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Stewardship Code reporting
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IT’S NOT JUST  
A NUMBERS GAME
Investment managers need to do 
more to demonstrate the quality of 
their stewardship. Some seem keen to 
emphasise quantity – and quote some 
very large (in cases, improbably large) 
numbers of activities, and of companies 
engaged – but delivering effective 
change is what matters in engagement, 
not just activity.

That’s particularly true given that 
not all engagement is created equal. 
Including a company as part of a 
general mailshot of messages is much 
less likely to influence change than a 
one-hour thoughtful and persuasive 
meeting with the chair. Engagement 
isn’t just a numbers game.

Delivering effective change is 
what matters in engagement.
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WHAT WE’VE DONE

We need to help our clients look through the activity 

numbers to the quality of what is being delivered in 

practice. To provide a baseline of understanding across 

the industry, we took a sample of the 171 investment 

managers accepted as signatories of the Stewardship 

Code by the regulator the Financial Reporting Council 

(FRC) – the second full year of assessments against 

the 2020 Code. The 36 in our sample are representative 

of the larger and better-resourced managers with 

activities across a full range of asset classes. If anything, 

this sample flatters the industry as a whole. We’re 

aiming to repeat this process annually, and will look to 

expand our sample over time.

We’re choosing not to name any individual manager in 

this brief report of our analysis.

We analysed these 36 reports in detail and extracted 

as many comparable aspects as possible. As well as 

looking at the numbers that managers disclose – which 

reveal big differences in delivery as well as showing 

significant inconsistencies – we focused on the case 

studies of engagement activities. Engagement is by 

its nature a qualitative activity, requiring significant 

judgement and activity over a period of time. Case 

studies are the way to bring these processes to life for 

readers, and are strongly encouraged by the FRC as 

part of its call for disclosure of the outcomes from every 

aspect of the Code.

We analysed  
36 reports  
in detail and 
extracted as 
many comparable 
aspects as 
possible. 
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WHAT WE’VE FOUND 

Managers like reporting lots of stewardship activity. 

One reports more than 10,000 engagement actions 

in relation to the 2000 companies they hold (these 

oddly round numbers suggest a lack of systematic 

data collection, a concern we discuss below). While 

that’s an outlier, there are a dozen other managers 

that report carrying out more than 1000 engagement 

activities in the year. Others report nearer 200, and this 

discrepancy can’t just be explained by size or number of 

companies held; it seems clear that different managers 

are counting different things as engagement. Given that 

not all engagement is created equal, we can’t rely on the 

raw numbers to tell us what’s going on (not least, see 

below our analysis of what the case studies reveal about 

the quality and effectiveness of manager engagement).

analysing the numbers

Number of engagement actions per manager

One manager reports more 

than 10,000 engagement 

actions in relation to the  
2000 companies they hold.
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As well as the engagement not being equal, it isn’t 

equally distributed. One manager does as little as 3% 

of its engagement in the Asia Pacific region. Three of 

the very largest US managers deliver over two-thirds 

of their engagement in the Americas, the bulk of it in 

the US. Whether their clients with investments globally 

feel well served by this is not clear. Generally speaking, 

there is a distinct home bias to the activity reported, 

with only the rare exception of a manager not having 

the most engagement in the region where they have 

their main base. Among these exceptions is one US 

active investment house which delivers nearly half of its 

engagement activity in Asia and a third in the Americas, 

with EMEA relatively neglected at 18%; a large European 

manager has a remarkably similar split of numbers. In 

neither case does this reflect the weight of their AUM, 

which is skewed towards their home regions.

As well as the 
engagement not 
being equal, it isn’t 
equally distributed.

What we’ve found  
Assesing the numbers

Distribution across managers

Geographical coverage 
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There is an uneven distribution across E, S and G issues 

too. Despite the focus on climate (where disclosed 

separately, it is typically the bulk of the activity in the 

environmental area), E represents almost exactly a third 

of all engagement reported by our sample of managers. 

The largest portion of activity – over 40% – remains 

dedicated to governance matters. Social issues remain 

relatively neglected at under a quarter of the total.

Of our sample, 24 managers disclose statistical data 

on voting on equity shareholdings. The range in the 

percentage of meetings where they report voting 

against at least one resolution is remarkable:  

one manager opposed at 89% of meetings, while 

another voted against at just 15%. The number of 

individual resolutions that each of these managers 

voted against was 24% and 2% respectively. 

Surprisingly, these are both active managers based in 

the same market whose investment approach might be 

considered similar. In total, 10 managers in our sample 

voted against at least one resolution at more than half 

of meetings; four managers voted against under 10%  

of individual resolutions.

24 managers 
disclosed statistical 
data on voting on 
equity shareholdings.

What we’ve found  
Assesing the numbers

ESG coverage

Governance 
40.5%

Social 
24.2%

Environmental 
33.6%

33.3%  
do not disclose ESG split
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We considered the case studies that were disclosed by 
managers through two different lenses: 

 were they substantive or were they simply case studies in  
 relation to a simple voting matter or seeking better   
 disclosure from the company; and

 were they reporting proactive engagement driven by the  
 investment manager, or were they more reactive to an  
 issue raised by the company – or worse, was there no real  
 engagement activity apparent from the description of the 
 case study.

WHAT WE’VE FOUND 
assessing the case studies

1

2
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Now, our assumption is that case studies are the 

managers’ best stories about their engagement 

activities over the year. These are after all the 

highlights that they are choosing to draw attention 

to in their public reporting on stewardship, and the 

average number of them is less than 20. For four of the 

managers in our sample, these case studies represent 

between 14-21% of the total number of companies that 

they engaged, but for most, the proportion is 4% or 

lower (and it’s 0% for those managers who claim to have 

engaged actively with more than 5000 companies in 

the year) – so they should have lots of scope to identify 

really strong stories to tell (even if they want to be 

discreet about some of their engagement activities, 

which may be ongoing).

What we’ve found  
Assesing the numbers

These are after all  
the highlights that  
they are choosing to 
draw attention to in 
their public reporting 
on stewardship.

Case Studies as % of Companies Engaged 
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So, it’s very worrying indeed for us that fully 17% of the 

case studies in the reports we considered do not seem 

to us to include any disclosure of actual engagement 

by the manager at all. For one manager, more than half 

of their total case studies seemed to lack any apparent 

engagement. Seven of the 36 managers in our sample 

rely on reactive activities for more than 60% of their 

case studies. 

To our minds, the best engagement is both proactive 

and substantive, and we would certainly expect that the 

stories managers choose to tell about their engagement 

activities reveal substantive stewardship aims and 

proactivity. Sadly, only 42% of case studies reveal 

engagements that are both substantive and proactive. 

What does this suggest about the 95% and more of 

their reported activity that managers are not producing 

case studies about? Only three managers in our sample 

produced reports with more than 30 case studies, and 

in each case, this was 5% or less than their total number 

of engagement activities.

To emphasise that it’s not just a numbers game, in our 

assessment one of the managers with the lowest level 

of overall reported engagement actions delivered a 

higher number of substantive case studies than more 

than half the overall sample, including eight managers 

who report much more activity. Unsurprisingly, we will 

tell our clients of our greater confidence in the quality 

of stewardship activity by this manager than by the 

other supposedly more active firms.

Only 42% 
of case 
studies reveal 
engagements 
that are both 
substantive 
and proactive. 

To our minds, the best 
engagement is both proactive 
and substantive.

What we’ve found  
Assesing the numbers

Proactive vs reactive vs none apparent 

Associated 
engagement: 

None apparent 
17%

Associated 
engagement: 

Reactive  
36%

Associated 
engagement: 
Proactive 
47%
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Even though engagement isn’t just a numbers 

game, there are some obvious gaps in the data that 

many managers disclose. While we can assess the 

geographical spread of some managers’ activities, 

nearly 20% of our sample don’t disclose a simple split 

of their engagement by the geography of the engaged 

entity. Worse, more than 30% don’t give a basic split of 

their activity into the headings of environmental, social 

and governance. Such fundamental datapoints should 

be expected in every Stewardship Code report – and 

we worry that it’s evidence that managers are not 

systematically capturing the data on their activity.  

That suggests a lack of systems, and given that 

engagement is an ongoing process, strong systems are 

a basic necessity.

Another fundamental gap is that while most – but far 

from all – investment managers disclose a number of 

engagement activities in the year, only about half of our 

sample disclose the number of individual companies 

with which they have engaged. Only three clearly 

disclose how many of those companies they  

engaged just once in the year, and how many on 

multiple occasions.

We favour the definition of engagement as 

“Engagement is active dialogue with a specific and 

targeted objective”*. Given this need for a specific  

and targeted objective, processes are needed to set 

this in advance of activity and to monitor progress 

against the objective over time. Without systems that 

can capture and report on basic statistics, it’s hard for 

us to believe that investment managers can be carrying 

forward engagement in the effective way that this 

definition expects.

WORRYING GAPS

Strong systems 
are a basic 
necessity.

More than 30% 
don’t give a 
basic split of 
their activity into 
the headings of 
environmental, 
social and 
governance

* Defining Stewardship and Engagement, April 2019, The Investor Forum
“Engagement is active dialogue with 
a specific and targeted objective”*. 
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