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Introduction

In recent years, the world economy has been 
confronted with many challenges, particularly downward 
economic pressures, geopolitical conflicts, and increasing 
climate change. These complex factors have given rise 
to the global issue of sustainable development, which 
has become the central focus of development in today’s 
world. In this situation, governments, corporations, and 
all sectors of society are gradually realizing the urgency 
of achieving sustainable development and are actively 
exploring strategies to balance environmental protection, 
economic growth, and social well-being. Corporate, as 

the main body of economic activity, has the responsibility 
to push society towards the goal of sustainability, which 
means that while pursuing profit maximization, firms 
also need to build a sustainable business model and 
actively practice ESG concepts [1-5]. In this paper, 
we will explore whether and how high education 
agglomerations improve firm ESG performance.

Chinese university town construction was 
implemented in Shanghai city in 1987 and has lasted 
until today. There are 123 cities that have constructed 
university towns until 2023, which is 36.8% of the 
334 cities in China. Firms located in the cities that 
are constructing university towns could have more 
human capital or hire more skilled workers from higher 
education agglomerations, which would promote firm 
ESG performance.
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Abstract

This paper will explore a novel tool to improve firm ESG performance by mitigating human 
capital frictions. Exploiting the Chinese university town construction as an exogenous quasi-natural 
experiment, this paper explores whether and how higher education agglomeration affects the firm’s 
ESG performance with the difference-in-differences (DID) method. We find that the higher education 
agglomeration would improve the firm ESG performance. This effect is more prominent in SOE  
and high-tech firms. Additionally, the potential channels for improvement in firm ESG performance 
are that higher education agglomerations would increase human capital and hire more skilled workers. 
Overall, this paper explores the new contribution to ESG improvement from the higher education 
agglomeration.
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Exploiting the Chinese university town construction 
as an exogenous, quasi-natural experiment, this 
paper explores whether and how higher education 
agglomeration affects the firm ESG performance 
with the DID method. We find that the higher 
education agglomeration would improve the firm ESG 
performance. This effect is more prominent in SOEs and 
high-tech firms. Additionally, the potential channels for 
the improvement effect in firm ESG performance are 
that higher education agglomerations would increase 
human capital and hire more skilled workers.  

There are two potential contributions in this paper. 
Firstly, we contribute to the literature on the effect of 
agglomeration in high education. Although previous 
scholars in this field have shed light on the effects of 
industrial agglomeration [6-8], economic agglomeration 
[9-11], financial agglomeration [12], and population 
agglomeration [13, 14], little literature has explored 
the impact of high education agglomeration. This 
paper regards China’s university town construction as 
an exogenous quasi-natural experiment and explores 
whether and how high education agglomeration from 
university town construction has spillover effects on 
firm ESG performance, which enriches the literature on 
the effect of agglomeration.

Secondly, we enrich the research on the factors 
influencing firm ESG performance. Existing research 
has explored why there are differences in firm ESG 
performance within firms from firm characteristics, 
including firm size [15], firm digitization [16], corporate 
governance [17], CEO career concerns [18], executive 
compensation [19], or from firm external factors, 
including government environmental attention [20], 
environmental regulation [21, 22], local government debt 
pressure [23], green finance [24], financial performance 
shortfalls [25], digitalization transformation [26], and 
so on. However, rare literature investigates the factors 

affecting firm ESG performance from agglomeration. 
In contrast to the previous research, we explore the 
impact of high education agglomeration on firm ESG 
performance, especially based on the setting of China’s 
university town construction.

Literature Review

Institutional Background

With the rapid growth of China’s economy, the 
demand for high-quality talents has been increasing, 
prompting the Chinese government to invest more in 
higher education. This has led to an increase in the 
number of universities and, consequently, a growing 
demand for more educational facilities. In this context, 
the construction of university towns has become  
a necessary measure. These towns not only provide the 
necessary space and resources for the ever-increasing 
number of students and educational institutions, but 
also enhance the quality of education by concentrating 
high-quality educational resources. University towns 
have become important bases for promoting academic 
exchange, research innovation, and talent cultivation, 
playing a significant role in improving the national level 
of education and driving socio-economic development. 
At the same time, the construction of university towns 
is also a part of China’s regional development strategy. 
They not only promote the economic development of the 
region but also attract high-tech companies and research 
centers, forming an interaction of education, research, 
and industry. Additionally, the construction of university 
towns is closely related to the national urbanization 
process, helping to alleviate the pressure on space and 
resources in urban central areas while promoting the 
urbanization development of surrounding regions.

Fig. 1. Number of university towns in China: 1987-2022.
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In 1999, the construction of the first “University 
Town” in Shanghai City marked the beginning of 
nationwide university town development in China. 
Especially under the backdrop of China’s “Better 
Science Education” strategy, provincial governments 
across China began to plan and construct university 
towns on a large scale. As shown in Fig. 1 from 1999 
to 2022, the number of university towns completed in 
China increased annually. Such large-scale construction 
of university towns has also led to the development of 
higher education from a holistic to a comprehensive 
system.

Materials and Methods

Sample and Data

Our research sample mainly comes from three 
databases. First, we obtain the basic financial 
information of Chinese A-share listed companies from 
2011 to 2021 from the CSMAR database. Second, we 
get the firm ESG scores from Bloomberg Corporate. 
Third, the city’s economic development and fiscal 
decentralization are based on the China City Statistical 
Yearbook. Referring to Ren et al. (2023) [27], we clean 
the sample data as follows: (1) Excluding financial and 
ST* companies; (2) Excluding companies with liabilities 
exceeding assets; (3) Excluding cities that had university 
town construction before 2011. Finally, our sample in 
this paper has 3408 firm-year observations. To minimize 
the impact of outliers, we performed tail-trimming on 
all continuous variables at the top and bottom 1%.

Variable Measurement

Independent Variable: Higher Education 
Agglomeration (Agglomeration)

As we have discussed the institutional background in 
section 2, there are some university town constructions 
in Chinese cities every year. Therefore, adopting the city 
variations and year variations, we regard the university 
town construction as a quasi-natural experiment to 
identify the impact of higher education agglomerations 
on firm ESG performance. Specially, we construct the 
agglomeration variable, which equals 1 after the city-
constructed university town, to measure the human 
capital agglomeration.

Dependent Variable: Firm Esg Performance (LnESG)

Following Li et al. (2023), Zhang, and Lucey (2022) 
[28, 29], we adopt the firm ESG scores from Bloomberg 
Corporate to represent the firm ESG performance. 
Bloomberg Corporate collected the Chinese A-share 
listed firms ESG disclosure information from 2011 and 
provided a comprehensive evaluation of the corporate 
disclosure quality in the firm environment, social 

responsibility performance, and corporate governance 
performance, and then scored these performances.  
The scores range from 0 to 100. Firms are more engaged 
in ESG-related activities with higher scores. To exclude 
the effects of heteroskedasticity, this paper adopts the 
natural logarithmic of firms ESG scores.

The Control Variables

In this paper, the dependent variable LnESG is a 
firm-level variable, while the core explanatory variable 
Agglomeration is a city-level variable. Therefore, we 
included two level control variables: firm-level control 
variables and city-level control variables. The firm-level 
control variables include firm size (Size), firm leverage 
ratio (Lev), firm age (Age), firm earnings capacity 
(Roa), firm property rights (Soe), and firm concentration 
ownership (Top 3). The city-level control variables 
include city economic development (LnGDP) and city 
fiscal decentralization (Fiscal). Appendix Table A.1 
reports the variable definitions.

Research Model

To explore the impact of higher education 
agglomeration from university town construction on 
firm ESG performance, we adopt the following DID 
model:

0 1 ,n , c t c, t i, t i ind, t p, t i, tL ESGi t Agglomeration X Kα α γ λ δ η θ ε= + + + + + + +

 0 1 ,n , c t c, t i, t i ind, t p, t i, tL ESGi t Agglomeration X Kα α γ λ δ η θ ε= + + + + + + +  (1)

(1) Where i is the firm i, c is the city c, and t is the year 
t. LnESG is our dependent variable that represents firm 
ESG performance. Agglomeration is the independent 
variable that represents higher education agglomeration 
at UTC. Our control variables include the firm-level 
control variables, K, and the city-level control variables, 
X. δi is a firm fixed effect. In addition, we control the 
industry-year fixed effect (ηind,t) to exclude the impact of 
some industry policies on firm ESG performance and 
the province-year fixed effect (θp,t) to exclude the impact 
of some province policies on firm ESG performance. 

Summary Statistics

In this section, we report our main core variables’ 
descriptive statistics in Table 1. The mean and standard 
deviation of firm ESG performance (LnESG) are 3.309 
and 0.297, respectively. Additionally, the minimum 
value and maximum value of ESG are 2.181 and 
4.243, respectively, implying that there are differences  
in firms ESG performance among Chinese A-share 
listed companies.
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Results and Discussion

Basic Results

In this section, we will examine whether the higher 
education agglomeration in UTC affects firm ESG 
performance. Table 2 reports the basic results. From 

column (1) to column (4), the core dependent variable 
Agglomeration is positively and significantly correlated 
with the core independent variable LnESG. And the 
coefficient on the agglomeration in column (4) is 0.05, 
suggesting that the higher education agglomeration 
would significantly increase the firm ESG performance 
by 5.1% (=(exp(0.05)-1)×100%) on average. Therefore, 

Variables Definitions References Data Source

Firm-level variables

LnESG Firm ESG performance, natural logarithm of firm ESG 
scores

Li et al. (2018), Zhang and 
Lucey (2022)

Bloomberg 
Corporate

Size Firm size, natural logarithm of total asset Ren et al. (2023), Zhu and Xu 
(2022) CSMAR

Age Firm age, the logarithm of year of firm listing Ren et al. (2023), Zhu and Xu 
(2022) CSMAR

Roa Firm earnings capacity, the ratio of net profit to asset Ren et al. (2023), Zhu and Xu 
(2022) CSMAR

Lev Firm leverage, the ratio of debt to asset Ren et al. (2023), Zhu and Xu 
(2022) CSMAR

Top3 Firm equity concentration, square of the ratio of the top 
three shares outstanding

Ren et al. (2023), Zhu and Xu 
(2022) CSMAR

Soe Firm property rights, equals one if firm is SOE, 
otherwise 0

Ren et al. (2023), Zhu and Xu 
(2022) CSMAR

City-level variables

Agglomeration
City higher education agglomeration, which equals 1 
after the city construct the university town, otherwise 

zero.

Online manual 
collection

LnGDP City economic development, natural logarithm of city 
GDP Zhu and Xu (2022) China City 

Statistical Yearbook

Fiscal City fiscal decentralization, the ratio of city fiscal 
income to city fiscal expense Zhu and Xu (2022) China City 

Statistical Yearbook

Table A.1. Variables Definitions.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics.

Variables Observation Mean Sd Min Max

Firm-level variables

LnESG 3408 3.309 0.297 2.181 4.243

Size 3408 23.07 1.175 18.32 27.12

Age 3408 2.460 0.707 0 3.367

Roa 3408 0.047 0.159 -3.164 7.445

Lev 3408 0.470 0.195 0.052 0.908

Top3 3408 0.170 0.121 0.013 0.521

Soe 3408 0.457 0.498 0 1

City-level variables

Agglomeration 1257 0.063 0.243 0 1

LnGDP 1257 7.461 0.795 5.033 10.03

Fiscal 1257 0.483 0.206 0.051 1.116
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Mechanism Analysis

In the above discussion, we have demonstrated 
that higher education agglomerations would improve 
firm ESG performance. However, it is not clear how 
the higher education agglomeration affects the firm 
ESG performance. Intuitively, the higher education 
agglomerations could provide local firms with 
convenient conditions, making it easier for them to 
attract and hire high-quality employees. Therefore, in 
this section, we will explore whether firms located in 
higher education agglomerations would have higher 
human capital, hire more high-skill workers, and have 
better corporate governance, which would enhance 
firm ESG performance. Firstly, we will check whether 
higher education agglomerations would improve firm 
human capital. We measure the firm human capital 
quality (lnEducation) by the logarithm of the sum 
of three times the master number and two times the 
undergraduate number. In column (1) of Table 3, the 
agglomeration is significantly negatively correlated with 
LnEducation, suggesting that firms located in higher 
education agglomerations will hire higher education 
employees. Secondly, we will check whether human 
capital agglomerations will hire more highly skilled 
workers. We follow Kong et al. (2023) [33] and measure 
the higher-skilled workers by firm R&D staff (LnRD_
Staff). In column (2), the agglomeration is significantly 
negatively correlated with the LnRD_Staff, suggesting 
that the firms located in the human capital agglomeration 
from college town construction will hire more high-skill 
workers. 

In summary, higher education agglomerations would 
improve firm ESG performance by improving corporate 
human capital and hiring more skilled workers.

this section has found that the higher education 
agglomeration will promote the firm ESG performance. 
The result is similar to the finding from Sun et al. 
(2021) [30], who found that education can lead CEOs to 
increase corporate social responsibility.

The Parallel Trend Assumption

The DID method in model (1) should satisfy the 
parallel trend assumption. Therefore, in this section, we 
will follow Gutmann et al. (2023) and Xu et al. (2023) 
[31, 32] in adopting the event study model to test the 
parallel trend assumption. The model is as follows:

9

9
0 1n , ( )

t
c, t i, t i ind, t p, t i, tL ESGi t Agglomeration t X Kα α γ λ δ η θ ε

+

=−
= + + + + + + +∑

 

9

9
0 1n , ( )

t
c, t i, t i ind, t p, t i, tL ESGi t Agglomeration t X Kα α γ λ δ η θ ε

+

=−
= + + + + + + +∑

 (2)

Where Agglomeration(t) represents year policy state 
variables, this identifies the annual policy effects of 
higher education agglomeration in the t year, relative to 
the higher education agglomeration year. Agglomeration 
(+1) identifies the policy effect of the higher education 
agglomeration one year later relative to the higher 
education agglomeration. As Li et al. (2016) state, this 
paper considers the agglomeration (-1) as the base period. 
If our model satisfies the parallel trend assumption 
test, the coefficients of agglomeration (-9), …, and 
agglomeration (-2) should roughly be insignificant.  
Fig. 2 shows that the coefficients of pre-policy year 
variables (agglomeration (-9), …, and agglomeration 
(-2)) are roughly insignificant, indicating that our model 
satisfies the parallel trend assumption test.

Table 2. Basic results.

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Firm ESG performance: LnESG

Agglomeration 0.043*** 0.038*** 0.047*** 0.050***

(4.068) (3.606) (4.260) (2.738)

City Control NO YES YES YES

Firm Control NO YES YES YES

Firm FE YES YES YES YES

Year FE YES YES YES YES

Industry-Year FE NO NO YES YES

Province-Year FE NO NO NO YES

Observations 3408 3408 3408 3408

Adj_R2 0.816 0.819 0.818 0.818

Notes: *** denotes significance at 1%, ** at 5%, and * at 10%. Firm FE is firm fixed effects. Industry-Year FE is Industry-Year 
fixed effects. Province-Year FE is Province-Year fixed effects. City Control include city economic development (LnGDP), city fiscal 
decentralization (Fiscal), Firm Control include firm size (Size), firm age (Age), firm earnings capacity (Roa), firm leverage (Lev), 
firm equity concentration (Top3), firm property rights (Soe).
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Heterogeneity Effects of Higher Education 
Agglomeration on Firm ESG Performance

In this section, we will explore the heterogeneous 
effects of higher education agglomeration on firm ESG 
performance from the perspectives of firm property 
rights and industry technicalization. The results are 
reported in Table 4. Firstly, we divided the sample 
into SOEs and non-SOEs based on the firm’s property 
rights. And we re-regress model (1) in two samples. 
In columns (1) and (2), we found that the coefficient 
of agglomeration in the SOE samples is larger and 
more significant. The reason for this may be that most 
higher education institutions in China are state-owned 
and have close ties with the government; at the same 

time, SOEs usually follow government directives more 
closely. Therefore, the connection and communication 
between SOEs and higher education institutions are 
relatively closer compared to private enterprises, which 
makes the impact of higher education agglomerations 
on the SOEs’ ESG performance more significant. 
Secondly, to explore the impact of higher education 
agglomeration on firms with different levels of industry 
technicalization, we followed Wu et al. (2022) [34] and 
divided the samples into high-tech firm sample and non-
high-tech firm samples, using a re-regression model (1) 
based on two samples. In columns (3) and (4), we found 
that the core explanatory variable, agglomeration, is 
only significantly positive in a high-tech firm sample. 
A possible reason is that high-tech firms have a greater 
demand for high-quality labor and need to absorb fresh 
graduates with innovative capabilities each year to add 
new vitality to their innovation. 

In summary, we found that the higher education 
agglomeration from the university town construction 
has a great impact on SOE and high-tech firms.

Robustness Checks

In this section, we will do some robust checks to 
further support our core conclusions. The results are 
reported in Table 5, Table 6, and Table 7.

Alternative Dependent Variables

Because firm ESG performance is the count-
based outcome, which would bias our estimator, we 
construct the variable LnESG_HSE by making an 
inverse hyperbolic sine transformation for firm ESG 
performance in the robust checks [35, 36] Additionally, 

Fig. 2. Parallel trend assumption test.

Table 3. Mechanism analysis.

(1) (2)

LnEducation LnRD_Staff

Agglomeration 0.406*** 1.161*

(3.435) (1.858)

City Control YES YES

Firm Control YES YES

Firm FE YES YES

Industry-Year FE YES YES

Province-Year FE YES YES

Observations 12261 2024

Adj_R2 0.732 0.890

Notes: Same as above Table 2



The New Road to Sustainability: Higher Education... 7

Au
th

or
 C

op
y 

• A
ut

ho
r C

op
y 

• A
ut

ho
r C

op
y 

• A
ut

ho
r C

op
y 

• A
ut

ho
r C

op
y 

• A
ut

ho
r C

op
y 

• A
ut

ho
r C

op
y 

• A
ut

ho
r C

op
y 

• A
ut

ho
r C

op
y

Au
th

or
 C

op
y 

• A
ut

ho
r C

op
y 

• A
ut

ho
r C

op
y 

• A
ut

ho
r C

op
y 

• A
ut

ho
r C

op
y 

• A
ut

ho
r C

op
y 

• A
ut

ho
r C

op
y 

• A
ut

ho
r C

op
y 

• A
ut

ho
r C

op
y

following Larch et al. (2019) [37], we adopt the PPML 
Model to identify the effect of higher education 
agglomeration on firm ESG performance. The results 

in columns (1) and (2) of Table 5 show that the higher 
education agglomeration would also improve the firm 
ESG performance.

Table 4. Heterogeneity effects of higher education agglomeration on firm ESG performance.

Table 5. Robust check 1.

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Firm ESG performance: LnESG

SOE NSOE High_Ind Low_Ind

Agglomeration 0.059** 0.051* 0.131** -0.017

(2.199) (1.838) (2.410) (-0.295)

City Control YES YES YES YES

Firm Control YES YES YES YES

Firm FE YES YES YES YES

Industry-Year FE YES YES YES YES

Province-Year FE YES YES YES YES

Observations 1488 1802 4,678 4,397

Adj_R2 0.821 0.828 0.558 0.544

Notes: Same as above Table 2

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

LnESG_HSE ESG LnGI

Agglomeration 0.052*** 0.049***

(2.715) (3.211)

Placebo2 0.018

(0.927)

Placebo4 0.009

(0.344)

Placebo6 -0.020

(-0.539)

Alternative Variable YES

PPML Model YES

Placebo Test YES YES YES

City Control YES YES YES YES YES

Firm Control YES YES YES YES YES

Firm FE YES YES YES YES YES

Industry-Year FE YES YES YES YES YES

Province-Year FE YES YES YES YES YES

Observations 3408 3408 3408 3408 3408

Adj_R2 0.817 . 0.817 0.817 0.817

Notes: Same as above Table 2
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Placebo Test

In this section, we will do the year placebo test. 
Specifically, this paper constructs the virtual policy 
variable (Placebo2, Placebo4, Placebo6) by assuming 
that the higher education agglomeration before the 
2 (4, 6) year compares to the real higher education 
agglomeration year. And the results are shown in 
columns (3), (4), and (5). The coefficients on Placebo2, 
Placebo4, and Placebo6 are not significant, indicating 
that the improvement in ESG performance is really 
caused by the higher education agglomeration.

Excluding the Impacts of Concurrent Policies

In this section, we will exclude the impacts of 
concurrent policies (the Clean Air Action in 2013, CAA; 
Low Carbon Cities policy from 2011, LCCP; and the 
2019 Covid-19 policy) on the firm ESG performance. 
Firstly, following Zhu and Xu (2022) [38], we construct 
the variable CAA, measured by the intersection of the 
natural logarithm of city emission reduction targets 
and Post (Post is a dummy variable, which equals 1 
if the year is larger than 2013). To exclude the impact 
of CAA, we add the variable CAA to the model (1).  
The result of column (1) shows that the core conclusion 
still holds. Secondly, referring to Zeng et al. (2023) 
[39], we construct the variable LCCP, measuring 
that LCCP would equal 1 when city c is listed as the 
LCCP cities, otherwise zero. To exclude the impact 
of LCCP, we add the variable LCCP to the model (1).  
The result of column (2) shows that the core conclusion 
still holds. Additionally, Wuhan in China has outbroken 

the COVID-19 pandemic in December 2019. To exclude 
the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, we restricted the 
sample to before 2019. The core conclusion still holds 
in column (3). Finally, we control the intersection term 
of province, industry, and year fixed effect to exclude 
the impact of province industry policies during the 
year, such as the value-added tax (VAT) policy in 2012.  
The result is shown in column (4). The core conclusion 
still holds.

Other Robust Check

In this section, we will do other robust checks, 
including adopting the propensity score matching 
DID (PSM-DID) and controlling the impacts of city 
characteristics. In the propensity score matching, we 
adopt the 1:1 nearest neighbor matching method [40], the 
radius matching method [41], and the kernel matching 
method [42] to select more similar treatment and control 
groups. In columns (1), (2), and (3) of Table 7, the results 
show that our core conclusion still holds. There are 
some city characteristics that would affect the firm’s 
ESG performance, such as city geography, city trend, 
and initial city characteristics. In column (4), we add the 
intersection of city geography characteristics (altitude, 
slope, and distance from the coastline) and a year 
dummy to control the city geography effect. In column 
(5), we further add the intersection of city dummy and 
year trend to control the city trend effect. In column (6), 
we further add the intersection of the city initial control 
variable and year of the trend to control the initial city 
characteristics effect. And all the results show that our 
core conclusion still holds.

Table 6. Excluding the impacts of concurrent policies.

(1) (2) (3) (4)

LnESG

Agglomeration 0.050*** 0.050*** 0.054** 0.068***

(2.727) (2.775) (2.220) (2.990)

CAA YES

LCCP YES

Covid-19 YES

Prov_Ind_Year FE YES

City Control YES YES YES YES

Firm Control YES YES YES YES

Firm FE YES YES YES YES

Industry-Year FE YES YES YES YES

Province-Year FE YES YES YES YES

Observations 3351 3408 2649 2706

Adj_R2 0.818 0.818 0.794 0.827

Notes: Same as above Table 2
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Conclusions and Policy Implications

Conclusions

Exploiting the Chinese university town construction 
as an exogenous, quasi-natural experiment, this 
paper explores whether and how higher education 
agglomeration affects the firm ESG performance 
with the DID method. We find that the higher 
education agglomeration would improve the firm ESG 
performance. This effect is more prominent in SOEs and 
high-tech firms. Additionally, the potential channels for 
improvement in firm ESG performance are that higher 
education agglomerations would increase human capital 
and hire more skilled workers.

Policy Implications

Based on the empirical research results and 
analysis conclusions, we propose the following 
policy implications: Firstly, Table 2 shows that higher 
education agglomerations would improve the firm 
ESG performance. Therefore, governments should 
continue to increase planning and investment in the 
construction of university towns. This includes not  
only plans for new university towns but also the 
upgrading and optimization of existing ones, providing 
advanced educational and research facilities to 
strengthen talent cultivation and scientific innovation 
capabilities. 

Secondly, Table 4 shows that the effect of higher 
education agglomerations is more prominent in SOE 
and high-tech firms. Therefore, university towns 
should enhance the cultivation of high-quality talent. 
Governments can encourage schools to promote the 
comprehensive development of students and faculty 
through course innovation, academic exchange, and 
practical projects during the planning of university 
towns. Emphasizing the cultivation of practical skills 
and innovative thinking in students prepares them for 
future entry into the business world, thus nurturing 
high-quality talent with modern knowledge structures 
and innovative capabilities for society. 

Thirdly, Table 3 shows that higher education 
agglomerations would increase human capital and 
hire more skilled workers. Therefore, governments 
should encourage and facilitate cooperation between 
universities and various types of enterprises, especially 
between state-owned and high-tech industry enterprises. 
Such cooperation not only promotes the practical 
application of academic research results but also 
helps companies achieve breakthroughs in R&D and 
technological innovation. Through diverse cooperation 
models, such as joint R&D projects, internship and 
employment programs, and joint research centers, these 
measures will directly enhance the quality of corporate 
human capital and improve corporate ESG performance.

There are heterogeneous treatment effects in our 
model; future research could explore heterogeneity 
effects testing following Callaway and Sant’Anna (2021) 

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Firm ESG performance: LnESG

Agglomeration 0.065** 0.063*** 0.063*** 0.054*** 0.045** 0.048**

(2.078) (3.323) (3.336) (2.900) (2.376) (2.577)

PSM-Neighbor YES

PSM-Radius YES

PSM-Kernel YES

Geography*Year YES YES YES

City_Trend YES YES

Initial City Control YES

City Control YES YES YES YES YES YES

Firm Control YES YES YES YES YES YES

Firm FE YES YES YES YES YES YES

Industry-Year FE YES YES YES YES YES YES

Province-Year FE YES YES YES YES YES YES

Observations 796 2982 3015 3408 3408 3408

Adj_R2 0.812 0.821 0.820 0.817 0.817 0.819

Notes: Same as above Table 2

Table 7. Other Robust Check.
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and Sun and Abraham (2021) [43, 44]. Our sample 
focuses on publicly listed companies, future research 
could examine non-listed small and micro enterprises 
for a more comprehensive understanding. Our paper just 
examines the impact of university town establishments 
on the local firm ESG performance, future research 
could consider the spillover effects of university town 
establishments on the ESG performance of companies 
in other cities.
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