
The state of ESG in 2022
Implementing ESG strategy beyond
compliance is still a work in progress for 
Dutch and German businesses
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INTRODUCTION
In 2022 Empact conducted a survey based research among 100 mainly German and Dutch 
companies. The survey across companies of all revenue sizes and major industries shows that 
ESG has become a part of the general corporate strategy and already finds good adoption in ESG 
compliance. But the coming years' challenge will be moving from compliance to executing the set 
ESG strategy. Companies will need to tackle implementing the set ESG targets along their value 
chains, in their operations, including relevant risk management systems and translating ESG into 
products and business models.

MAIN FINDINGS

OPPORTUNITIES
ESG can be more than just a compliance and risk management task. If not only tackled as a 
ticking-the box-exercise but by integrating ESG into the daily work and strategic decisions, it can 
create real value for businesses. If added ESG to their value proposition, companies will benefit on 
the top-line level from it (the third "p" of people, planet and profit). 
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Value chain management is the weakest link in the companies' overall 
ESG performance, especially for large companies with more than EUR 500 million in 
revenues. 

ESG performance management will become a very important aspect of a company's 
ESG transformation process. However, the survey shows that measuring ESG is still a 
significant challenge. 

Nearly all companies have untapped potential in their operations and need to analyse 
how they can optimise it.

The perceived pressure from internal and external stakeholders to design ESG-aligned 
products and business models is already very high, as is the companies' awareness in 
this regard. Still, companies are only taking the first steps to address this as a business 
opportunity.

Companies should, though, watch out not to tap into the trap of (unintentional) 
greenwashing, as the survey's results shows that companies use ESG as a selling point, 
but their performance does often not match their marketing message.



The survey was structured along with a 360° degree ESG approach based on Empact's 
5 + 2 ESG model. The model covers five of the most important topics of sustainable 
transformation and is complemented by two essential key components continuously required for a 
successful change. 

This systematic and holistic thematic method to the survey allowed analysing the current state of 
businesses on ESG awareness and performance in detail. If you would like to learn more about the 
5 + 2 ESG model, please follow this link. 

On the following pages, you will find the highlights of the survey's results and what the most 
important ESG topics for your company and your peers are.
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Systematic and comprehensive approach

https://empact.nu/en/advisory-services


REVENUE CLASSES
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EUR 0-50 million23%

EUR 50-250 million29%

EUR 250-500 million26%

more than EUR 500 million22%

HEADQUARTERS

52% Germany

37% Netherlands

11%   Other countries

The respondents show a very balanced 
distribution across all revenue classes.

The majority of the respondents' 
companies are based in Germany, followed 
by the Netherlands and other countries.

INTERNATIONAL FOOTPRINT

The vast majority of respondents' 
companies have an international set-up: 
53% are present with own locations in two 
to five countries and 39% in more than six 
countries.

RESPONDENTS' JOB ROLE

More than 50% of the surveyed respondents 
work in ESG or CSR at their companies. 

1 country9%

2-5 countries53%

6-10 countries21%

more than 11 countries18%

53% CSR & ESG

19% Finance

16% General Management

12% Other
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ESG compliance, either driven by regulators or voluntarily by businesses, has accelerated 
tremendously in the past and will continue to do so in the future. ESG compliance covers a wide 
range of ESG topics. The survey covered the most relevant aspects:
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Already good level though room for 
improvement for upcoming challenges 

82% The prerequisite for successful ESG is the identification of the stakeholders 
affected by the company's activities. In a next step, the relevant stakeholders 
should systematically be included and managed as part of the company's 
ESG activities. 82% of all respondents stated that they have a respective 
stakeholder management system in place. 

STAKEHOLDER MANAGEMENT

82%Anti-bribery and anti-corruption policy

Data privacy policy

General social policy

Data security policy

Health and safety policy

Environmental policy

Diversity and inclusion policy

Code of conduct/ethics/business

Community relations policy

Whistleblowing policy

Human rights policy

Anti-trust and -competition policy

Corporate governance codex/report

80%

76%

76%

75%

73%

73%

73%

67%

67%

65%

63%

56%

POLICIES

• The listed policies cover all 
aspects of good ESG compliance 
and address the needs of the 
major stakeholder groups.

• Policies are a proven tool for 
setting guidelines and reflect a 
business's ESG strategy. 

• The overall result is very positive 
but doesn't cater yet sufficiently 
for the upcoming regulatory 
requirements, being among others 
the new 
EU reporting standard (Corporate 
Sustainability Reporting Directive; 
CSRD) and the 
EU Whistleblowing Directive.
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Policies are not worth the paper if they are not systematically and continuously implemented 
across staff and suppliers. A proven tool to do so is training.

POLICY IMPLEMENTATION

88% …of the respondents' companies provide training on their existing policies. 

The majority also indicates that 
55% of the companies provide 
training to a high degree (8-10 
points out of 10 points), 33% to a 
mediocre degree and 12% to a low 
degree or not at all.

33%Training to mediocre degree

12%Training to low degree

55%Training to high degree

Compliance is very often a process and administration-driven task that requires coordinated 
resources. Thus, it is no surprise that large companies with more than EUR 500 million in revenues 
perform best at ESG compliance. It can be assumed that they already have the necessary tools 
and established processes to implement ESG compliance. Smaller companies will need to catch 
up on this to meet future (regulatory) challenges.

SUMMARY: COMPLIANCE
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Value chain management is the weakest 
link in overall ESG performance
Research shows that most ESG risks slumber in a business's supply chain and cause most of the 
adverse impact on all three aspects of ESG. Therefore, proper and diligent value chain 
management contributes significantly to a company's ESG performance. 

The first step is identifying the relevant 
suppliers in a company's value chain. Only 
67% of all respondents can track its entire 
value chain.

Mid-sized companies with revenues 
between EUR 50 and 250 million perform 
best and large companies the worst. 

VALUE CHAIN TRACKING

85%67%

EUR 0-50 m EUR 50-250 m

67%

EUR 250-500 m

45%

> EUR 500 m

The second step is communicating and agreeing with a company's suppliers on expectations of 
the desired ESG behaviour. 

This can be done directly in procurement contracts or by a supplier code of conduct. 

SUPPLIER CODES OF CONDUCT

71% …of the responding companies have a supplier code of conduct. Although this 
seems to be a high rate, it is only a mediocre result compared to other ESG 
policies. Supplier codes of conduct can be the first key tool to an ESG-flawless 
supply chain. 
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But the practice has shown that a solid supplier code 
of conduct is often not enough and companies are 
well advised to audit or check regularly if their 
suppliers adhere to the agreements made in a third 
step. 

58% of all companies indicate that they audit their 
direct suppliers' ESG performance to a certain 
extent. This is a gap of 13% between companies with 
a supplier code of conduct but that do not check if it 
is implemented at their suppliers. 

SUPPLIER AUDITS

Gap

71%

Supplier code 
of conduct

58%

Auditing 
suppliers

Mid-sized companies with revenues between EUR 250 and 500 million audit the most (on average 
across all three topics: 72%) compared to companies of different revenue sizes. 

• Were companies with more than EUR 500 million in turnovers the best performers on 
compliance, they now share the last place in value chain management with smaller companies 
(EUR 0 and 50 million in revenues). Mid-sized companies with revenues between EUR 250 and 
500 million perform best which might be due to a generally less complex value chain and/or a 
better understanding of an approach to this topic. 

• However, compared to other sections of this survey, value chain management is the least 
developed ESG discipline across all industries and revenue sizes. In light of upcoming 
legislation on EU level (Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive), already enforced 
national regulations (e.g., the German supply chain law) and to avoid reputation and financial 
damages, companies need to catch up and intensify their efforts on the above-outlined topics.

SUMMARY: VALUE CHAIN

https://empact.nu/en/2022/03/esg-supply-chain-due-diligence-becomes-paramount-for-businesses
https://www.bmas.de/SharedDocs/Downloads/DE/Publikationen/a432e-act-on-corporate-due-diligence-obligations-in-supply-chains.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=3
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Mitigating climate change and reducing environmental pollution are one of the topics in today's 
society and economy. The first step to tackling this issue is identifying where adverse 
environmental impacts are caused.  
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Untapped potential in operations

74% …of respondents know in which areas their companies cause the most 
adverse environmental impact. That is a good result as an analysis and a 
subsequent prioritisation of the negative effects are the prerequisites to 
take action to reduce it. 

Results to the questions about what measures companies take to reduce negative environmental 
impact are:

Implementation of resource optimising management methods to reduce waste and 
use resources optimally is only done by 59% of the companies. 

Circularity: On average, 56% of respondents state that more than 25% of their 
operations are circular. This is a positive result but especially large companies with 
more than EUR 500 million in revenues and thus the companies with the biggest 
leverages are lagging behind. Mid-sized companies are ahead of them. 

Or easier to implement measures like, for example, having an air travel ban on 
distances beyond 700 km is only implemented by 47% of respondents. A solid travel 
policy can substantially reduce adverse environmental impacts and costs.

Again, larger mid-sized companies with revenues between EUR 250 and 500 million perform best 
in this section. This might be due to their higher flexibility compared to large companies and to the 
bigger financial resources compared to smaller companies. Companies with revenues between 
EUR 0 and 50 million performed the worst in this area. 

SUMMARY: OPERATIONS
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ESG pressure is high, as is awareness, but 
performance needs to improve
The market opportunities deriving from new ESG business models and respective 
products/services are significant, and internal and external stakeholders increasingly ask for 
them. 

When asked to which degree the respondents 
perceive pressure from internal and external 
stakeholders to design more sustainable 
operations and products, the results show that 
the pressure is higher from internal 
stakeholders with 66% than from external 
stakeholders with 58%.

Companies with more than EUR 500 million in 
revenues feel more pressure than smaller 
companies.

INCREASING DEMAND

EUR 0-50 m EUR 50-250 m EUR 250-500 m > EUR 500 m

65% 58%62% 57% 63% 50% 75% 70%

Internal pressure External pressure

This result will ultimately lead to the necessity to design products and business models more 
sustainably and to a certain extent, companies have already addressed this need: 

INTENTIONS ARE GOOD…

…see opportunities for more ESG products and services (companies with 
more than EUR 500 million in revenues the most with 90%).78%
…of respondents say that ESG is a criterion in their product and service 
development process (companies with revenues between EUR 0 and 50 
million the most with 81%).76%
…consider ESG in their innovation process (companies with revenues 
between EUR 250 and 500 million the most with 88%).77%
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Again the best performers in this section are companies with revenues between EUR 250 and 500 
million. Apparently, companies of this size seize the opportunities deriving from developing ESG 
products and business models quicker than their peers. 

However, it is noticeable that more companies already use ESG as a selling point but have not 
shown the necessary underlying performance for this. (Unintentional) greenwashing is no longer a 
trivial mistake; companies should be careful in their selling proposition in this regard. 

SUMMARY: PRODUCTS & SERVICES

56%
Circularity is not yet a fully 
established concept (see 
results of the previous 
section).

65%

…offer services attached to 
their products with a positive 
impact (companies with 
revenues between EUR 250 
and 500 million the most with 
88%).

70%

…offer smart product 
attitudes for the optimal use 
of resources of their products 
(companies with revenues 
between EUR 50 and 250 
million the most with 77%).

74% …of companies use ESG as 
a selling point!

However…

…BUT PERFORMANCE LAGS BEHIND
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If a company would like to transform into a full-scope ESG business, designing its unique ESG 
strategy in alignment with its general corporate strategy is the best starting point. Like every 
strategy, also ESG strategies serve as the overall and long-term guideline to achieve the set 
objectives and should thus be implemented the same way as a general corporate strategy.  
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Excellent strategic ESG set-up for the 
future

Industry dynamics play an important role for every company that is part of it. If certain topics gain 
enough traction, the topic will sooner or later affect every company in this industry. This usually 
raises competition and, in consequence, triggers innovation and amended selling propositions. 
This also applies to ESG. The more it gets discussed and becomes important in an industry, the 
higher the likelihood of progress in a certain industry. The survey's results show that ESG is 
already a topic of discussion in the respondents' respective industries: 

ESG IN THE INDUSTRY AS AN ACCELERATOR

76%
environmental topics

68%
social topics

70% 
governance topics

see opportunities for more ESG products and services (companies with more 
than EUR 500 million in revenues the most with 90%).

of respondents said that ESG is a criterion in their product and service 
development process (companies with revenues between EUR 0-50 million 
the most with 81%).

consider ESG in their innovation process (companies with revenues between 
EUR 250-500 million the most with 88%).

91% …of all respondents state to have a proper corporate strategy in place, and 
thereof 87% indicated that the strategy also reflects ESG. 

84%
…think that ESG is perceived positively by their companies' management. ESG 
is a bottom-up and top-down endeavour, but without management buy-in, it is 
very difficult to execute. A prerequisite for successful ESG is management 
backing the ESG activities.

90%
…also state that they have a formalised company culture. Company culture is 
an important part of ESG implementation and can be integrated into the 
already existing company culture. Company culture is the perfect leverage to 
make ESG happen as staff will apply ESG to all aspects of its daily work. 
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Some aspects of ESG cost money and thus need to be financed. Equity and 
debt providers increasingly reward a good ESG performance with favourable 
terms and conditions, and companies should make use of this opportunity. 
When asked, 85% of the respondents indicate that they are aware of this and 
thereby recognise this opportunity. But companies with 
EUR 0 and 50 million in revenues are least aware of this, which could be a 
missed chance, especially as they need to catch up the most on all aspects 
of ESG.

FINANCIAL VALUE

But ESG can also be a market opportunity and translate directly into top-
line drivers. 74% of the respondents believe that ESG products could lead 
to long-term financial value (companies with revenues between EUR 250 
and 500 million the most with 92%).

ESG has made it into corporate strategies and became an overall topic in the industries. The 
financial opportunities are recognised by companies, and especially by companies with revenues 
of EUR 250 million or more. 

SUMMARY: STRATEGY
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Good set-up of communication and 
feedback tools
Many businesses already do a lot about ESG but keep this to themselves. But communication and 
engagement in the context of sustainability should enjoy high priority. It is the way how a company 
can build relationships with its external and internal stakeholders and provides for the 
transparency that is ultimately needed to create trust, reputation, and authenticity for a business' 
ESG efforts. The difficulty here is to find the right balance between ESG strategy, the actual 
performance and the communication about this. 

• Respondents' companies use internal and external communication tools (e.g., newsletters, 
press releases, social media) to a sophisticated degree and companies with more than 
EUR 500 million in revenues are the best performers. 

• These tools are a good starting point for the necessary communication and transparency 
ESG requires in the future. 

• However, these channels are mostly only one-way communication tools, sending messages 
from the company to the stakeholders. 

ONE-WAY COMMUNICATION

EUR 50-250 m

65% 77%

EUR 0-50 m

48% 76%

EUR 250-500 m

83% 63%

> EUR 500 m

85% 95%

External publications Internal publications
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But ESG communication and engagement require to a large extent two-way communication to 
interact with stakeholders. Companies already have to a good extent feedback channels for 
internal and external stakeholders in place, but apparently the information from these channels is 
not used optimally as business only know to a far lower degree how they are perceived by their 
stakeholders.

TWO-WAY COMMUNICATION

In this aspect, large companies with more than EUR 500 million in turnover outperform. They 
have the best set-up in communication and engagement tools which are prerequisites for the 
necessary solid and trustworthy ESG transformation. 

SUMMARY: COMMUNICATION

Feedback channels Gap Perception

For internal 
stakeholders 87% 14% 73%

For external 
stakeholders 80% 11% 69%

REPUTATION

93%

Communication and engagement are also ways to shape and convey a 
company's reputation if done responsibly. 93% of respondents indicate 
that reputation is an important topic in their companies and companies 
with more than EUR 500 million in turnovers even indicate it to 100%. 

In the future, ESG will become a further important aspect of a 
company's reputation and should be taken into account in this regard 
accordingly. 
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In the future, investors and regulators will require companies to measure and report their ESG 
performance in a similar way as they report on their financial performance. It will therefore be 
easier for companies with good financial reporting, managing KPIs professionally and having 
annual processes in place to report under the CSRD and meet capital providers' requirements.
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ESG performance measurement must 
improve quickly

Again, a high degree of process orientation and probably proven experience in financial accounting 
are advantageous for large companies with more than EUR 500 million in revenues as they show 
the highest degree of professionalisation. 

ESG performance measuring is only at the beginning but will undergo a fast and high degree of 
professionalisation. The sooner companies start building up their respective systems, the better. 

SUMMARY: MEASUREMENT

However, when asked if 
companies measure their impact 
on the environment or, more 
specifically, if they measure their 
energy consumption mix, the 
results show an urgent need to 
catch up in this discipline. Both 
criteria are mandatory parts of the 
CSRD and are essential in every 
ESG communication with 
stakeholders. 

48%
57%

EUR 0-50 m

73%
54%

EUR 50-250 m

54%
67%

EUR 250-500 m

80%
75%

> EUR 500 m

Environmental impact measurement Energy consumption mix measurement

The survey's results show that 
larger companies rather manage 
with KPIs and have established 
annual budgeting processes in 
place than smaller companies. 
This could be an advantage in 
this upcoming ESG discipline. EUR 0-50 m EUR 50-250 m EUR 250-500 m > EUR 500 m

65% 81%57% 71% 79% 88% 85% 95%

Managing with KPIs Annual budgeting processes 



Compliance

Operations

Measurement

Strategy
Products

Value chain

Comm-
unication

• Large mid-sized companies probably show such a good result because they are big enough to 
have structures, resources, and processes that are useful for ESG but are at the same time 
flexible enough to implement and react to changes in the value chain, in operations and on the 
sell side.

• Large companies with more than EUR 500 million in revenues perform 
very strong on compliance, strategy, communication, and 
measurement. 

• By far, the most need to catch up across all ESG 
disciplines are smaller companies with revenues 
between EUR 0 and 50 million. 
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Large, mid-sized businesses are best 
equipped for ESG challenges ahead
The best performers across all ESG disciplines are large mid-sized companies with revenues 
between EUR 250 and 500 million, closely followed by large companies. 

32%

EUR 0-50 m

64%

EUR 50-250 m

86%

EUR 250-500 m

82%

> EUR 500 m



This publication has been compiled for general information only and does constitute professional advice. You should not act upon the information contained 
in this publication without prior professional advice. No representation and warranty is given to accuracy or completeness of the information in this 
publication and, to the extent permitted by law, Empact, its employees or agents do not accept or assume any liability, responsibility or duty of care for any 
consequences of you or anyone else acting or refraining to act in reliance in the information contained in this publication or any decision based on it.  
© 2022 Empact
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