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Mr James E THOMPSON

Jim Thompson is a nice man. But in this case, nice guys
definitely don’t finish last. In fact, Mr Thompson is a Hong Kong
success story writ large, accomplishing great things from the
smallest of beginnings. In 1965, with just one thousand dollars
US in his pocket, Jim set up a company in Japan that has, through
subsequent reincarnations, grown into the world’s largest
privately-held international moving company, with over 4,000
employees spread out in 53 countries. Today, Crown Worldwide
Group, of which he is chairman, serves more than 10,000
companies, many of them blue-chip or household names.

But it would be a mistake to measure Jim Thompson’s success
in material terms alone. It is his entrepreneurial spirit, management
wisdom and compassion for the underprivileged that we celebrate.
It is these that define him as a leader and as a man. Though
American-born and American-educated, Mr Thompson is first
and foremost an archetypal global citizen.

Looking back, coming East after college graduation was for
him a defining moment. In doing so, he had gone up a hill and
come down a mountain. He saw a world in mobility and foresaw
the rich opportunities that global mobility presented. He grew his
business geographically, setting up his first company in Japan in
1965 and moving to Hong Kong in 1970. From his Hong Kong
base, his operations expanded to countries in South-east Asia.
When Crown Pacific became established, it spread its wings to
Australia and New Zealand, and then to Europe and the Americas,
thus becoming a worldwide enterprise. Mr Thompson’s business
not only grew geographically, it grew logically. One only has to
look at the list of companies that come under the umbrella of
Crown Worldwide Group: Crown Relocations, Crown Records
Management, Crown Logistics, Crown Fine Arts Group, and Crown
Wine Cellars. They are facets of the same core concern: how to
give the highly mobile workforce a good and productive life.

When a business grows in size, when it goes global, when its
staff become ethnically diverse, the crucial question is how to
maintain the high standards that have made it successful in the
first place. Mr Thompson has a simple answer. It comes down to
asimple device: feedback from his clients. When a letter of praise
arrives at his Hong Kong headquarters, he makes sure that it is
directed to the persons who are the object of the praise, so that
they know what they are doing right. Likewise, when a complaint
lands on his desk, it is channeled to those responsible for
resolution. This way, his employees down the line know that the
boss is watching knowingly. Significantly, the letters of praise are
posted online for all to see. What’s more, he has created an
environment which allows employees to develop skills that open
up their career paths.

Mr Thompson may have a complex organization but he has
a simple philosophy in life: doing everything with all his heart.
He is very much in-the-moment, very much in the here-and-now.
Yet, he never fails to look around and look ahead. With this kind
of strategic alertness, he can happily delegate the details of
execution.

The only thing that he doesn’t delegate is his hands-on
approach to philanthropy. High on Mr Thompson’s agenda for
charity is education. Coming from humble origins, being the first
in his family to receive a college education, Jim knows the value
of a university education. This explains his life-long passion in
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providing educational opportunities for the children of the less
fortunate. When most business entrepreneurs have their eyes
glued to their bottom line, Mr Thompson directs his gaze to the
forgotten children in depressed areas such as Tin Shui Wai. His
staff mentor the children of the poor. He shepherds them to visit
his warehouse and a university, showing them the opportunities
that are out there. While most business leaders display pictures
taken with the powerful and the famous, Mr Thompson proudly
and prominently displays a cushion with his company logo on
his office couch made by grateful children he has befriended.
Whether it is cleaning up old people’s homes, or transporting
musical instruments for a charity concert, or organizing a “Hike
for Hospice”, or being a keynote speaker at our University’s EMBA
graduation ceremony, they all express his concern for the
community. He and his wife Sally are very active in the Changing
Young Lives Foundation supporting it through the chairing of
fund-raising events. His married daughter directs the corporate
charitable operations from New York. Caring about the
community is woven into the fabric of his business. In helping
people to relocate, his company also intelligently offers practical
ways to increase the “cultural intelligence” of expatriates. After
four and half decades in Asia, some say that there is something
positively Chinese in his demeanor — his gentleness. For a man
at the pinnacle of success, Mr Thompson’s proudest moment was
when a teenage girl was moved to tell him that she wanted to serve
the community the way he has.

Sometimes, the line between Mr Thompson’s business and
life in the community is blurred. One of the “crowning” moments
was when his company was commissioned to transport two pandas
gifted to Hong Kong by the Mainland in celebration of the 10th
anniversary of Hong Kong’s return to Chinese sovereignty. In
2005, his Fine Arts division handled the relocation of the famous
Mona Lisa. And in 2003, after negotiating with 22 government
departments, Crown signed a lease to turn former British war-time
bunkers in Hong Kong into Crown Wine Cellars, a transformation
which won the UNESCO Award of Merit. Busy as he is, Mr
Thompson’s fingerprints and footprints are all over the
community. He is on the Board of Directors of the highly
successful Ocean Park and he is a member of the ICAC Advisory
Committee. Jim has been an effective ambassador for Hong Kong
in overseas trade missions organized by the Trade Development
Council.

Mr Thompson’s devotion to quality and the community has
not gone unnoticed. Crown won the Innovative Services Award
from Hong Kong General Chamber of Commerce twice and the
DHL/South China Morning Post International Award as Hong
Kong’s best international company. It is also the winner of the
prestigious Hong Kong Award for Service in Export Marketing.
Personally, in 2003, he was the recipient of the Gold Bauhinia Star,
the SAR’s second highest award for his services to the community.

Mr Thompson'’s secret of success has been his sensitivity and
ability to meet a felt need, whether socially or commercially. This
uncanny ability has translated itself into the unique Global Career
Partner Support Program for accompanying spouses of expatriates
who still wish to pursue an active career of their own, or the aid
of children dislocated by epic disasters. Mr Thompson is a business
leader whose heart is always in the right place, and whose mind
always follows suit.

Mr Pro-Chancellor, I have the great honor to present to you
on behalf of the Council of The Hong Kong University of Science
and Technology, Mr James E Thompson, founding Chairman of
Crown Worldwide Group for the award of Honorary Fellowship.
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