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Stock markets around the world have seen major volatility over the past two months as the 

COVID-19 pandemic gives way to an economic downturn. But amid this unforeseen shock, 

publicly traded companies who take sustainability seriously seem to significantly outperform 

the markets across various geographies. 

Based on empirical analysis, businesses in WBCSD membership who demonstrate taking 

environmental, social and governance (ESG) factors into account, beat the major stock 

exchange benchmarks by 4.3-9.4%, for year to date ending on 30 April 2020. (Find the 

analysis per market below) 

Though the world is collectively still in the early days of navigating and shaping the recovery 

from this crisis, we see WBCSD members having performed above average during the 

turmoil. The observed ESG outperformance is not surprising: more resilient (read: 
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sustainable) companies are often better-managed companies. And the data adds to mounting 

evidence that these companies are proven to be less vulnerable to systematic risks and more 

resilient to shocks so far and are likely to be noticed and appreciated by investors, especially 

in times of crisis. 

However, given the fairly short time periods studied in this analysis, ESG profiles of these 

companies are likely not the only factor driving their outperformance. Sustainable 

investments are most lucrative over the long-term, so it remains to be seen how this 

outperformance plays out over the next months and years. 

At the same time, the finance sector is also building a more convincing investment case about 

ESG. New evidence continues to validate the rationale behind climate investments, 

sustainable equity funds and bonds. ESG considerations in investment process can improve 

risk-adjusted returns and that consensus will improve investors’ behavior and decision-

making going forward. 

COVID-19 recovery will continue to dominate the global economic outlook for the 

foreseeable future. The coming phase will serve to further separate the leaders from the 

laggards. Now is the time to ramp up investment in managing ESG-related risks and 

opportunities.  

WBCSD analysis per market 

For the North America market, WBCSD analysts measured the performance of 31 shares of 

member companies listed on NYSE and Nasdaq. Under both bullish and bearish 

environments, WBCSD members delivered superior returns compared with the wider market. 

By the end of April, the WBCSD portfolio had outperformed S&P 500 Index by 9.4%. 

These companies have so far demonstrated a greater capacity for resilience during volatile 

markets, quickly recovering from the crisis lows in a V-shape trend demonstrated by the 

green line in the figure. 

https://www.msci.com/www/research-paper/weighing-the-evidence-esg-and/01315636760
https://www.gbm.hsbc.com/insights/global-research/esg-stocks-did-best-in-corona-slump
https://www.morningstar.com/articles/976361/sustainable-funds-weather-the-first-quarter-better-than-conventional-funds
https://www.bloomberg.com/professional/blog/esg-tilting-provides-some-benefit-to-bond-portfolios-during-covid-19/
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In Europe, the 67 listed member companies also weathered the downturn better and beat 

STOXX Europe 600 benchmark by a margin of 4.3%. The relatively strong performance of 

this group suggests investors’ interest and confidence in ESG factors as a defensive 

characteristic. The value of sustainable business is strengthened especially in the current time 

of crisis and uncertainty.   
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The performance of WBCSD’s Asian members also changed in line with their respective 

markets. However, member companies in Greater China and India exhibited higher level of 

momentum towards the latest recovery phase, outperforming the benchmarks by 7.5% and 

9.4%. Japanese members mitigated the risks relatively better when the Nikkei index hit the 

year-to-date lowest level in March.  
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