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Executive Summary

Singapore businesses environment
moves gradually towards sustainability 

Singapore-based companies are starting on the journey towards 
sustainability,  although most of them have not yet made the 
connection between corporate responsibility and profitability. This 
is the main finding of a new survey conducted by Eco-Busi ness in 
June 2016 of 352 respondents from Singapore on their attitudes 
towards business sustainability.

Of these respondents, 25% were Chief Executives, VPs, GMs and 
MDs, with a further 22% at director level and 34% regional man-
agers or managers. 41% of respondents were from multinational  
companies. 41% were from local companies with the remainder 
from other organisations such as government or academic entities.

The survey also revealed that  manufacturing companies are more 
advanced in their consideration of sustainable business practices 
than services companies. 

Multinational  companies claim to have more robust sustainable 
business practices than local companies, although senior execu-
tives from both types of companies differ in their opinions on the 
sustainability of their operations compared with the views of their 
line managers. 

The most adopted sustainability practice by companies is in the 
area of energy consumption and resource conservation, with 89% 
of respondents saying their companies have these policies in place. 

A common sentiment among respondents was that corporate 
attitudes towards sustainability were somewhat nascent in the 
region with a director of a multinational automotive company 
commenting: “This is still a very ‘young’ topic in APAC, especially in 
Southeast Asia. But it is getting more traction.”

Most organisations claim to incorporate CSR – but are 
left to define what that means

About 80 per cent of respondents said that their companies 
integrate Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) into their business 
practices, although how this was defined was largely left up to 
them. 

A director of an agri-sector multinational company commented 
that “there are many large organisations that have CSR policies 
and report on their CSR ambitions. But many of them do not follow 
up the talk with the walk.” 
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One automotive industry director observed that “CSR reporting 
has a long way to go in Singapore”. There is a need to provide incen-
tives such as tax breaks to organisations that have some form of 
CSR system in place, he added. 

Interestingly, the survey revealed a gap in perspectives on CSR 
between senior executives and their line managers. For instance, 
47% of CEOs agreed or strongly agreed that their employees 
demanded sustainability whereas only 22% of managers felt the 
same way.  

Similar differences in opinion occurred with the perception of cus-
tomers’ demands for sustainability and the organisation’s care to 
minimize energy, with chiefs being much more optimistic than their 
managers on the effectiveness of their corporate programmes and 
operations. 

Also, nearly 70% of chiefs felt that their organisations were more 
sustainable than their competitors, whereas only 42% of managers 
felt the same way.

Colin Lee, Director of Corporate Affairs at Cargill, one of the survey 
sponsors, commented that clearly, more companies need to start 
treating sustainability as a core value. 

“When you look at some of the oldest companies in the world 
you’ll usually find that their sustainability culture, particularly 
in terms of their ethical and responsible behavior towards the 
planet and its people, has ensured their survival and long term 
prosperity,” he said.  

The most adopted 
sustainability practice by 
companies is in the area of 
energy consumption and 
resource conservation, with 
89% of respondents saying 
their companies have these 
policies in place. 
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Limited demand or compulsion from the market

Perhaps the most revealing finding is that the lack of employee 
focus and consumer demand for sustainability was apparent 
across all companies.

Only 33% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed with the 
statement “employees in my organization ask that we have a 
sustainability policy.”

One chief sustainability officer of a listed property developer in 
Singapore commented that the country is “lagging behind in the 
areas of responsible financing and green consumerism which 
are key drivers for corporate sustainability.”

This feeling was reinforced by a vice president from a local 
construction company in Singapore who said: “Many, including 
my organization have not felt the effects of having sustainability 
as a moral and ethical requirement. There is no compulsion. 
Business just goes on without the need of sustainability as an 
inherent requirement.”

Dave Mackerness, Business Development Director of Kaer, an 
energy services company, said the survey findings was in line 
with his own experience in the Singapore business environment.

Three factors are needed in order to encourage companies 
and their stakeholders to better manage their sustainability, he 
shared.

“First, the regulatory environment needs to continue to raise 
everyone to higher standards. Second, organisations need to 
start looking to target specific numbers or KPIs in terms of 
levels of energy use or resource management. And finally, CEOs 
and COOs need to get more comfortable with the idea of asking 
for outside operational help on the journey to sustainability. 
And this might well mean outsourcing their non-core areas of 
competence so that they can focus on the things they do best,” 
he said.
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How will the Singapore Exchange’s (SGX) ‘comply or 
explain rules’ impact the market?

Only 38% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that their 
organisations had implemented sustainability reporting.

This is set to change in the immediate term as the Singapore 
Exchange has just published its comply or explain rules that 
mandate all listed companies to start publishing sustainability 
reports from financial year 2017.

The chief sustainability officer of a multinational construction 
company in Singapore predicts that the move will “help fast 
track adoption of sustainability in Singapore”.

This, however, will require a mindset shift. As one director of a 
local services company in Singapore shared, “Sustainability is 
never even a moment of consideration for any of our clients. 
Financial compliance is, but this is also a relatively new focus for 
our clients, stricter reporting of expenses, hours etc”.

Assaad Razzouk, CEO of Sindicatum, a renewable energy 
company headquartered in Singapore, similarly noted “There’s a 
tremendous investment gap between the aspirational goals of 
governments around the world and the equity funds available to 
build clean energy infrastructure worldwide, especially in Asia 
ex-China.”

What is clear from the survey is that the corporate world in 
Singapore is starting to take steps towards sustainability. The 
‘comply or explain’ mandate from the Singapore Stock Exchange 
has come at the right time to guide Singapore-listed companies 
in the right direction. 

If executed effectively, their embrace of sustainability reporting 
and business practices will positively  influence supply chains, 
competitors, other vendors, consumers and other stakeholders 
at home and in the wider Southeast Asian region.

Perhaps the most revealing 
finding is that the lack of 
employee focus and consumer 
demand for sustainability 
was apparent across all 
companies.

Tim Hill
Research Director,
Eco-Business
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Base 352 respondents

Global leaders in sustainability?

Survey respondents were mostly keen to announce their sus-
tainability credentials with 61% claiming to be global leaders in 
the field. 68% claimed that their companies operated with more 
sustainable business ethics than their competitors, although 
how they defined this was left up to them.

My organisation is a recognized global 
leader in sustainability issues

“As an NGO we deal with many for profit 
corporations.  In  my neighborhood they pay lip 
service to sustainability but do not practice.  And 
the government is worse. “

Administrator for a local NGO

Strongly Agree (20%)
Agree (26%)
Somewhat Agree (15%)
Neither Agree nor Disagree (20%)
Somewhat Disagree (3%)
Disagree (12%)
Strongly Disagree (4%)



Base 352 respondents

68% of respondents claim that their 
companies operate with more sustainable 
business ethics than their competitors
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“Sustainability adds long term value to our 
stakeholders.“

VP of travel and logistics arm of a MNC conglomerate

A Vice President of a multinational conglomerate, who was 
perhaps echoing the views of these respondents said: “We 
believe sustainability adds long term value to our stakeholders, 
and we are committed to going beyond legislation especially in 
the environmental area both for the general public good and for 
enlightened self-interest.”

My organisation operates with more sustainable business 
ethics and processes than our competitors

Strongly Agree (22%)
Agree (27%)
Somewhat Agree (19%)
Neither Agree nor Disagree (22%)
Somewhat Disagree (4%)
Disagree (5%)
Strongly Disagree (1%)



Resource and energy consumption
policies are mostly in place

At the basic operational level of sustainability, nearly all 
respondents agreed that their organisations had policies to 
minimise energy and resource consumption.

What was surprising perhaps is that 38% of respondents were 
not in full agreement with having such policies in place.
A director of a multinational automotive company claimed that 
“This (sustainability) is still a very young topic in Asia Pacific 
especially in Asean, but it is getting more traction”.

My organisation has policies to minimise energy and 
resource consumption in our internal operations

“This is still a very ‘young’ topic in APAC, esp. 
ASEAN. But it is  getting more traction”

Director of an MNC automotive

Base 352 respondents

Strongly Agree (27%)
Agree (35%)
Somewhat Agree (19%)
Neither Agree nor Disagree (8%)
Somewhat Disagree (6%)
Disagree (4%)
Strongly Disagree (1%)



Base 352 respondents

79% of respondents claim that their 
companies integrate CSR into their 
business strategy...
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A very large number of respondents agreed that their organ-
isations  integrated a Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 
program into their business strategy. How they defined a CSR 
program was left up to them.

A Director of an agri sector multinational company was somewhat 
sceptical of this and said: “There are many large organisations 
that have CSR policies and report on their CSR ambitions. Many of 
these organisations do not follow up the talk with the walk. 

An automotive director commented further on CSR systems and 
CSR reporting claiming that: “CSR reporting has a long way to go 
in Singapore. There is a need to provide incentives such as tax 
breaks to organizations that have some form of CSR systems in 
place and adopt best practices in CSR”. 

This viewpoint, which was shared by other respondents, seemed 
to confirm that if the government is not going to mandate CSR 
reporting then business is not going to pay much attention to 
the practice.

Somewhat cynically, a producer of a local media company said: 
“Our CSR project is about saving the earth. But apart from the 
videos and trash clearing, [I’m] not sure what else we do.”

My organisation integrates Corporate Social 
Responsibility into its business strategy

Strongly Agree (29%)
Agree (34%)
Somewhat Agree (16%)
Neither Agree nor Disagree (11%)
Somewhat Disagree (5%)
Disagree (4%)
Strongly Disagree (1%)



Base 352 respondents

...And yet few companies have used the 
UN’s Sustainable Development Goals
as a guideline

“We designed our own policy in terms of 
sustainable practices - it’s not tied to any external 
requirement.”

Director of a services company

A director of a services company claimed: “We designed our 
own policy in terms of sustainable practices – it’s not tied to any 
external requirement”. This seems to confirm the viewpoint that 
unless governments stipulate procedures and priorities then 
business will define sustainability in the terms that is easiest to 
implement or most in keeping with regular business practices. 

My organisation has aligned our Corporate Social Responsibility 
business targets with the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals

Strongly Agree (13%)
Agree (19%)
Somewhat Agree (18%)
Neither Agree nor Disagree (26%)
Somewhat Disagree (9%)
Disagree (11%)
Strongly Disagree (4%)



Base 352 respondents

Businesses are not demanding
sustainability from suppliers
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When the survey asked some further questions about the levels 
of sustainability in operations, it was interesting to see that the 
practice did not seem to be fully implemented throughout all 
levels of organisations. For instance, it seems that purchasing 
departments did not need to demand that their suppliers had 
sustainable business practices for 61% of respondents. Presuma-
bly price and quality were deemed to be more important factors.

A regional director of a local energy company said: “ Organisa-
tions should be more proactive in raising awareness and the 
implementation of sustainability to their stakeholders.” Pre-
sumably stakeholders should also be initiating conversations 
with businesses at the same time, as the survey found that this 
dialogue was not happening at significant levels in Singapore. 

My organisation requires our suppliers 
to have sustainable business practices

Strongly Agree (17%)
Agree (22%)
Somewhat Agree (21%)
Neither Agree nor Disagree (21%)
Somewhat Disagree (7%)
Disagree (8%)
Strongly Disagree (3%)



Base 352 respondents

Strongly Agree (10%)
Agree (22%)
Somewhat Agree (22%)
Neither Agree nor Disagree (25%)
Somewhat Disagree (7%)
Disagree (11%)
Strongly Disagree (3%)

46% of respondents don’t feel much 
pressure from customers towards 
implementing a sustainability policy

As businesses are not demanding sustainability from their suppli-
ers, it was not surprising to  hear that customers are not demand-
ing sustainability practices from their vendors. A director of a 
multinational finance company said: “[We are] rooted in bottom line 
profitability regardless the sustainability of underlying customer 
profits or products. Sustainability appears still as a mere hygiene 
factor which can be managed with optics in lieu of substance.”

This comment was further echoed by a director of a local 
services company “Sustainability is never even a moment of 
consideration for any of our clients - financial compliance is, but 
this is also a relatively new focus for our clients - stricter report-
ing of expenses, hours etc. “.

A vice president of a local construction company said: “Many 
including my organisation have not felt the effects of having 
sustainability as a moral and ethical requirement. There is no 
compulsion. Business just goes on without the need of sustain-
ability as an inherent requirement.”

Customers of my organisation demand 
that we have a sustainability policy



Base 352 respondents

Strongly Agree (11%)
Agree (22%)
Somewhat Agree (21%)
Neither Agree nor Disagree (26%)
Somewhat Disagree (8%)
Disagree (9%)
Strongly Disagree (3%)

Managers are not under much
pressure from employees to form a 
sustainability policy
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“It is too early to comment. Many including my 
organisation have not felt the effects of having 
sustainability as a moral and ethical requirement. 
There is no compulsion. Business just goes on 
without the need of sustainability as an inherent 
requirement.”

VP of a local construction company in Singapore

Only 33% of respondents agreed that their employees asked 
them to have a sustainability policy. Hence at a consumer level 
it seems there is not much demand feeding its way back up to 
businesses. A chief sustainability officer of a listed property 
developer claimed: “Singapore is lagging behind in the areas of 
responsible financing and green consumerism which are key 
drivers for corporate sustainability”

Employees in my organisation ask that 
we have a sustainability policy
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Sustainability reporting is only 
practiced by a small percentage of 
respondents

“Our company provides products, services and 
solutions that enable our clients to integrate 
sustainability into their operations.  However, 
ironically, we do not produce sustainability reports 
although we will be mandated to do so in the 
future by our stock exchange.”

SVP of a multinational engineering company

Although many of the survey respondents claimed to be global 
leaders in sustainability, only 38% claimed to have implemented 
sustainability reporting.  This is an area that is going to change 
over the next few years One respondent said: “The Singapore 
Exchange’s (SGX) mandatory sustainability reporting will help 
fast track (the) adoption of sustainability in Singapore. “

My organisation has implemented 
sustainability reporting

Strongly Agree (21%)
Agree (17%)
Somewhat Agree (12%)
Neither Agree nor Disagree (25%)
Somewhat Disagree (6%)
Disagree (14%)
Strongly Disagree (5%)



Multinational companies likely to be 
more advanced in sustainability
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We have implemented sustainability 
reporting
80

40

0
MNC Local

Customers demand sustainability
60

30

0
MNC Local

CSR incorporated in business strategy

80

40

0
MNC Local

Our suppliers must be sustainable
60

30

0
MNC Local

“There are many large organizations that have CSR 
policies and report on their CSR ambitions.
Many of these organizations do not follow up the 
talk with the walk.”

Director of an MNC in agri

There was a clear gap in performance between multinational 
companies and local companies in their levels of sustainability, 
although the size of the gap varied according to the issue. A 
CEO of a local construction company implied that in the area of 
sustainability,  the government needed to make sure the rules 
were applied to all when he said: “We require a fair competing 
market, Government should make sure of that.”

% indicating ‘strongly agree’ or “agree”.  165 respondents from multinational 
corporations, 166 respondents from local or regional corporations.



Senior executives view their
organisation’s sustainability culture
differently from line managers

Customers demand sustainability

60

30

0
Chiefs Managers

We minimise energy and resource 
consumption
80

40

0
Chiefs Managers

Employees demand sustainability

60

30

0
Chiefs Managers

More sustainable than our 
competitors
80

40

0
Chiefs Managers

“While we are recognised as a global leader 
because our products and services have helped 
our customers be more sustainable, we do not 
practice what we preach. Most people assume we 
are sustainable because of our branding. 

Manufacturing manager from MNC

Another interesting gap came in the responses from Chief 
Executive Officers and their line managers. For nearly all 
responses, the senior managers claimed that their organisa-
tions were far more advanced along the road to sustainability 
than their line managers.

% indicating ‘strongly agree’ or “agree”.  60 respondents with CEO and senior 
executive titles, 84 respondents with “manager’ title.



Manufacturers are likely to be more 
advanced in sustainability than
service companies
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Our customers demand sustainability

60

30

0
Manufacturing Service

We  have implemented sustainability 
reporting
60

30

0
Manufacturing Service

Our suppliers must be sustainable

60

30

0
Manufacturing Service

Our CSR targets are aligned with
UN SDGs
40

20

0
Manufacturing Service

Manufacturing companies typically leave a far  higher environ-
mental footprint than service companies in terms of energy 
and resource consumption. Hence it is to be expected that they 
are under more pressure to implement sustainable operating 
practices.

A senior vice-president of a multinational engineering company 
said: “Our company provides products, services and solutions 
that enable our clients to integrate sustainability into their oper-
ations.  However, ironically, we do not produce sustainability 
reports although we will be mandated to do so in the future by 
our stock exchange.”

% indicating ‘strongly agree’ or “agree”.  60 respondents with CEO and senior 
executive titles, 84 respondents with “manager’ title.



Sustainability glass is half full

The survey was conducted at an interesting time in Singapore’s economy. 
Sustainability reporting for listed companies had just been announced by the 
Singapore Exchange, although most companies had not yet considered the 
impact on their operations.
 
Most companies seemed to think that they were currently doing well in terms of 
their sustainability and CSR efforts, but when questioned further it was clear that 
there were several gaps. Line managers seemed to have a more realistic view of 
the market than their CEOs. There seemed to be little alignment with the UN’s 
Sustainable Development Goals. And there did not seem to be much in the way 
of discussions between stakeholders, let alone any pressure from customers.

There was some optimism from respondents that this was going to change and 
with the  mandatory reporting requirement for listed companies, that Singapore 
would then catch up with other parts of the world. 



Profile of respondents
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For more information about 
our products and services,
please contact us at:

Eco-Business Pte Ltd
3 Fusionopolis Place
#03-54 Galaxis Work Lofts
Singapore 138523

By phone: +65 6250 2488
partners@eco-business.com
http://www.eco-business.com


