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Executive Summary
TERRY SLAVIN

 In a recent global survey of 20,000 people in 29 
countries, pollster Ipsos MORI found 71% agreeing 
that long-term climate change is as serious” as 
the Covid-19 pandemic. The survey also finds 
substantial support for linking economic recovery 
packages to pro-climate conditions, with 65% 
expressing support for green recovery plans. 

The big question, of course, is whether 
companies, many of them now fighting for their 
very survival due to the downturn, and at the same 
time having to pour resources into ameliorating 
the impacts on their workforces and in their supply 
chains, will be able to look beyond the immediate 
response and remain steadfast in ambitious 
sustainability commitments to address climate 
change and the Sustainable Development Goals. 

As John Elkington of Volans points out in his 
comment piece in the May issue of the magazine, 
(free to download here) many companies “went 
into the crisis carrying huge amounts of debt and 
with complex supply chains so tightly optimised 
for efficiency that there was no slack in the system 
to enable them to adapt”, a direct result of their 
relentless focus on efficiency and short-term 
shareholder value maximisation.

He added: “We are seeing an accelerated 
expansion of the sustainability agenda; from 
responsibility to resilience and regeneration. The 
value of building resilience is self-evident in the 
wake of Covid-19. Regeneration matters because 
it is only by regenerating our economies and 
communities, and the wider biosphere, that we will 
be able to achieve true resilience.”

This was echoed when we interviewed leaders 
from business platforms We Mean Business, 
WBCSD, UN Global Compact, International 

Chambers of Commerce and World Economic  
Forum, who emphasised a new focus of 
sustainability efforts on becoming more resilient in 
order to weather future risks. 

Chief among them are the climate change and 
biodiversity agendas, with the latter particularly 
important to preventing future pandemics, 
something Paul Polman drew attention to in his 
comment piece: 

“Covid-19 is clearly a wake-up call that we must 

Covid-19 is clearly a wake-up call 
that we must start living within  
our planetary boundaries

start living within our planetary boundaries. And 
I’m convinced we can do so, provided we equally 
value natural and human capital. …. This isn’t 
about morality or altruism [but] enlightened self-
interest. It’s simply not possible for companies to 
be successful in a world of runaway climate change,  
degradation of our natural ecosystems and rising 
inequality.”

Polman pointed out that this is a crucial “decade 
of action” that requires business to step up to help 
decarbonise the global economy and deliver the 
Sustainable Development Goals. 

Last month Reuters Events polled its Sustainable 
Business community to assess the likelihood 
that companies will heed that call, polling 
263 executives, 212 at them at either senior 
management or C-suite level, on the impact of 

https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/ct/news/documents/2020-04/earth_day_slide_deck.pdf
https://www.ethicalcorp.com/we-need-radically-different-form-leadership-come-out-other-side-covid-19
https://ethicalcorp.com/digital-magazine/latest
https://www.ethicalcorp.com/we-cant-just-talk-about-science-based-targets-wake-covid-19-say-business-groups
https://www.ethicalcorp.com/will-covid-19-allow-us-flatten-curve-climate-change
https://www.ethicalcorp.com/prevent-future-pandemics-no-company-should-source-recently-deforested-land
https://ethicalcorp.com/wake-call-we-must-live-within-our-planetary-boundaries-avoid-future-pandemics
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an increase. North American companies were the 
most adversely impacted, with 15% decreasing 
investment, compared to 14% increasing, while in 
Europe it cut the other way, with 12% increasing 
investment, compared to 9% cutting back.

The biggest areas for investment in new 
sustainability solutions are in technology (43%), 
followed closely by staff training (36%) and 
consulting (35%), although 21% said they had 
halted all investment.

More telling is the next question, where 
sustainability investment will be directed in the 
coming 12 months, with the biggest chunk going  
to employee health and well-being (75%), 
reshaping the purpose of business (73%) and 
social initiatives (68%), followed by investment 
in sustainable communications. Climate-related 
considerations such as investments in clean energy 
solutions, and circular R&D and innovation were 
next on the agenda. 

More worryingly, investment in human rights 
and modern slavery risks, water security, and 
addressing biodiversity loss and deforestation 
were seen as falling furthest back in the queue. 
This is perhaps unsurprising, given that as we have 
reported extensively in Ethical Corporation, water 
risk and deforestation rank far behind climate 
action in reporting to CDP. 

But given the lessons of Covid-19 about how  
human health is dependent on addressing not only 
climate change but social equity, access to water, 
escalating deforestation risk and biodiversity loss, 
it is hoped that were we to do the same survey a 
year from now, when those lessons have sunk in, it 
would yield different results. 

As numerous commentators have pointed out 
in the magazine and elsewhere, we can’t waste 
the opportunity to use this shock, coming just at 
the dawn of 2020, to ensure the this really is the 
decade we bend the curve on climate change and 
meet the SDGs.  ●

The biggest areas for investment 
in new sustainability solutions 
are in technology (43%), followed 
closely by staff training (36%)  
and consulting (35%)

the pandemic on their sustainability strategies. 
Respondents came from across the globe, but 
mainly in Europe (38%) and North America (30%).

While on balance the global picture was narrowly 
negative on the impact of Covid-19 on sustainability 
strategy, with 32% either negative or very negative, 
versus 27% either positive or very positive, the 
result was more encouraging among European and 
North American respondents,: 26% of Europeans 
were positive or very positive, compared to 23% on 
the negative side, while North Americans were even 
more optimistic, with either 31% either positive 
or very positive, compared to 24% who said the 
impact was the reverse.

Given that investment is where the rubber really 
hits the road, the second question in our poll about 
the impact of the pandemic on investment in 
sustainability initiatives gave cause for optimism, 
with 37% reporting that budgets remain the same 
and will continue with planned future investments, 
and another 35% saying budgets remain, although 
there is a pause on future investments. 

On the other hand, 15% said Covid-19 had 
caused them to decrease investment in current 
and future investments, against 13% reporting 

https://ethicalcorp.com/consumer-goods-firms-are-failing-see-wood-trees
https://www.ethicalcorp.com/access-water-matter-life-or-death-millions-amid-growing-pandemic
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About the Research
The Covid-19 pandemic has caused severe impacts 
to society, and consequently disrupted businesses 
across the globe. Whilst a select few industries 
have prospered through the pandemic, many are 
faced with serious challenges and risks to their 
business operations. Through this report Reuters 
Events looks to provide some insight into how this 
disruption is impacting companies’ ambitions and 
investments pertaining to sustainability.

The research was carried out throughout May 
2020. Location and seniority of the respondents  
are as follows:

For the remainder of this whitepaper all 
responses will be focused on practitioners 
that indicated themselves as being Middle 
Management or above – 212 out of 263 
respondents. 

These are practitioners that can influence 
strategy and shape future investments, so will  
give a good indication of the impact oth now  
and in the coming months. ●

Editor and Researcher
LIAM DOWD

LOCATION SENIORITY

30%

6%

38%

16%

3%

4%

3% North America
South America

Europe
Africa

Middle East
Asia

Australia / Oceania

C-Suite
Senior Management
Middle Management
Junior Management

Other

22%

35%

24%

10%

9%
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How would you describe the impact of Covid-19 
pandemic on your sustainability strategy?

In both Europe and North America, more 
respondents indicate Covid-19 as having a positive 
impact on their sustainability strategy, than those 

indicating it being negative 

RESPONDENTS FROM ALL REGIONS

Very negative

Negative

Neutral

Positive

Very Positive

EUROPE

Very negative
Negative
Neutral
Positive

Very Positive

3%

20%
20%

51%

6%
NORTH AMERICA

Very negative
Negative
Neutral
Positive

Very Positive

23%

45%

28%

1%3%

5%

5%

27%

41%

22%
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Over 72% of respondents 
stated that current budgets 

remain in place, and all 
future planned investments 
are either on hold (35%) or 

continuing as planned (37%)

What has been the impact of the pandemic on your 
company’s investments in sustainability initiatives?

We have increased  
our investments in  

sustainability activities

Budgets have remained the  
same and will continue with planned 

future investments

Current budgets remain  
but we have put a pause  

on any future investments

We have reduced our current  
and future investments

EUROPE

12%

39%

40%

9%

NORTH AMERICA

We have increased  
our investments in  

sustainability activities

Budgets have remained the  
same and will continue with 
planned future investments

Current budgets remain but 
we have put a pause on any 

future investments

We have reduced our current  
and future investments

14%

42%
29%

15%

RESPONDENTS FROM ALL REGIONS

In a following question, 79% 
of respondents stated their 
company is reviewing and 
updating its sustainability 

strategy in light of the  
Covid-19 pandemic

13%

37%

35%

15%
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Consulting (43%) 
 is the most sought-after service 

in North America. In Europe 
its Technological Solutions 

(44%)

(Respondents could select more than one option)

Where are you currently investing in  
new sustainability solutions and services? 

EUROPE
NORTH AMERICA

Data

Consulting

Technological  
solutions

Staff training

We have halted all 
investment

Other  
(please specify)

RESPONDENTS FROM ALL REGIONS

Data Consulting Technological  
solutions

Staff  
training

We have 
halted all 

investment

Other  
(please  
specify)

34%

25%

44%

39%

19%

7.5%

31%

43% 42%

28%

18%

11%

33%

21%

10%

35%

43%

36%
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The three areas of investment which received the most positive outlook, 
where respondents stated the pandemic will have either a Positive or Very 
Positive influence in the next 12 months, are:

1. Investments in employee health and well-being (75%)
2. Investments in reshaping the purpose of business (73%)
3. Investments in local communities and social initiatives (68%)

What will be the impact of Covid-19, over  
the next 12 months, on the following?

Investments  
in clean  
energy  

solutions

Very  
Negative

Negative Positive Very  
Positive

Neutral

Investments  
in circular 
R&D and 

innovation

Investments  
in reshaping 

the purpose of 
business

Investments  
in employee 
health and 
well-being

Investments  
in sustainable 

communications

Investments  
in water 
security

Investments  
in addressing 
human rights 
and modern 
slavery risks

Investments  
in addressing 
biodiversity 

loss and  
deforestation

Investments  
in local 

communities 
and social 
initiatives



Showcase leadership  
to key stakeholders  
across the globe
Reuters Events is globally renowned for delivering  
honest discussions and idea sharing that helps 
shape the future of sustainable business

Partner with us, across a variety of digital platforms

REACH 800,000 GLOBAL EXECUTIVES through our internal  
channels, external partners and social media platforms

Webinars Magazine

Digitally Enabled Workshops Infographics
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For more information visit  
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Showcase leadership to 3,000+ business executives. Become a lead 
partner for the inaugural Reuters Events Delivering Net Zero Week. 
Contact brenda.staines@ethicalcorp.com 

www.ethicalcorp.com/net-zero

Key areas of focus include:
●  The Race to Zero: Mapping the Path to COP26 and Beyond

●   Case Studies: The Latest Technologies that will Accelerate  
Progress to Net Zero

●   Financing a Net-Zero Future – Time for Finance to Take the Lead

●  Corporates Going Negative Carbon: Next Generation Buildings

●  Workshop: Empowering Suppliers to help Deliver a Net-Zero Business

●  Workshop: Engaging Customers on Net-Zero

Reuters Events  
Delivering Net Zero Virtual Week
Delivering Ambition Ahead of COP26 and Beyond

4th -5th August 2020


