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You might have heard about 'sustainability'. This 
guidance note gives you a basic understanding of what 
this term means for your operations and some ideas 
to capture sustainability-related opportunities for 
your NGO, which will help you on your sustainability 
journey.

Introduction 
Traditionally, the main focus of companies, an 
important class of donors and supporters for NGOs, is 
to make money for their shareholders. 

For example, if there is an opportunity for a 
company in the energy sector to develop a thermal 
power plant that makes money for shareholders, it 
should be pursued. The company probably opts not 
to explore other alternative energy opportunities, 
especially green energy, which might take more 
time and money to develop. Also, suppose there 
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are two coal sources. If one is cheaper but dirtier, 
the company will likely take this over a cleaner and 
more expensive source to maximise shareholders’ 
profits, as long as it is permissible by law. 

If we carry this traditional way of thinking to the 
extreme, companies should not donate money 
to NGOs but rather distribute them as profits to 
shareholders. It is then up to shareholders to donate 
to NGOs. It is challenging for NGOs to approach 
individual shareholders instead of companies for 
donations because there are many more shareholders 
to convince.

Sustainability/ESG concerns
The modern idea is that while it is true that a company 
can adopt a short-term view to make money for 
shareholders, it should also consider a longer-term 
view for sustained profitability.
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Nowadays, more and more companies realise that from 
the sustainability perspective, they need to consider 
their operational impacts of relevant ‘Environmental, 
Social, and Governance’ (ESG) risks on their 
shareholders and other stakeholders.

In the example of the thermal power company, 
it can pursue thermal power generation in the 
short term and move some of its investments 
into alternative energy. The assumption is that 
environmental regulations will curtail thermal power 
generation and future profitability because of 
climate change concerns. Therefore, there is a need 
to invest in clean alternative energy for sustained 
profitability in the longer term. 

1 https://en-rules.hkex.com.hk/sites/default/files/net_file_store/HKEX4476_3841_VER18584.pdf

For example, a company in a developing economy 
might want to donate to a school because it needs 
to develop human resources to meet the company's 
needs. From a longer-term perspective, the 
company might want to address the material social 
issue of talent development in the community, 
which will impact relevant stakeholders, including 
students. Investors would also perceive this as an 
item worth investing in to manage a material ESG 
risk and create business opportunities.

In contrast, if a company engages in unfair labour 
practices, for example, running sweatshops, in this 
internet age, exposing such practices could mean the 
company's end. Corruption and sexual harassment 
are other topical ESG concerns. Having considered 
examples of 'E" and 'S", the governance, or ‘G’ in ESG, 
requires board oversight and other general governance 
practices to manage ESG risks.

If you want to know more about what ESG items a 
company might consider, you can refer to the ESG 
Reporting Guide1 of Hong Kong Exchanges and 
Clearing Limited. 

It does not mean that your company donors will be 
concerned with all these ESG items, but they will most 
likely be interested in those relevant to their operations 
from the sustainability perspective. The idea you 
should take away from reading this guidance note is 
that sustainability analysis requires consideration of 
wide-ranging ESG issues. The NGO can discuss openly 
with its donors to find out their concerns and seek to 
address them with mutually beneficial ways to attract 
donations.

For the NGOs
On the flip side, potential donors will also consider the 
sustainability of their donations to NGOs. 

The baseline concerns for listed companies include:

1. Environmental 
 a. Types of emissions
 b. Hazardous wastes
 c. Non-hazardous wastes
 d. Energy consumption
 e. Water consumption
 f. Use of natural resources

2. Social
 a. Employment and labour practices
 b. Gender diversity
 c. Work injuries and fatalities
 d. Occupational health issues
 e. Forced labour
 f. Supplier management 
 g. Corrupt practices
 h. Whistleblowing
 i. Contributions to society
 j. Resource focuses

3. Governance 
 a. Board oversight
 b. General governance issues 
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For example, if there is an NGO that wants to address the 
needs for feeding a population, donors might well assess:

1. If there are emergencies, such as war or civil 
strife, donors might be willing to contribute 
funds for hand-outs for short-term relief.

2. But donors might be less amenable to hand-
outs if there is no war, civil strife, or other 
emergencies. They might be more interested in 
other sustainable projects, for example, growing 
crops with groundwater or recycling waste for 
fertilisers. 

 Alternative Two

 We are an established leader in helping stroke 
victims in Hong Kong. The statistics are that 
a percentage of your employees will suffer 
strokes. We help people during the critical 24 
hours golden for them to get back to their feet. 
To achieve sustainability, we ask recovering 
patients for contributions. We now need 
funding for programme expansion from you. As 
managing labour practices is a reportable ESG 
risk item, your donations will appear under your 
sustainability/ESG report and resonate with 
your investors.  

 You will no doubt want to develop donors 
where alternative two resonates with them. 
Those in for the publicity might well change 
course when there are other opportunities.

In a way, donors seek to ensure that NGOs can 
manage and use their donations to deliver public good 
over the longer term. That is, they are contributing to 
sustainable projects. 

To be sustainable, an NGO has to achieve financial, 
organisational and programmatic sustainability for 
its projects. There must be adequate fund flow and 
an adaptive organisational structure to meet project 
needs. Also, at some stage, there should be planning 
for project completion after the end of donor funding.  

An example
As practical sharing, we thought it helpful to use 
a hypothetical example. Suppose you run an NGO 
focused on stroke victims. You go to a donor to seek 
funding. We have worked on the following pitches. 
Which do you think will resonate with your donor, 
which is a significant employer? 

 Alternative One

 We are an established leader in helping stroke 
victims in Hong Kong. What we do has a 
lot of meaning, and we hope you can help 
donate some money. It will suit your marketing 
collaterals and annual report as a corporate 
social responsibility matter. We will also have a 
yearly gala where you can appear on stage with 
other major donors for a good photo session. 

Practical Tips
1. Develop an elevator speech. The idea is that 

if you are stuck in an elevator for one minute, 
what can you tell the other person to get the 
other person interested? 

Using the example: ‘We are the leading 
charity dealing with stroke victims in Hong 
Kong. We help [say 1,000] stroke victims 
each year. The golden period for people, 
including your employees, to return to their 
feet is 24 hours. International investors 
are concerned about labour practice as a 
reportable ESG risk item. Thus, working 
with us is mutually beneficial.

2. Understand the donor. You need to know what 
your potential donor does. You have to figure 
out what resonates with your donors. Please 
read their annual report, ESG/Sustainability 
report, and the likes, and research on the 
internet. 
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3. Figure out what ESG risks you are helping your 
donors to manage. Please get some coaching 
from governance professionals or others 
knowledgeable on ESG matters. You need to 
think and speak in a language that resonates 
with your donors.

4. Involve your donors. Donors will want to 
do something meaningful, such as helping 
people and contributing their management 
skills. They can also have ideas to enhance the 
sustainability of operations. 
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This introductory guidance note explains the concept 
of sustainability. Having a better understanding of 
the issue, including the need for donors to manage 
related ESG risks, the NGO can manage donations 
more appropriately. It also allows NGOs to think more 
holistically about how they can deliver their goods and 
services to serve the public interest over the longer 
term. We hope this guidance note can help NGOs talk 
more effectively to potential donors and shape their 
strategies to meet sustainability concerns.


