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When COVID-19 struck, many predicted that ESG 
(environmental, social and governance) matters 
would fall by the wayside as companies struggled with 
difficult economic conditions. Instead, the pandemic 
shone a spotlight on existing inequalities, bringing 
the ‘S’ in ESG to the fore in new and unexpected 
ways. At the same time, the collective action taken by 
people and their governments to meet this challenge 
provided a blueprint for the path we might take in 
combatting global climate change.

ESG has gone mainstream, and what’s more, it’s evolving. 
Take sustainable investment as an example. Where once 
green bonds were a novelty, we now have blue bonds 
(ocean conservation), social bonds, sustainable bonds and 
transition bonds. These are not niche vehicles either. In 
2021, the European Commission successfully placed its 
first EU SURE bond, a €14 billion social bond that aims 
to help protect jobs and people in work1.

Introduction
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1  https://www.cnbc.com/2019/08/19/the-ceos-of-nearly-two-hundred-companies-say-shareholder-value-is-
no-longer-their-main-objective.html

2  https://www.ft.com/content/f1623027-26fb-4d73-8161-19e40f1f7eb2
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More than moral altruism, as more reliable data becomes 
available, it is increasingly clear that businesses that 
take ESG matters seriously can generate better short 
and long-term prosperity than those who don’t. We will 
examine some of this research on page 14. 

We have been working with clients in the Asset 
Management and Capital Markets space to articulate 
their approach to integrating ESG in their asset-selection 
and strategy-creation criteria. This is no easy task, as 
different products and solutions have varying degrees  
of alignment, reflecting the fact that distinct client 
groups have contrasting expectations and levels  
of interest.

There is also a notable geographic split, not just in uptake, 
but also in focus on the different ESG factors – European 
investors tend to put more focus on governance than 
their North American peers, for example. And that split is 
expanding and becoming more complex as social factors 
gain prominence in the wake of the pandemic, leading 
some institutions to alter or widen their focus.

There is also a need for this kind of consultation beyond 
the big investment firms; a wider range of stakeholders, 
from buyers to suppliers to regulators, are taking an interest 
in the steps an organisation enacts to minimise negative 
impacts on the world and maximise positive impact. 

For most firms, this will be a journey that takes time to 
travel, and simply recognising your starting point and 
where you want to be is enough to get stakeholders 
onboard. A key cornerstone of this is folding ESG  
factors into your brand story, not as a ‘purpose’  
campaign but as ‘business as usual’. 

This playbook will help ensure all channels of communication 
around the ESG agenda are well and truly open. 

While ESG adoption is firmly underway, it won’t be 
uniform. In Britain and Europe, Brexit has created a 
regulatory quagmire and the UK has already made 
sustainable finance a battleground by declaring its 
intention to become a global green finance leader2.  
The recent US experience, when former President 
Donald Trump pulled out of the Paris Accord and 
current President Joe Biden promptly rejoined it, 
shows that the strength of ESG commitments can 
vary with the political winds.

The tipping point for ESG, however, is in the rearview 
mirror. Investors expect sustainable options and they 
expect to know the ESG credentials of traditional 
vehicles. And consumers are looking for responsible 
companies, and placing new value on people, society 
and the environment.

The Business Roundtable of CEOs from nearly 
two hundred leading US corporations announced 
in late 2019 that their responsibility was no longer 
only to their shareholders, but to all stakeholders in 
their business3. Their press release said they were 
“redefining the purpose of a corporation to promote 
an economy that serves all Americans”.
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As marketers, we are the bridge 
between our customers and our 
business leaders. We have a role  
to play in driving ESG up the 
internal agenda and to articulate  
to our audiences what we  
are doing, and why.

3  https://www.businessroundtable.org/business-roundtable-redefines-the-
purpose-of-a-corporation-to-promote-an-economy-that-serves-all-americans
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Mind the gap
Financial institutions, particularly multinationals,  
need to mind the shifting ESG geographical gap  
while on their own sustainable journey. The US is  
the world’s largest investor market, but when it 
comes to pure-play ESG finance, it is slightly behind 
Europe. According to an analysis by Bloomberg, 
global ESG assets are on track to exceed $53 trillion 
by 2025, representing more than a third of a total 
$140.5 trillion assets under management (AUM). 
However, although Europe currently accounts 
for half of global ESG assets, the US has had the 
strongest expansion in 2020 and could begin to 
dominate the category from 20221. 

This analysis closely maps the changing political 
climate in the US, but also shows how demand  
can outweigh regulatory roadblocks. Former 
President Trump was clearly uninterested in 
pursuing ESG matters, but US investors who  
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saw the way the worldwide wind was blowing 
continued to pump money into ESG assets.  
Now that Democrat Joe Biden is President,  
with a strong stated commitment to fighting  
climate change, American ESG AUM are likely  
to grow even faster.

In Europe, regulatory support and political leadership 
have been somewhat clearer, but Brexit has now 
muddied the waters. The UK quickly identified  
green finance as an area in which it could potentially 
lap the EU and has signalled that it is likely to diverge 
on regulations. The aim is probably for the British 
government to go further than the EU, encouraging 
stronger sustainability disclosures and taxonomies  
and attempting to drive the direction of the  
carbon transition. 

However, while uncertainty around clashing 
regulations remains, fund managers in London  
and Brussels face headaches.

For marketers, nuance is important. The message 
must be targeted for both customer demand  
and the prevailing political winds.

1  https://www.bloomberg.com/professional/blog/esg-assets-may-
hit-53-trillion-by-2025-a-third-of-global-aum/
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The vexing lexicon  
of ESG investing
The use of language in any new field of study or emerging 
industry is critically important. When introducing a new 
idea, the development of a robust lexicon helps educate 
stakeholders on the concept, provides the tools to 
properly communicate the nuances of the idea and,  
when done correctly, drives adoption of that concept.  
In short, words matter.

Because ESG is a new, rapidly evolving concept, our 
audience needs to become accustomed to new language 
surrounding it. Marketers also need to be aware of how 
the chosen language can affect perceptions of ESG and 
our behaviour towards it. For these reasons, it’s important 
to engage the analytical side of the audience’s brain,  
also known as System 2 thinking.
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System 1 and 2 thinking is a concept developed by 
psychologist and Nobel Laureate Daniel Kahneman. 
System 1 is a person’s intuition, their ‘gut’. It’s great for 
judging simple, repetitive tasks and finding patterns, 
it’s driven by instinct and prior learning. It’s in System 
2 that reason dominates, it’s the mind’s slower, 
analytical mode, usually used when someone  
is doing something that doesn’t come naturally.

In order to frame the conversation around ESG and 
educate audiences, marketers need to focus on slowing 
the audience down and engaging their rational thinking. 
Although ESG can be an emotionally driven topic, it can’t 
be understood intuitively. We need to help the audience to 
fully understand and embrace novel concepts and words.
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ESG investing
This term has become the standard bearer to describe 
a style of investing that incorporates environmental, 
social, and / or governance factors into the decision- 
making process. It seeks to produce positive impacts, 
reduce risk, and create accountability, with financial 
return. The term is sometimes considered to fall  
under the branch of...

(Socially) Responsible investing 
Socially Responsible Investing (SRI) has in the past 
few years evolved into simply ‘Responsible Investing’ 
at many investment firms, as younger generations 
who place more importance on values alignment gain 
more influence. The industry has responded with ‘RI’ 
as an update on the term, but some investors still infer 
from ‘responsible’ some kind of performance penalty 
– despite plenty of evidence to the contrary (see 
research we highlight on page 14 of this Playbook).

Words have never been more critical for marketing 
and communications professionals working for asset 
managers, wealth managers and other firms whose 
core business is investing. They all have an important 
role to play in the adoption of ESG investing by 
using its lexicon to clarify, educate on and advocate 
for their firms’ positioning around ESG. That said, 
the lexicon is still a work in progress and the sea of 
terminology can be confusing at times. What follows 
is just a few of the commonly used terms that can 
cause confusion – but also present firms with an 
opportunity to find their own voice.

Sustainable investing 
This has become an increasingly popular way 
of framing ESG. It leans into the discipline of 
sustainability, with the economy, environment 
and society comprising its three pillars. The idea 
emphasises more of the holistic, interconnected 
and interdependent nature of these pillars – and 
that one cannot exist without the other. In a world 
where business terms like ‘sustainable revenue’ have a 
specific fiscal definition, it challenges us to think more 
broadly – that to be truly sustainable as a society living 
on one planet, dependent on healthy, functioning 
economies, these elements must all work together. 
That said, not all investment firms think this way and 
so using this term must take that into account.
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Action points
• Carefully consider your company’s value proposition 

around ESG investing, and the appropriate language 
to use that matches that proposition.

• Don’t overstate and do be authentic – remember 
that part of the appeal of ESG investing is emotional.

• Spend time with investment professionals  
to understand how they are integrating  
sustainability factors.

• Look for senior leaders within the organisation who 
care about how ESG can contribute to performance 
and show them how it can help the organisation 
better connect with all investors.

• Consider hiring agency partners who understand 
the investment industry and sustainability, and who 
understand how to create and activate exceptional, 
intentional content.
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Marketers can ensure your company’s firm and 
product-level messaging leverages the lexicon of 
ESG investing without overstating the value of 
the services. Consider the variations. For example, 
a large firm with robust, centralised ESG analysis 
and portfolio teams who actively use information 
as a natural part of their investment process. 
This is a very different proposition to a smaller, 
private investment management boutique, with a 
handful of strategies that dabble in ESG, but has 
no central ESG philosophy or consciously makes it 
part of the investment process. 

Equally, consider the proposition that best suits 
your business, in terms of the trajectory of your 
ESG journey, the history of your institution and 
your goals and objectives for the future. A term 
like “mission-driven investing” is more appropriate 
for a business that encourages ESG at its core, 
and aims to drive long-term change through ESG 
investing. On the other hand, “impact investing” 
better describes a part of the business with a 
specific ojective or metric in mind, as opposed  
to an ESG ethos eeded through the organization.

Mission-driven investing
The terminology of mission-driven investing is  
a somewhat narrower version of previous terms.  
This refers more to organisations such as foundations 
that choose to align their investment portfolio with 
their mission. This can take the form of negative 
screening, positive inclusion or shareholder 
engagement in order to ensure that the investments 
have high alignment with the mission or at least  
don’t run contrary to it. 

Impact investing
This style of investing is also a bit narrower and refers 
to firms that invest with a specific ‘impact’ metric in 
mind – often environmental or social in nature – as a 
primary goal, with a financial goal as a secondary or 
equally important objective. The idea is to use capital 
to effect positive social or environmental change as 
opposed to just maximising return.
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Designing  
your message
The words we choose are enormously important, but 
the context and environment of those choices matter 
too. That’s why design that works in combination with 
our language is so vital. When creating an asset, marketers 
need to consider the design structures, illustrations, 
graphics, colours, fonts, images and much more that  
can blunt or enhance the impact of your words.

ESG is a complex and evolving topic, where audiences 
may experience uncertainty around concepts and 
choices. Part of connecting with these audiences lies 
in engaging their analytical mind. The other part is the 
framing of the message. In Cass Sunstein and Richard 
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Thaler’s bestselling book on behavioural economics 
Nudge, they cite the example of how we have been 
conditioned to recognise the colour green to mean 
‘go’, while red means stop. This is a particularly salient 
example when we consider what the colour green 
means for the environmental element of ESG,  
or how we now have blue bonds that are related  
to ocean conservation.

Communicating around ESG issues means creating 
engaging content that combines the right visual  
design and language. Consider how colours, visuals  
and frameworks empower your message and signal  
the different aspects of this wide-ranging topic.
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your story

This playbook highlights the different 
ways that you, as a marketer, can 
influence the ESG policies of your 
organisation and uncover relevant 
proof points and content opportunities 
to engage your audience.

Talking about ESG can be like 
walking a tightrope, especially if your 
organisation is ‘on a journey’ and has 
not yet arrived at a credible destination 
that withstands all scrutiny. Audiences 
are cynical, or at least sceptical, 
and demands for transparency have 
never been higher. At the same time, 
some FS brands come with a lot of 
baggage, including past transgressions, 
supporting ‘sin stock’ clients and the 
cloud of the bailout.

In our sector, we need to discuss the 
journey, bringing audiences onboard 

to witness each move towards 
ESG compliance and advocacy. 
Our sceptical consumer audience 
appreciates honesty and humility and 
a willingness to learn and be better. 
Our investor audience may also be 
sceptical that the changes that you 
intend to make won’t negatively 
impact the bottom line.

To be seen as genuine and credible, 
you need to roll your ESG evolution 
into your core brand story. Kaitlin 
Loyal offers this definition of brand 
storytelling, which is perfectly aligned 
to how we need to talk about this: 
“Brand storytelling is using a narrative 
to connect your brand to customers, 
with a focus on linking what you stand 
for to the values you share with your 
customers1.” 

How to get

right

1  https://www.scribewise.com/brand-storytelling-defined/
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Action points
• Set out a clear mission statement and measurable 

objectives over a defined timeline.

• Ensure that your employees are fully bought in – 
canvas their opinion on what the objectives should 
be and recruit ESG champions.

• Consider how to align your objectives to your brand 
– what can you credibly say?

• Find the proof points and highlight your journey – 
positive initiatives, staff contributions, supply chain 
success – but take a measured approach in how you 
promote this; being more sustainable and making a 
positive contribution is now expected behaviour.

This needs a thought-through narrative which 
openly discusses the journey that you are on and 
stops that you make on the way. It begins with 
a declaration of intent and then becomes the 
‘quest’, as you set out to achieve your objectives. 
It must blend emotion with rationality and be 
compelling and convincing. 

Unlike most stories, however, this one doesn’t 
have an ending. It evolves as the needs and 
expectations of your audience shift in line 
with the progression towards a net-zero and 
equitable, fair society. 
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Who cares 
wins
A strong model for ESG storytelling is 
M&S and its Plan A. When this initiative 
launched in 2007 it was a five-year plan 
with 100 targets to be achieved. At that 
time, it was unusual for a major retailer 
to embark on this kind of initiative and 
to promote it throughout its stores and 
staff at scale. 

This not only made its audience think 
favourably towards M&S; it prompted 
them to think about why they were taking 
that approach and some of the issues they 
were addressing. M&S proactively shone 
a light on ways that its business could 
operate in a better manner, and was 

a forerunner in analysing its model from 
an ESG perspective.  

Before launching, M&S consulted its 
largest shareholders and made the 
business case for sustainability.  
This consultation was important 
because in year one, Plan A cost £40m. 
By year five, however, it was ‘earning’ 
M&S £105m through less waste, 
increasingly effective supply chain 
management and goodwill.

“By year five, Plan A was 
‘earning’ M&S £105m.”
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Unconventional 
investments
There’s plenty of appetite for more sustainable 
investment options, but investors often find it tricky 
to source and analyse the data they need to make 
responsible decisions. The lack of standardisation in 
ESG reporting and metrics makes it particularly difficult 
to compare investment choices. That’s why Schroders’ 
SustainEx tool won ‘most innovative ESG product’ at 
the ESG Investment Awards 2021. 

SustainEx is a tool that helps investors to make 
sustainable stock picks by aligning ESG analysis with 
investment risk. It takes both the positive and negative 
impacts of a company and views those impacts, 
together with current profits, through a common 
monetary lens.
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“In recent years, companies have been put under 
increasing societal and governmental pressure to  
take responsibility for the costs and impacts that  
their actions results in,” said Hannah Simons,  
Head of Sustainability Strategy at Schroders,  
on winning the award.  
 
“We developed SustainEx to address what  
we saw as a gap in the existing approaches  
to investment analysis that didn’t account  
for sustainability and impact related risks  
and costs.”

SustainEx bases its analysis on over 700 academic 
studies, which are applied to 13,000 companies 
globally. The result is an aggregate 
measurement of company risk and 
monetary cost / benefit, 
comparable across 
companies, funds 
and indices.

“Companies have been put under 
increasing societal and governmental 
pressure to take responsibility for 
the costs and impacts that their 
actions results in.”

Unconventional 
investments



a matter of data. Today, there are dozens of research 
studies that show how corporate sustainability 
practices translate into better performance. 

As more available data has emerged and becomes 
useful for investment decision-making, it has led to 
sophisticated conclusions about how sustainability 
benefits stakeholders across the board –  
end investors, the global economy, the financial 
industry, our environment and societies  
around the globe. 

Below is a sampling of some of our favourite research 
on corporate sustainability and sustainable investing.

The ESG premium: Value and performance
This piece of research from 2020 analyses the short- 
and long-term value ESG drives for the C-suite and 
how perceptions have changed over the past decade. 
83% of C-suite leaders and investment professionals 
say they expect that ESG programmes will contribute 
more shareholder value in five years than in 2020. 
They also indicate a willingness to pay an estimated 10% 
median premium to acquire a company with a positive 
record for ESG issues over one with a negative record.
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There is no doubt that a lot of fuss is being made 
over sustainable investing these days. And for good 
reason. We are a long way past the days of the 
‘performance penalty’, when some investors believed 
that any attempt to introduce ethics or values into 
the investment process was destined to meet an 
underperforming fate. The problem was simply  

Don’t 
just take 
our word 
for it

 
Corporate Sustainability:  
First Evidence on Materiality
Harvard professors Mozaffar Khan and George 
Serafeim and Northwestern professor Aaron Yoon 
contrast material sustainability investments with 
nonmaterial sustainability investments and their 
relative performance. They published this work in 2016. 

Materiality Matters: Targeting the ESG 
Issues that can Impact Performance 
Early in 2018, Russell Investments Research combined 
research from Sustainability Accounting Standards 
Board (SASB) and Sustainalytics to come up with new 
‘material ESG scores’. These scores focus only on those 
ESG issues that are financially important, or material, 
to a company. This put into practice the idea that 
materiality is key to uncovering factors that contribute 
to performance, and built on the 2016 research from 
Khan, Serafeim and Yoon. 
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What does 
‘Environmental’
in ESG mean 
for marketers? 1  https://www.spglobal.com/

en/research-insights/articles/
understanding-the-e-in-esg

2  https://citywireselector.com/
news/the-e-in-esg-what-does-
it-actually-mean-to-investors/
a1162900

1  https://www.scribewise.com/brand-storytelling-defined/

The ‘environmental’ factor of ESG examines 
how a company or product ‘performs as 
steward of the physical environment’1. It can 
be split into four categories: climate change, 
natural resources, pollution and waste, and 
environmental opportunities2. 

Environmental factors are considered one 
of the most important aspects for ESG 
due to the growing fragility of our world 
and finite nature of resources, materials 
and habitats. Effectively managing 
environmental impact reduces some 
levels of financial risk, while neglecting 
environmental actions can expose 
a company to sanctions, public backlash, 
prosecution, fines and falling share prices.

In the absence of a standardised framework 
of environmental reporting across the 
globe, there is extra pressure on marketers 
to be able to effectively communicate the 
positive environmental characteristics of 
their company or product. 
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Marketers need access to all available information 
held by the operational and product departments 
of their business, to fuel authentic communication 
as well as the ability to quickly respond to press and 
public queries. 

Exaggerating the environmental impacts of a business 
or product is recognised as ‘greenwashing’, so all 
statements must come from tangible and quantifiable 
information that evidences outcomes.  

Making vague statements, offering no factual data, 
creating false certifications, and rebranding in green 
or nature-themed imagery in the absence of an 
environmentally friendly purpose or products are all 
examples of greenwashing committed by companies3. 

When marketing evidenced ESG factors, humanising 
stories is of utmost importance – highlight all 
benefits, how it connects with environmental values, 
how it contributes to an environmentally-sound world 
and tangible financial returns as a result.  

When the brand story is positive, you have creative 
campaign fuel for fantastic exposure, and multiple 
topics to engage and educate your audience on the 
issues that resonate and matter to them. 

Action points
• Work with your company to understand how the 

business or a product impacts the environment, 
and where possible, obtain the metrics that support 
any statement.

• Establish a humanising story for the business or 
product and ensure internal experts have assessed 
any assertions – work with them to establish a 
substantive purpose, vision, mission and values to 
thread through content.

• It may be useful to create a working group involving 
different roles across the business to drive forward 
an environmental agenda – other departments 
may not realise that small changes they make, such 
as switching to a sustainable supplier, have wider 
impacts for your business narrative.

• Be an advocate against ‘greenwashing’ of content 
and statements.

• Bring consistency and jargon-free language to 
your content.

3  https://corporatefinanceinstitute.com/resources/knowledge/
other/greenwashing/
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Amid depleting natural resources, corporations that 
rely on large energy requirements – such as those 
in large-scale manufacturing – are being forced to 
become more environmentally aware.

Automotive companies are a prime example. The Ford 
Motor Company has demonstrated its commitment 
through a ten-part environmental policy and has 
made great strides in recent years, from deploying 
sustainable fabrics in its vehicles to making 80% of its 
Focus and Escape ranges recyclable.1 There is also a 
focus on fuel efficiency, particularly on vehicles with 
six-speed transmission. It even promotes a “clean 
heavy-duty pickup truck”. In a particularly innovative 
move, the paint fumes generated at the company’s 
plant in Michigan are recycled into fuel.

Ford also has longer-term environmental 
commitments. It has pledged to achieve 100% 
renewable energy use across all its manufacturing 
plants by 2035, to eliminate single-use plastics from 
its operations by 2030, and to achieve zero waste to 
landfill across its operations. Of course, the industry 
as a whole is making further environmental strides 
through its role in the replacement of petrol-powered 
cars with electric and lower-emissions vehicles.2 

1  https://www.smartcitiesdive.com/ex/sustainablecitiescollective/9-
companies-great-environmental-initiatives/1193165/ 

2  https://www.greenbiz.com/article/conversation-fords-sustainability-
leader 

3  https://www.automotiveworld.com/news-releases/ford-again-receives-
global-corporate-sustainability-honors-for-leadership-in-climate-
change-water-management/
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Brands 
delivering 
the ‘E’  
in ESG

While the driver behind Ford’s activities is its 
commitment to reducing its environmental impact, 
it’s actions have resulted in accolades: it’s the only 
company to have won the EPA Energy Star Award 
twice in a row, and has also been recognised as a global 
sustainability leader in water and climate  
change efforts. 

Putting the ‘E’ in environmental is not only the right 
things to do – but also an opportunity for brands to 
raise their profile.3

“In a particularly innovative 
move, the paint fumes 
generated at the company’s 
plant in Michigan are 
recycled into fuel.”

https://www.smartcitiesdive.com/ex/sustainablecitiescollective/9-companies-great-environmental-initiatives/1193165/
https://www.smartcitiesdive.com/ex/sustainablecitiescollective/9-companies-great-environmental-initiatives/1193165/
https://www.greenbiz.com/article/conversation-fords-sustainability-leader
https://www.greenbiz.com/article/conversation-fords-sustainability-leader
 https://www.automotiveworld.com/news-releases/ford-again-receives-global-corporate-sustainability-honors-for-leadership-in-climate-change-water-management/
 https://www.automotiveworld.com/news-releases/ford-again-receives-global-corporate-sustainability-honors-for-leadership-in-climate-change-water-management/
 https://www.automotiveworld.com/news-releases/ford-again-receives-global-corporate-sustainability-honors-for-leadership-in-climate-change-water-management/
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What does 
‘Social’ 
in ESG 
mean for 
marketers?
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The ‘social’ aspect of ESG is steadily rising in 
prominence for consumer choice and sustainable 
investing decisions.  

Companies and marketers are already familiar with 
corporate social responsibility, but ‘social’ factors 
require metrics to measure the broader implications 
from each company action, and where the business 
makes positive social contributions.  

Changing consumer moods, labour strikes, 
connections to geopolitical conflicts, responding to 
or leading social movements, or even boycotts around 
products that negatively impact society or working 
practices, such as outsourcing to ‘slave’ labour – all 
impact a company’s profits. A lack of attention to 
social capital is known to sacrifice productivity, and 
negatively impact stakeholder attitudes1. 

In the future, qualitative CSR will be entirely replaced 
by quantifiable ESG. There are positive benefits, in 
that companies who embrace the ‘S’ in ‘ESG’ can 
command premium pricing for their products and 
premium valuations for their shares2. 

Companies that have recently spoken out in support 
of the Black Lives Matter movement have had to 
address their own systemic diversity issues – it is 
easy to relay your support, but more difficult to 
acknowledge or overhaul problematic hiring policies. 

Marketing the non-financial considerations of a 
company or product can seem like a complicated task 
without standardised metrics, but marketers are at 
a unique stage of history, where business model or 
product change may be prompted by the social issues 
brought to the discussion table. 

Communicating and campaigning with authenticity 
requires frequent liaison with, and support from, HR, 
the board and operational departments of a business, 
to tangibly demonstrate where they do well and do 
good in society, and honest acknowledgment of 
unhelpful practices from the wider company. 

“In the future, qualitative 
CSR will be entirely replaced 
by quantifiable ESG.”

1 https://www.db.com/newsroom_news/2019/the-e-in-esg-en-11492.htm
2 https://www.db.com/newsroom_news/2019/the-s-in-esg-en-11641.htm
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Action points
• Identify a goal or vision within your company – 

what are you best-equipped to tackle and what can 
effectively bring measurable change or support? 

• Establish the quantifiable elements of your 
business’s CSR report or product assertions to 
build a solid marketing story, and work with your 
board / directors to articulate your company’s 
purpose – commit it to a consistent thought 
leadership programme.

• Try to push back against reactive top-down drives to 
create a campaign based on issues of the moment – 
first establish whether your company has evidence-
based measures to support any declarations.

• Where possible, consult with an internal subject 
matter expert to vet external messages.

• Keep your business up to date on pressing social 
issues, social media sentiment and customer 
feedback – to help the wider business focus on 
areas where it can do better.
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Brands delivering  
the ‘S’ in ESG
Nvidia has always been a highly-ranked brand in 
innovation, inclusion and workplace benefits.  
It’s family-friendly policies are particularly exceptional  
in balancing both professional and personal life. 

However, when COVID-19 hit and 17,600 employees 
had to start working from home, Nvidia set up a single 
resource centre to support them. This centre provides 
answers and support for a wide array of potential 
issues, from IT problems to mental health challenges. 
The company even hired a professional storyteller 
and created children’s programming to help parents 
entertain and educate their cooped-up kids.  
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Nvidia also offered more concrete support by 
moving up its yearly performance review by 
nearly six months, to help put raises into the 

hands of employees sooner. In a survey by the 
company, 94% of the employees said that they 
felt well-supported by Nvidia during the crisis1.

This level of support has helped Nvidia to keep  
its staff turnover well below that of the typical 
technology company. According to the company’s 
Corporate Social Responsibility Snapshot for 2020,  
its total turnover rate was 6.7% and its voluntary 

turnover rate was 6.5%2. The average in the 
semiconductor industry is 10%. For high-tech  
industry, the rate is more than double that, at 20.9%. 

1 https://www.nvidia.com/en-us/csr/our-response-to-covid-19
2 https://www.nvidia.com/content/dam/en-zz/Solutions/documents/FY2020-NVIDIA-CSR-Snapshot.pdf
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What does ‘Governance’ 
in ESG mean for 
marketers?
When it comes to ESG campaigns, not all letters are 
created equal. The past few years have seen a major 
uptick in interest around ESG initiatives, but with 
a primary focus on environmental and social issues. 

‘G’ is the forgotten letter because governance 
issues can seem abstract and dull in comparison. 
Transparency and accountability. Board structure 
and executive pay. Auditing and compliance. 
Risk and crisis management. Tax strategy and 
supply chain management. People switch off. 

Governance fades into the background 
from a marketing perspective too. 
Most ESG campaigns focus on social 
and environmental factors that lend 
themselves to more evocative messaging 
and imagery. Governance issues tend to 
become a pressing issue for marketers 
only when things go spectacularly wrong.

It’s a lot easier to keep governance under  
the radar in favourable market conditions. 
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But what happens when the markets are stressed? 
It’s becoming clearer that governance is the umbrella 
under which all major issues – not just environmental 
and social factors – are managed. 

In fact, of the E, S and G factors, it’s governance 
that determines the overall direction of 
company policy. 

What’s more, public scrutiny is rising on any 
practices that fly in the face of corporate citizenship. 
Maintaining reputational integrity – and mitigating 
damage – are marketing concerns. To navigate 
intensified scrutiny on the ‘G’, marketers need to 
be aware of key governance trends and challenges.

Broadly, good governance is about ethics, 
transparency and accountability. Being open 
and honest, respecting the needs of all 
stakeholders – employees, customers, shareholders, 
investors and suppliers – as well as society and 
the environment. 

Diversity and equality, especially at board level, 
are critical to all of the above practices. A lack 
of diversity limits awareness at the top, exposing 
companies to increased financial, regulatory and 
reputational risks and negative scrutiny. 

While it takes time to change existing cultures, 
marketers can be proactive in identifying blind 
spots and taking remedial actions. The brands 
that are seen to be successfully governing gain 
enhanced reputations, clearer purpose and more 
loyal customers, employees and suppliers. Those 
that do not may face reputational repercussions 
that could threaten their survival. 

Action points 
• It’s crucial to ensure leadership teams are not 

only attuned to ESG concerns, but are a voice for 
positive change. 

• Marketers can help boards and executive teams 
engage more proactively with on-the-ground 
realities, for example, through more meaningful 
engagement with communities and employees. 

• Direct frontline communication with stakeholders 
by leadership teams is a crucial governance element, 
and a great platform for marketers to promote 
the perspectives, experience and diversity of their 
boards and executive committees to the world. 

• Encouraging strong interactive stakeholder 
engagement also enables leadership teams to better 
identify early-warning signals, particularly those 
filtering up from local communities and employees.

“Public scrutiny is rising on 
any practices that f ly in the 
face of corporate citizenship.”
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Brands delivering  
the ‘G’ in ESG
Diversity and inclusion (D&I) are without question the 
most important issues in governance today. The Black 
Lives Matter movement started conversations about 
deeply ingrained racial inequalities all over the world, 
particularly in the US and the UK. More recently, the 
tragic attack on Sarah Everard in London was the spark 
for an examination of women’s safety in society, police 
brutality and misogyny.

Against this backdrop, pressure is increasing on 
companies to show D&I initiatives in hiring, wages 
and treatment of workers. One example of this is UK 
magazine Retail Week’s “Be Inspired” programme 
for retailers to promote diversity and empower their 
teams1. More than 16 diverse brands, including Argos, 
Fujitsu, EE and Lidl, have signed up and commited to 
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monitoring and accounting for D&I at management  
and C-suite levels.

Once again, these initiatives are proving to be more 
than a moral or social obligation. According to the IMF, 
adding one more woman to a company’s board  
or senior management team, while keeping the overall 
size of the board unchanged, correlates with an increase 
in return on assets of 8 to 13 percentage points2. 

Similarly, according to BCG’s research, companies 
with above-average diversity on their leadership teams 
generate increased revenue from new products — 
19% more than at companies with more homogenous 
leadership teams — and deliver 9% more in terms  
of EBIT (earnings before interest and tax)3.

1 https://www.retail-week.com/be-inspired/partners
2 https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/wp/2016/wp1650.pdf 
3  www.bcg.com/publications/2018/how-diverse-leadership-

teams-boost-innovation
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Hiring  
the  
experts
It’s not just D&I that companies need to tackle  
at management and C-suite level, they also need  
to address the ESG expertise gap. According to  
the NYU Stern School of Business, US corporate 
boards suffer from inadequate expertise in 
financially material ESG matters1. 29% of the  
1,188 Fortune 100 board directors examined  
in the study have some relevant credentials,  
but they are concentrated on the social element. 
21% of directors have relevant social experience, 
but only 6% are experienced in governance  
and 6% in environmental issues.
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Part of the problem lies in the wide diversity of topics 
that come under ESG risk. Cybersecurity, for example, 
is an area of growing materiality for companies, but 
only eight directors (0.67%) had expertise in that 
field. Very few directors had experience with ethics, 
transparency or corruption either, all important 
governance issues.

The other side of the problem is the lag between  
board recruitment compared to the speed with  
which ESG has gone mainstream and grown in focus. 
Board members tend to stay in position for a long time 
and many current directors will have been recruited 
when the main criteria was returns for shareholders.

But, of course, the answer to both the expertise  
gap and D&I are the same. A recent analysis by MSCI, for 
example, found a correlation between women on boards 
and better ESG results11. Of companies with sustained 
board diversity – that is, those which currently have at 
least three women directors who have served for at least 
three years – 33.3% achieved leaders status with their 
MSCI ESG Ratings and 9.7% were laggards. But among 
the rest, ESG leaders dropped by half to 16.2% and 
laggards more than doubled to 23.8%. (The contribution 
of gender diversity itself to the rating is less than 0.3% 
won average, so the difference was surprisingly large.)

The primary driver of the rating difference was 
environmental. But there’s not enough data yet 
to figure out if women drive better environmental 
practices or if women are more likely to join  
the boards of companies that already have stronger 
environmental programmes, and keep them in place. 
Common sense, however, would suggest that diversity 
and plurality of thinking on the board could lead to 
diversity of innovation and commitment to ESG.

1 https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3758584 
3  https://www.msci.com/www/blog-posts/women-on-boards-the-
hidden/02361079223 
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From shareholders 
to stakeholders

- why corporates are responsible  
to a wider group now

ESG is the hot topic. Green is the new black, everyone 
has a social conscience and exposing poor governance 
is an [inter]national sport. In the space of a decade, 
cultural attitudes have shifted dramatically, and 
organisations are responding. In 2018, 85% of S&P 
500 companies disclosed ESG information compared 
to just 20% in 20111. 

Organisations are facing pressure from all sides. 
Customers are quicker than ever to vote with their 
feet and across B2B and B2C categories, businesses 
are being held to high standards. Next and ASOS, for 
example, dropped Boohoo products after allegations 
of poor working practices at the company’s factory2.  

1  https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20180320006125/en/
FLASH-REPORT-85-SP-500-Index%C2%AE-Companies

2 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-53331994
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Action points
• Marketers can play an active role in ensuring 

messages around sustainability are targeted and 
amplified to various stakeholder groups.

• Leadership teams need to embrace sustainability – 
many larger companies may want to consider having 
an ESG lead reporting at Board level.

• Auditing and benchmarking ESG progress can help 
refine targets and provide positive news stories.

• Interactive engagement can help businesses 
understand stakeholder concerns and respond 
appropriately.

Internal stakeholders are also exercising choice, 
and it’s easier than ever for potential employees 
to explore an organisation’s ESG credentials – and 
for existing employees to blow the whistle publicly. 
Sourcing and keeping top talent now relies on more 
than just salary and employment terms.

Investors are wising up to the performance, both 
reputationally and financially, of companies with a 
strong ESG focus. Increased interest in funds that 
follow a comprehensive ESG investment strategy 
as opposed to those who merely negative screen 
has been an additional pressure on publicly traded 
companies and those who aspire to grow.

From a regulatory perspective, there has also 
been an increase in the importance of ESG. 
The FCA, for example, is undertaking ESG 
consultations around enhancing disclosure,  
and the UK Stewardship Code 2020 includes a 
focus on tracking outcomes towards ESG targets. 

Organisations are not just doing this to respond 
to pressure, but because it makes clear business 
sense. Whether it’s attracting customers who 
are willing to pay more for sustainable goods, 
or to boost their shareholder returns, ESG 
offers a win:win – doing the right thing and 
reaping the rewards.

EDITIONS FINANCIAL PLAYBOOK   |   BACK TO INDEX



BENCHMARKING ENVIRONMENTAL SOCIAL GOVERNANCE 28

Benchmarking 
your ESG 
content
As ESG grows in recognition, agencies, consultancies 
and financial services firms are increasingly 
contributing to a somewhat saturated conversation. 
The good, the bad and the ugly are thrown into  
the ESG sphere, making it difficult to easily identify 
where the added-value is for clients and investors.  

1 https://www.advisorperspectives.com/articles/2020/03/09/the-uncertain-future-for-esg-investors
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Action points 
• Give ESG the digital space it needs – Instead of 

creating one-off pieces of ESG content, show your 
commitment to the cause through dedicated sub 
sections/categories on ESG. With ESG under its own 
banner, companies show commitment to the cause.

• Primary data to complement your POV – From the 
‘Trust Barometers’ of this world to primary research 
surveys from consultancies, unearthing new insights 
moves companies from ‘joining the conversation’ to 
‘owning the conversation’. 

• Speak to the future and different roles – No-
one has a crystal ball, but consistent updates and 
hypotheses on the future of ESG are welcomed. 
ESG is not new, so the added-value comes from  
the application of these insights to different 
business roles and how their responsibilities  
will evolve.

Agencies such as Edelman are weighing in on how 
companies can build trust within the investment 
community, while consultancies such as PwC 
address the past, present and future of ESG, 
providing actionable insights tailored for specific 
job roles. These are two companies that are 
providing real added-value simply by covering the 
basic principles of content marketing, adding their 
own unique spin on the topic – and starting to set  
a benchmark in the process.

Meanwhile, our research of the businesses that are 
vocal in this space has surfaced clear action points 
and learnings for talking effectively about ESG.

• Although the focus is on sustainability growth, 
speak about outcomes beyond performance – 
How is ESG evolving beyond performance and 
profitability? How are investor values changing and 
evolving and, in turn, how is your business evolving 
to reflect these? 

• Engage system 2 thinking – Remove biases which 
exist with ESG and focus on demystifying complex 
information. System 2 content should focus on in-
depth reports and panel discussions, allowing system 
1 thinking to absorb more routine information 
through less intensive content formats like 
infographics, motion graphics and video content.
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While we are specialists in your sector and we  
know your audiences well, every organisation’s 
challenges are different, and every brand 
operates in a different way.

That’s why we think the best way to start 
exploring how we can really help you is to have 
a conversation – so we can fully understand 
what you want to achieve and create a bespoke 
strategy tailored to you. 

If you’d like an informal discussion with one of 
our content strategists, simply give us a call 
on 07713 629060 or email tony.dickson@
editionsfinancial.com and we can schedule a call.

Tony Dickson
Business Development Manager 
 
tony.dickson@editionsfinancial.com 
07713 629060

The best way to start 
exploring how we can 
really help you is to  
have a conversation.
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