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Resumen Resumen Resumen Resumen     
 

Esta tesis se centra en el estudio de la implementación de prácticas de reporte de 

sostenibilidad (o RSC) en las empresas europeas. Estas prácticas han adquirido una 

relevancia notable a lo largo de los últimos 20 años, siendo utilizadas actualmente 

por el 93% de las 250 mayores empresas a nivel mundial y por más de 8000 

organizaciones en total (de acuerdo a la base de datos de Global Reporting 

Initiative). 

Hasta la fecha, el considerable volumen de estudios existentes sobre las prácticas 

de reporte a nivel corporativo ha permitido caracterizar la influencia de una serie 

de factores externos (como la presión social o el comportamiento de 

organizaciones similares) a la hora de adoptar estas prácticas. Sin embargo,  se 

dispone de mucho menos conocimiento respecto a las características internas que 

influyen en esta decisión, así como a la influencia de ambas causas (externas e 

internas) en la manera que el reporte se implementa una vez adoptado. Por tanto, 

esta tesis se centra en abordar estos dos aspectos. Para ello, se ha generado un 

marco conceptual que permite integrar ambas explicaciones para la adopción del 

reporte, combinando teorías institucionales (centradas en la influencia de fuerzas 

externas) y teorías organizativas (centradas en la eficiencia de una práctica a nivel 

de compañía). De manera análoga al ámbito de la RSC, en el cual existe una 

diversidad de contribuciones que reconocen la importancia de los factores 

externos y los factores internos (estratégicos) a la hora de impulsar estas prácticas, 

el marco conceptual generado tiene por objetivo propiciar un entendimiento más 

completo de las prácticas de reporte a nivel de compañía.  

De forma adicional al marco conceptual se han formulado también una serie de 

hipótesis específicas que relacionan la existencia de determinantes externos e 

internos y las distintas estrategias de implementación del reporte en cada 

organización.  

    



10 

 

ResultadosResultadosResultadosResultados    

En una primera fase empírica de la tesis se llevó a cabo un análisis de caso de 

cuatro grandes empresas españolas, con el objetivo de explorar en qué medida 

existía una diversidad de motivos y estrategias de reporte entre las mismas. Al 

observarse patrones claramente diferenciados en las razones y la manera de 

implementar el reporte a nivel de compañía, esta fase permitió validar el interés de 

los objetivos inicialmente planteados. 

A partir de estos resultados, la segunda fase de la tesis tuvo por objetivo contrastar 

el fenómeno observado en una muestra más amplia de organizaciones, precisando 

también el papel de una serie de determinantes específicos a nivel externo e 

interno. Para ello, se construyó una base de 133 empresas pertenecientes a 10 

países de la Unión Europea, recopilando información sobre las mismas de la base 

de datos Asset4 (Thomson Reuters) así como a partir de sus memorias de 

sostenibilidad incluidas en la base de datos del estándar de reporte Global 

Reporting Initiative (GRI). De cara a analizar el grado en que cada una de éstas 

compañías había implementado internamente dicho estándar, se construyó una 

variable (“reporte sustantivo”) basada en 13 aspectos del proceso de reporte que 

se codificaron manualmente para cada una de las memorias. 

A partir de los datos recogidos, se han llevado a cabo una serie de análisis 

descriptivos de los mismos, mostrando las tendencias existentes a nivel de país y 

sector, así como la propia distribución de las variables” reporte extensivo” 

(cantidad de indicadores reportados) y “reporte sustantivo” (calidad del proceso de 

reporte). En cuanto al modelo de regresión, éste ha permitido probar las hipótesis 

formuladas inicialmente acerca de la relación entre determinantes externos e 

internos por un lado y estrategias de implementación del reporte por otro. La 

mayoría de hipótesis se han podido confirmar, mostrando una relación positiva 

entre los determinantes externos y la variable “reporte extensivo” así como una 

relación positiva entre los determinantes internos y la variable “reporte 

sustantivo”.  



11 

 

Todo ello sugiere que la fuerzas externas parecen influir más significativamente en 

la adopción formal del reporte (algo que la literatura previa ya sugiere) y, una vez 

adoptado, en el volumen de información que se reporta (pero no en la “calidad” 

del proceso interno). Inversamente, las características internas no generan un 

impacto apreciable en la extensión del reporte pero sí en su implementación 

interna. En concreto, las características internas incluidas en el modelo se refieren 

a la existencia de una estrategia integrada de RSC (como prueba de la “voluntad” 

de implementar el reporte sustantivamente) y a la experiencia previa de la 

organización con otros estándares no financieros (como prueba de la “capacidad” 

de hacerlo). 

 Finalmente, en una tercera fase de la tesis, se ha llevado a cabo una discusión más 

profunda de estos resultados en el contexto español, realizando una encuesta y 

una entrevista a una serie de personas que trabajan en el ámbito del reporte (siete 

dentro de departamentos de Sostenibilidad o RSC,  tres consultores especializados  

y dos expertos académicos involucrados en la implementación de RSC en 

universidades españolas). Esta fase ha permitido subrayar la existencia de factores 

internos que afectan a la implementación del reporte en las organizaciones 

españolas, identificando algunas barreras específicas así como claves para su 

mejora. 

    ConclusionesConclusionesConclusionesConclusiones    

Como contribuciones principales de la tesis se puede distinguir entre sus 

aportaciones teóricas y empíricas. En el primer caso, esta tesis supone un avance a 

la hora de desarrollar un marco conceptual que permita estudiar las prácticas de 

reporte desde una perspectiva complementaria a las teorías institucionales que 

han sido mayoritarias hasta ahora. En cuanto a los resultados empíricos, las 

distintas fases de la tesis han permitido ir construyendo de manera gradual una 

explicación más completa acerca de los determinantes actuales del reporte en las 

empresas europeas (y en particular en las españolas). Igualmente, al examinar con 

mayor detalle la implementación de dichas prácticas, se ha puesto de relieve la 
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diversidad existente entre compañías y la complejidad de implementar 

sustantivamente el reporte a nivel interno, lo cual requiere coherencia con la 

estrategia de la organización y conocimientos técnicos adecuados. Estos resultados 

tienen también una serie de implicaciones para las organizaciones que actualmente 

reportan a la hora de planificar este proceso e identificar los beneficios esperados 

del mismo, así como para los organismos encargados de diseñar estos marcos de 

reporte (GRI en este caso) y su posible regulación legal (tal y como se prevé a nivel 

europeo). 

De manera más general, cabe señalar que el conjunto de la evidencia generada a lo 

largo de la tesis ha permitido poner de relieve la importancia de estudiar las 

prácticas de reporte desde el plano organizativo, integrando la influencia de las 

demandas y expectativas sociales con las necesidades y prioridades internas. Dada 

la importancia de integrar a las empresas en la agenda de sostenibilidad a nivel 

global, esta aproximación al reporte es particularmente necesaria de cara a 

impulsar su doble finalidad de aumentar la transparencia de las empresas de cara a 

la sociedad y apoyar los procesos internos de gestión responsable. 
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1. Introduction and Overview1. Introduction and Overview1. Introduction and Overview1. Introduction and Overview    

1.11.11.11.1 PreludePreludePreludePrelude    

As corporations have continued to grow in size and power over the last decades, a 

number of standardized mechanisms have progressively emerged as means to 

monitor and benchmark organizational activities, from financial accounting norms 

to corporate governance requirements (Bromley and Powell, 2012). 

These trends are particularly visible in areas where public expectations about what 

constitutes good corporate behavior are stronger, such as the attention to 

environmental and social impacts not captured by financial bottom lines. The sharp 

increase in the adoption of sustainability reporting (SR) initiatives illustrates this 

phenomenon, with only 13% of the world biggest 250 companies disclosing social 

or environmental information in 1992 and 93% in 2013 (KPMG, 1993; 2013). In 

addition, a progressive standardization of this field can be observed, perhaps best 

exemplified by the rise of a new powerful institution, the Global Reporting Initiative 

(GRI), whose reporting guidelines have been adopted by more than 8000 

organizations worldwide
1
.  

However, the actual impact of such massive adoption of sustainability reporting 

practices in terms of shaping corporate behavior has been given scant attention so 

far. Even if these guidelines are moving beyond their original focus on disclosing 

(past) performance to actually promoting the implementation of a sustainability 

management system, the internal processes and potential challenges linked to its 

adoption remain considerably unknown. This thesis aims to contribute to the 

understanding of such implementation at the company-level, investigating the 

influence of external determinants (such as stakeholder and peer pressures) and 

internal characteristics (such as management priorities, knowledge and technical 

systems, organizational culture) along this process. 

                                                           
1
 GRI Database (Accessed on September 5

th
 2015): http://database.globalreporting.org/ 
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The initial inspiration of this thesis emerged in the context of a collaboration 

between the Sustainable Organizations Research Group of the Technical University 

of Madrid and Red Eléctrica de España (REE), the operator of the electric network 

in Spain. That collaboration involved the design of an accounting framework 

(largely inspired by reporting guidelines) that could capture the amount of 

resources that the company was devoting to sustainability practices as well as 

identify how these activities were generating value for the company. The project 

finally led to a categorization of CSR initiatives and their associated Key 

Performance Indicators (KPIs), which have been since then used by REE in order to 

track its CSR activities. The process for developing such accounting framework 

involved a number of discussions with different departments so that it would 

reflect their priorities and needs, and thus highlighted the relevance of taking into 

account internal (company-level) factors when implementing CSR management/ 

reporting tools.  

The potential interest of this topic was also confirmed by a literature review, 

showing that despite the growing popularity of reporting frameworks as a way to 

measure and disclose sustainability practices, the existing literature was very 

limited in the understanding of that kind of internal challenges. The combination of 

practical insights from the collaboration with REE and the research gap identified in 

the literature provided the foundations of this thesis.  

As the formulation of the research project was refined, its connections to other 

literatures outside the SR field became clearer (see Chapter 2: Theoretical 

Framework) and a mixed-methods approach combining qualitative and 

quantitative analyses was selected (Chapter 4: Methods). According to this 

approach, different phases of data collection and analyses have been carried out 

over the course of the project in order to address the research objectives (section 

1.3 of this Chapter) and generate the final results (Chapter 5: Results). 
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1.2 Research context and justification1.2 Research context and justification1.2 Research context and justification1.2 Research context and justification    

The emphasis on the economic dimension of development after the end of World 

War II started to be socially contested in the 60s, as new social aspirations 

regarding issues such as peace, long-term prosperity and environmental protection 

emerged. A number of these ideas concerning the capacity of the earth to provide 

support to such population and economic growth became popular thanks to 

influential publications such as Silent Spring (Carson, 1962), Population Bomb 

(Ehrlich, 1968) and the Club the Rome’s Limits to Growth (1972). In turn, specific 

examples of the problem of scarce resources, such as the Energy Crises in 1973 and 

1979, had profound effects on the global economy. 

After a period of relative decline of the attention devoted to social and 

environmental impacts of human activities during the 80s, the Brundtland 

Commission popularized the term sustainable development, defined as 

“development which meets the needs of the present without compromising the 

ability of future generations to meet their own needs” [World Commission on 

Environment and Development (WCED, 1987)]. Since then, a number of summits 

have taken place over the last 25 years in an attempt to build a global consensus 

on social and environmental issues (e.g. RIO 1992, Kyoto 1997, RIO+10, RIO+20). 

However, the success of these agreements has been limited so far in reversing 

issues such as CO2 emissions and environmental degradation more broadly.  

Recently, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) approved in New York in 

September 2015 (UN, 2015) have set an ambitious agenda covering social, 

environmental and economic aspects. However, according to the Overseas 

Development Institute (ODI, 2015), many of these 17 goals will require not only 

intensification of current efforts but a deep transformation of existing systems in 

order to achieve the agreed 2030 targets.  
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1.2.1 The role/responsibility of business1.2.1 The role/responsibility of business1.2.1 The role/responsibility of business1.2.1 The role/responsibility of business    

As sustainable development has popularized as a desirable goal for the world’s 

population, private corporations have progressively joined other actors in shaping a 

global agenda that could respond to challenges ahead. For example, the World 

Business Council for Sustainable Development, an association formed by more than 

200 multinational companies states that a 50% reduction of 2005 CO2 emission 

levels will be needed by 2050 to achieve sustainable development goals (WBCSD, 

2010) 

From a normative perspective, the responsibility of business was best understood 

historically as the responsibility of businessmen, that is, the voluntary contribution 

of powerful individuals (e.g. Rockefeller Foundation) to good causes (Carroll, 2008). 

This philanthropic logic, even if still present in today’s corporations, has been 

complemented with a more direct understanding of business responsibilities as 

those impacts generated by their activity. Bowen (1953), usually considered one of 

the fathers of the Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) literature stated that 

“Social Responsibility refers to the obligations of businessmen to pursue those 

policies, to make those decisions, or to follow those lines of action which are 

desirable in terms of the objectives and values of our society”. This 

conceptualization paved the way to other influential contributions, such as Carroll’s 

CSR Pyramid (1979), where he differentiated between economic, legal, ethical and 

philanthropic responsibilities. Over the last 30 years, different approaches to CSR 

have emerged, from normative, ethics-based perspectives (Freeman, 1984; 

Swanson, 1999) to economic/strategic explanations (Hart, 1995; Porter and 

Kramer, 2011). 

 As for actual corporate practice, the interaction of growing external demands for 

responsible conduct and new internal opportunities for competitive advantage and 

cost savings (such as in the case of eco-efficiency) contributes to explain the 

adoption of CSR/Sustainability agendas in most of the world largest companies 

(KPMG, 2013).  However, even if a majority of CEOs say (MIT SLOAN and BCG, 
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2010) that sustainability will be a key ingredient of corporate success, the number 

of companies that have succeeded in truly reconfiguring their activities and 

business models remains limited (Zollo et al., 2013). This transformation will 

probably require a more active role not only of companies but also of employees, 

customers, the public sector and the broader society in promoting the 

internalization of social and environmental aspects and creating a “market for 

virtue” (Vogel, 2005). In turn, greater accountability on non-financial performance 

will be needed in order to enable more informed decision making processes. 

1.2.2 Is social and environmental tra1.2.2 Is social and environmental tra1.2.2 Is social and environmental tra1.2.2 Is social and environmental transparency any useful?nsparency any useful?nsparency any useful?nsparency any useful?    

Corporate voluntary disclosure of social and environmental issues is not a new 

phenomenon. Early practices of social and environmental reporting can be traced 

back to the 1960s and 1970s [Owen and O’Dwyer, 2008; see also Fifka (2013) for 

an updated review of the literature on SR]. However, over the last 20 years we 

have witnessed an unprecedented increase in the adoption of this practice. 

According to KPMG triennial surveys, the percentage of Global Fortune 250 (G250) 

firms publishing an environmental or corporate responsibility report increased 

from 13% in 1992 to 93% in 2013 (KPMG, 1993; 2013). In the European Union, the 

European Commission estimates that 2,500 out of a total of 18,000 large European 

companies regularly undertake some form of sustainability reporting (European 

Commission, 2013). One of the factors that have contributed to the widespread 

adoption of SR has been the release of the different versions of the Global 

Reporting Initiative (GRI) Guidelines, with 80% of (reporting) G250 firms and more 

than 8,000 organizations worldwide using them (KPMG, 2011; GRI Database).  

However, the extent to which such disclosure practices are substantive and 

support internal efforts towards sustainability is largely unknown. Most of the 

academic literature addressing the SR phenomenon has focused on the role of 

external factors in order to explain its adoption rather than on the internal 

consequences of it (Deegan, 2007; Kolk, 2010; Larrinaga-Gonzalez, 2007; O’Dwyer, 

2002). On the other hand, surveys conducted among reporters have provided a 
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more complete understanding of the drivers behind the adoption of sustainability 

reporting practices (KPMG, 2011; GRI, 2012; European Union, 2011a; SustainAbility 

et al., 2010; Kolk, 2010), highlighting the existence of external motivations, linked 

to the social, political and cultural context, but also internal motivations, linked to 

the management of sustainability issues at the company-level. As the project with 

REE, in line with those surveys, pointed to a broader range of factors that could 

influence this process, this thesis seeks to improve the understanding of SR 

implementation dynamics at the company-level.  

1.2.3 European and Spanish contexts1.2.3 European and Spanish contexts1.2.3 European and Spanish contexts1.2.3 European and Spanish contexts    

In parallel to the uptake of voluntary reporting practices, legislators have started to 

formulate new policies mandating some form of social and environmental 

disclosures in a number of countries (e.g. South Africa, Denmark or France). At the 

European Union Level, a directive was approved in 2014 regarding non-financial 

disclosure (European Union, 2014) and is expected to be implemented by countries 

in 2017. 

In the Spanish case, no formal obligation concerning SR exists so far. However, 

Spanish companies, particularly large ones, have been very active adopting SR 

practices in general and the GRI guidelines in particular. In 2009, Spanish 

companies published more GRI reports than any other country in Europe 

(European Union, 2011a) and KPMG (2013) ranked Spain among the leading 

countries in terms of “quality of SR communication” and “level of process maturity” 

of SR practices. These findings suggest that both institutional pressures to adopt 

the practice as well as its practical contribution to sustainability management could 

be relevant in the Spanish context. 

1.31.31.31.3 Overview of the studyOverview of the studyOverview of the studyOverview of the study    

The overall research aim of this thesis is to investigate theto investigate theto investigate theto investigate the    influence of external and influence of external and influence of external and influence of external and 

internal determinants in how sustainability internal determinants in how sustainability internal determinants in how sustainability internal determinants in how sustainability reportingreportingreportingreporting    is is is is implemented implemented implemented implemented at the at the at the at the 

companycompanycompanycompany----levellevellevellevel.  
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As Sustainability Reporting (SR) standards are being adopted worldwide by a 

growing number of organizations, understanding the internal implications of such 

broad adoption of SR is highly relevant. Much of the previous literature has 

emphasized the role of SR as a public relations tool, aimed at externally 

communicating sustainability information (Gray, 2007; Deegan, 2007; Kolk, 2010). 

However, as reporters seem to identify a broader range of benefits of SR adoption 

(GRI, 2012; KPMG, 2011), including enhanced legitimacy and reputation but also 

issues such as increased efficiency, innovation and learning opportunities, the 

linkages between different external and internal determinants and how is SR 

implemented within organizations remain unclear.  

Following Anne Huff’s (2009) recommendations on the design of research projects, 

a “map” of this thesis has been produced. According to Huff, this tool helps the 

researcher visualize and communicate the different fields that nourish the research 

project as well as its expected contributions.  

 

Figure 1: A “map” of this thesis. 

As shown in figure 1, this thesis draws from two main academic fields, institutional 

theory (including most of the previous literature on SR) and organizational theories 

on innovation diffusion and practice adoption at the company level. On the other 

hand, as it was mentioned in section 1.1, it also emanates from first-hand 

experience on a business-academia collaboration project and from related 

practitioner literature. 
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As for its outcomes, this thesis seeks to provide a more encompassing theoretical 

explanation of SR phenomena that could portray more accurately its dual nature 

(both external and internal). Based on these findings, this research project also 

seeks to be useful in the context of increasing adoption of SR within companies, as 

well as of current public policy about reporting formats and the regulation of 

sustainability disclosures (e.g. European Union, 2014). Indeed, in order to ensure 

that SR frameworks effectively contribute to better sustainability management 

practices and more sustainable businesses, this thesis argues that a deeper 

understanding of SR company-level processes will be needed. 

1.3.1 1.3.1 1.3.1 1.3.1 Research objectives/phaseResearch objectives/phaseResearch objectives/phaseResearch objectives/phases s s s     

The overall research aim is addressed through three specific research objectives 

(RO): 

RO1: to explore the diversity of companyRO1: to explore the diversity of companyRO1: to explore the diversity of companyRO1: to explore the diversity of company----level SR configurationslevel SR configurationslevel SR configurationslevel SR configurations    

Under RO1, this thesis seeks to address the existing conceptual gap concerning 

corporate motives and benefits of SR. As institutional and legitimacy theories have 

dominated the literature on SR, the diversity of SR drivers and practices within 

different organizations has been largely ignored. However, surveys among 

reporters (GRI, 2012; KPMG, 2011) provide empirical support for the idea that 

organizations adopt SR for different reasons, thus calling for a more detailed 

examination of the interplay between external pressures for adoption and internal 

considerations about its practical value. As this external vs. internal dichotomy has 

been used in related academic research (Boiral and Roy, 2007; Ansari et al., 2010; 

Simpson et al., 2012) in order to explain the success of other management 

practices (such as the adoption of ISO norms), a conceptual framework has been 

developed based on this two axes.  

By generating a 2x2 matrix, the framework allows for four potential combinations 

of relative importance of external and internal motives for SR, which will be 

empirically illustrated with four short cases corresponding to four different 

reporting organizations. These cases are expected to provide evidence about a 
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diversity of SR adoption motives, and thus confirm the hypothesis that SR 

configurations at the company-level present greater diversity than usually 

acknowledged by previous research. 

 

Figure 2: conceptual framework for SR configurations  

RO2: to provide an integrated analysis of RO2: to provide an integrated analysis of RO2: to provide an integrated analysis of RO2: to provide an integrated analysis of the effect of external and internal the effect of external and internal the effect of external and internal the effect of external and internal 

determinantsdeterminantsdeterminantsdeterminants    on on on on SR SR SR SR implementation processes. implementation processes. implementation processes. implementation processes.     

While the effect of external pressures on SR adoption has been widely documented 

(O’Dwyer, 2002; Patten, 1992; Darrell and Schwartz, 1997), relatively little is known 

about a) the internal characteristics that influence how SR is used, and b) the 

combined effect of internal and external determinants, not only on SR adoption 

but on SR implementation decisions. Thus, under RO2, this thesis seeks to identify 

which company-level factors most influence different SR configurations.  

In this sense, previous studies seeking to explain the success (or failure) of adopting 

new management practices (such as ISO or Total Quality Management) highlight 

the relevance of assessing the degree of fit (or compatibility) experienced between 

the practice being adopted and the organization adopting it (Ansari et al., 2010, 

Simpson et al.,2012). According to this, this thesis hypothesizes that how SR is 

internally implemented will be influenced by the technical and political alignment 
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between the standard (the GRI guidelines in this case) and the reporting 

organization.  

In order to test the proposed model, data will be collected via content analysis of 

133 sustainability reports from large European companies and also from Thompson 

Reuters Asset4 database. On a descriptive level, this research design will help to 

assess the degree to which SR standards are substantively implemented. On an 

analytic level, it will allow to test the underlying hypotheses (see figure below) and 

to explain how a combination of external and company-level factors shape 

different SR configurations.  

 

Figure 3: Research design under RO2: variables and hypotheses.  

RO3: to RO3: to RO3: to RO3: to discuss the validity of previous findings and articulate a richerdiscuss the validity of previous findings and articulate a richerdiscuss the validity of previous findings and articulate a richerdiscuss the validity of previous findings and articulate a richer    explanation of explanation of explanation of explanation of 

SR SR SR SR dynamicsdynamicsdynamicsdynamics    in the context ofin the context ofin the context ofin the context of    Spanish Spanish Spanish Spanish organizations. organizations. organizations. organizations.     

Once a conceptual framework for the diversity of SR practices will have been 

provided (RO1) and underlying factors explaining such diversity identified (RO2), 

under RO3 this thesis seeks to engage with a number of reporting practitioners for 

two related reasons. On the one hand, it seeks to discuss previous findings and to 

provide explanations for the relationships previously found, exploring a broader 

range of internal characteristics that could affect SR implementation. On the other 

hand, it aims to carry out an examination of SR practices in Spanish organizations 

and the perceived factors that are fostering or hindering the integration of SR and 

sustainability management efforts. In order to do this, a survey will be prepared 



23 

 

and a series of semi-structured interviews will be conducted with company 

reporters (7), sustainability consultants (3) and academic experts (2). 

1.3.2 Research method1.3.2 Research method1.3.2 Research method1.3.2 Research method    

A mixed methods research designmixed methods research designmixed methods research designmixed methods research design has been chosen for this thesis, involving both 

qualitative and quantitative data collection (Creswell and Plano-Clark, 2003). 

According to Creswell and Plano-Clark, mixed methods research designs are able to 

offset the weaknesses of both qualitative and quantitative research. On the one 

hand, quantitative research alone is usually more limited in developing an in-depth 

understanding of the context where data are collected, which qualitative studies 

typically do. On the other hand, qualitative researchers often find it hard to 

generalize findings to larger groups, something that quantitative research can in 

turn facilitate (Creswell and Plano-Clark, 2003). 

In this thesis, the particular mixed methods research design that has been chosen 

involves three main research phases (see figure 4), structured into two main 

research stages: an exploratory one and an explanatory one (Creswell and Plano, 

2003). During the exploratory stage (see blue block in figure 4), short cases 

contribute to uncover the phenomenon of SR diversity and to elaborate a typology 

of SR configurations. During the explanatory stage (see red blocks), the proposed 

quantitative model allows to specify which company-level factors shape company-

level SR configurations. Finally, a survey and semi-structured interviews contribute 

to elaborate a richer explanation of these findings and to the understanding of the 

existing SR challenges for Spanish organizations.   

 

Fig. 4: Overview of the research design 
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1.41.41.41.4    Thesis outlineThesis outlineThesis outlineThesis outline    

This thesis is structured according to the following chapters:  

- Chapter 2Chapter 2Chapter 2Chapter 2 provides the conceptual foundations of this thesis, including a), a 

justification of the research gap identified, b), a discussion of the evolution 

of the Sustainability Reporting phenomenon and the structure of the GRI 

guidelines and c), the main literature review of institutional and efficiency 

explanations of SR adoption. 

- Chapter 3Chapter 3Chapter 3Chapter 3 develops the proposed conceptual framework and hypotheses of 

this thesis. In order to do so, it builds on the previous literature review and 

suggests that a combination of institutional (supra-organizational) and 

efficiency (company-level) explanations might be especially well suited to 

address the nature of reporting practices. 

- Chapter 4Chapter 4Chapter 4Chapter 4 describes the methodological approach of this thesis and its main 

phases. In particular, it describes three consecutive research phases (as 

they have been depicted in figure 4) that are expected to provide 

cumulative evidence addressing the research objectives. 

- ChaChaChaChapter 5pter 5pter 5pter 5 presents the results of the three research phases formulated: a) 

the exploratory cases, b) the regression model and c) the follow-up survey 

and interviews in the Spanish context. For each of these phases, a 

discussion of the main findings is also provided. 

- Finally, CCCChapter 6hapter 6hapter 6hapter 6 discusses the most relevant contributions of this thesis 

and its main conclusions. It also suggests a number of implications for 

businesses and for policy-making and enumerates future research 

opportunities. 
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2. Theoretical 2. Theoretical 2. Theoretical 2. Theoretical FFFFrameworkrameworkrameworkramework    
 

This Chapter seeks to review the existing evidence (both academic and 

practitioner) concerning the diffusion of SR practices and their implementation at 

the company-level. It is structured as follows: 

- Section 2.1 gives an overview of the topic under study and presents a 

number of arguments and empirical evidence showing that there is a 

significant research gap to be addressed. 

- Section 2.2 provides a description of the emergence, diffusion and current 

state of SR practices. It also includes a discussion about the rising influence 

of the Global Reporting Initiative and summarizes the structure of the GRI 

guidelines currently being used by most reporting companies.  

- Finally, section 2.3 reviews the academic literature that has investigated the 

adoption and implementation of SR practices. In order to do so, it discusses 

the two principal theoretical streams that are used in this thesis 

(institutionalism and efficiency theories) and reviews previous empirical 

work relying on them in order to explain SR phenomena. 

Based on this chapter, Chapter 3 will develop the conceptual framework and 

empirical model specific to this thesis, which will allow to address the research 

objectives formulated in section 1.3.1. 

2.1 2.1 2.1 2.1 Why this topic? Why this topic? Why this topic? Why this topic? Identifying a research gapIdentifying a research gapIdentifying a research gapIdentifying a research gap    

    

2.1.1 2.1.1 2.1.1 2.1.1 Drivers for Corporate Social Responsibility Drivers for Corporate Social Responsibility Drivers for Corporate Social Responsibility Drivers for Corporate Social Responsibility and Sustainability Reportingand Sustainability Reportingand Sustainability Reportingand Sustainability Reporting    

Over the last two decades, companies have experienced a broad range of 

influences from different sources to operate in sustainable and responsible ways. 

Part of these influences is external and comes from societal concerns, stakeholder 

expectations and regulatory pressures (DiMaggio and Powell, 1991; Campbell, 

2007; Porter and Van der Linde, 1995). On the other hand, a growing number of 

CEOs and shareholders (e.g. Responsible Investment Funds) declare to integrate 
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such concerns into their decisions (MIT SLOAN and BCG, 2011; Drori and Honig, 

2013) as CSR is seen as an opportunity to integrate business success and social 

progress (Porter, 2011; Bansal and Roth, 2000).  

The CSR literature provides ample evidence of the existence of both sets of drivers 

when responding to such influences as organizations seek to maintain legitimacy 

on the one hand and/or explore market opportunities linked to social and 

environmental sustainability on the other (Crilly et al., 2012). In order to account 

for these different levels of proactivity and integration of CSR actions, researchers 

have distinguished between symbolic (or external) initiatives and substantive (or 

internal) initiatives (Fiss and Zajac, 2006). Existing examples of decoupling of CSR 

policies include the adoption of communication strategies publicizing green 

activities while core business functions remain conducted essentially in the same 

way (Lyon and Maxwell, 2011) or symbolic adoption of long-term incentives with 

little internal effect in an attempt to create an image of responsibility (Westphal 

and Zajac, 1994).  

In the case of specific CSR management frameworks, companies have gradually 

adopted practices such as non-financial management systems (e.g. ISO 14000, 

OHSAS 18000), codes of conduct (e.g. OECD Guidelines, industry specific 

initiatives), responsible investment ratings (e.g. Dow Jones Sustainability Index, 

FTSE4GOOD) and sustainability reporting practices. However, as pointed before, 

the degree to which these tools are effectively implemented and support 

company-level practices might widely vary depending on the existing external and 

internal drivers for adoption. For example, studies addressing the implementation 

of ISO norms have revealed the importance of internal motivations in substantively 

implementing the standard requirements (Yin and Schmeidler, 2009; Boiral and 

Roy, 2007).  

Despite academic evidence for related CSR management practices and practitioner 

surveys highlighting a diversity of SR drivers, the SR literature has given little 

attention so far to the understanding of company-level priorities and how they 
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affect SR implementation. According to this, the following subsections present 

evidence stemming from practitioner surveys and describe the suggested research 

gap in more detail. 

2.1.2 Practitioner evidence2.1.2 Practitioner evidence2.1.2 Practitioner evidence2.1.2 Practitioner evidence    about SR driversabout SR driversabout SR driversabout SR drivers    

In the case of SR, surveys conducted among practitioners provide interesting 

insights about the importance of both external and internal issues driving the 

diffusion of SR practices. Figures 5 and 6 present evidence from GRI (2012) and 

KPMG (2011) surveys where practitioners had been asked to enumerate the main 

benefits of SR adoption.  

 

Figure 5: Practitioners´ perceptions on the main benefits of SR (I). (Source: GRI, 

2012) 

As those figures show, organizations seem to experience a combination of external 

motivations, linked to the broader social, political and cultural context, and internal 

motivations, linked to the management of sustainability issues at the company-

level. From an external perspective, communicating to stakeholders and securing 

reputation are two of the most cited uses of SR. From the internal one, improving 
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decision-making processes and creating opportunities for innovation and learning 

seems to be almost equally important. As discussed before, external (or symbolic) 

benefits relate to the use of SR in order to deal with societal pressures with no (or 

minimum) implications in terms of internal procedures and structures. On the 

other hand, internal (or substantive) benefits of SR in terms of supporting 

sustainability management practices require implementing concrete changes into 

company-level operations (Crilly et al., 2012). 

 

Figure 6: Practitioners´ perceptions on the main benefits of SR (II). (Source: KPMG, 

2011) 

In figures 5 and 6, those SR benefits that involve some degree of change in 

company-level practices appear in capital letters. Although the most cited benefits 

appear to be external, three of the first seven benefits of the GRI survey and three 

of the first five in the case of KPMG have internal implications in terms of 

identifying opportunities, providing guidance for decisions, motivating employees 

or improving internal collaboration. 

In order to facilitate further discussion on the internal relevance of SR 

implementation, these internal benefits can be arranged according to the generic 

phases of a (CSR/sustainability) management model (Hahn, 2013; Wheelen and 

Hunger, 2011).  As it can be observed in figure 7, substantive SR practices might 
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support CSR/Sustainability management efforts on every phase of the 

management framework: from the analysis of the external context to the 

formulation, implementation and evaluation of sustainability strategies. This 

suggests how SR might have the potential not only to monitor and benchmark 

performance but also to provide guidance to identify new opportunities, manage 

risks and create a stronger sustainability culture internally. 

Figure 7: CSR/Sustainability Management Framework and SR internal benefits. 

Source: own elaboration. 

2.1.3 Research gap2.1.3 Research gap2.1.3 Research gap2.1.3 Research gap    

Despite evidence from these surveys, academic research on the diversity of SR 

drivers and uses at the company-level has been very limited. Most SR literature has 

focused on the importance of external determinants of SR, such as institutional and 

stakeholder pressures (Fifka, 2013; Gray, 2007; Deegan, 2007; Kolk, 2010), while 

the role and potential benefits of SR within firms have received considerably less 

attention (Adams, 2004; Searcy, 2012). Indeed, only a handful of studies have 

explored the opportunities and challenges of SR implementation at the company-

level (Adams and Frost, 2008; Adams and McNicholas, 2007; Gond and Herrbach, 

2006; Contrafatto, 2014; Bouten and Hoozee, 2013). 

This lack of research seems particularly relevant considering, on the one hand, the 

evidence from surveys as presented in figures 5 and 6, and, on the other, previous 
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CSR research highlighting the existence of symbolic and substantive practices and 

thus different degrees of “decoupling” between formal policy and actual practice 

(Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Weaver et al., 1999). As decoupling is considered one of 

the biggest threats to the success of accountability standards (Gilbert et al., 2011), 

greater understanding about the broader range of SR adoption drivers and 

implementation processes might be needed in order to assess its contribution to 

sustainability goals at the company-level. In addition, given that the Global 

Reporting Initiative has become the prevalent SR framework, focusing on the 

diffusion of this reporting standard could provide significant implications 

concerning its structure as well as more general policy mechanisms.  

The following section provides an overview of the evolution of voluntary disclosure 

practices and discusses the current structure of the GRI Guidelines. Then, section 

2.3 will review the two main theoretical approaches that have been used in the 

context of this thesis in order to build an integrated explanation of SR phenomena. 

 

2.2 2.2 2.2 2.2 Overview of the sOverview of the sOverview of the sOverview of the sustainability reporting ustainability reporting ustainability reporting ustainability reporting phenomenonphenomenonphenomenonphenomenon        

This section provides a panoramic perspective of the field of SR practices, 

describing its origins, evolution and current situation. 

2.2.1 The 2.2.1 The 2.2.1 The 2.2.1 The origins and evolution of social and environmental disclosuresorigins and evolution of social and environmental disclosuresorigins and evolution of social and environmental disclosuresorigins and evolution of social and environmental disclosures    

Non-financial disclosure practices can be traced back to the 1970s. During that 

decade, corporations (particularly large, multinational ones) started facing 

increased public interest on the social and environmental impacts of their 

activities. In the first place, such additional information was disclosed as part of the 

regular annual report. As early as 1973, Ernst & Ernst started conducting studies on 

the disclosure of non-financial issues by Fortune 500 companies. At that time, most 

of this information responded to social issues such as product responsibility, equal 

opportunities and social benefits for their employees, a situation that continued 

through most of the 1980s (Fifka, 2013). 
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However, on the wake of the Brundlandt Commission in 1987, environmental 

issues started to gain more relevance and visibility in corporate communications, in 

some cases displacing previous social disclosures. An additional driver of this 

environmental emphasis was the fact that companies also realized that 

environmental measures and efficiency could provide opportunities for innovation 

and competitive advantage (Hart, 1995; Porter and Van der Linde, 1995). 

By the end of the 90s, social and environmental issues started to be merged into 

the broader (and often interchangeable) terms of “Corporate Responsibility 

Report”, “Sustainablity Report” or “Corporate Citizenship Report”. This was in line 

with the Triple Bottom Line concept coined by John Elkington (1997) and also with 

the development of the first GRI Guidelines, which promoted the inclusion of all 

non-financial aspects into these reports. 

In terms of the scale of the SR phenomenon, early disclosure practices in the 70s 

and 80s can be considered the exception rather than the norm. Indeed, the first 

KPMG report on environmental reporting in 1992 identified that only 13 % of the 

world 250 biggest companies disclosed some information. Over the years, this 

percentage grew to 35% in 1999, 64% in 2005 and 93% in 2013.  

To have an idea of the current speed of this phenomenon, between September 

2013 and September 2015 the number of organizations that had uploaded their 

reports to the GRI database increased from 5500 to 8400 (GRI Database). In 

addition, while the first disclosure attempts were limited to western European and 

US companies, current data shows that SR has considerably expanded to 

developing countries such as China, South Africa or Brazil. 
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*No 2008 data available for these countries. Data shown correspond to 2011 and 2013.  

Figure 8: Percentage of biggest 100 national companies that publish a SR report (by 

country). Source: own elaboration based on KPMG, 2008; KPMG, 2013. 

2.2.2 The Global Reporting Initiative: a powerful institution emerges.2.2.2 The Global Reporting Initiative: a powerful institution emerges.2.2.2 The Global Reporting Initiative: a powerful institution emerges.2.2.2 The Global Reporting Initiative: a powerful institution emerges.    

Over the last decade the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) has become one of the 

most influential actors governing the evolution of sustainability disclosures, and its 

reporting guidelines are considered de facto standard for Sustainability Reporting 

(European Union, 2014; KPMG, 2013; Levy et al., 2010) 

Its modest beginnings go back to 1997 where two employees from CERES (a small 

Boston-based NGO) produced a draft paper where they stated the following vision:  

The GRI vision is to improve corporate accountability by ensuring that all 

stakeholders—communities, environmentalists, labour, religious groups, 

shareholders, investment managers—have access to standardized, 

comparable, and consistent environmental information akin to corporate 

financial reporting. Only in this fashion will we be able to (1) use the capital 

markets to promote and ensure sustainable business practices; (2) measure 

companies’ adherence to standards set from Ceres principles; and (3) 

empower NGOs around the globe with the information they need to hold 

corporations accountable. (CERES, 1997). 

 

Over the next three years, this vision was operationalized in a series of 

multistakeholder panels (including industry, labor and NGO representatives) that 

produced the first version (G1) of the GRI Guidelines, published in 2000. The GRI 
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Guidelines quickly gained acceptance within the business community, who 

gradually adopted it as the preeminent SR framework. Data from KPMG (2013) 

shows that 78% of the companies under study published their sustainability 

report in accordance with the GRI Guidelines. 

From a governance perspective, GRI represents a good example of a “soft" 

regulation logic, by which private, voluntary governance agreements are 

developed as an alternative to “hard” legal requirements (Terlaak, 2007; King et 

al., 2005). In addition, it is argued (Levy et al., 2010) that one of the key 

ingredients to GRI success was its choice of a non-confrontational (or win-win) 

approach that promised positive outcomes for the various audiences it sought: 

corporations, NGOs, investors and the society at large. In this sense, GRI 

cultivated from its beginnings a dual logic of providing transparency to the public 

but also useful information for corporations about both their and their peers 

performance.  

2.2.3 The structure of the GRI Guidelines2.2.3 The structure of the GRI Guidelines2.2.3 The structure of the GRI Guidelines2.2.3 The structure of the GRI Guidelines    

The GRI Guidelines have undergone a large number of changes since its first 

version in 2000. Today, most companies are reporting based on one of the last 

two versions, either G3, launched in 2006 (GRI, 2006) or G4, launched in 2013 

(GRI, 2013). Both versions share a similar structure, first introducing a set of 

reporting principles and general guidance about the reporting process and then 

asking specific questions (and providing the corresponding indicators)  on a 

broad range of sustainability topics. 

The following figure provides an overview of the process for defining report 

content according to GRI G3/G4 Guidelines. 
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Fig 9: GRI reporting process. Source: GRI, 2006; 2013. 

As seen in the figure, the reporting cycle follows a logical sequence of 

identificating potential topics, prioritizing them and validating the analysis. This 

cycle is informed by the “principles for defining report content”, which include 

sustainability context, materiality, completeness and stakeholder inclusiveness. 

Table 1 on the next page shows the relationship between the principles and 

specific indicators that companies have to report to explain how they 

implemented them. As it can be observed, the principles of materiality and 

stakeholder inclusiveness are the ones more exhaustively addressed by both 

versions of the guidelines. In addition, and responding to the criticism that 

companies tended to solely focus on specific disclosures (in a “ticking the box” 

exercise), the newer G4 version provides more emphasis and guidance on the 

reporting process, especially when it comes to prioritizing material issues. Annex 

1 includes the excerpts from GRI G4 (2012) describing the application of the 

materiality principle. 
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GRI Principle DefinitionGRI Principle DefinitionGRI Principle DefinitionGRI Principle Definition    Related GRI G3 IndicatorsRelated GRI G3 IndicatorsRelated GRI G3 IndicatorsRelated GRI G3 Indicators    Related GRI G4 IndicatorsRelated GRI G4 IndicatorsRelated GRI G4 IndicatorsRelated GRI G4 Indicators    

Sustainability ContextSustainability ContextSustainability ContextSustainability Context        

Definition: the report should 

present the organization 

performance in the wider 

context of sustainability 

1.1: Statement from the most senior 

decisionmaker of the organization (e.g., 

CEO, chair, or equivalent senior position) 

about the relevance of sustainability to the 

organization and its strategy.  

G4-1: Provide a statement from the most 

senior decision-maker of the organization 

(such as CEO, chair, or equivalent senior 

position) about the relevance of sustainability 

to the organization and the organization’s 

strategy for addressing sustainability. 

1.2: Description of key impacts, risks, and 

opportunities 

G4-2: Provide a description of key impacts, 

risks, and opportunities 

Additional guidance: each of the above 

indicators is detailed over half a page. 

Additional guidance: each of the above 

indicators is detailed over half a page. 

 

 

Stakeholder inclusivenessStakeholder inclusivenessStakeholder inclusivenessStakeholder inclusiveness        

Definition: The reporting 

organization should identify  

its stakeholders and explain in 

the report how it has  

responded to their reasonable 

expectations and interests. 

3.5: Process for defining report content, 

including: 

• Determining materiality; 

• Prioritizing topics within the report; and 

• Identifying stakeholders the organization 

expects to use the report. 

G4-24: Provide a list of stakeholder groups 

engaged by the organization. 

Additional guidance: general explanation 

of the principle and practical indications 

within the Technical Protocol – Applying 

the Report Content Principles 

G4-25: Report the basis for identification and 

selection of stakeholders with whom to 

engage 

 G4-26: Report the organization’s approach to 

stakeholder engagement, including frequency 

of engagement by type and by stakeholder 

group, and an indication of whether any of the 

engagement was undertaken specifically as 

part of the report preparation process. 

 Additional guidance: brief (1-2 paragraphs) 

explanations for each of the above indicators. 

 

MaterialityMaterialityMaterialityMateriality    
    

Definition: the information in a 

report should cover topics and 

Indicators that:  reflect the 

organization’s significant 

economic, environmental, and 

social impacts or that would 

substantively influence the 

assessments and decisions of 

stakeholders, its stakeholders 

and explain in the report how it 

has responded to their 

reasonable expectations and 

interests. 

3.5: Process for defining report content, 

including: 

• Determining materiality; 

• Prioritizing topics within the report; and 

• Identifying stakeholders the organization 

expects to use the report. 

G4-18: a. Explain the process for defining the 

report content and the Aspect Boundaries. 

b. Explain how the organization has 

implemented the Reporting Principles for 

Defining Report Content. 

Additional guidance: Technical Protocol – 

Applying the Report Content Principles: 

Three pages describing how materiality 

analysis should be conducted 

Additional guidance: the above indicator is 

developed over five pages. 
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CompletenessCompletenessCompletenessCompleteness        

Definition: the report should 

present the organization 

performance in the wider 

context of sustainability 

3.7: State any specific limitations on the 

scope or boundary of the report. If 

boundary and scope do not address the 

full range of material economic, 

environmental, and social impacts of the 

organization, state the strategy and 

projected timeline for providing complete 

coverage. 

G4-17: a. List all entities included in the 

organization’s consolidated financial 

statements or equivalent documents. 

b. Report whether any entity included in the 

organization’s consolidated financial 

statements or equivalent documents is not 

covered by the report. 

Additional guidance: No Additional guidance: No 

 

Table 1: GRI principles and related indicators. Source: own elaboration based on 

GRI (2006) and GRI (2013) 

As for the disclosures section of the guidelines, both G3 and G4 make a 

distinction between disclosures on management approach (DMA) and 

performance indicators (PI). DMAs relate to the policies and measures taken by 

the organization while PIs provide facts and data about the results of such 

management approaches. However, while the G3 version asked companies to 

respond to the full range of indicators if they wanted to achieve the highest 

application level, the increased emphasis on materiality under G4 means that 

companies are expected to report specifically on the issues that are most 

relevant to their activity
2
. The following figure provides the list of topics 

(“aspects” according to GRI) from which companies are expected to identify 

material issues they face. 

                                                           
2
 In addition to a generic set of indicators that every company has to report. 
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Figure 10: Sustainability issues a company might face according to GRI G4 

Guidelines. Source (GRI G4, 2013) 

2.2.4 2.2.4 2.2.4 2.2.4 Scholarly pScholarly pScholarly pScholarly perspectives on the GRI Guidelineserspectives on the GRI Guidelineserspectives on the GRI Guidelineserspectives on the GRI Guidelines    

The GRI guidelines have received both praise and criticism in the academic 

literature. Some scholars have acknowledged its substantial contribution to the 

uptake of SR practices in the last decade (Brown et al., 2009a; 2009b; Levy et al., 

2010) by promising a number of benefits for their different stakeholders 

(including NGOs, investors and companies themselves). In addition, some of the 

existing company-level studies of SR implementation have highlighted how 

adoption of the GRI Guidelines provided additional legitimacy to the 

sustainability discourse and contributed to a larger process of organizational 
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learning and change towards sustainability (Contrafatto and Burns, 2013; Searcy 

and Buslovich, 2012). 

On the other hand, a number of drawbacks of this win-win, voluntary approach 

to disclosure are often subject for debate in the literature. While acknowledging 

its success in terms of scale, scholars such as Levy (2010) argue that GRI initial 

ambitions might not have been really materialized, as its ability to deliver 

concrete value to its different audiences (e.g. data to support NGO campaigns, 

useful information for investors and managers) remains under question. Studies 

from the accountability perspective have also highlighted the limits of its 

voluntary approach and the excessive freedom left to companies in selecting 

their boundaries and levels of disclosure (Archel et al., 2008; Moneva et al., 

2006). More generally, researchers assessing the quality of GRI reporting 

practices have highlighted its limitations in providing accurate and comparable 

information as well as adequately portraying industry-specific impacts (Comyns 

et al., 2013; Barkemeyer et al., 2015). 

 

2.32.32.32.3    Academic explanations of SRAcademic explanations of SRAcademic explanations of SRAcademic explanations of SR    practicepracticepracticepracticessss    

While the literature provides a broad range of CSR theories (Garriga and Melé, 

2004) and CSR organizational benefits, such as eco-efficiency (Hart, 1995); 

employee motivation (Bhattacharya et al., 2008) or business-model innovation 

(Zollo et al., 2013; Porter, 2011), few contributions have assessed the role of 

reporting practices at the company-level. Literature reviews of SR research (see for 

example Fifka (2013) for a comprehensive review of 186 SR studies) clearly show 

that the majority of studies have focused on the relationship between, on the one 

hand, the external context, and on the other, the extent of information disclosed. 

Specific examples of such external drivers have included the role of stakeholder 

pressures (Perez-Batres et al., 2012) or specific events (Patten, 1992).    
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This has probably been due to the prevalence of theoretical lenses (such as 

institutionalism or legitimacy theory) that frame corporate behaviour as a response 

to external constraints and thus conceptualize SR as part of the response to such 

environment
3
. Given such focus on external factors, the SR literature has not 

incorporated other perspectives on the adoption and diffusion of new 

management practices lending attention to internal drivers, such as “innovation 

diffusion” theories (Rogers, 1962; Abrahamson, 1991).  

As opposed to institutional explanations, the innovation diffusion literature has 

rather privileged a company-level explanation of new practice adoption and 

diffusion, in which potential adopters weight adoption technical benefits against 

adoption costs according to their individual priorities.  Given this thesis aim to 

explore the role of reporting frameworks in supporting company-level practices, 

this approach to SR diffusion might provide a more coherent lens to the 

understanding of SR practices under more proactive CSR configurations. 

As the main theoretical contribution of this thesis is to explore the specific roles 

that these two sets of explanations (external and internal) play in the context of SR 

adoption and implementation, the two following subsections discuss each of these 

perspectives. Together with their theoretical formulation, a review of empirical 

studies assessing SR practices under these two different theoretical lenses is 

provided. 

2.32.32.32.3.1 .1 .1 .1 Institutional Institutional Institutional Institutional theorytheorytheorytheory    

Institutional approaches to the study of organizations (Meyer and Rowan, 1977; 

DiMaggio and Powell, 1991) typically emphasize the idea that corporate action is 

                                                           

3
 Over time, the dominance of these approaches has motivated influent scholars’ calls 

(Adams, 2002; Adams and Larrinaga-Gonzalez, 2007; Parker, 2005; Kolk, 2010), to expand 

SR research by lending attention to internal motives and by actually engaging with 

organizations in understanding the dynamics of SR at the company-level.  
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highly constrained by external, non-market, forces, such as regulations, public 

opinion and stakeholder and peer pressures. Accordingly, corporate success is 

largely framed as a function of whether organizations succeed to comply with such 

social norms, and thus maintain public legitimacy and support. As Boxenbaum and 

Jonsson (2008) put it:  

“A central idea of institutionalism is that organizations conform to ‘rationalized 

myths’ in society about what constitutes a proper organization. These myths 

emerge as solutions to widely perceived problems of organizing and become 

rationalized when they are popularly believed to constitute the proper solution to 

these problems”  

As, in some cases, such externally imposed “solutions” might be conflicting with 

operational requirements (or even with other external demands), institutional 

theorists have suggested that organizations might decouple their formal structures, 

policies and rules from their actual work activities (Meyer and Rowan, 1977). In the 

context of CSR initiatives, such decoupling might occur between the adoption of 

social and environmental policies (such as ethical codes or “best practice” 

initiatives) and its translation into day-to-day operations (Westphal and Zajac, 

2001; Crilly et al., 2012). 

 Given that SR practices (and CSR more broadly) have a strong external dimension, 

involving disclosure and communication to the public, institutional theory provides 

an appealing theoretical background for studying them. Indeed, a number of 

characteristics identified by Meyer and Rowan (1977) as usually related to 

decoupled practices might be applied to SR frameworks, such as the difficulty of 

evaluating its contribution to organizational performance (the benefits of its 

implementation are difficult to measure), the avoidance of effective enforcement 

procedures [third-party verification is usually superficial (Smith et al. 2011; Kolk, 

2010)] or the logic of good faith surrounding their implementation (which argues 

that, as SR is voluntary, companies doing it really believe in it). 
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Before reviewing specific SR studies, it is useful to recall the classical distinction 

within institutionalism (Boxenbaum and Jonsson, 2008; Suchman, 1995) between a 

more rigid perspective framing institutions as “social facts” and a softer strategic 

(or agentic) perspective. Under the first one, organizations are framed as passive 

subjects that internalize institutional pressures to a large extent and almost 

inevitably conform to them. Under the second, individual and organizational actors 

retain some degrees of freedom and are be able to act strategically when 

responding to those pressures. Existing studies in the SR field largely share this 

division between institutional (in a stricter sense) and strategic responses to 

external demands.  

2.3.2 2.3.2 2.3.2 2.3.2 Institutional Institutional Institutional Institutional approaches toapproaches toapproaches toapproaches to    SRSRSRSR    

As it has already been argued, external motives to disclose social and 

environmental information have been the primary focus of the SR literature. Even 

from a diversity of theoretical perspectives, including legitimacy theory (Suchman, 

1995; Deegan 2002; 2007) stakeholder theory (Freeman, 1984; Roberts, 1992; 

Perez-Batres et al., 2012) and neo-institutional theory (DiMaggio and Powell, 1991; 

Larrinaga-Gonzalez 2007), these studies focus on the role of factors such as 

compliance, transparency, legitimacy and reputation in explaining the external 

communication of sustainability information.  

In this sense, this literature generally conceives voluntary information disclosure as 

a way for organizations to comply with social expectations about what is 

considered to be good corporate behavior. However, two different approaches 

concerning the extent to which organizations are actually able to influence such 

perception can be distinguished (Suchman, 1995; Larrinaga-Gonzalez, 2007). 

Studies adopting the agentic or strategic version of institutionalism envision 

organizational legitimacy as a managerial resource, emphasizing the ability of 

organizations to influence how they are externally perceived (Pfeffer, 1981; 

Deegan 2002; Deegan, 2007). Empirical studies in this stream have thus highlighted 

how SR can be a means to create an impression of social conformity (O’Dwyer, 
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2002) and to influence the political agenda (Larrinaga-González et al., 2001), as 

well as a way to respond to specific events (such as environmental disasters) 

(Patten, 1992; Darrell and Schwartz, 1997).  

Overlapping with legitimacy theory (Deegan, 2007), other studies have explicitly 

adopted stakeholder theory in order to understand the relationship between 

stakeholder pressures and the nature and extent of disclosures (Roberts, 1992; Tilt, 

1994; Perez-Batres et al. 2012). Studies informed by this perspective tend to 

highlight the complex, dynamic nature of stakeholder demands concerning 

corporate behavior (Morsing and Schultz, 2006), as well as the role of specific 

pressure groups, such as NGOs (Deegan and Blomquist, 2006). More specifically, 

one of the determinants of disclosure that has received more attention under this 

perspective is the extent to which the activities of a given company are considered 

to be harmful for other groups and/or the society at large. In this sense, 

controversial industries such as oil & gas, tobacco, mining and defense have 

received specific attention (Fifka, 2013; Aerts et al., 2006; De la Cuesta and Valor, 

2013; Commyns, 2014) in order to determine the influence of normative pressures 

(DiMaggio and Powell, 1991) on disclosure decisions. 

On the other hand, work within the more rigid version of institutionalism has 

tended to emphasize the fact that social expectations often fall beyond the 

managerial (and manipulative) scope of companies (Suchman, 1995; Larrinaga-

Gonzalez, 2007). From this perspective, legitimacy is rather a consequence of 

cultural, social and legal alignment (Scott, 1995), transcending any single 

organization’s purposive control (Suchman, 1995). Back to DiMaggio and Powell 

taxonomy
4
 (1991), this perspective proves particularly useful in order to explain the 

influence of mimetic pressures exerted by other actors belonging to the same 

                                                           

4
 Arguably, the third mechanism identified by DiMaggio and Powell (1991), coercive 

(regulatory) pressures, has been of less importance in the SR field given its predominantly 

voluntary nature (which might significantly change over the next years). 
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organizational field. In this sense, analyses of SR practices informed by this 

perspective (Kolk, 2003; 2005; 2010; Bebbington et al., 2009; Halme and Huse, 

1997; Amran and Haniffa, 2010) show how patterns of SR adoption might be better 

explained by economic, geographical and cultural institutionalization mechanisms 

rather than by unconstrained, purposive choice of managers. In particular, the 

influence of country-level peers has been well documented in the field of SR 

(Cormier and Magnan 2003; Gjolberg, 2009), providing a good example of mimetic 

forces affecting disclosure decisions.   

Taken together, these studies have proven really useful in understanding the 

influence of the external context on the adoption of SR practices, identifying a 

broad array of mechanisms that explain corporate voluntary disclosure practices. 

On the other hand, even if institutional theory has gradually recognized the fact 

that heterogeneity might persist among organizations faced with similar pressures 

(Boxenbaum and Jonsson, 2008; Delmas and Toffel, 2008), this potential situation 

remains largely unexplored in the field of SR. Empirical studies on SR have usually 

focused on generating supra-organizational explanations rather than on addressing 

the sources of differentiation at the company-level. Indeed, a large share of the SR 

literature has historically taken a rather skeptical view about the internal impact of 

SR
5
, implicitly assuming that companies might just adopt its more ceremonial and 

symbolic elements while keeping it decoupled from actual practice (Gray, 2001; 

O’Brien, 2002; Larrinaga-Gonzalez, 2007). As a result, SR research might benefit 

from an integration of other literatures in order to generate a deeper 

understanding of SR processes taking place at the company-level.   

2.32.32.32.3.3.3.3.3    EfficiencyEfficiencyEfficiencyEfficiency    theoriestheoriestheoriestheories    

As the CSR debate expanded its original focus on “whether to do CSR” based on its 

contribution to financial performance (Orlitzky et al., 2008) to “how to do CSR” 

                                                           
5
 In the case of more recent studies, there seems to be a growing trend to incorporate a 

company-level perspective on SR and discuss the internal impacts of its implementation. 

Such studies will be reviewed in the next section. 
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(Maon et al., 2009; Wood, 2010), SR has become one of the most influential 

instruments and tools that have emerged in order to operationalize its agenda. 

However, as opposed to other CSR policies, the role of SR in effectively promoting 

responsible practices at the company-level has been much less investigated. As 

argued before, this might be a consequence of the dominance of theoretical lenses 

framing SR diffusion as a result of institutional/legitimacy pressures. Given the aim 

of this thesis to investigate the internal dynamics of SR practices from a more 

proactive/strategic CSR perspective, efficiency theories of practice diffusion seem 

better adapted to such aim.   

Emerging from the field of economics, efficient-choice explanations have 

dominated the literature on the adoption and diffusion of new management 

practices and technologies (usually called the “innovation diffusion” literature) 

(Rogers, 1962; Abrahamson, 1991; Ansari et al., 2010). Under this explanation, the 

adoption of a new practice is conceived as the outcome of a rational, company-

level evaluation of its cost-effectiveness and expected benefits. Thus, according to 

this view, only technically efficient practices/innovations get adopted and are 

substantively implemented within organizations. 

Given the prevalence of rationality assumptions explaining adoption decisions, 

early studies in this area tended to neglect potential difficulties during 

implementation (Rogers, 1962; Abrahamson, 1991). Later, some scholars 

complemented the initial propositions by acknowledging that implementation 

processes might still be problematic and that companies might need to develop 

specific strategies to overcome such barriers (Ansari et al., 2012). For example, 

there is ample evidence about how standardized management practices (such as 

ISO norms or Total Quality Management principles) can lead to very heterogeneous 

situations from one company to another, even if there was a common aspiration to 

improve performance when deciding on adoption (Zbaracki, 1998; Boiral and Roy, 

2007; Yin and Schmeidler, 2009).  
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In this sense, just as institutionalism has gradually lent attention to potential 

heterogeneity among organizations despite similar external pressures, scholars 

from an efficient choice perspective (Abrahamson, 1991; Ansari et al., 2010) have 

suggested that assessing compatibility between the new practice and the adopter 

might provide an explanation for its relative success or failure. By adopting a 

company-level perspective, research in this field has examined fit between 

standards’ institutional requirements and firms´ existing capabilities, and described 

ways in which the organization and the practice can co-evolve in order to improve 

their mutual alignment (Ansari et al., 2010; Simpson et al., 2012; Boiral and Roy, 

2007; Boiral, 2003).  

These discussions have also extended the notion of compatibility from the initial 

emphasis on technical aspects (such as compatibility of systems and technologies) 

to the inclusion of other aspects that new practices might embody. According to 

Ansari et al. (2012) three dimensions of compatibility between the adopter and the 

practice can be distinguished: technical, cultural and political. In the case of SR, 

given its normative prescriptions about how business should be conducted 

responsibly, such multi-faceted nature seems to be particularly relevant.  

2.3.4 2.3.4 2.3.4 2.3.4 Efficiency approaches to SREfficiency approaches to SREfficiency approaches to SREfficiency approaches to SR    

Albeit constituting a significant research gap in the SR literature [see calls for more 

research in this field in Adams (2002), Adams and Larrinaga-Gonzalez (2007), 

Parker (2005) and Kolk (2010)], internal motives seem to play an important role 

concerning the adoption and use of SR (see figures 5 and 6). As discussed before, 

SR might contribute to support substantive CSR practices by helping to identify new 

opportunities, formulate targets and monitor performance. On the other hand, the 

literature on non-reporting companies has also shed some light on the relevance of 

internal challenges (Martin and Hadley, 2008; Stubbs et al. 2012). Investigating the 

reasons for corporate non-reporting within the FTSE 350, Martin and Hadley (2008) 

found that implementation challenges were actually thought to be more significant 
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than reputational considerations, providing evidence against the idea of 

corporations deciding on SR adoption purely based on external motives.  

However, apart from such reporters’ (and non-reporters’) accounts, examinations 

of internal reasons for SR adoption, its implementation dynamics and how they 

might bring about organizational benefits are relatively limited (Adams, 2002; 

Searcy, 2012). Over the following subsections, the literature focusing on SR from a 

company-level perspective is reviewed highlighting the roles of technical, political 

and cultural factors along SR processes. 

Technical factorsTechnical factorsTechnical factorsTechnical factors 

From a theoretical perspective (Ansari et al., 2012), technical fit refers to the 

compatibility between the technical properties of a practice and the technologies 

(and skills more generally) owned by the adopter. For example, specific technical 

features of a new management practice might need to be accommodated into 

existing systems (such as IT or Enterprise Resource Planning systems). In addition, 

internal knowledge and capabilities need to match the practice requirements in 

order to substantively implement it.    

In terms of the adoption of SR frameworks, a number of technical requirements 

are usually prescribed concerning the process of identifying, collecting and 

presenting information. Indeed, the GRI guidelines define the technical principles 

of “accuracy”, “comparability” and “timeliness”, asking organizations to provide 

information that fulfills these requirements. As previous research has suggested 

(Searcy and Buslovich, 2014), data collection issues during the reporting process 

are one of the key challenges of SR, as well as an important reason for the decision 

not to adopt SR practices (Martin and Hadley, 2009; Stubbs et al., 2012). On the 

other hand, in addition to data collection issues, the ability to understand and 

evaluate the information generated through SR practices seems to be critical to its 

successful implementation (Husillos et al, 2011). In this sense, the literature also 

provides examples of companies actively seeking such compatibility between SR 

indicators and internal information management needs. For instance, Marshall and 
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Brown (2003) found that environmentally proactive companies used much more 

future-oriented metrics (i.e. goals and targets) than their reactive counterparts 

who focused on disclosing past performance.  

Political factorsPolitical factorsPolitical factorsPolitical factors    

Political fit refers to the compatibility between the normative elements of a new 

practice and company-level management priorities and agendas. Indeed, 

management practices are rarely neutral from a normative perspective, and thus 

adopting a new management practice will usually affect the balance of power and 

interests within the organization.  

This might be particularly true in the case of CSR policies and sustainability 

management frameworks (Wijen, 2014), given their more or less explicit 

reconsideration of how business should be conducted and their corporate 

governance implications. For example, GRI principles of “stakeholder inclusiveness” 

and “materiality” embody a stakeholder orientation of the corporation that might 

be at odds with business as usual, shareholder primacy. Martin and Hadley (2009) 

found “Chief executive officer and/or senior management doubt the advantages” 

as the most cited specific reason not to adopt SR practices among large companies 

in the UK. Valor (2012), in her study of the energy industry contribution to 

development goals, also found that those areas with the weakest link with business 

activities were reported in much less systematic ways than others. 

Other studies (Adams and McNicholas, 2007; Husillos et al., 2011; Bouten and 

Hoozee, 2013) have also highlighted how the implementation of SR can create 

conflicts with other management priorities. In their study of SR practices in Spanish 

corporations, Husillos et al. (2011) provide an example of a company where there 

was conflict between departments willing to control the SR process, and they also 

describe another case where opposition from the board of directors prevented the 

publication of an already prepared sustainability report. Accordingly, assessing 

political fit might need to consider the degree to which SR adoption is rooted in 
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proactive CSR/sustainability management practices, as well as whether SR is 

explicitly supported by top-management and other areas. 

Cultural Cultural Cultural Cultural factorsfactorsfactorsfactors    

Cultural fit refers to the compatibility between the values embodied by the practice 

and the cultural traits of the adopter. From the practice side, management 

standards use to entail certain assumptions about what cultural values are 

desirable or not (e.g. individualism vs teamwork, transparency vs secrecy). From 

the company side, cultural fit involves corporate values, beliefs, communication 

styles, mission and philosophical orientation of the organization (Ansari et al., 

2010). In addition, corporate culture might also be affected by supra-organizational 

factors, such as norms and values held at the industry level or broader cultural 

assumptions at the society level. For instance, Strang and Kim (2004), reporting the 

example of the diffusion of Quality Circles in the USA, explain how the original 

Japanese concept had to be adapted in order to fit American corporate culture and 

its individualistic world-view.  

In terms of the GRI reporting framework, the overarching principles of 

transparency and accountability arguably constitute its core cultural agenda. In 

addition, cultural factors are closely related to political priorities, as ethical 

leadership and ethical “tone at the top” has been identified as one of the key 

determinants of proactive CSR practices (Sharma and Vredenburg, 1998, Schwartz 

et al., 2005).  

 Given this, the degree to which there exists an ethical culture (Kaptein, 2008) and 

the level of transparency (both towards external stakeholders and between 

different corporate areas) are key company-level characteristics expected to have a 

direct influence on the level of cultural fit experienced. Indeed, the role of the 

corporate culture and values during SR adoption has been acknowledged by 

previous empirical research (Adams, 2002; Adams and McNicholas, 2007; 

Contrafatto and Burns, 2013). For example, Husillos et al. (2011) found a 
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relationship between cultural alignment with SR and company ownership 

structure, suggesting that SMEs and cooperatives were more naturally aware of 

their stakeholders’ expectations and willing to increase accountability to them. 

Other scholars, such as Adams and McNicholas (2007) and Contrafatto (2014), 

have produced in-depth case studies describing the adoption of SR practices from 

an organizational change perspective, explaining how SR implementation triggered 

a process of cultural change towards greater organizational transparency.  

ConclusionConclusionConclusionConclusion    

This section has reviewed the existing evidence concerning the influence of several 

organizational characteristics in the process of implementing SR practices. In doing 

so, these studies provide novel approaches to the understanding of SR, 

complementing the focus on external determinants and on SR adoption (rather 

than implementation) of most of the previous literature. 

Table 2 summarizes the discussion about the influence of technical, political and 

cultural factors when adopting SR practices. In order to do so, it provides examples 

of both SR standards’ and organizational characteristics associated to each of these 

factors. The first column (“SR Standards characteristics”) identifies some of the 

technical, political and cultural traits of GRI frameworks discussed over the last 

section. In the case of technical and political characteristics, specific GRI Principles 

can be classified under each of them. In the case of cultural factors, the broader 

GRI philosophy of transparency and accountability is cited.  

On the other hand, the second column provides an overview of organizational 

characteristics that might interact with GRI requirements for each of the three 

internal dimensions identified. Over the next chapter, the development of the 

conceptual framework of this thesis will benefit from the identification of these 

company-level characteristics in order to identify organizational determinants of SR 

implementation and formulate specific hypotheses. 
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Internal Internal Internal Internal 

FactorFactorFactorFactor        

    SR standardsSR standardsSR standardsSR standards    characteristicscharacteristicscharacteristicscharacteristics    OOOOrganizational rganizational rganizational rganizational characteristicscharacteristicscharacteristicscharacteristics    

TechnicalTechnicalTechnicalTechnical    

GRI Principles of “accuracy”, 

“comparability” and 

“timeliness” 

Availability of SR data 

Adequacy of data collection systems 

Employees’ SR expertise 

PoliticalPoliticalPoliticalPolitical    

GRI Principles of 

“stakeholder inclusiveness” 

and “sustainability context” 

Proactive stakeholder management  

CSR/Sustainability integrated into 

strategy 

SR supported by top management 

CulturalCulturalCulturalCultural    

GRI’s philosophy of 

transparency and 

accountability 

Ethical culture 

Transparency and accountability 

(externally and between departments) 

Table 2: SR standards’ and organizational characteristics associated to each of the 

internal factors discussed.  
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3333....    DevelopingDevelopingDevelopingDeveloping    the Rthe Rthe Rthe Research esearch esearch esearch QQQQuestionsuestionsuestionsuestions: conceptual framework : conceptual framework : conceptual framework : conceptual framework 

and hypothesesand hypothesesand hypothesesand hypotheses    

This chapter describes the process of developing the conceptual framework and 

hypotheses that articulate this thesis. It does so by building on the literature review 

and the research gap previously discussed in chapter 2, seeking to contribute to 

the generation of a richer understanding of SR practices. 

Institutionalism and efficiency theories have provided different explanations for 

the diffusion of new management practices, respectively focusing on the influence 

of the external environment and the existence of technical reasons at the 

organizational level. At the same time, scholars from both perspectives have 

started questioning the existence of a single set of drivers: Institutional scholars 

have gradually lent attention to the persistence of heterogeneity among 

organizations (Boxenbaum and Jonsson, 2008; Delmas and Toffel, 2008) and 

rational-choice scholars have incorporated cultural and political factors as part of 

the elements that drive practice adoption (Abrahamson, 1991; Ansari et al., 2012). 

As, according to the institutional literature (Meyer and Rowan, 1977), organizations 

might choose to adopt SR in a symbolic fashion while keeping it decoupled from 

actual internal practice, this thesis seeks to improve the understanding of how a 

combination of external and company-level factors influence the existence of 

decoupled (symbolic) vs integrated (substantive) SR practices. 

3.1 Conceptual Framework3.1 Conceptual Framework3.1 Conceptual Framework3.1 Conceptual Framework    

In order to integrate these two dimensions, a framework is developed allowing the 

consideration of four different SR configurations represented by the quadrants of a 

2x2 matrix. These four quadrants arise from a combination of different levels of 

relative importance of external and internal motives for SR (see figure 11). The 

vertical axis accounts for the priority accorded to external motives. As external 

motives become more relevant, the role of SR in order to externally communicate 

sustainability actions of the organization is emphasized. As a result, issues such as 

demonstrating ethical behavior, maintaining social acceptance or managing 
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reputation, are primary expected outcomes of such externally oriented SR 

implementation. On the other hand, the horizontal axis reflects the importance of 

internal motives. As these internal motives become more salient, they are 

expected to lead to a more substantive SR configuration presenting significant 

linkages with company-level sustainability management practices. Accordingly, 

issues such as providing internal information needs or raising organizational 

awareness of sustainability within the company might constitute a priority for SR 

adoption and use.      

 

Figure 11: proposed framework for SR configurations. Source: own representation. 

By integrating these two dimensions, the proposed framework results in four 

possible combinations of external and internal motives of SR. At the bottom-left 

quadrant, both external and internal motives for SR are low. As a result, SR might 

be a rather irrelevant practice or, more likely, might simply not take place. Top-left 

and bottom-right quadrants represent respective “ideal-type” external (symbolic) 

and internal (substantive) configurations of SR, where either external or internal 

considerations prevail when adopting SR. Finally, at the top-right quadrant, SR is 

driven by both external and internal motives, arguably generating a richer array of 

interdependencies concerning its company-level use. 
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By considering these four SR configurations, this framework moves away from 

monolithic approaches to SR practices and allows to differentiate between internal 

and external motives in influencing the resulting SR configuration.  

3.2 3.2 3.2 3.2 Hypotheses developmentHypotheses developmentHypotheses developmentHypotheses development    

The conceptual framework responds to this thesis first research objective: to 

explore the diversity of motives and SR configurations at the company-level. Once 

applied to a small number of sample organizations, this thesis second research 

objective is to validate these findings by developing a regression model that tests 

the relationship between a set of external and internal drivers and SR 

implementation alternatives. In line with the proposed framework, the model that 

has been developed posits that, while external pressures might be responsible for 

the increase in the quantity of disclosures made available to the public, the extent 

to which transparency initiatives are substantively implemented is primarily 

influenced by company-level considerations. 

In order to operationalize these hypotheses, the different elements of the 

framework are replaced with specific variables. The axes of the framework 

(external and internal motives) are replaced with a number of specific external and 

internal determinants. As for the resulting SR configurations, two variables are also 

created. The external orientation of SR practices is measured by the quantity of 

information disclosed. In turn, the internal orientation is measured by evaluating 

the quality of the reporting process according to two GRI reporting principles: 

stakeholder inclusiveness and materiality.  

 

Figure 12: Operationalizing the conceptual framework: regression model 
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3.2.1 External 3.2.1 External 3.2.1 External 3.2.1 External driversdriversdriversdrivers    

The influence of the external context is operationalized by two different variables 

that stem from the literature review: country-level mimetic pressures and 

controversial sectors. These two variables represent two of the most widely 

investigated reporting drivers, relating to two of classical dimensions of 

institutional forces (DiMaggio and Powell, 1991): mimetic pressures and normative 

pressures. 

CountryCountryCountryCountry----level level level level mimetmimetmimetmimetic pressuresic pressuresic pressuresic pressures: distinctive patterns of SR standards adoption (and 

sustainability tools and indexes more generally) have been found among countries 

(Cormier and Magnan, 2003; Gøjlberg, 2009), suggesting that companies imitate 

their country-level peers when deciding on SR adoption. In the context of this 

thesis, it is thus expected that country-level pressures affect the decision to adopt 

more or less extensive reporting practices. 

Hypothesis 1: The quantity of information disclosed is positively affected by the level 

of country-level mimetic pressures. 

Controversial sectors: Controversial sectors: Controversial sectors: Controversial sectors: previous literature has identified the influence of social 

perceptions about different industries in driving the disclosure of social and 

environmental information (Fifka, 2013, De la Cuesta and Valor, 2013). In 

particular, those industries with higher impacts on non-renewable resources [e.g 

Oil & Gas, Mining, (Comyns, 2014)], higher environmental impact (e.g. Chemicals) 

or, more generally bad reputation (e.g. Tobacco, Defense) are expected to disclose 

more information as a response to public controversies they might face. According 

to this evidence, hypothesis 2 is formulated. 

Hypothesis 2: The quantity of information disclosed is positively affected by 

belonging to a controversial sector. 

3.2.1 Internal drivers3.2.1 Internal drivers3.2.1 Internal drivers3.2.1 Internal drivers    

In a similar way, the influence of company-level characteristics is also 

operationalized by two different variables: CSR Integration and Management 
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Standards Experience. According to the previous discussion of technical, political 

and cultural factors affecting reporting practices, each of these variables seeks to 

capture a different dimension of compatibility between GRI requirements and 

company-level characteristics. CSR Integration represents “political compatibility” 

between the GRI guidelines and the adopter and Management Standards 

Experience represents “technical compatibility” between the GRI guidelines and 

the adopter. No specific variable was found to be available to measure “cultural 

compatibility”, and thus this aspect will be addressed qualitatively. 

CSR IntegrationCSR IntegrationCSR IntegrationCSR Integration: the extent to which CSR/Sustainability practices are integrated into 

the business model of the company provides a measure of the political 

compatibility between the organization and the SR standard. In the case of this 

thesis, this variable is measured by creating a scale of items that measure the 

integration of CSR into strategies, policies and incentive systems. 

Hypothesis 3: The extent to which SR is substantively implemented is positively 

affected by the level of CSR Integration. 

Management standards experience:Management standards experience:Management standards experience:Management standards experience: previous research (Husillos et al., 2011) points 

to positive synergies between different sustainability management tools. According 

to this, the degree to which the company has the necessary skills and experience in 

order to implement SR is operationalized by measuring its previous experience 

with other non-financial management standards. 

Hypothesis 4: The extent to which SR is substantively implemented is positively 

affected by the experience in implementing other related management standards.   

3.2.3 Independence between external and internal drivers3.2.3 Independence between external and internal drivers3.2.3 Independence between external and internal drivers3.2.3 Independence between external and internal drivers    

According to the conceptual framework previously developed, this model posits 

that while external drivers trigger symbolic SR practices, internal drivers trigger 

substantive ones. As a consequence, it can also be expected that there is no causal 

relationship between the external orientation of SR and its internal implementation 
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(that is, more extensive reports do not imply more substantive reporting 

processes). Based on that, a final hypothesis is developed. 

Hypothesis 5: There is no relationship between the quantity of information disclosed 

and the extent to which SR is substantively implemented 

3.2.4 Control variables3.2.4 Control variables3.2.4 Control variables3.2.4 Control variables    

Finally, four control variables have been identified and included in the regression 

model. These include general company-level information, such as size and financial 

performance, and specific reporting-related information, such as the choice of the 

GRI G4 version (vs GRI G3) and the number of years of previous SR experience. 
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4. Methods4. Methods4. Methods4. Methods    

4.1 Methodology overview4.1 Methodology overview4.1 Methodology overview4.1 Methodology overview    

This chapter presents the overall research design of this thesis as well as the 

various methods used at its different stages. Methodology has been described as 

“the analysis of how research should or does proceed“ (Blaikie, 2007) or “the 

philosophy of data collection and analysis techniques“ (Saunders et al., 2009). In 

this sense, methodology is not a mere catalogue of techniques and tools, but a 

coherent set of choices at different levels of abstraction that seeks to produce the 

desired research outputs (Huff, 2009). 

Saunders (2009) illustrates this idea by means of its popular “research onion”, in 

which a research design is composed by different layers, from the overarching 

research philosophy to specific data collection methods. Figure 13 makes use of 

Saunders’ diagram to provide an overview of the methodological choices of this 

thesis. 

 

Figure 13: A research onion of this thesis. Source: adapted from Saunders (2009). 
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The following sections describe the methodology of this thesis, from the 

formulation of the research project to the different methods used, providing a 

justification for each of the alternatives adopted. 

4.2 Research philosophy4.2 Research philosophy4.2 Research philosophy4.2 Research philosophy    

Reseach philosophies are concerned with fundamental questions regarding the 

nature of the world (ontology: what is reality?) and the ways that are considered 

appropriate to understand it (epistemology: how can we know about reality?). 

Whereas the natural sciences largely share a positivistic approach to reality (that is, 

reality exists independently of observers) and knowledge generation, in the social 

sciences this discussion goes back to its origins in the XIXth century. One of the 

fathers of Sociology, August Comte originally labelled sociology as “social physics”, 

promoting the idea that general and stable rules could be formulated explaining 

the social world. On the other hand, other social scientists such as Weber argued 

for the reflexive nature of human beings and their social construction of reality 

(Delanty et al., 2003). 

A number of research philosophies are usually discussed in research methods 

manuals for the social sciences (Berg, 2009; Gray, 2013), including positivism, 

constructionism, realism and pragmatism. Positivism and constructionism can be 

considered two opposite ends in terms of their radically different understanding of 

both reality and acceptable knowledge. Supporters of positivism (such as Comte 

himself) argue that research is about dissectioning reality into simpler elements 

and trying to generate stable laws that explain its underlying mechanics. On the 

other hand, constructionism posits that reality is nothing but a sum of socially 

constructed ideas, so that knowledge generation lies on the understanding of 

subjective meanings and actions. Finally, realism and pragmatism adopt more 

balanced stances between the former two. Based on Saunders et al. (2009), Huff 

(2009) and Creswell and Plano-Clark (2011), table 3 provides a brief description of 

all of them.  
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4.2.1 Pragmatism4.2.1 Pragmatism4.2.1 Pragmatism4.2.1 Pragmatism    

For the purpose of this thesis, a pragmatist research philosophy was deemed most 

appropriate. This decision was taken for a number of reasons. First of all, given the 

intention to combine both external factors and internal motives to explain how 

organizations implement SR, there is an implicit hypothesis that objective reasons 

or subjective perceptions alone would not be able to capture the richness of this 

process. As a second reason, and partially linked to this, both hard data and 

qualitative accounts from practitioners where judged to provide useful insights. As 

it can be derived from the table below, pragmatism is specially adapted to deal 

with such a combination from different data sources. 

    OntologyOntologyOntologyOntology    EpistemologyEpistemologyEpistemologyEpistemology    Usual scholarly approachUsual scholarly approachUsual scholarly approachUsual scholarly approach    

PositivismPositivismPositivismPositivism    The world is orderly and 

can be reduced to 

elementary concepts and 

rules. Reality is objective 

and independent of 

social actors.  

Authentic knowledge can 

only come from testing 

theory through strict 

methods. Focus on 

causality and 

generalizations. 

Highly structured, large 

samples, usually 

quantitative. 

ConstructionismConstructionismConstructionismConstructionism    Reality is created by the 

perceptions of 

individuals and groups. It 

is multiple and changes 

over time. 

All knowledge is socially 

generated. Focus on the 

subjective meanings that 

generate social actions. 

Small samples, in-depth 

investigations, usually 

qualitative 

RealismRealismRealismRealism    Reality exists 

independently and is 

objective, but senses do 

not always provide 

accurate data.  

Observable 

phenomena provide 

credible data, facts. 

Insufficient data 

means inaccuracies 

in sensations or 

misinterpretation. 

Methods chosen 

must fit the subject 

matter, quantitative 

or qualitative. 

Explanations are 

successively improved. 

PragmatismPragmatismPragmatismPragmatism    Truth is modified as 

discoveries are made and 

is relative to the time, 

place and purpose of 

enquiry  

Both observable 

phenomena and subjective 

meanings can provide 

acceptable knowledge 

dependent upon the 

research questions. 

Mixed or multiple 

method designs. 

Methods are justified to 

the extent they help 

researchers meet their 

aims. 

Table 3: Summary of different research philosophies. 

Finally, the choice of pragmatism as a research philosophy also supports this thesis’ 

aim to “engage” with real-world challenges (Van de Ven, 2007), in particular those 

related with the implementation of sustainability practices within corporations. 

Given that pragmatism is claimed to be “problem-centred” and “real-world 
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practice orientated” (Creswell, 2009), adopting the pragmatist philosophy 

facilitated the task of generating theories “that are convenient tools to deal with 

the world” (Blaikie, 2007). 

4.34.34.34.3    Research designResearch designResearch designResearch design    

Figure 14 depicts the overall research design of this thesis. Given the relative lack 

of previous knowledge concerning the role of SR within organizations, this research 

was conceived as an exploratory inquiry followed by a series of explanatory tests.  

The exploratory phase was aimed at uncovering diversity in SR practices by 

studying a reduced number of organizations. In contrast, the explanatory phase 

employed a larger sample in order to identify the underlying reasons and generate 

an integrated narrative. 

 

Figure 14: Overview of the research design 

4.3.1 Mixed methods4.3.1 Mixed methods4.3.1 Mixed methods4.3.1 Mixed methods    

Given the decision to combine a variety of data sources (qualitative and 

quantitative) along this project, the sequence of research phases shown in figure 

14 can actually be understood as a mixed methods research design. Mixed 

methods approaches assume that the combination of multiple types of data can 

provide the best understanding of a research problem. According to Creswell 

(Creswell and Plano-Clark, 2011), one of the “founding fathers” of mixed methods 

designs, research problems suited for mixed method are those in which one data 

source might be insufficient, results need to be explained or exploratory findings 

need to be generalized.  
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4.4 Data collection and analysis4.4 Data collection and analysis4.4 Data collection and analysis4.4 Data collection and analysis    

 

PHASE 1PHASE 1PHASE 1PHASE 1: E: E: E: Exploring diversity of SR practices within compxploring diversity of SR practices within compxploring diversity of SR practices within compxploring diversity of SR practices within companiesaniesaniesanies    

    

4.4.1 Multiple case study4.4.1 Multiple case study4.4.1 Multiple case study4.4.1 Multiple case study    

According to the exploratory nature of Phase 1, aimed at describing the diversity of 

SR practices, and given the limited previous research on this question, a case study 

method was considered particularly appropriate (Yin 2003; Eisenhardt, 1989). 

More specifically, an exploratory, multiple case study (Yin, 2003) of four large 

Spanish companies making use of the GRI 3/3.1 guidelines was conducted in order 

to illustrate different SR configurations at the company level. 

The scope of this phase was limited to Spanish companies due to practical reasons, 

as the researcher had already worked with a number of them and access to others 

was judged to be easier. However, it must be said that Spanish companies, 

particularly large ones, have been very active adopting SR practices in general and 

the GRI guidelines in particular. In 2009, Spanish companies published more GRI 

reports than any other country in Europe (European Union, 2011a) and, according 

to KPMG (2013), 82% of Spain´s largest 100 companies (to which our sample 

companies belong) were disclosing sustainability information in 2010. In addition, 

KPMG (2013) ranked Spain among the leading countries in terms of “quality of SR 

communication” and “level of process maturity” of SR practices.  

SampleSampleSampleSample    

Given that the main objective of this Phase was to explore diversity in SR practices, 

a purposive sampling strategy (Berg, 2009) was employed in order to select 

companies belonging to different sectors and presenting different SR profiles (see 

table 9 in page 82).  

Data Data Data Data collectioncollectioncollectioncollection    

Data collection took place between May and September 2012. For each case, it 

involved secondary sources (including annual and sustainability reports, corporate 
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websites, press articles and third-party sustainability assessments) as well as a 

semi-structured interview lasting between one and two hours with the person 

responsible for SR (typically, the Corporate Social Responsibility or Sustainability 

manager). The interviews served to identify external and internal drivers of SR, as 

well as to explore the links between SR and company-level sustainability 

management practices. As only one interview per company was conducted, 

respondents were asked to provide specific examples of how SR was used 

internally in order to limit a potential “rhetoric of success” (Zbaracki, 1998) 

concerning SR adoption. 

Data analysisData analysisData analysisData analysis    

Once data collection was completed, within- and cross-case analyses (Eisenhardt, 

1989) were conducted. During within-case analysis, collected data were 

summarized, preliminary findings were elaborated for each case separately and 

interviewees were encouraged to provide feedback on them. At this stage, 

triangulation (Yin, 2003) of multiple sources collected allowed to validate findings 

concerning the relative importance of internal and external motives and to position 

the companies within the proposed framework. Finally, a cross-case analysis was 

carried out to identify similarities and differences among the sample organizations 

and uncover their respective SR configurations in further detail. However, given the 

limited number of cases and its exploratory nature, this study was unable to 

provide a more robust explanation of the different drivers that affect the 

implementation of SR. This, in turn, is the aim of Phase 2. 
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PHASE 2: PHASE 2: PHASE 2: PHASE 2: TTTTesting the relationshipesting the relationshipesting the relationshipesting the relationship    between external and internal between external and internal between external and internal between external and internal SR drivers and SR SR drivers and SR SR drivers and SR SR drivers and SR 

configurations.configurations.configurations.configurations.    

    

In order to provide a deeper understanding on the reasons that explain the SR 

configurations discovered under Phase 1, Phase 2 was conceived as a deductive, 

quantitative design. Its central element is the regression model described in the 

next section, by which the influence of a number of external and internal factors on 

SR implementation choices is tested. However, in order to generate more accurate 

information before testing the model, this phase also involved a significant content 

analysis of sustainability reports (described just after the “data collection” section). 

4.4.2 Regression Model4.4.2 Regression Model4.4.2 Regression Model4.4.2 Regression Model    

    

Sample Sample Sample Sample     

Large companies belonging to the European Union were considered as potential 

candidates in order to test the proposed hypotheses. Next, two databases were 

identified as suitable for providing information about the variables of this study, 

Thomson Reuters’ Asset4 database and Global Reporting Initiative database. 

Similarly to other databases frequently used in corporate sustainability research 

(such as KLD or SustainAnalytics), Asset4 collects data on firms’ sustainability 

performance, covering around 3000 corporations worldwide since 2002. It includes 

more than 900 data points for each company, aggregated in 18 macro-variables 

and then in the classic four “pillars” of sustainability: Environmental, Social, 

Governance (ESG), and Economic. As for the GRI database, it currently includes 

more than 16.000 sustainability reports from around 8000 organizations 

worldwide. In addition, users can filter reports according to different criteria, such 

as the SR framework being used (G3 vs G4 versions) and the geographic and 

industry affiliations. 

Cross-checking data availability from both Thomson Reuters’ Asset4 database and 

Global Reporting Initiative database resulted in a final sample of 133 firms. This 
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final sample covers 10 EU countries and a diverse set of industries, including 

services, retail, utilities, transportation and manufacturing. Each of the included 

firms had available Asset4 scores concerning the aspects covered by the study and 

had published a sustainability report in accordance to the GRI guidelines. Sample 

selection and data collection processes took place in September and October 2014 

(meaning that annual sustainability reports available covered year 2013). 

 

Figure 15: graphic representation of the sample selection process. 

Data collectionData collectionData collectionData collection    

Data were collected from either Asset4 or GRI databases for every variable 

included in the model except for the Substantive SR variable. In this case, no 

available information was deemed appropriate to represent this variable and a 

content analysis of all 133 sustainability reports was designed and carried out (see 

next subsection). The following table provides an overview of the variables 

included in the model and their data sources. Then each variable is explained in 

more detail. 
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VARIABLEVARIABLEVARIABLEVARIABLE    DATA SOURCEDATA SOURCEDATA SOURCEDATA SOURCE    DDDDESCRIPTIONESCRIPTIONESCRIPTIONESCRIPTION    

SUBSTANTIVE SRSUBSTANTIVE SRSUBSTANTIVE SRSUBSTANTIVE SR    Content analysis of SR 

Reports 

13 items were developed and 

every report was manually coded 

based on this scale. 

EXTENSIVE SREXTENSIVE SREXTENSIVE SREXTENSIVE SR    “Application Level” 

from GRI Database  

According to A/B/C levels (in the 

case of the G3 version) or 

core/comprehensive levels (in G4). 

CONTROVERSIAL CONTROVERSIAL CONTROVERSIAL CONTROVERSIAL 

SECTORSECTORSECTORSECTOR    

Asset4 Industry 

classification 

Industry classification provided by 

Asset4 and controversial sectors 

based on previous literature. 

COUNTRYCOUNTRYCOUNTRYCOUNTRY----LEVEL LEVEL LEVEL LEVEL 

MIMETIC MIMETIC MIMETIC MIMETIC 

PRESSURESPRESSURESPRESSURESPRESSURES    

% calculated based on 

the GRI Database 

Percentage of companies in a given 

country presenting extensive SR 

practices. 

CSR INTEGRATIONCSR INTEGRATIONCSR INTEGRATIONCSR INTEGRATION    10 items from Asset4 

Database 

8 items belonging to the “vision 

and strategy” section of Asset4. 

MGMT MGMT MGMT MGMT 

STANDARDS STANDARDS STANDARDS STANDARDS 

EXPERIENCEEXPERIENCEEXPERIENCEEXPERIENCE    

6 items from Asset4 

Database 

Items corresponding to different 

management standards, such as 

ISO 14000 or OHSAS 18000. 

G4 ADOPTIONG4 ADOPTIONG4 ADOPTIONG4 ADOPTION    Report format from 

GRI Database 

Format choice between G4 or G3 

versions of the GRI Guidelines 

Table 4: Data sources for each variable of the model. 

Dependent VariableDependent VariableDependent VariableDependent Variable    

Extensive SR adoption: Extensive SR adoption: Extensive SR adoption: Extensive SR adoption: this variable sought to measure the quantity of information 

disclosed by each company. As every company in the sample was producing its 

sustainability report according to the GRI guidelines, disclosure levels established 

by GRI were used. Reports published according to the G3/G3.1 framework are 

labelled “A”, “B” or “C” depending on the amount of indicators being disclosed. In 

the case of the G4 framework a similar distinction is made between “core” and 

“comprehensive” reports. Thus, “A” or “comprehensive” reports were coded as 1 

(extensive) whereas “B” or “core” reports were coded as 0 (not extensive). 
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Independent variablesIndependent variablesIndependent variablesIndependent variables    

Controversial sectorControversial sectorControversial sectorControversial sector: : : : in order to have a measure of the level of normative pressures 

at the industry level, sample companies were classified as belonging to 

controversial or non-controversial sectors. This classification was based on Asset4 

industry codes and on previous research pointing to a number of controversial 

activities (Fifka, 2013; Aerts et al., 2006). In the context of this thesis, these 

included Banking & Insurance, Chemicals, Defense, Mining, Oil & Gas, Pharma, 

Telecommunications and Tobacco. Companies belonging to a controversial sector 

were coded as 1 while the others were coded as 0. 

CountryCountryCountryCountry----level mimetic pressureslevel mimetic pressureslevel mimetic pressureslevel mimetic pressures: : : : the extent to which a particular company faces 

pressures from its peers to produce an extensive report was calculated at the 

country-level. In order to do so, the percentage of national firms (excluding the 

company being considered in each case) that issued an extensive report was 

calculated. Data concerning the total number of reports for each country (that is, 

not only those companies included in the sample) and the percentage of them that 

were extensive were retrieved from the GRI Database. This measure reflects the 

degree to which companies belonging to specific countries tend to produce more 

extensive reports than their counterparts from other countries.  

CSR IntegrationCSR IntegrationCSR IntegrationCSR Integration: : : : in order to measure the degree of political compatibility between 

the adopter and GRI principles, items under Asset4 “Integration/Vision and 

strategy” category were considered. Following Asset4, this macro-variable 

measures “a company's management commitment and effectiveness towards the 

creation of an overarching vision and strategy integrating financial and extra-

financial aspects. It reflects a company's capacity to convincingly show and 

communicate that it integrates the economic (financial), social and environmental 

dimensions into its day-to-day decision-making processes. According to this, the 

CSR Integration variable is expected to provide a measure of the extent to which 

the company proactively supports a sustainability/CSR agenda.  
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A total of eight Asset4 items belonging to this category were selected and averaged 

(Cronbach’s alpha: 0,70, no single item reducing it below 0,67), covering topics 

such as the existence of sustainability committees or the inclusion of sustainability 

targets in performance evaluation (see table 5 for details). 

    ItemItemItemItem    

1111    Does the company have a CSR committee or team? 

2222    Does the company have a policy to maintain an effective and independent CSR 

committee? 

3333    Does the company have an ESG oriented compensation policy? 

4444    Is the senior executive's compensation linked to CSR/H&S/Sustainability targets? 

5555    Does the company describe the implementation of its integrated strategy through 

a public commitment from a senior management or board member?  

6666    Does the company describe the implementation of its integrated strategy through 

the establishment of a CSR committee or team? 

7777    Does the company explicitly integrate financial and extra-financial factors in its 

management discussion and analysis (MD&A) section in the annual report? 

8888    Does the company have a policy to integrate ESG issues into its strategy and day-

to-day decision making? 

Table 5: Asset4 items included under the Political Fit variable 

Management standards experienceManagement standards experienceManagement standards experienceManagement standards experience:::: previous experience with other non-financial 

management standard was included in the model as a measure of technical 

compatibility between the GRI Guidelines and the adopter. More specifically, this 

variable is expected to reflect the capacity of the organization to substantively 

implement reporting practices. 7 items reflecting the adoption of the following 

standards and guidelines were selected: 

- OHSAS 18000 (Health and Safety) 

- Health and Safety ILO Guidelines (Health and Safety) 

- ISO 9000 (Quality) 

- Six Sigma (Quality) 
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- Social labels, such as Fair Trade (Responsible conduct) 

- OECD Guidelines for multinational companies (Responsible conduct) 

- EMAS Certification (Environment) 

Content analysisContent analysisContent analysisContent analysis    

For the remaining variable, Substantive SR, no available data were deemed 

appropriate to measure the extent to which organizations truly implement SR in a 

substantive way. As a result, content analysis of sustainability reports was 

considered to be the best available method to provide a measure of this variable.  

A set of 13 items were developed trying to capture the two central GRI principles 

for defining report content: stakeholder inclusiveness and materiality. These items 

were developed based on Phase 1 findings and two additional interviews with 

CSR/Sustainability managers. A first version was piloted in 15 reports and 

subsequently refined (table 7 provides the final version). Responses to each item 

were coded 1 (yes) or 0 (no) and then added together in order to measure the 

extent to which the processes put in place for implementing SR were substantive.    

The scale Cronbach’s alpha was α=0,76 with no single item reducing it below 0,73, 

suggesting that it did not present reliability problems. 
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GRI GRI GRI GRI PrinciplePrinciplePrinciplePrinciple    

    

No.No.No.No.    

    

ItemItemItemItem    

Related GRI Related GRI Related GRI Related GRI 

Indicator Indicator Indicator Indicator 

G3/G4G3/G4G3/G4G3/G4    

Stakeholder inclusivenessStakeholder inclusivenessStakeholder inclusivenessStakeholder inclusiveness   

Definition: Definition: Definition: Definition: The reporting 

organization should identify 

its stakeholders and explain 

in the report how it has 

responded to their 

reasonable expectations and 

interests.    

1 The company describes the primary stakeholders to whom it 

considers itself accountable 

3.5/G4-25 

2 The company describes the secondary stakeholders to whom 

it considers itself accountable 

3.5/G4-25 

3 The company describes the approach and communication 

channels with primary stakeholders 

3.5/G4-26 

4 The company describes the approach and communication 

channels with secondary stakeholders 

3.5/G4-26 

5 The company describes the outcomes (plans, actions, etc.) of 

engagement efforts with primary stakeholders  

3.5/G4-27 

6 The company describes the outcomes (plans, actions, etc.) of 

engagement efforts with secondary stakeholders  

3.5/G4-27 

MaterialityMaterialityMaterialityMateriality      

Definition: Definition: Definition: Definition: the information in 

a report should cover topics 

and indicators that reflect 

the organization’s significant 

economic, environmental, 

and social impacts or that 

would substantively 

influence the assessments 

and decisions of 

stakeholders, and explain in 

the report how it has 

responded to their 

reasonable expectations and 

interests. 

7 The company describes the most important risks and 

opportunities for the organization arising from current 

sustainability trends  

1.2/G4-2 

8 The company has undertaken internal consultations in order 

to identify relevant topics 

3.5/G4-18 

9 The company has undertaken external consultations in order 

to identify relevant topics 

3.5/G4-18 

10 Specific topics have been identified and prioritized according 

to their significance to both the organization and its 

stakeholders 

3.5/G4-18 

11 There is evidence of senior management validation of the 

materiality analysis 

3.5/G4-18 

12 Materiality analysis are being conducted in a periodic and 

systematic way. 

3.5/G4-18 

13 Specific goals/plans are formulated concerning material 

topics identified 

3.5/G4-18 

Table 6: Items used to build the Substantive SR Implementation variable. 
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Data analysiData analysiData analysiData analysissss    

To test the hypotheses, IBM SPPS 20 software was used and a series of logistic and 

multiple regression analyses were carried out. In order to ensure that 

multicollinearity was not a concern, the mean variance inflation factor (VIF) was 

calculated across all the models. Its value was always < 1.5, well below the 

suggested threshold of 10.  

Four control variables were included in the analyses. The first two, size and 

financial performance, have been usually included in similar research designs as 

both have the potential to affect CSR/Sustainability practices. Size was measured in 

terms of Total Assets and financial performance in terms of Return on Assets. The 

third control variable assesses the number of years since SR was first adopted in 

each company, and the fourth takes into account which version (G3 or G4) of the 

GRI Guidelines was been used by each company. 

PHASE 3: PHASE 3: PHASE 3: PHASE 3: SSSStudy of SR practices in Spaintudy of SR practices in Spaintudy of SR practices in Spaintudy of SR practices in Spain    

    

4.4.3 Survey and interviews4.4.3 Survey and interviews4.4.3 Survey and interviews4.4.3 Survey and interviews    

Building on the findings of previous phases, Phase 3 was aimed at providing a more 

in-depth understanding of the drivers and barriers that influence SR 

implementation in Spanish companies. In order to do so, a number of CSR and SR 

practitioners were contacted and invited to respond to a questionnaire and 

participate in a semi-structured interview.  

SampleSampleSampleSample    

The existence of previous contacts and thus the ability of getting access oriented 

the selection of specific participants. A total of 12 participants agreed to take part 

in this study: seven of them were CSR professionals in large Spanish companies, 

three of them were CSR/Sustainability consultants, and the remaining two were 
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academic experts engaged in CSR/Sustainability implementation in two public 

universities.   

Data CollectionData CollectionData CollectionData Collection: questionnaire: questionnaire: questionnaire: questionnaire    

The goal of the questionnaire was twofold. On the one hand, it was expected to 

provide some preliminary responses that could inform the semi-structured 

interview. On the other hand, it was also conceived as a way to introduce the 

participants to the research project and make sure they had reflected on it before 

the interview took place. 

The items included in the questionnaire were derived from Phase 1 of this thesis 

and previous research assessing the role of internal characteristics (Schaltegger 

and Burritt, 2010; Adams, 2002) as well as the benefits of SR implementation (GRI 

G4 development survey, 2012; KPMG, 2013). A first version of the questionnaire 

was discussed with two CSR lecturers and an industry CSR manager. Based on the 

feedback the questionnaire was refined and some of the concepts relabeled in 

order to make the language “less academic”. As the questionnaire was originally 

administered in Spanish (a copy is located in Annex 3), a translation to English is 

provided in table 7. 

The questionnaire was sent by email to participants in May 2015 (encouraging 

them to contact the researcher should they have any questions) and responses 

were gathered over the following month, always prior to the semi-structured 

interview. Together with the questionnaire, participants were also provided with a 

presentation of this thesis (see Annex 2) in order to give them some additional 

background. 
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QUESTIONNAIREQUESTIONNAIREQUESTIONNAIREQUESTIONNAIRE    

    

From accountability to performance? Exploring how and why companies implement 

SR practices 

 

 

PartPartPartPart    IIII: Influence of different company-level characteristics on substantive 

implementation of sustainability reporting practices. 

 

This part seeks to evaluate the relevance of a number of internal characteristics 

when substantively implementing SR practices. “Substantive” SR implementation 

should be understood as in accordance with Global Reporting Initiative “Principles 

for Defining Report Content”, which include sustainability context, stakeholder 

inclusiveness, materiality and completeness. 

    

    

1.1.1.1. Political factors Political factors Political factors Political factors     

    

Please evaluate the extent to which the following factors contribute to facilitate Please evaluate the extent to which the following factors contribute to facilitate Please evaluate the extent to which the following factors contribute to facilitate Please evaluate the extent to which the following factors contribute to facilitate 

substantive SR implementation practicessubstantive SR implementation practicessubstantive SR implementation practicessubstantive SR implementation practices    

    

1. Proactive approach to stakeholder dialogue. 1  2  3  4  5 

2. CSR/Sustainability policies that address the most material 

issues (in terms of their sustainability impacts) that the 

company faces.  

1  2  3  4  5 

3. Company-level understanding of CSR/Sustainability benefits, 

such as improving operational efficiency and/or motivating 

employees.  

1  2  3  4  5 

4. Top management actively supports CSRR. 1  2  3  4  5 

5. Middle managers (from other areas than CSR/Sustainability) 

support CSRR.  

1  2  3  4  5 

(1: “no influence” to 5: “strong influence”) 
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2. 2. 2. 2. Technical factorsTechnical factorsTechnical factorsTechnical factors    

 

Please evaluate the extent to which the following factors contribute to facilitate 

substantive SR implementation practices 

 

6. Data required for CSRR processes are easily available 1  2  3  4  5 

7. Collected data are reliable and accurately reflect the 

organization’s performance 

1  2  3  4  5 

8. Internal IT systems facilitate the task of collecting SR 

information 

1  2  3  4  5 

9. Employees dealing with CSRR processes have adequate 

technical expertise (such as the ability to understand non-

financial indicators and metrics).  

1  2  3  4  5 

 

10. Information generated via CSRR is easily compatible with 

internal sustainability management systems (such a Balanced 

Scorecard). 

1  2  3  4  5 

 

11. The organization has significant experience with other 

management standards (e.g. ISO 9000, ISO 14000, SA8000, 

“Excellence” frameworks)  

1  2  3  4  5 

 

12. Cross-functional communication and coordination mechanisms 

are well established for the purpose of CSRR. 

1  2  3  4  5 

 

(1: “no influence” to 5: “strong influence”) 

 

 

3. Cultural factors3. Cultural factors3. Cultural factors3. Cultural factors    

 

Please evaluate the extent to which the following factors contribute to facilitate 

substantive SR implementation practices 

 

13. Employees have a strong sense of responsibility to the outside 

community.  

1  2  3  4  5 

14. The principles of accountability and transparency to society 

are shared company-wide. 

1  2  3  4  5 

15. The organization “sees itself” as part of a broader collective 

rather than as an individual entity. 

1  2  3  4  5 

16. The organization has a culture of transparency (vs secrecy) in 

daily operations. 

1  2  3  4  5 

17. Collaboration and information-sharing practices between 

departments are frequent. 

1  2  3  4  5 

(1: “no influence” to 5: “strong influence”) 
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Part II: Internal benefits of sustainability reporting Part II: Internal benefits of sustainability reporting Part II: Internal benefits of sustainability reporting Part II: Internal benefits of sustainability reporting     

 

This part seeks to identify the relevance of a number of internal benefits or 

reporting practices.  

 

Please evaluate the relevance of the following internal benefits of SR: 

 

18. Improve risk management    1  2  3  4  5 

19. Identify strategic opportunities  1  2  3  4  5 

20. Inform the formulation of new strategies  1  2  3  4  5 

21. Improve processes and collaboration across functions in the 

organization  

1  2  3  4  5 

22. Greater awareness of sustainability throughout the organization  1  2  3  4  5 

23. Employee motivation  1  2  3  4  5 

24. Enhanced ability to track progress against specific targets  1  2  3  4  5 

(1: “not relevant” to 5: “very relevant”) 

    

    

Table 7: Questionnaire on SR determinants and benefits used in Phase 3.  

Data collection: sData collection: sData collection: sData collection: semiemiemiemi----structured interviewstructured interviewstructured interviewstructured interview    

Building on the responses to the questionnaire, the aim of the semi-structured 

interview was to discuss the different drivers and barriers for SR implementation in 

the Spanish context.  

At the beginning of the interviews participants were reminded about the research 

project aims and expected results as well as informed about the procedure for the 

interview. Interviews were held in June and July 2015 and lasted between 45 and 

90 minutes. Notes were taken and sent back to participants in order to be able to 

correct eventual inaccuracies. 

The interview consisted of three main parts (see outline in table 8). The first one 

focused on the determinants of SR implementation and asked participants to 

explain which determinants they considered to be of greatest importance for an 

organization to substantively implement SR. Previous responses to the 

questionnaire were particularly useful in order to detect specific issues and bring 
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them to the discussion. The second part sought to identify which benefits of 

substantive SR implementation were considered most relevant by participants. 

Finally, a third set of questions were more generally aimed at getting the 

participants perception on current SR developments, such as the emergence of 

new standards or the upcoming regulation of CSR/Sustainability disclosures.  

Outline of the interviewsOutline of the interviewsOutline of the interviewsOutline of the interviews    

    

IntroductioIntroductioIntroductioIntroductionnnn:  

- Briefly explain the research project and its goals.  

- Check if the respondent had consulted the presentation previously sent and 

if not, briefly explain previous findings. 

 

PartPartPartPart    I: I: I: I: Analysis Analysis Analysis Analysis of reporting determinantsof reporting determinantsof reporting determinantsof reporting determinants    

 

Ask respondents about the influence in their organization and the broader Spanish 

context of the following factors. 

 

                External determinantsExternal determinantsExternal determinantsExternal determinants::::    

- Stakeholder and social demands 

- Behaviour of peer organizations (sector and country-level) 

- Regulatory considerations 

 

                InternInternInternInternal determinantsal determinantsal determinantsal determinants::::    

- CSR Integration and senior management commitment 

- Technical skills and experience 

- Organizational culture 

 

PartPartPartPart    IIIIIIII: From substantive SR to its actual benefits. 

- How do GRI reporting principles (stakeholder inclusiveness, materiality) 

supprot the integration of reporting practices within broader 

CSR/Sustainability management efforts? 

- Which specific, company-level factors are more critical along this 

process?  

 

Part IIPart IIPart IIPart IIIIII: Current situation and trends in the field of sustainability reporting 

- What is your opinion about the more recent standards (GRI G4, IIRC)? 

Have you adopted any of them? Why? 

- What is your opinion about future regulation of disclosures in the 

Spanish context?    

    

Table 8: Outline followed for the interviews in Phase 3. 
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DDDData analysisata analysisata analysisata analysis    

Data collected via the questionnaire and the interviews were analyzed in order to 

provide an examination of current drivers and barriers for SR implementation in 

the Spanish context. Responses from questionnaires were merged into a single file 

and descriptive statistics were obtained. However, given the small size of the 

sample, the primary purpose of the questionnaire was rather to inform the semi-

structured interview. Combining the responses to the questionnaire with the 

interview answers for each participant allowed to identify which were the specific 

topics highlighted by each of them. Finally, these individual findings were brought 

together and dominant themes in each of the blocks of the interviews were 

identified and discussed (see section 5.3 of next chapter). 
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5. Results5. Results5. Results5. Results    

Previous chapters have outlined the justification of this thesis and explained its 

conceptual framework and methodology. This chapter discusses its main findings 

according to the three research phases outlined in the methodology. 

- Section 5.1 discusses the findings of qualitative case studies aimed at exploring 

diversity in SR practices at the company-level. 

- Section 5.2 presents a quantitative analysis of reporting practices in a larger 

sample of organizations. It discusses descriptive evidence and tests the 

hypothesized relationships between external and internal determinants and SR 

configurations. 

- Finally, section 5.3 builds on previous findings and provides a more in-depth 

understanding of reporting patterns in the Spanish context. 

5.15.15.15.1    Phase 1: Phase 1: Phase 1: Phase 1: Exploratory case studiesExploratory case studiesExploratory case studiesExploratory case studies        

According to the first research objective of this thesis, four Spanish companies 

were selected in order to explore the diversity of SR motives and SR configurations 

at the company-level. This analysis sought to confirm the findings of previous 

practitioner surveys identifying a broad range of reporting drivers and benefits. In 

addition, the four short cases allowed to test the conceptual framework presented 

in Chapter 3, positing a relationship between SR motives (why is SR done?) and SR 

configurations (How is SR done?).  

The four companies selected were headquartered in Spain and belonged to the 

IBEX-35 (biggest 35 Spanish companies). As it was mentioned before, Spanish 

companies have been very actively involved in SR since at least a decade. At the 

time of this research (late 2012), 33 out of the 35 IBEX-35 companies were 

producing sustainability reports. In the case of the four sample companies, all of 

them were using the GRI framework as guidance for reporting, although one did 

not formally declare an application level. As the goal was to include different 



78 

 

organizational profiles that could portray a diversity in SR practices, three different 

industries were also involved: two utilities, a construction firm and a food retailer.  

In order to give a brief overview of the sample organizations, and yet preserve 

confidentiality, table 9 provides the range of values for some relevant parameters, 

such as size, annual revenue, number of countries and sectors. 

 Company ACompany ACompany ACompany A CoCoCoCompany Bmpany Bmpany Bmpany B Company CCompany CCompany CCompany C Company DCompany DCompany DCompany D 

HeadquartersHeadquartersHeadquartersHeadquarters Spain Spain Spain Spain 

SR experienceSR experienceSR experienceSR experience    >10 years <5 years 5-10 years 5-10 years 

Annual revenueAnnual revenueAnnual revenueAnnual revenue Ranging from 1 to 30 bn. € 

No. employeesNo. employeesNo. employeesNo. employees Ranging from 1,500 to 50,000 

No. countriesNo. countriesNo. countriesNo. countries Ranging from 3 to 40 

SectorsSectorsSectorsSectors Two utilities, one construction firm, one food retailer 

    

Table 9: Background information for sample companies (Source: annual and 

sustainability reports, year 2011). 

As explained in the methodology (section 4.4.1), each case was undertaken by 

reviewing available secondary information and then conducting a personal 

interview with the CSR manager. The analysis of secondary data was carried out by 

lending specific attention the content of the sustainability report, seeking to 

identify the extent to which SR seemed to be integrated into the broader 

CSR/Sustainability management structures at the company-level. Four specific 

aspects related to the external and internal orientation of SR (see next section) 

were identified and information from the reports was collected for each of them.  

During the interview, respondents were first asked to provide a general 

explanation of the CSR/Sustainability strategy of their companies. Then, they were 

asked about the reasons that had led to the adoption of SR, and whether external 

or internal reasons had prevailed. Finally, they were also asked to provide specific 
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examples about the four aspects previously identified in order to complement the 

evidence already collected from sustainability reports. 

5.1.1 Preliminary evidence5.1.1 Preliminary evidence5.1.1 Preliminary evidence5.1.1 Preliminary evidence    

Four aspects were identified as potentially interesting in order to characterize SR 

practices for each of the companies selected. Collecting secondary evidence 

related to each of these issues provided a first approximation to SR motives and 

configurations at every company. According to the structure of the conceptual 

framework, a number of these issues sought to identify the relevance of external 

motives for SR while others sought to characterize the internal motives (and thus 

internal uses) of SR.  

External motives were assessed by collecting evidence on the following aspects: 

- Relevance of “green” attributes in corporate image and communications: 

analysis of secondary sources allowed to identify which companies put more 

emphasis on CSR/sustainability (and related concepts) through their corporate 

communications. This external orientation became very apparent in the case of 

companies A and C, both of which highlighted “green” practices in their 

website home. 

 

- Other public CSR/reporting commitments: all the companies but company B had 

a strong public commitment with CSR/sustainability initiatives, having adopted 

GRI A+ versions as well as other voluntary disclosure frameworks such as Global 

Compact (GC), Carbon Disclosure Project (CDP) and Dow Jones Sustainability 

Index (DJSI). 

On the other hand, internal motives were assessed by trying to identify the linkages 

between SR and CSR/Sustainability management practices. Specific aspects 

included: 

- Inclusion of quantitative performance targets in the report (not just past 

performance indicators): reviewing sustainability reports allowed to assess 
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whether companies were taking advantage of reporting frameworks in order to 

formulate specific targets. All companies provided more or less extensive lists 

of future actions, but only company C had linked those plans to specific, 

quantitative targets in every area. The other companies only provided one or 

two quantitative goals, mostly in the area of energy/emissions reduction.     

 

- Use/adaptation of GRI Indicators for internal purposes: beyond the formal 

inclusion of quantitative targets, interviewees were asked about the internal 

uses of reporting information, and particularly of reporting indicators. The 

manager from company B explained that they had developed its own internal 

measurement system inspired by GRI indicators. Managers from companies C 

and D explained how their CSR scorecards and targets were supported by GRI 

indicators.  

 

    Company ACompany ACompany ACompany A    Company BCompany BCompany BCompany B    Company CCompany CCompany CCompany C    Company DCompany DCompany DCompany D    

Green imageGreen imageGreen imageGreen image    

Sustainability as 

an important 

attribute of 

corporate 

communications 

Sustainability/CSR 

almost absent from 

corporate 

communications  

Sustainability as 

an important 

attribute of 

corporate 

communications 

Sustainability 

present in 

corporate 

communications 

Public SR/CSR Public SR/CSR Public SR/CSR Public SR/CSR 

commitmentscommitmentscommitmentscommitments    

GRI Level: A+ 

Other 

frameworks: 

CDP, GC, DJSI 

GRI Level: 

undeclared.  

Other frameworks: 

no 

GRI Level: A+ 

Other 

frameworks: 

CDP, GC, DJSI 

GRI Level: A+ 

Other 

frameworks: 

CDP, GC, DJSI 

InclusionInclusionInclusionInclusion    of of of of 

ffffuture targetsuture targetsuture targetsuture targets    

Specific target on 

emissions 

reduction 

Specific targets on 

energy 

consumption and 

suppliers  

Specific targets 

for every 

dimension of 

their CSR 

Strategy 

Specific targets 

on energy and 

emissions 

Use/adaptation  Use/adaptation  Use/adaptation  Use/adaptation  

of GRI of GRI of GRI of GRI 

indicatorsindicatorsindicatorsindicators    

Low internal use 

according to the 

interview* 

Internal 

measurement 

system adapted 

from GRI indicators  

GRI indicators 

being used to 

formulate CSR 

Strategy targets 

GRI indicators 

used as part of 

the internal 

Balanced 

Scorecard* 

* This information was later collected from interviews.               Code:       Low         Medium         High 

Table 10: summary of preliminary evidence from the short cases. 

Table 10 provides a summary of these preliminary findings. As it can be seen, 

different reporting patterns could be identified based on these aspects. On the one 
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hand, companies A, C and D had a much stronger external profile than B. On the 

other, companies B, C and D seemed to have a more internal approach to SR than 

company A.  

5.1.2 Applying the conceptual framework: SR Configurations 5.1.2 Applying the conceptual framework: SR Configurations 5.1.2 Applying the conceptual framework: SR Configurations 5.1.2 Applying the conceptual framework: SR Configurations     

Based on the evidence collected through the analysis of secondary information and 

the interviews, companies were assigned different levels of external and internal 

motives for SR and thus placed on the corresponding quadrant of the conceptual 

framework (see figure 16 for the SR configurations found). None of these 

companies was found to match the “low external-low internal” motives 

configuration. This could be expected, as it seems rather logical that at least one 

type of motives should have driven the adoption of SR practices (even if these 

motives escape managerial choice, as in the case of institutional pressures). For the 

three remaining configurations, a broader discussion of the cases belonging to 

each quadrant and more detailed evidence supporting this classification will be 

given over the next paragraphs.  

 

Figure 16: SR configurations of sample companies. 
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 Predominantly external SR: Company A 

Company A’s high external profile in sustainability reporting was exemplified by a 

GRI report with A
+
 Application Level (where A means maximum disclosure 

according to GRI criteria and plus implies the existence of external assurance of the 

information provided) and a broader emphasis on “green” and sustainability issues 

through its external image and communications.  

The prominence of external motives was confirmed during the interview with its 

CSR manager, who cited the pressure felt at the industry level as a reason to adopt 

SR, and argued that SR was primarily about “being transparent to society”. On the 

contrary, its contribution to internal management practices seemed unclear, as the 

interview highlighted some perceived limitations of SR frameworks. In particular, 

the CSR manager of company A argued that SR alone did not provide the basis for 

moving beyond efficiency goals (which were already addressed by other internal 

systems) to more proactive sustainability management practices, given the lack of 

univocal guidance of sustainability information and the limited comparability of 

sustainability performance at the industry level. In this sense, SR at company A 

appeared to be limited to externally communicating sustainability information. 

Assessing Company A’s sustainability report provided some additional evidence of 

this. Although very exhaustive in responding to GRI indicators and describing the 

Company’s CSR actions, the document did not provide much information about the 

reporting process itself and how it could support the identification and monitoring 

of relevant topics tracked over time.   

On the other hand, the interview also allowed to identify some specific company-

level barriers that could account for the lack of internal relevance of SR, including 

both technical and organizational factors. On the technical side, the company 

seemed to lack a centralized approach to sustainability performance measurement, 

implying periodic data collection efforts and downstream integration of the 

initiatives of different departments when elaborating the sustainability report. 

Regarding organizational factors, this decentralized approach to sustainability 
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management seemed to be reinforced by the degree of independence and 

geographical dispersion among business units, suggesting that opportunities for 

information sharing and collaboration on sustainability issues (in particular as a 

result of reporting efforts) were being missed. 

Predominantly internal SR: Company B 

In the case of Company B internal motives for SR seemed to outweigh those 

related with external communication. As the other sample companies, company B 

had been publishing an annual sustainability report for some years. However, and 

despite the fact that the company was using the GRI guidelines, it was the only one 

that did not publicly declare any GRI Application Level, nor had its report externally 

assured.  

Asked about external motives for SR, its CSR manager acknowledged that 

sustainability or green image was not a relevant element of company B’s 

communications strategy. On the contrary, the CSR manager from company B 

considered that SR practices were most relevant in order to achieve internal 

efficiency gains and to increase internal organizational awareness of sustainability 

issues. Associated to this “predominantly internal” configuration, company B had 

been using SR in a number of different ways in order support sustainability 

management practices.  

In particular, company B had internally developed and adapted the GRI standard 

disclosures so that they more meaningfully account for the specific characteristics 

of the company (this being done by a group of employees covering different 

countries and departments). Apart from their inclusion in the annual SR report, 

these indicators were being reviewed every three months in order to monitor 

progress against existing goals, thus supporting strategy evaluation. Moreover, the 

CSR manager from company B highlighted how this process of developing an 

(internally meaningful) sustainability report had fostered collaboration across 

departments and facilitated the implementation of CSR strategies in related areas, 

such as Human Resources Management or Environmental Management. As a 
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consequence of this, Company B sustainability report had a strong quantitative 

orientation, with very limited text (being also much shorter than any of the other 

reports).  

However, it was acknowledged that sustainability reports were almost exclusively 

addressing sustainability issues as they were internally perceived, without any 

formal external dialogue. Even if predominance of internal motives had allowed the 

company to flexibly tailor SR for internal uses, SR practices would probably require 

to be complemented with greater attention to external stakeholders as the 

company was starting to attract a larger share of external information requests. In 

turn, this could be a prerequisite for moving beyond the existing focus on internal 

efficiency to other higher-order outcomes of SR (such as the scanning of the 

external context and the support to strategy formulation processes). 

External and Internal SR: Companies C and D 

Companies C and D showed high levels of priority for both internal and external 

motives for SR. Externally, SR was thought to be an important instrument in order 

to be perceived as sustainability leaders in their respective industries. As in the 

case of company A, both companies had been publishing GRI A
+
 reports since 

Application Levels were introduced by the GRI in 2006 and were participating in a 

number of additional voluntary schemes (such as the Global Compact or the 

Carbon Disclosure Project). Internally, SR was being integrated within company-

level management practices in order to increase their mutual alignment, 

complementing company-level efforts in terms of stakeholder integration and 

performance monitoring. As a result of this approach, interviews held with 

companies C and D highlighted the contribution of SR practices to sustainability 

management in a number of different ways, such as detection of new expectations, 

greater internal-external coherence of sustainability information and increased 

opportunities for innovation and learning.  

Compared to company B, this configuration resulted in a number of additional 

company-level initiatives in order to link SR practices to strategic elements of 
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sustainability management. In terms of identifying priorities, materiality analysis 

according to the GRI Guidelines’ process guidance had been conducted in both 

firms, resulting in a clearer picture of the social and environmental interface of the 

company. At the technical level, companies C and D had sought to minimize the 

gap between required SR disclosures and their internal sustainability performance 

management systems. As for strategy formulation, the CSR manager from company 

C explained that indicators of the company’s Sustainability Balanced Scorecard had 

been developed in order to be able to cover both external reporting requirements 

and internal strategic goals. In a similar vein, the design of the five-year 

Sustainability Plan at company D had benefited from GRI indicators in establishing 

qualitative and quantitative goals.  

In a broader way, both companies described how responding to external SR 

requirements had contributed to make sustainability commitments more explicit, 

as well as to increase internal awareness, facilitating strategy implementation. They 

also underscored how external pressures could help create a sense of urgency and 

facilitate change towards a more proactive sustainability orientation. As a result of 

information requirements on them, new issues, such as social and environmental 

criteria for suppliers’ assessment at company D, had been incorporated to the 

sustainability agenda. 

However, as companies C and D sought to simultaneously comply with the GRI G3 

Guidelines in accurate and extensive ways (needed to be granted “A” Application 

Levels) and to implement their strategic agenda on sustainability, some tensions 

had appeared requiring specific management attention. In particular, there was a 

perceived conflict between the breadth of disclosure on a wide array of topics and 

the need to focus on material issues detected through company-specific 

stakeholder consultation processes. Related to this, the GRI disclosures were also 

perceived to put excessive emphasis on past performance, rather than on the 

detection and discussion of emergent issues. 
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 Predominantly Predominantly Predominantly Predominantly 

external: Aexternal: Aexternal: Aexternal: A 

Predominantly Predominantly Predominantly Predominantly 

internal: Binternal: Binternal: Binternal: B 

External and internal:  C External and internal:  C External and internal:  C External and internal:  C 

and Dand Dand Dand D 

Intended publicIntended publicIntended publicIntended public External 

stakeholders 

Internal stakeholders External and internal 

stakeholders 

Use of SR Use of SR Use of SR Use of SR 

informationinformationinformationinformation 

Low internal use Diagnostic use: 

monitor intended 

performance 

Diagnostic and interactive 

use: monitor and discuss 

performance, identify 

new opportunities 

Contribution to Contribution to Contribution to Contribution to 

sustainability sustainability sustainability sustainability 

management management management management     

Information 

provision to 

stakeholders 

Strategy 

implementation, 

strategy evaluation 

Detection of relevant 

issues, strategy 

formulation, 

implementation and 

evaluation 

Main nature of SRMain nature of SRMain nature of SRMain nature of SR    External 

communication 

tool 

Sustainability 

measurement tool 

Part of the 

CSR/Sustainability 

strategic management 

system 

Benefits identifiedBenefits identifiedBenefits identifiedBenefits identified    Transparency, 

reputation 

Increased efficiency 

and organizational 

awareness 

(All of the previous ones 

plus:) detection of new 

opportunities, learning 

and innovation 

Challenges Challenges Challenges Challenges 

identifiedidentifiedidentifiedidentified 

Connect SR and 

internal 

measurement 

systems, improve  

information sharing 

Integrate external 

stakeholder views 

across SR processes 

Achieve adequate 

internal-external balance:  

- extensiveness vs. 

materiality 

- past performance vs. 

forward thinking 

Table 11: SR Configurations: summary of case study findings 

5.1.2 Discussion5.1.2 Discussion5.1.2 Discussion5.1.2 Discussion    

As the first phase of this thesis, the goal of this multiple case study was to open the 

“organizational black box” of SR, illustrating how SR is used and what role it plays 

within company-level sustainability management practices for each of the SR 

configurations identified (see table 11 for a summary of findings).  
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These findings suggest that SR practices might vary widely from one organization to 

another according to the respective reasons for adoption. In the case of the 

externally oriented configuration, these findings suggest that adopting SR as a 

response to external demands does not guarantee the internal benefits that could 

otherwise be realized. According to this case, greater priority to external motives 

might have overlooked technical and organizational elements that would be 

needed in order to integrate SR into corporate sustainability practices. 

On the other hand, the existence of internal motivations for SR seems to positively 

contribute to strengthening company-level sustainability management practices. 

Even if external demands are low and/or not taken into account (i.e., only internal 

motives for SR prevail), SR adoption can still facilitate the implementation of 

sustainability strategies through greater internal awareness, as well as provide 

useful measures for strategy evaluation (see the “predominantly internal” case). 

Furthermore, if both external stakeholder demands and internal needs have been 

considered, the contribution of SR to sustainability management practices has the 

potential to span across the entire process of identification of new opportunities, 

strategy formulation, strategy implementation and strategy evaluation (see the 

“external and internal” configuration). Combined, findings for these two 

configurations thus suggest that integrating external and internal stakeholders 

across reporting processes might be needed in order to move from SR being 

(primarily) a measurement tool to SR as a more integral part of the 

CSR/sustainability management system.  

This exploratory phase seemed to confirm the relevance of both institutional 

(macro-level) and efficiency (company-level) aspects (Suchman, 1995; Oliver, 1997) 

when assessing the adoption and use of SR frameworks, as well as the importance 

of  organizational capabilities needed for its integration with sustainability 

management practices (Simpson et al., 2012). In this sense, it also confirmed the 

interest of Phase 2, where the relationship between specific internal and external 

determinants and SR implementation alternatives will be tested. 



88 

 

5.2 5.2 5.2 5.2 Phase Phase Phase Phase 2222: : : : Quantitative Quantitative Quantitative Quantitative analysisanalysisanalysisanalysis        

Expanding the preliminary, descriptive evidence generated by Phase 1, Phase 2 

seeks to consolidate those findings on a larger sample and provide the quantitative 

backbone of this thesis. In order to do so, it builds on a data collection process (see 

Methodology) of SR related information of 133 sample companies.  

From an aggregated perspective, Phase 2 seeks to validate the general conclusion 

from Phase 1 that there is a variety of SR drivers and that SR configurations depend 

on a combination of external and internal drivers. More specifically, it introduces a 

distinction between the quantity of information disclosed (that is, how extensively 

is SR adopted) and the “quality” of the process itself (that is, how substantively is 

SR implemented) and suggests that they have distinct sets of determinants.  

The next subsection provides a rich description of the sample and discusses the 

data collected for each of the variables included in the research design. It addition, 

it also provides two preliminary analyses of the data collected: an exploration of 

country and industry-level patterns and an assessment of the relationship between 

Extensive SR and G3/G4 reporting choices. 

Then, section 5.2.2 presents the results of the regression model itself. 

5.2.1 Descriptive analyses5.2.1 Descriptive analyses5.2.1 Descriptive analyses5.2.1 Descriptive analyses    

As it was explained in section 4.4.2, the final sample was built by crosschecking the 

list of EU companies included in Asset4 and the list of EU companies whose 

sustainability report was available at the GRI Database. This resulted in a sample of 

133 companies.  

This sample is composed of multinational and large national companies, as size is a 

key criterion for inclusion in the Asset4 database. For instance, no company in the 

sample had assets of less than 500 Million € and the average number of employees 

per company was 58830.  
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These companies belong to a total of 12 EU countries and 15 industries (according 

to Asset4 classification). The following two graphs explore the geographical and 

sectorial distribution of the sample. For each country and sector, the number of 

companies included in the sample is compared to the number of GRI reports 

available for that country or sector in the GRI database (for year 2013) as of 

December 2014. 

 

Figure 17: sample distribution by country.  

As figure 17 shows, the United Kingdom (21), Spain (20) and Germany (19) were 

the countries most represented in the sample, something that reflects their larger 

production of GRI reports at the national level. The two remaining large EU 

Countries (whose population is also over 40 million), Italy and France, were found 

to be less represented both in the GRI database and in the sample. 
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Figure 18: sample distribution by sector. 

As for the industry classification, Industrial Goods and Services (23), Banks and 

Insurance (15), Oil and Gas (13) and Utilities (13) are the most represented sectors. 

As opposed to figure 17 concerning countries, the quotient between the number of 

sample companies and the total number of GRI reports in each sector presents 

more variability. This is probably due to the fact that some sectors are typically 

more concentrated than others (that is, companies are larger on average) and thus 

their proportion in the sample is comparatively higher (for example, the Oil and 

Gas sector). 

5.2.1.1 5.2.1.1 5.2.1.1 5.2.1.1 Dependent vDependent vDependent vDependent variablesariablesariablesariables    

Substantive SR: Substantive SR: Substantive SR: Substantive SR: The substantive SR variable was calculated by coding 13 yes/no 

items based on each company sustainability report. The full list of items was 

provided in Table 7 in section 4.4.2. According to this coding scheme, total scores 

could therefore range from 0 to 13. The following chart gives an overview of the 

frequency distribution.  
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Figure 19: frequency distribution of the Substantive SR variable 

The average value of Substantive SR is 7,19, and even if the distribution reasonably 

follows a normal curve there are two frequency peaks for Substantive SR=6 (20 

observations) and Substantive SR=9 (19 observations). This suggests that 

companies might be opting between two alternative strategies concerning the 

“quality” of the reporting process (lower vs. higher). 

This variable can also be disaggregated between two components, given that six of 

the 13 items were related to the “Stakeholder Inclusiveness” principle and the 

remaining seven to the “Materiality” principle. If we calculate averages for these 

two subsets of items the results are: 

- Stakeholder Inclusiveness subset: 3,76 out of 6 (59%) 

- Materiality subset: 3,43 out of 7 (47%) 

According to this, companies seem to follow more substantively the stakeholder 

inclusiveness principle than the materiality principle, which could be the 

consequence of the fact that GRI Guidelines haven´t developed more specific 

guidance on materiality until recently (in the G4 version).  

0

5

10

15

20

25

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13

Substantive SR: histogram



92 

 

Extensive SR: Extensive SR: Extensive SR: Extensive SR: As for extensive SR, data were coded 0 or 1. A majority (55,6%) of the 

SR reports included in the sample were labelled “extensive” and the remaining 

44,4% were coded as “not extensive”.  

In addition, Section 5.2.1.3 will provide more details about how extensive SR seems 

to follow country and industry patterns, and section 5.2.1.4 will explore the 

relationship between Extensive SR and G3/G4 choices. 

5.2.1.5.2.1.5.2.1.5.2.1.2222    Independent variablesIndependent variablesIndependent variablesIndependent variables    

    

CountryCountryCountryCountry----level mimetic pressures:level mimetic pressures:level mimetic pressures:level mimetic pressures:    the Mimetic pressures variable seeks to capture 

the influence from peers at the country-level when deciding on the quantity of 

information disclosed (Extensive SR). Given that the variable computes the 

percentage of firms in every country that publish an extensive SR, the fact that this 

percentage differs between countries (as figure 22 will show) already suggests that 

country affiliation indeed has some influence on the decision to adopt more or less 

extensive reporting formats.    

Controversial sectors (normative pressures): Controversial sectors (normative pressures): Controversial sectors (normative pressures): Controversial sectors (normative pressures): This variable measures the extent to 

which companies face normative pressures due to the controversial nature of their 

activities. Controversial sectors include Banking & Insurance, Chemical, Defense, 

Mining, Oil & Gas, Pharma, Telecommunications and Tobacco. This represented a 

total of 48 out of 133 companies (36 % of the sample). 

CSR Integration:CSR Integration:CSR Integration:CSR Integration:    The CSR Integration variable is made of eight items (see table in 

section 4.4.2) that, according to Asset4, measure “a company's management 

commitment and effectiveness towards the creation of an overarching vision and 

strategy integrating financial and extra-financial aspects. The average value of this 

variable is 5,73 with the following distribution.    
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Figure 20: frequency distribution of the CSR Integration variable. 

In addition, it is possible to get a more in-depth view of how companies 

operationalize such “integrated vision and strategy” by calculating the percentage 

of firms complying with each item, as shown in figure 21. 

 

Figure 21: Firms adopting each of the items of the CSR Integration variable. 
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As it can be observed, topics related to the existence of CSR Committees and the 

formulation of CSR/Sustainability policies have the highest adoption rates. On the 

other hand, those reflecting the integration of financial and non-financial 

(sustainability) issues into the company strategy and in compensation policies have 

the lowest values 

Management Standards Experience: Management Standards Experience: Management Standards Experience: Management Standards Experience: this variable is calculated for each company by 

computing the number of standards and guidelines adopted (out of a list of seven). 

The average value of this variable is 2,68, meaning that on average companies 

were adopting between two and three of these standards. The following figure 

gives a more detailed view by calculating the percentage of firms that had adopted 

each standard.    

 

Figure 21: % of adopters of different management standards. 

5.2.1.35.2.1.35.2.1.35.2.1.3    Country and industry patterns Country and industry patterns Country and industry patterns Country and industry patterns     

Given their relevance as two of the most frequently cited determinants in the SR 

literature [see for example Fifka’s (2013) exhaustive literature review], this 

subsection seeks to provide an exploration of country and industry patterns in the 

sample. As discussed in the literature review, a majority of previous studies has 
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focused on the relationship between external determinants, such as country and 

industry, and the decision to disclose sustainability related information.  

According to this, distinctive country and industry patterns should be apparent 

when assessing the relationship between these variables and the Extensive SR 

variable. Indeed, figures 22 and 23 provide graphic evidence of such heterogeneity 

between countries and industries in terms of the quantity of information disclosed. 

This seems to be in line with institutional theories of SR and suggests that 

significant mimetic and/or normative institutionalization mechanisms exist in this 

case. 

Such heterogeneity is particularly visible in the case of country-level influence. As 

shown in figure 22, companies from southern European countries (Spain and Italy) 

publish extensive reports much more frequently than those from northern Europe 

(Sweden and Finland), while central European countries (France, Germany, 

Netherlands) cluster between both groups. 
6
 

 

Figure 22: Extensive SR: average by country. 

                                                           
6 This finding is aligned with previous research on the institutional influences of 

CSR practices showing that southern European companies are more likely to 

implement reporting initiatives than their northern European counterparts 

(Godjberg, 2009) 
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In the case of sector affiliation, some industries also show much higher Extensive 

SR rates than others. Although the pattern is not fully clear at first sight, this seems 

to corresponds to industrial activities with a broader range of sustainability impacts 

(e.g. oil & gas, mining, utilities…) as opposed to service activities with lower 

exposition to sustainability issues (e.g. media, travel and leisure…). As already 

explained, such hypothesized relationship between controversial industries and 

extent of disclosure will later be tested. 

 

Figure 23: Extensive SR: average by sector. 

These results could be expected in the light of institutional theory. However, the 

originality of this thesis does not lie in the assessment of external determinants 

such as country and industry, but rather in the affirmation that those external 
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practices.  

Supporting this claim, figures 24 and 25 show much less variability of the 

Substantive SR variable due to country and industry influences. As opposed to the 

Extensive SR variable, which basically measures quantity of information disclosed, 
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this variable seeks to measure the quality of the reporting process at the company-

level.  

In the case of Substantive SR scores by country (figure 24), every country has an 

average score comprised between 6 and 8 (average is 7,02 out of a total of 13 

items). Italy, Finland and Sweden are the top three countries in terms of reporting 

quality, but differences with the other countries are small (except perhaps with 

France, which is slightly more isolated from the rest). Comparing these results to 

those in figure 22 (Extensive SR by country) also provides some hints about the 

non-existing relationship between the Extensive SR and Substantive SR. For 

example, Sweden and Finland have the lowest Extensive SR scores and the 2
nd

 and 

3
rd

 higher Substantive SR scores. 

 

Figure 24: Substantive SR: average by country.  

In terms of sector affiliation (figure 25), there is some more variation in the sample, 

although still remaining moderate. The Banks & Insurance sector have the lowest 

score (5,7) while Chemicals (8,3) and Utilities (8,1) have the highest. In this case, it 

is also difficult to identify any patterns between Extensive SR and Substantive 

average scores as shown in figures 23 and 25. 
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Figure 25: Substantive SR: average by sector.  

Taken together, these four figures (22 to 25) already provide some preliminary 

support to some of the hypotheses of this thesis (H1 and H2 specifically): external 

determinants such as country and industry seem to influence the adoption of more 

or less extensive forms of SR, but do not influence how companies actually 

implement SR processes at the company-level. In addition, there does not seem to 

be a clear relationship between the two dependent variables: countries and/or 

industries with higher Extensive SR scores do not necessarily have high Substantive 

SR scores as well. 

5.2.1.45.2.1.45.2.1.45.2.1.4    Extensive SR and G3/G4 choiceExtensive SR and G3/G4 choiceExtensive SR and G3/G4 choiceExtensive SR and G3/G4 choice    

Based on the exploration of collected data, an additional analysis of the 

relationship between the choice of Extensive SR and the choice of GRI G3/G4 

provides interesting insights. 

Table 12 gives an overview of this relationship. As it can be observed, there seems 

to be a clear differentiating pattern between G3 and G4, as the majority of G3 

reports are extensive (62%) whereas a majority of G4 reports are not extensive 

(61%). This seems to be in line with the philosophy behind G4 of identifying 

sustainability material aspects and concentrate disclosure efforts on them. 
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    EXTENSIVE SREXTENSIVE SREXTENSIVE SREXTENSIVE SR    NOT EXTENSIVE SRNOT EXTENSIVE SRNOT EXTENSIVE SRNOT EXTENSIVE SR    TOTALTOTALTOTALTOTAL    

G3G3G3G3    59 36 85 

G4G4G4G4    15 23 38 

TOTALTOTALTOTALTOTAL    74747474    59595959    133133133133    

Table 12: Extensive SR results as a function of G3/G4 adoption.  

A 2x2 matrix
7
 can then be created with these axes (extensiveness and materiality 

choices respectively) and the properties of each quadrant explored:   

    

Figure 26: number of companies belonging to each quadrant. 

As it was already mentioned before, even if there are companies in every quadrant 

of the figure, two especially interesting configurations can be identified.  

- Quadrant II, where there are 59 companies that follow the GRI G3 guidelines 

and publish an extensive report. This quadrant seems to be the primary choice 

(62%) for companies following the GRI G3 Guidelines. 

                                                           
7
 Note that this matrix does not correspond to the conceptual framework matrix from 

which the regression model is derived. While the vertical axis remains the same (extensive 

vs non extensive reports) the horizontal axis here depicts G4 adoption, not substantive SR. 

The rationale for this analysis is to provide a description of company-level choices when it 

comes to the SR format they formally adopt. 
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- Quadrant IV: where there are 23 companies that follow the GRI G4 guidelines 

and do not publish an extensive report. This quadrant seems to be the primary 

choice (60%) for companies following the GRI G4 Guidelines. 

In addition, even if the relationship between Extensive SR and G4 adoption choices 

and Substantive SR implementation will be formally tested over the next section, it 

is also interesting to calculate the average Substantive SR score for each of these 

quadrants. 

    

Figure 27: Average Substantive SR Scores by quadrant  

As it can be seen, companies belonging to quadrant I have the highest Substantive 

SR score average, closely followed by those belonging to quadrant IV, meaning that 

on average companies in the G4 quadrants actually implement SR more 

substantively.  

5.2.2 Regression Analysis5.2.2 Regression Analysis5.2.2 Regression Analysis5.2.2 Regression Analysis    

Tables 13, 14 and 15 present the main results of the analyses. Table 13 provides 

the descriptive statistics and correlations for the variables in the model. Tables 14 

and 15 present the tests of the hypotheses for each of the two dependent 

variables: Extensive SR Adoption and Substantive SR Implementation.  
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AverageAverageAverageAverage    Standard Standard Standard Standard 

DeviationDeviationDeviationDeviation    

Substantive SRSubstantive SRSubstantive SRSubstantive SR    Extensive SRExtensive SRExtensive SRExtensive SR    

CountryCountryCountryCountry----level level level level 

Mimetic Mimetic Mimetic Mimetic 

PressuresPressuresPressuresPressures    

Controversial Controversial Controversial Controversial 

SectorSectorSectorSector    CSR IntegrationCSR IntegrationCSR IntegrationCSR Integration    

Mgmt Mgmt Mgmt Mgmt 

Standards Standards Standards Standards 

ExperienceExperienceExperienceExperience    SIze SIze SIze SIze     

Financial Financial Financial Financial 

PerformancePerformancePerformancePerformance    

SR SR SR SR 

ExperienceExperienceExperienceExperience    

G4 G4 G4 G4 

AdoptionAdoptionAdoptionAdoption    

Substantive SRSubstantive SRSubstantive SRSubstantive SR    7,19 2,692 1,000 ,059 ,039 ,152 ,378 ,116 ,137 ,023 ,294 
 

Extensive SRExtensive SRExtensive SRExtensive SR    ,5414 ,50017 ,059 1,000 ,364 ,189 ,089 ,140 ,139 -,129 ,355 
 

CountryCountryCountryCountry----level level level level Mimetic Mimetic Mimetic Mimetic 

PressuresPressuresPressuresPressures    

,2641 ,18409 ,039 ,364** 1,000 -,129 -,038 ,140 ,024 -,089 ,012 
 

Controversial SectorControversial SectorControversial SectorControversial Sector    ,3609 ,48208 ,152* ,189** -,129 1,000 ,250 -,225 ,377 -,113 ,071 
 

CSR IntegrationCSR IntegrationCSR IntegrationCSR Integration    5,7368 1,35900 ,378** ,089 -,038 ,250** 1,000 -,052 ,281 -,031 ,231 
 

Mgmt Stand ExperienceMgmt Stand ExperienceMgmt Stand ExperienceMgmt Stand Experience    2,68 1,433 ,116 ,140 ,140 -,225** -,052 1,000 -,033 -,061 ,203 
 

Size Size Size Size (Log Total Assets)(Log Total Assets)(Log Total Assets)(Log Total Assets)    7,3537 ,79190 ,137 ,139 ,024 ,377** ,281** -,033 1,000 -,046 ,347 
 

Financial PerfFinancial PerfFinancial PerfFinancial Perf    4,2798 5,98562 ,023 -,129 -,089 -,113 -,031 -,061 -,046 1,000 ,079 
 

SR ExperienceSR ExperienceSR ExperienceSR Experience    6,9248 3,68376 ,294** ,355** ,012 ,071 ,231** ,203** ,347** ,079 1,000 
 

G4 adoptionG4 adoptionG4 adoptionG4 adoption    ,2857 ,45346 ,235** -,219** ,087 -,094 -,037 -,078 -,110 ,111 -,159* 1,000 

*p<.05    **p<.01 

Table 13: Descriptive statistics and correlations
8
 

 

                                                           
8
 The parameter p (p-value) measures the significance of the detected correlation. p<.05 means that there is a 95% possibility that this 

correlation truly exists. 
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Test of Test of Test of Test of Extensive SR AdoptionExtensive SR AdoptionExtensive SR AdoptionExtensive SR Adoption    antecedents (hypotheses 1 and 2antecedents (hypotheses 1 and 2antecedents (hypotheses 1 and 2antecedents (hypotheses 1 and 2))))    

Hypotheses 1 and 2, predicting a positive influence of country-level mimetic 

pressures and of controversial sector affiliation on the quantity of information 

disclosed were tested by means of a logistic regression. Table 14 presents three 

models. Model 1 consists only of the control variables. Model 2 includes the 

internal determinants “CSR integration” and “Management Standards Experience”, 

which are expected not to play a significant role. Finally, model 3 tests the 

hypothesized relationships. 

         *p<.05    **p<.01 

Table 14: Logistic regression model predicting Extensive SR Adoption
9
 

                                                           
9
 Model parameters: b is the unstandardized coefficient and s.e. is the standard error. 

  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3   

b s.e. Exp (b) b s.e Exp (b) b s.e. Exp (b) C.I. 95% 

Constant -,830 1,857 ,436 -1,189 1,970 0,304 -,452 2,288 0,637   

Total Assets -,003 ,260 ,997 ,013 ,267 1,014 -,413 ,333 ,662 ,345 1,270 

Profitability (ROA) -,052 ,033 ,949 -,051 ,033 ,951 -,036 ,039 ,964 ,893 1,042 

SR experience (years) ,214** ,059 1,238 ,206** ,061 1,228 ,279** ,074 1,322 1,143 1,530 

G4 adoption -,768 ,430 ,464 -,758 ,432 ,469 -1,225* ,523 ,294 ,105 ,819 

CSR Integration          ,007 ,148 1,007 -,072 ,173 ,931 ,664 1,306 

Mgmt Standards 

Experience 
        

 ,090 ,138 1,094 ,158 ,175 1,171 ,831 1,651 

Controversial sectorControversial sectorControversial sectorControversial sector                            6,729**    1,502    836,63 44,037 15894 

CountryCountryCountryCountry----level level level level Mimetic Mimetic Mimetic Mimetic 

pressurespressurespressurespressures    
        

                1,577**    ,563    4,839 1,604 14,59 

Observations 133 
 

133 
 

133 
   

LR ratio chi-squared 24,412  24,835  56,946    

Prob> Chi-squared ,000 
 ,000  

,000 
   

Pseudo R
2
 (Nagelkerke) ,224 

 ,228  
,465 
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Hypothesis 1 predicting that extensive SR adoption is positively affected by the 

level of country-level mimetic pressures was supported: Model 2 in Table 14 shows 

a significant and positive effect (p<.01). Similarly, hypothesis 2 predicting a positive 

effect of controversial sectors on disclosure levels was also confirmed (p<.01).  

Concerning hypothesis 1, these findings indicate that companies’ decision to be 

more or less exhaustive in disclosing information was significantly influenced by the 

behavior of their national peers. Indeed, the fact that Extensive SR average values 

largely differed from one country to another already pointed to the significance of 

this hypothesis. As for hypothesis 2, the results of the logistic regression also 

confirmed the existence of significant normative pressures when belonging to a 

controversial sector. 

On the other hand, it is also interesting to highlight the effect of the SR Experience 

variable (measuring years from SR adoption) on extensive SR practices. As it can be 

seen, SR experience plays a positive and significant role in Models 1 and 2, 

suggesting that once companies start to report they gradually increase the 

extensiveness of their disclosures.  

Test of Test of Test of Test of Substantive SR implementationSubstantive SR implementationSubstantive SR implementationSubstantive SR implementation    antecedents (hypotheses 3 to 5antecedents (hypotheses 3 to 5antecedents (hypotheses 3 to 5antecedents (hypotheses 3 to 5))))    

Hypotheses 3 to 5, concerning the antecedents of Substantive SR implementation 

were tested with multiple linear regression models. Table 15 presents four models. 

Model 1 includes the control variables only. Model 2 adds the external 

determinants, which are not expected to have a significant influence. Model 3 adds 

Extensive SR adoption as a potential antecedent in order to test the lack of effect 

predicted under hypothesis 5. Finally, Model 4 includes the remaining two 

independent variables in order to test hypotheses 3 and 4.   

All the hypotheses but one (hypothesis 4) found support in the analysis. CSR 

Integration (hypothesis 3) was found to play a significant role (p<.01) in explaining 

substantive SR implementation, pointing to the importance of having a broader 

CSR strategy in place and senior management support when implementing 
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reporting practices. On the contrary, no significant effect (even if a positive one) of 

Management Standards Experience (Technical Fit) on Substantive SR 

implementation was detected. As this was not the expected result, follow-up 

surveys and interviews during Phase 3 will seek to provide an explanation for this 

lack of effect. 

    Model 1Model 1Model 1Model 1    Model 2Model 2Model 2Model 2    Model 3Model 3Model 3Model 3    Model 4Model 4Model 4Model 4    

bbbb    s.e.s.e.s.e.s.e.    ββββ    bbbb    s.e.s.e.s.e.s.e.    ββββ    bbbb    s.e.s.e.s.e.s.e.    ββββ    bbbb    s.e.s.e.s.e.s.e.    ββββ    

(Constant) 3,730 2,085  4,794* 2,172  4,910* 2,188  2,213 2,168  

Size ,187 ,293 ,055 -,029 ,314 -,009 -,048 ,317 -,014 -,203 ,302 -,060 

Financial Perf -,015 ,037 -,033 -,007 ,037 -,016 -,009 ,037 -,021 -,001 ,035 -,002 

G4 Adoption 1,759 ,488 ,296** 1,792 ,488 ,302** 1,733 ,501 ,292 1,730 ,473 ,291** 

SR Experience ,237 ,064 ,325** ,245 ,063 ,335** ,258 ,068 ,354    ,197 ,067 ,269** 

Country-level 

mimetic 

pressures  

   

,420 1,196 ,029 ,739 1,333 ,051    ,661 1,259 ,045 

Controversial 

sector 
   

,902 ,492 ,162 ,971 ,510 ,174    ,831 ,499 ,149 

Extensive SRExtensive SRExtensive SRExtensive SR          -,294 ,535 -,055 -,303 ,505 -,056    

CSR IntegrationCSR IntegrationCSR IntegrationCSR Integration             ,634 ,161 ,320**    

Mgmt Stand Mgmt Stand Mgmt Stand Mgmt Stand 

ExperienceExperienceExperienceExperience    
   

   
   

,251 ,152 ,134    

R
2 

,172 ,193 ,195 ,297 

Adjusted R
2 

,146 ,155 ,150 ,246 

∆R
2 

,172 ,021 ,002 ,102 

F for ∆R
2
 6,643** 1,679 ,302 8,893** 

Durbin-Watson    1,922 

         *p<.05    **p<.01 

Table 15: Multiple linear regression model predicting Substantive SR 

Implementation
10

 

Finally, no effect was found between extensive adoption (“quantity” of information 

disclosed) and substantive implementation (“quality” of the reporting process 

followed). This confirmed hypothesis 5 and provides additional evidence about the 

distinct role of external and internal determinants and the lack of relationships 

                                                           
10

 Model parameters: B is the unstandardized coefficient, s.e. is the standard error and β 

is the standardized coefficient (that is, the number of standard deviations that the 

outcome will change as a result of one standard deviation change in the predictor).  
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between more visible reporting choices (such as its extension) and more internal 

SR implementation practices. 

On the other hand, it is also interesting to highlight the effect of two of the control 

variables on the Extensive adoption of SR. In the case of SR Experience, although its 

influence becomes weaker as models in table 15 incorporate more variables, it 

stills has a positive influence on Substantive SR practices (p>.05). This suggests that 

organizations develop internal capabilities over time and are gradually more able to 

implement SR practices. In the case of the choice of the GRI G4 version, this also 

showed a positive influence on Substantive SR practices. Despite G4 adoption being 

modelled as a control variable, this result could be expected given its more explicit 

emphasis on the reporting process and suggests GRI G4 is being at least partially 

successful in promoting this approach.      

Size of the significant effects 

According to Model 4, the equation of this multiple regression would be: 

Subtantive SR = 4,116 – 0,482*(Total Assets) + 0,177*(SR Experience) + 0,008*(Financial 

Perf) + 1.855*(G4 Adoption) + 0,637*Controversial sector + 0,754*Country-level mimetic 

pressures) – 0,161*(Extensive SR) + 0,362*(CSR Integration) + 0,245*(Mgmt Standards 

Experience). 

According to these coefficients, the model predicts the following significant effects 

as a result of changes in dependent variables: 

- The substantive SR score would increase by 0,161 for each additional year of SR 

experience. This means that a company starting SR in 2004 would in average 

have a Substantive SR score 1,6 items higher than a similar company having 

started in 2014. 

- The Substantive SR score would increase by 1,855 points as a result of adopting 

G4. 

- The Substantive SR score would increase by 0,362 points for each additional 

point in the CSR Integration variable. This means that a company that has all 10 
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items CSR Integration would in average score 3,6 items higher than a similar 

company having none of them.  

5.2.3 Discussion5.2.3 Discussion5.2.3 Discussion5.2.3 Discussion        

Results from this Phase contribute to support the exploratory findings of Phase 1 

concerning the interaction between SR determinants and SR configurations at the 

company-level. In addition, they also provide evidence about the influence of a 

number of specific internal and external factors. 

By differentiating between institutional and efficiency drivers as antecedents, and 

between extensive SR adoption (SR “quantity”) and substantive SR implementation 

(SR “quality”) as outcomes, analyses have shown that each set of drivers generates 

different company-level responses.  In particular, external pressures were found to 

exert an influence on the choice of more extensive reporting formats but did not 

influence the quality of reporting processes internally, whose main determinants 

were company-level characteristics. 

Concerning the extent of disclosed information, both country-level mimetic 

pressures and industry affiliation played a significant role in influencing companies’ 

practices. In the case of country-level influence, data collected for the Extensive SR 

variable already showed strong country-level patterns, suggesting this hypothesis 

would be confirmed. As for the industry influence, results also supported the 

hypothesis that companies whose sector is regarded as controversial tend to 

respond to such social pressure by disclosing more information. Finally, no 

relationship was found between the quantity of indicators a company discloses and 

the quality of the reporting process producing them, something that should 

probably be taken into account when designing reporting incentives and/or 

assurance controls.  
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Overall, findings from this Phase have confirmed the existence of different 

reporting determinants and of related reporting strategies at the company-level. 

Phase 3 will seek to provide a more detailed examination of such findings in the 

Spanish context. 
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5.3 Phase 5.3 Phase 5.3 Phase 5.3 Phase 3333: : : : Study of SR practices in SpainStudy of SR practices in SpainStudy of SR practices in SpainStudy of SR practices in Spain    

The last research phase of this thesis has two parallel goals. On the one hand it 

seeks to discuss the validity of previous findings from Phase 2 in the Spanish 

context. On the other, it engages with a number of reporting practitioners in Spain 

in order to provide a more detailed picture of reporting practices in Spanish large 

companies and the drivers behind them.  

Over the next sections, findings from the survey and interviews with 12 reporting 

practitioners will be presented. A short introduction concerning the trajectory of SR 

in Spain is provided in the next section. Then, the influence of different sets of 

reporting drivers (external and internal) and their impact in SR implementation in 

Spanish companies will be discussed. 

5.3.1 5.3.1 5.3.1 5.3.1 SR evolution in SpainSR evolution in SpainSR evolution in SpainSR evolution in Spain    

As already mentioned in Phase 1 in the context of the initial case studies, Spain has 

been one of the most active countries in the field of Sustainability Reporting from 

both European and a global perspectives. As shown in the figure below, this 

phenomenon took place relatively early, with large numbers of organizations 

adopting SR between 2005 and 2010. In 2007 and 2008, Spanish organizations 

published more sustainability reports than any other country in the world (GRI 

Database), being later overtaken by the United States. 

 

Figure 29: Sustainability reports published in Spain per year. GRI Database. 
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Lending attention to figure 29, two different trends can be observed depending on 

the size of the reporting organization. In the case of large or multinational 

companies, some of them started reporting at the beginning of the 2000s and most 

of their peers gradually joined from 2002 to 2010. Then, numbers seem to have 

stabilized over this level. According to KPMG, 88% of the biggest 100 Spanish 

companies had adopted SR by 2011, meaning that most large companies in Spain 

(the main focus of interest of this Phase) currently report and most of them have 

five or more years of SR experience
11

. 

Asking respondents about the reasons of such strong uptake of SR in Spain, one 

widely cited reason was the role of several associations (some created by 

companies, some independent) in promoting CSR and transparency agendas, such 

as Club de Excelencia en Sostenibilidad, Forética, or Red Española del Pacto Mundial 

(the Spanish Global Compact network). These organizations have held a very active 

role in organizing workshops, conferences and other events and seem to have 

contributed to the creation of a close community of CSR practitioners in Spain. 

In addition to this, some respondents (particularly consultants) highlighted the 

existence of a broader trend in Spanish organizations towards “certifying” non-

financial issues such as quality or environmental management, and not only SR. 

Actually, as some of them pointed, the rate of ISO certificates is also very high in 

Spain as compared to other European countries.  

5.3.2 Role of external determinants 5.3.2 Role of external determinants 5.3.2 Role of external determinants 5.3.2 Role of external determinants     

Based on the reasons above about the uptake of SR in Spain, it is already possible 

to argue that external influences have played a significant role on Spanish 

organizations when deciding about SR. In this part of the interview, participants 

                                                           
11

 The SME group presents a different pattern. While Some SMEs started reporting as well 

by 2003 and numbers rapidly increased until 2011, the total figure has since then 

significantly fallen. This suggests that a proportion of small and medium companies that 

adopted SR in Spain decided to stop it at some point.  
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were asked to identify specific drivers in the external context that influenced their 

reporting decisions (both the content and its internal implementation). Among the 

three classical dimensions of institutional pressures, most responses focused on 

the behavior of other organizations as the main influence for their reporting 

decisions (mimetic pressures) rather than on responding to stakeholder concerns  

(normative pressures) or regulation (coercive pressures, not mentioned at all). 

More specifically, respondents from a corporate background pointed to the 

importance for them to periodically benchmark reporting practices of other 

organizations in their proximity, be it at the sector level or at the IBEX-35 level. In 

some cases, such benchmark was framed as a way to gain top-management 

support for reporting decisions (“if companies A and B are adopting this new 

reporting standard, we should do it as well”). The influence of CSR Networks was 

also mentioned again in providing opportunities for exchanging ideas and 

promoting “best practice”. 

The importance of normative influences was less highlighted. Some respondents 

mentioned the idea that SR was part of an effort to build a reputation of 

sustainability leadership and to offer a distinctive value proposition to its different 

stakeholders. Finally, another external influence for large companies were the 

specific demands of sustainable ratings such as the Dow Jones Sustainability Index 

(DJSI).  

Comparing these findings with the results of Phase 2, the importance of country-

level mimetic pressures seems to be particularly relevant in the Spanish context in 

deciding about SR practices (including how extensive they are). On the contrary, 

the influence of controversies or bad image at the sector level in disclosing 

sustainability information was mentioned just once by one of the consultants, and 

thus did not appear to be such an important driver in Spain compared to the 

relationship between these variables found in the EU sample. 
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5.3.2 5.3.2 5.3.2 5.3.2 Role of internal determinantsRole of internal determinantsRole of internal determinantsRole of internal determinants    

The role of internal determinants was more exhaustively discussed. A survey was 

elaborated as part of the preparation of the interviews covering a total of 24 items 

(see section 4.4.3 for details). These related to the importance of different internal 

determinants, classified under technical, political and cultural factors. 

For each of these sets of factors, the results of the survey are provided and a 

discussion of the views of respondents is provided.  

5.3.2.1 Technical factors.5.3.2.1 Technical factors.5.3.2.1 Technical factors.5.3.2.1 Technical factors.    

As discussed in the literature review and proposed model, a number of technical 

factors are expected to influence how SR practices are implemented at the 

company level. These include the availability and reliability of data, the 

compatibility of reporting frameworks with other systems or the skills needed to 

collect and analyze sustainability information. The following figure presents the 

factors included in the survey and the average score for each of them. 

 

Figure 30: Average importance of technical factors. 

0,0 1,0 2,0 3,0 4,0 5,0

6.     Data required for CSRR processes are easily available

7. Collected data are reliable and accurately reflect the 

organization’s performance

8.     Internal IT systems facilitate the task of collecting SR

information

9.     Employees dealing with CSRR processes have

adequate technical expertise (such as the ability to

understand non-financial indicators and metrics).

10.     Information generated via CSRR is easily

compatible with internal sustainability management

systems (such a Balanced Scorecard).

11. The organization has significant experience with 

other management standards (e.g. ISO 9000, ISO 14000, 

SA8000, “Excellence” frameworks) 

12.     Cross-functional communication and coordination

mechanisms are well established for the purpose of

CSRR.
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As it can be observed, the reliability of data (item 7), the skills of responsible 

employees (item 9) and the existence of communication and information sharing 

mechanisms between departments are the three most relevant factors according 

to the respondents. On the contrary, previous experience with related 

management systems seemed to be significantly less important than any of the 

other factors. This last finding might contribute to explain the failure to validate 

hypothesis 4 in Phase 2, as this specific item was the one included in the regression 

analysis. This suggests that the rejection of the hypothesized relationship should be 

interpreted as a consequence of choosing a weak determinant rather than as a 

proof that technical issues do not play a significant role altogether. 

As for the interviews, there were different opinions about the importance of 

technical factors in substantively implementing SR. In general, answers highlighted 

the challenges of collecting consistent data, especially across different countries 

when that was the case. The guidance provided by GRI was sometimes perceived 

as insufficient in order to know exactly what to report and there was also a 

perception that some of the indicators as they were defined did not accurately 

represent the specific activities of every company. On the other hand, one 

respondent argued that the technical dimension was not so relevant compared to 

securing political and cultural support, as substantive SR “should mainly be about 

conducting a strategic analysis rather than generating KPIs”.  

5555.3.2.2.3.2.2.3.2.2.3.2.2    Political factorsPolitical factorsPolitical factorsPolitical factors    

Political determinants refer to the compatibility between sustainability (reporting) 

practices and company-level priorities. Five items were formulated in order to 

explore their relevance in the Spanish context. 

As observed in figure 31, top management support of CSR practices seems to be 

the most significant factor affecting substantive SR implementation. Interestingly, 

this does not seem to be necessarily coupled with the conviction that CSR 

generates internal benefits, suggesting that having a proactive CSR strategy is in 

itself more important than quantifying its eventual returns. 
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  Figure 31: Average importance of political factors. 

In line with survey results, interviews also highlighted the importance of getting 

management support. One reporter explained how having that senior level support 

for SR allowed him to put more pressure on other departments to get the 

information needed (despite their reluctance to do so). Another relevant 

dimension of political/strategic support was the integration of non-financial targets 

in the business model. Some participants explained how such integration (or the 

lack of it) had increased (or decreased) the interest of conducting a substantive 

reporting process.  

In terms of the regression analysis, the scale of items developed as a measure of 

CSR integration was considered to be adequate by respondents. In turn, their 

reflections on the importance of political drivers provided support for such 

hypothesis in the Spanish context. 

5.3.2.3 Cultural factors5.3.2.3 Cultural factors5.3.2.3 Cultural factors5.3.2.3 Cultural factors    

Cultural factors at the company-level seek to capture how the organization reacts 

to the cultural values promoted by SR standards and the consequences of its 

0,0 1,0 2,0 3,0 4,0 5,0

1.     Proactive approach to stakeholder dialogue.

2.     CSR/Sustainability policies that address the most

material issues (in terms of their sustainability impacts) that

the company faces.

3.     Company-level understanding of CSR/Sustainability

benefits, such as improving operational efficiency and/or

motivating employees.

4.     Top management actively supports CSRR.

5.     Middle managers (from other areas than

CSR/Sustainability) support CSRR.
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implementation.  The following figure gives presents the average score for each of 

the five items developed.  

 

Figure 32: Average importance of cultural factors 

Items 16 and 17, linked to the existence of a culture of internal transparency and 

information sharing, received the highest scores. On the other hand, broader 

considerations about the company ethical stance (items 13-14) or its relational 

orientation (item 15) were thought to be less relevant in the context of SR 

practices.  

These responses might suggest that cultural factors were predominantly perceived 

as a facilitator (or impediment) of reporting processes from a rather technical 

perspective, where collaboration from other departments and information sharing 

is needed in order to collect the required data. A number of examples cited during 

the interviews illustrate this idea, with respondents describing how internal 

information requirements were sometimes received with suspicion by other areas.  

More general cultural factors were also mentioned, such as the existence of 

divergent opinions about the need to publish sustainability reports and the extent 

to which corporate transparency was something the organization had to promote.  

0,0 1,0 2,0 3,0 4,0 5,0

13.     Employees have a strong sense of

responsibility to the outside community.

14.     The principles of accountability and

transparency to society are shared company-wide.

15. The organization “sees itself” as part of a 

broader collective rather than as an individual 

entity.

16.     The organization has a culture of

transparency (vs secrecy) in daily operations.

17.     Collaboration and information-sharing

practices between departments are frequent.
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On the other hand, at least three respondents acknowledged that sustainability 

reporting had gradually overcome these barriers and was contributing to cultural 

change internally. 

Given the difficulty of measuring such cultural orientation from secondary data, no 

specific cultural determinant was tested in the regression model in Phase 2. 

However, findings from the survey and interviews seem to confirm their relevance 

for reporting practice. 

5.3.3 5.3.3 5.3.3 5.3.3 From reporting implementation to actual (managerial) benefitsFrom reporting implementation to actual (managerial) benefitsFrom reporting implementation to actual (managerial) benefitsFrom reporting implementation to actual (managerial) benefits    

The survey and interviews also sought to expand the regression model from 

substantive SR implementation to assessing the actual internal benefits of SR 

practice. A number of items summarizing internal benefits found by previous 

surveys (KPMG, 2011; GRI, 2012) were developed. 

 

Figure 33: average importance of SR internal benefits 

Among the internal benefits of SR included in figure 33, respondents considered 

the ability to monitor goals and benchmark performance as the most significant 

contribution of SR, closely followed by the internal improvement of communication 

between functions. These benefits, linked to the contribution of SR to sustainability 

implementation and monitoring activities, outweighed those that had to do with 

supporting the identification of opportunities and the formulation of sustainability 

0,0 1,0 2,0 3,0 4,0 5,0

18.     Improve risk management

19.     Identify strategic opportunities

20.     Inform the formulation of new

strategies

21.     Improve processes and collaboration

across functions in the organization

22.     Greater awareness of sustainability

throughout the organization

23.     Employee motivation

24.     Enhanced ability to track progress

against specific targets
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policies. Finally, those benefits targeting employee motivation and internal 

sustainability awareness had the lowest scores. 

Respondents cited most of these benefits over the course of interviews. The idea 

of SR as a “radar” for identifying emerging topics (both opportunities and risks) was 

mentioned by two of the organizations. More generally, the notion that SR 

represents a formal management cycle that pushes sustainability/CSR action 

through the organization was largely shared. It was argued that as sustainability 

issues are identified and measured, formulating improvement goals and 

monitoring progress comes more easily.  

The principle of materiality was thought to be useful along this process as it 

concentrated sustainability efforts on relevant topics. However, some respondents 

also regretted that opportunities for deeper analysis and discussion of material 

topics were missed because of tight reporting schedules and limited senior 

management attention. 

5.3.4 5.3.4 5.3.4 5.3.4 Current trends: Current trends: Current trends: Current trends: new standards and new standards and new standards and new standards and regulationregulationregulationregulation    

The final section of the interviews sought to collect the respondents’ opinion about 

the relevance of new developments in the field of SR, including the emergence of 

new standards (GRI G4, Integrated Reporting) and the perspectives of more 

specific regulation of CSR disclosures promoted by the EU. 

Concerning the use of new reporting frameworks, two of the organizations 

interviewed had adopted G4 in 2014 and were generally supportive of this new 

version. They (and also the consultants interviewed) argued that this framework 

had a more coherent orientation towards materiality, as opposed to G3 

requirements to conduct a materiality analysis and then disclose the whole range 

of indicators. Other reporters not yet adopting G4 expressed their concerns about 

comparability issues, both during the transition from G3 to G4 (which might imply a 

loss of internal comparability) as well as against other companies given the 

potential deficit of a set of common indicators. In addition, there was one company 

simultaneously issuing a Sustainability Report according to G4 and an Integrated 
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Report according to the IIRC directives. In this case, integrated reporting was seen 

as the preferred medium-term option but “classical” GRI reporting was maintained 

until this decision was finally taken. 

As for the relevance of regulatory requirements, given the loose terms of the 

proposed EU directive on non-financial disclosure, respondents considered that it 

will more likely affect medium-sized companies (as most large Spanish companies 

would already comply). This view was reinforced by one the two academic 

respondents who was also a member of the National CSR Council
12

, an advisory 

board of the Spanish Labor Ministry. This expert explained that, according to the 

majority of views in the CSR Council, no tightening of EU requirements when 

translating this directive to Spain was to be expected. However, at the beginning of 

2015 a new governance code affecting large publicly-traded companies was issued 

by the National Stock Exchange Commission (CNMV, 2015). Although its 

recommendations are not compulsory, respondents from affected companies 

explained that they were reviewing their reporting (and more broadly CSR) policies 

to make sure they were compliant with the new Code. 

 

   

 

                                                           
12

 Consejo Estatal de Responsabilidad Social de las Empresas (CERSE) 
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6. Conclusion6. Conclusion6. Conclusion6. Conclusion    

6.1 Thesis 6.1 Thesis 6.1 Thesis 6.1 Thesis contributionscontributionscontributionscontributions    

As argued in Chapter 2, SR standards have considerably developed over the last 

twenty years while keeping a dual logic of both providing transparency towards 

external stakeholders and becoming a useful tool for managers in dealing with 

sustainability issues at the company-level. Despite limited academic attention to 

the internal dynamics of SR practices, evidence from practitioner surveys had 

suggested that SR practices actually have a great influence on corporate 

sustainability efforts.  

According to this research gap (see section 2.1), this thesis has sought to provide a 

broader perspective to the study of voluntary disclosure practices, reviewing both 

institutional and strategic/efficiency perspectives of SR adoption and introducing 

the role of company-level characteristics in influencing its subsequent 

implementation. In doing so, this thesis presents a number of theoretical and 

empirical contributions. 

First, from a theoretical perspective,First, from a theoretical perspective,First, from a theoretical perspective,First, from a theoretical perspective, a key contribution of this thesis has been to 

draw a conceptual bridge institutional and efficiency explanations in order to 

account for the hybrid nature of SR practices. This bridge acknowledges the role of 

SR practices in providing transparency to stakeholders but also in supporting 

proactive CSR/Sustainability practices. In this sense, it also seeks to “reconcile” the 

SR literature with a broader notion of CSR / corporate sustainability as a field 

where both strong public expectations and potential performance implications are 

present (Wijen, 2014; Bromley and Powell, 2012). 

Related to this, a second theoretical contributiona second theoretical contributiona second theoretical contributiona second theoretical contribution has been to highlight the 

relevance of company-level characteristics along the adoption and implementation 

of SR practices. This means that actual translation into practice of SR frameworks 

significantly depends on organizational-level characteristics, and particularly on a 
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certain degree of fit (or compatibility) between standards’ requirements and 

managerial priorities and needs (Ansari et al., 2010; Simpson et al., 2012).  

Third, from an empirical perspeThird, from an empirical perspeThird, from an empirical perspeThird, from an empirical perspectivectivectivective, the results presented support this thesis 

central idea that a combination of institutional (macro-level) and efficiency 

(company-level) perspectives is particularly well suited to address the hybrid 

nature of SR. Adopting such integrated approach has allowed to provide a richer 

understanding of sustainability reporting practices, taking into account a number of 

dimensions not usually addressed in previous research. 

As the title of this thesis reads, the goal has been to understand why and how 

companies adopt and implement such disclosure practices. Concerning the “why” 

question, this thesis has provided an examination of external reporting 

determinants (as the ones usually addressed in the literature), but most 

importantly, of internal, company-level characteristics that influence SR choices. 

Despite the recognition of the need of corporate engagement for pushing the 

reporting and transparency agenda forward (European Union, 2014), internal 

motives for reporting have been much less researched.  

From the perspective of how companies implement reporting practices, most 

existing studies have either stopped at SR adoption (yes/no) or at SR quantity 

(number/size of disclosures). Some studies have explored SR implementation 

patterns at the company-level, although generally based on a single or a small 

number of case studies (Adams, 2002; Adams and McNicholas, 2007; Contrafatto, 

2014) or interviews (Husillos et al. 2011; Searcy and Buslovich, 2014). By combining 

exploratory case studies with a larger data collection effort involving SR 

implementation decisions in 133 EU companies, this thesis provides a more 

consistent assessment of reporting choices beyond adoption and/or quantity. 

FourthFourthFourthFourth, beyond the independent analysis of “whys” and “hows”, a key empirical a key empirical a key empirical a key empirical 

contributioncontributioncontributioncontribution of this thesis has been to investigate the linkages between SR 

adoption determinants and the resulting SR implementation choices. This has 
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shown how external pressures are primarily responsible for the more external, 

readily visible features of SR implementation (such as its extensiveness) while 

internal, company-level characteristics, contribute to explain how it is internally 

implemented and the extent to which it supports CSR/Sustainability management 

practices. 

Finally, a methoFinally, a methoFinally, a methoFinally, a methodological contribution of this tdological contribution of this tdological contribution of this tdological contribution of this thesishesishesishesis has been the implementation of 

a mixed-methods research design. This has allowed to collect both qualitative and 

quantitative evidence and to generate a more complete understanding of reporting 

practices. For example, qualitative, exploratory evidence from Phase 1 could later 

be tested under Phase 2, and Phase 2 quantitative results could be explained in 

more depth thanks to the final surveys and interviews undertaken in Phase 3. In 

line with the pragmatist philosophy that underpins this thesis, the use of such 

mixed methods approach has proven really useful in pursuing the goals of this 

research project. Over the next section, the three research objectives formulated 

in Chapter 1 are briefly discussed. Based on these findings, the following sections 

will present the managerial and policy implications of this thesis. Finally a 

discussion of the limitations of this thesis and further research opportunities will be 

provided. 

6.2 A6.2 A6.2 A6.2 Adddddressing the Research Objectivesdressing the Research Objectivesdressing the Research Objectivesdressing the Research Objectives    

Each of the three research phases presented in Chapter 5 was aimed at addressing 

one of the research objectives initially formulated. The following paragraphs 

provide a summary of the findings under each of them.     

RO1: to explore the diversity of companyRO1: to explore the diversity of companyRO1: to explore the diversity of companyRO1: to explore the diversity of company----level SR configurationslevel SR configurationslevel SR configurationslevel SR configurations    

Given the lack of previous research lending attention to both external and internal 

SR drivers, RO1 was aimed at identifying the existence of these drivers in different 

organizations and at exploring the resulting SR configurations in each case.  

In order to do so, Phase 1 of this thesis focused on reporting patterns of four large 

Spanish corporations to evaluate the extent to which a diversity of external and 
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internal SR motives could be identified. By confirming this hypothesis, this research 

also provided evidence of the links between such motives and how reporting was 

been conducted at the company-level. As a result, companies could be classified 

into a four quadrant framework, reflecting the relative strength of internal and 

external motives and the resulting SR configuration. 

The cases also provided evidence about the complexities associated to internally 

implementing SR practices. These included the effort needed in collecting accurate 

information and interpreting it, the challenges associated with securing senior 

management support of CSR practices and the cultural implications of transparency 

within the organization. Some of the cases also confirmed the idea that SR could be 

both a tool for externally communicating sustainability actions as well as an 

internal tool for identifying relevant topics, formulating targets and evaluating 

progress.  

RO2: to provide an integrated analysis of the effect of external and internal RO2: to provide an integrated analysis of the effect of external and internal RO2: to provide an integrated analysis of the effect of external and internal RO2: to provide an integrated analysis of the effect of external and internal 

determinants on SR implementation processes. determinants on SR implementation processes. determinants on SR implementation processes. determinants on SR implementation processes.     

Under RO2, the initial findings of Phase 1 sought to be tested for a larger number 

of organizations. In order to do so, specific external and internal determinants of 

SR adoption were identified and their relationship to specific reporting choices (in 

terms of quantity and quality) was tested.  

Country-level and industry-level pressures were included as a proxy of the external 

context and CSR Integration (as a proxy of “SR willingness”) and Management 

Standards Skills (as a proxy of “SR ability”) were single out as specific internal 

determinants. As for the dependent variables, GRI application levels were used as a 

measure of Extensive SR practices and a 13 item scale was specifically developed 

and sustainability reports manually coded in order to build the Substantive SR 

variable.  

In general terms, the hypothesis of external determinants affecting the volume of 

SR disclosures (but not the “quality” of the reporting process) and internal 
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determinants affecting reporting quality (but not its volume) was supported. Only 

the influence of previous management standards experience on substantive SR 

adoption, although positive, did not appear to be significant. In addition, no 

relationship was found between the extensiveness of reports and how 

substantively the reporting principles of materiality and stakeholder inclusiveness 

had been implemented. 

Besides the regression model, the larger data collection effort under Phase 2 also 

provided a rich description of SR patterns in terms of sector and country variation. 

In line with the proposed model, these two external determinants of SR presented 

a more visible influence on formal reporting choices, such as its extensiveness, 

than on internal implementation decisions. For example, in terms of Extensive SR, 

Spain and Italy presented average scores close to 60% while Sweden and Finland 

were below 10%. On the contrary, average scores for the Substantive SR variable 

were much more similar, ranging between a minimum of 6.3 (France) and a 

maximum of 7.6 (Italy) out of a total of 14 items. 

RO3: to discuss the validity of previous findings and articulate a richer explanation of RO3: to discuss the validity of previous findings and articulate a richer explanation of RO3: to discuss the validity of previous findings and articulate a richer explanation of RO3: to discuss the validity of previous findings and articulate a richer explanation of 

SR dynamics in the context of Spanish organizations. SR dynamics in the context of Spanish organizations. SR dynamics in the context of Spanish organizations. SR dynamics in the context of Spanish organizations.     

Finally, the third research objective of this thesis was to discuss the relevance of 

previous findings in the Spanish context as well as to provide a broader exploration 

of the situation of SR practices in Spain and the barriers for increasing its relevance. 

In addition to the possibility for the researcher to access primary information, the 

Spanish context was thought to be particularly relevant given the large number of 

reporting organizations and its relatively long experience with this practice (for 

example, in 2007 and 2008 Spanish organizations produced more GRI reports than 

any other country).   

The survey and interviews carried out suggested that a combination of external 

and internal drivers was indeed present in Spanish reporting organizations. The 

main external driver behind the high numbers of SR adopters in Spain seemed to 
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be mimetic behavior and benchmarking among organizations, helped by the 

existence of a close network of CSR practitioners. As for the internal drivers, 

interviews highlighted the existence of specific influential aspects, such as 

adequate data collection systems, senior management support and information-

sharing routines between departments.  

In terms of the integration of SR practices within CSR management efforts, 

responses from reporters privileged its role in order to evaluate and benchmark 

performance. More generally, they also agreed that periodic SR practices 

supported the existence of a formal CSR management cycle which made CSR 

commitments more visible and contributed to make progress towards the stated 

goals.  

6.36.36.36.3    Managerial implications Managerial implications Managerial implications Managerial implications     

Over the last 20 years, SR has become one of the most widely used frameworks for 

companies seeking to implement CSR/Sustainability practices. Indeed, some of the 

cases and interviews presented in this thesis have highlighted how SR can support 

corporate sustainability practices in a number of different ways. 

However, this thesis has also shown the limitations of framing SR as an external 

communication tool rather than truly integrating SR processes within management 

practices. Both qualitative and quantitative evidence have supported the idea that, 

in the absence of adequate company-level support (both managerial and technical) 

of SR practices, they are most likely to remain decoupled from actual practice. 

In this sense, this thesis underscores the relevance for organizations of carefully 

considering the existing external and internal motives for adopting SR, 

acknowledging and anticipating the organizational implications and expected 

outcomes of this decision. Companies (and CSR managers specifically) might 

evaluate the expected role of SR internally and then identify which kind of 

company-level support and capabilities is required in order to secure that 

contribution.  
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In a more general sense, by calling attention to the potential contribution of SR to 

corporate sustainability efforts, this thesis has also sought to emphasize the 

relevance of SR as a participatory process involving stakeholder dialogue, decision-

making and learning, rather than a compliance-seeking tool or even a retrospective 

performance analysis (Zadek, 1998). As the short-cases have illustrated, such 

approach to SR would that information stemming from the process is used 

diagnostically, in order to measure and monitor intended goals, but also 

interactively, in order to discuss and challenge the nature of these goals and 

identify new ones (Gond and Herrbach, 2006; Zadek, 1998). As more and more 

companies declare to integrate sustainability concerns into their agendas, this 

discursive approach to SR would be particularly promising given the ambiguous, 

pluralistic, context-dependent nature of sustainability (non-financial) information 

and of sustainability challenges themselves (Searcy, 2012; Sharma and Vredenburg, 

1998). 

    

6.4 6.4 6.4 6.4 Reporting Standards and PolicyReporting Standards and PolicyReporting Standards and PolicyReporting Standards and Policy    implicatiimplicatiimplicatiimplicationsonsonsons    

In terms of the implications for standards setting and policy making, this thesis’ 

findings suggest that greater understanding of the diversity of SR determinants and 

implementation alternatives would be highly relevant for developing more 

effective frameworks and regulations in this field. This should contribute to 

develop reporting tools and policy mechanisms that detect and stimulate good SR 

practices (i.e. showing a positive contribution to both external accountability and 

company-level sustainability management), as well as deter SR approaches found 

to be inefficient or even deceptive (i.e. greenwashing strategies) and prevent bad 

practice chasing out the good (Zadek, 1998).   

In terms of reporting frameworks, this thesis point to a number of possible 

mechanisms in order to strengthen SR relevance for both external stakeholders 

and organizations themselves. First of all, as results show how internal 

characteristics rather than external pressures are responsible for substantive 



126 

 

reporting processes, there would be an opportunity to reinforce such internal 

driver by building greater internal capacity and by strengthening the links between 

SR and internal management needs. This seems to be the approach followed 

(although not in a completely coherent way) by the new GRI G4 version, which asks 

reporters to identify priorities and focus their report on them. 

 A second option, which would complement the first one, would be to implement 

more stringent guidance and control mechanisms that could more effectively 

detect and prevent symbolic SR practices. As the average score for Substantive SR 

was 7 out of 13 items (all of them being, in theory, required by GRI) it becomes 

clear that many organizations are not fully complying with the prescribed GRI 

reporting processes. This means there might be an opportunity to revise such 

requirements, simplify them if needed but then be more restrictive in granting GRI 

labels to reporters that did not follow the required steps. Related to this, this thesis 

analyses suggest that creating different reporting levels depending on the number 

of indicators disclosed might act as a perverse incentive, as organizations then 

concentrate on getting such “checklist” right rather than on issues that could 

matter more to them. 

Concerning policy-making implications, the SR field has been over the last years 

under strong debate about the need (or not) to establish some form of mandatory 

disclosure of sustainability information. These debates include aspects such as the 

structure of reporting frameworks (principle-based and/or KPI-based), the degree 

of freedom left to companies in deciding how and what to disclose or the 

stringency of associated auditing processes [see European Union (2011b) for an 

overview of the public consultation on these issues]. As results from this thesis 

suggest that external pressures alone might just generate symbolic responses, 

policy choices concerning Sustainability Reporting should not probably be limited 

to mandating a given set of indicators. Rather, a combination of related policy 

instruments fostering transparency towards society and also supporting the 



127 

 

gradual inclusion of sustainability issues into corporate agendas would arguably 

provide more substantive, longer term benefits for everyone. 

6.5 Limitations6.5 Limitations6.5 Limitations6.5 Limitations    

A number of limitations of this work can be formulated. From a general 

perspective, this thesis provides a cross-sectional analysis of SR practices within 

companies which does not formally account for longitudinal evolution. This is in 

line with the focus of this thesis with identifying determinants of SR 

implementation, but as previous research has explored organizational changes 

associated to SR implementation (Bouten and Hoozee, 2013; Contrafatto, 2014; 

Adams and McNicholas, 2007) such longitudinal dimension could be an interesting 

extension of this research. Indeed interviews from Phases 1 and 3 provided some 

evidence about the dynamic nature of learning processes associated to SR. Also, 

the results from the regression model also showed significant effects of the SR 

Experience control variable (measuring years from SR adoption) that were 

discussed in section 5.2.3.  

Another general limitation is that, while large companies currently report non-

financial information in a variety of formats (e.g. sustainability reports according to 

GRI, Integrated Reporting, web-based communications, responsible investment 

ratings such as Dow Jones Sustainability Index) the implementation of sustainability 

reporting according to the GRI Guidelines was the main focus of the study. This was 

motivated by the fact that it is considered the most influent reporting standard 

(European Union, 2014; Levy, 2012) and is currently adopted by more than 8000 

organizations world-wide.  

Finally, investigating the internal implementation of SR practices created a 

challenge in terms of identifying suitable variables and collecting accurate 

information that could portray this process. Understanding complex organizational 

situations usually presents a trade-off between generating richer explanations for a 

smaller sample and testing more synthetic propositions in a larger population. 

Interviews and cases were expected to provide a more in-depth understanding of 
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this phenomenon, but adopting only this approach would reduce the sample size 

and thus the generalizability of the findings. As a result, qualitative exploration was 

combined with a larger quantitative research design. As no suitable indicator in 

order to account for SR substantive implementation was available, a content 

analysis of reports had to be manually conducted.  

6.6 6.6 6.6 6.6 Opportunities for future researchOpportunities for future researchOpportunities for future researchOpportunities for future research   

As the trend towards greater transparency of corporate activities keeps its 

momentum (for example, via the upcoming European Union (2014) regulation of 

non-financial disclosures), potentially relevant research opportunities abound in 

the SR field. In line with this thesis approach of providing a better understanding of 

company-level reporting dynamics, the following lines suggest some topics for 

future research. In addition, some of these opportunities would allow to address 

previously cited limitations of this thesis.  

For example, while this thesis focused on the relationship between determinants 

(external and company-level) and SR implementation alternatives, it could be 

interesting to extend this research by paying attention to how substantive 

implementation processes generate specific benefits at the company-level. In 

particular, this research would benefit from recent debates concerning the concept 

of decoupling, suggesting that (beyond policy-practice decoupling) a more 

persistent form of decoupling might remain between means and ends (Wijen, 

2014; Bromley and Powell, 2012). This would mean that even organizations 

implementing a given policy substantively (that is, implementing the “means”) 

might not be able to achieve the expected/promised ends.  

A related research opportunity would be to understand whether SR can truly 

generate internal change and under which conditions. Beyond its use to monitor 

and benchmark performance, internal benefits of SR might materialize in terms of 

broader cultural change towards sustainability. Thus, longitudinal approaches to 

the study of reporting practices could shed more light on their evolution at the 

company-level and the trajectories that companies follow over time.  



129 

 

A third research opportunity would be to assess the generation and internal use of 

non-financial information in its current diversity and not only limited to formal 

sustainability reporting practices. As specific stakeholders demand such 

information (e.g. investors, clients, regulatory bodies) and new standards and tools 

popularize, it would be very relevant to assess the interactions between those 

practices and whether harmonization of indicators and frameworks would have a 

positive impact on corporate transparency. 

Finally, the literature on SR is also limited so far in understanding to what extent 

stakeholders really lend attention to SR information and whether they find it useful 

for their respective needs. While the focus of this thesis was rather internal, a 

closer examination of the interaction between external stakeholder specific 

demands and company-level SR implementation practices would provide a more 

integrated assessment of the external and internal benefits of SR. In this sense, 

given this hybrid, mutually dependent nature of SR practices, further involvement 

of every actor will probably be needed in order to foster corporate transparency 

practices that are substantive and serve as a basis for more informed decisions, 

both externally and internally.  

 

 

 

 

  



130 

 

     



131 

 

REFERENCREFERENCREFERENCREFERENCESESESES    
 

Abrahamson E. 1991. Managerial fads and fashions: The diffusion and rejection of 

innovations. Academy of management review 16161616: 586-612. 

Adams C. 2002. Internal organisational factors influencing social and ethical 

reporting: Beyond current theorising. Accounting, Auditing and Accountability 

Journal 15151515: 223–250.  

Adams C, Larrinaga-Gonzalez C. 2007. Engaging with organizations in pursuit of 

improved sustainability accounting and performance. Accounting, Auditing & 

Accountability Journal 20202020: 333-55. 

 

Adams CA, Frost GR. 2008. Integrating sustainability reporting into management 

practices. Accounting Forum 32323232: 288–302. 

Adams CA, McNicholas P. 2007. Making a difference: sustainability reporting, 

accountability and organizational change. Accounting, Auditing and Accountability 

Journal 20202020: 382–402. 

 

Aerts W, Cormier D, Magnan M. 2006. Intra-industry imitation in corporate 

environmental reporting: An international perspective. Journal of Accounting and 

public Policy 25252525(3): 299-331. 

 

Amran A, Haniffa R. 2011. Evidence in development of sustainability reporting: a 

case of a developing country. Business Strategy and the Environment 20202020: 141-156. 

 

Ansari SM, Fiss PC, Zajac EJ. 2010. Made to fit: How practices vary as they diffuse. 

Academy of Management Review 35353535: 67-92. 

 

Archel P, Fernández M, Larrinaga C. 2008. The organizational and operational 

boundaries of Triple Bottom Line reporting: A Survey. Environmental Management 

41414141: 106-117. 

 

Bansal P, Roth K. 2000. Why companies go green: A model of ecological 

responsiveness. Academy of Management Journal 43434343: 717–736.  

 

Barkemeyer R, Preuss L, Lee L. 2015. On the effectiveness of private transnational 

governance regimes— Evaluating corporate sustainability reporting according to 

the Global Reporting Initiative. Journal of World Business 50505050(2): 312-325. 

 

Bhattacharya CB, Sen S, Korschun D. 2008. Using corporate social responsibility to 

win the war for talent. MIT Sloan management review 49494949 (2). 

 



132 

 

Bebbington J, Higgins C, Frame B. 2009. Initiating sustainable development 

reporting: Evidence from New Zealand. Accounting, Auditing & Accountability 

Journal 22222222: 588–625.  

Berg BL. 2009. Qualitative research methods for the social sciences. 7th Edition, 

Pearson: Boston. 

 

Blaikie N. 2007. Approaches to social enquiry: Advancing knowledge. Polity. 

 

Bromley P, Powell WW. 2012. From smoke and mirrors to walking the talk: 

Decoupling in the contemporary world. The Academy of Management Annals 6666(1): 

483-530. 

 

Brown HS, de Jong M, Lessidrenska T. 2009a. The rise of the Global Reporting 

Initiative: A case of institutional entrepreneurship. Environmental Politics 18181818: 182–

200. 

 

Brown HS, de Jong M, Levy DL. 2009b. Building institutions based on information 

disclosure: Lessons from GRI’s sustainability reporting. Journal of Cleaner 

Production 17171717: 571–580.  

Boiral O, Roy MJ. 2007. ISO 9000: Integration rationales and organizational impacts. 

International Journal of Operations & Production Management 27:27:27:27: 226-247.  

Boiral O. 2003. ISO 9000, outside the iron cage. Organization Science 14141414: 720-737. 

 

Bouten L, Hoozée S. 2013. On the interplay between environmental reporting and 

management accounting change. Management Accounting Research 24242424(4): 333-

348. 

 

Bowen HR. 1953. Social Responsibilities of the Businessman. New York: Harper & 

Row. 

 

Campbell JL. 2007. Why would corporations behave in socially responsible ways? 

An institutional theory of corporate social responsibility. Academy of management 

Review 32323232(3): 946-967. 

 

Carroll AB. 1979. A three-dimensional conceptual model of corporate performance. 

Academy of management review 4444(4): 497-505. 

 

Carroll AB. 2008. A history of corporate social responsibility: Concepts and 

practices. The Oxford handbook of corporate social responsibility. 

 

Carson R. 1962. Silent Spring. Greenwich, Connecticut. 

 



133 

 

CERES. 1997. Global Reporting Initiative Concept Paper. Un-published working-

paper. Boston, MA: Coalition of Environmentally Responsible Economies. 

 

CNMV. 2015. Código de buen gobierno de las sociedades cotizadas. Comisión 

Nacional del Mercado de Valores. 

 

Comyns B, Figge F, Hahn T, Barkemeyer R. 2013. Sustainability reporting: The role 

of “Search”, “Experience” and “Credence” information. Accounting Forum 37373737: 231-

243. 

 

Comyns B. 2014. Determinants of GHG Reporting: An Analysis of Global Oil and Gas 

Companies. Journal of Business Ethics 121121121121. 

 

Contrafatto M. 2014. The institutionalization of social and environmental reporting: 

An Italian narrative. Accounting, Organizations and Society 39393939(6): 414-432. 

 

Contrafatto M, Burns J. 2013. Social and environmental accounting, organisational 

change and management accounting: a processual view. Management Accounting 

Research 24242424(4): 349-365. 

 

Cormier D, Magnan M. 2003. Environmental reporting management: a continental 

European perspective. Journal of Accounting and public Policy 22222222(1): 43-62. 

 

Creswell J. 2009. Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods 

approaches. SAGE Publications, Incorporated. 

 

Creswell JW, Plano Clark VL, Gutmann ML, Hanson WE. 2003. Advanced mixed 

methods research designs. Handbook of mixed methods in social and behavioral 

research 209-240. 

 

Crilly D, Zollo M, Hansen MT. 2012. Faking it or muddling through? Understanding 

decoupling in response to stakeholder pressures. Academy of Management Journal 

55555555(6): 1429-1448. 

 

Darrell W, Schwartz BN. 1997. Environmental disclosures and public policy 

pressure. Journal of Accounting and Public Policy 16161616: 125-154. 

 

Deegan C. 2007. Organizational legitimacy as a motive for sustainability reporting. 

In Sustainability Accounting and Accountability, Unerman J, Bebbington J, O’Dwyer 

B (eds). Routledge: London.  

 

Deegan C. 2002. The legitimising effect of social and environmental disclosures: A 

theoretical foundation. Accounting, Auditing & Accountability Journal 15151515: 282–311.  



134 

 

Deegan C, Blomquist  C. 2006. Stakeholder influence on corporate reporting: An 

exploration of the interaction between WWF-Australia and the Australian minerals 

industry. Accounting, Organizations and Society 31313131: 343-372. 

Delanty G, Isin EF. 2003. Handbook of historical sociology. Sage. 

 

Delmas MA, Toffel MW. 2008. Organizational responses to environmental 

demands: Opening the black box. Strategic Management Journal 29292929(10): 1027-

1055. 

 

De la Cuesta M, Valor C. 2013. Evaluation of the environmental, social and 

governance information disclosed by Spanish listed companies. Social Responsibility 

Journal 9999 (2): 220-240. 

 

DiMaggio PJ, Powell WW.  1991. Introduction. In The new institutionalism in 

organizational analysis, DiMaggio PJ, Powell, WW (eds). University of Chicago 

Press: Chicago. 

 

Drori I, Honig B. 2013. A process model of internal and external legitimacy. 

Organization Studies 34343434(3): 345-376. 

 

Ehrlich PR. 1968. The population bomb. Ballantine: New York. 

 

Elkington J. 1997. Cannibals with forks. The triple bottom line of 21st century. 

 

Eisenhardt KM. 1989. Building Theories from Case Study Research. Academy of 

Management Review 14141414: 532-550.  

 

European Union. 2011a. The state of play in sustainability reporting in the  

European Union in 2010. European Commission: Brussels. 

European Union. 2011b. Public consultation on disclosure of non-financial 

information by companies. European Commission: Brussels. 

European Union. 2014. Directive 2014/95/EU on disclosure of non-financial and 

diversity information by certain large undertakings and groups. European 

Commission: Strasbourg. 

  

Figge F, Hahn T, Schaltegger S, Wagner M. 2002. The sustainability balanced 

scorecard—linking sustainability management to business strategy. Business 

Strategy and the Environment 11111111: 269–284.  

Fiss PC, Zajac EJ. 2006. The symbolic management of strategic change: Sensegiving 

via framing and decoupling. Academy of Management Journal 49494949(6): 1173-1193. 

 



135 

 

Freeman RE. 1984. Strategic Management: a Stakeholder Approach. Pitman 

Publishing: Boston.   

 

Garriga E, Melé D. 2004. Corporate social responsibility theories: mapping the 

territory. Journal of business ethics 53535353: 51-71. 

 

Gilbert DU, Rasche A, Waddock S. 2011. Accountability in a global economy: The 

emergence of International Accountability Standards. Business Ethics Quarterly 21212121: 

23-44.  

 

Gjølberg M. 2009. Measuring the immeasurable?: Constructing an index of CSR 

practices and CSR performance in 20 countries. Scandinavian Journal of 

Management 25252525(1): 10-22. 

 

Global Reporting Initiative. 2011. Sustainability reporting guidelines: Version 3.1. 

GRI: Amsterdam. 

 

Global Reporting Initiative. 2012. G4 Development. First Public Comment Period, 

26 August – 24 November 2011. Full Survey Report. GRI: Amsterdam 

 

Global Reporting Initiative. 2013. G4 Sustainability reporting guidelines. Part 1: 

Reporting principles and standard disclosures. Part 2: Implementation Manual. GRI: 

Amsterdam. 

 

Global Reporting Initiative Database. http://database.globalreporting.org/     

 

Gond JP, Herrbach O. 2006. Social reporting as an organisational learning tool? A 

theoretical framework. Journal of Business Ethics 65656565: 359–371.  

 

Gray R. 2001. Thirty years of social accounting, reporting and auditing: What (if 

anything) have we learnt? Business Ethics: A European Review 10101010: 9–15. 

 

Gray R. 2007. Taking a long view on what we now know about social and 

environmental accountability and reporting. Issues in Social & Environmental 

Accounting 1111: 169–198. 

 

Gray DE. 2013. Doing research in the real world. Sage. 

 

Hahn R. 2013. ISO 26000 and the standardization of strategic management 

processes for sustainability and corporate social responsibility. Business Strategy 

and the Environment 22222222(7): 442-455. 

 

Halme M, Huse M. 1997. The influence of corporate governance, industry and 

country factors on environmental reporting. Scandinavian Journal of Management 

13131313: 137-157. 



136 

 

 

Hart SL. 1995. A natural-resource-based view of the firm. Academy of Management 

Review 20202020: 986-1014. 

 

Huff AS. 1999. Writing for scholarly publication. Sage. 

 

Huff AS. 2008. Designing research for publication. Sage. 

 

Husillos J, González CL, Gil MJA. 2011. The emergence of triple bottom line 

reporting in Spain. Spanish Journal of Finance and Accounting/Revista Española de 

Financiación y Contabilidad 40404040(150): 195-219. 

 

International Integrated Reporting Council. 2013. International <IR> framework.  

 

Kaptein M. 2008. Developing and testing a measure for the ethical culture of 

organizations: The corporate ethical virtues model. Journal of Organizational 

Behavior 29292929(7): 923-947. 

 

King AA, Lenox MJ, Terlaak A. 2005. The strategic use of decentralized institutions: 

Exploring certification with the ISO 14001 management standard. Academy of 

management journal 48484848(6): 1091-1106. 

 

Kolk A. 2003. Trends in sustainability reporting by the Fortune Global 250. Business 

Strategy and the Environment 12121212: 279–291.  

Kolk A. 2005. Environmental reporting by multinationals from the Triad: 

convergence or divergence? MIR: Management International Review 1111: 145-166. 

 

Kolk A. 2010. Trajectories of sustainability reporting by MNCs. Journal of World 

Business 45454545: 367-374. 

 

KPMG. 1993. KPMG international survey of environmental reporting 1993. KPMG 

Environmental Consulting: Amsterdam.  

 

KPMG. 1999. KPMG international survey of environmental reporting 1999. KPMG 

Environmental Consulting: Amsterdam.  

 

KPMG. 2005. KPMG international survey of corporate responsibility reporting 2005. 

KPMG International: Amsterdam.   

 

KPMG. 2008. KPMG international survey of corporate responsibility reporting 2008. 

KPMG International: Amsterdam.  

 

KPMG. 2011. KPMG international survey of corporate responsibility reporting 

2011.KPMG International: Amsterdam.  

 



137 

 

KPMG. 2013. KPMG international survey of corporate responsibility reporting 2013. 

KPMG International: Amsterdam.  

 

Larrinaga-González C, Carrasco-Fenech F, Caro-Gonzalez FJ, Correa-Ruiz C, Páez-

Sandubete JM. 2001. The role of environmental accounting in organizational 

change-An exploration of Spanish companies. Accounting, Auditing & 

Accountability Journal 14141414: 213-239. 

 

Larrinaga-Gonzalez C. 2007. Sustainability reporting: insights from neoinstitutional 

theory. In Sustainability Accounting and Accountability, Unerman J, Bebbington J, 

O’Dwyer B (eds). Routledge: London.  

 

Levy DL, Brown HS, De Jong M. 2010. The contested politics of corporate 

governance: The case of the Global Reporting Initiative. Business & Society 49494949: 88-

115. 

 

Lyon TP, Maxwell JW. 2011. Greenwash: Corporate environmental disclosure under 

threat of audit. Journal of Economics & Management Strategy 20202020(1): 3-41. 

 

Maon F, Lindgreen A, Swaen V. 2009. Designing and implementing corporate social 

responsibility: An integrative framework grounded in theory and practice. Journal 

of Business Ethics 87878787(1): 71-89. 

 

Margolis JD, Walsh JP. 2003. Misery loves companies: rethinking social initiatives by  

business. Administrative Science Quarterly 48484848: 268–289.  

 

Marshall S, Brown DL. 2003. Corporate environmental reporting: What's in a 

metric. Business Strategy and the Environment 12121212: 87–106.  

Martin AD, Hadley DJ. 2008. Corporate environmental non-reporting – a UK FTSE 

350 perspective. Business Strategy & the Environment 17171717: 245–259.  

Meyer JW, Rowan B. 1977. Institutionalized organizations: Formal structure as 

myth and ceremony. American journal of sociology 83838383: 340-363. 

MIT Sloan and Boston Consulting Group. 2011. Sustainability: The 'Embracers' Seize 

Advantage. MIT Sloan Management Review 52525252: 1-27. 

Moneva JM, Archel P, Correa C. 2006. GRI and the camouflaging of corporate 

unsustainability. Accounting Forum 30303030: 121–137. 

 

Morsing M, Schultz M. 2006. Corporate Social Responsibility communication: 

stakeholder information, response and involvement strategies. Business Ethics: A 

European Review 15151515: 323-338. 

O'Dwyer B. 2002. Managerial perceptions of corporate social disclosure: An Irish 

story. Accounting, Auditing and Accountability Journal 15151515: 406–436. 



138 

 

Oliver C. 1997. Sustainable competitive advantage: Combining institutional and 

resource-based views. Strategic management journal 18181818: 697-713. 

Orlitzky M. 2008. corporate social performance and financial performance: A 

Research synthesis’, in A. Crane, A. McWilliams, D. Matten, J. Moon and DS Siegel 

(eds.) The Oxford Handbook of Corporate Social Responsibility Chap.5. Oxford 

University Press: Oxford. 

 

Overseas Development Institute (ODI). 2015. Projecting progress: Reaching the 

SDGs by 2030. London. 

 

Owen D, O’Dwyer B. 2008. The reporting and assurance dimension. In The Oxford 

Handbook of Corporate Social Responsibility, Crane A, Matten D, Moon J, Siegel DS 

(eds). Oxford University Press: New York, Oxford. 

 

Parker LD. 2005. Social and environmental accountability research: a view from the 

commentary box. Accounting, Auditing & Accountability Journal 18181818: 842-860. 

 

Patten D. 1992. Intra-industry environmental disclosures in response to the Alaskan 

oil spill: A note on legitimacy theory. Accounting, Organizations and Society 17171717: 

471–475.  

Perez-Batres LA, Doh JP, Miller VV, Pisani MJ. 2012. Stakeholder pressures as 

determinants of CSR strategic choice: Why do firms chose symbolic versus 

substantive self-regulatory codes of conduct? Journal of Business Ethics 110110110110: 157-

172. 

 

Pfeffer J. 1981. Management as symbolic action: The creation and maintenance of 

organizational paradigms. In Research in organizational behaviour, Cummings LL, 

Staw BM (eds.). JAI Press: Greenwich. 

Porter ME, Van der Linde C. 1995. Toward a new conception of the environment-

competitiveness relationship. The journal of economic perspectives 97-118. 

 

Porter ME, Kramer MR. 2011. Creating shared value. Harvard business review 89898989    

(1/2): 62-77. 

 

Roberts RW. 1992. Determinants of corporate social responsibility disclosure: An 

application of stakeholder theory. Accounting, Organizations and Society 17171717: 595–

612.  

 

Rogers EM. 1962. Diffusion of innovations. Simon and Schuster. 

 

Saunders M, Lewis P, Thornhill A. 2009. Research methods for business students. 

Harlow: Prentice Hall. 

 



139 

 

Schaltegger S, Burritt RL. 2010. Sustainability accounting for companies: 

catchphrase or decision support for business leaders? Journal of World Business 45454545: 

375-384. 

 

Scott WR. 1995. Institutions and Organizations. Sage: Beverly Hills. 

 

Searcy C. 2012. Corporate Sustainability Performance Measurement systems: A 

review and research agenda. Journal of Business Ethics 107107107107: 239-253. 

 

Searcy C, Buslovich R. 2014. Corporate perspectives on the development and use 

of sustainability reports. Journal of business ethics 121121121121(2): 149-169. 

 

Sharma S, Vredenburg H. 1998. Proactive corporate environmental strategy and 

the development of competitively valuable organizational capabilities. Strategic 

management journal 19191919: 729-753. 

 

Simpson D, Power D, Klassen R. 2012. When one size does not fit all: A problem of 

fit rather than failure for voluntary management standards. Journal of Business 

Ethics 110110110110: 85-95. 

 

Strang D, Kim YM. 2005. The diffusion and domestication of managerial 

innovations: The spread of scientific management, quality circles, and TQM 

between the US and Japan. The Oxford handbook of work and organization 177-

199. 

 

Stubbs W, Higgins C, Milne M. 2012. Why do companies not produce sustainability 

reports? Business Strategy and the Environment. DOI: 10.1002/bse.1756 

 

Suchman MC. 1995. Managing legitimacy: Strategic and institutional approaches. 

Academy of management review 20202020: 571-610. 

SustainAbility, Futerra Sustainability Communications and KPMG. 2010. Reporting 

change: Readers & Reporters Survey 2010.   

 

Terlaak A. 2007. Order without law? The role of certified management standards in 

shaping socially desired firm behaviors. Academy of Management Review 32323232(3): 

968-985. 

 

Tilt CA. 1994. The influence of external pressure groups on corporate social 

disclosure: some empirical evidence. Accounting, Auditing & Accountability Journal 

7777: 47-72. 

 

Toppinen A, Korhonen-Kurki K. 2013. Global Reporting Initiative and social impact 

in managing corporate responsibility: a case study of three multinationals in the 

forest industry. Business Ethics: A European Review 22222222: 212-227. 

 



140 

 

Unerman J. 2007. Stakeholder engagement and dialogue. In Sustainability 

Accounting and Accountability, Unerman J, Bebbington J, O’Dwyer B (eds). 

Routledge: London.  

 

United Nations. 2015. Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development. New York. 

 

Valor C. 2012. The contribution of the energy industry to the millennium 

development goals: A benchmark study. Journal of business ethics 105105105105(3): 277-287. 

 

Van de Ven AH. 2007. Engaged scholarship: a guide for organizational and social 

research: a guide for organizational and social research. Oxford University Press. 

 

Vogel DJ. 2005. Is There a market for virtue? The business case for corporate social 

responsibility. California Management Review 47474747(4). 

 

Weaver GR, Trevino LK, Cochran PL. 1999. Corporate ethics programs as control 

systems: Influences of executive commitment and environmental factors. Academy 

of Management Journal 42424242: 41-57. 

 

Westphal JD, Zajac EJ. 2001. Decoupling policy from practice: The case of stock 

repurchase programs. Administrative Science Quarterly 46464646(2): 202-228. 

 

Wheelen TL, Hunger JD. 2011. Concepts in strategic management and business 

policy. Pearson Education. 

 

World Commission on Economic Development. 1987. Our Common Future. 

Brundtland Commission. 

 

World Business Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD). 2010. Vision 2050 – 

The new agenda for business. 

Wijen F. 2014. Means versus ends in opaque institutional fields: Trading off 

compliance and achievement in sustainability standard adoption. Academy of 

Management Review 39393939(3): 302-323. 

 

Wood DJ. 2010. Measuring corporate social performance: a review. International 

Journal of Management Reviews 12121212(1): 50-84. 

 

Yin R. 2003. Case Study Research. 3rd Edition, Sage Publications: Thousand Oaks. 

Yin H, Schmeidler PJ. 2009. Why do standardized ISO 14001 environmental 

management systems lead to heterogeneous environmental outcomes? Business 

Strategy and the Environment 18181818(7): 469-486. 

 



141 

 

Zadek S. 1998. Balancing performance, ethics, and accountability. Journal of 

business ethics 17171717: 1421-1442. 

 

Zajac EJ, Westphal JD. 1994. The costs and benefits of managerial incentives and 

monitoring in large US corporations: When is more not better? Strategic 

management journal 15151515:::: 121-121. 

 

Zbaracki MJ. 1998. The rhetoric and reality of total quality management. 

Administrative Science Quarterly 43434343: 602-636. 

 

Zollo M, Cennamo C, Neumann K. 2013. Beyond what and why understanding 

organizational evolution towards sustainable enterprise models. Organization & 

Environment 26262626(3): 241-259. 

  



142 

 

     



143 

 

ANANANANNEXESNEXESNEXESNEXES    
 

Annex 1: GRI Excerpts defining the principles of Materiality and Stakeholder Inclusiveness  

Annex 2: Introductory Powerpoint presentation sent to participants in Phase 3 

Annex 3: Original survey (in Spanish) used in Phase 3  

 

  



144 

 

     



145 

 

ANNEX 1: ANNEX 1: ANNEX 1: ANNEX 1: GRI GRI GRI GRI excerpts defining the principles of excerpts defining the principles of excerpts defining the principles of excerpts defining the principles of MMMMaterialityaterialityaterialityateriality    and and and and SSSStakeholder takeholder takeholder takeholder 

IIIInclusiveness nclusiveness nclusiveness nclusiveness     
































