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K E Y  T A K E A W A Y S

• Shareholders’ focus on climate change has grown significantly over the past few years

• Say on Climate proposals made by management are on the rise and so is shareholder scrutiny, as

evidenced by decreasing support levels

• Key elements of well-constructed Say on Climate proposals are alignment with the Paris Agreement,

commitment to annual review of emissions targets, executive compensation linked to climate targets,

and compliance with the Task Force on Climate Related Financial Disclosures (TCFD)

• Issuers’ overall alignment with TCFD disclosure requirements stands at just 28%

• Only a small share of companies have committed to Science-Based Targets or linked executive

compensation to these targets

Climate-related shareholder proposals continue to grow but with lower 

support levels,  l ikely driven by improved engagement efforts  

Climate change continues to be one of the most prominent ESG topics, as shareholders, governments and the 

public in general attempt to put pressure on companies to reduce their climate impact. Over the past three 

years, this was demonstrated by an increasing number of climate-related shareholder proposals that made it to 

the annual general meeting ballots. These proposals included setting ambitious Paris Agreement-aligned GHG 

emissions reduction targets, improving emissions-related disclosure, including data on Scope 3 emissions, and 

adopting certain policies aimed at addressing climate change concerns. 

Chart 1: Number of climate-related shareholder proposals and average support levels 

Source: ISS Corporate Solutions
Voting Analytics global coverage, data as of August 2022
Support level calculation method: For/(For + Against + Abstain)
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Heightened ESG awareness during the Covid-19 pandemic resulted in a sharp increase in environment-related 

ballot items, with the number of climate-related shareholder proposals almost doubling from 2020 to 2021 

(see Chart 1). The number of proposals has increased by another 28% so far this year. The slowing pace of 

increase is due to a significant number of withdrawn proposals, as investors expanded their direct engagement 

efforts with corporates. 

Support levels for climate-related shareholder proposals had been steadily rising until this year (see also Chart 

1). The drop may be a result of a rise in proposals that some shareholders found to be in conflict with their 

economic interests. “Many of the climate-related shareholder proposals coming to a vote in 2022 are more 

prescriptive or constraining on companies and may not promote long-term shareholder value,”1 BlackRock said 

in a recent statement. The lower support levels may also be a result of growing engagement between 

companies and shareholders. Through these dialogues, management teams are often able to gain investor 

support by explaining in greater depth their current actions and future initiatives related to climate change. 

In summary, the climate change proposals are quickly moving from being contentious issues pushed through by 

activist investors to something that attracts broader support from more mainstream investors, which mirrors 

the trend of climate risk becoming a more salient issue to society. 

Management-proposed ‘Say on Climate’ votes are a growing trend with 

investors sti l l  in the process of calibrating their  expectations  

Last year saw an emergence of the management-proposed ‘Say on Climate’ votes (see Chart 2). A campaign 

launched by TCI Fund Management and the Children’s Investment Fund Foundation (collectively TCI) in 2020 

calls on companies to present a detailed climate transition plan and hold an annual advisory shareholder vote 

on that plan each year. The first company to respond by adopting an annual vote on climate was Spanish 

airport operator Aena, with a growing number of companies around the world following suit. Some have 

voluntarily committed to put forward a regular, often annual, advisory vote on climate. 

These new management proposals include requests for shareholders’ approval on company climate transition 

plans and progress updates as well as climate-related financial disclosures. A climate transition plan is a time-

bound action plan that outlines how an organization will achieve its strategy to pivot its entire business model 

towards a trajectory that aligns with the latest and most ambitious climate science recommendations. 

While 2021 saw the first so-called management Say on Climate proposals, with 24 appearances on ballots, the 

number of such proposals has increased by 67% reaching 40 proposals so far in 2022 (see Chart 2). 

The level of support from shareholders on these proposals at 2021 AGMs was generally high, with 18 of 24 

proposals receiving 90% to 100% support (see Chart 3). However, the average level of support fell to 87% in 

2022 from 93% last year. Whereas none of the requests in 2021 received less than 82% support, 21% of 

proposals made this year had support levels ranging between 50% and 79%. 

1 BlackRock “2022 climate-related shareholder proposals more prescriptive than 2021” May 2022 

https://www.blackrock.com/corporate/literature/publication/commentary-bis-approach-shareholder-proposals.pdf
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Chart 2: Number of management Say on Climate proposals and average support levels 

Source: ISS Corporate Solutions
Voting Analytics global coverage, data as of August 2022
Support level calculation method: For/(For + Against + Abstain)

Chart 3: Shareholder support levels on management Say on Climate proposals 
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Although management Say on Climate resolutions have been appearing at Annual General Meetings (AGMs) 

worldwide, the majority are being seen in France and the U.K. (see Chart 4). Responding to shareholder 

pressure, those boards appear more inclined to propose their own climate resolutions rather than receive 

them externally.

Chart 5 shows companies that received the lowest level of support for management climate proposals in 2021. 

Not surprisingly, companies with the least support are involved in the production and distribution of fossil fuel 

energy products, and therefore tend to face more climate scrutiny from stakeholders. 

While the average support level on Say on Climate proposals dropped by six percentage points in 2022 

compared to 2021, as noted earlier, chart 6 shows that the support levels at the lower end of the spectrum 

declined more markedly. Whereas some of this drop may have been driven by companies with first time Say on 

Climate proposals, we also observe a sequential drop in support on a company-by-company basis. For example, 

Glencore’s support declined from 89% in 2021 to 76% in 2022, while Shell’s support level dropped from 83% to 

77%. In Glencore’s case, there have been ongoing concerns over the company’s activities around thermal coal, 

which accounts for the majority of its Scope 3 emissions. Despite concerns related to Shell’s Scope 3 targets 

and the use offsets, the company’s 2022 proposal showed progress in several areas such as setting stringent 

2030 GHG emissions reduction targets, improved governance around climate and achieving performance in line 

with the company’s 2021 goals. In both cases, the drop in shareholder support levels reflects evolving investor 

expectations that, at least for now, appear to be getting sterner. 

Chart 4: Number of management Say on Climate proposals by country 
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Chart 5: Management Say on Climate proposals in 2021 with the lowest shareholder support levels 

Chart 6: Management Say on Climate proposals in 2022 with the lowest shareholder support levels 
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Constructing a successful  Say on Climate proposal  

Ambitious and robust board-led climate proposals can be a sign that directors are taking responsibility for 

climate change and pre-empting potential shareholder action. However, there may be some unforeseen 

consequences that arise from allowing shareholders to vote on climate action plans if the proposals do not 

meet growing investor requirements. Among recent factors that led to the relatively low levels of support are 

the following: 

• Lack of tangible Scope 3 emissions reduction targets (Woodside Petroleum, UBS)

• Absence of clear shorter-term emissions reduction targets (Santos, Centrica)

• No commitment to regular Say on Climate votes (Barclays, Carrefour, Engie)

• No explicit commitment to Net Zero by 2050 (Mercialys)

It is vital that companies do their homework and ensure the proposals are based on science and encompass 

appropriate strategies and criteria to avoid unwanted negative scrutiny from shareholders. The absence of 

tangible Scope 3 reduction target is one of the most frequent reasons for low shareholder support as seen in 

2021 proposal by BHP and 2022 proposals by Woodside Petroleum and UBS, among other issuers.  

Shareholders also expect companies to set and disclose clear shorter-term targets to substantiate longer-term 

ambitions and scrutinize proposals where boards do not commit to regular, preferably annual, Say on Climate 

votes. This year, Santos Limited’s proposal saw low levels of support due to concerns that the company's new 

oil and gas developments may not be aligned with the Paris Agreement. In addition, shareholder dissent could 

be caused by the absence of clear shorter-term Scope 1 and 2 and tangible Scope 3 targets which is regarded as 

material deficiency by many investors.  

One of the critical aspects that ensures climate risks and opportunities are appropriately addressed is 

corporate governance and the role of the board in relation to climate-related issues. The existence of an 

environmental and social (E&S) committee at the board level can help with communicating and mitigating 

shareholder concerns. When developing a Say on Climate proposal, engaging with shareholders and soliciting 

their feedback is also highly important for internalizing fully investors’ policies and expectations. In summary, it 

is vital that Say on Climate proposals are grounded in science and technically vetted appropriately by 

shareholders before voting. 

Below are some of the key elements of well-constructed Say on Climate proposals: 

• Paris Alignment: Having an emissions reduction target that is verified by the Science-Based Target

Initiative (SBTi) and aligned to the 1.5-degree ambition of the Paris Agreement

• Annual review: An annual review that enables tracking of progress towards emission targets and

incentivizes action

• Executive compensation linked to targets: Linking climate targets to executive compensation holds

management accountable for reaching emission reduction targets. Targets should be reflected in both

short-term and long-term incentives

• TCFD: Reporting on climate-related risk in line with the TCFD allows investors to access appropriate

data in a standardized manner
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Vast majority of issuers are not prepared for increased investor scrutiny 

on cl imate change 

Although Say on Climate votes are still rare, the trend is likely to accelerate in the coming years. However, the 

vast majority of corporates around the world appear to be unprepared for the increased scrutiny that will 

come from either Say on Climate or climate-related shareholder proposals.  

Of the 5,300 companies we screened, only 8% indicated that their GHG emissions reductions targets were 

approved by the Science-Based Targets initiative (SBTi) as seen in Chart 7. While collecting the data and setting 

a SBT can be expensive, complicated and resource intensive, it promotes best practices and ensures that 

emissions targets are aligned with the Paris Agreement.  

In addition, around 66% of companies do not provide analysis of performance against specific climate change 

targets (see Chart 8). Any companies not disclosing performance against targets may be identified as market 

laggards and pressured by their investors and other stakeholders. 

Chart 7   Chart 8 

Source: ISS QualityScore, data as of August 2022, n=5,300 
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Notably, fewer than 1% of companies referenced GHG emissions reduction in their compensation policies (see 

Chart 10). Setting the emissions reduction target should be the first step followed by monitoring progress and 

reporting through the TCFD. Linking these targets to executive compensation policy increases the accountability 

levels for the board and the related risk/reward correlation for the executives.  

Chart 9 

Source: ISS Corporate Solutions Climate Analytics, data as of August 2022, n=5,300 

 Chart 10 

 

Source: ISS QualityScore, data as of August 2022, n=5,300
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Summary 

The ways in which shareholders are putting pressure on boards and management teams over climate-related 

issues are constantly evolving. Shareholder-initiated proposals continued to grow but with lower support 

levels, which is likely a result of improved engagement efforts by the companies. 

Although first introduced only in 2021, management Say on Climate votes are gaining strong momentum and 

will likely develop into the key channel through which shareholders can express their views. While investors are 

still shaping their own climate-related voting policies, the lower support levels on Say on Climate proposals in 

2022 vs 2021 indicate that shareholder expectations are continuing to tighten. Issuers that lack Say on Climate 

proposals may increasingly struggle to gain satisfactory support on relevant ballot items, including director 

elections, at their AGMs. 

This study shows that well-constructed Say on Climate proposals should demonstrate alignment with the Paris 

Agreement, commitment to annual review of emissions targets, executive compensation linked to climate 

targets, and TCFD compliant disclosures.  

However, we also find that a vast majority of companies are not prepared for increased shareholder scrutiny of 

their efforts to slow down climate change. A majority of issuers have not committed to SBTs and have not 

linked their executive compensation to the attainment of these targets. Also, less than a third of companies’ 

disclosures aligned with the TCFD. 

ISS Corporate Solutions is a leader in 
delivering corporate governance, 
executive compensation, and sustainability 
solutions to companies globally. 
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