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How should I use it?

Who are the respondents?

To collect environmental, social and governance (ESG) 
perspectives, DFIN and Morning Consult collaborated on
a study, which assessed ESG focus, change, responsibility, and 
collaboration across finance, HR, and marketing/communication, 
legal and sustainability professionals in the U.S. and U.K. markets.

To gauge the global ESG market outlook and plan your next move.

This survey was conducted in October 2021 among a sample of
200 decision-makers at public and private companies. Half of the 
surveys were completed by decision-makers within the U.S. market, 
and the other half were completed by decision-makers in the U.K. 
market. The survey was conducted online and targeted toward 
employees with responsibility in one of these five areas:
•  Finance
•  Human Resources
•  Marketing/Communication
•  Legal
•  Sustainability
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What is the DFIN
ESG Pulse Report? 



Unlocking tomorrow’s 
environmental, social & 
governance opportunities

Investments in the ESG market 
have gained significant traction
in recent years among investors, 
and today, it’s the talk of the town. 

Business executives agree ESG 
programs are key components of 
long-term value and business 
resiliency. They expect to see an 
increase and improvement in ESG 
reporting as a means to drive 
better decision-making and 
transparency. 

Investments in the ESG market 
have gained significant traction
in recent years among investors, 
and today, it’s the talk of the town. 

Business executives agree ESG 
programs are key components of 
long-term value and business 
resiliency. They expect to see an 
increase and improvement in ESG 
reporting as a means to drive 
better decision-making and 
transparency. 
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To collect ESG perspectives, DFIN and 
Morning Consult collaborated on a 
study, which assessed ESG focus, 
change, responsibility, and 
collaboration across finance, HR,
and marketing/communication 
professionals. To ensure we captured 
perspectives across a broad geographic 
range, we ran this survey across two 
markets: the United States (N = 100) 
and the United Kingdom (N = 100).

The results contained in this report 
summarize key findings from business 
professionals in both markets and 
highlight how companies have seen 
ESG evolve in recent times, where they 
see the space moving in the coming 
years, and how they think about
third-party support in this domain.

About the study
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48%

42%

10%
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90% of business executives 
agree that increasing investment 
in ESG can drive bottom-line 
value for the business.

Strongly Agree

Disagree

Somewhat
Agree

DOING GOOD DOES A BOTTOM-LINE GOOD
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Around 75% of stakeholders
say their ESG focus has increased 
significantly in the past 2 years,
and an even greater proportion see it 
increasing further in the next 3 years. 

27%

22%

24%

21%

28%

20%

73%

77%

76%

78%

72%

78%

To what extent has your company’s focus on each of the following ESG areas 
increased in the past 2 years?

To what extent do you expect your company’s focus on these areas to increase
in the next 3 years?

Environmental

Environmental

Social

Social

Governance

Governance

Very Much Somewhat

DOING GOOD DOES A BOTTOM-LINE GOOD

(Top 2 Answers)



of respondents felt
very knowledgeable
in their company’s
social practices

68%

Business leaders ranked their knowledge of 
company social practices – inclusivity, gender and 
diversity, employee engagement, data protection, 
community relations, health and safety, human 
rights and labor standards – higher than all other 
initiatives, noting the importance of this functional 
area in today’s environment.

Been there, doing that…
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Executives rate themselves
as very knowledgeable in
the ESG space, reflecting the 
business focus in this area
in recent years.

BEEN THERE, DOING THAT…

of executives label 
themselves as ESG experts.

69% 77%
have aspirational feelings about 
their efforts and see themselves

as leaders focused on 
optimization.
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32%66%

Your company’s governance practices

32%68%

Your company’s social practices

34%64%

Your company’s environmental practices

32%66%

Specific ESG practices and policies within your company

34%63%

ESG as an overall business concept

Very Knowledgeable Somewhat Knowledgeable

(Top 2 Answers)

BEEN THERE, DOING THAT…

ESG is nothing new.
Nearly two-thirds of business 
executives rate themselves as 
very knowledgeable about the 
below ESG topics:



U.K. U.S.

ESG may have gone mainstream in 2021, but for many business executives, 
it has been embedded within the fabric of their job responsibilities and 
organizations for quite some time. Most surveyed view themselves as ESG 
experts that are already “improving the world,” if not ahead of the curve 
with their efforts.

U.K. business executives feel very confident in their knowledge of the ESG 
space, while the U.S. respondents feel they are still learning the ropes.

79%

59%

22%Striving for Greatness U.K. 31%  -  MarComm 28%

23%Ahead of the Curve U.S. 38%  -  Finance 38%

32%Improving the World MarComm 40%

15%

30%

If you had to use one word to describe your knowledge of the ESG space, what would it be?

If someone on the street asked you which of the following best describes your 
company’s ESG efforts, which would you be most likely to say?

Expert

Learning
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BEEN THERE, DOING THAT…
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28% 94%66%

Your role within your larger department

38% 98%60%

Your specific department within your company

42% 98%56%

Leading companies outside your industry

30% 98%68%

Your company specifically

37% 94%57%

Peer companies within your industry

Very Important Somewhat Important

(Top 2 Answers)

ESG is seen as a widely important topic both 
within one’s company and the larger industry,
with around 95% rating it as at least somewhat 
important across all the following entities:

BEEN THERE, DOING THAT…
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Respondents felt their organizations outperform 
competitors in health and safety, climate change
and human rights. 

Human rights was considered a stronger performance 
area than long-time corporate sustainability issues 
like energy efficiency and carbon emissions.

Energy efficiency is the likeliest environmental
area to grow in priority over the next 3 years.
Carbon emissions are also taking more precedence, 
as performance is clearly lacking.

Health and Safety

59%
Climate Change

47%

Human Rights

46%

HUMAN RIGHTS BESTS ENERGY EFFICIENCY
AND CARBON EMISSIONS 



About two-in-three ESG decision-makers 
pay heavy attention to ESG frameworks 
and ratings, with the remaining third 
paying at least some attention. More 
attention is paid among U.S. companies, 
higher-level stakeholders, HR and 
finance professionals.

Highest For:
U.K.
Not C-Level
MarComm
Legal

Very Much Somewhat Not So Much / At All

Highest For:
U.S.
C-Level
HR
Finance

63%

36%

1%
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HUMAN RIGHTS BESTS ENERGY EFFICIENCY
AND CARBON EMISSIONS 



The spotlight
is on social

Social practices have been the top focus for companies in the 
past 2 years but will share the spotlight with governance in 
the next 3 years. 

Overall, about 75% of ESG decision-makers state their company’s 
ESG focus has increased ”very much” in the past 2 years and 
even more see this focus increasing in the next 3 years. 

The top five areas of social-focused growth in the next 3 years 
are health and safety, data protection/cybersecurity, employee 
engagement, human rights and labor standards.
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Gender & Diversity

Employee Engagement

Labor Standards

Health & Safety

Data Protection/
Cybersecurity

Human Rights

Community Relations

Inclusivity

Within which social areas do you expect your company’s focus to increase the most in the next 3 years?

The emphasis on social comes during
a critical point in business operations,
as leaders continue to navigate the COVID 
pandemic, personal information security,
as well as various issues of social unrest. 

Selection higher for:

Smaller Company

HR

Public Company

Finance, Legal,
Public Company, U.K.

Finance, Smaller Company

MarComm

MarComm

Larger Company,
Private Company

52%

42%

34%

34%

34%

32%

30%

27%
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THE SPOTLIGHT IS ON SOCIAL
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CONFIDENCE IS CLEAR, REPORTING ISN’T

Do you currently have a platform to house and/or share information on ESG across groups?

Despite confidence among
business leaders, the ability to
report on ESG successes remains 
suspect. For example, while over
80% have a platform to house/share 
ESG information, the majority rely
on basic file-sharing systems.

Which of the following platforms are you using to house and/or share ESG information accross your company?

Yes No81% 19%

Microsoft Teams / 
Google Drive / 

Dropbox

General ESG
Data Repository

Virtual
Data Rooms

A Disclosure 
Management 

System

58% 57%

56%
53%



Third-Party Support

Benchmarking

Availability of
Third-Party Reporting

Vendor Selection
and Management

Change Management

Quality/Reliability of
Third-Party Reporting

Internal Reporting

Thought Leadership

Board Oversight

Collaboration

Average Number of Challenges Selected: 2.7

Which of the following
represent areas of difficulty
for your company in its
current ESG reporting efforts?

44%

30%

29%

28%

27%

23%

26%

15%

26%

25%
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CONFIDENCE IS CLEAR, REPORTING ISN’T



While corporate governance and 
internal leaders are pushing for
more/better ESG reporting, 40%
of respondents said “rank-and-file 
employees” are asking for this, too.

Which of the following entities are asking for more reporting about ESG from your company? 

Stakeholders who select this option are overwhelmingly less likely to select “retail investors” as 
well, suggesting that companies with a firm internal mandate on ESG are less swayed by the whims 
of retail investors. 

Corporate Board/
Governance

Internal
Leadership

Institutional 
Investors

Rank-and-file
Employees

Governmental
Entities

Retail
Investors

51%
49%

43%
40% 40%

33%
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UNDER PRESSURE
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62% of decision-makers surveyed are very 
involved in ESG work at their company and 
99% of decision-makers have gotten more 
involved in the past 2 years, with more than 
half (56%) saying their involvement has 
increased “very much.”

UNDER PRESSURE

To what extent are you personally involved in ESG-related work at your company?

To what extent has your involvement in ESG-related work increased in the past 2 years?

Very much Somewhat62% 38%

43%
Somewhat

65% MarComm
59% Not Using Third-Party Partner
57% No ESG Reporting Platform
55% Gen X
53% Not C-Level

77% C-Level
70% HR
69% Millennials
67% Public Company
62% Finance

56%
Very much
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UNDER PRESSURE

89%

of companies agree ESG reporting
is burdensome for their organizations

ESG reporting requirements are complex 
and burdensome for our organizations.
To what extent do you agree or disagree with the above statement?
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UNDER PRESSURE

79%

are potentially unprepared for the
reporting requirements change from

entities like the SEC in the future.

If the SEC were to change ESG reporting 
requirements in the future, our company 
would be unprepared to handle the changes.
To what extent do you agree or disagree with the above statement?
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65% responded “yes” 
when asked if their 
companies had plans 
for financial reporting 
teams to provide 
greater oversight and 
support for ESG.

71% responded “yes” 
when asked if there 
were plans to add 
disclosure controls 
on ESG data.

UNDER PRESSURE

71%

65%

Yes

Yes



HR, finance, and marketing
are the teams most involved
in ESG initiatives.
From the list below, please select all departments at your company who are 
— to your knowledge — actively involved in ESG work.

Communications

Marketing

Sustainability

Human
Resources

Finance

Legal

Investor Relations

Multi-Disciplined
Group

50%

42%

40%

24%

24%

18%

15%

14%

Average Number of Groups Selected: 2.3

While the top departments may be more likely to be involved in ESG work, the survey sample is 
focused entirely on these groups overall. As such, there is a bias in the extent of involvement from the 
top 3 categories in this chart.
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UNDER PRESSURE
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Primary oversight of
ESG reporting belongs
to HR and marketing. 
To the best of your knowledge, which department at your company
is primarily overseeing ESG reporting and tracking?

Human
Resources

Marketing Sustainability Finance Legal Multi-Disciplined Investor Relations

26% 24% 20% 13% 9% 5% 3%

UNDER PRESSURE
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Most stakeholders see 
enhanced ESG reporting
as a ‘means’ to drive
better decision-making 
and transparency in
annual reporting.
To your knowledge, what are some reasons these entities are asking
for more ESG reporting from your company?

Better
Decision Making

Transparency in 
Annual Reporting

Legal
Liabilities

Auditing
Purposes

Assessing
Investor Risk

Benchmarking 
Against Competition

Gap
Analysis

51%
43% 41% 40% 34% 33% 30%

Average Number of Reasons Selected: 2.7

UNDER PRESSURE



Over 80% of ESG decision-makers 
partner with third-party firms in the ESG 
domain, and 100% find those partnerships 
helpful in driving organizational priorities. 

Collaboration is ubiquitous in the ESG 
domain as at least 93% collaborate with other 
company departments on ESG-related work. 
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OUTSIDE SUPPORT IS THE STANDARD



Yes

Organizations are 
recognizing that outside 
support is needed to
drive ESG initiatives. 
Are you using any third-party companies to support data collection 
and/or reporting efforts in the ESG space?

84%
16%

93% MarComm
91% Public Company
90% U.K.
81% Private Company
81% HR
80% Finance
79% Cos <$100M Revenue
78% U.S.

Yes

No
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OUTSIDE SUPPORT IS THE STANDARD



Which of the following best describes how you’re partnering 
with third-party companies in the ESG space?

To Create Reporting 
Output and Data 

Visualizations

Active Consulting 
on Strategies
and Initiative 
Prioritization

To Help Organize 
Internal Data

To Track KPIs
Via External Data

67% 66%

48%
45%
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OUTSIDE SUPPORT IS THE STANDARD

Reporting is one of the
key reasons that business 
leaders are looking to 
third-party organizations 
for support.
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OUTSIDE SUPPORT IS THE STANDARD

Collaboration is critical to
ESG successes, with over
92% of respondents denoting
its importance. Chief among
these proponents are HR, public 
companies, larger firms, and
higher-performing ESG groups.
To what extent are you collaborating with other company departments on ESG-related work?

Low(er) ESG Performance

High(er) ESG Performance

ESG Less important in Role

ESG Important in Role

Cos >$100M

Cos <$100M

Private Company

Public Company

Legal

HR

MarComm

Finance

U.K.

U.S.

Overall

Very Much Somewhat Not So Much

29% 64% 93%

54% 45% 99%

31% 64% 95%

59% 40% 99%

53% 46% 99%

32% 61% 93%

44% 54% 98%

65% 33% 98%

33% 67% 100%

59% 39% 98%

40% 58% 98%

52% 47% 99%

49% 49% 98%

51% 47% 98%

50% 48% 98%



Despite the call for 
collaboration, over half of 
the respondents identified 
challenges in doing so.
To what extent are you experienceing challenges when it comes to collaborating on ESG initiatives?
Among 98% who are collaborating on ESG:

Very Much Somewhat Not So Much

40%51%

9%
31% MarComm
20% Low(er) Involvement
16% U.K.
15% Low(er) Performance

72% C-Level
67% Legal
65% Public Company
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OUTSIDE SUPPORT IS THE STANDARD



Accelerate & optimize
your ESG reporting.
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COMPREHENSIVE ESG SOLUTIONS

Demands on environmental, social and governance (ESG) reporting 
are intensifying. Our ESG reporting and data management software 
and advisory services help you work smarter and drive long-term 
value. By helping stakeholders see the big picture, you build trust 
and strengthen your brand and reputation & mitigate risk.

A fast and affordable SEC filing platform
-   Take the complexities out of regulatory reporting
-   Seamless integration, simple onboarding and all the tools you need

Impactful annual shareholder communications
-   Anticipate investor expectations, unify your brand and focus attention 
-   Elevate your proxy statement’s substance and style

Faster reviews with AI by your side
-   Gain insight on your contacts and vendor relationships 
-   Extract ESG data associated with emerging topics from agreements

Optimize data privacy and security, efficiently.
-   Easily automate the finding and redacting of sensitive and personal information
-   Support policies and regulations by guarding consumer and employee data



Work smarter and
drive long-term value.
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COMPREHENSIVE ESG SOLUTIONS

DESIGN REPORTING ON DEMAND
Accelerate the creation of your report with 
our one-stop-shop software.

SUPPORT AUDIT-READY ACCURACY
Efficient disclosures using automated 
workflows avoid human error.

BENCHMARK AGAINST PEERS 
Keep an eye on the impact of ESG on 
financial performance with AI technology.

LEVERAGE EXPERT SUPPORT
Navigate the constantly evolving reporting 
environment with expert guidance.

UNLOCK DATA-DRIVEN INSIGHTS 
Get ESG-related information to support 
business intelligence and decision making. 

Visit DFIN ESG page

https://www.dfinsolutions.com/products/esg


Get in touch
DFINsolutions.com/ESG

US: +1 800 823 5304
APAC: +852 2522 3803

EMEA: +44 203 047 6100 
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