Survey on Integrating Environmental, Social and
Governance Factors and Climate Risks, in Asset
Management

16 December 2019

Contents

Introduction

3

Key Survey Findings

4

Consideration of ESG factors, including climate change

4

Governance and oversight

5

Investment management

6

Risk management

7

Disclosure

9

Market trends

10

Way Forward

11

Appendix

12

Survey methodology

12

2

Introduction
1. From March to September 2019, the Securities and Futures Commission (SFC)
conducted an industry-wide survey1 to understand how and to what extent licensed asset
management firms and leading institutional asset owners consider environmental, social
and governance (ESG) risks, particularly those relating to climate change. This report
presents the key findings and discusses the way forward.
2. The survey forms part of the SFC’s Strategic Framework for Green Finance, published in
September 2018, which set out its priorities to encourage the consideration of ESG
factors in the investment and risk management processes, facilitate the development of
green or ESG-related products and enhance listed companies’ reporting of environmental
and climate-related information.
3. Climate change is an urgent, potentially existential source of financial risk for businesses.
Extreme weather events have already disrupted supply chains, affected production
capacity and increased business costs. In the transition to a lower-carbon economy,
policy changes, social preferences and the emergence of green technologies may affect
the viability of certain industries. This in turn will have serious knock-on effects on the
pricing of financial assets in capital markets. These risks will likely intensify, although
there is no way to be certain how and when they will materialise.
4. Investors need relevant information about ESG risks, especially those associated with
climate change, in order to make informed investment decisions and allocate capital
efficiently. They increasingly recognise that ESG factors are a proxy for overall
management quality and long-term sustainability. Asset management firms which claim
that they take ESG factors into account should make it clear how they do this.
5. At the global level, the SFC, together with a number of leading regulators and central
banks, has acknowledged publicly that environmental factors, especially those related to
climate change, are a source of financial risk. It is within the SFC’s regulatory mandate to
ensure that the asset management industry is resilient and responsive to these risks.
Most importantly, asset management firms should have a clear understanding of how
environmental and climate risks affect their portfolios before prematurely concluding that
these risks are not financially material. Authorities in China and the European Union have
already taken steps to introduce regulations in this area.
6. The SFC would like to thank the asset management firms and asset owners who
participated as well as the Hong Kong Monetary Authority, Mandatory Provident Fund
Schemes Authority and Insurance Authority for their support and suggestions.

PricewaterhouseCoopers Limited (PwC) was engaged as a consultant to conduct the survey and analyse the findings. The
survey methodology is set out in the Appendix.
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Key Survey Findings
Consideration of ESG factors, including climate change
7. Of the firms surveyed, 660, or 83% of those actively involved in asset management,
considered at least one environmental, social and governance factor in order to
understand a company’s investment potential and facilitate better investment decisions
and risk management. (Chart 1)
8. Furthermore, 68% of these firms clearly acknowledged that ESG factors could be a
source of financial risk and have an impact on investment portfolios.
9. Most of the asset management firms surveyed were in favour of strengthening ESG
disclosure rules for listed companies, as proposed by The Stock Exchange of Hong Kong
Limited (SEHK) in May 2019, so that more high quality, decision-useful ESG and climate
change-related information could be available for use in their investment and risk
management processes.
10. Many are taking a more active approach to influence corporate ESG management by
exercising their rights as shareholders. Of the 660 firms, 63% practise responsible
ownership, for instance, through voting and corporate engagement.
11. Asset management firms with strong ESG practices pointed out that environmental
factors, especially those related to climate change, will become more important in view of
the Paris Agreement.2
Chart 1. Consideration of ESG factors, including climate change

The central aim of the Paris Agreement is to strengthen the global response to the threat of climate change by keeping a
global temperature rise this century well below 2 degrees Celsius above pre-industrial levels and to pursue efforts to limit the
temperature increase even further to 1.5 degrees Celsius.
2
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Governance and oversight
12. To improve the financial performance of investment portfolios and satisfy client demand,
35% of the 660 asset management firms which considered ESG factors have
implemented a consistent approach to systemically integrate ESG factors in their
investment and risk management processes, rather than doing so on an ad-hoc basis.
Some respondents have established governance and oversight measures, such as
implementing an ESG policy approved by the Board, defining in the organisational chart
the functions involved in integrating ESG factors in the investment process and
designating board members to focus on ESG issues. (Chart 2)
13. Furthermore, some of these firms have processes in place for fundamental analysis and
due diligence to ensure that ESG investment recommendations and products align with
their own ESG investment approach. Others have ESG criteria and methodologies in
place for portfolio construction and monitoring any deviations.
14. The remaining 65% of the asset management firms did not have any oversight measures
in place. This raises questions about how they could apply an ESG investment approach
consistently.
Chart 2. Examples of ESG governance and oversight measures
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Investment management
15. Asset management firms which systemically integrate ESG factors most often use
investment strategies such as negative and exclusionary screening, corporate
engagement, shareholder action and ESG integration. More than half adopt multiple ESG
investment strategies as their practices mature and more ESG data becomes available.
(Chart 3)
16. However, there is a gap between the expectations of asset management firms and their
clients, the asset owners. A majority of the asset owners surveyed indicated that asset
managers do not engage with them to understand their ESG investment preferences.
Also, some are not entirely satisfied with the ESG investment services provided by asset
management firms. Discussion of climate risks is almost non-existent in client
engagement and suitability assessment. The gap in expectations has widened due to the
limited number of ESG investment product offerings in the local market.
Chart 3. Examples of ESG investment strategies
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Risk management
17. Those asset management firms which systemically integrate ESG factors have put in
place risk management controls, such as incident monitoring mechanisms to flag major
ESG incidents, so that portfolio managers adjust investment portfolios as appropriate.
ESG issues and their impact are also discussed at investment committee meetings.
18. However, when the focus narrows to the management of climate change-related risks,
only 23% of the 660 asset management firms which considered ESG factors have
processes in place to manage the financial impact of physical and transition risks3 arising
from climate change (Chart 4). In contrast, the majority of asset owners surveyed expect
asset management firms to identify, assess and manage climate risk. This indicates that
there is also a gap between the expectations of asset owners and asset management
firms when it comes to climate-related risk management.
19. The survey found that processes used to manage climate risks may involve:


incident monitoring mechanisms which flag major climate change-related incidents so
that portfolio managers adjust investment portfolios as appropriate;



incorporating results from ongoing climate risk assessments in the development of
the firm’s investment strategies;



the use of scenario analysis according to the Financial Stability Board’s Task Force
on Climate-related Financial Disclosures (TCFD) to assess the potential financial
implications of climate risks on investment portfolios;



climate risk assessment procedures defined within the firm’s risk management policy;
and



senior management oversight of climate risk assessment and management strategy.

Physical risks are those associated with climate change and related extreme weather events which may have financial
implications for companies. Transition risks are those associated with the viability of a business during the transition to a lowercarbon economy due to factors such as policy changes, social preferences and technological developments.
3
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Chart 4. Examples of climate-related risks4 and potential financial impacts from the
Financial Stability Board’s Task Force on Climate-related Financial Disclosures (TCFD)
Final Recommendations Report
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The sub-category risks described under each major category are not mutually exclusive, and some overlap exists.
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Disclosure
20. Although 660 asset management firms reported giving general consideration to ESG
factors, a majority, 68%, indicated that information about their own ESG practices was
not available. Even more did not disclose climate risk assessments.
21. All the asset owners surveyed agreed that, for the purposes of reducing greenwashing
and identifying asset management firms with stronger ESG practices, more disclosure
following a prescribed framework is needed from firms. The disclosures which asset
owners find most useful go beyond marketing-style narratives of the ESG philosophy and
policy statements. Asset owners look for outcomes and evidence of ESG impact in
addition to financial performance, consistency between policies and practices, the
rationale behind investment decisions and more supported analysis of asset-specific
ESG risks, as well as the analytical tools used, results of corporate engagement and
voting track records. (Chart 5)
Chart 5. Examples of ESG information disclosed by surveyed asset management firms
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Market trends
22. Local asset management firms lag behind their counterparts with overseas-based parent
companies in terms of ESG practices. The latter generally have stronger ESG investment
processes relating to research and portfolio management, governance and oversight
measures, and more of them support international initiatives such as the TCFD and the
United Nations Principles for Responsible Investment.
23. However, 64% of the firms which are actively involved in asset management plan to
develop or enhance their ESG practices in the next two years, regardless of whether they
already consider ESG factors or not. During that time, many are also considering publicly
disclosing more information about their ESG investment practices and how they manage
climate risks.
24. Survey results also show that asset management firms of various sizes, including small
firms in terms of AUM, have ESG investment processes relating to research and portfolio
management. This is contrary to the general perception that developing ESG practices is
resource-intensive and only large players can afford the cost. (Chart 6)
Chart 6. AUM of surveyed asset management firms with ESG investment processes
relating to research and portfolio management
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Way Forward
25. ESG risks, in particular climate risks, could have a potentially material impact on
underlying asset values, and in turn, an investment portfolio’s performance and riskreturn profile. Accordingly, the SFC takes a financial risk perspective when it looks at how
the asset management industry considers ESG factors.
26. The survey found that there is significant interest among asset management firms to step
up their ESG efforts and management of environmental and climate risks. This is a
positive development. To help firms move forward and more closely align the SFC’s
regulatory regime with global standards, the SFC intends to deliver three outcomes in the
near term:


To set expectations of asset management firms in areas such as governance and
oversight, investment management, risk management and disclosure, focusing on
environmental risks with an emphasis on climate change;



To provide practical guidance, best practices and training in collaboration with the
industry and relevant stakeholders to enhance the capacity of asset management
firms to meet the SFC’s expectations; and



To establish an industry group to exchange views amongst the SFC and experts in
environmental and climate risks, as well as sustainable finance.

27. These outcomes will complement the actions already taken by the SFC under its
Strategic Framework for Green Finance. In April 2019, the SFC issued a circular to
provide guidance which makes disclosures by SFC-authorised green funds more
transparent and comparable. To increase their visibility, a central database of these funds
will be available on the SFC’s website by the end of 2019. The SFC has also been
working closely with SEHK to strengthen ESG disclosure rules for listed companies.
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Appendix
Survey methodology
1. In the first part of the survey, an online questionnaire sent to asset management firms
asked whether and how they integrate ESG factors, including climate change-related
risks, into their investment and risk management processes. The questionnaire also
covered firms’ post-investment ownership practices and disclosures, as well as their
expectations of Hong Kong listed companies’ ESG and climate change-related
disclosures. The questionnaire was sent in March 2019 to all 1685 firms licensed by the
SFC for Type 9 (asset management) regulated activity. A total of 1124 firms responded to
the questionnaire, of which 794 were currently active in asset management. Ten were
selected to participate in follow-up interviews.
2. The second part of the survey targeted asset owners, such as sovereign wealth funds,
family offices, financial institutions, pension funds and trusts, to understand their
expectations of asset management firms’ practices for ESG investment and climate risk
management, as well as their expectations of Hong Kong listed companies’ ESG and
climate change-related disclosures. 14 asset owners participated in the survey and five
were selected for follow-up interviews.
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