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The story of Dr Li Ning is the story of China’s miracle in
the last 30 years. So much had happened to China that is positive
and beyond the realm of the possible between two of the world’s
greatest sporting events: the 1984 Los Angeles Olympics and the
2008 Beijing Olympics. One marked China’s coming back to the
world’s sporting community, the other, her coming-out party
as a major modern power in sport and in economy. Destiny
dictated that Li Ning was at the epicenter of both.

The LA games signaled the world’s embrace of China’s return
to the fold of sporting nations. As China’s most famous athlete,
and the iconic leader of her gymnastic team, Li Ning, at this
historic moment, carried the nation’s hopes and expectations on
his shoulders. The Chinese team had a faltering start. Li Ning
spent a sleepless night agonizing over how he could rescue China’s
dream of Olympic glory. The next day a determined Li came out
storming, winning three golds, two silvers and a bronze in
subsequent competitions, accounting for one fifth of China’s
total medal haul in that entire Olympics. Two years prior, at the
World Gymnastics Championships, Li swept an unprecedented
six of the possible seven gold medals. For his stupendous
achievements he had been hailed as the “Prince of Gymnastics”.
Off the floor, three other crowning honors followed. In 1987,
two years before his retirement from competition, Li was made
the only Asian member of the Athletes’ Commission of the
International Olympic Committee. In 1999, he was voted one of
the “World’s Finest Athletes of the 20th Century” by the World
Sports Correspondents Association. In 2000, he became the first
Chinese to be inducted into the International Gymnastics Hall
of Fame.

But it was what happened next to Li Ning that is a tribute
to his genius, an ability to re-invent himself. Some Chinese
athletes retired to a life of obscurity or insecurity or both. Others,
like Li, began training at the age of six or seven, often missing
out on their formal education. Li knew the value of education.
He enrolled in and completed a four-year law degree program
at Peking University. At the same time, he finished an EMBA
program again at the same university. 1990 was to be a year of
transformation. That was the year Li reincarnated himself as a
business entrepreneur, parlaying his international fame into the
establishment of the Li Ning Sports Goods Company. Today, 20
years later, much like this 20-year-old HKUST, a miracle has
taken hold. The “Prince of Gymnastics” has now become the
“King of Sports Wear”. Li whose name was on the lips of tens of
millions of Chinese is now on the backs of tens of millions of
Chinese athletes and sports lovers. Unlike many who chased
their commercial tail in vain, Li was successful in his maiden
attempt. In fact, he was successful beyond his wildest
imagination. At last count, the company he founded has more
than 7,200 retail outlets across the length and breadth of China,
with 8 billion yuan annual turnover, and a name that is the
indisputable number one sports brand in China.

For an athlete with no business know-how and little
exposure, entrepreneurial success is a far more difficult move
than executing a triple somersault or a landing with a two and
a half twists. But Li landed solidly on his feet. His company has
become the world’s fourth largest sports enterprise, even
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outselling Adidas on the Mainland. In fact, his business has gone
international, adopting a multi-brand strategy, teaming up with
the French brand AIGLE with a joint venture, under which it
has the exclusive right to manufacture, market, distribute and
retail AIGLE outdoor sports products for the next 50 years. His
business has also entered into an exclusive 20-year license
agreement with the Italian sports fashion maker Lotto Sport to
market and sell its products. In Shanghai, his group has a
controlling interest in Double Happiness, famed for its table
tennis and other sports equipment. Now, it may seek
collaboration with British universities, including Loughborough
University’s Sports Technology Research Group. Closer to home,
Li Ning’s company and our Business School have been learning
partners in a multi-modular executive program since 2008.
Internally, the company seeks excellence of a different kind: to
build its own caring culture, by providing a facilitating and
congenial work environment for its employees. By 2005, it earned
the “Best Employer” honor from Watson Wyatt-Fortune joint
selection, and in 2006 a similar award from CCTV.

For all his athletic and business prowess, Dr Li is a man
whose concern is larger than himself. He knew the hardship of
his former fellow athletes and their limited alternative career
choices on exiting the national team. He co-founded the Chinese
Athletes Educational Foundation with other Chinese champion
athletes to provide continuing educational and training programs
in foreign languages, sports management and even business
management to serving and former Chinese athletes and coaches
so that they can pursue alternative careers. To this end, the
foundation has engaged the cooperation of renowned Chinese
educational institutions. The number of athletes and coaches
benefiting from this program now reaches 680 from 28 different
sports categories.

But Dr Li’s field of vision is wider than the sports arena.
The Li Ning Foundation has been a very generous and first-to-act
donor to relief efforts in China’s disasters, including the Sichuan
earthquake. As a former athlete, his sympathies know no national
boundaries. When he learned of the plight of a worried German
gymnast whose cancer-stricken son was desperate for funds for
medical treatment, he came to his timely aid.

Li’s achievements have been internationally recognized. In
2005, he was honored with an honorary doctorate by England’s
Loughborough University, itself the home of legendary Olympic
athletes. He was accorded a similar honor by the Hong Kong
Polytechnic University in 2008. Late in 2009, he was appointed
a “Good Will Ambassador” by the United Nation’s World Food
Program, the first Chinese to be so honored. But there is no
greater honor than being honored in the hearts of tens of millions
of his countrymen. Who could forget the moment when Dr Li
soared high above the stadium and ignited the cauldron at the
opening of the 2008 Beijing Olympics? Back in 1984, he carried
the nation’s hopes of sporting glory. Twenty four years later, he
carried the torch of its national triumph, in the sports arena and
beyond. Dr Li is a piece of positive energy on the planet. His name
and his extraordinary achievements will continue to dazzle for
as long as the Chinese civilization shall last.

Mr Pro-Chancellor, on behalf of the Council of The Hong
Kong University of Science and Technology, I have the high
honor to present to you, Dr Li Ning, Chairman and CEO of the
Li Ning Company Limited, for the award of Honorary
Fellowship.
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