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On the way to a sustainable economy:  
Results of the MACIE EU Taxonomy Report 2023 
 

How sustainable are the non-finan-

cial companies of the EURO STOXX 50 

with regards to the EU Taxonomy? 

This question was assessed by the 

authors of the MACIE EU Taxonomy 

Report 2023. Results suggest that 

among the selected firms, only 6% of 

their turnover in 2022 and less than 

25% of the investments were classi-

fied as sustainable under the EU Tax-

onomy. The study concludes that 

there is still a long way to go to 

achieve a sustainable economy in Eu-

rope. 

I. Motivation and setting 
Based on the EU Taxonomy Regulation 

((EU) 2020/852), capital market-oriented 

non-financial companies (i.e., industrial 

and service firms) that are required to re-

port non-financial information under the 

Non-Financial Reporting Directive (NFRD) 

must report and detail out three "green" 

key performance indicators (KPIs) since 

2022: turnover, operating expenditure 

(OpEx) and capital expenditure (CAPEX) 

[1–3]. According to the European Com-

mission, the aim of these performance in-

dicators is to define the environmental 

sustainability of companies' economic ac-

tivities in a transparent and comparable 

way [1]. 

While simplified reporting requirements 

applied in 2022, since this year compa-

nies must classify their economic activi-

ties in a multi-stage due diligence process 

regarding their "taxonomy eligibility" or 

"taxonomy alignment" [2]. This multi-

stage due diligence process comprises 4 

steps to determine a company's sustaina-

ble performance [4,5]. 

As shown in Figure 1, the first step is to 

determine whether an economic activity 

has been included in the Delegated Act 

(EU) 2021/2139 by the European Com-

mission and thus has the potential to con-

tribute to the achievement of the EU en-

vironmental objectives. As part of this 

Delegated Act the European Union de-

fined a list of economic activities that is 

based on the NACE industrial classifica-

tion system [6]. Such activities classify as 

“taxonomy-eligible” and are allocated to 

the corresponding key performance indi-

cator [2].  

 

Figure 1: Process of verifying the taxonomy-
alignment of economic activities 

In the subsequent steps the taxonomy-el-

igible activities are then evaluated against 

the so-called technical evaluation criteria 

and minimum safeguard requirements 

and thereby the activities are tested for 

their actual sustainability performance 

[4]. Therefore, the activities must make a 

make a significant contribution to achiev-

ing at least one the EU's environmental 

objectives. In the third step, the activities 

must comply with the so-called "do-no-

significant-harm" (DNSH) criteria to en-

sure that said activities don’t have a neg-

ative impact on the remaining environ-

mental objectives. In step four, compa-

nies must assess whether their processes 

and practices comply with the minimum 

standards for human and labor rights. A 

taxonomy-eligible activity that meets all 

Source: own illustration
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criteria may then be classified by compa-

nies as "taxonomy-aligned", i.e., sustain-

able under the EU Taxonomy. According 

to the European Commission, only these 

activities make significant contribution to 

achieving the EU's environmental objec-

tives. Finally, companies can then classify 

and report the performance indicators of 

all their activities in three categories: tax-

onomy-non-eligible, taxonomy-eligible 

and taxonomy-aligned. 

In this context, the authors take this as 

an opportunity to present their findings of 

the "MACIE EU Taxonomy Report 2023", 

a study of the Marburg Centre for Institu-

tional Economics (MACIE) and the 

Philipps-Universität Marburg, to examine 

the sustainability of the business models 

of the non-financial companies of the 

EURO STOXX 50 under the EU Taxonomy 

Regulation [7]. Key findings of the study 

are presented and discussed below. 

II. Background EU Taxonomy 
Climate neutrality by 2050 in Europe - 

this is the goal set by the European Com-

mission in 2019 [8]. To achieve this and 

to enable the transition to a sustainable 

and at the same time competitive econ-

omy, considerable investments and ef-

forts will be required in the coming years 

[9]. The European Commission estimates 

that - to achieve the climate targets for 

2030 - additional annual investments of 

336 billion euros in the energy system 

alone (excluding the transport sector) will 

be necessary [10]. 

The European Commission is aware that 

public funds alone cannot finance the 

transformation of companies and the 

economy [1]. Hence, private capital flows 

into sustainable investments are re-

quired. However, the multitude of availa-

ble definitions of the term "sustainability" 

is considered an obstacle. Therefore, the 

creation of a classification system to iden-

tify sustainable investments was dis-

cussed in 2018 in the EU Action Plan for 

Financing Sustainable Growth [1].  

The EU Taxonomy Regulation is a classifi-

cation system that is based on six EU en-

vironmental objectives (Figure 2) and de-

fines economic activities that can contrib-

ute to achieving these objectives. The re-

quired reporting guidelines aim at creat-

ing the basis of communication between 

companies and investors. However, to 

date only economic activities that contrib-

ute to the first two of the six EU environ-

mental objectives have been developed 

and entered into force: (1) climate pro-

tection and (2) adaptation to climate 

change. While an economic activity pur-

suing climate change mitigation aims at 

stabilizing greenhouse gas emissions in 

line with the target of the Paris Agree-

ment, economic activity under the goal of 

climate change adaptation aims at reduc-

ing the adverse effects of the current or 

future climate on people, nature, and as-

sets [1]. Although the economic activities 

currently covered represent only 40% of 

all activities, they account for 80% of the 

emissions of listed companies in Europe 

[11]. In April 2023, the European Com-

mission published a draft of the delegated 

act for the EU environmental objectives 

(3)-(6) and initiated a consultation pro-

cess [12]. It is not yet foreseeable when 

the delegated act will finally enter into 

force. 

 

Figure 2: EU Environmental objectives 

III. KPI I: Turnover 
In the reporting period 2022, the sampled 

companies generated a turnover of 2,443 

billion euros with their economic activi-

ties, which corresponds to around 18% of 

the GDP of the Eurozone. 

According to the companies, only 39% of 

their turnover is taxonomy-eligible, i.e., 

has the potential to make a significant 

contribution to achieving the EU's envi-

ronmental objectives (Figure 3) which can 

(1) Climate change mitigation

(2) Climate change adaption

(3) The sustainable use and protection of water 

and marine resources

(4) The transition to a circular economy

(5) Pollution prevention and control

(6) The protection and restoration of 

biodiversity and ecosystems

Source: Article 9 (EU) 2020/852
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be explained by two reasons: On the one 

hand, these companies are engaged in 

economic activities that the European 

Commission considers not to be condu-

cive to achieving the EU's environmental 

objectives. Such activities do not classify 

as taxonomy-eligible. On the other hand, 

the EU Taxonomy currently only considers 

two of the six environmental objectives 

defined by the EU, and thus not all possi-

bly sustainable economic activities.  

 

Figure 3: Taxonomy-eligible and -aligned turn-

over of EURO STOXX 50 sample firms 2022 

While 39% of turnover has been classified 

as taxonomy-eligible, 83% of these do 

not meet the technical criteria of the EU 

Taxonomy and therefore cannot be clas-

sified as taxonomy-aligned. Hence, only 

6% of all turnover generated by the com-

panies examined are classified as sustain-

able under the EU Taxonomy.  

Low percentage values can be explained 

by the fact that the foundations of the 

current economic activities were laid 

many years ago, i.e., at a time when, on 

the one hand, environmental and sustain-

ability aspects still played a minor role in 

some cases, but at which the EU Taxon-

omy and the classification system of eco-

nomic activities on the other hand had not 

yet been designed and were therefore not 

known to the companies. The upcoming 

expansion to include the environmental 

objectives (3)-(6) will probably increase 

the sustainability potential of the EURO 

STOXX 50. 

IV. KPI II and III: Operating 

and Capital expenditure 
In addition, the EU Taxonomy Regulation 

requires companies to disclose the pro-

portion of sustainable investments. The 

regulation distinguishes between operat-

ing expenditure (e.g., costs for research 

and development, restructuring or leas-

ing) and capital expenditure (e.g., in 

property, plant and equipment or intangi-

ble assets). The companies under review 

invested a total of 379 billion euros in 

2022, of which 103 billion euros were 

classified as operating expenditure and 

276 billion euros as long-term capital ex-

penditure. 

According to the companies, 35% of op-

erating expenditures have the potential to 

contribute to the achievement of the EU 

environmental objectives and 13% are 

sustainable under the EU Taxonomy. In 

terms of capital expenditure, 55% of in-

vestments were classified as taxonomy-

eligible and 21% as sustainable under the 

EU Taxonomy (Figure 4). 

 

Figure 4: Taxonomy-eligible and -aligned in-
vestments of EURO STOXX 50 sample firms 
2022 

Today's investments determine the me-

dium and long-term development of com-

panies and their sustainability perfor-

mance. Therefore, it is positive that the 

proportion of sustainable investments is 

higher than that of turnover reflecting the 

status quo of economic activities. Never-

theless, values of less than 25% can cer-

tainly not be considered satisfactory from 

the point of view of the European Com-

mission. 
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V. Conclusion 
The European Commission has set the 

goal of achieving climate neutrality by 

2050 [8]. With the help of the EU Taxon-

omy, private financial flows are to be 

steered in such a way that they contribute 

to transform the economy towards a more 

sustainable operating model [9]. 

However, an efficient steering of private 

capital flows towards sustainable invest-

ments can only succeed if the EU Taxon-

omy is accepted as a common and univer-

sal language for sustainable economic ac-

tivities. This transformation, however, re-

quires the full elaboration of the EU Tax-

onomy Regulation and the development 

of the delegated act for the missing envi-

ronmental objectives (3)-(6) including 

the list of economic activities and tech-

nical screening criteria. However, it is not 

yet foreseeable when the associated del-

egated act will enter into force, which re-

sults in high uncertainty for the affected 

companies. 

In addition, the EU Taxonomy requires 

extensive professional and technical ex-

pertise not only from the firms but also 

from investors and the public, as other-

wise it is difficult to interpret the results 

and put them into context. In addition, 

companies still report uncertainties re-

garding the interpretation and application 

of the regulation. The European Commis-

sion should take these difficulties seri-

ously and take countermeasures. Other-

wise, the EU Taxonomy might be consid-

ered secondarily to other ESG metrics in 

investment decisions due to interpreta-

tion difficulties and low significance [13]. 

From a business perspective, the EU Tax-

onomy forces the top management group 

to rethink current business model in a 

granular way. In addition, the mandatory 

reporting on the EU Taxonomy is associ-

ated with a high level of effort and com-

plexity, as companies now must reorgan-

ize their reporting along the specified re-

porting logic. This requires appropriate 

regulatory know-how, cross-functional 

cooperation and adjustments in IT, data 

collection and other processes. 

Therefore, management teams and su-

pervisory boards of companies that will be 

affected by the EU Taxonomy in the future 

(large companies from fiscal year 2025 

and all capital market-oriented small and 

medium-sized enterprises with the excep-

tion of micro-enterprises from fiscal year 

2026) should reflect at an early stage on 

what the sustainability requirements of 

the EU Taxonomy mean for the respective 

business model in the long term, what op-

erational and strategic consequences will 

result from this and how these can be 

managed. 

MACIE EU Taxonomy Report 2023 
The MACIE EU Taxonomy Report is avail-

able on SSRN: https://ssrn.com/ab-

stract=4465530. 

Research design  
The research examined the 35 industrial 

and service companies of the EURO 

STOXX 50 (as of January 1, 2023) that 

have published their annual report for the 

year 2022 by May 01, 2023, including the 

key performance indicators for taxonomy 

alignment. Infineon Technologies AG, 

Linde plc, Pernod Ricard S.A., Prosus 

N.V., and Siemens AG were therefore not 

included. Financial and insurance compa-

nies were also excluded as they report 

other performance indicators. 
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(Head of the MARG and Scientific Co-Di-

rector of MACIE; e-mail: rappm@uni-
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