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Executive summary 

As institutional investors further 
recognize the relationship 
between ESG performance and 
improved risk mitigation/long-term 
financial value, they are calling on 
companies to better communicate 
their corporate sustainability story. 

Despite investor demands and 
SEC climate change disclosure 
requirements, there exists no 
standardized guide for regulated 
ESG disclosure for publicly 
traded companies to follow.1 
Rather, companies are left to 
select between different reporting 
frameworks (GRI, SASB, IIRC, 
etc.), while determining which  
ESG issues to include. Due to 

the level of disparity, lack of 
transparency, and inability to 
benchmark, investors are left 
dissatisfied with the current 
landscape of ESG disclosure.

The rising demand for ESG 
information from investors has 
in part been met by third-party 
rating agencies, which provide 
extensive ESG performance 
benchmarking and data extracted 
primarily from sustainability 
reports, CDP responses, what is 
readily accessible online, and direct 
questionnaires. As companies 
strive to engage effectively with key 
audiences regarding various ESG 
impacts, they must evolve their 

communication strategies  
to meet investor demands, as  
well as actively engage with rating 
agencies. However, companies 
looking to improve their ESG 
scores and achieve the greatest 
return on impact are strained by 
the differing and rarely disclosed 
methodologies of the many rating 
agencies — as well as the heavy 
burden of answering multiple 
questionnaires/surveys.

In this paper, we explore how 
strong storytelling around ESG 
initiatives can help companies 
create clarity in a way which 
amplifies social and environmental 
impact while satisfying and even  

exceeding demands for increased 
transparency. We offer a practical 
ESG Communications Formula 
which corporations can use 
to uplevel their sustainability 
storytelling and improve  
ESG ratings. 

Sustainability leaders understand that Environmental, 

Social, and Governance (ESG) investing forms the crux of the 

increasingly connected worlds of finance and sustainability.

1 https://www.sec.gov/rules/interp/2010/33-9106.pdf

This report includes  
effective communication examples  

from companies across various  
industries that were attributed  

with high ESG scores from  
several top rating  

agencies.



The rise of ESG investing and rating agencies[ ]
In the past several years, 
ESG investing has increased 
by more than 17 percent per 
year. McKinsey  estimates 
that more than one-quarter of 
the total global assets under 
management — roughly  
$20 trillion — is now invested 
according to ESG metrics.2

2  https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/private-equity-and-
principal-investors/our-insights/from-why-to-why-not-
sustainable-investing-as-the-new-normal

3  https://www.edelman.com/
research/2018-edelman-trust-barometer

4 https://www.fsb-tcfd.org/tcfd-knowledge-hub/

5  https://theinvestoragenda.org/

6  https://cse-net.org/cses-new-research-links-financial-and-
corporate-sustainability-esg-performance-2/

7 https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3265502

8 https://www.unpri.org/pri/what-is-responsible-investment

9 http://www.sseinitiative.org/

10  https://www.etftrends.com/smart-beta-channel/
blackrock-champions-sustainable-etf-investment-theme/
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Risk mitigation
Edelman reports that 89 percent of institutional investors have changed their voting and/or engagement policy to be 
more attentive to ESG risks, as this allows them to better assess and manage future uncertainty.3 By managing material 
ESG issues, a company can mitigate against such risks around business continuity, legal action, public perception, 
disasters, and more.

A growing group of investors are determining such things as climate change to be of substantial risk.4 In fact, 
more than 415 investors representing over USD $32 trillion in assets released a joint statement urging 
governments to accelerate movement towards mitigating climate action.5 Meanwhile, investors also are 
creating third-party agencies like the Task Force on Climate-Related Financial Disclosures (TCFD), chaired by 
Michael Bloomberg, which is aimed to progress the discussion and landscape of disclosure around climate-related 
financial risk.

Higher long-term returns
Evidence from the Centre for Sustainability and Excellence (CSE) report suggests “a strong correlation between 
comprehensive sustainability strategies, sustainability reporting, and a culture of transparency that have a positive 
impact on revenues.” 6 Paired with improved risk mitigation, a focus on sustainability/CSR initiatives can act as  
strong indicators for long-term returns on investment. Harvard Business School Professor George Serafeim reported 
that higher returns can be achieved by investing in companies with superior ESG performance and leveraging big data 
analytics around public sentiment.7 

External demand
The United Nations Principles for Responsible Investment (PRI) boasts 1,800 investor signatories and growing.  
PRI encourages asset managers to incorporate ESG factors into their investment decisions, to better manage risk and 
generate sustainable, long-term returns.8 In addition, the Sustainable Stock Exchange Initiative, launched in 2009 by  
the UN Secretary General, is focused on building the capacity of stock exchanges and securities market regulators to 
promote responsible investment in sustainable development and advance corporate performance on ESG issues.9

Additionally, conscious-consumer behavior is bleeding into the investment world with individual investors and clients 
of institutions desiring to invest sustainably. Investing in ESG-driven portfolios or ETFs (Exchange-Traded Funds) allow 
them to do so, while still achieving long-term returns. BlackRock, one of the largest asset management companies in the 
world, expects ESG ETFs to rise from $25 billion to $400 billion by 2030.10

89%

ESG risks3

of institutional investors 
have changed their voting 
and/or engagement policy  

to be more attentive to

What is spurring the growth of ESG investing?



Why should companies care?

Improve 
shareholder 
relations
Investors increasingly rely on the 
ESG data provided by companies 
to make investment and voting 
decisions.11 In 2018, the percentage 
of environmental and social 
proposals gaining majority support 
doubled year-over-year, reflecting 
increasing investor consideration 
for ESG issues.12 Companies that 
address investor concerns outside 
the proxy process through ESG 
transparency can strengthen 
shareholder relations and limit 
the risk of shareholder activism 
involving ESG issues. 

Increase 
investment

According to The Boston 
Consulting Group (BCG), 
companies that outperform peers 
in ESG areas boast higher valuation 
multiples and margins than those 
who do not.13

Lower cost  
of capital

Higher ESG scores can unlock 
increased access to capital through 
loans with lower interest rates. 
ING. offers a Sustainability 
Improvement Loan that offers 
better terms to corporations that 
are more sustainable.14

Drive strategic 
decision-making

SustainAbility found that nearly 
two-thirds of corporations use 
ESG ratings to inform decision-
making.15 In open-ended responses, 
sustainability experts most often 
mentioned using ratings to identify 
trends, decide which data to 
disclose, and engage stakeholders.

In 2018, the percentage of environmental  
and social proposals gaining majority support 
doubled year-over-year, reflecting increasing 
investor consideration for ESG issues .12

2x
COMMUNICATING ESG4



The wild west of ESG ratings
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11  https://www.forbes.com/sites/christopherskroupa/2018/05/09/
big-data-esg-and-corporate-reporting-how-companies-can-strengthen-shareholder-relations/#302d7a5c5cbc

12  https://www.ey.com/Publication/vwLUAssets/EY-cbm-proxy-season-review-2018/$FILE/EY-cbm-proxy-season-
review-2018.pdf

13 https://www.bcg.com/d/press/25october2017-total-societal-impact-174436

14 https://www.ingwb.com/insights/articles/sustainability-rating-is-good-for-your-business

15 https://sustainability.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/SA-RateTheRaters-2019.pdf

16 https://www.robecosam.com/en/key-strengths/

17 https://www.msci.com/esg-investing

18 https://www.sustainalytics.com/

19 https://www.bloomberg.com/impact

20 https://www.issgovernance.com/esg/

21 https://www.reprisk.com/

22 http://accf.org/2018/07/19/ratings-that-dont-rate-the-subjective-world-of-esg-ratings-agencies/

With the rise of ESG investing,  
thousands of ratings agencies  
have emerged including 
RobeccoSAM, MSCI, Sustainalytics, 
among others.16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21  

Similar to Moody’s or S&P rating 
credit bonds, ESG rating agencies 
score a company’s management 
of material environmental, 
social, and governance risks. ESG 
ratings equip investors, as well as 
capital providers, with essential 
information often absent from 
conventional financial reporting. 
These ratings allow for a more 
holistic and comprehensive  
study of risk management  
and performance. 

Due to their competitive nature, 
rating agencies tend to keep 
methodologies secret. This lack of 

transparency and standardization 
means it’s not uncommon for 
separate agencies to give the 
same company different ratings 
or scores. CSRHub found only a 
.32 correlation when comparing 
MSCI’s and Sustainalytics’ 
ratings for companies in the 
S&P Global 1200 index.22 
Similarly, peer group advances 
can shift scoring from one day to 
another. This causes confusion 
and frustration for companies 
looking to improve their scores 
across the board. Meanwhile, 
rating agencies and other data 
collectors bombard companies 
with annual questionnaires to 
gain more information related to 
ESG practices, further burdening 
companies in the already laborious 
process of ESG disclosure.

Due to the lack of transparency and standardization, 
it’s not uncommon for separate agencies to give the same 

company different ratings or scores
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Corporate sustainability isn’t just 
about strategy — it’s also about 
story. This story’s core is what the 
brand believes, what it does, and 
its ideal state of being as it moves 
toward the future — all of which 
come together to create a brand 
narrative. A brand narrative is 
comprised of the mission, vision, 
purpose, values, and key messages. 
It captures the brand’s essence and 
guides its evolution. 

To maximize your ESG ratings, 
you must understand how they fit 
within the broader context of your 
brand narrative. Investors may look 
to ratings to guide decision making, 
but your brand narrative creates 
the context that inspires or inhibits 
action. An effective communication 
strategy around sustainability and 
social impact can positively impact 
ratings and investor relations.

A lack of communication can be 
inferred as a lack of action. Our 
ESG Communications Formula 
is designed to help sustainability 
professionals unite sustainability 
strategy and story in a way  
which better engages ESG rating 
 agencies and investors. The three 
pillars of the formula include: The 
foundation, the sustainability 
report, and supplemental 
communications.  

Corporate
Narrative

Values

Purpose

Vision

Mission

+
Business 

Goals business
strategy

sustainability
strategy

Internal

External
Digital

Media

Reporting

PR

Sustainability 
Goals

employees

leadership

customers

communities

ngo

Communication
Framework

Who
Stakeholders

Intranet

Town Hall

Email

Posters

Recruitment + Retention
Buy-in

Sales + Brand Equity

Perception
Regulation

investors ESG Rating
Shareholder Activism

Advocacy + Exposure

RETURN ON IMPACT

What
Material Issues

“
Our global team of  

185 experienced research analysts 
assesses thousands of data points 

across 37 ESG Key Issues, focusing on 
the intersection between a company’s 
core business and the industry issues 
that can create significant risks and 

opportunities for the company.”

—MSCI

Impact journey
Broken up by audience group, our 
impact journey highlights a high-
level communications road map for 
achieving desired returns on your 
ESG investments (or impact).

Communicating ESG

IMPACT JOURNEY
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The foundationMaterial issues

Strategy

Communication
framework

Purpose Stakeholders

Goals

F
Foundation

Every sustainable brand is built on firm foundations of strategy and storytelling. The 
foundation includes what the brand narrative is (purpose/vision/mission/values), who your 
stakeholders are, what is material to them, your goals, and how you plan to achieve them 
(your strategy). Connecting sustainability strategy and goals to brand narrative is key to 
achieving authenticity. The foundation aims to answer the why, who, what, and how as it 
relates to the company’s ESG issues. 

Environment
NGOs

Investors

Consumers Customers

Community

Policy Makers/
Regulators

Employees

       Why
Why does your company 
exist? Which values guide its 

actions? What is the vision 
and its mission? Does the 

sustainability strategy and 
ESG management align 
with your company’s 
corporate narrative? 
Investors and rating 
analysts discern how 
important managing 

ESG issues are a part of 
a company’s core through 

what is or is not portrayed in 
the corporate narrative.

        Who
Who is affected by or can affect 
the business? Failing to consider 
and/or meet the expectations 
of stakeholders can increase 
risk, which is why analysts and 
investors look at the relationship 
the company has with these 
groups and how it is impacting 
decisions. Explaining and 
presenting the engagement tactics, 
process, and outcomes for those 
stakeholder groups is important. 
Demonstrating that the interests 
and concerns of stakeholders  
are addressed into  
the overall strategy  
lowers the level  
of perceived risk. 

       What
Which ESG issues are material 
to your company? Companies 
focusing on material issues 
can increase their profits by 
as much as 50 percent from 
sustainability, according to MIT 
and Boston Consulting Group.24 
‘Material’ denotes relevant factors 
that affect a company and vary 
across industries and companies. 
Data privacy, for example, is 
an important material issue for 
a bank, whereas biodiversity 
preservation is a key material issue 
for a mining company. Identifying 
and focusing on material issues 
demonstrates awareness and  
   consideration of risks, while  
     guiding the sustainability  
      strategy and initiatives. 

“
Purpose is not a mere tagline or 

marketing campaign; it is a company’s 
fundamental reason for being — what 
it does every day to create value for its 

stakeholders. Purpose is not the sole 
pursuit of profits but the animating 

force for achieving them.” 23

—Larry Fink

23 https://www.blackrock.com/corporate/investor-relations/larry-fink-ceo-letter

24 https://sloanreview.mit.edu/projects/corporate-sustainability-at-a-crossroads/

25 https://sloanreview.mit.edu/projects/corporate-sustainability-at-a-crossroads/

26 https://www.thinkparallax.com/Insight/what-is-a-communication-framework-and-why-do-you-need-one/

27 https://www.sustainability2022.com/strategy



9

      How
How does your company plan 
to manage the ESG issues 
material to the business and 
stakeholders? Answering this 
can guide goal setting and 
inform a comprehensive strategy 
for achieving them. The most 
successful companies integrate 
their sustainability goals with their 
business goals. However, many 
businesses continue to keep the 
two separate. While 60 percent of 
companies have a sustainability 
strategy, only 25 percent have 
developed a clear business case 
for their sustainability efforts.25

Kimberly-Clark
“In 2022, Kimberly-Clark will have been in business for 150 years — and as we pave the way for  
another 150 years, sustainability must be at the heart of our business strategy.” Kimberly-Clark 
clearly connects the dots between their sustainability strategy and the success of their business at large.  
Their communication framework articulately demonstrates how its business operations and priorities will  
lead to their aspirational 2022 sustainability goals and push them further towards their vision.27 

A strategic communication 
framework is an externally 
facing, visual outline of activities 
that make up an organization’s 
or department’s overarching 
strategy.26 This serves as the 
foundation for internal and 
external messaging, organizing 
all priorities and initiatives 
into strategic drivers or pillars 
that ladder up to a high-level 
goal or purpose. A framework 
is aspirational and designed 

to inspire both internal and 
external stakeholders, while 
also demonstrating how your 
organization is working towards  
its vision, purpose, or goals.

A strategic communication 
framework also can help investors 
and rating analysts easily connect 
your initiatives and actions to 
the overarching strategy and 
management of  
ESG issues. 

Bring it all together

Companies that focus on 
material issues report up to
50% added profit from  
sustainability24

50%
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The sustainability report

While not mandatory, more and more publicly listed companies 
choose to produce annual sustainability reports to communicate 
ESG information to investors.

Data

Progress

Sustainability
Reporting

SR

Sustainability practitioners need no 
introduction to the sustainability report. 
Sustainability reports — also known as 
CSR (corporate social responsibility) 
reports, impact reports, citizenship 
reports, ESG reports, among other names 
— are powerful tools for communicating 
ESG. Similar to financially driven annual 
reports, sustainability reports provide a 
summary of actions a company has taken 
to manage material ESG issues, progress, 
and future actions. 

Sustainability reports primarily are geared 
toward stakeholders most interested 
in the data and granular details of your 

company’s ESG performance, including 
investors, rating agencies, and NGOs, 
among others. With this in mind, content 
such as in-depth stories and case studies 
are more valuable and effective for 
engaging other audiences like consumers 
or employees. If stories are included in 
the report, ensure that they’re backed 
by the data or clearly identify where the 
metrics can be found.

Consider allowing the stories to live on 
different more engaging platforms all 
together where they can reach other 
audiences in a more effective way.

of companies in the S&P 500 
produced a sustainability report 
in 2018, which is close to a 20% 
increase from 2014 .28

86%

For years, we’ve urged  
reporting companies to focus on three key features:  

consistent narratives for management approach, easily  
updatable data tables, and case studies and other stories that 

 illustrate progress. A shift to digital formats is reducing both the 
reporting burden and costs of reproducing content. This makes it 

 easier to screen information and frees up resources which can 
be redirected to core efforts such as mitigating negative impacts, 

formulating strategy, and purpose-driven communications.  
All of this will help elevate scores.”

—Nancy Mancilla, 
 ISOS Group CEO & Co-Founder 

“
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Material issues

Strategy

Communication
framework

Purpose
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GoalsF
Foundation

Demonstrate 
commitment 
Ratings analysts and other groups 
want to know how serious your 
firm is about sustainability. 
Sustainability reports that lack 
authenticity or effort typically hurt 
a company’s rating. Authenticity 
is rooted in story, and the report 
should serve as a medium for 
conveying sustainability progress 
and performance. 

Best practices for an effective sustainability report
Below are some tactics and best practices you can use to improve the effectiveness of communicating 
ESG to investors and rating agencies through the sustainability report. 

1

28  https://www.ga-institute.com/press-releases/article/flash-report-86-of-sp-500-indexR-companies-publish-sustainability-responsibility-reports-in-20.html

29 https://www.iau-hesd.net/sites/default/files/documents/how-to-report-on-sdgs.pdf

30  https://www.robecosam.com/media/8/8/7/8876292ea7b3766bc71c9f9ddab4d01c_2018-05-robecosam-3-steps-ahead-on-measuring-sdg-impact-en_tcm1011-15714.pdf

of the world’s largest companies 
reference the SDGs in their 
sustainability reports and rating 
agencies like RobecoSAM even 
offer SDG ratings 29

4 in 10

Lead with your foundation
Aim to lead your sustainability report with the foundational elements 
outlined in the previous section, illustrating how they align with the content 
through an inclusive and long-term view. The foundation should support 
the claims made in your sustainability report, showing how everything you 
do ties back to your brand narrative. Integrating the foundation should also 
reveal how governance and accountability is built into your operations, and 
not auxiliary.

Leadership alignment
A strong leadership presence and stance in your report — such as a CEO/
Chairman letter — communicates clear alignment between the company’s 
sustainability strategy and the overarching business strategy, as well as 
leadership’s role in achieving the strategic aims. 

Integration of United Nations Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs)
SDG integration and alignment in sustainability reports demonstrates 
a company’s commitment to ESG on a greater scale than its business 
operations. The SDGs are a universally accepted benchmark of larger societal 
issues, and can be incorporated to demonstrate how your company considers, 
measures, and manages the larger environmental and social risks material 
to the business. Properly connecting a company’s sustainability efforts to a 
larger global movement demonstrates authenticity and builds credibility.29, 30
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Be transparent 
Like most organizations, your 
company likely has material 
ESG challenges it is working 
to improve. While you may 
be tempted to leave these out 
of your reporting, disclosing 
issues your firm is struggling 
with but working to overcome 
demonstrates authenticity.31 By 
being transparent, your company 
is getting out in front of potential 
risks while displaying brand 
authenticity. Counterbalance 
initial management performance of 
material issues by communicating a 
clear strategy for how to improve.

Show progress
The investment community 
and rating agencies evaluate 
sustainability reports to assess 
the sustainability strategy’s 
effectiveness similar to that of 
the review of quarterly and yearly 
earnings. If your company has been 
transparent about sustainability 
challenges, then you should be able 
to show progress in an authentic 
way, or explain what changes you 
are making to improve.   

2 3Companies sharply increase transparency  
of value chain emissions

% of global companies disclosing each category of scope 3 emissions

Source: Trucost, 2018

31 https://www.thinkparallax.com/Insight/communicating-diversity-and-inclusion/

32 http://h20195.www2.hp.com/V2/GetDocument.aspx?docname=c05968415

33 https://www.cpajournal.com/2018/07/30/the-current-state-of-sustainability-reporting/

34 https://www.globalreporting.org/resourcelibrary/gri-assurance.pdf

35  https://www.weinberg.udel.edu/IIRCiResearchDocuments/2018/11/2018-SP-500-Integrated-Reporting-FINAL-November-2018-1.pdf

36 https://www.cpajournal.com/2018/07/20/sustainability-assurance-services/

37 https://corporatereportingdialogue.com

Franchises

Downstream leased assets

End of life treatment of sold products

Use of sold products

Processing of sold products

Downstream transportation 
 and distribution

Investments

Upstream leased assets

Employee commuting

Business travel

Waste generated in operations

Upstream transportation and distribution

Fuel-and-energy related activities  
(not included in scope 1 or 2)

Capital goods

Purchased goods and services

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

2017 2013

HP
In its 2017 sustainability report, HP showcases progress towards meeting 
sustainability goals through its framework of Planet, People, and Community. 
For each goal, the company highlights 2017 progress and includes links to more 
supportive and increased data/metrics within the report. This reflects progress, 
allowing viewers to get as granular as they like.32
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Establish credibility
As long as voluntary and non-
standardized ESG disclosure 
exists, investors skepticism of 
the validity of the ESG data will 
persist.33 Increase the credibility 
of your reporting through third-
party assurance and by leveraging 
reputable reporting frameworks. 
“External assurance or verification 
can provide report readers and 
internal managers with increased 
confidence in the quality of 
sustainability performance data, 
making it more likely that the 
data will be relied on and used for 
decision making.”34 — GRI

4

Assurance  
Investors and rating agencies are more likely to trust third-party assured 
data and also view this as an extension of your company’s commitment to 
sustainability. Third-party assurance of material ESG data should be a key 
part of your communications strategy, shining through the report itself, on 
your corporate website, and anywhere you believe it can buttress credibility. 

Know your frameworks
More than a third (182) of the companies in the S&P 500 reference at least two reporting frameworks, according to 
the Sustainable Investments Institute.35 Companies can choose from many available frameworks and guidance for 
ESG reporting. What is right for a company depends on its stakeholders, industry, reporting preference (integrated 
or separate financial and non-financial), and other factors. These frameworks and guidance have varying intents, 
approaches and scope, and aim to support more informed decisions and stronger sustainability performance through 
improved reporting. 

Some popular frameworks include: The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) Standards, The Sustainability Accounting 
Standards Board, and The International Integrated Reporting Council (IIRC) Integrated Reporting <IR> Framework.  
See the sidebar on this page for more information about specific frameworks.

40%
The Conference Board “found that 
third-party assurance of ESG data 
is now used by almost 40% of S&P 
Global 1200 companies” (2016) .36 

A close up of common 
reporting frameworks
While these frameworks and 
guidance can be seen more as 
complementary than competitive, 
navigating among them can be 
confusing . To address this, the 
Corporate Reporting Dialogue, 
convened by the International 
Integrated Reporting Council,  
works to promote greater 
coherence, consistency, and 
comparability between corporate 
reporting frameworks, standards, 
and related requirements .37

• The longest standing and most utilized 
framework — recognized as the ‘gold 
standard’ for companies reporting on 
sustainability worldwide, across different 
sectors, and sizes.

• Provides principles for defining report 
content and ensuring quality. 

• Consider if you are looking to provide 
information on a broad array of topics 
to a wide variety of stakeholders, from 
investors to employees. 

• Focuses on the disclosure of financially 
material sustainability information to 
investors in U.S. Securities and Exchange 
Commission (SEC) filings.

• Available for dozens of industries, 
identifies material sustainability factors 
likely to impact financial performance.

• Consider if you are focused primarily 
on engaging investors interested in 
financially relevant sustainability issues.

• Combines the most material ESG issues 
to show how they are connected and 
explains how they affect the ability of an 
organization to create and sustain value in 
the short, medium, and long term.

• Principles-based and works well with GRI 
and SASB because it does not specify 
what to report — but rather embodies 
integrated thinking and provides models 
for how organizations are to view value 
creation through several capitals — not 
just financial. 

• Consider if you are looking for an overall 
communication around your ESG 
performance in a broader context. 
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Make it accessible
The last thing you want is for 
your sustainability report to sit 
collecting the proverbial dust. 
How you deliver the report is 
almost as important as how you 
create it. While the traditional 
tactic is to post a customizable 
PDF online, companies are 
finding innovative new ways to 
communicate their reporting such 
as through microsites, interactive 
PDFs, and other methods of digital 
integration. 

Regardless of medium, the 
information must be organized and 
accessible for investors, ratings 
analysts, and others to easily 
navigate through appropriate 
information. Don’t bury your 
content — make sure your investor 
and rating agency audiences 
can easily find the data and 
information they care about most.

By giving you a platform for 
communicating your corporate 
ESG performance, sustainability 
reports are a powerful tool for 

engaging investors and other 
stakeholders. Whether your 

organization is just starting 
on its sustainability journey 
or further along, it’s best 
to constantly revisit your 
reporting strategy so that 
it evolves over time and 
tells the best sustainability 

story possible.

38 https://www.newmontgoldcorp.com/

Constantly revisit 
your reporting strategy so  

that it evolves over time and tells the best  

sustainability story possible

“
You don’t need to be a seasoned  

reporter to leverage traction from rolling  
ESG detail online. Following initial due  

diligence, first-time reporters can already see  
a change in scores by posting a Sustainability  

Policy and rolling basic management  
approach narrative online to a dedicated  

site page, while building out 
their first report.”

—Nancy Mancilla, 
 ISOS Group CEO & Co-Founder 

5

Newmont Mining Gold Corporation
Through the use of a dedicated microsite, Newmont Mining  
Gold Corporation produced its 2018 sustainability report coined,  
Beyond the Mine. The microsite format — which the company has  
used for several years — tells the company’s high-level sustainability story and 
allows the audience to explore the content as granularly as needed. In addition to 
the microsite, the report is also available in the form of an interactive PDF, as well 
as an abbreviated summary report.38
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Leadership alignment
 • CEO/Chairman letter 

Clear strategy
 •  connects sustainability to business strategy

 •  addresses present and future global challenges, risks,  
and opportunities

 •  provides transparency around challenges 

Management of material topics  
(environmental, social, economic)
 •  how/why the topic was deemed material

 •  how the company manages related impacts

 •  how performance is evaluated:

      V  performance metrics 

      V  omissions explaining why certain detail is unavailable

Elements of an effective sustainability report 

A focus on stakeholders
 •  who they are and how they’re prioritized

 •  what issues are material to them

 •  how you engage with them

 •  concerns raised and how you have, or are planning  
to address them

 •  outcomes of a stakeholder-informed materiality  
assessment complemented by a materiality matrix 

Highlight progress toward your goals and targets

Ethical business practices (governance, ethics, accountability)

A look to the future
 • where the company is headed

 • future projects/efforts

Strong sustainability reports are 
organized in a clear, hierarchical 
structure and contain the following:
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Supplemental communications  
Your ESG in action

ESG in
action

Reaction
to ESG

Awards NGO Data Sources
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(sentiment)
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Earned
Media 

Public
Perception

Gov/NGO partnerships

Advertisements 
Corporate

Website
Sustainability
Stories
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announcements/
messaging/news
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Political
Contributions

Response to
legislation/regulation

Earnings Calls/
Transcripts

Analyst
Questionnaires

Proxy/10K/
SEC filings

Quarterly Reports

SC
Supplemental

Communications

CORPORATE WEBSITE

CODE OF CONDUCT(S) 

Supplier  
code of  
conduct

When researching and evaluating 
companies, rating agencies often will look 
beyond the foundation and sustainability 
report for further support and information 
related to ESG performance. This is where 
having a comprehensive communications 
strategy around the management of 
material ESG issues helps. On the 
following pages is a nonexhaustive list of 
some publicly available, company-driven 
communications that rating analysts review. 

It can be difficult for sustainability/CSR 
practitioners to always influence and embed 
ESG messaging throughout corporate 
communications — especially for those with 
relatively newer sustainability programs. 
Rather than focus on product advertisements, 
it is best to focus first on communications 
directed towards the investor audience such as 
your corporate website, code of conduct, and 
if possible, CEO/leadership announcements/
messaging/news. 

Unilever immediately tells its sustainability story on the 
homepage of its corporate website, and expertly weaves it 

throughout the site . By leveraging the concept theme of 
“Brands with Purpose,” Unliver more effectively connects 

and shares its ESG initiatives and how they impact the 
business as a whole .40

Your company’s code of conduct is an opportunity for ratings 
agencies, investors, and other analysts to look beneath the surface 
to see what your company is truly about . A red flag can arise, for 
example, if your company is touting a new supply chain strategy to 
improve labor force conditions and reduce waste, yet its codes of 
conduct reflect none of these changes . 

Companies’ corporate websites were ranked fourth 
highest as an ESG source for institutional investors, 

directly following sustainability reports and ESG scores from 
select rating agencies .39 Your company’s main website is a great 

medium to portray the commitment to ESG issues and initiatives, 
planting the seed either consciously or unconsciously early in the 

viewer’s mind . Often, the corporate website is the viewer’s first digital 
introduction to a company, making it vital that ESG content is present 

and communicated . 

Employee  
code of  
conduct

39 https://www.edelman.com/research/2018-edelman-trust-barometer

40 http://www.unilever.com

41 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_YISTzpLXCY

42 https://www.cisco.com/

43 https://twitter.com/CampbellSoupCo/status/1111327988312956928

44 https://longitudes.ups.com/why-the-milkman-model-is-the-future-of-consumption/

45 https://loopstore.com/

Marketing  
code of  
conduct



PROXY/10K/ 
SEC FILINGS  
AS WRAPS

GOV/NGO 
PARTNERSHIPS

QUARTERLY 
INVESTOR 
REPORTS

POLITICAL 
CONTRIBUTION 
DISCLOSURES

CEO/LEADERSHIP 
ANNOUNCEMENTS/
MESSAGING/NEWS

ANALYST 
QUESTIONNAIRES

EARNINGS  
CALLS/ 

TRANSCRIPTS
RESPONSE TO 
LEGISLATION/
REGULATIONS

SUSTAINABILITY STORYTELLING

Other

GOVERNMENT AND NGO PARTNERSHIPS

Partnering with governmental and NGO actors can help amplify your 
sustainability and social impact work by tying them into wider, global 

efforts . When pursued purposefully, this can also demonstrate your 
organization’s authentic commitment to improving ESG performance . 

Companies typically release sustainability reports on an annual basis — 
leaving a significant gap in the flow of ESG communication for the majority of 

the year . To help improve ratings and engage with investors, companies should provide 
ongoing updates on their sustainability initiatives and keep an open channel of communication with their 

stakeholders, and develop and deliver a steady drumbeat of sustainability stories that are shared with key audiences 
throughout the year . These communications could take many forms, for example:

Advertisements — Complement your existing 
advertising mix with ESG-related ads and messaging . 
Microsoft opted to highlight the company’s work 
around its Xbox Adaptive Controller, which is designed 
for gamers with disabilities, in an expensive two-minute 
commercial that aired during the 2019 Super Bowl .41

Blog + articles — Include ESG content in your 
company’s blog or article collection . Leverage this 
channel to take an in-depth approach to the content, 
as well as partner/co-author with third parties to 
add credibility . Cisco intertwines stories related to 
ESG initiatives with new product reveals and other 
company information within their blog that lives on 
the homepage of the corporate site .42

Video — Leveraging video to communicate your ESG impact 
can be a powerful way to engage and educate audiences . Video 
is especially useful for conveying more complex issues, as well 
as showcasing holistic ESG practices like the lifecycle of your 
product(s) . UPS highlights its sustainability innovations within 
its supply chain and engagement with initiatives like Loop 
system, which uses reusable totes for delivery — reducing the 
use of package and cardboard material .44, 45

Email Print Speaking

Social media — Connect your ESG strategy, goals, and initiatives to topical  
events through engaging content on social media . Social media thrives on  
compelling storytelling, giving you a platform to share human-centered stories  
related to your ESG strategy . Share authentic, timely stories that tap into your 
audience’s emotions, while starting conversations about issues material to your 
business . Campbell Soup Co . celebrated the recognition it received for the  
company’s diversity and inclusion achievements .43

17
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Supplemental communications
Reaction to ESG

EVENTS SENTIMENT

Social listening and sentiment scoring on certain events can be utilized 
by analysts to better gauge the perception and reaction to specific 

events. Think critically about how you can implement individual 
campaigns to make your sustainability message go viral. 

For example, Nike’s #JustDoIt campaign featuring Colin 
Kaepernick leveraged a controversial topic to bring 

awareness to the company’s purpose.47

In addition to surveying a company’s 
own communications to assess its 
ESG initiatives and strategy in action, 
rating agencies and investors monitor 
public sentiment and other third-
party sources, such as press mentions, 
sentiment scoring, and Glassdoor 
reviews. Evidence suggests that 
“public sentiment influences investor 
views about the value of corporate 

sustainability activities and thereby 
both the price paid for corporate 
sustainability and the investment 
returns of portfolios that consider 
ESG data.”46 From NGO data sources 
to sentiment scoring to Glassdoor 
reviews, any credible information 
that better tells your company’s 
sustainability story will be considered 
by rating agencies. 

Third-party sources  
not only validate a  
company’s ESG efforts,  
but also heighten the  
credibility of company-owned 
communications. While companies do 
not have complete control over public 
sentiment of their ESG initiatives, they 
can take the following actions to help 
guide their public narrative. 

46 https://hbswk.hbs.edu/item/how-
companies-can-increase-market-rewards-
for-sustainability-efforts?cid=spmailing-
23747519-WK%20Newsletter%20
12-5-2018%20(1)-December%2005,%202018

47  https://www.thinkparallax.com/Insight/
nike-takes-brand-stance/

48 https://www.glassdoor.com/Overview/
Working-at-Salesforce-EI_IE11159.11,21.
htm#trends-overallRating

49  https://shortyawards.com/2nd-socialgood/
fearless-girl-2
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EARNED MEDIA

NGOS

EXTERNAL REVIEWS

External reviews of a company through outlets like Glassdoor enable 
investors and rating agencies to capture an unbiased view from 

within the company. Foster a culture of transparency and 
don’t be shy about asking your employees to share their 

candid review of the company. Salesforce touts an 
engaged and strong culture, which is supported 

by its Glassdoor reviews.48 

AWARDS

Third parties score and award companies for superior performance 
related to ESG performance, such as Fortune Magazine’s 

“World’s Most Admired Companies” and Institutional 
Investor’s “Most Honored Companies.” While many of 

these recognitions stem from effective corporate 
communications, you can also be proactive in 

applying for awards when appropriate. 

“
Our research captures and analyzes 

information from media, stakeholders, 
and other public sources external to a 

company. This perspective helps assess 
whether a company’s policies and 

processes are translating into actual 
performance on the ground.”

— RepRisk 

NGOs publicly disclose data related to 
ESG issues and companies’ performance/

contribution in managing them. Partnering with 
NGOs that share your overarching sustainability goals 

adds credibility, increases exposure, and allows you to 
make a bigger impact.

Key ESG issues are increasingly a focus of the media, which provides  
an opportunity for companies to gain positive press coverage. Keep 

ESG initiatives at the forefront of your PR strategy and approach 
speaking opportunities from a sustainability angle. You can also 

consider guerrilla marketing tactics with an ESG message 
to gain further media coverage. State Street Global 

Advisors’ Fearless Girl campaign resulted in over  
1 billion Twitter impressions within the first  

12 hours and was featured on countless  
media outlets including the Wall Street 

Journal and CNN.49 19
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Sustainability is one of the most 
important stories your company 
can tell. Growing demands 

from investors and other 
key stakeholders for 

transparency on ESG 
performance and 
disclosure means 
prioritizing this 
communication is 
no longer optional 
— it’s an imperative 
for success. While 
achieving the 
highest score 
from rating 
agencies should 
be a top priority, 

you can only do so by 
taking a comprehensive 

approach to sustainability 
communications.

Our ESG Communications 
Formula provides 
sustainability professionals 
with a practical method for 
planning and executing an 

effective communications strategy 
to achieve higher ESG ratings. 
This includes having a solid 
foundation, strong sustainability 
report, and effective supporting 
communications. Reporting out  
on your ESG data has become  
table stakes — to truly stand  
out and delight investors you  
must also infuse the right  
amount of storytelling into  
your brand narrative to 
demonstrate authenticity. 

The landscape of ESG disclosure 
will continue to evolve as more 
companies work to increase  
transparency and credibility 
through effective sustainability 
storytelling, while continuing 
to appease the ever-evolving 
investor demands. By keeping your 
sustainability story at the forefront, 
you can achieve the highest ESG 
ratings while generating broader 
brand equity and achieving the 
highest return on your impact. 

The outlook[ ]
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thinkPARALLAX is a branding and communications agency on a mission to better the world by articulating and 
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to drive systemic change and long-term success.
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ISOS Group is a leading sustainability 
services agency that helps drive value 
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