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Preface

In this year’s Global Risk Perceptions Report, we use our DeepLearning tools to examine where 
companies create—or destroy—business value in how they manage Environmental, Social, and 
Governance (ESG) risks. While much of ESG strategy focuses on how investors drive companies’ 
behaviours, TacTix’ work and our analysis focus instead on the behaviours of consumers  
and policymakers.

Investors may be the loudest voice pushing for greater transparency; they may have a lot to lose if an 
ESG risk comes crashing down. But the most material ESG risks are ultimately driven by consumers  
and policymakers.

Said another way, our research finds that the primary way ESG is converted into business value is by the 
behaviours of consumers or policymakers. In short, companies with weak ESG propositions can:

• Lose market share by failing to meet customers’ expectations for good behaviour
• Face added regulatory burden limiting strategic freedom or market access

Meaningful ESG investments can be incredibly expensive. Unfortunately, they often go to waste because 
of three primary pitfalls:

• Prioritizing ESG initiatives that are not truly important to stakeholders
• Communicating in a way that is misperceived as greenwashing
• Getting lost in contradictory ESG scoring systems

The following chapters offer data, insights, and case studies to address each of these pitfalls in turn.

• Last year, we revealed one of the key 
frameworks TacTix clients use to defend the 
safety of their science-based products, from 
plastics to pesticides to vaccines

• We showed which variables determine why 
(and when) the public will become concerned 
about the safety of a product

• The model offered both an early warning device 
for when people would mobilize in opposition 
against a product and a roadmap for how to 
reduce risk perceptions

• In short, while last year’s report offered insights 
into building a reactive defence, this year’s 
report is all about building a proactive defence

Looking back at the 
2020 Global Risk Perceptions Report

2020 Global Risk Perceptions Report
Paul S Hillier 
TacTix Risk communicaTions, Practice Lead 
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The Unfortunate Irony of ESG

 
The key strength of ESG analysis is that it measures 
what companies do and not what companies say 
about sustainability; its core principle is that actions 
speak louder than words.

Ironically then, when it comes to assessing ESG 
risks and prioritizing investments, a common 
‘best practice’ is still to simply ask stakeholders 
what they care about and make decisions based 
on what they say rather than examining what 
stakeholders actually do in response to different 
ESG investments.

Value Proposition of Scientifically 
Understanding Stakeholders

 
The core premise of TacTix’ DeepLearning research 
is that the very act of asking a question changes  
the answer. Conventional public opinion research 
(e.g., polling, survey, or interviews) forces 
respondents to formulate an answer on a subject 
they may never have even thought about. This 
distortion creates a gulf between what people say is 
important and what their behaviour demonstrates is 
important to them. 

Companies that actively measure stakeholder 
behaviours (rather than simply asking opinions) can 
build a competitive advantage in better managing 
ESG risks by genuinely understanding stakeholder 
concerns and prioritizing the right investments. 
TacTix’ DeepLearning tools have been designed to 
obtain these insights.

Using Artificial Intelligence to 
Diagnose Policymakers’ Concerns

 
To analyze policymakers’ concerns, we begin 
by creating representative samples of 5,000 
policymakers in each capital city we work in,  
from Washington D.C. to Brussels to Tokyo.

These samples are anonymised to meet the  
privacy requirements of the General Data  
Protection Regulation (GDPR) and capture insights 
from policymakers’ social media profiles without 
capturing personally identifiable information. Data is 
aggregated to develop a comprehensive picture of 
the organic conversations shaping policy in  
each capital.

We complement social media analysis with Natural 
Language Processing (NLP) of government 
documents to obtain deeper insights.
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CHAPTER 1
MAKING THE RIGHT 
INVESTMENTS

McKinsey Studies
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By our analysis, typically one-third 
of corporate profits are at risk from 
state intervention.



Chapter 1: Making the Right Investments

Prioritizing ESG Risks

It is standard practice for credible ESG strategies 
to begin by assessing what is important to 
stakeholders. Of the two key drivers of value—
consumers and policymakers—research into 
consumer interests and behaviours is typically  
far more robust.

Research into what is important to policymakers 
tends to rely on ‘traditional’ approaches and lacks 
scientific rigour:

• Intuition: Based on existing opinions, 
a presumption is made as to what 
policymakers think

• Anecdotal conversations: Based on 
personal interactions, a list of frequently 
raised topics is developed

• Binary assessments: Based on whether 
an issue is listed in at least one government 
report, a yes/no decision is made on whether 
something is important to policymakers

To our way of thinking, this is a fine start but falls 
well-short of scientifically diagnosing concerns.  
The methodology we find most predictive is one  
that analyzes government documents and 
statements as well as policymakers’ social media 
behaviour to quantify what they find important 
across two axes:

• Volume The frequency that 
policymakers discuss (unprompted)  
an issue as being important 

• Degree of Causality The extent to 
which that issue is cited as the reason 
policymakers take action in some 
related area

When we aggregate data from more than 100 ESG 
issues across many different countries, we find 
several key themes: 

• Governance issues tend to occupy the least 
‘airtime’ but still drive action by policymakers 
quite frequently

• Social issues attract a wide range of 
political attention but are the least likely to 
drive action by policymakers

• Environmental issues—of course driven by 
climate change—often score high on both 
axes and pose the most material risks

These generalised findings, however, vary 
enormously based on the country as well as the 
specific issue, as shown in Figure 2. Companies can 
use this framework to assess the materiality of the 
issues specific to their business in the jurisdictions 
that matter to their business.Data Source: TacTix Global Risk Communications 2021
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▼Figure 1. The TacTix Materiality 
Model. By scientifically measuring 
stakeholders’ interests, companies 
can better prioritze costly ESG 
investments.
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Chapter 1: Making the Right Investments

Pressure Testing 
Materiality

Traditional ESG assessments focus on how investors react to companies’ behaviours. This is one important 
lens, but it can divert focus away from the financial impacts that policymakers and consumers’ reactions 
have on companies.

Policymakers have a direct impact on one-third of corporate profits, and they can exert their influence by 
restricting market access and even withdrawing registrations on key products that have already passed 
robust scientific assessments. In companies where investor relations does not have access to the parts of 
the company that have insights into policymaker-driven risks, it becomes easy to prioritise the wrong ESG 
investments.

In short, a key (and often missing) step in assessing the materiality of any given ESG risk is determining the 
extent to which a bad score is likely to drive adverse behaviour from stakeholders.

We have found that the ESG strategies with the greatest return on investment first start by mapping the 
interconnected risks (as shown in Figure 2) and then quantifying their importance to policymakers and 
consumers based on behaviours (using a framework like that in Figure 1). Having worked with companies 
across a wide range of science-based sectors, our research has found that quantifying stakeholders’ 
behaviours allows companies to:

Prioritise ESG investments, both reducing ESG risk and reducing costs of less impactful investments

Anticipate which risks are growing in importance to better allocate future ESG investments

Benchmark competitors in a quantifiable process that can be shared with internal and external audiences

A key (and often missing) 
step in assessing the 

materiality of any given 
ESG risk is determining 

the extent to which a bad 
score is likely to drive 

adverse behaviour from 
our stakeholders.

“
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Chapter 1: Making the Right Investments

►Figure 2. The TacTix 
Materiality Map. Mapping ESG 
issues according to their ability 
to drive policymakers’ behaviour 
provides companies an actionable 
roadmap to implementing a 
broader ESG strategy. 

Data Source: Tactix Global Risk Communications 2021
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Chapter 1: Making the Right Investments 

Re-prioritize ESG Investments

A Fortune 100 company in the consumer goods sector was skeptical their ESG investments were  
achieving the desired effects. TacTix ran a deep dive on five issues that feature most prominently across 
multiple ESG reporting frameworks.

The company performed very well on Issue “A” according to both our analysis and common ESG scoring 
systems. However, our research showed Issue “A” has very little impact on policymaker behaviour in  
their sector. In contrast, the company was under-performing in Issue “D”, which was the single biggest 
driver of policymaker behaviour.

Simply by increasing their investments on Issue “D” and decreasing investments on Issue “A”, the client 
drastically reduced their ESG vulnerabilities with no net increase in expenditures. 

Level of Investments4

Issue E 
Governance

Issue D 
Governance

Issue C 
Social

Issue B 
Social

Issue A 
Environmental

The Problem

Data Source: TacTix Global Risk Communications 2021

▼Figure 3. Robust Materiality Assessments. We uncovered mismatches in the ESG strategy, including 
significant investments the company was making in areas that were not drivers of material risks. This 
discovery allowed the company to reallocate ESG resources to better align with what their stakeholders 
actually wanted.

1. Using TacTix’ 2-axis framework in Figure 1, how important is each issue to 
policymakers in this jurisdiction?

2. 1 = Very Positive; 0 = Very Negative
3. Company’s ESG score on each issue according to S&P Global
4. Company’s relative level of investment to each ESG issue

Importance to Policymakers1

Policymakers’ Perceptions of the 
Company2

Publicly Available ESG Score3

Case Study

Very Strong Very Weak



CHAPTER 2
TELLING THE RIGHT STORY

KPMG Study
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When we asked CEOs to identify 
the one critical challenge that 
was undermining their ability to 
communicate ESG performance 
to key stakeholders, the standout 
challenge... was that they ‘struggle 
to tell a compelling ESG story.’



Chapter 2: Telling the Right Story

Competitive Positioning on ESG

Making the right ESG investments can earn 
companies greater strategic freedom; earning a 
stellar reputation on any given issue can alleviate 
stakeholder concerns not only for that issue, but 
for related areas as well. For companies in highly 
regulated sectors where continued government 
approvals present a major business risk, making 
effective ESG investments is a therefore an 
especially important risk mitigation strategy.

By way of example, a company with a reputation  
for climate change leadership and a proven track 
record of environmental investments can typically 
better weather policymakers’ concerns when 
questions are raised as to whether a new product 
adversely affects biodiversity.

To continue the previously discussed case study 
(Figure 3), TacTix’ analysis allowed the company 
to first learn that Issue “C” was the most material 
risk to policymakers. TacTix then conducted a 
competitive benchmarking analysis on Issue “C” 
(Figure 4), which revealed a decisive advantage 
over other companies in their sector.

Because of their competitive advantage, we ran 
a positive campaign promoting the importance of 
Issue “C”. The campaign enhanced the company’s 
reputation—but more importantly it put competitors 
in the very difficult position of defending their own 
poor records.

►Figure 4. Peer Group Benchmarking. Peer 
group benchmarking can not only identify gaps in 
need of improvement, but equally importantly can 
reveal strengths where competitive differentiation 
can be emphasized.

For companies in 
highly regulated 
sectors where 

continued government 
approvals present a 
major risk, making 

effective ESG 
investments is 

therefore an especially 
important risk 

mitigation strategy.

“
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Issue B
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Issue C

Issue C
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Issue D

Issue D

Issue D

Issue E

Issue E

Issue E

Issue E

Data Source: TacTix Global Risk Communications 2021

Client Company

Policymakers’ perceptions of each company 
relating to each ESG issue (1 = very positive)

Benchmark Company 1

Benchmark Company 2

Benchmark Company 3

0.86

0.57

0.60

0.73

0.71

0.57

0.79

0.91

0.57

0.71

0.68

0.80

0.60

0.65

0.79

0.89

Very Strong Very Weak
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TacTix was engaged by two different clients in an OECD country to identify how to lower their ESG risk. 
Each client represented a controversial product in the chemistry sector. Despite each product’s controversy, 
they both had provided strong quantifiable benefits in addressing downstream customers’ emissions.

Our research modeled how policymakers would react if manufacturers communicated the climate change 
benefits of their products:

• Manufacturer “A” would benefit enormously; but,
• Manufacturer “B” would be misperceived as greenwashing and ultimately be assessed as a greater 

ESG risk than they were previously

For Manufacturer “A”, we designed a campaign to promote their quantifiable climate benefits. It  
succeeded in also reducing policymakers’ concerns about other ESG issues. For Manufacturer “B”,  
we did not emphasise the climate benefits because the research results showed this would have  
been misperceived as greenwashing.

The key lesson was that perceptions of greenwashing are not always based in fact. As strong as the 
objective climate data for Manufacturer “B” was, the research showed that telling the story would bring 
adverse outcomes.

Companies in the same position as Manufacturer “B” need to make a difficult decision: fight the 
misperception head-on to try and change perceptions, or to focus on other ESG benefits and stay  
silent on the disputed benefit. In this case, we found Manufacturer “B” benefited more by focusing on  
other ESG investments; however, in a different scenario addressing the issue head-on can have  
substantial benefits. In short, accusations of greenwashing can be as subjective as they are damaging: 
responding effectively requires an informed and calculated approach. 

The Problem

Data Source: TacTix Global Risk Communications 2021

▼Figure 5. Working within Misperceptions. Companies operating in highly regulated sectors 
recognize that certain stakeholders want them to fail. In these sectors, an ESG strategy needs to  
know when to gear up to change minds and when to highlight other benefits.

1. Length of time that the chemical has been a top-priority concern for policymakers
2. The type of GHG emissions that each chemical plays a positive role in reducing
3. The difficulty policymakers had in connecting the chemical to GHG emissions reductions
4. The degree to which policymakers believed downstream customers had alternative products  

to reduce GHG emissions

Manufacturers of 
Compound B

Manufacturers of 
Compound A

Baseline

Duration of Concern1

Climate Change Benefits2

Ease of Understanding3

Perceived Availability of 
Alternatives4

Policymakers’ ESG Perception

Post-messaging

Highly-Complex 

Moderate

> 40 years < 5 years

Scope 3 Scope 3
Category 10 Category 9

(Processing Sold Products) (Transportation)

High

Perceived as too 
simplistic

Chapter 2: Telling the Right Story

Managing Perceived Greenwashing
Case Study
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Companies face an even greater challenge implementing ESG strategies when different stakeholders  
make conflicting demands. In a recent case, a TacTix client was being pulled in two directions by  
key stakeholders:

• Shareholder pressure to increase investments and communications around climate change
• Pressure from direct customers to stay out of climate change initiatives

TacTix’ research first validated and quantified the company’s reports of conflicting concerns. We then  
tested four ways to communicate climate investments. We found that while most messages would satisfy 
other stakeholders (see Figure 6), customers would react adversely to Messages “A” and “B”. They saw 
these as added costs and that customers would react adversely to Message “D” because they viewed the 
company as preaching.

Ultimately, we found a compromise (Message “C”) that could satisfy shareholder pressure while avoiding 
any adverse reaction amongst customers.

In our experience, this scenario is hardly unique. As companies increase their ESG investments, this 
becomes one more domain where stakeholders will have conflicting interests. And just like any other 
instance of competing interests, finding effective compromises requires having information on what each 
stakeholder truly values and how they are likely to react.

The Problem

Data Source: TacTix Global Risk Communications 2021

▼Figure 6. Message Testing ESG Announcements. This type of analysis helped the company  
find an unexpected middle ground between shareholders.

1. Number of people in the sample built by TacTix

2. Percentage of each audience demanding the company  
take greater action on ESG

3. Targeting Scope 1 and Scope 2 emission reductions
4. Making future commitments on Scope 3 emissions
5. Promoting carefully chosen examples of collaborations
6. Talking about sustainability in a broad way

Shareholder General PublicCustomer
Sample Size1 (n=)

Stakeholder Reactions to Messages

Message B4

Message A3

Message C5

Message D6

Baseline Levels of Concern2

Chapter 2: Telling the Right Story

Balancing Customers and Shareholders
Case Study



CHAPTER 3
TRANSLATING INVESTMENTS 
INTO ESG SCORES

BlackRock
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Greenwashing poses a risk to 
investors and could be detrimental 
to the asset management industry’s 
credibility... we strongly support 
regulatory initiatives to set consistent 
standards and increase transparency 
for sustainable portfolios.



Chapter 3: Translating Investments into ESG Scores

Navigating Conflicting 
Ratings

A major source of frustration is how each ESG scoring system—from Refinitiv to Bloomberg, from Fitch to 
RepRisk—produces vastly different results. In the pharmaceutical sector, by way of example, the two most 
widely-used ESG scoring formulas use vastly different weighting systems: one draws 50% of its score from 
governance issues and only 9% from environmental issues whereas the other weighs them at 31% and 
22% respectively. As a result, the same company can obtain vastly different scores from different systems, 
hampering their ability to improve those scores.

Having first mapped hundreds of ESG issues used by the eight largest scoring systems (Figure 2), we find 
that answering the three questions in Figure 7 provides a clear path forward to maximise scores.

Of course, for score maximising to be successful, companies must first make meaningful investments. 
The strategies in Figure 7 rely on a strong set of investments to back them up. Companies that let scores 
drive strategy are often those accused of greenwashing, and the eventual loss of credibility almost always 
outweighs temporary benefits of this practice. Furthermore, re-establishing credibility can be an extremely 
difficult and expensive task; it is therefore imperative to look beyond the next quarterly report when 
assessing ESG strategies and risks.

◄ Figure 7. Three Questions to Maximise Scores. Implementing ESG strategies can at times feel like 
playing roulette, reliant on and reacting to circumstances outside one’s control. We find a more precise 
analogy to be blackjack, where quantitative strategies can improve a company’s odds over the long term.

Which rating systems matter to which audience?

Which high-impact metrics can improve multiple scores?

For a given issue, will transparency help or will it hurt?

Having a low ESG score on certain widely-known ranking systems matters less than 
certain niche rankings systems that are influential with key audiences. 
Action Item: Decide which audiences matter and what systems will best influence them.

Scoring systems consider a broad variety of interconnected metrics and criteria. 
Action Item: Examine how they overlap to uncover high-impact opportunities for  
ESG investments.

Increasing voluntary disclosures tends to increase scores, but it also costs resources to 
gather the information and can reveal some competitive information. 
Action Item: Calculate how transparency will affect the cost-benefit calculus.

 ©2021 Global Risk Perceptions Report        14
TacTix Risk communicaTions



 ©2021 Global Risk Perceptions Report        15
TacTix Risk communicaTions

To continue the case study from above (Figure 3), the Fortune 100 company had been making a strategic 
decision to not disclose any quantifiable data around Issue “C” in their public reports because doing so 
would erode a competitive advantage. However, this non-disclosure appeared to adversely affect their  
ESG score, so the company asked TacTix to examine their ESG strategy. 

We first validated that policymakers’ ESG-linked perception of the company was strongly favourable (0.89) 
and significantly above competitors. The company could therefore conclude its current ESG investments 
were achieving the desired effect on one important audience. Second, the company was then able to 
communicate this research to an institutional investor concerned about ESG, addressing the needs of a 
second important audience. 

Finally, in-depth analysis revealed an alternative path forward; we identified a selection of other disclosures 
that, when enhanced, would have a large positive impact on the company’s ESG score. This allowed 
the company to keep Issue “C” confidential. We worked with the company to choose a subset of those 
disclosures and achieved a meaningful increase in their ESG score without eroding their competitive edge.

►Figure 8. When Scoring Zero is not Harmful. By identifying where greater disclosure is 
advantageous—and where it is not—companies can prioritize disclosures that align with the  
business needs and the needs of stakeholders.

The Problem

Level of Investments3

Issue E 
Governance

Issue D 
Governance

Issue C 
Social

Issue B 
Social

Issue A 
Environmental

Data Source: TacTix Global Risk Communications 2021

1. Using TacTix’ 2-axis framework in Figure 1, how important is each  
issue to policymakers in this jurisdiction?

2. Company’s ESG score on each issue according to S&P Global
3. Company’s relative level of investment to each ESG issue
4. 0 = imminent adverse action; 1 = flawless reputation

Importance to Policymakers1

Policymakers’ Perceptions of the 
Company4

Policymakers’ Perceptions of the 
Competitors4

S&P ESG Score2

Chapter 3: Translating Investments into ESG Scores

Determining Appropriate Transparency
Case Study

Very Strong Very Weak



Chapter 3: Translating Investments into ESG Scores

Avoiding Exclusionary 
Actions

Building an integrated ESG strategy is like building a championship team, but with a host of additional challenges. Not 
only do the ‘rules’ change at the end of every season, but each referee interprets them slightly differently. In addition, 
four times per year the owners ask management for detailed reports on every one of their players and may force 
management to change the roster at a moment’s notice. Suffice it to say, building a championship team under these 
conditions is a trying task.

However, unlike the sports team analogy, ESG strategies are not always about winning the championship. While a 
handful of companies in each sector will gain a competitive advantage from their ESG positions, for others, the old 
wisdom applies – you do not need to be the fastest gazelle, you just cannot be the slowest. Two considerations come 
to mind:

• First, companies must ensure they do not trail all direct competitors. Most companies find this kind of rivalry 
is intuitive and relatively easy to act on

• Second, companies must work to prevent their entire industry sector from falling too far behind others. 
Investors have traditionally built exclusionary lists from a narrow group of sectors (e.g., nuclear power), 
but these lists are growing (see Figure 9). In addition, reporting standards are identifying a growing list of 
technologies (e.g., both SASB and GRI identify crop protection tools as problematic)

Preventing the entire sector from becoming an ESG black sheep requires a degree of collaboration that can be very 
difficult in some industries with a high degree of rivalry. This means that as ESG scores become ever more important, 
the best champions for any sector will be trade associations that take active leadership on ESG issues.

The best champions for 
any sector will be trade 
associations that take 
active leadership on 

ESG issues.

“
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Chapter 3: Translating Investments into ESG Scores

►Figure 9. Setting Realistic 
Objectives. The list of 
exclusionary issues is growing, 
and companies need to ensure 
they are not swept up in it. 
Trade associations can play a 
key role in promoting the strong 
ESG position of the sector so 
long as it is done in a rigorous, 
data-backed way. 
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Conclusion

Managing environmental, social, and governance (ESG) issues has made its way from the fringe to the 
C-suite, and from impact investors to institutional investors. And with good reason. Failing to make ESG 
a part of decision-making puts market share at risk (as consumers’ expectations of companies grow) and 
risks costly regulatory intervention (as policymakers ratchet up restrictions). Despite the many different 
stakeholders in this space, these two—consumers and policymakers—have the strongest ability to translate 
a company’s ESG decisions into business value.

We have found that the strongest ESG strategies involve three components: Making the right investments 
based on what drives the behaviours of consumers and policymakers; Telling the right story in a way 
that both provides a competitive edge and does not alienate reluctant stakeholders; and Translating 
investments into scores by finding high-impact metrics that matter to key audiences.

But all three of these components share one thing in common: the need to be more scientific in 
understanding stakeholders. Companies that can quantify how their decisions will be received by 
consumers and policymakers are best positioned to prioritise and manage the most impactful risks.

Drivers of Business Value

Key Components

• Consumers’ Behaviour (market share)
• Policymakers’ Behaviour (strategic freedom)

• Making the Right Investments
• Telling the Right Story
• Translating Investments into Scores

2
3

Differentiator
• Scientifically measuring stakeholder behaviours to 

understand real concerns

1
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