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Abstract 
• There have been increasing efforts among the financial regulators to encourage CSR 

and sustainability reporting.  However, the enthusiasm has been linked largely for 
the interests of the financial stakeholders, namely the investors, stockholders and 
financiers in general for the relationship to corporate performance and risk 
management.  From a social scientist’s point of view, such a focus is rather myopic 
in light of the social and environmental implications. In particular, the ultimate 
concerns in association with human health and related external costs to the society 
have been largely ignored.  Through literature review and a pilot study on corporate 
disclosures, we argue that there could be a disconnect between health and 
sustainability as currently practiced in sustainability reporting. We take a social 
scientist approach that accounting and accountability if serving the public interests 
at large may explore such a missing link to the underlying social costs relating to 
health resulting from social and environmental un-sustainability.  A framework 
illustrating such causal interrelationship is developed for educating the public at 
large about linking sustainability and health, accountability for such external costs 
as well as the implications for public policy formulation.  
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Background/Motivation 
• Like the rest of the world, Hong Kong facing a deteriorating 

environment  
 

• “Hongkongers were exposed to 1,480 hours of air of high 
health risk this year, meaning “7” or above on the 
government’s 11-tier Air Quality Health Index (AQHI), when 
children, the elderly and those with heart or respiratory 
illnesses are advised to avoid physical exertion outside and 
areas with heavy traffic” (SCMP, 2016) 
 

• “During a serious health risk, children, the elderly and 
people suffering from heart or respiratory illnesses are 
advised to stay indoors as much as possible” (SCMP, 2016) 
 

 

 

(Source: Mingpao, 2017) 
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Background/Motivation 

• In the case of China, research studies report similarly alarming results regarding 
toxic air in the country, “The International Energy Agency published its first 
study on air pollution in June and estimated that severe air pollution has 
shortened life expectancy in China by an average 25 months. An academic paper 
co-authored by researchers from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology in 
the US, Tsinghua University and Peking University in China, plus the Hebrew 
University of Jerusalem in 2013 concluded that bad air has cut life expectancy by 
an average of 5.5 years in the north of the country”  
(SCMP., 2016) . 

• Evidence has shown linkage between air pollution and adversity in health, 
“When they looked into 3.03 million deaths in 2013 in 74 cities in the Beijing-
Tianjin-Hebei region and the Yangtze River Delta and Pearl River Delta, they 
found 31.8 per cent could be linked to PM 2.5 pollution – the tiny smog particles 
most hazardous to health. Baoding, Shijiazhuang and Handan in Hebei province, 
the cities with the worst air pollution, each reported more than 30,000 deaths in 
2013 related to smog” (SCMP, 2016). 

• Such air pollution is linked with emissions from commercial operations and 
economic activities  
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Literature Review 
• A global initiative to reveal the linkage between health and 

sustainability 
– The UN unveiled the post-2015 sustainable development agenda to 

develop indicators and targets emphasizing health as an outcome of 
policies to enhance sustainable development (Dora et al., 2015) 

– “Healthy  places are  environmentally  sustainable  and  resilient 
whereas cities  with  clean  air,  energy-efficient  infrastructure, and 
accessible green spaces can attract more investment and businesses, 
create more jobs…” (WHO, 2016) 

– However, it is argued that health promotion strategies in practice 
are not well integrated with those for sustainable development; 
health and sustainability are considered “mutually enabling and 
constraining” (Kjӕrgård et al., 2013) 
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Literature Review 

Source: Kjӕrgård et al., 2013 

Reduced pressure on the healthcare system 
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Literature Review 
• Institutionalization of Corporate Sustainability Reporting  

– Triple bottom line reporting by the business sector (Hopwood et al., 2010) 
• Economic, Social, and Environmental 

– Multiple-stakeholders approach (Gray et al., 2014) 
•On environmental sustainability, issues are pertinent to accountability of the 
external costs not absorbed by stakeholders in the supply chain, including 
manufacturers and customers (Mandonca et al., 2009) 

– Internationalization of standards and local regulations 
•GRI, ISO standards 
•ESG reporting requirements for the listed companies 

• Singapore, China, Hong Kong.  
•Increasing popularity of standalone reporting 
•A risk-based approach? 
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Knowledge Gap 
• Limited exploration on health-related issues in triple-bottom 

line and GRI reporting 
• Health-related, external social costs not fully recognized and 

covered by stakeholders in the supply chain 
• Then, who are accountable for such health costs? 

– Individual? 
– Health system? 
– Government? 
– Corporations? 

 
9 



Conceptual Framework 
• Adapted framework (Hopwood, 2010; Kjӕrgård et al., 2013) 

Social 
(Individuals + 
communities) 

Economic 
(Private and Public 

Sectors) 

Environment 
(Ecosystems) 

Healthy and 
Sustainable  

Communities 
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Apparent missing links in a cycle for sustainability 
Economic 

Sustainability of 
Individuals (Seeking  

optimized high-
quality, low-cost , 

convenient 
lifestyle, products 
and services, such 
as automobiles) 

Environmental 
Sustainability 
(e.g. adverse 

impact on  Air 
Quality, Clean 

Water, etc) 

Social 
Sustainability 
(e.g. Health-

related  Impacts 
on the 

Community) 

Higher Health 
Costs in 

Community; 
Burdens on  

Public Health  
System  

Economic 
Sustainability 

(Continuing use 
of low-cost, less 

sustainable 
methods by 

business, such as 
fossil fuels) 

A weak link in  
Sustainability Reporting? 

Finance-driven 
economies 

Consequences of 
economic choices 

A vicious cycle 
for increasing 
health costs 

A missing link in  
Sustainability Reporting? 
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Research Questions 
• Potential misinformation under the current 

sustainability reporting structure: 
 

– To explore the range of health-related reporting 
for sustainability under current practice 

– To examine any linkage between healthy and 
sustainable community in such reporting 
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Pilot Study  
• Method: Thematic Content Analysis  
• Sample: 30 Listed Companies in Hang Seng Sustainability Index 
• Unit of Analysis: Annual Report, Standalone Report & Website  
• Period: 2015 (Pilot Study)  
• Reporting Standard: GRI and ESG  
• Selected categories:  

– Social (Labour Practice & Decent Work): Occupational Health & Safety  
– Social (Product Responsibility): Customer Health & Safety  
– Social (Society): Public Policy - Community Health Promotion  
– Environmental: Environmental externalities  

(e.g. accidents, incidents, impacts)  
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Reporting Standard (GRI and ESG)  

Source: GRI, 2015 and HKEX, 2015 

Global Reporting Initiative (GRI)  

Environmental, Social & Governance (ESG)  
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Pilot Study - Hang Seng Sustainability Index  
No Code 

Number  Constituent Name Annual Report 2015  Standalone Reports 2015  Website  

1 1 CKH Holdings ✓ ✗ ✓ 
2 2 CLP Holdings ✓ ✓ ✓ 
3 3 HK & China Gas ✓ ✓ ✓ 
4 4 Wharf Holdings ✓ ✗ ✗ 
5 5 HSBC Holdings ✓ ✗ ✓ 
6 6 Power Assets ✓ ✗ ✗ 
7 11 Hang Seng Bank ✓ ✓ ✓ 
8 12 Henderson Land ✓ ✓ ✓ 
9 14 Hysan Dev ✓ ✗ ✓ 

10 16 SHK Ppt ✓ ✗ ✓  
11 17 New World Dev ✓ ✓ ✓ 
12 19 Swire Pacific A ✓ ✓ ✓ 
13 66 MTR Corporation ✓ ✓ ✓ 
14 69 Shangri-La Asia ✓ ✓ ✓ 
15 83 Sino Land ✓ ✓ ✓ 
16 101 Hang Lung Ppt ✓ ✓ ✓ 
17 257 China EB Int'l ✓ ✓ ✓ 
18 293 Cathay Pac Air ✓ ✗ ✗ 
19 388 HKEx ✓ ✓ ✓ 
20 494 Li & Fung ✓ ✗ ✓ 
21 688 China Overseas ✓ ✓ ✓ 
22 823 Link REIT ✓ ✓ ✓ 
23 941 China Mobile ✓ ✓ ✓ 
24 992 Lenovo Group ✓ ✓ ✓ 
25 1398 ICBC ✓ ✗ ✓ 
26 1972 Swire Properties ✓ ✗ ✗ 
27 2018 AAC Tech ✓ ✗ ✗ 
28 2388 BOC Hong Kong ✓ ✓ ✓ 
29 3968 CM Bank ✓ ✓ ✓ 
30 3988 Bank of China ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Total  30/30 19/30  25/30 
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Preliminary Findings 
No Code 

Number  Constituent Name 
Labour Practice & Decent 

Work- Occupational 
Health & Safety  

Product Responsibility 
 - Customer Health and 

Safety  

Society - Public Policy - 
Community Health 

Promotion 

Environmental 
externalities  

1 1 CKH Holdings ✓ × ✓  × 
2 2 CLP Holdings ✓ × ✓  × 
3 3 HK & China Gas ✓ ✓ × × 
4 4 Wharf Holdings ✓ × × × 
5 5 HSBC Holdings × × × × 
6 6 Power Assets ✓ ✓ × × 
7 11 Hang Seng Bank ✓ ✓ × × 
8 12 Henderson Land ✓ × × × 
9 14 Hysan Dev ✓ ✓ ✓ × 

10 16 SHK Ppt × × × ×  
11 17 New World Dev × × ✓  × 
12 19 Swire Pacific A ✓ × × ×  
13 66 MTR Corporation ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 
14 69 Shangri-La Asia ✓ × ✓  ×   
15 83 Sino Land ✓ × × × 
16 101 Hang Lung Ppt ✓ × ×  × 
17 257 China EB Int'l ✓ ✓ × ✓ 
18 293 Cathay Pac Air ✓ ✓ × ✓ 
19 388 HKEx × × × × 
20 494 Li & Fung ✓ ✓ ✓  ✓  
21 688 China Overseas ✓  ✓ ✓  × 
22 823 Link REIT ✓ ✓ × × 
23 941 China Mobile × × × × 
24 992 Lenovo Group ✓ ✓ × × 
25 1398 ICBC ✓ × × × 
26 1972 Swire Properties ✓ ✓  × × 
27 2018 AAC Tech ✓ × × ×  
28 2388 BOC Hong Kong × × × × 
29 3968 CM Bank × × × × 
30 3988 Bank of China × × × × 

Total  22/30 12/30     8/30 4/30 16 



Example 1 
 Social (Labour Practice & Decent Work): Occupational Health & Safety  

Link Reit, 2015 
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Example 2 
Social (Product Responsibility): Customer Health & Safety 

Hysan Development Company Limited, 2015 
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Example 3 
Social (Society): Public Policy ~ Community Health Promotion  

CLP, 2015 New World Development, 2015 
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Example 4: Environmental aspects 

Li & Fung, 2015 

Cathay Pacific Airline, 2015 
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Concluding Remarks 
• In the case of Hong Kong blue chips, mostly focus on internal health and 

safety issues, less on social and environmental ones.  
• Should regulators take a cross-disciplinary approach in policy 

formulation for make the stakeholders accountable? 
– Involving finance, health, and environmental departments to develop policies to 

enhance existing regulations, such as green tax rules, product safety, and related 
regulatory measures through compliance requirements 

• Public education much needed on the interrelationship between health 
and sustainability, targeting 

– General public 
– Professionals 
– Students at large 

• Future studies 
– Relevance of sustainability reporting to NGOs and social enterprises 
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Q&A 
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