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In 1983, a young PhD student from Hong Kong
arrived at The Massachusetts Institute of Technology
(MIT)’s Lincoln Laboratory, where he was given a
seemingly impossible challenge: How to set up an optical
communication channel between a satellite in space to a
submarine deep beneath the ocean’s surface?

For many, this would have been an insurmountable
problem, especially since electromagnetic waves normally
fail to penetrate water. But for Dr Frank Tong, it was
precisely the kind of intellectual exercise he had been
tackling nearly all his life. With a heart full of scientific rigor
and a bold imagination, he took on the challenge.

Born and raised in Hong Kong, Dr Tong moved to the
west coast of the United States with his family when he was
a teenager. After graduating from his high school La Salle
College, he went on to earn bachelor’s and master’s degrees
in physics from University of California (UC) San Diego
and UC Santa Barbara, followed by a second master’s and a
PhD in applied physics from Columbia University.

While pursuing his doctorate at Columbia, he set sights
on semiconductor lasers and optical communications, but
since the university had no laser physicist to guide his
research, he was seconded to MIT. His time at the Lincoln
Laboratory was marked by a relentless spirit of inquiry that
would accompany him throughout his career.

After completing his PhD in 1987, Dr Tong decided to
advance laser technology for the private sector. He chose to
join IBM’s Almaden Research Center in San Jose. There, he
worked on blue-green laser technology for the optical read
and write as part of the efforts delivering Blu-ray disc
technologies years later.

Dr Tong later moved to IBM’s main research lab at
Yorktown Heights, where he spent close to a decade
pioneering the development of optical networking and optical
interconnects for data communications, laying a foundation
for the high-speed data infrastructure we rely on today.

Despite his success in the United States, the call of
home remained strong. When Nobel Laureate Prof. Charles
KAO, then President of the Chinese University of Hong
Kong, invited him to join the university, Dr Tong accepted
without hesitation. On his return to Hong Kong, he became
not only a respected professor but also a sought-after
consultant, advising the industry on fiber optics and
photonics. His work in this area was instrumental in
shaping the city’s emerging tech landscape.

In 2001, Dr Tong played a key role in helping to
establish the Hong Kong Applied Science and Technology
Research Institute (ASTRI), where he led the effort to build
a photonics division from the ground up. With his deep
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understanding of market dynamics and technical
innovation, he was able to attract top talent and forge
partnerships that led to successful spin-offs. His venture was
acquired by Japanese tech giant TDK, marking a milestone
in Hong Kong’s tech commercialization.

Steering TDK’s SAE Magnetics, Dr Tong built upon his
scientific foundation to excel as an executive specializing in
production, business development and global operations.
His leadership helped advance optical technologies used in
consumer electronics, automotive systems and data
communications.

In 2013, he joined a subsidiary of one of the Country’s
largest consumer electronics firms, Hisense Broadband
Multimedia Technologies, as Vice President and Chief
Technology Officer, spearheading acquisitions and building
photonics labs in the United States. Two years later, he
rejoined ASTRI as Chief Executive Officer, determined to
contribute to Hong Kong’s future in financial technology.
Under his leadership, ASTRI set up collaborations with
many financial institutions. It also helped train government
agencies and banks in cybersecurity and assisted
universities design fintech curricula. Through these efforts,
Dr Tong laid the groundwork for the city’s emergence as a
regional hub for fintech.

In 2017, his journey took another turn when HSBC
appointed him Global Head of Innovation and Strategic
Investment (corporate venture capital). In this role, he
travelled extensively across North America, Europe and Asia,
scouting promising new technologies and guiding strategic
investments that shaped the bank’s innovation agenda.

Today, as Managing Partner of QBN Capital, Dr Tong
channels his decades of experience into investing in
transformative ventures. He is particularly interested in
semiconductors and fintech, two areas where he believes
Hong Kong and the Greater Bay Area can make a lasting
impact. While not every investment leads to success, he sees
value in every attempt, as progress can only be made with
resilience and the courage to try again.

Alongside his professional achievements, Dr Tong
continues a family legacy of philanthropy. Through the
Tong Charitable Foundation founded by his father and
uncle, he and his family reach out to remote parts of rural
China, distributing needed materials and supporting
underserved communities. He is especially passionate about
helping “left-behind children” whose parents work in
distant cities.

Dr Tong also generously lends his expertise to the
HKUST School of Engineering as an academic advisor,
championing closer collaboration between academia and
industry and advocating for cross-border partnerships that
unlock new opportunities in the Greater Bay Area.

A physicist, researcher, executive, investor, advisor and
philanthropist, Dr Frank Tong is someone who believes in the
power of science to transform and improve lives. HKUST
proudly salutes his achievements and legacy that will continue
to inspire the next generation of innovators.
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