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Mr Pro-Chancellor, Vice-Chancellor, Graduates, Ladies and Gentlemen:

This is a big day for you. It is a big day for me too. This is by far the biggest audience I have ever addressed face to face. I can feel the ground shaking under my feet. More likely perhaps, stage fright is making my legs shake over the ground I am standing on.

First of all, I warmly congratulate all of you who have received your degrees at today’s Congregation. Your degrees are the well-deserved rewards for the years of hard work you have put into your studies. But I am sure you will not forget to give credit and thanks to all those who have supported and helped you along the way: your parents, your teachers and professors, your friends and colleagues and, of course, the taxpayers of Hong Kong who have heavily subsidised your education.

Your degrees mark the completion of one important stage of your life journeys and the beginning of the next. Most of you will have started working by now, most probably as employees of the government, business enterprises or non-government organisations. At this early stage in your careers, it may be helpful if I share with you some thoughts on what employers look for in their employees. As the former CEO of a company employing more than 12,000 staff, and the current Chairman of the Employers’ Federation of Hong Kong that represents employers of about half a million people in Hong Kong, I believe I can speak with some authority on this subject.

I shall not deal with job-specific requirements which vary a great deal among different professions and businesses. Some jobs, such as doctors in the Hospital Authority or Mechanical Engineers in the Mass Transit Railway Corporation, require professional qualifications. Some others require high level IT skills, 20/20 vision, a minimum height and weight or proficiency in a foreign language. These special requirements are usually well defined and stated, and you either meet them or you don’t.

But there are other requirements that are often not spelt out in job specifications or recruitment notices but are nevertheless sought after by most employers. They are not stated not because they are unimportant or optional, but because they are regarded as intrinsic elements of good work ethics and attitudes that go without saying. They are essential components of any performance appraisal system that is used to determine how well an employee has done in his job and what rewards he should receive. (I would take advice from the law graduates among you and add that, whenever I say ‘he’ or ‘him’, I include ‘she’ and ‘her’ as well.)

The most important of these requirements is productivity, that is to say, the extent to which the employee has produced the desired results. Productivity is not just a measure of the amount of work done. The quality of the work is equally if not even more important. After all, there is no point producing a lot of work if most of it is so poor in quality as to be quite useless. Productivity is also not always directly proportionate to the amount of time spent. Those who know how to ‘work smart’ can often produce more and better results than those who simply work hard. They will certainly do much better than those who take much longer than necessary to get something done. 

Another important attribute that employers look for in their employees is commitment. This encompasses loyalty to the organisation, alignment with the corporate goals and objectives and a desire to contribute to their achievement. A committed employee is one who will always stand ready to do his best for the organization, and who will always put the organisation’s interests ahead of his personal interests. He will take a long-term view of his career and of the organisation in which he works. He will not be someone who is, as the Chinese saying goes, ‘riding an ox to look for a horse’, or who is content with just ‘getting by’. 

Most employers will also greatly value employees who possess a high level of personal integrity. These are upright individuals who can always be trusted to keep their promises. They will never cheat on their employers or use their positions to seek advantages for the private benefit of themselves or their close associates. They will be mindful to ensure that their own acts and those of their subordinates are compliant with the highest standards of good corporate governance. And they will not be afraid to act as whistle blowers when they become aware of unscrupulous practices elsewhere in the organisation.

Finally, most employers would like to see in their employees a desire to keep developing their capabilities and sharpening their skills. Many employers will actually encourage their employees to do so and will have career development and training programmes in place for this purpose. Nowadays, technology is developing and knowledge is expanding at such breathtaking speed that what we have learnt up to now will soon become inadequate, if not outright obsolescent. Social and moral values are also changing rapidly and we must keep learning to stay in touch with the needs and aspirations of our organisations’ customers and other stakeholders. Your degrees have put you in good stead for the time being, but unless you keep learning you will risk being left behind.
What I have said is not necessarily exhaustive. But, to sum up, if an employee is productive and committed, has a high level of personal integrity and is minded to keep learning, he will be a real asset to the organisation in which he works. He will be making valuable contributions to the organisation’s success and, through that, to the economic and social development of Hong Kong. I can assure you that most employers in Hong Kong will recognise and value such an employee and will reward him generously. 
I wish all of you every success in whatever career you have chosen.

