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A Future that 
Works for 
Asia Pacific
With economies around the globe facing increasing digital disruption, earlier 
this year the Business School hosted the launch for the “Transformation 
of Work in Asia-Pacific” report. The report is the result of a collaboration 
between HKUST and a team of academics from the Association of Pacific Rim 
Universities (APRU).

Automation, Artificial Intelligence (AI), Big Data, among 
others, trigger fear internationally as threats to the 
livelihood of the 21st Century workforce. Though we 
might predict the pace of technological development 
seeing AI mimicking an increasing range of human 
cognitive abilities, there is no conclusive evidence that 
point to shrinking levels of employment, as Professor 
TAM Kar Yan, Dean of HKUST Business School, reminds 
us. “One says, there are always new jobs created, so 
sit back and don’t worry,” Professor Tam noted, “an 
Institute of the Future study that predicted 85 percent 
of the jobs that will exist in 2030 have not yet been 
invented.”

International surveys have found there is, overall, more 
public concern than optimism regarding the impact of 
technology on jobs. “For some professions, the chances 
of being replaced by a machine are very low, especially 
those that require empathy or an emotional connection 
with another human being. Elementary and secondary 
school teachers fall into this category. But the situation 
we may have to confront is one in which there is 
a displacement of those in the workforce who are 
engaged in repetitive physical and cognitive tasks,” said 
Professor Tam at a launch on March 11 for a new report 
entitled Transformation of Work in the Asia-Pacific in 
the 21st Century: Key Policy Implications.

On the other hand, it is likely there will be a shortage of 
talent with the skills needed for the new jobs that will 
be created. Such a skills gap has already developed in 
Hong Kong in the fields of data analytics, cybersecurity 
and FinTech, Professor Tam pointed out.

Constant Change

Changes in the future of work are already happening, 
and we can expect the exponential growth, 
standardization, and adoption of IT will continue 
worldwide.  These IT changes will lead to changes in 
lifestyle of the working population and will continue to 
shape the social and cultural landscape of Asia-Pacific 
economies and new set of cultural and societal values 
in relation to work will emerge.

Leaders in the region must promote STEAM (Science, 
technology, engineering, the arts, and mathematics) 
education in primary and secondary schools to 
encourage the development of 21st century skills. 
“Second, universities such as HKUST should encourage a 
more interdisciplinary approach to education and bring 
more real-life cases and problems into the classroom,” 
Professor Tam said. 

65% 85%
of children entering primary schools 
today will ultimately work in new job 
types and functions that currently do 
not yet exist. 

Source: WEF Report 2016

New Jobs To Be Created

of the jobs that will exist in 2030 have 
not yet been invented.

Source: The Next Era of Human-Machine 

Partnerships by The Institute of the Future 
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To Read the Report

Policy Recommendations 
to Leaders of Higher 
Education, Government 
and Industry

Will machines take 
away your jobs?
Check it out at:
https://willrobotstakemyjob.com

Shift in Skills

We must confront the dangers ahead, however, a skill-
shift in the labor market will lead to income disparity 
between workers with high and low skill levels. The 
impact of automation will vary across industries. 

Professor Tam said it had to be acknowledged that 
the younger generation tends to be more tech-savvy 
and that Hong Kong has an aging population. “So we 
need to retrain the displaced workers and find a way to 
sustain lifelong learning opportunities.”

Businesses, small enterprises in particular, that lack 
the talent and financial resources to adapt to new 
technologies will be vulnerable in the process of digital 
transformation. They may be driven out of the market 
which will result in unemployment and a less diverse 
and innovative economy. Manufacturing is a major 
sector of many Asia Pacific economies. Its transition 
from a labor-intensive to a technology-driven base can 
be better facilitated by strengthening the technology 
sector. 

Collaboration Reflecting Asia 
Pacific Capacities

“APRU is an organization consisting of 50 leading 
research universities, including HKUST,” said its 
Secretary General, Dr Christopher TREMEWAN. “With 
this research, we hope to stimulate discussions among 
leaders in government and industry to collaborate on 
solutions to the challenges in the future of work. “We 
cannot capture the richness of our region without 
insight from our experts in diverse economic contexts 
to uncover the opportunities that are accessible to all.”

“What we wanted to do was to look at how this 
issue affects our region and not only to look at the 
risks and uncertainties, but also start exploring what 
opportunities automation and AI could provide for 
the future of work,” said Ms Christina SCHÖNLEBER, 
APRU’s Director (Policy and Programs). Composed by 
ten academics representing APRU member universities 
and a partnering institute across the Asia-Pacific region, 
including Australia, Hong Kong, Japan, Korea, the 

Philippines, and Singapore, the report draws attention 
to specific issues and their resolutions, and at the same 
time, complement each other’s research to offer a 
richly holistic view on this important topic.

Looking Ahead 

Dr Tremewan noted that this report is part of a series, 
of which a number of questions still need to be 
answered in the field of public policy. One of APRU’s 
key goals is to ensure that the benefits of AI reach 
those in need, not just to those that can afford it. “Is 
there some way to incentivize companies to retain and 
retrain those workers rather than just getting rid of 
them?” he posed. “And can universities help ensure that 
the benefits of AI are distributed more equitably?”
  
Ms Schönleber encouraged governments and 
universities to review their policies on life-long 
learning. “This is very relevant for the future of work 
in terms of innovation and technology development,” 
she pointed out. She explained that the plan was 
to now disseminate the report’s findings and move 
the discourse forward. “We will present this at APEC 
meetings and we will take it to this year’s APEC Leaders 
meeting in Santiago, Chile.”

Developing reskilling 
and reform capacities 

to support the 
displaced workforce

Meeting the skills 
demand through 

workforce mobility 
and immigration 

policy
Addressing the 

increasing income 
inequality through 

social welfare 
programs

Investing in 
the technology, 
innovation, and 

entrepreneurship 
infrastructure to 

provide agility in the 
market

Cultivating 
an innovative 

workforce through 
STEM education 

and investment in 
teachers

Ms Christina SCHÖNLEBER

Dr Christopher TREMEWAN

https://willrobotstakemyjob.com/


It is becoming more difficult to provide much in the way 

of specific career advice to young students. Given the 

pace at which digital technology is progressing, who can 

be certain which jobs will still exist in 10, 20 or 30 years’ 

time? Or, if the economic functions these jobs fulfill do 

still exist, will it be possible for machines to perform 

them much more efficiently and cheaply than humans? 

On the other hand, who knows what new types of jobs, 

careers, and industries will be created?

To get to the bottom of these questions, we have 

spoken to a broad range of leading thinkers. Based 

both in Hong Kong and overseas, they come from 

business, government, professional bodies and other 

organizations. 

Adaptability is key in an uncertain future

Looking into

What we can be sure of, however, is that the economy 

of the future will require talent that possesses a range 

of technological smarts along with those very human 

capabilities that machines will find it difficult to replicate, 

such as imagination and empathy.

To ensure the transition to the new world of work goes 

as smoothly as possible, governments, businesses, and 

educational institutions have to be prepared to invest, 

to teach our next generations a variety of hard and soft 

skills, and to retrain those older workers displaced from 

traditional roles. Even then, success will depend on the 

levels of flexibility and resilience that individuals, and all 

parts of society, can muster.
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Creating a 
Resilient 
Hong Kong

Bernard CHAN, Convenor of the Non-
Official Members of the Executive 
Council – Hong Kong's highest policy 
making body, analyses what Hong 
Kong needs to do to prepare its 
citizens – across all levels of society – 
for the radically different employment 
landscape of the future.  

Bernard Chan is not merely a businessman and the 
Convenor of the Non-Official Members of Hong 
Kong’s Executive Council, he is also the Chairperson 
of the Hong Kong Council of Social Service (HKCSS), 
an umbrella group of welfare agencies. Even before 
the economic disruption likely to be caused by digital 
technology became evident to him, Chan was someone 
who was already deeply concerned about the plight of 
the disadvantaged and about the lack of social cohesion 
in Hong Kong. His active role in public service is a 
reflection of his keen interest in three particular social 
policy areas: welfare, quality of life and education.

Hong Kong’s readiness

Chan believes it will be a challenge, though not an 
insurmountable one, for local businesses, workers and 
policymakers to adapt to the new environment that is 
likely to be ushered in by increased automation and the 
introduction of new digital products and services.

“As China has opened up, Hong Kong has enjoyed 
access to a lot of ‘easy money’ over the last few 
decades, through its provision of intermediary and 
arbitrage services,” he notes. “Some of our economic 
sectors have become comfortable and are maybe 
not prepared for the changes that will come from 
innovation or with new competition.”

While he considers the government to be taking its 
role in encouraging the development and adoption of 
new technologies seriously, Chan believes it needs to 
be more active in addressing Hong Kong’s resistance to 
change. He cites the manner in which vested interests 
resist competition as an example. 

With a current unemployment rate of below three 
per cent, he thinks the city will unlikely suffer major 
aggregate job losses in the immediate future. 
“However, there is a huge debate about what Artificial 
Intelligence, robotics and so on will mean for the labor 
market. If it does lead to a problem with unemployment 
in Hong Kong, the community would clearly expect the 
government to act.” 

Outlook for employment

The overall outlook for local employment patterns is 
fairly clear, he says. “More jobs will require the use of 
digital and automation-based tools; there will be more 
flexibility in terms of people working elsewhere in the 
Greater Bay Area; and there will be a more relaxed 
attitude toward retirement ages and employing older 
workers.”

The fact that, since 2008, Chan has been one of Hong 
Kong’s 36 deputies to the National People’s Congress 
gives him an added degree of insight into the likely 
effects of Beijing’s efforts to integrate Hong Kong 
more closely into the Greater Bay Area economy.
 
“In theory, there should be significant productivity 
and efficiency gains from reducing various barriers 
around the Greater Bay Area. Look at how the tri-state 
area around New York City – New York State, New 
Jersey and Connecticut – forms a far more seamless 
economy.”

Even though he accepts there are political and cultural 
barriers that will be difficult to overcome, Chan does 
expect operations in some sectors, such as technology, 
to become more cross-border. 
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Preparing for the future

While Chan is uncertain as to exactly which specific 
skills the new economy will require, he does agree 
that knowledge of STEM subjects, along with the 
ability to think in innovative and creative ways, will be 
tremendously important, whatever the future holds. 

To develop these skills more effectively, improvements 
in the local education system, Chan believes, can also 
help to narrow Hong Kong’s wealth and income gap, 
which is otherwise set to grow even wider as traditional 
employment patterns are disrupted.

“Our public schools are quite conservative and 
traditional in some ways. They do a very good job of 
teaching basic skills, but maybe we need a wider variety 
of curricula and teaching methods.”

Chan points to the popularity of private international 
schools among parents who can afford the fees, and 
wonders if local public schools could offer similar 
learning experiences. “We also need to ask how 
we can upgrade vocational and adult educational 
opportunities. Are these focused on the new economy 
or the old one?”

At the other end of the demographic scale, he believes 
that assisting older workers to remain in employment 
would not only give their health and happiness a boost, 
but that doing so would also be beneficial to the overall 
economy.

“I think we should be far more flexible about the whole 
idea of aging and retirement. If people in their 60s or 
70s are active and productive and want to be involved, 
we should support them.” 

He says the most obvious solution to the problems 
arising from an aging population is an extended 
working life. There’s a clear economic rationale to 
encouraging employers to retain older workers, 
working part-time or in mentoring roles. In addition, 
since an active lifestyle helps maintain mental and 
physical health, the elderly should also be enabled to 
contribute to society in other ways, through voluntary 
work or other activities.

However, Hong Kong’s biggest challenge, in Chan’s 
view, is in transforming itself into a much more 
appealing place to live and work. Such a change will be 
necessary if the city wishes to attract the kind of skills 
the future economy will need from overseas.  

“We have excellent infrastructure, excellent institutions, 
clean government, a great legal system, low taxes and 
so on. But we are in danger of falling behind in terms of 
quality of life.”

Even though there is a shortage of space, this is not, 
fundamentally, an issue of resources, he says. “Going 
back into history, Hong Kong has been all about 
business, and that is still the culture in policy-making 
and throughout much of the community. If you look 
at more recent policy on planning and welfare, you 
can see that our priorities are changing – but it’s still a 
gradual process.”

Our public schools are quite 
conservative and traditional 
in some ways. They do a very 
good job of teaching basic 
skills, but maybe we need a 
wider variety of curricula 
and teaching methods.

Hong Kong Deputy of the National People's Congress of the People's Republic of China

Convenor of the Non-Official Members of the Executive Council of the HKSAR Government

Chairperson of the Hong Kong Council of Social Service

President of Asia Financial Holdings Ltd

Bernard Chan
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Adapting to a 
Changing 
World

Dr LAW Chi Kwong is Hong Kong’s 
Secretary for Labour and Welfare. 
In additional to being head of the 
bureau, he oversees public policy 
on manpower planning, vocational 
training and retraining. Given that 
the local workforce has proven to be 
flexible and adaptable in the past, Dr 
Law hopes, that with the necessary 
support, this will also hold true in a 
digital future. 

From 1981 and 2017, Dr Law taught in the Department 
of Social Work and Social Administration at the 
University of Hong Kong. Before taking up his current 
governmental role two years ago, he also held senior 
positions in a number of public bodies promoting social 
services. 

This breadth of experience gives him an understanding 
of the effects economic transformation may have on 
those without the wealth or the technical skills to easily 
navigate an uncertain future. Looking back at Hong 
Kong’s experience in the 1980s, he sees some grounds 
for optimism, as well as some warnings about what 
pitfalls to be avoided when it comes to the process of 
adjustment and adaptation that the city is likely to soon 
require. 

Lessons from the past

In the 1970s, more than one million Hongkongers, 
approximately 40 per cent of the workforce, were 
employed in the manufacturing sector. When local 
businesses began to take advantage of China’s new 
policy of openness and relocate their factories across 
the border to the Mainland, many of the city’s displaced 
workers gradually moved into the service and retail 
sector. 

“However, because of the oversupply of labor, these 
workers did not subsequently enjoy much in the way 
of a salary increase,” Dr Law points out. Their income 
and standard of living did not significantly improve for 
roughly two decades, despite the continued growth of 
the Hong Kong economy. “This is a lesson we should 
learn from,” he notes.

Dr Law also sees Hong Kong’s economic base as 
still being too narrow. “While we need to make our 
economic structure more flexible, we also need to 
diversify our economy.”

Training and retraining

One of the key recommendations in the HKUST-
APRU report (Transformation of Work in the Asia-
Pacific in the 21st Century) focused on the need to 
‘develop reskilling and reform capacities to support the 
displaced workforce’.

Dr Law pointed out that Hong Kong is already taking 
significant steps in this direction. Over half of those 
signing up for courses via the Employees Retraining 
Board are aged over 50, he notes. “And we see a 
growing number of middle-aged people begin post-
graduate degree programs, when they realize they 
need to acquire new skills.”

He says that the government is actively seeking to 
support individual choice when it comes to life-long 
learning and continuing education opportunities. “For 
example, the government has revamped its Continuing 
Education Fund (CEF). Coming into effect from April 1, 
2019, the CEF subsidy ceiling has been increased from 
HK$10,000 to HK$20,000 per applicant, the upper age 
limit for applicants has been raised from 65 to 70, and 
other restrictions have been lifted.” 

But, he says, private companies can also play a key role 
by providing the sort of training which enables their 
employees to develop the skills required to make use 
of emerging technologies, such as blockchain. However, 
Dr Law points out, 98 per cent of companies in Hong 
Kong are SMEs. “They employ less than 50 employees 
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Secretary for Labour and Welfare of the HKSAR Government

Chairman of the Community Care Fund Task Force

Former Head of the Department of Social Work of the University of Hong Kong 

Former Legislative Council Member 

While we need to make our 
economic structure more 
flexible, we also need to 
diversify our economy.

Dr Law Chi Kwong

and they are less willing to offer training to their staff. 
They don’t have many incentives to train them, partly 
due to the high employee turnover rate in Hong Kong.” 

Furthermore, it is difficult for the government to 
incentivize a company to shift from one industry to 
another if their original business model has become 
unsustainable because of developments in technology. 
“Therefore, I think it’s better to retrain the displaced 
workers and make them more flexible.”

How the future may pan out

“Even with advances in technology, I’m not so worried 
about a sudden, big drop in the number of jobs in Hong 
Kong, especially since we are now heavily reliant on the 
service industry,” states Dr Law. “It’s a matter of how 
people adjust and adapt.” 

By way of example he points out that every industry 
needs managers, and many management skills are 
transferable across industries. “As long as the nature of 
the new industry is not so different, people can adjust 
and adapt.” 

What’s more, Dr Law believes technology will, 
ultimately, create more jobs than it replaces. He sees 
new forms of technology-enabled services, markets 
and platforms, creating forms of employment that 
we can’t currently imagine, and he predicts that there 
will be increased demand for art and culture, as the 
human spirit will always seek a more elevated form of 
satisfaction. 

While he accepts that digitization and automation 
will revolutionize many industries, Dr Law believes 
not all consumers will be keen to change their 
established patterns of behavior. “Don’t forgot, most 
developed economies have an aging population. Their 
adjustment to technology will be relatively slow.” With 
a considerable number of Hongkongers aged over 65, 
many of them are still using fixed telephone lines. And 
thus, he doesn’t see traditional banking disappearing 
overnight. “Virtual banking will serve a new group of 
under-banked customers,” he suggests.   

When formulating a strategy to prepare its workforce 
for the future, Hong Kong has to take all its political, 
economic, societal, geographical realities into 
consideration, Dr Law believes. Hong Kong’s location 
within the Greater Bay Area is one geographical reality 
that he sees working very much in the city’s favor. 

“The bigger market will provide room for labor mobility. 
This will, at least, partly address income inequality, 
as displaced workers in one city may be able to find 
a suitable job elsewhere in the region. Some skills no 
longer need in Hong Kong could prove to be useful in 
other cities.”
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Find Balance 
between Tech 
Learning and 
Life Skills  

Every generation needs to adapt and 
find new skills and ways of doing 
things, says Dr Rosanna WONG, 
Senior Advisor to the Hong Kong 
Federation of Youth Groups, one of 
many high-profile positions she has 
held in the course of a distinguished 
career in public service.

A range of factors including new technology, 
demographic trends and evolving social attitudes 
are fast changing traditional views about the world 
of work, and all signs suggest this revolution is set to 
continue apace in the years ahead.  

That, though, should be no real cause for concern 
provided employers, educators, and individuals aiming 
to secure or retain a place in the workforce plan and 
prepare with sufficient foresight. 

“In terms of work, the changes now are very marked, 
but I look at it positively, not negatively. Whenever 
there are developments like this, human beings can 
adapt, but to do so, education is very important, and 
we have to understand what kind of graduates and 
skill sets the market will need,” says Dr Rosanna Wong. 
Dr Wong has a distinguished record of public service 
including for the education sector as a member of 
the HKUST Business School Advisory Council and the 
former Chairperson of the Education Commission.

The impact of technological advances, Dr Wong notes, 
is the most obvious change, whether seen in the shift 
to digitalization, easier access to information, or the 
increasing speed at which business is done. 

Apparent risks    

However, there is a genuine risk that the lives of 
young people – and workers in general – can too easily 
become dominated or “overwhelmed” by technology. 
Therefore, those responsible for education and training 
must find a balance. They have to teach the effective 
use and “control” of high-tech tools and systems, so 
that individuals can meet new challenges and have the 

know-how to perform well and make a difference in 
their respective roles.  

At the same time, though, it is essential to put greater 
emphasis on developing five areas of general, non-
technical skills. To a large extent, these can be seen as 
“unchanging”, and possessing them makes it far easier 
to adapt, impress others, and keep moving in the right 
direction. 

“These five skill sets are what the market needs,” Dr 
Wong says. “If you have them, you can do all kinds 
of jobs; with them, you have mobility within the 
workforce. Every employer is looking for young people 
with these abilities, and I don’t think that will change.” 

The list begins with basic knowledge, specific to a 
discipline, broad in perception, and sufficiently up to 
date. This is a fundamental requirement for any role. 

After that come interpersonal relations and 
communication skills. Many people believe they are 
strong in these areas, perhaps citing examples of 
their social media profile or frequent use of instant 
messaging. But Dr Wong sees things differently and 
stresses the need for significant all-round improvement. 

“Nowadays, communication skills in Hong Kong are very 
weak,” she says. “For example, if writing or speaking 
English, many students can’t express themselves 
clearly. A lot of employers say [jobseekers] very often 
can’t even write a letter, let alone a grammatically 
correct sentence.” 
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traditional one-way approach where it is assumed the 
teacher automatically knows more. 

“There are different ways of learning now; through 
experimentation, exploration, and realizing things are 
not black and white or rigidly right or wrong,” Dr Wong 
says. “Young people must be allowed to think out of 
the box and not just focus on passing exams or getting 
a better CV.” 

She adds that new technology may mean the future 
workplace has less or more different jobs than we know 
now, anyone equipped with these five skills will always 
be in demand.  

Dr Wong also believes that universities and schools 
could do more in helping students map out their 
lives, so they understand not only their interests 
and strengths, but also what the market needs. Only 
then can they realistically evaluate the prospects and 
expectations from different career paths. 

“We promote education for all, but there is a 
mismatch when it comes to finding jobs,” Dr Wong 
says. “Therefore, we also need retraining to raise the 
standard of vocational skills to university level and 
to use big data to understand the changing market 
environment. It’s happening, but not quick nor 
efficiently enough.” 

Senior Advisor of The Hong Kong Federation of Youth Groups

Member of the National Committee of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference 

Member of the HKUST Business School Advisory Council   

Former Member of the Executive and Legislative Councils 

A non-profit organization 
committed to develop youth 
service, The Hong Kong 
Federation of Youth Groups, 
in which Dr Wong has served 
since the 80s, looks at the skills 
our young people needed in the 
future in its recent publication.

We need to develop a new 
etiquette for a new tech world.

Dr Rosanna Wong

Better communication   

To help address this problem – and prepare students 
for the world of work - she suggests that universities 
should not just have a language centre, but also make 
it compulsory for first-year students to improve both 
their written and spoken communication skills.  

“Young people may have a lot of ideas, but they lack 
confidence and cannot put their ideas into words,” 
she says. “I find they don’t look you in the eye when 
speaking, which also indicates a lack of basic and good 
social manners. I believe that young people are far too 
worried about making mistakes.” 

“I’m very concerned about the lowering standards of 
communication, and think schools and universities 
should do something very bold to change the ‘social 
balance’ and not let technology simply dominate. We 
also need to develop a new etiquette for a new tech 
world. Universities and schools have to look at their 
student population and make people employable, not 
just in terms of knowledge, but with the other skill sets 
too.” 

Of the five skill sets needed, Dr Wong also includes 
being innovative, or creative, and having the ability to 
solve problems. She sees the way ahead is to encourage 
interactive learning in the classroom, getting students 
to share their ideas and thoughts, and not stick to the 
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A Different Degree of 
Disruption
Three internationally renowned academics visited HKUST earlier this year, 
and talked about the future of employment. Their discussion reflected on 
everything from potential new relationships between man and machine to 
the positive role business schools can play in shaping tomorrow’s world.

Speaking on this topic were: Edward SNYDER, the 
Indra K Nooyi Dean and William S Beinecke Professor 
of Economics and Management at the Yale School of 
Management; Dipak Chand JAIN, European President 
and Professor of Marketing at the China Europe 
International Business School (CEIBS); and Arun RAI, 
Regents’ Professor at the Robinson College of Business 
at Georgia State University. 

Replaced or supported

Professor Rai began by breaking down the likely 
effects on employment of digital technology into three 
categories.

“There are certain areas where we’re going to see 
AI essentially substitute for human labor,” he says. 
Industries, both in the manufacturing and services 
sectors, whose inputs and outputs are clearly defined 
and whose processes are repetitive, would fall into this 
grouping.
  
In the second category, AI will augment human 
capabilities by playing an advisory role. One of the 
leading causes of diagnostic error in medicine is 
premature closure, when a physician makes a quick 
diagnosis of a patient’s condition, Professor Rai 
explains. “In this case, the AI system will essentially 
challenge the physician and present them with 
additional options.”
 
Finally, there’s the collaborative execution of much 
more complicated distributed processes. “A great 
example of this is where you have robotic surgery, with 
the physician and robot working together even though 
the physician is not on site.” The robot performs the 
surgery under the remote guidance of the physician.

The overall challenge, though, is to find the most 
effective ways in which humans and machines can 
collaborate, Professor Rai notes. “When it comes to 
creativity, we can understand contextual nuances that 
machines may not be able to observe as well. But when 
it comes to handling data on a large scale, there’s no 
contest.”

He believes, even though advances in technology 
will spawn new industries offering new employment 
opportunities, the transition to the future economy will 
not be friction free.

European President and Professor of Marketing, the China Europe 

International Business School (CEIBS)

Former Dean of INSEAD and Northwestern University’s Kellogg School of 

Management 

Professor Dipak Chand Jain

Indra K Nooyi Dean and William S Beinecke Professor of Economics and Management, the Yale School of 

Management, Yale University

Former Dean of the University of Chicago Booth School of Business and University of Virginia Darden Graduate 

School of Business Administration

Professor Edward Snyder

Regents’ Professor J. Mack Robinson Chair of IT-Enabled Supply Chains and Process Innovation, and James A. 

Harkins III Professor in Information Systems, Georgia State University 

Professor Arun Rai
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‘leadership’ and ‘management’ come to mind as more 
accurate descriptors.”

To date, he adds, management education has been 
based on the fact that humans both compete and 
collaborate. “Now we are seeing machines as both 
competitors and collaborators.”

However, the three professors agree on one thing, the 
fundamentals of what they teach is not going to be so 
different in the future.

“We will still teach them how to think,” Professor Jain 
explains. “We still teach them how to get the best 
out of the people they work with, as these sorts of 
interactions will become more and more important 
in the future. And we will still teach them how to put 
structure onto unstructured problems.” 

Professor Rai concludes by highlighting possibly the 
greatest challenge that will be presented to him and his 
colleagues. “How do we build the capacity to adapt into 
our students?”

people will drop below the line. Across the globe, there 
is already considerable rage at globalization, elitism and 
technology, and at the undermining of basic values and 
the sense of self, he says. In addition, in the US, and in 
many European countries, anxieties about immigration, 
and about the effect of technology on employment, 
are interacting in dangerous ways.

“I see support for the market economy, as a way to 
organize economic activity, going down,” he says. “I 
don’t know what’s going to replace it, or what the 
implications are. But support for market-oriented 
economies has to be grounded in the sense that they 
offer benefits to most people.”

The role of business schools

Having served as Dean at Kellogg and INSEAD, 
Professor Jain foresees the digital revolution having 
a significant impact on teaching in business schools. 
Courses that are well structured, such as some of those 
in accounting and economics, could be taken online by 
students prior to the official start of their program, he 
suggests. Then, when they arrive in class, their courses 

can be focused on topics such as critical thinking, which 
only humans are capable of teaching.

“What we as professors need to do is push the students 
to think of new ideas and new reasoning,” Professor 
Jain says. While programs will probably become 
shorter, they are also likely to contain more courses 
that rely on human interaction, such as those based on 
project work and fieldwork. 

However, it will be the professors, rather than the 
students, who will face the greatest challenges in 
this type of future, he suggests. “Students today 
are demanding a different type of interaction than 
that which we’re used to – and for us change is more 
difficult.  We have gotten used to a particular rhythm, 
a particular style of teaching. More training will be 
required for the faculty than the students.”

Professor Snyder, who has also held two other 
business school deanships (University of Chicago and 
University of Virginia), notes that the term ‘business 
school’ is already something of a misnomer. “We do 
teach the higher-value activity related to business, but 

Disrupting society

The severity of this friction is something that concerns 
Professor Snyder – even though he does have 
confidence that developments in digital technology 
will, ultimately, have a positive impact on society. He 
believes these developments are likely to transform 
almost every area of economic activity, risking initial 
social dislocation on a scale that goes well beyond even 
what happened during the Industrial Revolution.

He points to the fact that the traditional political 
divide between left and right in Western countries is 
already being replaced by a separation between those 
‘above and below the line’. “The people above the line 
can adapt to technological change, they can adapt to 
globalization. They see themselves as thriving in this 
world. Whereas the people below the line are the ones 
for whom technological advancement and globalization 
represent threats, not only economically but socially, in 
terms of their communities.”

The worry for Professor Snyder is that, as the impact 
of AI and automation grows, increasing numbers of 

Industries whose inputs 
and outputs are clearly 
defined and whose processes 
are repetitive would see AI 
essentially substitute for 
human labor.

The people ‘below the line’ 
are the ones for whom 
technological advancement 
and globalization 
represent threats, not only 
economically but socially, in 
terms of their communities.

We have gotten used to 
a particular rhythm, a 
particular style of teaching. 
More training will be 
required for the faculty than 
the students.
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Future of 
Work, and 
Workplace

Stepping into the office of top 
accounting and professional services 
firm Deloitte in Pacific Place, Hong 
Kong, one is struck by the spacious, 
open-plan layout that resembles a co-
working space. Philip TSAI, Chairman 
of Deloitte China, agrees that the 
days when seniors worked and acted 
in isolation from their subordinates 
are long past. Collaboration is the key 
trend in today’s digitalized world. 

Gone are the days when management officials were 
secluded from their underlings, segregated in plush 
offices far removed from rank-and-file employees 
toiling away in crammed cubicles. The office space’s 
traditional hierarchical structure has given way to an 
ethos of teamwork conducted on a far more equal 
basis.

Technological advancement is a key factor behind 
this change. “In the US and Europe – with the advent 
of technology, the Internet and virtual teams – many 
staff members do not come to the office to work,” 
explains Tsai. “We try to be at the forefront of all these 
[developments] because people are our most important 
asset.”

Deloitte is indeed at the forefront of this rapidly 
advancing corporate culture and business environment. 
“We have to change the set-up of our offices to 
accommodate the latest trends,” says Tsai. 
Even experienced colleagues need to adapt and accept 
today’s more flexible working environment. “These 
days, knowledge changes and depreciates very quickly. 
It loses its value very quickly, and its shelf life is very 
short.”

Teamwork, and an open and flexible working 
environment to facilitate it, is more important than 
ever. This is also believed to appeal to millennial 
employees, many of whom prefer an adaptable working 
style.

A disruptive force 

Technological advancement is driving the change, 
which has transformed the accounting and auditing 
profession too. Rather than preparing records and 
other information manually, these days information is 
available at the click of a button. The rise of artificial 
intelligence (AI), automation, robotics, blockchain, 
cloud computing and by no means least of all, data 
analytics, means practitioners' roles are changing.

“Now everything is being interconnected by the 
Internet of Things, so professionals need to be more 
interpretive, to be able to interpret data, information 
and trends. The emphasis now is on the services we are 
providing to our clients, the personal touch,” says Tsai, 
stressing once again the need for professionals to team 
up and collaborate with others.

Tsai’s colleagues now spend more time doing big data 
analysis, “looking for the trends, exceptions, tell-tale 
signs not easily identified in the old days”, he adds. 
Technology has been a great help to the profession, as 
well as a disruptive force.

In the last couple of years, the success of any business 
entity has depended not on skills but on whom it 
works with. Tech giants such as Alibaba and Apple have 
formed alliances with Deloitte due to its provision of 
services for clients, explains Tsai.
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Other accounting and consulting firms are also 
likely to have re-examined their roles and services in 
response to new players in the market and the growing 
application of AI and other advanced technology across 
many fields. 

Preparing for the digital world

But still, opportunities abound. Deloitte has branched 
into financial advisory, risk advisory and consulting, 
while a small team with a primary focus on blockchain 
technology is working in the firm’s office at co-working 
space WeWork.

The Deloitte Centre for the Edge in San Francisco 
conducts original research and develops substantive 
points of view for new corporate growth. It has come 
to the conclusion that the success of a business entity 
hinges on its ability to manage the diverse “knowledge 
flow” available online.

Deloitte has recruited many digital-savvy young 
graduates, including system engineers who, according 
to Tsai, enjoy the WeWork environment, remote 
working, and flexible working modes and hours. “We 
treasure a mix of skills, experience and knowledge, and 

The emphasis now is on the 
services we are providing 
to our clients, the personal 
touch.

Chairman of Deloitte China

Fellow of the Hong Kong Institute of Certified Public Accountants (HKICPA), the Institute of Chartered    

Accountants in England and Wales and the Association of Chartered Certified Accountants

Past President of the HKICPA

Philip Tsai

millennials are going to make up a huge majority of our 
teams,” declares Tsai.

For potential recruits, Tsai adds, personal attributes 
carry significant weight despite the prominence of 
technology. He characterises those attributes as soft 
skills – communication and interpersonal skills and, in 
particular, the ability to work with others and to get 
maximum efficiency out of smart machines.

A sound education is, of course, also indispensable. 
But Tsai says he would prefer candidates with a 
broad general knowledge, whether they are business 
graduates or not. 
“We would like to take on not only the brightest from 
business schools, but also look at engineering, science, 
or one day arts faculty graduates as potential recruits. 
Interestingly, it is only in China and Asia-Pacific that 
most of our colleagues are business students,” says 
Tsai. 

“In the UK, some of our partners and colleagues are 
engineers by training, and only took up accounting 
after they joined the firm. In this day and age, we 
have clients from all industries. Having a different 
background knowledge base will only be a plus.”
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To Succeed in 
the World of 
Banking

When considering the impact of 
technology on the future of work, the 
banking and finance industry often 
serves as the first point of reference 
and best source of examples. With 
profound knowledge in the field 
of both IT and financial services, 
Michael LEUNG, Group CEO of BOA 
International Financial Group, talks 
about the abilities our younger 
generation needs to survive and 
thrive in the new digital world. 

Bank customers and the general public who have 
seen the rapid shift towards online transactions and 
now hear the talk of virtual banks, cashless society, 
biometric security and so on, may have their own views 
on the benefits or otherwise of such developments. 

But one thing is clear: further change is coming and the 
pace is only certain to accelerate in the next few years. 

“I see no other industries, when compared with 
the banking and financial services sector, facing so 
much impactful change as a result of the progress in 
technology,” says Michael Leung, Group CEO of BOA 
International Financial Group. “For financial institutions, 
it is simply not possible nowadays to provide services 
without using technology or computers. The latest 
advances will continue to drive change and transform 
the sector. And, since most, if not all, people in Hong 
Kong use financial services, it is fair to say that every 
one of us will feel the impact.” 

In his view, this transformation has also spurred 
important developments in the areas of collaboration 
and imagination. 

Today’s banking and financial services are 
interconnected, not standalone. Indeed, the Hong 
Kong Monetary Authority (HKMA) is actively promoting 
the concept of Open Banking, which is leading to more 
collaboration not just among banks, but also with other 
non-bank companies to offer financial and lifestyle 
related products and services. 

And, looking ahead, the Open Application Programming 
Interface (API) initiative, which the HKMA announced 
last year, is intended to encourage and facilitate more 
such cross-sector collaboration. 

Using creativity  

With regard to imagination, Leung notes that with 
so many new technologies coming into the picture – 
from big data and Artificial Intelligence to biometric 
authentication and Blockchain – qualified professionals 
now have extensive scope to devise new tech-driven 
business models, solutions and give their creativity free 
rein. 

“Already, customers can simply use ‘one finger’ to 
complete banking transactions or trade stocks; they 
can even take part in the design of the user interface 
for themselves,” Leung says. “For anyone who has 
the power to imagine, there are almost unlimited 
possibilities. But that also means practitioners must pay 
close attention to the latest developments if they want 
to be prepared for the future of work.”  

More specifically, with the HKMA recently granting 
the first batch of virtual banking licences in Hong 
Kong, Leung recommends keeping an eye on three key 
trends.  

One is greater financial inclusion with the arrival of 
these new entrants on the local banking scene, opening 
up opportunities to help previously “under-served” 
customers in the lower-income group. The new options 
will offer more cost-effective banking services, for 
example personal loan or virtual credit card via a mobile 
phone. 

The second is ever more digital innovations, bringing 
additional sales and service channels, as well as ways 
of onboarding and meeting customers’ needs. And 
the third is more competition for business between 
traditional banks and new players, who are looking to 
“revolutionize” banking services.
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Shifting demand

With all these changes, Leung is confident the sector 
will see steady demand for new recruits and increasing 
need for knowledge workers. 

“I expect a slight net gain in overall headcount within 
the industry, but there will be a shift,” he says. “For 
example, demand will decrease for tellers, data-entry 
staff, direct salespeople, and back-office employees, as 
many routine and repetitive tasks will be automated. 
In addition, older members of the workforce, who are 
likely less tech-savvy, will face more challenges and may 
find it difficult to transition.”  

At the same time, though, the move towards 
automation and the wider use of things like “decision 
science” and “robo advisory” will require specialist 
talent to program computers and “train” robots. 
Employers will also need people to manage the various 
risks associated with technology which range from 
systems maintenance to liability, reputation and credit 
issues, for which “human wisdom” is essential. 

In summarising the skills and abilities the younger 
generation should be looking to acquire, Leung refers 
to a handy ABCD mnemonic. Basically, they should 
aim to be familiar with matters relating to AI and 

I expect a slight net gain in 
overall headcount within the 
industry, but there will be a 
shift.

Group CEO of BOA International Financial Group

Chairman of FinTech Committee, The Hong Kong Institute of Bankers 

Former President of the Hong Kong Computer Society 

Michael Leung

analytics; biometrics and blockchain; cybersecurity and 
connectivity; and data mining and digital certification.     

“The new generation coming into the workforce also 
needs ‘CORE’ skills,” says Leung, who is currently 
Chairman of the FinTech Committee at the Hong Kong 
Institute of Bankers and a former President of the Hong 
Kong Computer Society. “That stands for being curious, 
open-minded, risk-taking and enthusiastic.” 

He notes too that industry, government and universities 
must all play their part in developing the required 
abilities and aptitudes for the future workforce. 

The right education clearly creates the foundation 
for everything that comes later. And, in this respect, 
he encourages more direct collaboration between 
universities and relevant industries, as well as more 
interdisciplinary programs. 

“I strongly recommend the concept of a ‘double-
knowledge’ professional,” Leung says. “For example, 
an IT student should also be able to study another 
discipline like business or accounting. On the road 
ahead, we will see an intellectual evolution where 
digital capability will be one of the keys to success. 
Some of the workforce will inevitably need to retrain to 
keep pace with a transforming world. That’s the simple 
reality.” 
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They [the young generation] 
must learn to be flexible, 
adaptable, and not fixated about 
working only in Hong Kong.

Hong Kong’s success has been built on its ability to 
adapt to circumstances and compete in global markets. 
And those attributes are once again being put to 
the test as businesses and individuals wrestle with 
the challenges and opportunities brought by new 
technology and all its ramifications.

Indeed, the shake-up caused by this latest phase of 
industrial revolution is already profoundly affecting 
everything from employment patterns and hiring 
practices to training needs, worker expectations and 
social norms. 

Those developments, along with their attendant 
positives and negatives, are sure to continue. So 
employers and staff, whatever their current roles or 
objectives, must take steps to gear up for the next 
decade if they hope to prosper and want Hong Kong to 
remain pre-eminent on the international stage.   

No turning back 

“We have seen technology replacing some of the 
low-skilled, repetitive jobs in manufacturing; other 
processing and clerical roles may go the same way,” 
says Margaret Cheng, President of the Hong Kong 
Institute of Human Resource Management (HKIHRM). 
“But there is a lot humans can do that computers 
cannot. So, the repetitive stuff may be taken over by AI 
and computers – there is no turning back – but there 
will still be a place for people with creativity, critical 
thinking and relational skills.”

When looking ahead, Cheng is also quick to note that 
technology is far from the only thing dictating change 
in the workplace. In Hong Kong, and around the world, 
demographics are also a significant factor, and dealing 
with the foreseeable effects will require investment 
and planning.

In particular, resource planning teams at corporate 
and government level must take account of longer life 
expectancy and lower birth rates. At the same time, 
they must find ways to provide productive employment 
for an increasingly well-educated workforce, while 
balancing that with the cost-saving advantages of 
outsourcing, off-shoring and automation.

“Overall, we will have to train young people 
differently,” Cheng says. “When I went to university, 
we believed the skills we were trained would take us 
through our career life. Now, though, we have to give 
the younger generation a different set of skills, which 
focus on learning agility, change management, building 
relationships, digital competencies, and creative 
problem solving rather than specific know-how.” 
Doing that, she emphasizes, is also a responsibility for 
employers, but it is not theirs alone. As in Singapore, 
governments must also be ready to give a lead in 
retraining and “retooling” people to do work that is 
relevant and to ensure individuals understand the 
importance of picking up new skills.

“Of course, it is not just skills, but also the way of 
thinking and problem-solving,” Cheng says. “For the 
longest time, students in Hong Kong have been spoon-
fed, but now they need to practice more creativity and 
analytical thinking, and they must learn to be flexible, 
adaptable, and not fixated about working only in Hong 
Kong.”

Face up to reality 

Regarding workers in low-skill roles, some may be 
reluctant to move with the times, but in the end they 
will have to face up to reality.

“They will ‘survive’ in their current roles but those jobs 
may no longer exist.  If they don’t pick up new skills, 

they will be very anxious when they see their jobs being 
eliminated or replaced by machines,” Cheng says.

To prepare for what lies ahead, she adds, the HKIHRM 
helps organizations and HR practitioners with 
“future proofing” themselves. That often involves 
understanding digital disruptions, and/or change 
management. How organizations deal with changes 
depend on their culture and structure – some are still 
very top-down – and how open-minded they are. 

“You can’t find one answer that fits all,” Cheng says. 
“For example, a lot of companies now let more junior 
or younger people take part in decision-making, 
which means everyone has a bit of skin in the game. It 
certainly helps getting more buy in.”

A capable HR team can act as an effective change agent 
provided they are tech-savvy, digitally aware and have 
strong business acumen. It is important to recognize 
what is really driving change. For instance, in many 
cases change is not necessarily an internal or home-
grown initiatives; it is about survival, or to keep pace 
with customers and competitors as they go more high-
tech.

Future Workplace 
Competencies
Graduates, employers, educators and government must adapt to find ways to cope with 
transformation of job and employment patterns, chief of HR professional body HKIHRM 
Margaret CHENG warns.

President of the Hong Kong Institute of Human Resource Management (HKIHRM)

Fellow Member and Chairperson of the Hong Kong Management Association’s (HKMA) People Management Committee 

HR Director of MTR Corporation Limited

Margaret Cheng

This can be seen in fields like professional services, 
consulting and logistics where firms have to be on the 
leading edge and adopt the latest practices if they 
want to compete effectively, or simply to meet their 
customers’ changing expectations.

“We notice too that, nowadays, jobs are not as 
clearly defined,” Cheng says. Indeed, a recent 
HKIHRM survey on future workplace competencies 
found that employers were more interested in 
applicants with attributes like culture “fit”, innovation, 
entrepreneurship and the ability to communicate, 
rather than in specific skills or experience alone.

“In the old days, you would look through CVs to hire 
someone who has relevant work experience; it was 
quite straightforward,” Cheng says. “We now screen 
candidates for transferable skills and competencies, 
rather than only previous experience.” 

For the future, we need to look at our education 
system and think about what kind of graduates we 
are producing. Young people in Hong Kong need to 
expand their exposure to understand the world better. 
They need to develop an intellectual curiosity, an open 
mind and agility to change in order to compete in the 
future.”
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Difficult choices

He adds that it is also important to play a bigger role 
in bringing employers together so they can learn from 
one another. And, at times, it will be necessary to make 
tough or controversial decisions about the courses and 
programs on offer. 

This could relate, for instance, to making more modules 
widely available online or involve embarking on a 
radical overhaul of the broader syllabus. 

“I’m afraid that universities may have to seriously 
consider changing some subjects might not be what 
will be needed in the workplace,” says Flato.

“The digital world will have implications for more than 
just employment. We are already seeing the day-to-
day impact on our children, who are losing social skills 
because everything is so digital. Therefore, universities 
have to consider workforce needs as companies 
change. But they will also have to look at the wider 
political and social aspects, including the impact on 
immigration, trade matters, labor law and, especially, 
their own sources of funding.” 

The most obvious priority, Flato emphasises, may be to 
train or retrain society’s workforce. As always, though, 
the full task goes much further than that.

When it comes to recruiting 
graduates, the corporate world 
will drop universities from 
their target lists if they are not 
continuously adapting to meet 
hiring demands.

“In the next decade, there will be great disruption in 
the world of employment,” Flato says. “Universities and 
business must plan for these changes now, or there will 
be serious implications relating to their viability.” 

That conclusion is based on research interviews he 
has conducted with more than 200 leading figures, 
including top executives, professors, and even a few 
ministers of labor. The feedback from the higher 
education community came from experts in 25 
different countries. 

And while the preliminary findings showed that many 
universities and employers are indeed making plans 
to contend with the anticipated disruption, it was 
also clear that much remains to be done - and that no 
institution or entity can afford to be left behind. 

“We are seeing needs from industry that must be 
addressed in real time,” US-based Flato says. “This 
means, training or retraining employees to deal with 
new and changing issues.” 

Tailor-made training  

A first step, he suggests, would be for universities to 
do more in terms of offering short courses, providing 
continuous education online, and teaming up with 
partner institutions to launch specialist modules. In 
his view, educators should also look into more “mini-
certification” programs and consider changing degree 
requirements, so that students can “stack” their 
coursework and, thereby, adjust more readily to the 
latest demands of the workplace. 

“I have heard senior university administrators 
speculating about significant changes in areas like 
health care, accounting, manufacturing, real estate, 
and the legal profession,” Flato says. “Other fields have 

been or will be impacted too, which means things will 
be very different for the next generation.”  

In some cases, that is already evident in new work 
practices and shifting management priorities. For 
instance, more people can now choose to work 
remotely, employers increasingly allow flexitime, and 
the market for services has become more global. But 
along these changes, there are also concerns.  

“Some industries will flourish, while others will perish,” 
says Flato, adding that respected authorities are 
estimating that 50 per cent of the regular jobs that will 
exist a decade from now have not yet been developed. 
“That said, how do you train students [to do those jobs] 
and, in the university context, how do you get faculty 
members to adapt their courses to keep themselves 
and their graduates relevant?” 

Given such uncertainties, he notes, it is essential to 
keep the lines of communication open - even more 
than before. Universities already have various advisory 
boards, most notably in their engineering and business 
schools. But senior faculty staff must continue to take 
the initiative in terms of understanding what changes 
are on the horizon and keeping employers in the 
picture. 

“They must be ahead of the curve and aware of the 
trends, so they can ‘influence’ the teaching of courses 
that industry will need,”   Flato says. “Otherwise, when 
it comes to recruiting graduates, longstanding partners 
in the corporate world will drop universities from their 
target lists if they are not continuously adapting [and 
training students] to meet hiring demands.”   

Preparing for Jobs in the 
Digital Workplace 
As new technology and all it entails continues to reshape the world of work, universities 
and industry will have to communicate more closely to find the best way ahead. That is 
the view of John FLATO, Senior Vice President of the Future Talent Council (FTC), a
Stockholm-based organization whose primary goal is to engage business, higher 
education and political leaders in addressing the looming issues caused by changing 
technologies. 

Senior Vice President of the Future Talent Council

FTC was formed in 2017, and currently has offices in the US, Sweden, and Singapore

John Flato
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Hardly a day passes without the media referring to 
buzzwords like Artificial Intelligence (AI), machine 
learning or some other 21st-century technology. 
AI refers to machines that can do things smartly. In 
machine learning, we let machines access data and 
learn by themselves. These emerging technologies 
generate excitement and anxiety, hopes and fears, and 
will create winners and losers. 

Both academics and practitioners are curious about 
the future of work in a world of AI, machine learning, 
big data and digital technology. But predictions about 
the future are frequently inaccurate and, more often 
than not, plain wrong. So I will not play the role of 
fortune-teller. Instead, I will raise potential implications 
and questions in the area of HR and employment 
relationships to stimulate further discussion.  

What will emerging technologies 
mean for skill and competency 
requirements? 

Some technologies will make certain skills and 
competencies (e.g. physical skills, logical reasoning 
and rule-based decision making) less important, while 
other tech will make separate areas (such as emotional 
intelligence, foresight and creativity) more in demand. 
We must move up the pyramid of human skills and 
competencies to compete in the new world. 

The Technology and 
Future of Work: More 
Questions than Answers
The development of increasingly sophisticated artificial intelligence raises 
many questions for employers and employees, but the future of work 
is ultimately human, writes GONG Yaping, Chair Professor and Head, 
Department of Management, HKUST Business School

Emotional intelligence

Will AI possess human emotions and emotional 
intelligence? I believe it does not and will not. AI 
enthusiasts want to create AI with emotional capability 
but so far their success has been very limited. If AI were 
to take over the future of work, empathy would still be 
the last area of humanity to remain in the workplace. 
Human beings are empathic and affectionate, and 
do not act according to “cold” data and logic only. 
Research shows that emotions can promote ethical 
decision-making. AI is limited precisely because of its 
lack of human emotions. 

Research shows that general mental ability or IQ has 
the greatest predictive validity for job performance. 
Will emotional intelligence become a key competitive 
advantage in a future era of AI and robots? Once 
intellectual skills such as logical and analytical thinking 
become readily available through AI, emotional 
competencies will become precious and in demand. 
Ironically, we may have fewer opportunities to work 
with real people and thus develop human emotional 
intelligence, making such human competencies more 
precious. On the other hand, humans crave affection, 
social relations,  and so on, which are programmed in 
our genes and unlikely to change. With human needs 
so complex to understand and satisfy, truly human 
competencies such as empathy will gain greater value. 

Foresight

Does AI have foresight? Probably not, at least not the 
type of foresight that cannot be extrapolated from 
past data. AI does what humans “train” it to do, often 
only narrow tasks. AI and machine learning operate 
based on algorithms and historical information. Despite 
the ability to discover patterns in data, AI is not capable 
of “imagining” or “seeing” possibilities outside of 
what’s possible from existing data. Human beings, 
on the other hand, can predict and eventually create 
possibilities beyond existing data. Thousands of years 
ago, Chinese scholars had the foresight to imagine 
the possibility of flying to the moon, a possibility that 
historical data and technology at the time did not allow. 

Creativity

Logical thinking and rule-based decision-making will no 
longer be exclusive to humans because such processes 
can be written into algorithms, allowing machines to be 
programed to perform them. Machines do them even 
better because of their greater processing power. For 
instance, aided with a vast pool of precedences (cases) 
and regulations, and powered by superior processing 
capacity, AI can give better legal advice and do it faster 
than a lawyer. Creative skills, which do not follow fixed 
rules and algorithms, will gain prominence in a world 
of AI. Is AI capable of creativity? Yes, but currently it’s 
limited. AI works according to algorithms and reinforces 
the existing patterns of its data. AI may be able to 
create many things, some of which would appear 
creative, but it is all formed on the basis of its existing 
data and nothing beyond. Human creativity, on the 
other hand, can go beyond historical data and patterns. 
The limited creativity of AI is actually a result of human 
creativity: we train AI to “create” based on algorithms 
and the data we provide them with. Human creativity 
fashions AI but it also helps us to “beat” them. In a race 
against AI, humans must necessarily be one step ahead.
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Human brains are complex and poorly understood. AI 
will not replace truly human skills and competencies 
unless scientists fully understand how the human brain 
works and programs machines to do the same. The 
bigger question is: “should scientists create machines 
that replicate and even surpass human brains?” We 
must have a legal and ethical framework in place 
before we move further along this path. The bottom 
line should be: We create machines as tools to promote 
human wellbeing, not as another species to replace 
humans. 

What does it mean for wage 
inequity? 

The greater importance of creativity also means wage 
inequity is likely to be greater in an era of AI. We 
simply cannot make everyone creative. In essence, 
only 5 percent of ideas are considered creative. We 
will see a smaller percentage of employees who can 
perform the fewer but more critical and higher level 
intellectual tasks. In a competitive market, this means 
a smaller percentage of employees will grab an ever-
larger share, leading to ever-greater income inequality. 
How do we allocate wealth in a world of AI where 
significant wealth is generated but tilted toward a few? 
Market mechanisms, with their imperfections, won’t 
be sufficiently accurate and are likely to reinforce and 
enlarge wealth disparity. 

What does it mean for employment 
relationships? 

In a traditional employment relationship, an employee 
provides physical and/or intellectual labor and the 
employer provides wages, benefits, and occupational 
safety  to name a few. The rise of digital technology has 
given rise to digital platforms. Examples include ride-
hailing platforms such as Uber and DiDi, which connect 
drivers with passengers. So far, research has focused on 
the efficiency and optimization side of these sorts of 
platforms, not the workers and their well-being. With 
digital technology passing information in real time and 
in a transparent manner, it is tempting to conclude that 
the market will be efficient and therefore maximize the 
benefits for all parties, including workers. 

But is that so?

Certainly, technology-enabled digital platforms 
provide more opportunities for workers and make for 
more efficient use of resources. They also challenge 
traditional concepts of employment relationships, 
including employee benefits and protection. 

One critical question is, “Who is the employer?” Is it the 
customer? Certainly not. In the case of Uber or DiDi, 
the customer pays the taxi fare but is not responsible 
for benefits such as a pension, medical insurance 
or worker safety. Is it the platform then? Again, 
depending on the nature of the specific platform, 
they may perform quasi-management functions (e.g. 
recruiting and evaluating workers) to various degrees, 
often via automated algorithms. The platform makes 
a profit by charging a fee but it does not provide 
the aforementioned benefits nor protections (e.g. 

cover workplace injuries) that standard employers do. 
Neither do these platforms provide any training and 
development for workers. 

Indeed, some platforms explicitly claim they are not 
employers but a facilitator or venue of communication. 
Uber or DiDi drivers certainly have a great incentive 
to work as they are essentially paid by a piece-rate. 
The drivers perhaps enjoy greater freedom than 
other workers – they can choose to accept or decline 
an opportunity to make money – but they forfeit 
benefits and protection, at least in the current stage of 
development, by working for such companies.

Technology also has implications for power. Platforms 
often decide who should be given a work opportunity 
via technology-enabled performance evaluation and 
closely monitor workers to a sometimes uncomfortable 
level. Such systems can exert substantial control over 
workers. Powered by technology, platforms can quickly 
achieve massive and global scale at a speed that more 
traditional firms cannot match. This means asymmetric 
power – in which platforms have much greater power 
than workers. The question becomes how to balance 
such power in order to ensure fairness in addition to 
efficiency? 

What does this mean for the HR 
profession?

HR professionals have historically played a decidedly 
administrative role. Thanks to technological 
advancement, they can finally be liberated from much 
of their tedious administrative work. For instance, HR 
professionals can use digital technology to aid payroll 
administration and deliver real time performance 
feedback. HR professionals can also use technology to 
aid non-administrative work. To take just one example, 
AI can aid recruiters by administering a series of tests 
and conducting initial screenings based on minimum 
scores. HR professionals can then spend their valuable 
time on more strategic HR activities – activities that 
truly create value and achieve competitive advantage 
for their organization. 

Technology can even help HR professionals to play their 
strategic role more effectively. For instance, aided by 
AI and big data technology, HR professionals can better 
identify performance problems and devise solutions. 
Nevertheless, HR professionals must utilize their 
deep HR theory and knowledge, empathy, creativity, 
and imagination to make sound judgment and devise 
effective solutions. Data needs a human touch in order 
to be useful. Otherwise, it will be “garbage in, garbage 
out”. 

In summary, empathy is the key to understanding 
employees’ needs and problems; creativity is the key 
to devising effective solutions; and AI and big data 
technology provide the necessary tools. Corporate HR 
functions will gain increasing prominence precisely 
because they work with humans and require deep and 
irreplaceable human skills. 

The future is around the corner. Are you ready? Buckle 
up before the dust settles! 

The Future of Work in 
China and the World
To understand why the impact of technology on jobs can be 
different in China and other countries, Professor Albert PARK at 
the Department of Economics, HKUST Business School, is leading 
a research program to analyze data on occupations and job tasks 
in China. The program yields some interesting insights into the 
subject.

With the rise of robotics and artificial intelligence, 
there is intense interest in how technology will 
shape the future of work as well as concern that 
new technologies will destroy jobs. It is instructive to 
remember that such concerns are not new but have 
been voiced repeatedly in the past, starting with the 
steam engine and more recently with the computer. 
Although research suggests that computers did lead 
to declines in employment in some occupations, for 
the most part these have been offset by increases 
in other occupations, in some cases created by 
the new technologies themselves (e.g. computer 
systems managers). Thus, despite rapid technological 
change, the world has yet to witness the emergence 
of widespread unemployment. On the other hand, 
technology has increased worker productivity and 
contributed to faster economic growth, while also 
delivering new products and conveniences enjoyed 
by consumers worldwide. And yet, some worry that 
new technologies, especially AI, may be qualitatively 
different from the technologies of the past.

Economists have generally resisted apocalyptic views of 
technological changes. Unlike engineers who focus on 
counting which jobs could be performed by machines, 
economists focus on whether it will be profitable 
to do so. They also recognize that technologies may 
substitute for some types of work, but also could be 
complementary to other types of work.

Changing nature of work

Analyzing detailed micro-data, researchers have shown 
that in the US and other advanced countries, the 
demand for non-routine cognitive tasks has increased 
steadily over time while the demand for routine 
tasks (cognitive and manual) has decreased due to 
technology and outsourcing. Because many middle-skill 
occupations feature routine tasks, this has led to wage 
polarization, with job growth occurring in difficult-to-
replace high-skill jobs that require problem-solving as 
well as low-skill,   service-oriented jobs (e.g. barbers, 
drivers). However, much less is known about how the 
nature of work is changing in China and other emerging 
markets and developing countries. The World Bank’s 
2019 World Development Report on the Changing 
Nature of Work points out that the experiences of 
poorer countries are quite mixed, not necessarily 
mirroring the hollowing out of middle-skill, routine 
jobs found in the US. In fact, our research finds that in 
China, in contrast to the US, the share of jobs in middle-
skill occupations actually increased between 2000 and 
2015!

To understand why the impact of technology can 
be different in China and other countries, one must 
recognize that in addition to technological change, 
several other fundamental forces are also affecting 
the nature of work in many countries, specificlly 
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globalization, structural change, and the supply of 
skills.  When countries specialize in global value chains, 
it is expected that routine-intensive tasks will be 
outsourced from high-wage countries and in-sourced 
to low-wage countries. Thus, by specializing in assembly 
operations, China may have increased its demand 
for routine tasks. As a developing country, China has 
experienced structural change that reduced jobs in 
agriculture and increased jobs in industry. But by far 
the most dramatic change has been the steady growth 
in service sector jobs, which increased from 28% of 
the nonagricultural labor force in 2000 to 43% in 2016. 
Changes in the demand for goods and services alters 
the demand for different types of job tasks. Finally, 
the labor force in poorer countries often is much less 
educated (or less skilled), which could influence the 
optimal assignment of routine and non-routine tasks.

Occupation and task data in China  

To better understand the nature of work in China, I am 
leading a research program on job tasks in China. We 
have analyzed detailed occupation data from China’s 
censuses and mini-censuses, and helped collect new 
survey data on the tasks actually being performed by 
workers in China. One survey is the China Employer-
Employee Survey (CEES) conducted in 2018 of 2,000 
manufacturing firms and 15,000 workers in five 

provinces (with Wuhan University, Stanford University, 
and the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (CASS)). 
The other is the China Urban Labor Survey (CULS) 
conducted by CASS in 2016 of several thousand workers 
in six large cities in different parts of the country. A 
related project has used the CULS data and survey data 
from 41 other countries to better understand cross-
country differences in the nature of work.

These projects are yielding some interesting insights 
into work in China. First, analyzing the CEES firm and 
worker data, we find that globalized firms (foreign-
owned or exporting) have greater demand for routine 
tasks (and less educated workers) and less demand 
for non-routine cognitive tasks (and more educated 
workers), consistent with China specializing in routine-
intensive parts of global value chains (Li et al, 2018). 
Our cross-country analysis using the CULS data also 
suggests that for China and other middle- and low-
income countries, greater specialization in global value 
chains is associated with relatively greater demand 
for routine tasks, especially for low-skill workers 
(Lewandowski et al, 2019). The cross-country analysis 
also finds that managerial and professional jobs in 
China and other middle- and low-income countries 
are much more routine than in richer countries, and 
that technology measured by rates of computer use 
explains much of this difference.

Changes in China’s occupational structure as measured 
by census and mini-census data features an increase 
in middle-skill, routine-intensive jobs over time, mainly 
because structural change has increased the size 
of the service sector, which has led to a substantial 
increase in retail jobs which are routine-intensive (Du 
and Park, 2017). However, this analysis cannot account 
for changes in tasks occurring within occupations 
over time. Notably, even among narrowly defined 
manufacturing and service sectors, China has not seen 
the skill-intensive sectors, such as professional services, 
grow faster than other sectors.  Although the share 
of college graduates in the labor force has increased, 
many of the recent graduates are unable to find 
management and professional jobs, with an increasing 
share working in retail and even manufacturing 
operator jobs over time. Only in the last period studied, 
from 2010 to 2015, do we find that the increase in 
demand for high-skill occupations is outpacing the 
demand for middle-skill occupations and that the 
overall routine task intensity of work is declining.

Largest user of industrial robots

Thus, globalization and structural change both have 
contributed to making changes in the nature of work 
different in China than in the US.  However, looking 
forward all signs point towards China following the 
pattern of richer countries, with technology and 

an increasingly skilled labor force leading to more 
jobs emphasizing non-routine cognitive tasks and 
declining demand for routine tasks. At least since 2010, 
structural change has consisted of jobs in skill-intensive 
sectors and occupations increasing faster than in other 
sectors. Over time, China has expanded its share of 
global value chains rather than specializing in the most 
routine-intensive parts. Responding to rapidly rising 
wages, firms are becoming larger, more productive, 
and more capital-intensive, all traits associated with 
greater demand for non-routine cognitive tasks. China 
has seen an explosion in robot use, passing Germany, 
South Korea, the US, and Japan to become the world’s 
largest user of industrial robots since 2016.

In conclusion, the future of work in China and globally 
will increasingly value the ability of highly skilled 
workers to solve problems and supervise and interact 
with others. In addition to training students in such 
skills, it will be important for researchers at HKUST 
and elsewhere to carefully monitor how the nature of 
work is changing, and consider how new technologies 
developed at HKUST and by others are influencing the 
jobs of the future. Last year, MIT established a blue-
ribbon task force on the Work of the Future to assess 
this question (see https://workofthefuture.mit.edu). 
HKUST can bring a unique Eastern perspective to 
understanding the future of work.
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Evolving Skillsets for 
a Digital Future
Maria HUI, HR Director of Microsoft Hong Kong Ltd, offers useful tips to 
businesses and employees to get ready for a digital future. 

While I was still at university, it was not that difficult 
to predict what roles I would like to take after my 
graduation, but this is now no longer the case. 
According to a recent IDC Asia/Pacific and Microsoft 
report, 79 per cent of jobs in Hong Kong will be 
transformed in the next three years, 60 per cent 
of which will be redeployed to higher-value roles, 
or reskilled to meet the needs of the digital age. In 
other words, we can no longer predict how different 
professions will evolve in the future.

Exponential growth in digital connectivity, devices and 
information is driving profound changes in the way we 
work across the globe. The ability to predict changes 
in periods of rapid technological transformation is 
never easy for organizations, governments, and every 
one of us. To ensure our skill sets remain as relevant 
as possible for future work requirements, we must 
understand the forces driving change, as well as 
their impact on people and the implications for the 
workplace.

A change in the business landscape

traditional boundaries of time, location, space and 
structure are quickly blurring. People are now more 
mobile than ever and business success depends on 
connecting people with each other and with the 
information and services they need from anywhere, at 
any time, via any device.

Work environments have also become much more fluid, 
flexible and less defined. More and more organizations 
are taking cues from coworking models to enable their 
employees to work wherever they want, providing 
them with access to digital collaboration and virtual 
communication tools that transcend geographical 
boundaries.

The very concept of one’s work-life balance has 
morphed into work-life integration as people discover 
new ways to work, and find that working times have 
become more dynamic and less conventional and 
defined. Driven in large part by changing lifestyles, this 
can  only be  possible due to the rapid development of 
technologies that enable seamless communication and 

information-sharing that not only work for individuals 
and groups within a company but across teams that 
may span multiple organizations and communities.

Exponential growth has been recorded in terms of the 
number of IOT (Internet of Things) devices surrounding 
us. These devices are collecting a massive amount of 
data and it is a matter of whether we are seeing data 
as our personal assets or liabilities, and whether we can 
make good use of the insights generated from the data 
to help us in making objective judgement, justifying our 
investments. Advances in artificial intelligence (AI), data 
analytics and machine learning are changing the future 
of work with unprecedented speed and intensity, 
reinventing our economies and forging new ways of 
working to an extent which is difficult to predict and 
imagine.

What can businesses and 
employees do to prepare for the 
future of work? 

These trends are inevitable yet essential because they 
highlight not only the challenges we will face in the 

Photo Courtesy of Microsoft 

coming years but also the opportunities ahead to shape 
a better future workplace. The question is, “Are we 
ready?” I would say that to enable us to be future ready, 
there are three key steps we should action right now.

First and foremost, we need a mindset change. We 
should embrace a growth mindset, which believes 
potential can be nurtured and is not pre-determined. 
This means anyone can change, learn and grow. 
There needs to be a cultural transformation within an 
organization from a “know-it-all” culture to a “learn-
it-all” culture. It is essential for business leaders, 
employees and everyone else to have a growth 
mindset and always remain self-critical. Self-reflection is 
essential to keep us going. Graduation is never the end 
of learning. We all need to become lifelong learners 
who embrace every opportunity to cultivate new skills.

Secondly, we need to dial up our ability and readiness 
to constantly adapt to change. As Hong Kong and 
businesses around the world embark on the digital 
transformation journey, new skills such as AI and data 
analytics are essential for employees to thrive in the 
future of work, regardless of their profession. AI is 
everywhere; it is now being used in the medical field 
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to helping pre-screening. It is also helping logistics 
companies to predict and more accurately plan their 
shipment routes, and leveraging location intelligence 
for shopping mall promotion programs etc. We will 
all need to think about how we can upskill and reskill 
ourselves to meet future talent needs and stay 
relevant.

To adapt to constant change, companies are also 
leveraging communications tools and cloud technology 
to enable employees to communicate and collaborate 
in teams wherever they are, whenever they need. 
This ability to virtually connect with one another, and 
the flexibility to conduct work anytime anywhere, is 
also helping employees when it comes to work-life 
integration. I personally enjoy this flexibility a lot here 
at Microsoft. Project teams within Microsoft come 
in all different shapes and sizes and across various 
geographic locations. Through leveraging Microsoft 
Teams, our colleagues are connected across the globe 
without any workplace boundaries. And this includes 
partners, vendors and external parties as well.

Photo Courtesy of Microsoft 

Thirdly, in addition to traditional learning and 
development, such as on-the-job training and 
certification programs, companies will need to explore 
peer mentorships, open knowledge sharing, on-demand 
learning, and other new approaches to ensure their 
employees can have a broader exposure to industry 
knowledge, policies and regulations.

To thrive in a world that is changing at such breath-
taking speed, we will need to innovatively reinvent 
many aspects of work and work culture, challenging 
the status quo while equipping ourselves with new 
skills. In future, businesses will thrive only if they can 
harness the power of AI and machine learning to 
transform the growing mass of data into insights and 
action. To succeed in this workplace transformation, 
it is critical to recognize and maximize the potential 
of emerging technology. It is through new technology 
and our innovative thoughts that new skills and 
capabilities are developed that improve productivity 
and enhance collaboration and ensure that individuals 
and businesses can be future-ready.
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In the last few years, 
we have witnessed a 
rapid growth in online 
labor platforms. These 
platforms (e.g., UpWork, 
freelancer, guru) serve 
as an intermediary 
for employers and 
workers by hosting a 
myriad of jobs ranging 
from software and 
web development to 
administrative support, 
multimedia design, and 
writing and translation. 
As the entire process 
does not require any 
offline face-to-face 

interaction, these platforms are able to attract and 
retain a large pool of global workers. Many large 
enterprises such as Airbnb, Dropbox, Samsung, 
Accenture, and P&G are shifting their contingent 
workforce to online labor platforms to reduce costs 
and save time. It is projected that online labor markets 
will grow to a US$23 billion industry by 2020.

Given the enormous scale of online labor markets, 
an interesting question to ask is whether systematic 
gender hiring biases are present. Gender hiring biases 
have been studied extensively in traditional labor 
marketplaces. The majority of past studies in offline 
settings reveal that employers prefer to hire males over 
females even when they have similar characteristics. 
Yet, the distinct aspects of the online environment 
can influence the way employers perceive and utilize 
gender cues in the hiring process, leading to hiring 
considerations that are distinct from traditional 
settings.

Technology reshapes job seeking strategies

Since Tom Peters coined 
and popularized the term 
“personal branding” in his 
now classic article “The 
Brand Called You”, the 
idea of personal branding 
(PB) has been extensively 
discussed and exploited 
by practitioners. In 
the age of traditional 
media, PB was often the 
luxury of celebrities and 
leaders in business and 
politics. However, the 
arrival of the Internet 
era has fundamentally 
changed this inequality. 
Nowadays, physical 

proximity in social interaction is no longer a necessary 
condition. The rise of social media technology in the 
past decade has further democratized the power of 
PB. Today, PB is within reach of almost anyone through 
social media. As Tom Peters argued, in the age of 
individualism, everyone has the power to be their own 
brand, the CEO of Me Inc. 

Social media platforms such as Twitter have turned 
this inspiring concept into a powerful technology 
within reach of almost everyone. Job seekers could 
potentially benefit from PB on social media by 
increasing their eminence and thus boosting their 
careers. For managers, PB is probably even more 
important, as was argued in a recent Forbes article that 
concluded: “Personal branding is no longer an option; 
it’s a powerful leadership enabler.” However, the 
same article also emphasized that PB on social media 
is a full-time commitment to the journey of defining 
oneself as a leader and should be carefully thought 
about beforehand. Similarly, a recent article in MIT 
Sloan Management Review argued that CEO tweeting 
can benefit the company an employee works for in 
different ways, but also carries an inherent risk.

To understand the impact of social media self-branding 
strategy on job market performance, Professor 
Huaxia RUI, Andrew WHINSTON and I [CHEN Yanzhen] 
conducted a study following S&P 500 executives’ 
career path for four years. We drew on examples 
from the Twitter feeds of these senior executives. 
Not surprisingly, similar career-related contents crop 
up repeatedly in the postings of individuals keen 
to publicize their views and enhance their career 
prospects in this way.

We found strong evidence that strategic use of social 
media to disseminate opinions and polish one’s image 
does pay off for those aiming to move into/stay in 
C-suite or equivalent roles, especially when their 
relative performance in their most recent employment 
did not go well. In the recruiting process, such a 
strategy can be more salient in particular markets, 
such as the CEO and CMO (Chief Marking Officer). 
Additionally, once an executive becomes employed in 

a given position, self-promotion on social media can 
enhance their opportunities for a raise. For example, 
according to our results, self-promotion can increase 
a CMO’s compensation by up to $95,256 to $129,924, 
depending on their past performance.

Besides the inspiration of utilizing social media personal 
branding in job acquisitions, our study also revealed the 
firm preferences on other perspectives of a candidate 
such as education, recent performance and social 
capital, which could also be particularly useful for job 
candidates. 

Hiring preferences in online labor markets

In a recent study, Professor Jason CHAN and I [WANG 
Jing] investigated whether gender-related information 
would influence hiring outcomes in online labor 
markets. Utilizing machine learning techniques via 
name and picture recognition, we were able to infer 
workers’ gender from their names and profile photos 
for our empirical analysis. We analyzed the detailed 
data of a total of 264,875 job postings that solicited 
more than 5.7 million applications from a large online 
labor platform in 2012-2013.

We found that the odds of a female applicant being 
hired were 13% higher than those of a male applicant. 
Sub-analyses show that women are preferred in 
feminine-type occupations while men do not enjoy 
higher hiring likelihoods in masculine-type occupations. 
We also found that the observed hiring bias is only 
present for workers from developing countries, and 
diminishes as employers gain more experience on 
the platform. By conducting an online experiment, 
we showed that our findings were likely to be driven 
by the fact that stereotypical feminine traits of 
trustworthiness and cooperativeness help overcome 
uncertainty and opportunism within the online market.

The Role of Internet 
in Labor Markets
The Internet has dramatically changed the way people solicit talents and search for 
jobs. The exponential growth of online labor markets in recent years enables millions of 
workers to get hired and deliver jobs online. The advancement of various online channels 
also facilitates job seeking in traditional labor markets. More and more executives are 
relying on social media for personal branding to enhance their career prospects. Given 
the prevalence of these online platforms, it is crucial for us to understand their social and 
economic implications, write Assistant Professor WANG Jing and CHEN Yanzhen at the 
Department of Information Systems, Business Statistics and Operations Management, 
HKUST Business School.

Our Thoughts on 
Future Labor Markets
Nowadays, organizations are starting to rely on the 
online workforce (aka, the human cloud) as a scalable 
and cost-effective way to address their business 
requirements. Online labor platforms hold great 
promise for eliminating skill shortages, reducing the 
unemployment rate, and attracting talents who prefer 
flexible work schedules (e.g., millennials, parents 
with young children, workers with disabilities). In 
future, more and more jobs that were traditionally 
filled by full-time employees will be split into many 
small tasks, and then scattered into a virtual cloud of 
on-demand workers who can work anywhere in the 
world at any time. Given the enormous potential of 
these platforms, employers’ hiring decisions between 
workers in different demographic groups deserve 
significant attention from scholars and practitioners, 
as these decisions can impact the distribution of job 
opportunities and the incomes of millions of workers 
worldwide. As this new labor market gains popularity 
among business managers and workers, it is imperative 
for policymakers to develop a set of guidelines and 
regulations to enforce labor equality and achieve more 
socially optimal hiring outcomes.

As for remaining full-time employees in the future, job 
candidates cannot afford to miss the evolving role of 
technology empowered personal branding in their job 
searching strategies. Online self-promotion channels 
such as social media create a level playing field for 
every job candidate rather than the privileged few. 
In this looming new age of technologies, we believe 
job seekers who are open to, and can harness, new 
technologies to augment their abilities are likely to 
survive and thrive. 

WANG Jing

CHEN Yannzhen
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Case Competition 
Winners
From Mainland China to Europe and Canada to the US, HKUST students 
excel in international case and business competitions. With five first-
quarter championship titles to celebrate, the year has taken off with a 
string of remarkable achievements.

Global in scope and tackling real-life challenges, demonstrating their 
knowledge, skills and resourcefulness on the global stage, our students 
took top honors in a number of prestigious international case competitions 
this spring. In the process, they were exposed to concepts and challenges 
that will augment their academic journey and future business careers.

It started with the Global Business (GBUS) team that 
won the championship and the best presenter award 
at the USC Marshall International Case Competition, 
which highlights the strategic challenges and 
managerial dilemmas faced by global business leaders. 
The event, involving 20 teams from around the world, 
was held in the US in February. With training and 
experience from competing in five case competitions, 
the best presenter Stephanie CHOU said her team 
had been well-prepared for the USC competition. 
Strategically, Stephanie CHAN contributed to the 
teams’ cohesion and success through her passion and 
enthusiastic teamwork. 

In Spain, our MBA students were crowned the 
champions at the IESE Roland Berger International 
Case Competition. Team member Alexander IP credits 
the Enhancing Professional Skills course the team 
members took as part of the MBA Program for helping 
them to polish their presentation skills and in making 
succinct and persuasive strategic recommendations 
in a consulting environment. In addition to beating 
nine teams from top business schools to secure 
first place, each of the HKUST team members were 
offered internships at Roland Berger, a global strategy 
consulting firm. 

It started with the Global Business (GBUS) team that won the 
championship and the best presenter award at the USC Marshall 
International Case Competition, which highlights the strategic 
challenges and managerial dilemmas faced by global business 
leaders. The event, involving 20 teams from around the world, 
was held in the US in February. With training and experience 
in competing in five case competitions, the best presenter 
Stephanie CHOU said her team had been well-prepared for the 
USC competition. Strategically, Stephanie CHAN contributed to her 
teams’ cohesion and success through their passion and enthusiastic 
teamwork. 

Outperforming 12 other teams, including Yale, Duke, NYU, 
Columbia and the host team, another four  MBA students took top 
honors at the inaugural Energy Case Competition organized by 
the Kellogg School of Management in Evanston, in the US, in April. 
Sharing his formula for winning, Laurent YE advises leveraging all 
the resources within your reach and remembering the 5Ps: “proper 
planning prevents poor performance”. 

Closer to home, another MBA team claimed the top spot in 
INNOVATEChina 2019, staged by the China Europe International 
Business School (CEIBS). Held in Shanghai, the event attracted 
highly competitive teams from top business schools including 
Ross, HEC Paris, CEIBS and ESADE. The HKUST team impressed 
the judges with their innovative interpretation of this year’s 
competition theme, “Transcending Entrepreneurship”. 

The 
experience 

that 
counts

Inaugural 
champion 

Success in 
Europe 

The energy 
to win

Entrepreneurial 
innovation
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Honor Society’s Name 
Reflects Core Values
The 19th induction ceremony for the Beta Gamma Sigma (BGS) HKUST 
Chapter was an occasion to welcome new members to the international 
honor society and to reaffirm the values and principles it seeks to promote. 

The event, which took place on April 6 at HKUST, saw a 
total of 130 students, graduates and faculty members 
formally admitted to the society, along with this year’s 
special honoree Dato’ Seri CHEAH Cheng Hye, the 
Chairman and Co-chief Investment Officer of Value 
Partners Group. 

All those who accepted the invitation to join have 
already shown distinction in the teaching, research, 
study or practice of business. And, with their induction, 
they have also made a commitment to uphold 
academic and personal excellence in the field and, 
where possible, to create opportunities for others in 
the broader community. 

For students and alumni in particular, the benefits of 
BGS membership include becoming part of an elite 
group of academics, professionals and business leaders, 
which is now about 2,500-strong in HKUST alone. 

Significantly, though, it also makes them part of the 
society’s international network, which currently has 600 
chapters in more than 35 countries, providing untold 
opportunities to connect with the wider business 
world. 

In offering his warmest congratulations to all this year’s 
inductees, Professor TAM Kar Yan, HKUST Chapter 
President and Dean of the HKUST Business School, 
noted the importance of honoring excellence and 
achievement. 

He also emphasised the need to maintain high 
principles and correct standards in any endeavours. 
And, with reference to the personal story of special 
honoree Dato’ Seri Cheah, he pointed out that success 
in the sphere of business was one thing, but it was 
also essential to pass on knowledge and experience, 
whether by supporting education initiatives or having 
an impact in an area of public service.    

The BGS honor society was founded in the United 
States in 1913. The name comes from the first letter of 
the ancient Greek words meaning honor (beta), wisdom 
(gamma), and earnestness (sigma).  Taken together, 
the three words represent a commitment to personal 
integrity, learning and fostering a culture of excellence.  

True Management Success 

When choosing their special honorees, the BGS HKUST 
Chapter looks to recognise individuals who have not 
only made a significant contribution to the world of 
business but who also stand out for their services to the 
broader community. 

This year, the deserving honoree was Dato’ Seri Cheah 
Cheng Hye of Value Partners Group, who co-founded 
the asset management firm in 1993 and has since built 
it into a leading name within the investment sector. 

In his address at the ceremony, Cheah took the chance 
to share his guiding principles and some highlights of 
his career journey with the inductees. And, in doing 
so, he showed, with good humour and all due modesty, 
how his story serves as a fine example of the qualities, 
outlook and attitudes that BGS holds dear and aims to 
inspire in others.   

In particular, he reviewed the series of steps in his 
development as a top professional. It started with his 
first part-time job as a 12-year-old pineapple delivery 
boy, where he learned the importance of mastering the 
“objects and tools” of the trade – in that case riding an 
adult-sized bicycle – which were needed to move up. 

Step two was to understand the right “procedures and 
flows” that go with a job, which became apparent once 
he began work as a newspaper reporter in his native 
Penang, aged 17 and a half. 

The boss explained, for example, that no story was 
complete without answering the five Ws – who, what, 
when, where and why. He absorbed such lessons and 
was soon promoted to sub-editor before going on to 
high-profile assignments with the Asian Wall Street 
Journal and the Far Eastern Economic Review. 

And when he switched to the world of asset 
management he saw it was essential to pay increasing 
attention to the third thing: mastering people skills in 
order to motivate, communicate, organise and lead 
more effectively, so as to bring out the best in others. 

“As you become more senior, you realize that business 
is all about people and getting them to work with you,” 
said Cheah, who is an honorary fellow of HKUST and 
was an early supporter of the University’s Center for 
Investing. “Every day, I have ‘people issues’, but one 
tip I would give is that the most powerful emotion in 
dealing with people is love, not hate. 

In order to promote active participation at the local 
level, there are regular member events throughout the 
year. These include forums and conferences featuring 
well respected guest speakers ready to debate ideas 
and share insights, as well as more informal networking 
sessions and purely social gatherings. 

There is also a fast growing BGS online community, with 
members now using various social media platforms to 
make new contacts, ask for advice on specific matters, 
or just remain in the loop. 
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New Center Brings 
Mentors and Mentees 
Together
Mentoring activities provide students with the opportunity to meet peers, 
build networks and enjoy their academic and social journey over the 
course of their studies.

Mentoring plays an important, supportive role for 
students at the HKUST Business School. No matter 
whether it’s a formal or informal experience, the 
benefits of mentorship are widely recognized for 
providing tangible benefits to both mentors and 
mentees involved.  Recently, the concept has been 
raised to the next level with the opening of the Karen 
Lee Student Mentoring Center – a purpose-built facility 
designed to encourage student guidance activities and 
to promote a supportive culture on campus.

The Center was named after the late Dr Karen Lee, a 
visiting scholar and later an Adjunct Associate Professor 
who was a faculty member at the School between 2008 
and 2014. To memorialize the values that she upheld, a 
$20 million donation from the Dr Karen Lee Memorial 
Fund, established by family members in her honor, 
was used to establish the Center and launch a series of 
student mentoring activities.

A centralized hub for mentoring 
activities

Located in the Lee Shau Kee Business Building, 
home of the Business School, the Center provides a 
welcoming environment for students. It consists of 
study areas on two floors connected by a staircase, a 
learning commons, and meeting and advising rooms. 
Speaking at the opening ceremony, HKUST President, 
Professor Wei SHYY, expressed gratitude to Dr Lee’s 
family and praised her dedication to education and 
students’ well-being. “The Center will continue Dr 
Lee’s legacy of making a meaningful difference to our 
holistic education through mentoring activities that 
help students to gain practical advice, encouragement 
and support during their studies and beyond,” said the 
President.

Also speaking at the opening ceremony, Professor 
Emily NASON, Founding Director of the Center, 
said HKUST’s new addition is a fitting legacy to a 
committed academic and positive people-person 
who generously gave her time and attention to 
students, both inside and outside of the classroom. 
“It was important to Dr Lee that students discover 
their personal leadership strengths and live their own 
purposeful lives,” remarked Professor Nason, who 
reflected on the passion and commitment her friend 
and colleague assigned to mentoring.

In recognition of mentoring efforts

“Excellence in Student Mentoring Awards” were also 
presented at the ceremony to students who have 
excelled as mentors and volunteer members of the 
School’s Peer Mentoring Program. Award recipient, 
April AU Wing-yin, a Year 3 BBA Information Systems 
and Management student explained how she decided 
to became a peer mentor since she had benefited as a 
freshman from being guided, something that helped 
her to overcome her initial anxieties as a student 
at the School. “My peer mentors gave me lots of 
good advice and support that eased my concerns,” 
said Au, pointing out that mentoring is a two-way 
street. “Mentors benefit from being able to improve 
their communication and interpersonal skills,” she 
continued. At the same time, mentees receive practical 
advice and can learn from the experiences of others. 

Fellow award recipient, Henry NG Chun-hung, a 
sophomore BSc Economics student, also believes 
that the program provides a positive experience for 
both the experienced student and the newcomer. 
“Peer mentoring is a mutual way of developing 

understanding and empathy towards others while 
getting involved with university life,” Ng stated. 
“It’s not just academic studies students want to talk 
about, we talk about all aspects life,” noted Ng, who 
is grateful for the support his own mentor provided in 
helping him overcome his shyness.

Jackson KWOK Ho-lam, in his first year studying 
Quantitative Finance, described how becoming a 
mentee opened his eyes to the various holistic learning 
opportunities that university life can offer. “At first I 
was quite introverted and ambivalent about the social 
side of university life, but everything changed when 
I met my mentor,” recalled Kwok. “It was the start of 
broadening my horizons, enriching my knowledge and 
becoming a more outgoing person,” Kwok said.

Speaking on the sidelines of the opening ceremony, 
Business School Communications Tutor Patrick Megan 
said the Center provides a facility where students 
can make new friends in a relaxing environment. 
“Sometimes students can be a little reluctant to 
engage with others, but the Center is a place where 
they can listen to others and be listened to,” explained 
Megan, who  worked periodically with Dr Lee.

Oscar-winning filmmaker Steven Spielberg once 
remarked that, “The delicate balance of mentoring 
someone is not creating them in your own image, but 
giving them the opportunity to create themselves by 
listening to them and giving them the support and 
guidance they need to reach their highest potential.” 
No doubt, Dr Lee would have agreed, and the new 
Center bearing her name should go some way to 
facilitating this.

Activities at a Glance

Student Advising Services

Career Mentorship Program

Public Service Internship Scholarships

Peer Mentoring Program

Excellence in Mentoring Awards

Take Faculty to Lunch

UG Get-Togethers

Faculty and Staff Training

A kick-off ceremony was held on March 18, officiated by representatives of HKUST and the Dr Karen Lee Memorial Fund.
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Tapping into Different 
Mindsets 
Dr Bonny CHOW, founder and CEO of the Gallant Lifestyle Group and 
a member of the first cohort of students, explains why, with its special 
focus on Eurasia, the EMBA program jointly offered by the HKUST 
Business School and the Moscow School of Management SKOLKOVO is an 
outstanding learning experience. 

For biomedical entrepreneur Dr Bonny Chow, the 
decision to join an Executive MBA (EMBA) program 
was motivated by her passion to explore new ideas 
and enhance her business knowledge and strategic 
thinking while building up a network of experienced 
international business executives as contacts and 
mentors. 

With plans to expand her business internationally, 
including to countries in the Belt and Road Initiative 
(BRI), Chow says she needed to gain the knowledge of 
how the international mechanics of business works, 
particularly negotiation and communication. She 
was also looking to gain exposure to a broader set of 
innovation and leadership skills to complement the 
scientific and medical skills she had already developed. 
“I wasn't looking to simply complete an EMBA program, 
but was also keen to  see what I could  get out of it,” 

says  Chow, who specializes in stem cell applications as 
well as operating wellness centers and clinics in Hong 
Kong, Macau and Guangzhou. 

Jointly offered by the HKUST Business School and the 
Moscow School of Management SKOLKOVO, with its 
focus on Eurasia, including the China-led BRI, the first-
of-its-kind EMBA program has ticked all the boxes, 
Chow says. “The focus on  leadership, innovation and 
the fourth industrial revolution seemed custom-made 
for me,” says Chow, who explains she was looking for 
a program where she could immerse and, at the same 
time, challenge herself and be challenged by others to 
enable her to grow both personally and professionally 
including, for instance, in how to learn from failure. 
Chow says one expression her cohorts never use is 
“comfort zone”, adding, “we deliberately try to be 
uncomfortable to push ourselves to explore and learn.” 

Team bonding

Several months into her EMBA studies, Chow says 
the experiences and knowledge she has gained have 
surpassed all her expectations.  For example, by 
studying and exchanging views with a diverse cohort 
– seven nationalities in a class of 27, comprising 23 
men and four women – Chow says she is able to tap 
into different mindsets and explore different views 
and opinions. "I wouldn’t have had exposure to these 
resourceful and talented people had I not been part of 
the EMBA program,” she explains. 

As the youngest member of the cohort, and one of the 
few women in the program, Chow says that far from 
being overshadowed by male influence, the energy 
and dynamics in the classroom are driven by mutual 
respect, empathy and common interests.  “We embrace 
diversity. We all come from different backgrounds, 
nationalities and fields of expertise," notes Chow, 
adding that everybody has the same goal to succeed, 
and so they support each other. “To improve yourself, 
I believe you first need to find your ‘species’,” Chow 
says. “I found mine in the EMBA program,” she explains, 
referring to the synergetic, like-minded relationship 
she has with the program faculty members and fellow 
EMBA students. 

For instance, as a keen runner, Chow was surprised 
to find that several members of her cohort were 
triathletes. Prior to classroom sessions, she and several 
fellow students completed a 10-kilometer run to 
prepare for the rigorous study and debate sessions, or, 
as Chow puts it,  “to sharpen their mindset”.

Part way through the first modules of the program, 
Chow says she is already reaping the benefits and 
applying the takeaways to the workplace. “I have the 
confidence to be more creative and innovative,” she 
says. “I also ask the question: is there a more efficient 
way we could be doing this? Or how can we work 
smarter?” Family and friends have also noticed Chow‘s 
growing confidence and positive demeanor. “They ask 
me what's new in my life," she says.

Balancing time
 
When it comes to balancing her EMBA commitments 
with her business ones, Chow could probably teach 
the jugglers at Cirque du Soleil a thing or two. As a 
strict time management disciplinarian, she believes 
that maximizing time requires prioritizing what counts 
as important and what counts as urgent. She says 
important items needs hands-on attention, whereas 
urgent items need careful delegation. “It's all about 
finding the balance that works for you,” says Chow. 
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Unique program offering unique 
experiences 

Offered as a part-time program over a period of 16 
months, courses are taught in English by faculty from 
the HKUST Business School. In addition to providing 
cutting-edge business education in leadership and 
management, modules also focus on humanities, 
thinking and innovating, to help students analyze 
complex problems, lead with responsibility and 
contribute for the benefit of the wider community. 
To help students develop an understanding of 
opportunities and developments in the international 
business community, visits are organized to innovation 
hubs in mainland China, Israel, Kazakhstan, Russia, 
Switzerland and the US.

Chow recently joined what she describes as an “eye-
opening” visit to UC Berkeley in California and Silicon 
Valley, where she saw first-hand how to execute ideas, 
raise funding and maintain relationships. “The way of 
collaborating puts an emphasis on creating value and 
greater good by improving customers’ lives instead of 
target-driven objectives,” Chow notes. “It's learning 
experiences such as these that make the EMBA the 
exceptional program it is,” she says.
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Better Together, the 
Benefits of Partnerships 
There are few better approaches to solving challenges than applying the principle 
of the famous saying that “two heads are better than one”. To deepen the ties 
between the HKUST Business School and leading businesses and professional 
bodies, a number of partnerships have recently been formed to bring together 
shared outcomes. 

Cybersecurity 
Competition with 
China Everbright Bank HK

MoC with 
ZhongAn International

First Insurance Day 
on Campus 

Also in May, with cybersecurity awareness an increasingly 
important issue for businesses and the wider community, 
the School partnered with China Everbright Bank Hong 
Kong Branch (CEBHK) to organize a full-day on-campus 
event. Aimed at promoting cybersecurity awareness, 
and providing an opportunity for HKUST students to 
address real-world threats faced by information security 
experts, 20 two-member teams, recruited from across the 
University, took part in a “Cyber Defenders Challenge – 
Team Up for the Good Fight” competition. IT experts from 
CEBHK were invited to provide training and share their 
real-life experiences in protecting their customers from 
hackers, delivering best practices and meeting compliance 
requirements. 

Supporting the School’s aspirations in becoming a major 
intellectual powerhouse of Fintech in Asia, in early May, 
the School and ZhongAn Technologies International Group 
Ltd signed a Memorandum of Cooperation (MoC) designed 
to open up a new stream of opportunities for students in 
the fields of Fintech and Insurtech. The MOC includes a 
framework to offer entrepreneurship competitions and 
incubation activities, joint research and forums, internships 
for students and employment opportunities for graduates.

Officiated by Joseph CHAN Ho-lim, Hong Kong’s Under 
Secretary for Financial Services and the Treasury, in 
February the School launched its first Insurance Day. The 
half-day event, entitled  “The Myths and Realities of the 
Insurance Industry”,  was organized to help students across 
all disciplines at HKUST understand more about the diverse 
career prospects offered by the insurance sector and its vital 
contribution to Hong Kong’s economy. Thanks to the strong 
support of the Government, the Insurance Authority and the 
14 insurance companies, the event featured a job fair and 
panel discussions attended by some of the world’s leading 
insurers and industry leaders.
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In Recognition of 
the “Best Managed 
Companies” in China

Closer Ties with the 
Journalism Education 
Foundation

Acknowledging the far-reaching contributions Chinese 
private enterprises make to economic and societal 
development on the mainland and across the world, 
the School has joined Deloitte China’s “Best Managed 
Companies” Program, with a presentation ceremony in 
March, as a strategic knowledge partner. The School played 
an important role in the first program of its kind in China, 
which identified and recognized private companies based 
on their management systems by compiling a list of the best 
managed companies in mainland China, Hong Kong and 
Macau. 

On four Saturday afternoons in January, the School joined 
forces with the Journalism Education Foundation (JEF) 
to launch a Management Training Program for middle-
to-senior management professionals and journalists 
from local media organizations. The program provided a 
platform to help practitioners refresh and expand their 
knowledge in key areas ranging from Leading Teams and 
Negotiation, Digitalization of Media Industry and Social 
Media Application, Fundamental Financial and Managerial 
Accounting Practices, and Innovation Application and their 
Impact on Society. In addition, the collaboration has served 
to deepen the School’s relationship with the media.




