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It’s simply asinine to go down this slippery 
slope of ESG. 

Yes, I can accept caring for the environment, 
and no one can argue against good 
governance. However, “S” for “social” is 
recently being pushed. But what role do 
businesses have to pursue a social agenda? 
Surely the primary objective of the SGX-
listed construction business that I own and 
chair should be to maximise profits for our 
investors, while keeping our employees 
in a job, our customers satisfied and our 
suppliers paid on time (more or less…). If 
social issues conflict with any of that, then 
surely it’s up to society to deal with them, 
not my company.

About a year ago, against my better 
judgment, I was talked into appointing two 
women to the board. Over drinks, some of 
my fellow (male) directors persuaded me that 
it was an essential step towards the “S” of ESG, 
and the women would also help improve 
our business. And so the slide began…

Construction is a competitive and challenging 
industry. While we have held our own, 
profitability is rapidly declining because of 
additional migrant workers requirements 

such as deployment restrictions, Covid-19 
testing and improved accommodation. Yet 
these new directors – who are not only not 
contributing to business performance – are 
demanding that we do more for our workers. 
Reduced hours, television, refrigerators, wifi; 
even air-conditioning has been mentioned! I 
don’t seem to be able to properly explain to 
my female colleagues that these workers – 
who are all male, by the way – wouldn’t have 
such luxuries back home, and anyway, they 
came here voluntarily and fully expected 
tough conditions.

Of course, the world would be a better 
place if everybody had a comfortable life, 
but clearly, that’s not for me to fix nor for 
our shareholders to pay for. The plight of 
foreign workers won’t be improved by 
plunging our company into bankruptcy.

And so, Mr Sid, how can I get my board 
to understand the realities and focus on 
ERP (expenses, revenue and productivity) 
instead of ESG?

Sincerely,

Anti-social-but-practical 

Dear Mr Sid

Re: The “Ass” in ESG

ASK MR SID

Dear Anti-social-but-practical

I would not consider you anti-social (as you 
enjoy drinking with your fellow directors), but 
if you want to be practical, you should adapt 
more readily to the changes in the business 
and governance environment.

While you did not quote Milton Friedman, 
your statements on corporations and social 
issues are a leaf from his 1970 declaration that 
“the one and only one social responsibility of 
business … is to increase its profits”. While 
that mantra of shareholder primacy has driven 
the corporate world in the three decades 
since, it is now considered passe, with a new 
and more compassionate form of capitalism 
emerging.

“S” from the start
To your point on its recency, “S” has always 
been there – as in “CSR” or “corporate social 
responsibility”. Indeed, the environment and 
governance are more recent in emphasis and 
tagged with “S” to become “ESG”.  

With their inclusion in the sustainability 
movement, “E” and “G” have taken more 
prominence due to the pressing concerns 
over climate change and corporate scandals, 
and their attendant impact on company risk. 
As a result, regulators and investors are 
scrutinising policies, practices and metrics in 
environmental and governance factors.

Meanwhile, the “S” pillar lagged behind due 
to challenges around the definition, scope and 
measurement of the “softer” considerations 
associated with matters social in nature. As a 
result, reporting social impact currently tends to 
be disjointed, output-driven and incomparable.

Why “S”
Nevertheless, social is coming into its own, with 
the increasing emphasis on trust in corporations. 
In the emerging model of stakeholder capitalism, 
employees and society are part of the broader 
group companies need to pay attention to. 

Covid-19 has put “S” into the spotlight. Some 
of the pain points that came to the forefront 
were: the growing inequality between wealth 
and poverty, access to affordable housing, 
connection to nature, diversity gap, and 
increase in mental illness.

Since you are focused on investors, you should 
note that companies that drive positive social 
impact are more attractive to investors and vice 
versa. For example, during the pandemic, investor 
BlackRock criticised Top Glove’s board for the 
poor health and safety of workers living in the 
glovemaker’s dormitories and voted against 
several resolutions at the AGM, including the 
re-election of independent directors.

Scope of “S”
Social responsibility is contextual and 
shifting. What’s significant is that the scope 
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of “S” has progressively widened over the 
past two decades, reflecting the evolving 
business environment of interconnected and 
interdependent markets. 

Companies are now expected to have 
a “corporate conscience”. In the US, major 
brands suddenly had opinions on the Black 
Lives Matter movement of 2020 and announced 
their withdrawal of support for Trump and 
donations to lawmakers who expressed 
support for the baseless claims that the 2020 
US election was a sham. In October 2021, more 
than 1,000 advertisers boycotted Facebook to 
protest against the platform’s handling of hate 
speech and misinformation. These might not 
have happened five years earlier. 

Over time, “S” factors have included human 
rights, labour issues, health, product quality, 
supply-chain impact, and digital adoption. 
Let me cover your two “S” peeves:  gender 
diversity and migrant workers

Gender diversity
There are pros and cons to diversity (not just 
gender). The plus is that it brings different 
points of view to the table and helps avoid 
groupthink. On the other hand, diversity can 
accentuate fault lines that need to be managed.

A lot has been said about gender diversity – 
perhaps too much, as you may have experienced 
– so I won’t add to it except to say that the 
jury is out on whether female directors do 
add business value. While some studies show 
a positive correlation between gender-diverse 
boards and a company’s financial performance, 
equally other studies show the opposite results. 
Above all, correlation does not prove cause-
and-effect.

Since we cannot say definitively that having 
women directors improves or detracts from 
company success, a key justification for having 
women directors is – and you may not like to 
hear this – social justice. The fact is that women 
represent half the global talent pool, yet they are 
disproportionately underrepresented on boards 
across the world. We are one of the worst culprits 
in Singapore. The main reason is the old boys’ 
club approach of selecting board members. While 
some boards (like yours) have taken on one or two 
women directors, the challenge is to move away 
from potential tokenism to an approach that seeks 
to put together a diverse board based truly on merit.
 
Migrant workers
There are 1.4 million migrant workers in 
Singapore, a third of our workforce. Your 
industry accounts for more than 300,000 of 
them, mainly housed in dormitories. The spike 
of Covid-19 infections in the workers’ quarters, 
making 88 per cent of Singapore’s over 61,000 
cases in May 2021, threw a spotlight on the 
dismal living conditions of these workers. 

Singaporeans have ignored this vulnerable 
group for far too long. While they contribute 
to Singapore’s economy, most of us were glad 
that they had invisibly been doing their jobs, 
segregated at worksites, dormitories and even 
our homes. However, the signs were there: the 
SMRT bus driver strike in 2012 and Little India 
riot in 2013.

The good news is that, with the increased 
awareness of their poor treatment, many are 
stepping up to make amends. Volunteers and 
activities at non-governmental organisations 
support migrant workers with funding, food 
and mental health advisories. The government 
established new accommodation standards and is 

ASK MR SID

Who is Mr Sid?

Mr Sid is a meek, mild-mannered geek who 
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creating more than 160,000 additional bed spaces 
in the next few years.

I suggest you come on board too. After all, those 
hired by your company are effectively your 
employees. Your other directors (whether male or 
female) are not just being humane, but protecting the 
interest of the company given the greater visibility 
of these workers and their living conditions.

To your point that these workers came knowing 
what they were in for, you should consider their 
relative bargaining position for just wages and decent 
living conditions. There’s a morality embedded 
in Article 23 of the UN Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights that “Everyone who works has 
the right to just and favourable remuneration 
ensuring for himself and his family an existence 
worthy of human dignity, and supplemented, if 
necessary, by other means of social protection.” 
One way to think about this is to consider what 
would be fair to provide these migrant workers if 
you or your family were in their positions.

“S” ass-cending 
In summary, “S” is receiving more attention and 
emphasis. But, it’s still early days when it comes 
to metrics and reporting. Nevertheless, the day 
will come. In the meantime, you should hone 
your corporate conscience, especially to your 
main stakeholders.

 
Yours sincerely

Mr Sid

Sid


