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December 31, 2020 
 
Janine Guillot, CEO 
SASB 
1045 Sansome Street, Suite 450 
San Francisco, CA 94111 
 
Re: Invitation to comment: Proposed changes to the SASB Conceptual Framework & Rules of Procedure 
 
Dear Ms. Guillot,  
 
We are pleased to respond to the Proposed Changes to the SASB Conceptual Framework and 
Rules of Procedure exposure draft. We wholeheartedly support SASB’s efforts to further articulate 
its existing approach to setting sustainability accounting standards whilst also increasing the 
accessibility and applicability of these standards to users globally.  
 
In support of these efforts, our suggestions focus on strengthening the Conceptual Framework in 
two key areas: 

(1)  The distinction between governance of environment, social capital, and human capital 
topics (sustainability governance) and broader firm governance - which is not part of the 
standards. 

(2) Providing further detail on SASB’s Sustainable Industry Classification System (SICS), given 
its importance in these industry specific standards 

 
Please find our detailed comments in response to the specific questions asked in the exposure 
drafts in the Appendix.  
 
If you have any questions regarding our submission, please contact us at:  
Todd.Bridges@arabesque.com, Collin.Crownover@arabesque.com, Nathan.Abela@arabesque.com  
 
Yours Sincerely,  
 
 
Todd Arthur Bridges, Ph.D. 
Global Head of Sustainable Investing & ESG Research 
Arabesque  



 

 
Appendix 
 
Questions for Stakeholders - Conceptual Framework 
 

1. Do you believe the concepts described in the Conceptual Framework exposure draft 
are appropriate for a global standard-setting organization? Are there concepts or 
principles that warrant discussion in—or removal from—the Conceptual Framework to 
help the Standards Board more effectively develop standards that have global 
applicability? 
 
SASB’s move to a globally applicable standard is highly commended, as it makes the 
standards more accessible and helps to expand the primary users of the standards. Given 
the global exposure and attention, it may be helpful to clarify to users of the standards how 
best to use the SASB in conjunction with the existing corporate disclosures of other global 
financial standards and non-financial stakeholder standards. This is touched upon in 
paragraph 14 of the Conceptual Framework, but further detail here or references to other 
documents would be much appreciated. Specifically regarding: 

(1) A clear description of how SASB disclosures can relate to reporting that is already 
reflected in financial accounts, i.e. financial GAAP;  

(2) Guidance and clarity from SASB on their perspective on how to jointly report with 
other standards such as GRI standards, CDP etc. 

 
 

2. Should SASB describe its approach to governance in the Conceptual Framework? Is 
SASB’s approach to governance, as described above, sufficiently clear? 
 
SASB should describe their approach to governance in the Conceptual Framework as this is 
a common confusion or misunderstanding encountered by users of the Framework. 
Regarding the clarity of the description of the governance approach, it is mostly clear but 
there are two points on which additional clarification would be warranted.   
 
First, the claim that traditional governance topics should not be included due to regional 
variations in governance requirements could use clarification.  Many environmental and 
social topics also have regional differences in requirements but are included.  Therefore, we 
think the case needs to be made as to why broader governance metrics are different. 
 
Second, because (1) governance of environment, social capital and human capital topics 
(sustainability governance) is a subset of broader firm governance, and therefore unlikely to 
be independent of it and (2) not all relevant areas of sustainability governance are disclosed, 
it seems that broader governance measures would provide material and additive 
information on sustainability governance.  If SASB’s view is that it does not, then additional 
clarity as to why not would be very useful for users of the Framework. 
 



 

 
3. Are all aspects of the proposed definition of financial materiality clear and 

understandable? Does the definition accurately reflect SASB’s mission to facilitate 
communication between companies and investors about financially material, decision-
useful sustainability information? 
 
The definition of financial materiality is very clear and moves toward other standard-setters' 
definitions of materiality - which is a welcome change.   
 
 

4. Are the characteristics of topic and metric selection (as framed and defined in the 
exposure draft) supportive in establishing standards that produce financially material, 
decision-useful, and cost-effective information (i.e., SASB’s three core objectives)? Are 
the definitions of the characteristics sufficiently clear? Are any characteristics that may 
be supportive of the objectives of the Standards missing, and therefore should be 
added? Are any characteristics redundant or misaligned with these objectives, and 
therefore should be removed? 

  
 The Characteristics of Decision-useful Information is focused and clear.  
 
 

5. When read alongside the Rules of Procedure exposure draft, are there important 
aspects of SASB’s approach to standard-setting that are missing from the Conceptual 
Framework exposure draft? Are there any material inconsistencies between the 
Conceptual Framework and Rules of Procedure exposure drafts? 
 

 The Conceptual Framework draft is not missing any important aspects.  
 
 

6. Please share any additional comments, concerns, or questions regarding the 
Conceptual Framework exposure draft. 

 
 Providing Clarity on SASB SICS in Relation to the SASB Standards 

 
SASB should include in its Conceptual Framework a description of the methodology and 
approach behind the industry classification system it developed as part of the SASB 
standards, given the industry-specific nature of the standards is a fundamental tenet of the 
standards – as outlined in paragraph 19. At present the process and oversight of SASB’s 
allocation of primary SICS classifications to companies is not transparent, despite it being of 
critical importance as it determines what material disclosures are required from a company 
and is the basis of holding companies to account on their “complete” disclosures. 
 
Given the current practice of companies often disclosing beyond the primary SICS 
classification SASB prescribed to them, a clear articulation by SASB of the rules used to 



 

determine a company’s primary SIC classification can help structure a company’s 
explanation of why it chose to include these disclosures. Or equally chose to replace 
disclosures against accounting metrics under its primary SICS classification. We believe this 
addition would provide the primary users of the standards adequate information to 
scrutinise whether the company in question has provided “complete” disclosures of its 
material risks or opted to only disclose items that reflect it in a positive light. We have noticed 
this issue of disclosing beyond primary SICS is of lesser importance for pure-play companies, 
but can be very significant in the case of conglomerates. 
 
That said, we appreciate that a detailed, evidence-based articulation of the definitions for 
each industry and the differences between them as well as rules for what constitutes 
inclusion in one SICS and not another, may be better suited outside the Conceptual 
Framework in a technical annex perhaps. Related to this, clarity on whether updates to the 
SICS follow the same Due Process for Standard-Setting Activities outlined in the Rules of 
Procedure would be helpful.  

 
Addressing the Structure of the SASB Standards 

 
Given the inclusion of Figure 4: Structure of the SASB Standards, in the Conceptual 
Framework further detail on how the structural components relate to each other would be 
helpful. Specifically, why the relation between industry-specific Disclosure Topics and 
industry-agnostic General Issue Categories is not one-to-one but one-to-many, as evidenced 
in the table below. An explanation of why this occurs would be much appreciated. 
 

(iii) Disclosure Topic (ii) General Issue Category (i) Sustainability Dimension  
Product End-of-life 
Management 

Materials Sourcing & Efficiency Business Model & Innovation 
Product Design & Lifecycle 
Management 

Business Model & Innovation 

Climate Change Adaptation Business Model Resilience Business Model & Innovation 
Physical Impacts of Climate Change
  

Business Model & Innovation 

Ecological Impacts of 
Project Development 

Ecological Impacts Environment 
Product Design & Lifecycle 
Management 

Business Model & Innovation 

 
Interpreting the Characteristics of Sustainability Accounting Metrics 
 
Given the articulation of “complete metrics” in paragraph 37, the following question arises 
relating to how primary users should interpret this. Namely, are all assigned metrics under a 
disclosure topic required for a “complete” set of disclosures by a company? For example, if 
a company does not include a single accounting metric assigned to it by its primary SICS 
classification, should its disclosure be considered incomplete or does the fact that the 
disclosures are “reasonably likely” to be financially material waiver this if the reporting 
company deems it so? 

 
 



 

 
Question for Stakeholders - Rules of Procedure 
 

7. Does the Rules of Procedure exposure draft provide a clear description of the 
Standards Board’s operating procedures? Are there any areas that should be further 
clarified? 
 
The Standards Board’s operating procedures are clearly articulated. 
 
 

8. Does the exposure draft clearly explain the activities that the Standards Board and 
technical staff engage in to determine when and if standard-setting is necessary? Are 
these activities consistent with the mission of SASB and the objectives of the SASB 
Standards? Are there other activities that should be pursued to monitor the relevant 
industries and issues? 

 
The due process for standard setting and its related activities are clearly outlined. Moreover, 
the transition to the “project-based model” of standards helps to provide stability and 
comparability through time, so is a welcome change.  
 
One additional activity that may be of value in keeping the standards relevant is a 3-year 
cyclical review of whether the supporting evidence collated in the Industry Research Briefs 
and other foundational documents before the standards were codified is still adequate. This 
may help to provide a more robust system of keeping the standards relevant especially in 
light of limited responses from the market. Or equally triggering reviews after significant 
market events, e.g. post-COVID where some industries may collectively undergo significant 
changes in their underlying business models and by relation their sustainability profiles, or 
equally the boundaries between industries may change. 

 
 

9. Are the ways in which stakeholders can participate in SASB’s due process for standard-
setting activities clear? Is it sufficiently clear how such participation may inform 
standard-setting outcomes? Are there other methods the Standards Board and/or 
technical staff should pursue to obtain market input on the Standards? 
 
The ways in which stakeholders can participate is well defined. Further clarity would be 
helpful to address the standard setting process if insufficient market feedback has been 
gathered, given the limited responses historically. For example, should the Standards Board 
set targets for a minimum threshold of market feedback for Standards to change? 

 
 

10. Is SASB’s governance structure sufficiently and clearly articulated in the document and 
in a way that appropriately contextualizes subsequent content in the document? Is the 



 

independence of the Standards Board clear? Is the oversight role of the Foundation 
Board of Directors clear? 

  
The governance structure is sufficiently and clearly articulated, and we agree with the 
approach to move the technical details on the Standards Board to the Bylaws. 

 
 

11. When read alongside the Conceptual Framework exposure draft, are there important 
aspects of policies and practices followed by the Standards Board that are missing 
from the Rules of Procedure exposure draft? 

  
 The Rules of Procedure draft is not missing any important aspects.  
 
 

12. Please share any additional comments, concerns, or questions regarding the Rules of 
Procedure exposure draft. 

  
 We have no additional comments. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


