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ESG backlash:

Is the counter-movement really slowing down the momentum for sustainability?

Political developments, global crises and a weak
economy have triggered a noticeable ESG back-
lash at national, European and global levels. There
is growing resistance to the consideration of en-
vironmental, social and governance criteria. Cri-
tics argue that ESG requirements contribute to
excessive regulation, rising costs and undesirable
political interference. At the same time, recurring
allegations of greenwashing are fuelling doubts
about the effectiveness and measurability of ESG,
which is unsettling both the financial markets and
the real economy and exposing them to a gro-
wing reputational risk.

The ESG backlash is particularly pronounced in
the US. There, ESG-linked assets are in decline,
whilst in Europe they have remained stable so far
and are even continuing to grow in China. US
President Trump is playing a major role in driving
this trend through his policies, for example by
rolling back climate action measures and curtai-
ling diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI) program-
mes in government bodies and companies. It is
not just numerous US companies that are bo-
wing to this pressure and scaling back their DEI
initiatives or even discontinuing them altogether.
For instance, Deutsche Telekom subsidiary T-
Online abandoned its diversity programmes un-
der pressure from the US government in order
to secure approval for a major takeover in retum.
SAP, too, decided to scale back key diversity tar-
gets as well as parts of its measures to promote
women. And although the company continues to
attach importance to diversity, this issue is losing
significance, particularly in terms of its communi-
cative impact.

Disclaimer

A growing trend is emerging in the climate and
environmental sector under the term ‘green-
washing' — the deliberate decision to communi-
cate sustainable activities less aggressively in
response to the backlash. For example, the num-
ber of sustainability reports published by US
companies listed on the stock exchange fell sig-
nificantly in 2025.

And yet — the sustainability challenges that need
to be tackled are, and will remain, very real. Cli-
mate change, resource scarcity and supply chain
issues also have a significant impact on economic
risks. Despite seemingly contradictory trends, re-
gulatory pressure will not ease. Furthermore,
responsible investors continue to require trans-
parency, just as institutional investors, banks and
insurers are integrating ESG risks more closely
into their financial assessments.

Companies without a robust ESG strategy will, in
the long term, face poorer access to capital and
higher financing costs. In the long run, it will
become clear that credible and data-driven
sustainability strategies are crucial to maintaining
competitiveness.
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