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More than ever, our new generation 
needs to develop entrepreneurial 
skills and an innovative mindset. 
These qualities will help them build 
a dynamic career and thrive in the 
new economy. Fostering a culture of 
entrepreneurship and innovation is a 
key pillar at HKUST. 

II From the Dean II 

Entrepreneurship and innovation require a robust and multi-Faceted ecosystem. As a hub where 
business and technology talent converge, HKUST Business School plays an integral role in building 
the ecosystem. 

This issue presents views on challenges and opportunities for Hong Kong to become an 
entrepreneur-friendly city. We are honored to hear From Nicholas YANG, the Secretary for 
Innovation and Technology of the HKSAR Government. The Secretary explains how Hong Kong's 
entrepreneurs can Fuel economic growth to create new economic sectors that we may not have 
imagined before. We also hear From Peter YAN, CEO of Cyberport, about how they support 
homegrown startups to become unicorns. Albert WONG, CEO of Science Park, points budding 
entrepreneurs in the right direction. 

There's not much Allan ZEMAN, the "Father of Lan Kwai Fong", doesn't know about 
entrepreneurship and innovation. He has words of encouragement for the current generation of 
young entrepreneurs. Nisa LEUNG, Managing Partner of Qiming Venture Partners, talks about her 
views on the rapidly evolving tech ecosystem in China. Yvette Yeh FUNG, Chair of The Yeh Family 
Philanthropy, shares her thoughts on the inspiration behind one of the focuses of her family 
foundation - in supporting social entrepreneurship and innovation. 

The journey of an innovator is not easy. Part of the challenge is to turn ideas into sustainable 
business models. I am delighted that our alumni have not been afraid to rise to such challenges, 
in different sectors and countries. RAO Xiang from our HKUST EMBA Program founded AXON 
Technology in China to develop Al applications For finance services. Victor RUIZ of our Kellogg
HKUST EMBA Program started actiMirror in Hong Kong with its smart mirrors that revolutionize 
shoppers' experiences, now also offered in Europe. Our BBA alumna Jess CHENG has grown her 
company into the world's largest transnational power bank sharing platform. Two MBA alumni 
have taken a different direction. Abhinav PANDEY at iB Hubs is working to support a network of 
incubators and innovation hubs in India, while Kieran FUNG, as a Consultant at The Yeh Family 
Philanthropy, is Forging a path to support social entrepreneurs -a career transformation after his 
MBA. 

Our alumni and Faculty drive the vibrant exchange of ideas. MBA alumna Cindy CHOW, Executive 
Director of Alibaba Hong Kong Entrepreneurs Fund, talks about ways to Foster the next 
generation of entrepreneurs In Hong Kong. Professor Marie ROSENCRANTZ writes about how a 
course enables students to learn the interplay between social entrepreneurship and participate 
in building a social impact ecosystem. Professor Roger KING and Winnie PENG discuss how Family 
businesses in Asia seek to nurture innovation and adopt new technologies .  

From an organizational management perspective, Professor Sam GARG and a PhD graduate Hanny 
KUSNADI shed light on an overlooked topic - the role of boards in entrepreneurial Firms and offer 
practical advice on scaling a startup through IPO. 

In other important news, the new incubator at the Business School has been completed and the 
co-working space will soon be ready for students to turn ideas off the ground. This modern Facility 
together with our enhanced curriculum will benefit innovators in our student community and 
support our ongoing effort in promoting an entrepreneurial and innovation culture. 

Innovation and entrepreneurship are the major economic engines of the Future, and will generate 
growth opportunities. I hope that the ideas presented here will Inspire conversations and lead to 
action, contributing to Hong Kong's innovation ecosystem. 

Professor TAM Kar Yan 

Dean 

Biz@HKUST 



Innovation is the key to success in our ultra-
competitive world. The latest advances in artificial 
intelligence, blockchain, cloud technology and big 
data not only provide new sources of inspiration that 
drives innovation, but also fuels startups around the 
world. The new wave of startups are challenging 
traditional business models and no one can succeed 
by maintaining the status quo.

In recent years, Hong Kong has cultivated some 
homegrown unicorns and attracted investment 
from the world’s leading venture capital firms. But 
there is still a long road ahead. The city is moving 
forward to harness opportunities offered by new 
developments like the Greater Bay Area initiative. 
Our higher education sector is also working hard 
to develop a tech-savvy talent pool with cross-
disciplinary skills.

We met with senior members of government and 
technology parks, business leaders and  venture 
capital investors, to hear their perspectives on 
entrepreneurship and innovation. In the pages 
ahead, they share their vision of the future and 
hopes for Hong Kong innovators. 

Empowering the 

future

Entrepreneurship

and
Innovation
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Universities are the most effective and productive source for driving basic 
innovation in a broad sense, says Nicholas YANG, the Secretary for Innovation 
and Technology. While Hong Kong benefits from some of the best universities 
in the region and the development in the Greater Bay Area, the city will have a 
bigger role to play. 

Five years ago, the Hong Kong entrepreneurial 
ecosystem had little to show for itself. It was easy 
for critics to say that Hong Kong had fallen behind 
other cities, and that the few thriving startups were 
isolated successes that were not supported by a robust 
ecosystem. 

Today, the picture has changed as reflected by some 
key indicators. In 2014, Hong Kong had no unicorns – 
defined as companies with a valuation of US$1 billion 
or more. By 2018, there were eight unicorns in Hong 
Kong. In 2014, Hong Kong had just 22 co-working 
spaces, but this number had increased to over 90 
today. In 2014, the amount of venture capitalist (VC) 
investment in Hong Kong startups was HK$1.27 billion. 
By 2018, this number had increased 14 fold to HK$17.8 
billion. 

Startups achieve double-digit 
growth

The figures regarding venture capital funding are 
the most telling, says Nicholas Yang, the HKSAR 
Government’s Secretary for Innovation and Technology. 
“We [the government] cannot tell VCs to invest more. 
They are willing to invest because of the improving 
deal flow in Hong Kong,” he says. “We have some of the 
top global VCs in the city. This is because our startups 
have achieved double-digit growth, and moreover, that 
growth is quality growth.” 

The Innovation and Technology Bureau (ITB) was 
formed by the HKSAR government in 2015. Yang is the 
first minister of innovation and technology to serve in 
Hong Kong. 

Yang and his team at the ITB have launched many 
initiatives to encourage venture capital co-investment, 
promote STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering and 
Mathematics) education, and to incentivize research 
and development. 

The latest initiatives include to promote innovation 
within the government. A Smart Government 
Innovation Lab (‘Smart Lab’) officially opened in May. 
The Smart Lab serves as a platform for government 
departments to explain their problems and needs. In 
response, the Smart Lab invites local innovators to 
explore and build solutions. Yang calls the Smart Lab an 
“ecosystem builder”. 

The government’s procurement system no longer 
prioritizes price over innovation. Instead of awarding 
projects to the lowest qualified bidder, the new 
procurement methodology gives more weight to 
innovative technological solutions. 

“This is a change of mindset,” Yang says. “We are 
willing to pay more for innovation – one of the ways to 
promote innovation.” 

Driving 
Innovation
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Areas of highest growth potential

Yang says there is much more to be done. He has 
identified the four areas which have the highest growth 
potential for the Hong Kong ecosystem: healthcare, 
artificial intelligence (AI) and robotics, fintech, and 
smart city initiatives. There is a local or global need to 
be addressed for each of these areas, and Hong Kong 
has the strength to help address that need.   

Hong Kong and other advanced economies in Asia 
have an aging population and a shrinking workforce. 
Currently, the median age in Hong Kong is 44. This 
drives the need for innovation in the healthcare sector, 
as well as the demand for service robots that leverage 
artificial intelligence, Yang says. 

“In the near future, over half of our population will 
be over 50 years old,” Yang adds. “A different kind of 
healthcare needs to be developed for the population. 
This is a daunting task.” 

A vision for the future

Yang’s vision for Hong Kong’s future includes new 
economic sectors which feature innovation. He thinks 
new sectors could evolve from the four high-potential 
sectors. It could also result from other technology-
driven sectors, such as e-sports, which is a high-growth 
segment in digital entertainment.

About the Innovation and Technology Bureau

Established by the HKSAR Government in 2015

To develop Hong Kong into a knowledge-based economy 
and an innovation hub for technology and its application 
in the region

“In five years’ time, I hope you will see one or more new 
economic sectors accounting for three to five per cent 
of our GDP,” Yang says. 

The future of Hong Kong’s tech ecosystem is 
determined by many different stakeholders, notably by 
the entrepreneurs themselves. Yang wants Hong Kong 
entrepreneurs to explore opportunities in building 
standards and platforms for emerging technologies. 

“If you can build a standard, everybody will follow 
you. If you build a platform, a lot of people are 
going to depend on you,” he says. For instance, the 
implementation of 5G Internet of Things (IoT) will 
require new standards and platforms, Yang notes. 

Yang stresses that entrepreneurs need to be fearless in 
the face of challenging problems.  

“I encourage entrepreneurs to continue to think out 
of the box,” he says. “Don’t avoid the most difficult 
problems. If you can solve one or two of the most 
difficult problems, think about the difference you will 
have made.” 

“People tend to say, go for the low hanging fruits. But 
innovation and technology are about solving the most 
difficult problems,” Yang says. 

// Innovation and 
technology are about 
solving the most 
difficult problems //
Nicholas Yang 
Secretary for Innovation and Technology 
Innovation and Technology Bureau
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There’s not much Dr Allan ZEMAN doesn’t know about entrepreneurship and 
innovation. Drawing on a diverse array of experiences which include building 
an entertainment empire and resuscitating a failing theme park, Dr Zeman can 
truly talk in-depth about what it means to be an entrepreneur and innovator. 

According to Dr Zeman, the Chairman of Lan Kwai 
Fong Group, the concepts of entrepreneurship and 
innovation have been around since the beginning of 
time. In today’s world, innovation has become even 
more important due to the speed that technology is 
changing and adapting. 

“Technology is changing the world, and changing 
things so quickly,” says Dr Zeman. “Last year, the two 
buzzwords were AI (artificial intelligence) and VR (virtual 
reality), and everyone was on that track. Now everyone 
is talking about 5G networks. That really is a game 
changer. It’s so fast that it’s going to change the way 
we all do things.” 

You need to be fast to be an entrepreneur, so it’s not 
suitable for everyone, he says, noting that only a small 
segment of the population will become successful 
entrepreneurs. So what does it take to make the cut?

Attributes to be entrepreneurs

“Usually, entrepreneurs are fearless,” Dr Zeman says. 
“They are self-confident, they are very positive, and 
they have a can-do spirit. Failure is not a word in their 
vocabulary.” 

Secondly, Dr Zeman says successful entrepreneurs can 
usually look at things not for what they are but what 
they could be.  There are a lot of dreamers in the world, 
but the successful ones are those who can make their 
dream happen.  “About 15 per cent of the population 
want to be their own boss. They don’t want to work for 
someone else. They have great ideas, and they know 
how to make them happen,” Dr Zeman says. 

Dr Zeman, who lost his father at the age of seven, 
knows what it takes to succeed. Growing up, the 
Canadian-born learned how to take a negative and turn 
it into a positive from an early age. “I always looked on 
the bright side. I realized that if I just stayed home and 
did nothing, nothing would happen,” he says. “So at the 
age of eight, I got a job delivering newspapers.” 

It wasn’t long before Dr Zeman was earning more 
money than his teachers. At the age of 12, he lied about 
his age and started doing jobs like cleaning tables at 
weekends. “I learnt at a very young age about money. 
I bought my first car, which was a convertible, when 
I was in high school, so I was very popular with girls,” 
he jokes. Dr Zeman attributes his success to always 
being ahead of the game. By the time he was 19, he 
had started a business importing lady’s swimwear from 
Hong Kong, leading him to earn his very first million. 

“I always had guts, I always felt confident in myself, 
and I knew whatever I would do, I would do it well,” 
he says. “I look around to see what the opportunities 
are. I’ll look at my competitors, see what products they 
are offering, and how mine could be different, could 
be better. I look at things through the eyes of the 
customer without thinking that I know better than they 
do,” he says. 

The Secret of 
My Success
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About Lan Kwai Fong Group

In 1983, Dr Zeman opened a restaurant in Lan Kwai 
Fong in Central, Hong Kong, and began his career as an 
entertainment operator and property developer.

Over the years, Lan Kwai Fong Group has established 
itself as a household name in Asia with extensive brands, 
properties and investments in different fields including 
F&B, retail, leisure and entertainment. And Lan Kwai 
Fong has become one of Hong Kong’s most popular 
nightlife hot spots. 

// Entrepreneurs are fearless, 
self-confident, very positive, and 
they have a can-do spirit //
Dr Allan Zeman 
Chairman of Lan Kwai Fong Group

Dr Zeman’s welcoming nature puts everyone around 
him at ease, though behind his calm and quiet 
disposition is a person who has big ideas. So, it’s no 
wonder he was invited to revitalize one of Hong 
Kong’s most iconic theme parks, Ocean Park, when the 
park was declining just as Hong Kong Disneyland was 
opening its doors.

Dr Zeman is perhaps best remembered for dressing up 
as a jellyfish for the park’s first press conference after 
its rejuvenation. It caused a global sensation. 

“I thought, if I was the chairman of a bank, I would dress 
in a shirt and tie. But a theme park is about fantasy and 
fun, so I thought, why not be a jellyfish?” he says. “They 
gave me my jellyfish costume. I put it on, and I looked in 
the mirror, and I looked ridiculous. I thought there’s no 
way I can go out looking like this. But you know, when 
in Rome, do as the Romans do. So I went out there as a 
jellyfish, and the press went crazy.” 

Without spending a dime on advertising, Ocean Park 
and its flamboyant chairman appeared on every page of 
the newspapers. Ocean Park received worldwide media 
attention, which set the stage for its success. Thirteen 
years later, Ocean Park continues to be profitable and 
one of the most popular tourist attractions in the city.

Don’t be shy, just do it

Entrepreneurs need vision and the ability to see things 
through fresh eyes. But Dr Zeman says they must also 
not fear failure, which can be a way to learn. What’s 
more, entrepreneurs, can’t be shy. “If you have the 
guts, the drive and you are smart enough, then just do 
it,” he says. 

Dr Zeman likens it to someone who can’t swim 
but jumps off a diving board anyway. Successful 
entrepreneurs don’t think before they jump. They 
soon find a way to start paddling and to stay afloat. A 
less entrepreneurial person will walk to the end of the 
diving board, look into the water, think about it, shake 
his head, and fail to jump, he says.  

“That’s the same in life and in business. You will find 
a way that works, and a way that you’re comfortable 
with. Everyone thinks differently, and there’s no set 
rule on what to do and what not to do. You make 
your own rules,” he says. “Some people run problems, 
and some people are good at getting themselves out 
of problems, which is basically the most important 
attribute to have today,” Dr Zeman says. 
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An increasing number of top university graduates in Hong Kong are choosing 
to become entrepreneurs, and this is a heartening phenomenon for Peter YAN, 
Chief Executive Officer of Hong Kong Cyberport Management Co Ltd (Cyberport). 

The entrepreneurial spirit has been an important 
asset to Hong Kong, having built and rejuvenated the 
economy in previous generations. “Hong Kong has what 
we have today because of the entrepreneurial spirit 
upheld by our older generations,” Yan says. 

Cyberport manages a leading technology park which 
plays a key role in incubating and supporting the 
growth of Hong Kong’s startup ecosystem. Yan took 
the helm of Cyberport in early 2018, having spent over 
30 years in the information technology industry. Before 
his appointment as CEO, he served on the Cyberport 
Board of Directors for six years. 

Yan believes that top university graduates who become 
entrepreneurs gain an advantage from a broader 
experience of life. The many programs and resources 
available from Cyberport, along with those offered by 
the government and private sector stakeholders, are 
working to build an ecosystem that can support those 
experiences. 

Cyberport offers funding, rent-free office space, and 
essential support for young entrepreneurs under its 
programs. Regardless of the success of the businesses, 
graduates can gain valuable experience at minimal risk. 
This is a “no-lose situation” for graduates and could 
mean a “bright future” for Hong Kong, he says. 

Unicorns in Hong Kong

Cyberport is focusing its programs and resources on 
nurturing startups in six key areas. This includes three 
business application clusters (fintech, smart living, 
esports & digital entertainment) and three areas of 
technological development (artificial intelligence & big 
data, blockchain and cybersecurity). 

Yan foresees that several homegrown Hong Kong 
unicorns may emerge from these six areas over the 
coming years. “We have had four unicorns at Cyberport 
in the past two years,” he says. “In a few years’ time 
we will probably have more than ten, if the macro 
environment stays strong.”

Part of Yan’s vision is for Cyberport to become a 
technology theme park, where the latest technologies, 
gadgets and ready-to-market solutions can be 
showcased to the public and to relevant stakeholders. 
Cyberport already hosts startup solutions on its 
premises, including, among others, intelligent vending 
machines at the Smart Living Concept Store, and smart 
mirrors in the Cyberport fitness center (in which virtual 
trainers can teach users to work out). The idea is to 
integrate new business models into the daily operations 
of the Cyberport campus so that startups may gain 
invaluable experience in the real-life operations of their 
product, while Cyberport visitors and tenants can enjoy 
the innovative solutions on its premises.

Plans to expand this innovation breeding ground 
have been set in motion. As announced in the HKSAR 
Government’s 2019-20 budget, HK$5.5 billion funding 
has been earmarked for Cyberport, which plans to 
expand significantly in the coming years. Phase 5 of 
Cyberport will add 66,000 square meters of gross 
floor area (GFA) to its existing 119,000 square meters 
of office space. This will include new facilities such as 

The Startup 
Spirit
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On a macro level, the Greater Bay Area (GBA) economic 
development plan and the Belt and Road Initiative 
present opportunities for Hong Kong. They play to the 
strengths of Hong Kong, a city that has always been 
a bridge between East and West, and a connector to 
opportunities and resources. 

Hong Kong has the opportunity to attract innovation 
and technology companies from neighboring cities 
like Guangdong. These companies can use the SAR as 
a springboard to access overseas markets, while the 
SAR can offer a platform for overseas innovators to use 
Hong Kong to access the GBA or the China market.  

The question is whether the relevant stakeholders are 
ready to take advantage of these opportunities. “If we 
do not seize these opportunities, we might lag behind,” 
he says. 

Yan believes we can avoid losing out by ensuring the 
coordination necessary to take advantage of these 
opportunities is there. Cyberport is working closely with 
private stakeholders and public entities such as Science 
Park, as well as the five Hong Kong R&D Centers (namely 
the Logistics and Supply Chain MultiTech R&D Centre, 
Hong Kong Productivity Council, Hong Kong Applied 
Science and Technology Research Institute, Hong 
Kong Research Institute of Textiles and Apparel and 
UST’s own Nano and Advanced Materials Institute), to 
make sure startups find the right investors, subsidies, 
programs and services they need to succeed. 

“We just need to connect the right people, and Hong 
Kong has always been good at that,” Yan says. When 
it comes to developing Hong Kong’s Innovation and 
Technology ecosystem, synergy is key. 

About Cyberport

An innovative digital community with some 1400 digital tech companies

Managed by Hong Kong Cyberport Management Company Limited, which is wholly owned by the 
Hong Kong SAR Government.

3 application clusters: Fintech, Smart Living, Esports & Digital Entertainment; and 3 technology 
clusters: AI & Big Data, Blockchain, Cybersecurity

// The talents we need for the new 
economy are cross-disciplinary and 
technology-savvy //
Peter Yan 
Chief Executive Officer of Cyberport

offices, co-working spaces, conference venues and a 
data service platform. 

The current waterfront park will also be expanded and 
enhanced with smart technologies. These expansion 
plans will be completed by 2024. 

Cross-disciplinary talent

Beyond the necessary infrastructure, funding and 
support services, Hong Kong’s tech and startup 
ecosystem can only be successful if the relevant talent 
is available. Yan is optimistic on this regard. “The talent 
we need for the new economy are cross-disciplinary 
and technology-savvy. Hong Kong’s universities are 
already cultivating cross-disciplinary talent,” Yan says. 

For example, in the fintech sector, you often find talent 
that are able to combine technological know-how with 
their knowledge of the financial industry to create new 
business opportunities or new digital assets.

“There are many opportunities available for those 
who innovate new business models. You can, for 
instance, take mature technology and apply it in 
an innovative way,” Yan suggests. “At HKUST, there 
may be opportunities for faculty from the business 
and engineering schools to join forces for further 
collaboration.”

5G and Internet of Things (IoT) is another example of 
development and designing across disciplines. 

“If you want to take advantage of new technology like 
5G IoT, you can’t box yourself within the borders of 
technology,” Yan adds. “5G IoT may be very technical, 
but intelligent devices 
have a lot to do with the 
user experience, and 
rely on the combined 
knowledge from the 
fields of both technology 
and UX/UI design.” 

Taking the next 
step forward

“The Hong Kong tech 
ecosystem has ample 
opportunities to grow,” 
Yan says. 
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When it comes to new technology like artificial intelligence (AI) and biotech, 
China is overflowing with opportunities for entrepreneurs and innovators who 
are willing to take risks and persevere, says Nisa LEUNG, Managing Partner at 
venture capitalist firm Qiming Venture Partners.

“China and the US are equally matched in terms of their 
achievements in tech. But China is much better at the 
kind of data collection that’s needed for AI, so China 
is developing much faster than the US in that area,” 
Leung says. 

Biotech is another fast-growing sector in China. While 
the US has more innovations and innovators in biotech, 
China is catching up fast. According to Leung, around a 
quarter of biotech scientists in the US come from China, 
and many are hoping to return to China to work. 

This phenomenon is also apparent in ‘Big Pharma’ 
which, according to Leung, typically takes a three-
pronged approach to business, treating the US, Europe 
and China as different markets. In China, Big Pharma 
companies are usually based in Beijing and Shanghai. 
Since the financial crisis, the National Institutes of 
Health (NIH) in the US has reduced the funding available 
to Big Pharma. In contrast, China is increasing its 
grants. This, along with new regulations, has resulted in 
thousands of scientists returning to China to start their 
own companies. 

“We believe innovation in China will continue to thrive, 
and innovative companies will continue to export their 
products and services,” Leung says. To date, Qiming 
Venture Partners has invested in 320 companies in 
China, many of which have grown into industry leaders. 

Innovation is gaining pace in 
Hong Kong

Hong Kong has benefitted from being part of the 
Greater Bay Area (GBA), and Leung says that innovation 
in Hong Kong has gained pace over the last few years.

There are many reasons for Hong Kong’s increased 
focus on innovation. Mainly, entrepreneurs have 
noticed the opportunities offered by the GBA, and in 
mainland China in general, and this has attracted them 
to Hong Kong.  

To foster growth in innovation in Hong Kong, and to 
increase opportunities for entrepreneurs in the sector, 
a comprehensive set of STEM initiatives has been rolled 
out. These initiatives involve prestigious institutions 
such as Stanford University, overseas professors who 
specialize in STEM, and investment companies such as 
Qiming. 

Leung believes that the Hong Kong government is 
working hard to stimulate innovation. But she says 
there are not enough professionals or students in 
Hong Kong to populate the startup sector. This lack 
of available talent is proving a huge obstacle for 
entrepreneurship and innovation, Leung notes.

Parents do not think highly of startups, she adds. “We 
are also hoping to change the mindset of parents, who 
see joining startups in a negative light. That perception 
is now beginning to change,” says Leung. 

Although Hong Kong is small, it has a lot to offer, Leung 
says. For instance, its international mindset and capable 
managerial talents are prized by entrepreneurs. 

A Wealth of 
Opportunity
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After the Hong Kong government’s InnoHK initiative 
pumped around HK$10 billion into the sector, many 
professors have partnered with top researchers to 
start R&D centres. Through these R&D centres, Hong 
Kong will acquire the knowledge to turn technological 
discoveries into commercial products. 

“When a company grows in Hong Kong, it can 
expand into the GBA,” Leung says, noting that with 
the exception of Shenzhen, and some companies 
in Guangzhou, there are not enough professional 
managers in China. This is another way that the global 
mindset and professional management skills of 
Hongkongers can take advantage of the opportunities 
provided by the GBA, she says. 

Hong Kong may be small, but it is well positioned to 
excel in many fields. Healthcare, diagnostics, DNA 
sequencing, and medical devices, are just a few areas 
that Leung mentions. She also believes that Hong 
Kong is doing well in AI and robotics. “These areas will 
continue to thrive,” she says. 

What it takes

Hong Kong startups and entrepreneurs rarely think 
beyond Hong Kong, Leung says. “That’s the biggest 
issue, and we continuously challenge them to consider 
the GBA, China, and the world,” she says. “It’s not 
enough to be competitive within China or the GBA. You 
need to be competitive globally. This is a very important 
mindset to develop.” 

Travel helps to cultivate an international perspective, 
and experiencing new environments can inspire 
creation and innovation. Perseverance and a willingness 
to take risks are other important traits.

“Perseverance is important. That’s because 95 per 
cent of business models, budgets and business plans 
change. You have to persevere, because you have to 
find ways to make it happen, even if the product is not 
exactly the right fit,” she says. 

Leung, who is also a member of the HKUST Business 
School Advisory Council, stresses that the education 
sector will play a big role in producing a new era of 
entrepreneurs and innovators. Institutions and colleges 
should reach out to industry with a view to mentorship 
and collaborating on product creation. “I would love to 
see more professors starting companies, too,” she says. 

When it comes to STEM graduates, it’s a case of the 
more the better, Leung says. “It would be great to 
see more STEM majors. I think HKUST has done a 
phenomenal job in running STEM programs, and that 
has been reflected in how well it has performed in the 
rankings,” she concludes.

About Qiming Venture Partners

Founded in 2006 as a leading China venture capital firm 

Invested in 320 fast-growing and innovative companies 
across China

Seven USD funds and 5 RMB funds with US$4 billion 
assets under management

// The global mindset 
and professional 
management skills 
of Hongkongers can 
take advantage of the 
opportunities provided 
by the GBA //
Nisa Leung
Managing Partner, Qiming Venture Partners
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Even with a great concept and talented individuals, getting a startup off the 
ground is hard work. Albert WONG, Chief Executive Officer of HKSTP explains 
how they help startups turn ideas into market-ready products.

For budding entrepreneurs, one of the first lessons to 
learn is that there are a lot of ideas for sure-fire winners 
and killer apps out there, and most of them end up 
going nowhere. What typically makes the difference 
between success and failure is a clear-sighted 
understanding of the realities of the business world, 
and a willingness to listen to practical advice at pivotal 
moments. 

Would-be entrepreneurs need to have more than 
a good idea to succeed, says Albert Wong, Chief 
Executive Officer of the Hong Kong Science and 
Technology Parks Corporation (HKSTP). “All startups 
need to have talent behind them, some funding, and 
a commercial application. They must be more than 
an idea or a piece of technology,” says Wong, whose 
mission is to provide a vibrant ecosystem to support 
new ventures and promote innovation. “Hong Kong has 
very good universities, and a lot of work is carried out 
in laboratories. We help to commercialize these ideas 
and bring them to fruition, so people can realize their 
dreams,” Wong says. 

Difference between success and 
failure

HKSTP runs a series of incubation programs geared 
to the needs of startups. These programs focus on 
new technologies, disruptive business models, and 
the biomedical field. Nascent companies admitted 
to a program can expect assistance with product 
development, finding a place to work, networking 
events, funding applications, and in some cases, 
generous grants with no strings attached.  

One key aim, Wong notes, is to take a startup from 
“40,000 feet” to ground level by ensuring the founders 
understand corporate structures, know how to find 
investors, and can identify the needs of consumers. 
The initial step of validating the proposed product or 
concept includes a full review of likely regulatory issues, 
target markets, and possible industry applications. 
But it also goes into the nitty-gritty of assessing plans 
for market entry, promotion, pricing, and after-sales 
service. 

“We often tell candidates from a lab environment 
that they have the greatest idea in the world, but 
they still need to change it,” Wong says. “We advise 
them whether the business plan is sound, look at the 
management, and consider whether candidates need to 
change course or pivot. All this can make the difference 
between success and failure. Some people stick to their 
conviction and are resistant to change, but to succeed, 
humility is equally important and you must be ready to 
accept new ideas and listen to other people,” he says. 

These programs look to be working. There are now 
over 320 companies in the incubation programs at any 
one time, while about 650 “graduates” have already 
moved on to play a role in the wider economy. In terms 
of talent, the HKSTP community is 13,000-strong, 
with about 9,000 participants dedicated to R&D work. 
Today, 70 companies out of a total of 760 companies 
in the Science Park are formed by HKUST alumni. They 
represent a regular stream of graduate-led and faculty-
led projects which are aiming for long-term commercial 
viability. 

Making it 
Real
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About the Hong Kong Science and Technology Parks Corporation

Established as a statutory body in 2001 by the HKSAR Government 

Home to over 750 tech companies

5 major technology clusters – Biomedical Technology, Electronics, Green 
Technology, Information and Communications Technology, and Material and 
Precision Engineering

// We are like teachers 
or tutors who point 
participants in the right 
direction //
Albert Wong 
Chief Executive Officer of HKSTP

“Around 60 to 70 per cent of startups come from 
universities,” Wong says. “Typically, if a proposition 
is science-based or technology-based, the founders 
approach HKSTP. They give us their milestones for 
fundraising or development for the next two to four 
years when we admit them. Our team will review 
the milestones every other month. We are not 
shareholders. We are like teachers or tutors who point 
participants in the right direction,” Wong says.  

Most proposals fall into one of three groups. There 
are business-model innovations, usually based on the 
principle of the “sharing” economy, which are often 
hard to judge. There are tech ideas for apps, electronic 
products or renewable energy, which require further 
research and development. Then there are biotech 
projects centred on anything from DNA sequencing 
to diagnostics and stem-cell breakthroughs. Biotech 
projects involve more risk, regulatory approval, and 
lab work, and consequently have significantly longer 
timescales. 

Wong says there could be greater emphasis on areas 
like fintech and AI (artificial intelligence) in the future, 
although the same core principles will still apply. “I’m 
not a bank, so startups must have seed money, and 
some skin in the game,” Wong says. “You can’t start 
with zero money. You must find a good investor who 
believes in you. Convincing investors and devising 
industry applications is the ultimate test,” he says. 

The power of keep improving 

For that reason, HKSTP makes a point of teaching 
startups how to make presentations to potential 
investors when they want to offer shares or attract 
private equity. It’s important for startups to keep 
improving or reinventing their product. As an example, 
the successful Angry Birds game, created by the Finnish 
company Rovio Entertainment, is said to be the 35th 
iteration of the idea.   

“The technology part is not the biggest worry, and 
it is taken for granted,” Wong says. “Our concern is 
the commercial problems of fundraising, cash flow, 
pricing and distribution, knowing how to get to market, 
and knowing how to get recommendations for your 
product.”  

“I also tell participants that if you have more than one 
owner, the number-one challenge is to figure out your 
shareholder agreement. When you’re going through 
tough times you will stick together, but problems can 
arise when you start making money,” Wong says. 
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Yvette Yeh FUNG, Chair of The Yeh Family Philanthropy, has watched Hong 
Kong’s social entrepreneurship sector develop with her own eyes. The 
foundation provides resources and support for education, including courses 
and projects to inspire a new generation of social entrepreneurs and venture 
philanthropists to grow and shine.

Around nine years ago, Yvette Yeh Fung was tasked 
by her father to lead the family foundation, The Yeh 
Family Philanthropy. Fung, who trained as a lawyer, 
studied the latest developments in the philanthropy 
space, and noticed a need for growth in the social 
entrepreneurship and venture philanthropy sector in 
Hong Kong. 

In the past, a social enterprise would typically  be a side 
business started by a non-government organization 
(NGO) which aimed at generating employment for 
the beneficiaries or raise funds. For instance, an 
organization that served the elderly might start a 
coffee shop that employed seniors. But the coffee 
shop itself would not have been conceived as a “viable 
business”. 

Mission control

True social innovators focus on their mission and on 
solving a social problem. Non-profit organizations can 
focus exclusively on delivering social services, even if 
it is not the most effective way to solve a social issue. 
Mission-oriented social enterprises are different, Fung 
says. 

“In many cases, the goal might be to solve a social 
problem, and when that social problem is solved, they 
can still make their business up and running,” she says.  

“Today, social entrepreneurs may still be inspired by 
a personal story. But they will think deeper about the 
local needs and their markets,” Fung explains. Today’s 
social entrepreneurs also have the ability to assemble 
professional teams, she adds.

One of the signature initiatives of The Yeh Family 
Philanthropy is the ‘Nurturing Social Minds’ (NSM) 
program. The program started in 2013 as a partnership 
between The Yeh Family Philanthropy and HKUST 
Business School. Since 2015 it has received support 
from the government’s Social Innovation and 
Entrepreneurship (SIE) Development Fund  and 
extended to other universities. 

The unique Social Entrepreneurship and Venture 
Philanthropy (SEVP) course supported by the NSM 
program allows students to learn and experience 
the work of both a social entrepreneur and a funder. 
Students get the opportunity to work as consultants 
with  established social enterprises, and at the end of 
the course vote for the social enterprise that will win a 
HK$250,000 grant from The Yeh Family Philanthropy. 

The course is innovative, and helps to not only build the 
local ecosystem, but prepare the next generation of 
business leaders for social entrepreneurship roles, says 
Fung. She has been encouraged by the growth in the 
social entrepreneurship sector in Hong Kong. 

After working closely with numerous social innovators 
to find partners for the course, Fung and her team at 
The Yeh Family Philanthropy have established a clear 
picture of the qualities needed to become a successful 
social entrepreneur.  

Growing 
Goodness
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She referred to several initiatives in the US. One was ‘Say 
Yes to Education’, where the community in Philadelphia 
came together and pledged to find ways to get every 
child the opportunity to attend tertiary education. It 
took years of community dialogue to build trust among 
stakeholders, but eventually the collaborative approach 
worked, and the program has now been adopted 
nationwide.

Similarly, the NSM program has also generated a 
positive and lasting impact on communities, including 
the students, the social purpose organizations that 
work with them, and even the corporate sector. Many 
alumni of the SEVP course have gone on to careers 
in the private sector, where they can steer corporate 
initiatives towards social innovation. 

Fung, also a Court Member of HKUST, says supporting 
social innovation does not necessarily mean becoming 
a full-time social entrepreneur. “Some of our alumni 
become social intrapreneurs - corporate employees 
who work to develop a project as an entrepreneur 
would, but are supported by the resources of a large 
company. The course allows them to facilitate change 
and create a path within their companies for social 
innovation,” Fung says. About The Yeh Family Philanthropy

Founded by Dr MT Geoffrey Yeh in 2012

Launched the Social Entrepreneurship and Venture Philanthropy course at HKUST in 
2013 (later extended to other local universities)

To date, 338 students learned about social entrepreneurship and social finance best 
practices and 51 social enterprises benefited from student-initiated consulting projects

// A promising social 
enterprise founder is 
like a scientist testing a 
hypothesis //
Yvette Yeh Fung
Chair of The Yeh Family Philanthropy

Theory of change 

Apart from passion and commitment, a successful 
social entrepreneur needs to have a clear vision. They 
must be able to see how the social problems they have 
identified can be solved, and must be able to galvanize 
their teams to implement the solutions. 

“We always ask [founders], ‘What is your theory of 
change?’” Fung says. “A promising social enterprise 
founder is like a scientist testing a hypothesis.” 

The ability to pivot can be crucial, as social innovators 
are ultimately experimenting and testing their 
solutions. If there is evidence that the initial solution 
does not work, the social entrepreneur needs to try 
something else. 

The ecosystem supporting social innovators in Hong 
Kong has evolved in recent years. The government 
and other private funders are now playing increasingly 
active roles. A key catalyst for growth in the sector is 
the government’s SIE Fund, which has an allocation 
of HK$500 million from the Lotteries Fund. It was the 
first time that the government had funded for-profit 
enterprises in the social innovation space, Fung says. 

Having read about global best practices in social 
innovation, Fung says there is potential for 
closer collaboration within the Hong Kong social 
entrepreneurship ecosystem. 
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The Incubator 
A new practical and inspiring space at HKUST for 
student teams to get their ideas off the ground 

A space to

&

WORK,

BUILD
INNOVATE

460
An internal area of 

square meters20
40

An open incubatory 
area for up to

A moveable 
partitioned corner for 
seminars of up to

student teams

participants

4
rooms/workshops 
with modern facilities  

1
open 
pantry

Nicholas YANG, Secretary for Innovation and 
Technology, HKSAR Government, visited HKUST 
and the new incubator on August 14.



In the world of innovation, action is the key to 
success. Our alumni are taking action every day, 
tackling intriguing problems and building new 
solutions from their bases in Hong Kong, Mainland 
China, Europe, India, and beyond. 

Our alumni’s entrepreneurial ventures may sound 
simple, but there is more than meets the eye 
regarding the technology they have developed 
and their business models.  In the following pages, 
Rao Xiang (HKUST EMBA), Founder of AXON 
Technology, talks about helping businesses of 
all sizes harness the power of data. Victor Ruiz 
(Kellogg-HKUST EMBA), whose startup offers smart 
mirror technology, explains how to make things 
simple when building a minimum viable product.  
Jess Cheng (BBA) shares how she co-founded 
an international power bank charging service, a 
two-year-old startup which has proved incredibly 
scalable. 

Other alumni have become ecosystem builders. 
Abhinav Pandey (MBA), from India, talks about his 
work coaching Indian startups, and connecting them 
with investors and resources. 
Kieran Fung (MBA), a social innovation consultant in 
Hong Kong, helps to build the community of HKUST 
MBA students and alumni by addressing social 
purpose with viable business models.  

Our alumni aspire to identify problems, take 
calculated risks, achieve scale, and give back to the 
community. 

Action is the Key

Entrepreneurshipand
Innovation



An open-
minded attitude 
is essential for 
both learning 
and leadership
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Ahead of the Curve
Axon Technology helps banks and insurance firms in China evaluate 
the creditworthiness of customers by using AI and big data. Its founder 
RAO Xiang, an IT expert and an HKUST EMBA alumnus, talks about his 
entrepreneurial journey and how he harnesses technologies.

Rao Xiang
Founder and CEO, Axon Technology
       HKUST EMBA

When he was still a PhD student, Rao Xiang founded 
Axon Technology, a company that applied data 
engineering and machine learning into the field of 
telecommunications back in 2003 – a time before ‘big 
data’ had been coined as a term. Always ahead of the 
trends, Rao helped banks and insurance firms in China 
evaluate the creditworthiness of tens of millions of 
potential customers, before fintech became recognized 
as a solution for inclusive finance. 

In the past, it was not easy for Chinese citizens to access 
financial services, unless they were highly educated and 
had stable jobs with either the government or large 
established companies. 

The value of personality worthiness 

Axon Technology, with its headquarters in Nanjing, 
makes creditworthiness possible for any Chinese 
citizen who has a mobile phone number. With 
AI-enabled solutions, the company has created a new 
and improved creditworthiness score or a personal 
credit rating, known as pinzhi (品值 ), which is roughly 
translated as “personality worthiness”. 

“Everyone deserves a chance to receive financial 
services. We help anyone overcome the barrier and 
become a bank customer,” says Rao.

Axon Technology’s pinzhi assessment service is able 
to evaluate a person’s phone usage behavior, by using 
prediction models and Internet usage data of mobile 
phone users. Today, all three major telecom giants in 
China are among Axon’s clients and partners. 

“From delivery couriers to restaurant waiters, as long 
as they have a mobile phone, we can generate a credit 
worthiness profile for them with their data,” he says. 
“And with a personal credit rating, a wider community 
can access to financial services, which means a better 
chance for a person to improve his or her quality of 
life.” 

Axon Technology’s client portfolio includes some 
household names in the fintech sector in China, 
including Ping An Group, China Merchant Group and 
58.com Financial Services. Recently, its service has been 
rolled out for mainland liquor giant Kweichou Moutai. 

In 2019, Axon Technology broadened its client base 
to include small-to-medium enterprises (SMEs). Its AI-
driven, cloud-based technology can become a robust 
customer management system for SMEs. The company 
provides powerful analytics for SMEs, with a view to 
reducing their customer acquisition cost and better 
understanding existing customers’ behaviors. 

Rao and his company Axon, as title sponsor, provide strong support 
to the HKUST One Million Dollar International Entrepreneurship 
Competition in Beijing. 

A plug-and-play

Axon Technology enables SMEs and retailers to provide 
their customers with products such as free product 
trials, pay by instalment, and buyer’s insurance. 

“SMEs don’t have the resources to develop platforms 
on their own,” Rao says. “We offer a plug-and-play 
solution that combines AI, blockchain, cloud and data 
technologies.” 

Riding on the wave of technological innovation, Rao’s 
company has flourished during the past 15 years. 
Rao started his business when he was working on his 
PhD degree in Information Technology at the Nanjing 
University of Posts and Telecommunications, and 
later decided to pursue an EMBA at HKUST. Rao says 
his EMBA experience has expanded his network and 
broadened his mind. 

“My undergraduate degree is in IT and my career 
has been built in the field of telecommunications, so 
everyone I knew was in the telecom or IT fields. That 
changed when I came to HKUST,” Rao says. 

“My EMBA experience was a time of friendship without 
borders. Our classmates came from different sectors, 
different regions and backgrounds. We shared similar 
values and enjoyed the excellent learning environment 
at HKUST.”   

Rao decided to study at HKUST because of its strong 
reputation and world-class faculty and curriculum. 

“Hong Kong has always struck me as a vibrant city, with 
its openness and inclusiveness,” he says. 

His advice to future EMBA students and those who 
want to become entrepreneurs is to keep an open 
mind. An open-minded attitude is essential for both 
learning and leadership, Rao says. 

Rao’s belief enables him to develop a boarder 
perspective, and a vision to predict some game-
changing technologies for his company, past and 
present. 

http://58.com/
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Keep it Simple

Make sure you 
can explain 
what you 
do to your 
grandmother 
or five-year-old 
child using, if 
possible, simple 
words

Kellogg-HKUST EMBA alumnus Victor RUIZ revolutionizes shoppers' 
experiences with smart mirrors for fitness, retail, smart living, and other 
verticals. His company actiMirror evolved from a Hong Kong startup to the 
world’s  leading company in its segment.  He advises against designing a 
product to do everything. 

Tech entrepreneurs often have ambitious personalities 
and big imaginations. They want to develop products 
with many functionalities to serve different customer 
segments.

But according to seasoned entrepreneur Victor Ruiz - 
Co-founder and CEO of actiMirror, and an alumnus of 
the Kellogg-HKUST Executive MBA (EMBA) Program - 
it’s better to “keep it simple”. Although it’s tempting 
to design a product which solves multiple problems, 
successful products are usually highly focused, he says. 

Ruiz speaks from experience. At the beginning, Ruiz and 
his co-founder Fulvio RIVA had the idea of developing 
smart mirrors to offer real-time personalized consumer 
experiences and data analytics insights. They obtained 
financing, and formed an advisory board and a team. 
But there were many different uses for smart mirrors, 
and their initial business model featured too many 
functionalities. “It was too complicated”, he recalls. 

“Always aim for simplicity,” Ruiz says. “Make sure you 
can explain what you do either to your grandmother 
or to your five-year-old child using, if possible, simple 
words.” 

Get the MVP right

It is crucial to get the minimum viable product (MVP) 
right, Ruiz says. Ruiz’s startup actiMirror offers smart 
mirrors which are enabled by Artificial Intelligence, 
Data Analytics, apps, cloud technology and content 
management systems. In a retail setting, smart mirrors 
can deliver personalized consumer experiences 
to increase in-store traffic and sales. For example, 
it takes less than two seconds for the mirrors to 
estimate the shopper's age, gender and even mood 
to show customized products, promotional videos or 
advertisements targeting the shopper's demographics.  
And all is done in a 100% General Data Protection 
Regulation (GDPR) compliant manner.

After working on the right MVP, Ruiz was able to 
describe his smart mirror in a very clear and succinct 
manner as “an oversized smartphone" offering five 
key product features: a scalable open platform, 
a combination of digital technologies, innovative 

customer journeys, a true mirror [very important indeed 
according to Ruiz], and a truly scalable price point [even 
more important]. 

Ruiz’s business grew from that first MVP, and the 
company has become an established technology 
provider in the retail sector. The company now has 
a portfolio of renowned clients and brand partners. 
Recently, actiMirror helped AW Rostamani, the Dubai-
headquartered conglomerate, with product availability 
and inventory tracking in different retail locations. 
AW Rostamani’s brands include American Rag, Angels, 
Vhernier and Georg Jensen. 

Ruiz’s smart mirror startup is now ready to expand 
to different sectors, and as such the company is 
currently raising its pre-Series A fundraising round. 
The proceedings will be used to consolidate its 
recently launched “Fitness” line that is already getting 
considerable traction in the European Union, with Ruiz 
personally leading the company expansion. 

When using the smart Fitness mirrors, customers enjoy 
Artificial Intelligence personal trainers. They can take 
à-la-carte tutorials or compete in real-time from your 
home, gym and hotel with users in other locations 
through an interactive display with an embedded 
camera and speakers. All they have to do is to get a 
yoga mat to start a high-energy workout!

The company also plans to use pre-Series A proceedings 
to launch its “Smart Living” solutions in 2020 offering 
smart mirrors for bedrooms and bathrooms with 
infotainment functions, home automation controls and 
personalized health functions. 

A holistic view of business

Born in Madrid, Spain, Ruiz is grateful with the Kellogg-
HKUST EMBA Program for providing him with a holistic 
view of business. 

The EMBA also boosted his Asia network, and added 
credibility to his startup at a time when he and his 
business were new to the Asia market.  His company 
evolved from Hong Kong, and today has offices in 
Silicon Valley, Europe, and a network of international 
distributors. 

Ruiz already had an extensive international career in 
mechanical and manufacturing engineering, sales and 
business development, and product management, 
before he studied his EMBA. He says the EMBA 
Program helped him to connect the dots among 
different professional disciplines.  

“It was necessary to connect the financial, legal and 
human resources dots to get a truly holistic view of a 
business,” he says. 

The Kellogg-HKUST EMBA Program also helped Ruiz 
to build a strong network in Asia. “When I moved to 
Hong Kong in 2011, I had a strong network in Europe 
and North America, but I didn’t know anyone in Asia,” 
he says. “Now my most developed network, without a 
doubt, is in the Asia-Pacific region.”

Ruiz’s company evolved from Hong Kong, and today has offices in 
Silicon Valley and Europe.

Victor Ruiz, 
Co-founder and CEO, actiMirror
       Kellogg-HKUST EMBA 
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Trial-and-error approach 

Decisions are often based on experience or research, 
but a surprising number of business decisions are “trial-
and-error”, she says. 

These trial-and-error decisions are shaped by intuition 
and skills learned over the years. Cheng says her 
business intuition and critical thinking skills were 
shaped during her formative years studying at HKUST. 

“These trial-and-error decisions do not come out of 
nowhere. They are made after much consideration, 
after actively seeking advice,” she says. Cheng adds that 
it’s useful to think out of the box, make changes, and 
fine-tune at the end if necessary. 

“We all acquired these skills at school when we 
participated in organizing activities for societies, group 
projects, or simply took part in class discussions. We 
may not be aware that we are gaining these skills at 
school, yet when we need them, they are there,” she 
says. 

An accessible network

Cheng credits HKUST for providing a readily accessible 
network of professionals and advisors that helped grow 
her business. 

“During my studies at HKUST, I was lucky enough to 
have classmates and friends from different majors 
who covered a range of services which proved to be 
essential to my business. These included accounting, 
finance, marketing and management,” she says. 

Cheng continues that aspiring entrepreneurs studying 
at HKUST Business School should take heart. They 
should not be afraid to take prudent, calculated risks, 
she adds. 

“Life is too short to not take any risks,” Cheng says. 
“Before you start your entrepreneurial journey, you 
will encounter both supporters and naysayers. Listen 
to both sides, think deeper, ask for advice and be open-
minded and flexible. Make changes to your plans if 
needed. You don’t know what will work unless you try 
it,” Cheng advises other budding entrepreneurs.

Charging Ahead
HKUST alumna Jess CHENG founded the world’s largest transnational 
power bank sharing platform. A dedicated entrepreneur with fast track 
business growth, Cheng talks about her entrepreneurial journey.

Innovation does not necessarily mean cutting-edge 
technology. A scalable, monetizable business model 
could also be described as innovation at its finest. Jess 
Cheng, an HKUST BBA alumna, co-founded ChargeSpot, 
the world’s largest transnational power bank sharing 
platform. The economies of scale that ChargeSpot 
managed to build have been essential to its success. 

Cheng co-founded ChargeSpot in Hong Kong in 2018, 
and the service has since expanded to cities in Taiwan, 
Japan, Thailand, Malaysia and other countries and 
regions. 

ChargeSpot offers a convenient service. A smartphone 
user can rent a power bank from one location and 
return it in a different city or country. The two-year-old 
startup has 500,000 users in Hong Kong alone, and has 
built a network of 15,000 spots worldwide, including 
over 4,000 in Hong Kong. 

Driven by a sharing economy 
business model

There is an environmental purpose behind the speedy 
growth of ChargeSpot. The company aims to reduce 
the need for lithium battery power banks. 

“According to our research, 70 per cent of interviewees 
have power banks, but only 10 per cent of them carry 
charged power banks and cables with them on a regular 
basis,” Cheng says. 

ChargeSpot is a sharing economy business model 
powered by data-driven value-added services. This kind 
of startup can only stay sustainable and profitable if the 
sharing economy it creates reaches economies of scale 
that give it the ability to monetize its services.   

ChargeSpot’s revenue comes mainly from power 
bank rental fees and from marketing services offered 
to retail and hospitality locations which host the 
ChargeSpot unit.  

“We can identify the preferences of our users in terms 
of location, the types of shops they have visited, their 
payment methods, and their interest in different 
brands and marketing offers,” Cheng says.  

This helps shopping malls, convenience stores, hotels, 
and tourist destinations target their marketing 
based on user location and the consumer’s shopping 
preferences. 

The international scale of ChargeSpot helps drive up 
the volume of rental fees and ensures the relevance 
and richness of the captured user data. A sharing 
economy startup must have the ability to scale up to 
succeed.  

Jess Cheng exchanges with like-minded peers at a panel with other 
startup founders (HelloReporter, PressLogic and Casetify) 

Life is too short 
to not take any 
risks

Jess Cheng
Co-founder and CMO, ChargeSpot 
       HKUST BBA in Marketing 
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Empowering 
Startups to Grow 
in India
Behind every successful tech startup, there is often the support of a robust 
ecosystem. An alumnus of HKUST MBA, Abhinav PANDEY, is at the forefront 
of one of the largest and most influential tech ecosystems in the world, 
India. 

For Pandey, this is a perfect combination of his skills 
and passion. Many career paths were open to Pandey, 
who has a software engineering background, a 
computer science degree, an MBA from HKUST, and the 
experience as a “Teach for India” fellow. 

“Teach for India” is a non-profit organization that is a 
part of the well-known global “Teach for All” network. 
The “Teach for” organizations recruit college graduates 
and working professionals to serve as full-time teachers 
in low-income schools. Teach for India is working to 
address the problem of educational inequity in India. 

“During my ‘Teach for India’ fellowship, I discovered 
that I had a passion for teaching,” Pandey says. “My role 
today as Vice President – Startup Strategy at iB Hubs 
allows me to combine my passion for empowering 
people with my knowledge and skills in business.” 

Ecosystem builder in India

Headquartered in Hyderabad, India, iB Hubs is a 
network of incubators and innovation hubs in 45 
locations across five countries, including India, the UK, 
Singapore, Australia and Dubai. 

At iB Hubs, Pandey has a unique vantage point 
observing and supporting the growth of India’s tech 
startup ecosystem – the third largest in the world after 
the US and China. 

The India startup ecosystem has made significant 
progress in recent years. This is exciting, as innovation 
and entrepreneurship are engines for economic growth 
in the future, he says. 

Government initiatives such as Startup India, private 
organizations like iB Hubs, and programs from state 
government and universities have played a role in 
building the ecosystem. 

Having been a “Teach for India” fellow and taken the 
Social Entrepreneurship and Venture Philanthropy 
course at HKUST, Pandey also enjoys to engage with 
some of the Indian startups that are driven by social 
missions. 

“Many startups thriving in India help solve social 
problems in our country at different levels,” he notes. 
“These startups serve their customers by addressing a 
social problem and at the same time have a financially 
sustainable business model.” 

Speaking about his work at iB Hubs, Pandey says that 
his success is defined in two ways – from the growth 
of startups and in terms of the work culture at iB Hubs 
globally. 

“My biggest reward is two-fold,” Pandey says. “First, 
when startups that I have trained succeed in the 
industry and fulfil their goals. Second, when the unique 
work culture of iB Hubs prevails and supports our 
mission as we expand across India and the world.” 

iB Hubs has a 250-strong team helping Indian startups 
distribute their products to foreign markets and helping 
suitable foreign startups enter the Indian market.  

“We have all come together to make India a global 
leader in advanced technologies,” Pandey says. 

A lasting impact

Although he completed his MBA a few years ago, 
Pandey’s HKUST experience has a lasting impact on his 
business decision-making and management approach, 
he says.  

The experiential courses in the MBA program made his 
learning both memorable and practical. Pandey also 
credits his professors and fellow MBA students for 
playing a pivotal role in his learning process. 

“The Social Entrepreneurship and Venture Philanthropy 
course under Professor Marie ROSENCRANTZ, the 
venture capital course under Professor Larry FRANKLIN, 
the strategic finance course under Professor Kasper 
NIELSEN, and many other courses played a key role in 
influencing my management approach today,” he says. 

The 2019 cohort of the iB Hubs Startup School Program

Abhinav Pandey
Vice President – Startup Strategy, iB Hubs
       HKUST MBA
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Forging a Path to Support 
Social Entrepreneurs
Social entrepreneurship and venture philanthropy is still an emerging field 
in Hong Kong. HKUST MBA alumnus Kieran FUNG is at the heart of it all. As 
a consultant to The Yeh Family Philanthropy, he acts as a bridge between 
social enterprises and resources, and a connector between venture funds 
and social innovators. 

“I genuinely enjoy the idea of a collaborative mindset, 
openness to experiment with different solutions, and 
the selflessness of most leaders,” says Fung, a startup 
and tech enthusiast. 

Fung is intrigued by the concept of delivering social 
impact through entrepreneurship. With his own startup 
experiences, he is passionate about helping other 
entrepreneurs or like-minded peers to validate their 
ideas and scale their businesses to create a positive 
impact.

“I was brought up as a child with the traditional ‘donate 
and volunteer’ giving model,” he says. “It is exciting that 
I can combine my entrepreneurship background with 
social impact in an innovative field, the social innovation 
sector, to help solve bigger, deeper social issues.” 

Before doing his MBA at HKUST, Fung had a computer 
science degree and a business management 
background. His career in social innovation is a 
culmination of his technological understanding and 
business and leadership knowhow, merged with his 
personal mission. 

Interplay between technology and 
entrepreneurship

Technology is undoubtedly a powerful tool, but many 
startups and corporate initiatives fail to apply it when it 
comes to solving business or social problems. Fung has 
seen it first-hand within the social innovation sector as 
well as observed it in general. 

Implementing technology can be very expensive and 
time-consuming for all types of organizations, he 
says. One piece of advice Fung would give to aspiring 
innovators is to understand what users truly need. 

“To tackle this, understand the needs and daily 
context of users to come up with solutions,” Fung 
says. “Methodologies such as design thinking can help 
tremendously.”  

“Instead of putting most, if not all, resources into one 
iteration of the product or service, channel resources 
to support multiple iterations so that you can learn 
from user behaviour and feedback, and then resolve 
product design issues in future iterations,” he advises. 
In the world of entrepreneurship, everything is a work-
in-progress. Pursuing improvement by iteration could 
be applied to existing products and services as well, he 
adds. 

A game-changing experience

Fung had decided to forge a path for himself in 
Hong Kong’s nascent social innovation sector after 
taking the experiential Social Entrepreneurship and 
Venture Philanthropy (SEVP) course at HKUST. During 
the summer of his MBA studies, he completed an 

Pitch Day of Techstar’s Startup Weekend – Global Sustainable 
Revolution, where Kieran spoke to participants from more than 
55 cities 

internship at SOW Asia, a leading incubator for social 
entrepreneurship in Hong Kong. He then volunteered 
as a teaching assistant for four semesters at the SEVP 
course, and worked at Eureka Nova, a startup incubator 
from the New World Development Group. 

Fung shared his observations on the essential 
leadership traits of social entrepreneurs. The keys 
to success are empathy, grit, a growth mindset and 
communication skills, he suggests. 

“Empathy is being able to understand not just the 
needs of users but of all stakeholders. It is best to 
have first-hand experiences,” he says. “Grit refers to 
the importance of not getting deterred by failures 
or rejection. That doesn’t mean you should not pivot, 
though.”

“Having a growth mindset means to learn from failures 
and improve on your insights. Communication is 
important because even though your vision may be 
great, if you cannot communicate it properly, you will 
not attract the talent and resources you need.” 

Multiple roles in nurturing social 
minds

Fung is determined to give back, not only to the 
society but also his alma mater - HKUST. He says that 
the diverse MBA student population helped hone 
his leadership style, so that he can lead and interact 
more effectively across different cultural contexts. 
Currently, Fung is a committee member of the HKUST 
Convocation, connecting HKUST and its alumni across 
different years. 

He is also the President of the Nurturing Social Minds 
Alumni Association. This alumni association is a platform 
for over 200 alumni of the social entrepreneurship 
course to stay informed about developments in the 
field and to influence social initiatives where they work. 
This is yet another platform Fung uses to make his 
“business of giving back” viable. 

Kieran Fung 
Consultant, The Yeh Family Philanthropy
       HKSUT MBA 

Empathy is the key 
to success in social 
entrepreneurship, 
understanding not 
just the needs of 
users but of all 
stakeholders
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Yingding Education, Fast Star Advanced Power System, 
Yuanju Capital, Beijing Kuai You, Beijing Xbentury, 
Dapu Telecom, Shanghai Best Mind Data Technology, 
and Hebei Prosperity Investment. The selection was 
made by a ten-member judging committee, formed 
by presidents and CEOs of the alumni enterprises. A 
“90-Second Elevator Pitch” session and an “AI Speech” 
session in a TED Talk format were introduced to let the 
audience better understand the AI technology. 

Professor TAM Kar Yan, Dean of HKUST Business 
School, said that talent is the most important factor 
in technology innovation and entrepreneurship. He 
thanked all participants and alumni for their strong 
support. 

RAO Xiang, Founder, Chairman and CEO of AXON 
Technology, said all finalists this year demonstrated 
their strong potential for innovation. He hopes that 
they can bring vitality to innovation and help to 
empower the field of AI.

Around 12 projects will have the opportunity to 
participate in a week-long AI technology startup 
camp at HKUST. The camp is designed to strengthen 
participants’ business management skills and technical 
knowledge through a series of focus group sessions 
conducted by HKUST professors. 

Intelligent 
Thinking
The HKUST One Million Dollar Entrepreneurship Competition in Beijing 
rewards AI entrepreneurs

Entrepreneurial teams specializing in artificial 
intelligence (AI) took the spotlight at the 2019 
HKUST-AXON “AI” One Million Dollar International 
Entrepreneurship Competition in Beijing. Ten finalists 
from across the nation vied for a one million yuan cash 
award from the judges in the finals, which took place 
on August 31. Voibook Technology, a startup with 
an AI-enabled aid to cope with hearing and speaking 
impairments, took the top spot. 

As a flagship entrepreneurship event of HKUST, the 
annual competition has become a major platform for 
promoting and supporting entrepreneurship since 
2011. The event has extended from Hong Kong to 
six other cities in China, including Beijing, Foshan, 
Guangzhou, Shenzhen, Zhongshang, and Macau.

With a focus on AI, the competition in Beijing was 
organized by the HKUST Business School Mainland 
China Office, in partnership with AXON Technology (an 
enterprise founded by an HKUST EMBA alumnus) as 
the title sponsor. Thanks to the strong support from 
the close-knit EMBA network, the Head of China Office 
Yuan Ye and many faculty at HKUST, the event was 
able to feature a series of contests, interactive forums, 
roadshows and a post-event startup camp. 

The competition started in April, and shortlisted 212 
teams into a first-round selection process. Teams 
submitted their entries from seven regions of the 
country, including Beijing, Nanjing, Suzhou, and others.
 
Twenty-one teams advanced to the semi-final, 
each receiving a cash award of 10,000 yuan. Ten 
finalists were chosen by a judging panel comprised 
of 50 experts in the field of AI and a  team of HKUST 
professors. The selection was based on the technology 
demonstrated by each project, the maturity of their 
products, and the contributions the products could 
make to society. 

This year’s projects covered a wide range of innovative 
applications, including the design and development 
of intelligent chips, a navigational robot for surgical 
operations, solutions for improving the quality of sleep, 
and intelligent edge computing technology. 

Fostering innovation

The champion, Voibook Technology, not only took a 
cash award of 270,000 yuan, but also the “Popular 
Award” in the “90 Second Elevator Pitch”.

SHI Chengchuan, Founder of Voibook Technology, 
commended the judging panel, and said that the 

Shi Chengchuan, Founder of Voibook Technology and the winner of the HKUST 
One Million Dollar Entrepreneurship Competition in Beijing

competition has provided some valuable learning 
experience and networking opportunities for him. He 
also said the technology they used, their creativity and 
positive impact on society were the winning factors for 
their team.

Shi is a hearing-impaired person, and after graduating 
from Jinan University in Guangzhou in 2015 (with 
majors in Mathematics and Applied Mathematics), 
he founded Voibook Technology with two close 
friends. The social enterprise aims to improve the 
communication of hearing impaired persons by utilizing 
the internet and AI technologies.

Shi explained that the Voibook app, which has more 
than 400,000 users, can convert speech into text in real 
time. The app also helps users to speak by using text-
to-speech functions, along with voice evaluation and 
speech therapy technologies. The team is planning to 
develop a service platform for the hearing-impaired 
community.

Rewarding and nurturing talent

This year, the one million yuan cash award was 
sponsored by ten HKUST EMBA alumni enterprises, 
including AXON Technology, Inovance Technology, 
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Despite progress made over the last 
decades with respect to poverty 
reduction, notably in China, there are still 
large unmet social needs and massive 
efforts required to reach the United 
Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs). More than 700 million people, 
or ten per cent of the world population, 
still live in extreme poverty, subsisting 
on less than US$1.90 per day. Hundreds 
of millions of people lack access to 
basic necessities like sanitation, safe 
drinking water, electricity and banking 
services. Lack of access to services 
and infrastructure has wider negative 
implications for health, education and 
gender equality, as well as the ability of 
the poor to improve their own lives and 
lift themselves and their families out of 
poverty.  

While Hong Kong is an affluent global 
center for finance and commerce, it 
has a higher income gap between the 
rich and the poor than most advanced 
economies. 1.3 million of the 7.2 million 
people in Hong Kong live in poverty, with 
a disproportionate number of the poor 
being elderly and almost twenty per cent 
children. 

To address these pressing social needs, 
government programs, charitable 
organizations and responsible 
corporations all have important roles 
to play. Alongside more traditional 
actors, a dynamic movement of social 
entrepreneurs has emerged, who address 
social and environmental issues in 
business-like and innovative ways. Social 
entrepreneurs often start their ventures 
driven by a strong personal passion to 
address a social need. However, to reach 
scale, social entrepreneurs need the 
support of others, often including some 
partly or fully subsidized funding, at 
least during the early days of their social 
ventures. 

Positive Contributions 
to Society 
through Social 
Entrepreneurship and 
Partnerships

Social entrepreneurship 
is pioneering and 
inspirational. Treating 
beneficiaries as customers 
and collaborating with 
other stakeholders in 
society - the government, 
traditional charities and 
responsible corporations 
– are pivotal to scale-
up new innovations and 
models that have proved 
successful to achieve social 
impact, writes Adjunct 
Associate Professor 
Marie ROSENCRANTZ, 
Department of 
Management, HKUST 
Business School. She 
teaches a course 
that allows students 
to experience social 
entrepreneurship and 
venture philanthropy, and 
seeks to help build the 
social impact ecosystem in 
Hong Kong and beyond.   

Venture philanthropists, like venture 
capitalists, extend not only seed funding 
for social entrepreneurs, but also support 
social enterprises in other ways, including 
through their often extensive networks 
and technical / financial know-how. 
Government agencies and corporations 
can learn from and partner with social 
entrepreneurs, and can help take their 
work to scale.  

Cross-sector collaboration 
to nurture social minds

Since 2013, HKUST has offered a 
pioneering MBA-level action-based 
learning course in Social Entrepreneurship 
and Venture Philanthropy (SEVP). During 
the last five years, our course has evolved 
from an initial partnership between the 
HKUST Business School and The Yeh 
Family Philanthropy foundation to also 
benefit from the support of the HKSAR 
government’s Social Innovation and 
Entrepreneurship (SIE) Development 
Fund, as well as from many others who 
join us as guest speakers or support our 
students in other ways. Our course has 
subsequently been replicated by two 
other universities in Hong Kong. 

While housed in the HKUST Business 
School, our SEVP course is interdisciplinary 
by design. Students who join the MBAs 
to enroll in our course come from many 
different disciplines at Master, PhD and 
Undergraduate levels, representing a 
diverse group of entrepreneurial and 
socially minded talent from across the 
University. 

Student consulting work for social impact 
and philanthropic funding
In class, students learn about local 
and global best practices in social 
entrepreneurship and venture 
philanthropy through lectures, case 
studies and experience sharing by guest 
speakers. Outside of class, students work 

// Cover // Insight

The insight and expertise of our faculty and alumni 
drives the vibrant exchange of ideas and discussions.  

The Alibaba Entrepreneurs Fund is a not-for-
profit initiative launched by the Alibaba Group. Its 
mission is to help Hong Kong and Taiwan-based 
entrepreneurs and young people realize their dreams 
and visions for their businesses and communities. 
Our MBA alumna Cindy Chow, Executive Director 
of the Alibaba Hong Kong Entrepreneurs Fund, 
talks about ways to foster the next generation of 
entrepreneurs in Hong Kong.

Our faculty look into different aspects of the 
ecosystem. Professor Marie Rosencrantz writes 
about how a course enables students to learn the 
interplay of social entrepreneurship and participate 
in building the social impact ecosystem. Professor 
Roger King and Winnie Peng discuss how family 
businesses in Asia seeks to nurture innovation and 
adopt new technologies. 

From an organizational management perspective, 
Professor Sam Garg and an HKUST PhD graduate Dr 
Hanny Kusnadi shed light on an overlooked topic - 
the role of boards in entrepreneurial firms and offer 
practical advice on scaling a startup through IPO. 

Insight from Faculty 

and Alumni 

Entrepreneurship
and

Innovation
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As Linus LAUSEN, a student from the 
spring 2019 semester put it: “This 
course is not just about learning. We are 
actually helping to build the social impact 
ecosystem in Hong Kong – and beyond!”   
This autumn, our students will work with 
the social venture partners BNet Tech to 
help launch a new smart walking stick for 
the elderly; Inclusive Impact to scale-up 
its workshops with para-athletes; Child 
Development Centre, helping children 
with special education needs; Impact HK, 
which supports the homeless; and KELY, 
empowering young people to reach their 
full potential. Stay tuned to learn who will 
win the next HK$250,000 grant! 

To learn more about the course, 
please visit www.nsm.hk

in teams to apply their learnings through 
consulting projects to help innovative 
social purpose organizations scale-up 
their work to address pressing social 
issues in Hong Kong.

There are no exams or tests. Instead, 
student teams prepare funding proposals 
and scale-up plans, and pitch on behalf 
of their social venture partners during 
a Funding Committee meeting at the 
end of the course for HK$250,000 in 
grant funding, which is generously 
donated each semester by The Yeh Family 
Philanthropy. Students vote alongside 
senior professionals to decide which of 
the social venture partners that will win 
the grant. In this way, students gain real-
life experiences working as consultants to 
advance social causes, and also get to try 
the role of a philanthropic funder.

Since our course launched, more than 40 
different social purpose organizations 
have worked with our students to help 
scale-up their work in a range of different 
areas, including some of the most 
pressing social issues facing Hong Kong 
such as care for the elderly, integration of 
ethnic minority populations and persons 
with disabilities, housing shortage, youth-
at-risk and quality education for less-
privileged children. To-date, The Yeh 
Family Philanthropy has donated HK$2.5 
million to ten different social venture 
partners that worked with our students.

Social impact during the 
last academic year

In autumn 2018, the social enterprise 
Active Global won the HK$250,000 grant 
thanks to the work of their student team. 
Active Global addresses the shortage of 
affordable home services for the elderly, 
an acute problem given Hong Kong’s 
rapidly aging population. Inspired by a 
Dutch service provider, the student team 
developed a new cross-subsidy model 
for Active Global to offer affordable help 
from professional nurses, supported 

by less expensive helpers, to both 
affluent and lower-income elderly. The 
HK$250,000 grant enables Active Global 
to pioneer this new model of elderly 
services in Hong Kong. 

Other social venture partners in autumn 
2018 included FoodCo, a technology 
platform which links food donors with 
charities that help the poor; Teach 
Unlimited Foundation, which provides 
mentors for students in disadvantaged 
schools; and Elite Boxing, offering fitness 
training for youth empowerment.    

WEDO Global secured the grant in spring 
of 2019, also in tough competition with 
other worthy social venture partners 
working with different student teams. 
WEDO Global works to promote better 
integration between ethnic minority 
groups and the majority Chinese 
population in Hong Kong. Cultural 
differences are often perceived 
negatively. Many ethnic minority children 
grow up at a disadvantage due to lack of 
assimilation, stereotyping and language 
abilities. The student team helped WEDO 
Global develop a plan to scale-up their 
work with schools and young ethnic 
minority ambassadors to foster cross-
community interaction and learning. 

Other social venture partners which 
worked with our students last semester 
included Automation for Humanity and 
its elderly-friendly device Sit and Shower; 
Bright Services, which helps former 
offenders regain dignity and get jobs; 
and Ednovators, a movement to promote 
innovation in education. 

Also during the last academic year, 
Foodlink, the foodbank which won the 
course grant in autumn 2017, was able 
to open its new community kitchen in 
Kowloon as a result of their student 
team’s project work. Foodlink brings 
leftover food from restaurants, hotels 
and other donors to distribution centers 
for those in need.

Building a community for 
social impact

As we have gained more experience and 
contacts over the years of running the 
SEVP course, we have been able to initiate 
new partnerships and collaborations. 
Our students helped connect Active 
Global with Longevity Design House, 
another previous course grant winner, 
which helps make seniors’ homes safer 
for them as they age and their needs 
evolve. Twopresents, an online invitation 
and charitable giving platform, won the 
course grant in spring 2015, and used the 
funding to extend its market reach and 
improve its web-platform to raise millions 
of HKD for charities. 

Since 2017, Goldman Sachs and Credit 
Suisse volunteers have supported our 
course by offering pitch-practice sessions 
for student teams before the Funding 
Committee meetings. Our students also 
enjoy learning from industry professionals 
who join class sessions as guest speakers, 
including social entrepreneurs as well 
as representatives from funders like 
JPMorgan Global Philanthropy, EMpower 
and the UBS Optimus Foundations, the 
development finance institutions IFC 
and AsDB, incubators/accelerators like 
SOWAsia, and many others. 

The partnership between our course 
and Ashoka, a leading global support 
network for social entrepreneurs, goes 
both ways. Ashoka Director Mark CHENG 
is a regular course guest speaker and has 
invited our alumni to help him with due 
diligence on Ashoka fellow candidates. 
We also collaborated for the nomination 
and vetting of some of the first Ashoka 
fellows in Hong Kong. 

Course alumni often continue to support 
the social venture partner organizations 
they worked with as volunteers or staff. 
Former students took the initiative to 
organize an alumni organization, which 

has almost 200 members. Our alumni 
organization shares information about 
jobs and volunteer opportunities, relevant 
events and resources for former students 
to continue to engage for social impact. 
This semester, we are pioneering a new 
student-initiated initiative, whereby ten 
course alumni volunteer to mentor our 
new students for their project work. 

Several of our course alumni have started 
their own social ventures. The social 
enterprise Level Up, which provides 
affordable hearing-aid screening, was 
co-founded by MBA graduate and 
course alumnus Marion DURIEZ, and 
has subsequently been incubated by 
SOWAsia. Another course alumnus, Jan-
Justus SCHMIDT, founded BluGreen/
Enapter in Hong Kong to decarbonize 
the energy sector by making renewable 
hydrogen gas more cost-effective than 
fossil fuels.

Course alumni who chose to pursue 
corporate jobs after graduation have 
also found ways to contribute to help us 
“build the ecosystem” to support social 
enterprises in Hong Kong. Alessandro 
CALO, an MPhil student, won the HKUST 
One Million Dollar Entrepreneurship 
Competition in 2016, the semester after 
taking our course, for an invention which 
makes solar panels more efficient. After 
graduation, Alex took a job with KPMG 
and has helped to organize a pro-bono 
consulting collaboration between KPMG 
and course alumni students and social 
venture partners. 

Steven Chiu, Director, Active Global, 
and course instructor Professor 

Marie Rosencrantz celebrate the 
grant award with the student team

The student team, course instructor and teaching assistant with the “big check” for WEDO 
Global from The Yeh Family Philanthropy

Examples of the social purpose organizations which have worked with HKUST students through the SEVP course

http://www.nsm.hk/
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Entrepreneurship is one of the core 
values of Alibaba. We believe that 
entrepreneurship can be applied not 
only to one’s business venture, but 
also to one’s life. The boldness of 
exploring outside of one’s comfort zone 
and harnessing creativity is the basic 
ingredient for Hong Kong’s younger 
generation to keep the city vibrant and 
competitive. The Alibaba Hong Kong 
Entrepreneurs Fund (AEF), on which I 
serve as Executive Director, is committed 
to building Hong Kong’s entrepreneurial 
landscape. 

In July, we released the second edition 
of Transforming Hong Kong Through 
Entrepreneurship1  – a study that AEF 
conducted with KPMG China. Through 
surveys on startup founders, university 
students as well as face-to-face interviews 
with key opinion leaders in the ecosystem, 
we wanted to gain insights into the 
current landscape, and look at how we 

Transforming Hong Kong Through 
Entrepreneurship
Alibaba Hong Kong 
Entrepreneurs Fund is a 
not-for-profit initiative 
launched by Alibaba 
Group in 2015. The Fund’s 
mission is to help Hong 
Kong-based entrepreneurs 
and young people realize 
their dreams and visions 
for their businesses and 
communities. 
Cindy CHOW is the 
Executive Director of 
the Alibaba Hong Kong 
Entrepreneurs Fund 
and also an HKUST 
MBA alumna. She 
shares her thoughts on 
entrepreneurship and the 
findings of a study jointly 
conducted by the Fund and 
KPMG China that examines 
the landscape in Hong 
Kong. 

could help Hong Kong remain vibrant as 
an international city. Below are some key 
insights worth noting.

Targeted support for 
growth stage ventures and 
emerging sectors 

Firstly, 70 per cent of entrepreneurs 
surveyed agreed that Hong Kong is a 
dynamic and vibrant startup location. 
However, there is a notable difference in 
how early stage entrepreneurs (86 per 
cent) and growth-stage entrepreneurs 
(59 per cent) rated the city’s startup 
landscape. Sixty-seven per cent agreed 
that Hong Kong is well positioned as a 
fintech innovation hub. Less than half the 
respondents  think that Hong Kong is well-
positioned for the other three sectors 
that the government has identified for 
development, namely biotech, artificial 
intelligence and smart city. 

Since the Entrepreneurs Fund began, we 
have focused on investing in the startups 
that are raising Series A funding – a stage 
when the company normally has a product 
and needs capital to scale. Although I 
notice more individual investors and 
family offices are interested in investing 
in startups that adopt new technology or 
offer ground-breaking solutions, there is 
often a lack of investors for Series A or 
B financing in Hong Kong. Startups are 
often required to go overseas in order 
to raise these rounds. This is challenging 
if the startups have been focusing 
exclusively on the local market, because 
overseas investors would be looking for 
a much-extended market instead of just 
Hong Kong.

If I look at the mix of companies in our 
Fund’s portfolio, about one-fourth are 
fintech-related companies. Our Fund’s 
investment strategy is sector agnostic, 
but just like any venture investors, when 
we select investment opportunities, we 
often look at how the startup’s product 
can solve a problem that has a meaningful 
market to scale. As an important financial 
hub for the last two decades, Hong 
Kong has nurtured and attracted a good 
number of talents in finance who have 
first-hand knowledge of the problems or 
opportunities under the current system. 
They are more likely to come up with 
products that have a readily available 
market. 

The findings suggest that both 
government and private sectors should 
expand their support to better cover 
growth and mature stage startups and 
divert more resources and efforts, like 
policy updates, to facilitate the progress 
of the other emerging sectors. Although 
entrepreneurs surveyed agree that 

there is increasing support such as co-
working spaces, pitching competitions 
and mentoring, early stage startups tend 
to use these services more, and find them 
more effective.

Improve education to 
access to funding and 
opportunities

Secondly, the study finds that 
entrepreneurs rate themselves highly 
on their startup skills and are ambitious 
about the long-term growth of their 
venture, but perceive gaps in access to 
capital. Thirty per cent of entrepreneurs 
surveyed expect to have sales of more 
than HK$100 million by 2025, compared 
with three per cent who predict they 
will reach the same figure within the 
next three years. Seventy per cent of 
entrepreneurs surveyed use their personal 
savings to fund their business. However, 
the situation is expected to improve, with 
80 per cent of those surveyed expecting 
to be using venture capital (VC) funding in 
three years’ time.

The study also analyzed the capital 
investment in Hong Kong-based startups 
over the past six years, and found that the 
venture capital ecosystem is maturing – a 
20-fold increase in total capital invested 
into Hong Kong based startups and a 35-
fold increase for average deal size for 
capital from private venture capitalists. 

Tapping into professional investors for 
capital not only helps startups to scale 
up more quickly, but also drives them 
to increase their focus on their business 
model from the outset, including 
building a realistic financial model with 
supportable and realistic assumptions. 

Source: KPMG survey analysis 
Note: respondents could select their top three choices; partial list shown

Percentage of entrepreneurs who agree or strongly agree Hong Kong’s startup landscape 
is dynamic and vibrant

In order to successfully gain support 
from VC, founders could consider 
enlisting experienced mentors to provide 
assistance before commencing capital 
raising. Mentors can play an important 
role in helping founders understand 
viable business models, the value and role 
of funding sources, and where to start. 
Mentors can also help entrepreneurs 
capitalize on opportunities in new markets 
like the Greater Bay Area (GBA) which 
is selected as the top place to start a 
business in the long term by the students 
surveyed. 

Nurture an entrepreneurial 
mindset and culture

Thirdly, the study identifies that the 
talent accessible to Hong Kong startups 
is improving. But this remains a key 
challenge, particularly for growth-
stage companies. Only 44 per cent of 
entrepreneurs surveyed agree it is easy 
to find staff who have an entrepreneurial 
mindset – unchanged from last year. In 
some respects, this may be attributed to 
the lack of support to entrepreneurship 
in the community. Less than half of 
entrepreneurs in this year’s study agree 
that entrepreneurship is a well-respected 
career path, despite the fact that a 
majority (87 per cent) think it is feasible 
and sustainable. Further to that, only 21 
per cent of entrepreneurs and 16 per cent 
of students surveyed agree that parents 
in Hong Kong are happy to encourage 
their children to start a company – a 
similar result was found in last year’s 
survey. 

Startups provide Hong Kong with a 
unique value by driving innovation and 
technology. Creating a greater diversity 

Vibrancy of Hong Kong’s Startup Ecosystem Students’ Top-ranked Places to Start a Business
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to eventually give more support to the 
younger generation as they venture out 
from the more traditional path that our 
society previously adopted.

Next steps

Our city is striving to become an 
international innovation and technology 
hub. Hong Kong is actively exploring 
where its greatest strengths and 
competitive advantages lie in the 
context of the new economy, and 
how it can leverage those strengths to 
generate growth and opportunities. To 
move forward on this journey, we need 
contributions from everyone, including 
all my fellow alumni from HKUST, to 
act as mentors to startups that need 
input on various aspects of running a 
business; to be a supportive parent if 
your child wants to venture out to start 
his/her own business; or even just to 
participate in various startup events to 
learn, understand and cheer on our future 
generations.

of career options will help the city’s next 
generation tap into their creativity and 
access their ambitions. Hong Kong’s 
government should use its resources to 
raise awareness around the importance 
of startups. Furthermore, multinationals 
and corporates working with Hong 
Kong-based startups should be more 
proactive in sharing information about 
those startups with the wider community. 
This will help startups grow and find the 
mentorship that is essential to them – 
and the government can also play a role 
by encouraging corporates to share these 
stories.

The last two decades show that Hong 
Kong’s economy relies heavily on 
industries including real estate, financial, 
and professional services. When I 
graduated in the 90s, it was uncommon to 
have friends starting a business, instead 
of looking for a management trainee 
position at either a bank or an established 
organization. Being an entrepreneur 
is about investing time and money in 
something that might fail, and the culture 
of accepting failure was not welcome 
then. Although I have seen a recent 
change, this culture of accepting failure 
must be strengthened and an awareness 
of it must be built into all levels of the 
community.   

Reference
1. Transforming Hong Kong through Entrepreneurship is a study jointly launched by Alibaba Hong Kong Entrepreneurs Fund and KPMG China.  The full report can be downloaded from: 
https://www.ent-fund.org/en/joint-study2019
2. JUMPSTARTER is the largest home-grown startup event in Hong Kong.  JUMPSTARTER 2020 will be in a format of global pitch competition with the final to be held in Hong Kong on 11 & 
12 February 2020.

The AEF was launched in 2015 as a non-
profit initiative of the Alibaba Group. Our 
Group pledged HK$1 billion to set up this 
Fund and help entrepreneurs get off the 
ground through our investments. We 
hope that some of the startups that we 
invest in will become successful and can 
provide a “hero effect” that inspires more 
young people to venture out of their 
comfort zones. 

After running the Fund for a year, and 
investing in a handful of outstanding 
Hong Kong startups, I realize that many 
of my friends are still not aware of what 
I am advocating, nor do they understand 
how the startup ecosystem works. 
Therefore, in 2017, our Fund curated 
the JUMPSTARTER2  startup event – a 
platform which allows entrepreneurs 
and young people to showcase their 
products to investors, corporates 
and more importantly to the public, 
to help them better understand the 
ecosystem. JUMPSTARTER has been 
running for two years, and in its second 
run in January this year we gained the 
support of over 30 corporates and an 
audience of 10,000. We aim to use this 
platform to better engage people from 
all walks of life and encourage them to 
spend time understanding the value of 
entrepreneurship. We want Hong Kong 

Family business is the dominant form of 
business worldwide, and even more so 
in many economies in Asia, where family 
ownership is often more concentrated 
and contributes a greater proportion to a 
country's GDP. For example, nearly 70 per 
cent of listed companies in Hong Kong are 
family businesses, and the top 15 families 
contribute over 80 per cent of GDP. In 
Mainland China, despite of a much shorter 
history of family businesses (around 40 
years), it contributed over 60 per cent of 
GDP, and employed 80 per cent of the 
workforce by 2017. 

With rapidly evolving innovation and 
disruptive technologies, many family 
businesses in this region are confronted 
by new challenges which now supersede 
the issue of family business succession, 
according to a few recent studies. In 
Mainland China, transformation and 
upgrading, together with succession, 
are the two pressing issues for family 
businesses (Jaffe & Peng, 2019). In Asia, 
the emergence of wide-ranging disruptive 
technologies (AI, Big Data, IOT, and 
Robotics) is fast suppressing the business 
cycle, and threatening the longevity of 
the family businesses (King & Cheng, 
2018). 

Innovation can be defined as the adoption 
of a system, technology, program, policy, 
product or service, which is new to the 
adopting organization. Technology can be 
defined as a kind of knowledge applied to 
the development and commercialization 
of new products or services (Chiesa et 
al., 2008). Technological changes can 
support some of the innovative ideas, and 
have attracted most industry attention 

Innovation and 
Technology in Asian 
Family Businesses

With evolving disruptive 
technologies, many 
family businesses in Asia 
are confronted by new 
challenges. Professor 
Roger KING, Founder 
and Director of the 
Tanoto Center for Asian 
Family Business and 
Entrepreneurship Studies 
at HKUST, together with 
Professor Winne PENG, 
the Center’s Associate 
Director, look closely into 
family businesses in the 
region and examine if they 
are better positioned to 
nurture innovation and 
adopt new technologies. 

in recent years. Compared with non-
family businesses, family businesses are 
often regarded as more conservative, 
stagnant, risk averse, and less willing to 
collaborate with external parties. They are 
considered slower to make innovations in 
new products and markets, and slower to 
embrace new technology. 

Family businesses seem to have a lower 
propensity and capacity to explore 
radically new innovations, since current 
technologies are seldom questioned. 
Moreover, their unwillingness to involve 
themselves in external collaborations, 
and their inward-looking orientation, 
is thought to reduce network-based 
innovation and knowledge sharing in 
technology strategies (Alberti & Pizzurno, 
2013).

Family business is a 
better place to nurture 
innovation and adopt new 
technologies

Contrary to the stereotypical 
understanding of family business 
practices, more and more research has 
discovered that a family business is a 
better place to nurture innovation and 
adopt new technologies. First, the long-
term orientation of a family business 
represents an ideal condition for 
innovation. It usually takes long time for 
research and development, and family 
businesses are much more patient. They 
aim for a long-term goal rather than a 
short-term objective. 

Second, family businesses have more 
flexible management and governance 
structures, especially when the family 
manage the business and control the 
board at the same time. That is fairly 
common in Asian family businesses. 
Decision-making processes which lead 
to innovation, or the adoption of new 
technology, can be much more efficient in 
family businesses. Professional managers 
in non-family businesses need more time, 
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and more board discussions, to gain 
approval to implement new ideas. 
Third, the spirit of entrepreneurship and 
innovation is in the blood of the family, 
as without those qualities, the founders 
would not have been able to start up the 
business in the first place. The necessary 
genes will probably be passed on to the 
next generation, who will be as innovative 
and entrepreneurial as the founder. 

Fourth, as the lifecycles of businesses 
get shorter and shorter, the families that 
survive more than one generation are 
more likely to possess in-depth knowledge 
of the industry. That is another necessary 
condition of nurturing innovation. 
So are Asian family businesses more 
innovative and flexible when it comes to 
adopting new technologies? The following 
findings are based on our recent research. 

Leading family businesses 
invest much more in R&D 
than non-family businesses 
in Mainland China

In general, R&D expenditure in listed 
companies in Mainland China accounts 
for less than 2 per cent of total revenue, 
while the ratio of the 43 industry-leading 
family businesses reached more than 4 
per cent, doubling the industry average 
(Jaffe & Peng, 2019). The aim for these 
family businesses is to boost product 
innovation and maintain technological 
leadership in the industry. Quite a few 
of them invest heavily in R&D centers, or 
scientific research funds for developing 
new equipment and technologies for 
product manufacturing. 

Moreover, the R&D centers they 
create continually collaborate with top 
local research institutes and leading 
international associations to drive product 
development. Collaboration does not 
seem to be a problem for these family 
businesses.

Industry transformation 
and upgrading in the 
first generation help with 
succession and innovation 
in Mainland China

Out of the 43 family businesses in 
our sample, more than half started 
industry transformation and upgrading 
in the first generation, and most have 
experienced a smooth succession (Jaffe 
& Peng, 2019). We found that the first 
generation’s openness and willingness 
to change provided more flexibility and 
understanding for the second generation 
to adopt new changes and innovation. 
When such changes only happened in 
the second generation, children found it 
difficult to convince their parents about 
the need, and this led to a less smooth 
transition period. 
 
Therefore, the two pressing issues in 
Mainland China (transformation and 
upgrading) and succession, are closely 
related and intertwined. If the founders 
of the business hope to pass the business 
to the next generation, they need to think 
about transforming and upgrading the 
business from their generation to the 
type of the business that fits the next 
generation. 

The diversification 
strategies of Chinese 
family businesses lead to 
longevity 

One of the factors that contributes to the 
longevity of century-old overseas Chinese 

family businesses is diversification 
strategy (King & Peng, 2017). A few 
Chinese family businesses have 
survived more than one hundred years. 
In our limited sample (seven median-
to-large size business), they adopted 
diversification strategies throughout 
the generations. Specifically, they 
focused on product diversification 
and globalization, and this required 
transgenerational entrepreneurship 
and innovation in products and 
markets. 

Similarly, we found most leading family 
businesses in Mainland China adopted 
diversification strategies during the 
first generation in which the business 
had grown big enough. This is a way 
to reduce both financial and political 
risk, as well as to encourage business 
innovation.  
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The next generation of 
Asian family businesses are 
tech educated and have 
innovative ideas

Our research showed that over 70 per cent 
of the next generation in Asia preferred 
to start their own ventures (King & Cheng, 
2018). Some Asian families provide a star-up 
fund for the next generation to try out their 
ideas, as they know they are tech educated 
with innovative ideas.  If successful, the new 
venture can become part of the company’s 

diversification strategy, and this also helps 
with succession planning. 

However, the younger family members need 
to bear in mind that family control of tech 
industry enterprises can be very challenging, 
as the industry itself requires a high rate of 
growth. After several rounds of financing 
and talent intake, the shares that a family 
owns can drop dramatically (King & Peng, 
2013). 

Conclusion

According to our findings, many Asian 
family businesses put a lot of effort and 
emphasis on innovation and technology. 
This helps with succession, and allows the 
company to keep pace with the changing 
world. However, we cannot be overly 
optimistic, as there are many other family 
businesses in the region, especially those 
of a smaller size and those with less 
resources, that face enormous challenges. 
They lack aggression and the long-term 
resource commitment needed to manage 
technological disruption. Barriers also 
include rigid mental models, emotional 
ties to loyal staff, and internal political 
resistance. The key to their survival 
is developing the ability to refocus 
their natural propensity for long-term 
orientation, and learning how to embrace 
technology and encourage innovation. 
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Venture capital (VC) financing of 
entrepreneurial firms receives a lot of 
press coverage. VC financing is very 
difficult to obtain for most entrepreneurs, 
so there is much to discuss about who gets 
it and how. Yet, as both entrepreneurs 
and venture investors know, the odds 
of success after the venture financing 
remain very small. My research with 
Kathy EISENHARDT at Stanford University 
suggests that CEO-board relationships 
and strategy processes in VC-backed 
ventures can be a very important driver of 
a venture’s success or failure. 

In contrast to the boards of established 
public-listed firms, where the primary 
focus is on monitoring, venture boards 
primarily focus on creating value. A 
venture board comprises of a subset of 
investors, executives (some of whom may 
be founders), and perhaps independent 
directors. The boards are expected to 
help with advice and referrals, and work 
closely with the CEO on key strategic 
decisions. 

New Venture Boards: 
How to Harness Their 
Potential for Firm 
Success

Professor Sam GARG is 
an Associate Professor 
of Entrepreneurship at 
HKUST Business School. 
Prior to earning his PhD 
at Stanford University, he 
worked with established 
and young entrepreneurial 
firms and founded an 
online payments venture in 
Singapore. He is a pioneer 
and global leader in the 
research area of board 
dynamics in privately-held 
ventures and newly public-
listed firms.

The following article is 
based on a unique study 
with rare access to board 
meeting observations and 
multi-wave interview data 
on new venture board 
dynamics in Silicon Valley. 
It examines how venture 
CEOs effectively engage 
their boards for strategy-
making. 

Unfortunately, the promise of a venture 
board is not easy to realize. Consider the 
following quotes: 

“I bet that 70-80 per cent [of venture 
board members] add negative value to a 
startup in their advising.”

Vinod Khosla, a renowned venture investor 
and former entrepreneur

“I believe 50% of venture board 
members do nothing, 48% actively 
destroy value and 2% create value.”  

Personal interview with an experienced 
venture board member 

These quotes may be surprising. After 
all, ventures would seem to be an 
ideal setting for productive CEO-board 
relationships. Venture directors – many 
of whom are professional investors – are 
often well-informed about the sector, and 
have substantial financial interest in the 
venture’s success. Venture CEOs are also 
often aligned with a significant financial 
stake and high personal identification 
with their ventures. Since ventures are 

often resource-constrained, CEOs depend 
on their boards for resources like funding, 
strategic advice and social connections. 
Conversely, venture directors have the 
knowledge and financial incentives to 
assist these firms. Overall, it seems that 
venture CEOs and boards would naturally 
work well together. 

Yet, these quotes suggest otherwise, and 
point to challenges that venture CEOs 
face in strategy-making at the board 
level, and more broadly in the CEO-
board relationship. One challenge that 
many CEOs face is the limited time that 
outside directors have, and that makes it 
difficult to tap their expertise. Venture 
CEOs often face the added challenge 
of working with directors who can offer 
valuable advice, but may be misaligned 
due to their involvement in rival firms. 
Furthermore, venture CEOs may be less 
powerful than their boards if they have 
given up substantial equity, and may find 
themselves dismissed by the board even 
when the venture is performing well, to 
pre-emptively scale up the management 
team. Yet at the same time, venture 
CEOs need their boards for resources 
like funding, legitimacy, advice and social 
connections. Finally, venture CEOs are 
expected to set a successful strategy 
for new firms which possess few stable 
processes, and often exist in rivalrous, 
high-velocity markets. Overall, venture 
CEOs have a complex strategy-making 
process – that is, they must work with 
knowledgeable but sometimes busy 
or misaligned directors to draw out 
their best advice in a difficult operating 
environment where strategy is critical. 

Key behavior of strategy 
makers

Seasoned venture investors, board 
members, and entrepreneurs privately 
confess that it is a challenge to make 
venture boards work well. Yet there is 
very limited systematic understanding 
of the effective processes that venture 

boards need to follow. To address this 
major gap, I conducted one of the first 
studies on venture board dynamics, and 
my research context was Silicon Valley. 
In particular, I focused on how venture 
CEOs, some founders and some non-
founders, effectively engage their boards 
for strategy-making. 

I tracked CEO-board interaction over time 
through observations of board meetings, 
and several waves of personal one-on-one 
interviews with CEOs, board members, 
and executive team members. All boards 
comprised of prominent investors and 
independent directors, and all CEOs had 
top-ranked MBAs and extensive work 
experience.

The emergent framework indicates 
that venture CEOs with an effective 
strategy-making process (“effective 
CEOs” for brevity) engage in four key 
behaviors. First, they launch the strategy-
making process with dyadic (one-on-
one) interactions with each director in 
unique roles, and continue this behavior 
throughout the process. This allows the 
CEOs to focus their directors’ attention 
and gain relevant advice from each of 
them. Simultaneously, this approach 
maintains CEO power by enabling CEOs 
to occupy uniquely central positions 
for information that also enhance their 
perceived and often actual competence, 
and constrain the influence of wayward 
directors who might pursue their own 
broader interests at the portfolio level.

Second, effective 
CEOs propose only 
single alternatives 
in formal board 
meetings, and avoid 
multiple alternatives 
or brainstorming many 
possibilities. These 
CEOs may update their 
alternatives offline with 
their senior executives as 
needed, but they formally 
propose only one 
alternative to the board 

for approval. This focuses board attention, 
and enables CEOs to obtain actionable 
advice aided by group insights from their 
busy directors. This behavior also helps 
CEOs to retain power by controlling the 
agenda, and thwarting directors who 
might otherwise advocate self-serving or 
uninformed strategies.

Third, effective CEOs brainstorm 
strategies with their boards in dedicated 
strategy meetings which avoid short-term 
agenda items like operations reviews. This 
separation improves directors’ strategic 
advice by avoiding directors’ cognitive 
switching between short-term, backward-
looking and detailed operational issues 
and long-term, forward-looking strategic 
possibilities which psychological research 
indicates is ineffective. This separation 
also helps CEOs to retain power as they 
better showcase their competence, and 
engage directors in an enjoyable activity 
which creates a social dynamic in which 
directors want to stand out as being 
helpful and wise. 

Finally, effective CEOs end the strategy-
making process (which can otherwise drag 
on) with political tactics, such as securing 
external endorsement for strategy, and 
allying with specific directors and other 
executives. This behavior improves advice 
because these alliances can become 
occasions that stimulate creative thinking. 
It also helps venture CEOs to retain power 
by employing tactics (especially alliances) 
that strengthen their positions, isolate 
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CEOs to effectively harness their boards, 
and this not only hurts the firm, but also 
frustrates the directors. 

This behavioral framework can harness 
the potential of venture boards and vastly 
improve the odds of venture success – 
an outcome sought by entrepreneurs, 
investment funds, and it can also benefit 
society at large. By contrast, dysfunctional 
venture boards are likely to lead to 
loss of innovations and the commercial 
promise ventures hold. The good news 
is that these behaviors can be learned 
by venture CEOs, and investors can help 
their portfolio CEOs with these research 
insights. 

board relationship as CEO-director dyads, 
not a CEO-group relationship. Of course, 
venture CEOs engage in group interaction 
with directors, but the framework 
suggests that the more fundamental unit 
of analysis is the CEO-director dyad.

These research findings make significant 
novel contributions to the academic 
literatures on entrepreneurship and 
corporate governance, and have been 
published in a top academic journal. But, 
as importantly, I believe they can guide 
entrepreneurs and their board members 
to improve their collaboration. In my 
observation, this is a topic that is almost 
never discussed on venture boards (or 
even on the boards of established public-
listed firms). This makes it difficult for 

Only the most promising and innovative 
of the entrepreneurial firms are able to do 
an initial public offering (IPO). For those 
who can, an IPO is a major transformative 
event that is unlike others. The crucial 
transition to becoming a public firm is 
paved with new challenges and dilemmas 
that can shape the trajectory of these 
entrepreneurial firms.

In this article, we shed light on two critical 
aspects that first surface in the firm’s life 
at IPO: formal board leadership structure 
and capital market valuation. Many 
private ventures do not have elaborate 
formal board structures, but as public 
companies they are required to comply 
with regulations related to their board 
of directors. Another key change at IPO 
is the exposure of firms to capital market 
influences and pressures. How firms 
address and react to these critical changes 
has considerable long-lasting impact on 
firm behaviors and key outcomes. 

Importance of board 
leadership structure on 
key firm outcomes

The board is a very critical aspect of 
corporate governance in public firms, 
and so structuring the right board at the 
IPO is important. Firms and their bankers 
give much attention to refreshing their 
boards of directors, and even “window 
dress” by hiring prominent individuals 
leading up to the IPO. However, it turns 
out that firms pay limited attention to the 
board leadership structure. Our research 
with fellow academics Qiang LI and Jason 
SHAW shows that characteristics of the 
board leadership structure shapes many 
key outcomes. 

Scaling Ventures 
Through IPO: Board 
Dynamics and Capital 
Market Expectations

Professor Sam GARG (PhD, 
Stanford University) is a 
tenured Associate Professor 
of Entrepreneurship at 
HKUST Business School. He 
is a pioneer and renowned 
scholar in the research 
area of board dynamics in 
privately-held ventures and 
newly public-listed firms. 
He coauthored this article 
with Dr Hanny KUSNADI 
(PhD, HKUST), to explain 
how to scale promising 
entrepreneurial firms into 
successful public-listed 
firms by managing the 
internal board dynamics 
and the capital market 
expectations at IPO. Dr 
Kusnadi’s research focuses 
on firm valuation, corporate 
governance, capital markets, 
and innovation; she has 
extensive work experience in 
Silicon Valley and Singapore.

By board leadership structure, we mean 
the chair of the entire board as well as 
the chairs of the three major committees 
– that is, audit, compensation, and 
nomination and governance. Prior to IPO, 
privately-owned entrepreneurial firms 
usually have informal boards with very 
limited leadership structures. In contrast, 
public firms are required by the regulators 
to formalize their boards.  At IPO, then, 
firms formally identify and create the 
board leadership structure (that is, the 
formal hierarchy of the board): some 
outside directors are appointed to chair 
positions, while others remain as ordinary 
directors. 

Formal hierarchical structures such 
as board leadership structures are 
consequences of—and are consequential 
for—social systems. Yet, it is also clear 
that not all leaders in a formal hierarchical 
structure are appointed to their positions 
based on normatively accepted criteria. 
History is replete with examples of formal 
hierarchies in corporations, governments, 
and society more broadly that are based 
on favoritism, nepotism, politicking, 
friendship, or simply error. Scholars, 
firms, and policymakers implicitly assume 
that the assignment of chair positions 
is either normatively appropriate or 
inconsequential for effective board 
functioning and board-level outcomes. 
We question this assumption in a series 
of studies that we have published and are 
currently working on. 

We examined more than 400 technology 
IPOs in the US between 2004 (post-
Sarbanes-Oxley Act) and 2016. We 
focus on the formalization of the board 
leadership structure during the IPO. When 
a director’s experience, qualifications and 
overall fitness according to normatively 
accepted criteria are high vis-à-vis 
fellow directors on the board, but not 
recognized by appointments to the newly 
public firm’s board leadership structure, 
the director is undervalued on the board. 
By extension, board undervaluation refers 
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divergent directors, and so expedite 
ending the strategy-making process.

Overall, through these behaviors, venture 
CEOs effectively draw out superior 
advice, avoid power loss, and improve 
the likelihood of a good outcome for 
the venture. For example, a CEO and his 
board who used the behaviors above 
completed a very successful strategy-
making process in just four months. The 
leading industry publication rated the firm 
as the sector leader because of its new 
strategy. The firm was acquired by a large 
public firm which cited the new strategy 
as justification for a premium price. The 
directors praised the CEO’s strategy-
making process. As one said, “He is really 
a role model.”

By contrast, another CEO and his board 
who did not use these board behaviors 
made no real progress on developing 
a new strategy. Two directors resigned 
soon after my study, citing unhappiness 
with the strategy-making process. A third 
director said, “I'm still not clear on what 
the CEO is really thinking about”. The firm 
was floundering 24 months later – online 
traffic had declined by half, and users 
expressed disappointment. The CEO was 
replaced, and the firm was put up for sale 
but had no buyers.  One CEO changed 
from an ineffective to an effective process 
during our study, further corroborating 
the efficacy of this behavioral framework.

Divide and Conquer for 
Board Effectiveness

The unifying logic of the behavioral 
framework I described above is “divide and 
conquer”. That is, venture CEOs “divide” 
their board into individuals with unique 
roles and allies, “divide” discussions with 
directors into diverse favorable formats, 
and “conquer” by inserting themselves as 
the orchestrators at the center. The core 
message is that the CEOs need to take 
charge, especially since venture directors 
are busy and sometimes misaligned 
due to other interests, such as those at 
portfolio level. I also suggest that it may 
be useful to re-frame the venture CEO-

mailto:samgarg@ust.hk
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to the average director undervaluation on 
the board, and it represents the extent 
to which the overall board leadership 
structure cannot be explained by 
normatively accepted criteria. 

Board undervaluation 
explains key outcomes
 
We find that board undervaluation has 
strong explanatory power for several key 
outcomes. First, we find that the higher 
the board undervaluation, the higher 
the turnover levels of these outside 
directors. More frequent board meetings 
exacerbate these turnover levels. In a talk 
that the first author gave to CEOs and 
directors at a breakfast seminar organized 
by the Financial Times, one participant 
acknowledged and summarized (albeit 
in a gender insensitive manner): “Yes, big 
boys want big toys.” Furthermore, CEOs 
are also more likely to exit due to the 
toxic and dysfunctional environment that 
board undervaluation can create on the 
board. 

Second, board undervaluation has 
multifaceted implications for hiring 
of new directors, as well as firm 
performance. Directors seem to care 
very much about preserving their current 
relative standing and opportunities for 
future standing on the board through 
recruitment of new directors. In particular, 
we find that higher board undervaluation 
is associated with lower qualifications 
among new directors. This recruitment 
behavior, however, unexpectedly 
improves firm performance. This is 
because these directors are marginally 
acceptable and help to straighten the 
formal hierarchy on these newly public 
firm boards. 

Higher board undervaluation is also highly 
dysfunctional for key board activities. 
First, board undervaluation hurts board 
effective monitoring. For example, it is 
related to upward earnings management 
(a form of accounting manipulation that 
makes the CEO look better), and we find 
a stronger effect of board undervaluation 
on  such earnings management for 
repeat CEOs (they are likely to recognize 
and execute on the opportunity) and 
a weaker effect for female CEOs (they 
are less likely to risk exploiting this 
opportunity). Unexpectedly, founder 
CEOs and non-founder CEOs do not 
exhibit any differences in exploiting 
the opportunity to engage in upward 
earnings management. In other research 
that is underway, our analysis suggests 
that board undervaluation also ultimately 
reduces firm innovation.

Overall, while new ventures, their advisors 
and even regulators emphasize issues 
such as board independence and board 
duality at the time of IPO, much research 
shows that these factors have very limited 
influence. By contrast, we have found a 
new parsimonious way of assessing board 
dysfunction through the new concept of 
board undervaluation. It explains several 
key outcomes including director exits, 
director recruitment, CEO exit, firm 
performance, accounting manipulation, 
and innovation.  Our research shows 
that board undervaluation has a lasting 
impact.

Firm overvaluation at 
IPO and future innovation 
trajectory

As entrepreneurial firms undergo crucial 
transition from private to public status, 
they also have to deal with the new 
capital market pressures of being a public 
firm. A firm’s market valuation (note: 
this is different from a board valuation 
that relates to internal board dynamics) 
in particular is an extremely critical 
component of an IPO, and high market 
valuations are often regarded as the 
pinnacle of a successful IPO. 

There is so much media attention on this 
specific metric that the quest to seek 
higher and higher valuations at IPO has 
resulted in the increasing phenomenon 
of firms being substantially overvalued 
at IPO – one has to look at only the most 

recent US IPOs such as Uber, Zoom, and 
Impossible Foods, as well as Hong Kong 
IPOs such as Meituan Dianping, and 
BeiGene.

Innovation is an important value-creating 
activity for firms, and it is unclear how the 
innovation trajectory is affected after the 
IPO. When firms are exposed to intense 
capital market pressure after IPO, they 
face the constant battle of balancing 
investors’ long-term versus short-term 
expectations. Investors desire solid long-
term growth, but without compromising 
short-term performance. For overvalued 
firms, these pressures and expectations 
are highly amplified.  So, the core dilemma 
for firms is how to meet these short-term 
performance expectations of the market, 
while continue being perceived as an 
interesting company with sustained long-
term growth prospects. 

In our research, we investigate how firms 
actually do this by looking at more than 
1,900 innovative entrepreneurial firms 
in the US that performed an IPO from 
1983 to 2013, and identifying those 
that are substantially overvalued at IPO.  
Collectively, we find that overvalued 
firms at IPO adopt a complex but 
prudent innovative strategy post-IPO 
that attempts to balance both short-term 
performance imperative and long-term 
growth prospects driven by innovation.  

We summarize some of our key 
findings. First, we find that firms that 
are overvalued at IPO produce higher 
quantity of innovation after becoming 
public, as compared to similar IPO firms 
that did not suffer from substantial 
market overvaluation during their IPOs. 
Contrary to recent media perception 
that alludes to going public as hurting 
innovation, our study shows that for 
firms that had a successful IPO, it does 
not mean that they become lazy and 
complacent with regards to innovation. 
Firms simply adjust their innovation 
strategies in response to capital market 
pressures. To show rapid and sustained 
long-term growth, overvalued firms at 
IPO generate more innovation internally, 
as measured through number of patents, 
as well as acquire external innovation 
through acquisitions of other companies 
or direct purchase of patents already 
developed by other firms.  Acquiring 
ready-made technologies is a very 
attractive alternative to developing 
innovation in-house as they are not only 
faster to implement, therefore providing 
a much higher probability of profit 
realizations, but are also less prone to 
failure.  Furthermore, overvalued firms 
are also in a much more advantageous 

position to exploit their overvalued stock 
in buying other companies, and such 
acquisitions of external technologies are 
easily communicated and accepted by 
shareholders as a signal for future growth.  
As a result, firms are able to cater for 
the market’s long-term expectations of 
growth and continue to maintain their 
innovative image.

Second, firms also respond to the short-
term performance expectations of the 
market by engaging in more exploitative 
innovation after going public.  By 
exploitative, we mean that firms are 
innovating in more mature and well-
known technological areas, instead 
of exploring newer and more novel 
innovation. Being exploitative help firms 
to avoid unnecessary risks that might 
potentially jeopardize their short-term 
financial performance, which thus allow 
them to satisfy short-term performance 
targets.  
 
Overall, capital market valuation of 
firms during an IPO has implications on 
an entrepreneurial firm’s innovation 
trajectory. In contrast to their somewhat 
disruptive/radical innovation strategy 
pre-IPO, overvalued ventures adopt a 
more prudent innovation strategy after 
the IPO to balance the long-term and 
short-term pressures. The combination 
of superior handling of internal board 
dynamics and external market pressures 
will enable entrepreneurial firms to scale 
up effectively and become sustainable 
innovative public-listed firms.

If you are involved in the IPO process and would 
like to participate in the upcoming studies at 
HKUST, please email Professor Sam Garg directly: 
samgarg@ust.hk

mailto:samgarg@ust.hk
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Banking on the Future
To prepare students for tomorrow’s financial sector and promote 
professionalism for the fast-moving fintech industry, HKUST has made 
some great strides this summer. A fintech symposium was held to mark the 
launch of a new academic program, and a new cross-border collaboration 
has been established with prominent partners to co-develop the first 
fintech qualification framework in China.

To mark the launch of the new MSc in Fintech Program, 
jointly offered by the three Schools at HKUST for the 
first time, a fintech symposium was held on August 17.   

According to a panel of financial experts, virtual 
banks and traditional banks can comfortably co-exist 
while facilitating financial innovation and enhancing 
customer experience. Virtual banks are viewed as a key 
component of Hong Kong’s push for smart banking.

The panelists emphasized that understanding different 
customer preferences, and how to best utilize 
technology to provide customers with personal services 
and products, is fundamental for a successful banking 
strategy in Hong Kong
  

Expert insights 

The panelists explained that digital banking and fintech 
initiatives should focus on elevating the customer 
experience rather than engaging in disruption for 
disruption’s sake. Panelists included: Professor KC 
CHAN, Chairman and Senior Advisor, WeLab; Christine 
IP, CEO, Greater China, United Overseas Bank; Arthur 
YUEN, Deputy Chief Executive, the Hong Kong 
Monetary Authority (HKMA); and Simon YOUNG, 
Chief Compliance Officer-Overseas at Ping An Group. 
Moderated by Chair Professor HUI Kai Lung, the panel 
represented the strong network between our faculty 
and alumni in both the finance and technology sectors. 

Yuen pointed out that while it is still early days for 
the virtual banking industry, traditional banks and 
virtual banks are not two separate entities. Both types 
of bank are subject to the same prudent regulatory 
requirements. Issuing virtual banking licenses is a 
positive step towards transforming Hong Kong’s 
financial ecosystem by creating synergy between 
banking and technology. 

Virtual banks are unlikely to impinge deeply on the 
primary businesses of traditional banks to start with, 
Ip said. By offering customers similar products and 

services as virtual banks via online platforms, UOB 
is already a digital bank in some ways, she noted. To 
meet the needs of the country's under-served banking 
community, UOB has launched a virtual banking service 
in Thailand. 

Immediate interaction 

According to Young, virtual banks have the potential to 
generate customer engagement beyond transactions. 
Virtual banks can interact immediately with customers 
to create new experiences by adding personal and 
social elements to the customer journey.  The ultimate 
objective, Young said, is to create experiences where 
customers want to use digital banking services not only 
for making payments,  but in a similar way they can use 
AI to recommend fitting sizes of clothing.

Professor Chan said it is possible to provide a high-
value customer proposition while meeting the 
stringent personal data protection expectations of 
Hong Kong customers. He stressed the importance 
of understanding and respecting that Hong Kong 
customers treat their personal data very seriously. 

The panelists applauded the launch of the MSc in 
Fintech Program, highlighting how graduates would 
be able to address Hong Kong’s shortage of fintech 
professionals.  This new Program provides students 
with knowledge and skills related to popular financial 
technologies, including AI, blockchain, big data, cloud 
computing, P2P, e-payment and online lending. They 
agreed that the new Program will nurture future talent 
to meet the growing needs of the sector. The HKMA 
has issued eight new virtual banking licenses since 
January.

HKUST signed a Memorandum of Cooperation in 
June with the China Banking Association, Shenzhen 
University, and the China Construction Bank University 
to co-develop a professional qualification for fintech 
practitioners in China. This collaboration manifests a 
pioneering effort between Mainland China and Hong 
Kong to establish a nationwide qualification framework 
and enhance professionalism for the fintech industry.

In response to a strong demand for fintech talent in 
China, all four parties will work closely together for 
an industry-recognized professional qualification, 
including its assessment, training, quality assurance, 
and influence across the nation and beyond. 

First Fintech 
Qualification 
Framework 
in China

Can Virtual 
Banks Coexist 
with Traditional 
Banks?

As the only institution from Hong Kong represented in 
this meaningful collaboration, HKUST Business School 
will play a leading role in curriculum design, developing 
a certificate classification system, and promoting the 
qualification in collaboration with our partners. Our 
faculty has been invited to teach the first batch of 
some 300 candidates who are preparing to obtain the 
qualification. 
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Changing the System
In driving Hong Kong’s burgeoning multidisciplinary 
fintech sector, the launch of the MSc in Fintech 
program will provide students with a prime opportunity 
to enhance their career opportunities in a new sector 
that continues to change the global financial system.

Jointly offered by the Schools of Business and 
Management, Engineering, and Science, it is the first 
time the three Schools have combined their strengths 
to create a new degree program designed to prepare 
professionals and entrepreneurs to play a leading role 
in Hong Kong's evolving fintech environment.

Offered as a one-year full-time or a two-year part-
time study-mode option, a key aim of the Program 
is to provide students with fundamental knowledge 
to enhance their competitiveness by improving their 
abilities to formulate, analyze and solve fintech-related 
challenges. As the fintech field covers all areas of the 
financial landscape, the Program combines statistics 
and data analytics skills from the School of Science, 
expertise in artificial intelligence (AI) and machine 
learning from the School of Engineering, and finance 
and management knowledge from the School of 
Business and Management. 

Understand rapidly evolving 
financial markets

As someone who believes strongly in lifelong learning, 
Irene LO, Director, Governance and Control, Corporate 
Partnerships, Retail Banking (Hong Kong) at Standard 
Chartered Bank, says the MSc in Fintech Program will 
enable her to keep pace with developments in the 
sector while adding value to her existing competencies. 
“I believe the Program will help me contribute 
innovative ideas, and find new ways of doing things, 
which provide benefits to our customers and our 
business,” says Lo. 

Having recently completed her MSc in Corporate 
Governance, Lo says she is looking 
forward to exploring the various 
ways that technology and big data 
can be utilized. In particular, Lo 
says she is looking forward to using 
insights gained in the classroom, for 
example, big data knowledge, to 
implement customer-centric products 
and solutions based on customer 
behavior. 

“With in-depth understanding of customer behavior, 
we can see the bigger picture, and predict 'next best 
actions' to deliver tailored products and services,” 
explains Lo. Networking with fellow students and 
exchanging ideas about new ways to address financial 
challenges will be another highlight of her new learning 
journey, Lo adds. 

Learning from industry links

LIM Tay Her, an experienced equity portfolio manager 
and former oil and gas process engineer, says the 
Program provides him with additional competencies to 
further his career. “I believe the Program will provide 
me with a competitive edge in the profession,” Lim 
says. “I am looking forward to developing new skills and 
acquiring knowledge that I can use to solve emerging 
fintech challenges.” 

Lim says the Program stands out because of its many 
unique features. “The cross-disciplinary collaboration 
between the three Schools really is a key strength of 
the Program,” notes Lim, who believes his fintech skills 
will compliment his engineering and analytical skills. 
“It’s about building a strong foundation of knowledge 
and a set of skills which will allow me to capitalize on 
challenges and opportunities,” says Lim.

Lim says visits to companies pioneering the use of 
fintech, where students are able to engage with senior 
managers, executives and entrepreneurs, are another 
benefit of the Program. Students will also participate 
in workshops and speaker events to help them keep up 
with developments in the industry. 

While the mature nature of the traditional finance 
industry means that many challenges have been solved, 
the new world of fintech presents a myriad of areas 
to explore, Lim says. Specifically, Lim is interested in 
applying fintech-related analytics, machine learning, 
and big data to speed up the equity research and 
investment process. 

Total Enrollment Gender No. of Nationalities
(Male)

(Female)
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Learning to 
collaborate and 
communicate
Internships at KPMG allow HKUST students to experience 
working life at one of the ‘Big Four’ 

KPMG’s 10-week paid internship program allows HKUST 
Master of Science in Accounting (MSAC) students in 
the accounting analytics concentration to experience 
working life at this professional services firm. Offered 
through KPMG’s University Collaboration program, 
participants also learn about the industries and clients 
that KPMG services, and begin to develop a network 
of professional relationships. Five MSAC students 
joined the first internship program, and the number is 
expected to increase as the program evolves. KPMG is 
one of the “Big Four” professional services firms. 

MSAC student Suri GUO has an academic background 
in accounting and auditing. Her internship with KPMG’s 
IT Advisory (ITA) practice allowed Suri to discover 
the growing importance that high-level professional 
advisory services play in helping clients meet their IT 
objectives. “I have always been interested in advisory 
work, and my internship allowed me to really explore 
my interests,” says Suri. For example, she was able to 
learn the importance of combining data analytics and IT 
solutions with professional insights to support a client’s 
decision-making process. “ITA work is not about coding. 
It requires knowledge of the latest IT trends, and the 
use of analytical data to develop a clear IT strategy that 
supports the client’s business objectives,” says Suri.

A drive to nurture accounting and 
business analytics talent

The collaborative arrangement between KPMG and 
the HKUST Business School includes courses, seminars, 
workshops, mentorships, and internships. These 
allow MSAC students to gain practical and academic 
knowledge from experienced industry practitioners. 
The internship program is part of a drive to nurture 
new accounting and business analytics talent. 

Suri spent most of her 10-week internship working 
with KPMG advisory experts. She was part of a team 
which helped an international bank form a strategy 
for implementing an organization-wide digital 
transformation program. Suri’s responsibilities included 
helping to consolidate and participating in fine-tuning 
of proposals, and this exposed her to the issues, 
processes and challenges that IT advisory work involves. 

“Our classroom data and software studies helped me 
to prepare for the experience,” explains Suri, who has 

been offered a full-time position with KPMG (Audit 
Team). Before enrolling in the HKUST MSAC program, 
Suri spent over four years working in KPMG’s auditing 
practice in Shenzhen. Around 80 HKUST interns and 
graduates join KPMG each year, and this represents 
about 20 per cent of KPMG hires from local universities 
over the last three years. 

Fellow MSAC student, and KPMG intern, Stephanie 
CHEN says the 10 weeks she spent with KPMG’s ITA 
Advisory practice also steered her towards a career in 
advisory work.  “I had always thought I would work in 
auditing,” says Stephanie, whose academic background 
is in accounting and auditing.  “But after studying big 
data and data analytics in the classroom, I realized they 
can be combined with traditional accounting skills,” 
she adds. The skills she learnt in the classroom as part 
of the MSAC program taught her how to apply her 
knowledge to real life situations faced by professional 
advisers or consultants, she adds. Stephanie and Suri 
both say that Professor Tony SHIEH, Academic Director 
of the HKUST MSAC, helped them gain the maximum 
benefit from their internship experiences.

A rewarding experience

Stephanie spent her 10 weeks on-site with a KPMG 
multi-disciplinary project team which provided advisory 
services to a major logistics organization. “I was 
involved all the way from the kick-off meeting and the 
interviews with key client personnel, to the production 
of the final report at the end,” she explains. Her 
colleagues were extremely supportive and went out of 
their way to make sure she felt she was a key member 
of the team, she adds. 

Stephanie says she enjoyed the chance to expand 
her capabilities, and she learned the value of 
communicating clearly with her colleagues and the 
client. “I realized the importance of preparing answers 
in advance, in case you get asked tricky questions,” she 
notes. “Being proactive is a good way of demonstrating 
commitment,” she adds. 

Along with providing an opportunity to apply the 
knowledge and skills learnt in the classroom to the 
workplace, the KPMG internship program provides 
a structure for developing soft skills. There are 
opportunities to build a rapport with colleagues, 

engage in teamwork, and to learn how to collaborate 
and communicate clearly and professionally. 

Suri and Stephanie were also introduced to KPMG’s 
corporate social responsibility (CSR) activities and its 
Digital Ignition (KDi) initiative, which are designed to 
help drive innovation and digital transformation for the 
firm and its clients. They were also invited to take part 
in social activities. 

To help students to make the transition from the 
classroom to the workplace, each intern is assigned a 
mentor, a senior KPMG staff member, and a “buddy” 
— a professional who is in the early stages of his or 
her career. Interns are invited to discuss their career 
goals and set expectations for the outcome of their 
internship experience. They are also encouraged to stay 
in contact with fellow interns after the program has 
ended. 

“Mentors and buddies help you to get the most out 
of your internship,” says Suri. Interns should not to be 
afraid to ask questions, should seek advice when they 
need it, and should research topics ahead of time, so 
that they are prepared to contribute to projects and 
work as an effective part the team, Suri says. 

Christian LEUNG, Associate Director, KPMG China, was 
impressed by the level of maturity, professionalism and 
wide-ranging practical skills the HKUST cohort of MSAC 
students demonstrated. Echoing similar sentiments, 
Garmen CHEN, senior consultant, KPMG China, says 
that students demonstrated solid skills and a positive 
attitude. “HKUST students bring additional passion, 
energy and support to our complex work," notes Chen.  

CONCENTRATION IN ACCOUNTING ANALYTICS

A new Accounting Analytics concentration has been added to the MSAC Program starting from the academic year 2019-20. Students who opt 
for the Accounting Analytics concentration are required to take four electives in Accounting Analytics as part of the program requirements.

Suri (left) and Stephanie 
join the KPMG’s internship 
program, which helps them 
to make the transition 
from the classroom to 
workplace
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