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As we entered into 2020, many observed that environmental, social and governance (ESG) 

considerations were growing in popularity, with topics like climate change, stakeholder capitalism and 
responsible investing (RI) driving many a client conversation. With the onset of Covid-19, murmurs that 

the ensuing economic fallout is likely to send RI- and ESG- driven objectives back to the drawing board 
seem to be rising. We share some thoughts on this and acknowledge the potential for any short term 

shifts in perspective. But we also remember the African adage that the lion does not turn around when 
a small dog barks. 

 

Photo Credit: iStock Getty Images 



Lion Global Investors 
	

2 
	

The year was 1987 and Irish rock band U2 released its fifth studio album, “The Joshua Tree”, which 
went on to win the Grammy Award for Album of the Year1.  
More than 30 years later, those familiar with the aforementioned album are likely to find a number of 
songs bearing titles which appear to be very relevant to current societal conditions, especially given the 
onset of the coronavirus pandemic and its corresponding effects2.  
 
As scenes of empty streets in various cities around the globe are presented over a smorgasbord of 
television news networks, the one song from the album that has struck a particular chord is ‘Where the 
Streets Have No Name’. Why? Well, if you do get the opportunity to step outside of your home these 
days, chances are you will find it a challenge trying to call out a name, because there is literally no one 
to call as you go about your essential activity in haste, amid the emptiness. 
 
Learn to Be Still (and Mindful) 
And so on the back of a pandemic, humanity has been made to arrive at a state of stillness – 
economies running to stand still, societies on lockdown, and citizens under quarantine.  
 
Upon deeper reflection, it is interesting to note that this concept of being still is really not new, having 
been handed down since time immemorial; historians and biblical scholars among us can attest to this. 
Fast forward to more modern times and we recall another world renowned rock band, The Eagles, 
telling its fans and radio listeners, in 1994, to ‘Learn to Be Still’3.  
 
Such stillness has by and large been viewed by many with trepidation. In its 2020 World Economic 
Outlook (WEO), The International Monetary Fund (IMF) projected for global growth to contract sharply 
by 3% in 2020; the US economy is projected to decline by 5.9%, the Euro Area by 7.5%, and the UK by 
6.5%. Elsewhere, emerging economies such as China and India are forecast to grow, but at rates 
unheard of in recent memory. China is expected to grow by 1.2% in 2020, versus 6.1% in 2019, while 
projections are for India to grow by 1.9% this year, versus a 4.2% expansion last year. Closer to home, 
the IMF has revised down the 2020 growth rate of the Asean-5 countries to a negative 1.3%4. As 
written by IMF Chief Economist, Gita Gopinath, in the foreword of the WEO, “The output loss 
associated with this health emergency and related containment measures likely dwarfs the losses that 
triggered the global financial crisis”5. 
 
Notwithstanding this veil of fear, can the current situation that humanity is facing become that inflection 
point that many have been waiting for? In his June 2019 paper, former economist at the Bank of 
England, Dan Nixon, defines mindfulness as “the ability or tendency to pay attention to what’s 

																																																													
1 See https://www.grammy.com/grammys/artists/u2. 
2 Examples include ‘With or Without You’, ‘Running to Stand Still’ and ‘I Still Haven’t Found What I’m Looking For’.  
3 In The Eagles’ 1994 album “Hell Freezes Over”.  
4 See https://www.straitstimes.com/world/united-states/imf-cuts-growth-rate-of-aseans-key-economies-to-minus-13. Asean-5 countries 
comprise Indonesia, Thailand, Malaysia, Philippines and Singapore. 
5 The International Monetary Fund, World Economic Outlook, Chapter 1 The Great Lockdown, April 2020 
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happening in the present moment in the mind, body and external environment, with an attitude of 
openness, curiosity and care”6. To this end, can the current stillness we face be the gateway to a 
deeper state of mindfulness and can such mindfulness in turn then facilitate the shift toward a more 
adaptable, sustainable global economy? Has the elusive catalyst via which policymakers, business 
leaders and the investing community finally initiate the reformation of our current mode of capitalism, as 
discussed in our previous commentary7, arrived?  
 

Wake Me Up When Quarantine Ends 
Entering into 2020, there were common observations that environmental, social and governance (ESG) 
investing was growing in popularity, with the drumbeat around topics like climate change, reforming 
capitalism and responsible investing (RI) seemingly getting louder at client conversations. Referring to 
Morningstar data, Goldman Sachs Equity Research (GSER) reported that annual ESG fund flows 
exceeded US$90b in 2019, more than thrice the figure of less than US$30b in 20188. Updated research 
from GSER goes on to show that such fund flow momentum remained robust through the early phases 
of the coronavirus pandemic, with more than US$45b of active ESG fund inflows registered in the first 
two months of 20209.   
 
On the physical front, it has been observed that in the four-week period commencing 3 February 2020, 
average daily coal consumption at power plants in China reported fell to a four-year low; reductions in 
coal and crude oil use in turn indicate a reduction in carbon dioxide emissions by at least 25%, versus 
the same fortnight period following the 2019 Lunar New Year holidays10. Outside of China, Italy’s 
country-wide quarantine earlier this year has seen Venice’s murky waterways becoming visibly clearer 
while closer to home, anecdotal evidence suggests that certain towns in Malaysia now also have 
cleaner rivers, drawing some form of correlation with the country’s Movement Control Order which 
began on 18 March 2020.  
 
According to the World Economic Forum, the pandemic has led to an increase in air quality around the 
world; lockdowns have resulted in factories and roads shutting, thus contributing to lower emissions11.  
 
On the back of these, coupled with other significant activity such as widespread telecommuting 
arrangements and significant travel cancellations, there are expectations for a possible first fall in 
carbon dioxide emissions since the Global Financial Crisis. Such behavior, if they do persist, is seen as 

																																																													
6 Dan Nixon, The Value of awareness: Could mindfulness underpin a more adaptable and sustainable economy?, June 2019 
7 See Lion Global Investors’ A (Re)Discovery of Purpose. Many names have been given to this reformed version of capitalism, examples of 
which include creative capitalism, stakeholder capitalism, and sustainable capitalism.  
8 Goldman Sachs Equity Research, GS Sustain: ESG in the flow, 26 March 2020 
9 Goldman Sachs Equity Research, GS Sustain: The resilience of ESG, 9 April 2020 
10 See https://www.carbonbrief.org/analysis-coronavirus-has-temporarily-reduced-chinas-co2-emissions-by-a-quarter. 
11 See https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/04/coronavirus-covid19-air-pollution-enviroment-nature-lockdown. 
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a means of buying time for climate action initiatives and, more importantly, also instigate long-term 
behavioral change.  
 
While the aforementioned developments are promising, there have been increasing murmurs of late 
that the ensuing economic fallout is likely to push RI- and ESG- driven objectives back to the end of the 
priority line. Looking at the pent-up desire to re-open economies, get companies up and running, and 
return workers their livelihoods, any such shifts in priority should come as no surprise.  
 
As such, whether or not the pandemic accentuates investors’ focus on sustainability, purpose-driven 
investing and ESG, is anybody’s guess. While a full recovery is realistically still some way out, visibility 
– particularly from an earnings perspective for many companies – is still poor and this in turn has left 
the business and financial communities with limited response options. Therefore, with commonly held 
expectations for normalcy to resume in 4Q2020, one can only wonder if this will be another case of 
society simply waking up from a deep quarantine when September ends and all is status quo pre-
Covid-19. Or will we see the dawn of a new modus operandi?  
 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)12 
In his book, Thinking, Fast and Slow, Nobel laureate Daniel Kahneman, introduces the acronym 
WYSIATI, which stands for: what you see is all there is13. Without going into the nitty gritty, this concept 
sheds light on how easy it is to jump to conclusions on the back of limited evidence, spurred by intuitive 
thinking. And so it is with our current situation – while we keep in mind the ordeals humanity has had to 
face and has come to gradually manage, are there opportunities for us to see beyond all there currently 
is? In the spirit of the words often attributed to Britain’s wartime Prime Minister Sir Winston Churchill 
and Rahm Emmanuel, former White House Chief of Staff to US President Barrack Obama, what 
lessons can we learn so as to not let this crisis go to waste?    
 
As economies go ahead with their plans to combat the coronavirus, it is not surprising to see that 
factors such as water, sanitization, education, poverty, hunger, work, economic growth and health have 
surfaced in tandem with the viral outbreak. But is it just a mere coincidence that these factors also 
mirror some of the 17 United Nations SDGs which are a universal call to action to end poverty, protect 
the planet and improve the lives and prospects of all? Take for example SDG1: No Poverty, SDG2: 
Zero Hunger, SDG3: Good Health and Well-being, SDG6: Clean Water and Sanitation, SDG8: Decent 
Work and Economic Growth, or even, SDG10: Reduced Inequalities.  
 

																																																													
12 According to the United Nations Economic and Social Council, “the Sustainable Development Goals are a universal call to action to end 
poverty, protect the planet and improve the lives and prospects of everyone, everywhere. The 17 Goals were adopted by all UN Member 
States in 2015, as part of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development which set out a 15-year plan to achieve the Goals”. 
13 Daniel Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow, UK, Penguin, 2011, 86 



Lion Global Investors 
	

5 
	

Has this pandemic thus exposed deeper societal issues that have been largely overlooked – developed 
versus emerging, ample versus scant, have versus have not?  
 
Consider the notion of health (SDG3). The past quarter has shown us the significance of having an 
adequate health system that can deliver quality, essential health care and preventative services to all 
who need them. Without such basics, the ability to perform forward-looking surveillance and diagnosis 
gets compromised. And as we have also come to learn, containing outbreaks then becomes a 
challenge, exposing lives and economies.  
 
We could also look at clean water and sanitation (SDG6). To decelerate the transmission of the virus, 
governments have instructed citizens to wash and sanitise. But as we have come to see again, there 
are so many, particularly those living in less developed conditions, who do not even have access to 
basic handwashing/bathing facilities, let alone clean water.  
 
And so, emerging from this crisis, the SDGs do appear to be suitable guiding posts of sorts, around 
which policy makers, asset owners and investors can begin to re-configure their perspectives and 
objectives. According to Citywire Asia, the top five ESG funds registered for sale in Hong Kong and/or 
Singapore saw US$2.2b net inflows in 1Q2020, catering to investor interest in themes like 
infrastructure, environment, energy, water, and waste management14. Is such interest a sign of things 
to come? And if so, can this be sustained? 
 

A New Test for a New Decade 
With the fiery baptism15 faced by the global economy at the start of this new decade, have ESG 
investments been the stars shining amid the darkness? What kind of experience did ESG investors 
have at the start of the year? 
 
According to global investment consultant Mercer, short-term evidence presented by the performance 
of RI-centered indices and strategies goes to show the value of such investments, as exemplified by 
the outperformance of the sector-neutral MSCI ACWI ESG Leaders Index16 over the traditional ACWI 
Index – particularly during the February and March drawdowns (see chart below)17. Elsewhere, 
Morningstar saw 7 out of 10 sustainable equity funds finish in the top halves of their Morningstar 

																																																													
14 See https://citywireasia.com/news/6-five-esg-funds-investors-piled-into-amid-q1-market-volatility/a1347718  
15 In USD terms, the MSCI AC World Index and MSCI AC Asia Pacific Index lost more than 21% and more than 19%, respectively, in 1Q2020.  
Specifically in the US, which constitutes more than half of the MSCI AC World Index, the Dow Jones Industrial Average Index lost more than 
23% in 1Q2020 while the S&P500 Index lost 20% in 1Q2020.  
16 The MSCI ACWI ESG Leaders Index is a capitalization weighted index that provides exposure to companies with high ESG performance 
relative to their sector peers. 
17 See https://www.responsible-investor.com/articles/mercer-covid-19-elevates-the-value-of-responsible-investing  
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Categories in 1Q2020, as 24 of 26 ESG-tilted index funds outperformed their closest conventional 
counterparts. 
 
From a bottom-up perspective, in a new paper analyzing corporate social responsibility (CSR) data on 
more than 6,000 companies across 56 economies, from the Thomson Reuters ASSET4 ESG database, 
Ding, Levine, Lin and Xie find that over the period 2 January 2020 to 27 March 2020, firms with 
stronger CSR policies and activities prior to the pandemic, saw superior stock price performance in 
response to the pandemic18. The authors, from the University of California, Berkeley, the University of 
Hong Kong, and the Chinese University of Hong Kong, see their findings corroborate the view that CSR 
builds stakeholder trust, which in turn encourages customers, employees, suppliers and partners, to be 
amenable in making adjustments to support the business in times of stress. 
 
Data does appear to suggest that being able to identify companies that have built resilient, sustainable 
business models and value chains, and those that have not, can make a huge difference, thus lending 
weight to the value of ESG analysis. And as current process/lifestyle disruptions continue to remind us, 
such research can in turn play a role in contributing to the broader analysis of potential future systemic 
shocks, across markets and sectors. 
 

 

MSCI ACWI ESG Leaders Index Relative Performance, as at 31 March 2020 

 

Source: MSCI 

 

																																																													
18 Ding, Wenzhi and Levine, Ross Eric and Lin, Chen and Xie, Wensi, Corporate Immunity to the COVID-19 Pandemic (April 10, 2020) 
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Walk On 
What a difference a quarter makes. Lion Global Investors (“LGI”) started the year by becoming a 
signatory to the Principles for Responsible Investment (PRI) in January 2020 and so much has since 
changed just as we step mid-way into 2Q2020. As discussed previously, headwinds are already being 
observed by many in the field of RI and ESG, as decision makers prioritise getting economic growth 
back on track; this is a reality that cannot be ignored. 
 
The above said, LGI’s equities and fixed income teams continue to push ahead in learning how to 
integrate ESG considerations in our investment process. We remain cognizant that we are at the very 
early stages of our ESG journey, but we are happy to pursue our intended action plan in deliberate and 
purposeful fashion, as opposed to making this endeavor another one for the checkboxes. 
 
Parallel with ESG, LGI has also launched a new capability known as Curated Portfolios (CP). CP has 
been newly set up to tap on various opportunities in open architecture discretionary portfolio 
management, Outsourced Chief Investment Officer (OCIO) solutions, and, curating innovative portfolio 
solutions for our partners. Here, one of the key ideas CP has been considering of late pertains to an 
ESG oriented solution, wherein we construct and design portfolios of ESG funds and/or ETFs to meet 
desired risk/return and sustainable objectives.  
 
Hence, just as ancient seafarers traversed the oceans (calm or choppy) with the North Star – known 
also as Polaris or the Stella Maris in early medieval times – as a guide, so are we currently going about 
our business of managing money, keeping our sights locked on key strategic imperatives, one of which 
is the RI journey we have just embarked on. With all the noise present in the market, it is easy to get 
distracted. But we walk on, keeping in mind a rather apt African adage that the lion does not turn 
around when a small dog barks. 
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Disclaimer 

This advertisement or publication has not been reviewed by the Monetary Authority of Singapore.  It is 
for information and it is not a recommendation, offer or solicitation for the purchase or sale of any 
capital markets products or investments and does not have regard to your specific investment 
objectives, financial situation, tax position or needs.  The information contained herein is confidential 
and must not be published, reproduced or distributed in whole or part to any other person without the 
written consent of Lion Global Investors Limited (“LGI”), and is not intended for use by any person 
other than the intended recipient. This publication may not be transmitted into any jurisdiction or to 
any person where any recommendation, offer or solicitation is prohibited (including Canada, Japan, 
the United States of America) or to US persons (as such term is defined in Regulation S under the US 
Securities Act of 1933). 

Any information (which includes opinions, estimates, graphs, charts, formulae or devices) is subject to 
change or correction at any time without notice and is not to be relied on as advice. Investments in 
our funds are not obligations of, deposits in, guaranteed or insured by LGI or any of its affiliates and 
are subject to investment risks including the possible loss of the principal amount invested. You are 
advised to conduct your own independent assessment and investigation of the relevance, accuracy, 
adequacy and reliability of any information contained herein and no warranty is given and no liability is 
accepted for any loss arising directly or indirectly as a result of you acting on such information. LGI, its 
related companies, their directors and/or employees may have positions in the products mentioned in 
this publication and be engaged in purchasing or selling of such products for themselves or their 
clients. You may wish to seek advice from a financial adviser before making a commitment to 
undertake any investment. In the event that you choose not to seek advice from a financial adviser, 
you should consider carefully whether the investment is suitable for you. 

Lion Global Investors® Limited (UEN/ Registration No. 198601745D) is a Singapore incorporated 
company, and is not related to any asset or fund management entity that is domiciled in Europe or the 
United States. 

 


