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ESG REPORTING: TURNING DISCLOSURE INTO DISCIPLINE

Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) reporting is no longer an optional exercise or a “nice 
to have” for many investors. For asset managers and owners alike, it is now a structural and integral 
part of the investment process. While the demand for transparency is clear, delivering consistent 
and meaningful reporting remains a challenge.

Globally, the reporting landscape is varied. Different jurisdictions can have different requirements, 
asset classes exhibit distinct characteristics, and investment strategies are far from uniform. This 
complexity is compounded by the diverse range of information that asset owners require from 
their underlying managers, third-party sources or data providers. Even the definitions of sustainability 
goals can differ amongst stakeholders. Although effective reporting is essential for stakeholder 
communication, the emergence of a single standard for all themes remains unlikely.

The Real Goal: Progress Over Perfection
The objective of reporting on sustainability-related risks and opportunities is not a “box-ticking” compliance exercise. The 
real goal is to track progress against defined objectives using agreed-upon metrics that measure performance. The emphasis 
must be on outcomes, not on inputs.

Establishing clear objectives is the essential first step (as outlined earlier in this series Determine ESG Objectives). 
However, even with well-defined targets, reporting on progress remains challenging when disclosure frameworks can 
differ or data quality issues arise.

Progress reporting requires transparency between what is being disclosed and how this ties back to set objectives. 
Achieving this requires credible metrics, consistent methodologies and robust processes for validating and explaining 
results. Any limitations in the information included should be clearly highlighted and explained along with clear visibility 
into any assumptions that have been used. Reporting perfection is unlikely to be achievable.

Who is Watching? Understanding the Stakeholders
Before delving into the mechanics of reporting, it is important to define the audience. Reporting serves several overlapping – 
but not always aligned – stakeholder groups:

•	 Regulators: Monitoring compliance with local and international sustainability rules and requirements.

•	 Beneficiaries and clients: Increasingly focused on both responsible investment practices and financial risk management. 

•	 Investment teams: From sustainability leads to investment committees, these groups rely on reporting to help inform 
decision-making.

Each stakeholder group brings distinct expectations. Reporting that satisfies regulatory requirements may still fall short 
for beneficiaries seeking detailed evidence of progress on, say, real-world impact. While it can be tempting to focus solely 
on regulatory compliance, the most effective reports strike a balance between meeting compliance standards and 
communicating meaningful information.
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Regulatory Demands and Framework Fatigue

The regulatory environment for sustainability disclosures continues to evolve at different speeds across global 
markets. For instance, Europe’s Sustainable Finance Disclosure Regulation (SFDR) has a longer history and has been 
more prescriptive than standards in other regions, while the adoption of sustainability standards introduced by the 
International Sustainability Standards Boards (ISSB) in countries such as Australia, Canada and the UK may lead to subtle 
variations from one another. Meanwhile, other voluntary initiatives continue to advance transparency on different topics 
but vary in requirements. 

Asset managers are navigating multiple frameworks and standards simultaneously, particularly when operating across 
borders. As a result, establishing a single standard that applies to all asset classes, investment strategies and jurisdictions 
is currently unrealistic. A private equity fund operating in Asia is subject to different regulatory reporting requirements 
than a listed equities portfolio in Europe for example.

Asset owners should be mindful of the complexities involved in reporting and strive to avoid oversimplifying the process. 
They should be thoughtful about the volume of ESG-related data requested from asset managers. Rather than sacrificing 
comparability, the focus should be on establishing reporting expectations, clearly defining metrics and methodologies, 
and promoting transparency – while respecting limitations and differences in approaches. 

Regulatory reporting serves a specific purpose, but many asset owners will also have a variety of sustainability-related 
objectives to report on. For example, they may need to monitor progress of specific impact goals such as the UN 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). While asset owners should be mindful of collecting too much data that isn’t 
relevant, asset managers need to service asset owners who require data to meet both regulatory and non- 
regulatory requirements.

The Anatomy of a Good ESG Report

Effective reports demonstrate consistent characteristics:

Transparency – They go beyond presenting binary outcomes by clearly explaining how results were generated, 
what assumptions were made, and sources of the underlying data.

Accountability – They openly acknowledge gaps, limitations and challenges. In a space where greenwashing can 
thrive, transparency and honesty help build trust. 

Forward-looking – They connect current performance to future plans, rather than focusing solely on past actions. 

Alignment with objectives – The metrics used directly tie to the goals that asset owners or asset managers 
have committed to, ensuring relevance and consistency. 

Consistency is a critical component of effective reporting, yet often the most difficult to achieve. This is where thoughtful 
consolidation, analysis, and interpretation become essential. For asset owners, synthesising disparate data into a coherent 
and actionable format can be time intensive. That’s why it is important to understand the nature and quality of the data 
being consolidated – a theme explored in our paper Determine ESG Measurement Criteria. 

The Asset Owner’s Role: From Collector to Curator

Asset owners face a distinct challenge. They often receive reports from multiple asset managers or third-party providers, 
each using different definitions, formats and data inputs. This can result in a fragmented collection of documents, datasets 
and dashboards that is challenging to form a cohesive or actionable view of overall performance from. 

To gain a meaningful view of progress on sustainability at the total portfolio level, asset owners need to utilise a robust 
framework for consolidating and assessing data. This includes processes to normalise inputs, critically evaluate 
conclusions, and synthesise information across their portfolio. It’s not a passive exercise – it demands dedicated 
resources, appropriate tools and well-defined workflows.
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Reporting is a Process, Not a Product

Too often, reporting is approached as a once-a-year exercise – a report that 
is published, set aside, and then hastily revisited the following year. Instead, it 
should be incorporated within a continuous feedback loop, enabling ongoing 
reflection, learning and improvement throughout the investment cycle. 

Every report should spark meaningful internal dialogue to prompt 
questions such as: 

•	 Are we making measurable progress?

•	 Are our metrics still relevant and aligned with our latest objectives?

•	 Are we capturing what truly matters?

•	 Are we uncovering new insights? 

It’s also valuable to periodically audit the reporting process itself. Where is 
data consistently weak? Which asset managers are offering genuine insight 
versus generic responses? What elements can be automated, and where is 
human judgment essential? This shift in mindset - from viewing reporting as a 
compliance exercise to leveraging it as a strategic tool – is what transforms 
reporting from a regulatory obligation to a source of competitive advantage.

Monitoring Beyond the Report

While reporting is the visible output, effective oversight should begin 
upstream – within the investment process itself. This includes: 

•	 Conducting thorough pre-investment due diligence

•	 Integrating ESG-related risks and opportunities into valuation models

•	 Engagement with companies on material sustainability issues

•	 Implementing voting policies that reflect sustainability commitments

Monitoring the process is just as important as evaluating outcomes. For asset 
owners, sustainability-related considerations shouldn’t be confined to reports – 
they should be thoughtfully integrated into capital allocation and risk management 
practices. That clear throughline – from objective-setting to data-gathering to 
investment decision-making – is what ensures risks and opportunities are truly 
integrated into the investment process, as discussed in our previous paper 
Implement an ESG Investment Process.

Reporting with Purpose

ESG or sustainability reporting can be complex, fragmented, and at times 
frustrating. Yet for asset owners with defined objectives or regulatory obligations 
in this area, it remains essential. When done well, it strengthens accountability, 
enhances transparency, and ensures that sustainability goals become 
guiding principles. 

While full standardisation may remain out of reach for now, the future of 
sustainability reporting can be structured, integrated, purposeful and aligned 
with long-term value creation. 

3A-Suite  |  Asset Servicing at Northern Trust

https://www.northerntrust.com/content/dam/northerntrust/pws/nt/documents/asset-servicing/implement-an-esg-investment-process.pdf


© 2026 Northern Trust Corporation. Head Office: 50 South La Salle Street, Chicago, Illinois 60603 U.S.A. Incorporated with limited liability as an Illinois corporation under 
number 0014019. Products and services provided by subsidiaries of Northern Trust Corporation may vary in different markets and are offered in accordance with 
local regulation. This material is directed to professional clients (or equivalent) only and is not intended for retail clients and should not be relied upon by any 
other persons. This information is provided for informational purposes only and does not constitute marketing material. The contents of this communication should 
not be construed as a recommendation, solicitation or offer to buy, sell or procure any securities or related financial products or to enter into an investment, service or 
product agreement in any jurisdiction in which such solicitation is unlawful or to any person to whom it is unlawful. This communication does not constitute investment 
advice, does not constitute a personal recommendation and has been prepared without regard to the individual financial circumstances, needs or objectives of 
persons who receive it. Moreover, it neither constitutes an offer to enter into an investment, service or product agreement with the recipient of this document nor the 
invitation to respond to it by making an offer to enter into an investment, service or product agreement. For Asia-Pacific markets, this communication is directed to 
expert, institutional, professional and wholesale clients or investors only and should not be relied upon by retail clients or investors. For legal and regulatory 
information about our offices and legal entities, visit northerntrust.com/disclosures. The views, thoughts, and opinions expressed in the text belong solely to the 
author, and not necessarily to the author’s employer, organization, committee or other group or individual. 

The following information is provided to comply with local disclosure requirements: The Northern Trust Company, London Branch, Northern Trust Global Investments 
Limited, Northern Trust Securities LLP, Northern Trust Global Services SE UK Branch and Northern Trust Investor Services Limited, 50 Bank Street, London E14 5NT, are 
authorised and regulated by the UK’s Financial Conduct Authority. The Northern Trust Company, London Branch and Northern Trust Global Services SE UK Branch 
are also authorised and regulated by the UK’s Prudential Regulation Authority. Not all of the products and services mentioned within this material are authorised 
and regulated by the UK’s Financial Conduct Authority or UK’s Prudential Regulation Authority. Northern Trust Global Services SE, 10 rue du Château d’Eau, L-3364 
Leudelange, Grand-Duché de Luxembourg, incorporated with limited liability in Luxembourg at the RCS under number B232281; authorised by the ECB and subject to 
the prudential supervision of the ECB and the CSSF; Northern Trust Global Services SE UK Branch, UK establishment number BR023423 and UK office at 50 Bank Street, 
London E14 5NT; Northern Trust Global Services SE Sweden Bankfilial, Ingmar Bergmans gata 4, 1st Floor, 114 34 Stockholm, Sweden, registered with the Swedish 
Companies Registration Office (Sw. Bolagsverket) with registration number 516405-3786 and the Swedish Financial Supervisory Authority (Sw. Finansinspektionen) 
with institution number 11654; Northern Trust Global Services SE Netherlands Branch, Viñoly 6th & 7th floor, Claude Debussylaan 16A-18A, 1082 MD Amsterdam, 
the Netherlands. Subject to regulation in the Netherlands by De Nederlandsche Bank and Autoriteit Financiële Markten. Northern Trust Global Services SE Abu Dhabi 
Branch, registration Number 000000519 licenced by ADGM under FSRA #160018; Northern Trust Global Services SE NUF, org. no. 925 952 567 (Foretaksregisteret), 
address Third Floor, Haakon VIIs gate 6 0161 Oslo, is a Norwegian branch of Northern Trust Global Services SE supervised by Finanstilsynet. Northern Trust Global 
Services SE Leudelange, Luxembourg, Zweigniederlassung Basel is a branch of Northern Trust Global Services SE. The Branch has its registered office at Grosspeter 
Tower, Grosspeteranlage 29, 4052 Basel, Switzerland, and is authorised and regulated by the Swiss Financial Market Supervisory Authority FINMA. The Northern Trust 
Company Saudi Arabia, PO Box 7508, Level 20, Kingdom Tower, Al Urubah Road, Olaya District, Riyadh, Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 11214-9597, a Saudi Joint Stock 
Company – capital 52 million SAR. Regulated and Authorised by the Capital Market Authority License #12163-26 CR 1010366439. Northern Trust (Guernsey) Limited 
(2651) (NTGL)/Northern Trust Fiduciary Services (Guernsey) Limited (29806) (NTFSGL)/Northern Trust International Fund Administration Services (Guernsey) Limited 
(15532) (NTIFASGL) are licensed by the Guernsey Financial Services Commission. Registered Office: NTGL/NTFSGL -Trafalgar Court, Les Banques, St Peter Port, 
Guernsey GY1 3DA. NTIFASGL - Trafalgar Court, Les Banques, St Peter Port, Guernsey GY1 3QL. Northern Trust International Fund Administration Services (Ireland) 
Limited (160579)/Northern Trust Fiduciary Services (Ireland) Limited (161386). Registered Office: Georges Court, 54-62 Townsend Street, Dublin 2, D02 R156, Ireland.

4northerntrust.com Q937650 (4/26)

About Northern Trust
With more than 1,800 global asset owner clients, across 
corporations, not-for-profits, public funds, insurance 
companies, central banks and sovereign wealth funds, 
Northern Trust has an unwavering and longstanding 
commitment to support the increasingly sophisticated 
needs of complex asset owners and allocators.

Our goal within the Asset Owner segment at Northern 
Trust is to empower the missions of our clients, helping 
them to maximise investment returns so that they may 
then serve their constituents, their communities and 
the world we live in.

About ORC
ORC provides cutting-edge advisory services to institutional 
allocators and investment managers globally. With assets 
under advisement of over USD1.5 trillion, we support 
our clients with comprehending and managing their 
end-to-end risk landscape, including ESG.

ORC’s range of solutions encompasses ESG framework 
design, ESG due diligence, operational due diligence and 
custody and fund administrator selection and monitoring. 
We leverage sophisticated technology to provide efficient 
and cost-effective solutions to our clients whilst adhering 
to a robust framework that ensures the quality of our work.

Complexity is a language we speak fluently; we leverage 
our senior team’s over 225 years of practical experience 
to proactively raise institutional investment standards.

To learn more
To find out more about how Northern Trust can support 
your organisation, please contact your local Northern Trust 
representatives, business development teams or:

A-Suite by Northern Trust

A-Suite by Northern Trust | LinkedIn

To learn more
To find out more, please contact ORC at:

www.orclimited.com

https://www.linkedin.com/company/77230917/

Enquiries@orclimited.com
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