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To create value responsibly for investors, MFS must understand the unique challenges 

institutional investors face, the objectives they’re trying to achieve and the way they think 

about asset management. Now in its fifth year of publication, the MFS Institutional Investor 

CompassSM survey continues to provide a lens into the mindset of these institutional decision 

makers — summarizing their views and sentiment towards asset allocation, the role of active 

management, product/strategy implementation and a variety of other timely issues. The 

survey reports on the responses from over 500 of the largest institutional investors in North 

America, Europe and the Asia-Pacific region.

A look into the institutional investor mindset 

In the current economic environment, even the strongest companies face challenges from the impact 

of the COVID-19 pandemic.  Perhaps now more than ever, understanding the factors that could have 

a material impact on a company’s sustainability will play a role in investment decision-making. How do 

institutional investors view sustainable investing? In a recent Compass survey, we took a closer look at 

how organizations are approaching sustainable investing and what they might expect to get out of it.  

Here are some of the key findings: 

Uptake on sustainable investing is generally higher in regions outside  
of the US

June 2020

MFS Institutional Investor CompassSM Survey –  
Sustainable Investing

31%

of institutional investors in 
the US include sustainable 
investing or ESG guidelines 
in their investment policy

ONLY 66%

of institutional investors 
outside the US include 

sustainable investing guidelines 
in their investment policies

" We believe society is 
shifting away from a 
shareholder primacy 
model of managing 
a business to a 
stakeholder-centric 
approach. COVID-19 
is likely to accelerate 
this shift, and it will 
require investors to 
better understand the 
value that companies 
are creating for and 
extracting from 
all stakeholders, 
including employees, 
customers, suppliers, 
the environment, 
the government and 
society." 

Barnaby Wiener

Head of Sustainability  
and Stewardship
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Institutions have yet to fully embrace ESG-labeled strategies,  
but interest is growing

24%

aren't currently investing 
in or considering ESG-

labeled strategies

44%

haven’t invested yet 
but are considering 

ESG-labeled 
strategies

32%

currently use ESG- 
labeled strategies 

Many institutional investors believe sustainable investments can help them 
meet their objectives

39%

use sustainable investing 
to manage risk, while 

only 7% use sustainable 
investing to enhance 

returns

45%

of institutions seek to 
both manage risk and 

enhance returns through 
sustainable investing

Integration and investment screening are the most common approaches to 
sustainable investing

3 out of 4 institutional investors view integration and active 
ownership or screening (exclusionary or inclusionary) as top approaches  
to sustainable investing

They consider impact investing, best-in-class investing and thematic 
investing as secondary approaches to sustainable investing
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While some institutions take a direct engagement approach to stewardship, 
most rely on their external managers for proxy voting and engagement

 
Responsible. Sustainable. Creating value through time.

At MFS, focusing on the long term, or what many now see as sustainable investing, has been part of our 

history for nearly a century. Rather than approach sustainable investing as a separate practice, MFS has 

kept it at the heart of how we invest and conduct research. This is critical because the way a company 

behaves, whether it has a diverse workforce or how it treats the environment directly impacts its ability 

to thrive long term. Understanding the impact of these environmental, social and governance factors 

on businesses is part of our deep research process, which examines both financial and nonfinancial 

information. These issues help us understand what could materially affect the future value of businesses, 

identify sustainable ones and decide where to take risk and find opportunity. This is what investors should 

expect from their active managers. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS:

 ■ Investors are acknowledging the growing importance and complexity of sustainable investing, 

and we believe long-term fundamental active management with a focus on integration and active 

ownership is essential to navigating these issues. 

 ■ In order for investors to align sustainable investing with their risk and return-related objectives, they 

need to understand how it factors into an active manager’s investment process and engagement  

with portfolio companies. 

 ■ Active managers have an important role to play as stewards of capital, and they can help make the 

connection between capital markets by helping to deploy capital with sustainability in mind. 

36%

of institutions have internal 
stewardship policies and 

resources to engage directly 
with companies and other 
issuers in their portfolios

30%

of institutions have internal 
stewardship policies and 

expect their external 
managers or other service 

providers to vote and engage 
in line with these policies to 

the extent possible

34%

don't have internal policies 
and delegate voting and 

engagement responsibilities 
to external parties

" We believe that large, 
long-term-oriented 
asset managers who 
engage companies 
and issuers on ESG 
topics can positively 
influence governance 
and business practices. 
In our view, they can 
accomplish this by 
encouraging executive 
teams to view these 
issues as relevant 
to an increasingly 
broad investor base 
and worthy of further 
consideration." 

Michael T. Cantara

Senior Managing Director,  
Global Client Group
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Please keep in mind that a sustainable investing approach does not guarantee positive results.

2019 MFS Institutional Investor Compass Methodology

MFS Investment Management partnered with CoreData Research, an independent third-party research provider, to design and field a study among institutional investors in North America, Europe 
and Asia-Pacific. The sample totaled 540 respondents in a mix of organizations (DB, E&F, SWF, Insurance, Bank, VEBA, charity). To qualify, study participants had to be responsible for investment 
decisions. In addition, institutions needed the following:

• Min $100M USD in Institutional Assets 
• Min 10% of assets managed by outside asset managers 
• Min 33% of assets in active management  
• Min 10% of assets allocated to fixed income

Data Collection Period: November 14–December 18, 2019 
Total (n=540); North America (n=175), Europe (165), Asia-Pac (200)

The views expressed are those of MFS, and are subject to change at any time. These views should not be relied upon as investment advice, as securities recommendations, or as an indication of 
trading intent on behalf of any MFS investment product.
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Unless otherwise indicated, logos and product and service names are trademarks of MFS® and its affi liates and may be registered in certain countries.

Distributed by: U.S. – MFS Institutional Advisors, Inc. (“MFSI”), MFS Investment Management and MFS Fund Distributors, Inc.; Latin America – MFS International Ltd.; Canada – MFS Investment 
Management Canada Limited. No securities commission or similar regulatory authority in Canada has reviewed this communication; U.K. - MFS International (U.K.) Limited (“MIL UK”), a private 
limited company registered in England and Wales with the company number 03062718, and authorized and regulated in the conduct of investment business by the U.K. Financial Conduct 
Authority. MIL UK, an indirect subsidiary of MFS, has its registered offi ce at One Carter Lane, London, EC4V 5ER UK and provides products and investment services to institutional investors 
globally. This material shall not be circulated or distributed to any person other than to professional investors (as permitted by local regulations) and should not be relied upon or distributed 
to persons where such reliance or distribution would be contrary to local regulation; Singapore – MFS International Singapore Pte. Ltd. (CRN 201228809M); Australia/New Zealand – MFS 
International Australia Pty Ltd (“MFS Australia”) (ABN 68 607 579 537) holds an Australian fi nancial services licence number 485343. MFS Australia is regulated by the Australian Securities 
and Investments Commission.; Hong Kong – MFS International (Hong Kong) Limited (“MIL HK”), a private limited company licensed and regulated by the Hong Kong Securities and Futures 
Commission (the “SFC”). MIL HK is approved to engage in dealing in securities and asset management regulated activities and may provide certain investment services to “professional investors” 
as defi ned in the Securities and Futures Ordinance (“SFO”).; For Professional Investors in China – MFS Financial Management Consulting (Shanghai) Co., Ltd. 2801-12, 28th Floor, 100 Century 
Avenue, Shanghai World Financial Center, Shanghai Pilot Free Trade Zone, 200120, China, a Chinese limited liability company regulated to provide fi nancial management consulting services.; 
Japan – MFS Investment Management K.K., is registered as a Financial Instruments Business Operator, Kanto Local Finance Bureau (FIBO) No.312, a member of the Investment Trust Association, 
Japan and the Japan Investment Advisers Association. As fees to be borne by investors vary depending upon circumstances such as products, services, investment period and market conditions, 
the total amount nor the calculation methods cannot be disclosed in advance. All investments involve risks, including market fl uctuation and investors may lose the principal amount invested. 
Investors should obtain and read the prospectus and/or document set forth in Article 37-3 of Financial Instruments and Exchange Act carefully before making the investments.


