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Do old Confucian values belong in today’s new
business enterprise? The answer, according to Dr Robin
Chan Yau-Hing, Chairman of Asia Financial Holdings Ltd
(Asia Financial) and Asia Insurance Co Ltd (Asia
Insurance), is a resounding yes. In fact, he thinks they are
the secret of his success as an entrepreneur. For Dr Chan,
Confucian ethics is not a business philosophy but a way of
life. He lives by them, transacts business by them and serves
his community by them. The ethical lapses within global
financial institutions that have brought the world economy

to its knees speak to the need for moral values in business.

Dr Chan lives a complete life according to the precepts
of the sage: from being a good individual to being a good
member of the human community. Through it all, the
currency of this banker-financier is trust—by which he
opens hearts and attracts opportunities, turning even

adversaries into partners.

Within Dr Chan’s family business empire, there is
little separation between the personal and the familial. His
children follow him into business, even into politics. With
older son Stephen overseeing investment activities as
Executive Director of Asia Financial and younger son
Bernard as CEO of Asia Financial and Asia Insurance, Dr
Chan has no succession worries. Nor does he have any
nostalgic attachment to business segments that have
outlived their usefulness. When the banking environment
got tough, he wisely unloaded his beloved bank at a
princely price. By patient adherence to his prudent business
approach, he was able to avert the turmoil which swept

through the financial sector when the tsunami struck.

Though tethered to the Confucian tradition, Dr Chan
has a good nose for business. It didn’t take him long to see
that the insurance business was intimately related to
banking services. Thus was Asia Insurance born. At that
time, the insurance market was cornered by foreign giants.
But he soon found his footing, with “trust” as the
cornerstone of his new business. When China opened up
economically, he identified insurance opportunities in the
north. In a three-way partnership, he co-founded PICC
Life Insurance. By 2012 its premiums exceeded RMB60

billion, ranked 5t in the industry on the Mainland.
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He also foresaw opportunities in an aging population,
especially in medical services. His family set up a hospital
in the Thai capital. Soon it was attracting well-heeled
medical tourists from the Middle East, drawn by its
state-of-the-art facilities, good patient care and inexpensive
services, which, unbelievably, include in-house immigration
processing for overseas visitors who now make up 40% of
its clientele. Now listed on the Thai stock market, it is
valued at HK$14 billion.

But it is not all business with Dr Chan. His other
obsession is public service. With the Chans, being
directors of the Tung Wah Group of Hospitals is a
three-generation affair. Proudly patriotic, he became a
leader of overseas Chinese business people, helping to
steer investments to his mother country. He was the
founder and President of the Hong Kong Federation of
Overseas Chinese Associations and served two terms as
Chairman of the Chinese General Chamber of Commerce.
While Dr Chan was a four-time delegate to the National
People’s Congress, his son Bernard has been twice-elected.
Getting a Gold Bauhinia Star also seems to run in the
family, with Dr Chan and Bernard both proud recipients.
Overseas, he was twice-honored by the King of Thailand
for his contributions to the kingdom. When he led
overseas Chinese business delegations to Thailand,
Singapore and Malaysia, they were accorded high-level
receptions. In Indonesia, they were received by none other
than its President and seven of his cabinet ministers. Such
was his standing in South-east Asian countries.

To higher education he offers generous support, with
HKUST being a notable beneficiary. From 1999 to 2006 he
excelled as our Council member, and thereafter as our
Honorary Court member.

Dr Chan’s profile is more than the catalogue of his
achievements. Yes, he has come a long way from the poor
boy sharing a pair of slippers with his younger brother, to
the super-successful entrepreneur chairing the boards of
conglomerates. But more than that, it is a life well lived.
Last year, Dr and Mrs Chan, both octogenarians, celebrated
their 60th wedding anniversary. At 81, Mrs Chan is young
at heart and stunningly younger in appearance. Her artistic
output as a painter rivals that of her son Bernard, currently
voted the most popular member of Hong Kong’s Executive
Council. In celebrating the life of Dr Chan, we are also
celebrating his remarkable family.
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