
The Value of Values
How to create ESG reports that matter 
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Values are  
valuable

The consideration of ESG factors by investors has 
risen dramatically in recent years. In fact, 2019 was 
described as ‘the year of ESG’: with sustainable 
funds seeing inflows of USD 20.6 billion, assets in 
the space hit a record high of USD 960 billion by 
the end of the year.

The trend is only set to increase. The 2020 Global 
ETF Investor Survey found that over 70% of global 
investors plan to increase their allocation to ESG 
exchange-traded funds (ETFs) over the next year, 
with nearly a fifth of respondents believing they 
will have up to half of their portfolio in ESG ETFs in 
the next five years. 

And what of Covid-19? Has it dampened the 
enthusiasm of investors, in favour of the single-
minded pursuit of returns? In fact, the market 
shock triggered by coronavirus has made 
investors aware of the huge material risk of failing 
to pose wider questions around public health, 

the environment and corporate governance, 
and the necessity of looking more closely at the 
sustainability of global business models.

Although Covid-19 set a general tone of risk 
aversion in markets in the first quarter of 2020, 
with USD 384.7 billion of outflows for the overall 
fund universe, ESG funds were more resilient, 
suffering fewer drawdowns in relative terms and 
seeing USD 45.6 billion of inflows.

With interest in ESG on the rise, and a 
corresponding increase in the volume and 
availability of ESG products on the market, the 
importance of adequate disclosure and reporting 
is evident, not least among asset managers and 
other financial-services companies. Investors need 
access to robust and substantive ESG information 
in order to make informed decisions, while 
companies and asset managers will increasingly 
face regulatory pressures to disclose.

The economist Milton Friedman once argued that the only social responsibility of a 
company was to its shareholders, suggesting that profit maximisation should come 
ahead of any consideration of environmental, social and governance factors (ESG). This 
assertion now appears largely defunct, with the opposite seemingly true, that value 
can be derived from values. Investors increasingly acknowledge that sustainable and 
responsible business practices are crucial when considering long-term profits. 

of global investors plan to increase their 
allocation to ESG exchange-traded funds

Over 70%

https://www.ftadviser.com/investments/2020/02/21/esg-to-rally-army-of-new-investors/
https://www.ftadviser.com/investments/2020/02/21/esg-to-rally-army-of-new-investors/
https://www.bbh.com/en-us/etf-survey
https://www.bbh.com/en-us/etf-survey
https://www.morningstar.co.uk/uk/news/202274/investors-back-esg-in-the-crisis.aspx
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Greater interest, better information  
What’s ESG like around the world? The map below outlines the various ESG disclosure regulations in the 
world’s major investing centres.

USA
The US Securities and Exchange Commission issued guidance on climate change 
disclosures back in 2010, and the New York Stock Exchange requires listed companies to 
publish a code of business conduct and ethics.

China China has set out to introduce mandatory ESG reporting in 2020 in Shanghai and Shenzhen. 
Environmental disclosures and corporate governance are expected to be at its core. 

Australia In Australia, the National Greenhouse and Energy Reporting Act has formulated a 
mandatory reporting outline for the 500 largest corporate entities to disclose their data.

Hong Kong
Since July 2020, HKEX companies have been required to produce a statement outlining 
board discussion of ESG risks, the importance of ESG factors, and how these apply to the 
company and impact the business.

India The Securities and Exchange Board of India requires the top-100 listed companies to 
generate and annual Business Responsibility and Sustainability Report.

Japan Japan's Corporate Governance Code sets out reporting guidance provided by the 
Japanese government that highlights the importance of ESG integration.

Singapore SGX-listed companies are required to create a sustainability report that includes 
ESG-related disclosures.

The European Union A disclosure regulation will apply from March 2021 that requires financial market 
participants and financial advisors to share ESG-related information with investors. 

https://www.meti.go.jp/english/press/2017/pdf/0529_004b.pdf
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What does a good ESG 
report look like? 
In many parts of the world, annual ESG reporting by big companies of all stripes is 
mandatory, and investment houses are frequently at the vanguard of that. Though often 
not obliged to do so, smaller companies also increasingly produce official ESG reports 
because they believe it’s the right thing to do. All recognise that strong ESG credentials 
are a way of attracting customers and building loyalty. And for investment firms, whose 
own products are often explicitly marketed as being underpinned by ESG principles, ESG 
reporting is a crucial element of building up and sustaining their credentials.

Whether you’re creating an obligatory ESG report 
or your own non-mandatory version, it’s important 
to truthfully reflect your company’s current status. 
Some companies are already committed to a fully 
green and ethical business model, while others are 
beginning their journey. Your ESG report will help 
your company define what progress it has made 
and what progress it can prioritise next. It also 
creates goals and a message that can be shared 
across the company.

The act of collating information and creating the 
report will often galvanise action in inspiring and 
unexpected ways. 

Here are our steps for making a standout report. 

Your ESG report will help your company 
define what progress it has made and what 
progress it can prioritise next. 
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A whole spectrum of goals is covered by the ESG umbrella. While all are extremely worth, 
some will be more pressing and more relevant to your business than others. 

Although you will want to express everything that your company, and the companies it invests in, is doing to 
make progress, focusing on the most important achievements and aims will give clarity to your report. 

The opening pages are where it makes sense to talk about what is most important to your company and 
where real progress has been made, or will be made imminently. 

If your company has signed up to one of the global reporting initiatives, the company’s most important goals 
can be aligned with these. 

For example, a company that has signed up for the UN's Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) could 
express every one of its achievements, or aims, in terms of these goals. 

1  Be clear about your top priorities
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Two examples created by us: An example from Barclays ESG report 2019: 

“SDG7 'Affordable and Clean Energy' 
was particularly relevant to us this year 
as we switched all our office energy 
over to renewable sources. Within the 
next two years, we will be replacing 
our current fleet of diesel-powered 
vehicles with electric models.” 

“As part of our commitment towards 
SDG10 'Reduced Inequalities', we 
have created a summer internship 
program to encourage students 
from disadvantaged backgrounds, 
who may not have considered a 
career in investment, to join our 
training and insight programs.”
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Here is how asset manager PIMCO created a simple graphic to explain its ESG assessment of the 
world’s major banks.

If your company has not signed up for a global reporting initiative, using the framework provided by the 
letters ESG might be a way to give your report good structure and identify the priorities. 

Environment: climate change, water use, biodiversity, pollution & resources, supply chain  

Social: human rights, health & safety, labour standards, customer responsibility 

Governance: tax transparency, anti-corruption, corporate governance, risk management  

This is our example: 

Environment
What is the carbon footprint of the 
business and what's being done to 
reduce it?

What consideration for the 
environment is given before 
investments are made? 

What is the company doing to support/
improve environmental protection?

Social
What is the company doing for the 
benefit of its workers?

What is the company doing to 
benefit the local community/ 
society at large?

Are the labour policies of companies 
fully examined before investments 
are being made? 

Governance
How ethically is the company run? 

How diverse is its workforce? 

What about the companies it invests 
in, what examination is made of 
governance? 
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Risks, challenges and obvious stumbling blocks to 
progress – every business faces these. It’s important to 
use the ESG report as an opportunity to be open and 
honest to avoid any accusation of ‘greenwashing’.

A new initiative to encourage recycling in the office will not distract 
customers from the fact your company invests in mining and 
fracking companies. However, if the coal mining company has a 
genuine commitment to rewilding the land used, donates to carbon-
offsetting schemes and also invests in renewable sources of energy, 
then it’s appropriate to highlight these aspects of the business. 

The ESG report can openly explore the areas in which your business, 
or the companies it invests in, has a neutral or even negative 
impact. It can also highlight the research being undertaken to 
improve and the commitments towards future change.

The process of exploring the ‘negatives’, and making a 
commitment to report on them annually, will usually encourage 
companies to create more innovative solutions more quickly. 
It forces the people within a business to sit up, take notice and 
compare with their peers. It spurs action: how can we solve this? 
How can we do better? 

Accusations of waste and pollution, for example, led the  
Coca-Cola Company towards innovative part-recycled 
aluminium cans and the introduction (for some products) of fully 
biodegradable plant-based bottles. The company is now sharing 
its PlantBottleTM technology with competitors as part of Coca-
Cola’s vision for a World Without Waste.

 2 Be open 
about challenges

2  Be open about challenges

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/jun/24/how-did-wildlife-groups-start-collaborating-in-the-destruction-of-nature-
https://www.coca-cola.eu/news/sharing-plantbottle-technology-with-the-world/
https://www.coca-cola.eu/news/sharing-plantbottle-technology-with-the-world/
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Without real evidence, an ESG report 
can become just worthy words and 
vague commitments. Customers want 
to see hard evidence of environmental 
commitments and tangible proof of 
action and progress. 

 How much CO2 did the company emit this year, 
last year, the year before? What’s the projected 
figure for next year? 

 How much energy was used in the offices? 
How much was used in the production of 
goods or services? 

 How much water was polluted? Or cleaned up 
and saved? 

 How much energy was used from fossil fuels 
versus clean fuels? 

 What fundraising was done for which charities? 
 What percentage of women sit on the board? 
 What are the new targets for the company’s 

gender pay gap? 
 Are the number of business flights to be 

reduced? 

Punchy graphs and infographics that measure 
real progress will make a huge impact in a report. 
And they will motivate a company to improve in a 
way that vague unmeasured promises will not. 

It’s worth monitoring, in measurable and 
comparable ways, your company’s progress from 
the loftiest aims right down to the number of 
paper cups spared from the bin. This shows that 
ESG commitments are not just a bolt on, they are 
woven into the way the company works every day.  

Here’s an example from HSBC of how to report 
on your progress in figures:

3  Measure, analyse,  
compare and  
set targets

https://www.hsbc.com/our-approach/building-a-sustainable-future/sustainable-operations
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Finding the figures 
For every kind of figure that can’t be worked 
out in-house, there are organisations such 
as Science Based Targets and Future-Fit 
Business Benchmark that can help supply the 
calculations. 

Then, it’s the task of the ESG report to measure 
progress every year. 

Charting your company’s journey can give 
readers a chance to see how far the company 
has come and what progress is still to be made. 

Charting your 
company’s journey can 
give readers a chance 
to see how far the 
company has come 
and what progress is 
still to be made. 

This is how the Danish company Novo Nordisk has reported on its continued efforts to reduce CO2 
and transfer to renewable power. 
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Without creating an unrealistic wishlist of vague commitments and without resorting to ‘making the world a 
better place’ clichés, there may be a place within an ESG report to express your company’s long-term goals. 

Even better is to put target dates beside the long-term goals. One clear corporate example of this is the M&S 
‘Plan A’. A quick glance at the company’s annual Plan A update will quickly let a reader know which elements 
of the ambitious multi-year strategy are ‘on plan’ or ‘behind plan’.

4  Long-term goals

https://corporate.marksandspencer.com/documents/reports-results-and-publications/plan-a-reports/plan-a-performance-update-2019
https://corporate.marksandspencer.com/documents/reports-results-and-publications/plan-a-reports/plan-a-performance-update-2019
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www.copylabgroup.com

Stuart Grant  I  Commercial Director 
t: +44 (0) 7979 590797     e: stuart@copylabgroup.com

Contact us

Niels Footman  I  MD UK and Europe
t: +44 (0) 7788 245574    e: niels@copylabgroup.com

We can help you create insightful, expert, creative ESG content, from 
reporting to white papers and everything in-between. To find out more, 
please contact:

Carmen Reid Kathryn Robertson Rachel BarrackAu
th

or
s

http://www.copylabgroup.com
mailto:stuart%40copylabgroup.com?subject=
mailto:stuart%40copylabgroup.com?subject=

