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-Economists argue divestment ("exit") is 

ineffective compared to engagement 

("voice") for influencing corporate 

behaviour.

-Yet fossil fuel divestment campaigns 

continue to grow and face strong industry 

and political opposition.



3

Two Insights

1. Impact: Fossil Fuel Divestment can have an outsized impact on stock prices

2. False dichotomy : Divestment can make engagement more effective 



Direct Impact Channel: Price Pressure from Sale

To be effective this requires:

 - Large share sale

 - Absence of investors willing to purchase the shares at a marginally lower price
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Indirect Impact Channel: Voice Through Divestment

- Fossil fuel divestment announcements are “statements of disapproval that align 

actions with words for effectiveness” (Becht, Pajuste, Toniolo 2025).

- Disapproval can be motivated by a moral imperative and/or risk management.

Becht, Marco and Pajuste, Anete and Toniolo, Anna, Voice Through Divestment (updated 2025). 

ECGI Finance Working Paper No. 900, Available at SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=4386469



Voice Through Divestment: Narrative

How can we get them to stop?

“Once, in recent corporate history, anger forced an 

industry to make basic changes. That was the 

campaign in the 1980s demanding divestment 

from companies doing business in South Africa.” 

Bill McKibben, Rolling Stone Magazine, June 2012

Who must stop selling fossil fuels?

The Carbon Underground 200 - largest global 
publicly-listed coal, oil, and gas reserves owners
ranked by the carbon emissions embedded in their
reserves.
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Voice Through Divestment: Resonance and Impact
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Voice Through Divestment: Multiple Impact Channels 



Voice Through Divestment : Impact on Stock Prices

Which divestment announcements “resonate”?
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Fossil Free Divest (a 350 project)

Screenshot April 2022

Main hashtags: #divest, #divestment, #divestnow, #fossilfree, #fossilfuel, #fossilfuels, #keepitintheground

Network analysis to map movement and identify hashtags



(divest OR divestment OR divesting OR divestnow) AND (fossil OR fossils, fossilfree, fossilfuel, fossilfuels, keepitintheground, 

climate, climatechange, actonclimate, climatestrike, climateaction, climateemergency, coal, greennewdeal, 350ppm, fridaysforfuture, cop21, cop26)

amplification



12https://divestmentdatabase.org (screenshot March 2025)

Campaign Success: Fossil Free Divestment Commitments

Managed by Stand.earth.

https://divestmentdatabase.org/
https://stand.earth/
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Which divestment announcements “resonate”?



Practical challenge: Classify 346,321 unique Tweet text strings

Large Language Model APIs make it possible



Which are the most viral divestment announcements?

top 18 in top 1 

percentile by both 

# tweets and 

# potential views
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12–14 July 2018Why did Ireland’s divestment announcement “go viral”? Newspaper Coverage

“Ireland was ranked the second-worst performing 
European Union country, in front of Poland, in terms of 
climate change action in June by environmental 
campaign group Climate Action Network (CAN) Europe.”

The vote in the Irish Parliament follows a recommendation by 
Norway’s central bank in late 2017 for its $1 trillion sovereign 
wealth fund to drop its oil company investments. While 
Norway, the largest oil producer in Europe, has not yet 
decided on whether to divest, the very suggestion is a signal 
of waning confidence in the future of the petroleum business 
by one of its major players.

“Ireland has lagged behind other European countries in 
cutting emissions and Irish households emit 60 per cent 
more carbon than the average EU home, in part because 
of the use of peat and coal for heating, according to a 
government study.”

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/16/business/energy-environment/norway-fund-oil.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/16/business/energy-environment/norway-fund-oil.html


This is 

Voice Through 

Divestment

Price Impact? Irish Strategic Investment Fund ($16bn, SWFI ranked 52 in Top 100)

Divestment amount: ~11 Million Euro and only 16 of the 40 CU200 stocks held in portfolio

CARs for US companies on 12 July 2018 



Top Viral CARs [-1,5] by Divesting Institution
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What is a plausible source of higher long-term risk for all high-carbon emitters?



Footer :  Never change the footer text on individual slides. Change, turn on or off footer by using Data color order: Complimentary colors:
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Net Zero Commitments: Countries

Source: IEA

• Major recent shift among 
Governments to be carbon 
neutral:

• From representing 10% of 
the CO2 emissions in 2018

• Towards 70% in 2021

• Some countries/regions are 
legally binding

• E.g., Canada, California, Chile,  
UK, Europe, Switzerland, South 
Korea, Japan, New-Zealand, etc.

For Financial Professionals Only 

In 2018, Governments’ 
commitments to be carbon 
neutral were representing 
10% of the CO2 emissions

In 2021, 70%
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False Dichotomy: Engagement Escalation
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22

2015 2017 2018 2019

Co-founded TPI

Co-founded CA100+

Motion at General 
Synod on climate 

change
Set a 5 year engagement 
programme with O&G 
sector

Climate change policy 
introduced

2021 2023

April: Final assessment 
conducted

Shell released world-
first transition plan, put 
to vote

Began as lead 
investor for 
Shell for 
CA100+

Engagement with the oil and gas sector

June: Pensions Board 
disinvest from oil and 
gas
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Church of England
Voice Through Divestment (June 2023)

In 2021, the Church Commissioners excluded 20 
oil and gas majors from its investment portfolio. 
It is now also excluding BP, Ecopetrol, Eni, 
Equinor, ExxonMobil, Occidental Petroleum, 
Pemex, Repsol, Sasol, Shell, and Total, after 
concluding that none are aligned with the goals 
of the Paris Climate Agreement, as assessed by 
the Transition Pathway Initiative (TPI).

https://www.churchofengland.org/media-and-news/press-releases/church-

commissioners-england-exclude-oil-and-gas-companies-over

“Soberingly, the energy majors have not listened 
to significant voices in the societies and 
markets they serve and are not moving quickly 
enough on the transition. If any of these energy 
companies come into alignment with our criteria 
in the future, we would reconsider our position. 
Indeed, that is something we would hope for.”
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Exit with half a Voice
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If divestment does not work - why oppose it?
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U.S. Anti-ESG laws

1. Mandate continued investment in fossil fuel 

companies

2. Prohibit financial institutions from 

"discriminating" against fossil fuel industries

3. Prevent state pension funds from 

considering environmental factors in 

investment decisions

4. Impose penalties on institutions that attempt 

to divest from fossil fuel companies
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“Different macro backdrop” 

or stepping back from engagement 

escalation through divestment?
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