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Abstract

[bookmark: _Hlk207317428]Companies listed on the main board of The Stock Exchange of Hong Kong Limited (HK-listed companies) are obligated by listing rules and their legitimacy to regulators, society and broader stakeholders to maintain effective corporate governance (CG) and strategic corporate social responsibility (CSR) frameworks. These frameworks should be integrated with robust environmental, social and governance (ESG) factors and sustainability goals to maximise their contributions to sustainable development (SD). Corporate sustainability demands a strategic commitment of the companies in ensuring long-term economic performance, and addressing social and environmental challenges. This study explored the relationship among CG, CSR and SD of HK-listed companies engaging in strategically integrated CSR orientation, thereby contributing to SD. SD encompasses the integrated dimensions of economic prosperity, social justice and environmental quality.

The research adopted a qualitative, exploratory multi-case study approach to develop an in-depth understanding of contemporary, real-life practices in CG, CSR and SD domains pursued by three HK-listed companies (being the case companies and collectively, the Listed Companies). The adoption of inductive thematic analysis supported the analysis and interpretation of qualitative data collected from key informants from the Listed Companies and Hong Kong’s professionals in the research field through in-depth, semi-structured interviews conducted in person.

The development of a theory-informed model from empirical findings, known as the  Purpose-Governance-Social Responsibility Conceptual Framework, suggests that purpose-driven governance, an effective CG framework, and proactive, strategic CSR engagement are three foundational strategic drivers that collectively contribute to building organisational resilience and strengthening long-term SD. Additionally, the theoretical framework tailored to the context of Listed Companies supports the a priori literature review of CG, CSR and SD that effective CG serves as the cornerstone for strategic CSR engagement, which contributes to SD, and can also directly support SD through improved governance principles and practices. The findings further suggest that effective CG and CSR can promote the principles of the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals.
Overall, this study contributes to existing knowledge regarding the importance of CG and CSR reforms and the adoption of a creating shared value approach, all driven by global sustainability goals. These factors foster improved sustainability practices and enhanced ESG performance beyond legal compliance, thereby advancing SD. This is particularly significant in combating ESG-washing and sustainability-washing, as well as reinforcing stakeholder trust and investor confidence in corporate ESG performance and sustainability commitments in the context of HK-listed companies.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

[bookmark: _Hlk201343707]1.1 Introduction

[bookmark: _Hlk192334564]Chapter 1 presents an overview of the thesis and frames the context for qualitative multi-case study to explore the relationship among corporate governance (CG), corporate social responsibility (CSR) and sustainable development (SD) for three publicly listed companies in Hong Kong (HK), Special Administrative Region of the People’s Republic of China (China). 

This chapter presents an introduction of the research background, rationale and theoretical framework for the research, research aims, objectives and questions, research methodology and contribution, concluding with an overview of the thesis structure.

1.2 Background 

The emergence of the sustainability discourse has led to increased attention on exploring the relationship among CG, CSR and SD. SD gained global attention after it was first defined in the World Commission on Environment and Development’s 1987 Brundtland Report, entitled Our Common Future, as “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987, p. 43), seeking reconciliation of promoting economic prosperity with social inclusion and environmental stewardship. It laid the guiding principles for SD and foundation for modern sustainability policies (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987). Since then, sustainability has become a key topic in CG and CSR discussions. The International Organization for Standardization (ISO) 26000: International Standard for Social Responsibility provides the same definition as Brundtland Report and asserts that “these social, economic and environmental goals are interdependent and mutually reinforcing” (ISO, 2010a, p. 4). SD reflects society’s broader expectations (ISO, 2010a). 

While corporate sustainability offers vast potential for competitive advantage (CA) and strategic adaptation in a rapidly evolving global landscape, the imperative to transform corporate world in line with environmental constraints and societal expectations has become a major challenge for innovative integration of robust environmental, social and governance (ESG) principles and practices into corporate and business strategies. It demands transformations across behavioural, cultural, societal, political, legal and technological domains. The future is driven by businesses that embed shared value creation at their core strategies, benefiting both their internal and external stakeholder landscape.

[bookmark: _Hlk204766939]In today’s dynamic business world, effective CG ensures accountability, transparency, and ethical leadership. Given the importance of maintaining effective CG and CSR frameworks, embedded with robust ESG factors pursuant to, inter alia, the rules governing the listing of securities on the main board of The Stock Exchange of Hong Kong Limited (SEHK) (Listing Rules), for maximising companies’ contributions to SD, this study is to explore the relationship among CG, CSR and SD in three companies listed on the main board of SEHK (collectively, Listed Companies and each, Listed Company).

The evolution of the stakeholder analysis concept, from shareholder primacy to corporate accountability to stakeholders, has significantly driven the development of CSR (McDonald, 2007), which referred as a management approach in which businesses incorporate social and environmental considerations into their operations and relationships with stakeholders, concerning the ethical and responsible treatment of their stakeholders. It is commonly seen as the approach for companies to balance economic, social and environmental responsibilities, while also meeting the expectations of both shareholders and stakeholders (Hopkins, 2004; United Nations Industrial Development Organization, 2025). Freeman (1984) describes stakeholder as any group or individual who can affect, or is affected by, the achievement of the company’s objectives.  

[bookmark: _Hlk199863282]In the early 21st century, globalisation became a dominant force in shaping economic, political, and social dynamics, and acted as a catalyst for the rise of CSR worldwide (The Economist, 2008). In essence, CSR is an extension of companies’ efforts to foster effective CG, refers to the system(s) by which the company is directed and controlled for making and implementing decisions ethically  in pursuit of its objectives (Cadbury, 2000; Marsiglia and Falautano, 2005; ISO, 2010a), achieving corporate sustainability by adopting robust business practices that uphold ethical conduct, fairness, accountability and transparency. Companies are required to sustain profitability while upholding superior internal governance standards (Jamali, Safieddine and Rabbath, 2008; Jo and Harjoto, 2011). 

[bookmark: _Hlk204767057]Although CSR should be predominantly shaped by market dynamics, this will not happen instantly through the amendments to laws and regulations, though these drivers are essential enablers. The United Nations (UN) adopted 17 Sustainable Development Goals (Global Goals or UNSDGs) in 2015 under its 2030 Agenda for SD, stimulating action of all countries and all stakeholders over the next 15 years for people, planet and prosperity sustainability, along with strengthening universal peace and global partnership for transforming our world (United Nations, no date, a).               

In HK, the growth of CG and ESG standards supports (a) creating sustainable value for our community, and the obligatory reporting and disclosure requirement in HK is rooted in CSR of which CSR best practices has evolved into CG and ESG regimes for promoting sustainability across our businesses, operations, financial markets, societies, environment; and (b) upholding global sustainability agenda (HKEx, 2025a; HKEx, 2025b). Moreover, in HK, CSR is a crucial element of CG framework, which is incorporated within the ESG framework. It serves as an important criterion for evaluating corporate performance in relation to societal engagement and environmental impact, both of which are essential indicators of the company’s contribution to SD in terms of economic prosperity, social justice, and environmental quality (collectively, the SD Domains). 

[bookmark: _Hlk204767242][bookmark: _Hlk204767321][bookmark: _Hlk204767334]Within the context of HK’s regulatory regime on CG and ESG practices, although the city has established various legislative instruments and comprehensive regulatory frameworks, this study primarily focuses on the Listing Rules as of 1 October 2024 which present the CG Code and ESG Reporting Guide as key instruments for regulating CG and ESG frameworks, application, implementation, and obligatory reporting and disclosure requirement of companies listed on the main board of SEHK (HK-listed companies) (collectively, Listing Rules on ESG Subject). These Listing Rules form part of the basis ground for constructing this study’s theoretical framework that portrays the relationship among CG, CSR and SD (see Figure 1 as presented in Section 1.4) and drives the research questions. HK-listed companies must comply with mandatory disclosure requirements and subject to the “comply or explain” regime in CG Code provisions disclosure for promoting transparency and accountability in sustainable practices, and are encouraged to adopt the recommended best practices to support the application of principles of good CG on a voluntary basis for enhancing investor confidence and sustainability performance (HKEx, 2024a).

Other CG and ESG-related regulatory obligations in HK are set out in, inter alia, the Companies Ordinance (Chapter 622) (HK e-Legislation, 2024; Companies Registry, 2025), the Securities and Futures Ordinance (Chapter 571) (Securities and Futures Commission, 2019), the Codes on Takeovers and Mergers and Share Buy-backs, as approved by the Securities and Futures Commission (Securities and Futures Commission, 2023), the Employment Ordinance (Chapter 57) (Labour Department, 2021), the Mandatory Provident Fund Schemes Ordinance (Chapter 485) (Mandatory Provident Fund Schemes Authority, 2024), the Air Pollution Control Ordinance (Chapter 311) (Environmental Protection Department, 2025), and the Prevention of Bribery Ordinance (Chapter 201) (Independent Commission Against Corruption, 2024).

While HK’s regulatory frameworks on CG and ESG are well-documented, the literature review on CG, CSR and SD presents diverse concepts and perspectives regarding their practical applications and implications. This diversity underscores the need for both intra-literature analysis and comparison with the real-world corporate practices, as demonstrated by the Listed Companies operating within a competitive and challenging business and regulatory environment, in order to explore potential research gaps.

The development of CG, CSR and SD literature review has been driven by a series of key events, as outlined below, all of which are grounded in the common concept of fulfilling corporate accountability either solely to shareholder(s) or both the shareholder(s) and legitimate stakeholders. Except for Friedman’s (1962, 1970a) Shareholder Theory that adopts a narrow CG view of shareholder-centric approach, the remaining literature adopts a broader CG conception of stakeholder-centric governance that aim to meet societal expectation for business legitimacy and/or the creation of shared value, with the ultimate goal of achieving SD.
Davis’ (1960) the “Iron Law of Responsibility” emerges in response to the rising power and influence of corporations during periods of rapid industrialisation and economic growth, asserting that with great social power comes great social responsibility. The earliest CG thinking that prioritised profit maximisation for shareholder satisfaction was anchored in Friedman’s (1962, 1970a) Shareholder Theory. However, globalisation, along with rising stakeholders and institutional expectations, catalysed a broader conception of CG. The ISO 37000 Standard provides principles of good governance that integrate social responsibility, thereby promoting a new CG norm (ISO, 2021); and CG Code and ESG Reporting Guide for Listing Rules enhance investors’ confidence, and ESG reporting is increasingly expected by investors and stakeholders worldwide.

The evolution of the stakeholder analysis concept in the late 20th century has largely driven the development of CSR. Stakeholder theory, pioneered by Freeman (1984), upholds the fiduciary responsibility to shareholders and all legitimate stakeholders. This theory thus lays a foundation for modern CSR and ESG frameworks. These stakeholder analysis and CSR ideas are reinforced by Legitimacy Theory (Dowling and Pfeffer, 1975) and Institutional Theory (Meyer and Rowan, 1977) in an increasingly global and regulated economy for seeking societal acceptance of corporate behaviour, operational activities and organisational structure, and avoiding reputational risk. Leveraging from the necessity of achieving legitimacy, Carroll’s (1979, refined in 1991) CSR Pyramid portrays the total CSR foundation for corporates to fulfill their economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic responsibilities simultaneously. The CSR Pyramid was further advanced by Elkington’s (1994, 1997) Triple Bottom Line (TBL) concept that serves as the predecessor to many of today’s global sustainability standards. Sustainability is achieved through the overlap of all environmental, social and economic dimensions. Building on these CSR and sustainability foundational literature and contemporary business context, the ISO 26000 Standard provides a comprehensive, globally recognised CSR framework for ethical and responsible business practices, covering ESG dimensions (ISO, 2010a). 

In the early 21st century, Crane and Matten (2004) introduced their concept of Corporate Citizenship (CC) in response to the impact of globalisation on the global rise of CSR. The citizenship-like civil and political roles in the broader social system fills in the traditional CSR theoretical gap. Furthermore, capitalism expanded rapidly with globalisation and free trade possess global challenges that call businesses to move beyond traditional CSR for the achievement of CA through integrating social issues into corporate and business strategies and aligning companies’ economic success (profit) with societal improvement, including less environmental damage, which is exactly Creating Shared Value (CSV), as introduced by Porter and Kramer (2006, refined in 2011).

[bookmark: _Hlk204767470]The UNSDGs, under the broader SD agenda, were launched as a collective response by a wide range of stakeholders to address global challenges intensified by globalisation, aiming to address the world’s most pressing social, economic and environmental challenges by 2030.

The above-mentioned discussions provide a fruitful foundation for identifying research issues from the perspectives of CG, CSR and SD literature review, and the real-world corporate practices operating within a competitive and challenging business and regulatory environment that warrant further exploration.

1.3 Rationale for the Research

[bookmark: _Hlk204767624]Scholarly discourse widely acknowledges the significance of exploring the relationship between CG and CSR, as well as the sustainability of companies pursuing a CSR-oriented approach. As a developed economic market and a prominent international financial centre, HK’s CG standards play a pivotal role in shaping the inflow of international financial capital and determining its competitive standing among the world’s leading financial hubs. SEHK, as the frontline regulator of all listing-related matters and of HK-listed companies, is vested with the statutory duty to ensure, so far as reasonably practicable, that the HK markets are fair, orderly and informed (Securities and Futures Commission and The Stock Exchange of Hong Kong Limited, 2003). SEHK aims at promoting high standards of CG through regulation and market education for ensuring regulatory framework under the Listing Rules reflects international best practices and meets stakeholders’ expectations, and maintaining investors’ confidence to drive long-term growth and attractiveness of HK financial markets. In 2019, Hong Kong Exchanges and Clearing Limited (HKEx, stock code: 388.HK), as the holding company of SEHK, announced its support for UNSDGs and began embedding SDG-oriented targets into its CSR activity (HKEx, 2025c).

[bookmark: _Hlk203820302]The first rationale for this research stems from the lack of qualitative, exploratory study focusing on HK-listed companies, along with adopting the thematic analysis with an interpretative approach to provide an in-depth understanding of the research field within the real corporate world through qualitative data. Moreover, the research is grounded in a diverse body of literature on CG, CSR and SD, including international standards of ISO 37000 and ISO 26000, the Listing Rules on ESG Subject as of 1 October 2024, and the Global Goals. By integrating these frameworks, this research seeks to explore gaps within the literature review and practical challenges in the fields of CG, CSR and SD. By addressing these aspects, this research pursues to contribute new thinking and knowledge to the scholarly literature and practitioner-focused understanding of CG, CSR and SD within the context of HK-listed companies, particularly the Listed Companies.

[bookmark: _Hlk204768186]The Global Goals represent a contemporary framework that urges all nations to take urgent action through robust partnerships and collaboration across international, national, and local spheres, aiming to realise a collective vision for SD. This approach provides a unified new perspective on sustainability by balancing SD Domains for the benefit of all stakeholders (United Nations, 2024). Given the interconnected nature of the 17 goals, it is imperative to identify potential trade-offs, synergies, and strategic priorities to effectively support corporate sustainable business strategies with ESG initiatives, which encompass elements of CG and CSR. There is a considerable amount of research related to UNSDGs initiative in shaping contemporary sustainability landscape, as well as leveraging ESG and UNSDGs frameworks for strategic advantage in attaining corporate sustainability performance and contributing positively to society and environment (Stafford-Smith et al., 2017; Sachs et al., 2019; United Nations Global Compact, 2019; KPMG, 2020; Van der Waal and Thijssens, 2020). Therefore, the second rationale for this research stems from the limited scholarly inquiry into how the UNSDGs influence (a) CG and CSR initiatives designed to maximise the contributions of HK-listed companies to SD; and (b) the effective incorporation of the ESG agenda into their business strategies.

The third rationale for this research is grounded in the study’s theoretical framework, which portrays the relationship among CG, CSR and SD (see Figure 1 in Section 1.4) and drives the research questions. The framework posits that an effective CG framework (a) contributes to sustainable CSR engagement across economic, social and environmental performances; and (b) shapes organisational behaviour and principles that are paramount to the SD Domains. Moreover, pursuant to Hancock’s (2005) CG as a pillar of CSR model, Bhimani and Soonawalla’s (2005) CG and CSR as part of the corporate responsibilities continuum, and Ho’s (2005) CSR embedded in CG model (collectively, the CG-CSR Three Relational Models), as well as the guidance of international standards of ISO 37000 and ISO 26000, and the Listing Rules on CG Code and ESG Reporting Guide as of 1 October 2024, the a priori literature review recognises the significant linkages between CG and CSR agendas. The above-mentioned literature and the UNSGDs are expected to contribute to the SD Domains. Therefore, the third rationale for this research is that, based on the empirical findings, the researcher would confirm, refine or modify the theoretical framework presented in Figure 1, thereby revealing the emergent commercial trends on the relationship among the UNSDGs, CG, CSR and SD within the context of contemporary globalisation and regulatory frameworks.


1.4 Theoretical Framework for the Research

The study’s theoretical framework presents a schematic overview of the key literature that provides context for the research. The framework provides Shareholder Theory, Institutional Theory, and the narrow and broader concept of CG covering a set of universal attributes needed to form an effective CG framework, followed by various sustainable CSR engagement described by the Iron Law of Responsibility, Legitimacy Theory, Stakeholder Theory, CSR Pyramid, TBL concept, CC concept, and CSV concept. The principles and influencing factors of CG and CSR play crucial roles in achieving SD. Golja and Pauišić (2012) claim that CSR is the micro aspect of SD for economic sustainability, social sustainability and environmental sustainability. The CG-CSR Three Relational Models, the guidance of ISO 37000, the notion of ISO 26000, and the Listing Rules on CG Code and ESG Reporting Guide present significant linkages between CG and CSR agendas. The framework also presents the initiative of UNSDGs in influencing CG and CSR initiatives towards maximising the company’s contribution to SD.
Figure 1. Theoretical Framework for relationship among CG, CSR and SD
[image: ]

Based on the key determinants and foundational principles identified in the CG, CSR and SD literature presented in Figure 1, the researcher asserts that:
(1)	Effective CG serves as the foundational pillar for fostering sustainable CSR. Therefore, an effective CG framework contributes to sustainable CSR engagement. 
(2) The objective of CSR practices is to contribute to SD of business (economic prosperity), community (social justice and equity) and the environment at large (environmental quality). CSR is the micro aspect of SD.
[bookmark: _Hlk204358541](3)	The attributes and related variables of CG influence the extent of an organisation’s contribution to SD, whereby an effective CG shapes organisational behaviour, and the underlying CG principles are paramount for achieving SD. The objectives of having good CG practice are mainly ranging from compliance and enhancement of shareholder value to building a sustainable business through safeguarding the interests of stakeholders and fulfilling the social responsibilities. Hence, the achievable sustainable benefits arising from having good CG practice are mainly revolving around delivery sustainable value to shareholders, promoting and safeguarding the interests of shareholders and stakeholders, enhancing the credibility and reputation, and ensuring the sustainable growth.
(4)	CG and CSR disciplines share common factors substantially. There are significant linkages between CG and CSR agendas (in terms of synergies and interdependencies) with ultimate objective of achieving sustainability performance from three aspects: financial, social and environmental.
(5)	There is a convergence of CG, CSR and SD agendas of which these three agendas are on progressive cross-connections with each other.
(6)	UNSDGs are a landmark global call for urgent global partnership and collaboration which form new insights to the CG and CSR literature and initiatives, and lead the formulation of business strategies (consisting of ESG agendas) with SD goals. UNSDGs will form a breakthrough to the existing CG and CSR principles and practices towards attaining SD goals, by addressing the balance among environmental, social, and economic dimensions of sustainability, which entails evaluating trade-offs, identifying co-benefits (or synergies), and prioritising the 17 goals. Therefore, UNSDGs will influence the organisational decision-making on CG, CSR and SD agendas.

1.5 Research Purpose, Aims and Objectives

[bookmark: _Hlk207319927]The purpose of this qualitative multi-case study is to explore the relationship among CG, CSR and SD in three Listed Companies, selected for sectoral diversity: healthcare, public relations and printing (collectively referred to as Public Relations), and property.

The research aims (RA) are to explore and interpret (a) the relationship among CG, CSR and SD in the Listed Companies; and (b) the influence of the UNSDGs on the Listed Companies’ CG and CSR initiatives, as well as their business strategies, in contributing to SD. Along with reference to the a priori literature on CG, CSR and SD, this study aims to explore gaps in the literature review and practical challenges in the research field, as well as exploring new thinking and knowledge. 

The research objectives (RO) designed to achieve RA are as follows:
(1)	Explore the relationship between CG framework and CSR practices of Listed Companies (RO1).
(2)	Explore the aspects of sustainability of Listed Companies engaging in CSR orientation (RO2).
(3)	Explore the extent to which the UNSDGs inform and guide the Listed Companies’ CG and CSR initiatives in their pursuit of meaningful contributions to SD (RO3).
(4)	Explore the influence of the UNSDGs on the integration of ESG agenda into the Listed Companies’ business strategies (RO4).
(5)	Explore the essence of the literature review and research gaps (RO5).

1.6 Research Questions

By exploring and addressing the following central research questions, this study would contribute to the research purpose presented in Section 1.5:
(1) How the CG and CSR frameworks manifest in Listed Companies?
(2) What are the interrelated aspects of CG and CSR frameworks in Listed Companies?
(3) How does UNSDGs shape CG and CSR initiatives towards maximising the contribution of Listed Companies to SD?
However, for achieving research aims and the corresponding research objectives presented in Section 1.5, the sub-research questions (RQ) presented in Table 1 demanded exploration. 

Table 1. Sub-Research Questions 
[image: ]


By exploring and addressing the central and sub-research questions through qualitative research methodologies, research findings would contribute to the research purpose, aims and objectives, and ultimately support the investigation of the identified research problems presented in Section 1.3. 

1.7 Research Methodology

The research adopts a qualitative, exploratory multi-case study design (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2009, 2014) together with the postpositivist interpretive framework (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011) which based on the belief of researcher, as an “insider” in this research field, that the a priori CG, CSR and SD literature (alongside their relationship, as presented in Figure 1) are a probability that may or may not apply to the real-world corporate practices within the context of HK-listed companies, particularly the Listed Companies (Creswell and Poth, 2018).  

In relation thereto, the researcher employs thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006) together with both deductive and inductive research approaches (Popper, 1972, cited in Perry and Jensen, 2001; Strauss, 1987, cited in Perry and Jensen, 2001; Richards, 1993, cited in Perry and Jensen, 2001; Miles and Huberman, 1994) to provide objective reality from the theoretical framework designed for driving this research (Figure 1), and to analyse, understand and interpret multiple subjective insights from participants in the real-life issues on CG, CSR and SD research fields, respectively. 

The postpositivist interpretive framework is therefore embodied in the cross-case analysis of Listed Companies (Yin, 2014) for generating cross-case themes and/or patterns. Themes are referred as patterns, explaining certain phenomena or indicating an idea that is important to the specified research questions (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023).

[bookmark: _Hlk207395944][bookmark: _Hlk207714674]For this multi-case study, the researcher employs a maximum variation case selection approach to purposefully select three Listed Companies with sectoral diversity. The researcher also employs purposive sampling methods, comprising purposeful maximal sampling and maximum variation sampling, to recruit key informants from Listed Company and HK professionals whose practical expertise is relevant to the research field, thereby providing a comprehensive and in-depth understanding of real-world corporate practices in CG, CSR and SD research issues within the context of HK-listed companies, particularly the Listed Companies.

To triangulate the findings, research data was collected from (a) the participants’ lived experiences, rich and insightful information during the in-depth, semi-structured interviews held individually and in person (Interview(s)), using open-ended research questions along with complete participant type of observation; and (b) document analysis of secondary data pertaining to the research issues and physical artifacts.

[bookmark: _Hlk204768424]1.8 Contribution of the Study

[bookmark: _Hlk205569421][bookmark: _Hlk205569393]The significance of this study lies in its rigorous methodological design that enables the exploration of multiple subjective perspectives and provides empirical data for comparisons between: (a) a diverse body of literature on CG and CSR (and their interrelationship) in maximising the companies’ contributions to economic, social and environmental sustainability; and (b) the modern, robust CG landscape and strategic CSR engagement adopted by the Listed Companies to ensure compliance with Listing Rules on ESG Subject, as well as to pursue the overarching objectives of building organisational resilience and strengthening the long-term sustainability of companies in contributing to SD. When integrated with sustainability goals, the CG and CSR initiatives align with the shared vision of the Global Goals, contributing to a more sustainable and higher quality society, both nationally and globally. 

Based on the empirical findings, the researcher could confirm, refine or modify the theoretical framework relates to this study that portrays the relationship among CG, CSR and SD literature, contributing to enhancing the existing body of knowledge on the relationship of such three concepts amid contemporary globalisation and regulatory frameworks. 

Moreover, emergent themes and concepts reveal during the investigations could potentially contribute to scholarly literature for new thinking and knowledge and enrich the academic and professional discussions on CG, CSR and SD domains which driven by contemporary CG and CSR reforms to achieve sustainability across SD Domains through filling research gaps for advancing knowledge and improving corporate practices on CG, CSR and SD domains. This contribution could enhance the existing academic and professional research. 
 
[bookmark: _Hlk206249010]Despite growing global interest, there remains limited research exploring the complex, interlinked nature of UNSDGs as applied to CG and CSR initiatives, as well as the integration of ESG criteria into business strategies in the context of HK-listed companies using a qualitative exploratory research design. This study would contribute to the existing academic and professional research by advancing understanding of the degree of commitment among HK-listed companies to the implementation of UNSDGs through (a) integrating UNSDGs into their CG and CSR initiatives with the aim of achieving SD; and (b) aligning their business strategies, underpinned by ESG criteria, with the UNSDGs. 

This study would be of major interest and could potentially create value for the management of publicly listed companies, particularly listed companies in HK, and policymakers of SEHK and regulatory bodies in HK, CG/CSR/ESG/SD scholars and students, and civil society organisations related to the research field. This study aims to provide constructive information on the importance of:
[bookmark: _Hlk207321744](a)	enhancing stakeholder awareness of key issues concerning CG, CSR and SD practices and challenges as identified in the Listed Companies, as well as broader challenges faced by HK-listed companies in general, based on the insights of HK professional participants; and 
(b)	upgrading HK’s regulatory regime to catalyse CG and CSR reforms driven by global sustainability goals, such as the Global Goals, and key contemporary issues of the increased institutional pressures, corporate scandals, growing stakeholder expectations that companies act in the best interests of both shareholders and broader stakeholders, and concerns about corporate legitimacy and reputation. Both CG and CSR reforms are essential elements for achieving sustainability across SD Domains.




1.9 Thesis Structure Overview

This thesis is presented in six chapters and the main themes of each chapter are summarised as follows:

Chapter 1 presents an overview of the study, introduction of research background, rationale and theoretical framework which provides the context of research, research purpose, aims and objectives, exploratory research questions, research methodology outlining how the researcher intends to conduct this research, contribution of the study, and finally an overview of the thesis structure.

Chapter 2 discusses the essence of CG, CSR and SD literature, including ISO 37000 Standard, ISO 26000 Standard, Listing Rules on ESG Subject and UNSDGs initiative, underpinning the theoretical framework of this study. The review focuses on the ground that serves the basis for exploring the relationship among CG, CSR and SD for Listed Companies. Finally, this chapter identifies the following research gaps in the literature review: (a) the consequences of imbalanced investment across SD Domains, resulting in imperfect intersection or imbalanced sustainability; and (b) the search for an ideal percentage or ratio among economic, social and environmental performances. Such imbalances may give rise to ESG-washing or sustainability-washing in contemporary business and regulatory environments, particularly in contexts characterised by weak CG framework.

Chapter 3 discusses a multifaceted research methodology adopted to address the specified exploratory research questions. The discussion focuses on the researcher’s philosophical assumptions that guide the construction and implementation of a qualitative exploratory research design. This design encompasses a multifaceted research approach, purposive sampling aligned with the principle of data saturation, and multiple data collection and analysis methods, all grounded in the established data quality techniques and ethical considerations. 

[bookmark: _Hlk203748900]Chapter 4 presents research findings derived from deductive thematic, document, and semiotic analyses of the Published Reports, as well as inductive, data-driven analysis of Interviews with key informants from three Listed Companies and HK professional sector. Data collection achieved saturation (Giordano, 2003). The data analysis reveals cross-case themes and professional themes showing strong congruence on the comparable research issues. Finally, this chapter considers (a) the practical impact of the UNSDGs on HK-listed companies, and (b) the enhancement of Board governance to bridge local, national, and global CSR/ESG initiatives, strengthen CG, address ESG and greenwashing risks, and improve ESG performance beyond compliance for SD, as key research gaps in a real-life commercial context.

Chapter 5 discusses the empirical findings from both the Listed Companies and professional participants within broader theoretical and conceptual frameworks. The analysis demonstrates that, except for Friedman’s Shareholder Theory, all other literature review on CG, CSR and SD have practical and significant relevance to HK-listed companies, particularly the Listed Companies. Furthermore, the chapter demonstrates the Purpose-Governance-Social Responsibility Conceptual Framework, developed through empirical findings, as well as presents the modified theoretical framework tailored to the context of Listed Companies. Collectively, these trustworthy and robust empirical findings provide a solid foundation for the study’s conclusions, thereby contributing to  knowledge advancement.

Chapter 6 begins by revisiting the rationale for the research, followed by a presentation of the contributions as supported by the empirical findings, thereby reinforcing the study’s original purpose. More importantly, this chapter also offers constructive recommendations with practical management implications. Additionally, this chapter affirms the absence of significant research limitations and proposes avenues for future research.








1.10 Chapter Summary

This chapter provides a general discussion of the key driving forces behind CSR development and the relationship among CG, CSR and SD along with a concise summary of the implications on regulatory and ESG landscapes amid global and HK trends that surrounding corporate responsibility, accountability and transparency aspects. This study is framed in the context of three Listed Companies and their commitment to practice robust CG and CSR disciplines with the goal of achieving SD.  The rationale and theoretical framework for the research, research purpose, aims and objectives, and research questions driven by the theoretical framework are presented followed by a brief overview of research methodology and contribution, as well as an outline of the thesis structure.




















Chapter 2
Literature Review

2.1 Introduction

As stated in Section 1.5, the purpose of this study is to explore the relationship among CG, CSR and SD in three Listed Companies. Therefore, the literature review is (a) principally focusing on the research aims stated in Section 1.5, and the literature that provides context for the research as demonstrated in the theoretical framework shown on Figure 1 which used for driving the research questions; and (b) for reviewing and interpreting the research findings derived from multiple subjective insights of participants in the real-life issues on CG, CSR and SD research fields.

This chapter commences with different perspectives of CG concept revolving around a set of universal attributes draw from the international benchmark for good CG, CG Code for Listing Rules, Shareholder Theory, Institutional Theory, and the narrow view and broader concept of CG. Followed with various CSR engagement presented by international standard for social responsibility, the Iron Law of Responsibility, Legitimacy Theory, Stakeholder Theory, CSR Pyramid, TBL concept, CC concept, and CSV concept, as well as ESG Reporting Guide for Listed Companies, and models portray the relationships between CG and CSR. The above-mentioned literature presents significant linkages between CG and CSR agendas. Depending on the conception of CG adopted, these linkages are viewed as either positive, supporting and reinforcing CSR initiatives, or negative, limiting or constraining CSR efforts and their contributions to the initiative of UNSDGs.

For exploring the relationships among CG, CSR and SD, this chapter discusses the SD Domains contributed by an effective CG framework and sustainable CSR engagement, as well as highlights the initiative of UNSDGs with consideration given to addressing the implementation challenges, including the suggestion to map UNSDGs with ESG framework that aim for creating long-term value to all stakeholders; and reviewing the influence of UNSDGs on CG and CSR initiatives towards maximising the company’s contribution to SD. The latter part of this chapter presents an overview of the relationships among CG, CSR and SD.
2.2 Corporate Governance (CG)

CG or how publicly listed companies should be governed is an important topic lies in its contribution “both to business prosperity and to accountability” (Hampel, 1998, p. 17), and to the companies’ growth and value creation (Page, 2005), leading to continuously crafting and/or refining laws and regulations, creating recommended codes of practice and conceptual models, and conducting empirical studies. 

CG has been defined in various ways depending on one’s view of the business world. The main focus of this study is the definition of CG described in the 1992 Cadbury Report that laid the foundation of the current CG regime as “the system by which companies are directed and controlled” (Cadbury, 1992, p. 15), whereby the boards of directors of the companies (BOD or Board) are responsible for the CG (Cadbury, 1992). Governance thus sets the tone for the companies, defining how power is exerted and how decisions are reached (Jamali, Safieddine and Rabbath, 2008). The control aspect of CG encompasses the notions of compliance, accountability and transparency (MacMillan et al., 2004), and how managers exert their functions through compliance with the existing laws and regulations and codes of conduct (Cadbury, 2000).

Subsequent to the 1992 Cadbury Report, CG has gradually evolved which generally following reviews and reports aiming to tackle particular failings and keep the national-level CG codes at the leading edge of international standards that cater for greater transparency, accountability and scrutiny of publicly listed companies by shareholders, media and the public at large (Mor and Browning, 2020). Wiersema and Koo (2022) claim that the evolution of CG has principally guided by the need to protect shareholder rights. However, growing concerns about the adverse effect that companies caused to the society and the environment have led to a shift away from shareholder capitalism. The recent surge of investor interest on ESG matters is originates from large institutional investors. Stemming from the contemporary social norms of acceptable corporate behavior, investors who have significant shareholdings in the companies expect companies to hold accountability on ESG issues along with deliver desirable financial performance. Asif et al. (2023) support that the contemporary CG aims to ensure shareholder interests are protected while mitigating social and environmental risks.
SEHK reviews the CG framework and related Listing Rules from time to time for ensuring CG framework of HK-listed companies remains fit for purpose, continues to uphold high quality CG standards, and is adequate for maintaining investors’ confidence in the market (HKEx, no date, a). Buchetti, Arduino and Perdichizzi’s (2025) comprehensive content analysis findings shown that several CG factors (such as female directors, independent directors, institutional investors, CEO characteristics, directors’ compensation and sustainability committees) collectively contribute to better ESG performance, which, in turn, indicate companies’ commitment to sustainable and ethical operations.

[bookmark: _Hlk196746834]2.2.1 ISO 37000 International Benchmark for Good CG

[bookmark: _Hlk196746887]ISO 37000 is the first international standard provides globally relevant, forward-looking, purpose-driven guidance to support the Board and governance leaders (collectively, the Governing Body) around the world with essential knowledge on good CG for making sound governance decisions in an unpredictable environment where sustainability over the longer term is utmost importance. Therefore, the Governing Body is responsible for defining, elaborating and communicating the corporate purpose that serves the reason of company exists, grounded in the ultimate value the company intends to generate for specified stakeholders. It is a tool used for aligning all companies world-wide through having good CG as the foundation for pursuing the corporate’s meaningful purpose through engagement with all stakeholders and contribution to a sustainable world. Corporate purpose and sustainability are now at the heart of governance (ISO, 2021). 

[bookmark: _Hlk175440794][bookmark: _Hlk199770357]ISO 37000 is the global benchmark for good CG (referred as “a human-based system by which an organisation is directed, overseen and held accountable for achieving its defined purpose” (ISO, 2021, p. 1)) as it creates transparency, reduces complexity and builds trust in and across companies and society. The standard consists of 11 core governance principles as follows:
(a)	primary principle of corporate purpose being positioned at the heart of all companies; 
(b) 	4 transparent foundational principles governing (i) value generation for building innovation and stakeholder collaboration; (ii) corporate strategy for achieving strategic outcomes; (iii) accountability at all levels for stimulating trust and legitimacy leading to improved outcomes; and (iv) oversights with internal control system; and 
[bookmark: _Hlk196746923](c) 	6 effective enabling principles governing (i) stakeholder engagement in achieving corporate purpose; (ii) leadership underpinned by positive values-based culture and stakeholder trust and cooperation; (iii) strategic and valuable data resource; (iv) risk management; (v) social responsibility that aligned with broader stakeholders and societal expectations so as to proactively contribute to SD; and (vi) viability and performance over time through responding to the key resources and value generation systems. 
[bookmark: _Hlk199770346]Resulting therefrom, the good CG outcomes that in line with stakeholder expectations are (a) ethical behaviour in corporate decision-making, along with innovative and prudent manner; (b) effective performance by aligning corporate purpose with society’s long-term well-being; and (c) responsible stewardship by protecting the social and environmental systems that underpin society’s long-term well-being. This represents the new governance norm (ISO, 2021). A schematic overview and an outline of ISO 37000 is presented in Figure 2 and Table 2, respectively.

Figure 2. Schematic Overview of ISO 37000
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Source: ISO (2021).
Table 2. Outline of ISO 37000
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Source: ISO (2021).
Asif et al. (2023) recommend using ISO 37000 Standard to address deceptive practices of greenwashing, UNSDGs-washing and diversity-washing (such as gender, age, and Board representation), contributing to the company’s sustainable development goal performance and earning management. Thus, enhancing the company’s sustainability, creating a unique competitive edge and green governance goodwill, and attracting sustainably responsible investors. Abu-Bakar and Charnley (2024) report that ISO 37000 Standard is crucial for ensuring strategic alignment of governance structures and corporate objectives. Thus, enhancing sustainable decision-making and stakeholder engagement for executing circular economy initiatives effectively.

[bookmark: _Hlk199771198]Furthermore, Hurth and Kravatzky (2019) claim that, in the challenging business and global context, ISO 37000 Standard will not represent all possible views, but there are some clear themes already surfacing globally which give a starting point applicable to all companies in all countries, leading to obtaining a social license for the company to operate effectively. Lalive (2021) reports that, based on ISO 37000 Standard, the Governing Body of all companies owes a duty of care both to its own company and to all stakeholders of the company and future generations, thereby supporting UNSDGs. Based on the study of Plaisance and Bertin (2023) on the contribution of ISO 37000 Standard, they claim that by incorporating intra- and extra-organisational interactions, revisiting power relations from a democratic perspective on accountability and stakeholder engagement, and focusing on value creation and respect of social and natural environments, the ultimate outcome is attaining sustainability with supports of effective performance and ethical behavior. 

In relation thereto, ISO 37000 Standard not only safeguards the principles of mainstream governance (i.e. shareholder capitalism) but also upholds the new governance norm of (a) adopting a broader CG conception (see Section 2.2.5) and (b) maximising the company’s contribution to economic, social and environmental sustainability, as well as contributing to UNSDGs. Moreover, ISO 37000 Standard aligns conceptually and thematically with ISO 26000 on social responsibility guidance underpinned by the notion of good CG is the cornerstone for CSR, and Listing Rules on CG Code and ESG Reporting Guide; and associates with CSR literature review of which both provide complementary frameworks for CG, CSR and SD agendas. Therefore, it appears that ISO 37000 Standard can provide comprehensive and extensive guidance to the Listed Companies in formulating and implementing an integrated CG and CSR frameworks with an overarching objective of strengthening corporate culture, resilience, and value generation; and facilitating the achievement of corporate purpose and SD.

[bookmark: _Hlk196747000]2.2.2 CG Code for Hong Kong’s Main Board Listing Rules

This study is focus on Appendix C1 (CG Code) and Appendix C2 (ESG Reporting Guide) to the main board Listing Rules as of 1 October 2024.  The CG Code and ESG Reporting Guide comprise two levels of disclosure obligations: (a) mandatory disclosure requirements, failing to comply is regarded as a breach of the Listing Rules; and (b) “comply or explain” provisions, taking into consideration that there may not be a “one size fits all” approach, as companies are underpinned by differences in corporate culture, values, beliefs and purpose, leaderships, management and business operation systems, compliance and regulatory frameworks, corporate and business strategies, and the nature of the risks and challenges businesses face, etc. All the required information concerning ESG subject areas covered by the financial period must be disclosed in the CG report and ESG report of all HK-listed companies on an annual basis. 

[bookmark: _Hlk196747059]A schematic overview of Listing Rules on ESG Subject is presented in Figure 3. The entire Board has overall responsibility for (a) the company’s ESG management approach, strategy and reporting; (b) effective governance and oversight of ESG matters; (c) integration of ESG-related goals to the company’s businesses along with assessment and management of business risks and material environmental and social risks; (d) making decisions objectively in the best interests of the company; and (e) focusing on creating long-term sustainable growth for shareholders and delivering long-term values to all stakeholders (HKEx, 2024a).

This section focuses on the review of CG subject area (“G”), whereas ESG Reporting Guide that organised into two ESG subject areas: environment (“E”) and social (“S”) will be presented in Section 2.4. HK-listed companies must (a) comply with mandatory requirements for disclosure of all information set out in Part 1 of CG Code, covering the application of good CG principles and practices; matters concerning Board, non-executive directors, Board committees, chairman and chief executive, and company secretary; administrations of directors’ securities transactions, and risk management and control; auditor’s remuneration and auditor related matters; Board diversity and workforce gender diversity; shareholders’ rights; and investor relations (IR) with shareholders and stakeholders, including administration of shareholders’ communication policy; and (b) subject to the “comply or explain” regime for Part 2 of CG Code, covering the application of CG Code provisions summarised in Figure 3 for promoting transparency and accountability in sustainable practices. Companies are encouraged to adopt the recommended best practices set out in Part 2 of Appendix C1 to support the application of principles of good CG on a voluntary basis for enhancing investor confidence and sustainability performance (HKEx, 2024a).























Figure 3. Schematic Overview of Listing Rules on ESG Subject
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To advance the SD of HK economy, SEHK promotes a culture of robust CG and ESG management through the upgrade of Listing Rules, ongoing review of CG and ESG disclosure practices of HK-listed companies, and provision of guidance and training to such companies (HKEx, no date, a). Evidences indicate that strong ESG performance creates various CA for companies (KPMG, CLP and HKICS, 2020); and ESG performance is a critical measurement of a company’s resilience and effective risk management (HKEx, 2025d). In supporting ESG adoption and development across HK-listed companies community, SEHK plays a key role as catalyst, facilitator and enabler in the long-term sustainability of HK markets (HKEx, 2025d). 

[bookmark: _Hlk196747130]Listing Rules set out a comprehensive set of good principles and code provisions for CG subject that guides HK-listed companies to achieve good CG. CG provides the framework encompasses, inter alia, rules and regulations, internal policies and procedures, ethical standards and codes of conduct, key stakeholder rights and responsibilities, and institutional context that influence various governance principles, including but not limited to transparency, accountability, fairness and equality, that guides the Board in making sound decisions and developing corporate businesses. Moreover, an effective CG structure deals with, inter alia, the Board, the committees of the Board, company secretary, management, and external independent auditors’ roles, responsibilities and accountability, their relationships and reporting lines, and decision-making mechanisms within the company, shareholders’ rights and meeting mechanisms, and stakeholder communication mechanisms, all of which will lead to a better awareness, evaluation and management of ESG risks and opportunities, thereby maximising the companies’ contribution to economic, social and environmental sustainability. 

Listing Rules on CG subject area adopts a broader CG conception (see Section 2.2.5) and aligns conceptually and thematically with ISO 37000 Standard. Therefore, it appears that Listing Rules on CG requirement can provide comprehensive and extensive guidance to the Listed Companies in formulating and implementing their CG framework, thereby furnish a strong foundation for companies to formulate and implement their CSR framework. The principles of CG Code consistent with ISO 26000 Standard that the notion of good CG is the cornerstone for CSR, along with an overarching objective of building resilience and strengthen long-term sustainability of companies in contributing to SD and UNSDGs, as well as associate with CSR literature review of which both provide complementary frameworks for CG, CSR and SD agendas.

[bookmark: _Hlk196747165][bookmark: _Hlk196999551]2.2.3 Milton Friedman’s Shareholder Theory

Friedman’s (1962) Shareholder Theory asserts that the company’s primary responsibility is to maximise the wealth of its shareholders, and profit maximisation is the sole objective of business. 
Friedman (1970a) claims that corporate directors and managers are “agents” of the business’ owners (that is shareholders, refer as “principals”), and have direct and primary responsibility to these owners. He further proposes that a company cannot be morally responsible, it is the decisions of individuals within the company that carry the moral responsibility. He contends that CSR dilutes the business’ core profit-making responsibility to owners, so he opposes CSR (Friedman, 1970a).

Friedman (1962, 1970a) claims that social responsibility is referred as a “fundamentally subversive doctrine” in a free society and that in such a society “there is one and only one social responsibility of business – to use its resources and engage in activities designed to increase its profits so long as it stays within the rules of the game, which is to say, engages in open and free competition without deception or fraud” (Friedman, 1970a, p. 126). In this aspect, Friedman (1970b) states that CSR is to conduct the business in accordance with shareholders’ desires, which generally is to maximise profits while conforming to the laws and societal ethical custom; and O’Reilly Media (2025) cited the above reference is the earliest definition of CG in its narrow sense from Friedman.

Friedman’s Shareholder Theory is foundational in CG literature and aligns with agency theory that defined by Jensen and Meckling (1976) as the contractual relationship between the principal and the agent, where the principal (i.e. shareholder) authorises and mandates the agent (i.e. director or manager) to perform certain tasks, including making decisions on behalf of the principal.

[bookmark: _Hlk196747389]Pursuant to the conceptual standpoint of Friedman Doctrine, it is claimed that CG should focus on
“shareholder satisfaction” through “maximising shareholder value” (Corporate Finance Institute, 2025). In relation thereto, Friedman’s Shareholder Theory adopts a narrow view of CG conception (see Section 2.2.5), emphasising that directors have a fiduciary duty to act in the best interests of, and are accountable primarily to, the shareholders within the mandate granted by the shareholders and the boundaries of the law and ethical custom. 

[bookmark: _Hlk196999617][bookmark: _Hlk196999577]While Friedman’s Shareholder Theory is rooted in CG, it is also highly relevant to CSR debates, especially in framing the tension between shareholder and stakeholder interests or sustainability-driven approaches. It is conceptually correct to claim that ISO 37000 Standard, ISO 26000 Standard, Listing Rules on ESG Subject, and CSR literature review, which promote stakeholder-oriented, CSR- and-sustainability-driven governance model, are not aligned with Friedman’s shareholder-centric approach. However, given the intricate network of multi-agency relationships in HK-listed companies (including Listed Companies), such as difference shareholders may have different investment objectives of which major or substantial shareholders will have higher voting rights and decision-making power; and the regulatory emphasis on ESG compliance, the relevance of the Friedman Doctrine in the context of the HK listing regime appears increasingly limited.

[bookmark: _Hlk196747410]2.2.4 John Meyer and Brian Rowan’s Institutional Theory

In relation to CG field, Meyer and Rowan’s (1977) Institutional Theory provides a perspective to the establishment of formal organisational structures that embodied corporate behaviour and governance framework in responding to societal rules, norms and expectations, as well as institutional pressures. Thus explains the purpose of HK-listed companies adopting formal CG structures, policies and practices (collectively, Formal Governance Framework) in gaining legitimacy, valuable human and financial resources, business stability and long-run survival prospects, and support from their external environment embedded in complex, ever-changing, and challenging networks, such as regulators, SEHK, societies, shareholders, institutional investors, and other key stakeholders. Institutional Theory rationalises the relationship between the company’s Formal Governance Framework and the values and reality of society with the primarily aim of gaining legitimacy in the eyes of regulators, shareholders, investors, and the public at large for business continuity, as well as to avoid reputational risk.

Societal rules may arise from public opinions and expectations or laws enforcement (Starbuck, 1976), as well as can be enforced by the views of important constituents, by social prestige, and by knowledge legitimated through educational system (Meyer and Rowan, 1977). Meyer and Rowan (1977) claim that when the external environment in which the companies operate is increasingly shaped by rules and regulations, and societal norms, values and expectations, corporate leaders will focus on maintaining their corporate’s public image and status. 

Institutional Theory relies on the concept of legitimacy which is referring to the tendency of different companies in the same industry to adopt similar Formal Governance Framework of what they considered as standard or normal in the context of competitive business institutions over time, leading to a form of uniformity (Deegan, 2020). Companies gain legitimacy and become similar over time through three means: (a) imitate successful peers and industry leaders to meet institutional expectations as successful form or during uncertainty times (mimetic isomorphism); (b) respond to formal and/or informal pressures exerted by regulations and legal mandates or societal expectations (coercive isomorphism); or (c) follow professional norms as professionals trained in similar ways apply the same practices (normative isomorphism) (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). 

In view of (a) there may not be possible to adopt a “one size fits all” governance approach and structure by all HK-listed companies, even in the same industry; and (b) argument on how companies perceive such institutional pressures, particularly those companies operate in different business industries, size and complexity of its operations, jurisdictions, and the nature of the risks and challenges they encounter, companies are therefore (a) expected to respond differently for those uncommon practice in a particular industry; and (b) accepted to deviate from some CG code provisions of the Listing Rules under “comply or explain” provisions. 

Additionally, Institutional Theory suggests that Formal Governance Framework is often shaped more by the need for legitimacy and conformity to societal norms than by the pursuit of actual efficiency or performance (Merton, 1940; Meyer and Rowan, 1977). This conflict arises because formal governance rules are formulated at high levels of generalisation (Durkheim, 1933) whereas technical activities are performed beyond the purview of managers which tend to vary with specific, unstandardised, and possibly unique conditions (Meyer and Rowan, 1977). This perspective called “decoupling”, explaining why many companies implement governance practices in symbolic form, but not always in substance, i.e. Formal Governance Framework is “decoupled” from actual decision-making or operational impact. Decoupling enables companies to maintain standardised and legitimated Formal Governance Framework while their governance activities vary in response to practical considerations and may show much diversity in actual practice. For companies to protect their Formal Governance Framework from evaluation on the basis of technical performance, their inspection, evaluation and control of activities are minimised, and their coordination, interdependence, and mutual adjustments among structural units are handled informally (Meyer and Rowan, 1977). 

[bookmark: _Hlk196747472]In relation thereto, Meyer and Rowan’s Institutional Theory adopts a broader CG conception (see Section 2.2.5) to include legitimacy and corporate reputation concerns, societal norms, values and expectations, and stakeholders and institutional contexts, thereby can provide Listed Companies a supportive ground for formulating acceptable Formal Governance Framework and CSR framework to comply with the Listing Rules on ESG Subject. This theory therefore complements with ISO 37000 Standard and ISO 26000 Standard underpinning the notion of good CG is the cornerstone for CSR, along with an overarching objective of building resilience and strengthen long-term sustainability of companies in contributing to SD and UNSDGs. Institutional Theory is associated with CSR literature review of which both provide complementary frameworks for CG, CSR and SD agendas.

Moreover, the mandatory disclosure requirement and “comply or explain” reporting provision of the Listing Rules alone does not eliminate decoupling issue but it is a step in the right direction if 
these ESG practices and disclosures are substantively integrated into, and legitimately enforced and meaningfully applied in, the corporate decision-making and business operations.

[bookmark: _Hlk196747739]2.2.5 The Narrow View and Broader Concept of CG

[bookmark: _Hlk196747765]There is no universally accepted definition of CG since it can be seen as a narrow or broad subject, depending on the viewpoint of the policy maker, practitioner, researcher or theorist (Solomon and Solomon, 2004). Solomon and Solomon (2004) claim that CG is defined narrowly as the relationship of a company and its shareholders; or more broadly, as a web of relationships, between a company and its owners (shareholders), as well as a broad range of other stakeholders, including but not limited to employees, customers, suppliers, bondholders. 

A narrow conception of CG treats it primarily as a mandated framework of legal rules and financial accounting, giving little weight to social and environmental issues (Saravanamuthu, 2004). This concept revolves around the principles of accountability; conformance with legal, regulatory, and code-of-conduct standards; and transparency in decision-making and reporting, especially in relation to the responsibilities of the Board and the protection of shareholders’ interests (Keasy and Wright, 1997; MacMillan et al., 2004). 

[bookmark: _Hlk196747580]Despite the above arguments, there are various cases where minority shareholders lose from the actions of majority shareholders who exploit their control power. Therefore, CG can be defined more generally as a set of mechanisms through which external investors protect themselves against expropriation by the insiders (La Porta et al., 2002). Additionally, Shleifer and Vishny (1997) claim that the fundamental question of CG is how to assure the company’s financiers that they get a return on their financial investment.  American Law Institute (1992) recommends that management is obliged to run the business with the aim of enhancing corporate profit and shareholder gain, while facing restrictions from legal requirements and ethical considerations. Therefore, the narrow views of CG are in line with Friedman Doctrine. 

[bookmark: _Hlk196747711]There is, however, a broader CG conception, emphasising the responsibilities of every business towards its various stakeholders who provide the necessary resources for its survival, competitiveness and success (MacMillan et al., 2004). Hence, although managers are primarily accountable towards shareholders on the company’s financial performance, they are also responsible towards employees, suppliers, customers and communities whose investments in the company are equally significant in other important aspects. In this respect, the interests of all stakeholders are accorded due regard and consideration (Dunlop, 1998; Kendall, 1999; Page, 2005) and accountability to the companies’ primary stakeholders is ensured (Dunlop, 1998; Kendall, 1999), thereby posit constraints on managerial action and shareholder rights (Kendall, 1999; Page, 2005). Thompson (1995) claims the necessity of approaching a sound mechanism of balancing the interests of various stakeholders. 
Nowadays, the challenges posed by globalisation, loss of trust in business, and civil society activism cause both legislated and voluntary initiatives towards CG reform (Morgan, Ryu and Mirvis, 2009). In this respect, the Board mandate is to ensure that controlling shareholders treat the companies and other constituencies in a fair and non-preferential fashion. That means the decision-making process at corporate level must involve moral perspectives on the potential outcomes, irrespective of good or bad consequences (Golja and Pauišić, 2010, 2012). 

Other key components of effective governance are corporate leadership and strategic direction. These entail clarifying roles and responsibilities, orienting management towards a long-term performance horizon, planning sound resource allocation, contributing expertise and external intelligence, carrying out oversight functions, and steering stakeholders towards the company’s goals (MacMillan et al., 2004; Cadbury, 2000; Page, 2005). Consequently, the leadership and control dimensions of CG operate concurrently, shaping how much authority is vested in internal stakeholders and, to a lesser degree, external parties (MacMillan et al., 2004). Leaders are expected to use their judgment to guide the company’s progress while honoring their duties to both shareholders and broader stakeholders (Mallin, 2005).

CG is closely tied to honesty and transparency, being qualities the public increasingly demands in business conduct and reporting (Page, 2005). Investor trust and efficient markets rely on the release of accurate performance data, and for global capital markets that published information must be clear, consistent and comparable (OECD, 1999). Internally, open and timely information-sharing between managers and employees builds trust and commitment, improves the accuracy and timeliness of corporate reporting, and lays the foundation for effective governance mechanisms (Cadbury, 2000). Jensen (1993), on the other hand, claims that internal control systems, such as managerial incentives, corporate charters and the Board, may not be a sufficiently effective mechanism to ensure corporate transparency and the self-monitoring of corporate behaviour. 

Although the discussion above centers on internal governance mechanisms and principles, a comprehensive view of CG must also incorporate external mechanisms, such as the market and the legal systems (Denis and McConnell, 2003) which protect investor rights and enforce rules (La Porta et al., 1998), and safeguard the best interest of the company and its shareholders when internal controls significantly break down (Denis and McConnell, 2003). Since governance mechanisms interact dynamically, these external factors are essential for a contextualised understanding of the company’s internal governance arrangements (Jamali, Safieddine and Rabbath, 2008).

Essentially, CG centers on a common set of attributes: establishing controls over management behavior (Tricker, 1994) for enhancing corporate performance, as well as tightening  accountability to shareholders and other stakeholders, especially internal stakeholders (Keasy and Wright, 1997); prioritising transparent disclosure (Page, 2005) and designing reporting systems that foster sound governance (Kendall, 1999) for ensuring legal compliance and answerability to all stakeholders (Dunlop, 1998); and building effective leadership, strategy formulation, and strategic management that integrate both stakeholder and shareholder values (Tricker, 1994; Kendall, 1999; MacMillan et al., 2004). Accordingly, leadership, strategic direction, control, transparency, and accountability form the core of robust, effective CG (Huse, 2005; Van den Berghe and Louche, 2005).

The broader CG conception tends to be expressed in stakeholder theory, which is gradually attracting greater attention as issues of company accountability to stakeholders and CSR are brought to the forefront of policy and practice (Solomon and Solomon, 2004) in HK and worldwide.

2.3 Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)

CSR has gained global prominence and expanded role into a central pillar of global economic strategy. Interest in CSR has surged with globalisation and expanding international trade, which have brought greater business complexity and intensified stakeholder demands for transparency and CC by businesses. At the same time, while governments once bore primary responsibility for improving citizens’ welfare, societal needs have outpaced what governments alone can deliver (Jamali, 2006). As a result, attention has shifted towards the social role of businesses, with companies seeking to differentiate themselves by embracing CSR initiatives. Numerous definitions of CSR underscore its similarity to ethics - refer to the study of morality and the application of reason to clarify rules and principles that determine what is right or wrong in particular contexts (Crane and Matten, 2004).
The World Business Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD) views CSR as the continuing commitment by business to contribute to sustainable economic development while improving the quality of life of the workforce and their families, the community and society at large (WBCSD,  2002). Many scholars view CSR as having two facets: internal and external. Internally, companies focus on responsibilities in dealing with issues related to skills development and education, workplace safety and conditions, human and labour rights, equity and equal opportunity, and health and safety (Jones, Comfort and Hillier, 2005). Externally, an area that has attracted greater scholarly attention (Deakin and Hobbs, 2007), the emphasis shifts to corporate citizenship, with companies attending to their economic and social impacts, stakeholder relations, and environmental stewardship (Munilla and Miles, 2005).

[bookmark: _Hlk196999761]In summary, CSR goes beyond strategic philanthropy and compliance, and addresses how companies manage their economic, social and environmental impacts, as well as their relationships in all key spheres of influence locally, nationally and globally, including (a) CG mechanisms for conducting core business activities and investments that relevant to the workplace, the marketplace and the value chain in a profitable, productive, ethical and responsible manner; (b) community investment, preferably in a manner that is aligned with the company’s core areas of competence and interest; and (c) the public policy realm to help governments build public capacity, strengthen institutions and deliver public goods (Nelson, 2008). 

Hoffman (2025), however, claims that CSR is a flawed concept; what we need instead is corporate accountability, as companies committed to corporate accountability will redefine their purpose with a new mindset to include improving society and the environment where they are obligated, liable, and answerable. She further comments that as CSR developed, the investment sector adopted ESG ratings as a standard way to assess companies. A higher ESG score generally signaled greater appeal to socially responsible investors. However, due to underwhelming financial returns, many investment firms are now reconsidering or abandoning ESG profiling.

The CSR literature presented below spans the three core domains of responsibility - economic, social and environmental (Golja and Pauišić, 2012).

2.3.1 ISO 26000 International Standard for Social Responsibility

The notion of good CG is the cornerstone for CSR as its essences in risk management, ethical business practices, accountability, communications, transparency and security, whereby this fundamental standpoint is consistent with ISO 26000 international standard for guidance on social responsibility (ISO, 2010a).  A schematic overview of ISO 26000 is presented in Figure 4; and an outline of ISO 26000 is presented in Table 3.

Figure 4. Schematic Overview of ISO 26000
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Table 3. Outline of ISO 26000
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Source: ISO (2010a).
ISO 26000 focuses on seven core subjects of social responsibility, revolving around CG along with the responsibility of management for decisions and actions regarding human rights, labour practices, the environment, fair operating practices, consumer concerns, and community engagement and development. Effective CG enables company to take action on the other core subjects and associated issues (see Figure 5 for seven core subjects which are interrelated and complementary), as well as to implement seven principles of social responsibility (i.e. accountability, transparency, ethical behaviour, and respect for stakeholder interests, the rule of law, international norms of behaviour and human rights) for ensuring social equity, healthy ecosystems and good CG (ISO, 2010a; ISO, 2011). 

Figure 5. The Seven Core Subjects of ISO 26000
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Source: ISO (2010a).

These core subjects encompass the significant economic, environmental and social impacts, which are interdependent, that companies should address to maximise their contribution to SD (ISO, 2010a). See Figure 6 for reference of the integration of ISO 26000 core subjects and associated issues with economic growth, environmental integrity, and societal equity aspects (ISO, 2010b). CG can be seen as the bedrock upon which social responsibility initiatives are constructed (Jones, 2012). ISO 26000 Standard will be a powerful social responsibility tool to assist companies to move from good intentions to good actions (ISO, 2010a). Corporate management should embed these seven principles of social responsibility into the company’s decision-making processes, structures and implementation. Jones (2012) claims that this will prompt companies to critically evaluate their reporting procedures and how they provide information to ever more sophisticated stakeholders.

Figure 6. The Integration of ISO 26000 Core Subjects and Associated Issues with 
Economic Growth, Environmental Integrity and Societal Equity Aspects
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Source: ISO (2010b).

Furthermore, ISO 26000 Standard supports and contributes to the achievement of the UNSDGs by providing a comprehensive guidance and framework for social responsibility that complements the UNSDGs’ objectives, enhancing corporate strategic planning, operational excellence, and CSR initiatives (Nicksmyth, 2021; Robinson, 2025).
 
In relation thereto, ISO 26000 Standard aligns conceptually and thematically with a broader CG conception emphasising corporate accountability to both shareholders and stakeholders, and ISO 37000 Standard and Listing Rules on ESG Subject with the aims of improving economic, social and environmental performance towards maximising the company’s contribution to economic, social and environmental sustainability. This international standard supports UNSDGs and associates with other CSR literature review of which both provide complementary frameworks for CG, CSR and SD agendas. ISO 26000 Standard can therefore provide a comprehensive CSR framework for Listed Companies to facilitate the integration of social responsibility core subjects and associated issues into the companies’ ESG agenda for formulating business strategies.

2.3.2 Keith Davis’ the Iron Law of Responsibility

Davis’s (1960) “Iron Law of Responsibility” held that “social responsibilities of businessmen need to be commensurate with their social power” (p. 71); and “avoidance of social responsibility will lead to gradual erosion of social power” (p. 73) on the part of businesses. He suggests that social responsibility refers to “businessmen’s decisions and actions taken for reasons at least partially beyond the firm’s direct economic or technical interest” (p. 70) (Davis, 1960). Accordingly, CSR covers two different sides: (a) economic obligations that attached with economic value contributing to economic developments, promoting public welfare such as creating employment; and (b) human obligations which are unmeasurable by an economic value scale such as nurture workforce morale, motivation, cooperation, and self-realisation in work (Davis, 1960). Davis (1973) further asserts that regardless of the business size, every company is able to contribute to the achievement of SD through responsible behaviour. Social responsibility is important for all corporations operating in the society. 

According to Garriga and Melé (2004), Davis (1960) introduces business power as a new element in the debate of CSR, and formulates ‘‘the social power equation”, whereby businessmen have to use their social power with great responsibility. They further claim that the concept of Davis (1960) requires a constantly integration of the economic drivers that companies pursuit into the social benefits for society at large and from there to the political integration and vice versa.

Moreover, Navickas et al. (2021) comment on Davis’ (1960) CSR two-side concept that until the 1970s, the expression of CSR was primarily linked to economic and social commitments. CSR was more often perceived as a responsible attitude rather as an activity.

In relation thereto, Davis’ CSR concept aligns with later developments in a broader CG conception and CSR (including other CSR literature presented in this study), which are now often viewed as two sides of the same coin in responsible business conduct, i.e. modern literature increasingly sees CG and CSR as interconnected towards contributing to SD.

Davis’ ideas support ISO 37000 Standard, ISO 26000 Standard, Listing Rules on ESG Subject, and UNSDGs, with argument that businesses hold social obligations beyond profit-making along with anticipating modern CSR ideas that emphasise on voluntary responsibility commitments for social welfare because businessmen’s power and responsibility must go hand in hand; ethical and responsible use of power, including environmental and social accountability; long-term self-interest of businesses where socially responsible behavior is a form of strategic foresight for the avoidance of regulatory intervention, reputation damage or loss of market position; and public expectations and societal legitimacy to build trust and enhance business continuity. 

In summary, Davis’ CSR concepts laid the ethical and strategic groundwork for Listed Companies to formulate business strategies embedded with ESG agenda which would later contribute to economic, social and environmental sustainability. It is arguable that good CG is the cornerstone for sustainable CSR. Though CG and CSR can be viewed as mutually reinforcing, but good CG provides the framework to implement CSR sustainably.


2.3.3 John Dowling and Jeffrey Pfeffer’s Legitimacy Theory

Dowling and Pfeffer (1975) define organisational legitimacy as congruence between the social values (or legitimacy) associated with (or implied by) the companies’ activities and the norms of acceptable corporate behavior in a broader social framework. When disparity exists between the social values and corporate behaviour, threat to organisational legitimacy appears in the form of legal, economic, and other social sanctions. Given the potential costs and risks of losing companies’ legitimacy associated with breaching the social contract, companies have to adapt or alter their corporate goals, business activities, or methods of operation to conform with societal values for maintaining or restoring legitimacy.  The companies’ legitimate status is rooted in Legitimacy Theory (Dowling and Pfeffer, 1975).

The concept of legitimacy under Institutional Theory presented in Section 2.2.4 and Legitimacy Theory is not exactly the same. These two theories provide a comprehensive view on how publicly listed companies adapt to social and institutional pressures and expectations to a certain extent for gaining and maintaining legitimacy in the competitive business context administered by a social contract.

Dowling and Pfeffer (1975) refer social contract as the implicit understanding that society provides company with a stable and supportive business environment to operate, expecting in return that business contributes positively to its performance through CSR practices. The notion of social contract is indeed the expectations rather than a formal contract that company acts in ways acceptable to the relevant society in which the company is allowed to conduct its business. For compliance with the social contract and granting business legitimacy, Mathews (1993) argues that society expects the value provided by the company outweighs the social and environmental costs incurred by the company. 

According to Dowling and Pfeffer (1975), Guthrie, Cuganesan and Ward (2007), and Noah (2017), Legitimacy Theory holds that companies must align their values with those of the society in which they operate to gain legitimacy and eliminate threats to their survival. Guthrie, Cuganesan and Ward (2007) argue that CSR is an effective avenue for achieving such legitimacy. Building on this, Olateju et al. (2021) suggest that Legitimacy Theory is a suitable framework for understanding and guiding CSR policy and practice.

Loss of legitimacy can expose companies to a range of risks related to financial, reputational, market, hostile, legal and regulatory aspects (Filatotchev and Nakajima, 2014; Gangi et al., 2018a; Deegan, 2020). Conversely, when companies are perceived as legitimate, their operations and conducts align with societal norms, values, expectations and demands, making them lawful and publicly acceptable (Dowling and Pfeffer, 1975; Guthrie, Cuganesan and Ward, 2007; Noah, 2017).

It appears that Legitimacy Theory can explain to a certain extent the encouragement for HK-listed companies to conduct good CG and CSR practices, including the recommended best practices set out in the Listing Rules CG Code on a voluntary basis, and perform transparent ESG reporting on ESG information disclosure which are legitimate and expected by the society under the social contract. 

In relation thereto, Legitimacy Theory aligns with a broader CG conception and complements other CSR literature review where modern CG-CSR literature increasingly sees CG and CSR as interconnected. Legitimacy Theory is strongly compatible with the position of good CG is the cornerstone for sustainable CSR because transparent and ethical governance builds trust and legitimacy, thus supports sustainable CSR practices that conformed with stakeholder expectations.  In essence, the legitimate corporate behaviour laid the ethical and strategic groundwork for Listed Companies to formulate business strategies and activities embedded with ESG agenda which would later contribute to economic, social and environmental sustainability.

Legitimacy Theory does provide a legitimacy link and powerful explanatory lens to understand the rationale for Listed Companies to apply the relevant or applicable good CG and CSR principles outlined in ISO 37000 Standard, ISO 26000 Standard, and Listing Rules on ESG Subject to their organisational CG and CSR frameworks. There is great motivation for participation in the UNSDGs by aligning corporate strategies, business activities and operation methods with global societal priorities and stakeholder values.

2.3.4 Edward Freeman’s Stakeholder Theory

Stakeholder Theory, as developed by Freeman (1984), asserts that (a) managers have a fiduciary responsibility not just to shareholders, but to all stakeholders who have a legitimate interest in the company, aiming to fairly redistribute benefits to stakeholders (refer as “any group or individual who can affect or is affected by the achievement of the activities of an organisation’’ (Freeman, 1984, p. 46)); and (b) all stakeholders should be given with important decision-making power and efficacy with rights to participate in determining the company’s future direction in which they have legitimate interests, respecting their rights not to be treated as means to an end (Freeman, 1984; Freeman, 2002). This governance structure laid the groundwork for a broader view of corporate stakeholder responsibility, being a dominant feature of stakeholder management (Freeman, 2008), and ethical business management, which is consistent with the view of Deegan (2020) as regards Stakeholder Theory.

Freeman (1984) argues that management has to take into account the rights and interests of all legitimate stakeholders in respect of stakeholder democracy and CG. In this aspect, he claims that Stakeholder Theory is compatible with several different normative cores (that is theories of ethics), such as fair contracts, feminism and ecological principles that present a different perspective on CSR with ethics positioned at the central (Freeman, 1984; Garriga and Melé, 2004). 

Freeman (2008) further contends that stakeholder management (refers to creating as much value as possible for stakeholders, without opting for trade-offs) is to (a) solve some of the problems of the dominant model of business (i.e. business management is solely focused on maximising profits and creating benefits for shareholders) which does not work very well in the 21st century of global and multi-faceted business environment, and shareholder value may not capture the dynamism of business (Freeman, 2025a); (b) create better consequences (utilitarianism) for all legitimate stakeholders as stakeholder interests are tied together, whereby alignment of stakeholder interests in the same direction is essential for corporate sustainability (Freeman, 2025a); (c) work well with the evolution of laws which restricts the trade-offs of various stakeholders’ rights and benefits with priority focus on shareholders’ interests; (d) better respect human rights as business is fully situated in the realm of humanity; and (e) produce better human character (virtue ethics) (Freeman, 2008). 
According to Crane and Matten (2010), business ethics is the study of business situations, activities, and decisions where issues of right and wrong are addressed. The literature review that concerns CG, CSR, CC, corporate sustainability, and TBL concept of Elkington (2006) are indicators of the emerging effort to determine the meaning of ethical business (Shahin and Zairi, 2007).

Freeman (1984) states that companies should use CSR as an extension of effective CG mechanisms to resolve conflicts between managers and non-investing stakeholders by broadening corporate participation in social and political processes. He then defines stakeholder-management capability as managers’ understanding of conceptual mapping among their stakeholders, the organisational process for dealing with these stakeholders, and carrying out the transactions with their stakeholders that are necessary to achieve the organisation’s purpose. Although managing conflicting and competing roles among stakeholders is not a simple task, Freeman (2008) views that successful stakeholder management is attainable if there is an alignment between strategic organisational purpose and the minds of key stakeholders (being parties who possess a higher degree of control over resources, particularly those critical resources, required by the company to the continued business viability and success of the company (Ullmann, 1985; Roberts, 1992)) by spending efforts on the improvement of relationships with key stakeholders. Therefore, a company should be run in the interests of all its primary stakeholders without contradicting the ethical principles on which capitalism stands. 

Freeman (2008) further outlines that the company has relationships with a broad variety of stakeholders which can be categorised into (a) primary stakeholders (comprising customers, suppliers, employees, communities, and financiers such as shareholders, bondholders, banks, etc.); and (b) secondary stakeholders (comprising government, competitors, consumers advocate groups, special interest groups, and media). In summary, Stakeholder Theory predicts that managers conduct CSR to fulfil their moral, ethical and social duties for their stakeholders, and strategically achieve corporate goals for their shareholders (Jo and Harjoto, 2012). 

In relation thereto, Stakeholder Theory aligns with a broader CG conception and other CSR literature review where modern CG-CSR literature increasingly sees CG and CSR as interconnected towards contributing to SD. Stakeholder Theory strongly supports the position of good CG is the cornerstone for sustainable CSR through (a) broadening the scope of CG to include all legitimate stakeholders; (b) embedding ethical responsibility into business strategies that authentically advance the ESG agenda, and promoting value creation for primary stakeholders as their interests are important to the success of a business (Freeman, 2025b); and (c) ensuring CSR objective and activities are aligned with stakeholder expectations, particularly powerful stakeholders when facing with the conflict of interests among stakeholders. These core values ensures that corporate actions are inclusive, responsible, and oriented towards corporate sustainability that integrate environmental, social and economic concerns. 

Stakeholder Theory can provide a unifying ethical foundation for Listed Companies to align their CG and CSR frameworks with ISO 37000 Standard, ISO 26000 Standard, Listing Rules on ESG Subject, and the initiative of UNSDGs. 

2.3.5 Archie Carroll’s Pyramid of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)

[bookmark: _Hlk199620872]The concept of corporate social performance (CSP) underlines the point that business operates in the society, which legitimises its activities and provides the main resources for conducting different business activities. Business has power and power requires responsibility. Thus, it is social expectations that business requires taking greater responsibility towards the society. In this context, both Davis’s (1960, 1973) Iron Law of Responsibility (as presented in Section 2.3.2, which provides a moral and strategic rationale for CSR) and Carroll’s (1991) CSR Pyramid (which provides a comprehensive model of CSR dimensions) complement each other and collectively provide a foundation for understanding the concept of CSP (Wood, 1991; Carroll, 1999; Mele, 2008).

[bookmark: _Hlk199621764]Carroll (1979, refined in 1991) suggests that companies have four responsibilities: economic, legal, ethical and philanthropic, which constitute total CSR (see Figure 7 for Carroll’s Pyramid of CSR). Carroll’s Pyramid of CSR depicts the economic category as the base (the foundation upon which all others rest), and then built upward through legal, ethical and philanthropic categories. Carroll emphasises that business should not fulfil these in sequential fashion but that each is to be fulfilled at all times of which companies are required to pursue profitability, adhere to legal obligations, uphold ethical standards, and demonstrate good CC simultaneously. Therefore, CSR urges companies to strike a balance among:
(a) the economic responsibility of generating profits (i.e. return on investment) for shareholders, offering wages and secure jobs to employees, and supplying good products at good prices to consumers; 
(b) the legal responsibility of complying with applicable laws in their operating countries; 
(c) the ethical responsibility of adhering to societal norms or what is moral and just; and
(d) the discretionary philanthropic responsibility embraced CC of contributing to non-economic societal needs (Carroll, 1991). 
[bookmark: _Hlk199621614][bookmark: _Hlk199622217]Following Carroll’s four-part model of CSR, Carroll (1979, 1991) defines CSR as societal expectations over the responsibilities of companies on economic, legal, ethical, and discretionary (philanthropic) aspects at a particular time.

Figure 7. Carroll’s Pyramid of CSR

[image: ]
Carroll (2004) further applies his CSR Pyramid in a global context that economic responsibility is to fulfil the requirements of global capitalism, legal responsibility is to comply with the mandates of global stakeholders, ethical responsibility is to meet the stakeholder expectations, and philanthropic responsibility is to meet the desires of global stakeholders.

As companies seek to adequately perform with respect to their economic, legal, ethical and philanthropic responsibilities, tensions and trade-offs inevitably arise. Companies should base on their definition of CSR orientation and reputation to strike a balance on the engagement of these various responsibilities (Carroll, 2016). 

In relation thereto, Carroll’s CSR Pyramid strongly supports (a) conscious capitalism, stakeholder management, business ethics, CSV, CC and sustainability, especially in how it frames the ethical and philanthropic responsibilities of businesses to multiple stakeholder groups; and (b) a broader CG conception, as well as aligns with other CSR literature review where modern CG-CSR literature increasingly considers CG and CSR as interconnected towards contributing to SD.     

[bookmark: _Hlk192711155]Given today’s hypercompetitive global business environment where economic performance and sustainability, laws and social expectations have become important topics, companies adhere to Carroll’s four key CSR components simultaneously are indeed upholding a comprehensive position that CG (underpinned by ethics) and CSR (as a competitive tool for corporate excellence) are complementary constituents (Fernando, 2009), describing corporate accountability in a broader and stakeholder-oriented approach (Jamali, Safieddine and Rabbath, 2008). Resulting therefrom, good CG ensures, inter alia, effective internal control and financial accounting systems, transparency, accountability and compliance, while CSR addresses and responsive to various internal and external stakeholder obligations and the society at large. These core values are essential in building a sustainable and responsible business that integrate environmental, social and economic issues, as well as constructing business strategies that authentically advance the ESG agenda which would maximise the company’s contribution to economic, social and environmental sustainability.

Carroll’s CSR Pyramid provides an integrated and structured lens through which Listed Companies can align their CG and CSR frameworks with ISO 37000 Standard, ISO 26000 Standard, Listing Rules on ESG Subject, and the initiative of UNSDGs. It facilitates the integration of profitability with purpose, ensuring businesses value people, planet and profit holistically.

2.3.6 John Elkington’s Triple Bottom Line Concept 
         (also known as Triple P (Profit, Planet, People) Reporting)

[bookmark: _Hlk199622872]According to Elkington (1997), organisational performance can be measured in three dimensions: economic prosperity (profit), environmental quality (planet), and social justice (people) (collectively known as the Triple Bottom Line (TBL), being a sustainability-related construct that was coined by Elkington (1994)). The narrowest TBL concept focuses on measuring and reporting corporate performance against economic, environmental and social parameters. On the other hand, the broadest TBL concept captures the whole set of values, issues and processes that companies must address in order to minimise any harm resulting from their activities and to create economic, environmental and social value. Sustainable business involves aligning the company’s purpose with the needs of all its stakeholders. Although this arrangement will trigger conflicts of interests among stakeholders due to the interrelated and interdependent nature of TBL (Elkington, 1997), sustainability is achieved through the overlap of all environmental, social and economic areas (Elkington, 1994). 

[bookmark: _Hlk199623158]The nested spheres model that commonly used to describe sustainability and the TBL is presented in Figure 8, with sustainability being placed at the intersection of the three dimensions: economic, environment and social (Correia, 2019).







Figure 8. The Nested Spheres Model
[image: ]
Source: Purvis, Mao and Robinson, 2018.

Therefore, Elkington (1997) suggests that business requires a revolution of thinking in the following seven dimensions:
(a) markets - use market mechanisms to deliver improved performance against sustainability targets with the aim of attaining competitive edge over competitors.
(b) values – create both economic value and social or ethical values.
(c) transparency – aware that sustainability performance will increasingly be benchmarked and ranked by external watchdogs, along with the regulatory compliance and new CG rule requirement, leading to the need to integrate TBL agenda to business strategies.
(d)  life-cycle technology – focus on the entire life cycle of product, i.e. from production to disposal or recycling stage, which is essential for SD, circular economy, and corporate responsibility.
(e)  partnerships – partnerships among business, activist groups and the sustainability community for recognising the sustainability challenges and TBL goals.
(f)  time-perspective – change of business’s time perspective from short term to longer term for dealing with the longer term problems of sustainability.
(g)  CG – involve power at stake following the new definitions of ownership rights in company assets, in the balance between shareholders and stakeholders. 
These seven closely linked sustainability revolutions are presented in Figure 9.

Figure 9. Seven Sustainability Revolutions
[image: ]
Source: Elkington (2004).

Elkington (2006) argues that responsibility for the TBL rests with the Board and highlights the increasingly complex interlinkages among the fast-evolving CG agenda, the CSR sphere and SD.
As a result, a growing proportion of sustainability role has seen the fusion of CG with such wider societal concerns. He acknowledges a robust CG system enhances the potential for achieving genuinely sustainable capitalism. Additionally, for speed up corporate moves to a more sustainable world, companies should expect a continuing, and even accelerating, convergence between the worlds of CG (and global governance) and SD. Consequently, shifting the focus from public relations (PR) to CA and CG, contributes to attaining a sustainable business (Elkington, 2006), which referred to the achievement of economic prosperity, environmental quality, and social justice (Elkington, 1997). The Board has to balance the financial success of the company with principles of sustainability or social responsibility, within the TBL system of performance evaluation (Elkington, 1997).

As per Sridhar and Jones (2012), TBL reporting has been institutionalised as a way of thinking for corporate sustainability. Those companies reporting and performing well on a TBL basis should enjoy increasing market-share (Sridhar and Jones, 2012) and less volatility of their stock prices, and gain positive financial performance due to increased market value, customer satisfaction (Luo and Bhattacharya, 2006, 2009) and consumer support for sustainability (Choi and Ng, 2011), all of which benefited by having a reputation of care for the economic, environmental and social dimensions of social responsibility (Painter-Morland, 2006; Robins, 2006; MacDonald and Norman, 2007; Sridhar and Jones, 2012). By contrast, those businesses that resist pressure to embrace TBL are likely to suffer a loss of investor and consumer confidence over the longer term (Sridhar and Jones, 2012). 

Sridhar and Jones (2012) further comment that though institutions are constantly changing and improving towards a sustainable future, TBL has been fairly conservative in its approach to change given that the measurement coverage for social performance of companies encounters challenges of ill-structured, lacks of objectivity and reliability, and TBL approach fits poorly with the concerns of the public at large, including organisational culture (Sridhar and Jones, 2012; Soini and Dessein, 2016) and CG, thus trigger the risk of greenwashing (Sridhar and Jones, 2012).

Sridhar (2011) elaborates that companies embrace the sustainability movement can use TBL and other reporting systems to mask themselves from the external pressure to be more sustainable by handpicking metrics that they can easily measure and disclose information on these metrics while ignoring those that cannot be measured or those that could possibly show a darker side of the companies in terms of their sustainability initiatives. He suggests the best way for the TBL approach to gain practical credibility is to have an effective integration of three interdependent areas of the TBL in the planning process, thereby incorporates multiple stakeholder interests, opinions and interpretations of their insights, along with the sustainability concept placed at the central consideration of the design and implementation systems.

In summary, Elkington’s TBL strongly supports (a) stakeholder approach, including promotes shared value creation across stakeholder groups through integrating social and environmental concerns into business, and balancing profit with societal and environmental impacts; CC; the sustainability concept; and (b) a broader CG conception, as well as aligns with other CSR literature applied in this study where modern CG-CSR literature increasingly considers CG and CSR as interconnected towards contributing to SD. 

[bookmark: _Hlk196001724]Based on Elkington’s broader work (TBL in 1997, and his later works and interpretations presented in this study), he emphasis that strong and effective CG system is a crucial enabler for (a) businesses to operate sustainably over the long term; and (b) driving CSR efforts and sustainability, ultimately contributing to genuinely sustainable capitalism, being a system where economic growth aligns with environmental protection and social equity. In essence, effective CG serves as the foundational pillar for fostering sustainable CSR (Jamali, Safieddine and Rabbath, 2008) and essential to TBL outcomes. In the corporate planning stage, companies have to incorporate their ESG agenda into business strategies, and align corporate purpose with their stakeholder interests.

[bookmark: _Hlk196001680]Elkington’s TBL concept served as the predecessor to many of today’s global sustainability standards which laid the intellectual foundation on sustainability perspective for Listed Companies to align their CG and CSR frameworks towards maximise their contribution to SD. Along with having due consideration and application of ISO 37000 Standard, ISO 26000 Standard, Listing Rules on ESG Subject, and the initiative of UNSDGs, companies may enhance their TBL outcomes.

2.3.7 Andrew Crane and Dirk Matten’s Corporate Citizenship Concept

[bookmark: _Hlk196006587]Corporate Citizenship (CC) theories and approaches are focused on rights and duties, responsibilities and possible partnerships of business with societal groups and institutions (Melé, 2008). CC therefore refers to corporates’ duty to protect and respect the rights of citizens. Furthermore, because the power of government is diminishing and corporate power is increasing, corporations are increasingly taking over government responsibilities in providing citizens with their rights. The extended view includes these points and sees the role of CC as a political role over citizens (Wood and Logsdon, 2001) that administers social, civil and political rights (Crane and Matten, 2004). 

Crane, Matten and Moon (2008) identify three prevailing perspectives on CC: (i) a limited view that largely equates it with corporate philanthropy; (ii) an equivalent view that treats it as identical with CSR; and (iii) an extended view that recognises the corporation’s political role in society. Figure 10 summarises these three perspectives.

[bookmark: _Hlk196006607]



Figure 10. Three Views of Corporate Citizenship
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Figures 11 and 12 respectively summarise the corporate provision of these citizenship rights and the extended view of CC. Therefore, a definition for the extended view of CC can be: CC describes the corporate function for administering citizenship rights for individuals (Crane and Matten, 2004). This definition reframes CC towards the acknowledgement that the corporation administers certain aspects of citizenship for other constituencies, including both traditional stakeholders (such as employees, customers, shareholders) and wider constituencies with no direct transactional relationship to the corporation (Matten and Crane, 2005). 
Matten and Crane (2010) further claim that the extended view of CC clarifies (a) the demand for corporate accountability in the contemporary business ethics thinking; (b) the challenges pose by globalisation when making business strategies and activities in different socio-cultural context; and (c) the strong links between business ethics of sustainability and the company’s responsibilities to environment and society at large.  
[bookmark: _Hlk196006622]
Figure 11. Corporate Provision of Citizenship Rights
[image: ]

[bookmark: _Hlk196006634]







Figure 12. An Extended View of Corporate Citizenship
[image: ]

Based on Carroll’s (1991) CSR pyramid presented in Section 2.3.5, CC has been placed at the top level of pyramid, namely philanthropic responsibilities, suggesting that it is a discretionary activity that goes beyond the basic responsibilities of a business. Accordingly, company views CC approach as motivated by self-interest, including the insight that a stable social, environmental, and political environment ensures profitable business (Wood and Logsdon, 2001).

In the business globalisation context, Vidal (1999) emphasises that from an economic perspective, CC activities may enhance corporate reputation and long‐term financial performance (Vidal, 1999, cited in Melé, 2008); and Gardberg and Fombrun (2006) argue that CC programs are strategic investments, whereby in certain conditions, CC approach can help companies overcome nationalistic barriers, facilitate globalisation, support socio-cognitive integration so as to operate effectively across diverse local markets, thereby strengthening community ties and enhancing corporate reputation among potential local employees, customers and regulators, ultimately develop competitive edge over local rivals. Melé (2008) added that many transnational companies prefer to adopt CC model. 

Nonetheless, Windsor (2001a, 2001b) believes that company opts for CC approach is to take advantage of raising social expectations of corporate benefits in an age of government cutbacks and the corporate strategic management aiming at value creation in all functions and activities of company. The strategic is to invest in market development and social stability that serve as global state-conditions for corporate wealth creation (Windsor, 2001a, 2001b). 

The World Economic Forum (2002) reports that in most cases, global CC will include four key elements with schematic overview presented in Figure 13, which portrays good CG, ethical conduct and regulatory compliance at center, surrounded by responsibility for people and environmental impacts, and ultimately contribute to the company’s business development, and social and economic benefits in host countries and communities.

Figure 13. Schematic Overview of Key Elements for Global Corporate Citizenship
[image: ]
Source: World Economic Forum (2002).

[bookmark: _Hlk196000369]In relation thereto, CC concept supports a broader CG conception grounded with a holistic stakeholder-oriented, networked and multi-actor governance, and globally responsive model, thereby promotes shared value creation across stakeholder groups and the sustainability concept. CC concept positions CG and CSR as complementary systems in practice, though not emphasised in the model. CG ensures corporate accountability, while CSR reflects the values and commitments that guide CG structure, both are necessary for responsible corporate behavior towards maximsie Listed Companies’ contribution to SD.

In essence, CC concept views companies not just as economic actors, but as “citizens” with civil, political, and social responsibilities, particularly in contexts where government capacity is weak. This broader view of corporate responsibility and accountability associates with other CSR literature applied in this study, ISO 37000 Standard, ISO 26000 Standard and Listing Rules on ESG Subject of which all of them provide complementary frameworks for CG, CSR and SD agendas. However, CC addresses gaps of civil and political roles in society that are not fully covered by these CSR literature, ISO 37000 Standard, ISO 26000 Standard and Listing Rules on ESG Subject. CC concept compatibles with UNSDGs for achieving global sustainability goals.

2.3.8 Michael Porter and Mark Kramer’s Concept of Creating Shared Value

[bookmark: _Hlk196136543]Porter and Kramer (2006, refined in 2011) introduce a business concept “creating shared value” (CSV) and define shared value (SV) as “policies and operating practices that enhance the competitiveness of a company while simultaneously advancing the economic and social conditions in the communities in which it operates” (Porter and Kramer, 2011, p. 6).  SV, as an integral part of strategy, is created through developing deep links between economic and societal progress grounded with value principle of benefits relative to costs, instead of merely benefits (i.e. profit). Thus, redefine corporate purpose to better align companies’ success with societal improvement, including less environmental damage (Porter and Kramer, 2011). 

Porter and Kramer (2011) claim that companies can gain CA by developing strong links between their business strategies and CSR that comprises of social and environmental considerations. The connection between addressing social needs (i.e. creation social good and benefits) and contributing to CA (i.e. better company productivity) is presented in Figure 14, thereby attaining synergy between the sustained profits and business, and society prosperity – that is profits involving a social purpose. CSV concept redefines capitalism, driving the new approaches for greater business innovation and growth in the global economy. 
[bookmark: _Hlk196136518]Figure 14. The Connection between Competitive Advantage and Social Needs 
[image: ]
Source: Harvard Business School (no date, a).

Although societal problems can create economic costs (i.e. externalities) to the company’s value chain, while creating societal value can lead to generating economic value, and businesses have a unique role in developing scalable solutions, Porter and Kramer (2011) warn that businesses cannot solve all societal problems through shared value solutions. However, in the process of mitigating any harm that caused by businesses, they manage to earn the respect of society again, restore public trust and rebuild business legitimacy (Porter and Kramer, 2011).  

In view of companies should move beyond CSR for CSV when making business and community investment decisions towards achieving synergy of both the company (i.e. economic) and community’s success, Porter and Kramer (2011) outline the differences between CSR and CSV in Figure 15; and describe CSR practices generally aim for gaining reputation with limited linkage to business; whereas, CSV is an integration of the company’s profit and competitive position (Porter and Kramer, 2011). As regards the claim for the reputation-driven CSR, Fleming and Jones (2013) agreed that CSR has become a key marketing and branding tool for most large and medium-sized companies. This comment further concurred by Faust (2006) that CSR has been widely used as PR and IR strategy, and reputation and risk management tool for gaining business legitimacy and reputation, and maintaining goodwill. Consequently, as per Porter and Kramer (2011), businesses need to restore the trust of stakeholders.

Figure 15. Differences between CSR and CSV
[image: ]
Source: Porter and Kramer (2011).

Companies have the following key mutually reinforcing means of CSV opportunities which considered as the SV strategies (Porter and Kramer, 2011):
(a) Reconceive markets and products - defines markets regarding social unmet needs for subsequent development of effective services or products to solve such challenges.
(b) Redefine company’s productivity in the value chain - requires a company (or its suppliers) to increase its productivity by addressing the social and environmental constraints in its value chains.
(c) Enable local cluster development - involves strengthening the competitive content in the central regions where the company operates, driving productivity, innovation and competitiveness of clusters, which ultimately improving company productivity and innovation. SD must contribute to the productivity and growth of the local community.

In essence, CSV demonstrates the integration of SV into the public policy (concerning social needs and strategic social investment) and business strategy (concerning business opportunities and guiding business investment on, inter alia, assets and expertise, along with management strategy for building business solutions on addressing social challenges that affect business operations) (Porter and Kramer, 2011; Richtopia, 2016). Figure 16 presents the CSV model. 

Figure 16. CSV Model
[image: ]
Source: Motherapp (2025).

According to Motherapp (2025), CSV approach is a bridge between CA and CSR. Value generation in a wider community will ensure the company’s business goals and the community’s health are mutually dependent.

Following the implementation of SV strategies, companies will have an opportunity to turn capitalism into an environmentally, socially and financially sustainable economic system. 

In summary, CSV strongly supports a broader CG conception by expanding the stakeholder model of governance in the 21st century. The alignment between CSV and ISO 37000 Standard lies in their mutual commitment to purpose-led governance, stakeholder-oriented value creation, and long-term sustainability. While CSV offers a strategic framework for integrating societal impact into business models, ISO 37000 provides the governance principles necessary to support such integration in a responsible and ethical manner.

CSV is an evolution or refinement of CSR, rather than a replacement, and aligns with CSR in spirit and those CSR literature applied in this study, such as (a) Stakeholder Theory; (b) TBL concept; (c) ISO 26000 Standard that emphasises on ethical, sustainable and stakeholder-oriented practices by integrating social and environmental concerns into governance and core operations of companies, ultimately promotes SD; and (d) Listing Rules on ESG Subject by embedding ESG goals in business strategy, fostering economic, social and environmental sustainability. 

In terms of other CSR literature review, CSV associates with (a) the Iron Law of Responsibility that emphasis the importance of businesses addressing societal expectations to maintain legitimacy; (b) Legitimacy Theory that recognises the importance of aligning business activities with societal expectations; (c) CSR Pyramid with recognition of the importance of economic, legal and ethical responsibilities to society, but diverges from Carroll’s model by reframing social responsibility as a source of strategic value, rather than a set of layered obligations; and (d) CC concept with recognition of the company’s role in addressing social issues, but CSV emphasises strategic value creation through social impact, whereas CC frames corporate responsibility in terms of civic and political roles in society.

Furthermore, CSV provides a strategic business model that aligns and supports the achievement of UNSDGs (Sustainable Brands, 2020) by making social impact core to corporate strategy. Both frameworks are mutually reinforcing and share a vision of business as a positive force for SD.

Pursuant to the context of CSV, CG can be seen as a cornerstone to effective CSR, providing the accountability, leadership, and strategic oversight needed to embed SV principles into core business strategy and operations. Listed Companies can use CSV strategic concept to provide strategic direction and inspiration in formulating effective CG and CSR frameworks along with using CG and CSR rules and standards as discussed in this study.

2.4 Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) Reporting Guide for Hong Kong’s Main Board Listing Rules

As stated in Section 2.2.2, this study is focus on Appendix C2 (ESG Reporting Guide) to the main board Listing Rules as of 1 October 2024. Since CG subject area (“G”) has been reviewed under Section 2.2.2, this section will focus on the review of environment (“E”) and social (“S”) subject areas. A schematic overview of Listing Rules on ESG Subject is presented in Figure 3, along with the Board’s overall responsibility for ESG matters and SEHK’s initiatives in advancing the SD of HK economy and supporting ESG development across HK-listed companies community presented in Section 2.2.2.

HK-listed companies must (a) comply with mandatory requirements for disclosure of all information set out in Part B of ESG Reporting Guide, covering ESG governance structure; materiality, quantitative and consistency ESG reporting principles; and ESG reporting boundary; and (b) subject to the “comply or explain” regime for disclosure of environmental and social subject areas as set out in Part C of ESG Reporting Guide, covering the aspects of emissions, use of resources, the environment and natural resources, and climate change for environmental subject area; and the aspects of employment, health and safety, development and training, labour standards, supply chain management, product responsibility, anti-corruption, and community investment for social subject area, along with the general disclosures as summarised in Figure 3, and the relevant key performance indicators (KPIs) of environmental and social dimensions (HKEx, 2024a).

Companies are encouraged to identify and report additional ESG issues and KPIs that are relevant to their major environmental and social impacts; or significantly affect stakeholders’ evaluations and decisions, as well as make reference to the existing international ESG reporting guidance that relevant to their industries. For effective determination of the relevant ESG information, companies should maintain continuous engagement with stakeholders to understand their insights and better satisfy their expectations. And for enhancement of the credibility of the disclosed ESG information, companies may seek independent assurance (HKEx, 2024a).

There is significant investor demand for ESG products and, correspondingly, for ESG information;  and with the increasing integration of sustainability-related risks and opportunities into capital allocation decisions, financial market participants have increasingly been integrating ESG ratings (The SustainAbility Institute, 2023) and data products into their investment decisions.

A landmark global agreement called the “Paris Agreement” was adopted in 2015 to substantially reduce global greenhouse gas emissions highlighted the urgency of the climate-related context. Following thereto, the enhanced ESG Reporting Guide effective from July 2020 represents a direction towards mandatory Task Force on Climate-Related Financial Disclosures (TCFD)-aligned climate-related disclosures by 2025 (HKEx, 2021). 

The amendments to the ESG Reporting Guide which requires, inter alia, all HK-listed companies to publish their ESG reports for the financial years commencing from 1 July 2020 with attention given to the greater ESG integration into companies’ business strategies and models, Board’s role in the ESG governance structure, and disclosure of the impact of significant climate-related issues  (HKEx, 2019) represent a good move from a mere ESG reporting to improving ESG management and enhancing ESG reporting quality, embracing true benefits for long-term value creation and sustainability (KPMG, CLP and HKICS, 2020).  

ESG disclosures are structured in accordance with TCFD recommendations (ESGpedia, 2024; Phang and Chia, 2024) that concern four thematic of climate-related risks and opportunities, namely company’s governance, strategy, risk management, and metrics and targets (TCFD, 2017). See Figure 17 for TCFD’s four core elements. The purpose is to help HK-listed companies tackle and response to climate change effectively, and to facilitate a smooth transition to a more sustainable and lower-carbon economy (HKEx, 2021). This resiliency and sustainability journey supports and facilitates HK government’s Climate Action Plan 2050 launched in 2021 that would lead HK towards the goal of carbon neutrality before 2050 (HK Government, 2021). The development and implementation of sustainability disclosure and reporting standards have been identified as a key enabler of HK’s development into a green and sustainable finance centre (Securities and Futures Commission, 2018; Hong Kong Monetary Authority, 2023).

Figure 17. TCFD Recommendations’ Four Core Elements 
[image: ]
Source: TCFD (2017).

TCFD has been disbanded in October 2023 following the fulfilment of its remit, thereby the International Sustainability Standards Board (ISSB) Standards have effectively replaced TCFD as the next evolution of climate-related disclosures with International Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS) S2 built on the TCFD framework (IFRS, 2025). In line with this commitment, SEHK has revised the climate-related disclosure requirements for ESG reporting framework to closely align with the ISSB global baseline for IFRS S2 climate-related reporting standard. Publicly listed companies must prepare for internationally recognised sustainability reporting from the financial years commencing 1 January, 2025 (HKEx, 2024b, 2024c; Debevoise & Plimpton LLP, 2024). The upgrading of climate disclosure regime aims to accelerate the building of resiliency and the sustainability journey of HK-listed companies, further strengthening HK’s position as a trusted and attractive venue for capital raising, and position HK as a leading green and sustainable finance hub within the region and globally (HKCGI, 2023).

ESG Reporting Guide that consists of ESG subject areas aligns with a broader CG conception and aligns conceptually and thematically with ISO 37000 Standard and ISO 26000 Standard; and associates with other CSR literature review of which both provide complementary frameworks for CG, CSR and SD agendas. ESG Reporting Guide promotes shared value creation across stakeholder groups, the sustainability concept, and UNSDGs. The guide positions good CG is the cornerstone for sustainable CSR towards enhancing long-term sustainability.  In summary, ESG Reporting Guide can provide comprehensive and extensive guidance to the Listed Companies in formulating and implementing their CG and CSR frameworks effectively.

2.5 Three Relational Models portray the Relationships between CG and CSR

Several persistence questions remain regarding the relationships between CG and CSR. These questions inquire about the independence or interdependence of CG and CSR, as well as whether they are mutually exclusive or mutually coexistent and gradually convergent. The following models presented by Jamali, Safieddine, and Rabbath (2008) posit a relationship between CG and CSR, namely: (1) CG as a pillar for CSR, (2) CG and CSR as coexisting components of the same continuum, and (3) CSR as an attribute of CG (Jamali, Safieddine and Rabbath, 2008).

2.5.1 John Hancock’s Four Key Pillars of CSR Model

Hancock (2005) outlines four core pillars of CSR (see Figure 18): strategic governance, combining traditional CG concerns with strategic management capability, along with human capital, stakeholder capital and the environment. Despite Hancock (2005) positions CG as one of four core CSR pillars, this depiction still implies that an effective CG system is a necessary pillar for sustainable CSR, and aligned with performance objectives to (a) increase revenue growth, and loyalty of customers, investors and talented workforce; (b) reduce operating expenses and legal risk; and (c) strengthen relationship with key stakeholders, innovative culture, and investment capital (Hancock, 2005; Jamali, Safieddine and Rabbath, 2008). 

Hancock (2005) contends that investors and senior management should prioritise four core CSR pillars, which collectively explain approximately 80% of a company’s real worth and future value-creation capacity. Aligned with a resource-based view (Barney, 1995; Wright, Dunford and Snell, 2001), the model holds that value creation in CSR depends on leveraging human, stakeholder, and environmental capital through, or in conjunction with, strong strategic governance. By effectively managing these CSR pillars, companies can improve CA, enhance brand value and reputation, and ultimately boost profitability and shareholder value (Hancock, 2005). This view accords with Elkington’s (2006) perspective that Boards bear responsibility for CSR.

Corporations acknowledge that an effective CG system that equipped with a proper management     is essential for successful and integrated CSR initiatives that serves the interests of all stakeholders involved. These four pillars align well with the fundamental dimensions of SD, thereby through integrating these four pillars into Listed Companies’ core strategy and operations, companies can maximise their contribution to economic, social and environmental sustainability. 

Figure 18. Four Key Pillars of CSR Model
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2.5.2 Alnoor Bhimani and Kazbi Soonawalla’s The Corporate Responsibilities Continuum

Bhimani and Soonawalla (2005) depict CG and CSR as complementary parts of a single corporate accountability spectrum. Their corporate responsibilities continuum, shown in Figure 19, serves as an integrative framework meant to align conformance and performance reporting, arguing these should be presented cohesively rather than in isolation. The spectrum spans different levels of adherence to laws and enforceable standards: the left side emphasises corporate conformance, while the right side focuses on corporate performance, where formulating and enforcing codes or standards is far more challenging and oversight mechanisms are comparatively less evident (Bhimani and Soonawalla, 2005), often due to CSR practices are voluntary, regulations are incomplete, and greenwashing or social-washing occurs.

The model suggests that CG has dominated research and practice, but growing interest in CSR (including CSR disclosure) and stakeholder value creation, though still voluntary, is increasingly valued (Bhimani and Soonawalla, 2005). It is further supported by prior studies (Marsiglia and Falautano, 2005; Clarke, 2007) distinguishing between legally enforceable governance mechanisms that demand compliance and conformance, and voluntary, self-regulatory stakeholder and CSR initiatives indicative of discretionary CSP. Even now, CG and adherence to evolving legal standards attract more attention than voluntary CSR performance. Nonetheless, the continuum clarifies the foundational elements of corporate accountability: CG and compliance form the cornerstone on the left, while the other components are progressively incorporated to bolster global accountability overall (Jamali, Safieddine and Rabbath, 2008). Gupta (2019), on the other hand, argues that CSR is no longer a voluntary act of the corporate world as it has become the law in some countries. Such assertion is validated by the current regulatory regime outlined in Section 1.2. 

Companies operate along a continuum, from compliance obligations to broader, ethics- and sustainability-focused roles, where effective alignment of robust governance structures with responsible conduct delivers value and sustainable growth in a globalised context, serving both shareholders and stakeholders, thereby contributing to SD. Within this framework, CG and CSR are complementary parts of a single corporate accountability spectrum, implying they should be addressed concurrently in an ongoing basis of corporate and managerial decision-making.

Figure 19. The Corporate Responsibilities Continuum
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2.5.3 Chi-Kun Ho’s CSR Embedded in CG Model

Ho (2005) treats CSR as a dimension of CG, expanding CG’s scope to encompass a broader set of attributes, including CSR, and to integrate non-financial risks into governance-related risk mitigation (Ho, 2005; Jamali, Safieddine and Rabbath, 2008). As shown in Figure 20, this view of CG spans traditional attributes such as Board structure, strategic leadership, stewardship, social responsibilities (i.e. CSR), and capital structure and market relations (Ho, 2005). This insight consistent with the perspective of Kendall (1999) and Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s Principles of CG (OECD, 1999, 2004), which consider CSR-related themes as an important dimension of CG or CSR as an integral part of CG (Jamali, Safieddine and Rabbath, 2008). 

Building on Kendall’s (1999) study, Ho (2005) argues that effective CG should embed ethical values into business operations so companies act socially responsibly and align with societal norms. In this view, accountability to external stakeholders and to employees should be integral to CG structures and policies. Ho (2005) also finds that stronger CSR commitments are closely and positively associated with director qualifications and tenure, Boards that demonstrate robust stewardship and strategic leadership, and effective management of capital market pressures; together, these attributes characterise effective CG (Jamali, Safieddine and Rabbath, 2008).
This represents a more advanced and refined model of CG where good CG and sustainability go hand-in-hand, aiming for long-term value creation for all stakeholders. This model also signals that SD is central to the group’s philosophy, with CSR positioned as a key strategic priority.

Figure 20. CSR Embedded in CG Model
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2.6 Sustainable Development (SD)

SD was first defined in the World Commission on Environment and Development’s 1987 Brundtland Report entitled “Our common future” as “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987, p. 43), seeking reconciliation of promoting economic prosperity with social inclusion and environmental stewardship. It laid the foundation for modern sustainability policies (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987). ISO 26000 Standard provides the same definition as Brundtland Report and asserts that “these social, economic and environmental goals are interdependent and mutually reinforcing” (ISO, 2010a, p.  4).

As presented in Section 2.3.6 that Elkington’s TBL model (also known as the Triple P: People, Planet, Profit) is fully aligned with SD and is widely regarded as one of the foundational frameworks for encouraging companies to implement sustainability in business across economic, social, and environmental domains (i.e. SD Domains), that is the exact pillars of SD, whereby sustainability is occurred at the intersection of these three domains (Elkington, 1994, 1997) as illustrated in Figure 8. Miller (2023) asserts that the common goal of a sustainable business strategy is to positively impact the environment, society, or both, while also benefiting shareholders through generating good financial performance. The power of sustainable business strategies is addressing the world’s most pressing challenges and driving business success. TBL model is therefore employed to understand business’s sustainability effort (Miller, 2023) and to track progress of business’s sustainability goals (Cote, 2021).

Dyllick and Hockerts (2002) identify three domains of sustainability that same as Elkington’s TBL model; and define corporate sustainability in the business context as meeting the needs of a company’s direct and indirect stakeholders, including among others, shareholders, employees, customers and communities, without compromising its ability to meet the needs of future stakeholders as well. They emphasise the importance of integrating SD Domains in TBL; and integrating short-term profits and long-terms aspects that underpin the spirit of sustainability. 

Prior sustainability scholars, such as Carter and Rogers (2008), White (2009), Paulraj (2011), and Jum’a et al. (2022), contend that sustainability comprises environmental, economic and social dimensions. Empirical works by Gangi et al. (2018b), Yip and Bocken (2018), and Nosratabadi et al. (2020) demonstrate the interdependence of these TBL pillars, reinforcing Elkington’s (1997) perspective.

[bookmark: _Hlk196736181]However, in the ever-changing, increasingly challenging and vulnerability of social-ecological system, businesses have to consider how a resilience approach (Holling, 1973) can contribute to the goals of SD. Walker et al. (2004) comment that strategies for sustainability must be context dependent and subject to change, where appropriate, for maintaining long-term sustainability. In essence, the governance of the stability dynamics of all linked systems of social (human) and ecological (nature) derived from the complementary attributes of (a) resilience (refers as the capacity of a system to absorb disturbance and reorganise while undergoing change so as to retain essentially the same function, structure, identity, and feedbacks); (b) adaptability (refers as the capacity of management in the system to manage resilience); and (c) transformability (refers as the capacity to create a fundamentally new system when ecological, economic, or social structures make the existing system unsustainable) (Walker et al., 2004).

According to Kantabutra and Ketprapakorn (2020), CSR concept and stakeholder concept have through their ethical and business reasons, explain to the companies the necessity of sustaining economic, social and environmental outputs for allowing the companies to meet their moral and business objectives. The corporate accountability concept finally explains that companies are accountable to a broad range of stakeholders for producing TBL outputs (Kantabutra and Ketprapakorn, 2020).

Among the CG literature presented under Section 2.2, a broader concept of CG, emphasising business responsibilities towards multiple stakeholders, directly influences corporate contributions to sustainability and SD across economic, social and environmental dimensions. UN 2030 Agenda for SD presented that good CG at all levels, and corporate transparency, effectiveness and accountability form part of the core factors for achieving SD (United Nations, no date, a). CG-SD relationship is presented by the researcher in Section 1.4. This broader view aligns with ISO 37000 Standard, Listing Rules on CG Code, and Meyer and Rowan’s Institutional Theory.

The eight core CSR literature presented under Section 2.3 (including Porter and Kramer’s CSV concept that represents a shift towards a more strategic, business-integrated approach compared to traditional CSR) cover the three core CSR domains: economic, social and environmental responsibilities. This demonstrates that CSR is the micro aspect of SD as presented by the researcher in Section 1.4.

In relation thereto, SD concept (and also TBL concept) supports the UNSDGs by aligning corporate action with global sustainability targets.

2.7 United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (UNSDGs)

The UNSDGs consist of a collection of 17 goals and 169 targets as presented in Figure 21 based on five values: People, Planet, Prosperity, Peace and Partnership, aiming to work towards accomplishing a more prosperous and sustainable future for everyone by 2030 through using an integrated and indivisible approach for balancing environmental, social and economic sustainability, which takes into account the interests of all stakeholders (United Nations, no date, a). 











Figure 21. UNSDGs
[image: Sustainable Development Goals]
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Source: United Nations (no date, b).
Given the interlinked nature of the UNSDGs that poses many implementation challenges, it is crucial to apply a more innovative and integrated approaches to SD (Bennich et al., 2023), identify and assess trade-offs where goals cannot be achieved simultaneously, and pursue synergies (i.e. co-benefits) across goals (Eurostat, 2022, 2023). This is to ensure advances in some areas do not make at the expense of others, leading to long-lasting SD outcomes (ICSU, 2017). See Figure 22 for reference of synergistic and trade-offs relations between the different goals.

Figure 22. The Interlinked Nature of the UNSDGs
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Resulting therefrom, apart from applying adaptable strategies that maximise synergies and mitigate negative trade-offs and conflicts among the goals, or make priorities to secure the most significant impact (i.e. strategic focus) (Bennich et al., 2023; Council on Foreign Relations, 2023), it is essential to align the 17 goals with the three overarching ESG categories (see Figure 23 for reference) to access goal synergies. Additionally, companies can use UNSDGs as a guide to formulate their ESG framework by incorporating UNSDGs (tailored to context-specific targets, where appropriate) into their business strategies so as to create long-term value for all stakeholders. Elalfy et al. (2020) profess that by aligning business approaches with the UNSDGs, corporate leaders can begin to redirect investment flows in a manner that maximises value creation opportunities on SD. 
 
Bennich et al. (2023) urge for better integration of the environmental dimension in decision-making so as to mitigate trade-offs caused by the implementation of socio-economic UNSDGs and to better acknowledge and maximise the synergies resulting from making progress on the environmental goals. Pursuant to Council on Foreign Relations (2023), the realisation of the transformative power of UNSDGs depends on addressing their inherent interconnectedness.

Figure 23. UNSDGs Mapped Against ESG Categories
[image: ]
Source: Ocean Prosperity Company Limited (2025).

ICSU (2017) advices that while not legally binding, the UNSDGs do provide a globally endorsed normative framework for development. The nature, strengths and potential impact of these UNSDGs interactions are largely context-specific, and depend on the policies and strategies chosen to pursue them, which are subject to regular systematic reviews (Allen, Metternicht and Wiedmann, 2018) and continuous improvement (ICSU, 2017) through an integrated analytical systems approach (Allen, Metternicht and Wiedmann, 2018). Localisation of UNSDGs implementation (Patole, 2018; Soonsiripanichkul and Ngamcharoenmongkol, 2019) alongside KPIs evaluation of the progress at the local level are essential because there is no one-size-fits-all approach.  UNSDG 16 (good governance) and UNSDG 17 (means of implementation) are key to turning the potential for synergies into reality. In short, having effective governance systems, institutions, partnerships, and intellectual and financial resources is key to an effective, efficient and coherent approach to the implementation of many (if not all) goals (ICSU, 2017). 

Aguilera and Ruiz-Castillo (2025) argue that companies need an updated CG framework (and even a robust CG systems) that integrates strategic decisions, ethical leadership, transparency, and a commitment to sustainability by incorporating broader societal and environmental considerations so as to maintain legitimacy in a rapidly changing global marketplace. Basumatary and Sar (2025) added that for a successful alignment of CG framework with UNSDGs, accountability and openness, sustainability concerns in risk management and performance assessments are key governance criteria. Pursuant to the research results of Buniamin et al. (2022), when a company supports UNSDGs, it often has better and effective CG practices; and the research results of Correa-Mejía, García-Benau and Correa-García (2024) show that good CG may enhance companies’ financial performance and commitment to UNSDGs. Besides, KPMG (2017) claims that UNSDGs and CSR thematic development areas share a lot of overlap in terms of activities needed to achieve either. This assertation aligns with the theoretical framework for this research as presented by the researcher in Section 1.4. 

In relation thereto, Listed Companies can relate UNSDG 16 (peace, justice and strong institutions) to their CG system (building effective, accountable, transparent, ethical CG structure) and CSR system (promoting justice, human rights, inclusive CSR principles and practices) through embedding UNSDG-oriented targets or guiding principles into:
(a) CG and CSR initiatives towards maximising companies’ contribution to economic, social and  environmental sustainability; and
(b) ESG framework that underpin business strategies with SD goals, leading to the enhancement of ESG performance and consequently contributing to economic, social and environmental sustainability.

Nonetheless, corporate leaders are consistently encountered challenges in strategic management of CG and CSR for allocating scarce corporate resources in driving a dynamic equilibrium, balancing short-term benefits with the long-term vision of SD (Waddock and Graves, 1997). Moreover, given the voluntary nature of UNSDGs, there is hindrance to invest continuous efforts in CG and CSR initiatives to positively drive the global sustainability agenda and build sustainable and resilient communities (Elalfy et al., 2020).

According to Gupta (2019), in terms of the adoption of pathway analysis in analysing the number of UNSDGs achieved by the research sample, due to the characteristic of interlinked nature of the UNSDGs, and the direct and indirect nature of pathways imply that companies can always argue that they are achieving all the 17 UNSDGs. A direct pathway assumes direct affirmative action in the attainment of that specific UNSDG; whereas an indirect pathway emerges when in attainment of a direct UNSDG, achievement of another UNSDG is indirectly implied. For example, a company takes direct affirmative action for UNSDG 8 (Decent work and economic growth) and claims that because of economic uplifting of the marginalised poor it has simultaneously achieved UNSDG 10 (Reduction in inequality), also resulting in achievement of UNSDG 1 (No poverty) and UNSDG 2 (Zero hunger), and because of better nutrition due to affordability also achieved UNSDG 3 (Good health and well-being).









2.8 The Development of CG, CSR and SD Literature Review

Davis’ (1960) the “Iron Law of Responsibility” emerges in response to the rising power and influence of corporations during the Post-World War II of rapid industrialisation and economic growth context, and the increasing societal expectations for businesses to act ethically and contribute to social well-being, whereby great social power comes with great social responsibility. In the mid-20th century, high corporate scandals, misconduct and ethical failures led to public distrust and government interventions, thereby raising the demand for greater corporate accountability and responsibilities in order to maintain legitimacy for business continuity, being a principle that remains highly relevant in today’s globalised business environment. Davis (1960) was among the early scholars advocating for a proactive and ethical role of business in society, contrasting with the dominant profit-maximisation viewpoint, such as Friedman’s (1962, 1970a) Shareholder Theory.

The evolution of stakeholder analysis within CG, CSR and SD discourses reflects a shift from shareholder primacy towards a more inclusive, integrated model of corporate accountability to stakeholders. Historically anchored in Friedman’s (1962, 1970a) Shareholder Theory, earliest CG thinking that prioritised profit maximisation and fiduciary duty to the business’ owners while conforming to the laws and societal ethical custom, which is a shareholder-centric approach. However, globalisation and rising societal and institutional expectations catalysed the broadening of this narrow view of CG. 

The broader conception of CG, supported by an integrated contemporary CG framework such as ISO 37000 Standard for promoting a new CG norm and CG Code for Listing Rules, portrays as central to strengthening resilience and sustainable long-term value creation, thereby facilitating the achievement of stakeholder trusts, business legitimacy, and businesses and countries’ sustainability. The CG Code that covers good CG principles and practices formed part of the ESG Reporting Guide for Listing Rules, which is applicable to HK-listed companies. ESG reporting is increasingly expected by investors and stakeholders worldwide, and act as the means of enhancing (a) investors confidence to drive long-term growth and attractiveness of HK financial markets; and (b) corporate sustainability performance. 
In the late 20th century, advances in stakeholder analysis significantly boosted the growth of CSR. Stakeholder theory, pioneered by Freeman (1984), redefines corporate purpose to encompass diverse interests, including the relevant primary and secondary stakeholders, whereby managers owe a fiduciary responsibility to shareholders and all stakeholders who have a legitimate interest in the company. This theory thus lays a foundation for modern CSR and ESG frameworks.

These stakeholder analysis and CSR ideas are reinforced by Legitimacy Theory (Dowling and Pfeffer, 1975) and Institutional Theory (Meyer and Rowan, 1977) in an increasingly global and regulated economy, intense corporate scandals and a highly competitive business environment, which explain how corporations construct their operational activities, corporate behaviour, and Formal Governance Framework for seeking societal acceptance, responding to societal rules, norms and expectations, and institutional pressures so as to gain and maintain business legitimacy, and avoid reputational risk.

Leveraging from the necessity of achieving legitimacy, Carroll’s (1979, refined in 1991) CSR Pyramid portrays the total CSR foundation for corporates to fulfill their economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic responsibilities simultaneously in order to meet greater societal expectations. The CSR Pyramid was further advanced by Elkington’s (1994, 1997) TBL concept that serves as the predecessor to many of today’s global sustainability standards which laid the intellectual foundation on sustainability perspective. Sustainability is achieved through the overlap of all environmental, social and economic dimensions. Building on these CSR and sustainability foundational literature and contemporary business context, the ISO 26000 Standard provides a comprehensive, globally recognised CSR framework for ethical and responsible business practices, covering ESG dimensions, towards maximising corporate’s contribution to SD. 

In the early 21st century, globalisation had become a dominant force in shaping economic, political and social dynamics worldwide, and acted as a catalyst for the rise of CSR worldwide, including, inter alia, liberalisation of trade and investment policies, the rise of global CSR initiatives like the United Nations Global Compact, and multinational corporations begin widespread adoption of CSR in response to global supply chain scrutiny and stakeholder activism. Crane and Matten (2004) introduce their CC concept in response to globalisation’s impact during this transformative period. In view of corporations became more powerful and operated across borders, especially in under-regulated or developing regions or countries; or where public sectors (governments) are weak, as well as making business strategies and activities in different socio-cultural context, the need to reconceptualise their societal, civil and political roles in the broader social system, and the demand for changing the nature of corporate power, governance, accountability and responsibility in a globalised world became urgent. The civil and political roles in CC challenges the traditional boundaries of CSR, making the citizenship-like responsibilities more realistic, critical, and politically informed. This new corporate role fills in the theoretical gap.

Capitalism expanded rapidly with globalisation and free trade in the early 21st century. While driving economic growth and innovation, capitalism poses global challenges for, inter alia, poverty and inequality, exploitation of labour rights, especially in developing countries, environmental degradation, resource scarcity, education and skills gaps limiting economic mobility and innovation, short-termism, neglect of social welfare, and loss of trust in business and increase of corporate scandals that calls for corporations to take more responsibility for social and environmental outcomes. These global challenges were a wake-up call for businesses to move beyond traditional CSR and towards integrating social issues into corporate and business strategies, which is exactly CSV, as introduced by Porter and Kramer (2006, refined in 2011), aims to do. Porter and Kramer’s CSV demands for redefining (a) corporate purpose to better align companies’ economic success (profit) with societal improvement, including less environmental damage; and (b) capitalism to drive new approaches for greater business innovation and growth in the global economy. The redefined business-society relationship and capitalism are embedded with inclusive and sustainable values. Businesses need to restore the trust of stakeholders and business legitimacy; and extend CSR for the achievement of CA by integrating business strategies with social innovation and inclusive growth.

The UNSDGs, under the SD agenda, were launched as a collective response to the global challenges intensified by globalisation (as described above), aiming to address the world’s most pressing social, economic, and environmental challenges by 2030; and promote inclusive, sustainable development. Their creation was also grounded in extensive stakeholder consultation and participation, ensuring that the goals reflected global priorities and shared accountability, which emphasise partnerships across all sectors, including business, making them more holistic and globally relevant.

The convergence of CG, CSR, and sustainability under global standards reflects the institutionalisation of stakeholder-centric governance where legitimacy, accountability, and shared value are essential imperatives in a globalised, interconnected economy.

2.9 An Overview of the Relationships among CG, CSR and SD

In the years following the Enron scandal, CG expanded beyond its traditional agency-conflict focus to encompass ethics, accountability, transparency, and disclosure (reporting). At the same time, CSR has increasingly focused on CG as a means to embed social and environmental considerations into corporate and business decision-making, benefiting not only investors but also employees, customers and communities. As a result, CG is increasingly associated with stakeholder-oriented business practices and public policies (Gill, 2008). In this vein, Aguilera et al. (2007) argue that CSR enhances corporate reputation and fortifies ties with key stakeholders. If managers deploy effective CG mechanisms alongside CSR initiatives to mitigate stakeholder conflicts, CSR engagement should correlate positively with effective CG. Likewise, if CG mechanisms view CSR as a tool to reconcile stakeholder interests, a positive relationship between CG and CSR engagement is expected.

Perrini, Pogutz and Tencati (2006), Rosam and Peddle (2004), and Grosser and Moon (2005) assert that numerous CSR scholars underscore the importance of maintaining exemplary internal governance standards, especially when addressing CSR’s internal dimension. These preliminary links are depicted in Figure 24.






Figure 24. Preliminary Links between CG and CSR
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Drawing on the CG and CSR literature in Sections 2.2, 2.3 and 2.4, a clear overlap emerges between these two concepts. Under a broader conception of CG, sound governance requires attention to all stakeholders’ interests and accountability to primary stakeholders (Dunlop, 1998; Kendall, 1999; Page, 2005). This aligns closely with the stakeholder-oriented view of CSR, which holds that businesses are accountable to a complex network of interdependent stakeholders who sustain and create value for the companies (Freeman, 1984; Post, Preston and Sachs, 2002; Jamali, 2008).

All CSR literature (including Listing Rules on ESG Subject) presented in this study promotes stakeholder-oriented, CSR- and-sustainability-driven governance model, encompassing economic, social and environmental responsibilities and aiming to attain sustainability in economic prosperity, social justice and environmental quality. This context describes CSR is the micro aspect of SD as outlined in Section 1.4 - theoretical framework for this research (item 2). Among the CSR literature, each provides a complementary framework for CG, CSR and SD agendas. While the CC concept addresses gaps concerning the civil and political citizenship-like responsibilities in society that are not fully covered by the CSR literature (including Listing Rules on ESG Subject) as discussed herein, the CSV concept redefines corporate purpose and capitalism, moving beyond traditional CSR by enabling the achievement of synergies and CA to advance SD.

[bookmark: _Hlk199423266][bookmark: _Hlk199423312]Moreover, save for Friedman’s Shareholder Theory that adopts shareholder-centric approach and a narrow view of CG, all other CG literature presented in this study adopts a broader conception of CG of which the attributes and related variables of such CG literature do influent the extent of contribution to SD. Thus, each provides a complementary framework for CG, CSR and SD agendas. This CG-SD relationship is described in Section 1.4 - theoretical framework for this research (item 3).

Pursuant to the CG-CSR relationship models presented in Section 2.5, namely (a) CG as a pillar of CSR model, (b) CG and CSR as complementary constituents of the same corporate accountability (responsibility) continuum, and (c) CSR as an attribute of CG model, save for CSR Pyramid and CC concept that uphold CG and CSR as complementary constituents, all other CG and CSR literature (including Listing Rules on ESG Subject) supports the notion of good CG is the cornerstone for sustainable CSR. Therefore, an effective CG framework contributes to sustainable CSR engagement. This CG-CSR relationship is presented in Section 1.4 - theoretical framework for this research (item 1).

Following the above-mentioned CG-CSR relationship and their complementary disciplines which are interrelated and mutually reinforcing within ethics, ESG and business management, CG and CSR disciplines share common factors substantially. As presented in Section 1.4 - theoretical framework for this research (item 4), there are significant linkages between CG and CSR agendas with ultimate objective of achieving sustainability performance in financial, social and environmental aspects. 

Pursuant to the above-mentioned CG-CSR relationship, CG-SD relationship, CSR-SD relationship, and CG-CSR-SD relationship, there is convergence of CG, CSR and SD agendas of which these three agendas are on progressive cross-connections with each other, as presented in Section 1.4 - theoretical framework for this research (item 5). This context forms the basis for exploring the relationship among CG, CSR and SD with respect to Listed Companies, as per research aims presented in Section 1.5.

In relation thereto, SD concept supports the UNSDGs. Companies can embed UNSDG-oriented targets or guiding principles into their (a) CG and CSR systems that underpin SD goals; and (b) ESG framework that underpin business strategies with SD goals, leading to the enhancement of ESG performance and consequently contributing to economic, social and environmental sustainability. For achieving long-lasting SD outcomes, it is crucial to balance economic, social and environmental sustainability. Therefore, as presented in Section 1.4 - theoretical framework for this research (item 6), UNSDGs will influent corporate decision-making on CG, CSR and SD agendas. The above context forms the basis for exploring the influence of the UNSDGs initiative on Listed Companies’ CG, CSR and SD agendas, as per research aim presented in Section 1.5.

[bookmark: _Hlk197072351]ISO 37000 Standard, ISO 26000 Standard, and Listing Rules on ESG Subject are conceptually and thematically aligned, sharing the ultimate goal of promoting corporate sustainability and SD; and associate with Institutional Theory and CSR literature presented in this study by providing complementary frameworks for CG, CSR and SD agendas. Therefore, it appears that these international standards and Listing Rules can provide comprehensive and extensive guidance to the Listed Companies in formulating and implementing their CG and CSR frameworks effectively with an overarching objective of building resilience and strengthen long-term sustainability of company in contributing to SD and UNSDGs. 














2.10 Chapter Summary

[bookmark: _Hlk197104677]The literature review described the essence of CG, CSR and SD literature, including ISO 37000 on CG guidance, ISO 26000 on CSR guidance, Listing Rules on ESG Subject and the UNSDGs initiative, underpinning the theoretical framework of this study (Figure1) which  principally focusing on the ground that serves the basis for exploring (a) the relationship among CG, CSR and SD with respect to Listed Companies; and (b) research gaps in the real-life issues on CG, CSR and SD research fields (as per research aim presented in Section 1.5), leading to refining or modifying the existing theoretical framework. This contributes to enhanced understanding and knowledge of the relationship among these three concepts amid contemporary globalisation and evolving regulatory frameworks (as per research aim presented in Section 1.5).

The literature review provided a comprehensive and complementary set of factors, principles (attributes) and practical features (variables) across various theories, concepts, standards and rules related to CG, CSR and SD. This literature also emphasises an integrated approach to balancing economic, social and environmental sustainability while considering the interests of multiple stakeholders.

However, there are research gaps identified in the literature review (as per research aim presented in Section 1.5). While adopting an integrated or balanced approach that promotes simultaneous progress in the SD Domains is widely regarded as the pathway to true sustainability, it is also possible for business entities with unbalanced sustainability efforts - for instance, economically-driven investment with limited emphasis on social and environmental concerns - to reach an intersection point among SD Domains. This overlapping area, though imperfect, may still offer opportunities to generate social and environmental co-benefits and contribute to a form of integrated sustainability. Hence, the first gap is to explore the consequences of imbalanced investment across SD Domains resulting in an imperfect intersection (refers as an imperfect or imbalanced sustainability). This gap is critical as such imbalances will result in asymmetry in economic, social and environmental performances, and may lead to misleading claims of being truly sustainable or ESG-aligned (i.e. a signal of sustainability-washing or ESG-washing). Thus, raising concerns about corporate accountability and transparency on sustainability or ESG landscape.

Following thereto, the second gap is regarding how to effectively balance these three sustainability domains. For instance, there is little discussion about the ideal percentage or ratio among economic, social and environmental performances. Although authors generally conceptualise sustainability at the intersection of SD Domains, they do not offer clear guidance or arguments on how to proportionally balance them. This may give rise to ESG-washing or sustainability-washing.

The risk of ESG-washing or sustainability-washing tends to be higher in contexts characterised by weak CG frameworks.

Chapter 3 presents the foundation established for the qualitative case study research methodology. 














Chapter 3
 Research Methodology

3.1 Introduction

This chapter commences with a schematic overview of qualitative research design that shaped by the researcher’s philosophical assumptions and guided by postpositivism interpretive framework (paradigms). The chapter then presents qualitative research approaches, multiple data collection methods and instruments which developed based on the purposive maximal sampling, followed by an overview of interview procedures and validations strategies; and discusses multiple data analysis methods. The chapter concludes with an overview of the data quality techniques with their ethical implications. 
[bookmark: _Hlk198036141]
3.2 Qualitative Research Design

The research design is the overall plan for this study, guiding the researcher on how to effectively address the research questions (see Section 1.6), meet the research objectives and achieve the research aims (see Section 1.5) (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023).

The researcher employs the research onion model (see Figure 25) that offering alternatives methodological choices at each phase of the process as a guide in constructing a purposeful research design. For achieving a coherent research design, the researcher adopts precise tactics with consideration of the required time horizons for this qualitative exploratory multi-case study  design, including postpositivism interpretive framework with a combination of deductive and inductive research approaches, a combination of multi-case maximum variation approach and purposive sampling method, multiple data collection methods and instruments, and multiple data analysis methods, including thematic analysis, that take ethical considerations into account (the centre of the research onion). The above-mentioned methodological selections and strategies will be discussed in detail in subsequent sections. 


Figure 25. Research Onion 

[image: ]
Source: Adapted from Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2023).

Along with the methodological selections and strategies in place, the researcher utilises Creswell and Poth’s (2018) eight-phase qualitative research process (see Figure 26) as a guiding framework for constructing a schematic overview of qualitative research design (see Figure 27) that outlines the key components and steps of the research process. The schematic overview provides a big-picture view of how this research is structured - from the acknowledgement of broad philosophical assumptions that bring the researcher to qualitative inquiry, and the adoption of the interpretative lens all the way to the recommendation of future research (Creswell, 2013), the details of which will be discussed in subsequent sections and throughout this thesis. 



Figure 26. Eight-phase Qualitative Research Process

[image: ]
Source: Adapted from Creswell and Poth (2018).











Figure 27. Schematic Overview of Qualitative Research Design
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3.3 Philosophical Assumptions

Philosophical assumptions refer to the researcher’s beliefs, being the first ideas, which fundamentally guide the construction and implementation of this qualitative research design, thereby form the foundation of research paradigms, i.e. postpositivism interpretive framework (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011; Creswell and Poth, 2018). Paradigms are essentially the researcher’s basic set of beliefs that guides every aspect of the research process (Guba, 1990; Creswell and Plano Clark, 2011), which called worldviews (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2011), ranging from the formulation of research problems and questions to the data analysis methods (Creswell and Poth, 2018).

The researcher’s belief system is deeply rooted in her professional educations, qualifications, trainings and work disciplines with respect to CG, CSR, ESG and SD domains, as well as reinforced by research knowledge. The researcher believes that the a priori CG, CSR and SD literature (alongside their relationship, as presented in Figure 1) are a probability that may or may not apply to the real-world corporate practices within the context of HK-listed companies, particularly the Listed Companies (Creswell and Poth, 2018). Her belief will shape the research problems and questions formulation; and serve as evaluative benchmarks for making well-founded research decisions and preempting potential criticism (Huff, 2009). However, throughout the research process, the key assumptions of the relationship among CG, CSR and SD as presented in the research’s theoretical framework (see Section 1.4) can change over time due to the development of researcher’s research experiences and knowledge base, taking into account of research participants’ multiple subjective insights (Creswell and Poth, 2018), both the tacit and articulate knowledge (Polanyi, 1962). One could contend that the researcher’s epistemology mirrors their underlying ontological position, as one’s assumptions about the nature of reality (knowledge) often influence how subjective evidence is understood and acquired, and values and ethical stance in research (axiological) (Crotty, 1998); and research process (methodological) (Neuman, 2000).

[bookmark: _Hlk207553613][bookmark: _Hlk207552854]This study is fundamentally driven by the aim to explore how participants perceive and interpret real-life issues on CG, CSR and SD research fields. Through qualitative exploratory multi-case study design and postpositivism interpretive framework, which is inherently interpretive and grounded in empirical inquiry, this study explores multiple subjective insights of participants. Building an effective research methodology will enable the researcher to develop an understanding of the meanings that participants ascribe to their real-life experiences, thereby providing insights into the organisational behaviour of Listed Companies regarding the specified research issues (Charmaz, 2014; Sutton and Austin, 2015).  In line with the postpositivist belief system, the “findings” are derived from 24 Interviews, supplemented by other primary and secondary data sources, as well as the application of diverse CG, CSR and SD literature review, data analysis methods, and validation strategies to mitigate the risk of distorted interpretations (Guba, 1990).

3.3.1 Ontological 

The ontological issue concerns the nature of reality (knowledge), which underpins the researcher’s assumptions that coherent with research aims. While conducting the research, researcher embraces worldview of multiple realities derived from various primary and secondary data sources, including the researcher’s professional educations, qualifications, trainings and work experiences on CG, CSR, ESG and sustainability disciplines (being the researcher’s reflexivity), research experience and literature review on the related subjects, in-depth, semi-structured interviews held individually and in person (Interview(s)) along with complete participant type of observations (Observation(s), referred to full engagement between researcher and participants for establishing greater rapport (Angrosino, 2007)) (collectively, the Primary Data), and document analysis of secondary data and physical artifacts for exploring and deciphering qualitative information pertaining to the specified research issues so as to gain profound understanding of the research context. Through empirical inquiries guided by open-ended research questions at Interviews, the researcher collects multiple subjective perspectives (realities) of the participants from Listed Companies and professional sector in order to build a rich, nuanced understanding of the research issues within participants’ current real-world context. These multiple forms of evidence are then presented as a coherent justification for themes and cross-case themes (Yin, 2009) in the research findings (Moustakas, 1994; Creswell and Poth, 2018).


3.3.2 Epistemological

The study’s epistemology is shaped by the researcher’s ontological assumptions, which necessitated close relationship and engagement with the research participants (Guba and Lincoln, 1988). This involves prolonged stay at the research sites (Wolcott, 2008), prolonged the Interview timeframe beyond the originally one-hour planned schedule (see Table 6 in Section 3.7) for promoting openness to emergent themes and continuing until data saturation was reached, alongside the Observations for observing participants’ body language (including gesture) and behaviour during the Interviews (Angrosino, 2007). Multiple knowledge is known through the subjective experiences of participants. Therefore, the study should be conducted within participants’ contemporary real-life context and at a context-dependent site that minimises distractions and avoids conflicts of interest between researcher and participant since these factors may have a significant impact on the study’s findings and conclusions (Creswell and Poth, 2018).

The researcher serves as the primary data-collecting instrument and discloses her social position and interest, as well as the study’s purpose, context and setting, to participants (Creswell and Poth, 2018), noting that she is an “insider” in this research field. The researcher possesses CG, CSR, ESG and sustainability related professional educations and qualifications, political and professional beliefs, knowledge, practical expertise, and work experiences for over 20 years, including experience in publicly listed companies in HK for, inter alia, company secretarial affairs, regulatory compliance, CG, and policy issues concerning corporate boards. Moreover, the researcher is an Associate of both The Chartered Governance Institute and The Hong Kong Chartered Governance Institute (HKCGI), holding Chartered Secretary and Chartered Governance Professional dual designations. She is a GradICSA and a holder of the Practitioner’s Endorsement issued by HKCGI. She also holds a Master of Business Administration (MBA) with Merit in International Management from the University of London, United Kingdom, and a Master of Laws (LLM) with Distinction in International and Commercial Law from the University of Greenwich, United Kingdom (collectively, the Insider in Research Field) (Berger, 2013). 

By employing the concept of reflexivity, the researcher critically examines her own assumptions, values, and personal experiences, fostering deeper self-awareness about the potential biases she brings to the study, as well as makes her “position” explicit (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995). While recruiting participants, the researcher makes her position know as participants have a right to know the above-mentioned background information (Wolcott, 2010). The researcher is aware that her position and intense experiences will shape her interpretation of this research phenomenon, which is a challenging research process (van Manen, 2014). The researcher’s reflexivity enhanced the credibility of collected data, including subjective evidence.

[bookmark: _Hlk165650704]Moreover, the researcher uses a combination of convenience sampling and purposeful chain sampling methods to select key informants of Listed Companies. All HK professional participants are selected through convenience sampling method. Understanding the researcher-participant relationship is essential (Brinkmann and Kvale, 2015). All the above-mentioned methodologies can help the researcher to have a better understanding of, and can correctly interpret, the firsthand information. This corresponds with Crotty’s (1998) definition of epistemology, which concerns the process through which the researcher acquires knowledge and the nature of that knowledge itself.

3.3.3 Axiological

[bookmark: _Hlk198479648][bookmark: _Hlk192544327]The researcher’s ontological perspective affirms that reality is not singular, but shaped by multiple subjective experiences, and she (a) makes her values and biases known in this study, including biases may occur during Interviews (Yin, 1984) and Observations session which are full of human interactions, experiences and perceptions, and even throughout the entire research process as the most experienced of researchers are impossible to escape from the subjective experience, all of which involve humanity (Bashir, Afzal and Azeem, 2008); and (b) reports that such values represent her own interpretations alongside the participants’ subjective views. Primary Data are mainly collected through Interviews and Observations. The researcher, being the Insider in Research Field, can therefore prepare impactful research questions, communicate effectively with the participants and understand their subjective insights (being the researcher’s reflexivity), which, in turn, would secure trustworthy and honest responses from participants.

The researcher recognises that her values and ethical stance shape the choice of paradigm, research approach, methods of data collection and analysis, and the interpretation and reporting of findings, particularly regarding transparency and clarity (Dodgson, 2019). Accordingly, she treats axiology as a core element of this qualitative study and a foundation for its design and methodology. Consistent with this, the study acknowledges its value-laden character by engaging with what is considered meaningful, desirable, or beneficial for individuals and society (Biedenbach and Jacobsson, 2016), and by incorporating the philosophical dimensions of ethics, aesthetics, and religion (Lincoln, Lynham and Guba, 2011, p. 116).

In short, the researcher’s reflexivity that grounded in her ontological beliefs, epistemological and axiological stance would help to ensure trustworthiness, rigour, and ethical integrity in the research process (Dodgson, 2019), hence, mitigating the potential for biases by the researcher throughout the research process. The researcher’s reflexivity also guides her decision on the choice of (and action in) research approach, purposeful sampling, data collection and analysis, and then make inferences from the research data and findings to generate new thinking and knowledge and implication for practice in CG, CSR and SD research fields.  

3.3.4 Methodological

This research adopts the postpositivist interpretive framework. Prior to engaging in this CG, CSR and SD research domains, the researcher had already developed a comprehensive understanding of the relevant literature. Therefore, she employs a deductive, theory-driven research approach to develop the theoretical framework driving this research (see Figure 1) and identifies key influencing factors in the CG, CSR and sustainability literature that reinforce the contribution to SD (see Section 1.4), focused on identifying gaps within literature review and examining the lack of empirical evidence related to real-world challenges in the fields of CG, CSR and SD. Alongside rigorous data collection and analysis, including thematic analysis, the researcher uses an inductive strategy to produce rich descriptions and analyses of the issues in this multi-case study, and to uncover complex relationships among key influencing factors in the CG, CSR and SD domains. This work addresses the research questions in Section 1.6 and advances the objectives and purpose outlined in Section 1.5, fostering new thinking and knowledge development (Creswell and Poth, 2018).

[bookmark: _Hlk209355355][bookmark: _Hlk192613562]The research is inevitably informed by theoretical assumptions; research data is inherently theory-laden. Therefore, both deduction and induction processes are always involved in the research (see Figure 28 for reference) and they are interconnected research approaches (Popper, 1972, cited in Perry and Jensen, 2001; Strauss, 1987, cited in Perry and Jensen, 2001; Richards, 1993, cited in Perry and Jensen, 2001; Miles and Huberman, 1994), thereby triangulating the objective reality from literature review (i.e. theory-driven analysis through a deductive approach), and exploring multiple subjective insights from purposively selected key informants during Interviews (i.e. data-driven analysis through an inductive approach). Parkhe (1993) argues that relying solely on induction, without prior theory, can limit the benefits of existing knowledge, while relying solely on deduction can hinder the emergence of new, useful theory. Therefore, ongoing theory development depends on the interplay between these two approaches.

Figure 28 – Deductive and Inductive Research Approaches
[image: ]
Source: Scribbr (2023).







3.4 Postpositivism Interpretive Framework

The philosophical assumptions (ontology, epistemology, axiology and methodology) presented in Section 3.3 form as key premises to this postpositivist interpretive framework (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011). The researcher believes that the a priori CG, CSR and SD literature (alongside their relationship, as presented in the research’s theoretical framework in Figure 1) are a probability that may or may not apply to the real-world corporate practices within the context of HK-listed companies, particularly the Listed Companies (Creswell and Poth, 2018). Therefore, the researcher employs the a priori literature (Barbour, 2000) to (a) explore the specified research issues through Interviews, including reveal the relationship among CG, CSR and SD within the practical corporate context of HK-listed companies, particularly the Listed Companies (Creswell and Poth, 2018); and (b) guide her empirical inquiry and analysis of the Primary Data and secondary data. 
This approach enables the researcher to make use of literature review and maximise her attention paid to the participants’ multiples perspectives.

Resulting therefrom, this study adopts the postpositivist interpretive framework, alongside a deductive theory-driven and an inductive data-driven analysis approaches, to cope with different aspects of imperfect theories (Lebowitz, 1986), to explore emergent themes, and to understand complex and context-specific issue on CG, CSR and SD research fields. 

Based on the participants’ lived experiences, rich and insightful information on the research issues, including the relationship among CG, CSR and SD fields, the researcher can compare the emergent themes to the constructs and objective reality of literature presented in Section 1.4 and Chapter 2, respectively. This enables reporting whether the themes align with (support), diverge from (challenge), or extend (add nuance to) the research’s theoretical framework (Figure 1) drawn from an extensive literature review, particularly the a priori CG-CSR-SD relationship (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2012; Creswell and Poth, 2018). The researcher’s pre-conceptions derived from the patterns of meaning in the literature review may be refined (Myers, 2020). If this research refines the research’s theoretical framework (Figure 1) based on the empirical findings, it represents knowledge advancement, offering new insights into the relevant literature within the context of HK-listed companies, as well as identifying gap in existing literature. 
The researcher is an Insider in Research Field. Drawing on her practical experiences, and political and professional beliefs (Berger, 2013), she anticipates multiple subjective insights among participants in the CG, CSR and SD contexts. She therefore employs rigorous qualitative data collection and analysis, including thematic analysis, along with robust validation procedures to present the research findings in the format of a scientific report (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005). According to Denzin and Lincoln (2005), the postpositivist interpretive framework is evident in the data analysis approaches of Yin’s (2014) case-comparative strategies and Moustakas’ (1994) structured analytic procedures in phenomenological research.

Aligned with the practical postpositivist paradigm and philosophical beliefs outlined above, the study elicits multiple subjective insights through the researcher’s interpretation and reflexivity alongside participants’ insights from Interviews and Observations, each shaped by the experiences of both researcher and participants. Recognising that interview-based evidence can introduce bias and allow subjectivity to influence meaning-making and interpretation, potentially producing divergent conclusions (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2012), the researcher enhances credibility via member checks by all participants validity approach and prolonged engagement with the participants in the field (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Denzin and Lincoln, 2005; Lincoln, Lynham and Guba, 2011). Grounded in an inductive, interpretive approach, the use of multiple compatible data analysis methods, including Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis, is intended to generate comprehensive findings that integrate participants’ perspectives with the researcher’s interpretations and reflexivity.

In short, the researcher makes use of the CG, CSR and SD literature review that provide a provisional set of themes and concepts to guide her exploratory research of which she may discover research developing (rather than testing) theory. Ultimately, this postpositivist interpretive framework facilitates the contribution  to the research objectives and purpose through (a) identifying gaps in the literature review and real-life issues on CG, CSR and SD research fields; (b) creating new thinking and knowledge (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023) through emergent themes revealed inductively from the Primary Data; and (c) making recommendations for the research field and implications for practice (Parkhe, 1993; Perry and Jensen, 2001). Drawing on Polanyi’s (1962) view that comprehensive learning encompasses both tacit and explicit knowledge, the researcher’s interpretation of the literature review is expected to evolve throughout the research process.

The intention of the researcher on creating this research purpose and objectives is aligning with Kilbourn’s (2006) assertion that doctoral research must contribute to both scholarly literature and the broader research field. 

3.5 Research Approach

The researcher employs a multi-case study approach, bounded by the CG and CSR frameworks and SD aspects of three Listed Companies purposefully selected through a maximum variation case approach for sectoral diversity. This approach involves empirical inquiries guided by open-ended research questions at Interviews with key informants from Listed Companies and professional sector selected through purposeful sampling methods (Patton, 1990) to explore and obtain an in-depth understanding of the cases and participants’ contemporary real-life context that contain multiple subjective insights. This methodology will result in an in-depth and comprehensive study of the specified research issues.  

Apart from reporting of empirical descriptions of cases, the cross-case themes (specific to Listed Companies) and the professional themes that applicable more broadly to HK-listed companies are identified through thematic and data-driven inductive analysis. These cross-case themes and professional themes address the specified research questions, which were formulated through the guidance of the theoretical framework designed for driving this research (Figure 1), drawing from an extensive literature review on CG, CSR and SD (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2014; Creswell and Poth, 2018; Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019).

For understanding the participants’ experiences and views, the researcher employs thematic analysis to identify, analyse and report themes within data. The 6-phase of performing thematic analysis, as developed by Braun and Clarke (2006), are presented in Section 3.8 (Data Analysis Methods and Procedures). Creswell and Poth (2018) recommend conducting cross-case thematic analysis to identify common patterns and distinctive variations between cases, and present cross-case themes as a theoretical model. In this study, saturation occurs when no new cross-case themes and professional themes emerge from ongoing data analysis, i.e. when no new ideas are emerging (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Strauss and Corbin, 1998).

This case study strategy aims to identify and explain the occurrences of real-life issues on CG, CSR and SD research fields in the context of HK-listed companies, particularly the Listed Companies (for exploratory purpose) and their underlying causes (for explanatory purpose), simultaneously facilitating comprehension of the consequences of the situation and its implications for taking action (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019), as well as to create a new thinking and knowledge through emergent themes; and make recommendation on research field and implication for practice (Creswell, 2012). 

The researcher believes that all extensions of knowledge are extensions of existing common-sense that rooted in the participants’ lived experiences and practical knowledge in real-life contexts (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2014). The constructs and objective reality of literature review presented in Section 1.4 (as captured by the research’s theoretical framework in Figure 1) and Chapter 2, respectively, specified a clear relationship among CG, CSR and SD through a theory-driven deductive analysis process where the Listed Companies can be used to explore whether the specified research issues within the contemporary real-life context is supporting, challenging or extending the literature review to other application. The researcher also employs a data-driven, inductive thematic analysis, allowing insights that emerge from the collected data to form themes, addressing the research questions, and potentially leading to knowledge advancement or the development of new thinking and knowledge that extend beyond those established in CG, CSR and SD literature review. 

In summary, the research approach described above contributes to (a) identify research gaps in the literature review and real-life issues on CG, CSR and SD research fields; (b) explore whether the themes align with (support), diverge from (challenge), or extend (add nuance to) the research’s theoretical framework (Figure 1) drawn from an extensive literature review, particularly the a priori CG-CSR-SD relationship, which may lead to knowledge advancement; (c) create new thinking and knowledge through emergent themes; and (d) make recommendations for the research field and implications for practice

3.6 Sampling Method and Strategy

In this multi-case study, the researcher adopts purposeful sampling methods (Patton, 1990) for selecting three cases and 24 individual research participants as follows:

(a) 	Purposeful maximal sampling (Creswell, 2012): to select three cases (i.e. three Listed Companies) that operate in different sectors - healthcare, Public Relations, and property - and demonstrate different perspectives on the CG and CSR frameworks and SD aspects (namely, Case Boundaries), whereby different corporate behaviour addresses research issues differently. The aim of this sampling strategy, complemented by a maximum variation case selection approach, is to gather information-rich cases and in-depth picture about the Case Boundaries that adequately surround the sectorally diverse cases (Creswell and Poth, 2018). Moreover, using confirming and disconfirming cases sampling alongside intensity sampling enables the researcher to broaden perspectives on the empirical findings, both by validating and deepening the initial analysis and by identifying exceptions and variations among cases across sectors (Miles and Huberman, 1994). This approach enables the identification of cross-sectoral patterns and management practices in CG, CSR and sustainability.

(b) 	Maximum variation sampling (Miles and Huberman, 1994): to recruit 24 key informants, comprising 18 participants from Listed Companies and 6 professional participants, who can understand and purposefully inform their lived experiences and provide rich insightful information to address the open-ended research questions presented in Appendix 6 at Interviews, thereby contributing to research objectives and purpose. Together with confirming and disconfirming cases and intensity sampling (Miles and Huberman, 1994), this sampling strategy prioritises maximal participant variation at the outset to capture diverse perspectives on the empirical findings (Creswell and Poth, 2018) which enhanced by validating and deepening the initial analysis, as well as identifying exceptions and exploring variations among participants with diverse experiences and expertise (Miles and Huberman, 1994). 
The researcher is an Insider in Research Field and accessed Listed Companies and HK professional participants via personal connections. The sampling strategies and procedures used to recruit purposive sample of 24 participants for achieving sampling objectives are presented in Table 4.

The purposeful maximal sampling and maximum variation sampling are necessary for this multi-case maximum variation case study approach (Creswell, 2012) for providing a comprehensive and in-depth understanding of real-world corporate practices in CG, CSR and SD research issues within the context of HK-listed companies, particularly the Listed Companies, and enhancing the credibility of the study.

[bookmark: _Hlk198394917]Table 4. Sampling Strategies, Procedures and Objectives for recruiting Purposive Sample
[image: ]
The grounds for adopting the above-mentioned purposeful sampling methods and strategies are based on the consideration of (a) enabling a holistic, in-depth exploration of complex research issues to provide a comprehensive and in-depth understanding of real-world corporate practices, as evidenced by both cross-industry (i.e. in the form of cross-case themes) and professional themes; (b) Yin’s (2014) guidance to limit studies to four or five cases  in a single study, sufficient for  identifying themes and conducting cross-case analysis; (c) Wolcott’s (1999, 2008) caution that the study of more than one case dilutes analytic depth and reduces the level of detail that a researcher can provide, as well as to conduct a comparison among four or five cases, the strength of each case is reduced proportionately; and (d) the achievement of the principle of data saturation (Giordano, 2003), as discussed in detail in Section 3.6.1.

[bookmark: _Hlk198306935]3.6.1 The Principle of Data Saturation 

In purposive sampling, the sample size for this study is determined based on the principle of data saturation. Apart from the collective factors outlined below, the researcher (as an Insider in Research Field) considers that both the sample size of 24 key informants and the collected data, particularly the multiple subjective insights, satisfy the principle of data saturation, also referred to as data adequacy, which involves collecting data until no new information or themes emerge (Morse, 1995); and collecting fresh data no longer triggers new theoretical insights, nor discovers new insights that are related to the theoretical framework for relationship among CG, CSR and SD presented in Figure 1 (Charmaz, 2006). 

The saturation confirmation made by the researcher aligns with the assertion of Morse (1995) that in qualitative research, the signals of saturation is determined by researcher proclamation and by evaluating the adequacy and the comprehensiveness of the research results, as well as supported by Bryman (2012) that, rather than relying on others’ impressions of suitable sample sizes in qualitative research, the researcher certainly clear and confident about the rationale and purpose of, and data quality derived from, adopting purposive sampling method, and the appropriateness of the sample size. Bryman (2012) further claims that the justification of sample size also depends on the orientation of the researcher and the purpose of her research. If saturation is the criterion for sample size, specifying minima or maxima for sample sizes is pointless. Essentially, the criterion for sample size is whatever it takes to achieve saturation.

The researcher further outlines the following key factors in determining her saturation confirmation:

(a)	The Interviews, which was originally planned to take about 1 hour, lasting from approximately 1 hour to 2.5 hours for each key informant (see Table 6 in Section 3.7), provided sufficient time to explore participants’ subjective insights in depth, continuing until data saturation was reached, alongside the Observations for full engagement and establishment of greater rapport with the participants. 

A theory-informed model is developed through the empirical findings (see Figure 30), thereby contributing new knowledge. Additionally, the modified theoretical framework (see Figure 31), tailored to the context of Listed Companies based on empirical findings, offers new insights and contributes to knowledge advancement. The data analysis for the development of these frameworks reached saturation, as no new information or themes emerged (Silverman, 2013). The assertion made by Warren (2001) on the minimum requirement of 20 to 30 interviews for a non-ethnographic qualitative study (such as case study and grounded theory) aligns with the recommendation of Creswell and Poth (2018) that 20 to 30 interviews are required for the development of a well-saturated theory. 

The researcher argues that Warren (2001) and Creswell and Poth (2018) merely put on a sample size of 20 to 30 interviews without providing a solid supporting ground on arriving such sample size. The researcher, on the other hand, asserts that the consideration factors reported by other authors (see below items b and c), such as purposive sample (key informants), the collected data are rich and in-depth, the research topic is clearly defined, and the purposive maximal sampling includes negative case analysis (or disconfirm evidence), have demanded fewer participants to reach saturation, being as low as 10 to 20 participants or interviews. Therefore, the researcher claims that the collected data for this study have achieved the principle of saturation (Giordano, 2003). 
(b)	Along with the above item (a), the researcher employs purposive sampling method so that all 24 participants are key informants, who can provide illuminating information and more interested to share experiences with the researcher. This aligns with Morse’s (2000) claim that the number of participants is reached through a saturation point as each participant provided a large amount of rich data during the interview.  The collected data for this study are on target, and are clear, rich, good quality and experiential, as well as the research topic is clear and obvious, therefore, fewer participants are required to reach saturation. Furthermore, Guest, Bunce and Johnson (2006) assert that purposive sample size typically relies on the concept of “saturation” or the point at which no new information or themes are observed in the data. Based on their evidence-based recommendations regarding non-probabilistic sample sizes for interviews, saturation occurred within the initial 12 interviews, although basic elements for meta themes were present as early as 6 interviews; and variability within the dataset followed similar patterns. According to Bernard (2013), there is growing support that 10 to 20 knowledgeable participants are enough to uncover and understand the core research issues in the study of lived experience.

(c)	As described in Section 3.6 (Sampling Method and Strategy), the researcher employs purposeful maximal sampling and maximum variation sampling to recruit key informants from several units of analysis within each of the Listed Companies so as to develop different subjective perspectives on the research issues within the context of the subject case and cross-case analysis or assertions, thereby generate an in-depth description, analysis and understanding of the research issues described across the cases. Moreover, the Listed Companies are purposefully selected based on sectoral diversity, thereby enriching the data. This purposive sampling strategy includes negative case analysis (or disconfirm evidence) validation strategy. Hence, aligns with the recommendation of Kuzel (1992) and Lincoln and Guba (1985) that for attaining disconfirm evidence or maximum variations, 12 to 20 participants are required to reach saturation.






[bookmark: _Hlk198306947]3.6.2 Summary of Research Participants

This study’s research activities are conducted in both HK and China. The research activities are exempt from the personal data privacy, data security protection, and cross-border data transfer laws and regulations of HK and China. The activities are compliance with HK and China’s ethical issues on cultural and legal sensitivities of participants and Listed Companies; and the University of Wales Trinity Saint David’s (UWTSD) privacy, integrity and ethical policies. Hence, there is no disclosure of all participants and Listed Companies’ identities (including participants’ personal data), and Listed Companies’ unpublished price sensitive information (i.e. inside information) on all research data and documents, including this thesis. Each participant has been identified with a unique anonymised reference code (Participant Code), and Listed Companies have been identified based on their respective industries, namely, Healthcare Listed Company (HC Co), Public Relations Listed Company (PR Co), and Property Listed Company (PP Co). Table 5 presents a summary of participants with sampling boundaries of participants from three Listed Companies and HK professional context, and the Participant Code assigned by the researcher.
















Table 5. Summary of Research Participants
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3.7 Data Collection Methods, Procedures and Instruments

[bookmark: _Hlk192609935][bookmark: _Hlk199114781]The researcher conducted 24 Interviews (Rubin and Rubin, 2012; Brinkmann and Kvale, 2015) in either English or Chinese (see Table 6), along with 24 Observations (Yin, 2014), for obtaining multiple subjective insights from participants, all of which are shaped by both the researcher and participant’s practical expertise and experiences within their real-life context at context-dependent and/or distraction-free site (Maxwell, 2013). The purpose of Observations is to observe participants’ body language (including gesture) and behaviour during the Interviews. The Interviews are guided by using open-ended research questions (see Appendix 6) designed by the researcher and duly approved by the researcher’s Director of Studies and Supervisor for this DBA research project (collectively, the DBA Supervisory Team) for achieving the research purpose, aims and objectives presented in Section 1.5, and ultimately support the investigation of the identified research problems presented in Section 1.3 (Creswell and Poth, 2018). Knowledge is generated through the interaction between the researcher and participants at Interviews (Brinkmann and Kvale, 2015). Primary Data are mainly collected through Interviews and Observations, which also include physical artifacts when researcher studied personal experience in participant(s)’ core workplace during on-site interview to gain deeper insight into corporate culture, practices, values and beliefs (Creswell and Poth, 2018). 

[bookmark: _Hlk199114796][bookmark: _Hlk192611297]The researcher also based on the original analysis and interpretation of secondary data, including, inter alia, the Listed Companies’ published information (such as annual report and ESG/sustainability report), records and physical artifacts (Yin, 2014), and the literature review (collectively, the Secondary Data) to probe and interpret qualitative data related to the specified research questions in order to gain a deep understanding of the study context. Accordingly, the researcher positions herself as the primary instrument for data collection. The extensive collection of multiple sources of Primary Data and Secondary Data is essential for the procedure of reviewing, analysing and organising such diverse data into themes that cut across all of such data sources (Creswell and Poth, 2018).  

As part of data collection instruments for recoding information, the researcher prepares the following instruments (Creswell and Poth, 2018):

(a)	Interview guide/protocol (and field notes) (Asmussen and Creswell, 1995; Brinkmann and Kvale, 2015) (see Appendix 1) for having good interview procedures. The researcher develops a predesigned form (a protocol) to guide her data collection, record information and interaction with participants during the Interviews. The researcher stays with the study boundaries that reviewed by her throughout the Interviews, uses such protocol to guide her research questions and complete the Interviews within the desired timeframe while remaining open to emergent themes from the data, as well as to maintain respect and courtesy, recognising that an effective interviewer listens more than speaks during the Interviews. Therefore, this protocol enables researcher to take notes about the participants’ responses during the Interviews, and helps her to organise her thoughts such as interview details for each participant (interviewee); brief descriptions of research project for starting the Interviews; core discussion subjects that capture sub-research questions which are open-ended for answering by participants; concluding ideas; information on ending the Interviews; and closing lines for thanking the participants.

(b)	Observational guide/protocol (and field notes) (Angrosino, 2007) (see Appendix 2) for having good observational procedures. The researcher develops a predesigned form (a protocol) to guide her data collection and record notes during the Observations. The protocol contains, inter alia, a separate column for recording “descriptive notes” (i.e. description of activities or summary of the flow of activities in the field) and “reflective notes” (i.e. researcher’s reflections and reflexivity, and interpretations of Observations). The “descriptive notes” help chart the sequence of how Interview activities unfolded, while the “reflective notes” capture the process, the researcher’s reflections, and summary conclusions from Interviews to inform later theme development. Furthermore, the protocol contains key phenomena to observe throughout the Interviews such as Interview duration; meeting room layout and physical setting, including risk assessment; participant’s behaviour in responding to research topic and questions, non-verbal behaviour (facial expressions, body language, eye contact), behavioral engagement (responsiveness, interest and motivation); and researcher’s reflections on identify potential biases or limitations in responses, interpret data more accurately, improve interview technique, ensure ethical sensitivity, especially when participants show signs of distress or discomfort. 

(c) 	Memoing to capture multiple subjective insights from participants, and write down both analytical and reflective data, as well as ideas for emerging themes during the Interviews. The data collection and inductive analysis procedures are conducted simultaneously and iteratively, continuing flow back and forth between the participants by gathering new interviews and then returning to the evolving theory-informed model (Figure 30) and the modified theoretical framework (Figure 31), as well as to identify gaps in the real-life issues on the research fields and to elaborate how the ideas formulate this process. Hence, this memoing process contributes to the identification and refinement of emergent themes, facilitating the development of new thinking and knowledge beyond those established in CG, CSR and SD literature review (Strauss and Corbin, 1990, 1998; Charmaz, 2006, 2014).
(d)	Note-taking to generate descriptive and extensive field notes, and capture participants responses and contextual information (Marshall and Rossman, 2015), as well as write down the researcher’s experience in the field setting though Observation mean (Angrosino, 2007). 

(e) 	Sound (audio) recording information during Interviews, subject to the consent of participants. The researcher uses voice editor/changer device for audio recordings so that the anonymisation process takes place at point of capture and the recorded voice data will not constitute biometric personal data.

As described in Section 3.3.2 (Epistemological Assumption) - reflexivity, the researcher should convey her social, political and research position to the participants as it is their right to know this information (Wolcott, 2010; Creswell and Poth, 2018). Additionally, the researcher must proactively identify and mitigate potential challenges in the field by employing an emergent design approach throughout the Interview and Observation which demand the best practice arrangement, including, inter alia, stays flexible and seek participants’ feedback regarding the agreed interview schedule for avoiding participants to prematurely leave the field, leading to inadequate data from them. 

It is crucial to elicit and understand participants’ own perspectives and meanings during data collection. The researcher should use best practices to gather relevant information while prioritising the meanings participants attribute to the research problem or issue, rather than the researcher’s assumptions or those drawn from the literature review. These participant-driven meanings introduce multiple insights on the research topic and diverse interpretations, contributing to significant emergent themes or concepts in the research data (Creswell and Poth, 2018).

[bookmark: _Hlk173672960]With respect to data confidentiality, all research data and documents in anonymous form are kept confidential and securely in the strong passwords protected portable hard disk, memory stick and laptop (collectively, Data Security Devices) owned and accessed solely by the researcher. Every digitised record will be stored on all such storage devices for backup purpose (Davidson, 1996). No storage of research data and documents on network drive. Additionally, the researcher uses up-to-date firewall and anti-virus software for keeping her laptop secure when connecting the internet, and conduct anti-virus scan on her Data Security Devices regularly to protect against data loss and corruption.

The primary data collection methods and instruments, and Interviews arrangement applied to each participant are summarised in Table 6. 
























Table 6. Summary of Primary Data Collection Methods and Instruments used in Interviews
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The researcher considers pilot testing unnecessary for this research because the researcher, being an Insider in Research Field (see details presented in Sections 3.3.1, 3.3.2, 3.3.3 and 3.3.4 for the researcher’s position and philosophical assumptions applied in this research), can prepare impactful research questions, communicate effectively with the participants from the contexts of HK-listed companies and HK professional parties related to this research field, and understand their subjective insights. And as mentioned in Section 3.6, the researcher accessed Listed Companies and HK professional participants via personal connections, and employed purposeful sampling methods. Therefore, the interview questions (which have been duly approved by the DBA Supervisory Team) and interview procedures (which based on both the researcher and participants mutually convenient and comfortable mode of logistics protocol, taking into account of ethical enhancement throughout the entire research process and compliance with ethical protocol for the study as duly approved by UWTSD Research Ethics Committee) are well designed and formulated for the study. 

3.7.1 Interview Procedures

The researcher utilises Creswell and Poth’s (2018) summary of the procedures for preparing and conducting interviews as a guiding approach for designing the interview procedures. The key components and steps of the interview procedures that embedded with ethical practices for this study are presented in Figure 29. 

This ensures that the research is conducted with respect and integrity; participants’ privacy and anonymity are protected; de-briefing and feedback are provided to participants to ensure informed consent is rigorously obtained, allowing participants to engage flexibly and knowingly, and their dignity and rights are safeguarded; confidentiality of all research data and documents is maintained throughout the entire research process; and finally, the credibility and trustworthiness of results are upheld. Throughout the interview procedures, the researcher maintains a reflexive stance by recognising her position and philosophical assumptions can shape her interactions with participants; and mitigating potential biases, and remaining attentive to participants’ meanings under their lived experience and socio-cultural context.

Figure 29. Schematic Overview of Interview Procedures  
[image: ]
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[bookmark: _Hlk198638312][bookmark: _Hlk199107932]The letter of invitation to participate in the research (see Appendix 3), the informed consent form seeking consent of participants to participate in research (see Appendix 4), and the information sheet which contains key details about the study and interview activities (see Appendix 5) with full list of the open-ended research questions (see Appendix 6) were approved by the DBA Supervisory Team prior to distribution to participants. 

The researcher transcribed all 24 Interviews manually, without the aid of transcription software. For Interviews that were audio recorded, the researcher transcribed the data manually by listening to the recordings and cross-checking them with her own field notes and self-memos taking during the Interviews. In cases where no audio recordings were made, the researcher relied solely on her field notes and self-memos to prepare the Interview transcripts. Transcripts with detailed and thick descriptions are produced in either English or Chinese, depending on the language used in each Interview, which was determined by the participant. The reason of not using computer transcription software to transcribe the interviews audio source into written transcripts because the use of voice editor/changer device not only ensure anonymisation occurred immediately at the point of recording, but also significantly affected the clarity and naturalness of the audio recordings. Hence, the automated transcription software encountered difficulties in accurately recognising and transcribing the altered speech. 

For establishing credibility and trustworthiness of research results, the researcher seeks participants’ confirmation, view and feedback on own Interview transcript about the preliminary data findings and interpretations of subjective insights (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Miles and Huberman, 1994; Bazeley, 2013; Glesne, 2016). Verification of accuracy by the respective participants ensures the transcribed information is truly representing their own meanings and viewpoints (i.e. member checks by all participants validity approach) and eliminates the researcher bias. 





3.7.2 Validation Strategies

The researcher considers the member checks validation strategy is an important method for attaining credibility (Lincoln and Guba, 1985) as in this multi-case study, key informants should play a significant role in guiding and participating in the case study (Stake, 1995), and confirm their experience as captured in the Interview transcript (Hays and Singh, 2012). 

Moreover, the researcher considers peer review or debriefing (i.e. an external check on the critical review and feedback regarding data interpretations, findings, and the research process (Creswell and Miller, 2000)) unnecessary for this research due to the following collective reasons, whereby items (b) to (h) are validation strategies presented by Creswell and Poth (2018), contributing to trustworthiness of research results (Lincoln and Guba, 1985):

(a) the researcher is an Insider in Research Field (see details presented in Sections 3.3.1, 3.3.2, 3.3.3 and 3.3.4 for the researcher’s position and philosophical assumptions applied in this research) and serves as a key instrument for data collection, possessing deep familiarity with the research context and data; 
(b) corroborating evidence through triangulation (Creswell and Poth, 2018) is achievable through the adoption of multi-case maximum variation case study approach and postpositivist interpretive framework, alongside multiple qualitative research data collection and analysis methods (including thematic analysis underpinned by an inductive and interpretative approach) for triangulating the objective reality from literature review and exploring multiple subjective insights from key informants;
(c) this multi-case maximum variation case study approach discovers negative case analysis (or disconfirm evidence) (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Patton, 1990; Miles and Huberman, 1994; Yin, 2014), thereby providing a realistic assessment of the contemporary real-life context under study. See detailed descriptions in Section 3.6 (Sampling Method and Strategy) and Section 3.6.1 (Data Saturation) for the objectives of purposeful maximal sampling and maximum variation sampling in developing cross-case analysis or assertions and cross-case themes, as well as negative case analysis (or disconfirm evidence);
(d) prolonged engagement with participants in the research field as it feasible with respect to both the Interviews and Observations, as described in Section 3.3.2 (Epistemological Assumption) and Section 3.6.1 (Data Saturation), thereby enables the researcher to make important field-based decisions. The researcher develops rapport with participants, becomes familiar with their corporate culture and context, and verifies potential misinformation arising from distortions introduced either by herself or by informants (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Ely et al., 1991; Merriam and Tisdell, 2015; Glesne, 2016); 
(e) member checks by all participants, as described in Section 3.7.1 (Interview Procedures), provides opportunities to key informants to verify and confirm (and are encouraged to comment and discuss with the researcher) (i) own Interview transcript which incorporating the preliminary interview findings that focus on aligning findings with the open-ended research questions; and (ii) the researcher’s meanings, interpretations and assumptions based on the Primary Data. Participants also have opportunities to refine his/her earlier viewpoints provided during the Interviews for enhancing the data quality which encompassing rich and valuable insights in the complex real-life research context;
(f) member checks validation strategy serves not only to clarify potential researcher bias, but also to foster reflexivity by encouraging critical reflection on the researcher’s prior experiences, assumptions and perspectives that may have shaped the study’s interpretation and methodological approach (Weiner-Levy and Popper-Giveon, 2013). This strategy also enhances the credibility, validity, and trustworthiness of the study; 
(g) the above items (b) to (f) contribute to the generation of a rich descriptions of cases (including interconnected details) and themes (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Erlandson et al., 1993; Merriam and Tisdell, 2015). This enables readers of the thesis to (i) apply comparable insights to other contexts where similar conditions exist; and (ii) assess the transferability of the research findings based on shared attributes across settings (Erlandson et al., 1993). Creswell and Poth (2018) claim this as a validation strategy, whereby the researcher can re-visit the collected raw data soonest possible for adding further descriptions that might be helpful during the data analysis process; and 
(h) maintaining a digital audit trail in Microsoft Word, as described by Silver and Lewins (2014), being a detailed record of the research process for clarify understandings over time. This allows the researcher to retrace and examine all analytical steps and decisions made by her, including (amongst others) memoing, reflexive journal, codes and themes generation via Microsoft Word during data analysis procedures, as discussed in detail in Section 3.8, leading to final findings. Dependability and confirmability were ensured through an auditing of the research process. 

The researcher claims that the above seven validation strategies applied in this study are sufficient to ensure the trustworthiness of research results underpinning credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability criteria (Lincoln and Guba, 1985), as compare with the recommendation of Creswell and Poth (2018) to employ at least two validation strategies in any qualitative study, out of the nine they propose. In this study, participant collaboration and peer review or debriefing of the data and research process are not applicable.

The reflective memo Box 1 provides insight into the researcher’s decision not to utilise peer debriefing strategy as the research activities progress. Although this strategy was initially included in the early stages of the research proposal, along with an invitation extended to HK professional participants to participate in the study by sharing their subjective insights on CG, CSR, SD, and ESG disciplines in HK and UNSDGs, as well as play the role of peer debriefer which was ultimately not implemented. Instead, all six HK professional participants are included in the research sample as their lived experiences and rich, insightful information on CG, CSR, SD, and ESG disciplines in HK and UNSDGs were collected through Interviews and integrated into the research findings.










Box 1. Reflective Memo: Non-utilisation of Peer Debriefing Strategy 
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3.8 Data Analysis Methods and Procedures

[bookmark: _Hlk200403105]As described in Section 3.7.1 (Interview Procedures), the researcher prepares and transcribes all Interview transcripts based on audio recordings (if available), own field notes derived from Interviews and Observations procedures, and self-memos taking during the Interviews, without the aid of computer transcription software. Before seeking verification and feedback from the respective participants on own transcript, the researcher has to ensure that the information contained therein captures the meanings and interpretations of the participants’ subjective insights conveyed during the Interviews (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). By doing so, the research uses discourse analysis to understand and analyse participants’ verbal language within their social and cultural contexts, and within the social interaction of researcher and participants during the Interviews; and to understand the power and culture influences in research field, while also ensuring that the data authentically reflects the participants’ intended meanings and perspectives (Creswell, 2013; Myers, 2020). The final thesis therefore relies on the thematic analysis, underpinned by an inductive and interpretative approach, to establish themes which embedded with the voices of participants, the reflexivity of the researcher, and the interpretations of research issues, thereby contributing to the specified research objectives and purpose, and ultimately supporting the investigation of the identified research problems (Creswell, 2013).

[bookmark: _Hlk199114848][bookmark: _Hlk192614215]At the data analysis stage, the researcher reviews, understands and analyses all data collected from multiple sources, including (a) transcript summaries, enhancing the researcher’s conscious to the principal themes emerging, and capability to identify and note the potential relationships between themes so as to  revisit for their wider credibility; (b) own field notes derived from Interviews and Observations procedures, including some contextual information about the participants and field, and any special occurrence which might have affected the nature of the collected data, thereby attach these key points to the relevant transcript(s) for further reference; (c) self-memos (also known as memoing, discussed in more detail below); (d) reflexive journal (also known as reflective diary, discussed in more detail below); and (e) any other document summaries, outlining how these key points relate to research work and why they are significant to the trustworthiness of findings. As research progresses, this information acts as a reminder of earlier ideas and thoughts about previous data collection and analysis (collectively, the Documents for Analysis) (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023). 

Self-memos, inclusive of the researcher’s reflections, feelings, thoughts, insights, and interpretations of research data throughout the research process (Creswell and Poth, 2018). The process of memoing contributes to theory-informed model development as the researcher writes down (a) ideas as data are collected and analysed, including writing notes in the field notes during Interviews and Observations, or transcripts (Corbin and Strauss, 2015; Creswell and Poth, 2018) with an attempt to integrate them into deeper level of analytic meanings (Miles, Huberman and Saldaña, 2014); (b) ideas about emerging codes and themes, and the evolution of codes and themes  as they developed, which contributes to the development of theory-informed model (Strauss and Corbin, 1990); and (c) ideas about the evolving theory-informed model throughout the analytical procedures for discovering patterns (Lempert, 2007). Memoing thus forms as a means of creating an audit trail detailing the researcher’s thinking processes and ideas development (Silver and Lewins, 2014), and summarising the researcher’s research action and the way she did things (Esterberg, 2002), all of which can be retrieved and examined over time.

Reflexive journal, recording the researcher’s experiences of undertaking research throughout the research process, learning aspect gained from such experiences, and any further competence development. Reflection occurs during Interviews and Observations, and after such activities for further improvement. The journal also consists the researcher’s reflexivity in monitoring and reflecting on all aspects of the research project from initial ideas creation to submission of thesis, such as the researcher’s recognition of the relational, cultural and political practices associated with Interviews, the implications of these factors to the collection of rich data, and to record variations between interview account (Reissner and Whittle, 2022). The journal forms part of a component to the audit trail by allowing further or external review. The researcher’s philosophical assumptions and reactions, and interactions with participants may each impact on her interpretation of the data.

The researcher acknowledges that continuous reflexivity engagement, underpinning integrity and ethical consideration with acknowledgement of own positionality and biases, may enhance the development of her insights, experiences and learning as she explores and analyses multi-source data that involve multiple subjective insights in an integration form, thereby contributing to the transparency and trustworthiness of the study, and leading to a valuable aid to further her research (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023).

For triangulating all the research data (including literature review, Documents for Analysis, and the Secondary Data) so as to provide a confluence of evidence that uphold credibility of research findings, interpretations and conclusions (Eisner, 1991), the researcher applies document analysis as a systematic procedure for reviewing, evaluating, examining and interpreting the relevant documents (in the forms of printed and digital records, texts and images), as well as identifying patterns within documented records in order to elicit meaning, gain understanding, and develop empirical knowledge (Corbin and Strauss, 2008). The use of document analysis supports the triangulation of the case study approach and multiple methodologies in this study (Denzin, 1970), for example, the documentary evidence is derived from a combination of Interviews and Observations to minimise bias and establish credibility (Bowen, 2009). As part of complementary means to document analysis, semiotic analysis method has been used for analysing data, and signs and symbols (covering broad signs of words, images and objects) as regards their meanings (Myers, 2020). 

[bookmark: _Hlk192615157]Although the utilisation of qualitative data analysis computer software, such as NVivo® software, is generally considered as a desirable and trustworthiness management tool to analyse data, and generate coding and themes (Saldaña, 2013), however, the researcher considers the computer software has a high potential to distract from, or distort, the coding process, undermining the interpretive depth required in qualitative analysis. The researcher therefore decided not to utilise any qualitative software applications, including transcription and translation software, throughout the research process. The researcher handles the translation of transcript summaries from Chinese to English for the purpose of developing codes and themes, as she is an Insider in Research Field and serves as a key instrument for data collection, thus possesses deep familiarity with the research context and data. This contributes to enhanced accuracy and improves the overall quality of the analysis. The reflective memo Box 2 provides insight into the researcher’s decision not to utilise data management software.

Box 2. Reflective Memo: Non-utilisation of Data Management Software
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The researcher employs Microsoft Word for data management and analysis to build the coding architecture, systematically recording and organising data segments and their associated codes. This approach creates an audit trail showing progressive abstraction, ultimately leading to the development of a theory-informed model through the identified themes (Saldaña, 2013; Corbin and Strauss, 2015).

This research employs thematic analysis to systematically and logically identify, analyse, and report themes within the data (Braun and Clarke, 2006).  The researcher adopts the following 6-phase thematic analysis, as developed by Braun and Clarke (2006), to generate themes. 

Phase 1: The researcher familiarises herself with the collected research data
After completing all Interviews, the researcher reads the Documents for Analysis several rounds in an active way, familiarising with the depth and breadth of the data content for determining the meanings and patterns. Indeed, the researcher starts familiarising the Interview data during the process of transcribing the audio recording by herself (Riessman, 1993) and preparing all Interview transcripts by herself, in which, meanings are created during such an interpretative act (Lapadat and Lindsay, 1999). As described earlier, memoing provides both analytical and reflective data, as well as ideas for emerging themes during the Interviews, whereby the data collection and inductive analysis procedures are undertaken simultaneously and iteratively. As a results, at this phase, the researcher makes further notes and marks further ideas for coding in order to prepare for the subsequent, more formal coding process. The coding process is iterative and continuously refined, if necessary, as the analysis progresses.

Phase 2: Generating initial codes
The researcher generates the codes inductively from the data, whereby the semantic codes identify specific features of the datasets that appears meaningful to the researcher for addressing the identified research questions, thereby contributing to the specified research aims and purpose. The researcher positions herself as the key instrument for data collection and undertakes the coding process personally and manually, applying a systematic and impartial approach to ensure direct engagement with the data. The researcher codes the data by typing short notes on the texts under analysis, supplemented by the use of highlighters to indicate potential patterns. The purpose of coding is to produce a thematic ‘map’ that reflects an overall conceptualisation of data patterns within and across cases, as well as the relationships between cross-case themes and professional themes.

Phase 3: Generating themes
The researcher analyses the identified codes, each documented with brief descriptions in a Word file, and groups these codes into overarching themes based on their conceptual similarities, patterns across the data, and relevance to the research questions. The thematic ‘map’ captures the relationships between codes, and between themes in relation to CG, CSR and SD research fields within the context of Listed Companies and, in general, HK-listed companies. Some initial codes that do not fit into the themes are discarded. At this stage, the researcher has compiled a collection of significant individual themes, each of which addresses a specific research question. 

Phase 4: Reviewing themes
The focus is on critically reviewing and refining themes to ensure they accurately represent the coded data. 

Firstly, at the level of coded data extracts, the researcher assesses whether the data within each theme form a coherent pattern. If a theme lacks sufficient supporting data or is too internally diverse, it may need to be reworked, created a new theme, combined with other themes, or discarded. Patton’s (1990) criteria of internal homogeneity and external heterogeneity are important here: data within a theme should demonstrate meaningful coherence, while clear distinctions should exist between themes. This is to ensure the thematic ‘map’ adequately captures the structure of the coded data.

At the second level, the researcher evaluates the validity of each theme in relation to the entire datasets; and ensures the thematic ‘map’ accurately represents the meanings within the datasets, a process that is influenced by the researcher’s theoretical and analytic approach. The coding process is iterative and organic. The refinement process should continue until no substantial improvements can be made, avoiding unnecessary over-editing. By the end of this phase, the researcher has a well-defined set of themes, an understanding of how they interrelate, and the overall evidence-based perspective on real-life corporate practices in the fields of CG, CSR and SD, all informed by the data.

Phase 5: Defining and naming themes
This phase comprises the definition and further refinement of each theme, ensuring it captures a clear meaning of the data. Each theme should be analysed in detail, considering its unique contribution to the overall evidence-based perspective on real-life corporate practices in the fields of CG, CSR and SD, as informed by the data, and its relationship to the research questions, as well as its connections and boundaries relative to other themes. By the end of this phase, each theme is precisely defined, with its scope and content clearly described in a few sentences, and assigned a concise, informative name that conveys its central idea to the reader.

Phase 6: Writing report
The researcher produces a coherent and logical thesis that presents the cross-case themes and professional themes in respect of Listed Companies (in the context of cross-case analysis) and, in general, HK-listed companies, respectively. The presentation of the research findings includes evidence for each theme, provided through the interpretative description that goes beyond merely describing the data and the examples of participants’ responses, with each theme addressing the relevant research question. This approach aligned with Creswell and Poth’s (2018) strategies of data analysis for case study, that is, analysing data through description of the cases and cross-case themes.

Thematic analysis involves identifying meaningful patterns across all data sources (including Documents for Analysis and the literature review) while capturing the core of participants’ experiences and perspectives. It also uncovers the interconnections within these experiential patterns, enabling the researcher to either validate or refine her understanding, and where necessary, challenge and adjust any preconceived notions shaped by the literature review (Myers, 2020). This process facilitates the generation of insightful findings (Patton, 1990; Richter, 2011, cited in Young and Thyil, 2013; Creswell and Poth, 2018), ultimately contributing to rich descriptions, interpretive depth, and theoretical development (Braun and Clarke, 2021).

[bookmark: _Hlk200405343]Through exploring different interpretations of the research issues (Braun and Clarke, 2021), thematic analysis could lead to presenting graphical relationships between different themes with respect to CG, CSR and SD research fields (Myers, 2020). Therefore, thematic analysis occurs deductively where the themes are derived from the CG, CSR and SD literature review for driving this exploratory research and guiding the researcher in formulating the research questions (refer as a Priori Themes); and inductively where the themes are derived from the verified transcripts and Documents for Analysis (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023). 

Overall, the researcher to conduct within-case analysis by preparing case descriptions and identifying themes inductively within the case, whereby same format applies to each Listed Company. Thereafter, through thematic analysis conducted across three cases, the researcher seeks to understand the essence of the connections within participants’ experiential and perceptual patterns. Finally, the relationship among CG, CSR and SD for the Listed Companies will be presented as cross-case themes, culminating in remarkable concluding insights drawn from both cross-case themes and professional themes. This multi-case study covers both the intrinsic and instrumental purposes, whereby apart from learning a unique corporate behaviour of the Listed Companies related to the research issues, it is also significance to gain insights into, and understanding of, a broader CG, CSR and SD practical issues and concepts (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2014).

[bookmark: _Hlk192621503]The trustworthiness of the results is ensured through the analysis of all the Primary Data and Secondary Data collected from multiples sources; the integration of diverse data analysis approaches enables the generation of holistic findings that reflect both the participants’ insights and the researcher’s interpretive lens and reflexive stance; and the validation strategies of member checks for credibility of the preliminary findings and interpretations, and for clarifying researcher bias or engaging with researcher’s reflexivity  of which all decisions made throughout the data analysis process, up to the final findings, are traceable through an audit trail.




3.9 Rationale for Cross-Case Thematic Analysis and Presentation

Given the interpretative and exploratory nature of this multi-case study, and working with the large volume of rich, lengthy qualitative data collected from 18 considerable long and rich Interviews across three Listed Companies, although the data analysis was conducted at both the within-case and cross-case levels, the research findings for this thesis, however, present only the cross-case themes to reflect the strongest conceptual patterns aligned with the research objectives and purpose for understanding the relationship among CG, CSR and SD across three Listed Companies. This is to maintain analytical focus. 

The researcher employs a set of a Priori Themes as a structured framework to guide the early stages of data organisation and analysis. However, for Chapter 4 (Data Analysis and Research Findings), the analysis approach is primarily data-driven and inductive in nature. The cross-case themes are then mapped onto the a Priori Themes framework or the applicable a Priori Themes. The researcher also discovers, presents and interprets new emergent themes, thereby offering context-specific contributions not previously captured in the literature review. The resulting thematic structure reflects a literature-guided yet empirically grounded analysis, ensuring both analytical rigor and responsiveness to the data (Bishop et al., 2020). 

[bookmark: _Hlk200992114]To emphasise pattern recognition and thematic saturation within the context of cross-case analysis, thematic insights are presented as cross-case themes. Significant or emergent patterns are substantiated through summarised interpretation derived from the majority views of participants within each case, reflecting patterns of commonly shared experiences and forming the analytic basis for each cross-case theme. This approach illustrates the breadth of insights that emerged through a data-driven, inductive analysis (Stake, 2006; Yin, 2018). 
 
To enhance readability and analytical depth; and to avoid overwhelming the reader with long direct quotes from full verbatim verified transcriptions, the summarised interpretation for each case is supported by the examples of participants’ responses.

Additionally, each cross-case theme is accompanied by a narrative interpretation (if any) that synthesises and represents shared patterns in cross-case analysis. The cross-case themes build transferable and generalisable insights from multi-case study and increase the trustworthiness of findings. Nonetheless, diverging or minority views are noted when they offer new insights, are analytically significant, or contribute to theoretical development. This approach aligned with Braun and Clarke’s (2006) assertion that, in qualitative analysis, the researcher’s judgement is necessary to determine what a theme is present, rather than adopting a rigid rule of quantified measure. It is important that the researcher maintains flexibility throughout the analysis, since the key criterion for establishing a theme is its significance to the overall research question.

[bookmark: _Hlk208400508][bookmark: _Hlk208401102][bookmark: _Hlk208400536]With respect to the presentation of cross-case themes identified through the cross-case analysis, these themes and their accompanying narrative interpretations (if any) are presented in Chapter 4. A detailed cross-case theme table, detailing each cross-case theme with its corresponding narrative interpretation (if any), as well as the summarised interpretation for each case accompanied by the examples of participants’ responses, is presented in Appendix 7 (Findings of Cross-Case Analysis: Detailed Cross-Case Theme Tables). 

For the in-depth Interviews with six HK professional participants, the majority views of professional participants will form a professional theme.  This approach ensures that the reported themes, supported by narrative interpretation (if any), reflect patterns of commonly shared experiences across the professional landscape. This analytical approach enables the emergence of professional insights that are both relevant and valuable to the broader research aims. Nonetheless, diverging or minority views are noted if they are analytically significant or theoretically interesting.

To enhance readability and analytical depth; and to avoid overwhelming the reader with long direct quotes from full verbatim verified transcriptions, the narrative interpretation (if any) for each professional theme is supported by the examples of professionals’ responses, as presented in Chapter 4



3.10 An Overview of Data Quality Techniques with Ethical Implications

For enhancing the quality of data in this qualitative interpretative research, a multifaceted research approach is required to balance methodological rigor with ethical responsibility. It is essential to explore and deeply comprehend the research issues within the participants’ present-day lived experiences, which are rich with diverse subjective insights, interpretations and meanings. Hence, the qualities of this research are inherently tied to its relational and ethical dimensions.

This section summaries the key data quality techniques employed in this study, including, inter alia, the validation strategies of credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability criteria for attaining trustworthiness of results (Lincoln and Guba, 1985); and highlights how these research practices are interwoven with ethical considerations, including data integrity and confidentiality, participants’ privacy and anonymity, reflexivity, and the respectful treatment of participants such as informed consent and provision of feedback and de-briefing. The data quality techniques and ethical practices, which have been discussed in the preceding sections of this chapter, are further elaborated here. Combined with the important factor that the researcher is an Insider in Research Field and serves as a key instrument for data collection, possessing deep familiarity with the research context and data, the attainment of ethically grounded, trustworthy findings is achievable.

The following trustworthiness techniques, which integrate ethical considerations, are embedded within the research framework and process outlined above.

(I) 	For ensuring credibility of research results:

(a)	Corroborating evidence through triangulation of multi-case, maximum variation case study approach which enables the cross-verification of findings across diverse contexts and participant perspectives for strengthening the validity of the study, as well as postpositivist interpretive framework with the integrated deductive and induction approaches, alongside multiple data collection methods  for collecting a rich and varied dataset, and multiple compatible data analysis methods support the thematic analysis process for generating themes, all of which aimed for triangulating the objective reality from the literature review and exploring multiple subjective insights from key informants. 

Furthermore, multiple data collection instruments support the triangulation of empirical findings. The triangulation technique reflects ethical commitment to mitigate potential biases, and strengthen fairness, accuracy, and comprehensiveness of findings. Resulting therefrom, comprehensive and credible findings that represent participants’ perspectives and researcher’s interpretations and reflexivity are attainable.

With respect to conducting effective Interviews, the researcher designs the interview procedures grounded in ethical practices (see Section 3.7.1 and Figure 29 for key components and steps of the interview procedures), contributing to both methodological rigor and ethical research standards, as well as ensuring the collected data is rich, valid, reliable, and ethically sound, leading to trustworthiness of results. The salient ethical implications on data quality are as follows:

(i)	Ethical obligation to respect participants and obtain their voluntary participation, including informed consent and provision of feedback and de-briefing ranging from pre-interview, at the beginning and during the progress of the interview, towards post-interview stages. Such measures aim to promote ethical rapport, participants’ trust and active engagement, and encourage them to share authentic and meaningful insights, thereby enhancing data quality.

(ii)  	Ethical responsibility not to (a) disclose both of Listed Companies and participants’ identities on all research data and documents, including this DBA thesis; and (b) collect Listed Companies’ unpublished price sensitive information (i.e. inside information). Furthermore, to protect participants’ privacy and anonymity; and confidentiality of all research data and documents. Such practices safeguard data integrity, and foster an environment of trust and openness, thereby promoting a more genuine sharing of lived experiences and personal insights, and enhancing the depth and quality of the collected data. 

(iii) 	The researcher practices reflexivity throughout the entire research process to critically examine her philosophical assumptions and position as an Insider in Research Field and a key instrument for data collection, as well as her potential influence throughout the research process, particularly on the data collection, analysis and interpretation. These practices contribute to minimising potential biases; ensuring ethical sensitivity; recognising power dynamics inherent in the researcher-participant relationship as participants are recruited through purposeful sampling, thereby taking measures to minimise such impact in order to promote a respectful research environment where participants felt comfort to share their experiences; and enhancing transparency, integrity of data interpretation, and trustworthiness of the research.

(b)	Developing cross-case analysis and cross-case themes, as well as discovering negative case analysis (or disconfirm evidence) through the adoption of the multi-case maximum variation case study approach, along with purposeful maximal sampling and maximum variation sampling that satisfied the principle of data saturation.

(c)	Having prolonged engagement with participants in the research field with respect to both the Interviews and Observations, thereby enables the researcher to make important field-based decisions, build rapport with participants, and understand their socio-cultural context.

(d)	Having member checks by all participants provides opportunities to (i) key informants to verify, confirm and/or refine his/her preliminary viewpoints conveyed during the Interviews, thus enhancing the data quality in the complex real-life research context; and (ii) clarify potential researcher bias and foster reflexivity by critically examining the researcher’s prior experiences, assumptions, and predispositions that may have shaped the interpretation and overall approach of this study.

This reflects the researcher’s commitment to uphold ethical responsibility and acknowledge positionality and power dynamics in the researcher-participant relationship, aiming to promote honest and respectful engagement with all participants and data by involving participants in the meaning-making process. Additionally, the analysis of all multi-perspectives data collected from multi-sources is necessary regardless of whether the findings are favorable or unfavorable in order to present a thorough and truthful account using appropriate academic language, while ensuring originality and avoiding plagiarism.
(II) 	For supporting transferability of research results:

Upon having the above-mentioned validation strategies, the rich descriptions of cases (including interconnected details) and/or themes under study support the transferability and applicability of research findings to other contexts.

(III) 	For supporting dependability and confirmability judgements:

[bookmark: _Hlk200408884]The digital audit trail consists field-notes, memoing, reflexive journal, the generation process of themes, and digital comments, changes and decisions made by the researcher in Microsoft Word. All these records support transparency and trustworthiness, including dependability and confirmability judgments throughout the research process. These records also support ethical accountability, integrity, and transparency for external review in the future as to how findings are derived.

With respect to data confidentiality, all research data and documents in anonymous form are kept confidential and securely in the strong passwords protected Data Security Devices owned and accessed solely by the researcher. No storage of research data and documents on network drive. Every digitised record will be stored on all such storage devices for backup purpose (Davidson, 1996). Additionally, the researcher uses up-to-date firewall and anti-virus software for keeping her laptop secure when connecting the internet, and conducts anti-virus scan on her Data Security Devices regularly to protect against data loss and corruption.

This is self-funded research project. Save for providing the draft DBA research report to her DBA Supervisory Team seeking research guidance support and review, no sharing of research data and documents with any persons throughout the entire research lifecycle.

Upon receiving DBA thesis results which secured pass marks, the researcher will permanently delete (a) all research data and documents stored on her Data Security Devices; and (b) all communications and files relating to research activities kept in her emails and other social media platforms. 
3.11 Chapter Summary

The researcher’s philosophical assumptions guide the construction and implementation of a qualitative exploratory research design, supported by a multifaceted research approach that required to balance methodological rigor with ethical sensitivity and a deep understanding of key informants’ lived experiences in the research field. The corroborated evidence obtained through triangulation, supported by various data quality techniques and ethical considerations, enhanced the trustworthiness and robustness of findings that represent participants’ perspectives and researcher’s interpretations and reflexivity. The research findings will address the exploratory research questions, contribute to the specified research objectives and purpose, and finally, investigate the identified research problems.

Chapter 4 sets the stage for the analysis of data obtained from multiple sources, using various data analysis methods within the framework of the planned research design, to generate trustworthy findings.
Chapter 4
 Data Analysis and Research Findings

4.1 Introduction

This chapter presents the findings of the study, which are primarily based on Interviews conducted with key informants from three Listed Companies and six HK professional participants. The inductive, data-driven analysis addresses the research questions outlined in Section 1.6, through empirical inquiries guided by open-ended interview questions (see Appendix 6.1 for research questions addressed by Listed Companies’ participants, followed by Appendix 6.2 for research questions addressed by professional participants). In addition, a constant cross-case analysis is employed to identify cross-case themes and to discover new, emergent themes in relation to a set of a Priori Themes. By integrating both deductive and inductive strategies, and adopting multiple compatible data analysis methods, including thematic analysis, this chapter offers comprehensive and balanced empirical analyses that maintain theoretical grounding while remaining open to emergent, real-world perspectives, capturing both cross-industry cross-case themes and professional themes. This enhances the richness and trustworthiness of the findings, contributing to the research purpose, aims and objectives outlined in Section 1.5, and ultimately addressing the research problems stipulated in Section 1.3.

4.2 Comparative Overview of a Priori and Cross-Case CG Themes and CSR Themes

To establish a contextual foundation for understanding each Listed Company’s approach to good CG and CSR commitments towards maximising contribution to SD, this section presents a preliminary analysis of Listed Companies’ recent CG and CSR (or ESG) disclosures stipulated in their interim report, annual report, CG report and ESG report as published on the website of HKEx in the year of 2024 (collectively, the Published Reports) for compliance with the Listing Rules. A cross-case analysis is conducted using a predefined set of a priori CG and CSR themes, which serve as a comparative framework. These themes are then examined alongside the empirical themes that derived from the deductive thematic, document, and semiotic analyses of the Published Reports. The purpose of this comparison is not to interpret or corroborate the meaning of interview data (i.e. multiple subjective insights), but rather to provide a structured background that highlights the formal positioning of each Listed Company’s CG and CSR initiatives in relation to orientation towards SD. This includes the identification of aligned themes and any themes unique to a single case, based on the cross-case theme criteria outlined in Section 3.9.

Table 7. Comparative Overview of a Priori CG Themes and Cross-Case CG Themes
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[bookmark: _Hlk206268372]Findings: Save for Friedman’s (1962, 1970a) Shareholder Theory, which adopts a narrow, shareholder-centric view of CG, and posits that the sole objective of business is profit maximisation for shareholders and the fiduciary duty of corporate executive is to maximise shareholder value, all cross-case themes demonstrate strong alignment with the a priori CG themes derived from the literature review.

All three cases (i.e. Listed Companies) adopted or applied a set of a priori CG themes rooted in the Listing Rules on CG Code and/or ESG Reporting Guide for regulatory compliance. Therefore, instead of briefing the researcher on the full and detailed contents of CG and CSR (or ESG) principles and practices disclosed in the Published Reports, all participants from Listed Companies focused on sharing their subjective insights in response to the open-ended research questions (see Appendix 6.1) during the Interviews. Accordingly, each CG Theme presented in Table 7 is verified and referenced by the researcher based on the original analysis and interpretation of the above-mentioned secondary data, with no narrative interpretation annexed herein. 

The researcher employed document analysis and deductive thematic analysis to examine the Published Reports in relation to a set of a priori CG themes derived from the literature review. To deepen the analysis, the researcher also incorporated elements of semiotic analysis, focusing on the interpretation of both denotative (explicit) and connotative (implicit) meanings within the reports (Chandler, 2007; Myers, 2020). This dual-level interpretation enabled a more comprehensive understanding of how key themes such as transparency, accountability and inclusivity, etc. were communicated, both directly and indirectly, within the written disclosures. In addition to textual contents, the researcher analysed visual signs and symbols embedded in these reports. Thus, the semiotic layer of analysis allowed the researcher to decode how visual design elements work in tandem with the textual messages to convey deeper meanings related to the research issues.











Table 8. Comparative Overview of a Priori CSR Themes and Cross-Case CSR Themes
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Findings: Save for the “political responsibility” within the concept of corporate citizenship, as defined by Crane and Matten (2004), there are 16 cross-case themes demonstrate strong alignment with the a priori CSR themes derived from the literature review.

All three cases (i.e. Listed Companies) adopted or applied a set of a priori CSR themes rooted in the Listing Rules on CG Code and/or ESG Reporting Guide for regulatory compliance. Therefore, instead of briefing the researcher on the full and detailed contents of CG and CSR (or ESG) principles and practices disclosed in the Published Reports, all participants from Listed Companies focused on sharing their subjective insights in response to the open-ended research questions (see Appendix 6.1) during the Interviews. Accordingly, each CSR Theme presented in Table 8 is verified and referenced by the researcher based on the original analysis and interpretation of the above-mentioned secondary data, with no narrative interpretation annexed herein. 

The researcher employed the same analysis approach of document analysis, semiotic analysis, and deductive thematic analysis for generating Table 7 to create this Table 8. While Public Relations Listed Company and Property Listed Company demonstrate strong CG and CSR (or ESG) practices, there is no written evidence in their reports indicating that the companies engage in “political responsibility” as part of their corporate citizenship. Healthcare Listed Company proactively utilises its position as a non-public healthcare organisation (and, in certain cases, collaborates with public welfare organisations) to voluntary provide corporate political responsibility that goes beyond philanthropy or traditional CSR, such as organise voluntary blood donation drives, free clinics and special health activities for local community residents, reduce or exempt medical fees and expenses for individuals in need, including extreme poverty and vulnerable groups, provide collaborative community health programs and free home-based nursing services for senior citizens and vulnerable patients, provide healthcare education programs to the public, and other public welfare undertakings and volunteer participation in community health co-construction, aiming to promote positive public impact (collectively, the Corporate Political Responsibility, or CPR). These are traditionally government-led services that are now being co-delivered or supported by the company.

4.3 Relationship between CG Framework and CSR Practices of Listed Companies

For the purpose of achieving the research objective 1 (RO1) as stated in Section 1.5, this section is to explore the central research questions 1 and 2 and the corresponding sub-research questions 1 (RQ1) and 2 (RQ2) as stated in Section 1.6.

4.3.1A Findings from Listed Companies: Fundamental Components of CG and CSR Frameworks
Table 9. Fundamental Cross-Case Components of the CG Framework[image: ]
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Table 10. Fundamental Cross-Case Components of the CSR Framework
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Findings addressing central research question 1 and the corresponding sub-research question 1

The cross-case findings addressing central research question 1 and the corresponding sub-research question 1 (RQ1) are outlined below.

The fundamental components of the CG framework across Listed Companies (see Table 9) are as follows:
[bookmark: _Hlk202898122](1)	BOD composition and leadership, and CG functions.
(2)	Board committees and CG functions.
(3)	Management structure, authority, function, and performance reporting.
(4)	IC and RM systems, and IA functions.
(5)	Compliance system, including information disclosure system.
(6)	Corporate culture.

The fundamental components of the CSR framework across Listed Companies (see Table 10) are social and environmental responsibilities, both rooted in the primary responsibility of economic prosperity. These components are as follows:
(1) [bookmark: _Hlk202898137]Employment and labour practices, comprising (a) DEI-focused HRM systems; (b) ethical and fair employment practices; and (c) employee welfare systems.
(2)	Operating practices, comprising (a) SCM; (b) product and service responsibility; and (c) anti-corruption and whistleblowing systems.
(3)	Community investment, comprising (a) community investment through contributions to socio-economic development with consideration of environmental issues; (b) upholding stakeholders’ rights to health and well-being, fulfilling broader social expectations; and (c) community involvement as a dimension of philanthropic responsibility. 
(4)	Environmental protection, comprising (a) emissions management; (b) sustainable resource management; (c) climate risk management; and (d) upholding the rights of stakeholders to a stable climate, and to live in a clean, safe and sustainable environment.

Furthermore, the cross-case findings reveal that the companies communicate these CG and CSR components to their employees through the following means: 
(1) 	Meetings;
(2) 	Emails; and 
(3) 	WeChat instant messaging and social media app.

Apart from the above-mentioned cross-case findings about the components of the CSR framework, only Healthcare Listed Company proactively utilises its position as a non-public healthcare organisation (and, in certain cases, collaborates with public welfare organisations) to voluntary provide Corporate Political Responsibility (CPR) that goes beyond philanthropy or traditional CSR. This political responsibility falls within the concept of corporate citizenship, as defined by Crane and Matten (2004), is traditionally referring to government-led services that are now being co-delivered or supported by Healthcare Listed Company. Even though only Healthcare Listed Company voluntarily providing CPR, this finding remains analytically significant. This approach is increasingly critical for enhancing legitimacy and securing a social license to operate; managing risks associated with the challenging healthcare sector, reputation, and societal expectations; driving innovation in addressing complex social challenges; exploring new opportunities for business growth; and contributing positively to society in the contemporary business landscape. Furthermore, it helps enhance trust and foster long-term relationships with stakeholders, better positioning organisation to achieve sustainable growth by aligning corporate and business strategies with societal needs and creating long-term value for all stakeholders.






4.3.1B Findings from Professionals: Fundamental Components of CG and CSR Frameworks

The following insights, derived from HK professional participants and presented in Box 3, meet the professional theme criteria outlined in Section 3.9.

Box 3. Analysis of Professionals’ Responses: The Best and Commonly adopted Fundamental Components of CG and CSR Frameworks 
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4.3.2A Findings from Listed Companies: Interrelated Aspects of CG and CSR Frameworks

Table 11. Cross-Case Analysis of the Interrelated Aspects of CG and CSR Frameworks
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Findings addressing central research question 2 and the corresponding sub-research question 2

The cross-case findings on the interrelated aspects of CG and CSR frameworks (see Table 11) directly address central research question 2 and the corresponding sub-research question 2 (RQ2), and are outlined below.

Finding 1
The Listed Companies’ CG framework is related to CSR framework.

Finding 2
Effective CG serves as the foundational pillar for fostering sustainable CSR. Therefore, an effective CG framework contributes to sustainable CSR engagement. 

This empirical finding aligns with the a priori CG-CSR relationship outlined in Section 1.4 - theoretical framework for this research (item 1). 

Finding 3
CG and CSR disciplines share common factors substantially. There are significant linkages between CG and CSR agendas (in terms of synergies and interdependencies) with ultimate objective of achieving sustainability performance from three aspects: financial, social and environmental.

This empirical finding aligns with the a priori CG-CSR relationship outlined in Section 1.4 - theoretical framework for this research (item 4). 
Finding 4
Building upon the preceding three findings, Finding No. 4 demonstrates CG as a foundation for sustainable CSR: Similarities between frameworks and their strategic integration. A comprehensive narrative interpretation is presented in Table 11.

Finding 5
Building upon the preceding Findings No. 1 to 3, Finding No. 5 demonstrates CG as a foundation for sustainable CSR: Differences between frameworks and approaches to strategic integration. A comprehensive narrative interpretation is presented in Table 11.

4.3.2B Findings from Professionals: Structural Differences in CG and CSR

The following insights, derived from HK professional participants and presented in Box 4, meet the professional theme criteria outlined in Section 3.9. 

Box 4. Analysis of Professionals’ Responses: Business Entities may have Different 
CG and CSR Structures  
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4.4 Relationship among CG, CSR and SD of Listed Companies

For the purpose of achieving the research objective 2 (RO2) as stated in Section 1.5, this section is to explore the sub-research questions 3 (RQ3), 4 (RQ4), and 5 (RQ5) as stated in Section 1.6.

4.4.1 Findings from Listed Companies: Relationship among CG, CSR and SD









[bookmark: _Hlk202201493]Table 12. Cross-Case Analysis of the Role of CG in supporting Companies in achieving SD
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[bookmark: _Hlk202201563]Table 13. Cross-Case Analysis of the Role of CSR in supporting Companies in achieving SD
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[bookmark: _Hlk202201717]Table 14. Cross-Case Analysis of the Relationship among CG, CSR and SD for Companies
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Findings addressing sub-research questions 3, 4 and 5 

The following cross-case findings directly address the sub-research questions 3 (RQ3), 4 (RQ4), and 5 (RQ5).

Addressing RQ3 - Finding 1 from Table 12
CG will support Listed Companies in achieving SD.

Addressing RQ3 - Finding 2 from Table 12
The attributes and related variables of CG influence the extent of Listed Companies’ contribution to SD, whereby an effective CG shapes organisational behaviour, and the underlying CG principles are paramount for achieving SD.
Note: This empirical finding aligns with the a priori CG-SD relationship outlined in Section 1.4 - theoretical framework for this research (item 3).

Addressing RQ4 - Finding 1 from Table 13
CSR will support Listed Companies in achieving SD.

Addressing RQ4 - Finding 2 from Table 13
The objective of Listed Companies’ CSR practices is to contribute to SD in three domains:  business (economic prosperity), community (social justice and equity), and the environment at large (environmental quality). CSR is the micro aspect of SD.

Note: This empirical finding aligns with the a priori CSR-SD relationship outlined in Section 1.4 - theoretical framework for this research (item 2). 

Addressing RQ5 - Finding from Table 14
There is a convergence of CG, CSR and SD agendas within Listed Companies of which these three agendas are on progressive cross-connections with each other. 

Note: This empirical finding aligns with the a priori CG-CSR-SD relationship outlined in Section 1.4 - theoretical framework for this research (item 5). 

4.4.2 Findings from Professionals: Relationship among CG, CSR and SD

The following insights, derived from HK professional participants and presented in Box 5, meet the professional theme criteria outlined in Section 3.9.






Box 5. Analysis of Professionals’ Responses: Relationships among 
CG, CSR and SD Domains
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4.5 Influence of the UNSDGs on CG and CSR Initiatives towards Maximising the Contribution of Listed Companies to SD

For the purpose of achieving the research objective 3 (RO3) as stated in Section 1.5, this section is to explore the central research question 3 and the corresponding sub-research questions 6 (RQ6) and 7 (RQ7) as stated in Section 1.6.

4.5.1 Findings from Listed Companies: Influence of the UNSDGs on CG and CSR Initiatives for SD




Table 15. Cross-Case Analysis of the Impact of UNSDGs in shaping the Companies’ CG and CSR Principles and Practices towards Maximising their Contribution to Economic, Social and Environmental Sustainability
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Table 16. Cross-Case Analysis of the Influence of UNSDGs on the Companies’ Economic, Social and Environmental Performance in Contributing to Their respective Sustainability Dimensions
[image: ]

Findings addressing central research question 3 and the corresponding sub-research questions 6 and 7 

The following cross-case findings directly address the sub-research questions 6 (RQ6) and 7 (RQ7).

Addressing RQ6  (see Table 15)
Effective CG and CSR principles and practices of Listed Companies promote the UNSDGs principles, thereby contributing to economic, social and environmental sustainability.
However, this cross-case theme diverges from the a priori relationship among UNSDGs, CG, CSR and SD that UNSDGs will form a breakthrough to the existing CG and CSR principles and practices towards attaining SD goals, by addressing the balance among environmental, social, and economic dimensions of sustainability, which entails evaluating trade-offs, identifying co-benefits (or synergies), and prioritising the 17 goals (see Section 1.4, item 6).

[bookmark: _Hlk202536842]Therefore, UNSDGs will influence corporate decision-making on CG, CSR and SD agendas, as presented in Section 1.4 - theoretical framework for this research (item 6). 

The cross-case theme reflects how existing effective CG and CSR practices contribute to SD and promote the principles of the UNSDGs, demonstrating alignment with these global goals, even though their actual impact is currently confined to the local and national context. Nevertheless, the finding also reveals a divergence from the a priori relationship, which posits that the UNSDGs should serve as a transformative framework – a catalyst for rethinking, redefining and reforming the existing CG and CSR principles and practices towards attaining SD goals. This transformation aims to better address sustainability in a nuanced and systemic way, aligning these corporate practices with the complexities and interlinkages of the 17 UNSDGs. It involves balancing economic, social and environmental sustainability through trade-offs, synergies, and prioritised approaches to strategically, systematically and inclusively navigate the interconnected nature of the UNSDGs. 

Addressing RQ7 (see Table 16)
Effective CG and CSR frameworks of Listed Companies promote the UNSDGs principles, contributing to positive economic, social and environmental performance, and supporting economic, social and environmental sustainability, respectively.

4.5.2 Findings from Professionals: Influence of the UNSDGs on CG and CSR Initiatives for SD

The following insights, derived from HK professional participants and presented in Box 6, meet the professional theme criteria outlined in Section 3.9.









Box 6. Analysis of Professionals’ Responses: Influence of the UNSDGs on HK-listed companies’ CG and CSR Initiatives towards Maximising Contribution to SD
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4.6 Influence of the UNSDGs on the Successful Integration of the ESG Agenda into the Business Strategies of Listed Companies aligned with SD Goals

For the purpose of achieving the research objective 4 (RO4) as stated in Section 1.5, this section is to explore the sub-research questions 8 (RQ8) and 9 (RQ9) as stated in Section 1.6.

4.6.1 Findings from Listed Companies: Influence of the UNSDGs on ESG Framework

Table 17. Cross-Case Analysis of the Integration of the UNSDGs into the Companies’ ESG Framework in Alignment with Business Strategies and SD Goals
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Table 18. Cross-Case Analysis of Challenges, Constraints and Obstacles arising from the Alignment of the UNSDGs with the Companies’ Business Strategies and Corporate Practices
[image: ]
Findings addressing sub-research questions 8 and 9 

The following cross-case findings directly address the sub-research questions 8 (RQ8) and 9 (RQ9).

Addressing RQ8 - Finding 1 from Table 17
Integration of UNSDGs principles into the corporate ESG framework, strategically aligned with business strategies and sustainability priorities, to advance SD.

This cross-case theme confirms and extends the a priori relationship that UNSDGs form new insights to the existing CG and CSR initiatives, and lead the formulation of business strategies (consisting of ESG agendas) with SD goals, as presented in Section 1.4, item 6. This demonstrates that the UNSDGs are not only influencing the existing CG and CSR principles and practices, but are also being progressively integrated into the corporate ESG framework, in strategic alignment with business strategies and sustainability priorities to advance SD in practice.

Addressing RQ8 - Finding 2 from Table 17
Structural measurement, evaluation and verification of ESG performance results enable accountability, strategic alignment, and continuous improvement in achieving sustainability goals.

Addressing RQ9  (see Table 18)
Financial capital emerges as a key challenge in aligning the implementation of the UNSDGs with Listed Companies’ business strategies and corporate practices.

4.6.2 Findings from Professionals: Influence of the UNSDGs on ESG Framework

The following insights, derived from HK professional participants and presented in Box 7, meet the professional theme criteria outlined in Section 3.9.



Box 7. Analysis of Professionals’ Responses: Influence of the UNSDGs on the Formulation of Corporate ESG Frameworks and Business Strategies aligned with SD Goals
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]

4.7 Influence of ESG Rules and Sustainability Reporting Standards on the Sustainability Practices and ESG Performance of Listed Companies

For the purpose of achieving the research objective 5 (RO5) as stated in Section 1.5, this section is to explore the sub-research questions 10 (RQ10) and 11 (RQ11) as stated in Section 1.6.

4.7.1 Findings from Listed Companies: Influence of ESG Rules and Sustainability Reporting Standards on Sustainability Practices and ESG Performance










Table 19. Cross-Case Analysis of the Influence of Listing Rules on ESG Subject and Sustainability Reporting Standards on Corporate Sustainability Practices and ESG Performance
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Findings addressing sub-research questions 10 and 11 

The cross-case findings concerning the influence of Listing Rules on ESG Subject and sustainability reporting standards on corporate sustainability practices and ESG performance (see Table 19) directly address the sub-research questions 10 (RQ10) and 11 (RQ11), and are outlined below.

Addressing RQ10 - Finding 1
ESG rules and sustainability reporting standards are not only becoming more complex and stringent, but are also increasingly central to corporate legitimacy, strategic alignment, and stakeholder accountability, thereby fostering improved sustainability practices and ESG performance.

Addressing RQ10 - Finding 2
Unsustainable corporate practices pose significant reputational threats and intensify stakeholder pressure, leading to heightened legitimacy risk.

Addressing RQ11
Enhancing ESG performance beyond legal compliance is essential for advancing SD across economic, social and environmental dimensions.

While all companies view ESG performance beyond legal compliance as essential for advancing SD across economic, social and environmental dimensions, participant HCIT4 from Healthcare Listed Company advances an analytically significant, cautionary note. This view highlights the potential for ESG greenwashing, where the companies may exaggerate their sustainability commitments or report selectively, thus undermining stakeholder trust and the credibility of ESG disclosures. This concern underscores the importance of effective and robust CG frameworks, including accountability mechanisms, transparency in ESG performance and reporting, IC and RM systems, in order to ensure that voluntary ESG initiatives translate into genuine, measurable and verified outcomes.

4.7.2 Findings from Professionals: Influence of ESG Rules and Sustainability Reporting Standards on Sustainability Practices and ESG Performance

The following insights, derived from HK professional participants and presented in Box 8, meet the professional theme criteria outlined in Section 3.9.

Box 8. Analysis of Professionals’ Responses: Influence of ESG Rules and Sustainability Reporting Standards on Corporate Sustainability Practices and ESG Performance
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4.8 Organisational Resilience and Long-Term Sustainability of Listed Companies: The Role of Purpose-Driven Company, Effective CG, and Proactive and Strategic CSR Engagement

For the purpose of achieving the research objective 5 (RO5) as stated in Section 1.5, this section is to explore the sub-research question 12 (RQ12) as stated in Section 1.6.  

4.8.1 Findings from Listed Companies: Purpose-Driven Company with Effective CG, and Proactive, Strategic CSR Engagement

Table 20. Cross-Case Analysis of Purpose-Driven Company, Effective CG, and Proactive and Strategic CSR Engagement for Organisational Resilience and Long-Term Sustainability 
[image: ]


Findings addressing sub-research question 12
The cross-case findings addressing sub-research question 12 (RQ12), as presented in Table 21, are outlined below.

A purpose-driven company with effective CG and proactive, strategic engagement in CSR activities represents the most efficient and effective approach to building resilience and strengthen long-term sustainability of the Listed Companies, as these elements serve as foundational strategic drivers.

4.8.2 Findings from Professionals: Purpose-Driven Company with Effective CG, and Proactive, Strategic CSR Engagement

The following insights, derived from HK professional participants and presented in Box 9, meet the professional theme criteria outlined in Section 3.9.

Box 9. Analysis of Professionals’ Responses: Organisational Resilience and Long-Term Sustainability of HK-listed companies: The Role of Purpose-Driven Company, Effective CG, and Proactive and Strategic CSR Engagement
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Hlk202991834]4.9 Summary of Key Cross-Case Themes and Professional Themes 

This section provides a concise summary of the key cross-case themes and professional themes as described in the previous sections of this chapter. Nonetheless, diverging or minority views are noted when they offer new insights, are analytically significant, or contribute to theoretical development. This summary consolidates the main empirical findings, as outline in the below Table 21, laying the foundation for the comprehensive discussion in Chapter 5, where all cross-case themes and professional themes will be discussed in depth alongside the relevant literature review.
Table 21. Key Cross-Case Themes and Professional Themes
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Drawing on the key cross-case themes and professional themes, both sides provided similar responses to comparable research questions. This indicates a strong congruence between cross-case themes and sector-wide professional themes regarding the research issues. 

Ultimately, these insightful lived experiences inform meaningful and productive ways of working in today’s dynamic and challenging regulatory and economic environments, particularly as the companies pursue sustainability goals across SD Domains. 

[bookmark: _Hlk209113145]As stated in Section 2.4, the Listing Rules on ESG Subject aligns conceptually and thematically with ISO 26000 and ISO 37000. As described in Section 4.2, the CG and CSR frameworks adopted by Listed Companies comply with the Listing Rules on ESG Subject. Thus, although Listed Companies do not explicitly apply ISO 26000 and ISO 37000, the principles and guidelines of these international standards for CSR and CG are embedded within the SEHK listing rules. Consequently, their influence is indirectly transmitted through regulatory channels, shaping the development and implementation of Listed Companies’ CG and CSR frameworks. These frameworks aim at the overarching objective of building organisational resilience and strengthening long-term sustainability in contributing to SD. 

Hence, the cross-case theme: ESG Listing Rules as Channels for ISO 37000 and ISO 26000 Transmission directly contributes to research aim(s) and the corresponding research objective 5 (RO5) as stated in Section 1.5.

4.10 Summary of Research Objectives, Questions, Cross-Case Themes, and Professional Themes

By exploring and addressing the central research questions (C-RQ) and corresponding sub-research questions (RQ) stated in Section 1.6, the research findings outlined in the preceding sections of this chapter contribute to the research purpose of exploring the relationship among CG, CSR and SD for the three Listed Companies. These findings also support the research aims and objectives (RO) stated in Section 1.5, and ultimately support the investigation and resolution of the research problems identified in Section 1.3.

As presented in Table 22 below, the summary includes RO, C-RQ and RQ, as well as the cross-case themes and professional themes for addressing the research issues outlined in Appendix 6.1 and Appendix 6.2, respectively. 
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4.11 Chapter Summary

This chapter presents research findings derived from deductive thematic, document, and semiotic analyses of the Published Reports, and from inductive analysis of interviewing 24 participants. The collected qualitative data for this study have achieved the principle of saturation (Giordano, 2003).  

Research gaps have been identified in the real-life issues on CG, CSR and SD research fields, arising from the practical challenges faced by HK-listed companies. These gaps are as follows: 

(1)	The real-world practicability and impact of the UNSDGs in corporate and business practices among HK-listed companies. 
While the 2030 Agenda for SD provides a global framework for action, there is limited understanding of how effectively business entities can implement and measure progress towards the UNSDGs, particularly in the context of China and HK. Although HK-listed companies typically disclose their ESG policies, actions, performance metrics, and achieved results in annual reports or dedicated ESG or sustainability reports, the existing research and literature largely focus on these policy commitments, disclosures and reporting. There is insufficient qualitative research exploring the practical challenges, implementation processes, and tangible strategic outcomes of the strategic integration of the UNSDGs within corporate and business strategies and operations.

(2)	Enhancing Board governance to bridge local, national, and global CSR/ESG initiatives: Enhancing CG, addressing ESG and greenwashing risks, and advancing ESG performance beyond compliance for SD.
Since CG provides the structural foundation for effective and strategic CSR implementation, a key research gap lies in understanding how the Boards of HK-listed companies can further enhance (a) the effectiveness of CG, including effective risk management in addressing ESG and greenwashing risks; and (b) ESG performance beyond statutory obligations, through strategically integrate CSR/ESG efforts with broader international initiatives. Addressing this gap requires examining how to bridge the divide between (a) current local and national CSR/ESG actions, governed by the existing CG and CSR frameworks, and (b) broader international initiatives that rely on systemic, coordinated efforts to achieving long-term SD across economic, social and environmental dimensions, or the UNSDGs as a whole.

Chapter 5 explores and interprets the broader theoretical and conceptual significance of the cross-case themes and professional themes. The chapter also demonstrates and elaborates a theory-informed model, developed through empirical findings, to guide the building of organisational resilience and strengthening of long-term SD. Additionally, the modified theoretical framework tailored to the context of Listed Companies, is presented and discussed therein.  





















Chapter 5
Discussion of Research Findings

5.1 Introduction

The purpose of this qualitative multi-case study is to explore the relationship among CG, CSR and SD in Listed Companies. This chapter discusses the empirical cross-case themes and professional themes identified in Chapter 4, exploring and interpreting their broader theoretical and conceptual significance by offering a comparative reflection on whether these empirical findings align with (support), diverge from (challenge), or extend (add nuance to) the literature review. 

Furthermore, these empirical findings, which address the open-ended research questions, particularly sub-research question 12, contribute to the development of a theory-informed model known as the PGS Conceptual Framework or the Purpose-Governance-Social Responsibility Conceptual Framework. This chapter demonstrates and elaborates on three foundational strategic drivers of this framework (i.e. purpose-driven governance, effective CG framework, and proactive, strategic CSR engagement) to guide the building of organisational resilience and strengthening of long-term SD.

Subsequently, drawing on the empirical findings from Chapter 4, the chapter presents the modified theoretical framework developed specifically for the context of Listed Companies. The revised framework reflects the relevant literature review on the relationship among CG, CSR and SD, as well as acknowledges an effective CG framework and strategic CSR engagement can promote the UNSDGs principles, aiming to maximise contributions to economic, social and environmental sustainability. 

Finally, by drawing on the robust empirical findings and discussions presented in this chapter, the essence of the literature review on CG, CSR and SD in practical corporate settings is outlined. In doing so, it contributes to research aim(s) and the corresponding research objective 5 (RO5) as stated in Section 1.5.

5.2 Discussion of Cross-Case CG Themes and CSR Themes

The discussions of the empirical cross-case CG themes and CSR themes identified in Table 7 and Table 8, respectively, in Section 4.2 are presented below.

[bookmark: _Hlk204093136]5.2.1 Alignment between the a Priori CG Themes and the Empirical Cross-Case CG Themes

As described in the empirical findings for Table 7 and further presented in Table 23 below, all 20 cross-case CG themes identified through deductive thematic, document, and semiotic analyses of the Published Reports demonstrate strong alignment with the a priori CG themes derived from the CG literature review. There is no single-case CG theme. Except for Friedman’s (1962, 1970a) Shareholder Theory, which adopts a narrow, shareholder-centric view of CG, and posits that the sole objective of business is profit maximisation for shareholders and the fiduciary duty of corporate executive is to maximise shareholder value, these findings confirm the continued relevance and applicability of the CG literature review across all case companies. 

[bookmark: _Hlk204386965][bookmark: _Hlk204450135]Pursuant to the broader conception of CG such as ISO 37000 international benchmark for good CG, Listing Rules on CG Code and ESG Reporting Guide, and Institutional Theory, as well as a universal set of good governance principles reflected in both the narrow and broader conceptions of CG, the attributes and related variables of CG influence the extent of Listed Companies’ contribution to SD. This denotes that an effective CG shapes organisational behaviour, and the underlying CG principles are paramount for achieving SD. These empirical findings align with the a priori CG-SD relationship outlined in the theoretical framework for this research (see item 3 of Section 1.4).

[bookmark: _Hlk205467950][bookmark: _Hlk204386985]All Listed Companies adopted or applied a set of a priori CG themes rooted in the Listing Rules on CG Code and/or ESG Reporting Guide for regulatory compliance. The findings show that each Listed Company adopts a robust and effective CG framework with sound CG principles, structures, mechanisms and practices. CG serves as the foundation, providing a formal structural framework for embedding both value-driven and compliance-based CSR principles and sustainability goals into corporate and business strategies and operations. CGT 8 posits that CSR is embedded within the CG framework (Ho, 2005), supporting the notion of an effective CG serves as the foundational pillar for fostering sustainable CSR, which aims to contribute to SD. This denotes that an effective CG framework contributes to sustainable CSR engagement. This empirical finding aligns with the a priori CG-CSR relationship outlined in the theoretical framework for this research (see item 1 of Section 1.4).

Table 23. Cross-Case CG Themes
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[bookmark: _Hlk204093151]5.2.2 Alignment between the a Priori CSR Themes and the Empirical Cross-Case CSR Themes

As described in the empirical findings for Table 8 and further presented in Table 24 below, all 16 cross-case CSR themes identified through deductive thematic, document, and semiotic analyses of the Published Reports demonstrate strong alignment with the a priori CSR themes derived from the CSR literature review. Except for Corporate Political Responsibility (CPR), which emerged uniquely in Healthcare Listed Company as the only single-case CSR theme, these findings confirm the continued relevance and applicability of the CSR literature review across all case companies. Healthcare Listed Company proactively utilises its position as a non-public healthcare organisation (and, in certain cases, collaborates with public welfare organisations) to voluntary provide CPR that goes beyond philanthropy or traditional CSR within the concept of corporate citizenship, as defined by Crane and Matten (2004).

[bookmark: _Hlk204387001]Pursuant to the CSR literature review, including ISO 26000 international standard for social responsibility, the Iron Law of Responsibility, Legitimacy Theory, Stakeholder Theory, CSR Pyramid, TBL concept, CC concept, CSV concept, and Listing Rules on CG Code and ESG Reporting Guide, economic, social and environmental responsibilities are consistently identified as the three most fundamental pillars of CSR. The objective of Listed Companies’ CSR practices is thus to contribute to SD in three domains: business (economic prosperity), community (social justice and equity), and the environment at large (environmental quality). This empirical finding aligns with the a priori CSR-SD relationship outlined in the theoretical framework for this research (see item 2 of Section 1.4).

All Listed Companies adopted or applied a set of a priori CSR themes rooted in the Listing Rules on CG Code and/or ESG Reporting Guide for regulatory compliance. The findings show that each Listed Company adopts a robust and effective CSR framework with sound CSR principles and practices. CSRT 2 posits that a strategic CSR governance system supports the notion of an effective CG serves as the foundational pillar for fostering sustainable CSR, which aims to contribute to SD (Ho, 2005). It upholds ISO 26000 principles of social responsibility that an effective CG system ensures sound CSR principles of transparency, accountability, ethical behavior (ethical responsibilities), respect for stakeholder interests, respect for international norms of behavior, respect for the rule of law (legal responsibilities), and respect for human rights (ISO, 2010a), as well as incorporates these principles into the corporate’s decision-making, policies and practices. 

This reflects the Listed Companies’ primary goal of achieving economic prosperity, while also demonstrating their commitment to broader social and environmental responsibilities. This can be achieved through CSV approach (Porter and Kramer, 2006, 2011), as signified by CSRT 16. CSV approach is a bridge between CA and CSR (Motherapp, 2025).

Table 24. Cross-Case CSR Themes
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[bookmark: _Hlk204266241][bookmark: _Hlk204093105]5.3 Discussion of the Relationship between CG Framework and CSR Framework of Listed Companies

The discussions of the empirical cross-case themes and professional themes identified in Tables 9, 10, 11 and Boxes 3, 4, respectively, in Section 4.3 are presented below.

[bookmark: _Hlk204266298]5.3.1 	Cross-Case Themes: Relevance of Literature Review

(A)	Fundamental Components of CG Framework and CSR Framework
Findings addressing central research question 1 and the corresponding sub-research question 1 as stated in Section 1.6
 
The Listed Companies communicate the following fundamental components of the CG framework and the CSR framework to their employees at meetings and/or by way of emails, WeChat instant messaging and social media app.


The fundamental components of the CG framework are as follows:
[bookmark: _Hlk204108748](1)		BOD composition and leadership, and CG functions.
(2)		Board committees and CG functions.
(3)		Management structure, authority, function, and performance reporting.
(4)		IC and RM systems, and IA functions.
(5)		Compliance system, including information disclosure system.
(6)		Corporate culture. 
These CG components are encompassed within CGT 1, CGT 3, CGT 4, CGT 5, CGT 6, CGT 11, CGT 12, and CGT 17 as presented in Table 23.

The fundamental components of the CSR framework are social and environmental responsibilities, both rooted in the primary responsibility of economic prosperity. These components are as follows:
(1)   	Employment and labour practices, comprising (a) DEI-focused HRM systems; (b) ethical and fair employment practices; and (c) employee welfare systems.
(2)	Operating practices, comprising (a) SCM; (b) product and service responsibility; and (c) anti-corruption and whistleblowing systems.
(3)	Community investment, comprising (a) community investment through contributions to socio-economic development with consideration of environmental issues; (b) upholding stakeholders’ rights to health and well-being, fulfilling broader social expectations; and (c) community involvement as a dimension of philanthropic responsibility. 
(4)	Environmental protection, comprising (a) emissions management; (b) sustainable resource management; (c) climate risk management; and (d) upholding the rights of stakeholders to a stable climate, and to live in a clean, safe and sustainable environment.
These CSR components are encompassed within CSRT 3 to CSRT 15 (fulfilling social and environmental responsibilities), all of which are grounded in CSRT 1 (economic responsibility), supported by CSRT 2 (a strategic CSR governance system), and operationalised through CSV approach as represented by CSRT 16, detailed in Table 24.

[bookmark: _Hlk204603657]As highlighted in Section 5.2.2, Corporate Political Responsibility (CPR) emerged uniquely in Healthcare Listed Company as the only single-case CSR theme drawing from its position as a non-public healthcare organisation. Even though voluntarily providing CPR represents a single-case theme, it remains analytically significant. This approach is increasingly critical for enhancing legitimacy and securing a social license to operate; managing risks associated with the challenging healthcare sector, reputation, and societal expectations; driving innovation in addressing complex social challenges; exploring new opportunities for business growth; and contributing positively to society in the contemporary business landscape. Furthermore, it helps enhance trust and foster long-term relationships with stakeholders, better positioning organisation to achieve sustainable growth by aligning corporate and business strategies with societal needs and creating long-term value for all stakeholders. The details of the healthcare-related CPR activities are shown in Section 4.2. 

[bookmark: _Hlk204603684]These CPR activities move beyond traditional CSR. CSV redefines corporate purpose and capitalism, driving new approaches for greater business innovation and growth. By creating strong links between business strategies and CSR, the company has a great opportunity to gain a CA and achieve synergy, resulting in sustained profits, increased societal trust and legitimacy, societal prosperity, community well-being, and reduced environmental damage (Porter and Kramer, 2011).
Pursuant to Dowling and Pfeffer (1975), Guthrie, Cuganesan and Ward (2007), and Noah (2017), Legitimacy Theory states that for gaining legitimate status and eliminating threat to survival, the companies should integrate their value system with that of the social system within which they operate.

[bookmark: _Hlk204266321](B)	Interrelated Aspects of CG Framework and CSR Framework
Findings addressing central research question 2 and the corresponding sub-research question 2 as stated in Section 1.6

[bookmark: _Hlk204387062]Listed Companies’ CG framework is related to CSR framework through the following relationship:
(1)	Effective CG serves as the foundational pillar for fostering sustainable CSR. Therefore, an effective CG framework contributes to sustainable CSR engagement. 
This empirical finding aligns with the a priori CG-CSR relationship outlined in the theoretical framework for this research (see item 1 of Section 1.4).
(2)	CG and CSR disciplines share common factors substantially. There are significant linkages between CG and CSR agendas (in terms of synergies and interdependencies) with ultimate objective of achieving sustainability performance from three aspects: financial, social and environmental.
This empirical finding aligns with the a priori CG-CSR relationship outlined in the theoretical framework for this research (see item 4 of Section 1.4).

Building upon the preceding findings of CG-CSR relationship, the empirical findings reveal both similarities and differences between the CG framework and the CSR framework of Listed Companies, as presented in the cross-case themes below.

(1)	CG as a foundation for sustainable CSR: Similarities between frameworks and their strategic integration.

Relevance to the Literature Review

The empirical findings presented above underscore the practical relevance of the core principles and concepts drawn from the following CG and CSR literature review, all of which are directed towards maximising an organisation’s contribution to SD. These findings reflect the importance of theoretical, conceptual, and regulatory frameworks in CG and CSR (or ESG) for informing real-world corporate and business decisions, strategies and operations aimed at maximising the companies’ contributions to SD. The findings further indicate that the strategic integration of CSR within effective CG framework supports sustained operations and business growth in a competitive and challenging business and regulatory environment. 

Ultimately, by effectively integrating and aligning CG and CSR frameworks, and operationalising CSR activities through the CSV approach of creating strong links between business strategies and CSR (Porter and Kramer, 2011), the companies can gain CA and synergistic outcome. According to Legitimacy Theory, the companies should integrate their value system with that of the social system within which they operate for gaining legitimate status and eliminating threat to survival (Dowling and Pfeffer, 1975; Guthrie, Cuganesan and Ward, 2007; Noah, 2017). This CG-CSR strategic integration creates synergies that reinforce the governance-CSR nexus, thereby contributing to SD across economic, social and environmental dimensions.
The CG literature review:  The CG and CSR frameworks are grounded in Ho’s (2005) CSR embedded in CG model, and are complemented by CG principles and practices encompassed in the ISO 37000 Standard, Listing Rules on ESG Subject, Institutional Theory, and a universal set of sound governance attributes reflected in both the narrow and broader conceptions of CG. As described in Section 5.2.1, all Listed Companies adopt a robust and effective CG framework with sound CG principles, structures, mechanisms and practices underpinned by all 20 cross-case CG themes, ensuring that the Board discharges its fiduciary duty in the best interests of the companies and their shareholders, and delivers long-term values to all stakeholders. That is, the companies are increasingly considering and accountable to broader stakeholder interests, such as employees, customers, suppliers, local communities, society at large, and the environmental stewardship, ethically and transparently. As a result, the empirical findings derived from both the deductive and inductive approaches support the alignment between empirical evidence and the a priori CG-CSR relationship: Effective CG serves as the foundational pillar for fostering sustainable CSR. Therefore, an effective CG framework contributes to sustainable CSR engagement. 

The CSR literature review: The CG and CSR frameworks are grounded in Ho’s (2005) CSR embedded in CG model, and are complemented by CSR principles and practices encompassed in the ISO 26000 Standard, the Iron Law of Responsibility, Legitimacy Theory, Stakeholder Theory, CSR Pyramid, TBL concept, CC concept, CSV concept, and Listing Rules on ESG Subject. As described in Section 5.2.2, all Listed Companies adopt a robust and effective CSR framework with sound CSR principles and practices underpinned by all 16 CSR themes, outlining that the companies operate for economic prosperity and commit to broader social and environmental responsibilities ethically and transparently through the CSV approach, thereby contributing to economic growth while improving the quality of life of their workforce, local communities, society at large, and promoting environmental stewardship. 

In summary, similarities between the CG and CSR literature review and empirical findings lie in the responsibility of companies to manage their relationships with all legitimate stakeholders (including the environment and society) ethically, accountably and transparently, thereby incorporating CSR-related themes as an important dimension of effective CG framework, such that good governance naturally includes social responsibility (Ho, 2005). This represents the institutionalisation of stakeholder-centric governance, emphasising responsible management that goes beyond pure profit-seeking.

As a result, the empirical CG-CSR relationship aligns with the a priori CG-CSR relationship: CG and CSR disciplines share common factors substantially. There are significant linkages between CG and CSR agendas (in terms of synergies and interdependencies) with ultimate objective of achieving sustainability performance from three aspects: financial, social and environmental.

(2)	CG as a foundation for sustainable CSR: Differences between frameworks and approaches to strategic integration.

Relevance to the Literature Review

The empirical findings presented above underscore the practical relevance of the core concepts of the CG and CSR literature review, as well as in line with the attributes and variables of the cross-case CG themes and CSR themes presented in Table 23 and Table 24, respectively. Even when CSR is strategically integrated into an effective CG framework (Ho, 2005), the boundaries between CG and CSR are not fully dissolved, making social responsibility part of the governance agenda. 

[bookmark: _Hlk205042731]Under the contemporary stakeholder-oriented governance paradigm, the CSR literature review continues to extend the boundaries of ethical, voluntary, societal and environmental responsibilities of business towards various internal and external stakeholders, in addition to the financial objective of achieving sustainable economic development. Porter and Kramer (2011) claim that the companies can gain CA by developing strong links between their business strategies and CSR, as signifies in CSV approach. That is, profits involving a social purpose. The specific CSR themes explored in this study are presented in Table 24. Ultimately, CSR, when underpinned by business motivations, can represent a combination of financial and non-financial goals that integrate economic, environmental and social domains. Social motivation, which forms part of broader business motivations, can be expanded to provide Corporate Political Responsibility through strategically integrated into business strategy and operations, such as in the case of Healthcare Listed Company. Traditionally, these services have been led by the government, but they are now increasingly co-delivered or supported by business entities as part of fulfilling their corporate citizenship responsibilities (Crane and Matten, 2004). 

In contrast, the CG Code for Listing Rules - to govern HK-listed companies’ CG principles and practices sustainably, thereby ensuring the adoption of sustainable CG frameworks that integrate ESG considerations and promote long-term stakeholder value (HKEx, 2024a), ISO 37000 Standard - to provide good CG principles as guidance for making sound, sustainable governance decisions (ISO, 2021), and Institutional Theory - to elucidate the adoption of legitimate organisational structures and governance frameworks (Meyer and Rowan, 1977) are primarily focus on organisational stewardship and strategic governance mechanisms, rooted in sound CG principles (attributes) and practical features (variables) that presented as cross-case CG themes in Table 23, shape organisational behaviour. Both robust CG principles and effective practices are paramount for advancing organisational effectiveness, CSR performance and SD outcomes. These mechanisms also provide a formal and legitimate framework for strategic integration of value-driven and compliance-based CSR principles, as well as sustainability goals, into corporate and business strategies and operations.

[bookmark: _Hlk205240482]The primary emphasis of CG is on formal organisational structure, regulated systems, corporate behaviour, accountability, compliance, transparency, stakeholder engagement, and risk management, rather than on the broader aspirational and normative aims of CSR which often extend beyond regulatory compliance. Freeman (1984) suggests that CSR should be viewed as an extension of effective CG mechanisms to resolve conflicts between managers and non-investing stakeholders. This perspective, rooted in Freeman’s Stakeholder Theory, is useful for effectively managing stakeholder relationships.







[bookmark: _Hlk204266353]5.3.2 Professional Themes: Relevance of Literature Review and/or Cross-Case Themes

(A)	Fundamental Components of CG Framework and CSR Framework
Findings addressing research question 4 (Appendix 6.2)

The best and commonly adopted fundamental components of CG framework for maximising the contribution of HK-listed companies to SD are as follows:
(1)		IC and RM systems. 
(2)   	A transparent information disclosure and reporting system.

The best and commonly adopted fundamental components of CSR framework for maximising the contribution of HK-listed companies to SD are as follows:
(1)		Employees, as a valuable organisational resource. 
Human resource should be supported by ethical and fair employment practices, along with sustainable and effective HRM and employee welfare systems. 
(2)		Community involvement and investment. 
(3)		Environment performance.

Relevance to the Literature Review and/or Cross-Case Themes

[bookmark: _Hlk204961407]The fundamental components of CG and CSR frameworks identified by professionals are similar to those found in the broader range of cross-case themes. The cross-case themes and professional themes demonstrated strong congruence regarding the research issues, thereby offering credible evidence of prevailing trends across the sector-wide commercial and professional market.

[bookmark: _Hlk204266395](B)	Structural Differences in CG and CSR 
Findings addressing research question 2 (Appendix 6.2)

Business entities may have different CG structure and CSR structure, driven by context-driven lens and organisational contingencies. 

Although there is no universal structure of CG or CSR that can be applied uniformly across different business entities or industries, the CG-CSR structure can be conceptualised in several ways. For instance, CSR can be embedded within the CG model (Ho, 2005); CG can be viewed as a pillar supporting the CSR model (Hancock, 2005); or CG and CSR can be regarded as complementary constituents along the continuum of corporate accountability and responsibility (Bhimani and Soonawalla, 2005).

The analytically significant perspective shared by participants HPCG1 and HPSD6 is that most of the business entities adopt, or the ideal structure should be, CSR embedded in the CG model. 

Relevance to the Literature Review and/or Cross-Case Themes

The above-mentioned view shared by participants HPCG1 and HPSD6 is aligned with the a priori CG-CSR relationship as outlined in the theoretical framework for this research (see item 1 of Section 1.4). It remains analytically significant as it reinforces the cross-case theme.

5.4 Discussion of the Relationship among CG, CSR and SD of Listed Companies

The discussions of the empirical cross-case themes and professional themes identified in Tables 12, 13, 14 and Box 5, respectively, in Section 4.4 are presented below.

5.4.1 	Cross-Case Themes: Relevance of Literature Review

(A)	Role of CG in supporting Listed Companies in achieving SD
Findings addressing sub-research question 3 (RQ3) as stated in Section 1.6
[bookmark: _Hlk204387187]
CG will support Listed Companies in achieving SD.

The attributes and related variables of CG influence the extent of Listed Companies’ contribution to SD, whereby an effective CG shapes organisational behaviour, and the underlying CG principles are paramount for achieving SD.
This empirical finding aligns with the a priori CG-SD relationship outlined in the theoretical framework for this research (see item 3 of Section 1.4).

Relevance to the Literature Review

[bookmark: _Hlk204362656]The empirical findings presented above underscore the practical relevance of the core principles, practices and concepts drawn from the CG and SD literature review, including ISO 37000 Standard, Listing Rules on CG Code and ESG Reporting Guide, and Institutional Theory. This includes a universal set of good governance attributes reflected in both the narrow and broader conceptions of CG, including leadership, direction, control, transparency, accountability, compliance, strategy setting and strategic management process that incorporates stakeholder value and shareholder value (Tricker, 1994; Keasy and Wright, 1997; Kendall, 1999; MacMillan et al., 2004; Huse, 2005; Van den Berghe and Louche, 2005).

Furthermore, the UN 2030 Agenda for SD presented that good CG at all levels, and corporate transparency, effectiveness and accountability form part of the core factors for achieving SD (United Nations, no date, a). These findings reflect the importance of theoretical, conceptual, and regulatory frameworks in CG for informing real-world corporate and business decisions, strategies and operations aimed at maximising the companies’ contributions to SD.

As described in Section 5.2.1, all 20 cross-case CG themes demonstrate strong alignment with the a priori CG themes derived from the CG literature review. CGT 8 denotes that CSR as a governance mechanism, emphasising social and environmental responsibilities that aligned with broader stakeholders and societal expectations so as to proactively contribute to SD (Solomon and Solomon, 2004; ISO, 2021; HKEx, 2024a). 

Section 5.2.1 also presented that the attributes and related variables of CG influence the extent of Listed Companies’ contribution to SD. This denotes that an effective CG shapes organisational behaviour, and the underlying CG principles are paramount for achieving SD. As a result, the empirical findings derived from both the deductive and inductive approaches support the alignment between empirical evidence and the a priori CG-SD relationship outlined in the theoretical framework for this research (see item 3 of Section 1.4). The a priori CG-SD relationship further elaborates that the objectives of having good CG practice are mainly ranging from compliance and enhancement of shareholder value to building a sustainable business through safeguarding the interests of stakeholders and fulfilling the social responsibilities. Hence, the achievable sustainable benefits arising from having good CG practice are mainly revolving around delivery sustainable value to shareholders, promoting and safeguarding the interests of shareholders and stakeholders, enhancing the credibility and reputation, and ensuring the sustainable growth.

In summary, the sustainable CG framework and its strategic governance mechanisms, both grounded in the 20 cross-case CG themes presented in Table 23, shape organisational behaviour and advance organisational effectiveness, thereby enabling contributions to SD across economic, social and environmental dimensions.

(B)	Role of CSR in supporting Listed Companies in achieving SD
Findings addressing sub-research question 4 (RQ4) as stated in Section 1.6

[bookmark: _Hlk204387292]CSR will support Listed Companies in achieving SD.

The objective of Listed Companies’ CSR practices is to contribute to SD in three domains:  business (economic prosperity), community (social justice and equity), and the environment at large (environmental quality). CSR is the micro aspect of SD.
This empirical finding aligns with the a priori CSR-SD relationship outlined in the theoretical framework for this research (see item 2 of Section 1.4).

The strategic integration between CG and CSR allows business to balance profitability (profit remains a key priority) with broader social and environmental goals.




Relevance to the Literature Review

The empirical findings presented above on the contributions of strategic CSR performance to economic, social and environmental sustainability underscore the practical relevance of the core principles, practices and concepts drawn from the CSR and SD literature review, including ISO 26000 Standard, the Iron Law of Responsibility, Legitimacy Theory, Stakeholder Theory, CSR Pyramid, TBL concept, CC concept, CSV concept, and Listing Rules on ESG Subject. Collectively, this CSR literature review identifies economic, social and environmental responsibilities as the three most fundamental pillars of CSR, whereas the SD literature review asserts that true sustainability emerges at the intersection of these three domains. These findings reflect the importance of theoretical, conceptual, and regulatory frameworks in CSR for informing real-world corporate and business decisions, strategies and operations aimed at maximising the companies’ contributions to SD.

The findings further reveal the importance of strategically integrating value-driven and compliance-based CSR principles, as well as sustainability goals, within an effective CG framework (Ho, 2005). This integration involves embedding CSR and sustainability initiatives into corporate and business strategies and operations through the CSV approach, thereby fostering new avenues for business innovation and growth (Porter and Kramer, 2011).

[bookmark: _Hlk205249230]By creating strong links between corporate and business strategies and CSR, the companies have significant opportunities to gain CA and achieve synergies that benefit not only the companies themselves, but also their internal and external stakeholders and the environment (Porter and Kramer, 2011). These synergistic outcomes can result in sustained profits and business growth, enhanced societal trust, legitimacy and corporate reputation, greater societal prosperity and community well-being, and reduced environmental harm. Ultimately, these strategic outcomes contribute to organisational resilience (Holling, 1973; Walker et al., 2004) and SD across economic, social, and environmental dimensions.

As described in Section 5.2.2, all Listed Companies adopt a robust and effective CSR framework with sound CSR principles and practices underpinned by all 16 CSR themes, outlining that the companies operate for economic prosperity and commit to broader social and environmental responsibilities ethically and transparently through the CSV approach, as signified by CSRT 16, thereby contributing to economic growth while improving the quality of life of their workforce, local communities, society at large, and promoting environmental stewardship. Moreover, CSRT 2 posits that a strategic CSR governance system supports the notion of an effective CG serves as the foundational pillar for fostering sustainable CSR, which aims to contribute to SD (Ho, 2005). Following thereto, Section 5.2.2 highlights that, with reference to the CSR literature review, the objective of Listed Companies’ CSR practices is thus to contribute to SD in three domains: business (economic prosperity), community (social justice and equity), and the environment at large (environmental quality). 

As a result, the empirical findings derived from a hybrid deductive-inductive approach support the alignment between empirical evidence and the a priori CSR-SD relationship outlined in the theoretical framework for this research (see item 2 of Section 1.4): The objective of CSR practices is to contribute to SD of business (economic prosperity), community (social justice and equity) and the environment at large (environmental quality). CSR is the micro aspect of SD.

Finally, the cross-case theme further reveals that the strategic integration between CG and CSR allows business to balance profitability (profit remains a key priority) with broader social and environmental goals. 

[bookmark: _Hlk204465910][bookmark: _Hlk204461415]As highlighted in Section 2.10, this research identifies that although the CSR and SD literature review emphasises an integrated or balanced approach to achieving economic, social and environmental sustainability by considering the interests of multiple stakeholders, it is nonetheless possible for business entities with unbalanced sustainability efforts to reach an intersection point among SD Domains – known as “sustainability”. Although this overlapping area may be imperfect, it can nonetheless present opportunities for economically-driven investments to generate social and environmental co-benefits, thereby contributing to a form of integrated sustainability.

These findings regarding the imbalance of investment across SD Domains, which collectively derived from the researcher’s insights in Section 2.10, the above-mentioned cross-case theme, and the professional themes presented in the subsequent section (Section 5.4.2), demonstrate how real-world corporate practices operate within a competitive and challenging business and regulatory environments. They reflect the priority of businesses to achieve enhanced profits and sustainable business success, while also committing to broader social and environmental goals. However, when aligning these priorities through the CSV approach and purpose-driven governance, the companies tend to be better positioned to effectively integrate sustainability into their core strategies. This alignment not only enhances their CA but also maximises their contributions to economic, social and environmental sustainability. This proposed strategic alignment echoes the arguments of Dyllick and Hockerts (2002), who emphasise the importance of integrating SD Domains, as well as integrating short-term profitability with long-term factors that underpin the spirit of sustainability.

[bookmark: _Hlk205042748]These empirical findings thus support the identification of critical research gaps in the literature review by exploring (a) the consequences of imbalanced investment across SD Domains, resulting in imperfect intersection or imbalanced sustainability; and (b) the search for an ideal percentage or ratio among economic, social and environmental performances. Such imbalances may give rise to ESG-washing or sustainability-washing in contemporary business and regulatory environments, particularly in contexts characterised by weak CG frameworks. The details of these research gaps are shown in Section 2.10. 

(C)	Convergence of CG, CSR and SD Agendas for Listed Companies
Findings addressing sub-research question 5 (RQ5) as stated in Section 1.6

[bookmark: _Hlk204387466]There is a convergence of CG, CSR and SD agendas within Listed Companies of which these three agendas are on progressive cross-connections with each other. 
This empirical finding aligns with the a priori CG-CSR-SD relationship outlined in the theoretical framework for this research (see item 5 of Section 1.4).

The convergence of CG, CSR and SD forms a mutually reinforcing system in which sustainable business success (i.e. long-term profitability) and responsible corporate behavior are essential for achieving meaningful and enduring sustainability outcomes across economic, social and environmental dimensions.

[bookmark: _Hlk204547327]Relevance to the Literature Review

The empirical findings presented above concerning the CG-SD, CG-CSR, CSR-SD, and CG-CSR-SD relationships underscore the practical relevance of the core principles, practices and concepts drawn from the CG, CSR and SD literature review. These findings reflect the importance of theoretical, conceptual, and regulatory frameworks in CG and CSR (or ESG) for informing real-world corporate and business decisions, strategies and operations aimed at maximising the companies’ contributions to SD.

The alignment between the empirical findings and the a priori relationships of CG-SD, CG-CSR, CSR-SD, and CG-CSR-SD, grounded in the CG, CSR and SD literature review, is presented below.

The CG-SD Relationship

The empirical findings presented in this Section 5.4 reinforce the detailed discussions in Sections 5.2.1 (cross-case CG themes) and Section 5.4.1 (A) (the role of CG in supporting Listed Companies in achieving SD). Specifically, they confirm that the effective CG framework and its strategic governance mechanisms (both grounded in the 20 cross-case CG themes presented in Table 23, along with the embedded value-driven and compliance-based CSR principles and sustainability goals) together uphold responsible and ethical corporate behavior, which support the a priori CG-SD relationship. That is, the attributes and related variables of CG influence the extent of an organisation’s contribution to SD, whereby an effective CG shapes organisational behaviour, and the underlying CG principles are paramount for achieving SD.

Additionally, when considered alongside the overview of literature review in Section 2.9, this study suggests that the CG literature review (with the exception of Friedman’s Shareholder Theory which posits that the sole objective of business is profit maximisation for shareholders and the fiduciary duty of corporate executive is to maximise shareholder value), along with the specified good CG attributes and variables, provides a complementary framework for advancing the CG, CSR and SD agendas. 

The CG-CSR Relationship

The empirical findings presented in this Section 5.4 reinforce the detailed discussions in Section 5.2.1 (cross-case CG themes), Section 5.2.2 (cross-case CSR themes) and Section 5.3.1 (B) (the interrelated aspects of CG framework and CSR framework). Specifically, they confirm that the strategic integration of CSR within an effective CG framework, the institutionalisation of stakeholder-centric governance, and the operationalisation of CSR activities through the CSV approach collectively create opportunities to gain CA and achieve synergies that benefit the companies, their internal and external stakeholders, and the environment (Porter and Kramer, 2011). The CG-CSR strategic integration creates synergies that reinforce the governance-CSR nexus, thereby contributing to SD across economic, social and environmental dimensions.

The findings support the following a priori relationships between CG and CSR:
(a)	Effective CG serves as the foundational pillar for fostering sustainable CSR. Therefore, an effective CG framework contributes to sustainable CSR engagement. 
(b) 	CG and CSR disciplines share common factors substantially. There are significant linkages between CG and CSR agendas (in terms of synergies and interdependencies) with ultimate objective of achieving sustainability performance from three aspects: financial, social and environmental.

The CSR-SD Relationship

The empirical findings presented in this Section 5.4 reinforce the detailed discussions in Sections 5.2.2 (cross-case CSR themes) and Section 5.4.1 (B) (the role of CSR in supporting Listed Companies in achieving SD). Specifically, they confirm that the strategic integration of CSR within an effective CG framework, including the strong alignment between CG and CSR, the institutionalisation of stakeholder-centric governance, and the operationalisation of CSR activities through the CSV approach, collectively enables the companies to balance profitability (profit remains a key priority) with broader social and environmental goals, ultimately advancing SD across economic, social and environmental dimensions.

The findings support the a priori CSR-SD relationship. That is, the objective of CSR practices is to contribute to SD of business (economic prosperity), community (social justice and equity) and the environment at large (environmental quality). CSR is the micro aspect of SD.

[bookmark: _Hlk204643785]Additionally, when considered alongside the overview of literature review in Section 2.9, this study suggests that all CSR literature review promotes a stakeholder-oriented, CSR- and sustainability-driven governance model. Furthermore, the CC concept addresses gaps concerning the civil and political citizenship-like responsibilities in society, which are not fully covered by the CSR literature review, thereby making these responsibilities more realistic, critical and politically informed. The CSV concept redefines corporate purpose and capitalism, moving beyond traditional CSR by enabling the achievement of synergies and CA to advance SD. As a results, each of the CSR literature review provides a complementary framework for advancing the CG, CSR and SD agendas.

The CG-CSR-SD Relationship

[bookmark: _Hlk204611995]The empirical findings presented in this Section 5.4 reinforce the detailed discussions in the previous sections of this chapter, including the preceding discussions of this Section 5.4.1 (C), concerning the CG-SD, CG-CSR, CSR-SD relationships. As a result, drawing from the findings, the convergence of CG, CSR and SD forms a mutually reinforcing system in which sustainable business success (i.e. long-term profitability) and responsible corporate behavior are essential for achieving meaningful and enduring sustainability outcomes across economic, social and environmental dimensions. These findings support the a priori CG-CSR-SD relationship. That is, there is a convergence of CG, CSR and SD agendas of which these three agendas are on progressive cross-connections with each other.

Although there is alignment between the empirical findings and the a priori CG-CSR-SD relationship, considering the ever-changing, increasingly challenging, and vulnerable nature of the social-ecological system, and business entities operating in a competitive and challenging business and regulatory environment, alongside setting the priority for business to achieve enhanced profits and sustainable business success while also committing to broader social and environmental goals, the researcher identifies the adoption of the following integrated organisational systems and implementation approaches aimed at (a) achieving corporate sustainability through integrating SD Domains, as well as integrating short-term profitability with long-term factors that underpin the spirit of sustainability (Dyllick and Hockerts, 2002); and (b) maximising contribution to SD across economic, social and environmental dimensions.

The continued mutual interdependency and reinforcement among organisational systems, such as the sustainable CG system that includes strategic governance mechanisms rooted in sustainability goals, the sustainable CSR system also grounded in these sustainability goals, and the strategic CSR governance system (Ho, 2005), are all supported by the institutionalisation of stakeholder-centric governance. Furthermore, the operationalisation of CSR activities and sustainability initiatives across economic, social and environmental dimensions through the CSV approach (Porter and Kramer, 2006, 2011), alongside the application of the resilience approach (Holling, 1973), facilitates the integration of CG, social and environmental systems. Walker et al. (2004) assert that the sustainability strategy for governing the stability dynamics of all linked social and ecological systems involves complementing the attributes of resilience, adaptability and transformability (see details in Section 2.6).

5.4.2    Professional Themes: Relevance of Literature Review and/or Cross-Case Themes

Findings addressing research questions 1a, 1b and 3 (Appendix 6.2)

(A)	The CG-SD Relationship
An effective CG framework enhances the achievement of SD by playing a significant role in influencing and supporting its attainment.



(B)	The CG-CSR Relationship
The common objective for business entities in adopting sound CG and CSR practices is to achieve sustainable business performance, moving towards attaining sustainable growth and SD across economic, social, and environmental dimensions.

Effective CG serves as a strong structural foundation for embedding strategic CSR and sustainability goals into corporate and business strategies and operations.

(C)	The CG-CSR-SD Relationship
There is convergence among CG, CSR and SD domains, despite their distinct core orientations and strategic focuses.

CG serves as a strong structural foundation for sustainable business growth and success. 

Generating sustainable profit remains central to the long-term business model, followed by a growing commitment to social and environmental responsibilities. Ultimately, the corporate goal is to maximise the company’s contribution to SD across economic, social and environmental dimensions.

Relevance to the Literature Review and/or Cross-Case Themes

[bookmark: _Hlk204961422]The professional themes on the CG-SD, CG-CSR, CG-CSR-SD relationships are similar as cross-case themes. This indicates a strong congruence between sector-wide professional perspectives and cross-case themes regarding the research issues. 

As a result, the findings mirror those discussed in Section 5.4.1 (B). While the CSR and SD literature review emphasises an integrated or balanced approach to achieving economic, social, and environmental sustainability, real-world corporate practices reveal an imbalance in investment across SD Domains. For example, economically-driven investments have opportunities to generate social and environmental co-benefits, thereby contributing to a form of integrated sustainability. These empirical findings support the identification of critical research gaps within the literature review, the details of which are presented in Section 2.10.

Except for these identified research gaps, the professional themes on the CG-SD, CG-CSR, CG-CSR-SD relationships underscore the practical relevance of the core principles, practices and concepts drawn from the CG, CSR and SD literature review.  Notably, professionals emphasise the importance of strategically integrating value-driven and compliance-based CSR principles, as well as sustainability goals, within an effective CG framework (Ho, 2005).


[bookmark: _Hlk209534226][bookmark: _Hlk202967442]5.5 Discussion of the Influence of the UNSDGs on CG and CSR Initiatives towards Maximising the Contribution of Listed Companies to SD

The discussions of the empirical cross-case themes and professional themes identified in Tables 15, 16 and Box 6, respectively, in Section 4.5 are presented below.

5.5.1   Cross-Case Themes: Relevance of Literature Review

Influence of the UNSDGs on CG and CSR in Contributing to SD
[bookmark: _Hlk205332885]Findings addressing central research question 3 and the corresponding sub-research questions 6 (RQ6) and 7 (RQ7) as stated in Section 1.6

The effectiveness of CG and CSR promotes the UNSDG principles, thereby contributing to SD as follows:

[bookmark: _Hlk205332979](1)	Effective CG and CSR principles and practices of Listed Companies promote the UNSDGs principles, thereby contributing to economic, social and environmental sustainability.
This empirical finding diverges from the a priori relationship among UNSDGs, CG, CSR and SD that UNSDGs will form a breakthrough to the existing CG and CSR principles and practices towards attaining SD goals, by addressing the balance among environmental, social and economic dimensions of sustainability, which entails evaluating trade-offs, identifying co-benefits (or synergies), and prioritising the 17 goals (see item 6 of Section 1.4).

Therefore, UNSDGs will influence corporate decision-making on CG, CSR and SD agendas.
This empirical finding aligns with the a priori UNSDGs-CG-CSR-SD relationship outlined in the theoretical framework for this research (see item 6 of Section 1.4).

(2)	Effective CG and CSR frameworks of Listed Companies promote the UNSDGs principles, contributing to positive economic, social and environmental performance, and supporting economic, social and environmental sustainability, respectively.

Relevance to the Literature Review

The empirical findings presented above, together with the discussions in preceding sections regarding the CG-SD, CG-CSR, CSR-SD and CG-CSR-SD relationships, collectively underscore the practical relevance of the core principles, practices and concepts identified in the CG, CSR and SD literature review. As highlight in Chapters 1 and 2, SEHK aims at promoting high standards of CG and ESG practices through regulation and market education for ensuring regulatory framework under the Listing Rules reflects international best practices and meets stakeholders’ expectations, and maintaining investors’ confidence to drive long-term growth and attractiveness of HK’s financial markets.

These findings demonstrate that the adoption of a robust and effective CG framework and strategic CSR engagement by the Listed Companies, aimed at ensuring compliance with the Listing Rules on ESG Subject, advancing organisational resilience, and strengthening long-term sustainability, contributes to positive economic, social and environmental performance, as well as SD across SD Domains. When integrated with sustainability goals across SD Domains, these CG and CSR efforts promote the vision of the UNSDGs at both the local and national levels by contributing to the sustainability of people, planet and prosperity, while also strengthening peace and partnership within societies.
As a result, the cross-case themes illustrate how an effective CG framework and strategic CSR engagement, together with the integrated sustainability goals, operationalise CSR activities and sustainability initiatives through the CSV approach. These CG and CSR efforts contribute to SD and promote the principles of the UNSDGs, demonstrating alignment with these global goals, even though their actual impact is currently confined to the local and national context. These findings align with the a priori UNSDGs-CG-CSR-SD relationship, that is, UNSDGs will influence corporate decision-making on CG, CSR and SD agendas.

Nevertheless, the finding also reveals a divergence from the a priori relationship, which posits that the UNSDGs should serve as a transformative framework – a catalyst for rethinking, redefining and reforming the existing CG and CSR principles and practices towards attaining SD goals. This transformation aims to better address sustainability in a nuanced and systemic way, aligning these corporate practices with the complexities and interlinkages of the 17 UNSDGs. It involves balancing economic, social and environmental sustainability through trade-offs, synergies, and prioritised approaches to strategically, systematically and inclusively navigate the interconnected nature of the UNSDGs. The theoretical framework utilised in this study conceptualises the UNSDGs as a transformative structure, guiding responses to the UN’s call to “transform our world” by delivering the breakthroughs necessary to achieve the 17 goals (United Nations, 2023).

Resulting therefrom, the modified theoretical framework developed specifically for the context of Listed Companies is presented in Section 5.10. This revised framework acknowledges that an effective CG framework and strategic CSR engagement can promote the UNSDGs principles, aiming to maximise contributions to economic, social and environmental sustainability. 








5.5.2   Professional Themes: Relevance of Literature Review and/or Cross-Case Themes 

Influence of the UNSDGs on CG and CSR in Contributing to SD
Findings addressing research questions 5 and 6 (Appendix 6.2)

(1)	The extent to which the UNSDGs serve as a constraint or a motivation for HK-listed companies primarily depends on corporate size and scale, company- and business-specific contexts, industry conditions, and internal and external environmental factors that influence their strategies, operations and performance.

Participants HPCG1 and HPLW3 emphasise that updates to SEHK listing rules, driven by global sustainability trends and enforced by the regulator, play a crucial role in compelling HK-listed companies to integrate ESG rules and sustainability principles into their strategies and operations, thereby aligning corporate practices with broader sustainability objectives. This analytically significant view reinforces the cross-case patterns discussed in Section 5.5.1.

(2)	The effective implementation of UNSDGs requires a thoughtful, context-specific approach to goal prioritisation, tailored to national and/or organisational’s unique circumstances, along with the development of a goal-oriented roadmap.

Relevance to the Literature Review and/or Cross-Case Themes

First Empirical Finding

The analytically significant view shared by participants HPCG1 and HPLW3 reinforces the cross-case patterns presented in Section 5.5.1 regarding the importance of compliance with the Listing Rules, including Listing Rules on CG Code and ESG Reporting Guide, by HK-listed companies. Additionally, this view remains analytically significant as it aligns with the perspectives of the following theories:

[bookmark: _Hlk205053168](a) 	Institutional Theory elucidates that the adoption of legitimate organisational structures and governance frameworks (Meyer and Rowan, 1977) is primarily focused on organisational stewardship and strategic governance mechanisms, which are presented as cross-case CG themes in Table 23 and serve to shape organisational behaviour. Both robust CG principles and effective practices are paramount for advancing organisational effectiveness, CSR performance and SD outcomes. Institutional Theory rationalises the relationship between the HK-listed companies’ Formal Governance Framework and the values and reality of society with the primarily aim of gaining legitimacy in the eyes of regulators, shareholders, investors, and the public at large for business continuity, as well as to enhance corporate’s public image and avoid reputational risk.

[bookmark: _Hlk205053270](b)	Legitimacy Theory posits that legitimate companies reflect their corporate activities and behavior within a broader social framework that aligns with the norms, values, expectations, and demands of their society, with the aim of being legal and acceptable to the public. When disparity exists between the social values and corporate behaviour, threat to organisational legitimacy appears in the form of legal, economic and other social sanctions (Dowling and Pfeffer, 1975). HK-listed companies should therefore integrate their value system with that of the social system within which they operate for gaining legitimate status and eliminating threat to survival (Dowling and Pfeffer, 1975; Guthrie, Cuganesan and Ward, 2007; Noah, 2017). Guthrie, Cuganesan and Ward (2007) suggest that CSR can serve as an effective means for the companies to attain legitimate status. 

[bookmark: _Hlk205052949][bookmark: _Hlk205052959]These two theories provide a comprehensive view on how HK-listed companies adapt to social and institutional pressures and expectations to a certain extent for gaining and maintaining legitimacy in the competitive and challenging business and regulatory environment administered by a social contract.

[bookmark: _Hlk204815718]Although the UNSDGs may not directly influence the corporate behavior of HK-listed companies, their impact is indirectly transmitted through regulatory channels, particularly the revision and enforcement of the SEHK listing rules in governing the corporate behaviour of HK-listed companies. This is why, although Listed Companies have not explicitly integrated all 17 UNSDGs into their robust CG and CSR frameworks, their CG and CSR efforts still contribute to SD, promote the principles of the UNSDGs, and contribute to a considerable number of UNSDGs meaningfully at both the local and national levels. This includes the use of both direct and, to a certain extent, indirect pathway analysis in evaluating the number of UNSDGs, given the inherently interlinked nature of the goals (Gupta, 2019).

Second Empirical Finding

[bookmark: _Hlk203063626][bookmark: _Hlk204872396]Given the universal and interconnected framework of 17 Global Goals, the professional themes  underscore the practical relevance of the core perspectives and effective implementation approaches drawn from the literature review on the UNSDGs. In particular, this includes adopting an innovative and integrated approach to SD (Bennich et al., 2023), as well as applying context-specific, adaptable strategies that mitigate negative trade-offs and priorities the most significant impact (i.e. strategic focus) goals (Bennich et al., 2023; Council on Foreign Relations, 2023) according to each national or organisational local context (Patole, 2018; Soonsiripanichkul and Ngamcharoenmongkol, 2019). This, in turn, maximise synergies among the UNSDGs (Eurostat, 2022, 2023). This integrated analytical system is aimed at managing challenges and making impactful contributions to the sustainability agenda, supported by regular systematic reviews (Allen, Metternicht and Wiedmann, 2018) and continuous improvement (ICSU, 2017).

By emphasising a context-specific approach to goal prioritisation, along with the development of a goal-oriented roadmap, the professional views reinforce the cross-case patterns that not all entities possess the same ability or responsibility to address every goal equally or directly. Hence, each Listed Company contributes to a considerable number of UNSDGs at both the local and national levels, as evaluated through the use of both direct and indirect pathway analysis (Gupta, 2019).






[bookmark: _Hlk202969594]5.6 Discussion of the Influence of the UNSDGs on the Successful Integration of the ESG Agenda into the Business Strategies of Listed Companies aligned with SD Goals

The discussions of the empirical cross-case themes and professional themes identified in Tables 17, 18 and Box 7, respectively, in Section 4.6 are presented below.

[bookmark: _Hlk205837499]5.6.1 	Cross-Case Themes: Relevance of Literature Review 

Integration of the UNSDGs into ESG Framework in Alignment with Business Strategies and SD Goals
Findings addressing sub-research questions 8 (RQ8) and 9 (RQ9) as stated in Section 1.6.

(1)	Integration of UNSDGs principles into the corporate ESG framework, strategically aligned with business strategies and sustainability priorities, to advance SD.
This empirical finding confirms and extends a priori relationship that UNSDGs form new insights to the existing CG and CSR initiatives, and lead the formulation of business strategies (consisting of ESG agendas) with SD goals (see item 6 of Section 1.4).

(2)	Structural measurement, evaluation and verification of ESG performance results enable accountability, strategic alignment, and continuous improvement in achieving sustainability goals.

(3)	Financial capital emerges as a key challenge in aligning the implementation of the UNSDGs with Listed Companies’ business strategies and corporate practices.

Relevance to the Literature Review

The first empirical finding presented above, together with the discussions on cross-case patterns in Section 5.5, followed by the analysed empirical results that an effective CG framework and strategic CSR engagement can promote the UNSDGs principles towards contributing to SD, collectively underscore the practical relevance of the core principles, practices and concepts identified in the literature review on CG, CSR, SD and UNSDGs, as well as effective governance approaches for implementing UNSDGs-oriented targets and/or guiding principles and ESG practices.
 
As shown in Sections 2.2.2 and 2.4, the Listing Rules on CG Code and ESG Reporting Guide set out the regulatory requirements for HK-listed companies that, inter alia, the entire Board has overall responsibility for (a) the company’s ESG governance structure, management approach, strategy and reporting; (b) effective governance and oversight of ESG matters; (c) integration of ESG-related goals to the company’s businesses along with assessment and management of business risks and material environmental and social risks; and (d) integration of ESG into the companies’ business strategies and models (HKEx, 2019; KPMG, CLP and HKICS, 2020; HKEx, 2024a). As described in Section 4.2, Listed Companies are obliged to report the details of their ESG framework, and an annual ESG practices and performance results in the annual report, CG report and ESG report for compliance with the Listing Rules. Therefore, their ESG framework serve as dynamic, integrative platform that enable the companies to progressively embed the overarching principles of the UNSDGs into their strategic architecture, fostering holistic and resilient business models aimed at creating strategically-aligned and sustainability-driven business strategies. 
	
Moreover, as presented in Section 2.7, ICSU (2017) advised that UNSDG 16 (good governance) and UNSDG 17 (means of implementation) are key to turning the potential for synergies into reality. Basumatary and Sar (2025) added that for a successful alignment of CG framework with UNSDGs, accountability and openness, sustainability concerns in risk management and performance assessments are key governance criteria. Pursuant to the research results of Buniamin et al. (2022), when a company supports UNSDGs, it often has better and effective CG practices; and research results of Correa-Mejía, García-Benau and Correa-García (2024) show that good CG may enhance the companies’ financial performance and commitment to UNSDGs. Besides, KPMG (2017) claims that UNSDGs and CSR thematic development areas share a lot of overlap in terms of activities needed to achieve either.

In relation thereto, Listed Companies can relate UNSDG 16 (peace, justice and strong institutions) to their CG framework and CSR framework through embedding the principles of UNSDGs into:
(a) CG and CSR initiatives towards maximising the companies’ contribution to economic, social and environmental sustainability; and
(b) ESG framework that underpin business strategies with SD goals, leading to the enhancement of ESG performance and consequently contributing to economic, social and environmental sustainability.

For practising sound principles of CG and CSR, as well as UNSDGs, Waddock and Graves (1997) concurred that corporate leaders are consistently encountered challenges in strategic management of CG and CSR for allocating scarce corporate resources in driving a dynamic equilibrium, balancing short-term benefits with the long-term vision of SD. The third empirical finding presented above reveals that the financial capital is a key challenge in aligning the implementation of the UNSDGs with Listed Companies’ business strategies and corporate practices. This cross-case theme aligns with the professional themes set out in the subsequent section (Section 5.6.2), as well as the claim made by ICSU (2017) that financial resources form part of the key factors to effective implementation of many (if not all) goals.

Due to the common and yet key factor of financial capital constraint, companies are often compelled to set sustainability priorities, tailoring investments and expenditures to context-specific targets that strategically aligned with their corporate and business strategies and operations so as to create long-term value for all legitimate stakeholders. This management approach aligns with Freeman’s Stakeholder Theory presented in Section 2.3.4, whereby Freeman (2008) views that successful stakeholder management is attainable if there is an alignment between strategic organisational purpose and the minds of key stakeholders. Therefore, the companies should be run in the interests of all their primary stakeholders without contradicting the ethical principles on which capitalism stands. Freeman (1984) further states that companies should use CSR as an extension of effective CG mechanisms to resolve conflicts between managers and non-investing stakeholders by broadening corporate participation in social and political processes. Elalfy et al. (2020) profess that by aligning business approaches with the UNSDGs, corporate leaders can begin to redirect investment flows in a manner that maximises value creation opportunities on SD. 
[bookmark: _Hlk204821996]As presented in the previous sections of this chapter, the cross-case pattern shown that the priority of businesses is to achieve enhanced profits and sustainable business success, while also committing to broader social and environmental goals, ultimately advancing SD across economic, social and environmental dimensions. Therefore, to enhance the continued efforts on CG and CSR  which strategically integrated with sustainability goals, regular systematic reviews (Allen, Metternicht and Wiedmann, 2018) and continuous improvement (ICSU, 2017) are required. This involves structural measurement, evaluation and verification of ESG performance results enable accountability, strategic alignment, and continuous improvement in achieving sustainability goals, identified as the second empirical finding. This is to ensure the annual mandatory disclosure requirements for ESG reporting by Listed Companies complied with the reporting principles and reporting boundaries set out in the Listing Rules on ESG Reporting Guide (HKEx, 2024a).

In summary, the cross-case theme for the first empirical finding - the integration of UNSDGs principles into the corporate ESG framework, strategically aligned with business strategies and sustainability priorities, to advance SD - confirms and extends a priori relationship outlined in the theoretical framework for this research (item 6 of Section 1.4), that is, UNSDGs are a landmark global call for urgent global partnership and collaboration which form new insights to the CG and CSR literatures and initiatives, and lead the formulation of business strategies (consisting of ESG agendas) with SD goals.

5.6.2 Professional Themes: Relevance of Literature Review and/or Cross-Case Themes

Influence of the UNSDGs on the Formulation of ESG Framework and Business Strategies aligned with SD Goals
Findings addressing research questions 7, 8 and 12 (Appendix 6.2)

(1)	The interlinked nature of the UNSDGs poses significant challenges for companies to strategically align goal selection with their unique contexts and competitive advantages. 

This involves leveraging co-benefits (synergies), prioritising goals, carefully balancing resource allocation to avoid negative trade-offs, and proactively addressing risks and strategic uncertainties. 

Such approaches are essential for strengthening ESG integration within sustainable business strategies aligned with SD goals and enhancing business resilience.

[bookmark: _Hlk205249183](2)	The UNSDGs framework serves as a useful guiding reference for formulating corporate ESG framework. By integrating the 17 goals into business strategies and prioritising goals that align with business strategies, the companies can create synergistic outcomes that generate long-term value for both the companies and all their stakeholders.

(3)	The availability of financial capital, access to ESG talent, and strong organisational awareness and support from the Board, management, and employees are key challenges and constraints influencing HK-listed companies’ commitment to integrating ESG considerations into business strategies aligned with their organisational purpose, values, culture and long-term sustainability.

Relevance to the Literature Review and/or Cross-Case Themes

The professional themes presented above, together with the discussions on subjective perspectives in Section 5.5, followed by the analysed empirical results on the vital role of Listing Rules and social contract professed by Institutional Theory and Legitimacy Theory in governing the corporate behaviour of HK-listed companies, collectively reinforce the cross-case patterns presented in Section 5.6.1.

The convergence of sector-wide professional perspectives and cross-case patterns regarding the research issues not only enhances the trustworthiness of the empirical findings but also underscores the multifaceted nature of regulatory compliance and legitimacy in the HK’s corporate context, particularly among HK-listed companies. These professional views also support the practical relevance of the core principles, practices and concepts identified in the literature review on Freeman’s Stakeholder Theory, Listing Rules on CG Code and ESG Reporting Guide, and UNSDGs.

Recognising the UNSDGs framework as a useful guiding reference for formulating corporate ESG framework, the professional themes further reinforce the cross-case pattern presented in Section 5.5.1, specifically, the divergence from the a priori relationship among UNSDGs, CG, CSR and SD that UNSDGs will form a breakthrough to the existing CG and CSR principles and practices towards attaining SD goals (see item 6 of Section 1.4).

Regarding the key challenges and constraints to the effective integration of ESG considerations into business strategies aligned with sustainability goals, apart from the key factor of financial capital, other factors, such as the availability of ESG talent and strong organisational awareness and support from the Board, management and employees, are similar to those identified by ICSU (2017), in which effective governance systems, institutions, partnerships, and intellectual resources are recognised as components of an effective, efficient and coherent approach to implementing the Global Goals.

5.7 Discussion of the Influence of ESG Rules and Sustainability Reporting Standards on the       Sustainability Practices and ESG Performance of Listed Companies

The discussions of the empirical cross-case themes and professional themes identified in Table 19 and Box 8, respectively, in Section 4.7 are presented below.

5.7.1 Cross-Case Themes: Relevance of Literature Review 

Influence of ESG Rules and Sustainability Reporting Standards on Corporate Sustainability Practices and ESG Performance
Findings addressing sub-research questions 10 (RQ10) and 11 (RQ11) as stated in Section 1.6.

(1)	ESG rules and sustainability reporting standards are not only becoming more complex and stringent, but are also increasingly central to corporate legitimacy, strategic alignment, and stakeholder accountability, thereby fostering improved sustainability practices and ESG performance.

(2)	Unsustainable corporate practices pose significant reputational threats and intensify stakeholder pressure, leading to heightened legitimacy risk.

(3)	Enhancing ESG performance beyond legal compliance is essential for advancing SD across economic, social and environmental dimensions.

Participant HCIT4 from Healthcare Listed Company advances the analytically significant, cautionary note regarding the potential for ESG greenwashing by exaggerating corporate sustainability commitments than they truly are.

Relevance to the Literature Review

The three empirical findings presented above are interconnected and collectively provide a holistic understanding of the contemporary stakeholder-oriented governance paradigm within the context of an increasingly competitive and challenging business and regulatory environments. These findings collectively underscore the practical relevance of the core principles, practices and concepts identified in the literature review on CG (such as the ISO 37000 Standard, Institutional Theory, and a universal set of good governance attributes reflected in both the narrow and broader conceptions of CG); CSR (such as the ISO 26000 Standard, the Iron Law of Responsibility, Legitimacy Theory, Stakeholder Theory, CSR Pyramid, TBL concept, CC concept, CSV concept);  SD; and the Listing Rules on CG Code and ESG Reporting Guide.

The interpretations of the first and second empirical findings, when considered from the perspective of broader theoretical and conceptual significance, are substantially aligned with the discussions presented in the preceding sections of this chapter, as follows:

(a)	Section 5.5.1 – SEHK aims at promoting high standards of CG and ESG practices through regulation and market education for ensuring regulatory framework under the Listing Rules reflects international best practices and meets stakeholders’ expectations, and maintaining investors’ confidence to drive long-term growth and attractiveness of HK’s financial markets. These initiatives undertaken by SEHK play a significant role in advancing the SD of HK’s economy and in fostering ESG development among HK-listed companies. 

Section 2.4 (Listing Rules on ESG Reporting Guide) reports that the updated Listing Rules on ESG Reporting Guide requires, inter alia, all HK-listed companies to publish their ESG reports annually with attention given to the greater ESG integration into the companies’ business strategies and models, Board’s role in the ESG governance structure, and disclosure of the impact of significant climate-related issues (HKEx, 2019). This represents a good move from a mere ESG reporting to improving ESG management and enhancing ESG reporting quality, embracing true benefits for long-term value creation and sustainability (KPMG, CLP and HKICS, 2020).  

Section 2.4 further reports that HK-listed companies are encouraged to identify and report additional ESG issues and KPIs that are relevant to their major environmental and social impacts; or significantly affect stakeholders’ evaluations and decisions, as well as make reference to the existing international ESG reporting guidance that relevant to their industries (HKEx, 2024a). The enhanced ESG Reporting Guide effective from July 2020 represents a direction towards mandatory TCFD-aligned climate-related disclosures by 2025 (HKEx, 2021). Following the disbandment of TCFD in October 2023 (IFRS, 2025), SEHK has revised the climate-related disclosure requirements for ESG reporting framework to closely align with the ISSB global baseline for IFRS S2 climate-related reporting standard. HK-listed companies must prepare for internationally recognised sustainability reporting from the financial years commencing 1 January, 2025 (HKEx, 2024b, 2024c; Debevoise & Plimpton LLP, 2024). 

The updated Listing Rules on CG Code and ESG Reporting Guide are therefore broadly aligned with international best practices and serve as the minimum disclosure requirement for compliance by HK-listed companies.

(b)	Section 5.5.2 – The discussion of the first empirical finding highlights the importance of the practical implications of Institutional Theory and Legitimacy Theory in the corporate context. Listed Companies must adapt to social and institutional pressures and expectations to a certain extent in order to gain and maintain legitimacy, as administered by a social contract. Underpinned by these theories, Listed Companies continuously strive to gain legitimacy in the eyes of regulators (including SEHK), shareholders, investors, and the public at large to ensure business continuity, enhance corporate public image, avoid reputational risk, and mitigate legal, economic, and other social sanctions.

[bookmark: _Hlk205240537]The literature review on CG, CSR and SD as previously described, with particular reference to the implication of Listing Rules on CG Code and ESG Reporting Guide, Institutional Theory and Legitimacy Theory, demonstrates the market trend of increasing complexity and stringency in ESG rules and sustainability reporting standards. This trend is collectively driven by (a) the continuous efforts of SEHK to upgrade the listing rules related to ESG and sustainability, as previously described; (b) the growing expectation of investors, regulators (including SEHK), the broader society, and legitimate stakeholders for greater corporate transparency and accountability, stakeholder engagement, and ethical business conduct; and (c) the aspiration of the Boards of Listed Companies to enhance ESG performance, achieve financial success and sustainable business success, and contribute to SD across SD Domains. In this regard, unsustainable corporate practices are deemed unacceptable from both the perspective of the literature review and that of all stakeholders.

The third empirical finding supports the role of beyond-compliance ESG practices as a driver of SD, and aligns with the discussions of the first and second empirical findings, as grounded in the literature. However, the aspiration to enhance ESG performance beyond legal compliance is accompanied by the analytically significant perspective of participant HCIT4, which raises concerns about the potential for ESG greenwashing by exaggerating corporate sustainability commitments than what they truly are or by reporting selectively, thus undermining stakeholder trust and the credibility of ESG disclosures. These two-sided perspectives are extended by the analytically significant view from professional participant HPCG1 (see the third empirical finding outlined in the subsequent section - Section 5.7.2), who argues that enhancing ESG performance beyond legal compliance is essential for building a purpose-driven company, as it enables the strategic alignment of risk management with long-term sustainability goals. ESG performance is about risk management (i.e. managing ESG risks) for strategic, purposeful outcomes.

As presented in Section 2.3.6 (TBL concept), Sridhar and Jones (2012) comment that although institutions are continuously evolving and improving towards a sustainable future, the TBL approach has remained relatively conservative in its approach to change given that the measurement of social performance within TBL encounters challenges such as ill-structured metrics, lacks of objectivity and reliability, and a poor fit with the concerns of the public and CG, thereby triggering the risk of greenwashing. Nonetheless, as highlighted in Section 2.2.1 (ISO 37000 Standard), Asif et al. (2023) recommend the adoption of the ISO 37000 international benchmark for good CG to address deceptive practices of greenwashing, UNSDGs-washing and diversity-washing, thus contributing to improved performance on the companies’ SD goals and earning management. 

Therefore, the issue of ESG greenwashing introduces a critical lens from both the real-life corporate context and the literature review, underscoring the importance of effective CG frameworks and accountability mechanisms, as presented in Table 23, particularly regarding the CG attributes and variables outlined below. This is to promote authenticity, transparency, and measurable impact in ESG disclosures, and ensure authentic ESG practices, performance, and verified reporting. As indicated in Section 5.2.1, all Listed Companies adopted or applied a set of a priori CG themes rooted in the Listing Rules on CG Code and/or ESG Reporting Guide for regulatory compliance. The empirical findings show that each Listed Company adopts a robust and effective CG framework with sound CG principles, structures, mechanisms and practices.
· Effective IA, IC and RM systems (CGT 5).
· Effective compliance and financial management and reporting systems (CGT 6).
· CSR as a governance mechanism (CGT 8).
· Effective IR and corporate communication systems (CGT 11).
· Regulatory-driven and stakeholder-driven transparency in corporate decision-making and disclosure systems (CGT 12).
· Strategic and valuable data (CGT 18).
5.7.2 	Professional Themes: Relevance of Literature Review and/or Cross-Case Themes

Influence of ESG Rules and Sustainability Reporting Standards on Corporate Sustainability Practices and ESG Performance
Findings addressing research questions 9, 10 and 13 (Appendix 6.2)

(1)	ESG rules and sustainability reporting standards are becoming increasingly complex and stringent, driven by heightened awareness of ESG issues, sustainability practices, and SD among society, regulators, and capital markets.

SEHK regularly updates the Listing Rules on ESG Subject and the associated listing rules in line with the international sustainability reporting standards.

(2)	Unsustainable corporate practices pose significant reputational threats and intensify stakeholder pressure, leading to market penalties and loss of trust, support and reputation.

(3)	Legal compliance represents only a baseline for ESG, and genuine sustainability leadership requires the companies to go beyond statutory obligations. This is essential for building reputation, attracting stakeholders’ interest and support, and securing long-term strategic advantage.

[bookmark: _Hlk209535394]Participant HPCG1 underscores the analytically significant perspective that enhancing ESG performance beyond legal compliance is essential for building a purpose-driven company, as it enables the strategic alignment of risk management with long-term sustainability goals. ESG performance is about risk management (i.e. managing ESG risks) for strategic purposeful outcomes.

(4)	In the context of HK, ESG greenwashing remains a significant risk that undermines the credibility of ESG disclosures and the reliability of ESG ratings used by investors for investment decision-making.

Regulatory advancements aimed at combating greenwashing, strengthening CG framework, implementing credible and transparent ESG disclosures, and adhering to standardised ESG disclosure frameworks based on international sustainability reporting standards are vital to reducing greenwashing risks and reinforcing investor confidence in corporate sustainability performance. 

Relevance to the Literature Review and/or Cross-Case Themes

The professional themes, together with the analytically significant perspective from participant HPCG1 presented above, collectively reinforce the cross-case patterns and the significant view of participant HCIT4 on the potential of greenwashing, and support the detailed discussions rooted in literature review presented in Section 5.7.1. 

The analysis of the significant perspective from participant HPCG1 reveals that while legal compliance remains foundational, ESG is fundamentally about managing a broader spectrum of business risks, including reputational, financial, market, and compliance risks, that extend beyond legal obligations. Effective ESG integration into core strategies requires management to align corporate purpose with proactive risk identification and risk mitigation strategies. This strategic alignment ensures that ESG efforts contribute meaningfully to long-term sustainability, resilience, and organisational success. This perspective underscores the importance of redefining the role of ESG as a strategic, value-driven function that supports corporate purpose, risk mitigation, and long-term sustainability. This is important in the context of academic research and real-world practice in a rapidly changing global business environment.   

Pursuant to the literature review on Listing Rules on CG Code and ESG Reporting Guide, as well as the role of Listing Rules in governing the organisational behaviour of HK-listed companies discussed in previous sections of this chapter, CG and strategically integrated CSR, along with robust ESG factors and sustainability goals, are established as strategic agendas of the Board and are integrated into corporate and business strategies and operations. Hence, robust and effective CG and CSR frameworks, with the attributes and variables presented in Tables 23 and 24 respectively and rooted in the literature review, together with strong governance and management across all levels of the organisation, promote enhanced corporate accountability, improved ESG performance, and greater stakeholder trust, thereby supporting the long-term sustainability and competitiveness of HK-listed companies. Ultimately, the strategic integration of effective CG framework and sustainable CSR practices maximises contributions to SD across SD Domains. This synthesis reflects both the context established by the relevant literature review as discussed in the preceding sections of this chapter and the practical implications identified in the empirical findings.

In relation thereto, the strategically integrated governance framework demonstrated above also addresses the comments made by Hoffman (2025) that as CSR developed, the investment sector adopted ESG ratings as a standard way to assess companies. However, due to underwhelming financial returns, many investment firms are now reconsidering or abandoning ESG profiling. She urges that companies committed to corporate accountability will need to redefine their corporate purpose to include societal well-being and environmental health agendas.

[bookmark: _Hlk205411996]5.8 Discussion of the Role of Purpose-Driven Company, Effective CG, and Proactive,  Strategic CSR Engagement in Building Organisational Resilience and Long-Term Sustainability of Listed Companies

The discussions of the empirical cross-case theme and professional theme identified in Table 20 and Box 9, respectively, in Section 4.8 are presented below.

[bookmark: _Hlk205213926]5.8.1 	Cross-Case Themes: Relevance of Literature Review 

The Role of Purpose-Driven Company, Effective CG, and Proactive, Strategic CSR Engagement for Organisational Resilience and Long-Term Sustainability
Findings addressing sub-research question 12 (RQ12) as stated in Section 1.6.

[bookmark: _Hlk203234030]A purpose-driven company with effective CG and proactive, strategic engagement in CSR activities represents the most efficient and effective approach to building resilience and strengthen long-term sustainability of the Listed Companies, as these elements serve as foundational strategic drivers.

Relevance to the Literature Review

The empirical finding presented above underscore the practical relevance of the core principles, practices and concepts identified in the literature review on CG (with the exception of Friedman’s Shareholder Theory which posits that the sole objective of business is profit maximisation for shareholders and the fiduciary duty of corporate executive is to maximise shareholder value), CSR, SD, international standards of ISO 26000 and ISO 37000, and the Listing Rules on ESG Subject.

The analysis reveals that the empirical findings from both the cross-case theme and the professional theme show strong congruence on this research issue. All three Listed Companies and six professionals collectively affirmed that the three pre-identified foundational strategic drivers (that is, a purpose-driven company, effective CG, and proactive, strategic CSR engagement) represent the most efficient and effective approach to building organisational resilience and strengthening the long-term sustainability of Listed Companies (or HK-listed companies, as applicable to the professional theme).

A sustainable and successful business should involve the strategic alignment of its corporate purpose (refers to the Board’s approved meaningful corporate purpose that articulates the ultimate values the company intends to generate for specified stakeholders. This involves defining the reason for the company’s existence and identifying the corporate values that direct and guide the company ethically, responsibly and effectively in achieving its purpose (ISO, 2021)) with economic prosperity (with corporate profitability as a key priority), societal well-being and environmental health (Porter and Kramer, 2006, 2011), all rooted in the company’s sustainability goals. This alignment is operationalised through strategic integration of an effective CG framework and proactive, strategic CSR engagement (ISO, 2010a; ISO, 2021; HKEx, 2024a), both motivated and shaped by the corporate purpose (ISO, 2021). 

This strategically integrated governance framework is strengthened by embedding both value-driven and compliance-based CSR principles and sustainability goals within an effective CG framework (Ho, 2005) with the aim of integrating CSR and sustainability initiatives into corporate and business strategies and operations through the CSV approach for achieving CA and synergistic outcomes (Porter and Kramer, 2006, 2011).

This integrated framework therefore promotes value creation for primary stakeholders, recognising that their interests are critical to business success (Freeman, 2025b), and enhances organisational resilience (Holling, 1973; Walker et al., 2004). Furthermore, it supports the achievement of corporate purpose and the long-term sustainability of the companies (ISO, 2021). Ultimately, this strategically integrated governance approach maximises the companies’ contribution to SD across SD Domains (ISO, 2010a; ISO, 2021).
[bookmark: _Hlk205213971]
5.8.2 	Professional Themes: Relevance of Literature Review and/or Cross-Case Themes

The Role of Purpose-Driven Company, Effective CG, and Proactive, Strategic CSR Engagement for Organisational Resilience and Long-Term Sustainability
Findings addressing research question 11 (Appendix 6.2)

Relevance to the Literature Review and/or Cross-Case Themes

A purpose-driven company with effective CG and proactive, strategic engagement in CSR activities represents the most efficient and effective approach to building resilience and strengthening long-term sustainability of HK-listed companies, as these elements serve as essential drivers.

As described in the preceding section (Section 5.8.1), the empirical findings from both the cross-case theme and the professional theme show strong congruence on this research issue. Moreover, the discussions presented in Section 5.8.1 are equally applicable here.


5.9 Development of the PGS Conceptual Framework through Empirical Findings

[bookmark: _Hlk205411954][bookmark: _Hlk205412048]Pursuant to the strong empirical findings derived for addressing open-ended research questions, particularly sub-research question 12 (RQ12) as presented in Section 5.8, this research develops the PGS Conceptual Framework or the Purpose-Governance-Social Responsibility Conceptual Framework, as demonstrated below. This theory-informed model integrates three foundational strategic drivers: purpose-driven governance, effective CG framework, and proactive, strategic CSR engagement. The PGS Conceptual Framework identifies these drivers as the most efficient and effective approach to building organisational resilience and strengthening long-term SD.  All three strategic drivers are equally important and interdependent. A weakness in any one driver can undermine the effectiveness of the others. Together, they form a balanced and resilient foundation for long-term SD.

The development of this robust framework was informed by a hybrid research approach that combined literature-driven analysis with inductive identification of cross-case themes and professional themes.  













Figure 30. Purpose-Governance-Social Responsibility Conceptual Framework
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Source: Author.


5.10 The Modified Theoretical Framework developed for the Context of Listed Companies

Drawing on the empirical findings from Table 15 in Section 4.5, and the subsequent discussion in  
Section 5.5.1, the following Figure 31 presents the modified theoretical framework developed specifically for the context of Listed Companies. The revised framework reflects the relevant literature review on the relationship among CG, CSR and SD, including Ho’s (2005) CSR Embedded in CG Model, ISO 37000 Standard, ISO 26000 Standard, Listing Rules on CG Code and ESG Reporting Guide, and the Global Goals. The amendments to the theoretical framework and the corresponding narrative description (see Figure 1) are as follows:

(1)	For theoretical framework: 
Delete “Shareholder Theory (Friedman, 1962, 1970a)” from the CG literature review section.
Delete “Hancock’s (2005) Four Key Pillars of CSR Model - CG as a pillar of CSR” and “Bhimani and Soonawalla’s (2005) The Corporate Responsibilities Continuum - CG and CSR as part of a continuum” from the Correlation between CG and CSR section.



(2)	For theoretical framework:
Reverse the direction of the influencing relationships between the Global Goals and CG; and between the Global Goals and CSR, in accordance with the revised narrative description (see item 6 of the theoretical framework, in response to sub-research question 6 (RQ6) as stated in Section 1.6).

Narrative Description:
Substitute the following sentence:
“UNSDGs will form a breakthrough to the existing CG and CSR principles and practices towards attaining SD goals, by addressing the balance among environmental, social, and economic dimensions of sustainability, which entails evaluating trade-offs, identifying co-benefits (or synergies), and prioritising the 17 goals.” 
with:
“Effective CG and CSR principles and practices promote the UNSDGs principles, thereby contributing to economic, social and environmental sustainability. This strategic integration process involves balancing these three sustainability domains (with sustained profitability as a key priority) through the mitigation of negative trade-offs, the maximisation of co-benefits (or synergies), and the strategic prioritisation among the 17 goals.” 











Figure 31. The Modified Theoretical Framework for Relationship among CG, CSR and SD
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Based on the influencing factors and principles identified in the relevant literature review on CG, CSR and SD, as developed for the context of Listed Companies in Figure 31, the researcher presents that:
(1)	Effective CG serves as the foundational pillar for fostering sustainable CSR. Therefore, an effective CG framework contributes to sustainable CSR engagement.
(3) The objective of CSR practices is to contribute to SD of business (economic prosperity), community (social justice and equity) and the environment at large (environmental quality). CSR is the micro aspect of SD.
(3)	The attributes and related variables of CG influence the extent of an organisation’s contribution to SD, whereby an effective CG shapes organisational behaviour, and the underlying CG principles are paramount for achieving SD. The objectives of having good CG practice are mainly ranging from compliance and enhancement of shareholder value to building a sustainable business through safeguarding the interests of stakeholders and fulfilling the social responsibilities. Hence, the achievable sustainable benefits arising from having good CG practice are mainly revolving around delivery sustainable value to shareholders, promoting and safeguarding the interests of shareholders and stakeholders, enhancing the credibility and reputation, and ensuring the sustainable growth.
(4)	CG and CSR disciplines share common factors substantially. There are significant linkages between CG and CSR agendas (in terms of synergies and interdependencies) with ultimate objective of achieving sustainability performance from three aspects: financial, social and environmental.
(5)	There is a convergence of CG, CSR and SD agendas of which these three agendas are on progressive cross-connections with each other.
(6)	UNSDGs are a landmark global call for urgent global partnership and collaboration which form new insights to the CG and CSR literatures and initiatives, and lead the formulation of business strategies (consisting of ESG agendas) with SD goals. Effective CG and CSR principles and practices promote the UNSDGs principles, thereby contributing to economic, social and environmental sustainability. This strategic integration process involves balancing these three sustainability domains (with sustained profitability as a key priority) through the mitigation of negative trade-offs, the maximisation of co-benefits (or synergies), and the strategic prioritisation among the 17 goals.
Therefore, UNSDGs will influence the organisational decision-making on CG, CSR and SD agendas.
5.11 Summary of the Essence of Literature Review on CG, CSR, SD, ISO 26000, ISO 37000, and the Listing Rules on ESG Subject in Practical Corporate Settings

Drawing on the robust empirical findings and preceding discussions in this chapter, Table 25 summarises the robust empirical evidence regarding the practical relevance of the literature review on CG, CSR and SD, including ISO 26000, ISO 37000, and the Listing Rules on ESG Subject, for the practical corporate practices of Listed Companies operating across diverse industries. Despite the practical significance of the specified literature in corporate settings, the researcher has identified research gaps in the literature review (see Section 2.10) and the real-life issues in the domains of CG, CSR and SD (see Section 4.11).

Notably, Friedman’s Shareholder Theory has been excluded, as previously discussed, due to its irrelevance to the context of all three Listed Companies and its misalignment with contemporary business and regulatory landscapes regarding CG, CSR and sustainability as they pertain to HK-listed companies.

As a result, the findings presented in Table 25 contribute to research aim(s) and the corresponding research objective 5 (RO5) as stated in Section 1.5.












Table 25. Summary of the Essence of Literature Review on CG, CSR, SD, ISO 26000, ISO 37000, and the Listing Rules on ESG Subject in Practical Corporate Settings
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
	
5.12 Chapter Summary

This chapter provides in-depth discussions of the empirical cross-case themes and professional themes, as well as the analytically significant perspectives from participants from Listed Companies and professional sector, all within broader theoretical and conceptual frameworks. The analysis demonstrates that, with the exception of Friedman’s Shareholder Theory, Hancock’s (2005) Four Key Pillars of CSR Model, and Bhimani and Soonawalla’s (2005) Corporate Responsibilities Continuum, each of which was found to be irrelevant to the context of all three Listed Companies and misaligned with contemporary business and regulatory landscapes regarding CG, CSR and SD as they pertain to HK-listed companies, all other literature review on CG, CSR, and SD domains, as presented in the modified theoretical framework (see Figure 31), holds practical and significant relevance to the research issues. Their core principles, practices and concepts are therefore applicable and meaningful in contemporary corporate settings.

Furthermore, the cross-case themes and professional themes, as well as the analytically significant views of professional participants, demonstrated strong congruence regarding the comparable research issues, thereby offering credible evidence of prevailing trends across the sector-wide commercial and professional market. The analytically significant views of professionals reinforce the cross-case patterns. 

As a result, these convergence of sector-wide professional perspectives and cross-case patterns regarding the comparable research issues not only enhances the trustworthiness of the empirical findings but also underscores the multifaceted nature of regulatory compliance and legitimacy in the HK’s corporate context, particularly among HK-listed companies. This includes: (a) the modified theoretical framework tailored to the context of Listed Companies, reflecting the relationship among CG, CSR and SD as synthesised from the relevant literature review and empirically evidenced corporate practices; and (b) the Purpose-Governance-Social Responsibility Conceptual Framework, a theory-informed model developed through the empirical findings.

Therefore, these trustworthy and robust empirical findings, underpinning credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability criteria (Lincoln and Guba, 1985) (see Section 3.7.2 for validation strategies), as well as representing participants’ perspectives and researcher’s interpretations and reflexivity, provide a solid foundation for the study’s conclusions and contribute to the advancement of knowledge to the scholarly literature and practitioner-focused understanding of CG, CSR and SD research field. Furthermore, these findings demonstrate the methodological rigor and ethical considerations employed throughout the research process and support the validity and relevance of the theoretical frameworks developed.

Chapter 6 revisits the rationale for the research and presents the contributions derived from the empirical findings, thereby reinforcing the study’s original purpose. The chapter also offers constructive recommendations, acknowledges research limitations, and outlines directions for future research.






Chapter 6
Conclusions 

6.1 Introduction

[bookmark: _Hlk206379240]The purpose of this qualitative multi-case study is to explore the relationship among CG, CSR and SD in Listed Companies. The researcher adopts a postpositivist interpretive framework, contending that the a priori literature on CG, CSR and SD (alongside their relationships) offers probabilistic propositions that may or may not hold in real-world corporate practice. This stance is explored within the context of HK-listed companies, particularly the Listed Companies purposively selected for sectoral diversity.

Chapter 6 begins by revisiting the rationale for the research described in Section 1.3, followed by a presentation of the contributions as supported by the empirical findings, thereby reinforcing the study’s original purpose. More importantly, this chapter also offers constructive recommendations for the fields of CG, CSR and SD, highlighting their practical management implications for the corporate world. Additionally, this chapter affirms the absence of significant research limitations and outlines directions for future research.

6.2 Rationale for the Research

The First Research Rationale
This study addressed the lack of qualitative exploratory research on HK-listed companies by employing the thematic analysis with an interpretative approach to analyse and interpret the  empirical findings derived from Interviews with key informants from Listed Companies and HK professional sector. The research approaches enriched the analysis by drawing on a diverse body of literature in CG, CSR and SD, and provided a comprehensive and in-depth understanding of the research field in the real corporate world. This rigorous methodology explored and filled research gaps identified in both the literature review and real-life corporate practice, thereby contributing new thinking and knowledge to both scholarly literature and practical management.

The Second Research Rationale
This study has addressed the gap in exploring how HK-listed companies (specifically, Listed Companies) strategically integrate the principles of UNSDGs into their CG and CSR initiatives, taking into account of balancing economic, social and environmental sustainability (with sustained profitability as a key priority) through maximising synergies, mitigating negative trade-offs, and setting strategic priorities. This research has clarified how sustainability goals influence business strategies, underpinned by ESG criteria, in contributing to SD.

The Third Research Rationale
The study was grounded in the theoretical framework (Figure 1), which posited dynamic relationships among CG, CSR and SD, as informed by established theories, concepts, international guidance, Listing Rules on ESG Subject, and the UNSDGs. This framework drives the formulation of research questions. The research critically examined this framework in light of empirical findings through confirming, refining or modifying it as needed to reflect contemporary commercial realities and regulatory developments. The empirical findings shed light on emergent commercial trends in the relationships among UNSDGs, CG, CSR and SD within HK-listed companies (specifically, Listed Companies) operating in a globalised and increasingly regulated environment. Thus, the study has advanced theoretical understanding and provided a solid foundation for further research into these critical relationships.

6.3 Contributions

This section delineates the main academic and practical contributions of this study with reference to the research fields of CG, CSR and SD. These contributions are grounded in the rigorous methodology described in Chapter 3, the comprehensive literature review in Chapter 2, the robust empirical findings presented in Chapter 4, and the in-depth discussion of the research findings in Chapter 5, as detailed below.




6.3.1 Methodological Contribution

The significance of this study lies in its methodological integration of a multi-case study, complemented by Interviews with key informants from Listed Companies and HK professionals specialising in the research field, and the thematic analysis with an interpretative approach that integrates both deductive and inductive reasoning.

This research design facilitates the exploration of rich, multiple subjective perspectives and generates robust empirical findings, enabling comparative analysis between: 

(a)	the a priori literature on CG, CSR and SD, including international standards of ISO 37000 and ISO 26000, the Listing Rules on ESG Subject, and the UNSGDs, as well as their interrelationship in maximising the companies’ contributions to economic, social and environmental sustainability. These bodies of literature and their interrelationship are analysed through deductive, theory-driven reasoning and are portrayed in the theoretical framework presented in Figure 1; and 

[bookmark: _Hlk204772550][bookmark: _Hlk204771780](b)	the modern, robust CG landscape and strategic CSR engagement, both embedded with  sustainability goals, as adopted by Listed Companies not only to ensure compliance with Listing Rules on ESG Subject, but also to advance organisational resilience and strengthen the long-term sustainability of companies in contributing to SD. These CG and CSR efforts, when integrated with sustainability goals, promote the principles of the UNSDGs. Furthermore, this persistent motivation and sustained commitment have the potential to drive broader progress toward a more sustainable and high-quality society and nation, while also contributing to the resolution of the world’s most pressing challenges. Addressing these interconnected challenges, embodied by the Global Goals, requires a multifaceted approach that encompasses international cooperation, innovative strategies, and sustainable solutions, as progress in one area often necessitates simultaneous efforts in others (United Nations, no date, a). These empirical findings are analysed through inductive, data-driven reasoning, complemented by the researcher’s interpretations, reflexivity and ethical considerations.

[bookmark: _Hlk204771038]The empirical cross-case themes and professional themes demonstrated strong congruence regarding the comparable research issues, thereby offering credible evidence of prevailing trends across the sector-wide commercial and professional market in HK. 

Moreover, the theory-driven analysis of a broad range of literature review on CG, CSR and SD has contributed to the identification of gaps in the existing literature (see Section 2.10). In parallel, the data-driven analysis of trustworthy and robust empirical findings, underpinning by the criteria of credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability (Lincoln and Guba, 1985), have facilitated the identification of real-world gaps and practical challenges in the fields of CG, CSR and SD as faced by HK-listed companies (see Section 4.11). These research gaps provide valuable directions for future studies, which will be outlined in the final section of this chapter.

Additionally, as described in Section 5.4.1 (B) that the cross-case theme and professional themes collectively demonstrate the imbalance of corporate investment across SD Domains, reflecting the priority of businesses is to achieve enhanced profits and sustainable business success, while also committing to broader social and environmental goals. These empirical findings thus support the identification of critical research gaps in the literature review by exploring (a) the consequences of imbalanced investment across SD Domains, resulting in imperfect intersection or imbalanced sustainability; and (b) the search for an ideal percentage or ratio among economic, social and environmental performances. Such imbalances may give rise to ESG-washing or sustainability-washing in contemporary business and regulatory environments, particularly in contexts characterised by weak CG frameworks. 

In summary, the application of a hybrid deductive-inductive research approach to support this multi-case study has thereby enhanced the overall methodological rigor and robustness of the research design, enabling a holistic and in-depth exploration of the research issues and ensuring a comprehensive understanding of both theoretical frameworks and real-world corporate practices. This methodological pluralism strengthens the trustworthiness of the findings, thereby contributing to the advancement of new thinking and knowledge in both scholarly literature and practical management.

As outlined below, the methodological contribution supports the first research rationale and fulfills the research aim(s) (see Section 1.5). 

A multi-case study approach, using empirical cross-case themes to comprehensively explore and interpret their relevance to the research’s theoretical frameworks (Figure 1), has contributed both to (a) the generation of emergent empirical insights (i.e. effective CG and CSR principles and practices promote the UNSDGs principles, thereby contributing to economic, social and environmental sustainability. This strategic integration process involves balancing these three sustainability domains (with sustained profitability as a key priority) through the mitigation of negative trade-offs, the maximisation of co-benefits (or synergies), and the strategic prioritisation among the sustainability goals); and (b) the development of a contextually relevant theoretical framework for Listed Companies (Figure 31). This approach has also facilitated an in-depth understanding of the contemporary corporate practices within the boundaries of the research issues, thereby leading to constructive recommendations for the fields of CG, CSR and SD. These recommendations will be outlined in the subsequent section (Section 6.4).

Moreover, a theory-informed model, known as the Purpose-Governance-Social Responsibility Conceptual Framework (Figure 30), has been developed through empirical findings. This framework is grounded in cross-case theme and professional themes, recognising that the three foundational strategic drivers, i.e. purpose-driven governance, an effective CG framework, and proactive, strategic CSR engagement, collectively contribute to building organisational resilience and strengthening long-term SD. 









6.3.2 Theoretical Contribution

Based on the empirical findings and discussions presented in the previous chapters, the researcher has modified the study’s theoretical framework (Figure1), which serve as the foundation for this research. The modified theoretical framework (Figure 31), tailored to the context of Listed Companies, reflects the relationships among CG, CSR and SD, including international standards of ISO 37000 and ISO 26000, the Listing Rules on ESG Subject, and the UNSGDs. As summarised below, this framework is synthesised from the relevant literature review and empirically evidenced corporate practices.

· There is alignment with Ho’s (2005) CSR Embedded in CG Model. Therefore, an effective CG framework contributes to sustainable CSR engagement. Listed Companies strategically integrate value-driven and compliance-based CSR (alongside sustainability goals) as a dimension of CG framework, with effective CG serving as a cornerstone for sustainable CSR, thereby contributing to SD.

· There is alignment with CSR and SD literature that the objective of CSR practices is to contribute to SD across economic, social and environmental dimensions. Listed Companies adopt a robust and effective CSR framework with sound CSR principles and practices underpinned by cross-case CSR themes (see Table 24), outlining that companies operate for economic prosperity and commit to broader social and environmental responsibilities ethically and transparently through the CSV approach, thereby contributing to economic growth while improving the quality of life of their workforce, local communities, society at large, and promoting environmental stewardship.

· With the exception of Shareholder Theory (Friedman, 1962, 1970a), there is alignment with CG literature that a universal set of good governance attributes and related variables, reflected in both the narrow and broader conceptions of CG and identified as cross-case CG themes in Table 23, influence the extent of Listed Companies’ contribution to SD. Therefore, effective CG framework and its strategic governance mechanisms shape organisational behaviour and advance organisational effectiveness, thereby enabling contributions to SD across economic, social and environmental dimensions.

· There is alignment with CG and CSR literature that CG and CSR disciplines share common factors which are mutually reinforcing and interdependencies, creating synergies outcomes that contribute to sustainable financial, social and environmental performance. Listed Companies uphold the responsibility of managing relationships with all legitimate stakeholders (including the environment and society) ethically, accountably and transparently, thereby incorporating CSR-related themes as an important dimension of effective CG framework, such that good governance naturally includes social responsibility (Ho, 2005). This represents the institutionalisation of stakeholder-centric governance, emphasising responsible management that goes beyond pure profit-seeking.

· There is alignment with CG, CSR and SD literature that CG, CSR and SD agendas are increasingly converging. In Listed Companies, the continued mutual interdependency and reinforcement among organisational systems, such as the sustainable CG system that includes strategic governance mechanisms rooted in sustainability goals, the sustainable CSR system also grounded in these sustainability goals, and the strategic CSR governance system (Ho, 2005), are all supported by the institutionalisation of stakeholder-centric governance. Therefore, the convergence of CG, CSR and SD forms a mutually reinforcing system in which sustainable business success (i.e. long-term profitability) and responsible corporate behavior are essential for achieving meaningful and enduring sustainability outcomes across economic, social and environmental dimensions.

· Effective CG and CSR principles and practices of Listed Companies can promote the UNSDGs principles, thereby contributing to economic, social and environmental sustainability. This strategic integration process involves balancing these three sustainability domains (with sustained profitability as a key priority) through the mitigation of negative trade-offs, the maximisation of co-benefits (or synergies), and the strategic prioritisation among the sustainability goals. These findings contribute to knowledge advancement.

There is divergence of this empirical finding with the a priori relationship among UNSDGs, CG, CSR and SD that UNSDGs will form a breakthrough to the existing CG and CSR principles and practices towards attaining SD goals.

Save for the above-mentioned divergence, the empirical findings aligned with the a priori literature that the UNSDGs form new insights to the CG and CSR initiatives, and lead the formulation of business strategies (consisting of ESG agendas) with SD goals. Therefore, the UNSDGs will influence the organisational decision-making on CG, CSR and SD agendas.

[bookmark: _Hlk203772349]The modified theoretical framework enhances the existing body of knowledge regarding the relationship among CG, CSR and SD concepts. It recognises that the convergence of CG, CSR and SD forms a mutually reinforcing system, and highlights emerging commercial trends that suggest a positive relationship among the UNSDGs, CG, CSR and SD, all within the context of contemporary globalisation and regulatory frameworks. Moreover, the findings indicate that the CG and CSR frameworks adopted by Listed Companies are primarily designed to ensure compliance with Listing Rules on ESG Subject. These ESG rules are broadly aligned with international best practices to meets stakeholders’ expectations and to maintain investors’ confidence, thereby supporting long-term growth and enhancing the attractiveness of HK’s financial markets. By adhering to these rules, companies also indirectly apply the principles and guidelines of ISO 37000 and ISO 26000. 

Furthermore, except for Friedman’s (1962, 1970a) Shareholder Theory, there is strong alignment between all empirical cross-case CG Themes and the a Priori CG Themes identified in the literature review. These findings confirm the continued relevance and applicability of the CG literature across all Listed Companies. Additionally, except for Corporate Political Responsibility (CPR), a dimension of corporate citizenship as defined by Crane and Matten (2004), which emerged uniquely in Healthcare Listed Company as the only single-case CSR theme, there is strong alignment between all other empirical cross-case CSR Themes and the a Priori CSR Themes identified in the literature review. These findings confirm the continued relevance and applicability of the CSR literature across all Listed Companies. The theoretical contribution supports the third research rationale and fulfills the research aim(s) (see Section 1.5).  
6.3.3 New Knowledge Contribution

The robust empirical findings, grounded in the empirical cross-case theme and professional themes, have contributed to the development of a theory-informed model, known as the Purpose-Governance-Social Responsibility Conceptual Framework (Figure 30). This framework integrates three foundational strategic drivers, i.e. purpose-driven governance, an effective CG framework, and proactive, strategic CSR engagement, to build organisational resilience and strengthen long-term SD. These three drivers are equally important and interdependent, and are recognised as the most efficient and effective approach to building organisational resilience and strengthening long-term SD. 

This innovative sustainability governance knowledge, as informed by the relevant literature review on CG, CSR and SD, and further underpinned by guidelines for the strategic integration of these three drivers in practical corporate settings, contributes to the enhancement of corporate legitimacy (Dowling and Pfeffer, 1975; Meyer and Rowan, 1977) and stakeholder trust (Porter and Kramer, 2011), as well as supports long-term value creation which aligned with sustainability principles and initiatives.

This new knowledge could potentially contribute to both scholarly literature and practitioner-focused research, enrich academic and professional discourses on CG, CSR and SD, particularly in the context of contemporary CG and CSR reforms aimed at achieving SD, and ensure that these strategic drivers are integrated into strategic decision-making, sustainability strategy development, and policy creation in the real-world corporate context. The new knowledge contribution supports the first research rationale and fulfills the research aim(s) (see Section 1.5).  







6.3.4 Business Contribution to the Principles of UNSDGs

[bookmark: _Hlk206197400]This study contributes to both scholarly literature and practitioner-focused (professional) research by understanding the extent to which Listed Companies contribute to the UNSDGs, specifically through the integration of UNSDGs principles into the corporate CG and CSR frameworks which strategically aligned with business strategies and sustainability priorities to advance SD. 

The adoption of a robust and effective CG framework and strategic CSR engagement by the Listed Companies, aimed at ensuring compliance with the Listing Rules on ESG Subject, advancing organisational resilience, and strengthening long-term sustainability, has contributed to positive economic, social and environmental performance, as well as SD across SD Domains. When integrated with sustainability goals across SD Domains, these CG and CSR efforts have been shown to promote the UNSDGs principles at both the local and national levels by contributing to the sustainability of people, planet and prosperity, while also strengthening peace and partnership within societies. This strategic integration process involves balancing economic, social and environmental sustainability (with sustained profitability as a key priority) through the mitigation of negative trade-offs, the maximisation of co-benefits (or synergies), and the strategic prioritisation among the sustainability goals.

As a result, effective CG and strategic CSR frameworks, integrated with robust ESG factors and sustainability goals, operationalise CSR activities and sustainability initiatives through the CSV approach, demonstrating strategic alignment between corporate and business strategies and operations with these global goals, even though their actual impact is currently confined to the local and national context.

Furthermore, the CG and CSR frameworks serve as dynamic, integrative platform that enable the companies to progressively embed the overarching principles of the UNSDGs into their strategic architecture, fostering holistic and resilient business models aimed at creating strategically-aligned and sustainability-driven business strategies. Hence, the UNSDGs principles have influenced organisational decision-making on CG, CSR and SD agendas.

Nevertheless, due to the common and yet key factor of financial capital constraint, Listed Companies are often compelled to set sustainability priorities, tailoring investments and expenditures to context-specific targets that strategically aligned with their corporate and business strategies and operations so as to create long-term value for all legitimate stakeholders. This management approach aligns with Freeman’s Stakeholder Theory, whereby Freeman (2008) views that successful stakeholder management is attainable if there is an alignment between strategic organisational purpose and the minds of key stakeholders. Therefore, companies are run in the interests of all its primary stakeholders without contradicting the ethical principles on which capitalism stands.

As described in the previous sections, the priority of businesses is to achieve enhanced profits and sustainable business success, while also committing to broader social and environmental goals, ultimately advancing SD across economic, social and environmental dimensions. Therefore, to enhance the continued efforts on CG and CSR which strategically integrated with sustainability goals, regular systematic reviews (Allen, Metternicht and Wiedmann, 2018) and continuous improvement (ICSU, 2017) are required. This involves structural measurement, evaluation and verification of ESG performance results enable accountability, strategic alignment, and continuous improvement in achieving sustainability goals. 

Finally, the empirical findings highlight that although the Listed Companies have not formally and explicitly integrated all Global Goals into their CG and CSR frameworks, as well as their strategic planning and business strategies, their CG and CSR efforts remain significant. Through an effective CG framework and strategic CSR engagement, embedded with sustainability goals and underpinned by robust ESG factors contained in the Listing Rules on ESG Subject, as well as guided by both context-specific and industry-specific laws and regulations, their CG and CSR initiatives continue to promote the principles of the UNSDGs and contribute to SD. Notably, these efforts have led to meaningful contributions to a considerable number of goals at both local and national levels. This includes the application of both direct and, to a certain extent, indirect pathway analysis in evaluating the number of UNSDGs contributed by these companies, given the inherently interlinked nature of the goals (Gupta, 2019). 

The contribution of businesses to the principles of UNSDGs supports the second research rationale and fulfills the research aim(s) (see Section 1.5).  

6.3.5 Contribution to CG, CSR, ESG and SD Knowledge Users and Influencers

This study is of significant interest and potentially value to the corporate leaders and management of publicly listed companies, particularly listed companies in HK, policymakers of SEHK and regulatory bodies in HK, CG/CSR/ESG/SD scholars, professionals and students, and civil society organisations related to the research field. It provides theory-informed, evidence-based and constructive information on the importance of (a) enhancing both internal and external stakeholders’ understanding of critical research issues concerning CG, CSR and SD as identified in both academic literature and real-world corporate contexts; and (b) upgrading HK’s regulatory regime to catalyse CG and CSR reforms driven by global sustainability goals, such as the Global Goals. The study also addresses key contemporary issues, including increased institutional pressures, corporate scandals, growing stakeholder expectations that companies should act in the best interests of both shareholders and broader stakeholders, and concerns about corporate legitimacy and reputation. Both CG and CSR reforms are essential elements for achieving sustainability across SD Domains.

The importance of upgrading HK’s regulatory regime to catalyse CG and CSR reforms is strongly affirmed by both the cross-case theme and professional themes. Such reforms are essential for fostering improved sustainability practices and ESG performance, as well as for combating ESG-washing and sustainability-washing. Strengthening the CG framework, including through the implementation of credible and transparent ESG disclosures, and adherence to standardised ESG disclosure frameworks based on international sustainability reporting standards, is crucial. Robust CG mechanisms, including effective internal control and risk management systems, are vital for mitigating the risks of ESG-washing and sustainability-washing, as well as for reinforcing stakeholder trust and investor confidence in corporate ESG performance and sustainability commitments. This is particularly significant when corporations aspire to, and are encouraged by stakeholders to, enhance ESG performance beyond legal compliance, thereby advancing SD across SD Domains.
6.4 Recommendations

Building on the preceding analysis in this thesis, the following constructive recommendations are offered as valuable guidance for the key stakeholders identified in Section 6.3.5.

The Modified Theoretical Framework 

The development of a contextually relevant theoretical framework for Listed Companies (Figure 31) significantly enhances the existing body of knowledge concerning purpose-driven companies. By integrating an effective CG framework with strategic CSR engagement, and embedding sustainability goals within both CG and CSR agendas, the companies can effectively promote the principles of UNSDGs, thereby contributing to economic, social and environmental sustainability. This is regarded as knowledge advancement. These strategically integrated frameworks, when implemented alongside the following approaches, can serve as a goal-oriented roadmap for systematically advancing progress towards the achievement of the UNSDGs and SD:
· Integrating CSR and sustainability initiatives into corporate and business strategies and operations through the CSV approach, thereby fostering new avenues for business innovation and growth. This integration enables companies to achieve CA and generate synergistic outcomes that benefit the companies, their internal and external stakeholders, and the broader environment. Ultimately, this approach advances SD (Porter and Kramer, 2006, 2011).
· Integrated management involves balancing profitability (profit remains a key priority) with broader social and environmental goals by maximising co-benefits (or synergies), mitigating negative trade-offs, and setting clear strategic priorities among sustainability objectives. This strategic alignment supports the development of context-specific, adaptable strategies and the efficient allocation of resources.
· Robust structural measurement, evaluation, and verification of ESG performance results to enhance accountability, strategic alignment, and continuous improvement in sustainability performance. 
Although this guiding structure diverges from the relevant literature review, which often emphasises the transformative power of the UNSDGs in isolation, it offers a systematic and pragmatic approach for strengthening the companies’ contributions to the UNSDGs. In doing so, it enhances organisational resilience and supports the creation of sustainable, long-term value for all stakeholders.

Strengthened the effectiveness of CG framework

In view of enhancing ESG performance beyond legal compliance is essential for advancing progress towards the achievement of the UNSDGs and SD, the companies must strengthen the effectiveness of their CG framework. The sound CG principles (attributes) and practical features (variables) identified as cross-case CG themes in Table 23 are instrumental in shaping organisational behaviour and advancing organisational effectiveness, CSR performance and SD outcomes. These CG mechanisms also provide a formal and legitimate framework for strategic integration of value-driven and compliance-based CSR principles, as well as sustainability goals, into corporate and business strategies and operations.

As described in previous sections, an effective CG framework, including effective internal control and risk management systems, is vital for mitigating the risks of ESG-washing and sustainability-washing. Such a framework also strengthens the credibility of ESG and sustainability disclosures, thereby reinforcing stakeholder trust and investor confidence in corporate ESG performance and sustainability commitments.

6.5 Research Limitation

As described in Chapter 3, the researcher is an Insider in Research Field and serves as a key instrument for data collection, possessing deep familiarity with the research context and data. Reflexivity, through continuous self-examination of biases, values and experiences, was rigorously applied throughout the study. This reflexive stance, grounded in the researcher’s ontological, epistemological, and axiological beliefs, ensured trustworthiness, rigour, and ethical integrity in the research process (Dodgson, 2019), thereby enhancing the credibility of the collected subjective evidence and mitigating potential researcher bias.

The study’s literature review encompasses a broad and in-depth exploration of the core bodies of literature central to the research issues. Combined with a robust and rigorous methodological framework and seven validation strategies outlined in Section 3.7.2, all grounded in established data quality techniques and ethical practices, these measures ensure that the trustworthy and robust empirical findings meet the criteria of credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Lincoln and Guba, 1985).

No significant limitation was identified that compromise the validity and trustworthiness of the empirical findings. The breadth of the literature review and the methodological strength of the research collectively underpin the contribution of this study to both scholarly literature and practitioner-focused understanding in the fields of CG, CSR and SD.

6.6 Future Research

Based on the research gaps identified in the literature review (Section 2.10) and the practical issues observed in the domains of CG, CSR and SD (Section 4.11), thereby supporting the first research rationale and fulfilling the research aim(s) (see Section 1.5), as well as proposing the key areas for future qualitative research as outlined below.

While the CSR and SD literature review emphasises an integrated approach to balancing economic, social and environmental sustainability for attaining true sustainability, the real-world corporate practices reveal a persistent imbalance in investment across SD Domains. Emergent commercial trends reveal that economically-driven investments have opportunities to generate social and environmental co-benefits, thereby contributing to a form of integrated sustainability. Although this overlapping area may be imperfect, such corporate practices (based on the corporate purpose of prioritising economic prosperity and profitability, while also committing to broader social and environmental responsibilities) remain compliant within the prevailing regulatory framework in HK. 

Therefore, future research should explore the following areas to bridge the gap between academic literature and real-world corporate context: (a) the consequences of imbalanced investment across SD Domains, resulting in imperfect intersection or imbalanced sustainability; and (b) the search for an ideal percentage or ratio among economic, social and environmental performances. Such imbalances may give rise to ESG-washing and sustainability-washing in contemporary business and regulatory environments, particularly in contexts characterised by weak CG frameworks. By exploring these proposed research areas, future research can contribute both to academic scholarship and real corporate world.

Furthermore, considering the practical challenges encountered by HK-listed companies, future research should explore the following practical issues within the domains of CG, CSR, and SD:

(a)	In this study, it has been found that there is limited understanding of how effectively business entities can implement and measure progress towards the UNSDGs. Although HK-listed companies typically disclose their ESG policies, actions, performance metrics, and achieved results in annual reports or dedicated ESG or sustainability reports, the existing research and literature largely focus on the corporate’s ESG and sustainability policy commitments, disclosures and reporting. Therefore, future research should explore the practical challenges, implementation processes, and tangible strategic outcomes associated with strategic integration of the UNSDGs (global sustainability goals) into corporate and business strategies and operations among HK-listed companies. By exploring these proposed research areas, future research can contribute both to academic scholarship and to the development of actionable, context-specific, adaptable strategies for advancing SD within corporate settings. This helps to bridge the existing gap between global sustainability frameworks, policy disclosures, and real-world corporate and business practices, thereby supporting the meaningful advancement of the UNSDGs in HK’s corporate sector.

(b)	In this study, it has been found that there is limited understanding of how the Boards of HK-listed companies can further strengthen CG to effectively bridge local, national and global CSR/ESG initiatives, particularly in the context of addressing ESG and greenwashing risks, and advancing ESG performance beyond statutory compliance for SD. Specifically, there is a need to explore CG mechanisms that enhance risk management and facilitate the strategic integration of CSR/ESG efforts with international frameworks such as the UNSDGs. The research should explore how Boards implement systemic, coordinated strategies that align local and national CSR/ESG actions with broader international sustainability objectives. By addressing these proposed research areas, future research can provide critical actionable insights into how Board governance can be leveraged not only to address compliance requirements, but also to drive meaningful, long-term progress towards SD goals. This helps to bridge the current divide between local/national and global CSR/ESG initiatives, ultimately fostering more resilient and responsible corporate practices among HK-listed companies.

In addition, further research could evaluate the validity and credibility of the Modified Theoretical Framework tailored to Listed Companies (Figure 31) by applying it to publicly listed companies in other jurisdictions. Such research should critically explore the relationship among CG, CSR, SD and the UNSDGs, as well as assess the level of commitment to Corporate Political Responsibility, a dimension of corporate citizenship as defined by Crane and Matten (2004) and identified in this study as a single-case CSR theme.

6.7 Chapter Summary

This chapter revisited the rationale for the research, outlined the contributions supported by the empirical findings, and offered recommendations with practical management implications. Additionally, it affirmed the absence of significant research limitations and proposed avenues for future research.
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Box 8 — Analysis of responses from HK professional participants.

Professional theme — Findings 1 addressing research question 9 (Appendix 6.2)

ESG rules and sustainability reporting standards are becoming increasingly complex and stringent,
driven by heightened awareness of ESG issues, sustainability practices, and SD among society,
regulators, and capital markets.

SEHK regularly updates the Listing Rules on ESG Subject and the associated listing rules in line with
the international sustainability reporting standards.

Narrative Interpretation
The following outlines key insights into the increasing complexity and stringency of ESG rules and

sustainability reporting standards.

All participants affirm that ESG rules and sustainability reporting standards are becoming increasingly
complex and stringent. The professional theme reveals that this is driven by the growing awareness of
ESG issues, sustainable practices and SD among society, regulators and capital markets. SEHK regularly
updates the Listing Rules on ESG Subject and the associated listing rules in line with the international
sustainability reporting standards. These regulatory enhancements aim to enhance corporate
accountability, transparency reporting, and sustainability performance of HK-listed companies, while
also guiding corporate behaviour in a dynamic and evolving business and societal contexts.

Collectively, these efforts strengthen HK’s position as a global listing hub and financial center, while
protecting the interests of shareholders and stakeholders, mitigating reputational risks, addressing
stakeholder pressures, meeting investors and societal expectations, gaining corporate legitimacy and

investors support, and promoting long-term sustainable practices among HK-listed companies in support
of SD.
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The Examples of Professionals’ Responses
Participant HPSDS expressed, ... yes, HKEx enhances ESG reporting standards ... from time to time to

ensure the companies are well performed in ESG fields and uphold corporate accountability and
transparency.

Participant HPSR4 voiced, ... yes, this is a market trend that following the raising of awareness of
society; capital market, government, statutory authorities, and HK Stock Exchange on the importance of
[ESG aspects, sustainable practices and SD.

Professional theme — Findings 2 addressing research question 9 (Appendix 6.2)
Unsustainable corporate practices pose significant reputational threats and intensify stakeholder
pressure, leading to market penalties and loss of trust, support and reputation.

Narrative Interpretation
The following outlines key insights into the unsustainable corporate practices pose significant

reputational threats and intensify stakeholder pressure.

All participants affirm that unsustainable corporate practices pose significant reputational risks and
intensify stakeholder pressure. The professional theme reveals that shareholders, consumers, society and
financial analysts increasingly scrutinise such practices, leading to market penalties and loss of trust,
support and reputation. Rising stakeholder activism and anti-greenwashing movements further demand
credible ESG actions and transparent disclosures. In this context, reputational threats are immediate and
systemic, compelling the companies to align sustainability communication with actual performance to
‘maintain legitimacy and stakeholder support

The Examples of Professionals’ Responses
Participant HPKOS highlighted, yes, in this modern business environment, and informative and

knowledgeable market, this is a natural effect that customers, society and stakeholders .. may boycott
unethical companies’prodcts and services as unsustainable practices are unacceptable norms.
Participant HPSD6 expressed, .. yes, rising stakeholder activism is pushing the companies to improve
ESG performance or face reputational and financial risks,

Professional theme — Finding 3 addressing research question 10 (Appendix 6.2)

Legal compliance represents only a baseline for ESG, and genuine sustainability leadership requires the
companies to go beyond statutory obligations. This is essential for building reputation, attracting
stakeholders” interest and support, and securing long-term strategic advantage.

Participant HPCG1 opined that enhancing ESG performance beyond legal compliance is essential for
building a purpose-driven company, as it enables the strategic alignment of risk management with long-
term sustainability goals. ESG performance is about risk management (i.e. managing ESG risks) for
strategic purposeful outcomes.
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rrative Interpretation
The following outlines key insights into the essential of enhancing ESG performance beyond legal
compliance.

‘The professional theme affirms that legal compliance represents only a baseline for ESG, and genuine
sustainability leadership requires the companics to go beyond stafutory obligations. Enhancing ESG.
performance beyond the law is scen as essential for building reputation, afiracting stakeholders” interest
and support, and securing long-term strategic advantage. While constraints related to capital resources,
ESG talent, and short-term financial performance objectives may limit ESG efforts, proactive ESG
engagement is widely viewed as crifical to corporate legitimacy, stakeholder trust, value creation, and
long-term sustainability.

Participant HPCG1 opined that enhancing ESG performance beyond legal compliance is essential for
building a purpose-driven company, as it enables the strategic alignment of risk management with long-
term sustainability goals. ESG performance is about risk management (ic. managing ESG risks) for
strategic purposeful outcomes. While legal compliance remains foundational, ESG is fundamentally
about managing a broader spectrum of business risks, including reputational, financial, market and
compliance risks, that extend beyond legal obligations. Effective ESG integration info core srategics
requires management to align corporate purpose with proactive sisk identification and risk mitigation
strategics. This strategic alignment ensures that ESG efforts contribute meaningfully to long-term
sustainabiliy, resilience, and organisational success. This perspective, though not widely shared, is
analytically significant as it underscores the importance of sedefining the role of ESG as a strategic,
value-driven function that supports corporate purpose, risk mitigation, and long-term sustainability. This
is important in the context of academic research and real-world practice in a rapidly changing global
business environment.

The Examples of Professionals’ Responses

‘Participant HPKOS expressed. ... yes, law is the minimun standard. For companies to truly excel in ESG
performances, they often need to perform beyond the basic legal requirements.

Participant HPCG1 voiced, .. it is important to build a purpose-driven company ... Legal compliance is
abways been there. ESG performance is about risk management (i.e. managing ESG risks) for strategic
purposeful outcomes ... It never been only about the law, it is about managing business risks as well,
whereby legal risk is only a component to the business risks

Professional themes — Findings 4 addressing research question 13 (Appendix 6.2)
In the context of HK, ESG greemvashing remains a significant risk that undermines the credibility of
ESG disclosures and the reliability of ESG ratings used by investors for investment decision-making.

Regulatory advancements aimed at combating greenwashing, strengthening CG framework,
implementing credible and transparent ESG disclosures, and adhering to standardised ESG disclosure
frameworks based on international sustainability reporting standards are vital to reducing greenwashing
sisks and reinforcing investor confidence in corporate sustainability performance)
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Narrative Interpretation
The following outlines key insights into the perceptions of the risk of ESG greenwashing in HK as ESG

ratings that contain ESG and sustainability performances of the companies play a crucial role in helping
investors make investment decisions.

The professional themes perceive that, in the context of HK, ESG greenwashing remains a significant
risk that undermines the credibility of ESG disclosures and the reliability of ESG ratings used by
investors for investment decision-making. While the companics increasingly portray ESG-friendly
public images. these cfforts may lack meaningful or substantive ESG practices, raising concerns about
authenticity and cthical conduct. ESG ratings, often rated and certified by external ESG rating agencics,
are subject to rating methodological inconsistencies; rating data interpretation biases which may arise
from the use of both quantitative and qualitative inputs, as well as from ESG expert judgment involved
in weighting and prioritising ESG factors; and a lack of standardised ESG rating frameworks. These
shortcomings result in variability across ratings, which compromises the objectivity and comparability
of ESG assessments, cspecially when evaluating or comparing ESG scores across different ESG rating

agencics or in varying industry, geographic, or stakeholder contexts. The lack of consistency and
transparency in ESG ratings can lead to misinformed investment decisions and difficulty in accurately
assessing ESG risks and opportunitics, thus causing potential misalignment between investment
strategics and intended sustainability goals.

Despite regulatory advancements aimed at combating greenwashing, the companies are increasingly
required to strengthen their CG frameworks, particularly in arcas such as IC and RM systems, robust
whistleblower mechanisms, enhanced corporate accountability, transparency reporting, and adherence
to standardised ESG disclosure frameworks underpinned by international sustainability reporting
standards, to ensure credible and compliant sustainability practices. Robust ESG disclosures built on
credible and technically sound data are vital to reducing greenwashing risks and reinforcing investor
confidence in sustainability performance.

The Examples of Professionals’ Responses

Participant HPLW3 expressed, there is always be a risk of ESG greenwashing ... various laws and
regulations have been established and further improved to combat greenwashing activities, and limit the
risk of ESG greemwashing in HK.

Participant HPCG1 stated, ... greenwashing can indeed be facilitated by third-party certifications. It is

crucial for the companies to place a whistleblower system in promoting transparency, integrity and
ethical conduct within the companies.
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No. | Cross-Case Theme &V | Narrative Interpretation a2)

1 A purpose-driven A purpose-driven company with effective CG and proactive, strategic
company with effective | engagement in CSR activities represents the most efficient and effective
CG and proactive, approach to building resilience and strengthening long-term
strategic engagement in | sustainability of the company, as these elements serve as foundational
CSR activities represents | strategic drivers.
the most efficient and
effective approach to The findings emphasise the strategic integration of the UNSDGs
building resilience and principles and/or sustainability goals into the CG framework. This
strengthen long-term integration is supported by a long-term sustainability roadmap and
sustainability of the capital allocation plan. HC Co and PR Co further emphasise the
Listed Companies, as importance of aligning sustainability initiatives with the business model
these elements serve as and resource adaptation, which fosters long-term business stability.
foundational strategic Ultimately, this integrated approach maximises the companies’
drivers. contribution to economic, social and environmental sustainability.

Note A detailed cross-case theme table (Table 20A) is presented in Appendix 7.

Key Description

N1 Meets the cross-case theme criteria outlined in Section 3.9.

N2 The narrative interpretation synthesises and represents the cross-case findings.
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Box 9 — Analysis of responses from HK professional participants.

Professional theme addressing research question 11 (Appendix 6.2)
A purpose-driven company with effective CG and proactive, strategic engagement in CSR activities
represents the most efficient and effective approach to building resilience and strengthening long-term

sustainability of HK-listed companies, as these elements serve as essential drivers.

Narrative Interpretation

All HK professional participants affirm that a purpose-driven company with effective CG and proactive,
strategic engagement in CSR activities represents the most efficient and effective approach to building
resilience and strengthening long-term sustainability of HK-listed companies, as these elements serve as
essential drivers. Therefore, a robust CG foundation with effective IC and RM systems is a critical

strategic approach; and the purpose-driven companies will proactively think of what issues are material
and relevant to the companies.

The Examples of Professionals’ Responses

Participant HPCG1 expressed, ... this statement summarises the essential factors, including stakeholder
considerations, that companies should develop to build resilience.

Participant HPCS?2 stated, ... yes, because purpose-driven companies, effective CG, and proactive and
strategic engagement in CSR activities are essential components to build healthy corporation.
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Key Cross-Case Themes

Key Professional Themes

A Relationship between CG Framework and CSR Framework
T | The fundamental components of the CG framework are as | The best and commonly adopted
follows fundamental  components of CG
(1) BOD composition and leadership, and CG functions. | framework  for  maximising  the
(2) Board committees and CG functions. contribution of HK-listed companies to
(3) Management structure, authority, function, and | SD are as follows:
performance reporting. (1) IC and RM systems.
(4) IC and RM systems, and IA functions. (2) Atransparent information disclosure
(5) Compliance system, including information disclosure and reporting system
system.
(6) Corporate culture
Note: Findings presented in Table 7 reveal that, save for
Friedman’s (1962, 1970a) Shareholder Theory, all empirical
cross-case CG Themes, identified through deductive
thematic, document, and semiotic analyses of the Published
Reports, strongly align with the a Priori CG Themes derived
from the literature under review. This confirms  the
continued relevance and applicability of the CG literature
across all cases. There is no single-case CG theme.
2 | The fundamental components of the CSR framework are | The best and commonly adopted
social and environmental responsibilities, both rooted in the | fundamental ~components of CSR
primary responsibility of economic prosperity. These | framework for maximising  the

components are as follows:

(1) Employment and labour practices, comprising (2) DEL-
focused HRM systems; (b) ethical and fair employment
practices; and (¢) employee welfare systems.
Operating practices, comprising (a) SCM; (b) product
and service responsibility; and (c) anti-corruption and
whistleblowing systems.

Community investment, comprising (a) community
investment through contributions to socio-economic

@

(€]

contribution of HK-listed companies to
SD are as follows:

(1) Employees, as a valuable
organisational resource.
Human resource should be

supported by ethical and fair
employment practices, along with
sustainable and effective HRM and

employee welfare systems.
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development with consideration of environmental
issues; (b) upholding stakeholders’ rights to health and
well-being, fulfilling broader social expectations; and
(c) community involvement as a dimension of
philanthropic responsibility.

(4) Environmental protection, comprising (a) emissions
management; (b) sustainable resource management; (c)
climate risk management; and (d) upholding the rights
of stakeholders to a stable climate, and to live in a
clean, safe and sustainable environment.

An analytically significant single-case theme: Only
Healthcare Listed Company proactively utilises its position
as a non-public healthcare organisation to voluntary provide
Corporate Political Responsibility (CPR) within the concept
of corporate citizenship, as defined by Crane and Matten
(2004).

Note: Findings presented in Table 8 reveal that, save for the
CPR, which emerged uniquely in Healthcare Listed
Company as the only single-case CSR theme, all other
empirical cross-case CSR Themes, identified through
deductive thematic, document, and semiotic analyses of the
Published Reports, strongly align with the a Priori CSR
Themes derived from the literature review. This confirms

of the CSR

the continued relevance and applicabi
literature across all cases.

(2) Community  involvement
investment.
(3) Environment performance.

and

Listed Companies communicate these CG and CSR
components to employees through the following means

(1) Meetings;

(2) Emails; and

(3) WeChat instant messaging and social media app.
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4 The Listed Companies’ CG framework is related to CSR | Business entities may have different CG
framework. structure and CSR structure, driven by
context-driven lens and organisational

contingencies.

5 | Bffective CG serves as the foundational pillar for fostering | An analytically significant perspective
sustainable CSR. Therefore, an effective CG framework | shared by participants HPCG1 and
contributes to sustainable CSR engagement. HPSD6 is that most of the business
Note: This empirical finding aligns with the a priori CG- | entities adopt, or the ideal structure
CSR relationship outlined in Section 1.4 should be, CSR embedded in the CG

model

6 |CG and CSR disciplines share common factors | Note: This represents a priori CG-CSR
substantially. There are significant linkages between CG | relationship outlined in Section 1.4 and
and CSR agendas (in terms of synergies and | reinforces the cross-case theme.
interdependencies) with ultimate objective of achieving
sustainability performance from three aspects: financial,
social and environmental.

Note: This empirical finding aligns with the a priori CG-
CSR relationship outlined in Section 1.4.

7 | Building upon the preceding A4, A5, A6 findings, CG as a
foundation for sustainable CSR: Similarities between
frameworks and their strategic integration.

8 | Building upon the preceding A4, A5, A6 findings, CG as a
foundation for sustainable CSR: Differences between
frameworks and approaches to strategic integration.

B Relationship among CG, CSR and SD Domains

1 | CG will support Listed Companies in achieving SD. An effective CG framework enhances

2| The attributes and related variables of CG influence the | the achievement of SD by playing a

extent of Listed Companies” contribution to SD, whereby an
effective CG shapes organisational behaviour, and the
underlying CG principles are paramount for achieving SD.
Note: This empirical finding aligns with the a priori CG-
SD relationship outlined in Section 1.4.

significant role in influencing and
supporting its attainment.





image94.png
CSR will support Listed Companies in achieving SD.

The objective of Listed Companies’ CSR practices is to
contribute to SD in three domains: business (economic
prosperity), community (social justice and equity) and the
environment at large (environmental quality). CSR is the
‘micro aspect of SD.

Note: This empirical finding aligns with the a priori CSR-
SD relationship outlined in Section 1.4.

The strategic integration between CG and CSR allows
business to balance profitability (profit remains a key
priority) with broader social and environmental goals.

The common objective for business
entities in adopting sound CG and CSR
practices is to achieve sustainable
business performance, moving towards
attaining sustainable growth and SD
across  cconomic,  social  and

environmental dimensions.

Effective CG serves as a strong structural
foundation for embedding strategic CSR
and sustainability goals into corporate
and business strategies and operations.

There is a convergence of CG, CSR and SD agendas within
Listed Companies of which these three agendas are on
progressive cross-connections with each other.

Note: This empirical finding aligns with the a priori CG-
CSR-SD relationship outlined in Section 1.4.

The convergence of CG, CSR and SD forms a mutually
reinforcing system in which sustainable business success
(i.e. long-term profitability) and responsible corporate
behavior are essential for achieving meaningful and
enduring sustainability outcomes across economic, social
and environmental dimensions.

There is convergence among CG, CSR
and SD domains, despite their distinct
core orientations and strategic focuses.

CcG
foundation ~for
growth and success.

serves as a strong  structural

sustainable business

Generating sustainable profit remains
central to the long-term business model,
followed by a growing commitment to
social and environmental
responsibilities.  Ultimately, ~ the
corporate goal is to maximise the
company’s contribution to SD across
economic, social and environmental
dimensions.
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- Board's rasponsibiliy for effctve govemance and oversght of
ESGmaters

- Board's ESG management approach and statesy
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(HKEx, 20243)
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Influence of the UNSDGs on CG and CSR Initiatives towards Maximising Contribution to SD

Effective CG and CSR principles and practices of Listed
Companies promote the UNSDGs principles, thereby
contributing to economic, social and environmental
sustainability.

Note: This empirical finding diverges from the a priori
relationship among UNSDGs, CG, CSR and SD that
UNSDGs will form a breakthrough to the existing CG and
CSR principles and practices towards attaining SD goals,
by addressing the balance among environmental, social,
and economic dimensions of sustainability, which entails
evaluating trade-offs, identifying co-benefits (or synergies),
and prioritising the 17 goals (see Section 1.4).

Therefore, UNSDGs will influence corporate decision-
making on CG, CSR and SD agendas.

Note: This empirical finding aligns with the a priori
UNSDGs-CG-CSR-SD relationship outlined in Section 1.4.

The extent to which the UNSDGs serve
as a constraint or a motivation for HK-
listed companies primarily depends on
corporate size and scale, company- and
business-specific  contexts,  industry
conditions, and internal and external
environmental factors that influence

their  strategies, operations  and
performance.
Participants HPCGl and HPLW3

emphasise that updates to SEHK listing
rules, driven by global sustainability
trends and enforced by the regulator, play
a crucial role in compelling HK-listed
companies to integrate ESG rules and
sustainability principles into  their
strategies and operations,  thereby
aligning corporate practices with broader
sustainability ~ objectives.  This
analytically significant view reinforces
the cross-case findings of C1 and C2
presented in this table.

"

Effective CG and CSR frameworks of Listed Companics
promote the UNSDG principles, contributing to positive
cconomic, social and environmental performance, and
supporting social and  environmental
sustainability, respectively.

economic,

The cffective implementation of
UNSDGs requires a thoughtful, context-
specific approach to goal prioritisation,
tailored  to  national  andlor
organisational’s unique  circumstances,
along with the development of a goal-
oriented roadmap.
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Influence of the UNSDGs on the Successful Integration of the ESG Agenda into
the Business Strategies aligned with SD Goals

Tntegration of UNSDGs principles into the corporate ESG
framework, strategically aligned with business strategies
and sustainability priorities, to advance SD.

Note: This cross-case theme confirms and extends a priori
relationship that UNSDGs form new insighis to the existing.
CG and CSR initiatives, and lead the formulation of
business strategies (consisting of ESG agendas) with SD
goals (see Section 1.4).

The interlinked nature of the UNSDGs
poses significant challenges for the
companies to sirategically align goal
selection with their unique contexts and
competitive advantages.

This involves leveraging co-benefits
(synergies), prioritising goals, carefully
balancing resource allocation to avoid

negative trade-offs, and proactively
addressing  risks  and  strategic
uncertainties.

Such  approaches
strengthening ESG integration within
sustainable business sirategies aligned
with SD goals and enhancing business
resilience.

are essential for

Structural measurement, evaluation and verification of ESG
performance accountability, strategic
alignment, and continuous  improvement in achicving
sustainability goals

results  enable

The UNSDGs framework serves as a
useful guiding reference for formulating
corporate  ESG  framework. By
integrating the 17 goals into business
strategies and priorifising goals that align
with business strategies, the companics
can create synergistic outcomes  that
gencrate long-term value for both the
companies and all their stakeholders

Financial capital emerges as a key challenge in aligning the
implementation of the UNSDGs with Listed Companies’
‘business strategies and corporate practices.

The availability of fimancial capifal,
access to ESG talent, and strong
organisational awareness and support
from the
employees

Board, management and
are key challenges and
constraints  influencing  HK-listed
companies” commitment to integrating
ESG considerations into business
strategies  aligned  with their
organisational purpose, values, culture
and long-term sustainability.
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Tnfluence of ESG Rules and Sustainability Reporting Standards on
Corporate Sustainability Practices and ESG Performance

ESG rules and sustainability reporting standards are not
only becoming more complex and stringent, but are also
increasingly central to corporate legifimacy, strategic
alignment, and stakeholder accountability, thereby fostering
improved sustainability practices and ESG performance.

ESG rules and sustainability reporting
standards are becoming  increasingly
complex and stringent, driven by
heightened awareness of ESG issues,
sustainability practices, and SD among
society, regulators, and capital markets.

SEHK regularly updates the Listing
Rules on ESG Subject and the associated
isting rules in line with the international
sustainability reporting standards.

Unsustainable corporate _practices pose _significant
reputational threats and intensify stakeholder pressure,
leading to heightencd legitimacy risk

Unsustainable corporate pracfices pose
significant  reputational threats  and
intensify stakeholder pressure, leading to
market penalfies and loss of trust,
support and reputation.

Enhancing ESG performance beyond legal compliance is
essential for advancing SD across economic, social and
environmental dimensions.

Participant HCIT4 from Healthcare Listed Company
advances an analytically significant, cautionary note
regarding the potential for ESG greenwashing by
exaggerating corporate sustainability commitments than
they truly are.

Legal compliance represents only 3
‘baseline ESG, and genuine
sustainability leadership requires the
companies to go beyond statutory
obligations. This is essential for building
reputation,  attracting  stakeholders
interest and support, and securing long-
term strategic advantage.

for

Participant HPCG1
analytically significant perspective that
enhancing ESG performance beyond
legal compliance is essential for building
a purpose-driven company, as it enables
the strategic alignment of risk
mansgement  with  long-term
sustainability goals. ESG performance is
about risk management (ic. managing
ESG risks) for strategic purposeful
outcomes

underscores  an
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In the context of HK, ESG greenwashing
remains a significant risk  that
undermines the credibility of ESG
disclosures and the reliability of ESG
ratings used by investors for investment
decision-making.

Regulatory advancements aimed at
combating greenwashing, strengthening
CG framework, implementing credible
and transparent ESG disclosures, and
adhering to standardised ESG disclosure
frameworks based on international
sustainability reporting standards are
vital to reducing greenwashing risks and
reinforcing investor confidence in
corporate sustainability performance.

Organisational Resilience and Long-Term Sustainability: The Role of

Purpose-Driven Company, Effective CG, and Proacti

ive and Strategic CSR Engagement

A purpose-driven company with effective CG and
proactive, strategic engagement in CSR activities represents
the most efficient and effective approach to building
resilience and strengthen long-term sustainability of the
Listed Companies, as these elements serve as foundational
strategic drivers.

A purpose-driven company  with
effective CG and proactive, strategic
engagement in CSR activities represents
the most efficient and effective approach
to building resilience and strengthening
long-term sustainability of HK-listed
companies, as these elements serve as
essential drivers.
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Table 22. Summary of Research Objectives, Central and Corresponding Sub-Research Questions, Cross-Case Themes, and Professional Themes

RO [Sub- Research Issues. Cross-Case Themes Research Issues. Professional Themes
CRQ |Research |for Listed Companies Identified in the Context of Listed Companies. for Professionals
No. | Question |- Derived from the questions - Derived from the questions
(RQ) No. | presented in Appendix 6.1 (Q) presented in Appendix 6.2 (Q)
A Research Issue: Relationship between CG Framework and CSR Framework
ROT | Ra1 ai “The fundamental components of the CG framework are as | Q4 The best and commonly adopled_fundamental
cRat « The fundamental components | follows: « The fundamental components | components of CG framework for maximising the
0f CG framework and CSR | (1) BOD composition and leadership, and CG functions. of CG frameviork and CSR | contrbution of HKCisted companies to SD are as
framework (2) Board committees and CG functions framework, respectively, for | follovs:

+ Means of communication.

(3) Management _structure,
performance reporting.

(4) 1C and RM systems, and IA funciions.

(5) Compliance system, including information disclosure
system.

(6) Corporate cuture.

authory,  function,  and

‘The fundamental components of the CSR frameviork are
‘social and environmental responsibilties, both rooted in the
primary _responsibity of - economic  prosperity. These
components are as follows:
(1) Employment and labour practices, comprising (a) DE}-
focused HRM systems; (b) ethical and fair employment
practices; and (c) employee welfare systems.
Operating praciices, comprising (@) SCME (b) product and
service _responsibility. and (c) ant-comuption and
whistleblowing systems.
Community  investment, comrising (a) _community
investment thiough contributions to. Socio-economic
evelopment with consideration of environmental ssuies:
(b) upholding stakeholders' rights 1o health and wel-
being, fulfiling broader social expectations; and ()
‘community involvement as a dimension of phianthropic
responsibilty.
Environmental_protection, comprising (2) emissions
management. (b) sustainable resource management; ()
climate isk management: and (d) upholding the rights of
stakeholders to a stable cimate, and to live in a clean,
safe and sustainable environment.

@

@

@

An analytically significant single-case theme: Only Healthcare
Listed Company proactively utiises its positon as a non-
public healthcare organisation to voluntary provide Corporate.
Political Responsibilty (CPR) within the concept of corporate.
citizenship, as defined by Crane and Matten (2004).

Listed Companies communicate these CG and CSR
components to employees through meetings; emails; and
\WeChat instant messaging and social media app.

mavdmising Hic-isted
companies’ contrbution o SD.

(1) IC and RM systems.
(2) Atransparent information disclosure and reporting
system.

The best and commonly adopted fundamental

components of CSR framevork for maximising the

contribution of HKCisted companies to SD are as

follos:

(1) Employees, as a valuable organisational resource.
Human resource should be supported by ethical
and faremployment praciices, along with
sustainable and efective HRM and employee
welfare systems

(2) Community involvement and investment

(3) Environment performance.
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Table 22. Summary of Research Objectives, Central and Corresponding Sub-Research Questions, Cross-Case Themes, and Professional Themes (continued)

RO [Sub- [ Research ssues Cross-Case Themes Research Issues. Professional Themes
CRQ | Research | for Listed Companies Identified in the Context of Listed Companies. for Professionals
No. | Question | -Derived from the questions ~Derived from the questions
(RQ) No._| presented in Appendix 6.1 (Q) presented in Appendix 6.2 (Q)
A Research Issue: Relationship between CG Framework and CSR Framework
ROT | RQ2 @ (1) The Listed Companies’ CG framework is related fo CSR | 02 Business eniiies may have different CG struciure and
cRa2 + Relationship between CG and | framework + Structural diferences in CG | CSR siructure, driven by context-driven lens and
CSR frameviorks: similartes and CSR organisational coningencies.
andlor difierencs. (2) Effective CG serves as the foundational pillarfor fostering
sustanable CSR. Therefore, an effective CG framework An_analytically significant _perspective shared by
contrbutes to sustainable CSR engagement. partcipants HPCG1 and HPSDS is that most of the
Note: This empirical finding aligns with the @ priori CG-CSR business entiies adopt, or the ideal structure should
relationship outined in Secton 1.4. be, CSR embedded in the CG model.
Note: This represents a priori CG-CSR relationship
(3 CG and CSR disciplines share common faclors outiined in Section 1.4 and reinforces the cross-case
substantially There are significant inkages betueen CG and theme.
CSR agendas (interms of synergies and interdependencies)
vith uimate objective of achieving sustainabilty
performance ffom three aspects: financial, social and
environmental.
Note: This empirical finding aligns with the & priori CG-CSR
relationship outined in Secton 1.4.
(4) Building upon the preceding 1, 2 and 3 findings, CG as a
foundation for sustainable CSR: Similariies between
frameworks and their sirategic integration.
(5) Building upon the preceding 1,2 and 3 findings, CG as a
foundation for sustainable CSR: Difierences ~between
frameworks and approaches to sirategic integration.
B. Research Issue: Relationship among CG, CSR and SD Domains
RO2 | RQ3 s CG il support Listed Companies in achieving SD. Qi An effective CG enhances the achievement of SD by

+ Role of CG in supporting
Listed Company in achieving
SD.

The attributes and related variables of CG influence the
extent of Listed Companies’ contribution {o SD, whereby an
effective CG_shapes organisational behaviour, and the
undertying CG principles are paramount for achieving SD.
Note: This empirical finding aligns with the a priori CG-SD
relationship outined in Section 1.4.

+ CG, CSR and SD principles
and practices: convergence of
€G, CSR and SD domains.

+ Common objective for
business entiies to have good
CG and CSR practices s fo
achieve sustainable business
and performance, and towards
attaining sustainable grovth
and SD in economic
prosperiy, Socialjusticelequity
and environmental quality.

playing a significant role in influencing and supporting
its atamment.
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Table 22. Summary of Research Objectives, Central and Corresponding Sub-Research Questions, Cross-Case Themes, and Professional Themes (continued)

RO [Sub. | Research Issues Cross-Case Themes Research Issues Professional Themes
CRQ | Research | for Listed Companies dentified n the Context of Listed Companies for Professionals
No. | Question | -Derived from the questions - Derived from the questions
(RQ) No. | presented in Appendix 6.1 (Q) presented in Appendix 6.2 (Q)
B_Research Issue: Relationship among CG, CSR and SD Domains
P L T CSRvill support Lited Companies n achieving SD Qi (continued) T common objectve for business enttes in adopting
+ Role of CSR In supporting 50und GG and GSR praciices i 10 achieve sustainable
Lsted Company in achieving | The objective of Listed Companies’ CSR praciices is 10 business_performance, moving towards _attaining
SD. contribute o SD in three domains: business (economic sustanable growth and SD across economic, socal
prosperty). community (socil jusice and equty) and the and environmental dimensions.
envronment at large (emvronmental qualty). CSR s the
micro aspect of SD. Effective CG serves a a strong structural foundation
Note: This empircal finding aligns with the @ prioi CSR-SD for embeding sirategic CSR and sustainabilty goals
relatonship outined in Section 1.4, into corporate and business sirategies and operations
The strategic integration between CG and CSR allows
business to balance proftabiity (proft remains a ke prirty)
with broader social and environmental goals.
R[G5 There s a convergence of CG._CSK and SD agendas witin | 03 There & convergence among CG, CSR and SD
« Relationship among CG, CSR | Listed Comparies of which ihese inree agendas are on |« Relationship among CG, CSR | domains, despite thei distinct core orientations and
and SD. progressive cross-connections wih each other. and SD. stategic focuses
Noe: This empiica fining aligns with the a priori CG-CSR-
SD restionship outined in Secton 1.4 CG serves as a stong siructural foundaton for
Sustainable business growth and success.
The convergence of CG, CSR and SD forms a mutually
reinfocing system in which sustainable business success Generating sustainable proft. remains central 1o the
(ie. longtem _profiabiity) and_responsile corporate long-term_business model, followed by 2 growing
behaviorare essential forachieving meaningful and enduring commitment to socal and _envionmental
sustainabilty_outcomes across economic, socil and responsibiies. Ulimatel the corporate goal is to
environmental dmensions. masimise the company's consibuton to SD_across
economic, social and environmental dimensions.
C. Research Issue: Infiuence of the UNSDGs on CG and C SR Initiatives towards Maximising Contibution o SO
RO3_[R@6 [ 0b Effecive CG and CSR principles and practices of Uisted | 05 "The exent o which the UNSDG serve a5 a constrant
CR3 ~ Influence of the UNSDGs on | Comparies _promale the UNSDGs  principes, thereby |+ UNSDGs are dificult o or a motvation for_Hicisted companies_primariy

CG and CSR principles and
practces towards maximising
contrbution to SD across
economic, social and
environmental dimensions.

contrbuting and  environmental

sustanabilty.

Note: This empircal finding diverges_from the a_priori
relationship_among UNSDGs, CG, CSR and SD. that
UNSDGs will form a breaithrough to the existing CG and|
CSR principles and practices towards attaining SD goals, by |
addressing the balance among environmental_social, and|
economic dimensions of _sustainabilty, which  entals
‘evaluating trade-offs, idenifying co-beneits (or synergies),
‘and priontising the 17 goals (see Section 1.4),

to economic,  social

‘Therefore, UNSDGs willinfluence corporate decision-making
0nCG, CSR and SD agendas.

Note: This empiical finding algns with the a priori UNSDGs-
(CG-CSR-SD relationship outlined in Section 1.4.

influence, or serve as a
stimulus for the infiative of
Hiclisted companies on the
improvement of CG and CSR
principles and praciices,
towards maximising their
contribuion to economic,
Social, and environmental
Sustainabity.

depends on corporate size and scale, company- and
business-speciic_contexds, industry_conditions, and
intemal and_extemal environmental factors _that
influence their strategies, operations and performance.

Participants HPCG1 and HPLW3 emphasise_that
updates to SEHK listing rules, driven by global
sustainabilty rends and enforced by the regulator, play
a crucial role in compeling HK-isted companies to
integrate ESG ruies and sustainabilty principies into
therstrategies and operations, thereby aligning
corporate _practices_ vith _broader _sustainabily
objectves. This analytically signifcant view reinforces
the cross-case findings for 06 and Q7 presented n this
table.
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Table 22. Summary of Research Objectives, Central and Corresponding Sub-Research Questions, Cross-Case Themes, and Professional Themes (continued)

Sub- | Research Issues Cross-Case Themes Research Issues Professional Themes
Research | for Listed Companies Identified in the Context of Listed Companies for Professionals
Question | - Derived from the questions ~Derived from the questions
(RQ) No. | presented in Appendix 61 (Q) presented in Appendix 6.2 (Q)
Research Issue: Influence of the UNSDGS on CG and CSR Initiatives towards Maximising Contribution to SD
R S T Eflecive CG and CSR frameviorks of Listed Companies | Q6 “The effective implementaton of UNSDGS requires a
CRQ3 « Influence of the UNSDGs on | promote the UNSDG principles, contribuing o positie |« The effectiveness of UNSDGs | thoughtiul, — context-specific approach to  goal
Listed Company's economic, | economic, social and environmental performance, and | frametwork proriisation,tailored to national andlor organisational's
social and environmental | supporling economic, social and environmental sustainabilty, |+ The priorisation of specific | Unique Gircumstances, along vith the development of
performance, thereby respectively. goals should be adapted o | goaloriented roadmap.
contrbuting to s econormic, the unique circumstances and
social and environmental challenges of each country
sustainabilty,respectively. and each corporation
. Research Issue: Infiuence of the UNSDGS on the Successful Integration of the ESG Agenda into the Business Strategies aligned with SD Goals.
ROr |Raz  |aB (1) Integration of UNSDGS principles into the corporate ESG [ Q7 “The interinked nature of the UNSDGS poses signficant
« Integration of the UNSDGs | rameviork. strategically aligned with business srategies and |« The interinked nature of the | challenges for the companies to strategically align goal
into ESG frameworks sustainabilty prioitie, to advance SD. UNSDGs makes it challenging | selection vith their unique contexts and competitive
underpins business strategies for corporations toidentfy | advantages.
with SD goals to promate | Note: Tis cross-case theme confims and exterds a pror | rade-ofs, co-benefits
economic, social and relationship that UNSDGs forn new insights (o the existing | (synergies), and prioriies | This _involves leveraging _co-beneffts _(synergies),
environmental sustainabilty. | CG and CSR intatives, and lead the formution of business | among the 17 goals vinen | pririising  goals, _ carefuly _balancing _resource
+ Measurement of SD goals and | sirategies (consisting of £SG agendas) with SD goals (see | - aligning their sustainable allocation to avoid negative trade-offs, and proactively
performance. Section 1.4) business sirategies embedded | addressing fisks and strategic uncertainties.
with ESG infatives
(2) Structural measurement, evaluation and verfication of Such approaches are essentialfor strengthening ESG
ESG performance resuls enable accountabity, strategic integration vithin sustainable business strategies
alignment, and continuous  improvement in _achieving aligned with SD goals and enhancing business
sustainabilty goals resilence.
R@9  [as Financial capial emerges a5 a key challenge n aigning fhe | QB The UNSDGS framework serves as a useful guiang
« The challenges, consiraints or | implementation of the UNSDGS with Listed Companies' |+ The usefuiness of the reference for formulating corporate ESG framevwork. By
obstacles thatinfluence the | business sirategies and corporate praciices UNSDGs frameworkasa | integrating the 17 goals into business strategies and
degree of commitment to guide for formulating ESG | priorising goals that align with business sirategies, the
implementing the UNSDGs framevworks and supporing | companies can create synergistc_outcomes that
and integrating them into business sirategies {o create | generate long-ter value for both the companies and
corporate practices. ong-term value for all allthei stakeholders
stakeholders.
RQ9 a2 The avalebiity of financial capial, access 10 ESG

+ The challenges, consraints or
obstacles that affect HiCisted
companies’ commitment to
integrating ESG into business
strategies aligned ith their
purpose, values, culure, and
long-term sustainability

talent, and strong organisational awareness and
support from the Board, management, and empioyees
are key challenges and constraints influencing HK-
listed_companies’ commitment fo_ integrating ESG
considerations into business strategies aligned with
their organisational purpose, values, culture and long-
term sustainability.
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Table 22. Summary of Research Objectives, Central and Corresponding Sub-Research Questions, Cross-Case Themes, and Professional Themes (continued)

RO [Sub- | Research Issues Cross-Case Themes Research Issues Professional Themes
CRQ_ | Research | for Listed Companies dentified n the Context of Listed Companies for Professionals
No. | Question |-Derived from the questions - Derived from the questions
(RQ) No. _| presented in Appendix 6.1 (@) presented in Appendix 6.2 Q)
E. Research ssue: Inlience of ESG Rules and Sustainabillty Reporting Standards on Corporate Sustainability Pracices and ESG Performance
RO5 |RQi0 |10, (1) ESG rules and sustainabify reporting standarcs are not | Q9 (1) ESG ules and sustanabity reporting standards
+ Increased complextyand | only becoming more complex and stringent, but are als0| « Increased complextyand | are becoming increasingly complex and stingent,
stingency of ESG rules and | increasingly ceniral {0 corporatelegilmacy. strategic| - stingency of ESG rules and | diiven by heighiened awareness of ESG issues,
sustainabilty reportng algnment, and stakeholder accountabilty, hereby fostering | - susiainabifty reporting sustainabilty pracices, and SD among societ,
standards. improved sustainabilty practices and ESG performance. | standards. reguiators, and capial markets
« Increased concern about « Increased concern about
unsustainable corporate. @) Unsustainable corporate practices pose significant | - unsustainable corporale SEHK requiarly updates the Lising Rules on ESG
practices may trigger reputationa threats and itensily stakeholder pressure, | pracices may frigger Subject and the associated listing uies in ne i te
reputational threats and leading to heigtened legitmacy sk reputational threts and intemational sustanabilty reporting standarcs.
stakenolder pressure stakenolder pressure
(@) Unsustainable corporate practices pose signifcant
reputatonal theats and ntensity stakeholder pressure,
leading to mrket penalies and loss of trust, support
and reputation
Rat | ait Enhancing ESG performance beyond legal compiance is| Q10 Togal Compliance represents only a baselne for ESG,
« The importance of enhancing | essential for advancing SD across economic, social and |« The importance of enhancing |and  genuine _ sustainabiity leadership _ requires
ESG performance beyond | environmental dimensions ESG performance beyond | companes 1o go beyond stattory obligations. This is

legal requirements

Participant  HCIT4 from Healihcare Listed Company
advances an  analytically significant, cautionary note
fegardng the potential for ESG greemwashing by
exaggeraling corporate sustainabilty commitments than they
truly are.

legal requirements

essentill for buiding reputation, attracting
stakeholders' nterest and support, and securing long-
tem strategic advantage.

Paricipant HPCG1 _underscores an _analytcally
significant perspective  that _enhancing ESG
performance beyond legal compliance is essential for
buiding a purpose-Griven company, as t enables the
strategic alignment of isk management with long-term
sustainabilty goals. ESG performance s about risk
management (ie. managing ESG risks) for strategic
purposeful outcomes.

Qi

« The risk of ESG greenwashing
inHK.

n the context of HK_ESG greenwashing remains
significant risk that undemines the credibity of ESG
disclostres and the reliabilty of ESG ratings used by
nvestors for investment decision-making

Reguiatory advancements aimed _at combating
greenwashing, strengthening  CG _framevork,
implementing _credible and _transparent ESG
disclostres, and adherencing to standardised ESG
disclosure  frameworks  based on _ intemational
sustainabilty reporting standards are vl to reducing
greenwashing isks and reinforcing investor confidence
in corporate sustainability performance.
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Table 22. Summary of Research Objectives, Central and Corresponding Sub-Research Questions, Cross-Case Themes, and Professional Themes (continued)

RO [ Sub- Research Issues Cross-Case Themes Research Issues Professional Themes
CRQ | Research | for Listed Companies Identified in the Context of Listed Companies for Professionals.
No. | Question | -Derived from the questions ~Derived from the questions
(RQ) No. _| presented in Appendix 6.1 (Q) presented in Appendix 6.2 (Q)
F. Research Issue: Organisational Resilience and Long-Term Sustainability:
The Role of Purpose-Driven Company, Effective CG, and Proactive and Strategic CSR Engagement
RO5 |Ra1z _|Qi2 A purpose-driven company vith effective CG and proacive, [ Q1 A purpose-diiven_company with effective CG and
« Apurpose-diven company | sirategic engagement in CSR actviies represents the most |« A purpose-criven company | proaciive, strategic engagement in CSR activities
with effective CG and effcient and effective approach to building resiience and | it effective CG and fepresents the most eficient and effective approach to
proaciive, strategic ‘strengtheh long-term sustainabity of the Listed Companies, |~ proactive, strategic building  resilience and ~ strengthening  long-term
engagement in CSR activiies | as these elements serve as foundational strategic drivers. | engagement in CSR activities | Sustainabilty of HKisted companies, as these
fepresents the most eficient represents the most eficient | elements serve as essential rivers.
and effective approach o and effective approach o
buiding organisational buiding organisational
resilience and strengthen resiience and sirengthen
long-term sustainabilty. long-term sustainabilty.
Key | Description Key | Description
RO | Research objeciives as stated in Section 15 C-RQ | Ceniral research questions as stated in Section 16
(1) Explore the relationship between CG framework and CSR praciices of Listed Companies (1) Howthe CG and CSR frameviorks manifest in Listed Companies? (C-RQ1)
(ROY) (2) Wnat are the interrelated aspects of CG and CSR frameorks in Listed Companies?
(2) Explore the aspects of sustainabilty of Listed Companies engaging in CSR orientation (RO2). (CRQ2)
(3) Explore the extent to which the UNSDGs inform and guide the Listed Companies' CG and (3) How does UNSDGs shape CG and CSR iniiaives towards maximising the contribution of
CSR initives in their pursut of meaningful contributions to SD (RO3). Listed Companies to SD? (C-RQ3)
(4) Explore the influence of the UNSDGs on the integration of ESG agenda into the Listed
Companies’ business sirategies (ROA). RQ | Sub-research question as stated in Section 16
(5) Explore the essence of the lterature review and research gaps (ROS). ‘The 12 sub-research questions wiere developed into open-ended research questions tailored
for Listed Companies (Appendix 6.1), and their core concems aiso informed the formuiation of|
open-ended research questions designed for HK professionals (Appendix 6.2).
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RQL

‘What are participants’ views on the fundamental components of CG and CSR frameworks in

Listed Companies?

RQ2 | What are participants’ views on the interrelated aspects of CG and CSR frameworks in Listed
Companies?

RQ3 | What are participants’ views on the role of CG in supporting Listed Companies in achieving SD?

RQ4 | What are pariicipants’ views on the role of CSR in supporting Listed Companies in achieving SD?

RQS | What are participants perceptions of the relationship among CG, CSR and SD in Listed
Companies?

RQ6 | What are participants’ views on the impact of UNSDGs in shaping Listed Companies’ CG and
CSR principles and practices towards maximising their contribution to economic sustainability,
social sustainability and environmental sustainability?

RQ7 | What are participants’ perceptions of the influence of UNSDGs on Listed Companies’ economic,
social and environmental performance in contributing to their economic, social and environmental
sustainability, respectively?

RQS | What are participants’ views on the infegration of UNSDGs into Listed Companies’ ESG
framework, which underpin their business strategies with SD goals?

RQY | What are participants’ views on the challenges, constraints or obstacles that influence the degree
of commitment (i.c. in terms of the extent and level of adoption) in the implementation of
UNSDGs by aligning Listed Companies’ business strategies with UNSDGs and integrating
UNSDGs into their corporate practices?

RQI0 | What are participants’ views on the increasing complexity and siringency of ESG rules and
sustainability reporting standards, and the growing concern that Listed Companies” unsustainable
practices may trigger reputational threats and stakeholder pressure?

RQII | What are participants’ perceptions of the importance of enhancing Listed Companies’ ESG
performance by going beyond legal requirements?

RQI2 | What are participants’ views on the idea that a purpose-driven company, supported by effective

CG and proactive, strategic engagement in CSR activities, is the most efficient and effective way

to build resilience and strengthen the long-term sustainability of Listed Companies?
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CGT1

Strategic alignment of values-based corporate culture with corporate purpose, value,
strategy, long-term business model, and CG functions to achieve corporate objectives
and strategic outcomes (ISO, 2021; HKEx, 2024a)

CGT2

‘All directors must act with care and integrity, lead by example and discharge their
fiduciary duty through making decisions objectively in the best interests of the
company, and delivering long-term values to all stakeholders (Denis and McConnell,
2003; HKEx, 2024a).

CGT3

‘An cffective Board: Ensuring balanced composition and diversity through formal
and transparent procedures for nomination, appointment, re-clection, resignation,

removal, evaluation, and succession planning (HKEx, 2024a).

CGT 4

The responsibilities and proceedings of an informed Board, including formal
mechanisms for delegation of functions to Board committees and management,

and regular performance reporting (HKEx, 2024a)

CGT5

Effective IA, IC and RM systems: Managing material business and ESG-related
sisks, balancing risks, and managing financial, operational and compliance control

(Tricker, 1994: ISO, 2021; HKEx, 20242)

CGT 6

Effective compliance and financial management and reporting systems: Integrating
internal governance and control policies, codes of conduct, legal and regulatory
compliance, and ESG and financial performance and reporting (Dunlop, 1998; La
Porta et al., 1998; Kendall, 1999; Denis and McConnell, 2003; HKEx, 2024a)

CGT7

Board-level ESG governance: Formulation, prioritisation, and evaluation of ESG-

related goals, sirategies and management approach (HKEx, 2024a).

CGT§

CSR as a govemance mechanism: Emphasising social and environmental
responsibilities thaf aligned with broader stakeholders and societal expectations so
as to proactively contribute to SD (Solomon and Solomon, 2004; ISO, 2021;
HKEx, 2024a).
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CGT9

Formal and transparent Board remuneration and compensation systems (HKEX,
2024a)

CGT10

Effective shareholders engagement  Sharcholders' rights, meetings and
participatory mechanisms (HKEx, 2024a).

CGT 11

‘Effective IR and corporate communication systems: Integrating shareholders and
stakeholder expectations into transparency and trust-based corporate decision-
making through shareholders and stakeholder engagement (OECD, 1999; ISO.
2021; HKEx, 20242).

CGT12

Regulatory-driven and stakeholder-driven transparency in corporate decision-
making and disclosure systems (Cadbury, 2000; Page, 2005; HKEx, 20242)

CGT 13

‘External auditor remuneration. independence, and audit quality (HKEX, 2024a).

CGT 14

Workforce diversity and inclusion (HKEx, 20242)

CGT TS

Sustainable value generation model. Fostering inovation and stakeholder
collaboration (IS0, 2021; HKEX, 2024a).

CGT 16

Stakeholder-focused accountability at all levels: Stimulating trust, enhancing
legitimacy, and balancing diverse stakeholder interests (Keasy and Wright, 1997;
Dunlop, 1998; Kendall, 1999; MacMillan et al., 2004; Page, 2005; ISO, 2021;
HKEX, 2024a).

CGT17

Ethical and values-based Board leadership: Strengthening stakeholder trust and
cooperation through effective CG and Board's responsibiliies for controlling.
directing, and supervising the company (MacMillan et al, 2004; Huse, 2005; Mallin
2005; Van den Berghe and Louche, 2005: ISO, 2021; HKEx, 20242).

CGT18

Strategic and valuable data enables ethical and responsible decision-making by
ensuring data integrity and regulatory compliance (ISO, 2021; HKEx, 20242).

CGT 19

‘Long-term viability and performance of the corporation: Strategic key resources

‘management and value generation systems (ISO, 2021; HKEx, 20242).

CGT20

‘Corporate legitimacy s a driver for adopting Formal Governance Framework
Enhancing corporate resilience and managing reputational risk (Meyer and Rowan,
1977:1S0, 2021; HKEx, 20242).
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Economic

Responsibility Theme

CSRT 1

Economic responsibility: Maintaining _profitability while providing fair
employment, workforce upskilling, quality products and services, ethical
sourcing, and contributing to sustainable economic development (see sources

below S1).

Social Res;

ponsibility Themes

CSRT 2

A strategic CSR governance system: Managing CSR initiatives lawfully,
ethically, transparently and accountably in alignment with international norms of
behaviour and respect for human rights and stakeholder interests at corporate

decision-making (see sources below S1).

Fair Employment and Labour Practices

CSRT 3

DEI in HRM (sce sources below S1).

CSRT 4

Ethical and fair employment practices: Integrating employee rights protection

and compliance with employment laws and regulations (see sources below S1).

CSRT 5

Sustainable and effective employee welfare systems: Integrating sustainable
workforce development and upskilling, and occupational health and safety (see

sources below S1).

Fair Operating Practices

CSRT 6

Sustainable and ethical SCM: Enhancing social and environmental responsibility

through responsible sourcing and procurement across supply chains (see sources

below S1).
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CSRT 7

Product and service responsibility: Enhancing stakeholder trust and upholding
consumer rights through ethical practices in transparent advertising and
labelling, and consumer health and safety protection, personal data privacy, and

fair redress mechanisms (see sources below S1).

CSRT §

An cffective anticorruption and whistleblowing systems: Promoting fairness
and integity in corporate internal and external affairs, building stakeholder trust,

and supporting sustainable business growth and resilience (see sources below S1).

Community Investment

CSRT 9

Community investment through contributions to socio-cconomic development
with consideration of environmental issues: Enhancing corporate legitimacy and

community engagement (see sources below S1).

CSRT 10

Upholding stakeholders’ rights to health and well-being, fulfilling broader social

expectations (see sources below S1).

CSRT 11

Community involvement as a dimension of philanthropic responsibility:
Enhancing social impact through contributions to societal welfare (sce sources
below S1).

Environm

ental Responsibility Themes

CSRT 12

Emissions Management: Controlling GHGs emissions, air and water pollutants,
and hazardous wastes to protect the quality of air, water and land, and ensure

regulatory compliance (see sources below S1)

CSRT 13

Sustainable resource management: Promoting the efficient and responsible use
of energy, water, and other raw and natural resources to minimise environmental

degradation (see sources below S1).

CSRT 14

Climate risk management: Mitigating climate-related risks fo strengthen climate

resilience and address climate change (see sources below S1).
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CSRT 15 | : | Upholding the rights of stakeholders to a stable climate, and to live in a clean,
safe and sustainable environment (Crane and Matten, 2004, 2005, 2010).

CSV Concept Theme

CSRT 16 | : | CSV as a business model: Integrating corporate strategy with societal needs to
foster innovation and sustainable growth for business and society (Porter and
Kramer, 2006, 2011).

Sources: Sl (Carroll, 1979, 1991, 1999, 2004, 2016; Crane and Matten, 2004, 2005, 2010;
Davis, 1960, 1973; Dowling and Pfeffer, 1975; Elkington, 1994, 1997, 2004, 2006; Freeman,
1984, 2002, 2008, 2025a, 2025b; ISO, 2010a; HKEx, 2024a; Porter and Kramer, 2006, 2011).
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Purpose-driven Governance

Strategic alignment of corporate purpose &%
with economic prosperiy (including
corporate profitzbility), societal well-being
nd environmental health (Porter and.
Kramer, 2006, 2011) all rooted n the
company’s sustainzbility goals.

A clearly defined corporate purpose and
alues provide meaningful direction and
guidance for the application of CG and CSR
principles and practices (IS0, 2021). ®2)

Corporate purpose shapes organisational
behaviour at al levels and influences
corporate and business decisions, tategies
2nd operations.

Purpose-driven governance builds the
Soundation fo the achievement of the
corporate purpose. This approach maximises
the companys positive impact on
organisational resilience and strengthens
Long-term SD.

Ultimately, this purposeful governance
approach maimises the company’s
contrbution to SD across the economi,
social and environmentsl domains (SO,
20108; 150, 2021).

Effective CG Framework

Effective CG is a strong foundation for creating
sustainable success and long-term value, ensuring
accountability, compliance, ransparency,
stakeholder engagement,responsible corporate
behaviour and ethical business conduet. )

Effective CG framenwork has the capacity to shape
organisational behaviour, thereby bulding
organisational resilience and strengthening long-
term SD.

CG principles and practices are actively mofivated
‘and shaped by the corporate purpose.

Effective CG guides the exscution of corporate
‘and business decisions, srategies and operations,
thereby supportng the company o deliver on its
purpose, values and stategies.

CG framerwork embeds value-driven and
comspliance-based CSR principles, as vell a the
company’s sustainabiliy goals, aiming to
integrate CSR and sustanability iitatives into
corporate and business strategies and operatons.
o~

Strategic integration of an effective CG
‘Sramenvork and prosctive, strtegic CSR.
engagement (IS0, 2010a; IS0, 2021; HKEx,
20342). CSR. exmbedded in CG model (o, 2005),
whereby an effective CG framework s essential
Sor supporting proacive and srategic CSR
engagemen.

Contribute

‘Proactive and Strategic CSR Engagement

Proactive and srategic SR engagement entails
active inegration of economic, social and
environmental considerations into the company’s
corporate and business decisions, stategies and
operations. This voluntarly approach extends
beyond mere regulatory compliance and reactive
responses to stakeholder pressure, aiming to
create both socizl value and business value. 0%

‘This CSR framework has the capacity to shape.
organisationsl behaviour n a mamner analogous
10 CG. CSR Famevsork can exhance

organisational resilence and strengthen long-
term SD.

(CSR principles and practices are actvely
‘motivated and shaped by the corporate purpose.

Strategic lignment of credible, prosctive CSR.
engagement with corporate purpose and CG,
thereby supportng the company o deliver on its
‘purpose, values and strategies, while also
mitigating therisk: of ESG-twashing and
‘reemwashing

Strategic integration of an effctive CG-
‘Sramenvork and prosctive, strtegic CSR.
engagement (IS0, 2010a; IS0, 2021; HKEx,
20042). CSR embedded in CG model (o,

2005), whereby proactive and srategic CSR
engagementis best supported by an effctive CG-
Stamework that integrates CSR and sustainability
nitiaives into corporate and business strategies
2nd operations. )

Organisational Resilience and Long-Term Sustainabi

y Development

The integrated strategic drivers of purpose-driven govemance, an effective CG framenwork, and proactive, strtegic CSR. engagement
collectively fostr adaptabilty to the context-dependent vulnerabilites of economic, social and ecological systems (Hollng, 1973; Walker et
2L, 2004). Together,these drivers enhance corporate legitimacy (Dowling and Pfeffer, 1975; Meyer and Rovan, 1977) and stakeholder trust
(Porter and Kramer, 2011, and support long-tem value creation aligned with sustaimability principles and initiaives.

Ultimatel, this strategically integrated governance approach maximises the company’s contribution to SD across economic, social and
environmental domains (IS0, 2010z IS0, 2021).
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Description

N1 | Corporate purpose refers to the Board of Directors’ duly approved meaningful corporate purpose that articulates the ultimate values the company
intends to generate for specified stakeholders. This involves defining the reason for the company’s existence and identifying the corporate values that
direct and guide the company acting lawfully, ethically, responsibly and effectively in achieving its purpose (ISO, 2021).

N2 | Corporate purpose serves as an active motivating force that drives CG and CSR principles (attributes) and practical features (variables), as presented
in Tables 23 and 24, respectively.

N3 | A robust and comprehensive CG framework, containing sound CG principles (attributes) and practical features (variables) as presented in Table 23,

N4 | Strategic integration through the creating shared value (CSV) approach enables the company to achieve competitive advantage and generate synergistic
outcomes (Porter and Kramer, 2006, 201 1). The synergistic outcomes encompass long-term value generation for both the company and its stakeholders,
particularly the primary stakeholders, recognising that their interests are critical to business success (Freeman, 2025b)

N5 | A robust and comprehensive CSR framework, containing sound CSR principles and practices as presented in Table 24.
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UN’s 17 SDGs (Global Goals): No poverty; zero hunger; good health and well-being; quality education; gender equality; clean wwater and saniation; affordzble and clean energy; decent work and economic
‘rowih; industry, innovatior, and infastructure; reduuced inequalites sustainable cites and communities; responsible consumption and production; climate action; ife beloww water; life on land; peace, justice and
srong insttuions; and parterships forthe goals (United Nations, no date, b)

‘Corporate Governance (CGY ‘Corporate Social Responsibilicy (CSR)

CG mechanism or framework CSR engagement o practices

* Instiutinal Theory « Tron Law o Responsibily
(Meyer and Rowan, 1977) (e, 1960, 1973),

Narrow CG concepion + Legitinacy Theory
(Reasy and Wiright, 1997; (Dowling and Péeffer, 1975). ‘Economic Sustainable Development (SD)
MacMillan et al., 2004). » Stakeholder Theory performance Maximising an organisation’s

« Broader CG conception (Freeman, 1984, 2002). lvmb sng 0 g t
(Dunlop, 1998; Kendall, 1999). * Carroll’s Pyramid of CSR (for corporate social performance concept) « pution to:

» CG revolves around a set of (Carroll, 1979, 1991). Social 'Economic sustainability
universal aftributes, such as [ | * Triple Bottom Line ("TBL") Concept, also known as Triple P (profit, performance N
leadership, direction, contol, plnet, people) Reporting Social sustainability
‘wansparency,sccounabily, Elkingor, 2006) - §
compliance, suategy setng and The broadest TEL concept Bavironmental | | B ironmental sustainabity
strategic management process that (Elkington, 1997). vironment on, 7: 150, 20108)
ncorporates staksholder value and + Corporate Citizenship Concept performance (Elkington, 1994, 1997; 150, 20102)
shareholder value (Crane and Matten, 2004; Melé, 2008).

Clricker 1994; Keasy and Wrigh, + Cratng Shared Vaue Concept
1997, Kendall, 1999, MacMillan st Porter and Kramer, 2006, 011,
a1, 2004; Huse, 2005; Vi den
Berghe and Lovcke, 005) e sbore CSR theories cover three most portat ares of CSR:
‘economic, societal and environmental responsibiliies (Golja and
Pauidi¢, 2012).
[ ]

‘Correlarion between CG and CSR The guidance of 50 37000 The notion of 150 26000 Listing Rules on CG Code and ESG Reporting Guide

B’ (2005) CSR Embedded in CG Motel | | The lbal benchmark or 200d CG. | |+ I50's sven conesubjects o CSR ¢ | |, Copcem evirormntl sl and CG E56) st aras

CSR 23 a dimension of CG « 11 core govemance principles where revolve around CG « The entire Board should be focusing on creating long-term

Good CG serves as a comerstone for ‘200d CG lays the foundation forthe | | » ISO's seven principles of social sustainable growth for shareholders and delivering long-term

sustainable CSR, contribute to SD fulfilment of the organisation’s responsibility values to all stakeholders =

mesningful purpos through efective | | * Alnx: Maxiise an orgnisation's + ESG Governanee

stakeholder engagement and social conrlbution to sustainable development | | B s responsibility for efective govemance and oversight of

responsibility, and contribution to (150, 20102). ESG matters

susainiltydevelopment - Board's ESG management spproach and srategy

50, 2021  Relate ESG-related goalsand targets tothe company’s business
(HKEx, 2024a).
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Relevant literature review for
the empirical study

Practical relevance of core principles, practices, and
concepts from the literature review for informing real-
world corporate practices

Listing Rules on ESG Subject
(HKEx, 20242)

The updated Listing Rules on CG
Code and ESG Reporting Guide
are broadly aligned with
international best practices and
serve as the minimum regulatory
and disclosure requirements for
compliance by HK listed
companies.

CG and CSR frameworks adopted by Listed Companies ate in
compliance with the Listing Rules on ESG Subject. These
frameworks aim at the overarching objective of building
organisational  resilience  and  strengthening  long-term
sustainability in contributing to SD across SD Domains.

Empirical findings demonstrate that corporate and business

decisions, sirategies and operations align with the regulatory
requirements.

TSO 26000: international

standard for social responsibility
(150, 20102)

150 37000: international
‘benchmark for good CG
(150, 2021)

‘As stated in Section 2.4, the Listing Rules on ESG Subject aligns
conceptually and thematically with ISO 26000 and ISO 37000.

As stated in Section 4.9, although Listed Companies do not
explicitly apply ISO 26000 and ISO 37000, the principles and
guidelines of these international standards for CSR and CG are
embedded within the SEHK listing rules. Consequently, their
influence is indirectly transmitted through regulatory channels,
shaping the development 2nd implementation of Listed
Companies’ CG and CSR frameworks.

Hence, the cross-case theme: ESG Listing Rules as Channels for
1SO 37000 and ISO 26000 Transmission directly contributes to
research aim(s) and the corresponding rescarch objective 5 (ROS)
as stated in Section 1.5.

Moreover, cross-case CG themes and CSR themes, as well as
empirical findings demonstrate that corporate and business
decisions, strategies and operations align with these international
standards. This includes the robust findings from all three Listed
Companies, recognising the crucial role of purpose-driven
company, effective CG, and proactive, strategic CSR engagement
in building organisational resilience and long-term sustainability
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Together with the similar recognition from all six professional
participants, this rescarch develops the Purpose-Governance-
Social Responsibility (PGS) Conceptual Framework. This theory
informed model integrates three foundational strategic drivers, ..
purpose-driven  governance, effective CG framework, and
proactive, strategic CSR engagement, to build organisational
resilience and strengthen long-term SD (see Section 5.9).

A universal set of good
‘governance attributes and related
variables, reflected in both the
narrow and broader conceptions
of CG, which identified as cross-
case CG themes in Table 24

Empirical findings demonsirate that corporate and_business
decisions, strategies and operations align with these narrow and
broader conceptions of CG.

Tnstitutional Theory
(Meyer and Rowan, 1977)

Legitimacy Theory
(Dowling and Pfeffer, 1975)

Empirical findings demonsirate that corporate and_business
decisions, strategics and operations align with these theories,

Listed Companies must adapt to social and institutional pressures
and expectations to a certain extent in order to gain and maintain
legitimacy, as administered by a social coniract. Underpinned by
these theories, the companics continuously sirive fo gain
legitimacy in the eyes of regulators (including SEHK),
shareholders, investors, and the public at large to ensure business
continuity, enhance corporate public image, avoid reputational
sisk, and mitigate legal, economic, and other social sanctions.

The Iron Law of Responsibility
(Davis, 1960, 1973)

Empirical findings demonsirate that corporate and_business
decisions, strategies and operations acknowledge that avoiding
CSR can lead fo the gradual erosion of corporation’s social power.
Therefore, responsible organisational behaviour commensurate
with their social power is essential to maintaining legitimacy and
ensuring business continuity.

Stakeholder Theory
(Freeman, 1984, 2002)

Pyramid of CSR
(Carroll, 1979, 1991)

Empirical findings demonsirate that corporate and_business
decisions, strategics and operations align with broader stakeholder
engagement and management, grounded in ethical principles to
‘meet socictal expectations
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10

Corporate Citizenship Concept
(Crane and Matten, 2004)

Stakeholder-oriented management also promotes value creation
for primary stakeholders, whose interests are vital to business
success

The findings further reveal that respecting and safeguarding the
citizenship rights of stakeholders has been incorporated info CG:
and CSR frameworks, as well as core strategy.

11

Creating Shared Value Concept
(Porter and Kramer, 2006, 2011)

Empirical findings demonsirate that corporate and_business
decisions, strategies and operations align with the CSV concept by
employing CSV as a business model to redefine corporate purpose
and capitalism, driving new approaches for greater business
innovation and growh.

Listed Companies® cross-case CSR themes CSRT 3 to CSRT 15
(fulfilling social and environmental responsibilities) are grounded
in CSRT 1 (economic respoasibility). supported by CSRT 2 (a
strategic CSR governance system), and operationalised through
CSV approach as represented by CSRT 16 (see Table 24)

This reflects that the companies’ primary goal is achieving
economic prosperity (with corporate profitability as 2 key priosity),
while also committing to broader social and environmental
responsibilities. This can be achieved by effectively integrating
and aligning CG and CSR frameworks, and operationalising CSR
activities through the CSV approach, creating strong links between
corporate and business strategies with CSR to gain CA and achieve
synergistic outcomes.

2

Triple Bottom Line Concept
(Elkington, 1994, 1997, 2006)

Empirical findings demonsirate that corporate and_business
decisions, strategies and operations acknowledge that SD
encompasses economic, social and environmental domains, and
that true sustainability is occurred at the intersection of these three
domains

Companies continuously enhance their CG and CSR (or ESG)
performance with the aim of maximising their contribution to SD.

The findings reveal that the strength of sustainable corporate and
business  strategies and operations benefits sharcholders by
generating good financial performance (economic_prosperity),
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while also positively promoting societal well-being and
environmental health.

13 | CSR Embedded in CG Model | Empirical findings demonstrate that companiesstrategically
(Ho, 2005) integrate CSR as a dimension of CG framework, with effective CG
serving as a comerstone for sustainable CSR, thereby contributing
to SD.

‘The empirical evidence further supported by cross-case CG
theme CGT 8: CSR as a governance mechanism (see Table 23);
and cross-case CSR theme CSRT 2: a strategic CSR governance
system (see Table 24)

Conclusion:

The CSR literature encompasses three key domains of CSR: economic, societal and environmental
responsibilities (Golja and Pauitic, 2012). These CSR domains are aligned with the cross-case CSR themes

By exploring the rescarch issues concerning Listed Companies, as presented in the form of sub-research
questions in Section 1.6, this study demonsirates that the core principles, practices and concepts identified in
the above-mentioned literature are not only theoretically relevant but also practically significant for Listed
Companies. The findings reveal that the interplay among regulatory requirements (particularly the Listing
Rules), societal rules, social contracts, expectations of the capital market, investors and stakeholders, and
global best practices in CG and CSR (or ESG), and sustainability, collectively drives the corporate practices
of Listed Companies. This ensures that the essence of the specified literature is reflected in both corporate
policy and practice.

Despite the practical significance of such literature in corporate seftings, the rescarcher has identified gaps
within the literature review (see Section 2.10) and practical challenges in the fields of CG, CSR and SD
research (see Section 4.11), as summarised below

While the CSR and SD literature review emphasises an integrated approach to balancing economic, social
and environmental sustainability for attaining true sustainability, real-world corporate practices reveal a
persistent imbalance in investment across SD Domains. For example, cconomically-driven investments have
opportunities to generate social and environmental co-benefits, thereby contributing to a form of integrated
sustainability. Although this overlapping area may be imperfect, such corporate practices (based on the
corporate purpose of priorifising economic prosperity and profitability, while also committing to broader
social and environmental responsibilities) remain compliant within the prevailing regulatory framework,
including the SEHK Listing Rules.

Therefore, these empirical findings support the identification of critical rescarch gaps within the literature
review: (2) the consequences of imbalanced investment across SD Domains, resulting in imperfect
intersection or imbalanced sustainability; and (b) the search for an ideal percentage of ratio among economic,
social and environmental performances. Such imbalances may give rise to ESG-washing or sustainability-
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washing in contemporary business and regulatory environments, particularly in contexts characterised by
weak CG frameworks.

Furthermore, in light of the practical challenges faced by HK-listed companies, the gaps concerning real-life
issues in CG, CSR and SD research fields are as follows:

(a) The existing research and literature largely focus on the corporate’s ESG and sustainability policy
commitments, disclosures and reporting. There is insufficient qualitative research exploring the practical
challenges, implementation processes, and tangible strategic outcomes of the strategic integration of the
'UNSDGs (global sustainability goals) within corporate and business strategies and operations.

(b) The empirical findings strongly support the literature on CG, which provides the structural foundation
for effective and strategic CSR implementation (Ho, 2005). There is insufficient qualitative research
exploring how the Boards of HK-listed companies can further enhance (a) the effectiveness of CG, including
the management of ESG and greenwashing risks; and (b) ESG performance beyond statutory obligations for
SD, through strategically integrate CSR/ESG efforts with broader international initiatives.
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Principles of Governance Rationale Key Practical Aspects
Primary Governance Principle
Purpose Corporate purpose statement defincs, | The Governing Body is fesponsible for defining and
specifies, and communicates the claborating a meaningful, relevant corporate purpose as
ultimate value the corporate intends o | the reason the corporate exists and gives defailed guidance
‘generate for specified stakeholders. | on relevant practice. The Governing Body should define
the corporate values as the compass fo guide how the
purpose is achieved.
Foundational Governance
Principles

Value Generation

Value generation model provides
basis for innovation and collaboration
with stakeholders.

The Governing Body is responsible for clarifying the
value generation objectives and governance so that these
objectives are met. The Governing Body is requited fo
define a clear and transparent value generation model that
defines, creates, delivers and sustains appropriate value.

Strategy Corporate strategy reflects the The Governing Body should direct and engage with the
Governing Body's infentions corporate sirategy, in_accordance with the value
regarding the corporate’s ‘generation model, o fulfil the corporate purpose.
achievement of the sirategic outcomes | The Governing Body seis the strategic ouicomes,
within its changing context. establishes governance policies to guide the strategy

development, and engages in sirategic planning

The Governing Body should actively and dynamically
steer the sirategy in way that balances value generation in
the present with value generation in the future

‘Accountability ‘Accountability engenders trust and | The Governing Body is responsible for and accountable fo
legitimacy, which leads to improved | the corporate as a whole. Accountability at all levels is a
outcomes. It s demonstrated key aspect of govemance. Accountability is established
through reports, disclosures, through the assignment of. and agreeing to, responsibilify
effective stakeholder engagement, and | and the delegation of authority. The Governing Body can
applying improvements delegate but should demonsirate s willingness to answer

for the fulfilment of ifs responsibilifis, even where these
have been delegated.

Oversights Oversight by the Governing Body | The Governing Body's role and responsibility to

includes ensuring that an infernal
control system is implemented

and assuring ifself that the governance
system is appropriately designed and
operating as intended.

effectively oversee the corporation. For the first time
ever, clarity is given at 2 global level on the nature,
clements of and integration into the corporate’s infernal
control system and the assurance processes.
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Enabling Governance
Principles

Stakeholder Engagement

Member, reference, and relevant
stakeholder engagement are key.

The Governing Body should understand ifs stakeholders,
engage them in achieving the corporate purpose through
the strategy, establish clear criteria to determine the
relevance of stakeholder expectations, ensure cffective
relationships are established and maintained, and that
expectations become an cffective part of corporate

decision-making.

TLeadership

The Governing Body should lead by
example to create 2 positive values-
based culture, set the tone for others,
and engender trust and mufual
cooperation with the corporate’s
stakeholders

The Governing Body should be values-driven and lead the
corporation cthically and effectively and ensure such
Ieadership throughout the corporation and its extemal
context. The Governing Body should set the tone for an
ethical and values-based corporate culture.

Data and Decisions

The Governing Body should ensure
that the corporate identifies, manages,
‘monitors and communicates the
nature and extent of its use of data

The Governing Body should recognise data as a siraicgic
and valuable resource for decision-making by the
Governing Body. The Governing Body ensures that its
own decision-making process and those of others in the
corporation are ethical, responsible and effective.

Risk Governance

Value is generated when appropriate
sisk i taken, transferred or shared ina
timely manner. This happens when
the Governing Body balances risk
effectively.

The Governing Body scts the tone and shapes the culture
for a proactive and anticipative approach fo the
management of risk across the corporation. The
Governing Body ensures the systematic assessment of
isks and defines the risk criteria, in particular the appetite
for risk and risk limits. The Governing Body assesses,
treats, monitors, and communicates the nafure and extent
of the risks faced when making decisions.

Social Responsibility

Corporate should proactively
contribute to sustainable development
by generating value in 2 manner that
‘meets the needs of the present without
compromising the ability of future
‘generations to meet their own needs.

The Governing Body should ensure that decisions are
transparent and aligned with broader societal expectations.
For corporation o act in a socially responsible way, it
nceds to operate within the parameters of acceptable
behaviour and not allow actions that are legally or locally
‘permissible but not in line with what is expected of it by
its broader stakeholders and society

‘Viability and Performance
Over Time

Where corporate fals to understand
and respond to the needs of the
systems of which it is a part, it is
unlikely that corporation will remain
viable and perform over time.

The Governing Body identifics, describes and assesses the
key resources and value generation systems the corporate
depends on to generate value, how these interrelate and
how they are used over time. It ensures that the corporate
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ESG Governance Structure

Board's responsibility fo the following key goverance matters:
+ Establishment of corporate purpose, values and strategy, and aigning these subjects with corporate culture
+ Effctive CG and oversight of ESG matters.

+ ESG management approach, strategy and reporting,including management of business risks.
+ Relate ESG.related goals and targets o the company's businesses, including progress reviews
+ Make decisions objectvely in the best interest of the company.
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culfure, sport and other needs | | communication with stakeholders

Source: HKEx (2024a).
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The graphic provides an overview of ISO 26000 and is intended to assist organisations in
understanding relations between the various clauses of the standard.

Source: ISO (2010a).
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Clause title

Clause

Description of clause contents

number
Scope Clause 1 | Defines the scope of ISO 26000 and identifies certain limitations
and exclusions.
Terms and Clause 2 | Identifies and provides the definition of key terms that are of
definitions fundamental importance for understanding sacial responsibility and
for using ISO 26000.
Understanding Clause 3 | Describes the important factors and conditions that have
social influenced the development of social responsibility and that
responsil continue o affect its nature and practice. It also describes the
concept of social responsibilty itself ~ what it means and how it
applies to organizations. The clause includes guidance for small
and medium-sized organizations on the use of ISO 26000.
Principles of social | Clause 4 | Introduces and explains the principles of social responsibility.
responsil
Recognizing social | Clause 5 | Addresses two practices of social responsibility - an organization’s
recognition of ts social responsibility, and its identification of and
‘engagement with its stakenolders. It provides guidance on the
relationship between an organization, its stakeholders and society,
on recognizing the core subjects and issues of social responsibility
and on an organization's sphere of influence.
Guidance on social | Clause 6 | Explains the core subjects and associated issues relating to
core social responsibility. For each core subject, information has been
subjects provided on its scope, its relationship to social responsibilty,
related principles and considerations, and related actions and
expectations
Guidance on Clause 7 | Provides guidance on putting social responsibility into practice in
an organization. This includes guidance related to - understanding
the social responsibility of an organization, integrating social
throughout an responsibility throughout an organization, communication related
organization to social responsibility, improving the credibility of an organization
regarding social responsibility, reviewing progress and improving
performance and evaluating voluntary initatives for Social
responsibility.
Examples Annex A | Presents a non-exhaustive list of voluntary initiatives and tools
of voluntary related to social responsibility that address aspects of one or more
i core subjects o the integration of social responsibility throughout
an organization.
Abbreviated terms | Annex B | Contains abbreviated terms used in ISO 26000.

Bibliography

Includes references to authoritative international instruments
and IS0 standards that are referenced in ISO 26000 as source
material.
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Source: Crane and Matten (2004).
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Three Corporate Citizenship
Elements ‘What corporations provide Examples
of Citizenship corporate citizenship
Social Rights | Corporations provide some, or all | In _developing _countries _ where
aspects of welfare state for | governments lack the moncy, and
citizens perhaps the will to provide a welfare
system, corporations can improve
social infrastructure  and  living
conditions.
Civil Rights | Encouragement to governments | During _apartheid in South Africa

for maintaining social
responsibility for all citizens
thereby enabling the civil rights of
the people.

corporations exerted pressure on the
government to stop violations of black
South African’s rights.

Political Rights

Individuals make _sub-political
decisions, drawing media attention
to corporate issues and creating
political change. The corporation
works as a channel for the political
chan,

The MecLibel case in the UK that raised
international public awareness of
deforestation, unhealthy fast food and
underage workers.

Source: Crane and Matten (2004)





image17.png
Corporate Citizenship

Social role of the corporation in administering citizenship rights

Social rights Corporation as provider
Civil rights Corporation as enabler
Political rights Corporation as channel

Source: Crane and Matten (2004).
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ENVIRONMENTAL
IMPROVEMENT

'WORKFORCE

SKILLS
COMPANY
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COMMUNITY
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© Social deficits and environmental
impact create economic costs for
companies

© Community weaknesses affect
company productivity

© Social needs represent the largest
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CSR

> Value: doing good

> Citizenship, philanthropy,
sustainability

> Discretionary or in response
to external pressure

> Separate from profit
maximization

> Agenda is determined by
external reporting and
personal preferences

> Impact limited by corporate
footprint and CSR budget

Example: Fair trade purchasing

CSV

> Value: economic and societal
benefits relative to cost

> Joint company and community
value creation

> Integral to competing
> Integral to profit maximization

> Agenda is company specific
and internally generated

> Realigns the entire company
budget

Example: Transforming procure-
ment to increase quality and yield

In both cases, compliance with laws and ethical standards
and reducing harm from corporate activities are assumed.
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Core Elements of Recommended Climate-Related Financial Disclosures

Risk
,/Management

Metrics
and Targets

Governance
The organization’s governance around climate-related risks

and opportunities

Strategy
The actual and potential impacts of climate-related risks and
opportunities on the organization’s businesses, strategy,

and financial planning

Risk Management
The processes used by the organization to identify, assess,
and manage climate-related risks

Metrics and Targets
The metrics and targets used to assess and manage relevant

climate-related risks and opportunities
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Key Pillars of CSR

Strategic Human Capital Stakeholder Environment
Governance  Labour relations Capital  Brand equity

e Strategic scanning ~ ® Recruitment / © Regulators and ® Cost / risk
capability retention strategies policy makers reduction

® Agility / adaptation  ® Employee ® Local © Market share
 Performance motivation communities / NGOs ~ growth

indicators /  Innovation capacity e Customer  Process efficiencies
monitoring * Knowledge relationships © Customer loyalty
* Traditional development and  Alliance  Innovation effect
governance dissemination partners

concerns © Health and safety

 International “best ~ ®Progressive

practice” workplace practices

Source: Adapted from Hancock (2005).
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Source: Adapted from Bhimani and Soonawalla (2005).
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Strategic Leadership
Set corporate objectives.
Direct competitive focus.
Make major decisions.
Measure performance.
Determine executive pay.

Board Structure
Separate supervisory and
executive roles.
Non-executive directors.

Stewardship
Legislative safeguards.
Governance policy and
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Continuous dialogue with
investors & market.

Social Responsibilities
Adopt policies.
Enforce and audit.
Report on conformance.

Sourt




image26.png
N

5eiomant GEIALS

GOOD HEALTH DLEAII WATER
ANDWELL-BEING AND SANITATION

o

13 v 14 Eowwr [ 19 thiwo 16 &f&%ﬁﬁﬁ“ 17 Fkviecons @
= = ¥ SUSTAINABLE
@ === ’ o z @ DEVELOPMENT
’0 — ——3 G2ALS

L<





image27.png
Sustainable Development | SDGs | Description

Goals (SDGs) Targets

01 No poverty 7|~ End poverty in all its forms_everywhere

02 Zero hunger § | - End hunger, achieve food security and improved
‘nutrition, and promote sustainable agriculture

03 Good health and well- T3 |+ Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for

being all atall ages

04 Quality education 10| - Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education
and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all

05 Gender equality 0| - Achieve gender equality and empoer all women
and girls

06 Clean water and § | - Ensure available and sustainable management of

sanitation water and sanitation for all

07. Affordable and clean 5| - Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable

energy and modem energy for all

08 Decent work and T2 |+ Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable

economic growth economic growth, full and productive employment,
and decent work for all

09 Tndustry. innovation and | 8 | - Build resitient infrastructure, promote inclusive

infrastructure ‘and sustainable industrialization, and foster
innovation

10. Reduced inequalities 10| - Reduce inequality within and among countries

11 Sustainable cities and 10| Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe.

communities resilient and sustainable

12. Responsible consumption | 11 | » Ensure sustainable consumption and production

and production patterns

13. Climate action 5|+ Take urgent action to combat climate change and
its impacts

14 Life below water 10| - Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and
marine resources for sustainable development

15. Life on land T2 | - Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of
terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably manage forests,
combat desertification. and halt and reverse land.
degradation, and halt biodiversity loss

16_Peace, justice and strong | 12 | - Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for

institutions sustainable development, provide access to justice
for all, and build effective, accountable and inclusive
institutions at all levels

17 Partnerships for the goals | 19 | - Strengthen the means of implementation and

revitalize the global partnership for sustainable
development

Total: 17 Goals

160 Targets
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Visualisation of UNSDG interlinkages based on shares of positive correlations (i.e. synergies)

between the goals.
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Visualisation of UNSDG interlinkages based on shares of negative correlations (i.e. trade-offs)
between the goals.

Source: Eurostat (2022).\
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CcG

CSR

Broader CG conception:

Entails due regard to all stakeholders
and ensuring that firms are answerable
to all their key stakeholders

(Dunlop, 1998; Kendall, 1999).

Stakeholder approach to CSR:
Corporations are the root of a complex web
of stakeholder relationships and have an

obligation or responsibility to these different
stakeholders (Freeman, 1984).

Narrow CG conception:

Ensuring accountability, compliance,
and transparency

(Keasy and Wright, 1997;
MacMillan et al., 2004).

Internal dimension of CSR:

Corporations should accord due diligence to
their responsibility to internal stakeholders
addressing issues relating to skills and
education, workplace safety, working
conditions, human rights, equity/equal
opportunity, and labour rights

(Grosser and Moon, 2005;

Jones, Comfort and Hillier, 2005).
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Step1:
Acknowledge broad philosophical assumptions that bring the researcher to qualitative inquiry, and adopt
postpositivism interpretive framework (paradigms).

——

Step2:
Determine research problems and purpose, including research aims and objectives, alongside adopting a deductive
research approach to analyse theory-driven data for the relationship among CG, CSR and SD domains (Figure 1).

S

Step 3:
Determine open-ended research questions as exploratory, promoting openness to emergent themes.

-

Step 4:
‘Adopt a multi-case maximum variation case study approach to select three case companies (ic. Listed Companics).

-

Step 5:
Adopt purposive sampling method and maximum variation sampling strategy to recruit key informants

=

Step 6:
Adopt mulfiple data collection methods and instruments o collect 2 variety of data, including muliple subjective
insights from participants.

-~

Step 7:
Adopt multiple data analysis methods, including thematic analysis to analyse data. Apply an inductive, data-driven
thematic analysis to identify patterns (themes) emerging from the data. Apply multiple validation strategies

- =3

Step 8:
Present research findings/results based on participants perspectives and researcher interpretations and reflexivity.

=

Step
Discuss findings, and compare themes with literature review.

= =

Step 10:
Present research gaps, as well as knowledge advancement and new knowledge grounded in empirical data

-

Step 11:
Present conclusion and future research.
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Purposive Sample

‘Sampling Objectives

‘Sampling Strategies and Procedures

Participants from Listed Companies

Recruit 18 participants from
three Listed Companies, each
holding different job positions,
with varying duties,
responsibilities, experiences,
and areas of expertise.

"To provide extensive and in-depth
subjective insights guided by the
open-ended research questions within
the context of the respective cases
(Creswell and Poth, 2018)

Convenience sampling, followed by purposeful
chain sampling, i.e. the first participant is
selected within researcher’s personal connection
and/or workplace, social and professional
networks which is easily accessible and gained
the confidence of participants, and the other
participants are selected through recommendation
of the first participant (who also plays the role of

several unis of analysis within | the research issues, supporting cross- | “gatekeeper” for contacting and seeking
each of the Listed Companies. | case analysis or assertions, thereby | consent of participation in research from the
‘generate an in-depth description, other participants), which ultimately gaining
analysis and understanding of the access to the information-rich participants of the
research issues described across the | relevant units of analysis
cases (Farquhar, 2012; (Creswell and Poth, 2018)
Creswell and Poth, 2018).
HK Professional Parficipants
"Recruit 6 FIK professional To provide infense subjective insights | Convenience sampling, i.e. participant selected
participants from different | related to CG, CSR, SD, ESG within researcher’s personal connection and/or
professional bodies and disciplines in HK and UNSDGs with | workplace, social and professional networks which
professionalism whose the aim of increasing understanding | is easily accessible and gained the confidence of

experience and expertise are
relevant to the research field.

about the research issues, particularly
the sustainability of HK-listed
companies through enhancing their
ESG performances.

participants (Creswell and Poth, 2018),
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‘Sampling Boundaries Number of | Participant
Participants | Code
Healthcare Listed Company
Tob positions comprising senior management and 1 HCIT1
‘management levels of key informants selected 2 HCHR2
from different units of analysis. 3 HCF
1 HCIT4
5 HCIAS
3 HCLC6
7 HCLCT
Public Relations Listed Company
Tob positions comprising Board member, and senior 1 PRPCL
‘management and management levels of key 2 PRMK2
informants selected from different units of 3 PRDS3
analysis. 4 PRGM4
5 PRPRS
6 PRCH6
Property Listed Company
Tob positions comprising management level of key 1 PPCS1
informants selected from different units of 2 PPLC2
analysis. 3 PPAC3
1 PPEM4
5 PPPRS
HK Professional Parficipants
Key informants selected from different 1 HPCGL
professional bodies and professionalism 2 HPCS2
related o the research field. 3 HPLW3
4 HPSR4
5 HPKOS
6 HPSD6
‘Total Participants: 24
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Participant | Primary Data Collection Methods' Data Collection Instruments Interview Duration |
Code Taterview | Observation Taterview | Observation | Other Modss | (Approcimate,
e Guide | Guide inHours) & Language

Healthcare

Listed Company

HerTL Yo [Ye P O 5 AR Moo, Notes | 2~ Chinese anguaze

HCHRS Yo () [Yes v e emno, Not = Chinese language

HOED e () ¥es e ve AR Moo, = Chinese lansuase

ey Yo () Yes o e ve AR Memo, Notes | 2~ Enslish lngvase

HCAS Yo () [Yes v e 3= Chinese language

HCLOS e () ¥es e ve Chinese language

HCLCT Yo () T¥es W Tve  Tve Memo, Notes Chinese Iangnage

Public Relations

Listed Company

PRPCL Yo [Ye Yo v v AR Memo, Notes | 2~ Chinese anguaze

PRMKD Yo () Yes Yo Tve  ve AR Memo, Notes | 3~ Chinese aneuage

PRDS3 Yo () [Yes Yo v v AR Memo, 3.5~ Chinese language

PRGML e () ¥es Yo Ve ve AR Memo, ~ Chinese lnguase

PRERS Yo () Yes Yo Tve  ve AR Memo, Chinese language

PRCHS Yo () T¥es Yo Tve  [ve AR Memo, Chinese language

Property

Listed Company

PRCSI Yo () [Ye M [ [ Nemo, 1= Chinese language

PLCY e () ¥es Na [ve  ve Memo 1= Chinese languase

FPACS Yo () Yes A [ve  ve Memo, 1= Chinese languase

v Yo () [Yes Na v Ve Memo, 1= Chinese anguage

PEPRS e () T¥es A Tve  Tve Memo, 1~ Chinese languase

HK Professonal

Pardcipants

HPCGL Yo () [Ye P O AR Moo, 1~ Eaglih lnguage

PGS e () ¥es N v ve AR Memo, 1~ Easlit lnevase

LW Yo () Yes A [ve  ve AR Memo, 1~ Eaplit lmevase

HPSRA Yo () [Yes Na v Ve AR Memo, 1~ Englih lmgvage

HPKOS e () ¥es NA v ve AR Memo, 1~ Easlit lnevase

HPSD6 Yo () ves W e ve AR Meme, 1~ Eoplith lmevase

Total 24 times [ 24 times

ey [ Deseription

| terviews conducted af comtext Jependent andor ditaction-fres site tat most comvenieat and comforable to e
partiipan

TV Limited view, 2o doep isights could b gaiaed through physial ariacs aterviews ook place T the shared meetiog room
rather than in the company or participant’s core workplace.

NA [ Not availble, 10 acess to pbysicalartifats o t offsite seine

AR Audio recording with consent of participan. Researcher vses voice edior hanger devics or andio recordings 5o it the
anonymisation pocess takesplace at poin of captre and thesecorded voicedata will o consitute biometic personaldata

Mdenmo | Memoing. Rsearcher captresinsights, analvica an refloctivedata, and emerping themes on the spot.

Notes” | Descrptive and exensive field notes geaerated irovgh noe-taking. Researcher captres paticipant resporses and comtexaal
information.
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Step 1:
Acknowledge broad philosophical assumptions that bring the researcher to qualitative inquiry, and adopt
postpositivism interpretive framework (paradigms).

o~

Step 2:
Determine research problems and purpose, including research aims and objectives, alongside adopting a deductive
research approach to analyse theory-driven data for the relationship among CG, CSR and SD domains (Figure 1).

e

Step 3:
Determine open-ended research questions as exploratory, promoting openness to emergent themes.

-

Step 4:
Adopt a multi-case maximum variation case study approach to select three case companies (i.e. Listed Companies).

-

Step 5:
Adopt purposive sampling method and maximum variation sampling strategy to recruit key informants.

g

Step 6:
Adopt multiple data collection methods and instruments to collect a variety of data, including multiple subjective
insights from participants.

- -
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Step 7:
Adopt multiple data analysis methods, including thematic analysis to analyse data. Apply an inductive, data-driven
thematic analysis to identify patterns (themes) emerging from the data. Apply multiple validation strategies.

m‘
2
2
]
bl

Present research findings/results based on participants perspectives and researcher interpretations and reflexivity.

i

Step 9:
Discuss findings, and compare themes with literature review.

f

Step 10:
Present research gaps, as well as knowledge advancement and new knowledge grounded in empirical data.

[

Step 11:
Present conclusion and future research.
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Box 1 - This reflective memo presents my personal reflections and the rationale behind my decision that
applying peer debriefing of the data and research process is unnecessary for this study.

As described and explained in detail in Section 3.7.2 (Validation Strategies), there are eight collective
reasons (i.e. items (a) - (h)) that support the researcher’s decision - based on the progression of research
activities - not to utilise peer debriefing strategy. Although this strategy was initially included in the early
stages of the research proposal, along with an invitation extended to HK professional participants to
participate in the study by sharing their subjective insights on CG, CSR, SD, and ESG disciplines in HK
and UNSDGs, as well as play the role of peer debriefers which was ultimately not implemented. See
Appendix 3.2 (Letter of Invitation for Professional Participants) and Appendix 5.2 (Information Sheet
for Professional Participants).

In view of the validation strategy of having peer debriefing involves (a) functions of an “external check”
by “someone who is familiar with the research or the phenomenon explored” (Creswell and Miller, 2000,
p. 129); and as reviewers to asks hard questions about research methods, meanings, and interpretations,
as well as to provide researcher with the opportunity for catharsis by sympathetically listening to the
researcher’s feelings, whereby keeping written accounts of peer debriefing sessions attended by the
researcher and reviewers is necessary (Lincoln and Guba, 1985); and (b) peer debriefers should not be
counted as part of the research sample as they do not contribute research data but instead assist in
validating the research process, the researcher therefore determined that the peer debriefing strategy was
not suitable or necessary for this study. Instead, all six HK professional participants are included in the
research sample as their lived experiences and rich, insightful information on CG, CSR, SD, and ESG
disciplines in HK and UNSDGs were collected through Interviews and integrated into the research findings.
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Box 2 - This reflective memo presents my personal reflections and the rationale behind my decision that applying
data management software to generate codes and themes (and cross-case themes) is inappropriate for this study.

As indicated in Table 6, most Interviews with participants from Listed Companies were conducted in Chinese.
Accordingly, transcripts containing detailed and rich descriptions were prepared in Chinese, reflecting the
participants’ original verbal expressions. This approach aligns with the use of discourse analysis, as described
earlier in this section, and supports the member checks validation process to ensure credibility of preliminary
findings

Participants from diverse backgrounds and positions expressed their lived experiences and subjective insights
using different Chinese words and terms. While these expressions varied linguistically, they often conveyed
similar meanings or “look alike” when translated into English. However, this linguistic nuance poses a challenge
to the employment of data management software, that is “fail” to accurately interpret the participants’ underlying
ideas and intended meanings, particularly when working with idiomatic or socio-culturally embedded language.

This issue becomes more problematic during negative case analysis, particularly within-case and cross-case
comparisons across three cases, where most transcripts were prepared in Chinese and some in English. Under
such conditions, the use of data management software has a high potential to distract from, or distort, the coding
proces:

ndermining the interpretive depth required in qualitative analysis.
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Application of Deductive Thematic | Presence of | Application of Document Analysis, Semiotic
Analysis Cross-case | Analysis, and Deductive Thematic Analysis

No. | APriori CG Themes CG Themes HC Co PR Co PP Co

1 | Strategic alignment of valuesbased
corporate culture with corporate purpose, | Aligned | Within-case | Within-case | Within-case
value, strategy, long-term business model, | theme theme theme theme
and CG functions to achieve corporate | (cGT1)
objectives and strategic outcomes.

Source: see S1

2 | Al directors must act with care and
integrity, lead by example and discharge | Aligned | Within-case | Within-case | Within-case
their fiduciary duty through making | theme theme theme theme
decisions objectively in the best interests | (cGT 2)
of the company, and delivering long-term
values to all stakeholders.

Source: see S2.

3 | An effective Board: Ensuring balanced
composition and  diversity _throug
o g o | ALt | Vil cus | Wiivcue | Wit
nomination, appointment, re-election,
resignation, removal, evaluation, and | (CGT3)
succession planning.

Source: see S3.

4| The responsibilities and proceedings of
an informed Board, including formal | Aligned | Within-case | Within-case | Within-case
‘mechanisms for delegation of fanctions | theme theme theme theme
to Board committees and management, | (CGT 4)
and regular performance reporting.

Source: see S4.

5 | Effective internal audit (IA), internal
control (IC) and risk management RM)|  Aligned | Within-case | Within-case | Within-case
systems: Managing material business and)  theme theme theme theme
ESG-related risks, balancing risks, and  (cGTs)
managing financial, operational  and|
compliance control.

Source: see S5.
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6 | Effective compliance and financial
management and reporting systems: | Aligned | Within-case | Within-case | Within-case
Integrating intemmal governance and | theme theme theme theme
control policies, codes of conduct Tegal | (cGT 6)
and segulatory compliance, and ESG and.
financial performance and reporting.

Source: see S6.

7 |Boadlevl  ESG  govemance
Formulation,  prioritisation.  and | Aligned | Within-case | Within-case | Within-case
cvalvation of ESGerelated  goals, | theme theme theme theme
strategics and management approach. (CGT7)

Source: see S7.

8 CSR as a govemance mechanism:
Emphasising social and environmental | Aligned | Within-case | Within-case | Within-case
responsibilities that aligned with broader | theme theme theme theme
stakeholders and societal expectationsso | (cGTs)
as to proactively contribute to SD.

Source: see S8.

S [Formal and transparent  Board
remuneration  and  compensation | Aligned | Within-case | Within-case | Within-case
systems theme. theme. theme. theme
Source: see S9. (cGT9)

10 | Effective sharcholders _engagement.
Shareholders” rights, meetings and | Aligned | Within-case | Within-case | Within-case
participatory mechanisms theme. theme. theme. theme
Source: see S10. (CGT 10)

11 | Effective investor relations (IX) and
corporate communication systems Aligned | Within< Within< Within<
‘Tntegrating sharcholders and stakeholder o e | e | e
expectations nto wansparency and st | C““"‘GT u) the the ther
based  corporate  decision-making
through shareholders and stakeholder
engagement.

Source: see S11.

12 | Regulatory-driven and _ stakeholder-
driven  transparency  in  COIPOrale | Aligned | Within-case | Within-case | Within-case
decision-making and disclosure systems. | theme theme theme theme
Source: see S12. (CGT12)

13 |Extemal  auditor  remuneration,
independence, and audit quality. Aligned | Within-case | Within-case | Within-case
Source: see S13. theme. theme. theme. theme.

(CGT 13)
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14 | Workforce diversity and inclusion.

Source: see S14. Aligned | Within-case | Within-case | Within-case
theme. theme. theme. theme.
(CGT 14)

15 | Sustainable value generation model
Fostering innovation and stakeholder | Aligned | Within-case | Within-case | Within-case
collaboration. theme theme theme theme
Source: see S15. (CGT 15)

16 | Stakeholder-focused accountability at all
levels: Stimulating trust, enhancing | Aligned | Within-case | Within-case | Within-case
legitimacy, and balancing diverse | theme theme theme theme
stakeholder interests. (cGT16)

Source: see S16.

17 | Bhical and values-based  Board
leadership: Strengthening  stakebolder | Aligned | Within-case | Within-case | Within-case
trust and cooperation through effective | theme theme theme theme
CG and Boads responsivilities for | (car17)
controlling, directing, and supervising the
company.

Source: see S17.

18 | Strategic and valusble data_enables
ethical and responsible decision-making |  Aligned | Within-case | Within-case | Within-case
by ensuring data integrity and regulatory | theme theme theme theme
compliance. (CGT 18)

Source: see S18.

19 | Long-term viability and performance of
the corporation: Strategic key resources | Aligned | Within-case | Within-case | Within-case
management and value generation | theme theme theme theme
systems. (CGT 19)

Source: see S19.

20 | Corporate legitimacy as a driver for
adopting Formal Govemance | Afigned | Within-case | Within-case | Within-case
Framework:  Enhancing  corporate | theme theme theme theme
resilience and managing reputational | (cGT 20)
sisk
Source: see S20.

Key Description

HC Co ‘Healthcare Listed Company

PR Co Public Relations Listed Company

PP Co Property Listed Company

Mects the cross-case theme criteria outlined in Section 3.9, as the theme present in all free

cases.
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Aligned theme

The theme was validated through cross-case analysis of the Listed Companies’ Published
Reports and demonstrated alignment with a Priori CG theme, confirming the continued
relevance and applicability of the CG literature across all cases.

CGT CG Theme

S1 IS0, 2021; HKEX, 2024a.

S2 Denis and McConnell, 2003; HKEx, 2024a.

S3 HKEX, 2024a.

S4 HKEX, 2024a.

S5 Tricker, 1994; ISO, 2021; HKEx, 2024a.

S6 Dunlop, 1998; La Porta et al., 1998; Kendall, 1999; Denis and McConnell, 2003; HKEx,
2024a.

S7 HKEX, 2024a.

S8 Solomon and Solomon, 2004; ISO, 2021; HKEx, 2024a.

S9 HKEX, 2024a.

S10 HKEX, 2024a.

S11 OECD, 1999; ISO, 2021; HKEX, 2024a.

S12 Cadbury, 2000; Page, 2005; HKEx, 2024a.

S13 HKEX, 2024a.

S14 HKEX, 2024a.

S15 IS0, 2021; HKEXx, 2024a.

S16 Keasy and Wright, 1997; Dunlop, 1998; Kendall, 1999; MacMillan et al., 2004;
Page, 2005; ISO, 2021; HKEx, 2024a.

S17 MacMillan et al., 2004; Huse, 2005; Mallin, 2005: Van den Berghe and Louche, 2005;
IS0, 2021; HKEXx, 2024a.

S18 IS0, 2021; HKEX, 2024a.

S19 IS0, 2021; HKEXx, 2024a.

S20 Meyer and Rowan, 1977 ISO, 2021; HKEx, 2024a.
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‘Application of Deductive Thematic Analysis | Presence of | Application of Document Analysis, Semiotic
Crosscase | Analysis, and Deductive Thematic Analysis

No. | A Priori Economic Responsibility Theme | CSR Themes | HC Co PR Co PP Co

T | Economic responsibility: Maintaining
profitability  while  providing  fair | Aligned | Within-case | Within-case | Within-case
employment, workforce upskilling, quality | theme theme theme theme
products and services, ethical sourcing, and | (CSRT 1)
contributing o sustainable  economic
development
Source: see S1.

No. | A Priori Social Responsibility Themes

A |A stategic CSR govemance system:
Managing CSR initiatives lawfully, ethically, | gfigned Within-case | Within-case | Within-case
transparently and accountably in alignment | theme theme theme theme
with intenational norms of behaviour and | (cSRT2)
respect for human sights and stakeholder
interests at corporate decision-making.

Source: see S2.

B | Employment and Labour Practices

T | Diversity, equal opportunity, and inclusion
(DED in human resource management| Alioned | Within-case | Within-case | Within-case
(HRM). theme. theme theme theme
Source: see 3. (CSRT3)

2 |Ethical and fair employment practices:
Integrating employee rights protection and | Afigned. Within-case | Within-case | Within-case
compliance with employment laws and | theme theme theme theme
regulations. (CSRT 4)

Source: see S4.

3 | Sustainable and effective employee welfare
systems: Integrating sustainable workforce | afigned | Within-case | Within-case | Within-case
development  and  upskilling,  and theme. theme theme. theme.
occupational health and safety. (CSRTS)

Source: see 5.

C | Operating Practices
Sustainable and ethical supply chain
management (SCM): Enhancing social and | Aligned | Within-case | Within-case | Within-case
envitonmental  responsibility  through | theme theme theme theme
responsible sourcing and procurement across | (CSRT 6)
supply chains
Source: see S6.
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Product and  service responsibility:
Enhancing stakeholder trust and upholding | Aligned | Within-case | Within-case | Within-case
consumer rights through cthical practices in | theme theme theme theme.
transparent advertising and labelling, and | (csRT7)

consumer health and safety protection,

personal data privacy, and fair redress

‘mechanisms

Source: see S7.

An  cfiective  anfi-comuption  and
‘whistleblowing systems: Promoting faimess | Aligned | Within-case | Within-case | Within-case
and integrity in corporate internal and | theme theme theme theme.
extemal affirs, building stakeholder trust, | (cSRT 8)

and supporting sustainable business growth

and resilience.

Source: see S8.

Community Investment

Commumity investment _ through
contributions  fo socio-cconomic | Aligned | Within-case | Within-case | Within-case
development  with  consideration  of | theme theme theme theme.
environmental issues: Enhancing coporate | (CSRT 9)

legitimacy and community engagement.

Source: see S9.

Upholding stakeholders” rights fo health and
well-being,  fulfilling  broader  social | Afigned Within-case | Within-case | Within-case
expectations theme. theme theme theme
Source: see S10. (CSRT 10)

Commusity involvement as a dimension of
philanthropic  responsibility: ~ Enhancing | Aligned | Within-case | Within-case | Within-case
social impact throvgh contributions 10 | theme theme theme theme.
societal welfare. (CSRT 11)

Source: see S11.

Poliical _responsibility in _corporale ]

citizenship concept: a shared responsibility | Single-case | Within-case

with govemments and other public |  theme theme

govemance actors fo address socictal
problems and provide public goods and
services.

Source: see S12.
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No. [ APriori Environmental Responsibiliy Themes

T | Emissions  Management:  Controlling
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, air and | Aligned | Within-case | Within-case | Within-case
water pollutants, and hazardous wastes © | theme theme theme theme
protect the quality of air, water and land, and | (CSRT 12)
ensure regulatory compliaace.

Source: see S13

T | Sustainable  resomce  management
Promoting the efficient and respousible vse | Agned | Within-case | Wthin-case | Within-case
of energy, water, and other raw and natural | theme theme theme theme
sesources to minimise environmental| (CSRT 13)
degradation.

Source: see S14.

5 | Clmate risk management Mitigating
climate-related risks to strengthen climate|  Atigned | Withincase | Wthin-case | Within-case
resilience and address climate change. theme theme theme theme
Source: see S15. (CSRT 1)

7| Upholding the rights of stakeholders to 2
stable climate, and to live ina clean, safeand | Atigned | Within-case | Within-case | Within-case
sustainable environment. theme theme theme theme
Source: see S16 (CSRT15)

No. | APriori CSV Concept Theme

T | GSV o a business model Integrating
corporate strategy with societal needs ©|  Atgned | Withincase | Wthin-case | Within-case
foster innovation and sustainable growth for | theme theme theme theme
business and society. (CSRT16)

Source: see S17.

Key Description

HC Co Fiealthcare Listed Company.

PR Co Public Relations Listed Company

PPCo Property Listed Company

‘Meets the cross-case theme criteria outlined in Section 3.9, 2 the theme preseat in 2l tiree cases

“Aligned theme | The theme was validated through cross-case analysis of the Listed Compamies’ Published Reports

‘and demonstrated alignment with a Priori CSR theme, confirming the continued relevance and
applicabiliy of the CSR literature across al cases.

CSRT CSR Theme

= Single-case theme. as i not meet the cross-case theme critera sipulated in Section 3.0

ST ‘Carcoll, 1979, 1991, 1999, 2004, 2016; Crane and Matten, 2004, 2005, 2010; Davis, 1960, 1975

52 Dowling and Pfeffer, 1075; Elkington, 1994, 1997, 2004, 2006; Freeman, 1984, 2002, 2008, 2025a,

3 2025; 1S0, 2010a; HKEx, 2024a; Porter and Kramer, 2006, 2011
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S5

S6

S7

S8

S9

S10

S11

S12 Crane and Matten, 2004, 2005, 2010.

S13 Carroll, 1979, 1991, 1999, 2004, 2016; Crane and Matten, 2004, 2005, 2010; Davis, 1960, 1973;
S14 Dowling and Pfeffer, 1975 Elkington, 1994, 1997, 2004, 2006; Freeman, 1984, 2002, 2008, 2025a,
S15 2025b; ISO, 2010a; HKEx, 2024a; Porter and Kramer, 2006, 2011.

S16 Crane and Matten, 2004, 2005, 2010.

S17

Porter and Kramer, 2006, 2011.
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No.

Key Cross-Case

Narrative Interpretation ™2

Components of CG ™)

T | BOD compositionand | An effective Board encompasses a balanced composition of executive
leadership, and ditectors (ED) and non-executive directors (NED), including
CG functions independent non-executive directors (INED) so that there is a sufficient

independent clement on the Board to make decisions objectively and act
in the best interests of the companies and their sharcholders as a whole, and
delivering long-term values to the siakeholders.

A value-based Board should have a balance of skills, knowledge,
experience and diversity of perspectives appropriate to the requirements
of the companics” businesses, as well as to perform CG functions for
compliance with the requirements set out in the Listing Rules.

The Board is responsible for effective leadership and control of the
companics; oversight the companies” businesses, and financial and ESG
matters; strategic objectives, decisions and performance, including
approving corporate and business-level strategics, policies, standards and.
systems, and is collectively responsible for promoting the success of the
companics by directing and supervising their affars.
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‘Board committees and
CG functions.

All Board committees, such as audit committee, nomination committee
and remuneration commitiee, are empowered by the Board through their
respective terms of reference to perform govemance functions in
compliance with the requirements set out in the Listing Rules.

The committees shall report back to the Board on their decisions and
recommendations. Consequently, the informed Board is well-positioned
to uphold sound govemance practices, and approve the relevant
resolution(s).

Management structure,
authority, function, and
performance reporting

The Board directly, and indirectly through the Board committees, leads
and provides strategic direction to management, which comprises key
officers and functional or departmental heads, led by the chief executive
officer (CEO). The Board lays down sirategies and policies, and oversees
the management’s performance, as well as monitors the companies
operational and financial performance.

Major corporate mafters that are specifically delegated by the Board to
the management include the preparation of annual and interim results,
interim and annual reports, and announcements for Board's approval
before publishing; execution of business strategies and nitiatives, policy
‘matters, and budgets adopted by the Board; implementation of adequate
systems of IC and RM procedures, and LA fonctions; and compliance
with relevant statutory requirements and rules and regulations.

The delegated fonctions and tasks are periodically reviewed by the
Board. Management is accountable to the Board for its overall
‘performance and the execution of sirategic direction.

For compliance with the Listing Rules, management should provide the
Board with monthly updates giving a balanced and understandable
assessment of the company’s performance, position and prospects in
sufficient detail to enable the Board to discharge its duties under the
Listing Rules

The above structural amangement aligns with the principles of
transparency, accountability, conirol, oversight, and the early detection
of any misconduct

Tnternal control (IC) and
sisk management (RM)
systems, and internal
audit (LA) functions.

‘The Board is accountable to the shareholders while the management is
accountable to the Board.
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‘The Board has overall responsibility to establish and maintain a sound.
and effective IC and RM systems of the companies, alongside robust LA
functions for compliance with the Listing Rules.

‘The primary purposes are to safeguard sharcholders” inerests, ensure the
integity of financial and ESG reporting and announcement disclosure,
and promote sustainable CG. These systems are integral to identifying,
evaluating, and mitigating (o managing) business, financial, operational,
and compliance-related risks that may impact the companics
performance and reputation.

‘The sobust IC and IA mechanisms enhance accountability, ransparency,
and oversight across all levels of the organisation, thereby sirengthening
CG and fostering a culfure of cthical and responsible management.

Furthermore, a well-functioning 1A functions provides independent
assurance to the Board and audit commiliee regarding the adequacy and
effectiveness of IC and RM systems, as well as those relating o the
companies” ESG performance, thereby supporting informed decision-
making and reinforcing shareholders and investors” confidence in the

capital market.

5| Compliance system, The findings demonsirate the vital function of compliance, and fimancial
including information | management and reporting systems. Integrating internal governance and
disclosure system. control policies, codes of conduct, legal and regulatory compliance, and

ESG and financial performance and reporting. This includes the
procedures and IC for handling and disseminating inside information.

6 | Corporate culrure. The findings emphasise straiegic alignment of values-based corporale
culfure with corporate purpose, value, sirategy, business model, and CG
functions, thereby effectively achieving corporate objectives and sirtegic
outcomes.

Note | A detailed cross-case theme table (Table 9A) is presented in Appendi 7

Key Description

N1 Meets the cross-case theme criteria outlined in Section 3.9.

2 The narrative interpretation synthesises and represents the cross-case findings.
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Key Cross-Case
Components

of CSR D

Narrative Interpretation ™2

Social Responsibility

A | Employment and
Labour Practices

T | DELfocused HRM
systems

2| Ethical and fair
cmployment practices

3| Employee welfare
systems

The companies adopt fair employment and labour practices, including,
inter alia, the following.

(@) sustainable and effective DEI-focused HRM systems in fostering
positive corporate culfure that integraing employee rights protection,
collaboration and trust among team members, open and effective
communication, and employees” well-being are prioritised;

(b) compliance with employment-related laws and regulations,
transparent falent recruitment and selection system, as well as fair,
cquitable, reasonable and compefifive remuncration system, and
competitive and lawful compensation systems; and

(©) sustainable and cffective employee welfare systems such as
comprehensive workforce training, upskilling and talent development
practices, and DEl-oriented promotion system, as well as promote a
healthy, safe and comfortable working environment (a positive work
climate).

B | Operating Practices

e

Sustainable and cthical SCM practices iniegrate the principles of
transparency, accountability, and responsible sourcing fo address
environmental and social responsibilities within the companies
procurement operations. Advanced technologies such as digitalisation,
intelligent data and Al-based systems are utlised to enhance supply chain
transparency, improve resource cfficiency, and support precise decision-
making.

Environmentally preferred sourcing, including prioritisation of local
suppliers and low-carbon products, plays a key role in reducing
environmental impact while simultancously contributing o local
economic development and employment.

Ethical procurement is further reinforced through adherence to supplier
codes of conduct, rigorous performance monitoring, and structured
evaluation processes. These frameworks ensure compliance with fair
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labour standards, safe working conditions, and environmentally
responsible practices.

Supplier relationships are managed through fair and transparent
processes, avoiding short-term uncthical gains in favour of long-term
strategic alignment and resilience.

Collectively, these efforts illustrate how ethical and sustainable SCM not
only mitigates risk and ensures regulatory compliance but also enhances
operational continuiy, strengthens  stakeholder trust, and supports
broader societal and environmentl goals.

Product and service
responsibility

‘Emphasis that cthical responsibilty in product and service delivery plays
a central role in enhancing stakeholder trust and safeguarding consumer
sights. Ethical practices are embedded in service design and delivery,
with a strong focus on personal data privacy, information confidentialit,
and compliance with legal and regulatory standards.

‘The companies adopt vser-centric approaches by ensuring that customer
(or patient) needs are clearly identified, respected, and integrated
throughout service development and execution phases. The user-friendly
service processes and customer service responsiveness are designed to
improve operational efficiency, user experience and satisfaction.

High standards of products and services quality assurance through on-
going reviews and customer foedback loops, reflect 2 commitment to
continuous improvement.

The integration of digital innovations such as Al-driven platforms and
intelligent data systems supports business continuity, financial
sustainability, and service modemisation. These forward-looking
initiatives, aligned with environmental and legal compliance, help
uphold consumer rights, particularly in areas of health and safety, service
transparency and fair pricing

Collectivel

and long-term value for stakeholders, demonstrating that thical conduct
is not only a compliance measure but a foundational element of
responsible corporate cifizenship.

these practices reinforce a culture of trust, accountability,

“Anti-corruption and
whistleblowing systems

The findings reveal that adopting effective anti-corruption and
whistleblowing systems is of utmost importance for promoting faimess
and integrity in both intemal and external corporate affairs, building
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stakeholder trust, and supporting sustainable business growth and
sesilience

‘Community
Investment

Community investment | Community investment is strategically integrated info corporate
through contributions to | responsibility practices, with  shared emphasis on contributing fo socio-
socio-cconomic economic development while considering environmental sustainability:
development with

consideration of
environmental issues

Upholding stakeholders
sights to health and well-
being, fulflling broader
social expectations.

Community involvement
as 2 dimension of

philanthropic

responsibility.

‘The companies demonsirate their role as responsible corporate cifizens
by promoting sustainable cities and communities, engaging in initatives
such as charitable donations, sponsorships, disaster relicf efforts for
natural disasters, and environmental protection activities. These efforts
are often complemented by employee participation and volunteering,
which not only enhance corporate legitimacy but also foster decper
community engagement and social cohesion.

Corporate inifiatives that reflect environmental responsibility, including
promoting sustainability and green practices, further underscore the
companies” commitment to long-term value creation and responsible
‘govemance.

Furthermore, stakeholders” rights to health and well-being are held
through a holistic approach that blends social welfare with environmental
concem. Support for public health, diversity and inclusion, and
community sesilience reflects a proactive stance in fulfilling broader
societal expectations.

Structured and sustained community involvement is shown to generate
‘meaningful social impact by addressing local needs and promoting
inclusive development. These practices not only reinforce the companies
ethical obligations but also serve as strategic tools for sirengthening
stakeholder trust, enhancing social license to operate, and ensuring long-
term business viability through responsible and inclusive community
engagement.

Apart from the cross-case findings, only HC Co proactively utilises its
position as 2 non-public healthcare organisation (and, in certain cases,
collaborates with public welfare organisations) to voluntary provide
Corporate Political Responsibility (CPR) that goes beyond philanthropy
or traditional CSR. This political responsibility falls within the concept
of corporate citizenship, as defined by Crane and Matien (2004), is
traditionally referring to government-led services that are now being co-
delivered or supported by HC Co.
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Even though only HC Co voluntarily providing CPR, this finding
remains analytically significant. This approach is increasingly critical for
enhancing legitimacy and sccuring a social license to operate; managing
sisks associated with the challenging healthcare sector, reputation, and
societal expectations; driving innovation in addressing complex social
challenges; exploring new opportunities for business growth; and
contributing positively fo society in the contemporary business
landscape. Fusthermore, it helps enhance trust and foster long-term
relationships with stakeholders, better positioning organisation fo
achieve sustainable growth by aligning corporate and business sirategies
with societal needs and creating long-term value for all stakeholders.

Environmental Responsibility

Environmental
Protection

T | Emissions Management

2| Sustainable resource
‘management

3| Climate risk
‘management

4| Upholding the rights of
stakeholders fo  stable
climate, and to live ina
clean, safe and
sustainable environment.

The companies cmbed environmental protection deeply info their
corporate strategies, with a strong focus on emissions management.
TImplement systematic measures to control GHG emissions, air and water
pollutants, and hazardous waste through practices such as green
infrastructure, strict waste disposal protocols, wastewater treatment, and
air quality monitoring

14, environmental monitoring measures, and third-party inspections are
used to maintain compliance with environmental regulations and
prevents ecological incidents. These actions reflect a commitment fo
protecting the quality of air, water and land, while also fulfilling legal
obligations and reinforcing corporate accountability in environmental
‘govemance.

Inparallel, sustainable esource management and climate risk mitigation
are pursued through cnergy and water conservation, adoption of
renewable and recyclable natural resources solutions, and promotion of
eco-conscious (green) workplace practices, such s reducing paper use,
promoting low-carbon or green commuting, and optimising resource
efficiency, illustrate the companies” efforts o protect forest resources and.
promote sustainable foresiry, minimise environmental degradation and
build resilience against climate-related challenges. By aligning their
operations with low-carbon development goals and supporting
environmental awareness among employees, the companies not only
contribute to climate action but also uphold stakeholders” rights to a
clean, safe and sustainable environment.

Collectively, these integrated efforts enhance operational efficiency,
support long-term sustainabiliy, and strengthen stakeholder trust in their
environmental stewardship.
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Note | A detailed cross-case theme table (Table 10A) is presented in Appendix
Key Description

N1 Meets the cross-case theme criteria outlined in Section 3.9.

2 The narrative interpretation synthesises and represents the cross-case findings.
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Box 3 — Analysis of responses from HK professional participants.

Professional themes addressing research question 4 (Appendix 6.2)

The professional themes reveal that the best and commonly adopted fundamental components of both

CG and CSR frameworks for maximising the contribution of HK-listed companies to SD are as follows:

CG framework

1) IC and RM systems (as presented in Table 9).

2) A transparent information disclosure and reporting system (as detailed under the “compliance
system™ in Table 9).

CSR framework

(1) Employees, as a valuable organisational resource. Human resource should be supported by
ethical and fair employment practices, along with sustainable and effective HRM and employee
welfare systems (as presented in Table 10).

2) Community involvement and investment (as presented in Table 10).

3) Environment performance (as presented in Table 10).

The Examples of Professionals’ Responses

Participant HPCS? stated, ... the findamental components of CG framework are IC and RM ... and the
Sfundamental components of CSR framework are ... employees, green environment, and
society/community involvement.

Participant HPKOS5 expressed, ... the fundamental components of CG framework are ... a transparent
information disclosure and reporting system.
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No.

Cross-Case Theme ™)

Narrative Interpretation ™2

The Listed Companies’ CG framework is related to CSR framework.

Effective CG serves as the foundational pillar for fostering sustainable CSR_ Therefore, an effective
CG framework contributes to sustainable CSR engagement.

Note: This empirical finding aligns with the a priori CG-CSR relationship outlined in Section 1.4 -
theoretical framework for this research (item 1).

CG and CSR disciplines share common factors substantially. There are significant linkages between
CG and CSR agendas (in terms of synergies and interdependencies) with ultimate objective of
achieving sustainability performance from three aspects: financial, social and environmental.

Note: This empirical finding aligns with the a priori CG-CSR relationship outlined in Section 1.4 -
theoretical framework for this research (item 4).

CG as a foundation for
sustainable CSR:
Similarities between
frameworks and their
strategic integration.

The findings reveal that the notion of CG serves as the comerstone for
sustainable CSR. CG provides a formal structural, procedural, and
strategic framework that enables the integration of CSR into the core of
corporate purpose, culture, values, and long-term strategy. Through
Board-level leadership, CG institutionalises both value-driven and
compliance-based CSR orientation that aligns with societal expectations,
regulatory requirements, and stakeholder norms

This strategic alignment ensures that CSR s not treated as a peripheral
or voluntary initiative but as a governance-driven mechanism embedded
within corporate decision-making, RM, and sustainable business
operations.

CG and CSR are shown to be complementary and interdependent
domains that collectively enhance business resilience, stakeholder trust,
and corporate legitimacy. CSR is operationalised through CG framework
via policies and systems that promote environmental protection, social
inclusion, employee welfare, and ethical conduct. The integration of CSR
within CG structures enables the companies to strategically respond to
stakeholder interests while contributing to SD across the economic,
social and environmental dimensions
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In summary, effective CG and CSR can create synergies and reinforce
the governance-CSR nexus, ensuring responsible business practices and
creating long-term shared value, as well as leading to better financial
performance, enhanced reputation, and increased stakeholder trust.

G as a foundation for
sustainable CSR:
Differences befween
frameworks and
approaches to strategic
integration.

‘Although CG and CSR are interrclated and ofien complementary, the
companies demonstrate clear distinctions in their core orientation,
‘mechanisms, and strategic focus

CG is primarily a formal mandatory system rooted in compliance,
regulatory adherence, accountability, IC and RM, and transparency. It
focuses on strategic thinking, decision making, direction, investment,
economic (profit) performance and sustainability, corporate structure,
and Board oversight fo ensure profection of the companies and

sharcholders” interests, as well as how the companies are managed and.
controlled internally.

CG establishes the structural legitimacy of the companies, reinforcing
stakeholder trust through legal compliance and formal goverance
processes

In conirast, CSR operates as a more flexible, voluntary system driven by
cthical values, societal expectations, and broader ~stakeholder
engagement. It extends beyond the economic agenda to encompass social
cquity, environmental sustainability, community investment and
development, and employee welfare and inclusion. CSR is strategically
deployed to further enhance the companies™ social image, business
legitimacy, and long-term repuation.

While CG deals with formal governance and structuses, and regulatory
conformance, CSR. eflects the companies” broader socictal oufreach,
often shaped by corporate values and broader stakeholder pressures.
Hence, CSR serves as one of the key drivers for better CG (o
improvement in CG), as the companies secks fo demonsirate their
commitment to social and environmental responsibility due to
stakeholder pressure, which ultimately impacts their egitimacy, business
continuity and economic (profitability) performance.

‘Thus, CG provides the structural foundation for corporate integrity and
effective CSR implementation (ie. CG as a foundation for CSR, a strong
CG system can support CSR initiatives), whereas CSR. embodies the
ethical and value-based expression of corporate citizenship.
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Ultimately, CG ensures strategic alignment between the long-term
business model and CSR initiatives.

Note A detailed cross-case theme table (Table 11A) is presented in Appendix 7.
Key Description

N1 Meets the cross-case theme criteria outlined in Section 3.9.

N2 The narrative interpretation synthesises and represents the cross-case findings.





image63.png
Box 4 — Analysis of responses from HK professional participants.

Professional theme addressing research question 2 (Appendix 6.2)
Business entities may have different CG structure and CSR structure, driven by context-driven lens and
organisational contingencies.

Participants HPCG1 and HPSD6 expressed that most of the business entities adopt, or the ideal structure
should be, CSR embedded in the CG model.

Note: This represents a priori CG-CSR relationship outlined in Section 1.4 and reinforces the cross-case
theme.

Narrative Interpretation
All participants acknowledge that business entities may have different CG structure and CSR structure,

such as Ho’s (2005) CSR embedded in the CG model, Hancock’s (2005) CG as a pillar of the CSR
model, or Bhimani and Soonawalla’s (2005) CG and CSR as complementary constituents of the same
corporate accountability (responsibility) continuum. Therefore, understanding CG and CSR through a
context-driven lens (such as specific internal and external environment of the company, its business and
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industry) and recognising organisational contingencies (such as corporate culture, leadership philosophy,
company size and business scale, business model and strategies) is essential to explain the variance in
CG and CSR frameworks across the companies. Participants acknowledge that no universal structure of
CG or CSR can be applied uniformly across different business entities or industries. Instead, effective
CG and CSR practices must be shaped by the unique characteristics and evolving context of each
company.

Nevertheless, only participants HPCG1 and HPSD6 further assert that most of the business entities adopt,
or the ideal structure should be, CSR embedded in the CG model. This CG-CSR relationship model is
presented in Section 1.4 - theoretical framework for this research (item 1). This assertion remains
analytically significant as it reinforces the cross-case findings.

The Examples of Professionals’ Responses

Participant HPLW3 expressed, ... it depends on the companies’ nature of business, culture, board of
directors (chairperson), long existence in the market.

Participant HPCG1 highlighted, ... there is no one size fits all ... the structure may subject to change
when the business model and strategies have been changed ... Nevertheless, obviously, the structure
adopted by most of the business entities is CSR principles and practices are embedded in CG model.
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No. | Cross-Case Theme ™) | Narrative Interpretation ™2

T | CGwill support Listed Companies in achieving SD.

2| The attributes and related variables of CG influence the extent of Listed Companies’ contribution o
SD, whereby an effective CG shapes organisational behaviour, and the underlying CG principles are
‘paramount for achieving SD.

Note: This empirical finding aligns with the a priori CG-SD relationship outlined in Section 1.4 -
theoretical framework for this research (item 3).

3 | The ansibutes and CG plays a pivotal role in achieving SD by embedding core values such
related variables of CG | as ethical leadership, effective Board, strategic alignment, 2nd a value-
influence the extent of | driven corporate culture into organisational frameworks. The companies
Listed Companies™ demonstrate that CG supports SD by integrating both value-driven and
contribution to SD. compliance-based principles into Board-level decision-making, ensuring

alignment of corporate purpose, long-term business models, and
sustainability goals.

Key mechanisms include an effective Board, supported by talented
‘management, operates within a sound delegation framework and a robust
performance reporting structure, effective IC and RM systems, DEL-
integrated HRM systems, robust CG functions and compliance systems,
and stakeholder engagement, which collectively prioritise economic,
social and environmental sustainability:

Additionally, the adoption of digitalisation, AT-driven tools, and efficient
information systems enhances operational _efficiency, ~regulatory
compliance, and resource allocation, fostering competitive advantage in
sustainable governance.

Effective CG further promotes corporate legitimacy, transparency, and
accountability, driving innovation and employee development while
addressing stakeholder needs. These practices ensure strategic coherence
between CG and SD objectives, enabling the companies to navigate
dynamic and challenging regulatory and economic environments while
achieving long-term sustainability goals

Note | A detailed cross-case theme table (Table 12A) is presented in Appendix 7.

Key Description

N ‘Meets the cross-case theme criteria outlinied in Section 3.9,

N The narrative interpretation synthesises and represents the cross-case findings.
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Cross-Case Theme N

Narrative Interpretation ™2

CSR will support Listed Companies in achieving SD.

“The objective of Listed Companies’ CSK practices is to contribute to SD in three domains: business
(economic prosperity), community (social justice and equify) and the environment at large
(environmental quality). CSR is the micro aspect of SD.

Note: This empirical finding aligns with the a priori CSR-SD relationship outlined in Section 1.4 -
theoretical framework for this research (item 2).

Listed Companies’ CSR.
practices will contribute
10 SD across economic,
social and environmental
dimensions.

CSR and Economic Sustainability
CSR practices are consistently identified as fundamental drivers of

economic sustainability.

Embedding CSR into core governance frameworks, through advanced
digitalisation, cthical business conduct, and transparent operational
‘mechanisms, not only enhances business resilience and operational
efficiency but also secures long-term profitability and business siabiliy.

Fair and ethical employment practices, DEl-oriented HRM systems,
good employee welfare systems, and fostering a posifive corporate
culfure, emerge s critical enablers for attracting and refaining falent,
improving job motivation, and ultimately clevating service quality and
customer satisfaction.

Furthermore, the role of strong ethical standards, including anti-
corruption measures, transparent procurement, and ESG-driven SCM, as
central to building stakeholder trust, maintaining regulatory compliance,
and reinforcing corporate reputation.

‘These integrated approaches ensure that CSR is not a peripheral activity,
but a strategic tool for sustaining business growth, managing risks, and
‘generating long-term value for both the companies and broader society.

CSR and Social Sustainability

CSR practices are clearly positioned as ceniral fo advancing social
sustainabiliy, with 2 shared priority on employees” well-being, DEL-
integrated workplaces, and the culfivation of a positive and supportive
corporate culfure.

Internally, the companies adopt DEI-focused HRM systems, ensuring
fair employment, comprehensive welfare, opportunities for employee
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growth and development, and a work environment defined by respect and
cohesion. These practices not only enhance job satisfaction and
‘motivation but also promote loyalty and a sense of belonging, which in
tum drive higher quality of work, improved service, and stronger
organisational resilience.  Ethical lcadership and transparent
communication emerge as crucial enablers, nuriuring trust and
reinforcing a cohesive organisational climate.

Externally, the companies demonsirate commitments o broader
stakeholder and community well-being through socially responsible
iniiatives such as community investment, charitable donations, disaster
selicf, and local engagement programs. Upholding cthical standards and
legal compliance, as well as enhancing strong relationships with ESG-
compliant suppliers and business partners, ensures responsible sourcing,
transparency, and the effective implementation of sustainable practices
throughout the value chain. These efforts foster long-term trust and
legitimacy with both stakeholders and society at large.

By addressing customer rights, ensuring product and service quality, and
contributing to community development, the companies reinforce their
social license to operate.

Collectively, these CSR-driven efforts not only elevate corporate
reputation and legitimacy but also create lasting value for employees,
customers, and communiies, thereby supporting the foundation for
sustainable social development and responsible corporate citizenship.

CSR and Environmental Sustainabi
CSR practices are consistently positioned 2s central drivers of
environmental sustainability.

‘The companies actively integrate environmental responsibility into their
CG, core strategies, and daily operations by ensuring strict compliance
with environmental regulations, adopting green office and production
practices, and embedding resource efficiency across the value chain.

CSR initiatives such as energy conservation, waste reduction, pollution
control, and the use of sustainable materials are prioritised, with a
collective emphasis on reducing carbon emissions, promoting renewable
energy adoption, and supporting the transition to low-carbon operations.
These efforts not only ensure regulatory compliance and mitigate
environmental risks, but also contribute to broader climate action and
ecological preservation agendas.
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Furthermore, the companies highlight the importance of building 2
culture of environmental stewardship among employees and
stakeholders through awareness campaigns, employee engagement, and.
transparent environmental monitoring systems. By adopting cco-friendly
infiastructure, improving  hazardous waste management, and
implementing initiatives such as recycling, reuse, and sustainable
procusement, these practices reinforce the companies’ commitment fo
long-term environmental protection.

Collectively, these CSR-driven cfforts not only enhance corporate
reputation and operational efficiency, but also uphold the sights of
stakeholders to a SD, contributing to the resilience and sustainability of
both the organisation and the wider community.

Nofe | A detailed cross-case theme table (Table 13A) is presented in Appendis 7.
Key Description

N1 Meets the cross-case theme criteria outlined in Section 3.9.

2 The narrative interpretation synthesises and represents the cross-case findings.





image69.png
No.

Cross-Case Theme )

Narrative Interpretation ™2

There is 2 convergence of

CG. CSR and SD agendas within Listed Companies of which these three

agendas are on progressive cross-connections with each other.

Note: This empirical finding aligns with the a priori CG-CSR-SD relationship outlined in Section 1.4
- theoretical framework for this research (item 5).

Convergence of CG,
CSR and SD agendas

The relationship among CG, CSR and SD is a dynamic convergence
whete each domain reinforces the others to achieve longterm
sustainability goals.

CG serves as the foundation, providing a formal structural framework for
embedding both value-driven and compliance-based CSR principles and
sustainability goals into corporate and business strategies and operations.
‘This ensures ethical conduct, responsible corporate behavior, regulatory
compliance, transparency, accountability, and stakeholder engagement
while fostering sustainable business growth and success. Hence, an
effective CG framework enhances the achievement of SD through
playing a significant role in posifively influencing and contributing to the
attainment of SD.
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CSR, as the micro aspect of SD, acts as a catalyst by integrating social
and environmental responsibilities into corporate practices, enhancing
stakeholder trust and support, and promoting societal equity and
environmental stewardship. Together, CG and CSR create synergies that
enable the companies to achieve sustainable economic, social and
environmental performance.

Strategic CSR practices, when aligned with robust CG mechanisms,
‘maximise the companies” contribution to SD by driving ethical corporate
behavior, fostering stakeholder engagement, and cnsuring sound
financial performance. This integration allows business to_ balance
profitability (profit remains a key priority) with broader social and
environmental goals, fulfilling their moral and social obligations while
enhancing corporate reputation and legitimacy.

Ultimately, the convergence of CG, CSR and SD forms a mutually
reinforcing system in which sustainable business success (ic. long-term
profitability) and responsible corporate behavior are essential for
achieving meaningful and enduring sustainability outcomes across
economic, social and environmental dimensions.

Note | A detailed cross-case theme table (Table 14A) s presented in Appendis 7.
Key Description

N1 Meets the cross-case theme criteria outlined in Section 3.9.

X2 The narrative interpretation synthesises and represents the cross-case findings.
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‘Box 5 — Analysis of responses from HE professional participants

Professional themes - Findings 1 addressing research question 1 (Appendix
An effective CG enhances the achievement of SD by playing 2 significant role in influencing and
supporting ifs atainment.

The common objective for business entities in adopting sound CG and CSR practices is to achieve
sustainable business performance, moving towards attsining sustainsble growth and SD across
economi, social and environmental dimensions.

Effective CG serves as a strong structural foundation for embedding strategic CSR and sustainability
‘goals into corporate and business sirategies and operations.

Narrative Interpretation
Al participants agree that, from the perspectives of CG, CSR and SD principles and practices, there is
convergence among these three domains, despite their distinct core orientations and strategic focuses.

‘The professional themes demonstrate that the comon abjective for business entities to have sound CG-
‘and CSR practices s to achieve sustainable business and performance, and towards atfaining sustainable
growth and SD in economic prosperity, social justice 2nd environmental quality. Participants further
assert that in the contemporary business context, effective and robust CG- serves as the structural
foundation for embedding corporate purpose, a value-driven and compliance-based culture, CSR
principles, and sustainability goals into corporate and business sirategies and operations. It integrates
sound strategic management practices and RM mechanisms to ensure ethical business conduct,
sesponsible corporate behavior, regulatory compliance, and stakeholder engagement, This, in tumn,
creates business opportunilies and mitigates isks arising from social and environmental factors, thereby
fostering sustainable business performance and moving towards contributing to sustainable growth and
development across economic, social and environmental dimensions.

The Examples of Professionals' Responses
Partcipant HPSDS expressed, .. yes, these 3 domains ave comvergence .. CG s broadening it
‘governavnce scope ... there s an evolution in the management strategic on how fo inegrate these CSR
practices with the business strategies and operctions .. in order to attain sustainable business and
performance, towards contributing to the economic, social and enironmental sustainabilis, which is
referadto as D, being the norm of current business practice

Participant HPSRA voiced, .. yes, these 3 domains are comvergence .. te main objectve i to achieve.
‘g00d business performance (ie. profit and financial resource), then considering and invobing in social
andl environmental developmen.

Professional themes - Findings 2 addressing research question 3 (Appendix 62)
There is convergence among CG, CSR and SD domains, despite their distinct core orientations and
strategic focuses.

CG serves as a strong structural foundation for sustainable business growth and success.
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Generating sustainable profit remains central to the long-term business model, followed by a growing
commitment to social and environmental responsibilities. Ultimately, the corporate goal is to maximise
the company’s contribution to SD across economic, social and environmental dimensions

Narrative Interpretation

The professional themes reveal that the relationship among CG, CSR and SD domains is such that CG
serves as a strong structural foundation, characterised by effective Board leadership, a purpose-driven
culture, strategic decision-making, long-term goals and policies, IC and RM systems, compliance
systems, transparency and accountability. These attributes support sustainable business growth and
success. For any business entity, generating sustainable profit remains central to the long-term business
model, followed by a growing commitment to social (both internal and external stakeholders) and
environmental responsibilities. Ultimately, the corporate goal is to maximise the company’s contribution
to SD across economic, social and environmental dimensions. An effective CG framework further
enhances the achievement of SD by playing a significant role in influencing and supporting its
attainment.

The Examples of Professionals’ Responses

Participants HPCS2 and HPSR4 highlighted, ... yes, these 3 domains are convergence ... CG (as a strong
Jfoundation) with good CG attributes will contribute to SD in economic prosperity, social justice/equity
and environmental quality ... after achieving good profit and having more resources ... proceeding to
the next phase of enhancing CSR practices ... Ultimately, the companies will attain SD.

Participant HPSDG6 stated, an effective CG framework (contains CG principles and practices) contributes
to SD.
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Cross-Case Theme ™D

Narrative Interpretation ™

Effective CG and CSR
principles and practices
of Listed Companies
promote the UNSDGs
principles, thereby
contributing to
economic, social and
environmental
sustainability.

The companies did not formally or deliberately adopt the UNSDGs a5
‘part of their approved strategies, policies or frameworks.

‘The UNSDGs are 2 non-binding global agenda for sustainabitiy, and
some goals may not be directly relevant to the business context of each
company.

While the companies have not explicitly integrated all 17 UNSDGs into
their robust CG and CSR framervorks, which consist of well-established
principles and practices, they have yet to fully embed the UNSDGs into
their sirategic planning and business strategies. Nevertheless, through an
effective CG framework 2nd strategic SR practices, integrated with the
Listing Rules on ESG Subject and both the context-specific and indusry-
specific laws and regulations, the companies have made meaningful
contributions to 2 considerable mumber of goals. This includes the use of
both diect and, to a certain extent, indirect pathway analysis in
evaluating the number of UNSDGs contributed to by the respective
companies, given the inherently interlinked nature of the goals (Gupta,
2019)

As demonstrated in Table 12, an effective CG framework enhances the
achievement of SD; Table 13 presents that CSR practices have
‘maximised the companies’ contribution to SD across economic, social
‘and environmental dimensions; and Table 14 shown that the existing CG
and CSR practices create synergies through a mutually reinforcing
system, enabling the companies to achieve economic, social and
environmental sustainabily.

Furthermore, the existing CG and CSR principles and practices of the
companies demonstrate  convergence of the CG, CSR and SD domains
As 3 result, the companies contribute to the foundational pillars of the
'UNSDGs: people, planet, prosperity, peace, and partnership at both the
Iocal and national fevels

Note

A detailed cross-case theme table (Table 15A) i preseated i Appendix 7

Description

‘Meets the cross-case theme criteria outlined in Section 3.

The narrative interpretation synthesises and represents the cross-case findings.
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No. | Cross-Case Theme ™ Narrative Interpretation ~2)

1 Effective CG and CSR frameworks of Listed | Effective CG and CSR frameworks promote the
Companies promote the UNSDGs principles, | principles of UNSDGs, thereby contributing to
contributing to positive economic, social and | positive economic, social and environmental
environmental performance, and supporting | performance, and supporting economic, social and
economic, social and environmental environmental sustainability, respectively.
sustainability, respectively.

Note A detailed cross-case theme table (Table 16A) is presented in Appendix 7.

Key Description

N1 Meets the cross-case theme criteria outlined in Section 3.9.

N2 The narrative interpretation synthesises and represents the cross-case findings.
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Box 6 — Analycic of respones from HE prafeccional participant:

Professionslthe dings 1 addres
The extent o which the UNSDGs serve 2  consrsntor 3 motivation for HE-isted compasies przsaly
depends on corporat sze and scale, company- and business-specific context,industy condifions, 2d
iternal and entea) exvizonsmental ctors that infhuence ther srategies, opertions sud peformc.

research question § (Appendix 6.2

Participants HPCGL and EPLWS emphasise that updates to SEHIK listing ruls, dven by global
sustinabilty trends and enforced by the regulstor, play a crucal roleincomplling HK-lsted companies
o integrate ESG rles and sustinabilty pinciples into theis srtegies nd cperatons, thersby aligning.
corporate practices with broader sustsinabilty objective.

Nasrative Interpretation
The profesional theme reveals that constraint andor motivaon factr(s) for respacive HE-listad
companis ar primarily based on 2 combination of corporate and busines.specific contexts, industry-
spacific condifions,and intrmal and exterualexcironmentalfctors st nfiuence corporate and business
srategies, operatons and performance. The company siz i also 2 significant determinast. In generd,
sizable 2nd scalable companies, partculrly blue-chip listed companies that possss substatial capital
resources and an ESG-compatent workforee o guide and implement ESG iniiative tend t demonstate
srester enthusim snd motivation owards engaging with the UNSDGs.

Nevethalecs,pasticipaats FPCGI aud HPLIVS further sset that SEEK, 3 the frontin regulstorof ll.
listingrelted matters and of HK-listed companies, plays 2 pvotal role 4 enforcement mechanim in
promsoting SD by uiding HK-listed compasies to isegrate ESG 3 sustinability principles into theis
corporate snd business strstapis and oparatons. Alfaough e UNSDGs may mot disetly influnce.
orporate behavior, thei impact i indivscly ranruitd through regulatory channals, particlaly the

ion 22d enforcement of the SEHK lsing rles. Inresponse o global sustainablity trends,imcluding
the UNSDGs, SEFIK may revise e HK listng rles to enkance ESG disclosures, such as diversity
improvement and envionmental performance. As 3 resul, Hlisted companies are increasingly
compelled toalign theircorporatepraciceswith broader sustanabilty objetives through compliznce-
dviven machanis,

The ssserton made by pariipsats HPCGI and EPLW remssins analytially sigaificast s it highlights
the importance of the SEFIK lsing ules, partealarly Listng Rales on ESG Subject, in governing the
corporate behsviour of HE:Lted companissthrough adopting an sfective CG ramerork tht inegrates
both aluedriven and complianes-based CSR. princples o corporate and business straegies and
opertions. Thess views reinforcs te cross-case findings, which e clesrly illstrsted i Table 15 and.
Table 16 - the cross-case fndings demonstatethat 3) “effctve CG and CSR principles and practices
promots the UNSDGs principle, contributing o sconomsie, socil and exvirommentl sustainabilit”;
20 () “efective CG-and CSR frameworks promsots the UNSDGs principls, contrbuting o positva
conomie,socizl and exvironmsenta performsance, nd suppering sconomi, social 1nd environments]
sustinabily, espectively”.
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“The Examples of Profe pon:
Participaut HPCS2 state, .. it depends on th contestand sructurs ofth respecciv lited companies,
and the relevant nfluencing foctors .. A cultwrs .. companiee size and businazz scals, I cycls
phass, recowees

Participant HPLWS expressed, H Stock Exchanga ma evics soms listing ule for exhancing th lvel
of dicloswe in ESG aspecs such a divrsic and isonmentl fators inrponce o SDGs. Inrelation
Sherto, although SDGs may not have a diect uence on lited companiss, ths companies il be
influnt indieciy b lstin rulec

Professonal dheme - Findings 2 addresing research question § (Appendis 63)
The effectve implementation of UNSDGs requires 2 thoughtful, context specific approach to goal
prioiisaton, tailored to national andor organisaional's wnique cireunstances, along vith the
development of 2 goal-oriented oadimap.

Interpretstion
The fllowing outines insights into the effectveness of the UNSDGs Samewvork, and whether 3
thoughtful approach is necessary o prioiis specific goal that algn with sach couny’s and each
corporation’s unigue cireumstances ad challenges

The UNSDGs, 2 miversal st of 17 interconnected goals dasigned to ensure that 2o oneis 1o behind,
are an effecive Samework that provides 2 comprahensive nd adaptable guide for govermments nd
companies. While it presents 2 global vision it allows for contextspecific piortsation based o
national o organisational ircumstances, enabling sakeholders o focus on goalsthat most ligned with
e nations] development nasds nd corporat srtegi hjectves.

All paricipants agree that while he UNSDGs offer 2 wniversal nd infercomnected framervork of 17
soals, their effectve implamentaton reqives 3 thoughtful and context spsciic approach to zoal
priorisation. Couniries diffr significantly in tems of culture, sconomie development, regulstory
systems, and socal challengs, 2l of which inflance hov relevant and achievzble each goal i
Similary, corporations vay by industy ype, business model, fnancial capacty, governance stractur,
and leadership valus, which shapethae bl to contribute meaningRily to SD. Therefre, pricrtsng.
the UNSDGs must align with both natonal development agendas and corporate sratagic objectves to
enbance rlevance, implementation efcieney, 20d mesable fmpact It s advisable for govermments
and companies to adopt 2 goa-oriented roadmap that not caly guidesthi effors but also alows for the
periodic review and adjustment of priortes 2 circumstasces evolve. This flexble d dynamic
approach recogaises hat ot al enifies can address svery goal squaly; thereore, supportshould be
practcal, focused, and aimed 2t making spactl contributions o the global sustainabily agenda.

‘The Examples of Prof ! Respons
Participant HPKOS expresed, ez, SDG: are wide yanging goal, s, goal prioistion s acassary
 fo ataiing the bect impac (vt utcome) o boththe compary and scies:

Participant HPCS2 stated, .. it is good for the govermmens and comparis: 1o have a goaloriented
roadmap; and review and changs the priovity of goals from time to time, xchen necessary.
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Cross-Case Theme D

Narrative Interpretation ™2

Integration of UNSDGs
principles into the
corporate ESG
framework, strategically
aligned with business
strategies and
sustainability priorities,
to advance SD.

ESG framework serves as dynamic, integrative platform that enables the
companies to progressively embed the overarching principles of the
UNSDGs into their strategic architecture, fostering holistic and resilient
business models aimed at creating strategically-aligned and
sustainability-driven business strategies.

A common strategic orientation emerges in recognising that not all 17
UNSDGs are equally applicable to the respective companies’ business
and industry sectors. However, each company demonstrates an active
effort to selectively align the relevant goals with their ESG framework.
All companies establish ESG framework as foundational platform for
achieving economic, social and environmental sustainability. HC Co
develops its business model and strategic direction based on ESG
principles contextualised within the healthcare industry, while PR Co has
institutionalised a robust ESG framework firmly rooted in strong CG,
compliance, transparency, and IC systems. Similarly, PP Co’s ESG
framework is aligned with regulatory compliance and long-term strategic
planning.

Both PR Co and PP Co (and as clearly indicated in Table 15, HC Co as
well) adopt direct and indirect pathway analysis to evaluate how their
operations contribute to the UNSDGs, acknowledging the interconnected
nature of the goals and their overlapping relevance across ESG
dimensions.

All companies use ESG framework as a mechanism to map the 17 goals,
cither through goal-category alignment or by using the UNSDGs as a
checklist, ensuring that mapped goals resonate with their operational





image78.png
realities. Through this process, they evaluate the extent of their
contributions to each goal

While profitability remains a central objective for all, it is not seen as
conflicting with sustainability. Rather, it is positioned as a
complementary driver, harmonised through a goal-oriented roadmap that
integrates strategic SD priorities into the companies’ strategic planning,
based on their relevance to the business context, stakeholder
expectations, and long-term value creation.

2

Structural measurement,
evaluation and
verification of ESG
performance results
enable accountability,
strategic alignment, and
continuous improvement
in achieving
sustainability goals.

The adoption of structured measurement and evaluation systems to
assess the achievement of goals related to ESG performance and broader
sustainability outcomes. These systems use quantifiable KPIs, financial
metrics, and sector-specific indicators, with targets expressed as either
numerical values or forward-looking statements aimed at reducing
specific impacts.

The results are verified internally before being reported to senior
‘management and the Board, supporting evidence-based decision-making
and external disclosures. The companies also incorporate continuous
improvement mechanisms, such as performance reviews and remedial
actions, demonstrating a systematic and accountable approach to ESG
and sustainability performance management.

Note A detailed cross-case theme table (Table 17A) is presented in Appendix 7.
Key Description

N1 Meets the cross-case theme criteria outlined in Section 3.9

N2 The narrative interpretation synthesises and represents the cross-case findings.
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No.

Cross-Case Theme ™ Narrative Interpretation ~2)

Financial capital emerges asa | Financial capital is a key resource for proactively enhancing ESG
key challenge in aligning the initiatives and broader sustainability goals. This presents a

implementation of the challenge that influences the degree of commitment, in terms of
UNSDGs with Listed both the extent and depth of adoption, in the implementation of
Companies’ business strategies | UNSDGs by aligning the business strategies with UNSDGs and
and corporate practices. integrating UNSDGs into corporate practices.

Note A detailed cross-case theme table (Table 18A) is presented in Appendix 7.

Key Description

N1 Meets the cross-case theme criteria outlined in Section 3.9.

N2

The narrative interpretation synthesises and represents the cross-case findings.
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Box 7 - Analysis of responses from HK professional participants.

Professional themes — Findings 1 addressing research question 7 (Appendix 6.2)
The interlinked nature of the UNSDGs poses significant challenges for the companies fo strategically
align goal selection with their unique contexts and competitive advantages.

This involves leveraging co-benefits (synergies), prioritising goals, carefully balancing resource
allocation to avoid negative trade-offs, and proactively addressing risks and strategic uncertainties.

Such approaches are essential for strengthening ESG integration within sustainable business sirategies
aligned with SD goals and enhancing business resilience.

Narrative Interpretation

The following outlines insights into the interlinked nature of the UNSDGs in the context of the goals
cause challenges to corporations in making eritical decisions on identification of trade-offs, co-benefits
(synergies), and priorities of the 17 goals in supporting corporations’ sustainable business strategy which
embedded with ESG inifiatives.

Al participants acknowledge that the interlinked nature of the UNSDGs presents significant challenges
for corporations in making crifical decisions related to trade-off, co-benefits (synergies), and goal
prioritisation. They emphasise the need for strategic alignment of UNSDGs selection with each
company’s specific corporate and business contexts, indusiry condifions, intermal and external
environmental factors, and its competitive advantage.

Due to resource consiraints, the companies must carefully balance the alloeation of limited resources to
prevent unintended negative impacts in other areas. Participants highlight the importance of making
informed trade-offs that, while acknowledging the need to priorifise certain goals due o limited
resources, still aim to maintain an overall balance among economic nterests, societal needs, and
environmental goals, rather than maximising benefits for a single stakeholder group at the expense of
others

Moreover, participants siress the value of risk awareness and proactive management of strategic
uncertainties. By proactively addressing the potential risks associated with the implementation of the
'UNSDGs and the variability of ovtcomes, the companies can enhance business resilience, sirengthen the
integration of ESG initiatives within their sustainable business sirategies, and increase the likelihood of
achieving long-term sustainability goals.

The Examples of Professionals’ Responses

Participant HPSDS stated, yes, challenging. It is important o strike a balance among economic
prosperity (i.e. response to shareholders), broader societal need, and environmental goal, as well as to
‘make informed trade-cffs due to limited resources.

Participant HPCG1 expressed, ... by acknowledging and proactively adessing risks associated with
strategy outcomes, the companies can enhance their resilience, improve decision-making, and increase
the likelihood of achieving their strategic objectives in the face of uncertainties and challenges.
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Professional theme — Findings 2 addressing research question 8 (Appendix 6.2)

The UNSDGs framework serves s a uscful guiding reference for formulating corporate ESG framework.
By integrating the 17 goals info business strategies and prioritising goals that align with business
strategics, the companies can create synergistic ovicomes that generate long-term value for both the
companies and all their stakeholders.

Narrative Interpretation

The professional theme demonstrates the usefulness of the UNSDGs framework as a guiding reference
for formulating corporate ESG frameworks and integrating the 17 goals info business sirategies, all of
which aimed at creating long-term value for all stakeholders. The UNSDGs framework is seen s offering
a comprehensive structure, enhancing strategic thinking, and helping HK-listed companies to expand
and refine ESG dimensions set out in the Listing Rules on ESG Subject. There is consensus that ESG
framework serves not only as guiding principles but is becoming increasingly important in helping
companics address broader stakeholder interests. The process of goal prioritisation is considered
essential, enabling the companies to focus on UNSDGs that align with their business strategies and
deliver synergistic outcomes for both the companies and their stakeholders.

Participant HPCG1 further asserts that while the SEHK listing rules (a regulatory framework) ensure
‘minimum ESG disclosure compliance for HK-listed companies, these companies may choose fo go
beyond the regulatory disclosure threshold voluntarily, depending on their strategic mofivations and
internal dynamics

The Examples of Professionals’ Responses

Participant HPLW3 voiced, yes, usefil; and it is good to identfy 17 goals and incorporate them in the
companies” business strategies. ESG framework is  guiding principle and it is gradually important for
the companies to take into account of the stakeholders”interesis comprehensively.

Participant HPSR4 stated, yes, usefil -.. SDGs framework serves a good reference and guides in the
 formulation of ESG framework. 17 goals are useful and provide awareness and good examples in helping
the companies to develop ideas and formulate business strategies during brainstorming process.

Professional theme — Findings 3 addressing research question 12 (Appendix 6.2)

The availability of financial capital, access fo ESG talent, and strong organisational awareness and
support from the Board, management and employees are key challenges and constraints influencing HK-
listed companies” commitment to integrating ESG considerations info business strategies aligned with
their organisational purpose, values, culture and long-term sustainability.

rrative Interpretation
The following outlines insights into the challenges, constraints and obstacles that influence the
commitment of HK listed companies to integrating ESG considerations into their business strategies that
align with organisational purpose, values, culture and long-term sustainability.
(1) Availability of Financial Capital: The availability of sufficient financial capital to support
sustainable ESG initiatives and long-term sustainability investments
(2) Access to ESG Talent: The availability of ESG experts and professionals capable of driving and
integrating ESG initiatives into business strategies.
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(3) Organisational Awareness and Support: The level of awareness among the company’s Board,
management and all employees regarding the importance of sustainable ESG initiatives to their
business and long-term sustainability. These include the support and approval of the Board for ESG-
business strategies and sustainability goals, as well as the commitment and passion of the employees
for ESG implementation.

The Examples of Professionals’ Responses

Participant HPSR4 expressed, ... the key challenges and constraints are financial resources; people
resources, particularly ESG experts ... and the awareness of the Board and the entire companys
employees (including management) on the importance of ESG aspects to their business.

Participant HPSDG stated, the main challenges are the financial capital for ESG investment; and human
capital of ESG professional and expertise to drive and integrate ESG initiative into business strategies.
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No. | Cross-Case Theme ™)) | Narrative Interpretation ™2

T | Finding1:
ESG rules and There is a strong consensus that ESG rules and sustainability reporting
sustainability reporting | standards are not only becoming more complex and stringent, but are
standards are not only | also increasingly central to corporate legitimacy, strategic alignment, and

becoming more complex
and stringent, but are
also increasingly central
to corporate legitimacy,
strategic alignment, and
stakeholder
accountability, thereby
fostering improved
sustainability practices
and ESG performance.

Finding 2:
Unsustainable corporate
practices pose
significant reputational
threats and intensify
stakeholder pressure,
leading to heightened
legitimacy risk.

stakeholder accountability

The findings recognise ESG rules and sustainability reporting standards
are designed not only to ensure regulatory compliance but also to meet
socicties and broader stakeholders” expectations, prevent unsustainable
practices, and function as benchmark-sefters, thereby encouraging
broader adoption of responsible corporate practices.

Furthermore, the findings acknowledge the rise in broader stakeholders
demands for high-quality, transparent, and comparable ESG and
sustainability disclosures, thereby fostering sustained legitimacy in
response to evolving stakeholder nomms in CG and sustainability
‘practices. ESG is no longer a regulatory reporting requirement but a core
business imperative, strongly aligned with effective and robust
‘govemance structures, sirategic integration and planning for ESG and
sustainabiliy goals, and operational dynamic capabiliies perspectives.

There is 2 clear consensus that vnsustainable corporate practices are
increasingly seen as reputation threats and legitimacy threats, resulting
in heightened stakeholder prssure

These pressures are not limited to investors but extend to regulators,
employees, customers, suppliers, and civil society, driven by societal
awareness and expectation shifts, reflecting a widening stakeholder
ecosystem concerned with ESG performance.

While all companies acknowledge reputational risks, PR Co and HC Co
go further by articulating proactive ESG integration into corporate
strategy and business operations, fostering stakeholder accountability
and proactive ESG engagement. Stakeholder expectations serve as
catalysts for ESG alignment, prompting the companies fo integrate
sustainability considerations into their strategic priorities, operational
practices, and CG framework.
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Enhancing ESG ‘Enhancing ESG performance beyond legal compliance is essential for
performance beyond | advancing SD across economic, social and environmental dimensions.
legal compliance is Legal requirements are widely viewed as insufficient to address the
essential for advancing | complesxity of today’s corporate responsibilifies and global sustainability
SD across economic, challenges.

social and environmental
dimensions The findings emphasise that voluntary ESG efforts are necessary to meet
sising stakeholder expectations, secure legitimacy, and maintain long-
term trust and reputation. These efforts are also framed as strategic fools
for fostering internal organisational benefis, including sirategic HRM
practices and talent retention.

Promoting positive social impact and environmental stewardship,
particularly in response to climate risks, is scen as requiring proactive
‘measures,

These findings reinforce the argument that voluntary ESG engagement
is 2 key component of sustainable corporate and business development.

While the findings support beyond-compliance ESG as a driver of SD,
‘participant HCIT4 from HC Co extends the discussion on the critical
concerns about the risk of ESG greenwashing. This introduces a critical
lens, highlighting the need for authentic ESG practices and stronger
govemance mechanisms fo ensure greater accountability and
transparency in ESG performance and reporting.

‘This perspective, though not widely shared, is analytically significant as
it underscores the importance of authenticity, transparency, and
‘measurable impact in ESG disclosures. It suggests that simply claiming
to go beyond the law is insufficient without effective goverance
frameworks and accountability mechanisms

Together, these insights underscore the perceived necessity of strategic
alignment by integrating ESG into corporate and business sirategies, not
as a regulatory obligation, but as an essential pathway to resilient and
responsible business conduct.

Meaningful contributions to sustainability requie voluntary, proactive
ESG strategy and initatives that go beyond statutory obligations

Note

‘A detailed cross-case theme table (Table 19A) is presented in Appendix 7.

Description

N1

Meets the cross-case theme criteria outlined in Section 3.9.

N2

The narrative interpretation synthesises and represents the cross-case fndings.





