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Executive Summary

With the sustainable development becoming an international trend,
an increasing number of Hong Kong enterprises are paying attention
to Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) and considering the
enhancement of ESG performance as a crucial means to strengthen
their long-term competitiveness. Riding on its long-term experience
in brand evaluation and certification, the Hong Kong Brand
Development Council has formulated an “ESG Implementation
Practice Taxonomy” suitable for Hong Kong enterprises and joined
hands with the Chinese Manufacturers’ Association of Hong Kong in
launching Hong Kong’s first voluntary ESG commitment programme
the “ESG Pledge” Initiative in 2022. Enterprises or organisations
signing the charter are required to select at least one activity in each
of the three categories namely “Environmental Protection” (E),
“Social Responsibility” (S) and “Corporate Governance” (G), based
on the “ESG Implementation Practice Taxonomy”, as their work
direction for improving ESG performance in the coming year.
Through standardised self-examination and voluntary commitment,
they can benchmark against industry best practices, thereby
enhancing their readiness for ESG adoption and implementation.

This study aims to reveal the current status and trends of ESG
development among Hong Kong enterprises, especially small and
medium-sized enterprises. The study analysed the “Commitment
Actions” list submitted by some enterprises (212 valid samples,
referred to as “participating companies”) that registered or renewed
their annual subscription under the “ESG Pledge” programme
between January and March 2024. A “Survey on ESG Aspiration of
Hong Kong Enterprises” was also conducted among these enterprises
through a built-in questionnaire, with 144 companies responding
(“responding companies”). Among the companies covered in this
study, around 20% are from the manufacturing industry, 9% are
construction engineering companies, and nearly 70% belong to
various service industries, representing a wide range of industries.

The study found that most companies did not solely focus on one
aspect when determining their key work directions for ESG
implementation in the coming year. Instead, they tended to adopt a
multifaceted approach, with an average of 8 to 10 improvement or
enhancement measures being implemented simultaneously in each of
the three areas of E, S, and G. However, the current hotspots of ESG
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implementation tend to concentrate on the S and G areas. Among the
“Top Ten” popular measures adopted by nearly two-thirds of the
enterprises, five belong to S and three belong to G.

In the E area, the industries’ focus reflects the major environmental
policies recently promoted by the Hong Kong SAR Government,
including energy conservation and emission reduction (adopted by
68.9% of the enterprises), solid waste management (60.8%),
recycling (60.4%), and environmental training and promotion
(59.9%). In the S area, more than 60% of the enterprises are
committed to optimizing personnel management (78.8%), caring for
employees (73.6%), supporting charity (73.6%), building a
harmonious workplace (72.6%), enhancing occupational health and
safety (65.1%), and improving business partnerships (63.7%),
highlighting a people-oriented approach with a focus on employees’
work and life. In the G area, the top tasks include improving
corporate structure (70.3%), clarifying work division and job
guidelines (70.3%), complying with business rules (67%),
strengthening internal and external communications (63.2%), valuing
intellectual property (62.3%), establishing sustainable development
policies (60.4%), and enhancing internal governance (59.9%),
reflecting that many enterprises are focusing on system construction
and compliance.

Among the 144 companies responding to the “Survey on ESG
Aspiration of Hong Kong Enterprises”, 88.2% indicated that their
concern over ESG had “increased” or “significantly increased”
compared with the previous year, and 75.7% reported increased
investment in the ESG field. Their views on industry trends and
community atmosphere are also quite similar, reflecting that paying
attention to and adopting ESG have become an growing trend in
various industries and the overall society as well. The distribution of
ESG resource investment planned by the responding companies in
the coming year shows a barbell-shaped pattern with the lion share
(averaging 41%) going to E, whereas S accounts for 24.5% and G
takes up 34%. This allocation pattern might suggest that investing in
environmental protection would involve more resources, while
improvement measures in the S area tend to be more cost-effective.
This helps explain why a larger number of social responsibility
measures have been among the “top choices” for ESG initiatives
taken by Hong Kong industries.

The respondents strongly agreed that implementing ESG can bring
multiple positive effects to the company. The “Top Six” include
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enhancing corporate and brand image (with a weighted average of
4.24 on a 5-point scale), increasing brand value (4.21), aligning with
the company’s long-term interests (4.15), improving market
competitiveness (4.14), reflecting the company’s business philosophy
(4.13), and maintaining a leading position in the industry (4.08), all
related to corporate values and brand image. The influence of these
“Value Dimension” factors is generally higher than that of factors
related to economic interests (‘“Benefit Dimension™), such as
expanding business opportunities (4.02), bringing economic benefits
(3.94), and saving operating costs (3.87). This reflects that the major
motivation for the industry to develop ESG is both “from heart” and
“for profit”, but the former is clearly more important.

The responding companies generally hope that the Government and
social organisations can provide comprehensive support measures to
facilitate the implementation of ESG in the industries. Apart from
general favourable policies, financial support such as grants and tax
incentives, statistical analysis also reveals two streams of factors with
statistic significance, which could be subsumed under “standard &
rules” and “skills & education”. The former includes setting ESG
standards (4.24), organising recognition schemes (4.14), developing
professional support services (4.12), and accelerating relevant
legislation (3.94), while the Ilatter includes ESG training and
information distribution (4.25), public education (4.23), and talent
cultivation (4.19).

In summary, embracing ESG has become a trend in recent years.
With various industries and sectors of society having enthusiastically
pursued ESG, a favourable atmosphere has been created for the
adoption of this new business concept in Hong Kong. This also plays
the role of “push factor” to urge local companies especially SMEs to
embrace ESG as a “soft power” that helps them gain an edge in
market competition.

ESG is essentially a refinement and a practical application of the
concept of sustainable development in the business field. As a
guiding comprehensive philosophy, its implementation would often
trigger multiple simultaneous responses and require internal
collaborations within the system. Drawing on local experiences,
companies should approach ESG from multiple aspects, striving to
make efforts in all three areas of E, S, and G, while embracing ESG
as a new yardstick of value that integrates into every aspect of
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business strategy and operations. Given that S and G are “emerging”
areas with higher potential and pressing need for improvement,
SMEs with limited resources may focus their efforts on these two
arenas, especially social responsibility; and may also consider caring
for employees and strengthening internal systems as quick and
effective “entry points” for advancing ESG performance.

As unanimously-recognised by the surveyed companies in this study,
implementing ESG can enhance business efficiency and strengthen
brand value and image. The industry may consider an “ESG + Hong
Kong Brand” strategy, promoting “profitability” through “heartfelt”
efforts and leveraging the positive spillover effects and natural
affinity of ESG activities to enhance their brand values and stimulate
stronger “new-quality brand power”.

Currently, the development of ESG in Hong Kong is still in its early
stage, and government’s guidance and support are crucial. Apart from
providing fiscal and tax incentives, the Hong Kong SAR Government
should also press ahead with both ESG “standard-building” and
“capacity-building”. For example, it can appoint a dedicated
department to coordinate ESG development and carry out
cross-departmental policy coordination; support organisations like
chambers of commerce to conduct ESG research, training, and
promotion activities; take the lead in establishing ESG-related
auditing, certification mechanism, and service systems in Hong
Kong, especially carbon audit and green labels at the product level,;
and provide funding for SMEs to implement ESG projects through
dedicated scheme.

From another perspective, Hong Kong should strive to establish a
regional leading position in ESG standards and capabilities, thereby
providing support and elevating the overall development of ESG to a
new level. It can also unleash ‘“new-quality productive forces”
through the combination of “ESG x Hong Kong services”, fostering
new business models for Hong Kong’s professional service industry
and opening up new dimensions for the high-quality development in
the Guangdong-Hong Kong-Macao Greater Bay Area and Mainland
China with “Hong Kong standards”.
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