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orporate sustainability disclosure is at an inflection point. For the first 

time in four years of tracking, S&P 500 companies are pulling back, and 

the 2026 State of Corporate Sustainability Disclosure Report 

documents both what has been built over the past decade and how quickly it 

can erode. Based on the analysis of corporate sustainability reports published in 

2025 (covering fiscal year 2024 activity), the headline finding is a 6.8 

percentage-point drop in sustainability reporting, marking the first decline in 

this report’s history. However, the more important story lies beneath that 

figure, in the widening gap between what companies say and what they can 

substantiate, and between the commitments they announce and the systems 

they build to deliver on them. Four findings define where that gap is largest.  

Scope 3 reporting has expanded dramatically—from near zero a decade 

ago to 48% of S&P 500 firms today—and Scope 1 and 2 disclosure rates 

remain high. Nonetheless, the pattern of what gets reported tells a 

different story. Across sectors, companies consistently disclose the 

categories that are easiest to quantify rather than those that are most 

material to their emissions profile. In Health Care, nearly half of firms 

report business travel emissions, yet only about 40% report on purchased 

goods and services, which account for 50–70% of Scope 3 emissions in that sector. In Communication 

Services, business travel is disclosed at roughly twice the rate of purchased goods and services, despite the 

latter being much more emissions-intensive. Headline Scope 3 reporting rates significantly overstate the 

quality and completeness of what is actually being disclosed. The question is not whether a company reports 

Scope 3, but which categories and whether they reflect actual emissions significance. 

  

C 

 

 
• • • 

1. Executive Summary 

FINDING 1: 
Companies report 

what is easy to 
measure, not what 

matters most 
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The number of S&P 500 firms with net-zero targets has doubled since 

2021, from 118 to 248 companies, reflecting a genuine shift in how large 

companies communicate with investors and the public. However, 91% of 

S&P 500 companies did not disclose a transition plan in their 2024 

reports. A closer look at what companies chose to disclose reveals that 

many references to transition planning are not plans at all, but 

announcements of intent to develop one. A net-zero target without 

interim milestones, capital allocation commitments, and governance accountability is not a strategy, but 

rather a headline. Indeed, in an environment where firms like BlackRock are exiting net-zero initiatives, and 

Microsoft’s data center expansion has pushed its Scope 3 emissions above 2020 levels, the pressure to 

turn commitments into credible roadmaps has never been more urgent. This is not an information problem, 

given that established frameworks have been available for years. Instead, the barrier is structural: voluntary 

disclosure creates no binding consequence for announcing a target without a plan to back it up. 

72% of S&P 500 firms now report some form of third-party 

assurance in 2025, up nearly 20 percentage points since 2021. 

However, among those firms, 23% name no provider, no standard, 

and no scope. Unnamed and unspecified providers collectively 

outnumber all identified providers combined, meaning the majority 

of assurance claims in corporate sustainability reports cannot be 

independently evaluated. The 72% figure, while real, significantly 

overstates the extent to which corporate sustainability data has been subjected to meaningful independent 

scrutiny. Among firms that name a provider, the market is not dominated by the Big Four accounting firms 

but rather by specialist environmental consultancies. Over 48 additional assurance providers each hold 2% 

or less of our sample, and this fragmentation makes quality comparison across companies nearly 

impossible. Assurance without a named provider, a specified standard, and a disclosed scope is not 

verification; it is the appearance of verification. 

One-third of S&P 500 companies tie executive compensation to 

sustainability performance, a structural mechanism that puts climate 

accountability where it arguably matters most. However, the most 

specific examples come from emissions-intensive sectors, where 

regulatory pressure creates a natural incentive to quantify the link. 

Across much of the rest of the index, environmental performance is 

FINDING 2:  
Nine in ten 

companies have a 
net-zero target but 
no plan to achieve it 

 

FINDING 3:  
Assurance is up,  

but most of it cannot 
be verified 

 

FINDING 4:  
Governance structures  

are in place, but expertise 
and accountability 

remain thin 
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noted as a discretionary consideration with no disclosed metric, weight, or target. Board-level expertise tells 

a similar story: 41% of S&P 500 boards have no director with environmental expertise, and 69% have at 

most one. Behind those figures lies the deeper problem that what companies report as environmental 

expertise spans an enormous range, from a generic environmental, social, and governance (ESG) checkbox 

to a former EPA administrator, with most proxy disclosures making no distinction between the two. While 

oversight of climate strategy is nearly universal, the capacity to exercise it meaningfully is not. 

This report marks a turning point, as years of measurable progress—in emissions disclosure, assurance 

adoption, net-zero target-setting, and governance—are now meeting political and regulatory headwinds 

that are causing some firms to pull back. The voluntary disclosure ecosystem is proving more fragile than 

its recent momentum suggested. For practitioners, the lesson is not that disclosure has failed, but that it 

was never sufficient on its own. The firms best positioned going forward are those that do not treat 

disclosure as a communications exercise but instead as an accountability system: disclosing the emissions 

categories that actually matter, naming their assurance providers, building transition plans with real teeth, 

and ensuring their boards have the expertise to oversee it all. For regulators, this report makes a stronger 

case than any prior edition: voluntary commitment has taken disclosure further than many anticipated, but 

four years of tracking show it cannot, on its own, close the gap between ambition and accountability. 
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his is the fourth edition of the State of Corporate Sustainability Disclosure 

Report, produced by the Open for Good Initiative at the UCLA Anderson 

Center for Impact and the UCLA Institute of the Environment and 

Sustainability. Each year, the Initiative systematically tracks how S&P 500 

companies disclose their environmental performance, including what they report, 

how they report it, and where gaps exist. The goal is to provide practitioners, 

investors, and policy-makers with a clear, evidence-based view of where corporate 

climate transparency stands and how it is changing.  

The report arrives at a pivotal moment: after four consecutive years of growth, sustainability reporting among 

S&P 500 companies declined in 2025, marking the first reversal since tracking began. Political and regulatory 

headwinds, rising skepticism about ESG commitments, and a broader reassessment of voluntary disclosure 

norms are reshaping how companies communicate about climate. At the same time, the structural 

foundations built over the past decade—expanded emissions accounting, third-party assurance, net-zero 

target-setting, and sustainability governance—remain in place for most firms. The sections that follow 

examine each of these dimensions in turn: overall reporting trends, greenhouse gas emissions disclosure 

across all three scopes, climate risk reporting, net-zero targets and transition planning, third-party assurance, 

and board-level governance and oversight. Together, they provide a detailed picture of where S&P 500 

companies stand on climate transparency in 2025, showing what has improved, what remains shallow, and 

where the largest gaps persist.  

  

 
• • • 

2. Introduction 

T
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The report covers all companies that were part of the S&P 500 at any point between Q1 2020 and Q4 2024 

and remain publicly listed, resulting in a sample of approximately 540 firms. We focus on the S&P 500 

because these companies account for an outsized share of US greenhouse gas emissions and set the tone 

for corporate climate practices more broadly. Their disclosure choices function as de facto benchmarks: 

what leading firms report today often becomes standard practice across industries tomorrow. The report 

tracks six disclosure dimensions: greenhouse gas emissions (Scopes 1, 2, and 3), climate risk disclosure, 

net-zero targets and transition plans, third-party assurance, and board-level governance and oversight. For 

each, we examine not only whether companies disclose but also what they disclose, and whether what is 

reported is sufficient to support a meaningful evaluation of climate performance.  

Data were drawn from publicly available corporate 

sustainability reports published between 2020 and 

2025, except for board environmental 

competencies, which were sourced from proxy 

statements filed between 2020 and 2024 (DEF 

14A). Sustainability reports are typically published in 

the year following the fiscal year they cover; for 

instance, a report covering fiscal year 2024 activity 

is generally published in 2025 but titled the “2024 

Sustainability Report.” Accordingly, in what follows, 

reports are identified by their publication year rather 

than their title. The sample includes any company 

listed in the S&P 500 at any point during this period 

that remains publicly traded; firms taken private or 

acquired are excluded. To ensure longitudinal 

consistency, companies are tracked across all five 

years regardless of when they entered or exited the 

index during the study period. 

For each metric, disclosures are classified as full, partial, or non-disclosure. Initial data extraction used AI-

assisted prompts applied to sustainability reports, and proxy filings (for environmental competencies), with 

prompts developed and tested iteratively to minimize errors and handle edge cases. All entries were 

subsequently reviewed and verified by a team of research assistants, with a second team member cross-

checking each entry for accuracy. The Appendix provides a full description of the methodology, including 

metric definitions and scoring criteria. 
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In 2025, the share of S&P 500 companies publishing sustainability reports fell for the first time in four 

years, with a 6.8 percentage-point drop marking the first reversal in this report’s history. As Figure 1 shows, 

a previously steady upward climb has become a retreat. The most plausible driver is political: as the 

regulatory and legal environment surrounding climate disclosure grew more contentious through 2024 and 

into 2025, some firms chose to pull back from voluntary reporting rather than risk scrutiny. While the 

aggregate decline in disclosure is evident, the underlying drivers and actual scope of this retreat require 

closer examination. 

  

  
• • • 

3. Reporting in Retreat:  
Companies Are Reconsidering  

Sustainability Disclosure 

Figure 1: Sustainability Reporting Trends 
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For the first time in four years, fewer S&P 500 companies published 
sustainability reports, and the visible decline understates the true scale of the 

retreat. Behind the numbers, a quieter pullback is underway as companies 
reduce disclosure without formally withdrawing. 

The retreat is not uniform, and the reasons 

behind it matter. Some companies paused 

disclosure for legitimate operational reasons 

entirely unrelated to politics. Ingka Group—

IKEA’s largest retail franchise, operating across 

32 markets—omitted most of its Scope 3 data 

from its latest sustainability report, not as a 

rollback, but because its key supplier, Inter 

IKEA, is overhauling its emissions systems to 

comply with the EU’s Corporate Sustainability 

Reporting Directive. The gap is temporary, as 

Ingka’s CSO explicitly affirmed. This kind of 

candor—explaining why data is missing and 

when it will return—is itself a form of 

accountability that most S&P 500 companies 

rarely demonstrate. A pause with an 

explanation is fundamentally different from a 

withdrawal without one, and the data cannot 

easily distinguish between the two.  

The more troubling shift is harder to see. Rather than withdrawing publicly, many companies are simply 

going silent, declining to publicize sustainability efforts even when those programs remain active. This 

practice, sometimes called “greenhushing,” allows firms to reduce their exposure to political criticism 

without making a visible commitment reversal. The 6.8 percentage-point decline captures only the 

companies that stopped publishing reports altogether. It says nothing about how much the content of the 

remaining reports has been quietly scaled back, and that invisible retreat may ultimately be more 

consequential than the visible one.  
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Direct emissions from corporate operations account for a significant share of total US greenhouse gas 

emissions. Tracking how companies report them requires distinguishing between three standard 

categories: Scope 1, which captures direct emissions from a company’s own operations; Scope 2, which 

reflects emissions from purchased electricity and energy; and Scope 3, which covers indirect emissions 

across a firm’s entire value chain. Figure 2 tracks disclosure rates for all three scopes from 2022 to 2025. 

The overall trajectory is one of growth followed by a reversal. As Figure 2 shows, disclosure rates across all 

three scopes rose steadily through 2024, and in some cases dramatically. Scope 3 reporting grew from 35% 

in 2022 to 50% in 2024, a 15 percentage-point increase over two years that represents the fastest 

expansion of any metric in this dataset over the period. Scopes 1 and 2 followed a similar arc, climbing to 

83% and 81%, respectively, in 2024 before falling back to 74% and 73% in 2025. That 2024 peak, and its 

sharp reversal, is among the most striking features of the data and likely reflects both the political 

environment surrounding climate disclosure and changes in which companies were actively reporting. 

One pattern that holds consistently across all four years is the near-identical tracking of Scopes 1 and 2 

disclosure rates, which never diverge by more than two percentage points. This finding suggests companies 

 
• • • 

4. Emissions Disclosure:  
Progress on Scopes 1 and 2, Gaps on Scope 3 

Figure 2: GHG Disclosure Rates By Reporting Year 
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treat the two as a package: firms that report one almost always report the other, and the decision to engage 

with emissions reporting appears to be broadly binary. 

Scope 3 continues to lag significantly—at 48% in 2025, it trails Scope 1 by 26 percentage points—but the 

gap has narrowed from 37 points in 2022, and the recent dip reflects a methodological change as much as a 

behavioral one. This report defines Scope 3 disclosure more strictly than in prior editions, as companies 

must report emissions in at least one of the 15 Scope 3 categories to be counted as disclosing. This higher 

bar provides a more accurate picture of meaningful reporting but also contributes to the observed decline. 

What the headline rate does not capture is the quality and completeness of what is being disclosed, which 

the following sections examine in detail. 

S&P 500 companies reported over 1.3 billion metric tons of Scope 1 emissions in their sustainability reports 

published in 2025, a figure that, despite its scale, almost certainly understates the true corporate carbon 

footprint, since it reflects only firms that chose to disclose. As shown in Figure 3, those emissions are not 

evenly distributed. The average utility company in the S&P 500 reports 22.7 million metric tons of Scope 1 

emissions, nearly 40% more than the average Energy firm at 16.3 million, and more than three times the 

average Materials company at 5.9 million. The remaining eight sectors—from Industrials at 3.2 million 

down to Real Estate at effectively zero—together barely register on the same scale. Three sectors generate 

the overwhelming majority of direct corporate emissions in the US, and the rest are largely bystanders. 

Scope 1: Emissions Concentrated in a Few Sectors 

Figure 3: Reporting Year 2025 Average Scope 1 Emissions 
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Adjusting for firm size sharpens the story. Figure 4 measures emissions relative to revenue, and the 

dominance of the top sectors becomes even more pronounced. Utilities generate 1,689 metric tons of CO2e 

per million dollars of revenue. At the other end of the spectrum, Communication Services generates just 2. 

That is an 845-fold difference, not between the best and worst performers within a sector, but between the 

average company in two different sectors of the same index. Notably, Materials overtakes Energy on an 

intensity basis despite ranking lower in absolute emissions. At 398 metric tons per million dollars of 

revenue versus Energy’s 336, Materials companies generate more emissions per dollar of output. This 

counterintuitive finding reflects the chemistry-intensive nature of the sector rather than its scale. 

One sector worth monitoring is Information Technology, which currently sits at just 15 metric tons of intensity, 

lower than Consumer Staples and Consumer Discretionary. Given the rapid expansion of AI infrastructure and 

data centers discussed in the Scope 2 section, this low current baseline makes the sector’s future emissions 

trajectory one of the more consequential open questions in corporate climate accounting. 

Mettler-Toledo stands out among S&P 500 firms for the granularity of its emissions reporting. Rather than 

reporting a single Scope 1 figure, the company breaks down emissions by source—stationary combustion, 

fugitive emissions, process emissions, and mobile combustion—and reports Scope 2 using both market- 

and location-based methods. This level of detail is rare, and it illustrates what transparent emissions 

accounting looks like when a company treats it as a management tool rather than a disclosure obligation. 

Figure 4: Reporting Year 2025 Average Intensity of Scope 1 Emissions 
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Scope 1 emissions across the S&P 500 are highly concentrated: Utilities alone 
average 22.7 million metric tons per firm, nearly four times the Materials sector 

and orders of magnitude above the rest of the index. When measured by revenue, 
Materials overtakes Energy on intensity, providing a reminder that scale and 

carbon efficiency tell very different stories about the same companies. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Many corporate emissions do not come from what companies produce, but from the energy they purchase 

to keep operations running. From our sample of reports published in 2025, firms reported over 260 million 

metric tons of Scope 2 emissions, reflecting the electricity and energy that companies rely on to power their 

operations rather than what they produce directly. Companies report Scope 2 using two main approaches: 

the market-based method, which reflects a company’s specific electricity purchasing arrangements; and the 

Scope 2: Materials and Energy Lead in Purchased Electricity Emissions 

Figure 5: Reporting Year 2025 Average Scope 2 Emissions 
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location-based method, which estimates emissions based on the average carbon intensity of the regional 

power grid where energy is consumed (WRI, 2015). 

As Figure 5 shows, the variation across sectors is substantial and, in some cases, counterintuitive. Materials 

and Energy firms report the highest average Scope 2 emissions at 2.8 and 2.5 million metric tons, 

respectively, reflecting the electricity demands of manufacturing and extraction operations. Communication 

Services ranks third at 1.7 million metric tons, driven by the continuous electricity demands of data centers, 

telecommunications networks, and cooling systems. What is striking about this ranking is what is absent 

from it: Utilities, which dominates Scope 1 emissions by an enormous margin, averages only 0.5 million 

metric tons of Scope 2, the same as Health Care. The straightforward reason is that utility companies 

generate much of their own electricity, so it appears as Scope 1 rather than purchased energy classified as 

Scope 2. The sector that produces the most energy for others consumes relatively little from the grid itself. 

Figure 6 shows the intensity of Scope 2 emissions—measured relative to revenue—which tells a 

substantially different story. Materials still leads at 142 metric tons per million dollars of revenue, but 

Health Care overtakes Energy to claim second place at 122, nearly double Energy's 72. Real Estate, despite 

its modest absolute emissions, has an intensity of 39 metric tons, higher than Utilities at 33, reflecting the 

energy demands of operating commercial buildings and, increasingly, data center infrastructure. 

Communication Services, which ranked third in absolute terms, falls near the bottom on intensity at just 12 

metric tons per million dollars of revenue, reflecting the sector’s enormous revenue base diluting what are, 

in absolute terms, significant energy demands.  

Figure 6: Average Intensity of Scope 2 Emissions 
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Reporting Year 2025 

This divergence between absolute and intensity rankings matters for how companies and investors 

interpret emissions performance. A company with large absolute Scope 2 emissions but low intensity may 

be operating efficiently at scale. By contrast, a company with modest absolute emissions but high intensity 

may face greater structural exposure to energy transition risks. Both perspectives are necessary for a 

complete picture. 

The sector to monitor most closely going forward is Information Technology, currently sitting at 22 metric 

tons of Scope 2 intensity, already above Consumer Staples and Communication Services. As AI 

infrastructure expands and data center demand accelerates, Information Technology’s Scope 2 footprint is 

likely to grow significantly. Some of the largest players—including Amazon Web Services, Meta, and 

Microsoft—are investing heavily in data center expansion, and ownership structure critically determines 

where those emissions appear in corporate accounts: firms that rely on third-party cloud providers typically 

classify associated emissions as Scope 3 rather than Scope 2. This means that a growing share of the 

sector’s true electricity footprint may be migrating off corporate balance sheets and into supply chain 

reporting, where, as the next section shows, disclosure remains far less complete. 

 

Scope 3 emissions disclosure remains the most challenging, and consequential, area of corporate climate 

reporting. Because it requires collecting data from third-party suppliers and their upstream partners, it is 

also the area most vulnerable to selective reporting. As shown in Figure 7, 38% of companies do not 

disclose emissions for any of the 15 Scope 3 categories. This gap is significant, given that Scope 3 typically 

accounts for the majority of a company’s total carbon footprint. 

Scope 3: Reporting What Is Easy, Not What Matters 

Scope 2 emissions across the S&P 500 are concentrated in Materials and Energy, 
but intensity rankings reveal a different story, with Health Care and Real Estate 

among the most electricity-intensive sectors per dollar of revenue. The sector to 
monitor is Information Technology, where AI-driven data center expansion is set to 

make today’s modest Scope 2 footprint look increasingly understated. 
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Reporting Year 2025 

Three firms stand out as exceptions. Dow, Ingersoll Rand, and PTC report emissions across all 15 

categories. PTC goes further, identifying purchased goods and services as its largest Scope 3 source and 

committing to a 25% reduction target, reflecting precisely the kind of specific, material, action-oriented 

disclosure the broader index largely fails to deliver. 

Figure 7 reveals a consistent bias in what gets reported. Information Technology leads all sectors in Scope 3 

breadth, while Energy and Utilities report the fewest categories. However, across all sectors, the pattern is 

the same: easy-to-quantify categories like business travel are disclosed much more often than those most 

material to actual emissions, such as purchased goods and services, use of sold products, and processing of 

sold products. The gap between what is disclosed and what matters follows the path of least resistance. 

The Health Care sector illustrates this most clearly. Responsible for over 4% of global GHG emissions 

(Sawant et al. 2025), nearly half of health care firms report business travel—which accounts for only  

15–50% of sector Scope 3 emissions (Rodriguez-Jimenez et al. 2023)—while only 40% report purchased 

goods and services, which comprise 50–70%. With Scope 3 accounting for 82% of total US health care 

emissions (Eckelman et al. 2020), this is not only a reporting gap but a transparency failure with real public 

health implications. 

Figure 7: Scope 3 Disclosure Rates by Sector and Category 
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The Communication Services sector tells the same story, as shown in Figure 8. Business travel and 

employee commuting reach 42% disclosure, while purchased goods and services—the majority of Scope 3 

emissions for most telecom companies—reaches only 37%. Only 21% of firms disclose the use of sold 

products, and no Communication Services company reports emissions from the processing of sold 

products. Given the sector’s continued growth driven by data center expansion and AI-related device 

proliferation, these gaps are becoming increasingly consequential. 

Reporting Year 2025 

Across sectors, the conclusion is the same: Scope 3 disclosure is expanding in the wrong direction, building 

reporting infrastructure around the categories easiest to measure rather than those that most determine 

climate impact. Until that changes, headline Scope 3 rates will continue to overstate how much the 

corporate sector knows about its own supply chain emissions. 

  

Figure 8: Scope 3 Disclosures, Communication Services 

 

Scope 3 disclosure is spreading across the S&P 500, but the categories 
companies choose to report say more about data availability than about where 
their emissions lie. Across Health Care, Communication Services, and virtually 

every other sector, the most commonly-disclosed categories are among the 
least material, while the most material are among the least disclosed. 
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Climate-related physical risks—floods, wildfires, drought, hurricanes, sea-level rise—are no longer tail risks 

for most large companies, but rather present, recurring, and increasingly material to operations, asset 

values, and insurance costs. Nonetheless, disclosure is declining: in 2025, 64% of S&P 500 companies 

reported physical climate risks in alignment with Task Force on Climate-Related Financial Disclosures 

(TCFD) guidelines, down from 69.6% the prior year. 

Reporting Year 2025 

As shown in Figure 9, what is disclosed varies considerably. Flooding and drought are the most frequently 

cited risks, with tornadoes the least. These patterns partly reflect geography, as a significant share of S&P 

500 firms is headquartered in California, Texas, and New York, regions acutely exposed to flooding, 

drought, and extreme heat. Hurricane Helene’s billions in damages in 2024 (NCEI 2025) likely sharpened 

that focus further.  

 
• • • 

5. Physical Climate Risk:  
Uneven Disclosure Across Sectors 

Figure 9: Physical Climate Risks Disclosure Rate 
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However, sector-level data, shown in Figure 10, reveals something more interesting: in some cases, disclosure 

appears to track genuine business materiality alongside, and sometimes independently of, location. 

Reporting Year 2025 

Consumer Staples firms are among the lowest disclosers across almost every risk category, except drought, 

where 60% disclose, the highest rate of any sector. This pattern reflects supply chain exposure, as food and 

beverage companies depend directly on agricultural inputs, and drought threatens that supply chain 

regardless of where their headquarters are located. Utilities leads all sectors in wildfire disclosure at 54.8%, 

reflecting the direct legal and financial liability utilities face when power infrastructure ignites fires. 

Unsurprisingly, Real Estate shows the broadest disclosure overall: firms managing immobile physical assets 

must account for the full range of hazards affecting property values, insurance costs, and operational risk. 

Dollar General, despite sitting outside the Real Estate sector, is the only firm in the sample to disclose all 

seven physical risk categories, reflecting its thousands of stores spread across virtually every climate zone 

in the country, and a reminder that geographic breadth can drive disclosure as powerfully as sector norms. 

Information Technology firms disclose drought at 43.3%, possibly likely driven by the water intensity of 

data center cooling. This vulnerability will grow alongside the expansion of AI infrastructure. 

Two significant gaps stand out. First, sea-level rise is underreported across virtually every sector: even Real 

Estate, despite its direct exposure to coastal assets, barely exceeds half of its firms reporting it. Second, 

despite operating pipelines, refineries, and offshore platforms directly exposed to extreme weather, Energy 

Figure 10: Physical Risk Disclosure Rate by Sector 
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shows some of the lowest disclosure rates: only 17.9% disclose wildfire risk and just 25% address sea-level 

rise. The sector with the most physically exposed infrastructure is not among the leaders in disclosing 

physical risk. 

 

  Despite growing physical climate threats, fewer S&P 500 companies disclosed 
climate risks less in 2025 than the year before. Flooding and drought dominate 

Physical Climate Risk Disclosure; sea-level rise lags far behind. 
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Setting a climate goal is one thing, whereas having a 

credible plan to achieve it is another. A transition 

plan—a structured, time-bound roadmap specifying 

interim targets, capital allocation decisions, and 

governance accountability mechanisms— 

is what separates a commitment from a strategy. A 

handful of S&P 500 companies have cleared this bar. 

Ford links its climate transition plan directly to its 

business and financial strategy, with targets aligned to  

the Science Based Targets initiative (SBTi) standards. 

Netflix pairs forward-looking targets with backward 

analysis to track progress over time. Nasdaq similarly 

stands out, aligning its 2025 Climate Transition Plan 

with the Transition Plan Taskforce (TPT) framework 

and integrating it with its broader TCFD disclosures. 

These firms demonstrate that credible transition 

planning is achievable, which makes what follows all 

the more striking. 

As shown in Figure 11, 91% of S&P 500 companies have not disclosed a transition plan. Of those, 490 had 

none in 2021 and still have none in 2025. Among the minority of firms that reference transition planning, a 

significant share are not disclosing plans, but rather disclosing intentions to develop one. Planning to have a 

plan is not the same as actually having a plan in place. Despite four years of expanding net-zero 

commitments, assurance adoption, and board-level oversight, the internal systems needed to actually 

deliver on climate goals remain largely absent across the index. 

Reporting Year 2025 

The trajectory of net-zero targets tells a similarly mixed story, as illustrated in Figure 12. Among firms that 

already had a net-zero target in 2021, most held steady: 51 maintained the same target year, and four went 

further by accelerating their deadline. However, among the larger group that had no target in 2021, the 

picture is more complicated: while 171 firms adopted a net-zero goal by 2025, 41 companies dropped 

targets they had previously announced, and 251 firms—nearly half the S&P 500 sample—report no net-zero 

goal in either year. Overall, only 40% of companies have maintained, added, or accelerated a net-zero 

commitment. Progress is real, but it is neither linear nor universal. 

 
• • • 

6. Net-Zero Targets Up, Transition Plans Absent 

Figure 11: Transition Planning 
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Sector-level patterns add texture to this divergence. Materials, Information Technology, Health Care, and 

Consumer Discretionary firms account for the largest share of new adopters, with companies such as 

Mastercard and General Electric going further by accelerating their timelines. Nonetheless, several high-

profile firms have moved in the opposite direction: BlackRock has stepped back from certain net-zero 

initiatives, and Shell has abandoned its emissions-intensity reduction target entirely. 

These retreats reflect a shifting external environment. Growing political pressure around ESG issues in the 

US has made public climate commitments more contentious, particularly for highly visible companies. 

Some firms appear to be continuing decarbonization work internally while reducing their public profile, in a 

pattern known as “greenhushing.” Others face genuine structural headwinds. For instance, Microsoft has 

reported a 29% rise in emissions since 2020, driven largely by data center expansion tied to AI 

infrastructure growth, and has acknowledged that this trajectory puts its goal of moving beyond net zero by 

2030 at risk (Green 2024). 

At this point, this is not an information problem. Established frameworks for transition planning—from the 

TPT to SBTi to TCFD—have been available to companies for years. Rather, the barrier is structural: 

Figure 12: Net-Zero Momentum, 2021 v. 2025 
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voluntary disclosure creates no binding consequence for announcing a net-zero target without a plan to 

back it up. Until the reputational cost of an unsubstantiated commitment exceeds the benefit of making 

one, this gap is unlikely to close on its own. 

For investors, regulators, and the public, the implication is direct. In the absence of disclosed transition 

plans, there is no reliable basis for assessing whether a company’s climate goals are supported by the 

operational and financial commitments needed to achieve them. A net-zero target without a transition plan 

is not a strategy. It is a headline. 

 

  

Corporate climate ambition has never been higher, but credibility has rarely been 
thinner. With nine in ten S&P 500 companies lacking a disclosed transition plan, 

net-zero targets risk becoming a reputational exercise rather than a 
decarbonization strategy. 
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Encouragingly, 71% of S&P 500 sustainability disclosures now include some form of third-party assurance, 

up nearly 20 percentage points since 2021, and the highest rate since tracking began (Figure 13). While this 

appears to represent a significant strengthening of corporate climate accountability, Figure 14 also reveals 

that the growth in assurance is slowing from gains of 8 points between 2021 and 2022 to just 2 points in 

the most recent year. The momentum that drove assurance adoption earlier this decade appears to be 

flattening, and at 71%, a substantial share of the index remains unverified. 

That headline figure demands a closer look in any case. As shown in Figure 14, the assurance market is 

strikingly fragmented. Among the 71% of firms claiming assurance, 23.3%—111 companies—name no provider 

at all. This means nearly a quarter of S&P 500 companies are claiming the credibility benefit of assurance 

while offering no information about who conducted the audit, which standard was applied, or what data was 

covered. When unnamed providers are added to the long tail of firms, each holding 2% or less of the market, 
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7. Who Checks the Climate Data?  
Inside the Assurance Landscape 

Figure 13: Assurance Disclosure Rate by Reporting Year 
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the majority of assurance claims in this sample cannot be meaningfully evaluated by outsiders. Assurance 

without a named provider is not verification, but rather only the appearance of verification. 

Reporting Year 2025 

Among firms that name a provider, the market is dominated not by the major accounting firms but by 

specialist environmental consultancies. Apex Companies leads with 7.8% market share—auditing 37 

companies—followed by ERM Certification and Verification Services at 5.7% and Lloyd’s Register Quality 

Assurance at 5.0%. The Big Four accounting firms, which dominate financial auditing, are conspicuously 

marginal here: EY, Deloitte, and PwC each hold just 2.7% of the market, and KPMG and DNV each account 

Figure 14: Assurance Market Share 
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for 2.1%. Together, the entire Big Four presence in sustainability assurance is smaller than Apex Companies 

alone. While this fact is not inherently problematic—specialist firms may be better equipped for emissions 

verification than generalist auditors—it raises questions about the consistency of standards, scalability, and 

whether the assurance market has the capacity to handle the volume of demand now being directed at it. 

The footnote to Figure 14 is telling: the “Others” category—firms each with 2% or less of the market—

includes 48 additional assurance providers, suggesting a market so fragmented that meaningful quality 

comparisons across providers are nearly impossible. 

To understand why all this matters, it helps to be precise about what assurance is supposed to achieve. 

Assurance is the mechanism that converts a corporate climate claim into a verifiable fact, checking not only 

reported numbers but the processes and controls behind them. When it works as intended, it builds 

confidence among investors and the public and helps firms identify gaps in their own data systems. When a 

provider goes unnamed, or when the standard and scope are undisclosed, that mechanism breaks down 

entirely. There is no way to assess independence, competence, or rigor, and no basis for comparing one 

company’s assurance against another’s. 

For practitioners evaluating a competitor’s or supplier’s disclosures, the mere presence of assurance is 

insufficient. The questions to ask are: who conducted the review, to what standard, and which data were 

covered. Assurance that cannot answer all three is not a credibility signal. It is a placeholder for one. 

 

  

Third-party assurance has reached its highest rate since tracking began, with 71% 
of S&P 500 firms now claiming some form of independent verification. However, 
nearly a quarter of S&P 500 firms name no provider, no standard, and no scope, 
making the majority of assurance claims impossible to independently evaluate. 
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Decisions about climate strategy ultimately rest with those who set corporate direction. For most S&P 500 

companies, board-level oversight of climate is now standard, but oversight alone is not the same as 

accountability or expertise. This section examines two dimensions of climate governance that go deeper 

than formal oversight: whether companies tie executive compensation to sustainability outcomes, creating 

a direct financial incentive to deliver on climate commitments; and whether the directors responsible for 

overseeing those commitments have the environmental expertise to do so meaningfully. Together, these 

two measures reveal how far corporate governance has moved from acknowledging climate as a strategic 

issue to being structurally equipped to act on it. 

Approximately one-third of S&P 500 firms link executive compensation to sustainability performance. 

Despite being a meaningful share, this leaves two-thirds of the index with no formal financial accountability 

for climate outcomes. The variation across sectors is substantial and tells a clear story about where 

financial exposure drives governance, as shown in Figure 15. 

 
• • • 

8. Governance: Oversight Is Universal,  
Expertise Is Not 

Linking Executive Pay to Sustainability 

Figure 15: Executive Compensation Linked to Sustainability by Sector 
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Utilities, Energy, and Materials lead the index, with 58%, 54%, and 52% of firms, respectively, linking 

executive pay to sustainability goals. These are the sectors with the highest Scope 1 emissions, and the 

greatest regulatory and reputational exposure, which likely explains why sustainability has moved into the 

paycheck. Real Estate, at 44%, is a notable high performer that the headline figures tend to obscure: real 

estate firms face direct financial consequences from climate risks through property values, insurance costs, 

and energy efficiency requirements, creating a tangible business case for tying compensation to climate 

performance even without the emissions intensity of heavy industry. 

The middle of the distribution is equally revealing. Health Care, Information Technology, and Consumer 

Staples all sit at exactly 25%; one in four companies across three very different sectors. This convergence 

suggests a floor effect driven less by emissions exposure than by investor pressure and governance norms: 

a baseline level of sustainability-linked compensation has become standard practice across the index, 

regardless of industry. 

At the bottom, the gaps are harder to explain. Financials reach only 10% despite managing significant 

climate-exposed assets on their balance sheets and facing growing regulatory pressure on climate risk. 

Communication Services is the lowest of any sector at just 5%—one company in 19—despite facing rapidly 

growing Scope 2 emissions from data center expansion. For the sector most exposed to the energy 

demands of AI infrastructure, the near-absence of sustainability-linked compensation is a significant 

governance gap. 

The quality of these disclosures varies as much as the rates, as some firms clearly spell out the metrics 

used and the proportion of compensation at stake, while others simply note a connection to 

environmental goals without further detail. The most specific examples come from emissions-intensive 

sectors, where regulatory exposure creates a natural incentive to quantify the link: Diamondback Energy 

ties 25% of management’s annual incentive to five environmental targets, including GHG intensity and 

flaring, while Xcel Energy has linked carbon reduction to executive pay for over 15 years, with 30% of 

long-term incentive compensation tied to emissions performance. While it is unsurprising that energy 

companies lead on this metric, it is more telling what happens elsewhere: across much of the index, 

environmental performance is treated as a discretionary consideration, with no disclosed metric, weight, 

or target. Linking pay to sustainability is a meaningful governance signal, but only as credible as the 

precision of what is being measured. 

 

 Sustainability-linked executive compensation has taken hold in emissions-
intensive sectors, but remains absent across most of the index. With Financials 
at 10% and Communication Services at just 5%, the sectors managing the most 

climate-exposed assets and fastest-growing energy footprints are also the 
least likely to hold their leaders financially accountable for the outcome. 
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While oversight of climate strategy is nearly universal among S&P 500 boards, oversight is not the same as 

understanding. The more consequential question is whether the directors responsible for evaluating climate 

risk, approving net-zero commitments, and holding management accountable actually have the expertise to 

do so. The data suggest that for most companies, the honest answer is no. 

As shown in Figure 16, 56% of S&P 500 boards include at least one director with environmental expertise, 

meaning 43%—234 companies—have none at all. While this figure alone is striking, it also reveals a deeper 

problem: of the boards that do have environmental expertise, 25% have exactly one such director on a 

board that typically comprises 8–16 members. When zero and one are combined, 69% of S&P 500 

companies have at most a single director with environmental credentials overseeing their climate strategy. 

Only 10% have two, and 22% have three or more. Environmental expertise is not being built into boards; 

instead, it is added to them minimally and treated as a box to check rather than a capability to develop. 

Board Environmental Expertise Remains Thin 

Figure 16: Number of Board Directors with Environmental Expertise 
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The quality of what counts as expertise compounds this concern. What companies report as 

“environmental expertise” spans an enormous range from a generic ESG checkbox with no elaboration, 

which accounts for over 320 coded proxy excerpts, to specific climate and carbon expertise, which appears 

in fewer than 40. A former EPA administrator and a director with “sustainability” checked on a proxy skills 

matrix are treated identically in most disclosures, making board-level environmental competency even 

harder to assess from the outside than the headline numbers suggest. Only about 100 companies report 

board members with at least one substantive qualification: an academic or scientific background, climate or 

carbon-specific credentials, or a formal certification. Therefore, the 58.7% value in Figure 16 likely 

overstates the depth of genuine climate competency across S&P 500 boards, in much the same way that 

unnamed assurance overstates the quality of emissions verification: the label is present, but the substance 

behind it is thin. 

This issue matters because boards not only monitor climate strategy but also shape it. Without a baseline 

level of environmental literacy distributed across the board, climate issues risk becoming a black box: 

understood by one or two specialists, invisible to everyone else, and structurally isolated from the strategic 

decisions that determine whether commitments are funded, sequenced, and held accountable. A single 

environmental director, however expert, cannot carry that weight alone on a board of 12. 

The exception is worth noting. Ten companies report that every director possesses environmental 

expertise, reflecting a model of comprehensive integration that demonstrates what is possible. The fact that 

this group numbers ten out of 540 firms succinctly captures how far the broader index still has to travel. 

 
  

Board environmental expertise is growing across the S&P 500, but for most 
companies, it means a single director carrying climate oversight on a board of 12. 

What that expertise actually represents varies enormously—from a checked 
sustainability box to specific climate science credentials—making meaningful 

comparison across boards nearly impossible. 
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What did the data show? 

Four years of data tell a consistent story: corporate climate disclosure has grown in volume while falling 

short on credibility. Across every dimension tracked—Scope 3 category selection, assurance, board 

expertise, and executive compensation—the same pattern recurs: the signal is present, but the substance 

behind it is not. This is the predictable outcome of a system that rewards disclosure volume over disclosure 

quality. Delmas et al. (2026) directly address this challenge in a recent article, arguing that the core issue is 

no longer the volume of disclosure but the credibility of what is disclosed. 

What has changed since last year? 

For the first time since tracking began, sustainability reporting rates declined in 2025—falling by 6.8 

percentage points—alongside pullbacks in net-zero commitments and a rise in “greenhushing.” Not all 

dimensions moved in the same direction: assurance adoption continued to rise to 72%, its highest level 

since tracking began, suggesting some companies are investing in credibility mechanisms while reducing 

what they actually disclose. Political and regulatory headwinds are the most plausible drivers, but the 

retreat is uneven: some firms paused for legitimate reasons, others withdrew goals entirely, and still others 

continue robust programs without publicizing them. What the 6.8-point decline does not capture is how 

much of the remaining reporting has been quietly diluted. 

What should firms do? 

Four priorities stand out. First, publish a transition plan, not just a target. A net-zero commitment without 

interim milestones, capital commitments, and governance accountability is not a strategy; it is a headline. 

Second, close the Scope 3 gap: the question is not whether a company discloses Scope 3, but whether the 

categories disclosed reflect actual emissions significance or ease of measurement. Third, take assurance 

seriously: name the provider, specify the standard, and disclose the scope. Assurance without those details 

is not a credibility signal. Fourth, invest in genuine board environmental expertise. Directors who 

understand climate risk, emissions accounting, and transition planning are better equipped to ask the right 

questions of management, evaluate the credibility of disclosed targets, and ensure that climate 

commitments are backed by the operational and financial resources needed to deliver on them. Without 

that foundation, sustainability risks becoming a black box, understood by a small number of specialists but 

invisible to the broader board making the strategic decisions that matter most. 

Delmas et al.’s (2026) framework offers a complementary lens for all four priorities. For each metric 

published, firms should ask whether the underlying measurement and attribution are sufficiently robust to 
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9. Conclusion: From Volume to Credibility 
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support the claimed precision. Across all four priorities, the test is the same: not whether a disclosure 

exists, but whether it is specific enough to be acted on and credible enough to be trusted. 

What should regulators do? 

Voluntary commitment has taken corporate climate disclosure further than many anticipated, but this 

report makes clear it cannot sustain continued progress on its own. The 6.8 percentage-point drop is a 

signal that, without baseline requirements, disclosure will remain vulnerable to political cycles. The physical 

risk data sharpen this case: the Energy sector—which operates the infrastructure most directly exposed to 

extreme weather—shows some of the lowest physical risk disclosure rates in the index, with only 17.9% of 

firms disclosing wildfire risk and just 25% addressing sea-level rise. If the sector most exposed to physical 

climate hazards is also the least likely to disclose them voluntarily, it becomes difficult to contest the case 

for baseline requirements. 

Targeted regulatory action—requiring material Scope 3 disclosure, mandating transition plans for firms 

with net-zero targets, naming assurance providers and standards, and defining what board environmental 

expertise means—would lock in the progress of the past four years rather than let it erode. Rather than 

radical asks, they reflect standards that leading firms are already meeting voluntarily. This report makes a 

stronger case than any prior edition that regulatory intervention is not a supplement to voluntary progress; 

it is a precondition for it. The proliferation of net-zero targets without transition plans is not a failure of 

corporate intent, but rather the predictable outcome of a system in which signaling commitment is 

rewarded more than demonstrating it. Regulators who wait for voluntary norms to close this gap are, in 

effect, choosing not to close it. 
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Our sample includes all firms listed in the S&P 500 at any point between Q1 2020 and Q4 2024 that 

remain publicly listed. Once a company enters the index, it remains in the dataset for all years analyzed, 

regardless of how long it was included. This approach minimizes the influence of index turnover on reported 

trends. Companies no longer publicly listed as of Q4 2024 are excluded. 

In the 2022 and 2024 editions of this report, metrics were drawn from the World Economic Forum's 

Stakeholder Capitalism Metrics, adapted and refined through our earlier research (Delmas et al., 2022; 

Delmas et al., 2024). Beginning with the 2025 report, we shifted our focus to climate-related metrics, 

reflecting the growing centrality of climate transparency to corporate accountability and investor decision-

making (Delmas et al., 2025). The 2026 report continues and deepens this focus. 

Quantitative metrics, such as GHG emissions and net-zero target years, were taken directly from public 

filings. Qualitative metrics were scored on a binary basis: "0" for non-disclosure and "1" for full disclosure. 

Board competency data was retrieved using AI-assisted screening of 2024 proxy statements, scanning for 

educational or professional experience related to climate, renewable energy, ESG, environmental policy, 

and sustainable innovation. All other metrics were drawn from companies' 2024 public sustainability 

reports, published in 2025. All data were subsequently reviewed by individual research assistants, cross-

checked by a second team member, and subjected to outlier analysis to ensure accuracy. 
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NiSource Inc. NRG Energy, Inc. PG&E Corp. Pinnacle West Capital 

PPL Corporation Public Service Enterprise Sempra Energy The Southern Company 

Vistra Corp. WEC Energy Group Xcel Energy Inc.  
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