
 
 
Opening Remarks for SASB Symposium  
Good Morning. I am Dr. Jean Rogers, Founder and CEO of the Sustainability Accounting 
Standards Board (SASB). I’d like to welcome you to SASB’s first annual symposium, Moving the 
Market. We are delighted to have a sold out room for the only conference that addresses the 
unique intersection between sustainability, finance, accounting, and law.  

First, I’d like to thank our sponsors, with a special thanks to our platinum sponsors, Deloitte and 
Calvert. I always take pleasure in acknowledging partners and sponsors because it highlights 
the fact that SASB can only succeed with the support of organizations such as yours, and 
through collaboration with industry leaders like all of you. I’d also like to thank our fantastic line-
up of speakers, who will explore practical questions about the materiality of sustainability 
information and its relevance to the capital markets. 
 
As most of you know, SASB is a 501(c)3 independent organization that issues sustainability 
accounting standards that help public corporations disclose material, decision-useful information 
to investors in their mandatory filings such as the Forms 10-K or 20-F, or 40-F.  Over 85% of the 
global market cap accesses capital in the U.S. markets as well as other markets, and therefore 
files with the SEC.  SASB, which focuses on standards for material information presented in 
those mandatory filings, is truly a global standard.      
 
It’s both a great privilege and responsibility to set standards for the largest capital market in the 
world in support of disclosure effectiveness. Our capital market is founded on the principles of 
transparency and materiality, and we hold these truths in high regard. At SASB, we believe 
material sustainability information is the right of every investor, and that standards are the basic 
market infrastructure needed to facilitate efficient pricing, competition, and capital formation. Our 
vision is that any investor can type in a ticker and obtain sustainability fundamentals alongside 
financial fundamentals.  

What most of you may not know is this: we are more optimistic than ever before. Let me tell you 
why. 
 
First, we’re optimistic because investor demand for sustainability information is at an all-time 
high. The 2016 US SIF study found that one out of every five dollars under professional 
management in the United States is now invested based on SRI strategies—this is an increase 
of 33 percent from just two years ago. Mainstream investors are making great strides in 
understanding and integrating these factors into investment decisions in order to understand 
and manage exposure to ESG risks. A 2015 CFA Institute survey showed that 73 percent of 
institutional investors take environmental, social ESG issues into account in their investment 
analysis.  A recent PWC survey indicated that investor preferences in receiving that information 
are moving away from standalone reports to integrated reports (and of course, a mandatory 
filing is the ultimate integrated report), in order to improve the focus and reliability of the 
information. In fact, in the PWC survey, 43% of institutional investors surveyed said they would 
like to see ESG information reported using the SASB standards.  
 
Not only are investors demanding better disclosure—they’re rallying behind SASB as the capital 
market solution.  Our new Investor Advisory Group, many of whom you’ll hear from today, 
includes BlackRock, CalPERS, CalSTRS, Vanguard, State Street Global Advisors, and 19 other 
global asset owners and managers.  This group recognizes the need for consistent, comparable 



 
 
and reliable disclosure of material and decision-useful ESG information, and they believe 
SASB’s approach—a market standard—will help get this information into investment platforms 
with higher quality, more usability, and reduced costs. SASB’s ESG Integration Insights Bulletin 
is available in a premier edition today, with 4 case studies demonstrating that investors benefit 
from a market standard – from manager selection and evaluation, to fundamental equity 
analysis, to fixed income, to private equity.  The case studies, which we’ll continue to publish, 
show that there’s no single right way to use material ESG information, but access to the 
information is every investor’s right.  
 
Second, we’re optimistic because we’re seeing incredible engagement in our standards 
development process. In April of 2016, we completed our provisional standards for 79 
industries. We are now in a period of deep consultation to gather additional input regarding the 
materiality of topics and usefulness and cost-effectiveness of the metrics. This fall, our Chair 
Michael Bloomberg and Vice Chair Mary Schapiro sent letters to the CEO and CFO of every 
Fortune 500 company, encouraging them to take a seat at the table during this consultation 
period. Since then, the phones of our 11 sector analysts haven’t stopped ringing. We will 
continue to take market feedback until codifying the standards in Q3 2017. At that point, the 
standards will be ready for use by companies in their SEC filings.   
 
Third, we’re optimistic because companies are increasingly acknowledging that the topics in 
SASB standards are material. Today we published our first Annual State of Disclosure Report, a 
reference document that provides an overview of the quality of existing corporate disclosure on 
SASB topics. The report shows that 81 percent of SASB disclosure topics are already being 
addressed in SEC filings. This is a clear indication that we are getting it right. Companies are 
acknowledging the majority of the sustainability factors identified in SASB standards as having 
financially material impacts on their business or industry.   
  
The report also shows that—no surprise—there’s an opportunity to improve the quality of 
disclosure. Of the disclosure on SASB topics in SEC filings, less than 24 percent of these 
disclosures contain metrics or some indication of how companies are managing the risk. More 
than 53 percent use boilerplate language. This finding demonstrates that many companies are 
taking a minimally compliant approach to sustainability disclosure. Intuitively, we can 
understand how this type of disclosure is not helpful for investors. But what we may not realize 
is that it also hurts companies. Companies sometimes view boiler plate disclosures as “free 
insurance”. However, studies show that analysts may overcompensate for risks that are 
identified but not quantified by placing a risk premium on the cost of capital.  This dampens the 
value of future cash flows and makes a company appear less valuable.   We must improve the 
quality of disclosure in order to improve its usefulness in decision-making – which will benefit 
companies as well as investors.     
 
Fourth, we’re optimistic because the concept of materiality—the foundation of SASB 
standards—has and will continue to withstand the test of time.  Federal securities laws have 
required the disclosure of material information to investors since 1933. According to the U.S. 
Supreme Court, material information is what a reasonable investor would consider important in 
the total mix of information. The Court’s definition has a singular and unwavering focus on the 
“reasonable investor’s” decision to buy, sell, or hold a security. 

“Materiality” is a fundamental concept that acts as a filter in sorting out what information is likely 
to affect a company’s performance and outlook. The materiality determination focuses on 



 
 
information that would have a financial impact on a company’s performance, which is why SASB 
also looks at this link in developing its standards. This ensures that the standards setting effort 
is focused on those factors that a company would also be reasonably likely to determine as 
material under securities law when evaluating their duty to disclose. 

And herein lies my point: the topics in SASB standards are business issues. You hear about 
these issues in front-page news every day. Let me read you some recent headlines:  

• Takata Airbag Kills 11th Person in U.S. as Recall Continues.    
• Hackers Infect Army of Cameras, DVRs for Massive Internet Attack. 
• Valeant avoids double-digit price hikes with 9.9 percent increases. 
• SEC Probes Exxon Over Accounting for Climate Change.  
• Donald Trump Agrees to Pay $25 Million in Trump University Settlement. 

These issues—from product safety, to data privacy, to drug pricing and affordability, to climate 
risk, to fair marketing practices—are each covered in SASB standards. These issues are 
material in their own right—in certain ways, in certain industries.  

The problem is that until SASB, we haven’t understood which issues are likely to be material in 
which industry, and how they manifest, confounding effective disclosure and enforcement. 
Climate risk, for example, is an issue that affects a majority of industries-- 72/79 to be exact---
due to physical impacts, transition risk, and regulatory risk. But what an analyst needs to know 
about the financial risks that companies face due to climate change isn’t as simple as carbon 
emissions.  In fact, GHG emissions is likely to be a material disclosure in about a quarter of the 
industries.   CDP data shows that only seven industries out of 79 account for 85 percent of 
Scope 1 GHG emission. The remaining industries experience climate risk in different ways, and 
different disclosures are needed to assess that risk.  In health care, it’s business continuity 
issues during extreme weather events.  In real estate, it’s the quality and vulnerability of the 
building stock. In airlines, it’s all about fuel conservation, and hedging, and same for the 
automobile industry, where fuel takes the form of the ability for new cars to meet emissions 
standards in markets with tightening standards (if important enough to be reported fraudulently! 
That’s how you know the issue is really material.)  In oil and gas, the carbon intensity and value 
of reserves is critical to understand.  Climate change is just one issue. Now you have a feel for 
the information that’s needed to tie a macroeconomic issue like climate change to financial risk 
in certain industries, and make it actionable by analysts.  
SASB’s industry approach is critical to the application of the existing materiality standard. This 
dispassionate view of the materiality of the issues is what SASB is designed to produce, and 
what our analysts are committed to evaluating as we also begin to work with improved data 
sets. The 2016 state of disclosure report tells us how far we still have to go to be able to do 
quantitative analysis on these factors. But it also tells something now—poorly disclosed 
information on material factors represents unpriced risk. The markets can’t react to what they 
don’t know.  SASB’s report shows us which industries may have more of these risks priced in, 
and which ones don’t.     

As the markets embrace the need for a standard, we will continue to earn our place as the 
solution. In everything we do, we emphasize our core attributes: SASB standards are 
materiality-focused, industry-specific, decision-useful, cost-effective, evidence-based, and 
market-informed. They are standards for the markets, by the markets.   
 

http://www.consumerreports.org/recalls/takata-airbag-kills-11th-person-in-us-recall-continues/
http://www.wsj.com/articles/hackers-infect-army-of-cameras-dvrs-for-massive-internet-attacks-1475179428
https://www.statnews.com/pharmalot/2016/09/22/valeant-drug-prices-brent-saunders/
http://www.wsj.com/articles/sec-investigating-exxon-on-valuing-of-assets-accounting-practices-1474393593
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/11/19/us/politics/trump-university.html


 
 
Our differences are obvious to those who become familiar with the standards. These are not 
“feel good” issues.  They are not philanthropy. They are not CSR.  They are not a distraction to 
business, they are core to business. Each and every disclosure topic is linked to a financial 
impact. To make it easier to appreciate the unique character of the SASB standards, in January, 
we will be releasing a “Field Guide to SASB standards” which highlights the unique differences 
of each industry in terms of material issues and their link to financial performance.     
 
Lastly, and most importantly, we are optimistic because of you. We find hope in the 
overwhelming support we continue to receive from our stakeholders. It is now 5.5 years since 
SASB was founded.  It’s sometimes hard to recognize the organization that was started in my 
basement, in the way that most businesses are started in America – with a conviction that 
change was needed, and that my own unique skills and talents could make a difference, and the 
support of friends and family. That, and a credit card with a generous credit limits.    I was an 
unlikely entrepreneur, as a Mom and an engineer, and an even unlikelier standards setter.  But 
solutions to problems can be envisioned, and implemented, by anyone with the courage and 
naivety to walk down the path and learn along the way.  It’s a uniquely American story.  Anyone 
can be the change they want to see in the world.    
 
It’s gratifying to see what SASB has become it its short history.  In that time, thanks to you, 
we’ve made incredible progress developing infrastructure for the capital markets that—for the 
first time in history—surfaces the patterns of material sustainability risks and opportunities 
across 79 industries. 79 is a special number for us, as we also have 79 people who have 
earned the full Level 1 and Level II of our FSA Credential. A few of them are here today—look 
for the gold star on their nametag. Our vision—that investors can type in a ticker and obtain 
sustainability fundamentals right alongside financial fundamentals—can only be achieved with 
your continued feedback and participation.  It’s time for you to apply your own unique skills and 
talents to move a market standard forward.   If you’re an academic, a policy maker, a company, 
or an investor, you each play a role in making this a reality.  
 
I encourage you to visit the SASB table at the back of the room to meet our analysts and 
schedule a consultation meeting. At the SASB table, you can learn more about the FSA 
Credential, demo the SASB Navigator, and peruse the new SASB library, including the Annual 
State of Disclosure Report.  Think about what it means in your own discipline. Think about what 
actions you can take to be the change you want to see in world.  
 
We may not agree on everything that’s in the standards.   They are a work in progress and will 
continue to evolve with market feedback.  I believe that all of us here today can agree that  
transparent, reliable information is essential for investors to determine how companies are 
adapting to a changing reality that is shaped by such mega-trends as resource constraints, 
climate change, population growth, and technological advances.  And we recognize that 
companies need a cost-effective way to disclose sustainability information, in a manner that’s 
useful to investors. To move the markets, and to reap the benefits, we must act on these beliefs. 
Coming together today to discuss these important issues is a first step. 
 
At SASB, we live and breathe transparency. I’d like to invoke one of the quotes on our 
conference room walls, by our Chair Michael Bloomberg: “The more complete and reliable the 
information that investor shave, the better the markets work—and that benefits not only 
individual investors but all of society.” 



 
 
I want to thank all the participants here today for your forward-thinking vision and willingness to 
tackle these important issues. Together, we are moving the market. Thank you for being at the 
forefront of this movement with us. Our progress is your progress. I look forward to an 
interesting, and informative discussion at today’s symposium. 

And now, I’d like to introduce our first panel. 

 
  


