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Introduction  
 

Oxfam welcomes the opportunity to submit comments to the public consultation on the 

G20/OECD Principles of Corporate Governance (hereafter “Principles”). The Principles are 

set out to “help policy makers evaluate and improve the legal, regulatory, and institutional 

framework”. The Principles are important to drive global coherence as a benchmark for 

national regulation and legal instruments. Hence, they should be written from a public interest 

perspective to assist supervisory authorities in adjusting their frameworks.  

 

This is a timely revision given that current business models do not deliver on long-term 

objectives in- and outside of the company’s scope, both along their supply chains and in 

societies (including the transition to low-carbon economies, tackling rampant inequalities, and 

strengthening resilience to crises). The revision is a step in the right direction with a new 

chapter on sustainability (and resilience), and stronger notions regarding stakeholders’ rights 

to information and the need for accountability. We welcome the re-assessment of executive 



pay, and governance including the diversity on boards and in senior management. We also 

welcome the reference to complementary instruments including “the OECD Guidelines for 

Multinational Enterprises, the Convention on Combating Bribery of Foreign Public Officials in 

International Business Transactions, the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human 

Rights, and the ILO Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work, which are 

referenced cited as applicable in the Principles”.  

 

But we also believe that the revision fails to push the envelope. By avoiding a one-size-fits all 

approach so much, it allows for a lot of flexibility and voluntary business driven frameworks in 

its annotations. The main focus remains on growth, financial performance and access to 

financing on capital markets, and obligations towards shareholders (stakeholders remain in a 

supporting role). The mainstream corporate regime is designed to put shareholder interests 

first – if not baked into the rules of how companies are governed such as through these 

Principles, a voice and the interests of society and the planet risk being pushed aside. The 

revision could change this dynamic by encouraging the pursuit of long-term company goals 

and by making stakeholder interests and inputs central to decision making. Issues such as the 

separation of management and board duties, dividends and shared buyback, or aggressive 

tax planning remain unanswered by this revision, as well. Corporate governance frameworks 

should push for a greater equilibrium and address the issues contributing to financialisation of 

our economies. As the overall weight of the financial industry in the global GDP has doubled 

over the past four decades, financialisation has exacerbated external market pressures on 

large companies to focus on short-term financial results.  

 

Below, we provide comments on key sections of the Principles, including on executive pay, 

sustainability, and governance.  

 

Executive pay must be capped to stop fuelling runaway inequality 
We welcome the proposed additions in the draft revision of the Principles, regarding the 

disclosure of “remuneration levels or amounts” (under IV.A.5. Remuneration of members of 

the board and key executives). However, disclosure of remuneration gaps alone is not enough 

to reduce current wage inequalities around the globe. Wage gaps are vast and growing and 

widening wage and social inequalities. In France the CEO-to-worker gap was 110:1 in 20181, 

in the UK 117:12, in the USA 320:13. It has not always been like that: the ratio was 20:1 in 

1965 in the US. Oxfam has long advocated for a reduction of the gap between CEO and 

median worker wages to a level that is consistent with the objective of maintaining social 

cohesion and reducing inequalities. To this end, governments must require, and companies 

should set a maximum worker-to-CEO median compensation ratio of 20-to-1. Capping CEOs 

remunerations will guarantee a fairer redistribution of wealth and, inter alia, foster social 

cohesion within companies, the boost motivation of collaborators, as well as upgrade lower 

wages.  

 
1 https://www.oxfamfrance.org/wp-
content/uploads/2020/06/Rapport_Oxfam_Basic_CAC40_Juin2020.pdf 
2 https://www.ft.com/content/9d971c48-2fa5-11ea-a329-0bcf87a328f2 
3 https://www.epi.org/publication/ceo-compensation-surged-14-in-2019-to-21-3-million-ceos-now-earn-
320-times-as-much-as-a-typical-
worker/#:~:text=In%202019%2C%20the%20ratio%20of,in%20the%20top%200.1%25 



CEOs’ compensation has to be tied to long-term environmental and social performance 

criteria 

CEO pay structures also need to be addressed. A 2017 study found evidence that companies 

are less likely to achieve sustainable transformation if CEOs and executives do not make it a 

personal mission4. Oxfam advocates for a regulatory framework that ties CEO’s compensation 

to long-term performance criteria. Performance objectives in today’s CEOs compensation 

structures are mainly responding to a short-term financial logic. In France, a third of CEO 

remuneration based on financial criteria is indexed on shareholder short-term interest5. This, 

in the end, provides incentives to minimize long-term social and environmental investments 

and sustainability targets. Oxfam calls for the Principles to clearly ask regulators and 

companies to base at least 50% of total compensation on long-term environmental and social 

performance criteria. This would benefit not only the company’s sustainability, but also its long-

term economic viability, as well as accelerating its transformation towards a positive impact 

on people and the planet.  

 

We welcome a stronger link between executive remuneration and long-term criteria, over 

short-term objectives. The draft Principle V.D.5. should specify that criteria should reflect the 

company’s long-term economic viability. This would mean that sustainability and social 

objectives including impacts on workers and communities would take precedence over 

immediate stock market value. This is also beneficial for shareholders and investors, as their 

interests align with broader stakeholder interests in the long term as the business is made 

more resilient. Assessment criteria and pay should be aligned with such long-term 

performance.  

Sustainability and resilience must be based on double materiality and firm assessment 

and meaningful stakeholder engagement 
This new chapter is quintessential in this day and age. Considering corporate governance 

spill-over on the broader economy, building frameworks around it, is critical. The OECD is right 

in emphasizing the need for “information that is reliable and comparable, notably concerning 

climate change”. But this should not only be about information disclosure. Greater 

transparency can only be seen as a necessary but insufficient step: decision-making and 

allocation of priorities need to be significantly reformed along the entire due diligence cycle, 

as outlined in the most recent OECD Due diligence guidance. A focus on short term profit 

maximisation is deprioritising companies’ investments in their low-carbon transition and social 

objectives. Standards used to appreciate companies’ sustainability performance should be 

established by public authorities. This should be explicitly stated. The Principles should require 

for large corporations to publish their (scope 1, 2 and 3) greenhouse gas emissions (in 

absolute value) including Scope 3 levels.  

 
4 Nigam, Benetti. « Can linking executive compensation to sustainability performance lead to a 
sustainable business model? Evidence of implementation from enterprises around the world », 
Strategic change. novembre 2018, vol.27 no 6. p. 571‑585. 
5 https://www.oxfamfrance.org/wp-
content/uploads/2021/04/Note_Oxfam_Remunerations_PDG_CAC40_27avril2021.pdf 



Coherence: commitments vs. lobbying  

The Principles call for companies to walk the talk and ensure that their lobbying activities are 

coherent with their sustainability-related commitments (VI.C.1.): “lobbying against any carbon 

pricing policy may be expected to increase a company’s short-term profits but not be in line 

with the company’s commitment to make an orderly transition to a low carbon economy.” 

Indeed, several companies have been reported to be engaging in lobbying activities that run 

counter to their public climate objectives or even their internal emissions reduction goals, 

including lobbying via business and trade associations. A 2021 survey revealed investors’ 

growing concern with companies' climate positions and actual action; almost 50% of investors 

in the survey believe that companies’ lobbying activities should align with the Paris 

Agreement.6 

 

The Global Standard on Responsible Climate Lobbying is a good testament of what investors 

want. It includes an ask to businesses to “prioritise and publish an annual review of how [they] 

are lobbying responsibly in support of ambitious climate policy". The Principles should include 

similar notions and ask for disclosure on lobbying activities pertaining to sustainability 

commitments and climate change goals7.  

 

Double materiality 

 

It is welcome that the principles (VI.A.1) go beyond investor interests and include issues 

relevant to stakeholders. We encourage to move towards embracing and explicitly referencing 

“double materiality”  in the principle. Double materiality accounts for impacts of the company 

on people and the planet, regardless of  financial impacts. In its annotation,  Principle VI.A.1  

does not explicitly call for such approach, and only suggests for it to be considered8. The 

language here must strike a balance between both goals and hence refer to double materiality. 

It should also ask companies to disclose what they define as material and explain what they 

don’t consider material and why.   

Assessing sustainability performance and putting in place meaningful stakeholder 

engagement  

Sustainability criteria need to be specific, measurable, achievable, realistic, and time-bound, 

in line with best international standards where they exist. They should demonstrate concrete 

changes. To be more targeted, they fare better being industry specific, and developed by 

 
6 Belyeu, K., Lloyd, C., Ramming, A. & Riggs, S. (2021). 2020 Global Policy Survey – Climate. 
Institutional Shareholder Services. Retrieved from 
https://www.issgovernance.com/file/publications/2021-climate-survey-summary-of-results.pdf 
7 Responsible Climate lobbying: The Global Standard. https://climate-lobbying.com/ 
8 “Material sustainability information includes environmental and social issues that can reasonably be 
expected to affect a company’s asset value and its ability to generate revenues, such as the physical 
impact of climate change. However, a company’s own impact on society and the environment could 
also be considered material if it is expected to affect the company’s value, such as environmental 
liabilities under a jurisdiction’s existing laws or regulations, or greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions that 
may be capped or taxed in the future. Likewise, human rights and human capital policies, such as 
training programmes, retention policies, employee share ownership plans, and diversity strategies, 
can communicate important information on the competitive strengths of companies to market 
participants.” 
 



public authorities and regulators, not by companies themselves. Hence, principle VI.A.4 

should give agency to supervisory authorities to help investors AND stakeholders assess “the 

credibility and progress toward meeting the [publicly] announced goal or target”. 

Meaningful engagement with all concerned parties including stakeholders is key as outlined 

in Principle VI.B. Such engagement needs to be geared towards longer-term objectives 

around respecting human rights and the environment and tackling inequalities. The Principles 

should expand the notion of stakeholders from employees to all workers, and when talking 

about affected communities, include indigenous groups, and women and girls.  

 

The language in VI.D should stipulate “respecting” instead of “considering” the rights, roles 

and interests of stakeholders to complement VI.D.1. Oxfam advocates for companies to fully 

commit to adopting a human rights due diligence approach, climate objectives that are 

compatible with the objectives of the Paris Agreement, as well as taking effective steps to 

ensure that all workers receive a living wage. This chapter should adopt stronger guidance on 

this and call for governance frameworks at national and/or regional levels that make 

companies identify, prevent, and mitigate for human rights and climate risks associated with 

business models in operations and supply chains.  

Repositioning business objectives towards a carbon-free model should be done according to 

the principles of a “just transition” for all workers in large companies, including in their supply 

chains, but also communities and indigenous groups and other affected stakeholders. We are 

missing and want to see a direct reference to “just transitions” in the revision (amongst other 

in the introduction to the chapter, in VI.A.2., VI.B., and particularly in VI.D). 

Make executives liable and responsible for non-financial objectives  

The Principles are particularly problematic when basically exonerating executives from their 

responsibilities to “resolving major environmental and societal challenges”. The new chapter 

on sustainability and resilience calls for policy to step in and create a business environment 

conducive to achieving sustainability goals. It questions that “directors in all companies [should 

be] required to equally balance shareholders’ financial interests with the interests of all 

stakeholders and, in addition, to fulfil a number of specific public interest missions, the 

corporate sector could become less efficient in allocating resources”. Going forward, the 

Principles do not explicitly suggest such directors’ duties. We believe that the Principles should 

not exempt directors from responsibilities to pursue non-financial objectives. A study of 

Directors’ Duties commissioned by the European Commission found that strategic choices to 

prioritise shareholder value were made at the expense of funding investment in their climate 

transition and closing pay gaps9.  

 

Directors must take into consideration general interest, and all legitimate stakeholder 

concerns. They should have ultimate oversight and responsibility for the implementation of HR 

and environmental due diligence. Finally, companies and directors must be liable for failing to 

implement such policies, and when it results in human rights and environmental violations, 

and severe impacts on climate. Such liability should be under civil law for adverse impacts in 

their global value chains and within their operations and business relationships. Especially 

 
9 https://op.europa.eu/fr/publication-detail/-/publication/e47928a2-d20b-11ea-adf7-
01aa75ed71a1/language 



affected communities or the organizations that represent them must be accorded a right to 

start a civil case against the company.  

 

Therefore, we call on for the Principles to re-introduce such Director’s duties and liabilities – 

notably in VI.C. 

Democratising Governance  
Oxfam welcomes draft provisions regarding stakeholders’ rights and role in corporate 

governance frameworks. The first paragraph states that with shareholders and board 

members, “employees along with other stakeholders” should be provided with the right 

information and incentives to ensure accountability within a framework of checks and 

balances. We however note that “stakeholders”10 are still on the side-line of corporate 

governance frameworks. In the fifth Chapter on the responsibilities of the board, the first 

principle states that “board members should act [...] in the best interest of the company and 

shareholders, taking into account the interests of stakeholders”. Oxfam advocates for boards, 

in all forms, to fully integrate all “stakeholders” interests in their decision-making. The 

current wording is weak in this regard, as it gives full discretion on what is really “taking into 

account” any interest other than the shareholders.  

 

The consequences of the shareholder model are obvious: an excessive focus on the short-

term interests of shareholders has detrimental effects on the interests of other stakeholders, 

as well as pension fund holders, long-term investors, retirees, and even the companies that 

pursue these policies. Transforming our current shareholder business model will only be 

possible through  

- Re-defining the company purpose towards the long-term  

- Introducing fully enforceable accountability frameworks. 

 

In addition to companies’ purposes, the Principles should ask regulators to ensure that the 

voices of employees and other stakeholders are represented in decision-making 

corporate bodies. A study in Germany in 2020 showed that public companies with strong 

worker representation on their board paid on average 4% more tax and were less likely to use 

avoidance schemes. In addition, a recent study in France in 2021 showed that “employee 

share ownership increases the profitability of companies, but also curbs their dividend 

payments and share buybacks. At the same time, employee participation in the board of 

directors (or supervisory board) moderates dividend payments to shareholders”11.  

 

In that regard, Oxfam would welcome an improvement of Principle VI.D.3. Mechanisms for 

employee participation should be permitted developed. The current draft does not change 

from the original version, despite trade unions throughout OECD countries calling for greater 

representation of workers on boards (see for example the CFDT in France12. The Trades 

Union Congress (TUC) – in the UK – is calling for a 1/3 minimum threshold for corporations 

 
10 In the Principles, “Stakeholders” are defined as employees, creditors, customers, suppliers and 
affected communities, among others (§10) 
11 https://www.insee.fr/fr/statistiques/6005365?sommaire=6005379 
12  https://www.cfdt.fr/portail/actualites/economie-/-developpement-durable/-mise-a-jour-gouvernance-
des-entreprises-vif-succes-des-trois-propositions-de-la-cfdt-srv1_584525  

https://www.cfdt.fr/portail/actualites/economie-/-developpement-durable/-mise-a-jour-gouvernance-des-entreprises-vif-succes-des-trois-propositions-de-la-cfdt-srv1_584525
https://www.cfdt.fr/portail/actualites/economie-/-developpement-durable/-mise-a-jour-gouvernance-des-entreprises-vif-succes-des-trois-propositions-de-la-cfdt-srv1_584525


with more than 250 employees). The OECD should call on governments to set minimum 

targets for participation of workers’ representatives in decision-making bodies.  

Diversity on boards 

The Principles address diversity issues in IV.A.6 on disclosure of board processes and V.E.4. 

on performance evaluation with a view to a “right mix of background and competences, 

including with respect to gender and other forms of diversity”. The OECD understands diversity 

“as based on criteria such as gender, age, or other demographic characteristics, but also on 

experience and expertise, for example on accounting, digitalisation, sustainability, risk 

management or specific sectors.” Therein, there is a call to disclose the gender composition 

of boards and a reference to mandatory quotas or voluntary targets for gender and minority 

participation on boards.  

 

The Principles can go further and expand the notion of diversity in terms of race, educational 

background and expertise. They can emphasize the merits of a published diversity strategy 

with targets that are regularly reported against. Going even further, the OECD could suggest 

gender-parity as the ultimate ambition.  

 

END 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


