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For meeting on 13 February 2006 Paper Ref: CSD/SC/2/2006 
 
 

Commission on Strategic Development 
Committee on Social Development and Quality of Life 

 
Tripartite Partnership 

 
 
 
Purpose 
 
 This paper outlines the development of tripartite partnership (TPP) 
in Hong Kong and invites members to discuss whether and how TPP should 
be further promoted. 
 
 
Definition of TPP 
 
2. Although there is no internationally agreed definition, TPP can be 
broadly defined as a collaborative effort among the Government, the 
business sector and the Third Sector (generally referred to as the 
non-government and non-business sector) to achieve shared and compatible 
objectives that contribute to the common good of the society. 
 
3. TPPs may take many different forms but may be grouped into three 
main categories, namely consultative (e.g. ad hoc seminars, workshops and 
conferences), collaborative (e.g. specific one-off events, campaigns and 
issue-specific projects), and strategic (e.g. consultative processes, statutory 
and non-statutory advisory bodies).  Financial contribution alone is not 
considered as a form of TPP. 
 
 
Benefits of TPP 
 
4. Based on experiences in different parts of the world, TPPs could 
have the potential to -   

 
- mobilize more resources at the societal level and increase a 

society’s overall capacity in addressing or resolving important 
socio-economic issues such as education, environmental protection, 
health and welfare services, which may not otherwise be tackled 
satisfactorily by one sector alone;   
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- encourage the assumption of social responsibility by business 
corporations by providing a channel for the business sector to 
participate in social and community affairs thereby helping 
establishing or strengthening their corporate citizenship; 

 
- strengthen the financial and managerial capabilities of Third Sector 

organizations;  
 
- create synergy and offer added value to partnership projects; 
 
- enhance the quality and increase public acceptance of government 

policies through enhanced cooperation and communication among 
the three sectors; 

 
- enhance mutual understanding and reduce possible differences 

among different sectors, which is conducive to building a 
harmonious society; 

 
- help better utilize social resources, build up social capital and 

facilitate social development, thus providing for balanced and 
sustainable social development; and 

 
- facilitate the development of a civil society 1  and provide a 

favorable environment for democratic development. 
 
 
TPPs in Hong Kong 
 
5. Like many other places in the world, most TPPs have evolved in 
Hong Kong due to the initiatives of individual organizations.  The 
Government is a major player in some of the most important TPPs by 
providing the necessary financial resources.  Many TPPs concern social 
welfare.  The more prominent examples include the Community 
Investment and Inclusion Fund (CIIF), the Partnership Fund for the 
Disadvantaged, the “Caring Company” scheme and volunteering work.   
 
6. To build up social capital and encourage self help and mutual help 
within the community, especially with regard to the disadvantaged groups, 
the Government has provided a one-off grant of $300 million to set up the 
CIIF to support, among others, collaborative efforts of the business sector 
                                                 
 
1  There is no universally agreed definition for civil society.  The term generally 

refers to the totality of voluntary civic and social organizations or institutions that 
operate independently from the Government or the State. 
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and non-government community organizations.  The scheme provides 
seeding support to projects that mobilize community resources for 
empowering the disadvantaged and enhancing their support network.  A 
CIIF Secretariat has been established in the Health, Welfare and Food 
Bureau to administer the scheme. 
 
7. Administered by the Hong Kong Council of Social Service and 
funded by the Social Welfare Department, the “Caring Company” scheme 
gives recognition to private companies and others that have demonstrated 
good corporate citizenship such as volunteering, employing vulnerable 
groups, etc.  Partnership projects under the scheme include employment of 
people with mental disability to provide household services to a private 
residential complex; and provision of free checkup service for the equipment 
under the Personal Emergency Link Service for the elderly by Towngas, 
during regular safety inspections on town gas installations.   
 
8. The Partnership Fund for the Disadvantaged was set up with a 
one-off Government grant of $200 million and is administered by the Social 
Welfare Department, to provide matching grant for business contributions in 
order to encourage non-government welfare organizations to find partners in 
the business sector to assist the needy. 
 
9. The Social Welfare Department has been actively promoting 
volunteering service in collaboration with, among others, the business sector 
since 1998.  A sub-committee, comprising representatives from the senior 
management of major corporations, has been set up to advise the Director of 
Social Welfare to devise strategies to encourage companies to undertake 
more volunteering work.  At present, 135 business corporations are 
participating in this endeavour.  
 
10. More recently, the Commission on Poverty is exploring how to 
further promote the development of social enterprises, viz. business 
activities run either by non-government organizations or by the private 
sector and seek to achieve both commercial and social purposes2.  The 
model fosters integration of social and commercial purposes, strengthens 
financial management and enterprising spirits of Third Sector organizations, 
and helps the business sector fulfil corporate social responsibilities. While 
relatively well developed in overseas countries such as the United Kingdom 
(UK) and the United States of America (US), the concept is not well 
understood in Hong Kong yet.  Successful experiences both overseas and 
locally have shown that collaborative efforts of the business sector, 
                                                 
 
2  For more details, please refer to the website of the Commission on Poverty 

(www.cop.gov.hk). 
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non-government organizations and the government could often bear good 
results in tackling social issues (e.g. unemployment, social inclusion, etc.).   
 
11. There are also non-social welfare TPPs.  A good example is the 
Sustainable & Renewable Energy Curriculum Pilot Project, which is jointly 
undertaken by the China Light and Power Limited and the Education and 
Manpower Bureau.  They have engaged a world-renowned curriculum 
expert to develop a curriculum to promote the concept of sustainable and 
renewable energy for Hong Kong teachers. Through the network of teachers 
of the Hong Kong Association for Science and Mathematics Education, a 
training of teachers (TOT) programme has been developed.  The first TOT 
has been conducted, and the trained teachers are now testing the materials in 
the classroom for a one-year trial. 
 
12. As part of a consultancy study commissioned by the Central Policy 
Unit (CPU)3 in 2004, a survey has been carried out to find out the number 
and type of partnerships that government departments have had with the 
business sector and the Third Sector.  It was found that most of the 
surveyed departments, e.g. the Leisure and Cultural Services Department, 
the Home Affairs Department and the Fire Services Department, have 
formed bipartite partnership (BPP) and/or TPP through participation in 
various events and activities including training courses, seminars, 
conferences and workshops.  In the policy formulation process, the 
Government has provided a vehicle for strategic TPP through cross-sectoral 
representation on the statutory and advisory bodies.  This approach has 
recently reached a new height with the appointment of more than 150 
prominent personalities from different sectors of the community to the 
territory’s most important advisory body, i.e. the Commission on Strategic 
Development. 
 
13. The participation of the business sector in the provision of social 
services and benevolent endeavours has a long history in Hong Kong.  For 
instance, the Hongkong and Shanghai Banking Corporation (HSBC) has 
been directly supporting the local welfare sector for years.  In 1982, it 
established a charitable trust, i.e. Hongkong Bank Foundation, to provide 
funding support for projects in the areas of education, training, community 
welfare, environment, and enhancing links between Hong Kong and the 
Mainland.  Large multi-national corporations such as the HSBC and the 
Standard Chartered Bank have also embraced the concept of “Corporate 
Social Responsibility” (CSR) in recent years, which is conducive to the 
                                                 
 
3  The CPU commissioned a “Local Research and Engagement” study in 2004 on the 

development of TPP in Hong Kong. 
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development of BPP and TPP in Hong Kong.  These companies have 
encouraged their employees to do volunteer work or make financial 
donations.  This kind of “Community Investment”, which involves 
employees volunteering skills and time, in-kind donations of goods and 
services, financial contributions, matched giving programmes, and payroll 
giving by employees is a major component of CSR. 
 
 
Third Sector 
 
14. Making reference to the Johns Hopkins University (JHU) definition4 
and the International Classification of Non-Profit Organizations (ICNPO) 
system for Third Sector Organizations, there are 14 categories of Third 
Sector Organizations – 
 

- education and research institutions; 
-  professional, industry, business organizations and trade unions; 
-  district and community-based organizations; 
-  civic and advocacy groups / organizations; 
-  law and legal service firms; 
-  political groups / organizations; 
-  welfare service organizations; 
-  health service institutions; 
-  environmental protection organizations; 
-  sports and recreation organizations; 
-  arts and culture groups; 
-  religious groups; 
-  philanthropic intermediaries (e.g. fund-raising and/or grant-making 

foundations); and 
- international and cross-boundary organizations. 

 
The number of Third Sector organizations in Hong Kong was conservatively 
estimated to be about 17 000 at the end of 2002, ranging from small 
voluntary groups to large organizations employing hundreds of people. 

                                                 
4  JHU defines 5 basic features that make up the non-profit sector: (1) organized, i.e. 

institutionalized to some extent; (2) private, i.e. institutionally separate from 
government; (3) self-governing, i.e. equipped to control their own activities, (4) 
non-profit-distribution, i.e. not returning profits generally to their owners or directors; 
(5) voluntary, i.e. involving some meaningful degree of voluntary participation.  
The use of the JHU classification system has led to some difficulties, as it did not 
take account of Hong Kong’s specific social environment, and many organizations 
span several categories such as Caritas and Po Leung Kuk. 
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Studies on Corporate Philanthropy, Third Sector and TPPs 
 
15. Apart from having pursuing BPP and TPP for some time, the 
Government has also embarked on some studies to find out the philanthropic 
activities of companies and the needs and aspirations of the Third Sector in 
Hong Kong, and the practices and experiences of TPP both locally and 
overseas.   
 
Study on Corporate Philanthropy 
 
16. The CPU commissioned a study on the role of companies in the 
development of a vibrant Third Sector (“Corporate Philanthropy Study“) in 
2001.  The study examined various philanthropic activities in Hong Kong 
and attempted to identify measures to enhance business involvement in 
support for a vibrant Third Sector.  According to the responses of the 
surveyed companies and literature review, the study found that the 
distinctive characteristics of Hong Kong (e.g. under British rule for more 
than a century, simple and low tax regime, etc.) might have caused the 
pattern of philanthropic contributions to be different from those commonly 
found in western industrialized countries.  Companies in Hong Kong 
tended to increase their contributions when profits increased and tax policy 
appeared to have comparatively less influence on companies’ philanthropic 
activities.   The surveyed companies were more willing to support 
education, environmental protection, health and social services than arts and 
culture.  The study also revealed that the Third Sector relied heavily on 
direct government subsidies and suggested a diversification of funding 
sources in the long run. 
 
Study on Third Sector 
 
17. The CPU commissioned a consultancy called “The Landscape 
Study of Hong Kong's Third Sector” in 2002, which was completed in 
August 2004.  The objectives were to study Hong Kong's Third Sector in 
the following areas: the types, numbers and activities organized by them; 
their missions, services and methods of delivery, organization structures and 
decision-making mechanisms, membership and funding; the extent of their 
networks; and the challenges they faced.  The study found that the Third 
Sector was highly dynamic, innovative and resourceful, and was composed 
of a large variety of organizations and groups different in mission, size, 
activities, beneficiaries, and funding sources.  The study also revealed that 
the Third Sector was facing challenges such as insufficient number of staff 
who had good managerial capability and heavily reliant on Government 
subvention to support its services.  
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Studies on TPPs 
 
18. In June 2004, the CPU set up a Tripartite Partnership Panel (TPP 
Panel) to examine how the cross-sectional partnership among the three 
sectors could be enhanced.  The terms of reference of the Panel were as 
follows - 
 

(a) to advise the CPU on the research needs to foster TPP among the 
Government, the business sector and the Third Sector in Hong 
Kong; 

 
(b) to oversee the proposed research, monitor its progress and assess 

the outcome; and 
 
(c) to advise the CPU on policy recommendations to foster / 

enhance TPP in the light of the research findings. 
 
19. Under the guidance of the TPP Panel, the CPU has commissioned 
two consultancy studies on TPPs. The first one was the “Benchmarking 
Study from an International Perspective” (“Benchmarking Study”) that 
aimed to find out the international trend of the development of TPP and the 
practices adopted by Denmark, the United Kingdom, Australia, Singapore 
and Japan to foster TPP.  The study revealed that it was generally 
recognized that the government, the business sector and the Third Sector 
should combine their resources to effectively respond to socio-economic 
problems.  The case studies showed that TPP could be used to resolve 
employment problems, regenerate neighbourhoods within the community 
and foster social cohesion. 
 
20. The other study, entitled “Local Research and Engagement” (“Local 
Study”), aimed to find out the development of TPP in Hong Kong, by means 
of interviews, surveys and focus group discussions, and make 
recommendations to the Government to facilitate future development.  It 
found that the Government had been involved in a lot of BPPs and TPPs 
with the business sector and the Third Sector generating positive outcomes.  
It also confirmed that BPP and TPP could be used as a tool to address some 
socio-economic problems in Hong Kong.  The consultant put forward a 
number of recommendations to further improve the existing mechanisms 
such as a review of the effectiveness of the existing government funding 
schemes, the enhancement of the managerial capabilities of Third Sector 
organizations and the development of an information bank to facilitate the 
transfer of knowledge and experience among the three sectors.  The 
executive summaries of the two studies are at Appendices A and B 
respectively. 
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Public Seminars 
 
21. Further to the Corporate Philanthropy Study and the Study on Third 
Sector, the CPU organized two public seminars in December 2001 and July 
2004 respectively to promote a better understanding of the development of 
the Third Sector in the community. 
 
22. After the conclusion of the Benchmarking Study and the Local 
Study, the CPU organized a seminar on 24 November 2005 to disseminate 
the findings and recommendations of the two studies and to solicit the views 
of different stakeholders.  After the seminar, the TPP Panel made the 
following observations – 
 

(a) The Government had been going in the right direction in 
developing BPP and TPP in Hong Kong.  The soft sell approach 
adopted by the Government in encouraging the business sector 
and the Third Sector to foster partnership had been effective.  
The business sector had been free to participate in philanthropic 
activities while the Third Sector could obtain funding to support 
their activities. 

 
(b) The Government had been increasing its resources and efforts in 

promoting TPP.  The number of policy commitments made and 
the areas covered in the Chief Executive’s Policy Addresses 
concerning TPP had increased since 2001. 

 
(c) Comparing Hong Kong with the five countries studied in the 

Benchmarking Study (i.e. Denmark, UK, Australia, Singapore 
and Japan), the breadth and depth of TPP activities in Hong 
Kong were comparable if not above average. 

 
(d) The community recognized the long and successful history of 

BPP/TPP to help resolve socio-economic problems in Hong 
Kong such as creation of job opportunities for the disadvantaged, 
reduction of wealth gap, etc.   

 
(e) BPP/TPP could be formed outside the traditional arena of social 

service, employment and education. 
 

(f) The diversity of the existing regulatory framework could allow 
Third Sector organizations to register under different Ordinances 
to suit their operational needs. 
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23. With the objective of fostering more harmony in the community, the 
TPP Panel made the following recommendations - 
 

(a) The Government could take the lead in promoting further 
development of TPP in a comprehensive and coordinated manner.  
This could include the setting up of a high level committee to 
monitor and steer the development of TPP in Hong Kong; 
facilitating the development of an information bank containing 
information on the Third Sector, BPPs and TPPs; and exploring 
the possibilities of extra funding source for TPP while 
maintaining the existing level of funding.   

 
(b) The Government could rationalize the operation of various 

funding schemes for similar target groups and the administrative 
structures of various government bureaux / departments / 
agencies that administered these funding schemes or were 
responsible for TPP development. 

 
(c) The Government could enhance its effort to educate the three 

sectors about the benefits of TPP.  The common misconception 
among the Third Sector that the Government was promoting TPP 
as a tool to reduce social and welfare expenditure had hindered 
the development of deeper partnership between the Government 
and the Third Sector.  Specifically, the TPP Panel suggested that 
the Government should consider - 

 
(i) educating civil servants and public officers that TPP 

could help enhance the quality and public acceptance of 
government policies; 

 
(ii) encouraging the business sector to better discharge CSR 

(e.g. the transfer of managerial skills in addition to 
donations) and/or enter into more TPPs, which would 
help them create a more sustainable business 
environment; 

 
(iii) educating Third Sector organizations that TPP could 

help strengthen their financial and managerial 
capabilities; and 

 
(iv) educating the general public through civic education on 

the core values, key objectives and benefits of TPP. 
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Some Potential Obstacles 
 
24. There are obstacles to the successful operation of TPPs in Hong 
Kong.  For instance, the vast majority of businesses in Hong Kong are 
small and medium enterprises.  They may not have the manpower and 
resources required to enter into TPPs.  As a corollary, TPPs are mostly 
practised by large corporations, which are already involved in many public 
services.  In some cases, even the Government bureau concerned has 
experienced resource constraints in supporting TPP.  In addition, it is 
difficult to expect the business community to work in unity under one banner.  
Companies prefer to run their own projects in their own way to suit their 
own purposes, such as image building and marketing.   
 
 
Advice Sought 
 
25. From the above studies and the feedback from various stakeholders, 
it should be fair to say that Hong Kong compares well with other places in 
practising and promoting TPP.  It is also clear that most stakeholders feel 
that more should and can be done to further foster TPP and make TPP 
practices more effective and efficient.   Members are invited to discuss the 
following issues relating to the future development of TPP in Hong Kong – 

 
- whether a strategy should be developed to promote TPP 

community-wide instead of the present relatively piecemeal 
approach, which concerns mainly the welfare sector; 

 
- whether and how a cross-sectoral platform should be set up to 

facilitate discussion among the three sectors; 
 
- whether further recognition and other incentives should be given to 

encourage good CSR practices and TPP projects; 
 
- how to enhance the understanding of and encourage participation in 

TPPs; 
 

- how small and medium enterprises can be encouraged to participate 
in TPPs; 

 
- whether and how to encourage more TPPs in areas such as culture, 

environmental protection, etc.; 
 
- the value of TPP to the sustainable development of the society; and 
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- what should be an appropriate description or definition of a civil 
society and TPP’s role in furthering its development. 

 
 
 
 
 
Secretariat to the Commission on Strategic Development 
February 2006 
 
 












