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Family picture taken in Hong Kong in 1955.
Luke Chan (left), his parents and his brothers and sister
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Father and daughter dancing at the Chinese New Year
celebration dinner, held by the McMaster University
Alumni Association (Toronto). Next is Chancellor
Dr. Peter George and his daughter

2009 faculty members from Nanjing University Finance
and Economics Faculty, being trained at McMaster
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R¥RE L —HEZRBENRE
RIS EDE L5

_‘g = o

Father and daughter visiting Rome
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Father and son visiting Nanjing, and the
birthplace of Luke’s grandmother
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PROFESSOR LUKE CHAN

To be successful in one’s career, getting an opportunity is as crucial as hard
work. It has been said that an opportunity comes when one least expects
it. When it arises, not only do you need a sharp eye to seize the opportunity
properly, but you also need wisdom and capability to leverage that

opportunity fo change your life.

In 1984, an opportunity to teach in China allowed Dr. Luke Chan,
Associate Vice-President at McMaster University, to get involved in China’s
economic reform. Luke says that year was a turning point in his career. He seized
the opportunity. In the following twenty-five years, he sought a place for himself
amidst the reforms to apply his professional skills. He is elated by the fact that
his expertise in economics and related areas can help not only the country that he
loves, but also other developing countries. Professor Chan stresses that he loves
Canada, because he grew up here, received his education here, and this is where
he has built his career. However as a Chinese-Canadian, he also has a strong
desire to see China prosper, and is proud to be able to contribute to it.

Luke Chan was born in Shanghai in 1948. His father was in the
transportation business. In 1949, his family moved to Hong Kong, leaving only
him and his grandmother in Shanghai. It was only in 1955, when he was seven
that he and his grandmother reunited with his parents in Hong Kong. Luke
was the eldest child in the family, and there were three younger siblings. After
finishing grade 11 at Aberdeen Technical School in Hong Kong, Luke got a job
with Cable and Wireless to repair Telex equipment. But he was not content with
just a steady job. In 1970, he contacted an older schoolmate who had left for
Canada to study. With his help and encouragement, Luke applied to University
of Prince Edward Island to study. At that time there were only nine hundred
students in the entire university, the smallest university in the country, and it
provided a very good learning environment. He majored in mathematics, and
completed the 4-year program in three years, getting the Bachelor’s degree of
Mathematics in 1973. 'The biggest reward from those years at PEI aside from
getting a university degree is that there he met his life partner Raphael, who was
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studying Home Economics in the same university.

Luke’s original plan was to return to Hong Kong for a job in his area of
study. When he selected a research institution, he considered Canadian and
British universities first, because Hong Kong would recognize degrees from
Commonwealth countries. In the end he chose McMaster University and
switched to economics. Luke obtained his Master’s degree in a year, and stayed
on for his PhD degree. After completing that in 1977, he was hired by University
of Toronto, but since his family was in Hamilton, he returned to McMaster in
1981. Luke chose a teaching job in the DeGroote School of Business, giving up
economics, even though he was emotionally tied to it and many professors he
respected were in the field of economics. But Business School was a challenge
that he welcomed, because teaching business stresses finance and applies the
theory of economics to real life. This incorporates the study of management and
operations, stock market, bonds, banking etc. The scope is much wider: the study
of microeconomics where it has a direct impact on people’s lives.

At McMaster, Luke became Chair of the Finance and Business Economics
Department. He then became the Associate Dean of the School of Business.
At that time, he was in his early thirties. Recalling the past, Luke says, “At
that time the relationship between China and Canada was friendly. China
was just stepping into economic reform, and needed expertise in many areas,
especially finance, human resources, accounting, and management. Building on
this friendly relationship, China asked Canada to provide training. I happened
to have expertise in these areas, so it was natural that I became an important
member of this team.”

Luke left Chinain 1955. When he returned in 1984, using the ‘opportunity’
of providing management skills training, it was almost thirty years later. This first
trip to China had an everlasting impact on Luke’s career. ‘No doubt, that trip was
a turning point in my life’. To make it more convenient to work in China, Luke
practiced Mandarin for two years until he was able to teach in Mandarin. He
says that was his proudest moment in his life.

'The bridge has been built. The door is now open. He isa Chinese-Canadian,
and he has the knowledge that China needs. During the summer and winter
vacation time, Luke has since travelled frequently between the two coasts of
Pacific Ocean. Through Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA)
and with help from other sources of government funding, Luke led teams of
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professors to several universities in China for academic exchanges and to provide
training. As an example, in 1986, he applied for a grant from the Canadian
government to develop a curriculum in management training, which Luke taught
during the summer at Nankai University in Tianjin and the University of Science
and Technology Beijing (previously Beijing University of Iron and Steel) with
outstanding results.

Luke points out that since the economic reform in China, a great number
of national enterprises have been restructured. 'The traditional management
concepts in place were often not able to keep up with the dramatic changes in
society. Both Central Government and institutions of higher learning expected
to liaise with international organizations, and establish working relationships in
order to absorb new concepts and knowledge. This is especially true in the area of
management where there is enormous difference between east and west. In 1989,
Luke and a group of scholars developed another business collaboration program
with funding from the Canadian government. With cooperation from Fudan
University in Shanghai and Tsinghua University in Beijing, the program trained
hundreds of high profile executives in seven years. Throughout the executive
training program, Luke met many Chinese academics, business and political
leaders, and built a wide personal network. Because of Luke’s connections, many
Canadian companies wishing to enter the China market seek consultation and
assistance from him.

'Through his experience in management training and academic exchanges,
Luke noticed that there are differences between the west and the east in the way
problems are resolved. Since our cultures are different, misunderstanding is easily
generated. He developed an approach to help reduce misunderstanding, solve
problems, and partner together to create win-win situations for both parties.
Luke’s track record has helped him gain a reputation as an expert in this area.
Consequently, many Canadian and American businesses intent on doing business
in China often ask him to help train people or plan their investment strategies in
China. At the same time they want to acquire an understanding of negotiations
with Chinese companies, and to master negotiation skills with their Chinese
counterparts. Taking his experience with the IBM training program in China
as an example, he was able to determine that most employees in large companies
have very good technical skills; however, their knowledge in management is

uite limited. Without making efforts to improve its employees’ management
q g p ploy g
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knowledge, an organization will find it difficult to expand further; moreover, it
may stop growth or regress. His insights allowed IBM to plan effective growth
strategies.

Luke has a strong interest in Chinese cultural heritage. As a scholar, he tries
to use a modern perspective to explain ancient culture. During his frequent travels
to Fudan University, Tsinghua University, University of Science and Technology-
- Beijing and Nankai University, he made thorough study in The Art of War by
Sunzi, as he believes that the warring strategies in the book can be applied to
business operations. He translated the ancient book into English, and discussed
the contents of each of the thirteen chapters from a management perspective. In
1989 the book ‘Sunzi on the Art of War and Its General Application to Business’
was published by Fudan University Press and became quite popular. It has been
twenty years since, and readers can still buy this book on amazon.com.

On the subject of mass petitions from some large enterprises on the issue
of rights protection in China, Luke thinks these are exceptionally complex
problems. He admits that when the general population is trying to get rich, these
types of problems cannot be avoided. He does not think they are the problems
of the financial system, but rather they are problems of a changing society and
changing culture. He agrees that certain aspects of the system have to change,
but he does not support changing often, especially in Asian countries. He feels
that while western countries want China to change, they don’t understand that
‘change’ must happen at a suitable pace and must synchronize with the education
levels of the people. Otherwise there would be chaos, or breakdown, just like
the Soviet Union before. Luke stresses that change must be orderly and must be
built on a steady foundation. It cannot be rushed. The country must accumulate
enough experience and lessons learned before going forward. He thinks it is
a good thing to pursue perfection, but there is no perfect system in the world,
and there is no superior culture. From the recent financial tsunami, one can
observe that the financial system and democratic government in the west are not
perfect.

Since neither the current system in the east nor the one in the west is
perfect, what political system and leadership are the most desirable? Dr. Luke
Chan asks us to consider a Utopian idea. He says that the most desirable system
is a ‘benevolent dictator, who does not live very long.” But he also knows that

it is not possible in a practical sense. The point he makes though, as a western
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educated scholar, is that autocracy is not always bad for the people. He cites
examples of benevolent rulers in ancient Chinese history, when there had been
autocratic systems which were fair and reasonable, showing concern and love for
their citizens. In contrast he refers to some systemic problems in the democratic
election process in western countries, pointing out that most politicians are
driven to make election promises about cutting taxes and increasing services only
to be elected or re-elected. Once in power, they are consumed by the realities
of administering government, which are in fact universal. In other words, a
benevolent, accessible autocrat and an elected democrat are in similar positions
in exercising power.

As a Chinese-Canadian who has long been involved in management and
executive training for Chinese universities and enterprises, what does he think of
the chilling of the relationship between China and Canada in the last two years?
Dr. Chan uses the phrase ‘the wrong chess move’to describe the current situation.
Luke notes three points: First, the federal Conservatives were in opposition for
too long, and did not take heed of the rising potential of the Chinese market
and the blooming Chinese economy. In fact, Canada has far more to gain from
China than for China to gain from Canada. Secondly, Canada has always used
protectionism for local political purposes with an effect of limiting Canada’s
international business development. Thirdly, the current government has a
good relationship with Taiwan, while they were working as the opposition party.
Although not a bad thing, it impacts the normal development between China
and Canada. Fortunately both Taiwan and China are now proceeding towards
reconciliation, which would be advantageous for the relationship between Canada
and China. What is more, seeing remediation efforts by both countries to mend
their relationship, Luke has a positive outlook for the future. He points out
that the recent appointment of David Mulroney as the Canadian ambassador for
China, is a signal of friendship. David was once Consul to Shanghai and other
Asian countries and he is a China expert.

In November 2008, Luke was invited by Hong Kong Chinese University,
to participate in a discussion on 30 Years of Economic Reform in China’. He
expressed his views based on his personal experience. He said, in 1984 when
he first went to China to conduct training, he was living in the foreign experts’
guest home of Nankai University. In the morning when he had breakfast at the
dining room, whichever item he ordered from the menu, the kitchen staff would
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tell him that it was not available. At that time, a foreigner friend told him that
in China the only Chinese words he learned were for ‘not available’. The first toll
expressway was built at that time from Tanggu to Beijing. Now the expressways
in China have formed a vast network. There is no shortage in any necessities in
everyday life. The changes in 25 years have been astonishing.

Talking about the relationship between him and the Chinese community
in Canada, Luke says although McMaster University is in Hamilton, as a
Chinese-Canadian, he also builds channels of communication in mainstream
society. He has helped local and national charities with fundraising for many
years. He hosted a Chinese language program on CFMT television station for
six and a half years, helping to bring the Ontario Chinese community together
and introduce Chinese culture and heritage to Ontarians.

Luke just reached sixty years of age, yet he is still full of energy. He is now the
Associate Vice-President for International Affairs. He also has his own very active
consulting business. The university leverages his international relationships and
his macro perspectives to raise the profile of McMaster University internationally
and recruit more international students. At the same time he is able to expand
his consulting business. He and the university mutually benefit from each other.
At this time there are over 600 students from China attending McMaster. Out
of the 21,000 students in the whole university, international students account for
7%, a high percentage for a top tier Canadian University.

He is ever thankful to McMaster University for his education and all the

opportunities in his career life. He was the Associate Dean for the Business

School for two terms. He acknowledges that as an Associate Vice-President, he

gets instant credibility. At this time his work has four parts:

1. help developing countries;

2. promoting the university’s strengths to the whole world;

3. recruiting more international students for McMaster University (currently
students come from seventy countries);

4. maintaining contacts with McMaster international alumni that are spread
throughout 130 countries around the world.

Aside from being selected as a recipient of this year’s Chinese Canadian
Legend award, Professor Luke Chan has also just been honored as Hamilton’s

outstanding citizen for the Hamilton Gallery of Distinction.
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