
Introduction
	 Social innovation, as the OECD defines, is “the design and im-
plementation of new solutions that imply conceptual, process, prod-
uct, or organizational change, which ultimately aim to improve the  
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welfare and wellbeing of individuals and communities” [1]. Inno-
vation also takes the form from establishing of social businesses to 
corporate innovations. Innovation has shifted from a project-based 
approach towards a results-based agenda, which centers around 
achieving and measuring specific results. When a social business is 
seeking funding, donors or investors examine their theory of change 
and business models closely before granting a loan or other forms of 
funding. Hence, the results-based agenda clearly applies. However, 
corporations may be detached from this framework, as larger firms 
are financially sustainable and are less reliant on outside investments. 
As a result, the resultant yet critical question is whether corporate 
innovation brings changes that address social needs while being sus-
tainable. This paper analyzes some corporate social responsibility 
(CSR) programs in Taiwan, focusing on the health sector, to answer 
what CSR looks like in a developed context and whether it achieves 
the intended goals and results.

Corporate Social Innovation and Corporate Social 
Responsibility

	 Today’s CSR programs have their roots in corporate philanthro-
py when wealthy businessman and philanthropist Andrew Carnegie 
challenged wealthy people to support social causes. CSR, however, 
only truly began to take hold in the United States, in the 1970s, when 
the concept of the “social contract” between businesses and society 
was outlined. Various organizations worldwide now engage in CSR 
programs to show their corporate commitments and responsibilities 
toward sustainable development. CSR have evolved from a nice thing 
to do, to a necessity for a successful business. In today’s innova-
tion-led society, organizations can no longer afford to merely involve 
in charity, but to move beyond CSR to corporate social innovation [2].

	 Though originating from generating social impact, CSR, received 
criticisms such as promoting greenwashing [3]. Corporations may be 
reluctant to shift its focus from profit-making and shareholders may 
not want to adopt CSR programs. A study from Taiwan indicates that 
given Asian’s firm culture, firms that are collectively owned or govern-
ment-owned are more likely to take serious efforts to integrate CSR 
into aspects of their business operations while firms that are still ex-
panding and family firms are less likely to devote efforts into CSR ac-
tivities since the firms’ financial performance have more importance. 
At the same time, the study also highlights that firms that devote ef-
forts into CSR are more likely to earn higher earnings and gain better 
reputation, which can reduce business risks. This narrative then fits 
into the speculation that for firms to receive higher earnings, they may 
engage in greenwashing, under the name of CSR [4].

CSR is in Dire Need in Health

	 Although CSR has been a widely known concept in business in-
stitutions, there are limited literatures about CSR in the health sector. 
CSR in health can be introduced from inside and outside the health 
sector. Corporations outside of the health sector can contribute to a 
better health system or engage in health promotion activities.
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	 Social innovation is often a mechanism to jump start public-pri-
vate partnerships to leverage resources to achieve social impact, the 
analysis of sustainability and impact of corporate social responsibil-
ity (CSR) cannot be emphasized enough. Considering that majority 
of CSR programs in Taiwan are initiatives of multinational companies 
or private sector that emerged during the COVID-19 pandemic, this 
paper analyzes CSR in the health sector in Taiwan and found that 
current CSR activities in Taiwan are driven by awards, public rela-
tions interest, and other external interests, which deviates from the 
intended impact of CSR. Corporations in Taiwan have the potential 
to change and be part of the transformation of the ecosystem for 
social innovation to address need in closing the urban-rural health 
utilization among Taiwanese indigenous communities.
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	 Pharmaceutical companies or health care providers can also go be-
yond their profit objective. As the world has been menacing over the 
stubborn COVID-19 pandemic coupled with a high time for strength-
ening health systems, it is hard to disagree with the statement that 
healthcare activities have emerged as the most crucial CSR activity in 
current times [5].

	 CSR for the health sector can take place in many forms, examples 
of some activities that can be executed include, but are not limited to 
[6].

•	 Develop community partnerships for health promotion and equi-
table access to health

•	 Provide financial and technical support to advance medical tech-
nology and contribute to cutting-edge medical research

•	 Integrate equitable health care delivery through inter-sectoral part-
nerships

•	 Manufacture and sell drugs at a lower price for economically vul-
nerable population

•	 Protect environment health through the usage of green energy 
sources to supply power for medical institutions and mange wastes 
with respect to the environment

•	 Monitor product supply sourcing of the whole supply chain to 
guarantee procurement of materials and equipment from pharma-
ceutical firms known for the quality of their products that respect 
the environment, labor law, and human rights.

•	 Support fundraising for rare diseases

	 The locations corporations choose to implement CSR activities 
can be different from the firm’s location. Social innovations in health 
have brought notable progress in addressing barriers associated with 
access and cost of care in both low- and middle-income countries. The 
focuses in low- and middle-income countries include improving ac-
cess to reproductive health care, nutrition, health infrastructure devel-
opment, and sanitation projects [7]. Although there are more nuances 
in ways to contribute to health CSR activities in developed countries, 
there are still gaps that corporations’ CSR activities can focus on. This 
paper uses Taiwan as a case study to explore social innovations in 
Taiwan and how corporations have implemented CSR activities in the 
health sector, given that Taiwan already has a great national health 
insurance system and will be expecting the fastest economic growth 
since a decade [8].

Cases Study
Social innovations in Taiwan

	 Renowned for its export-oriented technologically intensive econ-
omy, Taiwan also has a long tradition of charitable religious giving. 
The tradition of charitable religious giving alone created a favorable 
ecosystem for social innovations to thrive. As a result, social inno-
vations have been blooming in Taiwan over the past two decades. 
However, an analysis raised the question of the sustainability of social 
businesses in Taiwan, as the government and charity giving provide 
quite a generous funding for social enterprises. In 2018 alone, 12 dif-
ferent branches of the government provided over 88 billion Taiwanese 
dollars over a 5-year period. The high amount of funding may create 
dependency on governmental support, rather than seeking other exter-
nal investors or develop their business model [9].

	 As for corporations, similarly to other countries, CSR developed 
as part of corporations’ efforts to engage in social innovation and so-
cial responsibility in addition to its profit-driven activities. Current es-
tablishments of CSR tend to focus on the rights of employees, share-
holders, environment and sustainability community development and 
supply chain relationship. However, there are gaps in implementation 
and reporting of CSR. A survey of Pricewaterhouse Coopers indicates 
that only 9% of firms in Taiwan include SDGs in the CSR reporting 
compared to 71% of the firms globally. This huge gap in SDG report-
ing then circles back to the main themes of the paper. What are the CSR 
initiatives in health in Taiwan? What are some social innovations in 
the health sector? Could the lack of mention of SDGs in CSR report-
ing overlook CSR initiatives in the health sector?

Mapping of Taiwan’s health care system

	 Taiwan prides itself with its accessible, low overall cost of health 
care and universal health care coverage. In fact, due to the advancement 
in ICT industry, Taiwan ranks 13th in the World Index of Healthcare In-
novation, according to research from The Foundation for Research on 
Equal Opportunity [10]. In the last 1980s, the Taiwanese government 
then recruited several U.S health economists for health policy reforms. 
The group recommended a single-payer model, in which the govern-
ment was the sole provider of the health insurance, and the financing 
was modeled on the German system, in which premiums are deducted 
through individual payroll taxes. Building on the principles of equity 
in access and benefits, effective and egalitarian cost control, and ad-
ministrative simplicity to help the public understand the system [11], 
the national health insurance system (NHI) was implemented in 1995. 
The NHI benefit package is more comprehensive than any typical 
Western single-payer system. The coverage not only includes inpa-
tient and outpatient care (preventative, primary, and specialist care), 
but also includes dental care, mental health care, physical rehabilita-
tion, home nursing and traditional Chinese medicine. Enrollment in 
NHI is mandatory for all citizens and foreigners legally residing in 
Taiwan for longer than six months. Virtually all residents are enrolled.

	 In 2009, Taiwan further introduced a universal system of electron-
ic health ID cards, which resembles chip-based credit cards that store 
patients’ demographic and health information, including past medical 
visits and histories, claims data and prescription file. Health care ser-
vices can only be provided if a health care professional and a patient 
simultaneously use their cards to confirm a transaction. Each individ-
ual health facility can also use the card to check for past visitations and 
prescription history at other health facilities to streamline health care 
provision to the public and health care administration for the profes-
sionals. This system gives Taiwan real-time claims data, enabling the 
government to identify areas of increased utilization, which notably 
helped Taiwan prevent the initial outbreak of COVID-19 [12].

	 Healthcare is an important factor in poverty alleviation. With a na-
tional system that is efficient, currently, Taiwan’s public health spend-
ing accounts for fewer than 6% of its GDP. However, the healthcare 
system is not without flaws. For instance, copayments for outpatient 
prescription drugs covered under NHI are capped at TWD 200 (USD 
6.6) per outpatient visit, regardless of how many drugs are prescribed 
during that visit and there is no annual cap on drug copayments [13]. 
While the low cost of care is attractive at first glance, the caveats 
to this single-payer and low-cost universal coverage can result in 
over-reliance on hospital care and over prescription.
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	 There is also a gap in urban-rural health care utilization. Despite 
implementation of NHI covered up to 99% of the population, there is 
an urban-rural disparity in preventative health care utilization. Stud-
ies have suggested that even with NHI, health intervention efforts, 
such as preventive medicine, might not have effectively reached more 
rural residents of Taiwan. As a matter of fact, there is a phenomenon 
of “coverage without access” among the Taiwanese aboriginal popu-
lation, mostly residing in mountainous townships and experiencing 
lower socioeconomic status, and exhibiting poorer social determi-
nants of health. They also have limited access to adequate high-qual-
ity health care services [14,15].

Existing CSR projects in health

	 In Taiwan, CSR are still dominated by large-scale companies in 
the financial sector, and science and technology industries. Few med-
ical industries and hospitals have published their social sustainability 
reports. While there are some studies on the lack of CSR performance 
of medical institutions in Taiwan, among the publicly released so-
cial responsibility sustainability reports of the hospitals, the contents 
mainly focus on the current situation of the hospital, management, 
friendly workplace, and medical services [16]. Even though CSR in-
tend to create positive social impact, findings also point out that CSR 
of hospitals have different “quality”. In general, hospitals operated 
by private universities do poorly in CSR, which is an apparent result 
of the current laws that do not ask them to abide by rules of statu-
tory public welfare expenditures, whereas medical research centers 
have more tendency to compile reports on CSR [17]. CSR projects 
in health are either implemented by hospitals as part of their efforts 
towards contributing towards environmental sustainability or imple-
mented by other industries to advance the developments in health. 
These CSR projects in the health sector in Taiwan stood out as follow-
ing:

1.	 Advancing medical technology: AUO, a company that special-
izes in optoelectronics, partnered with ADLINK Technology, the 
global leader in industrial computers, to introduce 20 medical 
panel computers with high-resolution, anti-glare and touch-screen 
medical display technology to National Taiwan University Hospi-
tal to enhance the infection prevention and control needs during 
the pandemic. Usage of these high-tech displays is expected to 
safeguard the health of medical personnel in Taiwan, upgrade the 
efficiency and accelerate the digital transformation of the medical 
industry [18].

2.	 Integrative approaches for a greener environment: Mission-
care, a health care provider and institution, not only adheres to 
practices that are outlined under good environmental sustainability 
practices, but also values the rights and potential of its employ-
ees. Missioncare offers a scholarship for the employees that attend 
part-time executive programs and offers free yearly physical ex-
amples for all its employees [19].

3.	 Donate PPE for those in need: Medtecs, a leading personal pro-
tective equipment (PPE) supplier, donated surgical masks, gloves, 
and many types of PPE gears during the COVID-19 pandemic to 
NGOs in Taiwan and some organizations abroad for emergency 
support. However, Medtecs only incorporated CSR since February 
of 2020 and some donation recipients seem to be driven by exter-
nal factors like diplomatic ties [20].

4.	 Well-rounded CSR that incorporates different dimensions of 
health improvement: Acer, a Taiwanese multinational hardware 
and electronics corporation, has been incorporating CSR to ad-
vance social development and sustainable development. Howev-
er, during the pandemic, they increased a category of CSR under 
“COVID-19 response”. The newly added activities include em-
ployee blood drive for the community, collaboration with the Na-
tional Defense Medical Center to use AI technologies for acceler-
ated vaccine development, collaboration with the Taiwan Centers 
for Disease Control to establish “THAS” surveillance system for 
infection and antimicrobial resistance that helps hospital adminis-
trators understand the status of infection and antibiotic resistance 
in their hospitals. This innovation was awarded the Global ICT 
Excellence Award – COVID-19 Best Industrial Solution [21].

5.	 Leverage community partnerships to elevate wellness of the 
elderly: Pfizer Inc, the American multinational pharmaceutical 
and biotechnology corporation that developed a COVID-19 vac-
cine has a branch in Taiwan. In face of population aging, since 
2012, Pfizer Taiwan partnered with local NGOs to form volunteer 
groups to keep senior citizens who live on their own, in remote ar-
eas company during the holiday seasons and took them for holiday 
shopping [22].

6.	 Health promotion and nutrient consumption matters: Taiyen 
Biotech, a salt manufacturer that transformed to a customer-orient-
ed service industry that safeguards public health and beauty with 
premium biotech products. In its 60-year history, the company has 
devoted its efforts to public health promotion on consumption of 
sodium and potassium [23].

7.	 Creating a healthy and happy tomorrow through medicine 
and nutritional care: Taiwan Millennium Health Foundation, a 
foundation created as part of the CSR initiatives of Uni-President, 
the largest food production company in Taiwan and Asia, aim to 
promote healthy lifestyles and medical knowledge through health 
campaigns and its “National Health Day” to screen for metabol-
ic diseases in Taiwan. Together with 7-eleven, the leading con-
venience store in Taiwan, they supply blood pressure monitors, 
waistline tape measures, and pamphlets for health education to 
raise awareness of metabolic diseases and the benefits of maintain-
ing a healthy lifestyle [24].

Critical Analysis on Impact and Sustainability
	 The projects above are initiatives of multinational companies, 
health care providers, or local Taiwanese firms and these projects en-
compass a great variability of what CSR in health could be. While 
some larger firms in Taiwan have been incorporating CSR since the 
early 2000s, many CSR projects only started under the wider mission 
of creating a better environment and improved employee well-being 
after the Company Act came into force under the Ministry of Economic 
Affairs in 2018. This act writes: “when conducting its business, every 
company shall comply with the laws and regulations as well as busi-
ness ethics and may take actions which will  promote public interests 
in order to fulfill its social responsibilities” [25]. A number of health 
projects only emerged during the COVID-19 pandemic through 
mechanisms of in-country donations and “PPE-diplomacy” to Tai-
wan’s allies in Southeast Asia (i.e. Medtecs). These approaches have 
good intentions but will most likely only generate a one-time only or 
short-term effect, which contradicts the purposes of social innovation 
for sustainable change.
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	 To promote innovations in the private sector, the government 
awards the best CSR programs. Since Taiwan is an export-orient-
ed economy and CSR is now increasingly used as part of company 
branding and strategy to gain momentum for international collabora-
tions, many companies are forced to engage in CSR activities or else 
they risk losing contracts. Substantial evidence also suggests that CSR 
and financial earnings are intertwined, corporations are self-serving 
and only engage CSR when it yields benefits. Typically, charitable 
giving attracts the publics’ attention, so the media only writes about 
big fundraisers and donations while CSR programs on community 
engagement and sustainability do not grab interest of the public. This 
resulting external pressure, in turn, affects how corporations engage 
in CSR. While the CSR projects in the health sector illustrated above 
show how diverse CSR programs can be, it also reflects the trends of 
public interest. Donations for medical devices have always existed 
and PPE donations gained momentum during the COVID-19 pan-
demic, yet none of these CSR programs address the need in closing 
the urban-rural health utilization among Taiwanese indigenous com-
munities.

Filling the Gaps to Boost CSR
	 With gaps to fill, CSR is only at the margins in Taiwan. Just like 
boosting social innovation, effective and sustainable CSR requires 
talent and cross-sector collaboration to reach the full potential. Cur-
rent CSR activities in Taiwan are driven by awards, public relations 
interest, and other external interests. As the type of CSR activities 
in Taiwan that attract media attention are philanthropic activities, it 
is also suspected that CSR positions in corporations will not require 
much technical expertise on sustainable development. A review of 
several recruiting announcements for CSR positions on 104.com, 
a popular job board in Taiwan, confirmed these speculations. With 
the exceptions of companies already working in the environmental 
or biomedical field that specifically require their CSR personnel to 
have relevant knowledge and experience in sustainable development, 
climate change and/or carbon reduction, CSR positions in other firms 
do not have a targeted profile and are generally positioned under the 
offices of public relations, administration, or donor relations.

	 Positioning CSR under offices of donor relations or public rela-
tions will eventually cause CSR strategies to deviate from its intended 
impact. To make the whole CSR system work, management need to 
take a participatory approach to enable a business ecosystem that is 
ready to create changes. For the corporations reviewed in this paper, 
a good example of participatory management can be seen in the or-
ganizational model of Taiwan Millennium Health Foundation, which 
appointed public health and medical professionals as their board 
of directors to shape their strategies. To fulfill the unmet needs and 
achieve lasting impact, corporations should be ready to either develop 
partnerships with public health experts in academia and civil society 
to address the gap in urban-rural health care utilization or employ a 
CSR personnel with health background who is able to navigate the 
playing field between health, business, and policies to develop CSR 
strategies.

Conclusion
	 Social innovation is a multi-dimensional concept used to jump 
start government transformation, public-private collaborations, and 
the broader social systems to address social needs that cannot be 
reached by the public or private sector alone. The process of social in-
novation also fosters greater inter-disciplinarity and inter-sectionality  

that leads to new forms of power relations and empowerment. There 
is more work to be done to change the ecosystem for innovation. As 
progress in health care is key to poverty reduction, but despite being 
categorized as a developed context, there is still room for improve-
ment in CSR programs to address health needs in Taiwan. CSR in 
Taiwan promotes SDG washing. In the eyes of the experts, CSR are 
supposed to be innovations or new measures that contribute to creat-
ing a better Taiwan or making progress on specific SDG indicators, 
not about tweaking annual reports to align its existing statements with 
SDG indicators. Additionally, big corporations are supposed to engage 
in innovations for social impact, but the criticisms of CSR green-
washing and SDG washing exist as corporations often face pressure 
to engage in philanthropic activities for media interests. Engaging in 
these activities will only undermine the importance of CSR and SDGs 
in the long run, change is needed to align CSR back with its initial 
goals. CSR strategies also often come from a top-down approach, and 
firms in Taiwan have strong hierarchical culture so it could be hard to 
change existing strategies. However, corporations in Taiwan have the 
potential to undergo transformation.

	 As more and more young generation now have heard of sustain-
ability, circular economy, CSR, and SDGs in Taiwan; and manage-
ment and business schools are also incorporating training including 
sustainable supply chain management in their curriculum, there is 
potential of transforming the way corporations in Taiwan run in the fu-
ture. It is envisioned that the next generation of business leaders will 
balance the needs of business, human rights, and sustainable devel-
opment in their management, while engaging the interests of citizens 
and stakeholders in the public and private sector for sustainability and 
social change.
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