Kong)

Banking services have been redefined with the advent 
of new technologies. It is evident to Zhong that 
technology is changing the way people and companies 
conduct their banking. “Most customers will transfer 
funds, make payments and check account balances 
through their mobile app.”  

For the banks themselves, technology is having a 
transformative effect throughout their operations, 
he says. In the front office it is enhancing customer 
experience via big data analysis and AI, while 
operational efficiency in the back office is being 
boosted, thanks to blockchain, cloud computing, big 
data and cybersecurity.

And Zhong only expects further digitalization and 
“mobilization” of banking services. “We also see the 
increasing use of biometric authentication technology 
in identity verification, enabling banking services to be 
more securely and transparently integrated into our 
daily lives.” 

Driving business with FinTech

“BOCHK is the first bank in Hong Kong to introduce 
finger vein authentication on ATMs,” he notes, with 
fingerprint and voice print authentication also used 
for mobile banking and by call centers. The bank also 
launched BoC Pay, the first cross-border e-wallet with 
QR code payment in Hong Kong to enable mobile 
payments both in Hong Kong and the mainland.

But it is Open API and AI that Zhong sees as having the 
greatest impact on the bank’s operations. 

One of the Hong Kong Monetary Authority’s (HKMA) 
seven Smart Banking initiatives, Open API promises 
a secure, controlled and convenient operating 
environment which will allow banks and third-party 
service providers to work together to improve 
customer experience, Zhong explains. “Through Open 
API, information on diverse products and services 
offered by different banks can be integrated within 
the same website or app, for comparison and financial 
planning by customers.”
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“The FinTech Supervisory Sandbox introduced by 
the HKMA allows us to go beyond proof-of-concepts 
and conduct pilot trials of various FinTech initiatives, 
while managing relevant risks. To strengthen our 
capabilities in expediting digital transformation, we 
are collaborating with the industry, academics, and 
research institutes, especially start-ups, and building 
a research and development center for innovative 
initiatives and pilot projects.”

Developing Hong Kong and its 
talent

Zhong believes that there are both functional and 
geographic reasons underpinning Hong Kong’s 
status as an international financial center. The city’s 
well-established financial infrastructure, its strong 
regulatory and legal systems, and the diverse mix 
of international talent it can boast, have all helped 
maintain its competitive advantage. But equally 
important, he adds, Hong Kong’s strategic location 
has enabled it to act as the mainland’s gateway to the 
world, and is now promising to make it a key hub within 
the Greater Bay Area network of cities.

“However, there is a shortage of FinTech skill sets in 
Hong Kong,” Zhong warns. “As data is the oil of the 21st 
century, we can see that there is an increasing demand 
for data scientists, who are knowledgeable and skillful 
in refining and transforming data into useful and 
meaningful insights.”

The bank ran its “BOCHK FinTech Hackathon” earlier 
to help identify those with outstanding levels of 
knowledge and innovative skills in this field, but 
Zhong also urges greater investment in Hong Kong’s 
universities and schools, to nurture home-grown 
FinTech talent from an early stage. 

is the first-ever bank in Hong Kong to apply blockchain technology 
on property valuation and won the Best FinTech (Emerging 
Solutions/Payment Innovation) Gold Award
at the Hong Kong ICT Awards 2017. 

Bank of China (Hong Kong) 

“AI has been adopted to improve customer experience 
and enhance operational efficiency and risk 
management,” he says, citing, by way of example, the 
fact that BOCHK is the first-ever bank in Hong Kong to 
provide a 24/7 Online Chat service via the interactive 
chat platform of Internet Banking. 

In addition, Zhong says BOCHK has successfully applied 
blockchain technology to speed up valuation and loan 
approval elements in the mortgage application process. 
More than 85% of the bank’s property valuation cases 
are now processed using this technology.
 
The application of blockchain has also recently 
been extended to trade finance services through 
eTradeConnect. Developed by a consortium of banks 
in Hong Kong, this blockchain-based trade finance 
platform aims to improve trade efficiency, reduce risks 
and help parties engaged in trade to obtain financing 
through the digitalization of trade documents. 

Balancing risks and benefits

Though new technology can help enhance customer 
experience, Zhong cautions that this entails new types 
of risk. “One of our major challenges is to respond to 
calls from customers for greater mobility, connectivity 
and convenience, while ensuring the solutions delivered 
are secure and reliable.” 

It is also now possible to use big data analytics to gain 
deeper insights into customer behavior. “As a result, 
we are able to formulate more personalized sales and 
marketing strategies while conducting more accurate 
risk and fraud detection monitoring,” Zhong says.

To strike a balance between benefits and risks, BOCHK 
adopts the “early and pilot implementation” approach 
in order to stay competitive in the industry, he explains. 
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Open API Sharpens
Customer Focus

Citi’s innovation strategy is “centered on its customers’ journey,” 
says Angel NG, CEO, Citi Hong Kong and Macau.  

“Any new technologies and innovations that we introduce have to meet clients’ 
needs or address an existing client ‘pain point’.”     
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Ng believes emerging technologies - including robotics, 
artificial intelligence (AI), blockchain and cloud storage 
- combined with widespread smartphone adoption, 
better use of big data, and increased adoption of open 
Architecture Programming Interface (API), will enable 
banks to deliver better, more personalized customer 
experiences with greater speed and simplicity. 

The role of banks will also gradually evolve, she 
suggests, to being more of a safe and trusted service-
oriented platform.    

A client-centric approach

“Mobile technology development, and the mass 
adoption of smartphones and tablets, have redefined 
the term ‘convenience’,” Ng says. Whether customers 
are ordering food, booking a holiday, or streaming 
music, their expectations of how convenient and 
personalized the experience will be has changed out of 
all recognition. “We must be able to meet and exceed 
these new expectations and make ourselves more 
relevant in consumers’ lives.”   
 
The standard of customer experience delivered is what 
differentiates competitors these days, she says, and 
this applies to the banking industry, too. “Most people 
consider banking a chore and our goal is to make it 
simpler and easier without sacrificing information 
security. Our customer adoption rate for the various 
digital initiatives we’ve launched is a strong indication 
of their receptiveness to a good user experience.”   

Digitization has also allowed Citi to scale up without the 
need for an extensive branch network. Today, 95 per 
cent of transactions take place not at a branch but via 
Citi’s digital channel. “This also means that customers 
have more choices too,” she notes. “Back in the day, 
they would open an account with the bank that had the 
most branches, as this would provide them with the 
greatest convenience.” 
 

Open API

In 2017, Citi became the first bank in Hong Kong to 
adopt an open API, Ng says, giving developers and 
consumer brands direct access to the bank’s APIs 
through the Citi Developer Portal. Since the start of 
2018, the bank has announced eight API partnerships 
in Hong Kong, covering the Cards, Customers, 
Money Movement, Onboarding, and Pay with Points 
categories.   
 
“Our current API partners include AIA, HKTV Mall, 
Octopus, Watson’s, Fortress, EGL Tours, Zurich and Visa.  
In today’s world where customers are spending more 
and more time online, whether they are communicating 
or spending, the integration of Citi’s APIs with these 
brands enables us to build partnerships in key digital 
ecosystems.”   

By opening its APIs, she says, a bank will make it easier 
and faster for developers and brands to work with it 
while providing a seamless customer experience. “For 
example, with Citi’s Pay with Points API integrated 
into their e-commerce platforms, customers of our 
merchant partners can easily use their credit card 
points to pay for online purchases during checkout. 
The entire process is seamless - it only takes three 
clicks - and most importantly, we are delivering a good 
experience to our customers and helping them make 
use of their reward points before they expire.”

Another important trend is embracing big data to 
create more personalized experiences for clients. 
“With data, we are able to provide our customers with 
personalized recommendations of more relevance,” 
Ng explains.  “Data and analytics is a priority area for 
Citi’s Asia Pacific Consumer Banking business and 
will continue to be a key enabler as we look to create 
differentiated client experiences to benefit customers.”  
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“Mobile technology 
development, and 
the mass adoption 
of smartphones 
and tablets, have 
redefined the term 
‘convenience’.” 

Angel NG
CEO of Citi Hong Kong and Macau 

A mindset for the future

The bank has recognized that facing the challenges 
thrown up by digital technology requires a new mindset 
within the organization. “While I wouldn't say that we 
are a tech company, in some ways we are behaving 
much more like one,” she says “Gone are the days when 
we had years to work on a project.”

Existing processes and traditional work habits are being 
changed to embrace smaller groups, shorter timelines 
and multiple test points. “We are encouraging our 
people to be adaptable, bold, curious, collaborative, 
determined and empathetic. We are all learning to 
accept that it’s okay to fail; the key is that we quickly 
move on and learn from the experience.” 
 
The results of Citi’s 2018 annual global survey of staff 
show this attitude is taking hold in its corporate culture, 
with 81 per cent of respondents stating it is acceptable 
to take a chance on an idea even if it doesn't work out.

Looking to the broader future, Ng says everyone, 
regardless of their position in any organization or 
industry, will need analytical and critical thinking skills, 
a collaborative mindset and curiosity. 
 
“An important message that we want to convey to the 
higher education sector is that gone are the days when 
the focus was on hiring finance and business graduates. 
We are after people who possess the right attitude, 
quality and agility, and who think like an entrepreneur, 
to drive innovation efforts focusing on the needs that 
are the most important to customers.”

Citi
The first bank in Hong Kong to adopt open API.
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A FinTech Bridge 
to the World

FinTech has a key role to play not only as a disruptor of the financial services 
industry, but as a means by which traditional businesses can renew themselves 

and their relevance, according to Mike CHEN, CEO of 
China Everbright Bank, Hong Kong Branch; Vice President of 

The Hong Kong Institute of Bankers. 
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Founded in Hong Kong in 1983, the China Everbright 
Group Limited is a large comprehensive financial 
holding group engaging in domestic and overseas 
financial and industrial businesses with full financial 
licenses covering banking, securities, insurance, 
asset management, trust, funds, futures, financial 
leasing and internet finance. It also has involvement 
in environmental protection, tourism, pension, 
pharmaceuticals, new energy, high technology and 
airline leasing and other industries.

“China Everbright Group Limited has formulated a 
new medium- and long-term development strategy, 
with three strategic transformation directions - ‘agility, 
technology and ecology’ - around the strategic goal 
of building a world-class financial holding group with 
global competitiveness,” Chen says. 

Explaining the direction and aspiration of the Group’s 
take on technology, he says the aim is to use big data to 
build an agile platform and open up the IT architecture 
to drive sustainable growth. 

China Everbright Bank was established by the Group in 
1992, with headquarters in Beijing.  It has since gone on 
to build China's largest open payment platform, Cloud 
Payments. Today the platform covers more than 4,000 
bill payment service categories, with participation by 
over 300 payment channel partners and used by more 
than 200 million transaction users.

“We firmly believe that the fast-paced and high-
quality development of the financial services industry 
requires deep integration of finance and cutting-edge 
technology,” Chen says. 

Hong Kong and beyond

Over the past five years, China Everbright Bank has 
implemented its globalization strategy with significant 
milestones.  The first overseas branch commenced 
operations in Hong Kong in 2013, and South Korea, 
Europe, Luxemburg and Australia are now having 
footprints established and branches set up. FinTech is 
playing an important role in its international expansion. 

He adds: “It is not only a bridge for communication, 
but also a starting point for building a cooperative and 
collaborative platform, and a fulcrum for integrating 
into the local market.”

In November 2018, China Everbright Bank Hong Kong 
(CEBHK) together with the Electronic Payment Services 
Company (Hong Kong) Limited, which is a consortium 
of 20 licensed banks in Hong Kong, agreed to extend 
the Cloud Payments platform by adding bill payment 
merchants from Hong Kong. During the first phase of 
collaboration, it enables customers residing in China and 
linked to China banks accounts to pay to Hong Kong-
based merchants via Cloud Payments, which enhances 
the value proposition of Cloud Payments. However, 
compared with the risks that have traditionally existed 
in the financial sector, Chen believes those deriving 
from the increasing use of FinTech are often more 
concealed, systematic and contagious. The impact on 
banks is therefore more difficult to predict but, he says, 
CEBHK is constantly taking steps to prevent potential 
damage or disruption to the interests of the banks and 
its customers.

“We continue to strengthen our information system 
control and information security management, 
standardize our risk management regarding financial 
science and technology innovation, gear up our 
contingency plans in case of disruptions, and build a 
robust firewall for the cross-infiltration of financial risks 
and technology risks.” This, he adds, is the bottom line 
of financial risk management.

What FinTech delivers

Despite all these developments, Chen does not 
believe FinTech will alter the fundamental nature of 
banks. “Financial technology is a channel, a means that 
changes the scope of financial transactions, but does 
not change the nature of the transactions.”

However, Chen notes FinTech can help banks transform, 
by making use of technology to introduce new and 
upgrade existing products and services, and, as a result, 
attract new users.
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“We firmly believe 
that the high-quality 
development of the 
financial services 
industry requires the 
deep integration of 
finance and cutting-
edge technology.”  

Mike CHEN
CEO of China Everbright Bank, Hong Kong Branch

has built China’s largest open payment platform
- the “Cloud Payments” platform, with over 200 million transaction users. 

These new users can also benefit greatly with the data 
collected and analyzed by banks. The new possibilities 
will enable banks to provide more convenient and more 
options. For example new services designed for the 
underbanked or small-and-micro businesses that may 
face difficulties in financing.

In addition to creating new sources of revenue, 
FinTech itself can be a tool to enhance productivity 
and efficiency in operations and different aspects of 
business processes, from customer relation to sales and 
marketing, and from auditing to risk management. 

“At CEBHK, we will continue to use technology to 
streamline our operations, strengthen our collaboration 
with technology companies, and harness the 
burgeoning technology ecosystem in China,” says Chen. 
“Responding quickly to FinTech and the new demand in 
the market is what we are doing.”

Meeting the demand for skills

Finding sufficient FinTech talent in the local market is 
a challenge, Chen admits. He says he would like to see 
more robust planning to create a comprehensive and 
structured talent development program.  

However, to succeed in a FinTech-driven future, young 
people will need not only cutting-edge information 
technology, finance, business and sales skills, he 
suggests, but also an ability to think critically and 
creatively. In addition to offering courses in FinTech, 
colleges and universities should aim to connect 
their students with market players. Senior corporate 
management and executives should be encouraged to 
take up more active roles in giving lectures and sharing 
their insights and best practice with students from time 
to time.

Educational institutions could also join up with 
enterprises by establishing joint production and 
research labs, Chen concludes. 

China Everbright Bank 
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Redefining Banking

Helen KAN, Executive Director and Alternate CEO of China CITIC Bank 
International (CNCBI), and the bank’s Group Head, Personal and Business 

Banking Group, believes FinTech will fundamentally transform the way in which 
services are delivered. “The future of retail banking is about merging banking 

into customers’ daily lives,” she says.
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Even though Hong Kong is currently one of the world’s 
foremost financial hubs, Mrs Kan says the city will have 
to work to sustain its international competitiveness 
in a future transformed by technology. She therefore 
welcomes moves such as the recent introduction by the 
Hong Kong Monetary Authority of the Faster Payment 
System, which connects banks and stored-value 
facilities (SVFs) to a new integrated payment platform, 
enabling instant transfers across banks and the SVF 
operators. 

However, challenges still lie ahead, she cautions. “The 
battle for talent has intensified. Furthermore, the 
need to innovate, while at the same time strengthen 
cybersecurity and compliance, requires major 
investment.” 

Preparing for tomorrow’s world

According to Mrs Kan, CNCBI firmly believes that 
appropriate investments in FinTech are critical for 
the bank’s future development and expansion. “We 
believe this entails an end-to-end transformation of our 
technology infrastructure, process redesign, customer 
experience and target-market proposition.”

At a time when consumers are being presented with a 
multitude of choices by the market, CNCBI is looking 
to technological solutions to protect and grow its 
customer base, and to overcome the constraints of 
physical channels so it can acquire new customers at a 
faster rate. 

“Our approach to transforming banking starts with 
understanding customer pain points and finding 
the right technology and process solutions to meet 
customer needs,” she explains.

Early last year, CNCBI launched its flagship mobile 
banking platform “inMotion”, which for the first time 
offers Hongkongers the opportunity to open accounts 
remotely. “We use Optical Character Recognition (OCR) 
technology to recognize Hong Kong ID cards, liveness 
detection technology via ‘selfies’, and we conduct 
real-time Anti-Money Laundering (AML) checking and 
ID verification, to enable account opening anytime, 
anywhere, without the need for a branch visit, address 
proof or signature.”

The bank has also been making targeted investments 
in preparing for heightened competition as a result of 
new entrants of virtual banks in Hong Kong later this 
year, she adds.  

In addition to the technology-driven developments in 
its retail banking business, CNCBI sees RegTech present 
numerous solutions which can simplify processes and 
reduce costs. In the field of commercial and corporate 
banking, new developments in blockchain applications, 
and in account opening and account management 
processes, also promise new opportunities.

The tech shaping banking’s future

The emerging technologies which will have a profound 
effect on the banking industry can be grouped into 
an ‘ABCD’ of categories, Mrs Kan suggests:  Artificial 
Intelligence (AI), Biometrics, Cloud and (Big) Data.

“Integrating AI and Robotic Process Automation (RPA) 
technology into our business enables the bank to 
save time and money by automating high volume and 
repetitive tasks such as account opening, AML checking 
and user acceptance testing,” she points out. 

In traditional banking, customer authentication relies 
on the physical presence of the customer at a branch, 
a signature on paper or the input of a password. 
Whereas, in the digital world, the deployment of 
mature biometrics solutions at customer touch points, 
such as via mobile banking, can improve the user 
experience. “Upon registration, customers will be able 
to access their banking applications without having to 
memorize and input various logon IDs and passwords.”  

Cloud computing offers the possibility of a more cost-
effective infrastructure design model. “Nevertheless, 
before implementing such emerging technology, 
various factors such as data security, governance 
and controls, must be considered and addressed 
thoroughly,” Mrs Kan notes.  

While it is now widely accepted that the effective 
collection and utilization of data is becoming crucial to 
future business success, sophisticated and systematic 
analysis of data help us to formulate new insights 
about customers, thereby driving new products and 
services. It also facilitates us to adjust our risk appetite 
and enhance our fraud monitoring capabilities.   
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Realizing the possibilities

Mrs Kan believes the sustainable development of 
FinTech requires a good regulatory framework, the 
ability of academia and industry to develop and attract 
talent, faster development of important infrastructure 
and continuous innovation of financial institutions. 
Given these preconditions, she sees the Greater Bay 
Area present Hong Kong with massive opportunities to 
innovate new financial solutions.

Mrs Kan, who is also a Council Member of HKUST, 
suggests to realize these opportunities ahead, Hong 
Kong’s higher education system needs to develop a 
generation of leaders who are not only steeped in the 
Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics 
(STEM) subjects, but who also possess an ‘ABCD’ - 
Ambition, Belief, Creativity and Determination – DNA.  
“All students should collaborate more with industry 
and understand the best practices used outside Hong 
Kong,” she adds.

“In our journey to create the ‘future of banking’, we 
have in fact partnered with HKUST through the CEMS 
Program.” The CEMS is a global alliance linking leading 
business schools and multinational companies around 
the world, and CNCBI-promoted studies on direct banks 
and the migration of transactions to digital channels 
are already underway. This is only the beginning, 
however. “More collaboration opportunities definitely 
exist.”

“The Greater Bay 
Area presents Hong 
Kong with massive 
opportunities to 
innovate new 
financial solutions.” 

Helen KAN
Executive Director and Alternate CEO 

of China CITIC Bank International

China CITIC Bank International 
The first bank in Hong Kong to launch a mobile banking platform 
that enables customers to open accounts anytime, anywhere.
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1. Evgeny PETROV 

Swiss Federal Institute of Technology, Lausanne  

Voluntary Disclosure, Earnings Management, 

Feedback Effect, Real Effects, Auditors

2. Jiye BAEK

Boston University 

Social & Economic Impact of IT, Platform 

Engagement, Social Networks, Crowdsourcing, 

Digital Learning

3. TANG Chao唐朝
University of Minnesota 

Real Effects of Accounting Disclosures, 

Financial Intermediation, 

Fair Value Accounting

4. Madeline ONG

University of Michigan 

Business Ethics, Leadership, 

Learning and Development
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5. Emilio BISETTI

Carnegie Mellon University  

Financial Intermediation, 

Financial Regulation, Contract Theory

6. LIU Jia劉佳
MIT  

Consumer Online Search, TV and Search Advertising, 

Loyalty Program, Behavioral Economics, Machine 

Learning

7. Emily WANG汪京
University of British Columbia  

Financial Regulations, Voluntary Disclosure, 

Accounting Fraud

8. NOZAWA Yoshio

University of Chicago   

Empirical Asset Pricing
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New Faculty 
Highlights 
Cultural 
and Gender 
Diversity
Our new faculty are young, diverse and 
dynamic, just like our school

In the age of the global economy, it’s impossible for a modern business 
school to achieve excellent standards of teaching and research without 
promoting diversity in its faculty and its student body. The HKUST 
Business School’s global outlook is reflected in the fact that over 20 
nationalities are represented in our 140-strong faculty body. That’s 
something we are very proud of. 

This year, we are delighted to welcome eight additions to our faculty. 
The new members reinforce our commitment to broadening the skills, 
knowledge and perspectives we offer our students and the wider 
sphere of society. The new faculty members come from the mainland, 
Singapore, Japan, South Korea, Italy and Russia. Four of them are 
female, thereby enhancing the gender balance in the School, which is 
another of our key goals. 

7 8
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Cyberport’s FinTech 
Community
“With more than 300 FinTech companies, Cyberport is confident that it is one of the 
largest FinTech communities in the city,” says Peter YAN, CEO of the government-owned 
company that runs the creative digital community and incubation programmes for tech 
startups on the south side of Hong Kong Island. 

The Hong Kong government’s Innovation and 
Technology Bureau has two flagship organizations: 
Cyberport and the Hong Kong Science and Technology 
Parks (HKSTP). While the latter is building on hardware 
R&D, the companies of Cyberport community mainly 
focus on digital technology development and 
application.

More specifically, Yan says Cyberport has three 
goals: cultivate talent; integrate new and traditional 
economies (though not necessarily in a disruptive way); 
and foster industry development, with three target 
industry segments: FinTech; Smart City/Smart Living, 
which includes Internet-of-Things devices, e-commerce 
and wearable computing; and E-sports/Digital 
Entertainment. On top of developing the Cyberport 
Arcade into a local e-sports and digital entertainment 
node, Cyberport will also provide support for 
the E-sports sector in areas such as technological 
development and talent nurturing.

Cyberport Incubation Programme

There are more than 1200 startups and companies in 
Cyberport community. As well as providing office space 
for about half of these, other valuable programmes 
and services are available, Yan points out, including the 
opportunity to apply for a place on Cyberport’s flagship 
entrepreneurship programmes. 

“The Cyberport Incubation Programme provides 
HK$500,000 seed funding to companies to turn a 
prototype application into a commercial one,” Yan says. 
“We do not only provide them with funding, office 
space and training, but also a series of other services, 
such as bridging them with technology partners.”

These partners can provide access to existing 
technology platform tools so programme participants 
can develop their applications faster, and go to market 
earlier. Due to advances in the technological support 
available, it is hoped they can go to market up to three 
times during the two-year programme, helping them 
gain more experience and increase their chances of 
eventual success.

FinTech’s significance and success

Cyberport is home to a growing number of companies 
focused on InsurTech and RegTech, technologies 
seeking to innovate and improve efficiency within the 
insurance and financial services industries’ regulatory 
processes. Other members of the community are 
working to apply blockchain technology to trade 
finance to eliminate paperwork and make transactions 
more secure.

The hub’s main FinTech categories are financial 
software & service, payment, blockchain and 
cybersecurity.

“We are quite confident that a number of the licenses 
for virtual banks that will soon be issued by the Hong 
Kong Monetary Authority will be granted to Cyberport 
FinTech companies,” Yan says. 

There are often misconceptions about the scale 
Cyberport companies operate on, he adds. “We have 
FinTech companies that are very promising such as TNG 
and WeLab which have raised billions of Hong Kong 
dollars.”

Integrating FinTech with smart living innovations is 
another aim of Yan and his team. For example, a smart 
living company is working on an intelligent recycling 
machine that identifies returned plastic bottles and 
aluminum cans via their barcodes. The credits gained 
will be translated into e-money by Cyberport-based 
e-wallet and e-payment companies.

The bigger picture

The Greater Bay Area initiative and other policies to 
further integrate Hong Kong and Macau with Mainland 
Chinese economies are seen as positive moves by Yan, 
as they could open the door for Hong Kong to establish 
itself as an international innovation and technology 
center.
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He says for the last three or four years, Cyberport 
management has been working closely with 
organizations in the Mainland: “This is not just to help 
our companies explore the mainland market, but also 
help identify potential partners to help manufacture or 
develop their products.” 

To succeed in this type of future, Yan says 
entrepreneurs still need the mindset and stamina to 
persevere through what can often be a very difficult 
journey. However, he adds that the environment for 
new and innovative businesses is probably better today 
than ever. 

He advises young entrepreneurs to use whatever 
support is available. They should leverage other 
peoples’ strengths, and take advantage of the 
opportunities to be found at Cyberport. Their journey 
will be quicker and easier if they work with technology 
partners to exploit existing platforms, access funding 
and opportunities through Cyberport Investors 
Network (CIN) and Cyberport Enterprise Network (CEN), 
and use the Cyberport Arcade and other physical spaces 
to showcase their products.

But, Yan concludes, they should always remember that, 
even if they don't succeed immediately, they will still 
gain a great deal of valuable experience along the way.

“Entrepreneurs need the mindset 
and stamina to persevere 
through what can often be a 
very difficult journey.”

Peter YAN
CEO, Cyberport Hong Kong300

- the largest FinTech community in Hong Kong

FinTech companiesis home to over
Cyberport
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Hong Kong Well-placed 
to be Global FinTech Hub
Hong Kong’s FinTech sector is set to be a major game-changer in the world’s financial 
industry thanks to dedicated government team with offices in London and San Francisco. 
Biz@HKUST speaks to Charles D’HAUSSY, Head of FinTech at InvestHK, on how it is 
attracting top enterprises, startup entrepreneurs, investors and other stakeholders to 
help put Hong Kong at the forefront of this rapidly emerging sector. 

When it comes to promoting financial technology, 
there is no shortage of initiatives taking place in Hong 
Kong, according to Charles d’Haussy, Head of FinTech 
at InvestHK, the local government’s investment 
promotion arm. 

There are now some 550 FinTech companies based in 
Hong Kong, d’Haussy notes – a steady increase from 
about 140 in 2016.  Of these, 52 per cent are from 
abroad while the remainder are local.  “The growth is 
really significant,” he says.

As new technologies lead the world into a new era, 
d’Haussy stresses that despite the negative narrative 
about their impact on jobs, FinTech, Blockchain and 
Artificial Intelligence (AI) will create a wealth of new 
careers with diverse opportunities. 

“People should look to work with technology and not 
be afraid of it,” d’Haussy says, adding that new jobs in 
the sector will come from a range of professions and 
responsibilities for highly skilled individuals. “A career 
in FinTech is not only for students from a financial 
background.” 

Allaying suggestions that Hong Kong lagged behind 
other Asian jurisdictions for FinTech development 
initiatives, d’Haussy hastens to add that with the 
introduction of the Octopus card to Hong Kong in 
1997, which has become a ubiquitous part of the city’s 
daily life, Hong Kong has been a FinTech pioneer long 
before the word FinTech was invented. 

What’s more, a clear indication that the Hong Kong 
Government is taking FinTech seriously is a HK$500 
million fund launched to develop financial services 
over the next half-decade, including FinTech and 
other groundbreaking technologies. The Hong Kong 
Government also injected HK$5 billion into the 
Innovation and Technology Fund (ITF) in 2016 which 
benefits FinTech and other startups. While FinTech is 
growing rapidly in Asia – and nowhere more so than in 
mainland China – d’Haussy explains that development 
on the mainland is mainly focused on consumer-
orientated payment systems whereas Hong Kong’s 
business-to-business (B2B) environment is totally 
different. 

“Payments are only a part of FinTech,” says d’Haussy, 
noting that the technology in Hong Kong is focused 
on developing complex systems for banking, finance, 
insurance, FinTech regulation and market-to-market 
wealth management activities. Importantly, these 
are key development areas that closely align with 
Hong Kong’s strategic advantages, which include 
being a key international financial center renowned 
for having one of the world’s freest economies, high-
tech infrastructure and extensive strategic business 
connections with the mainland.  In particular, Hong 
Kong sees its role as a conduit for global FinTech firms 
to enter the mainland market and as a springboard 
for businesses from across the border to “go global”.  
“FinTech grows the fastest in markets where there is 
international finance,” d’Haussy adds.

Dispelling the perception held by some that Hong 
Kong’s high office rents could be a barrier to attracting 
potential overseas FinTech companies and investors, 
d’Haussy says such expenses are similar in other 
international B2B markets such as New York, London, 
Singapore and Tokyo.  Likewise, rival centers also 
face the challenge of acquiring and retaining talent. 
Globally, banks ramping up their FinTech development 
activities find themselves in competition with startups 
and expanding firms that are looking to attract FinTech 
professionals from the same talent pool.

 “Acquiring the right people is a challenge in all the 
global FinTech markets,” d’Haussy says. HKUST has 
responded by inaugurating FinTech courses into 
existing programs, and in September 2019 will launch 
one-year full-time or two-year part-time Master 
of Science (MSc) FinTech programs that focus on 
Blockchain, FinTech, AI and compliance and regulation. 
To make life easier for employers looking to recruit 
talent with specific skills, the government has rolled out 
a Technology Talent Admission Scheme (TechTAS) to 
accelerate the admission of R&D talent from overseas 
and Mainland China. The list focuses on 11 professions 
including FinTech, cyber-security and innovation and 
technology.  
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from more than                countries                              

The third edition of Hong Kong FinTech Week in 2018 attracted 
more than                                           attendees

“People should look to work with 
technology and not to be afraid 
of it.” 

With part of InvestHK’s portfolio of activities making 
FinTech more visible to students, d’Haussy says 
educational events organized by universities and 
academic institutions during Hong Kong’s 2018 FinTech 
Week at the end of October, which included HKUST-
supported speaker presentations, are prime examples 
of collaboration between business and academia.  

The event, the third edition of Hong Kong FinTech 
Week, attracted more than 10,000 attendees from 
more than 50 countries and included presentations by 
the world’s top FinTech founders and CEOs, investors, 
regulators and academics. Additionally, the event 
spotlights the potential for Hong Kong’s FinTech sector 
to act as launching point for the Guangdong-Hong 
Kong-Macau Greater Bay Area (GBA).  “The government 
and regulators always try to facilitate trade for new 
existing businesses, which is why companies want to 
come to Hong Kong where commercial opportunities 
are numerous,” d’Haussy says.

Charles D’HAUSSY 
Head of FinTech, InvestHK

Hong Kong FinTech Week

10,000
50
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Taking Stock of 
FinTech 
Established only last year, HKEX’s Innovation Lab brings in-house talent 
together with FinTech startups to work on solutions for Hong Kong’s 
market operator. But despite the opportunities digital tech opens up, Lukas 
PETRIKAS, the Lab’s Co-head, believes “at its core, finance is absolutely 
human”.

“Behind each of those 
machines is a human 
who has somehow 
taught that machine 
how to behave.”

Lukas PETRIKAS
Co-head of HKEX Innovation Lab
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Unlike other stock exchanges, HKEX plays two major 
roles in capital markets. The first, the traditional one, 
is facilitating the buying and selling of securities in 
Hong Kong. Developments in FinTech are enabling 
an evolution in the way these functions are handled, 
Petrikas explains. “For example, new technology can 
change the way a security is settled, or something is 
priced, or how a new company comes to market.”

But, he adds, “HKEX also has another, unique, role, as 
a bridge between China and the rest of the world.” 
One of the key initiatives that has helped elevate 
Hong Kong’s standing as a global financial center is 
Stock Connect. A collaboration between the Hong 
Kong, Shanghai and Shenzhen stock exchanges, Stock 
Connect allows international and Mainland investors to 
trade securities in each other’s markets. 

“Stock Connect has been transformative for Hong 
Kong,” Petrikas says. “It’s opened up China’s market 
in a way that probably doesn’t get the headlines it 
deserves. It’s by far China’s largest cross-border capital 
account flow channel for investment.”

One thing that hasn’t yet been flowing freely cross-
border is user-friendly information and data for 
newcomers. However, Petrikas and his colleagues are 
excited at the prospect of FinTech making this possible. 

Developing the information 
connection

“We have just surpassed US$2 trillion traded on the 
Stock Connect scheme, and that’s a huge number,” 
Petrikas notes. Most of these trades have been made 
by people already familiar with the other market: 
either Hong Kong investors trading Mainland shares 
they’ve been following, such as large cap companies 
with a global presence, or Mainland investors trading 
in Chinese companies listed in Hong Kong, such as 
Tencent’s. In other words, shares they already know. 

“But you have to think about where the next two 
trillion is going to come from,” Petrikas adds. “I think 
we’re going to see it coming, increasingly, from people 
who may not know the other market really well, but 
with the new technology available, can be empowered 
to find out more about investment opportunities 
that were, perhaps, previously obscured by language 
barriers or information opacity.”

In other words, if more relevant news and data 
from “the other market” can be made instantly 
available, along with an analysis and explanation of its 
significance, the connection can be taken to a whole 
new level.

Putting FinTech to work

The Innovation Lab is already well-integrated into 
HKEX’s business, Petrikas explains, and in the future he 
sees man and machine working ever more closely.

While he believes blockchain technology has the 
potential to fulfil a useful function as a means to 
generate trust in deals and processes, Petrikas adds, 
“I think artificial intelligence is definitely going to have 
the greatest impact on capital markets.” 

He envisions AI become increasingly useful in assisting 
human decision-making, because of its capacity 
for spotting patterns in huge volumes of data, and 
representing these patterns in more meaningful ways.

“We also have a big robotic process automation project 
in which we codify work flows into rules for bots,” 
Petrikas says. However, the bots will work alongside, 
not instead of, humans, he adds. This will allow HKEX’s 
people to focus on more cognitive tasks. 

For Petrikas these complimentary roles underscore a 
fundamental truth. “Behind each of those machines is a 
human who has somehow taught that machine how to 
behave.”

But more than being fundamentally unthreatening, 
he sees FinTech as having a democratizing effect on 
areas such as trading. Via mobile technology, gaining 
access to markets is becoming easier all the time. “This 
gives individuals like you or I a new reason to become 
interested in capital markets and securities. You now 
have access to a lot of analytical capabilities that 
were previously only available to someone who paid a 
significant premium for them.”

HKEX Innovation Lab and startups 

Prior to launching the HKEX Lab, Petrikas and his team 
studied other corporate innovation labs. “We found 
their average life expectancy was only two years,” he 
says. 

Some failed because they were too detached from 
the main business, others because they were too 
constrained by corporate bureaucracy. The most 
common cause, though, seemed to be pretending to 
be something they weren’t – a startup. “Unless you’ve 
had to pound the pavement hustling for money to put 
together shoestring budgets, and hired people who 
are only paid in stock, you’re not a startup,” Petrikas 
suggests.

In terms of how to interact most effectively with 
startups, he believes that often the best approach is 
to leave them alone. “Once a business is more mature, 
and we can sit at the table as equals, then we can have 
a really productive conversation.”

As for the way that startups should approach HKEX, 
Petrikas cautions against hyperbole. He wishes some 
founders and entrepreneurs would put more effort 
into understanding the economic context they are 
operating in, and be more realistic. “We get a lot of 
pitches that say, ‘We are changing the DNA of financial 
markets’, but they are really far from doing that. We 
can help them make sense of what’s practicable in our 
capital markets, so theory becomes reality.” 

HKEX

blockchain-powered platform 
announced that it is exploring introducing a 

to help with international investor workflows for its popular 
China Stock Connect program.  
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Ken LO
Don HUANGFounding Member of 

ZhongAn International
Founder of Magnum Research BBA in Marketing & Management and 

MSc in Investment Management MSc and PhD in Financial Mathematics

Maintaining a Startup 
Frame of Mind
HKUST has a growing reputation for nurturing the entrepreneurial and technical 
talent fueling the FinTech revolution. Here, four alumni share insights on the tech, 
from blockchain to AI and from robo-advisory services to digital payments, they have 
harnessed in their businesses.
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Bianca HO
Mike GAULT

Founder of Clare.AI

Founder of Guardtime

BBA in Global Business & Economics 

Kellogg-HKUST EMBA
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Mike GAULT and Guardtime

Kellogg-HKUST EMBA alumnus Mike GAULT is the 
founder and CEO of Guardtime, a blockchain startup 
based in Tallinn, Estonia, that employs a team of over 
150 cryptographers, developers and security architects. 
Guardtime’s blockchain-based solutions can potentially 
be used to ensure the integrity and security of 
information across most areas of economic and societal 
activity, with the insurance, health and defense sectors 
among those currently targeted.  

The application of blockchain technology to improve 
efficiency and guarantee authenticity in international 
trade and cross-border manufacturing has garnered 
a lot of headlines in recent years, and Gault can 
understand why. “Blockchain provides a mechanism 
for verification throughout the entire supply chain, 
from the first part that’s created, all the way to 
the consumer. We estimate the efficiency savings 
businesses get through using blockchain as between 5 
and 20 per cent.” 

Guardtime has offices in six locations around the globe 
but Gault chose Estonia for his HQ as he believes it 
is the world’s first truly digital society. “You can vote 
online in Estonia, and you can file your taxes - and find 
out how much you need to pay - in three minutes. This 
is because all the databases in Estonia are connected.” 

Blockchain technology can take a great deal of credit 
for Estonia’s successful digitization, Gault says, with its 
impact on the health sector particularly noteworthy. 

He compares the health sector in the US-citing losses 
there due to inefficient processes of hundreds of 
billions of dollars - with Estonia, where, he says, the 
figure is zero. 

“In Estonia, citizens own their health care records 
and give permission for doctors and family members 
to access them. Everyone can verify the processes, 
without having to trust all the people in between.”

The demands of building the Guardtime business 
meant that Gault had to extend his studies across three 
Kellogg-HKUST EMBA cohorts. But, in fact, these delays 
proved very fortuitous, allowing him to connect with an 
even wider range of executives - and recruit three of 
them for leading positions in his company.

Jian TAN, now Guardtime’s General Manager, China, 
and James KOO, the company’s President, Singapore, 
were both in KH12 with Gault, while the company’s 
President, Tim FITZPATRICK, was a classmate in KH13.

“Tim, our President, was a general counsel of a 
Chinese company located in Shenzhen, so he was really 
experienced in legal and managing risk,” Gault says. Tan, 
who completed a doctorate in Computational Genomics 
in Beijing, brought with him a deep knowledge of the 
Mainland. “He came to me during a class one day and 
said, ‘Hey, Mike, I love your technology. Let me help you 
build a business in China’.”

“Blockchain provides a mechanism for 
verification throughout the entire supply 
chain, from the first part that’s created, 
all the way to the consumer.”

Mike GAULT
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Bianca HO and Clare.AI

In recent years, digital assistants have leveraged the 
latest developments in AI technology to engage users 
in ever more convincing and useful conversations via 
speech and text.

Bianca HO, who graduated from HKUST BBA in 
Global Business, co-founded Clare.AI with YEUNG Chi-
kwong, also an HKUST alumnus. She is the co-founder 
and COO of Clare.AI. Clare.AI builds software for 
industry-specific, conversational digital assistants that 
are capable of understanding more than ten Asian 
languages. 

Ho points to the manner in which customer 
expectations have been rising — with them expecting 
quicker responses delivered in a more user-friendly 
and useful form — as being a key driver behind the 
rapid adoption of FinTech in the banking and financial 
services sector. 

The goals of Clare.AI are to create effortless 
communication experiences. To achieve these 
objectives, the business strives to remove the barriers 
that prevent enterprises communicating effectively 
with their end-users. “We see those barriers as 
languages, channels and costs,” she says.

As it has grown, Clare.AI has attracted larger and more 
complex clients, with 50 per cent now coming from 
the banking and finance sector. “The common points 
I see [among Clare.AI’s clients] are that they are large 
traditional enterprises and organizations, who want 
to find a more innovative way of communicating and 
understanding their clients,” says Ho.

In HKUST’s 2017 One Million Dollar Entrepreneurship 
Competition, the Clare.AI team won a GF Securities 
Award, worth HK$200,000. The awarding of that 
cash prize is just one of the ways in which the HKUST 
community has played an important role in supporting 
the development of the business, notes Ho.

She is also in regular touch with the HKUST 
Entrepreneurship Center, which was established to 
support innovation and entrepreneurship on the 
campus, and cultivate a risk-taking value-creation 
mindset. The Entrepreneurship Center has given Clare.
AI exposure to investors and clients, and Ho sees its 
work as indicative of the real-world relationship the 
University has with startups.
 
When it comes to the performance of Hong Kong in 
general, in terms of FinTech innovation and adoption, 
Ho says it has a lot to do with its current and past 
strengths. “Hong Kong is strong because of regulation, 
but it’s also not strong because of regulation. It’s very 
much a double-edged sword. Hong Kong’s robustness 
comes from its regulatory framework, but this can also 
stifle innovation.”

What's more, success can diminish a certain type of 
hunger. “Hong Kong does not evolve as quickly as other 
hubs because the businesses here are so profitable. It’s 
ironic that many large banks make their decisions here, 
but because Hong Kong is so profitable for them, it’s 
usually not the first market they innovate in.”

However, she does see evidence of a desire to catch 
up, and this is partly driven by an acknowledgment 
that lagging behind is starting to have an impact on 
the bottom line. As for investor interest, Ho believes 
venture capitalists are excited the most by large 
markets, and so are looking to new FinTech services in 
areas such as virtual insurance and virtual banking.

Greater awareness of the economic direction of travel 
is also reflected in the career choices Hong Kong 
graduates are now making. When she completed her 
own studies at HKUST, Ho says most of her classmates 
were looking to join investment banks or major 
consultancies, while startups and new tech companies 
were seen as too risky a bet. Today, to a large degree 
that paradigm has been turned on its head.

“Hong Kong’s robustness comes 
from its regulatory framework, 
but this can also stifle 
innovation.”

Bianca HO
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Don HUANG and Magnum 
Research’s AQUMON

Also harnessing the growing powers of AI is AQUMON, 
a robo-advisory service developed by Magnum 
Research, which aims to make the wealth management 
process more accessible.

“A robo-advisory service is a type of automated wealth 
management service that is based on quantitative 
investment strategies and is customized to clients’ 
needs,” explains Don HUANG, Co-founder of Magnum 
Research.

Based on the investor's risk profile and investment 
preferences, AQUMON’s algorithm engine suggests a 
tailor-made investment portfolio. “The portfolio will 
then be automatically constructed and monitored for 
re-balancing needs as the financial market fluctuates. 
The experience can be fully online, facilitated by 
AQUMON’s mobile and web platform,” says Huang.

The thesis he wrote for the doctorate he completed at 
the School of Science of HKUST focused on the pricing 
of exotic derivatives. “Some results of my research can 
be directly applied in our quantitative-based investment 
strategies,” Huang notes. 

Now, having obtained the requisite licenses and 
funding, AQUMON serves both individual investors and 
financial institutions and is currently partnering with 
over 30 financial institutions across Mainland China, 
Hong Kong, and Taiwan. “We obtained Hong Kong 
SFC Licenses 1 and 4 to service Hong Kong citizens, 
and the US SEC RIA License to service non-Hong Kong 
citizens. We closed the Series A++ round of financing 
in September 2018. Our major investors include Bohai 

XingWang, L.P., managed by BOC International, and 
Alibaba Hong Kong Entrepreneurs Fund (AEF), a not-
for-profit initiative by Alibaba Group.”

Huang says Magnum Research has had to overcome a 
number of obstacles to establish itself in Hong Kong. 
These go beyond the high cost of office space in the 
city. “AQUMON closely integrates IT and AI, but the 
relevant talents are rare in Hong Kong. Additionally, 
there are strong regulatory requirements placed on 
financial services providers, so we had to go to great 
lengths to obtain the related licenses as a startup.”

But one element of the local startup eco-system 
has had only a positive impact on the company’s 
development. Huang says the HKUST Entrepreneurship 
Center has offered Magnum Research a huge range 
of resources on an ongoing basis, including, at an 
early stage, office space. “We were also invited by 
HKUST Entrepreneurship Center to different financial 
technology events that helped raise awareness of our 
brand.

“In addition, we have partnered with professors from 
the Department of Mathematics and from the Business 
School on many research projects. An AI laboratory is 
also being set up at HKUST, dedicated to research and 
application of AI and investment.”

But since talent is his company's most valuable asset, 
Huang is particularly keen to express his gratitude to 
HKUST for nurturing the outstanding graduates who 
now work with Magnum Research. 

“The HKUST Entrepreneurship 
Center has offered Magnum 
Research a huge range of 
resources on an ongoing basis.”

Don HUANG
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Ken LO and ZhongAn

Entrepreneurship is more than the process of starting 
a company. It is a combination of attitude and a skill-
set applicable to pursuing innovation in business and 
career. 

Having graduated from HKUST BBA Program (Marketing 
and Management and MSc in Investment Management), 
Ken LO is now a founding member of ZhongAn 
International, a wholly-owned FinTech subsidiary of 
mainland giant ZhongAn Online P&C Insurance. Despite 
having such powerful backing, he still believes in the 
importance of retaining a startup mentality. “No matter 
how big or small your company, you have to retain a ‘day 
one’ mindset.”

Many established businesses in the finance sector are 
now looking for ways to change a corporate culture 
that may have been successful in the past, Lo notes. 
“This is a critical moment for a lot of traditional financial 
institutions who are wondering how to spur innovation 
when they know ‘winter is coming’. Increasingly we are 
seeing them partner with FinTech companies and digital 
platforms, as they start to orientate their company to 
be more customer - not product-centric.”

ZhongAn Online P&C Insurance was founded jointly 
by Ant Financial, Tencent and PingAn in 2013 and was 
the first Chinese online insurer. “We are also the first 
licensed financial institution in China to put our core 
systems in the cloud,” adds Lo. “In 2017 alone, we 
served more than 340 million customers in China, and 
we sold more than 5.4 billion policies.”

Established in 2017, ZhongAn Technologies 
International Group is based in Cyberport, in Hong 
Kong, and in Shenzhen. “We supply insurance tech 
solutions for traditional insurance companies to 
accelerate their digital transformation, and we are co-

creating insurance related products and solutions for 
our international partners,” Lo says.  

Current international collaborations include those with 
SoftBank and a long-established insurer in Japan.

The company’s Shenzhen operation focuses on IT 
engineering, coding, system development and product 
management, while the Cyberport office concentrates 
on marketing and risk, leveraging on Hong Kong’s 
established business acumen. “Its cross-border 
operation leverages the talents, cultural and product 
knowledge in both the Mainland and Hong Kong to 
accelerate the company’s growth and development.”

The argument that Hong Kong is lagging behind the 
Mainland, particularly in areas such as digital payments, 
is one that Lo believes needs to be put into context. 
“In Hong Kong, the payment market is very mature,” he 
points out. Hongkongers have, for example, an average 
of, two to three credit cards per person, whereas on 
the Mainland the comparable figure is well under one.

Developments in technology, and its growing reach, 
led to an inflection point at which it was possible for 
mainland companies to explore other payment options. 
In Hong Kong, there is something of a legacy problem 
for established financial institutions, who are having to 
decide whether to keep on improving existing systems 
or write off years of investment.

Long renowned as an international financial center, 
Hong Kong now also has the ambition to be a leading 
FinTech hub, Lo notes. This, however, requires talent 
as well as technological understanding and business 
smarts, and Lo’s alma mater, HKUST, is a place where he 
believes these talents can be blended together.

“This is a critical moment for a lot of 
traditional financial institutions who 
are wondering how to spur innovation 
when they know ‘winter is coming’.”

Ken LO



Biz@HKUST46

C
o

ve
r

For Hong Kong to maintain its position as one of the 
world’s financial centers, both its well- established 
and its emerging businesses will need to keep pace 
with developments in the field of FinTech. However, 
this will be impossible without talent possessing the 
new skill sets required (which frequently straddle 
more than one academic discipline). In the light of this, 
HKUST Schools of Business and Management (Business 
School), Engineering, and Science, have come together 
to launch their new program starting from the 2019-20 
academic year. 

The Deans of the three schools engaged in this exciting 
new collaboration are all enthusiastic about the 
opportunities that will be available to graduates.

“This program combines statistics and data analytics 
knowledge from School of Science, expertise in AI and 
machine learning from the Engineering School, and 
finance and management knowledge from the Business 
School, to equip students with inter-disciplinary skills 
for the FinTech world,” says Professor WANG Yang, 
Dean of Science.

Professor Tim CHENG, Dean of Engineering, concurs. 
“The market is looking for talent with business 
knowledge, programming and data analytical skills, as 
well as engineering know how, such as in the form of AI 
skills,” he notes. “This is exactly what we aim to equip 
our students with in the MSc in FinTech program.”

A New Multi-disciplinary 
Program MSc in FinTech
The innovations and rationalizations made possible by digital technology 
continue to transform the financial services industry. To help prepare 
entrepreneurs and skilled professionals who will shape a tech-driven future, 
three HKUST schools have combined their strengths to create a new Master 
of Science in Financial Technology (MSc in FinTech) program.

"Given the pace of technological change, and the 
application of new developments in innovative 
products and services, the program will closely track 
what’s happening in the real world", Professor TAM Kar-
yan, Dean of Business and Management, adds. 

“We will incorporate cases and group work in students’ 
assignments and exams, so they can put into practice 
what they have learned,” he says. “We will also host 
talks from industry professionals so they can share 
their experience in the field and report on the latest 
developments.” 

A career launchpad

With new technology and innovations competing with 
the traditional ways of doing business, many companies 
in the finance sector are now looking for skilled FinTech 
talent to help them deliver new categories of products 
and services - or existing ones in a more user friendly 
and cheaper fashion.

Many of the most significant professional bodies are 
also looking to incorporate FinTech-related areas 
of expertise into their curricula, with, for example, 
the Chartered Financial Analyst Institute adding the 
topics of big data and data analysis to its 2019 exam 
curriculum.

Professor Tim CHENG 
Dean of Engineering

Professor WANG Yang
Dean of Science

Professor TAM Kar-yan 
Dean of Business and Management
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To know more about the program at: 
http://www.mscfintech.ust.hk 

To cater to these needs, the MSc in FinTech curriculum 
includes a range of core and elective courses run by 
the three HKUST Schools. The core courses cover the 
following essential areas of knowledge: Corporate 
Finance, Investment Analysis, FinTech Regulation and 
Compliance, AI for FinTech, Blockchain, Data Analysis, 
Financial Data Mining, and the Foundations of FinTech.

The list of electives offered will be announced at the 
start of each academic year, but examples include 
Cryptocurrency, Blockchain, and their business 
applications; FinTech: Algorithmic Trading; Optimization 
in FinTech; and Statistical Machine Learning.

The program will also offer practical support to 
students who will soon be in-demand graduates: 
“We’ll have a professional career service team for 
our MSc in FinTech students, offering, among other 
things, workshops on interview skills, career coaching 
and a placement service. We’ll also lineup internship 
opportunities, where appropriate,” says Professor Tam. 

What’s more, he adds, other skills taught in the 
program are intended to help students stay abreast of 
developments in FinTech long after they’ve completed 
their studies. 

“Universities need to equip students with the latest 
knowledge possible, while, at the same time, equipping 
them with the soft skills required for lifelong learning, 
as they will need to continue to adapt and acquire new 
knowledge in this fast paced and dynamic industry,” he 
explains. 

Getting on board

The program will offer one-year full-time and two-year 
part-time study-mode options. A global recruitment 
drive for the program has begun, with a target of 
40 students for the first cohort. These numbers are 
expected to gradually increase across subsequent 
intakes.

The program fees total HK$300,000, but scholarships 
will be provided on a case-by-case basis to well-rounded 
candidates with outstanding academic performances. 

The profiles of successful applicants for the full-time 
and part-time programs differ, but all applicants should 
have gained a bachelor's degree, in any discipline, from 
a recognized institution, or an approved equivalent 
qualification. A background in programming and 
mathematics would be an advantage.

Typically, students on the full-time program will be 
fresh graduates, or those with little work experience, 
while those studying part-time are likely to be working 
professionals with at least one year of postgraduate 
work experience.
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Regulation is often seen to play a critical role in the 
development of FinTech. The early days of FinTech 
development saw many technology companies trying 
to offer new ways of delivering financial services. Like 
money transfers, or peer-to-peer (p2p) lending, they are 
usually regulated activities, but the existing regulations 
are set for traditional, large and comprehensive 
financial institutions. The FinTech community often 
argues that the regulation for them should be tailored 
to the specific services they provide.

Some FinTech activities can be regulated by extending 
current regulations, for example, extending the 
remittance regulation to the money transfer business. 
For most other FinTech business models, new tailor-
made regulations would be required. However, coming 
up with new tailor-made regulations for a new business 
FinTech model may not be practical, and whether that 
should be done depends on the perceived novelty or 
economic benefits of that FinTech activity. In some 
cases, regulators may make use of the exemption 
provisions in the existing regulation, such as the 
exemptions for accredited and professional investors. 

Most regulators also adopt the principle of 
technological neutrality. That is, regulators will apply 
the same set of principles in regulating financial 
activities, regardless of whether they are delivered by 
traditional institutions or by FinTech firms. For example, 
a transfer of money using blockchain technology must 
still comply with the anti-money laundering regulations. 
But this approach is not without problems. In the 
case of p2p lending, if money is taken from individual 
investors, securities regulation on fund raising should 
apply. However, existing securities regulations that 
deal with investment products like stocks and bonds 
might be too onerous for smaller investments on the 
p2p platform. As a result regulators might choose to 
adopt a lighter approach but restricting its scope of 
application by putting a cap on the size of such loans. 

Regulating FinTech
Rigorous application of regulatory principles without stifling true 
innovations should form the solid bedrock of a sound FinTech policy.

By K.C. CHAN,
Senior Advisor to the Dean and Adjunct Professor of Finance, HKUST Business School 
Former Secretary for Financial Services and the Treasury, the Government of HKSAR (2007-2017)

Regulations need not stifle 
development

The upshot of this is that regulators have tried 
different ways to regulate FinTech without stifling its 
development. For example, in p2p lending, regulators 
in different countries have adopted very different 
approaches based on how much they want to promote 
this new business model versus the costs of setting up 
a new regulatory regime. 

We often hear of complaints about regulators being too 
conservative in dealing with FinTech. Admittedly I am 
not an uninterested observer given my past role in the 
Government, but I would say that regulators generally 
recognize the benefits of FinTech and accept their roles 
in promoting FinTech. Because many FinTech business 
models are in their infancy, often it is not quite easy to 
know how they intersect with existing regulations. That 
explains the popularity of the “regulatory sandbox” 
schemes. They allow existing financial institutions and 
FinTech companies to try out a new technology or a 
new business model in a confined environment, so 
that both regulators and the companies involved can 
learn what problems may arise. The latest example of 
this approach is the Hong Kong Securities and Futures 
Commission (SFC) invitation to cryptocurrency trading 
platforms to join a regulatory sandbox if they want to 
be regulated. 

If there is a lesson to draw from the experience with 
FinTech thus far, it is that sound regulations are needed 
for FinTech development. The collapse of many p2p 
lending platforms on the Mainland, and the many 
frauds and failures that plague Initial Coin Offerings, 
illustrate this point. While some business models are 
new, finance is still finance, and investor protection is 
needed to accompany new ways of doing finance.
Many regulators, often with political support from 
governments, have also introduced measures to 
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promote FinTech. In my view, regulators in Asia are 
quite proactive, because of the generally high public 
acceptance of the new technology. In Hong Kong, 
FinTech awareness is also high, partly due to the 
perception that Hong Kong lags behind the Mainland in 
digital payments. The Government also makes FinTech 
development its policy goal. As a result, Hong Kong 
regulators have taken an active approach to create the 
environment for FinTech growth. 

In the area of distributed ledger technology, the Hong 
Kong Monetary Authority (HKMA) has taken the lead 
to encourage the application of blockchain to trade 
finance. In banking, the HKMA announced seven 
measures to promote FinTech in September 2017. 
Several of these are especially noteworthy. The Faster 
Payment System, which began operations in October 
2018, is a new payment infrastructure built by the 
HKMA to promote full connectivity in digital payments, 
person to person or person to merchants. The virtual 
banks initiative introduces digital banks without 
physical branches. The Banking Made Easy initiative 
streamlines existing regulations to remove obstacles to 
adopting technology to provide banking services.

Existing regulations remain strong

None of the measures introduced by the HKMA weaken 
or relax existing regulations. The Banking Made 
Easy initiative, for example, aims to make changes 
to existing regulations and procedures so banks and 
their customers can rely on the new technology rather 
than face-to-face meetings. So a review of some 

older procedures is necessary. As for the licensing 
of virtual banks, the HKMA makes it clear that they 
will regulate virtual banks in the same way they 
regulate conventional banks. Even if their business 
focus and methods of delivery may be different from 
conventional banks, they have similar capital and 
liquidity requirements, and must observe the same set 
of anti-money laundering rules.

The HKMA also takes up the role of a competition 
facilitator and digitization enabler. The virtual banking 
initiative could bring new players to the banking 
industry. The Faster Payment System is a public 
infrastructure that the private sector players have little 
incentives to build. Another initiative, the Open API, 
will allow third-party application providers to connect 
to the IT systems of the banks, which will offer more 
value-added financial products to customers. Together 
they foster competition in the banking industry.

Regulators in many countries, notably the UK and 
Singapore, are also adopting similar approaches to 
facilitate FinTech development. Sound and robust 
regulation is the key to public trust in the financial 
system. In a way, new business models made possible by 
FinTech need even stronger public trust, and therefore 
good regulations. The regulatory approach so far has 
resulted in the healthy development of the FinTech 
industry. But there is no room for complacency, as the 
continuing development of financial technology will 
challenge existing regulations. Rigorous application of 
regulatory principles without stifling true innovations 
should remain the bedrock of a sound FinTech policy. 
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In 2008, Satoshi Nakamoto published an ingenious 
paper sketching the idea and architecture to implement 
a peer-to-peer digital cash system called Bitcoin. The 
system was launched in 2009 and, since then, has 
kick-started a wave of digital innovations related to 
blockchain.

The meaning of blockchain is literal – it refers to a 
way of storing data in a “chain” of blocks. These data 
blocks are connected in a sequential “chain” structure 
using their cryptographic summary called hashes (see 
Nakamoto 2008; figure reproduced below). A hash 
value is a numeric summary of a fixed length that is 
uniquely associated with the data used to produce it. It 
is computed by applying a mathematical hash function 
to the data. Because the hashes are highly sensitive to 
the stored data and no one can deterministically create 
a specific hash value, chaining them together creates 
dependency among the data and thus enhances their 
integrity. 

However, we must ensure that no one can (maliciously) 
change the data and re-generate all hashes to fool 
other users. This is accomplished by replicating the 
entire blockchain across a network of validators, 
who are responsible for verifying existing blocks 
and creating new blocks to store future data. Such 
replication and collaborative processing of the 
blockchain prevents anyone from unilaterally changing 
the data without being detected by others. Because 
of this feature, a blockchain is often called distributed 
ledger technology (DLT).

Blockchain: A Potential 
Disruption?
Blockchain has inspired a wave of digital innovations, but businesses need 
to think more deeply about the way it is used.

By HUI Kai-lung, Deputy Head and Chair Professor,
Department of Information Systems, Business Statistics and Operations Management,
HKUST Business School 

Block Block

Pre Hash Pre Hash

Tx TxTx Tx... ...

Nonce Nonce

The ability to guarantee data integrity in a distributed 
collaborative environment without the need for 
a trusted central administrator is appealing. Take 
property transactions as an example. In Hong Kong, 
all property transactions are handled by solicitors who 
check that all title and mortgage deeds are complete, 
and funds are available. Imagine if we now record all 
property transaction information into a blockchain that 
is jointly maintained by a large network of independent 
validators. We can track the history of the ownership 
and deed information of a property by directly reading 
the data from the blockchain without worrying about 
errors or frauds. This helps save the solicitor time and 
costs. 

Because of its power to facilitate trustworthy 
transactions without a trusted central party, blockchain 
has been tipped to be the next generation of the 
Internet. To many enthusiasts, it is not a matter of 
whether we should use blockchain, but when. In fact, 
many companies and even governments in some 
countries are planning to migrate their services to 
blockchain.

Before we embark on the blockchain journey, however, 
we must remember that blockchain does carry some 
unique characteristics. Its data are trustable because 
multiple parties work together to verify and maintain 
the blockchain. Hence, it does not make sense if the 
entire blockchain is maintained by a single entity or 
organization, because it can then change any data 
within the blockchain without detection.

Trust in Blockchain

In fact, the value of blockchain lies heavily in whether 
trust is endowed in the service provider. The pioneering 
permissionless (aka public) blockchain, Bitcoin, assumes 
that no trust is placed in any single entity. Hence, it 
can be used as a completely decentralized digital cash 
system for peer-to-peer payments. Similarly, Ethereum, 
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another popular public blockchain, facilitates 
tamper-proof execution of smart contracts in a truly 
decentralized environment.

However, most people have no problem in trusting 
the financial institutions issuing our money or credit 
cards, or service providers handling our commercial 
transactions. To many people, having a central 
administrator is preferred because of the extra values 
it provides. For example, a bank guarantees that our 
money will not be stolen if we lose our credit cards 
and we can still access our account even if we forget 
its number. In the case of Bitcoin, once your fund is 
transferred out of your wallet or you lose the access 
key to your wallet, your Bitcoin is gone, forever.

Therefore, the value of blockchain depends on whether 
we trust other parties to handle our data and the 
degree of control and transaction speed desired. The 
following framework is helpful:

In general, if we trust the organizations handling 
our data, a conventional database or enterprise 
system will suffice. We can extend the system to a 
distributed architecture with clearly defined roles and 
regulations if collaborative processing is necessary. For 
example, in most countries, government systems and 
services are trusted and often distributed, sometimes 
in collaboration with other statutory or private 
organizations, but nonetheless managed by a single 
authority. For these services, a blockchain may not add 
significant value.

If, however, we do not have full trust in our trading 
partners (as in the property transaction example), a 
blockchain may be helpful. The disadvantage of using 
a permissionless blockchain is that we cannot control 
how the validators work. Permissionless blockchains 
also tend to be less efficient as it takes time to manage 
the block creation and confirmation process among a 
large number of un-coordinated validators. Currently, 
it takes around 10 minutes to confirm Bitcoin and 15 
seconds to confirm Ethereum transactions. Such latency 
makes permissionless blockchains an undesirable choice 
for applications that require real-time, instantaneous 
confirmations. 

Hence, if control and efficiency are important, we 
may consider using a permissioned (aka private or 
consortium) blockchain, which delegates exclusive 
roles to selected participating parties in validating 
transactions and creating the blocks. It is more efficient 
because we can coordinate all processing related to the 
blockchain. The transactions are still tamper-proof and 
trustworthy because the blockchain is replicated across 
a consortium of members. In other words, the members 
collaborate to ensure that no one can unilaterally 
change the data.

Use with permission

The drawback of using a permissioned blockchain is 
development cost. It takes effort to develop a native 
blockchain that is secure against malicious attacks 
or programming errors especially when we want 
fast transaction throughput in a highly-distributed 
environment with massive replication of data. The cost 
of developing applications on public blockchains such 
as Ethereum is relatively lower because the blockchain 
itself is proven to be secure and functioning properly. 

Forming a consortium that shares a common goal and 
motivation is not trivial either. Even if we can line up 
the participating parties, how to incentivize them to 
validate transactions and maintain the blockchain in an 
ongoing basis remains an unsolved problem. In fact, the 
need for trust is not entirely removed in a permissioned 
blockchain – we must have faith in the consortium, 
that other members will not collude to manipulate 
the data. The following figure provides a high-level 
characterization of the permissionless-permissioned 
blockchain continuum.

Last, regardless of blockchain types, we must recognize 
that it ensures integrity only when the data are 
accurately presented. It cannot address the “last mile” 
problem between digital data and physical entities. 
Referring to our property transaction example, if 
the deeds are misrepresented, recording them on a 
blockchain will not make them usable or legitimate.

To conclude, blockchain may transform businesses 
especially in settings where trust and data integrity 
are the top priority. However, we will not be able to 
unleash its full potential without a good grasp of its 
characteristics and capability. It is time for business 
leaders to go back to the drawing board and sketch 
how a blockchain can play a role (or whether it 
should play a role at all) in their business applications, 
processes, or innovations.

Reference
Nakamoto, S. Bitcoin: A Peer-to-Peer Electronic Cash System (https://bitocin.org/bitcoin.pdf)
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Accounting is fundamentally about information. In 
addition to the numeric information in the financial 
statements, there is a large amount of unstructured 
textual information in companies’ disclosures. For 
example, publicly traded companies are required 
to disclose both audited financial statements and 
textual information in their annual reports. In recent 
years, some FinTech companies have argued that such 
disclosure regulations are outdated, do not serve 
their purpose of informing investors, and place too 
onerous a burden on startup companies. For example, 
one of the most touted advantage of blockchain is 
its decentralized nature which makes it difficult to 
regulate. Granted, startup companies usually do not 
have financial statements. In fact, some have nothing 
more than an idea. But even for such companies, 
are some types of information, for example, 
textual information, useful? Do investors value such 
information?
 
In the past two years, many early stage projects on 
blockchain have used an innovative funding method 
called Initial Coin Offering (or ICO), raising over US$20 
billion dollars as of July 2018. In an ICO, project 
founders issue tokens on blockchain to investors 
in exchange for capital. Although ICOs are often 
compared to Initial Public Offerings (IPOs), where 
investors receive stocks representing ownership of 
the issuer, they are fundamentally different in several 
aspects. The two most significant differences are the 
characteristics of the companies and what investors 
receive in exchange for their capital. Issuers in IPOs are 
usually mature companies with proven track records, 
while issuers in ICOs are at the early stage, and some do 
not yet have any products. 

Is disclosure useful in the ICO 
market?  

While investors in IPOs receive stocks, the tokens in 
ICOs do not represent ownership. Instead, they provide 

Textual Information and 
its Impact on Investors
FinTech companies complain about disclosures, but investors can find them 
useful if they understand them.

By Allen HUANG, Associate Professor,
Department of Accounting, 
HKUST Business School 

utility on the blockchain. That is, token holders have 
the right to use the project’s service in the future. 
Thus, ICO issuers usually claim that ICOs are not 
subject to securities regulation, and unlike issuers in 
IPOs, who are required to provide audited financial 
statements, issuers of ICOs are not required to provide 
any verifiable information about their project. Not 
surprisingly, in such an unregulated market, the amount 
and quality of textual disclosures vary significantly. An 
interesting question arises. Is information still useful in 
the ICO market?  

In a recent research project, a team of four accounting 
professors from Columbia University, London Business 
School and University of Utah investigated the role 
of textual information in the ICO process (Bourveau, 
De George, Ellahie and Macciocchi, 2018). In most 
ICO projects, the founding team provides two main 
types of disclosures to token buyers, a whitepaper 
and the project’s source code. Whitepapers are 
unaudited marketing documents and can include 
information about the business proposition for the 
token, market opportunity and solutions, technology, 
proof-of-concept case studies, expected progress 
timeline, identity and background of the team. They 
may also include details of the ICO process, token 
vesting restrictions, and how the team plans to use 
the proceeds from the ICO. Some whitepapers are 
extremely short, while others are very detailed. The 
length of whitepapers varies from two pages to 94 
pages, with the median containing 24 pages. Some 
issuers do not even disclose the identity of the team or 
the founders. 

The researchers then summarize the textual 
information in the whitepapers and investigate how 
it impacts the chance of ICO funding success and 
the project outcomes. First, they find that textual 
information disclosure of the token issuers is useful 
to investors. When whitepapers are more informative, 
that is, when they contain more detailed information 
about the projects and the ICO process, projects are 
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more likely to be successfully funded. When examining 
the amount of capital raised in the project, the research 
also finds that information in the whitepapers can 
increase the funding level of projects. Both pieces of 
evidence are consistent with the idea that investors 
value textual information in whitepapers. 

Can textual information predict 
success? 

Next, they investigate whether textual information 
in whitepapers contain clues that investors can use 
to predict project success. Since ICOs are usually 
utilized by early stage projects, which tend to have a 
high failure rate, it is important for ICO investors to 
understand and assess this risk. The research uses the 
subsequent price of ICO tokens to measure the project 
performance and assumes that if the project fails, the 
token price will tank. Not surprisingly, they find that 
when the textual information in whitepapers is opaque, 
there is a higher probability that the projects’ token 
price will crash, and that the token trading becomes 
illiquid. 

These results are intuitive, as a whitepaper is often the 
only source of information investors receive about the 
project. They are also consistent with prior research 
that finds investors valuing textual information in 
general. Professor Amy ZANG, in the accounting 
department, and I have extensively studied how 
investors use the information contained in textual 
disclosures. In our research, we focus on three types of 
textual disclosures: management disclosures that are 
subjected to regulations, such as those in the company 
annual reports; management disclosures in more 
casual channels, such as earnings conference calls; and 
investment reports written by financial analysts. 

In every setting, we find that textual disclosures contain 
a wealth of useful information about companies. For 

example, in a paper published in Management Science 
earlier this year, we find that subsequent to earnings 
conference calls, financial analysts cover a wide range 
of topics. These include the company’s current and 
future financial performance, recent corporate events, 
business strategies, management effectiveness, 
competitive landscape, and macroeconomic 
environment (HUANG, LEHAVY, ZANG and ZHENG 
2018). Do investors find such information useful? The 
answer is yes. Investors value the company at a higher 
price when analysts are optimistic in their discussions, 
and they punished the company’s stock when the 
reports are negative. 

We also find that investors especially value the 
information from financial analysts when analysts 
discover new information not disclosed by the 
managers. Analysts conduct their own private research 
and channel checks, for example, by visiting stores and 
warehouses, investigating supply chains, and surveying 
customers. They have private interactions with not only 
CEOs and CFOs, but also division-level managers from 
operating regions and product lines. They package 
information collected from multiples sources, such 
as other information intermediaries, peer firms in 
the industry, independent research agencies, and 
government agencies, and undertake original analysis 
by “connecting the dots.” They also generate new 
information signals, such as firms’ valuations, earnings 
forecasts, and long-term growth rates, using their high 
level of financial expertise. 

Even though textual information is useful, it appears 
that investors do not fully understand it, and 
sometimes underreact to it. For example, a large 
number of ICOs of low-quality projects, with poor 
information disclosure, still managed to get funded in 
the first half of 2018. Thus, learning how to interpret 
textual information can aide investors and help them 
avoid such investment pitfalls. 

Reference
CThomas Bourveau, Emmanuel T. De George, Atif Ellahie, and Daniele Macciocchi (2018), Initial Coin Offerings: Early Evidence on the Role of Disclosure in the 
Unregulated Crypto Market (https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3193392)
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Voices and Deeds: Predicting 
Firm Performance with Artificial 
Intelligence
AI may enable computers to detect meaning from voices.

By CHEN Yanzhen, Assistant Professor, 
Department of Information Systems, Business Statistics and Operations Management,
HKUST Business School 

We humans are good at detecting meaning from 
the nuances of voices, and we are often proud that 
we can infer information implicitly conveyed, and 
sometimes inadvertently revealed, by a speaker. Being 
able to discern subtleties in voices, and thus infer the 
underlying intentions of the speaker, is such a unique 
human skill that we generally consider it an important 
aspect of intelligence that machines cannot emulate. 

But this is changing, as a new technology revolution 
looms. With rapid advances in machine learning and 
computing power over the past few decades, the 
performance of computer programs has increased so 
dramatically that we now routinely refer to them as 
artificial intelligence (AI). Not surprisingly, companies in 
almost all industries are racing to augment their human 
intelligence with machine intelligence. Indeed, if we 
think of human intuitions and experiences as algorithms 
embodied in biological rather than artificial neurons, it 
is only logical that AI algorithms, equipped with faster 
computation and more data, may eventually be able to 
go further than our intuitions and experiences. 

For example, a recent Wall Street Journal article, “How 
Computers Could Make Your Customer Service Calls 
More Human,” reported how MetLife improved its 
customer-experience scores by teaching humans to 
be more human with the help of AI software[1]. By 
assessing human performance on social skills such 
as empathy and patience, the AI software measures 
and analyzes customer service conversations in real 
time, to guide call-center agents as they engage with 
customers.

In a recent study, Professor Huaxia RUI, Andrew 
WHINSTON and I follow this new line of ideas by 
applying AI algorithms in the context of earnings 
conference calls, where a public company discusses 
the financial results of a reporting period. Our analysis 
rests on a simple premise: managers have information 
advantages, and have a certain flexibility in what 
the information covers, whether they release the 
information, and how they release it. 

Unlike the management discussion part of an earnings 
conference call, which is typically scripted and well-
prepared, the questions and answers (Q&A) part is 
conversational. Managers need to improvise when they 
answer the questions posed to them, and the questions 
are often difficult to predict. They must also do this 
under time constraints, and with no real support from 
their staff members. We believe this “conversational 
dance” provides us with an ideal context within which 
we can scrutinize managers’ responses, so that we can 
potentially detect undisclosed information. In other 
words, when answering questions, what managers 
say and how they say it may reveal information that 
would not be directly available from any well-prepared 
document. 

Naturally, analysts, stock traders, and investors all try 
to detect this unsaid information during conference 
calls. For example, Business Intelligence Advisors 
(BIA), a hedge-fund consulting firm, hires former 
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) employees to 
analyze language clues. By analyzing how managers of 
UTStarcom diverted questions during one earnings call, 
BIA successfully predicted their profitability [2].

Can AI decipher a voice’s hidden 
meaning?

Although deciphering the responses and voices 
of managers currently relies on the shrewdness 
and business acumen of consultants, analysts, and 
accountants, recent developments in AI are presenting 
new opportunities for financial decision-making (World 
Economic Forum 2015). For example, Goldman Sachs is 
investing heavily in AI to understand news and analyst 
reports for investment decision-making. David SIEGEL, 
the cofounder of Two Sigma, argues that “ It’s very 
hard for someone using traditional methods to juggle 
all the information of the global economy in their 
head ... Eventually the time will come that no human 
investment manager will be able to beat the computer.” 
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The broad research question we are trying to address 
is along this industry trend: can AI algorithms help 
decipher the Q&A in an earnings conference call? More 
specifically, we aim to use AI algorithms to measure 
the degree of evasiveness, incoherence and emotional 
inconsistency when managers answer questions raised 
by analysts or investors, and to examine the financial 
implications of such measures.

We analyzed earnings conference call data of 
the S&P 500 companies from 2011 to June 2015. 
Various empirical tests show that both evasiveness 
and incoherence measures provide information, in 
addition to quantitative measures of the firm and 
analysts’ forecasts, about a firm’s foundamentals in 
the following quarter. We also find that the stock 
market responds to evasiveness, and exhibits a one-
day delay in incorporating it into the stock price. This 
suggests that the market understands the managers’ 
informational advantage and interprets evasiveness as 
a negative signal. To assess the economic magnitude 
of the delay, we constructed an equally weighted 
long-short portfolio for one trading day. The trading 
strategy yielded significantly positive excess return and 
raw return. 

When finance meets AI

Our research contributes to the FinTech field in several 
important aspects. First, by investigating improvised 
information from conversations between managers and 
analysts, a type of data mostly overlooked by FinTech 
algorithms, we demonstrated how financially valuable 
information can be extracted from textual and audio 
data on earnings calls. Second, this study contributes 
methodologically to the literature by proposing and 
evaluating a novel measure of evasiveness, which 
differs from the lexicon-based vagueness measure 
previously used in finance and accounting literature. 

Third, this research contributes conceptually by 
considering the incoherence of managers’ responses 
and methodologically by constructing an innovative 
measure of incoherence based on a highly influential 
deep learning model in recent years. Finally, our study 
pioneers the development of FinTech research that 
combines AI technologies with asset pricing, a direction 
which could potentially have a high impact, given the 
rapid advances of AI technologies.

This research also has important practical implications. 
From the perspective of stock traders and investors, our 
proposed measures of evasiveness, incoherence and 
emotional inconsistency can be readily incorporated 
to form profitable trading and investment strategies. 
More broadly, the idea of using AI technologies to 
analyze the “conversational dance” between a party 
with more information and another with an interest 
in such information, could be particularly fruitful. For 
example, one may design AI-powered software that 
analyzes media interviews with the President to detect 
hints for potential policy changes.

From the perspective of corporate managers, with 
increasingly advanced AI technologies scrutinizing 
their disclosure, it will be more difficult to strategically 
disclose or manipulate information in the future. In this 
cat-and-mouse game of information seeking, machines 
may ultimately win, leaving only one viable option for 
managers: be honest and be forthright.

Finally, from the perspective of financial analysts, our 
results highlight the evolving role of equity analysts 
in probing every subtle detail of earnings conference 
calls. AI-powered algorithms are encroaching on many 
territories that are traditionally considered as uniquely 
operated by human intelligence. In this looming new 
age of AI technologies, we believe analysts who are 
open to and can harness new technologies to augment 
their abilities are likely to survive and thrive.

Reference
[1] “How Computers Could Make Your Customer-Service Calls More Human”, published in WSJ on June 14, 2018 https://www.wsj.com/articles/call-center-agents-
get-a-human-touch-1528984801 
[2] LAING JR (2006) Is your ceo lying. Barron's, June 26, 2006.
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Charting the Route to 
Hong Kong’s 
FinTech Future
As an indication of the importance of FinTech to Hong Kong’s prospects, the first 
award made to the Business School under the Research Grants Council's Theme-based 
Research Scheme (TRS) is for research in this field. The project will examine the impacts 
of FinTech on individual investors, financial institutions and the industry to establish a 
roadmap for transforming the city into a global FinTech hub.

FinTech is reshaping the world economy at an 
unprecedented pace. Artificial intelligence, blockchain 
and encryption technologies have transformed the 
financial industry, challenging decades-old traditional 
business models in banking, investment, payment, 
regulation and compliance. 

However, it is difficult to imagine Hong Kong 
maintaining its competitive edge if the city’s finance 
sector only seeks to replicate practices followed 
elsewhere, but fails to develop a strategy most suited 
to its own economy. 

The Business School’s TRS project

The Research Grants Council’s funding awards for the 
TRS aim to focus the research efforts of academic 
institutions on themes of strategic importance to the 
long-term development of Hong Kong. 

Through their large-scale Theme-based Research 
Project on FinTech, Professor TAM Kar-yan, Dean of 
the HKUST Business School, and his multidisciplinary 
team are seeking a deeper understanding of the 
interplay between technology and financial services 
in Hong Kong, and will conduct specific research into 
blockchain technology, machine learning applications, 
cybersecurity and risk assessment. 

Research team and management 
structure

Due to the interdisciplinary nature of FinTech, the 
project is led by experts in accounting, economics, 
finance, computer science, information systems, and 
statistics from HKUST, the Chinese University of Hong 
Kong, City University of Hong Kong and the University 
of Hong Kong. 

Professor Tam heads the Executive Committee which, 
together with the Academic Advisory Group and 
the Project Advisory Group, will oversee the teams 
tackling the eight research tasks that cover blockchain, 
cybersecurity, risk preference, robo-advising, artificial 
intelligence (AI)/machine learning, systemic risk, policy 
on financial innovation, and manpower development.

The Academic Advisory Group consists of leading 
academics who will advise on research methodology 
and discuss findings. The Project Advisory Group is 
made up of representatives from regulators and the 
industry, who will advise on and help disseminate the 
findings. The Executive Committee’s brief covers the 
day-to-day operations of the project.

Project Tasks

The team responsible for Task 1 will investigate 
whether the benefits claimed for blockchain, or 
distributed ledger technology, are real. These benefits 
include the reduction of transaction fees, intrinsic 
trustworthiness, and decentralization.

Task 2 seeks to find out whether compulsory 
cybersecurity protection schemes for financial 
institutions are effective. Via an inherent risk 
assessment and a maturity risk assessment, the team 
will compare expected and actual resilience levels, and 
devise a roadmap for improvement.

The Chartered Financial Analysts’ standard risk profiling 
process involves five steps: define goals; fill out a risk 
profile questionnaire; score the answers; determine 
asset allocation; and, finally, implement. The team 
tackling Task 3 is studying investor profiling for robo-
advising - in particular, whether the scoring of a 
questionnaire is an adequate basis for the automated 
process. 

Task 4 is also concerned with the same AI-and-machine-
learning-driven service, but will consider how robo-
advising affects the trading behavior of individual 
investors. 

The effectiveness of AI techniques in the multimodal 
content analysis of public disclosures is the title of 
Task 5. The team will try to determine whether digital 
technologies can spot and analyze “signals” buried in 
unstructured data, such as news reports, and whether 
these signals are useful in assessing and predicting the 
performance of a firm.

The Task 6 team is charged with developing a real-
time systemic risk monitoring system for Hong Kong, 
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into a global FinTech hub
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Goals of the Four-year FinTech Research

A Guiding Framework to Study the 
Interplay between Technology, 
FinTech Service and Policy

using advanced high-frequency and high-dimensional 
analytics techniques. This will be completed in three 
stages: first, identifying suitable digitalized financial 
data; second, statistical modeling based on this data; 
and, finally, creating an online system for monitoring 
systemic risk.

Determining how financial innovation can be sustained 
in Hong Kong is the challenge set for the team tackling 
Task 7. To arrive at policy recommendations, the team 
will address analytical models of FinTech services, using 
empirical modeling, case studies and survey studies.

Finally, the Task 8 team will use structured interviews, 
surveys and manpower growth projections to derive 
a list of competencies of FinTech professionals, and 

then gain an understanding of the talent “supply 
side” through an analysis of the education programs 
available.

Research for this four-year project has already begun. 
“The project has set two ultimate goals: first, to 
establish Hong Kong as an intellectual powerhouse 
of FinTech and second, to assess the city’s ability to 
facilitate financial innovations and to develop policy 
recommendations to sustain FinTech development,” 
Professor Tam says.

“The second goal will also cover the regulatory 
environment, innovation pipeline, cooperation between 
incumbents and startups, and recruiting and nurturing 
FinTech talent,” he adds.
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Engagement with 
Commercial World 
Grows Deeper
Over the past one year, the Business School’s engagement with industries 
and in direct collaboration with commercial organizations has grown richer 
and deeper.

HKUST Business School 
Advisory Council Annual Meeting

September 14, 2018

Two partnerships highlight the value nurturing the 
talent required by today’s economy. First, the University 
signed a major cooperation agreement with the China 
Construction Bank to provide corporate training for its 
employees. Second, a new collaboration was agreed 
for a joint effort with KPMG China to develop the next 
generation of accounting and business analytical talent. 
A new concentration in Accounting Analytics and an 
elective course in Advanced Data Analytics will be 
introduced into our MSc in Accounting program, with 
real-life cases provided by KPMG.

In November, more than 200 guests joined the 
management of the University and the School, to 

celebrate the corporate partnerships that have made 
the MBA Program such a success. While in September, 
the School Advisory Council, whose 34 members 
are mainly drawn from the business sector, met to 
provide valuable advice and guidance for the School’s 
future development. To promote companies setting 
the highest standards of business performance, the 
School has also joined Deloitte China’s “Best Managed 
Companies (BMC)” Program as a knowledge strategic 
partner, to play a part in finding a list of best managed 
companies in Mainland China, Hong Kong and Macau. 
The program was officially launched in August 2018, 
with a ceremony to be held in March 2019 to announce 
the winners.
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MBA Corporate Reception
November 23, 2018

As a knowledge strategic partner of Deloitte China’s “Best Managed Companies” Program
(A ceremony to be held on March 21, 2019 to announce winners)

Signing of a cooperation agreement with the China Construction Bank
October 24, 2018

Signing of an MoU with KPMG China
September 7, 2018



L’Oreal BRANDSTORM 
Hong Kong

Asset Management Competition 
@ Asia Investment and Banking 
Conference 
Hong Kong

Business Case Competition: 
Innovate to Insure by AXA 
Hong Kong

SYSBS-Ivey International Case 
Competition
Guangzhou

Hang Seng Insurance x CUHK 
Business School Case Competition
Hong Kong

Impact Challenge (World Bank) 
by Harvard Project for Asian and 
International Relations
Hong Kong

Quinlan & Associate Financial 
Strategy and Consulting 
Challenge
Hong Kong

HSBC/HKU Business Case 
Competition
Hong Kong
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Championships in 2018
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USC Marshall’s Global 
Consulting Challenge
Los Angeles

CFA Institute Research Challenge
Hong Kong

EY Academy CSR Challenge
Hong Kong

Haskayne MBA 24 Hour 
EPIC Case Challenge
Calgary  

Mar
Mar

Mar

Jun

Sep

Sep

Sep

Oct

Nov

Dec

Apr

Apr
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On a Winning Streak
Students of the Business School were extremely successful in participating 
and organizing case competitions in 2018. They have not only organized 
two major contests, but also won multiple local and international 
competitions.

The 3rd Global MBA Challenge
Hong Kong
April

The 16th HKUST International Case Competition
Hong Kong
October

With strong support and generous sponsorship from 
the private sector, the School again organized two 
major case contests. Designed for undergraduate 
students, the HKUST International Case Competition 
welcomed 14 outstanding teams from top business 
schools from around the world in October. This 16th 
staging of Asia’s first and leading international case 
competition was sponsored by Lifestyle International 
Holdings. 

At post-graduate level, the third Global MBA Challenge 
welcomed a similar field of teams. This time, however, 
the 14 teams were set a multi-simulation case 
challenge, based on live cases supplied by Bayer Hong 
Kong, City’Super Group and ANZ Banking Group. 

Our undergraduate case competition teams also 
ventured beyond the HKUST campus to triumph in 
a wide of range of contests this year, including: the 

L’Oreal BRANDSTORM Hong Kong; the EY Academy 
CSR Challenge; the CFA Institute Research Challenge 
Hong Kong; the Quinlan & Associate Financial Strategy 
and Consulting Challenge; the SYSBS-Ivy International 
Case Competition; the Business Case Competition: the 
Innovate to Insure by AXA Hong Kong; the Hang Seng 
Insurance x CUHK Business School Case Competition; 
the Asset Management Competition@Asia Investment 
and Banking Conference and the Impact Challenge 
(World Bank) by Harvard Project for Asian and 
International Relations.

Similarly, two MBA teams took home the championships 
in the USC Marshall’s Global Consulting Challenge and 
the Haskayne MBA 24 Hour EPIC Case Challenge, from 
the US and Canada, respectively.

Case Competitions at HKUST

UG

MBA






