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of ESG; in many respects, this is just as true for an emerging market as it is for a developed one. Where government policy 

leads, corporate policy tends to follow. This is of course not to say that differences in approach do not exist, for example, in 

the social segment. The key to keep in mind is that ESG principles are broadly universal. 

In OBG’s inaugural Global ESG CEO Survey, we asked over 350 C-suite executives a number of questions about their com-

pany’s approach to ESG, to what extent this has changed in light of the pandemic and how they are strategising for the 

future. This cohort was spread across the regions OBG covers, and I am delighted that each of OBG’s Regional Editors have 

contributed to this article, discussing various elements and angles that are specific to the markets they cover. 

The executives were from a broad range of sectors, with financial services and energy most highly represented. Approxi-

mately 15% of the leaders’ companies are publicly listed. 

It could have been the case that the Covid-19 pandemic, and the ensuing 

lockdowns and economic turmoil meant the adoption of environmental, social 

and governance (ESG) principles were put on the back-burner. But in fact, quite 

the opposite has happened. Across government departments, corporate board 

rooms and management breakouts, ESG implementation is at the forefront of 

current planning. It is not just a symbolic tick in the box either, although there 

will of course be those who adopt a more cynical view. Indeed, “greenwashing” 

is now being actively called out by the financial media, often to the detriment 

of a company’s share price and reputation. 

Shareholders and investors are now factoring ESG strategy and trajectory into 

their decision-making, and consumers are similarly becoming more aware of 

the fairness and sustainability of the goods they use, the clothes they wear 

and the services they pay for. This is equally true for foreign investors who are 

looking at the ESG environment, regulations and incentives of the countries in 

which they are considering doing business. 

The countries that OBG covers, the so-called Yellow Slice emerging markets, 

are each at different stages of their ESG journeys. However, what has become 

apparent – and is something the world saw from the COP26 UN Climate Change 

Conference in Glasgow – is that while major disparities remain between the de-

veloped and developing world, ESG challenges are universal. Furthermore, the 

material impact of failing to address carbon emissions, corruption and inequity 

in labour markets, as well as all the other elements of ESG, is hugely concern-

ing. This materiality risk is already being factored into valuations. 

The Covid-19 pandemic has underscored the central role of government in 

tackling crises. Whether from a humanitarian, public health or financial support 

perspective, policymakers and leaders have worked to mitigate the huge chal-

lenges that have confronted the world. In the same way, government will be at 

the forefront of meeting sustainability targets and tackling the broader issues 
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Perhaps unsurprisingly, over 60% of global respondents said that the pandemic has moderately or significantly 

impacted their understanding and/or appetite for ESG; only 11% reported no impact. This very much speaks to 

the idea that the pandemic has highlighted systemic weaknesses in markets, supply chains and legacy systems, 

whether concerning the movement of people or access to vaccines. Developing more sustainable approaches 

therefore makes sound business and moral sense. 
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Africa is home to the youngest population in the world, with 200m people aged between 

15 and 24. Around 54% of the total population – which is forecast to roughly double in 

size from 1.3bn people in 2020 to 2.5bn by 2050 – are employed in the agriculture sector, 

which means a large proportion of the continent’s residents are financially exposed to the 

effects of climate change and environmental threats in a direct way. At the same time, Af-

rica’s economic development is constrained by corruption, transparency and governance 

issues, while 70% of women are excluded from the formal financial system. Although the 

implementation of ESG principles should be a top priority for Africa, only one-third of sur-

veyed companies from the region currently have a special department dedicated to ESG. 

Africa would greatly benefit from tougher regulations, more incentives, and enhanced 

awareness and information related to ESG principles: 25% of survey respondents from the 

region pointed to insufficient financing and incentives or penalties for non-compliance as 

the biggest obstacle to ESG adherence in their markets, while 14% mentioned complexity 

about the concepts and application, and another 14% cited a lack of widespread available 

data. Regulatory requirements, for their part, were mentioned by 17% of CEOs in Africa as 

the main driver for their company’s ESG commitments.

Almost 20% indicated that investment in renewable energy would be the priority area 

under the environmental pillar for 2021-22. On a continent that often lacks reliable 

access to power, and with massive potential for solar, wind and hydroelectric generation, 

developing green energy will be key to sustainable industrialisation and job creation. It is 

also interesting to observe the impact of technology in all aspects of Africa’s social and 

economic transformation: 22% of respondents identified data security and protection as 

their top governance priority in the near term, a tie with anti-corruption measures.

There are clear improvements in ESG implementation in Africa, but this needs to be better 

incentivised and structured. Both corporations and individuals must be educated not only 

about the importance of these standards, but about what these concepts represent and 

why they are crucial for the continent’s sustainable development. This is a turning point 

for Africa in terms of technological development and value addition, but the economic 

acceleration needs to be carried out in a sustainable and inclusive manner. 

ECONOMICS AND DEMOGRAPHICS SHOULD GUIDE ESG 
IMPLEMENTATION IN AFRICA

Bernardo Bruzzone, Regional Editor – Africa
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When we asked respondents what the most significant impact of ESG-related factors has been 

on the performance of their business, 30% said that there has been no impact or that they did 

not know. Another 22% said that ESG has enhanced their relations with stakeholders, and 17% 

said that it has improved their image within either the local or global community. This reflects the 

greater importance various actors in society are placing on ESG principles. Interestingly, only 12% 

felt that there had been a measurable financial impact on their business. I think this is a particu-

larly revealing finding as, in the traditional sense, investors and CEOs have the primary goal of 

financial gain. Perhaps here we see a break from this convention and a realisation that investment 

in ESG may not reap an immediate monetary reward. 

Looking at what factors had the most influence on a company’s ESG commitment, corporate 

image and reputation, alongside regulatory requirements, were the leading responses, at roughly 

17% each. Internal demand (i.e., from the board of directors in terms of corporate strategy) came 

a close third, with 15.7%. Pandemic-related considerations were next, at 13.5%. This, viewed along-

side risk management, totals 25.7%, which is a compelling finding. It supports the idea that the 

pandemic has been a significant change agent for sustainability, but also that any future pandemic  

or related crisis needs to be factored into a firm’s risk-management strategy going forwards.

Corporate image & reputation Regulatory requirements Internal demand (e.g., board, executives, employees)

Risk management External demand (e.g., consumers, suppliers) Dedicated financing Do not know or N/A Other

Pandemic-related considerations

16.9 16.6 15.7 13.5 12.2 10.2 8.6 5.2

1.1

Which factor has had the most influence on your ESG commitments to date, or looks set to drive ESG commitments in the future?
% of respondents

Just 12% of respondents said that ESG-
related factors have had a measurable 

financial impact on their business, 
potentially signalling a realisation that 

investment in ESG may not reap an 
immediate financial reward
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In a region with the world’s largest rainforest, an increasingly destructive annual hurricane season, high 

levels of inequality and a need to bolster transparency, ESG is of universal relevance to businesses across 

Latin America and the Caribbean. Notable for the gap between the government and the private sector, it 

is the only region in this survey where limited public sector support is seen by respondents as the most 

prominent obstacle to greater ESG adherence, followed by insufficient financing and incentives. Together, 

these make up 63% of the region’s responses to this question, which perhaps implies that the private 

sector is more forward-thinking than many governments when it comes to advancing the ESG agenda. 

Latin America and the Caribbean was the region with the greatest proportion of respondents who high-

lighted renewable energy as their priority target for investment in the environmental arena for 2021-22. 

The reason this is top of mind is likely due to the fact that renewable energy already plays a large role in 

Latin America’s energy mix. For instance, 58% of Brazil’s electricity is generated from hydro, and 98% of 

electricity produced in Uruguay is already carbon-free. This scenario is amplified by ambitious govern-

ment targets, with the region’s leadership – including Chile, Peru, Ecuador, Costa Rica and Colombia –

setting a goal in late 2019 of 70% renewable energy use by 2030.

For respondents in the region, health and safety and anti-corruption measures are two priority areas for 

the social and governance arenas, respectively. The former most likely reflects the conscious need to pro-

vide employees and customers with a safe space in which to operate following the Covid-19 pandemic, 

which hit Latin America particularly hard. The latter is indicative of the ongoing effort to boost transpar-

ency in a region that often falls short in international rankings.  

Aside from Europe, a larger proportion of companies in Latin America and the Caribbean than any other 

region identify corporate image and reputation as their primary motivation to commit to ESG. On the one 

hand, this could be seen as greenwashing, while on the other hand, it could imply a demand-driven shift, 

from the bottom up, whereby companies are listening to consumers’ concerns about the societies in 

which they live, which are affected by extreme weather events, social difficulties and a lack of transpar-

ency. Consequently, while the region still has a long way to go to incorporate and refine ESG practices, 

the main takeaway from this survey is that key actors – particularly those in the private sector – seem 

sufficiently engaged to commit their business practices to the broader agenda. With issues of climate, 

social justice and good governance all set to become increasingly prevalent over the coming decade, 

companies’ ESG practices will have to match this acceleration to keep pace with consumer expectations.

EXISTING CONCERNS IN LATIN AMERICA & THE CARIBBEAN ARE 
BEING TACKLED THROUGH THE LENS OF ESG

Harry Van Schaick, Regional Editor – the Americas

When we look at the biggest obstacle to greater ESG adherence for business, insufficient financing 

and incentives or penalties for non-compliance was the most commonly cited, at 20.4%. The com-

plexity and nuance surrounding the application and concept of ESG was next, at 14.2%, followed 

closely by limited public sector support, at 13.9%. This last reason calls for some consideration. 

Around the world the principles of ESG can largely be seen as driven by government policy, penal-

ties and incentives. As I have already mentioned, the implementation of compliance structures for 

businesses is invariably a net cost, and the assumption here is that government actors should do 

more to support the shift to sustainable practices in the corporate sphere. 

Which do you identify as the biggest obstacle to greater ESG 
adherence across your market(s) of operation?
% of respondents
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While ESG considerations are becoming a more common facet of companies’ strategies, dedicating 

a position to oversee ESG implementation and monitor progress is lagging. At the global level, a 

third of survey respondents said their company had a head of sustainability, ESG director, sustain-

ability department, ESG department or equivalent. Regionally, this varied from 43.9% of companies 

in Europe to less than 30% of firms in the Middle East and Oceania.

Looking to the three components of ESG, starting with “E”, we asked what priorities businesses had 

for environmental sustainability over the next 12 months. Sustainable investment came out on top, 

with 22%, followed by renewable energy, at 19%, waste management, at 16%, and sustainable sup-

ply chains, at 12%. Reducing carbon emissions was a top priority for just 10% of respondents. While 

carbon emissions seem to garner a lot of headlines, the results suggest they are not nearly as 

important to those surveyed as the sustainability of their investments. It is possible that advance-

ments in technology and reductions in cost are factors driving the focus on renewable energy.

Human capital development is a key goal of many of the Yellow Slice economies that OBG covers. 

For the “S” segment, this was the number-one social consideration of respondents, at 22%, fol-

lowed by health and safety, at 19%. This priority fits the more conventional, revenue-driven view of 

businesses, as leaders see the value of well-trained personnel. Workforce diversity seems to be less 

of a priority than in developed markets, perhaps unsurprisingly, and competitive compensation 

was a consideration for just 4% of respondents. 

As the economies of the Middle East seek to mount a sustainable recovery from the Covid-19 

pandemic, the bruising experiences of the past 21 months have underscored the importance of 

risk management and stakeholder engagement in mitigating corporate challenges and achiev-

ing long-term success. In proportional terms, risk and stakeholder considerations were the main 

internal drivers of ESG adoption among companies in the region, according to our survey. However, 

while the results demonstrate that the pandemic served to raise ESG awareness and demand in 

the Middle East, it also suggests there is further scope for the adoption of clear ESG principles 

and policies. When compared to other Yellow Slice regions, the Middle East recorded the greatest 

proportion of respondents without any corporate environmental sustainability targets for 2021-22 

(19%), as well as the joint-highest percentage of respondents without any dedicated funding allo-

cated for ESG plans and priorities during the same period (16%).

In the Gulf Cooperation Council, where the majority of regional respondents are located, the corpo-

rate agenda tends to align broadly with government priorities. To varying degrees, the governments 

of all six members have formulated their long-term strategies to diversify their economies, reduce 

public subsidies, and stimulate the creation of productive and attractive job opportunities in the 

private sector. It is positive to note that these strategies have increasingly placed an emphasis on 

environmental sustainability, social progress and good governance as they have evolved over time. 

In the social sphere of ESG, human capital development is one area where alignment between gov-

ernment policy and corporate action is already generating positive momentum. Indeed, the Middle 

East had the largest proportion of survey respondents (25%) who reported that human capital 

development is their priority social consideration in 2021-22, a fact that can be partly explained 

by government quotas and incentives to employ more local workers as part of broader economic 

diversification and fiscal sustainability efforts. In terms of the environment, the COP26 UN Climate 

Change Conference should have helped sharpen the focus of regional policymakers on the ways 

and means to reduce carbon emissions, with updated national targets and priorities published. Sau-

di Arabia’s eye-catching announcement ahead of the summit that it plans to reach net-zero carbon 

emissions by 2060 – the first time it has articulated a net-zero timeframe – will need to be followed 

with detailed and viable plans for realisation. I expect to see further acceleration of corporate 

ESG adoption in the region over the next few years as a result of public incentives, new regulatory 

requirements and the growing importance that international investors place on ESG adherence.

CORPORATE ESG POLICY FOLLOWS ECONOMIC DIVERSIFICATION 
EFFORTS IN THE MIDDLE EAST

Patrick Cooke, Regional Editor – Middle East
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Data security and 
protection is the top 

priority for respondents 
in the governance 

segment, identified by 
30% of all leaders
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How important is adherence to ESG standards for investors with an interest in your market(s) of operation?
% of respondents
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As for governance, the “G” segment, the aspect that was identified as the leading priority by some margin was data security and protection, 

at nearly 30%. Anti-corruption measures was the second-most commonly cited priority, selected by 21% of respondents. Tax transpar-

ency came in at just 6%, which is interesting. On the one hand, this may be a reflection that some markets have relatively light-touch tax 

environments – although, in the Gulf, for example, this is changing. On the other hand, it could be more of a reflection that tax systems in 

a number of the countries are not very transparent and avoidance is therefore commonplace. This is part of the broader governance issue, 

and while progress has been made – particularly via the uptake of digital tax systems – there is room for improvement. 

Companies’ plans in these areas are at least in part a reflection of what matters to investors. More than 70% of total respondents said ad-

herence to ESG standards was important to investors in their markets, and only 6% thought it was not something taken into consideration. 
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With Asia the epicentre of the Covid-19 pandemic, corporate priorities within the social pillar reflect 

the region’s ongoing battle with the virus. While contagion and vaccination rates vary between remote 

and urban areas, a number of the continent’s economies were forced back into lockdowns during 2021. 

This includes the Philippines: Manila remained in a lockdown of varying degrees between March 2020 

and November 2021. Balancing measures to limit the spread of the virus with those to support the 

economy required action from both the public and private sector, and included stimulus incentives and 

community aid; clear health and safety protocols; and a concerted effort to retrain and upskill remote 

workers amid the disruption. The Philippines’ business process outsourcing sector has made notable 

progress in this last regard. It is perhaps unsurprising, then, that corporate leaders in Asia identified 

health and safety as their top priority in the social pillar (28% of the total), alongside human capital 

development (23%), and products or services to address social challenges (22%). 

In terms of environmental funding, Asia’s need for improved waste management and recycling is a 

common facet of global discussions on environmental sustainability – particularly with respect to 

plastic and marine pollution, and biodiversity conservation. Thailand, as the 2019 ASEAN Chair, was 

instrumental in developing a framework for 2021-25 to combat marine debris. This was reflected in 

waste management and recycling being named the top environmental priority by the greatest share of 

respondents from Asia (21%). Meanwhile, sustainability in supply chains was cited as the number-one 

focus by 18.4% of regional leaders. This may be particularly relevant for industrial players seeking to 

capitalise on supply chain diversification away from China – the so-called China+1 strategy – as well as 

for governments working to ramp up green industrial production. Examples include Vietnam, Malay-

sia and Indonesia – the last of which is focused on downstream production for electric vehicles. The 

Fourth Industrial Revolution, based on applying new digital and automated technologies to production 

processes and service delivery, offers a route for productivity-driven growth in tandem with these aims. 

The state of digital development varies across Asia, with Indonesia’s burgeoning internet economy and 

Singapore’s financial technology ecosystem among the standout opportunities for investors targeting 

the region. The pandemic accelerated progress in this area as governments and individuals turned to 

digital solutions for many aspects of daily life, including finance, health and education. This could in 

part explain why data protection was the top governance priority for 44% of CEOs in this increasingly 

connected, educated and young part of the world.

ASIA’S SOCIAL PRIORITIES WITHIN ESG REFLECT THE ONGOING 
CHALLENGE OF COVID-19

Jade Currie, Regional Editor – Asia
Oliver Cornock, Editor-in-Chief

When we asked which pillar of ESG their company was prioritising in the next 12 months, around 

35% of executives said all three, while governance was the least commonly cited of the individual 

pillars. The relatively low showing for governance is a challenge not only for the ESG movement, but 

for the broader economic and social development of the Yellow Slice markets in terms of attracting 

investment. The tacit acceptance that corruption is simply a part of doing business in some places 

is one of the most significant barriers to advancing the governance segment. So, too, is a lack of 

broader transparency. Progress in the environmental sustainability and social spheres cannot reach 

its full potential until the correct governance structures are in place and effectively enforced.

In many senses, the battle for environmental sustainability to be taken seriously is being won. It is 

difficult for climate change deniers to gain traction with the recent spate of extreme weather events. 

Similarly, the narrative surrounding social inclusion, diversity and equitable distribution of wealth is 

one that is easy to convey, albeit difficult to implement. Governance, conversely, which is such an 

important part of both of these drives in terms of assessing and monitoring progress, and penalising 

those that contravene rules and more stringent conventions, seems to be less favoured. It will be inter-

esting to see how sentiment towards each aspect of ESG develops over the coming 12 months, and I 

look forward to the results of OBG’s next Global ESG CEO Survey in a year’s time.

Which element of ESG do you expect your company to prioritise 
funding for in 2021-22?
% of respondents

Do not knowGovernanceDo not plan to allocate
specific funding

Social
considerations

Environment/
sustainability

All three elements
of ESG

34.5 23.8 16.3

13.0 10.2 2.2
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About OBG CEO Surveys

OBG CEO Survey Copyright (c). All rights reserved.

This survey has been designed to assess business sentiment among corporate 

leaders (Chief Executive or equivalent) and their outlook for the next 12 months. 

The Global ESG CEO Survey was conducted across the full range of industries, 

company sizes and functional specialties. The results are anonymous. 

This CEO Survey is based on 362 responses from companies in the following regions: 

• 24.0% from Asia

• 22.4% from Africa

• 15.7% from the Middle East

• 11.0% from Latin America and the Caribbean

• 15.7% from Europe

• 7.2% from the US and Canada

• 4.0% from Oceania

The data generated allows for analysis of sentiment within an individual country, as well 

as regionally and globally. Additionally, comparisons can be drawn between both indi-

vidual countries and regionally. The results are presented statistically within infograph-

ics and discussed in articles written by OBG Regional Editors. OBG provides this survey, 

infographics and accompanying analysis from sources believed to be reliable, for infor-

mation purposes only. OBG accepts no responsibility for any loss, financial or otherwise, 

sustained by any person or organisation using it. 

For further information on the content of the survey, please contact: Oliver Cornock, Ed-

itor-in-Chief, at ocornock@oxfordbusinessgroup.com. Should you wish to reproduce 

any element of this survey, infographics and accompanying analysis, please write to 

mdeblois@oxfordbusinessgroup.com. Any unauthorised reproduction will be con-

sidered an infringement of the Copyright. For further details about OBG and how 

to subscribe to our widely acclaimed business intelligence publications, please visit 

www.oxfordbusinessgroup.com.
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