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Motivating Questions

• Where did ESG come from, was it defined, & what were 
the goals of its creators?

• Do people mean the same thing when they refer to ESG 
today? What are the various meanings ascribed to the 
term?

• What are the consequences of the strategic choice to 
put E+S+G together?



I. Origins & Diffusion









“Throughout this report we have refrained from using terms such as 
sustainability, corporate citizenship, etc., in order to avoid misunderstandings 
deriving from different interpretations of these terms. We have preferred to 
spell out the environmental, social and governance issues which are the topic 
of this report.”





“This report focuses on issues which have or could have a material impact on 
investment value. It uses a broader definition of materiality than commonly 
used — one that includes longer time horizons (10 years and beyond) and 
intangible aspects impacting company value. Using this broader definition of 
materiality, aspects relating to generally accepted principles and ethical 
guidelines (e.g. the universal principles underlying the Global Compact) can 
have a material impact on investment value.”





Flywheel of UN Initiatives, Financial Institutions, 
Institutional Investors & Their Networks

• Continued meetings & outreach of WCW initiative

• UNEP FI – Freshfields Report

• UNEP FI & Global Compact launch of Principles for 
Responsible Investment (PRI)

• Evolution of Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) 



II. Evolving and Varied Usages of ESG

• Factors for investment analysis

• Risk management

• New term or synonym for CSR (or sustainability)

• Ideological preference 



III. Consequences of E + S + G

• The Flexible, Big Tent Approach of ESG and its Alignment 
Story:

• Globally applicable and customizable by context (e.g., 
corruption – board diversity)

• Evolution over time of meaning

• Big tent



III. Consequences of E + S + G

• A Combination Giving Rise to Challenges & Critiques:

• Challenges:
• Difficulty of empirical relationship between ESG and 

economic performance
• Diversity of ratings & rankings – substantial variation & can 

appear at odds with understood purposes of ESG moniker
• Sustainability arbitrage
• Tensions between E & S – business model or industry

• Critiques: confusion, unrealistic expectations, greenwashing, 
ineffectual, etc.

• Proposals to change the ESG term (EESG, ES no G, etc.) ￫
creation of new taxonomies or terms


