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Abstract

Recently, the international liner shipping companies Hanjin bankruptcy incident more fully prove the importance
of corporate governance in shipping logistics industry. Good practice of CG implementation not only well monitor
and alert the company performance (i.e. profit warning), but also enhance business & management efficiency and
competitive advantages. Although corporate governance is vital to achieve the company’s best practices, it only
has limited numbers of research and literature in related discipline. This study aims to investigate the governance
compliance level; the strengths and weaknesses of the industry in terms of governance practices in Hong Kong
maritime logistics industry. An in-depth semi-structured interview with five practitioners was conducted to identify
the importance and values of CG practices. The study confirmed that the CG practices not only improve her
business performance, but also enhance company’s sustainable development in different aspects: (1) Rights of
Shareholders; (2) Equitable Treatment of Shareholders; (3) Role of Stakeholders; (4) Disclosure and
Transparency, and (5) Board Responsibilities. In general, this study arouse the awareness of CG in shipping
logistics industry in Hong Kong and Asia; contributes to the both managerial understanding and enrich academic
knowledge for further studies of other related fields such as freight forwarding and aviation sector.
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1. Introduction

Globalization, logistics and supply chain integration as well as the consequent expansion of the shipping industry
have refined the functional role of different aspects of supply chains, such as shipping, ports & freight distribution
(Song and Panayides, 2012). The dramatic increase in world trade in the past decades has restructured the global
maritime industry bringing about new development, de-regulation, liberalization and increase competition. In order
to maintain her business competitiveness and sustainable business practices, Corporate Governance (CG) is one of
the most important criteria for leading shipping logistics companies in Hong Kong and worldwide.

Previous researches mainly focus on the financial performances of the listed companies in the shipping logistics
industry; however, a company with good financial performance does not necessarily mean it practices good
corporate governance (Andreou et al., 2014).

In terms of promoting good governance, Hong Kong is one of the pioneers in the world; The Hong Kong Exchange
issued the code of good governance (the Code) in 1989; which was the second market to issue such code. Since
then improvements and modifications are made from time to time.

In Asia, corporate governance studies focuses on executive compensation and ownership structure (Firth, Fung
&Rui, 2007; Ko & So, 2012). Cheung (2012) and Ko et al. (2016) are the recent studies on corporate governance of
Hong Kong listed companies. The former one used a scorecard to examine the overall corporate governance
performance of 121 listed companies in Hong Kong, while the latter one studies the governance level of the
logistics and shipping industry in Hong Kong between 2003 and 2014.
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In this study, we have interviewed five practitioners who have been working in the industry. Five corporate
governance aspects, namely Rights of Shareholders, Equitable Treatment of Shareholders, Roles of Stakeholders,
Disclosure and Transparency, and Board Responsibilities, are adopted for the instrument (Cheung, 2012; Ko et al.,
2016; OECD, 2004).

2.Literature Review

2.1 Corporate Governance in Shipping Logistics industry

Globalization and technological advancements led more maritime, shipping & logistics companies rely on capital
markets to finance investment opportunities (Syriopoulos and Theotokas, 2007) such as Initial Public Offerings
(IPOs) (Grammenos and Papapostolou, 2012). The listed shipping and logistics corporates not only appreciate the
goodwill from the quality of corporate governance (CG) system, but also mitigate the inherent uncertainty and
volatility of the shipping freight markets (Song and Panayides, 2012).

Recently, the international liner shipping companies Hanjin bankruptcy incident more fully prove the importance
of corporate governance in shipping logistics industry (Wei, 2017). Good practice of CG implementation not only
well monitor and alert the company performance (i.e. profit warning), but also enhance business & management
efficiency and competitive advantages.

With a prime competition and international integration of capital market in shipping logistics sector, corporate
governance (CG) are becoming a key factor to enhance their operational efficiency and financial performance. For
the literature of CG in shipping logistics industry, a little emphasis has been given in past years (Koufopoulos et
al. 2010).

Randoy, Down and Jensen (2003) investigated the financial performance effect of main corporate governance
mechanisms. Empirical study was conducted to assess the effect of main corporate governance mechanisms on
the financial performance of maritime companies (Syriopoulos and Tsatsaronis, 2011). Also, Tsionas, Merikas
and Merika (2012) identified relationship between concentrated ownership and corporate performance.

Giannakopoulou et al. (2016) provided a detail review about the CG mechanism and assessing the implications of
CG structure in operational and financial performance. The study highlighted the important issue related to CG in
highly dynamic, purely international and family owned industry. In general, previous CG studies are focused in
different perspectives, however, it remains still understudied.

As mentioned, corporate governance is vital to achieve the company’s best practices, it only has limited numbers
of research and literature in related discipline. Previous studies examining corporate governance in shipping
logistics firms are leave many questions and empirical issues un-answered, especially when it comes to the
relationship of corporate governance practices with financial management decisions pertaining to earnings
management, investments and firm performance (Song and Panayides, 2012). Moreover, previous studies in the
shipping & logistics sector have conducted in particular zones, such as European region and Southeast Asia
(Koufopoulos et al., 2010;Tuan, 2013;Randoy et al., 2003; Syriopoulos and Tsatsaronis, 2011). On these grounds,
this study expects to fill the research gap though “review, identify and examine” the good corporate governance
practices in Hong Kong shipping logistics industry.

2.2 Elements of Individual Corporate Governance

In Western world, the elements of individual corporate governance have been studied, and ownership structure is
one of the proxies for governance. Corporate value is a function of the equity ownership structure (Ko et al.,
2016; McConnell &Servase, 1990; Morck, Shleifer &Vishny, 1988). By measuring board composition,
governance can be quantified (Hermalin & Weisbach, 1991). Agency problems between shareholders and
management can be mitigated, such as inside board members own more shares in the firm, therefore, those with
more stocks is a good governance mechanism during corporate buyouts (Lee, Rosenstein, Rangan, & Davidson,
1992).

Bhagat and Black (2002) found that board with high independent level did not necessarily lead to better
governance. They concluded that when firms try to solve business problems by hiring more independent directors,
these firms tend to be worse off. Yermack (1996) found that small board leads to stronger CEO performance
incentives, in turn good corporate governance. Karuna (2007) concluded that industry competition is essential
element to good governance, who found that pay performance sensitivity are related positively to competitions.
Therefore, management has to do better to obtain more pay.
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In Eastern market, studies on individual governance elements are limited. Some of the studies were conducted on
cases in Hong Kong, such as Chen and Jaggi (2000), who measured the governance level of firm by using
ownership structure and board composition. They found that higher ratio of independent non-executive directors
to the total number of directors lead to good governance. Leung and Horwitz (2004) concluded that high board
ownership correlates with poor disclosure and transparency. Ko and Chan (2014) studied how concentrated
ownership structures affect positive association between pay-performance sensitivities and industry competitions,
and they found that competition leads to better governance only when the firm is not own by family.

2.3 Corporate Governance Ratings

Three major commercial rating services in the U.S. are Institutional Shareholder Services’ Corporate Governance
Quotient (CGQ), Governance Metrics International (GMI), and The Corporate Library’s TCL rating (TCL). They
are designed for evaluating the level of corporate governance of the listed companies, which are varied in terms of
study approach, sample size, and focus (Ko et al., 2016).

The CGQ rating, according to Institutional Shareholder Services (2003), are prepared based on data collected
from public findings and company survey consists of eight categories, namely board of directors, audit, charter,
and bylaw provisions, anti-takeover provisions, executive and director compensation, progressive practices,
ownership and director education.

While GMI rating, measures corporate governance mechanisms of listed companies, for examples, firms’
compliance with securities regulations and corporate governance codes, compensations, board membership, board
structure and takeover defenses (Daines, Gow & Larcker, 2010; Ko et al. 2016). The scoring system is
complicated and the results support that in the long run, companies emphasized corporate governance and
transparency can lower the costs and enhance economic performance.

However, comparing with the above two ratings, which are quantitative, the TCL is a rating in qualitative
analysis. The ratings of TCL require subjective judgment and expertise (Ko et al., 2016). The analysis is assessed
based on analysts’ experience and judgments. Four major areas include company’s board and succession
planning, CEO compensation practices, takeover defenses, and board-level accounting concerns.

La Porta, Lopez-de-Silanes, Schleifer, and Vishny (1998) combined individual governance elements to form a
comprehensive index, which included legal rules pertaining to the rights of investors, voting powers, ease of
participation in corporate voting, the quality of enforcement of these rules, and legal protection against
expropriation by management of shareholder protections around the world. Gompers, Ishii, and Metrick (2003)
invented a governance score (G-score), which consists of 24 governance rules. They are anti-greenmail, blank
check, business combination laws, bylaw and charter, cash-out laws, classified board, compensation plans,
contracts, control-share acquisition laws, cumulative voting, directors’ duties, fair-price, golden parachutes,
director indemnification, director liability, pension parachutes, poison pills, secret ballot, severance, silver
parachutes, special meeting, supermajority, unequal voting, written consent.

Cheung (2012) designed a corporate governance index (CGI) to measure the performance of overall corporate
governance of listed companies in Hong Kong. Also, Ko et al. (2016) conducted a study to examine the trends of
the corporate governance performance of logistics and shipping listed companies in Hong Kong between 2003
and 2014, using the instrument consisted of five aspects, based on the Principles of Corporate Governance
(OECD, 2004) and Report on the HKloD Corporate Governance Score-card (Cheung, 2012) with modification.
They are (A) Rights of Shareholders, (B) Equitable Treatment of Shareholders, (C) Role of Stakeholders, (D)
Disclosure and Transparency, and (E) Board Responsibilities.

3. Research Methodology

In this study, semi-structured interviews have been carried out to collect data from the respondents. The use of
interviews for business research has the following advantages. First, interview is a practical and efficient way of
collecting data which cannot be found in the published format, such as journal articles, books, magazines,
newspapers, etc. In addition, reasons like study on people’s experience from their points of view, using interview
as the method could gather specific and additional points which are insightful (Cooper & Schindler, 2003;
Eriksson &Kovalainen, 2016; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Myers, 2013; Naslund, 2002).

Among various types of interview, semi-structured interview is chosen as the method to be employed. There are
three types of qualitative interviews, namely structured and standardized interview, guided and semi-structured
interview, and unstructured, informal, open and narrative interviews (Cooper & Schindler, 2003; Bryman & Bell,
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2015; Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2016). Structured and standardized interview usually ask standardized questions
from the respondents, which are mostly “what” questions. The disadvantage of this type of interview is that it is
too restrictive to be used for the main source of data, and less flexibility for interviewer responding to the
particular concerns of the interviewees (Cooper & Schindler, 2003; Bryman & Bell, 2015; Eriksson &Kovalainen,
2016; Mangan, Lalwani& Gardner, 2004; Myers, 2013; Naslund, 2002).

For asking “what” and “how” questions, both guided and semi-structured interview, and unstructured, informal,
open and narrative interviews can be employed. However, the latter is not suitable for the study, as this type of
interview provides too much freedom for interviewees to respond, which may make the direction of the questions’
focus be distracted (Cooper & Schindler, 2003; Bryman & Bell, 2015; Eriksson &Kovalainen, 2016; Myers,
2013).

Guided and semi-structured interview, is another way to ask “what” and “how” questions. The interviewer can
take a pre-design outline of topics and issues, with a possibility and flexibility in questions order and wording, to
adopt in each interview (Cooper & Schindler, 2003; Bryman & Bell, 2015; Eriksson &Kovalainen, 2016; Myers,
2013; Naslund, 2002). After comparing the types of interview above, guided and semi-structured interview is
more appropriate in this study. And this type is employed as method for collecting data from respondents.

The instrument is mainly based on the study from Ko, Yuen, and Yung (2016), which was a rating instrument
constructed with reference on the Principles of Corporate Governance (OECD, 2004) and the Report on the
HKIloD Corporate Governance Scorecard (Cheung, 2012). In the study of Ko, Yuen, and Yung (2016), some
guestions were added on corporate governance mechanism which was not required in the regulations in order to
examine the companies’ initiatives in practicing corporate governance. The instrument contains five aspects,
which are (1) Rights of Shareholders; (2) Equitable Treatment of Shareholders; (3) Role of Stakeholders; (4)
Disclosure and Transparency, and (5) Board Responsibilities. There are 29 interview questions in total covering
those five areas.

4. Data Collection

The semi-structured interviews were carried out between February and July 2016. Total of five practitioners were
invited to share their views on corporate governance in logistics and shipping industry of Hong Kong. The
interviewees, four of them were middle to senior management of the local listed companies in logistics and
shipping industry. While one of them are experienced practitioner and chairman of one of the professional
associations in shipping logistics industry, who is also a committee member of the advisory board of Hong Kong
government in the logistics and shipping industry.

The duration of each interview was about one and a half hour in average. Note taking and audio recording were
carried out to collect the views from the interviewees.

5. Findings and Analysis
5.1 Interviewees

As mentioned, five interviewees have been invited for interviews on their views towards corporate governance in
logistics and shipping industry of Hong Kong. All of them are experienced practitioners in related field. The
interviewees background are shown in table below (Table 1).

Table 1: Interviewees Background

Interviewee Background

A He is a senior management of one of the listed companies in logistics and shipping industry in Hong Kong.
He has been working in operation and management of freight forwarding and logistics fields more than 20 years.
He has been elected as professional member & executive member in various professional associations in Hong Kong.

He is a senior management of one of the industry associations, who has more than 20 years of experience in shipping, freight forwarding,
mid-stream operations, and other transport and logistics services.
He is an active member in various shipping and logistics committees of the Hong Kong Government and international professional bodies.

He is a middle management of one of the famous listed liner shipping companies in Hong Kong.
He has almost 20 years of experience in the industry.
He is an active member in local industry association in shipping and logistics industry.

He is a senior management of one of the leading air services provider which is based on Hong Kong, which is also a listed company in Hong
Kong.
He has more than 20 years of experience in air transport industry.

E B He is a senior management of one of the well-known liner shipping company which is based on Hong Kong, which is also a listed company
in Hong Kong.
B He has more than 20 years of experience in shipping, marketing and corporate communication.
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5.2 Findings
The major findings of interviews are listed in below.
5.2.1 Rights of Shareholders

Shareholders of company should have the rights to participate in, and be informed sufficiently on the decisions
regarding fundamental corporate changes (OECD, 2004; Ko et al., 2016). Appointment of directors, objective of
the shareholders’ meeting agenda, and voting method are regarding as the right of shareholders (Ko et al., 2016).

Interviewees have been asked to provide views on shareholders in corporate governance. Interviewee A said that,
the investors were more concern on the profit and benefit the company could make, rather than the practice of
corporate governance. And small shareholders “seldom ask for details on corporate governance”. While the
strategic investors have already known the profitability of the company, so that they are “no big deal on corporate
governance”. They are “only challenge why loss or gain less”.

Interviewee E responded that the company has devoted to work for the shareholders and different stakeholders of
the company. Its commitment has been disclosed on the official website, annual and sustainability report.
Interviewees B, C, and D have not explicitly responded to the issue of the rights of shareholders.

5.2.2 Equitable Treatment of Shareholders

Ko et al. (2016) mentioned that no company provided any mechanism to allow minority shareholders to influence
the board composition. In the interviews with the interviewees, only interviewee A has mentioned minority
shareholders. However, it is about they just concern the profitability, not the right to influence the board
composition.

5.2.3 Roles of Stakeholders

(A)Importance of stakeholder

This study investigated if the companies value corporate social responsibility and their stakeholders. They found
that companies valued most to their customers and shareholders by addressing them in the annual report in details.
Seven stakeholders, namely customers, investors / shareholders, suppliers, employees, government, creditors, and
community, have been listed in one of the interview questions. The interviewees have been asked to rank the
importance of stakeholders to the company. Different interviewees have different ranking on the importance of
stakeholders to the company.

As mentioned, interviewees have been asked to rank the order on the importance of stakeholders from the given
seven parties. Below is the finding on their ranking. Government, customers, investors / shareholders and
community are four major stakeholders in this study.

(1) Government

It is not surprising that Government has been ranked as the most importance of the stakeholders by three
interviewees. Government as an important stakeholder, is because of the authority to require all the companies to
comply with regulations and laws. Those fail to observe and comply with the regulations and laws, will be
subjected to penalties or imprisonments, depending on the severity of the violation.

Besides, Government possesses the resources to shape the operating environment of the industry by formulating
policies whether favourable or unfavourable to the development of a particular industry, perhaps by tightening or
releasing certain requirements or regulations.

(2) Customers

Customers are ranked the second most importance of the stakeholders. It is obvious and undoubted that customers
are essential to the survival of companies. Without their purchase of services or products, companies cannot
receive revenue.

Customers’ preference on whether the companies possess certain certifications, provide more discount price, or
deliver high quality services, are factors which influence their buying decision. Customers have their own
expectation on the companies. If companies do something out of customers’ expectation, such as providing values
to them, they will probably continuous to have the same companies as service providers.
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(3) Investors / shareholders

Investors / shareholders are essential for the development of companies, who are one of the major sources of
finance. They provide financial resources for companies’ operation and development. They have rights to
withdraw their capital when they find that the plans and directions of the companies do not provide profitability,
or make them lose even in short-term.

(4) Community
Community can be seen as broad or narrow definition from the companies. For broad view, community covers the
whole Hong Kong. While from a narrow view, it is seen as locality or customer groups.

As suggested by interviewees, community can be seen as “the values of the Hong Kong society”, or include other
stakeholders such as customers and employees.

We summarize the interviewees’ response on the ranking of the importance of stakeholders and list in table below
(Table 2).

Table 2: Interviewees’ response on the ranking of the importance of stakeholders
Remarks: 1: Most Important; 7: most not important

Interviewee A B C D E

Ranking of

stakeholders

1 Government Government Government Customers Customers

2 Customers Community Investors / Employees Community

Shareholders
3 Investors / Customers Customers Community Suppliers
Shareholders
4 Creditors Employees Creditors Investors / Employees
Shareholders
5 Employees Investors / Community Government Government
Shareholders

6 Suppliers Creditors Suppliers Suppliers Investors /
shareholders

7 Community Suppliers Employees Creditors Creditors

(B) Obligation to the society

From Ko et al. (2016) study, they found that “obligations to the society” of the companies refer to charity work,
such as donation or voluntary services organized by the company.

Interviewees have expressed views and situations which their companies have done. Interviewee A mentioned
that staff of his company involved in voluntary service. The company would provide sponsorship to the staff to be
volunteers, to increase their motivation such as time off and other benefits.

Interviewee C told that the holding limited company of his company would coordinate community and voluntary
services. Volunteer teams have been set up and visited elderly homes, while some of the visits were carried out in
Mainland China. In the Mainland, some voluntary services are arranged by the local government, where firms
sponsor a poor county by both money and human resources. Company staff is assigned to be voluntary teachers at
the poor county. Interviewee D mentioned a community programme, which cooperates with primary and
secondary schools in Tung Chung. Volunteer team has 30-40 volunteers who are flight attendants, captains,
engineers, and back office staff. The schools which joined the programme will send their students to the company,
and the volunteers will teach and talk English related to aviation, including mock interviews. The programme has
been conducting in few years, and about thousands of students have joined.

Interviewee E responded that if possible, the company will invite its customers and investors to participate in the
CSR events, “revealing our commitment to the community”. Moreover, if employee “proactively contributes the
betterment of our community through active participation in public service initiatives, he or she will be awarded
with charity credit. In addition, an Honorary Award will be presented to the colleague who gets the highest
charity credits in a year”.

(C) Corporate Citizenship

The study have investigated “corporate citizenship” in the performance of the roles of stakeholders. They found
that companies have very weak sense of identity as corporate citizens. As there are no guidelines in the CG Code

to tell companies how to perform duties as a corporate citizen.
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In the interviews, interviewees were also asked on their views on corporate citizenship. Interviewee B expressed
that the concept of corporate citizenship has not well promoted and recognized in Hong Kong. This is because the
industry operating environment is difficult in Hong Kong, which affects companies’ investment in corporate
social responsibility, hence corporate citizenship.

When talking about corporate citizenship, interviewee C mentioned the example of Starbuck on fair trade, which
promotes local and worldwide value. In addition, he responded an example from the company he works for in
order to illustrate corporate citizenship. The company carried out renovation work for local office, and requested
the provider of renovation service to use environmental-friendly materials, in which they were produced and
processed environmental-friendly. The use of such materials is responsible to the nature and health of employees.

Interviewee D expressed that corporate citizenship referred as “Hong Kong brand and positioning”. The company
offers package to Hong Kong residents, such as special fares for Hong Kong students who study abroad, and
bundle tickets for Hong Kong customers and local senior citizens regularly.

Interviewee E referred corporate citizenship as “embraces the core values including ‘Community Responsibility’
and is dedicated to contribute back to society”, and “dedication to environmental protection and community
investment, supported and driven by the company’s core values, as a responsible corporate citizen”.

5.2.4 Disclosure and Transparency

In Ko et al. (2016) study, whether companies are willing to communicate with their stakeholders is the focus of
the performance of disclosure and transparency. Channels for accessing company’s information are essential.

The annual reports and company’s websites of the interviewees who work for are accessible. Interviewee A added
that CSR report also included in the annual report. While interviewee C and E told that annual report contained
CSR issue, but individual CSR report also prepared separately.

5.2.5Board Responsibilities

Ko et al. (2016) focused on four major aspects in board responsibilities, namely code of conduct, quality of sub-
committee report, training of directors, and independency of the board. Items emphasized including whether the
company provided a code of ethics or statement of business conduct for all directors and employees, internal audit
issues and so on. Interviewee A mentioned that environmental conservation, training on occupational safety to
staff was provided. And independent department focuses on internal control and compliance matters.

Interviewee C responded that safety committees have been set up for each unit in the company, in order to
manage internal production and operation, container ports. There is a safety committee in the office, carries out
regular check for any potential dangers, which aims for protecting employees and building premises.

Interviewee E mentioned that company has a strong culture to put priority on safety, security and environment.
Regular training and drills are scheduled for employees to understand the company’s concept of management. An
online platform is provided for employees to familiarize themselves with corporate policy and standard. SSE
(Safety, Security & Environment) committee is responsible for the implementation of the workplace code to
capture incident trends and lessons learnt so that the company can prevent the same from happening in other
regions and in the future.

6. Implications and Conclusion

The findings show that the companies in the shipping and logistics industry of Hong Kong tend to meet the
minimum requirements set by the CG code. This matches with the result suggested by the study of Ko et al.
(2016). Rooms for improvement in corporate governance in the companies of the industry have much space. As
proposed by Interviewee B, education on the positive benefits and industry recognition for corporate governance
and corporate social responsibilities are important for promotion and implementation.

The finding on the importance of stakeholders to the company provided a significant insight. Government plays
an essential role in promoting and implementing corporate governance of the companies in the shipping and
logistics industry. Incentives such as tax allowance are better provided so that companies in the industry are
motivated to implement corporate governance and corporate social responsibilities.
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Since the industry tends to comply with regulations and laws in the minimum requirements, it is suggested that
Government can consider increasing the basic requirements on corporate governance in the shipping and logistics
industry, in order to push the CG in “higher level”. At the same time, government can also encourage and
recognize the effort for those companies which practice CG, such as provision of discount on annual business
registration fee, or even profit tax.

Another issue is corporate citizenship, which is a relative new concept. This concept can be better promoted in the
industry. Few steps can be adopted to let the industry understand that corporate citizenship may help companies’
image and brand building, in return attract more business opportunities. First, promoting good practices by
successful cases from the leading companies in the industry as role model, so that other companies within the
industry have a benchmark to follow. Second, successful leading companies share their experience through
seminars, sending experts to industry or professional associations for sharing. Third, the industry or professional
associations, as a sharing and supporting platform, to help companies in the industry to practice the concept with
the aspects in marketing, human resources, etc. When they find that corporate citizenship is not difficult to
implement, and eventually may bring benefits to them, they are willing to put effort on it.

Undoubtedly, corporate governance is becoming more important to our business operation, investment profession
as well as community. The governance practices in the logistics and shipping industry kept improving over the
last-decade, however, the results of our investigation shows that companies tend to barely meet the minimum
requirements set by the CG Code, only a few of them are willing to promote good governance voluntarily.

The major limitation of this study is there is only focus on shipping logistics industry with five interviewees. An
empirical analysis and case studies are recommended to conduct research in next stage. Moreover, further
research is needed to compare the governance level of the logistics and shipping industry with the other key
industries, such as banking & finance, and tourism. Also, it is recommended to demonstrate the case study, as
"role model" of CG & CSR practice in our industry for benchmarking.
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