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The RobecoSAM Forum 2016 focused on demonstrating 

the impact of long-term investing across the sustainabil-

ity ‘value’ chain’ composed of asset owners, investment 

managers, corporations, and society.

“Sustainable investing is nothing new”, announced 

Reto Schwager, RobecoSAM’s CEO ad interim & Global 

Head of Private Equity, in his speech kicking off the 

Forum. Schwager later drew parallels between the use of 

proprietary information in private equity to judge future 

company performance and those in ESG. “Over the last 

20 years RobecoSAM has built the most comprehensive 

database on financially material ESG 

factors,” he said. “This database allows 

us to detect inefficiencies in the market 

and create alpha…in new and potent 

ways”. He mentioned, as an example, 

the Tokyo Stock Exchange’s recent 

decision to use human capital as an 

indicator to boost state investment 

in Japanese companies who focus 

on workforce development initiatives. “This is just one 

example of how ESG data is now being used for durable 

value creation”. Schwager described the application of 

ESG criteria as a “very powerful engagement tool to drive 

positive impact within the corporations in which you 

invest”. Yuichi Nishigori, Director & Corporate Executive 

Vice President at ORIX, a Japanese financial services 

firm and RobecoSAM’s parent company, added that 

increasing consciousness and education on the value of 

sustainable investing meant that clients “will become 

more demanding in reporting and investments.” 

The future of long-term and 
Sustainable Investing

Reto Schwager:  “This database allows us to 
detect inefficiencies in the 
market and create alpha…in 
new and potent ways”

“a very powerful 
engagement tool 
to drive positive 
impact within the 
corporations in which 
you invest”
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Integrating sustainability: the challenges and 
opportunities of asset owners
The challenge of including ESG criteria into investments 

was the topic of a panel discussion between Pierre La-

vallée, Senior Managing Director & Global Head of Invest-

ment Partnerships at the Canadian Pension Plan Invest-

ment Board (CPPIB), Anders Thorendal, Treasurer and CIO 

of the Church of Sweden (CoS), and Olivier Ferrari, CEO 

of Swiss-based investment consultant Coninco. The three 

agreed that asset owners adopting a sustainability ap-

proach had to ensure it is “lived” by the whole company. 

Lavallée said CPPIB had been looking into ESG since 

2006 “because organisations that 

effectively manage ESG factors are 

more likely to create sustainable 

value over [the] long-term”. He added 

further that “we hired someone whose 

job it is to push the rest of us so that 

in everything we do, we embrace the 

United Nations-supported Principles 

for Responsible Investment (UNPRI)”. 

To help spread the word, “guiding 

principles days” are organised regularly 

by the CPPIB, and by now the princi-

ples of responsible investing are “deeply engrained”. “Our 

employees value our long-term perspective the most; that 

is why financially successful people leave places that pay 

them more to join us.” 

Thorendal joked that long-term thinking came naturally 

to the CoS because “it has to focus on eternal life”. The 

CoS started integrating sustainability about 10 years 

ago. Today “it is not an asset class but [a factor] in all 

asset classes”. In the equity portfolio, which according to 

Thorendal has the greatest impact for sustainability, the 

CoS has moved the focus from exclusions to companies 

that actually seize the opportunities of ESG in their work. 

He added, “in the long-run you should compare your 

portfolio to traditional benchmarks to show it outper-

forms non-responsible investments.” 

Ferrari said sustainability was “the greatest way to 

create added value for the future”, but that it had to feed 

into a “sustainable economy”. He said, “finance needs to 

be at the disposal of the long-term economy, not a so-

called creator of value itself.” 

Panel: Thorendal, Lavallée, Ferrari

“We hired someone 
whose job it is to 
push the rest of us 
so that in everything 
we do, we embrace 
the United Nations-
supported Principles 
for Responsible 
Investment (UNPRI)”

Is it possible for long-termism to overcome short-termism? 

In her keynote address, Kelly L. Tang, Director of Index Research & 
Design at S&P Dow Jones Indices, presented proof that short-termism 

exists. Her presentation focused on data that clearly demonstrated the lack 

of long-term focus among today’s corporate leaders when making strategic 

investment decisions and dubbed the trend “quarterly capitalism.”

She pointed to a clear decline in capital expenditures (capex) made by 

companies showing the value of share buybacks and dividend distributions 

have beaten investments in capex every year for the last 12 years—substan-

tially in some years. More worrisome still, was that not all dividend payments 

and money for buybacks came from operational cash flow, “a lot of it” she 

noted, “was coming from increased debt issuance which has been steadily 

increasing since the rebound from the financial crisis.” 

Tang identified three detrimental impacts of this business model. First, 

companies are missing out on profitable investments for fear of missing quar-

terly earnings. Second, savers are missing out on returns because markets 

penalize companies that make long-term investments and third, society is 

missing out because of underinvestment.

She proposed a 5-step action plan for investors in response:

1. Set clear investment beliefs focused on portfolio consequences.

2. Produce a risk appetite statement.

3. Create a benchmarking process focused on long-term value creation.

4. Assess and evaluate the incentives of asset managers. 

5. Set investment mandates to align clearly with asset manager behaviour. 

Kelly Tang:  “the value of share buybacks and 
dividend distributions have beaten 
investment in capex every year for the 
last 12 years”
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Impact valuation as a business driver
Veglio led a subsequent panel presenting examples of 

 real-life applications of ESG data. Speakers included 

Michael Beutler, Director of Sustainability Operations at 

Kering, Mark Gough, Executive Director at the Natural 

Capital Coalition (NCC) and Carsten Schirmeisen, Head of 

Group Risk Management at LafargeHolcim. Beutler said 

that Kering, was dealing with issues like lack of transpar-

ency in supply chains in the fashion industry. He explained 

that “because of the shortage of resources” asking 

“where things come from” is a good way of understand-

ing risk, impact and their associated opportunities. Beutler 

added, that as an investor, he would “want to invest in 

companies that have made this effort”. But he conceded 

that it takes time to work through the issues of opaque 

supply chains. 

For Schirmeisen at LafargeHolcim, sustainability 

research brings a “new focus for decisions” and added 

that quantifying data was important because “if you 

don’t measure it, you can’t manage it.” As was undoubt-

edly captured in this quote, Schirmeisen spoke from his 

position as a Risk Manager and member of his compa-

ny’s Finance department rather than as a sustainability 

professional. He explained that LafargeHolcim uses an 

Integrated Profit & Loss methodology (IP&L) for quantify-

ing and measuring sustainability just like other financial 

metrics. Surprisingly to many, it revealed that water was 

Valuing sustainability: benefits for society, 
business and investors 

In a keynote, Filippo Veglio, Managing Director of the Glob-
al & Social Impact World Business Council for Sustainable 
Development (WBCSD), said teaching companies new ways of 

thinking needed to focus on how to “identify, evaluate and measure 

a company’s impact”. Veglio said companies make better decisions 

with improved information on concepts of natural and social capital. 

The WBCSD is working on 

“accelerating this process” via 

guidance and toolkits. 

In July, it launched the 

Natural Capital Protocol to 

improve the effectiveness of 

non-financial reporting based on climate, water, energy, biodiversi-

ty and waste data. “Measurement, valuation and reporting should 

reflect the true valuation of a company,” he noted. The natural capital 

concept, he said, was known to companies, but social capital was 

new to many. To this end, the WBCSD is building a platform via an 

online hub to make the concepts more ‘public’. 

“Measurement, valuation 
and reporting should 
reflect the true valuation 
of a company” Panel: Veglio, Schirmeisen, Beutler, Gough

Building the “data” bridge between investors and sustainable professionals 

Exploring the company/investor informa-

tion theme, Peter Truesdale, Director 
at Corporate Citizenship, described the 

mismatch between ESG data collection and 

investors’ needs. Corporate Citizenship has 

carried out a survey of both groups, which 

found an ‘external disconnect’ between 

investors and sustainability departments. 

To highlight the disconnect, Peter explained 

that “investors say they want better [ESG] 

data, but companies say investors never 

ask for it.” There is a “low level of direct 

engagement” between the two sides. An-

other problem Corporate Citizenship found 

in its research was an “internal disconnect” 

within companies: “Engagement [between] 

in-house investor relations and in-house 

sustainability staff…is mostly sporadic 

rather than systemic.” 

He later returned to the perspective 

of the external investor during a panel discussion. It was his and 

fellow panelists’ view that sustainability reporting was too focused 

on stakeholders and largely irrelevant to 

shareholders concerns. However, he noted, 

we are getting better at this and one way is 

through the development of indexes which 

are helping to “galvanize the process…and 

gives investors a framework for response”.  

Indexes make shareholders aware of gaps in 

a company’s sustainability policies. They are a 

key tool in forcing transparency to investors, 

governments and the public. Still, there is a 

clear need for sustainability professionals to 

actively engage with investors around index 

data and throughout the process. At present, 

they are too far removed.

Another area in which the research 

showed problems, he said, was that different 

terminology and approaches were creating 

“blockages” which mean “the message is 

not coming through”. Truesdale concluded: 

“We need to structure the bridge but in a lot 

of organisations the foundations are still dodgy. Once this problem is 

addressed, you get massive benefits.” 

Peter Truesdale: “Engagement [between] 
in-house investor relations and in-house 
sustainability staff…is mostly sporadic 
rather than systemic” 
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the second biggest ESG issue for the industry after CO2 

emissions. As a result, he said, ideas on how to save water 

are spreading via the peer group effect and that “this will 

come back to the investor side” as an ESG output/com-

parison. 

One of the greatest challenges around data is traceabil-

ity. “[At Kering] we know the origin of around 70-80% 

of our raw materials, but there are no 

regulations on traceability on most raw 

materials” said Beutler. NCC’s Gough 

pointed out that simply collecting more 

ESG data will not help companies. 

Industries are looking for guidelines on 

application. Consequently, engagement 

had been launched with the finance 

sector, including ratings agencies. “We 

want to make sure there is a common 

language across the company/investor 

bridge,” said Gough. But he stressed that efforts such as 

producing a unified risk ratio for companies, are about im-

proving decision making in companies rather than about 

reporting and monetization. 

Connecting to clients through Sustainability 
Investing 
Such benefits are, of course, aimed ultimately at produc-

ing better outcomes for clients. But client interest has 

proven fickle. In a panel on how to make sustainability 

more tangible for customers, Karsten Guettler, Head of 

UHNW Sustainable Investing Distribution at UBS Wealth 

Management, summed up the challenge to date: “In the 

past, the problem was that we had ivory tower solutions 

and [we] wondered why assets did not grow. [So] bring-

ing together product producers and asset owners is very 

important.” 

He said the key was not to be ‘normative’ with clients: 

“To make the dialogue less complex, ESG has to be 

translated into a [simple] rating. It’s too complex at the 

moment, and some product managers are scared of broad 

questions from clients.”

Maria Dolores Lamas, Head of Investment Consulting & 

Acquisition at Julius Bär, backed up the point: “A relation-

Panel: Crestin-Billet, Suter, Dolores Lamas, Guettler 

ship manager will talk to clients if they are comfortable 

with the topic, and many are not there yet.” But she 

stressed integrating ESG factors into investment was “an 

evolution not a revolution”. 

She noted that Julius Bär has already begun thinking 

about changing investment demand from future gener-

ations of savers. The move to sign the UNPRI, she said, 

was “a small step in the right 

direction” and important for 

an industry that had not tra-

ditionally been a front-runner 

in integrating sustainability. 

Yvonne Suter, Head of Sus-

tainable Investment at Credit 

Suisse, also highlighted the 

generation shift. “For some 

younger clients, it is no longer 

just about traditional products 

but also about impact”. But among institutional clients 

in Switzerland, she had seen less interest. “There is still a 

belief among many investors that sustainability is cutting 

in on return.” Nevertheless, she said, public pressure to 

integrate ESG into investments was growing. Edouard 

Crestin-Billet, CIO at 1875 Finance, said the company had 

“decided to lead client demand, because if you follow it, 

“Efforts such 
as producing a 
unified risk ratio for 
companies are about 
improving decision 
making rather than 
about reporting and 
monetization”

“To make the dialogue less 
complex, ESG has to be 
translated into a [simple] 
rating. It’s too complex at 
the moment, and some 
product managers are 
scared of broad questions 
from clients”

Smart ESG indices for long-term investing 
The RobecoSAM Forum 2016 breakout sessions provided a setting to 

further explore the themes from the plenaries and keynotes and took 

a closer look at the investment case and related product develop-

ments. 

Trying to find a new answer to “a question that is as old as ESG 

itself”, said Guido Giese, Head of Indices at RobecoSAM, has helped 

generate unprecedented interest in the Smart ESG indices series. 

“With the new indices we made a connection from the beginning 

between ESG and financial 

performance – which is harder 

to find because it is more 

hidden,” explained Giese. 

One of the problems, he said, 

is that statistically speaking 

“most of the ESG indicators 

show no influence on financial 

performance while others have 

a strong correlation”. Simply adding data points, he noted, will not 

help to find alpha because important factors get diluted. Additionally, 

factors need to be kept flexible as their financial impact might change. 

Speaking about the S&P Long-Term Value Creation (LTVC) Global 

Index, which employs both proprietary, sustainability and financial 

criteria, Kelly Tang, Director at S&P Dow Jones Indices, noted that 

because of a 3-year vintage-structure, turnover in the index series 

was very low. “This should be one of the characteristics of long-term 

indices.” To begin with, she said, only governance factors are included 

because more research is available and they are “more widely accept-

ed” as having material impact. She said the index would evolve with 

more data and more investor feedback, and that market competition 

would also boost its evolution.

“With the new indices 
we made a connection 
from the beginning 
between ESG and financial 
performance – which is 
harder to find because it is 
more hidden” 
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you will be late!” He said wealth managers now had to be 

able to tell clients that with their investment they are part 

of a changing world. He warned that quoted companies 

must change their business models to acknowledge that 

real shareholder value was not only about ROE measures, 

but also about long-term “stakeholder value”. 

 

Key challenges to mainstreaming SI: From 
tipping point to reality 
There was still discord among participants regarding the 

sufficiency of ESG data for investment, but it was clear 

that application of current data must improve. “Some 

analysts say their spreadsheets don’t go further than three 

years, everything else is projection,”remarked Christopher 

Greenwald, Head of SI Research at RobecoSAM. Further 

adding, “this means 70-80% of the value of the firm is 

based on projections from short-term data”. Alyson Slater, 

Head of the Knowledge Unit at the Global Reporting 

Initiative (GRI), sees a mismatch problem. “Overall, ESG 

topics for NGOs and trades unions are on investors’ radars 

because they might pose a business risk, such as a boy-

cott. However, different stakeholders, she said, “needed 

different types of information.” The GRI is looking into 

three related areas: 

1. Quality of data. 

2. Standardisation of metrics which include data compila-

tion, labelling and taxonomy. 

3. Digitization, because, she said: “at GRI we are sitting 

with 40,000 PDFs of sustainability reports – often written 

for different purposes”. 

Alice Steenland, Chief Corporate Responsibility Officer 

at AXA, said there is a bigger systemic problem in whether 

or not people were using available data. “At the moment, 

better data won’t fix this behavioural issue.” AXA, with 

around one trillion euro in assets under investment, 

is thinking about benchmarking the fund managers it 

hires against other funds on measures such as carbon 

footprint, in one attempt to drive 

market peer pressure to change 

behaviours. Steenland said big data 

could also be used to look more 

closely at the impacts of topics 

like water use, coal pollution or 

employee safety on investment.

Gregory Elders, Senior ESG 

Analyst at Bloomberg, said the 

firm’s ESG data collected from 

stock market information since 

2008 is being harmonised for 

11,000 companies globally. But, he noted: “It is not our 

role to say which companies are bad or good” “that” he 

said, “depends on the investment approach.” Bloomberg, 

would however, provide ‘data analysis’ as cause and effect 

can be misleading: “In the mining sector, for example, we 

found that the more employees were killed at a company, 

the more money the company gave to the community.” 
Panel: Slater, Elders, Steenland, Greenwald

Cause and effect can 
be misleading: “In 
the mining sector, for 
example, we found that 
the more employees 
were killed at a company, 
the more money the 
company gave to the 
community” 
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Integrating sustainability in a quantitative 
investment approach 
Lucas van Berkestijn, SI Client Specialist at RobecoSAM, 

warned about oversimplification in applying ESG criteria 

to a quantitative investment approach: “A 100% focus on 

CO2-impact creates a five per cent negative impact on oth-

er measures, he said. Instead, giving a so-called “carbon 

tag to each invested dollar” for both equities and bonds 

was a better approach. It renders assess-

ments across the entire portfolio easier to 

compare and made company assessment 

less volatile because it included leverage. 

“Enterprise value delivers a more balanced 

approach than market cap,” explained 

Berkestijn. 

He listed several forward-looking criteria 

that could be applied to different industries to assess 

this sustainable enterprise value, including awareness of 

environmental factors on returns, product life cycle anal-

ysis, and potential business impacts. “Only looking at one 

matrix is short-term and counter-productive”. This is also 

where a problem with available market data lies, noted 

Berkestijn: “It’s all backward looking.” 

Impact Valuation: So What?
What does it actually mean to move beyond environmen-

tal footprinting to value a company’s societal impact? 

RobecoSAM analyst Rashila Kerai explained that as part of 

its annual Corporate Sustainability Assessment, Robe-

coSAM asked 184 

companies across 15 

industries whether 

they measure and 

value their overall 

impact. She said 

80% of respondents 

claimed they do both. 

But, upon further analysis, RobecoSAM found that only 

25% of the respondents were actually valuing their impact 

through methodologies such as monetizing externalities, 

social & environmental profit & loss accounting, or putting 

a price on carbon.

According to Mark Gough, Executive Director at Natural 

Capital Coalition: “Only when we understand the worth 

of something, do we actually start to have an influence on 

business models and decisions.” To illustrate how this is 

done, François-Xavier Moran, Sustainability Performance 

Manager at clothing company Kering, described his com-

pany’s impact valuation tool. It maps the environmental 

impact of its supply chain − from raw materials to the 

distribution of the end product − and translates it into 

a monetary value for each stage of the value chain. “The 

goal is to provide design and purchasing teams with a 

“A 100% focus on 
CO2-impact creates 
a five per cent 
negative impact on 
other measures” 

“Only when we 
understand the worth 
of something, do we 
actually start to have an 
influence on business 
models and decisions”  

A glimpse into the future: Welcome to the 
year 2050! 

Futurist Matthias Horx gave a glimpse of a future he thinks will be 

of abundance rather than scarcity “if we do it right”. He urged dele-

gates to think more positively and see solutions rather than problems. 

“Focusing on the problem first makes us 17 times less likely to find an 

answer”, he said.

As a case in point, he mentioned urbanization, often portrayed as 

an ecological nightmare. “There is a lot of space for wilderness if we 

move more closely together. Urban living can be more effective with 

less carbon emissions, if houses are also used for growing plants, 

making the urban environment green.” 

He predicts a CO2 peak at 2029. He said data showed we had al-

ready passed peak ‘mileage driven per person’ in the US in 2005. “By 

2029, because of technology changes, oil tankers will be apartments 

or leisure parks.” And, by 2025, China, he said, would be the “biggest 

green energy producer on the planet”. 

Horx posited the idea of a blue rather than a green economy. “The 

green economy thinks there is too much waste, but for the blue econ-

omy waste equals material and recycling opportunities”…where we 

can make everything out of everything even carbon from carbon.” 

Overall, he recommended: “reducing negative impacts rather than 

striving to harmonize human living with nature”. 

“It will not work if people have to sacrifice too much,” he concluded. 

Matthias Horx: “The green economy thinks there 
is too much waste, but for the blue economy waste 
equals material and recycling opportunities…
where we can make everything out of everything 
even carbon from carbon” 
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business tool that shows them the actual impact of build-

ing a new collection, and encourages them to make more 

efficient design and production decisions that reduce our 

environmental impact.”

Why is this important to investors? “As an analyst, I 

want to know how companies measure and understand 

their impacts, and more importantly, how they use this 

information in their internal decision making so that it 

leads to long-term value creation,” said Kerai.

Closing remarks
Reto Schwager returned to the stage and said the Ro-

becoSAM Forum 2016 had underlined that Sustainable 

Investing was not a short-term phenomenon but had be-

come a “must-have” for investment. But, he pointed out, 

“we are still at the very beginning of a major development 

in the ESG sector”. 

He compared the opportunities of additional knowl-

edge derived from sustainability 

research with non-listed equity 

investment. “Private equity is 

not outperforming because of 

illiquidity premiums but because 

of so-called non-public infor-

mation. Referring back to the RobecoSAM database he 

mentioned in his welcome introduction, he noted: “If you 

sit on non-public proprietary information and apply it in 

a systematic way you can generate alpha.” Nonetheless, 

he said, investors require better advice on sustainable 

investing, a need to which RobecoSAM was striving to 

contribute.

Those same investors, he concluded, also need to 

rethink some basic market assumptions and how they 

looked at company data. “We need to be aware of the 

fact that GDP will not grow as much” in the future and 

“to think about the winners and losers of this. One way to 

identify how companies will fare is to check expenditure 

on research and development, because it is this funda-

mental business driver that helps companies stay flexible 

and remain a good long-term investment!” 

“We are still at the very 
beginning of a major 
development in the ESG 
sector” 




