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The quest for excellence in academia
I had a lot of sympathy last week for everyone involved in the process of finding a new president for City University. There were two shortlisted candidates, both popular with the university council, but neither managed to attract the three-quarters support needed. This came after students and faculty complained about being left out of the exercise. 

Last year, I was a member of the search committee when Lingnan University had to find a replacement for Edward Chen Kwan-yiu, who will stand down as president later this year after more than 12 years in the post. So I know that it is not an easy process. 

For a start, it's difficult to find suitable candidates - City University was fortunate to find two. Obviously, university presidents must have strong academic backgrounds, but they also need top-level management skills. They increasingly need to be capable networkers and lobbyists, to handle fund-raising. The post can even involve political controversy, as shown by recent rows at the Institute of Education. 

Candidates also have to be willing to leave their institutions. Academics don't usually job-hop much, so it can become sensitive if their employer learns that they're considering a move. So recruiters must be discreet, and make a good case as to why a potential candidate should consider a move. 

Any serious search will be international. While this should increase the pool of possible candidates, it does not necessarily make the search a lot easier. Some people think that only Chinese are considered. That was not the case for Lingnan, though of course some knowledge of Hong Kong or China is important. 

However, I noticed during the selection process at Lingnan that some potential overseas candidates would have been more interested if the university was on the mainland. 

As with attracting students, Hong Kong universities face stiff global competition for top administrators. 

Even when recruiters find a good candidate, they still face some serious problems. Universities are unique organisations: they cannot be compared to commercial corporations or government departments. They have a hierarchy, but at the same time they have an academic mission and a community ethos. 

Students and faculty also expect to have a say in the recruitment and appointment process. 

At City University, some stakeholders were quoted in the media criticising the selection procedures for being too secretive. 

One staff member said too many people were excluded from the process, while a student union leader said that students should be included in the voting. 

This reminds me of some of the criticisms we hear about the Hong Kong political structure, but there is no comparison between that and a university. 

In practice, the confidentiality of much of the search process makes it impossible to conduct the whole exercise in public. But even if that could be overcome, it is hard to see how universities could appoint presidents by universal suffrage. In theory, there might be a conflict of interest if faculty or students were allowed to pick their own president. 

Universities, while independent, do not exist in isolation. A search committee is accountable to the governing body - the university council. 

But as a recipient of public money, the council has a responsibility to the whole community to use its resources wisely, and this has to be considered in recruitment. 

In Lingnan's case, we identified one very good candidate and organised forums so faculty and students could ask him questions. Dr Chen has been extremely popular among students and staff: we couldn't take their support for granted in picking his successor. 

But they agreed with the council's choice, and the new president takes the helm at Lingnan in September. Other institutions' problems make me realise how lucky we were.

