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Business Education in
Hong Kong After 1997

B usiness education in Hong Kong
first appeared in the form of voca-
tional subjects designed to produce the
technical and secretarial manpower nec-
essary for the growing economy. But
recent social changes and Hong Kong’s
return to China after 1997 call for a new
form of business education in secondary
schools.

In planning the business curriculum,
developers must foresee what is expect-
ed in the business. In this article, T dis-
cuss the challenge of developing a busi-
ness curriculum adequate to the
economic and social needs of Hong
Kong.

Economic Change in Society

In recent years, a continuous decline
in primary and secondary production
has changed the structure of Hong
Kong’s economy, shifting its emphasis
from the manufacturing industries and
entrepot trade to financial activities. The
tertiary sector has grown rapidly.
employing more workers than all the
other sectors. In 1995, more than 72%
of Hong Kong's economic activity was
produced by the tertiary sector. In Table
1, T illustrate the distribution of the
workforce in the past 3 decades.

These economic trends have implica-
tions for business education in Hong
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Kong. Training in the rapidly declining
primary and secondary sectors is
becoming less necessary; meanwhile,
Hong Kong must provide leadership for
the increased business activities in the
tertiary sector. It should view its role as
China’s business center, much like
Manhattan in the United States.

Hong Kong must continue to be the
preferred location for skills required in
financial services. To maintain its lead-
ership, it must begin providing quality
business education in secondary schools
and continue to train and equip students
with the skills and services required by
international companies. Business edu-
cation in Hong Kong must produce
business leaders who are competitive
and compatible.

Hong Kong’s return to China in 1997
was intended to increase its competi-
tiveness through better access to

resources and land in China. Hong
Kong will likely become a service cen-
ter for the economy of southern China,
while continuing to provide services in
banking, financing. accounting. trade,
and marketing to China.

Hong Kong will continue to be a
business center, making use of its
telecommunications system and inte-
grating its service economy with south
China’s manufacturing base, thereby
becoming the nucleus for planning
while China provides manpower and
production. To achieve this, Hong Kong
needs a business curriculum with a
vision matching the needs of its future
society. In short, business education in
Hong Kong secondary schools should
no longer see its role as training clerks
and secretaries, but as paving the way
for students who will assume leadership
roles in the developing business sector.

The Separation of Business
Education From Vocational
Education

Because business education in Hong
Kong secondary schools was first estab-
lished to provide training for the low
sector of the labor market and for the
prevocational schools, its depth and
breadth are questionable. It is not
designed for those who want to acquire
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TABLE 1. Distribution of the Workforce by Economic Sector (%)

Year Primary Secondary Tertiary
1961 8.1 48.9 43.0
1971 4.3 53.6 421
1981 2.0 49.8 48.2
1991 0.8 36.7 62.5
1995 0.6 271 723

deep knowledge and understanding of
the subjects. Thus, the status of business
education in Hong Kong secondary
schools is low; it is said that only the
students with less ability will study
business education.

Should business education continue
to be treated as only a preparation for
support roles in business, preparing stu-
dents for repetitive, low-wage employ-
ment, or should it be a part of general
education? Two curricula may need to
be developed: one for vocational educa-
tion, in which business subjects provide
the necessary facts and knowledge to
those who may not further their studied,
and another as part of a general educa-
tion that would provide a clear route and
goals for business education. Students
taking the second type of curriculum
would be prepared for a tertiary educa-
tion. which would provide the knowl-
edge and skills necessary for becoming
business professionals.

Internationalization of Materials

Thanopoulos (1986, p. 4) pointed out
that “of foremost significance is the
ability to adapt to other people’s turfs,
to know the rules of their games, their
cultures, their languages, and the inter-
national ethics.” An internationalized
business curriculum should thus be con-
sidered. The University of Hong Kong
has already established an international
MBA program to provide students with
an understanding of the different man-
agerial and business practices in Asia
and the way in which those may differ
from Western ones. Further, the
strengths and weaknesses of Western
managerial theories are evaluated and
integrated for application to Asian busi-
ness practices. The international MBA
gives students an understanding of the
impact of the increasing international-
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ization of business on the Asia-Pacific
region.

At the secondary level, business edu-
cation should provide students with a
basic international perspective. The use
of case studies from different countries
will expose students to different busi-
ness systems with varied practices in
different places. Students will become
more globally aware and internationally
competitive, increasing their chances of
success in the future.

Inclusion of Information
Technology in the Business
Curriculum

Many countries have become aware
of the importance of information tech-
nology (IT) and have begun to apply a
considerable portion of their budgets to
it. According to Wang’s study (1994),
the national expenditure on IT as a per-
centage of GNP is relatively high in the
United States (3.5%), Japan (2%), South
Korea (1.3%), and Singapore (1.7%).
Those countries aim to promote better
exploitation of IT for global expansion.

Unfortunately, though we are ap-
proaching the end of the 20th century,
there is still no proper IT coverage in
Hong Kong secondary schools. Educa-
tors, especially those in business educa-
tion, should equip graduates with the
indispensable skills to apply IT in busi-
ness. IT must be incorporated into the
business curriculum of secondary
schools at the policy level, and re-
sources such as computers and training
courses for business teachers must be
provided.

Attitude Training

Besides teaching students skills and
knowledge, secondary business educa-
tion should also focus on productive

work habits and attitude development
(Ober, 1989). Brumley. Pollard, and
Yopp (1993) found that graduates of sec-
ondary schools should be expected to
possess skills in decisionmaking, human
relations, and self-management, among
others. Renwick (1992) expected Hong
Kong graduates to possess communica-
tion skills and interpersonal sensitivity,
factors that are as important as the busi-
ness skills and knowledge they acquire
from schools. This holds especially true
for Hong Kong, where tertiary produc-
tion dominates and the majority of work-
ers are engaged in producing services.

In reality, many employers are disap-
pointed by their employees: “Young
people lack discipline: they expect to be
catered to; they do not want to do the
dirty jobs; they do not respect authority
... they can’t make change; they do not
understand the importance of providing
customer service” (Zemsky, 1994, p. 5).
Employers in Hong Kong report that
many graduates today do not have a
good work attitude (Cheung, 1996) and
are inconsiderate, insensitive, and irre-
sponsible. These attitudes could reduce
their chances for employment, while
negatively affecting Hong Kong’s com-
petitive ability. A good secondary busi-
ness curriculum must strike a balance
between skills and knowledge and the
less tangible attitudes that students pick
up from courses.

The Teaching of Ethics in
Business Education

A major purpose of business educa-
tion is to help students become effec-
tive, well-informed citizens who under-
stand what is going on around them.
This involves the making of value judg-
ments. The increasing complexity and
scale of business practice has left many
searching for ethical guidelines and
reassurance. It is essential that students
taking business education think through
the ethical implications of the various
aspects of business practice before they
become practitioners and encounter the
complex issues of the future market-
place.

Students today are exposed to this
materialistic world earlier, and they are
constantly confronted by ethical issues.
We cannot assume that they will learn
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how to deal with these problems if
ethics is not taught formally. Because
ethics is not part of the academic disci-
pline. it is treated negligibly in the cur-
riculum. Research done recently by the
Independent Commission Against Cor-
ruption (ICAC, 1996) suggested that
university graduates in business were
willing to act unethically to maximize
their own interest.

Another survey done by Oxfam
found that secondary school students in
Hong Kong placed self-interest over
other virtues in importance (Economic
Times. 1996). The result is not surpris-
ing; people in Hong Kong are often
labeled as money-minded, placing their
self-interest over moral issues. Teaching
ethics in business education is essential
because unethical practices such as
abuse of sick leave, accepting bribes,
and employee theft can cost a company
a great deal. The teaching of values in
business education forces decisionmak-
ing and analysis into dimensions be-

yond individual interests. It is con-
sciousness raising, in which students are
trained not to see their own interests
only, but the needs of society also.

Conclusion

Education reflects society and society
shapes education. At the current stage of
economic and political transformation,
Hong Kong urgently needs to train busi-
ness students who will have the vision,
skills, and knowledge to lead Hong
Kong into the 2lst century. Business
education in Hong Kong secondary
schools must go beyond producing ade-
quate manpower for low-wage jobs. It is
time to reflect on how changes in cur-
riculum and resource allocation can
serve the best interest of Hong Kong. It
must act now to excel in the future.
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