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Institutional Investors Are More  
Likely to Invest in Companies with 
Business-Driven ESG Disclosures
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INTRODUCTION
In addition to financial data, more and more investors and analysts make investment 

decisions based on non-financial information. As evidence, the Sustainability 

Accounting Standards Board (SASB) is pressing the SEC to include ESG data in 

10-Ks. Companies that show improved performance in non-financial areas often 

show improved financial performance. With more and more people prioritizing 

responsible corporations in their investment portfolios, how should companies 

present their sustainability data and initiatives in today’s digital world?

To provide our clients with meaningful, evidence-based corporate responsibility, 

sustainability programs and communications strategies, Burson-Marsteller teamed 

up with our sister agency Penn Schoen Berland to identify and address priorities  

in ESG reporting for institutional investors. Institutional investors are an influential 

audience that uses ESG reports to make investment decisions. In this research 

conducted from December 2016 to January 2017, we investigated what is most 

important to them. 

We set out to evaluate how investors consume ESG data. We looked at diverse 

digital approaches, channels and content options to understand the most  

effective strategies for ESG reporting. The research enabled us to identify  

investors’ consumption preferences for ESG data and contextual content—

including organization principles, format and content (PDF, printed on paper  

or living on a microsite). 

In the following pages, we explore some of the study’s key findings and provide 

actionable recommendations on digital reporting strategy. We also evaluate and 

share what these findings mean for ESG reporting moving forward. 
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About the data

Institutional investors who responded to this 

survey work at banks, insurance companies, 

hedge/mutual funds or other corporations that 

pool money to make substantial investments of 

at least 10,000 shares on the stock exchange. 

Respondents have worked as institutional 

investors and have been at their current 

company for at least one year. 

This report reviews top findings from our data 

based on investors’ decisions and how 

companies can better tailor their ESG reports for 

this crucial audience. We examine how investors 

view ESG data as it relates to investment 

decisions, what type of data investors are 

seeking and how they prefer data be organized 

within a report.

We explore trends in digital reporting formats, 

why investors prefer accessibility and prioritize 

materiality and how reporting standards and 

third-party assurances can strengthen your ESG 

report. Finally, we review the do’s and don’ts of 

reporting and share suggestions for creating  

the ideal ESG report. Based on real investor 

feedback, examples of successful report 

features, and graphs and charts to help present 

our data, this paper aims to discuss one of our 

data’s most important findings: why companies 

with business-driven ESG disclosures are more 

likely to attract investors.
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Business-driven ESG initiatives are meaningful to institutional investors. In fact, 43 

percent of respondents actively seek out information on companies’ ESG initiatives 

on a weekly basis. What specific data do investors seek and how do they want to 

obtain it? Our research indicates investors have several priorities when it comes to 

ESG data.

STRONG ESG INITIATIVES  
MAKE ATTRACTIVE INVESTMENTS

Institutional investors want ESG data, 
and they want it now

Investors know what information they are looking 

for and strong data and ESG disclosure has the 

power to influence their decisions. 

Most institutional investors (77 percent) say 

building ESG initiatives into a company’s business 

model is a smart business decision, and nearly 

all (98 percent) say a company with strong ESG 

initiatives makes for a more attractive investment. 

Furthermore, investors report that their clients 

see companies with strong ESG initiatives as 

desirable investments. Almost all (95 percent) 

investors agree it’s important to their clients  

that companies share and improve their ESG 

performance, and another 89 percent say their 

clients are well-informed about companies’  

ESG initiatives. Thus, it’s critical for corporations 

to invest in ESG initiatives, and arguably even  

more important for companies to report these 

initiatives in a clear and easily accessible manner. 

Financial data is top of mind, followed 
by impact data

We know investors and their clients believe ESG 

initiatives are important, but what specific data 

are most influential? 

Institutional investors say the most important 

ESG data are the return on dollars invested in 

social and environmental initiatives. This is 

followed closely by impact data, such as a 

quantified reduction in carbon emissions  

(41 and 31 percent, respectively). Year-over-year 

trend data to measure the impact of an initiative, 

planning for future initiatives, case studies and 

company priorities followed in order of importance.

98% 95%
of investors say a 

company with strong 
ESG initiatives makes 
for a more attractive 

investment

of investors say it’s 
important to their 

clients that companies 
share and improve 

their ESG performance



BURSON-MARSTELLER   |  IS YOUR ESG REPORT GETTING NOTICED BY INVESTORS? 3  

Importance of ESG Issue Areas

•  Institutional investors say the most important ESG data are the return on dollars invested in social 
and environmental initiatives (41%), followed by impact data (31%)

•  Year-over-year data (ideally up to 5 years) also rises to the top (25%)

MOST IMPORTANT ESG CONTENT

Financial data (e.g., funds raised/allocated) 41

Impact data (e.g., % carbon emission reduction) 31

Year-over-year trend in initiative impact 25

Planning for future initiatives 24

Success stories/Case studies 23

Company priorities/commitments 20

Employee involvement (e.g., number/types  
of employees engaged)

14

Timeline of progress 13

Location/Region of impact 9

TREND DATA  
PREFERENCES

1 year 0

Up to 3 years 32

Up to 5 years 52

Up to 10 years 8

More than 10 years 8

Top response

Showing % selecting; data is ranked from greatest to least. 
Two responses permitted.

Showing % selecting

Investors also value data about initiative 

performance from the most recent fiscal year, 

and year-over-year trends on initiative 

performance or expenditures (21 and 14 

percent, respectively). When it comes to the 

structure of an ESG report itself, investors want 

the details first and want to see the impact of  

a company’s ESG data on performance.

More than half of investors (59 percent) prefer 

content in a report to be organized by investment, 

including the amount of time, money or resources 

allocated to each investment. This is closely 

followed by company priorities and topic. It’s 

clear that investors want financial data, but our 

findings suggest they want it in the context of  

a company’s overall ESG performance. They  

also told us that environmental, social and 

governance issues are of equal importance.
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Showing % ranking as top choice

Ranked Components of ESG Reports

•   Program investment data is ranked as the most important component of an ESG report (31%), 
followed by data about initiative performance (21%)

Financial data  
detailing investments 
in programs or savings 
from initiatives

Data about initiative 
performance from the 
most recent fiscal year

Year-over-year  
trends on initiative 
performance or 
expenditures

Descriptions of 
underlying principles, 
goals, and corporate 
commitments

Case studies featuring 
those impacted by 
individual initiatives

Details about 
partnerships or 
organizations 
with which the 
company engages

31%

21%

14%

13%

11%

10%

How, then, are investors making their final 

decisions? First, they identify potential 

investments based on the underlying principles 

and goals of an ESG initiative. Then, in reviewing 

reports, investors prefer to see the actual ESG 

initiatives sorted by investment – and finally,  

they assess their outcomes, either in the form  

of quantified data or case studies. Their final 

decisions, then, are based on the intersection  

of initiative, investment and outcome included  

in a company’s report.

Digital is key, but traditional PDF reports 
should be available, too

Institutional investors are divided when it comes 

to the format of an ESG report. Roughly half see 

digital ESG reports as sufficient, while the other 

half looks for a more in-depth and traditional  

PDF report that can be saved or printed. While 

investors believe digital reports make it easier  

to find data (37 percent) and share content  

(36 percent), almost all (95 percent) say it’s  

very important that a report be downloadable.
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Digital ESG Reports vs. PDF/Print ESG Reports 

•   Institutional Investors are divided – roughly half see digital ESG reports as sufficient, while the rest 
are looking for a more in-depth and traditional PDF report

Showing % ranking as top choice

48%52%

I prefer digital ESG reports as they 
provide a quick high level view and 
allow me to dig more deeply on only 
those topics that interest me

I prefer PDF/Print reports as they 
provide detailed, comprehensive 

information across all of the company’s 
programs, which is what I need

For instance, in looking at the American  

Cleaning Institute’s ESG report, one investor 

noted appreciation for the report’s simplicity:  

“It’s straightforward and easy to understand.” 

Sixty-one percent said it’s very important to be 

able to print out a PDF report like ACI’s. On the 

other hand, Nike’s ESG Report, which scored 

highest among all the reports we showed to 

investors, was well-perceived for its digital 

enhancements. More than half (71 percent) of 

respondents said they found Nike’s Interactive 

Map appealing, as it was easy to use and had 

the “right amount” of detail.

A one-stop shop serves as the go-to  
for investors

Investors are most likely to go directly to 

corporate materials to obtain ESG information. 

Two-thirds say it’s very important to have ESG 

content available on a company’s primary 

website and in a downloadable format. 

This data tells us that accessibility is essential: 

Investors want easy access to data, and they 

don’t want to look all over for it – they expect  

to go to a corporation’s website and find all the 

information they’re looking for in one concisely 

organized place.
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How can companies catch the eyes of investors and other key audiences?  

Survey respondents confirmed a running theory among ESG professionals.

FOLLOW REPORTING STANDARDS AND 
COMMIT TO THIRD-PARTY ASSURANCES

Materiality should drive reporting 
content and needs to include non-
financial data

Institutional investors universally see materiality 

as an important ESG initiative for companies;  

it is their top reporting priority. All respondents  

(100 percent) said that it’s important for companies 

to have ESG initiatives that focus on materiality. 

The process of identifying the most material 

issues for your organization is vital, and this should 

shape the content of what a company reports. 

Moreover, the commitment to materiality should 

start well before the reporting process with a 

measured analysis on what internal and external 

stakeholders consider relevant to the company’s 

operations, and what is within its control. 

Social 
Concerns

Governance 
Concerns

Materiality Environmental 
Concerns

Not that/Not at all important

Somewhat important

Very important

Ranked by “very important”

94 93100 96

68% 68%64% 57%

26% 25%
39%

36%

6% 7%4%

Importance of ESG Issue Areas
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Accepted reporting standards matter

Nearly all investors (95 percent) specifically seek 

out indicators that align with widely accepted 

ESG reporting standards, such as the Global 

Reporting Initiative (GRI), the Sustainability 

Accounting Standards Board (SASB) or the 

International Integrated Reporting Council (IIRC) 

when reviewing a report. What’s more, 90 percent 

are more likely to consider investing with a 

company if its ESG report maps to a widely 

adopted global framework. 

“The responsible investment movement is here 

to stay. Savvy investors realize that aligning their 

capital with sustainable business practices is  

a smart, long-term strategy,” said GRI Chief 

Executive Tim Mohin. “More than 10,000 

companies, in more than 110 countries,  

have already turned to GRI, to report on their 

sustainability impacts. GRI Standards are the 

global common language for sustainability 

disclosures, because any business can use  

them to communicate with investors, as well  

as all of the company’s other stakeholders.”

“

”

The responsible investment  

movement is here to stay. Savvy 

investors realize that aligning their capital 

with sustainable business practices is  

a smart, long-term strategy.

TIM MOHIN, CHIEF EXECUTIVE, GRI

When reviewing ESG reports, just over half  

of investors focus more on an organization’s 

underlying principles and goals than they do  

on a specific investment in programs. They are 

divided when it comes to prioritizing data that 

measures impact versus reading a case study  

or success story – just over half (52 percent)  

say they look for data, while 48 percent say  

they seek case studies. 

A company’s word is not enough

Nine in 10 investors believe third-party 

assurances add credibility to ESG reports,  

and 91 percent say those assurances increase 

their likelihood of investing in a company. Taking 

the time and resources to validate your report 

and data by an outside party builds trust and 

reputation, and helps ensure accuracy and 

relevance for these decision-makers.

95% 91%
of investors seek out 

indicators that align with 
widely accepted ESG 
reporting standards

of investors say third-
party assurances 

increase their likelihood 
of investing in a company
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INVESTORS ARE DIVIDED 
WHEN IT COMES TO DIGITAL 
REPORTING PREFERENCES

Short and sweet or long and full of details? What’s the best approach when building 

your organization’s digital ESG report? While there is some disagreement among 

investors, a few things stand out. 

Investors want reports in different 
formats, but always data-driven and 
available online

Six in 10 investors say ESG reports should 

provide comprehensive and detailed information, 

while 37 percent prefer they be short, concise 

and to-the-point. Despite the divide, most 

respondents agree that reports should be 

data-driven and focused on information related 

to investments, such as time, money and 

resources, as well as company priorities. 

While investors are split when it comes to their 

preference for digital reports versus traditional 

PDFs (52 percent and 48 percent, respectively), 

just over half (51 percent) say they feel digital 

reports are a supplement to a traditional PDF/

print report and are not adequate on their own.

Showing % ranking as top choice

51%49%

Digital ESG reports are adequate in their own 
right; they do not need to be accompanied by 
a traditional PDF/Print report

Digital ESG reports are a supplement 
to a traditional PDF/Print report; they 

are not adequate on their own
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Nearly two-thirds of investors say it’s very 

important for digital ESG reports to be easily 

shareable, downloadable and printable. Another 

half (52 percent) say it’s very important that  

they also be mobile-friendly. It’s clear, then, that 

easy access to online reports is key, and that 

regardless of whether an organization’s report 

goes fully digital, many investors still prefer the 

ability to download or print a report to supplement 

its digital version.

Digital report features should hold value, 
not fluff

While more than half of investors (60 percent) are 

receptive to “playing around” with an interactive 

report, it’s important that every feature on a 

digital ESG reporting website has a specific 

meaning and impact. Investors will see through 

unnecessary content presented in an attractive 

manner, but they can appreciate dynamic 

features if they provide relevant data.

For instance, when we showed investors 

Heineken’s ESG report, many said that while  

the interactive game within the report set the 

company apart from others, they thought the 

report wasn’t geared toward investors. “I don’t 

think it did much for me as an investor in 

showing how these investments impact the 

bottom line,” one respondent said.

52% 51%
of investors say it’s very 

important that digital 
ESG reports also be 

mobile-friendly

prefer digital reports as a 
supplement to traditional 

PDF/print reports, not 
adequate on their own
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HERE’S WHAT YOU CAN DO

Now that we have explored our findings, what does this data tell us about ESG 

reporting moving forward? Is it possible to build the “ideal” ESG report? 

Build a report that attracts investors

We learned that investors make their final 

decisions based on the intersection of initiative, 

investment and outcome information included  

in a company’s report. Among ESG content, 

program investment data is still relevant and a 

top priority for investors. Above all, companies 

should disclose what information is material – 

and do so against an accepted third-party 

standard, such as GRI or SASB.

We also know that a report should be clear and 

concise. It’s tempting to include updates and 

case studies that provide “color” to build up a 

sense of the company’s culture. This information 

is important, but should be considered in relation 

to the most material annual ESG data.

Structuring your report:  
Clear commitments, relevant data  
and a clean design

Our data revealed that the ideal ESG report is 

structured like the front of a newspaper – key 

content needs to be “above the fold” so investors 

don’t have to scroll down too far or search for it. 

Quantifiable data with a clear baseline should be 

up-front and center, contextualized within the 

company’s focus areas. An ideal report should 

include an overall positioning statement, 

commitments and focus areas, links to a 

downloadable report, a few key data points  

and details about measurement and success.

Content below the fold should expand on basic 

knowledge and the information presented above 

the fold, such as links to specific initiatives or 

case studies. Build a digital version and PDF 

version of your organization’s report to make 

data accessible to the greatest number of 

stakeholders, and ensure any digital or website 

component is easy to navigate and contains 

data that conveys impact to your audiences.

Creating data tables within your report is a  

good way to dictate format and organize 

content. Investors should be able to access a 

clearly organized table of contents and quickly 

get to the data table they’re seeking. 
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The Ideal ESG Report

The ideal digital ESG report is structured like the front page of a newspaper where key content 
appears “above the fold” so Investors don’t have to scroll. That includes:
• Overall positioning statement
• Commitments and areas of focus
•  Links to downloadable annual report and any 

quarterly update PDFs
•  A few key data points or details about measurement

Content below the fold needs to expand on the basic 
knowledge even when interactive:
• Links to individual initiatives
• Case studies or interactives

Standing out from the crowd

Today, many reports are still shaped around what 

data or stories a company has, rather than what 

is necessarily relevant or pertinent to investors 

and other key audiences. There is an opportunity 

to streamline the content and stand out from 

your competitors and best-in-class ESG reports.

Some ideas for making your report unique and 

attractive to investors include:

•  Figure out what’s material today:  

Conduct a materiality assessment that 

compares, quantitatively, what is important to 

your internal stakeholders compared to your 

external stakeholders, identifying a core list  

of ESG issues for the company to address.  

If your last materiality assessment was more 

than two years ago, it’s time for a new one.

•  Don’t try to do everything at once:  

Pick the top five material ESG issues for  

your company, and disclose as much year-

over-year data as you have, identifying a clear 

and consistent baseline for each. No data  

yet? Disclose the fact that this impact area  

is material, and talk about your company’s 

progress against addressing it. Be transparent 

in your efforts; this transparency is an 

important component of building ESG 

reporting credibility.
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Deep Dive: Heineken Landing Page

Institutional investors are drawn to elements of the Heineken site that focus on 
three things:
• Commitments and areas of focus
• Content that details how ESG strategy is implemented across the company
• Overall position statement

Overall position 
statement

How strategy is 
implemented across 
the company

Lowest: nothing 
is compelling

Commitments and 
areas of focus

* Small sample size; results 
are directional (n=49)
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•  Build a narrative: Make it easy for investors 

and their clients to assess quickly what ESG 

means to your company and its place in your 

business objectives. Create that overarching 

objective and make sure it’s understandable 

and straightforward. 

•  Align your priorities: Clearly state your ESG 

goals and their relationship to your broader 

company goals. Those ESG or corporate 

responsibility goals should be specific to  

what the company does – ensure that they  

are detailed, measurable and time-bound.

•  Don’t oversimplify: ESG data is not just 

quantitative. Provide important context to tell 

the story behind the numbers. For example, 

explain why your scope 3 emissions changed 

year-over-year: What changes did you make to 

your supply chain? What changed in your 

employee commuting practices?

•  Use graphics strategically: Graphics and 

images should be used strategically and be 

specific to the content at hand. Use images 

and dynamic data to tell a story that adds 

dimension to the content. Tell the story of your 

company’s footprint or supply chain footprint 

through an interactive map. Break down your 

employee population by level, ethnic and 

gender diversity by allowing users to toggle on 

and off the information that is relevant to them.

Nike’s Manufacturing Map website is a 
dynamic tool that allows stakeholders to better 
understand where its products are made. The 
site helps visitors learn about the independent 
factories contracted to make Nike products 
around the world. Users can toggle between 
countries, filtering data by the type of product 
made, the makeup of factory workers and more.
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•  Don’t just stick with the standard PDF 

report: Consider communications tools that 

this survey did not test. For example, build  

out social media content year-round. Create  

an infographic that summarizes your most 

material ESG impacts, and publish it as 

thought leadership content in trades that reach 

investors. Speak at conferences that are not 

limited to the corporate responsibility or 

philanthropy audiences, but rather address 

investors and other stakeholders traditionally 

focused on financial data.

Deep Dive: Intel Landing Page

Institutional investors are drawn to two main areas on Intel’s page:
•  Data points that highlight the impact of Intel’s initiatives with links to more details
• Overall position statement

A moderate number of survey respondents indicated they found nothing about the page compelling.

Overall 
position 

statement

Moderate: 
nothing is 
compelling

Hard data 
points and 
links about 

initiatives
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Preparing for the future

The future of ESG reporting is data-driven. 

Non-financial data will be equally as important as 

financial data, but only if organizations learn to 

speak the language of investors. Finding ways to 

articulate non-financial data to spark the interest 

of investors will be essential.  

The future of ESG reporting is also digital – but 

that doesn’t mean print is going away. PDFs and 

concise, well-designed summary reports will 

remain prevalent, as many investors will hope to 

find easy access to complementary documents 

like these. As we’ve seen with many of our own 

clients, a well-designed, supplementary piece  

of print material can increase exposure to your 

report and make it easier for investors to find 

what they’re looking for.

Finally, the future of ESG reporting will rely on 

credibility. Reports must follow a well-known 

framework – such as GRI or SASB, for example – 

to be perceived as credible. Companies need to 

be transparent in their goals, measurement and 

data, and use outside organizations to help 

validate their reporting efforts. If organizations 

can follow these steps, then the future of ESG 

reporting will be stronger than ever. 

Do: 
		Include an overarching objective—how 

does your company define ESG and why? 
		Align metrics with existing standards
		Keep case studies and deep dives  

“below the fold”  

Recommendations: Digital ESG Reporting

In reviewing a selection of Digital ESG reports, there are some consistent patterns in what does 
and doesn’t work for institutional investors:

Don’t: 
		Make readers scroll too much
		Just list data (provide context) 
		Don’t oversimplify (investors want 

comprehensive information)

Research Methodology

In partnership with Burson-Marsteller, PSB conducted an online survey among institutional investors 

(n=100) from December 2016 through January 2017. Institutional investors targeted in this survey work 

at banks, insurance companies, hedge/mutual funds, or other corporations that pool money to make 

substantial investments, of at least 10,000 shares, on the stock exchange. Respondents have worked 

as institutional investors and have been at their current company for at least 1 year. All numbers shown 

in this report represent percentages unless otherwise noted. Charts that do not add up to 100 may be due 

to removal of “other” or “don’t know” responses, rounding of decimals, or inclusion of multiple responses.


