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Abstract 

The concept of sustainable development has always been on 

the lips of many government officials in Hong Kong. Yet, seldom could 

we find a paper specifically investigate the sustainable development 

objective of property management companies’. There are two major 

objectives in this paper: 1) to find out whether property management 

companies have provided sustainable property management services, 2) 

how traditional Chinese thinking smoothen sustainable property 

management. The results from a survey of 14 local property 

management companies show that sustainable development is not a 

major concern for property management companies. Although, all of the 

local property management companies studied provides cleaning, 

security, repair and maintenance services, none of them have included 

the sustainable development concept as their operational objective. 
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Only a few of them state explicitly that they provide environmental, 

social and economic services to their customers. Even so, in view of 

global warming problem, sustainable needs from the green groups and 

Hong Kong Special Administrative Region government, it is expected 

that sustainable property management will be future agenda of all the 

property management companies. This paper proposes how traditional 

Chinese thinking can provide insight on sustainable property 

management by reviewing the previous literatures. 

 
Keywords: Traditional Chinese thinking, sustainable development, property 

management 
 

1. Introduction 

The road to sustainable development in Hong Kong began in 

the mid-1980s when the Environmental Protection Department 

(EPD) was born. EPD was later grouped with the Planning and 

Lands Departments, Food Department and Transport and Works 

Department in 1997, 2000 and 2002 respectively. The term 

sustainable development could be detected in an internal 

government paper from as early as 1993. Since then, few Hong Kong 

people understand or know what sustainable development was or 

what it meant. This increases the difficulties for establishment of a 

proper institutional structure. The first key government study to 

promote sustainable development was “sustainable development for 

the 21st Century study” (SUSDEV 21) in 1997. Surprisingly, 

however, Planning Department instead of EPD was responsible for 

the study. Sustainable Development Unit was established out of 

SUSDEV 21 in March 2003 under the Chief Executive. This unit 

comprised of appointed members from both the public and private 

sectors. Although there had been reports, regulations and 

consultancies dealing with environmental issues before SUSDEV 21, 

sustainable development in Hong Kong did not begin formally. (Lai 

et al., 2006). Given the existence of entitlements of natural resources 

and stakeholders are willing to participate in transformation 

experiment of regular practices and mindsets, negative externalities 

can be condensed or even transformed into positive ones (Lai et al., 

2006) While tons of papers have been written on sustainable 

property management , impact of local policy on property 

management and the relationship (Kane, 1993, Roberts, 1983) 

between information technology and property management (Pitt, 

1986, Han and Lim, 2001, Deakin, 1998, Jenkins et al., 1990 , Kock, 
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1983) few or even no paper has shed light on the impact of 

traditional Chinese thinking on sustainable property management. 

This paper aims at filling this gap of research. 

2. Sustainable development 

There are many different definitions of sustainable 

development. The first sustainable development definition came 

from the International Union for the Conservation of Nature in 1980: 

“for development to be sustainable, it must take account of social and 

ecological factors as well as economic ones; of the living and non-

living resource base; and of the long term as well as short term 

advantages and disadvantages of alternative action.” (Bugri et al., 

2008). Based on Malthusian’s theory of ‘environmental limits’ (Dolan 

et al., 2006), , the most widely accept definition of sustainable 

development comes from the Brundtland report in 1987: 

“Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of 

the present without compromising the needs of future generations to 

meet their own needs.” (Dolan et al., 2006). Neo-classical economists 

postulate that our economy can be expanded without hitting the 

limits of resource (Batty, 2006). By way of an efficient market, social, 

technological and innovation can distribute scarce resources 

effectively to overcome limits imposed by our natural environment. A 

growing awareness of the finite nature of land and natural resources 

in the late 1960s and 1970s opened the door for economists to use 

governmental regulation, public policy and social institutions to 

achieve sustainable development (Batty, 2006). Some people argue 

that sustainable policies should promote appropriate technology, 

highlight the problem of rapid resources depletion and non-economic 

factors in policy making (Bugri et al., 2008). Other sustainable 

development researchers concede that sustainable development can 

lead to improvement in present state of affairs. For example, the 

International Institute for Sustainable Development proposes that 

development can protect and restore ecological systems, improve the 

well-being of all nations and economic efficiency. Termed win-win-

win by Scottish Executive (Dolan et al.), such approach brings 

benefit to the economy, the environment and society. Consistent with 

Brundtland’s steady-state definition, this definition suggests 

sustainable development is the costs of development in the society 

are not transferred to future generations, or at least effort is made to 

reimburse for such costs (Dolan et al., 2006). In simplest terms, 
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sustainable development for Hong Kong means: 1) finding ways to 

attain economic growth and improve living standard while 

decreasing overall pollution and waste; 2) meeting the needs of our 

present generations without damaging our future generations’ 

resources; and 3) preserving common resources and reducing the 

environmental burden on our cities nearby. In a nutshell, to attain 

the goal of sustainable development, we require states of mind which 

are ready to bring about a full integration of needs for economic and 

social development with environmental conservation (Sustainable 

Development Unit, 2008). The concept can be visualized and 

summarized in figure 1.  

 

  

Figure 1 Graphical representation on 

sustainable development 

 
 

3. Property management 

Property management can be defined as the total care of the 

building during the operation stage in the simplest terms (Baldwin, 

1994).Many of us perceive it as that post-construction localized 

services, e.g. repairing and maintenance of facilities, cleaning of 
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common areas, gardening etc. Other than the role played by the 

property manager in resources, energy and waste reduction, few 

academics have attempted to discuss the issue on sustainable 

development basis. Research at this level has been conducted mainly 

either from regulators’ point of view in relation to environmental 

rules and regulations or from designers point of view in relation to 

the “green buildings” concept and their life cycle management (Lai, 

2006). Property management at a high level can be equated to the 

processes, infrastructure, actual decisions, facilities and institutions 

of property development, sale, leasing, and redevelopment. In other 

words, property management encompasses planning, construction, 

project appraisal, estate management and title succession. 

Alternatively, property development can be interpreted in a broader 

sense – it is part of resource management -- the idea of resource is 

not restricted to natural or raw resources, but any substance ranges 

from natural resources which may be regarded as idle, trash, vacant 

or waste to those which can be transformed into a value added or 

value destruction process. Good property management help increase 

the value of resources. Triumph in value transformation is not 

simply a matter of technique or science -- institutional arrangements 

do play an important role. This is especially true for those in respect 

of innovation facilitated by ideas exchange (Lai, 2006). Property 

management companies can be one of these institutions which act as 

facilitators in increasing the value of dwellings.  

Sustainable property management can be referred to 1) 

conservation of resources: environmentally responsible location, 

design and development of property which is and which has a 

positive, material effect on the quality of life in a board sense. 2) 

innovation which can internalize externalities and transform 

negative externalities into positive ones and 3) the establishment of 

ideas exchange platform to promote  environmentally and mutually 

beneficial friendly development (Lai, 2006).  

Residential property management practice in Hong Kong 

The Hong Kong real estate sector is remarkable in many 

respects: this tiny dot and hilly topography houses seven million 

people. Property and construction sector alone accounts for 

approximately 45% of total stock of market capitalization in Hong 

Kong (Baldwin, 1994). Blooming of high-rise, densely packed 

buildings in Hong Kong sheds light on the importance of a well-

developed property management sector; especially those buildings 

owners demand more attention on both the building structure and 
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its facilities maintenance. Furthermore, an increase in buildings 

usage boosts up the demand for security and cleaning services. A 

satisfactory property management service would help extend the 

economic life of a building eventually, lower the frequency and costs 

of refurbishment and redevelopment. Gone are the days of 

developers looking towards a 15-year cycle, sophisticated designs 

using quality materials nowadays have lengthened the cycle to 30 to 

40 to ensure a certain level in economic return (Baldwin, 1994). In 

light of the increasing life-span in buildings, property management 

becomes more important and necessary. 

Property management practice in Hong Kong is similar to 

other developed countries. Coverage of management service depends 

on the building’s use, age, quality, location, size, strategy and 

capability and of the property management company itself. The size 

of the property development is one of the major determining factors 

which govern the extent of management services. Large scale 

properties usually employ a team of property management staff with 

leasing agents, maintenance and security crews building supervisors. 

They are usually justified to form separate property management 

companies. Even if such a department is not created, there must be a 

large on-site management organization with a resident manager and 

professional personnel. For example, while it is highly unlikely for 

tenants in a single tier 20-storys building to hire a full-time manager, 

they might want to employ a management consultant on a fixed-fee 

basis instead. On the other hand, a professional property 

management company is not very likely to be interested in the 

managing such a relatively small scale property development. In 

slightly larger scale of property developments, financial management 

services may become necessary. The quality of the building is also a 

central determinant of the scope of management service. Better 

buildings services are usually provided with relatively better 

management and maintenance services property management 

agents. (Baldwin, 1994). Location is also another is another 

significant factor in quality of management. It is natural to observe 

higher standard and more comprehensive management service in 

prime buildings located in high-rent locations. The age of the 

property is another prime consideration in management services 

provision. A close correlation exists between the probability of 

facility failures (lead to a relatively higher maintenance costs) and 

age of the premises. Coupled with a lower affordability of occupants, 

it results in a cut back in the management service (Baldwin, 1994). 
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4. Research Method 

To know more about services provided by current property 

management companies, a list of property management companies 

with full membership status was taken out from The Hong Kong 

Association of Property Management Companies Limited 

(http://www.hkapmc.org.hk) in March 2009 and their corresponding 

website addresses were search via search engine Yahoo. Only those 

with websites in World Wide Web were considered for this study.  

Table 1 (see appendix) denotes the scope of services provided 

by 14 local property management companies. All of them provide 

cleaning, security, repair and maintenance services. 5 out of 14 

property management companies also held activities periodically to 

open channel of communication. Others also provide budget and 

financial services. Nevertheless, to our disappointment, sustainable 

property management is not their major concern. Among the 14 

companies, none of them state such objective in their websites. Only 

a few of them state explicitly they provide environmental, social and 

economic services to their customers.  

5. Traditional Chinese thinking 

Although the property management companies are falling 

behind the curve – fail to provide sustainable property management 

at this moment, it is expected that the property management 

companies stress more on sustainable property management in the 

future because: 1) the voice of green group is getting louder as 

evidence in the Town Planning Board open meetings and various 

petitions in Hong Kong; 2) the climate change as noted by Hong 

Kong Observatory; 3) the government has specified the importance of 

sustainable development again and again in her Policy Agenda. In 

the following section, it provides a brief idea on how traditional 

Chinese thinking can help property management companies in 

developing sustainable property management services to residents. 

5.1.  Rich web of interrelated theories 

Chinese semantic theories refer to a rich web of interrelated 

theories about knowledge, mind, and the world (Chris, 2007), ways of 

thinking has been remarkably combined, fused disparate and 
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different elements (Gunde, 2002). Combining opposite concept is the 

core of Chinese thinking 

Because of this correlative thinking, it is quite often that 

there is no clear boundary between medical and astronomy. Hardly 

could we read an old Chinese book which is written specially for 

science only. Many scientists are not authors of scientific publication, 

their scientific thought are scattered in books with other concepts 

and ideas. Yet it is also because of this kind of correlative thinking, 

Chinese is the first nation who have discovered the impact of moon’s 

magnetic force on tidal movement and  the creative idea on “the 

collapse of copper hill in the west lead to the bell rings in the east” 

stimulates the innovation of earthquake prediction machine (Liu, 

2001). 

 

In interpreting the term “sustainable development”, most of 

us automatically stick to the green version of the Brundtland 

definition and stay away from the idea suggested in the Rio 

Declaration (Lai, 2006). Nevertheless, to attain the goal of 

sustainable development, there should be an integration and global 

vision on the needs for economic and social development with 

environmental conservation at the same time. Traditional Chinese 

thinking which stresses the importance in combined, fused disparate 

and different elements does help much in this sense. Sustainable 

property management also requires property management personnel 

who are well-prepared to view the property in such way and not just 

focuses or concentrates on environment and neglect economic and 

social development or the other way round. 

5.2. Harmony and organic view on natural environment 

Chinese stresses the unity of human and nature. Whenever 

there are changes in one part, there will be feedback from the other. 

Tung Chung Xu commented in ... “The sky has Yin Yang, human 

have Yin Yang (Chinese identify Yin as dark, negative, destructive 

and Yang as bright, positive and constructive (Gunde, 2002)). When 

there is more Yin in the sky, there will be more Yin in human. The 

reason why there are more Yin in human is due to the increase in 

Yin in our sky and land” Therefore, on the one hand, Chinese 

concede that they can receive goodness from our natural 

environment in an optimal way; on the other hand, if there are too 



 

 

 

JOURNAL OF REAL ESTATE AND DEVELOPMENT ECONOMICS RESEARCH 

 

Page 91 of 98 

 
 

 

much human disturbances on our environment, revenge from our 

environment can be huge and astonishing. Some great thinkers even 

afraid that the mechanical tools and invention disturb our 

environment too much and division of labour which can destroy 

harmony between human and our natural environment (Liu, 2001). 

Although such kind of philosophical thinking deter some sort of 

invention or innovation, effort to produce harmony between human 

and our environment is important to produce a sustainable 

environment. Pollution and over-use in electricity is one of example 

which people. 

Because of organic and harmonious view on our natural 

environment, Chinese often learn from our nature in tools making. 

Yijing suggests that we need to simulate our nature in tools 

production. One of the most well-known tools making mauals “Tian 

Gong Kai Wu” stresses the production of tools are made to 

supplement the deficiencies of our natural environment only. 

Medical books include Neijing advocate the importance of dynamic 

relations between natural environment and human’s lives (Liu, 

2001).  

Technological breakthrough leads to an increase in chemical 

and environmental unfriendly substances usage. Organic view on 

our natural environment remind us the possible revenge should 

there be improper treatment on our nature. Only if property 

management personnel have a harmonious thinking with our 

environment, we will have an incentive to preserve our natural 

resources, innovation in transforming the negative externalities into 

positive ones. 

5.3. Correlative thinking 

Correlative thinking is one of the typical ways of thought by 

Chinese (Liu, 2001). It includes 3 major components: analogy, 

intuition and imagination. Intuition refers to the ability to know the 

truth without going through detail logical deduction (Liu, 2001). 

Analogy depends on the similarities of two substances for logical 

deduction. Imagination refers to the ability to produce innovative 

idea based on past experiences, e.g. YiJing relies on imagination, 

mobilizing patterns of the hexagrams’ lines to produce future 

prediction (Zabriskie, 2005). Because of different cultural 

backgrounds, there has always been a misunderstanding that there 
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is no imagination among Chinese at all. People seldom realize these 

differences as long as they cannot clear up their own 

misunderstandings and prejudices. Chinese’s imagination can be 

best demonstrated in traditional Chinese arts: opera, painting, 

literature, and music. (Wang, 1997). While Chinese’s creative idea 

and invites new experiences of nature (Cheng, 2008), analogy do 

helps produce innovation in solving property management problem. 

Coupled with Chinese’s “nonchange (buyi) of change” and that 

“change” as a constant activity the life-creativity of life (Cheng, 2008), 

innovative idea can be realized in a smoother way. 

 

 

6. Conclusion 

Sustainable property management requires a full integration 

in social, economic and environmental development, conservation of 

resources and innovative idea which can turn negative externalities 

into positive ones. Traditional Chinese thinking can help manage 

property in a sustainable way in the sense that it’s thinking mode -- 

correlative and fused thinking and the harmonious and organic view 

point on our environment match well with the requirement of 

sustainable property management. It is, indeed, high time to think 

and consider the possible contribution of our traditional Chinese 

thinking on our concrete jungle. 
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Name  cleaning   security  repair & 

maintenance  

24 hours 

call 

services 

Transport Home 

service 

Finance 

 

Garden Activities 

for tenants 

Other 

services 

Source  

Yoshiyahk 

Property 

Management 

Limited 

Y Y Y Y      Pest 

control, 

Leasing, 

and rental 

(Yoshiya 

Property 

Management 

Limited, 2008) 

Efficient 

Property 

Management 

Company Ltd 

Y Y Y    Y   Legal 

services, 

Pest 

Control 

(Efficient 

Property 

Management 

Company 

Limited, 2008) 

Goodwell 

property 

Management 

Ltd 

Y 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Y Y  Y     selling 

stamps,  

newspaper, 

flower 

delivery, 

furniture 

storage 

 

 

 

 

 

(Goodwell 

Property 

Management 

Limited, 2008) 
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Name  cleaning   security  repair & 

maintenance  

24 hours 

call 

services 

 

Transport Home 

service 

Finance 

 

Garden Activities 

for tenants 

Other 

services 

Source  

Protech 

Property 

Management 

Limited 

Y Y Y  Y    Y  (Protech 

Property 

Management 

Limited, 2008) 

City Base 

Property 

Management 

Ltd 

Y Y Y    Y Y   (City Base 

Property 

Management 

Ltd, 2008) 

Funing 

Property 

Management 

Limited, 

Y Y Y  Y     name card 

printing, 

maid 

recruitment 

(Funing 

Property 

Management 

Limited, 2008) 

Parkland 

Property 

Management 

Ltd 

Y Y Y    Y   Insurance (Parkland 

Property 

Management 

Ltd, 2008) 
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Name  cleaning   security  repair & 

maintenance  

24 hours 

call 

services 

Transport Home 

service 

Finance 

 

Garden Activities 

for tenants 

Other 

services 

Source  

Chevalier 

Property 

Management 

Ltd 

Y Y Y  Y   Y Y  (Chevalier 

Group, 2008) 

Nice Property 

Management 

Ltd 

Y Y Y   Y Y   Insurance (Nice Property 

Management 

Limited, 2008) 

Hong Yip 

Services Co. 

Ltd 

Y Y Y   Y  Y Y Postage 

magazines 

and 

newspapers 

delivery, 

floral 

delivery  

(Hong Yip 

Service Co. 

Ltd, 2006) 

Palico Group 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Y Y Y        (Palico Group, 

2002) 
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Name  cleaning   security  repair & 

maintenance  

24 hours 

call 

services 

Transport Home 

service 

Finance 

 

Garden Activities 

for tenants 

Other 

services 

Source  

Good Will 

Management 

Limited 

Y Y Y    Y Y Y Leasing, 

Car park 

supervision, 

insurance 

(Good Will 

Management 

Limited, 2005) 

Kai Shing 

Management 

Serivices 

Limited 

Y Y Y     Y Y Property 

Agencies 

(Kai Shing 

Management 

Services 

Limited, 2008) 

Hang Yick 

Properties 

Managem-ent 

Ltd 

Y Y Y    Y    (Hang Yick 

Properties 

Management 

Limited, 2008) 

Number of 

companies 

14 14 14 1 4 2 6 5 5   

% 100 100 100 7.14 28.57 14.29 42.86 35.71 35.71   
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