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Executive Summary.

Last year’s inaugural SEC Newgate ESG monitor highlighted 
growing expectations in the United States and globally that 
businesses do more to demonstrate meaningful impact across 
ESG priority areas.

But 2022 has been a challenging year for many in the US, and this year’s 
study shows that a range of global disruptions, such as steeply rising cost 
of living, rising energy prices, ongoing reverberations from the 
pandemic, and the war in Ukraine, are causing Americans to take a step 
back and refocus on shopping fundamentals like price, quality, and 
convenience. This increased focus on economic issues makes it 
challenging for companies to meaningfully engage consumers in non-
pocketbook issue areas like ESG.

That said, Americans do still overwhelmingly feel that US businesses have 
a responsibility to behave like good citizens and consider their impacts 
on other people and the planet, and most do still expect these 
companies to be taking action on ESG issues. This suggests that ESG is a 
durable ongoing priority for American consumers that is here to stay.

In particular, Americans are looking for more transparency from US 
businesses about their ESG practices, and want this information to be 
readily available in easy-to-find, attention-grabbing ways. And most 
Americans, especially young adults, continue to be willing to reward 
companies who do this well and punish those who do not. 

About GSG and SEC Newgate: In April 2022, GSG announced a new 
partnership with SEC Newgate, an international strategic 
communications company headquartered in Milan, Italy. GSG is now the 
flagship US agency for the consultancy. With 900 employees across 43 
offices on five continents, the partnership allows us to execute 
communications campaigns seamlessly across international markets and 
benefit from the perspectives and collaboration of our new colleagues.

Methodology: For the second year running, SEC Newgate conducted 
research to understand community awareness and perceptions around 
Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) issues. The research 
involved a 15-minute online survey conducted among 12,063 citizens 
across 12 countries and territories, including 1,001 from the United 
States. Participants were sourced from global panel provider PureProfile. 
Fieldwork was conducted in mid to late July 2022. Quotas were set by 
age, gender and location to ensure a nationally representative sample of 
citizens aged 18 or over, and the final results were weighted by the 
actual age and gender proportions for the US.

Throughout the report:

indicates significant differences between the US and global results.

Indicates global data.

E
S

G
 

M
O

N
I

T
O

R
 

2
0

2
2

1



The mood in the 
US is pessimistic.

The mood is quite pessimistic in the US, where 
the percentage of Americans who feel the 
country is headed in the right direction 
is 21 points below the global average. 

This is largely driven by economic concerns —
six of the top seven concerns among 
Americans are financial, and addressing the 
rising cost of living is most top of mind. This 
laser-focus on economic issues makes it 
challenging for companies to meaningfully 
engage consumers around non-pocketbook 
issue areas like ESG.

25

46

75

54

Overall, do you think that things in the United States are heading on the right track or in 
the wrong direction?

Right track Wrong direction

The following are things that some people believe are important for the United States’ future. How important 
are these things to you personally? (% who gave an “extremely important” rating of 9 or 10 out of 10)

The percentage of Americans who feel the country is headed in the right direction is 21 points 
below the global average.

American pessimism around the direction of the country is largely driven by economic 
stressors, and six of the top seven concerns are financial.

Addressing the rising cost of living 1 67

Strengthening the economy2 65

Ensuring secure and affordable food supplies3 62

Reducing crime and violence4 59

Ensuring quality, affordable healthcare for everyone6 55

Ensuring secure and affordable energy and fuel supplies5 56

Improving pay and conditions for workers7 51
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Americans have 
high expectations 
for US companies.

Despite their focus on the economy, Americans 
still overwhelmingly feel that companies have a 
responsibility to behave like good citizens and 
consider their impacts on other people and the 
planet. They truly believe that companies have 
the power to make positive difference in the 
world, and are quite aligned with the global 
average in this way.

This suggests that even if ESG issues aren’t as 
top-of-mind for Americans as economic issues 
right now, there is still an expectation that 
companies are taking action on ESG issues and 
striving to be responsible actors.

Over 3 in 4 (77%) Over 3 in 4 (77%)

Around 2 in 3 (67%) Just over 1 in 2 (54%)

agree that companies have 
a responsibility to behave like a

good citizen and consider their impacts 
on other people and the planet. 

78% agree

agree that companies have 
the power and influence 

to make a positive difference
in the world. 

75% agree

71% agree 62% agree

agree that companies should 
make a start on ESG action, 

no matter how small.

agree that companies should 
be penalized for lack of action

on key ESG issues.
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37

41

41

42

22

17

0-4 - Not informed 5-7 - Somewhat informed 8-10 - Extremely informed

59

54

26

31

15

15

I hadn't heard of ESG before today Heard of ESG - not sure what it is

Heard of ESG -  have a good understanding of it

There is low 
awareness around 
the term ‘ESG’.

Even though there is broad consensus that 
companies should be taking steps to have a 
more positive impact on the world, awareness 
and understanding of the term “ESG” itself is still 
extremely low in the US. 

Nearly two-thirds of Americans haven’t heard of 
ESG at all, which is significantly above the global 
average. Even once they are provided with a 
definition, over half of Americans rate their level 
of awareness about corporate ESG activities 
between 0-5 on a scale of 0-10.

Young people 18-49 are significantly more 
likely to understand the term “ESG” and feel 

informed about the ESG practices of US 
companies than adults 50+.

Average
out of 10

5.0

4.7

Awareness of the term “ESG” is extremely low in the US.

Before today, had you heard of the term “ESG,” which stands for “Environmental, Social and Governance”?

How informed do you currently feel about companies’ ESG activities and performance on a scale from 0 to 10?

Few feel well informed about ESG, even when provided with a definition.
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7.0

6.9

7.0

7.3

6.2

6.5

0 2 4 6 8 10

How interested are you in Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) issues, 
if at all, on a scale of 0 to 10?

Environmental (E)

Social (S)

Governance (G)

ESG Overall 

Not interested 
at all

Extremely 
interested

6.8

7.2

And how interested are you in following aspects of ESG, if at all, on a scale of 0 to10? 

Americans need 
more specificity 
around ESG issues.

As other more pressing priorities around the 
cost of living have come to the forefront, 
interest in ESG in the US remains significantly 
below the global average. 

That said, Americans are far more interested in 
ESG issues when they are framed as 
environmental, social, or governance issues 
rather than “ESG issues,“ likely because so few 
fully understand what the term ESG 
encompasses. 

Companies need to be very clear about the 
specific initiatives they are engaged in and the 
issues they are striving to address rather than 
using jargon that can be difficult to understand.
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Not interested 
at all

Extremely 
interested

Not interested 
at all

Extremely 
interested

Not interested 
at all

Extremely 
interested

0

0

0

10

10

10

2

2

2

4

4

4

6

6

6

8

8

8



Within ESG, 
Americans 
prioritize climate 
and cost of living 
issues.

Americans think it’s most important for 
companies to focus on two primary categories 
of ESG issues – climate and environmental 
issues and cost of living issues, including fair 
pay and increased wages for workers. 

The importance of social issues like cost of 
living and increasing wages is significantly 
higher in the US than globally, while the 
importance of environmental issues is 
significantly lower in the US than globally.

13

9

8

7

7

6

4

3

3

2

2

2

2

11

17

7

5

7

5

5

3

3

1

1

2

1

Climate/weather change/global warming

Environmental protection/sustainability (unspecific)

Worker's rights/modern slavery/labour standards/fair pay/increase wages/safety

Cost of living/cost of goods/inflation

Reducing waste/plastic/recycling

Fairness/equality/inclusion (general)

Reducing carbon footprint/working towards net zero

Pollution (unspecific)

Renewable energy

Economy/financial crisis

Focus on business/product/service/financial performance/profits

Transparency/honesty

Air pollution/clean air

Total mentions of 
Environmental issues

Total mentions of 
Governance issues

Total mentions of Social issues 

39% 46%

34% 28%

9% 10%

US

Global

Americans think focusing on climate/environmental issues and cost of living issues is most important.

What is the one Environmental, Social or Governance issue you think is most important for companies 
in the United States to be focusing on?

GlobalUS
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66

64

48

34

22

18

15

14

11

10

Price

Quality of products and services

Convenience

Company reputation

Overall values

Environmental practices

Treatment of staff

Contribution to the community

Diversity of the workforce

Stance on social or political issues

ESG issues are 
impacting US 
purchasing 
behavior.

Within the context of acute cost of living concerns, 
Americans are currently prioritizing the 
fundamentals like price, quality, and convenience 
over ESG-related factors when choosing 
companies to shop with. 

That said, company reputation and values do still 
rise to the top of factors influencing purchasing 
decisions, and a key way to articulate company 
identity and values is through ESG initiatives. 

In addition, Americans rate the importance of the 
company’s ESG efforts when deciding whether or 
not to buy a product or service a 6.2 out of 10, 
suggesting they are taking ESG into account to 
some degree when making purchasing decisions, 
even if this is lower than the global average. ESG 
may not be table stakes yet, but it isn’t something 
that companies can ignore.

When choosing a [bank/energy provider/grocery store/supermarket], how important are the 
following factors? (% indicates the average score across all industries tested)

6.2

6.4

0 2 4 6 8 10

In your day-to-day life, how important are ESG issues in influencing whether you decide to purchase 
products or services from specific companies on a scale of 0 to 10? 

Not important 
at all

Extremely
important

Americans are prioritizing fundamentals over ESG-related factors when choosing companies 
to shop with.

• Core ESG factors     • Other factors

But Americans do consider a company’s ESG efforts when deciding whether or not to buy 
from them.

7



Americans reward 
companies with 
good ESG 
practices.

Nearly two-thirds of Americans say they have 
taken some sort of action against a company in 
response to an ESG issue, though this is lower 
than the global average of 66%. Young adults 
and Americans who identify as part of the 
LGBTQI+ community are far more likely to 
have taken action based on an ESG issue. 

Importantly, not only are there consequences 
for failing to engage on ESG issues, but there 
are actually benefits to actively engaging in 
ESG – nearly half of Americans say they have 
purchased or used a product or service 
because of a company’s ESG behavior, 
suggesting the payoff to standing out in this 
area can be great.

42

41

31

30

29

22

12

12

10

10

8

8

8

7

6

Purchased or used a product or service

Avoided using a product or service

Stopped following an individual person / company on social media

Signed a petition

Warned others against using a company

Discussed a company’s behavior online or on social media

Spoken with local member of Congress or government representative

Attended a protest or demonstration

Quit your job

Sold shares in that company

Volunteered for an NGO / non for profit involved in ESG issues

Contacted the media

Contacted an ombudsman

Organized a petition

Organized a protest or demonstration

Global

48

47

34

28

32

22

12

14

12

11

12

11

10

9

7

A majority of Americans say they have taken some sort of action against a company in response 
to an ESG issue.

In the past two years, have you done any of the following things in response to an 
environmental, social or governance issue?

77% 
of  Americans 18-34 

have done one or 
more of these things

74% 
of Americans who 

identify as part of the 
LGBTQI+ community 

have done one or 
more of these things

61% 
of Americans have 

done one or more of 
these things

66% 
of people globally 
have done one or 

more of these things

E
S

G
 

M
O

N
I

T
O

R
 

2
0

2
2

8



64

57

55

50

50

48

44

41

41

38

29

28

27

1

8

60

58

50

51

44

42

52

45

43

44

37

19

32

0

6

Slave labor / child labor

Corruption

Poor working conditions for employees

Animal testing / cruelty

Discrimination e.g. race, gender, disability etc.

Privacy breaches / lack of data security

Environmental harm

Tax evasion

Underpayment of employees

Pollution / high carbon emissions

Lack of recycling / high amount of waste

Lack of diversity in its workforce

Lack of action on climate change

Something else

None of the above

US                   Global
Worker issues are 
most likely to lead 
to boycotting.

While slave labor and corruption remain top 
concerns for Americans, poor working 
conditions for employees are also one of the 
biggest ESG issues that would lead people to 
stop buying a company’s products or services 
– and this is a much larger priority in the US 
than globally. 

This reinforces the idea that supporting 
employees is table stakes for American 
companies and should be a top priority for US 
companies looking to engage on ESG.

Which of the following ESG related actions or issues (if any) would genuinely make 
you stop or avoid using a company’s products or services?

Environmental 
concerns are 
much more 

likely to impact 
purchasing 

behavior 
outside of the 

US. 

Tax evasion is a 
much higher 

concern 
outside the US, 

and among 
older 

Americans 
65+. 
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Many Americans 
are willing to pay 
the price for ESG.

Though most Americans do think companies 
can be profitable while performing well on 
ESG and therefore feel they shouldn’t pass on 
the cost for better ESG performance to their 
customers, many consumers are willing to play 
their part – nearly half say they would pay 
more for products or services from companies 
with stronger ESG performance, and 2 in 5 
would be willing to receive a lower return on 
their investment. 

Young Americans aged 18-24 and Americans 
who work for a large company are most willing 
to pay more in exchange for better ESG 
practices.

7 in 10 (70%) Just over 3 in 4 (62%)

Around 1 in 2 (44%) 2 in 5 (40%)

agree that companies can 
be profitable while also 
performing well on ESG. 

71% agree

feel companies should 
not pass on the cost for better 

ESG performance to their customers. 

67% agree

46% agree 45% agree

are prepared to pay more for products 
or services from companies with 

stronger ESG performance.

are prepared to receive a lower 
return on investment in companies 

with stronger ESG performance.
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6.4

6.3

5.8

5.6

5.4

5.2

6.3

6.0 

5.9

5.9

5.7 

5.5 

Non-profit organizations

Small companies

The general public

Overall country

Large companies

The national government

Americans are 
critical of current 
ESG practices.

Americans are critical of current ESG practices 
and largely find them to be lackluster across 
organizational types.

Though non-profits and small companies are 
generally perceived to be stronger in the ESG 
space than large companies, none receive a 
performance rating of more than 6.4 out of 10, 
and US ratings for the national government, 
large companies, and the country overall are 
significantly below the global average.

How would you rate the performance of the following groups when it comes to acting 
responsibly on ESG issues, on a scale of 0 to 10?

US                 Global

E
S

G
 

M
O

N
I

T
O

R
 

2
0

2
2

11



Americans are 
especially critical 
of the media and 
social media.

Americans also largely find ESG practices to 
be lackluster across industries. Notably, 
Americans are especially critical of the media 
and social media industries, rating them as 
poorly as the chemical and mining industries 
and far more harshly than people globally do.

6.4

6.3

6.1

6.1

6.0

6.0

6.0

6.0

5.9

5.9

5.9

5.8

5.7

5.6

5.6

5.6

5.5

5.5

5.4

5.4

5.3

5.2

5.1

5.0

Supermarkets / grocery stores

Agriculture

Healthcare

Food and drink manufacturing (excluding alcohol)

Hospitality (e.g. restaurants, hotels)

Technology and telecommunications

Education and training

Banking and financial services

Online marketplaces and e-commerce

Manufacturing (excluding food and drink)

Energy and utilities

Construction and infrastructure

Cosmetics and personal care

Real estate and property

Automotive

Gaming

Pharmaceutical

Airlines

Alcohol

Fashion

Mining and resources

Social media platforms

Chemical industry

The media

Global

6.2

6.1

6.2

5.9

6.1

6.1

6.2

5.9

5.9

5.8

5.8

5.7

5.6

5.6

5.6

5.4

5.8

5.4

5.3

5.4

5.2

5.5

5.2

5.5

How would you rate the performance of the following industries operating in the United States 
when it comes to acting responsibly on ESG issues, on a scale of 0 to 10?
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5.7

5.6

5.6

5.5

5.4

5.3

5.8

5.8

5.7

5.6

5.6

5.4

Reducing waste and increasing recycling

Actively trying to minimize their
environmental impact

Responsible and sustainable use of natural
resources

Working towards being carbon neutral

Taking action on climate change

Being honest about their environmental
impacts

Environmental

In general, how would you rate the performance of companies in the United States on the following things, on a scale of 0 to 10?

6.1

5.8

5.7

5.7

5.5

6.0

5.9

5.8

5.8

5.6

Promoting diversity and inclusion in the
workforce, regardless of gender, race,

culture, sexual orientation, disability etc

Supporting causes and communities in need

Providing ways for vulnerable customers to
access essential products and services

Listening to customers and taking their views
into account

Publicly speaking out against unethical
behaviors (e.g. bullying, discrimination,

human rights abuses)

Social
US

Global

5.7

5.6

5.5

5.5

5.3

5.1

5.9

5.6

5.8

5.8

5.5

5.7

Ensuring appropriate safeguards to prevent privacy
breaches and misuse of personal data

Ensuring fair pay and good conditions for all
employees

Behaving ethically and doing the right thing

Ensuring ethical operations among the companies in
its supply chain

Being transparent about their decisions, actions and
impacts

Paying their fair share of taxes

Governance
US 

Global

Companies need to be more transparent 
about their ESG practices.
d
Half of Americans don’t trust what companies claim about their ESG activities and performance, and this perceived 
lack of transparency is one of the biggest things dragging down perceptions of how US companies are handling ESG 
issues. For example, across a wide range of issues Americans think companies are doing especially poorly at “being 
honest about their environmental impacts” in the environmental space and  “being transparent about their decisions, 
actions, and impacts” in the governance space. Companies need to prioritize communicating more openly and 
transparently about their ESG efforts if they want to reap the benefits of being perceived as taking ESG seriously.

Nearly 1 in 2 (48%) 
don’t trust what companies 

claim about their ESG activities 
and performance. 

51% agree

US 

Global 

E
S

G
 

M
O

N
I

T
O

R
 

2
0

2
2

13



Americans reward 
companies who 
improve their ESG 
communications.

Much of this perceived lack of transparency is 
coming from a lack of communication, and 
American companies stand to gain from better 
communicating about their ESG efforts. 

70% of Americans say companies should 
communicate the results of their ESG efforts 
more clearly, and just as many say there should 
be a more consistent approach for companies 
to report their ESG performance. 

Notably, however, the payoffs for better 
communication can be big – 7 in 10 Americans 
say they would give a company a second 
chance if they were transparent about the 
mistakes they made and clearly communicated 
about how it would do better in the future.

7 in 10 (70%)

agree that companies 
should communicate 

the results of their ESG 
efforts more clearly for 

consumers and investors. 

69% agree

About 7 in 10 (69%)

agree that  there should 
be a consistent approach 
for companies to report 
their ESG performance.

71% agree

7 in 10 (70%)

are prepared to give a 
company a second 

chance if it is transparent 
about its mistakes and 
demonstrates how it will 

do better in future.

72% agree
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ESG communications 
need to be proactive 
and attention 
grabbing.

Over two-thirds of Americans rarely or never seek out 
information about ESG practices, which largely 
explains why awareness around ESG in the US is so low 
across the board. This means that not only do 
companies need to communicate more transparently 
about their ESG efforts, the burden is on them to do so 
in more attention-grabbing ways. 

The fact that consumers know so little about corporate 
ESG efforts presents a major opportunity for 
companies to stand out as industry leaders in this area, 
but since consumers are not actively looking for this 
information companies need to be extra creative and 
proactive about how they disseminate this information.

39
29

276

Never Rarely Sometimes Often

Companies need to find creative, attention-grabbing ways to communicate more 
transparently about their ESG efforts.

How often, if ever, do you look for information or do research on a company’s 
ESG activities or performance?
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