
Probability & Partner ESG Investing Roundtable 

On June 15th, 2018, Probability & Partners organised a roundtable on the topics of ESG Investing. The 

event took place in George Marina in Amsterdam. It attracted a broad group of ESG and investment 

professionals, ranging from pension fund and asset managers, alternative investment funds 

managers and data providers. Thanks to the inspiring speakers and active participation of the varied 

and broad audience, the event was a great success and confirmed a growing interest in sustainable 

and impact investing. 

The event has demonstrated that the topic of sustainable investing is gaining more importance, both 

in the investment management and regulatory communities. Nevertheless, there are still many 

issues to be resolved: from harmonizing ESG data to benchmarking and standardizing the ESG 

quantification to increasing the awareness of individual investors about sustainable investments. 

The first speaker, Mr. Herman Mulder (the Head of the SDG charter of The Netherlands) talked 

about sustainable investing from the regulatory perspective. He indicated that companies are 

moving from ‘Do No Harm’ policies to more forward looking and proactive Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDG). This move is encouraged (and will be legally enforced soon) by the action plan of the EU 

Commission on financing sustainable growth, formulated in April this year. Enforcement of this plan 

will create a need for standardization in terms of sustainable investment evaluation and reporting, 

which in turn calls for more research on ESG quantification, standardization and benchmarking. 
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Dr Mark Jan Boes (ABN AMRO Pension Fund and Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam) talked about the 

efforts of ABN AMRO pension fund to incorporate the ESG dimension in their investment strategy, 

without compromising the risk and return characteristics. He outlined a successful strategy, 

combining positive selection and negative discrimination based on Sustainalytics ESG scores. The 

strategy is still well diversified, therefore no compromise is required in terms of risk and return, 

while the sustainability score is improved. Mark Jan indicated that he sees a positive shift in the 

board’s mindset regarding the importance of ESG in the fund’s investment strategy. He also noted 

the current lack of consensus between ESG scores of different scoring agencies and the pressing 

need for improvement in ESG scores’ objectivity: only then, Mark Jan said, solid quantitative ESG‐ 

based strategies can be devised and objectively assessed. 
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Dr Svetlana Borovkova (Head of Quant Modelling team of Probability & Partners) shared her recent 

work on the relations between ESG characteristics, risk and return. In recent years, there seems to 

be a positive relation between the companies’ ESG scores and returns of companies and negative 

relation between ESG and companies’ credit spreads. Svetlana warned, however, that there might 

be a reverse causality in these findings, whereby good performers have more funds to spend on 

sustainability initiatives. Additionally, she proposed a Sharpe‐ratio‐like metric of a portfolio 

performance that would enable to compare investment portfolios based on their ESG gain per unit 

of return, compared to a well‐established benchmark. She also explained how this metric can take 

into account portfolio risk as the third assessment dimension. 
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The afternoon ended with a lively round table discussion, where participants talked about the key 

opportunities and challenges in ESG investing. It was clear that there is no consensus on how the 

ESG criteria influence investment decisions. Nevertheless, it is no longer a question of ‘if’, but of 

‘when’ measuring and reporting sustainability of your investments will become a norm. The key 

challenges ahead are understanding and improving the ESG scoring data, creating more objective 

sustainability performance measures, taking investors on board by shifting their mindset towards 

active ownership and a long‐term view. On the other hand, it was clear from the discussion that 

there are great opportunities for early adopters, as sustainable companies are better at mitigating 

long term risks and will provide significant outperformance in terms of their future value, both 

societal and financial. 

This was our first event on the topic of ESG, and we hope that it will become a regular event. Many 

interesting research directions lie ahead, and we are actively seeking engagement and partnership 

with investment community to support us in tackling these research challenges. Stay tuned with ESG 

agenda of Probability & Partners and we hope to see you at our next events! 


