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Attaining a successful career for oneself is often
challenging enough. So a life audit is certainly in order
when you not only help steer your accountancy firm to a
major role in the development of the world’s most
impactful economy of modern times but also enable
thousands of young people to achieve success in your
profession and beyond. For Mr John Harrison, a leading
performer in Big Four multinational KPMG’s story in
Hong Kong, Mainland China, and the region over the past
three decades, having a good head for figures was just the
beginning. It was how those figures added up to making an
overall difference that mattered.

A degree in mathematics at Durham University in the
UK led Mr Harrison toward accountancy and KPMG.
After qualifying in London, after 7 years there he opted to
move to Hong Kong, arriving with his wife in 1983. He had
never been to Hong Kong before despite a father in the
Royal Navy and a childhood spent in different locations.
But the city quickly became home.

Professionally, it was perfect timing. With the
Mainland China economic powerhouse barreling to
marketization and internationalization, it is perhaps an
understatement to say the firm’s business was starting to
boom. When Mr Harrison first came to Hong Kong,
KPMG had around 700 staff. There were two in Mainland
China, in a representative office in Beijing. By his
retirement in 2010, there were around 10,000 employees in
14 offices across China in total.

Starting out with audit, due diligence, IPOs, and other
advisory work, Mr Harrison became a Partner in 1987.
Thirteen years on from his arrival in the city, he was
elected Senior Partner. As such, he became Chairman and
CEO of KPMG China and Hong Kong, and concurrently
Chairman of KPMG Asia Pacific, from 2003-2009. He was
Deputy Chairman of KPMG
2008-2010.

International from

To recruit, develop and retain talent in a growth
environment is a key business issue. But for Mr Harrison,
who oversaw human resources for a time, it meant even
more. Social and collegiate himself, and a firm believer in
the training and character development provided by
accountancy, he found it immensely rewarding to expand
opportunities for graduates to reach their potential
through the profession. Whenever possible, he would go
out to universities in Hong Kong, including HKUST, to
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introduce the firm. He also set new trends, expanding
target recruits from accountancy and business study
majors only to any graduate with the caliber to succeed. In
Mainland China, it proved one of the most satisfying
aspects of his career to leave behind a network of partners
where originally there had been none.

Even in retirement, he has continued to help others
grow, bringing his professional outlook as well as his
accountancy and corporate governance skills to a portfolio
of independent non-executive directorships. When you
are asked to take up such a role, it is because you have
shown yourself worthy to serve as an objective voice in
board discussions and a fearless champion of governance
and performance. That he has been tasked with this
responsibility by some of Hong Kong’s leading firms,
including ATA Group Ltd, Cathay Pacific Airways, and
Hong Kong Exchanges and Clearing Ltd, is a measure of
the regard he commands at the highest levels of the
buiness community.

The University Council, which Mr Harrison joined in
2008, seeks people of similar caliber. And, like fellow
awardee Ms Anita Fung, his presence proved a valuable
addition for oversight of our accounting and reporting as
well as our governance. He first served HKUST on the
Audit Committee and later became the University
Treasurer, Chairman of the Finance Committee and
Deputy Chairman of the Human Resources Committee as
well as chairman of the boards of Trustees of our
superannuation funds and a member of The Standing
Committee. With his enthusiasm for learning and
development, he saw contributing to HKUST as a good
match and a way to help more young people thrive
through ensuring a solid financial and corporate
governance footing for the University to keep moving
ahead. Now an Honorary Court Member, he is looking
forward to further input.

In recognition of his career in KPMG in Asia John was
awarded the Freedom of The City of London in 2015 by
the Honorable Livery Company of Chartered Accountants.

As John is happy to suggest to those starting out in
accountancy and other fields, make sure you do what you
enjoy. Never presume you know everything - even when
you rise to senior management - always be prepared to
listen and learn. Have a global view of life in order to
respect and have tolerance toward others’ views. Above all,
make time and be prepared to contribute and get involved
in the future.

As an exemplary contributor to the future of his
profession, young people’s lives, and this University, we
are delighted to honor Mr John Harrison today.
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