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Preface 
This monograph is prepared by the Investment and Enterprise Development Section of the Trade, Investment 
and Innovation Division at the United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP). 
It aims to foster more inclusive, sustainable business practices and assist public and private stakeholders in the 
development of socially responsible business (SRB) in Asia and the Pacific. SRB is a model where businesses 
operate according to the long-term economic, social and environmental objectives of the community, or the 
triple bottom line of business. SRB, therefore, means that businesses have social and environmental obligations 
in addition to the financial obligations traditionally expected by shareholders. The primary purpose of this 
publication is to introduce this emerging SRB model because business is vital to achieving development 
aspirations, promoting the well-being of society and protecting the environment.

The monograph combines two earlier publications of the ESCAP Business Advisory Council (EBAC) and a new 
study by ESCAP. It provides the range of developments in SRB practices and understanding. The first publication 
is The 3Cs for Responsible Banking in Asia and the Pacific: Corporate Governance, Corporate Social Responsibility 
and Corporate Sustainability.1 It discusses the three principles of SRB (the 3Cs). The second publication, Corporate 
Agenda of Sustainable Development: Toward Responsible Business 2.0,2 presents an extended SRB model called 
the Responsible Business 2.0, which is based on the interaction of the 3Cs with the four enablers of SRB 
(technology, innovation, interconnectivity and metrics). The present publication introduces stakeholder engagement 
and government support as the fifth and sixth enablers. It also draws on a new ESCAP study that investigates 
the historical and theoretical backgrounds of SRB and its three main practices: corporate philanthropy, socially 
responsible investment and social enterprise.3 The publication explores the dynamic interaction between the 
principles, practices and enablers of SRB. In addition, the sustainable business ecosystem that completes the 
entire SRB structure and drives the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) is examined. Finally, 
a number of case studies on the implementation of SRB practices among the business communities are 
discussed.

The overall recommendation of this publication is that SRB is an effective development strategy. However, the 
lack of both government support and corporate capacity hampers the practice of SRB in Asia and the Pacific. 
Consequently, governments need to create effective governance structures and develop pro-SRB legal and policy 
frameworks. Business also needs to more actively support SRB but also be more accountable to external 
stakeholders. This need for greater multi-stakeholder collaboration is another crucial issue for effectively 
implementing SRB practices in the region. Overcoming these obstacles will present challenges, but SRBs are 
an effective model for helping the region achieve the SDGs.
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SECTION 1: INTRODUCTION 
Today’s global business environment is radically changing to address the environmental and social challenges of 
our time. The increasing threat of severe climate change, as well as the widening of gaps between socioeconomic 
groups and frequent social unrests4,5 are pressuring businesses to change normative management practices and 
operations towards development that is both inclusive and sustainable. While shareholders have a vested interest 
in financial economic returns, stakeholders are more broadly interested in, or concerned with, business’ objectives, 
policies and operations which may impact global sustainability.6

In this context, the notion of socially responsible business (SRB) – often interchangeably called responsible business 
conduct, corporate social responsibility or sustainable business – is becoming more relevant.7,8 SRB is an approach 
where businesses operate in accordance with the long-term economic, social and environmental objectives of the 
society.9,10 SRBs not only meet shareholders’ financial expectations but they also address stakeholders’ concerns. 
Stakeholders are the various internal and external individuals or groups who have an interest in a business 
because they are concerned about how its policies and operations affect them. These may include governments, 
local communities, civil society organizations (CSOs), non-governmental organizations, employees, consumers and 
suppliers.11 Because SRBs promote inclusiveness and sustainability, this approach creates a higher level of shared 
value amongst shareholders and stakeholders. Such an approach also aligns with the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development or the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). These require businesses to engage stakeholders and 
play a proactive role in addressing global issues.12

SRB fosters contemporary business practices that go beyond traditional forms of corporate philanthropy, and positions 
corporations as powerful agents of global change. Embarking on more inclusive and sustainable business practices 
is pivotal for helping businesses meet social and environmental demands and for overcoming the challenges of 
socioeconomic development both nationally and globally. This approach is rapidly changing the role of businesses 
by placing them at the forefront of inclusive and sustainable development. 

SRB also provides a competitive advantage to businesses. Integrating the SRB agenda into business strategies and 
operations helps companies meet not only shareholder expectations, but also consumer and stakeholder expectations. 
Consumers and stakeholders have become increasingly conscious of businesses’ practices on inclusiveness and 
sustainability, and SRB can reconnect the company’s success with community’s prosperity.13

SRB has been relatively well studied and documented in the Western context,14 but more research is necessary to 
understand Asia-Pacific enterprises’ perspectives on SRB. Although there have been many successful SRB activities in 
the region, most Asia-Pacific businesses have not implemented SRB practices that align with international principles 
and national legislation. Consequently, governments should facilitate the business community’s embrace of SRB 
practices. There is considerable room for developing stronger and more effective frameworks that can enable SRB 
implementation.

Accordingly, this publication aims to increase the knowledge of policymakers and corporate leaders on the SRB 
approach. Analysis of the foundations, principles, practices and enablers of SRB reveals the key role this approach 
can play in promoting inclusiveness and sustainability, and ultimately, in contributing to the SDGs. A deeper 
understanding of SRB will assist both public and private sectors to integrate a greater level of SRB practices into 
business operations of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) as well as large enterprises and transnational 
corporations (TNCs). Finally, organizations that have implemented these practices demonstrate how the SRB approach 
can foster the global change necessary for a sustainable future.
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After this introduction (Section 1), Section 2 reviews the “triple bottom line,” which is the conceptual foundation 
of the SRB approach, and then reviews how SRB aligns with the SDGs. Section 3 introduces the “SRB Model 
for a Sustainable Future,” our main contribution to this field. Section 4 presents three principles for SRB or 3Cs 
(i.e., corporate governance, corporate social responsibility and corporate sustainability), while Section 5 explains 
SRB practices (i.e., corporate philanthropy, socially responsible investment and social enterprise). Section 6 links 
the 3Cs and the SRB practices with six enablers, i.e., technology, innovation, interconnectivity, metrics, stakeholder 
engagement and government support. Section 7 focuses on how the abovementioned components can create a 
sustainable future through a business ecosystem. Section 8 showcases select case studies. Policy recommendations 
for both governments and businesses are put forward in Section 9, followed by conclusions in Section 10.
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SECTION 2: A REVIEW ON SOCIALLY RESPONSIBLE 
BUSINESS
The literature emphasizes that socially responsible business (SRB) transcends the exclusive emphasis on 
economic growth and actively contributes to building a sustainable future.15,16 As opposed to the more 
traditional conception that only the bottom line matters, a SRB is a business that “meet[s] the needs of the 
present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.”17 Implicit in this 
view is the idea that business also has a responsibility to society and the environment. 

SRB is built on the triple bottom line, or TBL, a strategic approach to business that encompasses the economic, 
social and environmental performances of a firm’s activities.18,19 TBL, therefore, focuses on the need to balance 
three goals, namely: (i) the traditional business bottom line of generating profits for the company and its 
shareholders; (ii) the social bottom line of ensuring that the company’s activities do not adversely impact 
(and ideally, benefit) the greater community of people; and (iii) the environmental bottom line of looking 
after the planet by ensuring that the company’s activities do not harm the environment, whether that be 
in terms of greenhouse gas emissions, biodiversity issues, etc.20 The TBL approach is often called as 3Ps as 
it covers three key constituents: profits, people and planet (see Figure 1).21 

Global development bodies and think-tanks have encouraged the private sector to embrace SRB as a 
constituent part of their business strategies and operations; thereby, becoming more transparent, accountable 
and responsible to the environment and to society.22 In response to the global call for SRB, international 
frameworks and instruments to help SMEs and TNCs meet social, environmental and economic objectives 
have proliferated.23,24,25,26,27 Consequently, public and private stakeholders at the national and local levels of 
governance are taking the idea of SRB more seriously. While governments and CSOs have promoted SRB 
practices despite a scarcity of capacity and resources,28 many firms have embarked on SRB practices under 
the guidance of the international community. 

Figure 1: The SRB foundation: triple bottom line or 3Ps
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Many companies today fully understand that shareholders are inclined to deploy capital in businesses that 
have a net positive impact on the triple bottom line—often called socially responsible, or impact, investing.29,30 
Integrating SRB ideas into the business agenda allows the private sector to make relevant investments 
responsibly.31 Shareholders have also increased efforts to convince the boards, management and employees 
to enhance their conduct to better contribute to the triple bottom line. 

SRB norms also create shared value for stakeholders, particularly for communities and the environment adjacent 
to business operations.32 As a result, companies have demonstrated a stronger commitment towards social 
and environmental sustainability in recent years, with the intent of achieving lasting legacies and positive 
outcomes for the people and locations where they operate.33 Despite these good intentions, businesses 
limited understanding of SRB hinders the effectiveness of international agendas and national legislation. 
Consequently, continuing to rethink existing business practices is necessary so that stakeholders’ concerns 
are more comprehensively addressed and SRB has a greater global impact.34

Aligning SRB with the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)

SRB was developed in conjunction with the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), and 
their predecessors, the Unite Nations Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). SRB facilitates companies’ 
engagement with the mandates of the SDGs and enhances their ability to address pressing global challenges. 
By aligning corporate strategies and practices with the SDGs, companies can realize opportunities that can 
generate both financial returns and social and environmental values. 

The SDGs are a series of 17 goals and indicators that all United Nations member states will use as a 
framework for formulating their inclusive and sustainable development agendas and policies over the next 
15 years (2016-2030).35 They are an extension and expansion on the 2000 MDGs. The SDGs cover a wide 
range of fields, including the reduction of poverty and hunger, the achievement of universal education 
and gender equality, the fostering of global partnerships and the promotion of inclusive and sustainable 
economic development and growth. Table 1 below presents select environment and social issues under the 
SDGs, highlighting the priority areas where SRB can contribute meaningfully.
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Table 1: Select environmental and social issues under the SDGs

Goals Selected environmental and social issues

Goal 1: End 
poverty in all its 
forms everywhere.

Livelihood strategies and food security of the poor often depend directly 
on healthy ecosystems, which provide diversified goods and services. 
Climate change affects agricultural productivity; for example, ground-level 
ozone damages crops. 
The use of innovative and sustainable energy is important for eradicating 
poverty.

Goal 2: End 
hunger, achieve 
food security, 
improve nutrition 
and promote 
sustainable 
agriculture.

Women bear the brunt of collecting water and fuel woods; tasks are 
made harder by environmental degradation, such as water contamination 
and deforestation. 
Empowering women strengthens food security and nutrition, which 
prompts micronutrient diets and strengthens sustainable agriculture. 
Equal access to education bolsters food and nutrition security and increases 
sustainable agriculture.
Universal access to safe drinking water and sanitation are vital for food 
security and nutrition, and access to water of adequate quantity and 
quality is vital for sustainable agriculture. 
Steady economic growth and better resource use are essential for food 
security and sustainable agriculture.

Goal 3: Ensure 
healthy lives and 
promote well-being 
for all at all ages.

Up to 20 per cent of the total burden of disease in developing countries 
may be associated with environmental risk factors. 
Preventative environmental health measures are as important as and at 
times more cost-effective than health treatment. 
Sanitary water is essential for healthy lives and helps decrease child 
mortality. 
Over consumption of natural resources is damaging to health and the 
climate. 
Unsustainable fishing practices and poor ocean management threaten 
the food supply and, therefore, health. 
Unsustainable land management is a threat to the food supply and 
human health.

Goal 4: Ensure 
inclusive and 
equitable 
education 
and promote 
lifelong learning 
opportunities for 
all.

Free, equitable and quality primary and secondary education for all girls 
and boys leads to relevant and effective learning outcomes. 
Access for all girls and boys to quality early childhood development care 
and pre-primary education is key to their success in primary education. 
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Goals Selected environmental and social issues

Goal 5: Achieve 
gender equality 
and empower all 
women and girls.

All forms of discrimination against all women and girls must be ended 
everywhere. 
Women’s full and effective participation and equal opportunities for 
leadership are needed at all levels of decision-making in political, 
economic and public life. 
Sound policies and enforceable legislation for the promotion of gender 
equality and the empowerment of all women and girls must be adopted 
and strengthened at all levels.

Goal 6: Ensure 
access to water 
and sanitation 
for all.

Provision of clean water reduces the incidence of diseases that undermine 
health and contribute to mortality. 
Access to water is integral to development. 
Water is vital to increasing agricultural productivity and industrial food 
processing. 
Sanitation in a school setting is vital to school attendance for girls. 
Water stress and water disasters are detrimental to development. 
Basic human water rights must be enhanced by transport. 
International agreements and national strategies for determining and 
establishing water rights are key to developing pacifist societies and 
institutions. 

Goal 7: Ensure 
access to 
affordable, reliable, 
sustainable and 
modern energy 
for all.

Universal access to affordable, reliable and modern energy services must 
be ensured. 
The share of renewable energy in the global energy mix must be increased. 
The global energy efficiency can be improved.

Goal 8: Promote 
sustained, inclusive 
and sustainable 
economic growth, 
full and productive 
employment and 
decent work for 
all.

Sustaining per capita economic growth in accordance with national 
circumstances is recommended; in particular, at least seven per cent gross 
domestic product growth per annum in the least developed countries. 
Higher levels of economic productivity are required through diversification, 
upgrading technology and innovation, especially by focusing on high-value 
added and labour-intensive sectors.

Goal 9: Build 
resilient 
infrastructure, 
promote 
sustainable 
industrialization 
and foster 
innovation.

New biodiversity-derived medicines hold promises for fighting major 
diseases. 
Infrastructure and scientific research can strengthen agricultural productivity 
and sustainable food production. 
Sustainable infrastructure and industrialization include water and sanitation 
infrastructure and water use efficiency. 
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Goals Selected environmental and social issues

Goal 10: Reduce 
inequality within 
and among 
countries.

Poor countries and regions are forced to exploit their natural resources 
to generate revenue and make huge debt repayments. 
Unfair globalization practices may create harmful side-effects in countries 
that do not have effective governance regimes. 
Access to sanitation and clean water is essential for eradicating poverty 
and reducing inequality. 
Equality allows people to combat and diminish climate change and 
adjust to it. 
Equality allows people to use reliable energy sources.

Goal 11: Make 
cities and human 
settlements 
inclusive, safe, 
resilient and 
sustainable.

Adequate, safe and affordable housing and basic services should be 
provided to all. 
Slums must be upgraded. 
Safe, affordable, accessible and sustainable transport systems should be 
provided to all. 
Improve road safety, notably by expanding public transport, with special 
attention to the needs of those in vulnerable situations.

Goal 12: Ensure 
sustainable 
consumption 
and production 
patterns.

All countries must adopt sustainable consumption and production practices. 
Developed countries should take the lead and consider the development 
and capabilities of developing countries. 
An increased number of companies should voluntarily adhere to public 
disclosure about their environmental and social impacts by publishing 
sustainability reports.

Goal 13: Take 
urgent action to 
combat climate 
change and its 
impacts.

Resilience and adaptive capacity to climate-related hazards and natural 
disasters must be strengthened in all countries. 
Climate change measures should be integrated into national policies, 
strategies and planning. 

Goal 14: Conserve 
and sustainably 
use the oceans, 
seas and marine 
resources for 
sustainable 
development.

Marine pollution of all kinds, in particular from land-based activities, 
including marine debris and nutrient pollution, must be prevented and 
significantly reduced. 
Enhance scientific cooperation at all levels to study and counter the 
impacts of ocean acidification.
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Goals Selected environmental and social issues

Goal 15: 
Protect, restore 
and promote 
sustainable use 
of terrestrial 
ecosystems, 
sustainably 
manage 
forest, combat 
desertification, and 
halt and reverse 
land degradation 
and halt 
biodiversity loss.

Terrestrial and inland freshwater ecosystems must be conserved, restored 
and used sustainably in line with international agreement obligations. 
The implementation of sustainable management of all types of forests is 
promoted. This aims to halt deforestation, restore degraded forests and 
substantially increase afforestation and reforestation globally.

Goal 16: Promote 
peaceful and 
inclusive societies 
for sustainable 
development, 
provide access to 
justice for all and 
build effective, 
accountable 
and inclusive 
institutions at all 
levels.

All forms of violence and related death rates must be significantly 
reduced everywhere. 
Abuse, exploitation, trafficking and all forms of violence against and 
torture of children must be eradicated. 
The number of specially-abled employees should increase in the workforce 
and workplace facilities equipped for them as necessary.

Goal 17: 
Strengthen 
the means of 
implementation 
and revitalize the 
global partnership 
for sustainable 
development.

Domestic resource mobilization and domestic capacity for tax and other 
revenue collection are enhanced, including through international support 
to developing countries. Additional financial resources for developing 
countries from multiple sources are sought.

Note: Modified from the UNEP Environment for Development Report and the ICSU Review of Targets for the Sustainable Development Goals.36 
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Innovative tools have been developed to help companies maximize their contribution to the SDGs. For 
example, companies can employ the SDG Compass, a guide that sets sustainability in terms of the SDGs as 
the main corporate objective.37 Developed by the GRI, UN Global Compact and the World Business Council 
for Sustainable development (WBCSD), this guide can be used by both large and small businesses to align 
their corporate strategy with the SDGs. It lays out five key steps:

(i)	 Understanding the SDGs 
(ii)	 Defining priorities for SRB activities
(iii)	 Setting goals for SRB activities
(iv)	 Integrating SRB activities in business operations
(v)	 Reporting and communicating 

These five steps provide a useful way to measure and manage company’s contribution to the SDGs. 

While the private sector is highly aware of the SDGs and their potential impact on business operations, 
the understanding of and involvement in the SDGs are still in the beginning stage. A global survey carried 
out by the PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC) in 2015 confirmed this assessment.38,39 The survey revealed that:

(i)	 a majority of surveyed businesses are aware of the SDGs;
(ii)	 many businesses have already implemented specific activities to address the SDGs;
(iii)	 most consumers are willing to buy goods/services from firms which engage with the SDGs; 
(iv)	 both businesses and consumers believe that governments have a primary responsibility to achieve 

the SDGs; and
(v)	 many businesses lack specific objectives, targets and tools to engage with the SDGs effectively.

Figure 2: Business’ engagement with SDGs40

Source: Developed based on PwC survey (2015).

Citizens grasp the significance:

90% of citizens believe it is important that 
businesses sign up to the SDGs. 
78% of citizens said they were most likely to 
buy the goods and services of companies that 
had signed up to the SDGs.

SDG awareness amongst the 
business community is high (92%) 
compared to the general population. 

33 % of citizens were aware of the 
SDGs.

Engagement with SDGs is expected 
to increase by 2020:

22% of business respondents say 
they are doing nothing right now, 
but this drops tp 4% when thinking 
abaout what they will be doing in 
five years.

Both citizens and businesses 
believe goverment has a primary 
responsibility to achieve the SDGs 
(49% of business respondents and 
44% of citizens ranked government 
first).

Business’ engagement with SDGs

Businesses have already started to 
take some action to address the 
SDGs:

Despite that only 10% of 
businesses felt that they had prime 
responsibility to implement SDGs, 
71% of them had planned how to 
respond to the SDGs.
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The findings of the survey show not only the important role that governments play in implanting the SDGs 
but also how weak current corporate strategies and capacities are for achieving this task. The detailed results 
of the survey are summarized in Figure 2.

Businesses also look at individual SDGs differently as each goal may have very different consequences or 
opportunities in terms of future operations. PwC’s global survey in 2015 suggests that companies prioritize 
their engagement with each SDG according to their growth strategy, resource, expertise and other key factors.41 
In Figure 3, those SDGs in the high impact and high opportunity quadrant (e.g., decent work and economic 
growth; industry, innovation and infrastructure; and climate action) are likely to receive more attention from 
businesses, while those in the low impact and low opportunity quadrant (e.g., life below water; reduced 
inequalities; and no poverty) will garner less. Therefore, governments, CSOs and international development 
agencies like the UN can help further understanding of how these SDGs align with businesses’ strategies 
and operations and how/why business’ role in inclusive and sustainable development is crucial to success. 

Figure 3: SDGs – Business impacts and opportunities

Source: PwC (2015).

!" ##
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SECTION 3: THE SRB MODEL FOR A SUSTAINABLE 
FUTURE
As society has become increasingly interconnected through globalization, the network of stakeholders in 
business has continued to expand. At the same time, disparities in various aspects of economic and social 
well-being within groups, among groups or between countries have increased, and environmental degradation 
has also intensified. Due to an expanding network of external and internal stakeholders, the intensified and 
growing inequality and the continued deterioration of the environment, corporate strategy needs to balance 
the interests of economic profit with the social and environmental welfare of a globalized society. 

In this context, this publication introduces an innovative framework for business that can drive the global 
agenda for inclusive and sustainable development: The SRB Model for a Sustainable Future. The model aims 
to increase our understanding of the origins of SRB and the way SRB principles, practices and enablers interact 
with other aspects to create value for a sustainable future. Moreover, this model meets the needs of both 
private and public stakeholders by bridging the gap between the theory and practice of SRB. 

What is the SRB Model for a Sustainable Future?

The SRB Model for a Sustainable Future is a form of corporate self-regulation that plays a pivotal role in 
a socially minded business. The model enables firms to deliver long-term value to their direct and indirect 
stakeholders without compromising their ability to meet the needs of future stakeholders, with a particular 
focus on the creation of social, environmental and financial value.42 The model comprises four key components: 
foundation, principles, practices and enablers.

The first component is the triple bottom line, or 3Ps, approach to sustainability. It is the foundation of 
the model and posits the economic, social and environmental spheres as the three core elements for 
formulating strategies to achieve inclusive and sustainable development. However, an analysis of the social 
and environmental effects of business activities suggests there is still a gap between the triple bottom line 
and the concrete corporate actions necessary to bring the three elements into business practice.43

Second, the model helps firms realize the potential of three primary principles: corporate governance, 
corporate social responsibility and corporate sustainability.44 Corporate governance is a system and/or tools for 
governing corporate social responsibility and corporate sustainability.45 While corporate social responsibility is 
the integration of issues of concern held by the wider society with a company’s business models or operations 
and also its voluntary interactions with stakeholders, corporate sustainability is the ability of a company to 
produce valued products or services while maintaining its future operations and meeting the needs of various 
stakeholders.46 The model identifies that firms should develop a corporate governance system and/or tools 
for addressing the business’ social responsibility and corporate sustainability. 

Third, the three principles are practically applied using the three practices of SRB, namely corporate philanthropy,47 
socially responsible investment and social enterprise. These practices are achieved by integrating societal 
concerns in companies’ business models, operations and interactions with stakeholders. In other words, the 
model helps businesses to put the principles into action while developing relevant corporate policies and 
managerial agendas. 
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The last key component of the model consists of six enablers. These are technology, innovation, interconnectivity, 
metrics, stakeholder engagement and government support. The enablers help businesses transform the 
principles into daily practices and therefore, drive the corporate agenda for a sustainable future. Importantly, 
the model suggests that the SRB principles and practices cannot be realized and cannot promote a sustainable 
future effectively without the aid of the enablers. 

Finally, the dynamic interactions of the principles, the practices and the enablers assist organizations in creating 
value in a sustainable business ecosystem (Figure 4). The sustainable business ecosystem is a scenario in 
which organizations proactively align their business strategies and operations with the long-term economic, 
social and environmental objectives of the community. The ecosystem helps organizations meet the obligations 
of stakeholders as well as the expectations of shareholders. The sustainable business ecosystem is also based 
on the triple bottom line and creating shared value amongst shareholders and stakeholders. In short, the 
business ecosystem converts the SRB concept into corporate actions such as community involvement and 
development, stakeholder dialogues, multi-sector partnerships and social investment; thus, creating value for 
their social and environmental contributions. 

Figure 4: The SRB Model for a Sustainable Future

!
Source: Authors’.
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The model demonstrates how a business can enhance its reputation through integrating the interests and 
needs of various stakeholders into the daily operations of the company. Moreover, a company can increase 
the sustainability of its profits by establishing a greater awareness of the social and environmental climates in 
which it operates. As a result, a more prosperous and sustainable future depends on businesses considering 
the welfare of customers, employees, business partners, society and the environment.

The model should be embedded in long-term business strategies that transcend short-term considerations, 
and it should be formally adopted as a corporate strategy so that companies are more accountable to external 
stakeholders. The model illustrates that companies uphold the social and environmental standards established 
by governments and the international community. Moreover, it demonstrates how companies adopt and apply 
effective self-regulatory practices and management systems that increase transparency in their operations.

Why pursue the SRB Model for a Sustainable Future?

The SRB Model for a Sustainable Future identifies positive returns for all stakeholders, including consumers, 
employees, investors, communities and others. Figure 5 highlights the short and long-term benefits that 
result from employing the model. These include brand differentiation, customer and employee engagement, 
innovation, cost reduction, risk reduction, positive risk culture, and creating value and competitive advantage. 

Figure 5: Benefits of the SRB Model for a Sustainable Future

Brand differentation

Risk reduction

Positive risk culture
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Cost reduction

Creating value

Employee engagement

Innovation
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Source: EBAC (2016).

Brand differentiation

The SRB Model for a Sustainable Future lays the groundwork for a business to develop a solid reputation 
and differentiate itself from its competitors. Once SRB initiatives are recognized, they enhance the business’ 
image and it’s “brand” vis-à-vis others. The model can be a tool to raise a business’s own brand image and 
reputation, which are core corporate motives.48 Many companies can also use brand differentiation to justify 
SRB initiatives on the grounds that they enliven a company’s morals and even raise the value of its stock 
through improved corporate image by strengthening its brand.

Customer engagement 

Similarly, SRB attracts customers because there is a growing demand to purchase goods and services from 
socially and environmentally responsible businesses. Most customers show stronger interest in engaging with 
more externally accountable businesses, especially those that work with SDGs. A PwC survey found that 78% 
of consumers were willing to buy the goods and services of companies that had signed up to the SDGs 
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(see Figure 2 again).49 In addition, the SRB Model for a Sustainable Future fosters customer engagement by 
incorporating issues of concern held by wider consumer organizations such as advocacy groups and volunteer 
watchdogs. It also encourages firms to outreach their customers proactively to identify customers’ concerns 
and develop high valued goods and services. 

Employee engagement

Employees are also more enthusiastic to work for a company that considers their needs and prioritizes 
responsible business conduct. This promotes a sense of belonging, establishes a more harmonious work 
place, and ultimately, enhances motivation and performance. For example, in a British Telecom survey,50 

more than one-third of respondents said that working for a caring and responsible employer was more 
important than the level of compensation, and nearly half would leave an employer that did not have 
responsible business conduct policies. Thus, the SRB Model for a Sustainable Future can be important for 
attracting and retaining employees. 

Innovation

The SRB Model for a Sustainable Future also allows firms to catalyze, champion and even indirectly support 
innovative ideas that can both improve business performance and benefit society at large. For example, 
Credit Agricole,51 one of France’s largest retail banking groups, provides specialized financial products for 
innovative green and low carbon initiatives by translating research into commercial outcomes. Such initiatives 
financially supported by Credit Agricole could contribute to both commercial success and improvement of 
society. Firms benefit when investing in novel research projects that have an impact on the communities 
and the environment in which they operate. 

Cost reduction

The SRB Model for a Sustainable Future has evolved with the transformation of how individual stakeholders 
interact with businesses, make transactions and access products and services (including financial services). 
Costs can be reduced significantly by changing business operations and considering social and environmental 
factors. For example, telephone banking has made banking services more accessible for people in both 
developed and developing countries. While this improved access increases the viability and sustainability 
of the financial institutions’ operations, it also extends service to disadvantaged stakeholders in remote 
communities at lower transaction costs. 

Risk reduction

By mainstreaming the SRB Model for a Sustainable Future as a general approach to business conduct, risks 
involved with customer (and other stakeholder) relations will decrease. Socially conscience development 
of products and services can ensure that these products and services address the concerns of consumer 
groups. The model also reduces risks resulting from unethical conduct or unexpected incidents such as 
mismanagement of financial resources, unethical behaviour in the workplace and fatal accidents caused by 
poor quality standards or ignoring safety requirements. The model can reduce a number of potential issues 
that may hinder firms’ relationships with customers and other stakeholders. 
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Positive risk culture 

The SRB Model for a Sustainable Future addresses the need for a more positive risk culture. This need has 
arisen due to changing regulatory requirements and increasing awareness of external risks in the markets.52 

Positive risk culture is characterized by focusing on customer needs, enhanced accountability and leadership, 
well-calculated risk taking, and increased incentives and value creation. Corporations following the SRB Model 
for a Sustainable Future are more capable of developing a culture based on integrity, trust and respect for 
the law and the stakeholders. To achieve a positive risk culture, the board of directors53 should establish 
appropriate governance mechanisms following the model. The board not only has ultimate responsibility 
for the governance structure, but it is also accountable for promoting positive risk culture. However, several 
factors may inhibit establishing a positive risk culture. These include complex operations and supply chains, 
unnecessary regulatory requirements, lack of corporate strategies and priorities, and poor governance structure. 
Despite such formidable challenges, a strong board of directors guided by the SRB model can more ably 
address these obstacles and promote a positive risk culture. 

Creating value

The overarching aim of the SRB Model for a Sustainable Future is to create value for society at large by 
establishing a sustainable business ecosystem built on the triple bottom line. The model facilitates the creation 
of shared value amongst shareholders and stakeholders, such as consumers, suppliers and distributors, 
while encouraging firms to provide better goods and services according to the needs of the wider society. 
By developing and maintaining a network of stakeholders, firms create sustainable value for society over 
the long-term. 

Competitive advantage

The SRB Model for a Sustainable Future gives a competitive edge to companies that want to expand or 
upgrade their operations or positions in the market. Businesses that identify the social and environmental 
demands of the market and create products or services to meet them can gain competitive advantage over 
their competitors. An example of this is the development of hybrid/electric cars in response to public concerns 
about carbon emissions.54 Businesses that implement the model and engage society’s concerns are more 
likely to produce goods and services that can meet diversified consumer needs.
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SECTION 4: THREE SRB PRINCIPLES OR 3Cs
The three principles of the SRB Model for a Sustainable Future, the 3Cs, are corporate governance, corporate 
social responsibility and corporate sustainability. They were first identified and defined by the ESCAP Sustainable 
Business Network (ESBN) Task Force on Banking and Finance.55 These principles are constituent components 
of the SRB model (Figure 6). They establish strong ethical guidelines so that business practices meet globally 
accepted standards for the valuing and pricing of products, services and assets, engaging with stakeholders, 
and assessing and managing risks. 

Corporate Social 
Responsibility

Corporate 
Governance

Corporate 
Sustainability

Sustainable Business Ecosystem

Figure 6: Three principles of the SRB Model for a Sustainable Future or 3Cs

Source: EBAC (2016).

This Section reviews the three principles. Each principle is defined, and its role in the SRB Model for a 
Sustainable Future explained. The discussion also examines the historical evolution of each principle and the 
existing international agendas that facilitate the application of the principle; thereby promoting a sustainable 
business ecosystem. 

Corporate governance

Corporate governance, the first SRB principle, is defined as a system and/or tools for governing corporate social 
responsibility and corporate sustainability.56 It guides corporate missions, visions, mandates, values and actions 
so that companies can achieve their financial, social and environmental goals successfully in the long-term.

Within the SRB Model for a Sustainable Future, corporate governance supervises a network of issues. The 
principle informs and monitors a whole host of managerial decisions, including where to conduct business, 
with whom to conduct business, which products and services to offer, the degree to which an organization 
puts its own capital at risk for proprietary activities and so forth. In short, good standards and guidelines 
in corporate governance must be developed and implemented to avoid unexpected and/or unpleasant 
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incidents. Strong corporate governance guards enterprises and financial institutions against poor management, 
misconduct by staff and general business and financial risks. It reduces exposure to those kinds of risks. 

Corporate governance must consider the needs of and impacts on various stakeholders and the society at 
large, as focusing exclusively on maximizing shareholder value can damage the environment and society. 
Moreover, corporate governance should protect not only the stakeholders explicitly involved in the conduct 
of business, but also those vulnerable communities and environments tangentially related. In this sense, the 
purpose of corporate governance is to mainstream the regulations, rules and policies that increase transparent 
relationships between firms and their stakeholders. To this end, Governments have also sought to protect 
their country’s economy, society and business community through enforcing the rules and regulations on 
corporate governance. Good corporate governance makes for good business for all. 

Developing corporate governance guidelines

Corporate governance was first coined in the Cadbury Report, published in the United Kingdom in 1992.57  
The catalyst for this report and the development of corporate governance were the increasingly common 
failure and mismanagement of large companies at that time,58 which undermined investor confidence in the 
processes and conduct of the entire business community. The Cadbury Report established corporate governance 
as an important baseline for regulating the policies and activities of a firm or a financial institution.59 

Corporate governance plays an important role for all businesses. The Cadbury Report emphasised listed firms 
(i.e., firms whose shares are publicly traded on a secondary market) for a number of reasons: (i) the high-
profile corporate governance scandals of a few listed firms at that time; (ii) the fact that corporate governance 
malpractices by larger firms are likely to have a much greater impact; and (iii) the so-called “agency problem,” 
where a relatively small number of senior executives run a company, but it is owned by potentially millions 
of shareholders, each of whom may have different incentives and priorities.60 However, corporate governance 
is not only important for large, publicly-traded companies. Good corporate governance helps reduce the risks 
that smaller firms may face as well. At the other end of the spectrum, cases of corporate malfeasance in 
state-owned enterprises illustrate that regardless of size or ownership, good corporate governance is critical.

Following the Cadbury Report, further corporate governance guidelines were developed. They include the 
OECD Principles of Corporate Governance,61 the Equator Principles,62 the United Nations Guiding Principles 
of Business and Human Rights,63 and national variations in the United States, the European Union and 
other countries around the world. 

The OECD Principles of Corporate Governance was launched in 1999 to provide policymakers, investors, 
corporations and other stakeholders a benchmark for guiding corporate governance.64 The latest version, 
developed in 2015,65 identifies six categories:

(i)	 The basis for effective corporate governance;
(ii)	 The rights and equitable treatment of shareholders and the functions of key ownership;
(iii)	 Institutional investors, stock markets and other intermediaries;
(iv)	 The role of stakeholders in corporate governance;
(v)	 Disclosure and transparency; and
(vi)	 The responsibilities of the board of directors.
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The OECD Principles of Corporate Governance have helped many organizations and banks develop their own 
rules, regulations and codes of corporate governance; thereby improving the standard of both internal and 
external conduct. For instance, based on the OECD guidelines, the Hong Kong Monetary Authority created 
a supervisory policy manual stressing the importance of corporate governance to SRB.66 

The Equator Principles is another risk management framework to better identify, assess and manage 
environmental and social risks in projects in which they are involved.67 It was introduced in 2003 and the third 
iteration was issued in 2013.68 The Equator Principles provide a global minimum standard for due diligence 
thus supporting responsible risk decision-making. They cover all industry sectors and four financial products: 
(i) project finance advisory services; (ii) project finance; (iii) project-related lending; and (iv) bridging loans. 
A hypothetical example shows how the Equator Principles function: if one or more banks were providing 
financial assistance to a project, and it was proven that the project developer, or one of its suppliers, was 
using child, trafficked or prison labour, then the relevant banks would stop participating in the project. Over 
90 financial institutions, spanning 37 countries, have adopted the Equator Principles. This represents over 70 
per cent of all international project finance activities in developing countries.69 The Equator Principles provides 
firms and banks a global benchmark to monitor and evaluate various corporate risks. 

Finally, the United Nations Guiding Principles of Business and Human Rights (also known as the Ruggie 
Principles) is a corporate governance initiative pertinent to SRB. The Ruggie Principles, established in 2011, 
help business determine whether their activities impact human rights.70 The guidelines stipulate that a 
company or bank respects human rights as they are defined by international standards, and that the business 
also prevents human rights abuses throughout its value chains. To meet this responsibility, firms must have 
in place formal policies and processes, including due diligence processes, to address human rights issues. 

Box 1: Roles and structure of the board of directors

The responsibility for corporate governance typically (but not exclusively) lies with the board of 
directors, who ultimately decides the direction and risks firms will adopt. The board of directors of a 
public company is elected or appointed by the representatives of shareholders and typically consists 
of executive officers, including a chairman and chief executive, and non-executive officers, such as 
external experts and auditors who are not directly influenced by the internal conduct of the firm. 
It serves as the representative of shareholders and oversees the activities of senior management. 
While the regulatory environment for corporate governance in Asia and the Pacific has progressively 
matured, sound corporate governance largely depends on firms’ own internal mechanisms, particularly 
with the boards of directors.71 

On behalf of shareholders, the board of directors assesses the business climate, guides firms’ 
long and short-term strategy, determines the objectives and direction of the firm, develops policy, 
supervises managerial performance and pursues suitable returns for shareholders, while avoiding 
conflicts of interest and balancing demands from different stakeholders.72 Board members “act on 
a fully informed basis, in good faith, with due diligence and care and in the best interest of the 
company and the shareholders.”73 Consequently, the board should adopt SRB to improve both social 
and environmental outcomes as well as business transparency for stakeholders. To achieve this, the 
board must continuously develop and adopt appropriate governance mechanisms, while promoting 
positive risk culture within the firms.74
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Box 1: (continued)

There are two common ways the board of directors is constructed: unitary board or dual board.75 

A unitary board consists of senior executives along with external stakeholders and is common in 
Anglo-Saxon countries (e.g., Australia, Canada, Ireland, the United Kingdom and the United States) 
as well as some others (e.g., Japan and the Russian Federation). A dual board is more predominant 
in Austria, Germany and Poland.76 This configuration consists of two separate bodies, a supervisory 
board comprised of non-executives and management board of executives. Global trends favour the 
unitary board because it increases the capacity to represent both stakeholders’ and shareholders’ 
interests and enhance transparency through direct communications between external and internal 
actors (i.e., executives and non-executives). One disadvantage, however, is the monopoly of power 
and influence held by the chief executive officer (CEO), who also often serves as chairman of the 
board. On the other hand, a dual board increases shareholder and stakeholder representation, and 
balances the power between the CEO and the board chairman. However, the risks associated with 
information flow between two separate boards of shareholders, stakeholders and managers may 
decrease communication capabilities for proper and timely decision-making.77 Table 2 below provides 
a summary of the respective advantages and disadvantages of the two approaches.

Table 2: Relative advantages and disadvantages of unitary and dual boards

Board of directors (unity board) Supervisory board (dual board)
Advantage •	 Capable of representing shareholders’ 

interests;
•	 Flexible and relatively inexpensive 

form;
•	 Direct contact between executives 

and non-executives enables sound 
monitoring and counselling; and

•	 Efficient information flow and non-
executives’ access to corporate data.

•	 Capable of representing shareholders’ 
interests;

•	 All members are non-executives;
•	 Balancing the power of CEO and 

board Chairman;
•	 Higher objectivity and independence, 

particularly in the process of 
management evaluation and 
compensation policy; and

•	 No personal connections enable 
sound monitoring and counselling.

Disadvantage	 •	 Power position of CEO who also is 
Chairman of the board;

•	 Over-dependence on CEO policy; and
•	 Building a coalition between CEO 

and outside directors (evaluation 
of board work and resisting to 
takeovers).

•	 Higher cost of board functioning;
•	 Poorer information flow and non-

executives’ access to corporate data;
•	 Lack of direct contact between 

executives and non-executives; and
•	 Risk of majority shareholder 

dominating the board.
Source: Aras and Crowther (2010). 78
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Box 1: (continued)

In Asia and the Pacific, firms are often part of a larger conglomerate of companies, so the board 
needs to be aware of its specific responsibilities to in-group stakeholders as well as its duties to 
shareholders. To do so, independent directors should be appointed and firewalls put in place, thereby 
ensuring an adequate degree of impartiality from the parent company, and that any wrongdoing or 
negligence within the larger group would not damage the firm’s own safety or soundness.79 For this 
purpose, the OECD Principles of Corporate Governance suggest good practices for nominating and 
electing board members.80  

The board of directors must also improve the relationship between the shareholder and stakeholder by 
increasing transparency through proper disclosure mechanisms.81 Therefore, the board should recommend 
that the organization produce an integrated report at least once a year. It could be a standalone report 
that links high level data in other reports concisely and comprehensively way. Alternately, it could be 
a prominent segment of the annual report, including yearly financial statements. Regardless of the 
form, the report should cover the matters that most strongly affect the organization’s ability to create 
value. Based on the board’s reporting and disclosure, stakeholders can make informed assessments 
of a firm’s corporate performance and its short, medium and long-term prospects.

Corporate social responsibility 

Corporate social responsibility (CSR), also called corporate conscience or corporate citizenship,82,83 is the second 
SRB principle. It has also become a standard part of most business strategies in the last decades. According 
to the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), CSR is the integration of issues of concern held by 
the wider society with companies’ business models or operations and also their voluntary interactions with 
stakeholders.84 This is similar to the definitions adopted by other pertinent agencies, such as United Nations 
Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO)85 and the United Nations Global Compact (UNGC),86 to name 
but two. While it can be a benchmark for corporate conduct, CSR is typically voluntary. While organizations 
must comply with legislation and regulation, their CSR activities adhere to economic, legal, ethical and/or 
discretionary expectations of external stakeholders.87,88

With the increasing prevalence of social and environmental issues and growing concerns of various stakeholders, 
many organizations have incorporated the CSR approach into their business conduct. However, CSR looks 
different in different businesses. CSR improves the image of a business as socially and environmentally 
friendly, but CSR activities are also often related to labour protection and safety, human rights and anti-
corruption.89 Banks also employ CSR to better engage with their customers, as well as to fund SMEs and 
green businesses.90

CSR also strengthens community relationships and enables communities to tackle social issues and poverty 
challenges.91 Although CSR agendas vary greatly, they are crucial when businesses seek community consent 
to start or expand operations. Consequently, CSR should be conceived as a collaborative, bottom-up approach 
at the local or community level. In reality, however, CSR is often a top-down corporate approach, involving a 
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limited number of grass-root stakeholders. This top-down and narrowly focused approach can escalate conflict 
at the local level as it may increase community discontent and diminish the opportunities to create substantive 
change. This situation may also contribute to loss of productivity at the corporate level, which is contrary to 
the intentions for implementing CSR.92 Although these negative outcomes are possible, implementing CSR 
is overwhelmingly a positive for both businesses and the societies where they operate.

Box 2: Development of the CSR concept

CSR is an oft-discussed concept, and there is quite a considerable body of literature on the topic. 
Nevertheless, there is not a common definition and consensus about what CSR exactly entails. At 
one end of the spectrum, Milton Friedman argues that “[t]he only social responsibility of the firm is 
to increase its profits;”93 thereby, effectively dismissing the notion or the need for businesses to act 
socially responsible. Instead, by making profits, the market and the government regulator (buoyed 
by greater corporate income tax revenues) would be better able to address the needs of the wider 
community and provide the necessary social goods. The business of business should be to conduct 
business, as it were, and not to try and pursue goals that are outside of firms’ core competencies, and 
that come with transaction costs that lessen profits for shareholders. Friedman’s argument is fuelled 
by an ethos of radical individualism and corporate self-interest,94 but this neoliberal economic agenda 
has been largely rejected. Rather, CSR has been embraced and the current business climate favours 
close engagement between business and stakeholders.95,96

In contrast to Friedman, Archie B. Carroll’s definition of CSR focuses on the perception of other 
stakeholders. CSR encompasses “the economic, legal, ethical, and discretionary expectations that society 
has of organizations at a given point in time.”97 A similar approach to CSR was developed by R. Edward 
Freeman. His stakeholder theory proposes that corporations have social accountability, and therefore, 
they need to engage with external stakeholders, such as civil society and governments.98 These more 
inclusive definitions of CSR have become more widely accepted by the global business community 
as to what the “business” of CSR should really be about. Furthermore, it is now generally recognized 
that business cannot be profitable for an extended period of time if it operates in isolation; rather, it 
needs to support and nourish the social, environmental and other contextual “spaces” that it inhabits.

Guidelines of CSR

Various bodies and organizations have proposed guidelines to help improve and promote CSR in businesses. 
Such guidelines typically provide information on how to approach, design and apply CSR, as well as how 
to monitor, evaluate and report on CSR initiatives. Below is a brief overview of some of these guidelines, 
intended to serve as an initial point of reference and entry for organizations considering whether to do 
more in the field of CSR.

Perhaps the best-known CSR initiative is the United Nations Global Compact (UNGC), a strategic policy 
initiative that features 10 guidelines for business (see Box 3).99 The Global Compact Management Model 
helps companies ensure that their CSR strategy is aligned with those of the Global Compact and its 10 
guidelines.100 An important component of this approach is that businesses must regularly evaluate and report 
on their compliance with the 10 guidelines in order to display the Global Compact kite mark. 
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Box 3: UN Global Compact’s 10 Guidelines101

The UN Global Compact’s 10 guidelines cover human rights, labour, the environment and anti-corruption. 
According to the guidelines, businesses should:

Human Rights
1.	 support and respect the protection of internationally proclaimed human rights;
2.	 ensure they are not complicit in human rights abuses;

Labour
3.	 uphold the freedom of association and the effective recognition of the right to collective bargaining;
4.	 eliminate all forms of forced and compulsory labour;
5.	 abolish child labour; 
6.	 eliminate discrimination in respect to employment and occupation;

Environment
7.	 support a precautionary approach to environmental challenges;
8.	 promote greater environmental responsibility;
9.	 encourage the development and diffusion of environmentally friendly technologies;

Anti-Corruption
10.	 fight corruption in all its forms, including extortion and bribery.

Box 4: OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises in short105

•	 Adopted in 1976 as part of the OECD Declaration on International Investment and Multinational 
Enterprises;

•	 Revised five times to adapt to the changing landscape of the global economy;
•	 Constitute voluntary guidelines and standards for CSR from governments to TNCs;
•	 Cover various issues such as human rights, employment and industrial relations, the environment, 

information disclosure, combating bribery, consumer interests, science and technology, competition 
and taxation; and

•	 Have a unique implementation mechanism that helps enterprises and stakeholders observe the 
guidelines, while also providing a mediation and conciliation platform for resolving practical issues 
that may arise when implementing the guidelines.

The OECD has also actively promoted CSR, specifically by addressing the role of transnational corporations 
(TNCs) in promoting inclusive and sustainable development. The OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises102 

are government-backed recommendations addressed to TNCs operating in or from adhering countries.103 The 
non-binding CSR guidelines apply globally to TNCs of any sector and size.104 As multinational enterprises are 
a crucial part of the international economy, the guidelines’ aim is to promote their positive contributions to 
achieving economic, environmental and social progress worldwide.
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Corporate sustainability

Corporate sustainability is the third SRB principle. Sometimes seen as a broader term than CSR, it can 
be defined as the ability of an organization to produce valued products or services while maintaining its 
future operations and meeting the needs of various stakeholders.108 It is also understood as an approach 
that creates long-term value by implementing a business plan that adequately accommodates the needs of 
stakeholders in the economic, social and environmental spheres.109 Thus, corporate sustainability focuses on 
the long-term growth and future of organizations and their stakeholders, rather than on short-term profits. A 
greater awareness of long-term economic, social, and environmental performances helps businesses to address 
the needs of future investors and stakeholders. The current trend in the business community indicates that 
many companies have moved their focus away from short-term profit toward long-term sustainable growth.110

Corporate sustainability derives from shareholders and stakeholder theories. Shareholders are the individuals and 
institutions that hold stock in a company and are effectively, the owners. Stakeholders, on the other hand, refer 
to all the parties that have a direct or indirect interest in the activities of the company, whether as customers, 
communities, suppliers, etc. Instead of focusing solely on generating profits for its shareholders, companies 
and banks interested in corporate sustainability consider the interests of all stakeholders in their decision-
making and value creation processes.111 For some companies, reconciling the two competing objectives can 
be difficult, but balancing the interests of shareholders and stakeholders is one of the key tenets of attaining 
corporate sustainability. Companies that maximize profits for their shareholders but destroy stakeholder value, 
may face a number of consequences, including regulatory enforcement, deteriorating goodwill, a tarnished/
sullied public image and economic consequences. Consumers could avoid the business’ product and those 
shareholders that place a high value on stakeholder issues may sell their shares. 

Conversely, when value is transferred from shareholders to stakeholders in an unbalanced way, board 
members and senior executives may be accused of failing their fiduciary duties to work in the interests 
of shareholders, causing shareholders to abandon the company and undermining its long-term profitability 
and sustainability. In this regard, maximizing shareholder value is important to economic sustainability and 
therefore, part of the overall sustainability paradigm.112 Consequently, sustainable value occurs only when 
companies are able to attain positive value for both shareholders and stakeholders; this is not always an 
easy task and can be challenging. 

Box 5: ISO 26000 (ISO SR)106

In 2010, the International Organization for Standardization (ISO) launched a new international standard 
for CSR, naming it ISO 26000:2010-Social Responsibility, widely known as ISO SR. The standard is 
not concerned with certification. Rather, it clarifies what CSR is and explains how companies can act 
socially responsible by putting CSR principles in practice in their daily operations.

By implementing ISO SR, firms optimize their internal processes and ensure integration between their 
management system and their efforts towards responsibility and sustainability. Integrating the CSR 
principles throughout the business helps firms behave ethically and fosters respect for stakeholder 
interests, the rule of law and human rights. Businesses can become more accountable by establishing a 
wide range of response mechanisms and reporting instruments, such as social investment instruments, 
social audits, multi-stakeholder consultation and other accountability mechanisms and processes.107
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The Global Alliance for Banking on Values (GABV) has proposed six key strategies to achieve corporate 
sustainability. These show why business practices should have a deeper commitment to long-term development:113

(i)	 adopting the triple bottom line approach at the heart of the business model;
(ii)	 helping communities, serving the economy and enabling new business models to meet the needs 

of both shareholders and stakeholders;
(iii)	 developing long-term relationships with clients and understanding their economic activities and the 

risks involved;
(iv)	 enhancing resilience to outside disruptions;
(v)	 fostering transparent and inclusive governance; and
(vi)	 imbedding all SRB principles within the culture and practice of the firm.

These strategies are inter-connected, practitioner-based and pro-active, covering both cultural and operational 
aspects of corporate sustainability. Based on the strategies, firms should develop and implement appropriate 
practices for enhancing sustainability. These practices may include, among others:114

(i)	 taking full responsibility for the social and environmental impacts of transactions; 
(ii)	 protecting stakeholders’ rights; 
(iii)	 responding to stakeholders’ needs; and
(iv)	 supporting the role of market and governance in establishing public policy and regulations to 

facilitate more sustainable conduct. 

Sustainability reporting

After adopting the corporate sustainability principle, firms should track and maintain records of their sustainability 
performance and then produce annual reports. Sustainability reporting is also relevant to management. 
According to the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), a leading global framework for sustainability reporting, 
there are four significant benefits to sustainability reporting:115 

(i)	 Revenue growth 
(ii)	 Risk management 
(iii)	 Access to capital
(iv)	 Cost savings and operational efficiency

Consequently, sustainability reporting is becoming a widespread practice in business. In 2008, 49% of banks 
and financial institutions partook in sustainability reporting globally; this figure increased to 70% in 2013.116 

Sustainability reporting is critical for measuring corporate sustainability. Sustainability reporting is not 
simply accounting for investing and operating business that may impact external environmental and social 
stakeholders. Rather, it requires monitoring (and even often supervising) of how the sustainability principles 
affect corporate culture and operations as well as those throughout the value or supply chains. Integrating 
sustainability reporting effectively can maximize economic and financial performance while also contributing 
to social development and environmental protection (see Table 3).
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Table 3: Benefits of sustainability reporting

Similarly, other organizations have developed methodologies to measure corporate sustainability. For instance, 
The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) is an international non-profit organization (NPO) whose mission is 
to promote the use of sustainability reporting as a way for companies or organizations to become more 
sustainable and contribute to sustainable development. Since 1997, the GRI has pioneered and developed 
a comprehensive sustainability reporting framework with a set of guidelines that assess the economic, social 
and environmental impacts of business’ daily operations.118 The reporting framework captures the evolution 
of SRB in general, and the degree of corporate sustainability in particular. To help companies prepare robust 
and purposeful sustainability reports, GRI launched a fourth generation of guidelines (G4) in 2013.119 G4 
allows organizations to choose between two “in accordance” options: (i) core or (ii) comprehensive. The 
choice depends on what best meets the reporting needs of the organization and its stakeholders. In the 
core option, the organization should report at least one indicator whereas in the comprehensive option, the 
organization should report all indicators related to the aspect.120 

Source: UNEP (2006).117

    Stakeholders
    Benefits

Suppliers Internal Clients and 
Shareholders

Society/
Environment

Revenue
growth

Identify 
opportunities 
for new business 
developments

Improve 
competitiveness and 
business

Develop new 
products and 
services

Boost local economic 
growth

Risk management Reduce the risk 
of supply chain 
reputational 
damage

Enhance governance 
through greater 
compliance and 
transparency

Manage 
environmental risk

Manage 
reputational risk

Access to capital Improve access to 
finance

Meet stock exchange 
listing requirements

Cost saving and 
efficiency 

Build better 
relationship

Reduce 
waste

Motivate 
work-
force

Build better 
relationships

uu
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Box 6: IFC’s sustainability framework

The IFC, part of the World Bank Group, is an international financial institution providing loans and 
offering advisory and investment services with the ultimate aim of encouraging private sector-led 
growth in developing countries. The IFC sustainability framework was first adopted in 2006 – and 
updated in 2012 – and constitutes the basis of the Equator Principles.121 This framework provides 
firms corporate sustainability policies and performance standards.

The ESG aspect (i.e., environment, social and governance) is one key way to measure corporate 
sustainability, so the IFC framework includes three pillars: 1) policies on environmental and social 
sustainability, 2) performance standards on sustainability, and 3) access to information on sustainability 
performance (Figure 7). The framework brings together the three pillars and facilitates corporations’ 
efforts to promote sustainable development and enhance their risk management capability.122

Figure 7: Key elements of the IFC sustainability framework

Source: Adapted from IFC Sustainability Framework.123

IFC suggests businesses implement sustainability policies in their daily operations in accordance with 
its sustainability framework. As a result, the framework’s performance standards have been used as 
a benchmark for IFC’s clients who implement and operate projects financed by IFC.124 The eight 
performance standards (PS) are:

•	 PS 1: 	Assessment and management of environmental and social risks and impacts
•	 PS 2: 	Labour and working conditions
•	 PS 3: 	Resource efficiency and pollution prevention
•	 PS 4: 	Community health, safety and security 
•	 PS 5: 	Land acquisition and involuntary resettlement 
•	 PS 6: 	Biodiversity conservation and sustainable management of living natural resources 
•	 PS 7: 	Indigenous peoples 
•	 PS 8: 	Cultural heritage

IFC sustainability framework consists of three pillars

1. Policies on environmental and social sustainability

2. Performance standards

3. Access to information
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SECTION 5: SRB PRACTICES 
This Section presents a review of SRB practices in the SRB Model for a Sustainable Future. The major practices 
are (i) corporate philanthropy, (ii) socially responsible investment, and (iii) social enterprise. These practices 
are the operational transformation of the SRB principles previously discussed and are ranked in ascending 
order from corporate philanthropy to social enterprise based on the expected level of impact on stakeholders 
and the environment (see Figure 8). 

Corporate philanthropy is the most basic level of the SRB Model for a Sustainable Future. In corporate 
philanthropy, contributions to the society and environment are voluntary. There is no obligation to engage or 
align business operations and strategies with stakeholders. With socially responsible investing, shareholders 
actively seek not only financial returns, but also positive social and environmental outcomes from their 
investments. Social enterprise is the top of the SRB model. It has the greatest capacity to drive positive 
change. In social enterprise, profit is viewed as an outcome of achieving solutions to social and environmental 
challenges. This Section outlines the three practices in the SRB model and analyzes the level of inclusiveness 
and sustainability of each practice as well as the stakeholders that are positively impacted by businesses 
that implement these SRB practices. 

Corporate philanthropy

Corporate philanthropy is the practice of businesses giving back to the community by donating towards a 
cause that may be related to social and environmental issues.125 Examples include giving a scholarship to 

Figure 8: SRB practices

Social Enterprise

Socially Responsible Investment

Corporate Philanthropy

Less positive impact

Greater positive impact

Source: Authors’.
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disadvantaged children, constructing public facilities or providing disaster relief. Corporate philanthropy can 
be tangible donations such as cash gifts, products or in-kind contributions, or intangibles such as human 
resources, expertise or time. 

Both shareholders and stakeholders view philanthropic companies as good corporate citizens, incentivizing 
more philanthropic activities. In addition to enhancing a company’s reputation, corporate philanthropy also 
improves brand value, increases employee motivation and fulfils self-interests.126 Although less common 
throughout the Asia-Pacific region, in the West, tax incentives for charitable donations have encouraged 
corporate philanthropic activities.127 Corporate philanthropy is good for stakeholders, but it is also good for 
shareholders and good for businesses. 

Traditional “responsible” business often takes the form of corporate philanthropy,128 and while undoubtedly 
positive, it has certain shortcomings. For example, the beneficiaries of such philanthropy are often limited to 
the company’s direct stakeholders and shareholders. Moreover, this old form of philanthropy does not oblige 
a business to change practices or operations due to stakeholder or environmental needs so the activities of 
corporate philanthropy tend to be ad-hoc and its impact would be limited.129,130 Lastly, traditional corporate 
philanthropy is often more fickle, and during a business downturn, philanthropic action often decreases. 

The concept of philanthropy in Asia and the Pacific is less mature than it is in the developed countries in 
the West, where there are systems in place to capture and track philanthropic donations.131 In Asia and the 
Pacific, region-wide philanthropy statistics do not exist, so estimating the amount of corporate philanthropy 
is difficult.132 There is also a lack of quantitative and qualitative research on corporate philanthropy in the 
region. However, recent economic growth in the region has sparked the establishment of monitoring groups 
for philanthropic activities. For instance, The Asia Centre for Social Entrepreneurship and Philanthropy, formed 
by the National University of Singapore in 2011, analyzes the intersection of social entrepreneurship and 
philanthropy in the region.133 

In the SRB Model for a Sustainable Future, corporate philanthropy is the most basic form of SRB due to 
selective stakeholder benefits and the lack of obligations to stakeholders in the medium to long term. 
While it can contribute significantly to society and the environment if planned and implemented properly 
and effectively, corporate philanthropy is not able to benefit a wider group or type of stakeholders other 
than the direct recipients of the donation. In addition, corporate philanthropy does not obligate businesses 
to change their management practices or operations to include stakeholder and environmental needs.134,135 

Hence, corporate philanthropy is a short to medium term commitment towards global change and typically 
has less impact than the other SRB practices.

Socially responsible investment

Socially responsible investment (SRI) is defined as an investment process that seeks to achieve social and 
environmental objectives alongside financial ones.136 Environmental, social, and governance (ESG) criteria are 
used to evaluate whether a company is a socially responsible investment.137 The SRI strategy implies that 
businesses that invest and operate with an ESG conscience are more stable because they have less company 
specific risks, lower costs of debt and higher credit ratings.138 Therefore, an increasing number of retail and 
corporate investors are adopting SRI practices into their wealth creation strategies by investing in socially 
responsible companies, mutual funds, exchange-traded funds (ETFs) and investment funds.139
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In addition to the conventional investment screening methods, such as financial performance, leverage metrics 
and valuation ratios, ESG factors are reviewed either before or after the financial analyses as additional 
screening criteria. The two main methods in selecting SRIs are negative and positive screening. Negative 
screening refers to the exclusion of certain businesses or industries based upon the failure to meet ESG 
criteria. For example, businesses in the tobacco and gaming industry are often excluded. Positive screening, 
on the other hand, considers investment opportunities that are favourable in the ESG criteria.140

The Social Responsibility Association Australasia identifies three types of SRI.141 These are the best of sector, 
thematic investment and impact investing. The best of sector SRI promotes the adoption of higher ESG 
criteria by comparing companies against one another based on specific issues such as carbon emission 
benchmarks and governance standards. Similar to the best of sector SRI, thematic investment is another 
positive screening approach. It selects sustainable investments in certain sectors based on positive ESG impacts 
such as environmental technology, sustainable agriculture and forestry, waste management and community 
investment. The third and final type of SRI is impact investing. It is more advance and involves “actively 
placing capital in businesses and funds that are directed toward solving specific and significant environmental 
and social challenges while providing returns to the investor that range from principal to above market.”142

These different SRI options offered in mutual funds, ETFs and pension funds allow investors to diversify their 
investments amongst companies with favourable ESG track-records across multiple sectors; thus, contributing 
to positive outcomes for a larger number of stakeholders. Although such individual investments spread 
amongst multiple sectors may have only a small impact, the growing popularity of SRI means a significant 
impact can be achieved collectively. 

Social enterprise

Social enterprise is the SRB practice that has the greatest potential to affect change. Social enterprise is the 
“recognition, formation, evaluation and exploitation of opportunities to create new businesses, models and 
solutions with a focus on achieving blended value”143 and creating wealth. Examples of social enterprises 
are cooperatives, mutual organizations, charity organizations, and more recently, benefit corporations or B 
Corps.144 Although there have been many interpretations of what constitutes social enterprise in recent years, 
it is understood here as a financially self-sustainable and non-dividend distributing commercial entity.145

The baseline of social enterprise as an instrument to foster SRB begins with an understanding of social 
needs that also represent profitable opportunities. Profits derived from social enterprise are reinvested in 
the business itself, with the aim of increasing social impact by expanding the company’s reach, improving 
products or services and supporting its social mission.146 In this sense, a social enterprise must be constructed 
using a bottom-up approach where gaps and unmet needs in the society and environment are identified. 
Since social enterprises can meet community needs and expectations, they can more effectively address local 
issues than other approaches.

While addressing a particular local issue, a social enterprise also aims to upgrade the social system by creating 
a greater value for the community it operates in.147 To achieve this, social enterprises “need to develop social 
system change capabilities—[which] are under-pinned by particular knowledge, skills, and routines—built around 
a social problem/opportunity,”148 and around a particular client (e.g., individual, community and region).

Once local-level needs are identified, a social enterprise organizes resources and talents to develop creative 
solutions to addressing these issues.149 Importantly, social enterprises prioritize stakeholder considerations over 
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financial gain. This approach closely aligns with the SDGs, but is the antithesis of the “traditional” business 
model where shareholder considerations greatly overshadow stakeholders.

Social enterprise challenges the status quo by improving social wellbeing through a portfolio of products 
and services whose profits are allocated to create greater social wealth. Social enterprise fosters the creation 
of social wealth and combines the gains from independent and corporate social ventures with those created 
through community assets such as natural, human, social and cultural endowments.150,151 Empirical research 
also shows that combining a community’s primary assets with other forms of capital (e.g., financial capital, 
manufactured capital, natural capital, human capital, social capital and intellectual capital152) results in greater 
sustainable outcomes for both social enterprises and the communities where they operate.153

This Section explains the three major practices under the SRB umbrella (i.e., corporate philanthropy, socially 
responsible investment and social enterprise) and their implications for the triple bottom-line. This knowledge 
can help organizations adopt operations and management practices that are better aligned with stakeholders 
and the environment; and thereby contribute to inclusive and sustainable development. Finally, Table 4 
summarizes the three SRB practices with their characteristics, stakeholders and implications.

SRB practices Characteristics Stakeholders and implications
Corporate philanthropy Corporate philanthropy is an SRB 

practice intended to give back to the 
community by donating towards a 
cause.

For shareholders, corporate 
philanthropy enhances reputation. 

For employees, corporate philanthropy 
increases motivation and fulfils self-
interests.

Socially responsible 
investment (SRI)

SRI is an investment process 
that seeks to achieve social and 
environmental objectives alongside 
financial gains.

Investors incorporate SRI principles 
into their investment strategies. 

SRI fosters more socially and 
environmentally sensitive business 
decisions and actions by investors.

Social enterprise Social enterprise is a financially 
self-sustainable and non-dividend 
distributing commercial entity. 

A social enterprise’s profits are 
reinvested in the business itself, with 
the aim of increasing social impact 
by expanding the company’s reach, 
improving products or services and 
supporting its social mission.

Stakeholders’ needs, rather than 
financial gain, are the priority of 
social enterprises. 

Conventional shareholders do not 
exist.

Source: Authors’.

Table 4: SRB practices, characteristics, stakeholders and implications
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Box 7: Microfinance: a case of socially responsible investment

Microfinance, an example of socially responsible investment, was popularized by Dr. Muhammad 
Yunus, the 2006 Nobel Laureate and founder of the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh. It comprises 
a wide range of financial services, such as microloans, savings and micro-insurance and is geared 
towards the poor and low-income groups as well as micro, small and start-up enterprises.154 These 
financial services provide access to formal finance. 

Many types of organizations provide microfinance. These include microfinance institutions (MFIs), not-
for-profit organizations, self-help groups, state-owned banks and commercial financial institutions. While 
these organizations differ considerably in their operating models, they often share one important common 
characteristic: high repayment rates. For example, in the Grameen Bank group model, borrowers are 
divided into five-member groups and each group jointly assumes debts. Consequently, peer pressure 
and collective responsibility help control the default risk.155 Many MFIs have successfully proven that 
the poor are “bankable” and that the base of the pyramid, e.g., the poor and micro enterprises, is 
a financially viable market. 

One notable feature of microfinance in the region is that MFIs specifically target women as client 
group. This has strongly facilitated women entrepreneurship within the region. Microloans enable 
women to start their own modest firms, such as roadside fruit stands, in order to support their 
families. Microloans target women not only with the objective of empowering them but also for a 
practical reason – women are a better credit risk than men.156 

The nominal interest rate charged by most MFIs in the Asia-Pacific region range from 30 per cent 
to 70 per cent per year, which is very high compared with the rates of commercial banks and 
subsidized lending organizations.157 The high nominal interest rate is mainly due to the high cost 
of funding, inflation and the cost of administration and operation associated with MFIs.158 Although 
the rate of interest on microloans is high by developed country standards, it is generally much 
lower than the rates charged by loan sharks, the typical source of credit in developing countries. As 
a result, microfinance remains attractive to the poor and SMEs, and the microfinance sector in Asia 
and the Pacific has grown impressively.159 More recently, debate about to the ethics of profiting from 
the poor160 and the serious problem of market saturation and over-indebtedness have led to more 
stringent scrutiny of microfinance.161 Nonetheless, microfinance remains a powerful tool for financial 
inclusion, particularly for the poor and SMEs.
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SECTION 6: SRB ENABLERS
A sustainable business ecosystem is built on three primary principles: corporate governance, corporate social 
responsibility and corporate sustainability, or the 3Cs. However, these three principles cannot be transformed 
to workable SRB practices (i.e., corporate philanthropy, socially responsible investment and social enterprise) 
without the aid of the enablers. The six SRB enablers are technology, innovation, interconnectivity, metrics, 
stakeholder engagement and government support. These six enablers are interconnected and constituent 
elements of the SRB Model for a Sustainable Future. They act as the avenues by which companies and 
financial institutions can formulate and implement inclusive and sustainable policies and practices.

Technology

Technology plays a key role in enabling SRB. Technology assists companies in enhancing innovative initiatives 
and interacting with a greater number of stakeholders; thus, promoting inclusiveness and sustainability in the 
society and the environment. For example, by analyzing real-time data through the Internet of Things (IoT), 
firms can visualize resource inefficiencies and thus minimize the negative externalities resulting from their 
business practices and value chains (Box 8).162 More generally, clean energy technology clearly demonstrates 
technology’s role in enabling SRB. Clean energy technologies help develop biodiverse ecosystems, reduce 
poverty and promote social equity, while also boosting economic growth.163 In short, technology can help 
businesses integrate SRB with their daily operations and strengthen their engagement with stakeholders.

However, barriers exist to translating sustainable technologies into commercially marketable products 
or services. In particular, businesses incur significant risk in early stage development when they must 
demonstrate legal, operational and financial viability in order to receive the funding necessary to carry out 
development activities.164 In this regard, banks and financial institutions can support technology developers 
and innovators. Through new financial technology (FinTech), banks and financial institutions are better able 
to facilitate investment and provide finance more widely to new technology driven projects which have not 
been traditionally bankable, such as climate change solutions and rural microfinance. For instance, significant 
developments in mobile banking technologies empower anyone who has access to a mobile phone (over 
75 per cent globally) by allowing those in remote areas to access banking facilities and other services that 
would not have been possible previously. This kind of technological progress in the banking and finance 
sector is a major catalyst of economic growth, generating a multiplier effect from increased new businesses, 
business expansion and job creation.



34

A MODEL FOR
A SUSTAINABLE FUTURE

Box 8: Sustainable development through the Internet of Things (IoT)

The Internet of Things (IoT) is a potential game changer for SRB. IoT is the intelligent connection 
of people, processes, data and things by embedding sensors and software in physical systems and 
connecting them to a network. The information received facilitates better management and coordination 
through real-time analysis and decision-making. IoT can be applied in many fields, such as industry, 
energy, agriculture, transportation and civic infrastructure, all of which are foundational to inclusiveness 
and sustainability.165 McKinsey Global Institute has estimated that the economic value of IoT has the 
potential to be as much as $11.1 trillion USD per year in 2025.166 

One example of how IoT can foster sustainable development and empower disadvantaged communities 
is M-KOPA, a Kenyan company that provides low-cost solar power to low-income households on a 
pay-per-use instalment plan.167 In partnership with information and communications technology (ICT) 
service providers throughout its value chains, M-KOPA can monitor real-time performance and billing/
payment status. This information helps M-KOPA provide its service more efficiently. M-KOPA aims to 
serve more than 1 million low-income households in Kenya by 2018.168

Box 9: UNEP’s energy technology initiatives

The ever-increasing rate of energy production and consumption remains unsustainable and threatens 
not only the environment but also the human health and quality of life, particularly for those in 
developing countries. Energy technology projects facilitated by the United Nations Environment 
Programme (UNEP)169 in Asia-Pacific countries are examples of how technology-driven partnerships 
among financial institutions, technology developers, international organizations and others can promote 
climate change solutions.170 UNEP advocates for and supports various programmes to make clean and 
renewable energy technologies more reliable and accessible in the commercial markets. The projects 
in Table 5 below highlight UNEP’s energy and finance work within Asia and the Pacific.
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Box 9: (continued)

Table 5: UNEP energy technology projects for Asia and the Pacific171

Name Duration Partners Project highlights
Pilot Asia-
Pacific Climate 
Technology 
Network and 
Finance Centre

2012-2016 Asian Development Bank, United 
Nations Environment Programme, 
Global Environment Facility, 
the Government of Japan, the 
Government of the Republic of 
Korea and VITO-Flemish Institute 
for Technological Research NV

“A climate change 
technology finance centre 
in Manila [is] piloted to 
address key barriers to 
climate technology transfer 
and deployment in Asia 
and the Pacific.”172

Seed Capital 
Assistance Facility

2009-2022 German Federal Ministry for the 
Environment, Nature Conservation, 
Building and Nuclear Safety, 
United Kingdom Department for 
International Development, UN 
Foundation, Global Environment 
Fund

This programme “addresses 
the financing gap and 
provides financial support 
on a cost-sharing basis to 
low carbon projects via 
private equity …, venture 
capital … funds and project 
development companies.”173

End User Finance 
for Access to 
Clean Energy 
Technologies 
in South and 
Southeast Asia 
(FACET)

2010-2017 Frankfurt School of Finance and 
Management, SNV Viet Nam and 
Hivos Indonesia

“FACET’s main goal is to 
help overcome the financial 
barriers to implementing … 
[clean energy] technologies. 
The programme aims 
to initiate and increase 
domestic bank lending to 
end-users of small-scale 
clean energy applications in 
South-East Asia.”174
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Innovation 

Innovation is the second enabler of the SRB model. Innovation is crucial in adding value and increasing 
productivity; thus, acting as the driver of corporate growth and sustainability.175 Innovation is often a response 
to technological advancement but may also be a result of a company’s desire or need to address social and 
environmental issues. A 2013 global survey by KPMG found that 72 per cent of sampled firms agreed that 
“innovation of new products and services is a key opportunity arising out of company’s efforts to bring in 
social and environmental change.”176 Many companies have already integrated the concept of sustainability 
into their innovation efforts. Initiatives such as China Mobile’s mHealth and Ant Financial demonstrate how 
innovative approaches by SRBs can foster meaningful social and environmental change (Boxes 10 and 11). 

Box 10: Box 10: China Mobile’s mHealth177

China Mobile Limited is the largest mobile-service provider in China and has been in the Dow Jones 
Sustainability Indices since 2008. It is recognized by the UN Global Compact as the best practice 
in China for sustainability. The company commits to wider social-impact goals through continuous 
innovation and multi-stakeholder engagement. For example, one of its projects, mHealth, is a medical 
information and booking service that provides navigation assistance and information on hospitals, 
doctors, departments and medical policies through SMS. A 2012 pilot project conducted in Guizhou 
Province was an overwhelming success. It reached 88 per cent of the provincial population, enhanced 
access to health services, improved financial protection, eased government administration burden 
and reduced corruption. Additionally, the project generated significant goodwill for the company and 
increased the customer base. In 2015, China Mobile Government and Enterprise Service Company in 
Beijing took over the responsibility of mHealth and has expanded its services throughout the nation 
leveraging lessons learned from the pilot project.178

Box 11: Innovative SRB solutions: key success factors for woman entrepreneurs

SDG 5 establishes targets for women entrepreneurship in areas such as participation in leadership and 
decision–making and ownership rights to resources. However, women entrepreneurs are often held 
back by high costs and barriers to female labour force participation in many countries in Asia and 
the Pacific. Providing women greater access to innovative solutions, such as new finance and credit 
schemes, Internet based training and education platforms and business support networks, is critical 
for building women entrepreneur’s capacity and developing their businesses.179 

One innovative solution to meeting the financing needs of women entrepreneurs has been initiated 
by Ant Financial, an ICT initiative with Internet applications in China. In partnership with IFC and 
Goldman Sachs’ 10 000 Women Initiative, Ant Financial has launched a new credit scheme that 
provides loans to women-owned small businesses in China by assessing the creditworthiness of 
woman owners based on data gathered from their online transactions and behaviour instead of 
their ability to provide collateral.180 Women often cannot provide collateral, so this greatly increases 
women-owned SMEs’ access to financing. 
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Innovation in financing is also needed to accelerate investment in social development initiatives and climate 
change solutions. In this sense, innovative finance, such as digital financing, crowd funding, FinTech, non-
traditional collateral and impact investing, creates opportunities for firms that would otherwise encounter 
difficulty obtaining financial services to pursue solutions for social and environmental issues. A report by 
ESCAP on “Fostering Women’s Entrepreneurship in ASEAN”182 focuses on how greater usage of innovative 
finance can empower woman entrepreneurship for sustainable development. 

Interconnectivity 

Interconnectivity is the third SRB enabler. The three dimensions of the SRB foundation, the triple bottom line, 
are social, environmental and economic issues. Given the mutual dependence of society, the environment 
and the economy, a change to one of these dimensions will affect the other two.183 Moreover, as research 
emerges demonstrating that SRB initiatives can yield enhanced performance across all social, environmental 
and financial aspects, more business executives are realizing that achieving inclusiveness and sustainability 
does not have to come at the expense of financial performance.184 For example, by making operations more 
environmentally and socially-friendly, some businesses find that their costs decrease as a result of reduced 
inputs and/or enhanced efficiency.185 Furthermore, new market opportunities may arise when businesses 
provide goods and services to previously unserved, often disadvantaged populations, as occurs when new 
micro businesses open up in the rural areas of developing countries. Unfortunately, many businesses and 
governments still regard social, environmental and economic aspects as separate distinct issues. Conversely, 
the SRB Model for a Sustainable Future stresses the mutual interdependence of these aspects and shows 
businesses how to maximize the triple bottom line. 

Metrics

Metrics are the fourth SRB enabler and are critical for measuring companies’ social and environmental impact. 
Metrics enable stakeholders to appraise a company’s inclusiveness and sustainability, as well as its social, 
environmental and financial performance. Furthermore, they are critical for accurate sustainability reporting 
(see the previous Section). There are presently three widely adopted and well recognized standardized metrics: 
IRIS,186 SASB187 and GIIRS.188

The Impact Reporting and Investment Standards (IRIS) metrics were developed by the non-profit organization 
Global Impact Investing Network (GIIN). They are recognized as the global standard for measuring social and 
environmental impact.189 The catalogue of IRIS metrics contains approximately 400 social and environmental 
performance measurements that complement widely adopted sustainability reporting, including those by GRI, 
ILO and others.190 The IRIS metrics have been tailored to various sectors (e.g., agriculture, energy, housing/

Box 11: (continued)

Many innovative ICT initiatives that enhance networking and build social capital are also being created 
and owned by women entrepreneurs themselves. For example, WEConnect International is a network that 
allows woman-owned businesses to showcase their products to buyers all around the world, while Girls 
in Tech provides online learning modules and participatory online events for woman entrepreneurs.181 
These examples show a few innovative ways women entrepreneurs are being empowered.
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community development, land conservation and water, banking and finance, education and health) and 
allow companies to select the measurements most relevant to their social or environmental goals and their 
industry.191 For example, select IRIS metrics for the banking and financial sector are presented in Table 6. 

The second set of widely recognized metrics were proposed by the Sustainability Accounting Standards Board 
(SASB), which is an independent, non-profit organization that seeks to “develop and disseminate sustainability 
accounting standards that help public corporations disclose material, decision-useful information to investors.”192 
SASB has developed approximately 80 metrics for 10 different sectors: banking and finance, healthcare, non-
renewable resources, resource transformation, services, technology and communication, transportation and 
consumption sectors. Similar to the IRIS metrics, the SASB metrics are non-prescriptive, convey contextual 
information and help users (e.g., investors) perform their own analysis. Select SASB metrics for the banking 
and finance sector193 are shown in Table 7.

Metric ID Metric name Description
OI4953 Social and Environmental 

Performance Incentives
Indicate whether the organization implemented any employee 
incentive schemes related to social performance goals during 
the reporting period.

P19250 Active Borrowers per 
Loan Officer

Specify number of active borrowers (clients) per loan officer at 
the organization, as of the end of the reporting period.

FP9717 Loan Write-offs Reveal value of loans written off by the organization during the 
reporting period.

PD9337 Compulsory Deposits Indicate whether the organization requires clients to establish 
savings accounts.

PD9337s Compulsory Deposits Indicate whether the organization requires clients to establish 
savings account.

PD1928 Compulsory Insurance 
Products

Specify insurance products that are compulsory.

PI1934 Average Insurance 
Premium

Reveal average amount of annualized insurance premium 
charged for a particular insurance product provided by the 
organization during the reporting period.

OI15083 Loan Officer Wages Reveal value of wages (including bonuses) paid to loan officers 
during the reporting period.

P17902 Claims Rejection Ratio Reveal percentage of claims rejected by the organization during 
the reporting period relative to the total claims submitted to 
the organization during the reporting period.

PI6414 New Businesses Created: 
Low Income Areas

Specify number of new business created in low income areas 
as a result of investments made during the reporting period.

Source: EBAC (2016).

Table 6: Select IRIS metrics for the banking and finance sector
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Table 7: Select SASB metrics for the banking and finance sector

Topic Description Category Unit of 
measure Code

Integration of 
environmental, 
social and 
governance risk 
factors in credit 
risk analysis 

Discusses how environmental, social and 
governance (ESG) factors are integrated into the 
lending process.

Discussion 
and 
analysis

N/A FN0101-15

Discusses credit risk to the loan portfolio 
presented by climate change, natural resource 
constraints, human rights concerns or other 
broad sustainability trends. 

Discussion 
and 
analysis

N/A FN0101-16

Identifies/calculates the amount and percentage 
of lending and project finance that integrate ESG 
factors:
•	 employ sustainability themed lending or finance
•	 use screening (exclusionary, inclusionary or  
	 benchmarked)
•	 utilize impact or community lending or finance

Quantitative $ USD, 
percentage 
(%)

FN0101-17

Reveals total loans to companies in the following 
sectors/industries: energy/oil and gas, materials/
basic materials, industrials and utilities.

Quantitative $ USD FN0101-18

Source: Modified from EBAC (2016).

The third metric is the Global Impact Investing Ratings System (GIIRS).194 It provides a global standard of 
sustainability metrics for sustainability investing. The metrics facilitate rigorous, comprehensive and comparable 
assessments of a company, investor, business network or financial institution’s social and environmental 
performance. GIIRS specifically focuses on five areas and groups: community, environment, workers, governance 
and consumers. 

IRIS, SASB and GIIRS, among others, provide standardized metrics that help assess the inclusiveness and 
sustainability performance of companies and financial institutions as they operate nationally and globally. 
Moreover, businesses can also use these metrics to fulfil global reporting guidelines. 

In addition to the standardized metrics, there is also a range of complementary guidelines to the sustainability 
reporting (Table 8). The major global reporting guidelines include the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI),195 Social 
Return on Investment (SROI)196, United National Global Compact Reporting Guidelines197 and International 
Integrated Reporting Framework.198 These make companies or financial institutions more accountable to external 
stakeholders, including governments and civil society. Like the metrics, the guidelines promote a sustainable 
business ecosystem by evaluating the triple bottom line and measuring environmental, social, and economic 
performance. Business and financial communities can utilize these to identify relevant indicators as well as 
to capture and communicate value creation in inclusiveness and sustainability. 
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Table 8: Standards and guidelines for measuring value creation199

Table 9: Stakeholder engagement: key actors

Stakeholder engagement

Stakeholder engagement is the fifth SRB enabler. It is essential for the SRB Model for a Sustainable Future 
and for driving the global agenda for inclusive and sustainable development, i.e., the SDGs. In addition to the 
primary stakeholders, namely shareholders, customers, suppliers and governments, stakeholder engagement 
should also involve other actors, such as associations, media, investors, employees and universities, who are 
willing to monitor responsible business conduct (Table 9). Stakeholders must engage closely with business 
and each other because they have a moral obligation to enhance the welfare of the citizens and society at 
large. In the SRB model, stakeholders participate equally in decision-making processes and collaborate in 
the implementation of common or joint actions, like SRB initiatives200,201 However, an imperfect knowledge 
about stakeholders’ roles and responsibilities, a lack of communication and/or low levels of trust amongst 
stakeholders limit and hinder the efficacy of engagement.

Scope of measurement approach Global initiatives
Standardized metrics •	 Impact Reporting and Investment Standards (IRIS)

•	 Sustainability Accounting Standards Board (SASB) 
•	 Global Impact Investing Ratings System (GIIRS) 

Reporting guidelines •	 Global Reporting Initiative (GRI)
•	 Social Return on Investment (SROI)
•	 United National Global Compact reporting guidelines
•	 International Integrated Reporting Framework

Source: EBAC (2016).

Actor Description
Companies Companies have a primary responsibility to their shareholders through profit maximization; but 

they are increasingly being tasked—through industry norms (including corporate social responsibility) 
and in-country obligations—with social responsibilities to external stakeholders. Therefore, companies 
are encouraged to ensure the effective development, provision and evaluation of the SRB Model 
for a Sustainable Future as a constituent component of their corporate agendas.

Customers Customers are the direct or final users of companies’ products and services and impact companies’ 
success. They are more often driven to purchase goods and services from responsible businesses. 
The SRB Model encourages customer engagement because it addresses issues of societal concern.

Suppliers and 
distributors

Suppliers and distributors are also bound by inclusiveness and sustainability initiatives This 
requires the establishment of formal feedback mechanisms within value chains so that transparent 
communication channels between companies and civil society can develop.

Employees Companies that engage closely with their employees can be more productive and innovative. 
Human resource development and decent working conditions enhance the attraction and retention 
of employees while also improving motivation. 
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Table 9: (continued)

Actor Description
Shareholders/
investors202

Traditional forms of investment follow a profit maximizing approach203 that involves a limited 
number of stakeholders and less transparency in decision-making. SRB requires the transformation 
to a more equitable and shared value framework for shareholders and investors as well as greater 
inclusion of stakeholder interests.204

Governments The role of governments, in partnership with companies, is to lead the planning, delivery, evaluation 
and improvement of the SRB Model for a Sustainable Future through effective and appropriate 
policies and regulations. This role needs to be fulfilled at all levels of public governance.

Business 
associations

Business and industry associations are expected to facilitate communication between individual 
businesses, mainly SMEs, and other stakeholders, such as governments and local communities. 
These associations not only enhance the business environment, but they also improve their 
members’ capacities by providing various services to their members, such as training, information 
dissemination, skill and knowledge transfer and technical assistance.

Media The media can facilitate effective communications between various actors, strengthen stakeholder 
engagement, help develop agreements that create value for all parties and promote positive 
multi-stakeholder collaboration. By properly engaging with the media, businesses can enhance 
customer awareness and its relationships with other stakeholders. 

Higher 
education 
institutions 

Higher education institutions support and pursue research, formulate new practices, advise 
companies and businesses and transfer knowledge. Including the SRB Model for a Sustainable 
Future in the curriculum is critical for mainstreaming the model and maximizing its exposure. 
Moreover, individual institutions can reach out to the broader communities they inhabit and 
customize the programme to meet the needs of relevant stakeholders. 

Civil society 
organizations 
(CSO)

Civil society extends beyond community members to the broader community, including NPOs and 
NGOs. Hence, civil society actors often ensure that the roles and responsibilities of governments 
and companies comply with the community’s expectations and development aspirations. The 
concerns of CSOs must inform the implementation of the SRB Model for a Sustainable Future 
if it is to be successful in a particular society. 

Source: Adapted from EBAC (2016).

Government support

The sixth and last SRB enabler is government support. Governments understand the important role of SRB 
in inclusive and sustainable development and have promoted SRB through strengthening regulatory, policy 
and institutional frameworks. Both around the world and within the region, governments have recognized 
the value and importance of SRB and have implemented programmes to promote it. For example, in 2011, 
the Government of the United Kingdom released a vision and strategy for expanding the social investment 
market.205 The centrepiece of this vision is Big Society Capital, a financial institution, that aims to increase 
investment in society by providing social enterprises, charities and voluntary organizations greater access to 
resources.206 Governments in Asia and the Pacific have also recognized the value and importance of SRB 
and have implemented programmes to promote it. The Government of Singapore has been also trying to 
develop its SRB sector. In 2006, the Minister of Community Development, Youth and Sports formed a social 
enterprise committee with the objective of analyzing possible inclusive and sustainable growth strategies. 
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The Government also supports Impact Investment Shujog, which provides capacity-building services for social 
enterprises. Its sister company, Impact Investment Exchange Asia, operates the region’s first private and 
public platform focused exclusively on the financial needs of SRB.207 In 2010, the Government of Thailand 
installed the National Committee on Social Enterprise Development and transformed the committee into the 
permanent Thai Social Enterprise Office in 2011. The Government empowered the office to design specific 
criteria to assess social enterprises for their eligibility to receive tax and other benefits.208 Among ASEAN 
member states, Viet Nam is the only ASEAN member state that legally recognizes SRB and social enterprises 
as part of its enterprise law.209 Within the region, India, requires firms to conduct SRB activities through 
its Companies Act, 2013.210 These efforts across the region demonstrate that governments are working to 
facilitate implementation of SRB.
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SECTION 7: A SUSTAINABLE BUSINESS ECOSYSTEM: 
CREATING VALUE FOR A SUSTAINABLE FUTURE
Sustainable business ecosystem: definition and process

The SRB Model for a Sustainable Future enhances value creation for social, environmental and commercial 
aspects through a sustainable business ecosystem. A sustainable business ecosystem is defined as a dynamic 
network of interactions among internal and external stakeholders by creating value, or benefit, through 
greater inclusiveness and sustainability.211 Therefore, Involved or concerned stakeholders highly influence 
the ecosystem, creating a community of shared values. 

To attain inclusiveness and sustainability through the SDGs, social progress, environmental protection and 
economic growth must be emphasized equally.212 When corporations commit to the 3Cs (i.e., corporate 
governance, corporate social responsibility and corporate sustainability), the six SRB enablers (i.e., technology, 
innovation, interconnectivity, metrics, stakeholder engagement and government support) can be used to create 
a sustainable business ecosystem built on the triple bottom line (i.e., social, environmental and economic. This 
ecosystem can accelerate the creation of value or benefit (e.g., aid, job, knowledge, capital, security, network 
and institution), for the betterment of both internal and external stakeholders, and at the same time, foster 
concrete SRB practices (i.e., corporate philanthropy, socially responsible investment and social enterprise) that 
firms, financial institutions or stakeholders can readily use. The ecosystem creates inclusive and sustainable 
value for all parties involved and generates a self-sustaining feedback loop as principles inform concrete 
practices which further reinforce the principles underlying the sustainable business ecosystem (see Figure 9). 

Figure 9: Creating value for a sustainable future through a business ecosystem

Source: Authors’.

Creating value for a sustainable 
future in a business ecosystem

Triple bottom line

PRINCIPLES PRACTICES ENABLES



44

A MODEL FOR
A SUSTAINABLE FUTURE

These dynamic interactions within the sustainable business ecosystem can also take the form of public 
or private partnerships or multi-stakeholder collaborations amongst governments, businesses and CSOs. 
Government policy and regulatory frameworks can provide incentives to businesses who also generate social 
and environmental value in addition to economic value. Moreover, stakeholders and business’ value chains 
can apply their skills to developmental challenges in the ecosystem; thus, enabling businesses to become 
powerful drivers for attaining SDGs. 

Evaluating value creation

In recent years, international organizations have developed innovative approaches to measure the values 
created in a sustainable business ecosystem. The International Integrated Reporting Council (IIRC) identifies six 
categories of capital213 and proposes that business practices can be measured in light of these six categories 
approach to sustainability.214 A second approach is the sustainability value chain. It was proposed by the 
Social Impact Investment Taskforce (SIIT) established under the United Kingdom’s presidency of then G8.215 
The Task Force brought together government officials and senior figures in the fields of finance, business and 
philanthropy from across G8 countries.216 Together, the IIRC and the SIIT approaches can provide a baseline 
for a sustainable business ecosystem.

While money is used to purchase goods or services, capital has the ability to create added value and 
generate wealth. If capital is applied in a sustainable way, inclusiveness and sustainability can be measured 
in a more defined manner, and it can be seen how various forms of capital can increase wealth and value 
through the sustainable business ecosystem. Based on the IIRC’s definition,217 the six forms of capital include: 

(i)	 Financial capital (includes both equity and debt finance)
(ii)	 Manufactured capital (e.g., technology, tools, buildings, machines and other forms of infrastructure)
(iii)	 Natural capital (e.g., natural resources and ecosystems)
(iv)	 Human capital (e.g., the knowledge, skills and experience of the workforce) 
(v)	 Social capital (e.g., relationships within an organization, including those between external stakeholders 

and the organization)
(vi)	 Intellectual capital (e.g., intellectual property, tacit knowledge and brand reputation)

The premise of the six-capital approach is that for long-term inclusiveness and sustainability, the use of any 
form of capital within a community needs to be compensated for by improving or increasing other forms of 
capital in that community.218 For instance, a company that employs the economic capital of a local community 
should compensate that community with another form of capital such as human capital. The human capital 
compensation could be in the form of education and training or community capacity-building. This approach 
has been widely applied as a constituent part of the sustainable livelihood framework first developed by the 
Department for International Development in the United Kingdom.219

The concept of the six-capital can also be applied to the sustainability value chain model developed by the 
SIIT.220 The sustainability value chain consists of input of capital, activity, output, outcome and impact (Table 
10). The purpose of the sustainability value chain is to clarify complex relationships in the implementation 
processes of SRB initiatives. Some of the recommendations from the 2014 Task Force report were:221 

(i)	 Increase capital and support for organizations that promote inclusiveness and sustainability;
(ii)	 Increase flow of quality human capital to build sustainability-driven organizations;
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(iii)	 Develop a sustainability investment culture that has a range of intermediaries who manage capital 
and provide professional advice to the investment sector;

(iv)	 Encourage new investors to enter the sustainability capital market;
(v)	 Increase government’s role as an effective purchaser of social capital;
(vi)	 Develop an appropriate regulatory and legal framework for sustainability-driven organizations; and
(vii)	 Erect fewer legal and regulatory barriers that discourage potential investors.

Table 10: Sustainability value chain

Input Activity Output Outcome Impact
Definition The resources 

that are deployed 
in service of a 
certain (set of) 
activities

The actions, 
or tasks, that 
are performed 
in support 
of specific 
sustainability 
objectives

The tangible 
practices, products 
and services that 
result from the 
activities that are 
undertaken 

The effects on 
individuals or 
the environment 
that follow from 
the delivery of 
products and 
services 

The effects on 
society or the 
environment 
that result from 
outcomes that 
have been 
achieved

Illustrative 
example 

Investment in 
a sustainability-
driven 
organization 
(e.g., a 
microfinance 
institution)

Actions by a 
sustainability-
driven 
organization to 
attract clients 
(e.g., campaigns)

Number of 
clients served by 
a sustainability-
driven 
organization 
(e.g., loans 
extended)

Effects on clients 
(e.g., doubling 
of household 
income among 
microfinance 
clients)

Effects on 
the broader 
environment of 
the sustainability-
driven 
organization 
(e.g., less crime)

Illustrative insight 
for investors

Capital deployed 
(i.e., initial 
investment)

Activities 
undertaken 
to deliver on 
sustainability 
goals 

Services rendered 
through capital 
provided 

Income generated 
by beneficiaries 
due to the use of 
capital

Impact on society 
due to the use of 
capital

Note: Adapted from EBAC (2016).

By utilizing the sustainable business ecosystem in business operations, corporate performance can be directly 
assessed based on the results of the sustainability value chain. These suggest that long term approaches 
to business performance produce more stable returns on assets and returns on equity. Moreover, increased 
productivity and higher quality products and services enhance company brand and reputation, resulting in 
an increase in customer base and talent retention. These items are more easily measured by the business 
if they are directly quantifiable. However, measuring the various forms of capital and the indirect benefits 
to society and the environment is more difficult beyond the corporate level. The IIRC and SIIT provide 
frameworks systems for corporations to quantifying them.
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Box 12: Collaboration of public and private sectors on SRB

Governments have the ultimate responsibility to oversee the social and environmental performance of 
companies. Therefore, the involvement of regulatory and supervisory agencies is crucial for promoting 
the SRB agenda in place. They are the main driver of SRB,222 particularly in developing countries, 
where the capacities of the private sector are often constrained. 

However, SRB is not subject to regulators in most countries due to its informality and the fact that it 
typically has no legislative basis. Since it is not enforceable, it is easily ignored, so stakeholders are 
not consulted and executives, whose priorities are shareholder interests, are the sole decision makers. 
To deal with this situation, governments can implement SRB initiatives by establishing a SRB focal-
point office, making it the main driver of SRB.223 The outcomes of SRB initiatives can be improved 
if governments assume a greater role and more accountability for developing stronger institutional 
frameworks for SRB.224,225 

The role of the government is to facilitate businesses’ planning, delivery, evaluation and improvement 
of SRB initiatives through SRB targeted policies and regulations, including the effective collection 
and allocation of revenue.226 This role must be executed at all levels of a government. At the 
national level, government can bolster local and regional authorities’ capacity to facilitate effective 
SRB implementation. Regional governments can advise local governments, ensuring that businesses 
effectively implement SRB initiatives and that support and resources for implementation of SRB are 
properly allocated at the local level. Developing a stronger legal framework for SRB at all levels of 
governance and strengthening the institutional capacity of both national and local governments will 
foster shared value among companies, governments and other stakeholders.227 

However, external stakeholders, like governments and civil society actors, frequently lack the capacity to 
hold companies, especially TNCs, accountable. This problem is more pronounced in developing countries 
with weak national governance systems.228,229 The imbalance of power and information asymmetry 
between these governments and companies often result in unequal agreements and adversely 
influence both labour laws and environmental regulations. Therefore, external stakeholders must build 
their institutional capacities in order to play a stronger role in the development of SRB agendas. 

International development agencies, aware of the challenges faced by external stakeholders, have 
encouraged the private sector to be more accountable.230,231,232 In response, companies have realized 
that by engaging in SRB, they can help solve social and environmental issues both locally and globally. 
In general, companies have increased accountability standards, resulting in much greater engagement 
with stakeholders, including sustainability reporting, Internet and social media, social audits, consultation 
and other accountability mechanisms and processes. Despite these encouraging changes, companies 
still struggle to meet the lofty expectations of SRB agendas like the SDGs.
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Box 13: Disclosure of SRB activities by United Nations Global Compact signatories

A study was conducted on the SRB activities of 85 corporate members of the United Nations Global 
Compact (UNGC) across various sectors in Myanmar, the Republic of Korea and Sri Lanka. The study 
found that many companies make use of social media (e.g., Facebook) and the Internet (e.g., corporate 
homepage) to disclose information related to their SRB activities, but only a small number disclose 
both SRB policies (e.g., code of conduct) and SRB practices (e.g., corporate philanthropy). Moreover, 
the study found that most of the UNGC corporate members have neither SRB policies nor practices 
at all (see Figure 10 below). The study reveals the need for greater corporate capacity so that SRB 
activities are properly disclosed and there is more accountability to external stakeholders. Companies´ 
poor disclosure of their SRB activities hinders their capacity to respond to stakeholders in a timely and 
accurate manner regarding the social and environmental impacts of their operations. Not surprisingly, 
the study shows that respondents are more accountable to shareholders and the Government than to 
external stakeholders, such as CSOs and local communities. These research findings strongly suggest that 
companies should pay more attention to disclosing their SRB activities, and that national guidelines, 
and/or regulations, are necessary to foster SRB accountability to external stakeholders.

Figure 10: SRB disclosure of the United Nations Global Compact signatories in Myanmar, Republic of  
            Korea and Sri Lanka
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SECTION 8: SRB CASE STUDIES 
The analysis of select case studies highlight the untapped potential of pursuing SRB practices. These cases 
represent various industries and differ substantially in nature, geography and scope. However, they are all 
guided by the SDGs and are actively working to create a sustainable future for all.

Case 1 - Aiding SMEs through innovative solutions, China

The Industrial and Commercial Bank of China (ICBC)233 provides an excellent case to use technology and 
create innovation as SRB enablers to facilitate its SRB activities. The bank has helped integrate financial 
services and ICT applications by launching a series of Internet microfinance products for SMEs. The bank’s 
goal is to meet the financing needs of smaller businesses and to lower their funding costs while preventing 
and controlling risks. 

For example, E-Revolving Loan is an online self-service revolving loan service designed for SMEs. Borrowers 
can complete the application, withdrawal and repay loans at home. This is particularly suited to the funding 
demands of SMEs, which are generally short, frequent and urgent. Compared with other financing products, 
the E-Revolving Loan is also highly efficient, self-disposable and free from interest accrual if no funds are 
withdrawn. This allows smaller businesses to borrow and repay loans based on the peak and slack season 
of their sales, reducing their financing costs while still filling their intermittent and cyclic funding needs. 
By the end of 2014, the bank has extended RMB 1.5 trillion loans in total to 67 000 SMEs under the 
E-Revolving Loan.

Since 2010, the bank has also launched a series of flagship products to provide supply chain financing for 
SMEs. These include upstream e-factoring and downstream e-dealership financing of supply chains, as well 
as one-stop financing services. For instance, the bank and a domestic communications group jointly set up 
an e-supply chain coordination platform that allows for information dissemination, loan applications, contract 
signing, loan withdrawal and repayment. Since the rollout of this platform in June 2014, ICBC has provided 
upstream suppliers or vendors with financing services worth RMB 490 million in total. 

Case 2 – Embedding the “3Cs,” Thailand 

The Siam Commercial Bank (SCB) of Thailand234 has focused on four main areas to contribute to the 
sustainable development of society: (i) youth development and the promotion of learning; (ii) establishment 
of volunteer networks; (iii) aid for livelihood building; and (iv) environmental protection. To promote this 
agenda, SCB created the iSCB framework, which is comprised by innovation; social responsibility; customer 
focus; and community development. The iSCB framework is a set of guidelines and policies used by SCB to 
comply with normative global principles, or the 3Cs (i.e., corporate governance, corporate social responsibility 
and corporate sustainability). SCB promotes the iSCB framework and its values to its employees through 
traditional and innovative internal communication channels as well as programmes where everyone can 
participate. SCB also recognizes the importance of reaching external stakeholders, so it supports SRB activities 
that foster sustainable local communities. 
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Case 3 – Supply chain sustainability, Australia

The National Australian Bank (NAB),235 a global company with a diverse range of external and internal 
stakeholders, has implemented an Australian supplier sustainability programme. The bank supports sustainable 
procurement practices and promotes sustainable sourcing through training and awareness campaigns. The 
programme encourages NAB’s suppliers to engage with sustainability initiatives or develop their own SRB 
initiatives. The programme has created formal feedback mechanisms in supply chains; thereby establishing 
transparent communication channels between NAB and its suppliers. NABs’ programme promotes SRB 
agendas throughout its value chains. 

Case 4 – Nurturing social entrepreneurship, Asia

Singapore’s DBS Bank Ltd.236 nurtures social entrepreneurship through innovative initiatives. Since 2012, the 
bank has provided close to two million Singapore dollars in grants to 56 social enterprises in Asia. In 2013, 
it partnered with the Hong Kong Council of Social Service to offer a DBS Social Enterprise Advancement Grant 
valued at two million Hong Kong dollars. The grant was renewed in 2014, and 80 per cent of the grantees 
recorded a double-digit growth in sales revenue year-on-year. Recently, DBS has partnered with the National 
University of Singapore to launch a competition to identify new social ventures and provide technical and 
financial supports to them. Lastly, DBS is the only bank that offers preferential banking services to social 
enterprises in Singapore; Hong Kong, China; India; Indonesia; and Taiwan Province of China.

Case 5 – Solar energy funding by stakeholders, Taiwan Province of China

Xing-He Energy Company Limited is the first solar energy producer invested by insurance institutions in 
Taiwan Province of China.237 With the technology provided by AU Optronics Corporation and financial support 
from the Cathay Century Insurance, it has quickly become a leading solar company in Taiwan Province of 
China. The company has not only established its own solar platform, but it has also merged with other 
private solar power stations to manage resources more efficiently. The company also provides relatively low 
interest rate financing services for green power projects. This case provides an interesting and practical way to 
encourage capital inflows from various stakeholders and develop and implement an SRB project successfully.

Case 6 – Pursuing environmental sustainability, Taiwan Province of China

The First Bank238 was the first financial institute in Taiwan Province of China to adopt the Equator Principles, a 
framework for assessing environmental and social risk.239 The First Bank has established goals that simultaneously 
pursue profits for its shareholders while fostering environmental sustainability. Its major initiatives include 
the use of an electronic billing and online banking system, which dramatically reduced paper usage from 
2012 to 2014. This reduction was equal to 11 370 tons of carbon emission. In addition, the initiative saved 
294 million kWh of electricity, equal to 1 534 tons of carbon emissions. The experience of the First Bank is 
testament that companies do not have to sacrifice profit to have lasting environmental and social impacts.

Case 7 – Responsible business conducts in manufacturing, the United States

Visteon (the United States) exemplifies how a global manufacturer effectively implements SRB practices. The 
company designs, engineers and manufactures cockpit electronics products and connected car solutions for 
most of the world's major vehicle manufacturers. Visteon boasts more than 11 000 employees at 50 facilities 
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in 21 countries and had sales of $ 2.6 billion USD in 2014.240 Visteon has achieved world-class health and 
safety performance, while maintaining practices that conserve energy and help protect the environment. For 
example, Visteon occupational injury rates in 2014 were the corporations lowest ever, making it best-in-class 
for automotive and manufacturing companies and within the top 10 per cent of all industries. More than 
80 per cent of Visteon’s global facilities had zero lost-time injuries in 2014. In addition, Visteon has been 
active in its SRB initiatives: raising money for children in need; supporting children diagnosed with leukemia; 
cleaning up neighbourhoods; and participating in a 5-kilometre run to raise money for medical assistance 
for poor children and orphans. Visteon also improved its environmental performance in 2014, achieving 
a 20 per cent reduction in normalized CO2 emissions in two years and exceeding targets for energy and 
waste efficiency improvement. Visteon voluntarily participates in the carbon disclosure project, publicly sharing 
emissions data and carbon emission-reduction strategies.241 Visteon’s SRB initiatives strongly demonstrates the 
company’s commitment to contribute to social inclusiveness and environmental sustainability. 

Case 8 – Innovative customer engagement, global

British Telecom, a global telecommunications company, has embedded strong innovation orientation and 
customer engagement in its responsible business practices. Innovation has been one of the companies’ main 
pillars for creating value for their customers. For example, British Telecom is one of the first operators in 
the world to launch services on virtualized infrastructure in its data centres, taking advantage of the model 
of cloud computing, or mass networks of Internet applications, with crucial financial information.242 This 
initiative strengthened the company’s engagement with customers, while facilitating communications with 
customers and reducing associated costs. 

Case 9 – A cooperative bank with triple bottom line, the United Kingdom

The Co-operative Bank in the United Kingdom sources 99 per cent of their electricity from renewable sources, 
offsetting 100 000 tons of carbon in the process. In addition to their environmental efforts, the Co-operative 
Bank is committed to developing ethical products and services that promote economic and social development. 
Recently, in partnership with the Co-operatives UK, the bank announced the launch of a one-million GDB 
fund to support the development and growth of the United Kingdom’s cooperative and social enterprise 
sector. The bank's SRB practices built on triple bottom line are a good model for other financial institutions.243 

Case 10 – Code of conduct, global

Since 1992, the Toyota Motor Corporation has developed and enforced a global code of conduct for its 
employees. It stresses responsible business conduct in employees’ daily activities and outlines specific values 
and behaviour employees should adopt.244 The code of conduct is also expected to be followed by Toyota’s 
business partners (e.g., suppliers and distributors) throughout its global Keiretsu network.245

Case 11 – Responsible business guidelines in a foundation, global

Although not a business, the Gates Foundation incorporates many elements of SRB into the organization’s 
policies, practices and initiatives.246 Much of the work of the foundation is based on international business 
guidelines such as the United Nations Global Compact, the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human 
Rights and the GRI’s Sustainability Reporting Guidelines. 
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Case 12- Sustainable energy development in rural areas, India

The Rockefeller Foundation is committed to advancing inclusive and sustainable development that increases 
opportunities for community prosperity in the long-term. This is evident in the foundation’s initiative for 
sustainable energy development, Smart Power for Rural Development. Based on the social enterprise model, 
The Rockefeller Foundation partnered with private energy service companies to build renewable energy power 
plants in India.247 These now provide low carbon electricity to 42 000 rural villages, representing 400 million 
Indians who were without access to the energy needed to perform basic tasks such as lighting their homes 
and powering irrigation pumps. 

Case 13 – Green bonds, China

In 2015, the People’s Bank of China introduced new interbank bonds to allow financial institutions to raise 
funds for green energy projects.248 The green bonds have become an important financing tool for clean 
energy and environment protection projects in China. The Central Bank developed the green bonds through 
supporting policies such as first-lane approval, tax breaks and subsidies. It also requires strict information 
disclosure and independent assessment to ensure that the bonds are reserved for green projects. Finally, 
it has also encouraged capital inflows from various funds, including social security, welfare and enterprise 
annuity. Consequently, commercial banks have increased credit flows to green projects through relending, 
financial discounts and guarantees. Since green bonds were introduced, many financial institutions have 
taken an active role in this expanding market.249 

Case 14 – Women empowerment initiative, Pakistan

Established in 1871, Engro Foods is an agribusiness and one of the largest dairy producers in Pakistan. In 
its earlier time, the company found a way to both increase milk yields and empower women by training 
female dairy farmers to collect milk in their villages. The objective of the project was to develop a new 
source of income for female farmers as paid jobs are in great demand in their communities. However, 
sustaining the project was initially difficult since it required females to ride bikes, which is not well-tolerated 
in rural Pakistan. Women are expected to stay at home and not to interact with men. However, Engro Foods 
discovered that if jobs were a family business, it was less objectionable because women entrepreneurs could 
travel around the village with male relatives. As part of the project, the company trained 18 000 women in 
best agricultural practices so far. Six hundred of these women entrepreneurs were given further training and 
provided the necessary tools to develop viable businesses. A final group of 50 also participated in advanced 
training programmes and were provided additional knowledge, resources and network. Through this initiative 
in the community, Engro Foods enables women’s financial independence while also empowering them by 
making them decision-makers within their families.250 
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SECTION 9: POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Businesses are increasingly expected to be responsible corporate citizens with obligations to their communities 
and the environment. This new vision of the role and responsibility of business encourages operations 
and managerial practices that are more aligned to SRB agendas and that contribute towards inclusive and 
sustainable development. Businesses that adopt the SRB Model for a Sustainable Future in their strategies 
and operations will be more likely to thrive in this new business climate.

However, three issues prevent the full adaptation of SRB in the business community. First, many companies 
in the Asia-Pacific region have limited understanding of the concept of SRB. Consequently, it is necessary 
to increase companies’ capacity to integrate SRB in corporate strategy and core functions, to develop SRB 
initiatives, and to spread innovations for how to address SDGs. Second, the lack of government support 
greatly hinders the adaptation of SRB. As such, there is also a strong need to enhance governments’ capacity 
so that state agencies can formulate appropriate and effective policies and guide companies to comply with 
national and international SRB principles. Third, poor multi-stakeholder engagement is often a serious obstacle 
for developing effective SRB initiatives. Not surprisingly, an inadequate understanding of stakeholders’ needs 
significantly reduces the effectiveness of SRB initiatives. Therefore, governments can play an important role 
by promoting more effective stakeholder dialogue. 

Enhancing both government and corporate capacities is critical for creating the SRB policies and practices 
that facilitate the adoption of the SRB Model for a Sustainable Future. There are several forms of capacity 
building where governments and the private sector can contribute: technical assistance, research for 
responsible business practices, development of training manuals and guidebooks, development of regional 
support hubs and the strengthening of the Global Compact local networks. ICT, and digital technology in 
particular, can enhance the capacities of both public and private sectors supporting access to education and 
training as well as to new skills and knowledge. They can also encourage and facilitate communications 
among key stakeholders for developing and implementing SRB initiatives. A strong dialogue about SRB 
must be encouraged amongst stakeholders, such as governments, corporations, financial institutions, NGOs 
and CSOs, for their capacity building. 

This monograph recommends several capacity building initiatives for stakeholders to help business become 
more socially responsible and to meet the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development or the SDGs. Both 
governments and enterprises can undertake these initiatives individually or collaborate to implement them. The 
initiatives can be grouped as (i) SRB promotion; (ii) corporate governance; (iii) multi-stakeholder engagement; 
(iv) corporate disclosure; (v) corporate sustainability; (vi) international cooperation; and (vii) voluntary guidelines 
and benchmarking. The detailed recommendations are summarized as follows:

1. SRB promotion

(i)	 Understanding the various practices under SRB (i.e., corporate philanthropy, socially responsible 
investment and social enterprise) and their implications for both public and private sectors (by both 
governments and businesses);

(ii)	 Marketing innovative products and services that not only support the pursuit of inclusive and 
sustainable development but also generate profits in new ways (by businesses); 

(iii)	 Building corporate capacity to enhance accountability through appropriate SRB practices (by both 
governments and businesses);
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(iv)	 Developing national agendas to incorporate SRB principles, such as an action plan on business and 
human rights or a green growth action plan (by both governments and businesses); and

(v)	 Providing a proper legislative and policy framework to push the business community to apply SRB 
principles and practices, particularly in the areas of consumer protection, market competition and 
taxation (by governments). 

2. Corporate governance

(i)	 Supporting and upholding good corporate governance (by both governments and businesses);
(ii)	 Developing and applying effective self-regulatory practices and management systems that engender 

a relationship of confidence and mutual trust between businesses, the government and society (by 
businesses); 

(iii)	 Developing corporate governance that reconciles the needs of external and internal stakeholders 
(by businesses);

(iv)	 Adopting the SRB Model for a Sustainable Future in order to create greater social and environmental 
value (by businesses);

(v)	 Providing concrete legal and regulatory frameworks on corporate governance and assuring their 
enforcement by relevant government agencies (by governments); and

(vi)	 Providing monitoring and controlling rules and mechanisms to business operations (by both 
governments and businesses).

3. Multi-stakeholder engagement

(i)	 Strengthening civil society organizations’ role in implementing SRB (by both governments and 
businesses); 

(ii)	 Fostering multi-stakeholder collaboration that sets global standards and/or baselines in to eliminate 
discriminatory stakeholder interactions (by both governments and businesses);

(iii)	 Aligning public policies to the private sector’s agendas through strategic alliances or collaborative 
partnerships (by both governments and businesses);

(iv)	 Refraining from discriminatory or disciplinary actions against employees who make bona fide reports 
on practices that contravene the laws, the international SRB principles or the enterprise’s policies 
(by both governments and businesses);

(v)	 Promoting women’s entrepreneurship and their participation in regional and global value chains so 
that they can forge more sustainable livelihoods (by both governments and businesses); and

(vi)	 Encouraging business partners, including suppliers and subcontractors, to apply the principles of 
SRB (by businesses).

4. Corporate disclosure

(i)	 Adopting a basic standard for the disclosure of corporate practice (by governments);
(ii)	 Providing public access to corporate financial and disclosure reports (by both governments and 

businesses);
(iii)	 Aligning public policies and national legislation to manage the accountability of businesses and 

stakeholders involved in bribery and corruption (by both governments and businesses); and
(iv)	 Abstaining from any improper involvement in local political activities (by businesses).
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5. Corporate sustainability

(i)	 Investing in sustainable infrastructure, cleaner energy creation, efficient transport systems and ICT 
in order to reduce environmental impact (by both governments and businesses);

(ii)	 Investing in technological innovation to assist companies in providing integrated solutions and in 
engaging with a greater number of stakeholders to achieve SDG targets (by governments);

(iii)	 Aligning international initiatives on environmental issues with corporate practice (by businesses); 
(iv)	 Ensuring that taxes and incentives and other fiscal and non-fiscal tools are aligned with SRB principles 

(by governments); and
(v)	 Allocating financial resources that increase corporate access to environmentally sustainable infrastructure 

and practices (by governments).

6. International cooperation

(i)	 Developing joint SRB norms among the private sector, governments and CSOs (by both governments 
and businesses);

(ii)	 Providing technical assistance on SRB to various stakeholders in the field of ICT applications (by 
governments); 

(iii)	 Adapting the SRB Model for a Sustainable Future to fit the various stakeholders in a particular 
region (by governments);

(iv)	 Developing technical tools to promote the adaptation of the SRB Model for a Sustainable Future 
in various industrial sectors (by both governments and businesses); and

(v)	 Developing regional support hubs for SRB initiatives, while strengthening the Global Compact local 
networks (by both governments and businesses).

7. Voluntary guidelines and benchmarking (by businesses)

(i)	 Developing SRB policies that the board of directors can endorse; thereby; maximizing their contribution 
and reflecting their commitment to the SDGs; 

(ii)	 Establishing an SRB committee whose responsibilities could include: 
(a)	 reviewing and recommending policies to the board and ensuring that appropriate management 

systems, an implementation model and regulatory compliance are in place; 
(b)	 monitoring and recommending changes to a working model of SRB policies that is in line with 

best practices, economic indicators, social implications and stakeholder trends that may impact 
the company; 

(c)	 reviewing and monitoring stakeholder engagement and devising mechanism to incorporate 
partnering stakeholder input into SRB practices; 

(d)	 monitoring the risks, opportunities and impact of the SRB practices; 
(e)	 reviewing and reporting the impact of SRB activities;
(f)	 determining the extent of SRB reporting, providing inputs on the reports and ensuring that 

they are in accordance with the relevant SRB reporting framework;
(iii)	 Providing orientation and training sessions to ensure that board members and committee have 

sufficient understanding of SRB to make informed decisions;
(iv)	 Publishing SRB reports, perhaps through company websites, as part of the annual report and other 

communication media. These reports should (or could) include:
(a)	 objectives, strategies, implementation status, associated risks and challenges, impact assessment 

and working partners; 
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(b)	 year-by-year comparison of strategy and growth; 
(c)	 disclosure on targets planned but not met or pursued; 
(d)	 all SRB activities, including funding and indicators to measure progress; 
(e)	 descriptive as well as monetary disclosure of SRB activities in line with company rules as well 

as relevant industry/regulator guidelines or standards; and
(v)	 Evaluating the governance framework with respect to SRB initiatives through benchmarking  

(Table 11).

1. Has the board of directors (board) included SRB in its vision and strategy?
2. Have board and management expressly declared their commitment to SDGs?
3. Has the board communicated the company’s business case for SDGs?
4. Are SDGs incorporated in the business plan of the company?
5. Does the board have a sustainable development committee?
6. Are there one or more SRB experts on this committee? 
7. Has the committee developed and the board approved a sustainable development policy for the company?
8. Does the committee periodically report the progress of the company on sustainable development 

goals, objectives and targets?
9. Is the committee involved in preparing an implementation model for SDGs?

10. Are management’s incentives linked to SDGs?
11. Is progress in respect to the company’s SRB agenda a factor in determining the remuneration/ 

recruitment of the CEO?
12. Does the committee review and recommend incorporating sustainable development risks in the 

company’s risk management policy?
13. Does the board and management consider the sustainable development risks, opportunities, impacts 

and issues prior to approving major business decisions?
14. Does the internal audit process include assessment of sustainable development commitments?
15. Does the board hold sustainable development orientation sessions and periodically review progress 

on sustainable development commitment/goals?
16. Does the committee provide its input in preparation of the sustainable development reports that are 

issued by the company?
17. Does the board review and approve external reporting of sustainable development issues?
18. Does the board consider the sustainable development report as a record of the company’s performance 

on sustainable development goals?
19. Does the board encourage external assurance reporting to be included in the sustainable development 

report of the company?
20. Are sustainable development reports placed on the website of the company?

Table 11: A checklist for benchmarking and evaluation
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SECTION 10: CONCLUSIONS
This monograph introduces the SRB Model for a Sustainable Future. Businesses aligned with the model create 
greater social and environmental value by promoting inclusive and sustainable development in the regional 
and global economies. If businesses imbed the SRB model into the early stages of their development, 
they can ensure the effective development, provision and evaluation of SRB. This must be a constituent 
component of modern business strategy and operations as it makes business accountable to both internal 
and external stakeholders. It also helps stakeholders develop government and corporate SRB agendas, which 
help businesses to achieve inclusive and sustainable development. 

In order to address the people, planet and prosperity aspects of the SDGs, businesses need to consciously 
evaluate the outcomes of their efforts beyond financial gain. The SRB Model for a Sustainable Future seeks 
to mitigate adverse impacts of business operations on stakeholders. It also tries to broaden shareholder 
considerations to include the social and environmental as well as financial aspects of business. In short, 
the model aims to integrate the interests of future generations with the necessity of the present. Based on 
the triple bottom line approach (i.e., economic, social and environmental), the proposed model increases 
our understanding of the principles of SRB (i.e., corporate governance, corporate social responsibility and 
corporate sustainability), the major practices (i.e., corporate philanthropy, socially responsible investment and 
social enterprise) and the SRB enablers (i.e., technology, innovation, interconnectivity, metrics, stakeholder 
engagement and government support). In addition, this model addresses the limitations in the existing models 
and approaches to business, which fail to account for the dynamic interactions between the foundations, 
principles, practices and enablers of SRB. Finally, this SRB model provides ethical and practical guidelines 
for creating a more sustainable business ecosystem. 

This publication also serves as a first entry point into the SRB arena and provides useful guidance on how 
to begin implementing SRB in an organization. It also tries to identify some of the challenges. Three of the 
greatest obstacles to implementing SRB are the lack of government support, the low capacity of businesses 
and the lack of proper multi-stakeholder collaboration. Governments should emphasize policy and regulations 
to incentivize more social forms of enterprise as these could catalyse innovative developments for the 
SDGs. The international community should also play an active role in advising and building corporate and 
government capacity, and governments and companies must engage in collaborative approaches to SRB, 
especially where SRB initiatives are high priority. Finally, case studies demonstrate how the business sector 
plays a critical role in driving the global agenda for a sustainable future.

The monograph is ultimately a stepping stone to mainstreaming socially responsible businesses and creating 
a sustainable business ecosystem that serves internal and external stakeholders, both locally and globally. 
Through SRB, the SDGs can be tackled and a future established where social, environmental and financial 
considerations are on equal footing.
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