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Abstract 

For the last two decades, Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) has gained more and more 

attention since organisations have realised that their long-term success is increasingly 

depending on social and environmental contributions. In reaction to pressure expressed by 

stakeholders, entities are trying to meet the interest of internal and external stakeholders by 

issuing a large proportion of sustainability information in documents called sustainability 

reports. Those reports aim to communicate an organisation’s progress and efforts regarding its 

sustainability actions to its stakeholders. However, sustainability reporting (SR) is mainly based 

on a voluntary basis as there are no real criteria indicating how to proceed with producing a 

transparent sustainability report. The transparency concept is a measure of the quality of CSR 

communication which enhances the relationships between stakeholders and their corresponding 

entities. A popular framework, named the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), represents a 

response to this lack of criteria by providing comprehensive guidelines which are often updated 

with the aim of improving SRs.  

Previous literature has proven that stakeholder groups impact the level of transparency of SR 

on a worldwide basis. We aim to contribute to the literature by doing a smaller scale research 

based on Swedish organisations and by answering the following research question: What is the 

impact of stakeholders’ pressure on the transparency of sustainability reports within the GRI 

framework in Sweden? The primary purpose of this master thesis is to examine how groups of 

stakeholders such as employees, customers, shareholders and environment can influence the 

degree of SR transparency. Additionally, our sub-purpose is to analyse the significance of the 

organisation quotation and the legal entity status such as non-profit organisation, private 

company, public institution or state-owned company. The transparency aspect is reflected 

through factors such as the adherence level to the GRI framework, the existence of an external 

assurance to the report and the amount of certification with other frameworks.  

Based on a sample of 141 Swedish organisations, provided by the GRI framework we 

conducted a quantitative study adopting a linear regression analysis. The results led us not to 

reject our four null hypotheses and the difference between each stakeholders’ impact on the SR 

transparency cannot be explained by our statistical model. However, our sub-purpose is partly 

fulfilled as we demonstrated a positive relationship between state-owned companies and their 

level of transparency. Scholars can be now aware that the model we used was relevant in a 

global context but was not in a Swedish one. 
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1) Introductory chapter 

The purpose of this chapter is to introduce the reader to the problem background of our 

study and present the current gap in the literature review that we want to bridge by 

conducting this study. Moreover, we provide a basis for theory and concepts related to one 

another, such as Corporate Social Responsibility, Sustainability Reporting, Transparency, 

Stakeholder Theory, Legitimacy and Institutional theory. Furthermore, we present the 

research question and the purpose this study aims to fulfil. We describe our delimitations 

which develop how we frame our research but also the contributions and target audience. 

We end with the disposition which provides to the reader with a guess of what is going to 

follow in the rest of our study. 

1.1) Problem background 

Social and environmental research was a hot topic at the end of the 1980’s. At that time, 

such research was considered radical but the aforementioned research topics are more 

trending today than ever before. For the last two decades, companies have realised that their 

long-term success no longer solely depends on maximising profit and growth. The good 

embedding of an organisation in society is becoming increasingly dependent on other factors 

such as social and environmental ones and is no longer restricted to economic ones. 

According to the World Resources Institute and the World Business Council for Sustainable 

Development, “Civil society is demanding greater accountability and transparency from 

business”.  

In reaction to stakeholder dialogue, entities are trying harder and harder to meet the interest 

of internal and external stakeholders by publishing an increasingly large proportion of 

sustainability information and adopting effective self-regulation (Ebinger et al. 2006; 

Dyllick and Hockersts 2002; Kaptein and Tulder, 2003). Another reason is that companies 

realised their advantage in fulfilling those interests. Therefore, the implementation of 

sustainability reporting is becoming a standard practice in some countries. For instance, 

when a company puts effort into sustainable development, the benefits from that effort will 

indirectly affect the company’s shareholders. Subsequently, if a company gains a good 

reputation in society’s eyes through sustainable business practices, the company’s 

profitability might also increase and benefit the shareholders (Kaptein and Tulder, 2003). 

Almost half of the SR published worldwide come from Europe through the GRI statistic. 

Indeed, there is an increasing number of published sustainability report each year. Sweden 

is one of the EU members detaining the best experience regarding CSR and is known for 

being a “leader” promoting CSR. It can be explained by the strong influence that Swedish 

government has through the implementation of appropriate policies. For example, since 2008 

all state-owned companies must present a sustainability report following the GRI guidelines 

which compel the disclosure of their impacts on the environment, economy and society 

(GRI, 2017). As a matter of fact, Sweden is the first country requiring sustainability reports 

from public enterprises. The Swedish legislation through the Annual Accounts Act 

(Årsredovisningslagen, ÅRL, Chapter 6) obliges state-owned companies to include in their 

annual report a disclosure of environmental and social information. Later, in 2005, it was 

demanded that the annual reports also include non-financial information (Gonzalo Frez and 

Jenny Källström,2012). The Swedish Environmental Code allows for promotion of the 
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sustainable development for present and future generations (Patrycja Hąbek and Radosław 

Wolniak,2013). 

However, the CSR is mainly based on a voluntary basis for private companies as there are 

no real criteria indicating how to proceed a good sustainable reporting (Nikolaeva & Bicho, 

2011). The Global Reporting Initiative represents a response to this lack of criteria providing 

various guidelines which are often updated. First of all, GRI is the most famous organisation 

setting guidelines and become increasingly well-known since its creation in 1999 (Brown, 

2011, p. 281). It helps the communication of companies or organisations about their impact 

on the environmental and sustainability issues (GRI, 2017). A communication which is 

nevertheless voluntary. The voluntary nature of the activity leads researchers to question 

why some companies still do sustainable reporting. Companies mention the compliance of 

the legal requirements, community expectation, “economic rationality” considerations, 

negative media attention, attract investment funds, manage particular stakeholder groups 

(Craig Deegan,2002). 

1.2) Knowledge gap 

CSR is not the result of a new trend, in the opposite, it is a historical notion which relies on 

solid conceptual bases. Along the time, CSR was given several names such as philanthropy 

corporate, citizenship corporate or even community affairs (Bucur et al. 2011, p56). There 

are many different definitions of CSR and in 1979, there was no clear consensus of what it 

truly meant. Caroll defined CSR as follow: “The social responsibility of business 

encompasses the economic, legal, ethical, and discretionary expectations that society has of 

organisations at a given point in time” (p. 500). Noticing the emergence of this concept and 

the need for a clear definition, the European Community Commission found a consensus to 

define the Corporate Social Responsibility in a comprehensive manner. In a document 

named the “Green Card” published in 2001, they stated the following definition: “CSR is 

the concept by which a company integrates its preoccupations voluntarily toward social and 

environmental problems, in business operations and in its interactions with stakeholders”. In 

this study, we decided to use this definition of CSR. By using the word stakeholders, the 

European Community Commission refers to administrators, unions, owners, employees, 

business partners, clients, members, competitors, suppliers, public opinion, governments, 

electorates, NGOs. In other words, Social Responsibility is the shifting of attention over the 

responsibility and development as well as on the impact on the society and environment 

(Bucur et al., 2011). According to Orkiztky, Shmidt, and Rynes (2003) and through a 

breakthrough in the literature of CSR, a positive effect exists between CSR performance and 

corporate financial performance. Another study, made by Mackey and Barney in 2005, 

theorised through the supply and demand model that investing in initiatives such as social 

and environmental issues maximise the market value of the company. Despite those findings, 

companies are still reluctant to invest in such initiatives. The role of stakeholders such as 

employees, shareholders, customers and environment becomes more and more important for 

the sustainability of organisations.  

In the mid-1980’s a stakeholder approach emerged due to rising concerns of managers who 

were facing turbulences and changes in their environment. Traditional strategies framework 

were not providing any help to understand the phenomena and to find out solutions; there 

was a need for a new framework. Freeman stated in his book in 1984 that “Our current 

theories are inconsistent with both quantity and kinds of change that are occurring in the 

business environment of the 1980’s… A new conceptual framework is needed” (pg. 5). 
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Hence, the stakeholder theory became a solution. However, the idea of a stakeholder 

approach was not entirely new. Indeed, pioneers from the Stanford Research Institute 

engaged research in the 1960’s to elaborate this stakeholder approach. They argued that it 

was necessary for firms to consider the concerns every stakeholder and not only the 

shareholders, for a long term success. At the time when they were using the word 

stakeholders, they were already referring to customers, employees, suppliers, lenders and 

society. This development had a small impact on managerial theories at the time but became 

a management practice decades afterwards thanks to further studies such as Freeman’s book. 

The stakeholder approach, developed by Freeman, explored the concept of strategic 

management surpassing its original economic stand by considering stakeholders as “any 

group or individual who is affected by or can affect the achievement of an organisation’s 

objectives”. Thus, the purpose of the stakeholder management was to design techniques to 

manage the multiple groups and relations which resulted in a strategic approach (Freeman 

and McVea, 2001, p. 4). Moreover, in the development of his theory in 1984 and 2010, 

Freeman assessed the existence of a relationship between different groups and the firm, 

besides stockholders. He asserted that these stakeholders could affect or be affected by the 

action of the firm almost all the time. The 21st Century is the century of “Managing for 

Stakeholders”. Subsequently, the stakeholder theory is of significant importance in our study 

since a natural fit exists between the concept of CSR and company’s stakeholders (Carroll, 

1991, 43). 

 

Figure 1: Traditional Stakeholder map. Adapted from Freeman (1984; 2010) 

Several reasons oblige organisations to emphasise the importance of legitimacy. The first 

one is the increasing number of environmental legislations. Also, the stakeholders have 

stronger influence respecting the environmental impacts on economic performance. Even 

more recently, another reason leads to the re-evaluation of entity values by the corporation 

itself which is the financial instability (Schiopoiu Burlea and Popa,2013). Legitimacy theory 

is one of the main explanations for the increase in social and environmental disclosure in 

reporting practices since the 1980s. This theory is a powerful tool to understand the voluntary 

character of the corporation's disclosures. “Legitimacy is a generalised perception or 

assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some 

socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions” (Suchman, 1995). One 

entity might indeed try to justify and defend the legitimization of the company’s activity in 
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accordance with the society by delivering information (Deegan and Rankin, 1996). 

Schiopoiu Burlea and Popa defined the theory in the Encyclopaedia of Corporate Social 

Responsibility (2013, pp 1579-1584) as a mechanism that supports companies not only in 

implementing but also in extending voluntary environmental and social disclosures. 

Businesses can fulfil their social contract which further enables the recognition of their goals 

and survival in a turbulent environment. The authors stated that when an organisation’s 

activities no longer respect moral values, the latter will be severely sanctioned by the society 

which might even lead to the failure of the company. Legitimacy theory brings the notion of 

“social contract” which links the organisation and the society in which it operates. This 

concept helps shaping society expectations about how the organisation should conduct its 

operations. (Deegan, 2002). In real terms, this means that the entity needs to deal with the 

society norms which are not fixed and change over the time. The organisation needs to be in 

compliance with them at any time and thus be constantly alert to any change. Shocker and 

Sethi (1973, p. 67) explain that the smooth functioning and the continuity of the  « social 

contract » rely on “ the delivery of some socially desirable ends to society in general; and 

the distribution of economic, social or political benefits to groups from which it derives its 

power.” The theory enlighten that the social and environmental disclosures constitute the 

solution of the social demands over the corporate behaviour (Hogner, 1982) 

The institutional theory is a notion which can be interpreted in a multitude of ways. There 

are not only one but several institutional theories regarding political, economic and 

sociological aspects. Generally speaking, institutions represent norms, practices, common 

beliefs which influence the social behaviour and the way of thinking and acting. This process 

allows cooperation between humans who can then act properly and accurately in order to 

achieve their goals. Here, we focus on the institutional theory of corporate social 

responsibility. John  L. Campbell strives to show the different conditions which impact the 

Corporation regarding its social responsibility in “Why would corporations behave in 

socially responsible ways? An institutional theory of corporate social responsibility”, which 

was published in 2007. There are some institutional conditions such as “public and private 

regulation, the presence of nongovernmental and other independent organisations that 

monitor corporate behaviour, institutionalised norms regarding appropriate corporate 

behaviour, associative behaviour among corporations themselves, and organised dialogues 

among corporations and their stakeholders”. Those prerequisites affect basic economic 

conditions (the company’s situation, the economy and the competition level) and corporate 

social behaviour. The author states that corporations might be more incentivized to pay 

constant attention to its stakeholders’ expectations when there are “a strong state regulation, 

collective industrial self-regulation, NGOs and other independent organisations that monitor 

them and a normative institutional environment that encourages socially responsible 

behaviour”. The main idea of the theory is that the task of institutions is to ensure consistency 

of any corporation measures implemented with the social actors’ interests (Scott, 2003, p. 

346.). Clearly, the institutions impact the way corporations deal with their stakeholders (Hall 

& Soskice, 2001). 

A research article, written by Belen Fernandez-Feijoo, Silvia Romero, and Silvia Ruiz, 

studied the effect of stakeholders’ pressure on the transparency of sustainability reports 

within the GRI framework on a worldwide basis in 2012. We decided to use the same 

innovative approach by creating four categories of industries based on the pressure of four 

major groups of stakeholders but this time by narrowing the project into Sweden and under 

the new standards issued by the GRI. By writing this project, we are helping to bridge this 

research gap since no studies have been conducted in Sweden and with recent data. 
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Therefore, the gap in current literature has led us to the development of one research question 

which will help in giving insight to stakeholders’ organisations regarding the nature of their 

relationship and the long-term success which rises from a good degree of transparency in 

sustainability reporting.  

1.3) Research question 

This thesis aims to help bridge the aforementioned research gap and reach our purpose 

mentioned below. Hence, we formulated the following research question: 

What is the impact of stakeholders’ pressure on the transparency of sustainability reports 

within the GRI framework in Sweden? 

1.4) Purpose 

This study focuses on a sample of 141 Swedish organisations. It represents a subset of 

worldwide organisations from the GRI framework. The previous research of Fernandez-

Feijoo, Romero, & Ruiz (2014) analysed the impact of stakeholders’ pressure on the 

transparency of sustainability report on a global scale. The main purpose of this master thesis 

is to contribute to the literature by doing a smaller scale research based on Swedish 

organisations. More specifically, the research examines how groups of stakeholders such as 

employees, customers, shareholders and environment can influence the degree of 

sustainability reporting transparency. The concept of transparency is reflected in certain 

factors such as the degree of adherence to the GRI framework, the existence of an external 

assurance to the report and the amount of certification to other frameworks. Additionally, to 

get a better grasp of the subject, the study was done to see whether it makes a significant 

difference if a firm is listed or not and if the organisation belong to a special legal entity such 

as non-profit organisation, private company, public institution or state-owned company. 

1.5) Delimitations 

We have decided to focus on Swedish companies to conduct our study. We select them 

through the GRI framework and are recorded as businesses whose headquarters are settled 

in Sweden. This choice will bring consistency in our results as the legislation is the same for 

all our companies and then, allow us to compare them without any problem of selectivity. 

Hence, our finding will be applicable only for Swedish companies.   

We have chosen to compare any type of companies. They can have different size (SME, 

MNE or large), can be listed or not but also with different legal entities such as cooperative, 

non-profit organisation, private company, public institution or state-owned company. We 

will be able to compare relatively different companies and find some tendency regarding 

common characteristics. 

To examine the importance of stakeholder’s pressure, we analyse the performances of 

different sectors companies. Hence, we categorise the industries into four groups regarding 

their primary stakeholder pressure. 
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1.6) Contribution and target audience 

We aim to bring additional information to current literature and different contribution to the 

CSR field analysing the impact of stakeholders’ pressure on the transparency of Swedish 

organisations’ sustainability reports. The previous article cited above on the effect of 

stakeholders’ pressure focused on three following aspects: size, quotation and region. Our 

quantitative study is based on Swedish companies and not only distinguish quoted 

companies from non-quoted ones but also the organisation type. We aim to help scholars do 

in-depth studies of what causes our funding after having provided empirical evidence. Those 

ones are the correlation that might occur between each stakeholder group and the degree of 

transparency of SR in a Swedish context regarding the quotation and the organisation type. 

Our research might provide some indication on whether or not the stakeholder theory, the 

institution theory and the legitimacy theory hold for the organisation of sustainability 

reporting transparency. This study contributes in giving some insights to several economic 

actors. Each Swedish stakeholder has the opportunity to be aware of their pressure 

 to impulse companies to be transparent regarding their sustainability report. Indeed, even 

the ones who are currently not principal actor could become more important if they realise 

the power of their pressure. In parallel, organisation’s managers would be interested in our 

study as they can realise how much their industry is heavily impacted (maybe more than the 

average) by the transparency aspiration and react accordingly. The shareholders such as 

employees, customers and investors could be able to decide to work, buy or invest regarding 

the organisation type and quotation. 

1.7) Disposition 

The following chapter is composed by the presentation of our methodology in which we 

display the reasons of the philosophical choice we have made. Then, we present our 

theoretical framework where we develop the essential concepts and theories linked to our 

thesis. Subsequently, the practical method is brought forth in another chapter describing our 

hypothesis, our data collection and statistical tests choices. We disclose the assessment of 

our research hypotheses in the next empirical observations and analysis section. Lately, we 

express our conclusions, limitations but also some suggestions regarding potential further 

studies in relation to our thesis. 
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2) Methodology 

In this chapter, we define the methodological approach we followed and state the choices 

we made for our thesis. We describe how the research was conducted from a philosophical 

point of view. We highlight our preconceptions on our subject, the research approach, the 

research philosophy (particular ontology, epistemology, and axiology) and the study design 

we selected. Finally, we mention our sourcing method, our plagiarism and ethical 

considerations. 

2.1) Subject choice 
We are two exchange students where one mainly studies Finance and the other studies 

Accounting in the Master program of Umea University. The domain in which we study often 

leads us to use and analyse financial statements. Though, during the lecture “Management 

Accounting” which incorporated CSR and SR, we developed an interest in this different type 

of reporting. Transparency was also a notion that caught our interests since it is deeply linked 

with the SR and can significantly vary within the industry in which a company operates. We 

thought that it would be interesting to conduct our study on Swedish companies since social 

and environmental issues are even more considered by the population in this country. Indeed, 

the Swedish Standard Institute showed through statistics that Sweden has one of the highest 

per-capita levels of companies environmentally certified in the world. Moreover, in October 

2016, Robecosam issued their latest country sustainability ranking and placed Sweden as 

second in a worldwide ranking.  

Moreover, we have decided to study transparency theory which is deeply linked to CSR and 

SR quality (Fernandez-Feijoo et al., 2014). Even if some stakeholders such as customers, 

employees and shareholders become more and more visible to organisations, those same 

organisations seem to be more reluctant to share information about themselves (Shrivastava, 

2015). Therefore, we will study the organisations’ degree of transparency in SR, in relation 

to the pressure expressed by stakeholders in response to this reluctance.  

A study was conducted in 2012 to analyse the effect of stakeholders’ pressure on the 

transparency of sustainability reports within GRI framework gathering data on companies 

all over the world. This study allowed the authors to prove that the pressure of some groups 

of stakeholders and the degree of transparency of a company’s SR are connected and even 

improve the quality of the report (Fernandez-Feijoo, Romero, & Ruiz, 2014). As explained 

above, we have decided to use theories linked to the managerial research area such as CSR 

and transparency, stakeholder, legitimacy and institutional theories.  

Last but not least, our main reason for choosing the industry perspective in this study lies in 

the findings of previous research. Some literature, which studied the transparency of SR, 

used different perspectives to study the topic in a comprehensive manner. Between those 

perspectives, the industry’s influence upon CSR reporting has been widely discussed and 

used to identify inter-sectoral differences (Fifka, 2011). Indeed, the industry variable has 

shown higher CSR disclosures in certain industries compared to others. In some cases, the 

industry was even used to analyse the differences and analogies within sectors (D. Campbell, 

2003). Due to the power and involvement of the principal stakeholders in industry, we expect 

an effect on CSR (Fernandez-Feijoo et al., 2014, p. 54). Our study would be relevant, 

especially in the industry sector since it, according to J.L Campbell (2006), appears that 

there’s a significant effect of industry and its self-regulation on CSR reporting. 
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2.2) Preconceptions 

A preconception is “an idea or opinion that someone has before learning about or 

experiencing something directly” (Merriam Webster, 2015). A preconception is an answer 

that the researcher has in his or her mind before undertaking any research. Researchers try 

to analyse their knowledge on the subject, to make a logical connection between what they 

already know and what they do not. Preconception is the result of knowledge acquirement 

from different socialisation agents such as school, work, and family. Indoctrinated values 

directly impact the way of thinking and thus, lead to preconceptions. Faiths and beliefs but 

also personal experiences influence the researcher when it comes to identifying a problem, 

creating hypotheses or choosing articles.  

We firmly need to be aware of any preconceptions we might have prior to conducting this 

research. Indeed, we are about to finish our Master Degree in Business Administration, and 

we have been studying a vast amount of concepts and theories which shaped the way we 

approach our study. Sustainability report, and sustainability in general but also CSR, 

stakeholder and transparency theory have been mentioned through our master program and 

then, are concepts which have been embedded. However, we have not yet deeper into the 

sustainability approach, and that fact motivates our choice of study topic. As a matter of fact, 

we have attempted to reduce this risk of bias by being aware, all along our study, of our 

preconceptions and fight against our previous knowledge. 

2.3) Research philosophy  

It is important to determinate the research philosophy because it shows the world perception 

through three different perspectives: epistemology, ontology, and axiology.  

2.3.1) Ontology 

An ontological assumption is a “philosophical assumption about the nature of reality” 

(Collis, J., & Hussey, 2014, p. 343) and according to Saunders et al. (Saunders, Lewis, & 

Thornhill, 2009, p. 510) the concept of ontology represents a branch of philosophy that 

investigates the nature of being or reality. However, despite those two similar definitions, 

Bryman & Bell (2011, p. 35) provided a different definition. They defined the concept of 

Ontology as the question relating to art, nature and social entities and whether those entities 

should be treated as objective or if they should be treated as constructions based on the 

actions and perceptions of different actors. Raadschelders (2011, p. 920) goes even further 

and explains that the nature of this “branch” involves that it elaborates theories of what can 

be known, the epistemology, how to create knowledge, the methodology, and finally which 

practices can be used, the methods. 

Under social sciences, the Objectivism and the Constructivism represent the two principal 

ontological positions. First, Objectivism suggests that social reality is “objective and external 

to the researcher” and there is only “one reality” (Collis, J., & Hussey, 2014). Indeed, 

Objectivism affirms that the social phenomena are independent of social actors. Second, 

Constructivism implies that social reality is subjective and socially constructed. There are 

multiple realities. It claims that “social phenomena are continually being accomplished by 

social actors” (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 21). 

In this master thesis, we have chosen an objectivist ontological stance due to the fact that 

our thesis is based on the gathering of sustainability data through the GRI Framework. The 
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reality of those data does not depend on social actors because they are considered by 

definition as established. Nevertheless, the ontological stance we adopt should not be 

interpreted as fully objective since we have compounded different variables to assess the 

degree of transparency and the GRI Framework was created by social actors for social actors. 

2.3.2) Epistemology 

According to Bryman (2011, p. 29), the concept of Epistemology is related to what can be 

accepted as knowledge and what can be viewed as recognised knowledge in a specific field 

of study. A specific issue in this context is whether the social reality can be based on similar 

methods and principles as applied in the natural sciences context. Hence, one can notice that 

three main philosophies exist within the branch of epistemology, but a fourth one has 

emerged along the paradigm continuum, namely positivism, realism, pragmatism and 

interpretivism (Saunders et al., 2009, pp. 113–115). 

First, positivism states that knowledge is based on observable and measurable phenomena 

which bring to the elaboration of facts and “credible data” (Biedenbach, 2015, p. 36). In 

other words, only “factual knowledge gained through observation, including measurement 

and interpretations through the objective approach and the research findings are usually 

observable and quantifiable” (Dudovskiy, 2014). It is important to mention that the research 

is independent and is not in any way affected by the research subject (Saunders et al., 2009, 

p. 114). Social reality is indeed not affected by the act of investigating it, and researchers 

focus on causality and law-like generalisations (Collis, J., & Hussey, 2014, p. 343). 

Second, the opposite of the latter is the interpretivism, which has emerged in response to 

criticisms of positivism. In interpretivism, reality is subjective and meaning based. 

Researchers are always connected to their research subject. The researcher aims to give a 

personal sense of a social action, and in this context, the social reality is impacted by the act 

of investigating it. Understanding phenomena is the first aim of the research instead of 

prediction (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 114).  

Third, the pragmatism is another philosophical position which predominates in the social 

science. According to Collis & Hussey (Collis, J., & Hussey, 2014, p. 54), pragmatism 

“contends that the research question should determine the research philosophy and that 

methods from more than one paradigm can be used in the same study”. In effect, pragmatists 

think that researcher should be free to associate several approaches from different models to 

answer the research question in the most accurate way. 

Then the fourth one is the realism which explains that the world in our mind is exactly how 

it is. Saunders (2009, p. 114) illustrates that the realism is “what the senses show us as reality 

is the truth: that objects have an existence independent of the human mind”. 

In our positivist epistemological stance, we collected data and interpreted them through an 

objective approach. Indeed, we decided not to interact while we collected the data. From the 

selection of our criteria within the GRI database to the analysis of the data provided, we 

never involved our point of view. All along of this study, we tried as much as possible to 

stay objective and to not impose our values or beliefs on the interpretation of any data. 

Indeed, to collect data, we contacted the GRI organisation which provided us the data 

required to measure the transparency of the Swedish companies’ sustainability reporting. 

The GRI detains indicators which are purely hard data and are not impressions of social 

actors. 
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However, since our study was conducted on a one-year basis, potential reliable variables 

could not be considered for the study such as the frequency of publication of sustainability 

report. Moreover, the following variables: the organisation type, the amount of certification 

that an organisation detains and the fact that it is listed or not are the result of our selection. 

We define them in a later chapter to acknowledge the reader of how we conducted the study, 

and we try as much as possible to not leave any room for misinterpretation. 

2.3.3) Axiology 

 

Table 1: Paradigm continuum regarding axiology (adapted from Dudovskiy, 2014) 

As we can see on the Table 1, the value-free research corresponds to the search for 

objectivity and independence with the data from the researcher. Contrary to the fact that the 

researcher is part of what is investigated and cannot be separated in the value bound research. 

De facto, we have no link with the research in itself and so, adopt an objective point of view 

while we conduct the study especially when we analyse the data. 

The choice of the research approach is deeply linked with its ontological, epistemological 

and axiological stances, as it depends mainly on the way of thinking and the beliefs of the 

researcher. Indeed, in general if a researcher supports the idea of naturalistic social science 

then he most likely will adopt an objective stance and a positivist approach as they underline 

the idea that the reality is independent of social actors. Conversely, a researcher who believes 

in constructivist social sciences will adopt a constructivism and interpretivist stance. 

Therefore, during this master thesis we will adopt the naturalistic social sciences as 

philosophical approach as stated above. 

2.4) Research approach 

The research approach is the link between theory and research. According to Bryman and 

Bell (2011, p. 27), there are two main distinct approaches: deduction and induction.  

The deductive approach aims to test the validity of theories and hypotheses. On the contrary, 

inductive approach contributes to the elaboration of new theories. The deductive approach 

describes the fact that theory guides the research where hypotheses are developed from 

existing ones. Collected data is used to test the hypotheses, which in turn is then either 

The axiology perspective answers to the following question: What is the role of values? 

The response is a spectrum varying from a total free value to value bound.  

Free-value                                                                                            Value Bond                                                                                                                           

POSITIVISM REALISM PRAGMATISM INTERPRETIVISM 

- Value-free 

research 

- Researchers are 

objective and 

independent from 

data 

- Value-laden 

research 

- Worldviews, 

cultural 

experiences and 

education impact 

researchers’ 

findings  

- Importance of 

value 

- Researchers 

switch between 

objective and 

subjective point of 

views 

- Value bound 

- Researchers are 

subjective and 

cannot be separate 

from what their 

research. 
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confirmed or rejected. The inductive approach is the opposite. The theory is only an outcome 

of research. That means collected data, generalizable inference from observation generate a 

theory. To sum up, the core difference is that in deduction, theory leads up to findings and 

in induction, theory is led up by findings. 

Another approach could be used: the abductive approach.  It corresponds to the answer of 

the deductive and inductive approaches deficiency. The deduction approach is under 

criticism because of its blurred aspect when it comes to select theory which needs to be tested 

through hypotheses. Regarding the inductive approach, the method receives criticism from 

the fact that theory is built on a small part of data and can be insufficient to create one. Then 

abductive approach is an alternative aimed at overcoming these weaknesses. Indeed, this 

approach attempts to explain surprising facts or partial observations (Dudovskiy, 2014). To 

clarify, abduction corresponds to “collecting data to explore a phenomenon, identify themes 

and explain patterns, to generate a new or modify an existing theory which you subsequently 

test through additional data collection” (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 145). 

 

Figure 2: Deductive approach’ process (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 11) 

Our philosophical stance leads us to opt for the deductive approach. First, we gather existing 

theories such as sustainability, CSR, stakeholder, legitimacy and institutional theory. This 

first step is the elaboration of the literature reviews strongly linked to our research question. 

The next step consists of formulating some hypotheses based on our previous knowledge 

collected and our research question. Thus, we collected the data through the GRI framework 

to test our hypotheses and then accept or reject them. 

2.5) Research strategy 

A research strategy is a technique for collecting data. There are three research methods, 

namely the quantitative, qualitative and mixed method. The quantitative research strategy 

emphasised quantification whereas the qualitative emphasises words in the collection and 

analysis of data. The mixed method research is “a series of complete related qualitative and 

quantitative research projects, driven by the theoretical thrust of the program” (Morse, 2016, 

p. 14). 

The qualitative research incorporates “any data collection technique (such as an interview) 

or data analysis procedure (such as categorising data) that generates or use non-numerical 

data” (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 151). The motive of using a qualitative research is mainly to 

understand the underlying reasons for social phenomena. This method helps the emergence 

of deeper insights into the problem, the identification of the real actor's motivation and the 

detection of trends in thought and opinions. We could have chosen to undertake a qualitative 

approach, but our aim is not to analyse why stakeholders group impact the sustainability 

report transparency, the essence of the stakeholder’ motivation in the transparent character 

of their industry. 

The mixed-method switches between the utilisation of quantitative data conducted 

quantitatively and qualitative data carried out in a qualitative way respectively. Indeed, 

Saunders (2009, p. 152) specifies that a “mixed method research uses quantitative and 

Theory Hypothesis
Data 

collection
Findings

Confirmation  
Rejection 
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qualitative data collection techniques and analysis procedures either at the same time 

(parallel) or one after the other (sequential) but does not combine them”. As we previously 

decided we would not initiate a qualitative study, hence we reject the possibility to use a 

mixed-method one. Also, the combination of both approaches can lead to unexpected 

outcomes that we prefer to avoid (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 153). 

According to Collis & Hussey (2014, p. 52), the aim of adopting a quantitative research is 

“to collect information that will quantify prior statistical analysis”. Quantitative data are 

more reliable and objective. Also, it is an easy way to analyse the relationships between 

variables using statistics to generalise this relationship. Statistics is “a body of methods and 

theory that is applied to quantitative data” (Collis, J., & Hussey, 2014, p. 226). 

First, our research approach which is deductive help us with the choice of the research 

strategy. Indeed, quantitative research aims to qualify the theory value. Also, the qualitative 

research approach is logically connected to the research philosophy as it tests hypotheses to 

get knowledge. We collected quantitative data from the GRI database aiming to measure the 

frequency of CSR reporting, the level of application, the declaration of the level, the 

assurance of SR. The measurement of the company’s size and the region and the company’s 

quotation is also needed in our study.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Quantitative research’ process (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 151) 

2.6) Research design 

The research design is a framework for the collection and analysis of data. Bryman & Bell 

(2011, p. 40) explain that the research design decision is to decide which dimension you are 

willing to prioritise. If the aim is to express causal connections between variables, then one 

would be better off conducting a design of experiment of a higher order. If however, the goal 

is to generalise data from a larger sample then a survey is in order. There is also a third 

possible objective if the research design question aims at understanding behaviour and its 

meaning in a particular social context, then one is better off undertaking a cross-sectional 

design. Lastly, if the objective is to have a temporal appreciation of social phenomena and 

their interconnections, a longitudinal design is more suitable. 

The research design must help us answer our research question and test our hypothesis. 

Indeed, our research design must meet our philosophical assumptions in a coherent way. 

Then following a logical process, we have chosen to use a cross-sectional research design 

which is a “methodology used to investigate variables of a group of subjects in different 
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contexts over the same period” (Collis, J., & Hussey, 2014, p. 63). The study examines 

characteristics in surveys of a range of industries and determines differences and similarities 

between different categories of this industry. We want to collect data relating to a particular 

industry group A (Customer proximity industry), B (employees proximity industry), C 

(Environmentally sensitive industries) and D (Investor-oriented industry) and then later 

conduct statistical tests in accordance with the dependent variable we want to study 

(sustainability report transparency). 

A longitudinal design could be adopted here, but we are not willing to make any research 

on the phenomenon evolution or trend. 

2.7) Literature search, referencing & plagiarism 

A literature search is a “systematic process with a view to identifying the existing body of 

knowledge on a particular topic” (Collis, J., & Hussey, 2014, p. 76). We undertook this 

process as soon as we decide on which subject we would focus for our study. The aim is to 

collect the maximum of literature which fit both far and near our topic. To write a research 

study, we need to learn a lot about the topic from previous studies. It is possible to identify 

the eventual knowledge gaps and specific research problem and then, to head over our 

subject more precisely (Collis, J., & Hussey, 2014, p. 76). We first start to use the most 

recent publications as possible. After that, we work back in time using references to find 

previous research. Indeed, the previous information brings strength.  

We only use secondary data which are data collected from an existing source, such as 

publications, databases and internal records” (Collis, J., & Hussey, 2014, p. 59). We utilise 

books and articles that we found in databases and libraries. We mainly extract literature from 

the internet via the Umeå University library database but also the search engine Google 

Scholar and intensely use methodological books. We determine keywords such as 

“stakeholder”, “stakeholder’s pressure”, “transparency”, “GRI”, “sustainability report” … 

Step by step, from reading an important amount of literature, we begin to recognise the 

references cited in the previous literature and determine which authors were predominant in 

our study. Hence we could be selective and move ahead swiftly.  

Referencing remains crucial while we write a thesis as we are helped by others’ contributions 

and give the reader the possibility to verify the interpretation we have given to a contribution. 

References reinforce and give creditability to our study (USBE, 2014). 

We try to make a note of everything we read and then, delete whatever notes proved 

useless/unnecessary. We classify the different articles, notes, graphs and quotations in our 

computer and use a bibliographic software “Mendeley” helping us to reference our 

resources.  

According to Collis & Hussy (Collis, J., & Hussey, 2014, p. 92), plagiarism “is the act of 

taking someone’s words, ideas or other information and passing them off as your own 

because you fail to acknowledge the original source”. Avoiding plagiarism following the 

referencing rules is easy. All our sources are carefully referenced and quoted meticulously. 

2.8) Ethical considerations 

Throughout our study, we engaged ethical practices and we are aware that it is mandatory to 

give attention to the ethical issues before writing the research. In order to maximise the 

integrity of its work, a researcher must ensure his ethical behaviour at each step of the study 
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((Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 122). Moreover, the research itself must be ethical during all 

phases of the research process (Creswell, 2013). One of the researcher's routine is to develop 

an ethical reflection all along his/her research and must show his honesty when he gathers 

the data and writes the master thesis. 

 

 

Harm to participants Avoid injury through the research process 

Dignity Respect the dignity and avoid causing discomfort or anxiety 

Lack of Informed consent Ensure the fully informed consent; Participants agree to 

participate and know exactly what the research is about. 

No invasion of privacy Protect privacy and avoid invasions of privacy 

Confidentiality  Ensure confidentiality of data  

Anonymity Protection of anonymity 

No deception No lies or misleading  

Affiliation Declaration of any professional or personal affiliations ( conflicts 

of interest, sponsorship…) 

Honesty and transparency Openness and honesty while communicating information about 

the research 

Reciprocity Mutual benefit 

Misrepresentation Avoid misleading, misunderstanding, misrepresenting or falsely 

reporting 

 

Table 2: List of ethical principles (Collis, J., & Hussey, 2014, pp. 31–32) 

All those principles must be applied by researchers who aim to use primary sources. They 

are “data generated from an original source, such as your own experiments, surveys, 

interviews or focus groups” (Collis, J., & Hussey, 2014, p. 59). As stated, these potential 

issues or unethical behaviour car arise when using primary data, because the researcher can 

try to create his own set of data. In our case, as long as we use secondary data, we are not 

concerned by those potential unethical behaviours. As a matter of fact, we do not interact 

with any research participant. All the data we are using can be found on the GRI database 

and then can be shared without dealing with confidentiality and anonymity. However, we 

are not exempted from every ethical rule, indeed, for instance, a researcher must also respect 

the plagiarism rule but as explained above we were meticulous on this matter. 

To conclude, to give credit and integrity to our master thesis, we confirm that our set of data 

were collected in an honest way without any falsification from us, and has been quoted and 

referenced properly as described in the thesis manual (USBE, 2014, p. 9).  
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3) Conceptual Framework 

In this chapter, we are going to present to the reader the conceptual framework of this study. 

Through the review of previous literature, we will provide an in-depth knowledge of the 

topics linked to our thesis such as CSR, Transparency, Sustainability, Sustainability 

Reporting, Stakeholder theory, legitimacy theory, and Institutional Theory. As we go 

through each section of this theoretical framework, the reader should gain a better 

understanding of each theory and concept presented to see the big picture. We decided in 

first hand to introduce the reader to the concept of CSR and in second hand to the concept 

of Sustainability since those concepts can be confused. By treating the two first part the same 

way, we think it will help the reader to understand better the third and fourth part of this 

chapter which relates to Sustainability Reporting and the Role and goals of stakeholders. 

Then, we will present our conceptual model which refers to the quantitative study we 

conducted and finally, we will finish this chapter with the presentation of the hypotheses that 

have been relevant to our study. 

3.1) Corporate Social Responsibility and Transparency 

3.1.1) Background and definition 

The Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) started to embody a significant role in our 

business practices during the 20th century, especially the last 50 years. Indeed, many authors 

raised concerns, developed theories and wrote research articles during those years which 

allowed us to shape a new perception or paradigm of what CSR should be. In the early 30’s 

and 40’s, concerns about social responsibility appeared with articles referring to the social 

role of business executives and the measurement of social performance in business with 

authors such as J. M. Clark’s and Theodore Kreps’ (Carroll, 1999. p. 269).  

Then, in 1946 an interesting poll was made at the early stage of what we now recognise as 

CSR by the magazine Fortune. They polled “businessmen” regarding their social 

responsibilities and asked them two questions. The first question was if they thought that 

“businessmen” should recognise their social responsibilities and do their best to fulfil them. 

The second one was about to the proportion of the businessmen they knew they would rate 

as having a “social consciousness” of this sort. The results for those two simple questions 

were striking. 93,5% of them recognised their social responsibilities while the second issue 

showed that 60% of the respondents considered that between 25% and 75% of the 

businessmen they knew had a social consciousness (Fortune, March 1946, pp. 197 – 198, ref 

in Bowen, 1953, p. 44). 

It is Howard R. Bowen who highlighted this poll in his book “The Social Responsibility of 

the businessmen”. Considered as the “Father of the CSR” by Carroll (1999), he recognised 

in 1953 that only a few years from this date, a rising proportion of business leaders were 

publicly acknowledging and preaching the idea that they were themselves servants of 

society. Those head of major corporations introduced a constructive and positive note into 

businessmen’s social thinking and spread the doctrine of the obligation of business to society 

as a whole (Bowen, 1953, p. 44). The publication of this milestone book started the 

beginning of the modern era of CSR’s literature. Bowen based his work on the belief that 

the largest companies were decision making and power vital centres and that the operations 

of these companies influence the lives of citizens at various points. Therefore, he defined the 

social responsibility of businessmen in his precursor and original work as follow: “It refers 
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to the obligations of businessmen to pursue those policies, to make those decisions, or to 

follow those lines of actions which are desirable in terms of the objectives and values of our 

society” (Bowen, 1953, p. 6, ref in Carroll, 1999, p. 270). 

The CSR began in origin with the aim to be used by large firms as a strategy to obtain a good 

reputation or to avoid scandals that could undermine their image in the society’s eyes 

(Crouch & Maclean, 2012, p. 1). 

3.1.2) The Triple Bottom Line 

As we stated in the theoretical background of our introduction, over the years, many authors 

tried to define CSR in their evolving environment, but there was no precise definition of 

CSR. In 2001, the publication of the Green Card by the European Community Commission 

ended this concern and found a consensus by stating: “CSR is the concept by which a company 

integrates its preoccupations voluntarily toward social and environmental problems, in business 

operations and in its interactions with stakeholders”. In this definition, we recognise different 

dimension linked to CSR concepts such as the social, environmental and economic factors, also 

referred as the triple bottom line (TBL) by Aguinis (2011, p 855; ref in Aguinis & Glavas, 2012, 

p. 933). The expression was originally invented by John Elkington who accentuated the 

distinction between the different dimensions of CSR concept and Corporate Sustainability: 

economic, social and environmental performance (Nikolaou, Evangelinos, & Allan, 2013, p. 

177).  

Despite the different definitions and the several meanings given to the terms of CSR, 

Sustainability and TBL, most academics agree that they are developing similar goals: economic 

efficiency, social justice and environmental management.  In this regard, the economic 

dimension refers to financial contributions made by the firm to their stakeholders: employees, 

shareholders and local community. The social aspect incorporates ethical issues and quality 

referring to health and safety, risk management issues and employment issues. The last one, the 

environmental dimension, relates to external natural resources problems and internal 

environmental management aspects (Nikolaou et al., 2013. p. 177). The TBL model suggests 

that there are activities, at the intersection of the three dimensions, in which an organisation can 

engage for its good. Indeed, it will not only positively affect the natural environment and society, 

but it will also provide a competitive advantage and a long-term economic benefit to the firm 

(Carter & Rogers, 2008, p. 365). The concept of TBL will be further developed in the section 

related to the Sustainability concept. 
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Figure 4: Sustainability - The triple bottom line of Elkington (1994) 

3.1.3) Transparency concept in CSR 

According to Dubbink et al. (2008), transparency is a critical factor to implement a CSR 

policy based on a reputation mechanism. As we explained before, the core of CSR is the fact 

that companies take responsibilities and consider themselves as accountable for the 

consequences of their operations on the economic, social and ecological level. The problem 

of transparency in CSR is fostered by a problem related to our contemporary society in 

general and especially its system of governance (Dubbink, Graafland, & Van Liedekerke, 

2008). Keane (1988, ref in Dubbink et al., 2008, p. 391) defined this problem as “the limits 

of state action”. Indeed, the recognition of this issue has raised interest in alternative 

solutions, and CSR is often identified as one of these alternative solutions. For Kaptein & 

Van Tulder (2003), an organisation is transparent only if the information provided offers a 

proper insight to its stakeholders on the issues that are relevant to them. Therefore, 

transparency is a crucial condition for CSR and will remain a marginal mechanism of 

governance as long as the stakeholders of an organisation are not allowed to keep a close 

eye on it. The stakeholders must be given the information to make the difference between 

CSR and window dressing, then CSR would become a major mechanism of governance 

(Dubbink et al., 2008). In contemporary markets, the need for transparency contrasts 

strongly with its current level. Empirical evidence shows that the present level is still 

considerably insufficient, and most disclosures of companies are “time and event” specific, 

which means that businesses use disclosure to answer to public pressure after an incident 

(Walden and Schwartz, 1997; ref in Dubbink et al., 2008, p. 392). One could argue that social 

audits are used to control these techniques. However, Owen et al. (2000, Dubbink et al., 

2008, p. 392) explain corporate management monopolises social audit and uses this so-called 

“instrument of control” as a mean to manipulate public relations. Finally, to a large extent, 

social and environmental disclosures are self-complimentary and are not a reliable indicator 

of a company’s environmental and social performance (Hooghiemstra, 2000; ref in Dubbink 

et al., 2008, p. 392) 
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3.2) Sustainability 

3.2.1) Background and definition 

Originally, the word “sustainability” was used in biology to describe the potential for a 

condition or a process to be maintained indefinitely (Holdren et al. 1995 ref in Gallo & 

Christensen, 2011 p 317). The word was then used in strategic management literature to 

relate to corporations and their day-to-day struggle to survive in an evolutive environment. 

This interpretation is illustrated by the resource-based view of the company with its 

hypothesis that the goal of an organisation is to reach sustained competitive advantage 

(Barney 1991, ref in Gallo & Christensen, 2011, p 317). Lately, the expression defines 

corporate agendas which merge a variety of financial and extra-financial goals, 

encompassing social responsibility, stakeholder engagement, poverty alleviation and 

environmental preservation according to Gallo & Christensen. Even if the use of the term 

“sustainability” to address the various corporate goals is considered as recent, the idea that 

companies have a responsibility for the public good is a long-standing topic in the 

management literature (Learned et al., 1965, ref in Gallo & Christensen, 2011, p 318). 

Indeed, Learned and his colleagues brought, through a collection of classic case studies, 

evidence that even in 1965, there existed arguments for company strategies to consider their 

impacts on environmental and social welfare. Over the years, as the effect of business 

activities on natural systems started to be more and more noticeable and the number of 

environmental regulations increased, an additional research stream emerged in 

environmental management with the authors Kneese in 1973, Engardio in 2007, and Montiel 

in 2008. Those scholars have contributed to the literature in this field, and an integrative 

expression referring to a variety of problems has emerged to give birth to the word 

“sustainability”.  

We noticed two representative examples of sustainability’s definition, firstly The Brundtland 

definition in the document Our Common Future (World Commission on Environment and 

Development, 1987) and secondly the Triple Bottom Line (T.B.L) definition by Elkington 

(1994; 2004). The Brundtland definition was developed for a vast audience mainly 

composed of policy makers stating that a sustainable development is primarily a 

development which meets the needs of the present generation without prejudicing the 

capacity of future generations to respond to their needs. The second definition, the TBL 

definition, presents a newer aspect because it was developed for a corporate environment. In 

fact, the Elkington’s perspective (2004) focuses firm’s attention on the environmental and 

social costs and benefits of their actions. Indeed, they do not focus only on the economic 

profit. However, this point of view does not require that environmental and social impacts 

be categorised into objective measures that could be aggregated with financial results as 

advised by some critics (Norman & MacDonald, 2004, ref in Gallo & Christensen, 2011, p. 

318). Supporters of the TBL approach such as Pava in 2007, do not agree with the idea that 

single numbers could represent environmental fitness and social welfare. The TBL definition 

is understood as a framework which aims to help firms achieve economic value creation 

while sustaining environmental and social welfare (Elkington, 2004). 

Similarly to Gallo & Christensen (2011), we suggest that the two definitions introduced 

above provide a sufficient foundation for our master thesis because they are often cited and 

expected to be known by academics and managers. Both Brundtland and TBL definition of 

sustainability incorporate three key dimensions (economic, environmental and social), with 

the Brundtland perspective including problems of intergenerational equity and poverty 
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alleviation. Therefore, one of the more recent and one of the earliest definitions share the 

same broad scope and dimensionality.  

We decided to use the TBL approach in our analysis since it was designed for a corporate 

application and it is the more recent. Moldan et al. (2011) described in their research article 

the three fundamental pillars of sustainability identified by Elkington (1994). We briefly 

described those three pillars in our CSR section since this concept shares the same multi-

dimension as sustainability. However, based on this article and many others, we will now 

present them in a more detailed manner and provide a better understanding of what they 

involve. 

3.2.2) Pillars of Sustainability  

3.2.2.1) Economic sustainability 

Gradually, economists focus on different kinds of “capital” that should be sustained such as: 

natural, human-made, and social. On the physical aspect of sustainable development, the 

Goodland-Ledec specifications (1987, ref in Molan et al., 2011, p5) explain that sustainable 

development represents the use of renewable natural resources in a way which does not 

degrade them or otherwise undermines their usefulness for the future generations. Other 

approaches deal with the optimal resource management aspect. For example, according to 

Hamrin (1983, ref in Moldan et al., 2011, p. 5) future economic development will 

increasingly depend on the sustained integrity of the environmental and resource base.  

The Brundtland report, cited above and issued by the WCED in 1987, gave directions to a 

comprehensive global solution to sustainable development. It has even been extended by the 

Earth Summit in 1992, to be finally completed by the World Summit on Sustainable 

Development in 2002. This completion disclosed the three pillars that we are explaining in 

this section through the 3P: “People, Planet, Prosperity”. However, they emphasised the fact 

that due to the connections between each economy in the world, an “integrated approach” to 

economic sustainability was required to enable a responsible and long-term growth. This 

would incorporate every nation and community in the world (United Nations, 2002).  

Moreover, since the financial and economic crisis, countries have been facing a tough 

recession. It has led them to implement concrete measures to handle the crisis such as: 

strengthening accountability and transparency, promoting integrity in financial markets, 

reinforcing international cooperation, enhancing sound regulation and reforming 

international financial institutions (G-20 Action Plan, 2008, ref in Asmussen, 2009). Hence, 

the authors Moldan et al. (2011, p. 5) explain that economic growth is a universally accepted 

and important objective for society. They continue by stating that it has been recognised as 

an essential policy goal throughout the world for the last 50 years. One could then conclude 

that it is one of the reasons why the balance between the economic growth of countries and 

sustainability has been difficult to find.  

Alam and Kabir (2013), highlighted the importance to find this balance when demonstrating 

that increased economic growth has an effect on the environmental sustainability because of 

increased consumption and production. Subsequently, this global crisis could be an 

opportunity to improve the approach between economic growth and sustainable 

development. The economic crisis is a motive to find a new economy model in terms of 

sustainable development. Indeed, it brought into the light the economic pillar and challenged 

the sustainability of development established on economic progress (Moldan et al., 2011, p. 

5). In other words, it means that there is no clear link with the environmental aspect and 

entirely addressing the economic issues on their own merits. 
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3.2.2.2) Social Sustainability 

This second pillar of sustainability incorporates as many dimensions as the economic one 

explained above. However, unlike the latter, it is very difficult to find a clear and specific 

definition of the social dimension of sustainable development. Many authors tried to define 

it as best as they could, such as Gilbert et al. in 1996, Torjman in 2000 and Black in 2004, 

however despite all their studies, the most important elements of social sustainability have 

not been clearly recognised by academics. According to Colantonio (2007; ref in Moldan et 

al., 2011, p. 5), those studies are not considered as serious attempts to define this dimension 

but more as statements of the main goals of social policy. For instance, Gilbert stated: “Social 

sustainability requires that the cohesion of society and its ability to work towards common 

goals be maintained. Individual needs, such as those of health and well-being, nutrition, 

shelter, education and cultural expression should be met”.  

A potential explanation for this lack of uniform definition could be the economic and social 

diversity, and the cultural conditions among countries all over the world (Moldan et al., 

2011, p. 5). Though, the social pillar is probably the most important and essential for a long-

term survival of the human civilization since it has been recognized that human and social 

capital is the most important component of national wealth (Diamond, 2005; World Bank, 

2006; ref in Moldan et al., 2011, p. 5).  

Through, a theoretical approach to sustainability, Faber et al. (2010) took as starting point 

the human behaviour and knowledge view on sustainability. They found that to achieve 

sustainability, human behaviour must change individually and collectively. Indeed, 

knowledge was identified as the driving force of human behaviour and its impact on the 

social and ecological environment. For example, in order to find a solution to an 

environmental issue, the main factor which allowed to find this solution is the human 

behaviour and the knowledge. Hence, it is fundamental for companies to handle the social 

aspect and build a social environment in which the knowledge of sustainability can be 

constructed and preserved (Faber et al., 2010, p. 9)  

3.2.2.3) Environmental Sustainability 

The term of environmental sustainability was first coined by the World Bank’s scientists, 

originally used as “environmentally responsible development” and was finally developed by 

Goodland in 1995. According to him, the environmental sustainability “seeks to improve 

human welfare by protecting the sources of raw materials used for human needs and ensuring 

that the sinks for human wastes are not exceeded, in order to prevent harm to humans”. His 

conceptualization of the concept corresponds to the resource-limited ecological framework 

of the limits to growth (Goodland, 1995). Slowly, the term “environmental sustainability” 

became commonly established and has been incorporated into countries’ policies. In 

Australia, for example, the government created the position of commissioner for 

environmental sustainability in the state of Victoria. In the United States of America, one 

could also notice the creation of foundations with the aim to promote and develop a 

sustainable environmental program in areas such as Engineering (Moldan et al., 2011, p. 6). 

After that, a significant contribution was made to this concept by the OECD (the 

Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development) in the document named 

Environmental Strategy for the First Decade in 2001. 

They identified four criteria related to environmental sustainability (OECD, 2001): 

i. Regeneration: Renewable resources shall be used efficiently, and their use shall not 

be permitted to exceed their long-term rates of natural regeneration. 
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ii. Substitutability: Non-renewable resources shall be utilised efficiently and their use 

limited to levels which can be offset by substitution with renewable resources or 

other forms of capital. 

iii. Assimilation: Releases of hazardous or polluting substances to the environment shall 

not exceed its assimilative capacity. 

iv. Avoiding Irreversibility: Irreversible adverse effects of human activities on 

ecosystems and on biogeochemical and hydrological cycles shall be avoided. 

Furthermore, the strategy elaborated by the OECD identifies five objectives inter-linked for 

improving operational environmental policies and cost-effective within the sustainable 

development context (ibid.): 

1. Maintaining the integrity of ecosystems through the efficient management of natural 

resources. 

2. Decoupling environmental pressures from economic growth. 

3. Improving information for decision making: Measuring progress through indicators. 

4. The social and environmental interface: Enhancing the quality of life. 

5. Global environmental interdependence: Improving governance and co-operation. 

The list of environmental sustainability objective could be enlarged to further studies, but 

these principles already represent a comprehensive basis for enhancing environmental 

policies (Moldan et al., 2011, p. 6). 

 

3.2.3) Transparency in sustainability 

Over the last 20 years, transparency developments and practices in sustainability and 

environmental politics have started to spread all over the world to other localities and nations 

but also to institutions and transnational networks, including global value chains (Mol, 2015, 

p. 154). The concept of transparency has then evolved from a marginal concept into the core 

of modern society, falling into this new placeless form of transparency. According to Arthur 

Mol (2015), global value chains are more and more confronted with demands for 

transparency and to disclose their information regarding the sustainability and environmental 

qualities of their production processes and products along with value chains. The author 

continues and explains that new infrastructures and powerbrokers are emerging which 

facilitate and articulate the information to make it available and useful for categories outside 

and inside value chains sustainability and networks. Besides, he distinguished four ideal 

types of transparency which in practice often mix (see Table 3 below). 

The first form of transparency involves forms of traceability in value chains, such as logistics 

and total quality management of chains. They refer to limited transparency for a restricted 

number of actors within the value chain and are mainly motivated by economic interests. 

This supposed management transparency is not directed at public authorities or citizen-

consumers. 

The second kind of transparency in sustainable value chains involves public authorities’ 

requirements following legislation and policy such as product requirements and food safety. 

In this case, those demands of disclosures are made by government agencies and authorities 

and are aimed to inspectors and regulators. 
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The third and broader form of transparency relates to disclosure of product information and 

production referring to statements of sustainable products and production processes. It also 

allows to estimate additionality through private or public certification and labelling. This 

transparency is directed to consumers and private or public certification bodies.  

Finally, the fourth form of transparency in value chains sustainability involves public 

transparency. It refers to disclosures about the sustainability of product characteristics and 

production processes to the broad public domain. Firstly, it legitimates the production and 

the products not just in the eyes of consumers but also for media in the public sphere and 

NGOs. Secondly, it benefits the firm as well by defending in public the claims of 

sustainability and labels used, by safeguarding the reputational capital of chain actors and 

by gaining a competitive advantage. 

Ideal type 

value chain 

transparency 

Disclosure of 

information by 

Disclosure of 

information for 
Example 

Management 

transparency 

Upstream* 

economic actors 

in chains 

**Downstream 

economic actors 

in chains 

Total Quality Management 

Regulatory 

transparency 

Economic actors 

in chains 

Regulatory and 

inspection 

bodies 

EU tracking and tracing system 

Consumer 

transparency 

Economic actors 

in chains, 

certification 

bodies 

Consumers and 

certification 

bodies 

Eco-labels and certification 

Public 

transparency 

Economic actors 

in chains, 

certification 

bodies 

Public (citizen 

consumers) 
Carbon disclosure project 

*Upstream refers to chain actors higher up in the value chain such as primary producers 

and raw material processors. 

**Downstream refers to chain actors lower in the value chain such as final processors, 

retailers and consumers. 

Table 3: Four ideal types of transparency in value chains and networks by A. Mol (2015) 

Towards all four forms, exchange of information and disclosure are seen as critical factors 

for a firm to develop corporate sustainability within its network and its value chain (Wognum 

et al., 2011; Mol, 2015, p. 156). 

3.2.4) Differences and similarities between CSR and Sustainability 

Several authors have observed that CSR is closely associated with sustainability (Sustainable 

Development and Corporate Sustainability) because both have come to focus on approaching 

the economic, social and environmental dimensions of corporates performance. 
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When addressing the concept of sustainability, we consider both sustainable development 

(SD) and corporate sustainability (CS). De facto, the application of SD on the business level 

is commonly referred to as CS, which is built on the Brundtland Report (WCED, 1987). To 

be clear, SD is usually seen as a societal guiding model incorporating a broad set of life 

quality issues in the long term and CS as corporate guiding model involving short and long 

term economic environmental and social corporate performances. Thus, the microeconomic 

framework of SD can also be interpreted as a framework of CS (Steurer, Langer, Konrad, & 

Martinuzzi, 2005). 

As we stated in our first section understanding the concept of CSR is complex. There are 

two main reasons: firstly, CSR can be interpreted as incorporating almost everyone and 

everything. Secondly it is constantly maturing, primarily parallel to stakeholder claims 

(Holmes and Watts, 2000; ref in (Steurer et al., 2005). Steurer et al. found the same two 

points in the context of sustainability. However, as stated in the introduction, the 

Commission of the European Communities (2002) defined CSR as “a concept whereby firms 

integrate environmental and social concerns in their business operations and their 

interactions with their stakeholders on a voluntary basis”. In consequences, it is evident to 

find the TBL as well in this context (Van Marrewijk, 2003). 

Despite those similarities, scholars identified three main differences between those two 

concepts. First, the CSR concept is more precise and depends heavily on specific stakeholder 

claims than the sustainability concept does. Whereas the latter is a guiding model which 

depends on society’s perception, the CSR concept is a voluntary approach in which a firm’s 

stakeholders play a major role (Dawkins and Lewis, 2003; ISO, 2004; ref in Steurer et al., 

2005, p. 274). According to Carroll (1999, p. 288), during the 1990s, CSR served more and 

more as the building block for other related themes and concepts, such as Stakeholder 

Relationship Management (SRM). Subsequently, Mc Williams and Siegel (2001; ref in 

Steurer et al., p. 274) discuss that in the overall there is no appropriate level of CSR, but the 

demand for CSR attributes is the factor on which depend this level. 

The second difference lies in the fact that even if the temporal extent of CSR goes far beyond 

the quarterly perspective of shareholders, it does not reach the scope like the sustainability 

context (Carroll, 1999, p. 274). Some scholars explain that the societal context of 

sustainability covers a duration of several generations and considering “the needs of future 

stakeholders” (Dyllick and Hockerts, 2002, p. 131; ref in Steurer et al., p. 274). CSR focuses 

more on meeting the demands of stakeholders today to secure resources, which are critical 

for the firm’s performance in the immediate future (Frooman, 1999, p. 195; Figge and 

Schaltegger 2000, p. 12; ref in Steurer et al., p. 274). 

The third difference is only based on a historical perspective. As mentioned above, CSR and 

sustainability address both the integration of economic, environmental and social aspects but 

this was not always the case. In the 1980s, the sustainability concept was developed from 

the environmental dimension, whereas the social and economic issues were addressed only 

regarding environmental engagements (IUCN, 1980; ref in Steurer et al., p. 274). 

Contrariwise, CSR initially has put the accent on social problems like working conditions 

and human rights. Then, as the environmental motion gained momentum, such matters were 

gradually embraced as social issues in a larger sense (van Marrewijk, 2003). Moreover, 

considering the fact CSR is a business approach, the economic dimension with matters such 

as profitability has always been intrinsically part of the concept (Drucker, 1984; ref in 

Steurer et al., p. 275).  
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Now that we have stated the main differences between those two concepts, we will try to 

understand the relationship between sustainability (SD/CS) and CSR. The historical 

perspective demonstrates that CSR and sustainability have converged into similar concepts 

over the last years. This convergence lies mainly in the similar issues within the Sustainable 

Development framework compared to CSR issues under discussion (van Marrewijk, 2003, 

p. 102). However, due to the differences indicated above (i.e. different temporal scope and 

stakeholders’ role), Steurer et al. do not go that far. Instead, they illustrated in figure 5 below, 

the connections between CS, SD and CSR as a “tripartite concept” on different levels of 

specification and with different conceptual nuances. In that way, SD can be seen as the 

normative societal concept above the two others, CS as the corporate concept and finally 

CSR as the management approach. In other words, “CSR is a voluntary business contribution 

to sustainable development” closely intertwined with the SRM (European Commission, 

2001, sub – heading of the communication; ref in Steurer et al., p. 275) 

 

Figure 5: Overview of the business-society concepts, SD, CS, CSR and SRM by Steurer et 

al. (2005) 

3.3) Sustainability reporting 

In this chapter, we have defined several concepts within CSR and Sustainability; we also 

demonstrated that the number of companies that aims to achieve sustainability is 

increasingly important. Companies tend to implement actions to fulfil this goal and measure 

their progress in the accomplishment of it. Hence, a considerable amount of sustainability’s 

information orbits around firms, they are disclosed in sustainability reports following 
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standards issued by an independent international organisation named Global Reporting 

Initiatives (GRI, 2017). 

3.3.1) Purpose, evolution and framework 

A sustainability report is a report released by an organisation about the economic, social and 

environmental impacts of its everyday activities. It also discloses the organisation’s 

governance model, values and it demonstrates the connections among its strategy and its 

commitments to a sustainable global economy (GRI, 2017). 

3.3.1.1) Purpose 

The sustainability reporting is a voluntary based activity for firms and has two main 

objectives. First, it aims to assess a company’s economic, environmental and social aspects, 

and secondly, it seeks to communicate the progress and efforts of a firm regarding its 

sustainability actions for its stakeholders (Lozano, 2013, p. 58). Besides, Ekins & Vanner 

(2007, p. 87) confirmed this first purpose. They stated that to help the sustainable 

development within a firm; it needs to create an increasing economic value using both, 

natural resources sustainably and the environment. By doing so, the firm is making a large 

contribution to the society’s social objectives. It is a substantial expansion of the traditional 

business’ concern with shareholder value and profitability. It also reveals a significant need 

for tools to enable businesses to manage, monitor and report their performance in these areas. 

Regarding the second purpose which incorporates the communication with stakeholders, 

Cowan et al. (2010, p. 525 - 526) highlighted an important fact: companies do not have an 

obligation to elaborate their sustainability report according to a standardised reporting 

framework. Subsequently, the increasing number of sustainability reports published is, in 

part, a decision that firms are making on their own. An explanation given by the same authors 

deals with the fact that society’s expectations regarding a company’s business sector add 

pressure on the entity to disclose a sustainability report. The motivations at the origin of 

sustainability reporting are similar to the ones pushing companies to start sustainable actions. 

It can be explained by the fact that firms first evaluate the reasons why they must consider 

sustainability and then possibly act in a sustainable way to finally report what they are doing. 

Therefore, sustainability reporting might be the end of a procedure which starts with the 

interest firms have on sustainability. It is the author Ans Kolk (2004, p. 54), who mentioned 

the different considerations firms could have when choosing to report on sustainability: 

Companies’ motivations for reporting or non-reporting 

Reasons for reporting Reasons for not reporting 

❖ Enhanced ability to track progress 

against specific targets 

❖ Facilitating the implementation of 

the environmental strategy 

❖ Greater awareness of broad 

environmental issues throughout the 

organisation 

❖ Ability to clearly convey the 

corporate message internally and 

externally 

❖ Doubts about the advantages it 

would bring to the organisation 

❖ Competitors are neither publishing 

reports 

❖ Customers (and the general public) 

are not interested in it; it will not 

increase sales 

❖ The company already has a good 

reputation for its environmental 

performance 
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❖ Improved all-round credibility from 

greater transparency 

❖ Ability to communicate efforts and 

standards 

❖ Licence to operate and campaign 

❖ Reputational benefits, cost savings 

identification, increased efficiency, 

enhanced business development 

opportunities and enhanced staff 

morale 

❖ There are many other ways of 

communicating about environmental 

issues 

❖ It is too expensive 

❖ It is difficult to gather consistent data 

from all operations and to select 

correct indicators 

❖ It could damage the reputation of the 

company, have legal implications or 

wake up ‘sleeping dogs’ (such as 

environmental organisations) 

Table 4: Companies’ motivations for reporting or non-reporting (Kolk, 2004, p. 54) 

Kolk (2004, p. 53) explained in his paper that for a substantial number of firms the arguments 

supporting reporting were prevailing on the ones against. Moreover, Lozano (2013, p. 58) 

claimed that sustainability reporting was an important driver and part of a firm’s 

sustainability contribution. He attested that it legitimises the need for firms to report when 

they implement their sustainability process. Indeed, it is critical for firms to control, assess 

and measure their operations if they want to master this process. Hence, Lozano concluded 

that sustainability reporting is used by firms to measure their sustainability performance over 

a period. It also allows them to compare themselves to other firms and to demonstrate how 

they can be influenced and influence by the expectations related to sustainable development 

(2013, p. 58). 

3.3.1.2) Evolution 

Ever since the publication of the fist separate environmental report in 1989, the number of 

firms that has embraced the movement of publishing information on its social, environmental 

impacts or sustainability policy has substantially increased (Kolk, 2004, p. 56). Moreover, 

more and more studies are conducted within this area, and for the last two decades, a real 

emphasis is put on sustainability. In fact, according to CorporateRegister.com, the global 

worldwide publication of sustainability reports increased from only 26 in 1992 to 5.819 in 

2011 (Eccles, Krzus, Rogers, & Serafeim, 2012, p. 100). Furthermore, those same authors 

noticed that the quantity of disclosed information within sustainability reports is increasingly 

important and according to Cormier, Magnan and Van Velthoven (2005), the quality of that 

information keep improving as well. Indeed, in the early stage of sustainability reporting, 

the only pillar which was concerned with this type of report was the environmental one 

(Kolk, 2004, p. 54). However, nowadays companies consider the three pillars defined by 

Elkington (1994) when issuing their sustainability reports (Adams & Frost, 2008, p. 288; 

Lozano, 2013, p. 58). The pillars of sustainability reporting also referred as the TBL, 

integrate the economic pillar, the social pillar and the environmental pillar. Hence, the 

informative section of CSR and Sustainability concept above. 

When observing the evolution of sustainability reporting, Ekins & Vanner (2007, p. 88), 

realised that a vast amount of companies now seeks to both report and measure their 

performances regarding the three pillars. In addition, they noticed that at the end of the 

twentieth century, when sustainability reports were reviewed, companies expressed a desire 

for more indicators and common procedures to improve comparability among these very 

different dimensions (White & Zinkl, 1999; ref in Ekins & Vanner, 2007, p. 88). Therefore, 
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they described the several solutions which have been proposed, such as particular indicators 

for specific sectors (e.g. MEPI, Measuring the Environmental Performance of Industry) and 

the implementation of a common reporting framework (e.g. GRI, Global Reporting 

Initiative) to simplify the procedure. On another note, accounting approaches in the 

sustainability area have also been advanced and related to corporate financial accounts. 

Moreover, at the same time, within sustainable development, the social dimension has been 

addressed considering its relationship with both external and internal stakeholders (ibid). 

Thus, Firms realise the importance of the measurement of their sustainable action 

performance. They need to assess how they perform each year and to that end, use the Key 

Performance Indicators (KPI). Mintz (2011, p. 27) confirmed that measuring a firm’s 

progress in sustainability was possible thanks to those KPI. They are quantifiable 

measurements which represent a firm’s outcome factors and varies depending on the type 

firm. KPI allow translating sustainability problems into several quantifiable measures of 

social, environmental and economic performance. They also enable any related actor to 

assess the enterprise’s sustainability concerns and how it deals with it (Krajnc & Glavič, 2005, 

p. 191). 

3.3.1.3) Frameworks 

There exist numerous frameworks to report on the different problems of sustainability. 

Rajesh Kumar Singh et al. reported on the most relevant frameworks and several among 

them incorporate information about the three sustainability pillars. Within these frameworks, 

we can find (Singh, Murty, Gupta, & Dikshit, 2009, p. 193 - 194):  

- The U.N Commission on Sustainable Development (CSD) for Theme Indicator 

Framework. This framework divides four categories of sustainable development 

(Economic, Environmental, Institutional, and Social) into 15 themes and 38 sub-themes 

(For more details see Appendix 1).  

- Then the GRI Framework which focuses on the economic, environmental and social 

areas. 

- Finally, the Wuppertal Sustainable Development Indicator Framework which is based 

on the same four dimensions and the same additional connections (Appendix 2), as the 

first cited above. 

However, many other frameworks exist and were underlined by different authors. Dumay et 

al. recognised three international reporting guidelines addressing the three pillars of 

sustainability and which are the more used throughout the world: the GRI, the 

AccountAbility standards, and the United Nations Global Compact - UNGC (Dumay, 

Guthrie, & Farneti, 2010, p. 538). It attests of the great variety of conceptions regarding 

sustainability, its existing frameworks and the level of difficulty of those frameworks. 

Among these, a substantial amount of authors have argued that the best option for firms 

reporting on sustainability is the GRI framework and its guidelines ( Legendre & Coderre, 

2012; Hussey et al., 2001; Lozano, 2006b; Dumay et al., 2010, p. 532, 536; Morhardt et al., 

2002; ref in Lozano, 2013, p. 58). Indeed, regardless of the sector, the size or the location, 

the guidelines presented by GRI offers a reporting framework for sustainability report to any 

organisations. Hence, this framework is considered as readily available. It allows reporters 

to compare sustainability progress within and among firms and then, monitor improvement 

(Cowan et al., 2010, p. 525 - 526).  



28 

 

Furthermore, the GRI framework is widely used in world’s largest companies. The KPMG 

survey conducted in 2015 reinforces this fact by indicating that within the 250 largest firms 

in the world 74% were using the GRI framework, compared to 81% in 2013. This decline 

between 2013 and 2015 can be explained by the introduction of the GRI G4 framework 

which is more complex than the previous G3.1 as G4 guidelines require a higher reporting 

quality (Survey & Reporting, 2015). 

As mentioned in the last paragraph, the GRI and the UNGC are part of the three international 

frameworks reporting on the three sustainability pillars, which are the most used in the world 

(Dumay et al., 2010, p. 538). This detail is of importance in our study when choosing the 

framework in which we conducted this project. Indeed, we needed a framework vastly 

recognised to gather enough data and to report coherently with our theoretical framework, 

which means on the three pillars of sustainability. Then, a choice needed to be made between 

GRI and UNGC. The third one, the AccountAbility standard, have never been mentioned in 

any other literature we consulted during the elaboration of this master thesis. Hence we 

decided not to consider it. 

The United Nations Global Compact is a call to companies all around the world to 

voluntarily harmonise their operations and strategies with ten universally accepted principles 

in the domains of labour, human rights, anti-corruption and environment, and to act in 

support of UN issues and goals (Appendix 3). The UNGC is a platform for the 

implementation, disclosure and development of responsible corporate policies and practices. 

Created in 2000, it is now the largest corporate sustainability initiative in the world, with 

more than 12.000 signatories based in 145 countries (Global Reporting Initiative; United 

Nations Global Compact, 2013). 

The Global Reporting Initiative promotes the use of SR as a way for organisations to become 

more sustainable and contribute to sustainable development. Its mission is to make 

sustainability reporting a standard practice. In order to enable all firms and organisations to 

report their economic, social, environmental and governance performance, GRI produces 

free Sustainability Reporting Guidelines. The GRI is an international not-for-profit, 

network-based organisation. Its activity involves thousands of professionals and 

organisations from several sectors, regions and constituencies (Global Reporting Initiative; 

United Nations Global Compact, 2013). 

Our first choice (GRI framework) was comforted thanks to all the reasons stated above and 

more importantly the announcement of a partnership between the two organisations. Since 

2001, the two organisations started a collaboration which didn’t stop increasing since 

(UNGC, 2003).  

The 17th of March 2003, the former Executive Head of the UNGC declared in a speech that 

firms participating in both initiatives consider the GRI framework as a “practical expression” 

of the UNGC, which strengthened the relations between them. Then on May 28th 2010, a 

step forward was made in the will of convergence between the two initiatives thanks to the 

signature of a Memorandum of Understanding. The GRI accepted to integrate the different 

principles of the UNGC within its next version of guidelines, and conversely, the UNGC 

would adopt the GRI guidelines as the framework they would advise firms to implement for 

sustainability reporting (UNGC, 2010). The commitments taken between those two 

organisations can be found in Appendix 4. The issuance of the G3.1 Guidelines in 2011 

represented this convergence in an efficient manner because it included the principles of the 

UNGC (GRI, 2017). 
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Then the two organisations renewed their Memorandum of Understanding in May 2013, by 

affirming a long-standing collaboration and marking the beginning of the UN Post-2015 

Development Agenda. With the issuance of the G4 Guidelines, the GRI established a real 

link with the UNGC to become complementary initiatives (see Appendix 5).  

They described in a “linkage publication” how to use the G4 guidelines in a manner to match 

the Communication on Progress (COP), to fulfil the elements of the Global Compact 

Advanced and Active levels of the UN Global Compact Differentiation Programme (Global 

Reporting Initiative; United Nations Global Compact, 2013). The use of the two frameworks 

together facilitates the achievement of key complementary goals for firms. Indeed, the 

Global Compact principles help to guide sustainability strategy and actions while the GRI 

G4 guidelines contribute to communicating progress to stakeholders. Those key 

complementary goals are stated as follow in the “Linkage Publication” (ibid): 

❖ Embed sustainability strategy within universal principles rooted in international 

standards 

❖ Demonstrate commitment and actions regarding policies, processes, and disclosure 

❖ Provide stakeholders with focused, comprehensive and credible information about 

sustainability impacts and performance 

❖ Standardise sustainability reporting 

3.3.2) Transparency and SR 

In this thesis, we aim to analyse the impact of stakeholder’s pressure on the transparency of 

sustainability report in Sweden under the GRI framework. To determine the degree of 

transparency of a sustainability report, we examine previous literature to identify criteria to 

qualify and quantify it. A summary of these criteria made by Fernandez-Feijoo, Romero, & 

Ruiz (2014) is presented in Table 5 at the end of this section.  

The GRI standards (Global Reporting Initiative, 2014) defined some principle related to the 

content of a report with the aim to enhance the quality and the transparency of a SR. The 

principles are as follow: accuracy, balance, clarity, comparability, reliability and timeliness. 

Joseph (2012) highlighted the importance for an organisation to have sustainability grounded 

on principles and not only on rules.  

Transparency should be recognised by these principles as a key feature. Williams (2005) 

defined three properties to transparency: relevant, reliable information and timely. Dubbink 

et al. (2008) argued that transparency improves innovation and efficiency. They identified 

three criteria when evaluating transparency policies: the efficiency related to the quality of 

information, freedom, and virtue. Bushman et al. (2004) defined transparency as the 

availability of accurate information related to the firm to external stakeholders. They 

measured it thanks to three components: corporate reporting, information dissemination, and 

private information acquisition and communication. Then, they disaggregated the firm’s 

transparency into two factors: financial transparency which represents the intensity and 

timeliness of financial disclosures, and governance transparency which represents the 

intensity of governance disclosure. Based on data from different countries, they actually 

found a correlation between countries legal regime and transparency and between political 

economy and financial transparency. Bhat et al. (2006) reused the measure elaborated by 

Bushman et al. (2004) at a country level, and came to the conclusion that governance 
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transparency is critically related to analyst forecast accuracy, specifically when financial 

transparency is low, and the level of enforcement is weak. 

Dando and Swift (2003) looked at transparency representation and stated that an increasing 

level of disclosure could not be interpreted as a higher level of transparency in reporting. In 

addition, they argued that a more transparent report can be construed as a higher level of 

confidence regarding the firm’s commitment to sustainability. This confidence can be 

considered as “achieved” toward the existence of an external assurance rather than a higher 

level of disclosure. Their findings indicated that learning, responsiveness, performance 

improvement and innovation are essential links between accountability and transparency. 

Just as Christensen (2002), they also noted the importance to develop standards to fulfil the 

need for trustable and transparent information. Fombrun and Rindova (2000; ref in 

Fernandez-Feijoo et al., 2014) explained that communication with external and internal 

stakeholders is the proper way to reach transparency.  

Another study conducted by Eccles et al. (2012) aimed to analyse the impact of sustainable 

corporate culture on the performance and the behaviour of companies. Through this study, 

they recognised two groups of firms: the first group represent high sustainability businesses 

that need a long period for adopting a sustainability policy and the second group represents 

low-sustainability firms that did not adopt this kind of policy. Within several variables, they 

assessed transparency across the accent that entities put on non-financial information 

compared to financial one. They came to the conclusion that firms with a long-time adoption 

of sustainability policy are more transparent than businesses that have not adopted such 

policy. 

This literature review showed us that there is no unique and objective way to assess 

transparency, however, communication intensity, timeliness and reliability are the most 

often used. 
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Reference Goal Characteristics 

Global Reporting 

Initiative (2014) 

SR Quality and 

transparency 

Balance, comparability, accuracy, 

timeliness, clarity, and reliability 

Dubbink et al. (2008) Transparency in social 

reports 

Completeness, inclusivity, relevance / 

evolution, comparability, 

comprehensibility/clarity, timeliness / 

evolution, public disclosure, 

verifiability, external verification, 

impartiality, attention for 

sustainability, process governance, 

organizational embedment, 

consistency, continuous improvement, 

and information quality / reliability 

Williams (2005) Organisational 

transparency through 

communication strategies 

Relevant, timely and reliable 

information. 

Bushman et al. (2004) Corporate transparency 

reporting 

Financial disclosure intensity, 

governance disclosure intensity, 

accounting principles, timeliness of 

financial disclosure, and audit quality 

of financial disclosure 

Dando and Swift (2004) Transparent reporting for 

sustainability 

Existence of independent assurance, 

existence of standards 

Fombrun and Rindova 

(2000) 

Transparent reporting for 

sustainability 

Communication 

Eccles et al. (2012) To measure transparency Non-financial versus financial 

keywords ratio; sustainability report 

covers global activities; social data 

integrated into financial reports, and 

environmental data integrated into 

financial reports 

Table 5: Principal contributions to transparency in SR (Fernandez-Feijoo et al., 2014) 

3.3.3) Concerns 

As we explained throughout this literature review, sustainability development and reporting 

have become a huge trend in any kind of industry, firm size and region of the world. Also 

they have gained a wide positive image in the eyes of academics and managers. However,  

Milne & Gray (2013, p. 13) offer a comprehensive critique of SR. They draw our attention 

to the current disconnect between the application of SR and what we recognise as an urgent 

issue: “sustaining the life-supporting ecological systems on which species and humanity 

depend”. Their paper has been completed and reviewed by many respectful organisations as 

well as authors: Dave Owen, Amanda Ball, The International Sustainability Conference in 
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2005, the Critical Perspectives on Accounting Conference in 2008, The Critical Management 

Studies Workshop in 2008 and many others. Therefore, we have decided to base this section 

on this critique article mainly. 

Within the context of sustainability, Milne & Gray argued that the TBL frameworks such as 

the GRI Framework has been instrumental in shaping and extending organisational practice, 

but has also become riskily confused promoting a sustainable and just world. Indeed, by 

giving sense to sustainability, predominantly through an incomplete notion of the TBL, firms 

and the institutions related have restricted their ideas to issues about themselves (Milne & 

Gray, 2013, p. 24). The authors continue and explain that the usage of the TBL as a synonym 

of corporate sustainability is an inwardly and short-sighted focused preoccupation largely 

deprived of ecological understanding. This kind of conceptions is organisation focused and 

strengthen ideas that businesses must remain going concerns (Barter and Bebbington, 2010 

ref in Milne & Gray, 2013, p. 24). In the development they examined, securing the financial 

viability of the business, making increased profits and the acknowledgement that such 

improvement might happen at the expense of the social or environment equity was largely 

avoided (young and Tilley, 2006; ref in Milne & Gray, 2013, p. 24). By the usage of an 

incomplete SR, several entities appeared to be confused, incomplete and narrow. Despite the 

issuance of partial report, those entities claim to be “moving toward sustainability”. Besides, 

the authors stated that such claims are in fact moving the trend toward a greater level of 

unsustainability. 

Moreover, through the review of several initiatives, the authors outline the definition of 

sustainability. They remind that there are natural limits to the dimension of human 

development and economic, but also and more importantly that sustainability is actually a 

concept of systems level and an organisational concept (Daly, 1992; Gray, 2010; ref in Milne 

& Gray, 2013, p. 24). Thus, they explain that businesses are organised based on intrinsic 

unsustainable lines that must be redesigned for green ones. The current corporate 

sustainability just perpetuates a false ideology, that “eco-efficiency will carry the day” and 

deny the reality. In another article with Amanda Ball (Milne, Ball, & Gray, 2005), the two 

same authors stated that the actual system of economic and financial organisation was 

leading us to relate all important problems to the level of current organisations because 

decision making and power seem to lie here. The aforementioned reality of Milnes and Gray 

is that ecology and nature do not know anything about our institutions and businesses. They 

will not reconfigure themselves to our modern institutional lines so it is our model of 

organisation which must change.  

The authors developed further their critics. They explained that one should fear that the 

delusional adoption of the metaphor of the TBL will universally spread as it is still conflated 

and confused with sustainability. Conversely to the common belief, they think that the TBL 

could be better interpreted as an institutional and organisational barrier to improve 

“ecological literacy” and better take-up of the sustainability concept. They take the GRI 

framework as an example of their critics as it is based on the TBL but does not promote the 

type of ecological thinking and changes they consider as necessary. However, they agree 

that the GRI promote improvements in SR and firm’s behaviour regarding accountability 

and stakeholder involvement but such initiatives fail to fight the incomplete recognition of 

sustainability. In conclusion, through their critic paper, the authors supported the idea that 

sustainability initiatives should return to its original conception of sustainability with an 

ecological design. They also mentioned that sustainability initiatives should back away from 

the uncritical reporting model of TBL and require to organisations to redesign business 

models and unsustainable industry (Milne & Gray, 2013). 
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3.4) Role and goals of stakeholders 

3.4.1) Shareholders satisfaction and reputation 

According to the principal corporate governance theories, a tight bond exists between 

shareholders and firms. It is in the interest of the firms to satisfy them since they provide 

capital (Solomon, 2010, p. 5 - 17). As regards to the transaction cost theory and the agency 

theory, the main objective of a firm and its shareholders is to maximise their profits. 

However, under the stakeholder theory, the bond between them extends to all the 

stakeholders surrounding the firm. Thus, firms take more and more into consideration their 

responsibility and the impact of their action on their stakeholders.(Solomon, 2010, p. 13 & 

17). Moreover, authors have put forward the increasing interest that stakeholders desire the 

adoption of sustainable policies within the firm they have placed their investment in 

(Hespenheide, Pavlovsky, & McElroy, 2010, p. 52). A lack of sustainability disclosures 

could even be construed as an evidence of firm’s poor condition and thus negatively impact 

stakeholder’s decision (Joshi & Gao, 2009, p. 33-34). In fact, There is an increasing number 

of investor who considers that a firm’s involvement in sustainable practices is an evidence of 

disciplined management and represents a success factor for firms (Robecosam, 2010). Hence, 

Enterprise has a great interest in communicating to its stakeholders when they act in a 

sustainable way. The simple fact to report their actions helps the firm to control its reputation 

risk (Bebbington, Larrinaga-González, & Moneva-Abadía, 2008, p. 373). In this sense, under 

the legitimacy theory, firms must voluntarily disclose environmental and social information to 

legitimate their legitimacy. The disclosure of this information must also be accompanied with 

actions achieved in compliance with environmental and social values and norms (Burlea & Popa, 

2013). 

Furthermore, Kajander, Sivunen, Vimpari, Pulkka, & Junnila, (2012, p. 666) noticed that 

firms are increasingly investing in the sustainability area at large, starting with the 

environmental field. By conducting their study, they assigned the investments to two factors; 

firstly, sustainability is now recognised as attractive in the eyes of investors due to the long-

term value created and secondly, it is expected that sustainability leaders will disclose better 

performance to the firm (ibid). Kajander et al. (2012, p. 666) converged their opinion with 

the Dow Jones Sustainability Index’s definition recognising that the embracement 

opportunities and risk management issued from the sustainability development of the three 

pillars always result in the long-term shareholder value.  

3.4.2) Conformity with legislation and regulation 

Hespenheide et al. (2010, p. 52) refer to the compliance with legislation and regulations as 

a reason for firms to focus more on sustainability. They emphasised the increasing quantity 

of laws imposing firms to act sustainably and to report on those actions while Cowan et al. 

(2010, p. 525) pointed that the fear of future retaliation and legislation represent a motivation 

for firms to act sustainably.  

In the article of Hespenheide et al. (2010, p. 52), the authors take as an example the 

legislation on greenhouse gas emission and carbon credits to support their saying. They 

stated that international institutions like the International Accounting Standard Board 

(IASB) and Financial Accounting Standard Board (FASB) are willing to incorporate such 

sustainability issues in the accounting standards. Even if the example of the greenhouse gas 

and the carbon credits has not been applied yet in the international guidance, the authors 

stated that firms which implemented practices to diminish their carbon emissions perform 
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better on the trading market compared to companies that did not. Hence, this fact 

demonstrates the need for sustainability among firms. It also highlights the benefits that 

firms could gain from certain legislations even if they have been reticent to the promulgation 

of these ones It also illustrates the institutional theory, which aims to understand the 

implications of plural logics but also to understand how organisations react to institutional 

complexity, and pressure Greenwood, Raynard, Kodeih, Micelotta, & Lounsbury, 2011; ref 

in Lounsbury & Boxenbaum, 2013). 

Cowan et al. (2010, p. 525) highlighted the important role that plays laws and regulations in 

the firm’s motivation to implement sustainable practices by bringing up a study conducted 

by PricewaterhouseCoopers in 2002. In fact, according to the accounting firm, the principal 

reasons influencing firms to act sustainably are the consciousness of being environmentally 

responsible, the gain of a competitive advantage, an enhanced reputation, and nonetheless 

the fear that represents new legislation. The authors also reviewed several studies made by 

Dummett in 2006, Hendry & Vesilind in 2005 and Granek & Hassanali in 2006 which gave 

credit to the following theory: Legislation is a motor for sustainability since the forces which 

drive firms to increase sustainable practices focus on financial, ethical and legal areas. Many 

drivers can be considered in this case such as the company’s sector of operation, its type of 

customers, societal expectations, cost savings, stakeholder pressure, reputation gaining, 

market advantage, the reduction of risk and the threat of future legislation. 

3.4.3) Firm's business interest 

Sustainability is not only important to actors outside the entity but as we briefly discussed it 

before, it also benefits the firm itself (Gallo & Christensen, 2011, p. 318). According to 

Hespenheide et al. (2010, p. 52), when sustainability is successfully integrated within a firm’s 

business strategy, it can provide many other benefits than those arising from stakeholder’s 

relationship and conformity with regulations and legislations. Cowan et al. (2010, p. 525) 

declared that many firms recognised that sustainable practices create economic value for their 

business by reducing operating costs and by increasing more efficiently revenues and profits 

than others business activities.  

Moreover, Granek & Hassanali (2006, p. 576 - 578) demonstrated that energy reduction, process 

improvement and waste decrease lead to a better economic situation for the firm. To assess so, 

they took as an example two firms from Toronto, Canada, which gained significant economic 

benefits by investing in sustainability. The first firm operated in lithographic printing and had 

44 employees. Through on-site recycling, process modifications and input material substitution, 

the firm significantly reduced its issuance of greenhouse gases and volatile organic compounds, 

its water consumption, as well as its waste output. The payback period was only of two years, 

and the firm saved $14.000 per year. The second firm was operating in the manufacture of 

aftermarket shoes and brake part and had 90 employees. By implementing in-process recycling, 

improving operating practices and substituting input material, the firm considerably reduced its 

oil and water wastes, and hazardous wastes. The outcome of these investments was a payback 

period of only one year and $39.000 saved in a year. 

Thus, since empirical evidence show that efforts made within sustainable programs usually pay 

for themselves thanks to process improvement, waste and energy reduction, it is logical to see 

more and more firms willing to be at the leading edge of sustainable development programs 

(Cowan et al. 2010, p. 525).  
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3.5) Conceptual model 

As explained in the introduction, the aim of this master thesis is to analyse the impact of the 

stakeholder’s pressure on the transparency of sustainability report within the GRI framework 

in Sweden. To investigate this matter, we conducted a quantitative method using data 

provided by the GRI framework. We have linked several concepts that we previously 

developed to bridge the gap in the literature and the disconnect between the stakeholder 

theory, the CSR, the SR application and the original purpose of the triple bottom line. We 

have separately tested the pressure of each group of stakeholder on the level of transparency 

given by the level of adherence, of certifications and the existence of an external assurance. 

Thus, we have elaborated the following conceptual model for our master thesis: 

 

Figure 6: Conceptual model 

Our conceptual model incorporates all the concepts defined in the theoretical framework and 

intends to answer to our research question. Hence, one can notice that the dependent and 

independent variables of our quantitative study are presented. The effect that a stakeholder’s 

pressure (independent variable) has on the transparency (dependent variable) is represented 

by blue arrows. On the right side of the model, one can notice the three components which 

compose the transparency level and belong to an organisation and only one. Transparency is 

found through a sum of those different elements: the adherence level to the GRI framework, 

the existence of an external assurance and the amount of certification obtained by an 

organisation. However, to know which groups of stakeholder influence the most an 

organisation’s transparency we need to know its sector of activity. The term “stakeholder 

industries” relates to the specific group of industries in which one stakeholder will have more 

influence than the others. An important detail is that one firm can be influenced by several 

groups of stakeholders, for instance: one reckons that a financial services firm belongs to the 

“investor’s industries” because it includes savings and cooperatives enterprises that have the 

pressure of the partners. Nonetheless, it also belongs to the ‘customer proximity industries’ 

because it is an industry well known for the general public (Chih and Chen, 2010; ref in 

Fernandez-Feijoo et al., 2014, p. 59). Thus, the level of transparency of this firm is 

influenced by the investors and the customers. 
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4) Practical method 

This chapter is devoted to describing our practical methodology of the research. We will 

thoroughly explain how we derived our hypotheses, how we collected data for our 

quantitative study, how we performed the statistical tests, and lastly we end with a detailed 

verification of the credibility of our research. 

4.1) Formulation of hypotheses 

In our study, we want to analyse the impact of the stakeholder’s pressure on the transparency 

of sustainability report. Which industries’ primary stakeholder’s pressure affect the most an 

organisation’s transparency of this same industries? The legitimacy and stakeholder theories 

allow us to determine which industries we would select to conduct our study (Fernandez-

Feijoo et al., 2014, p. 58). We differentiate four distinct industries such as the 

environmentally sensitive industries, the high investor pressure industries, the high 

employee pressure industries and the consumer proximity industries (Branco and Rodrigues, 

2008; ref in Fernandez-Feijoo et al., 2014, p. 58). 

De facto, we have set four different hypotheses as follow: 

 

H1 Companies in environmentally sensitive industries present CSR reports with 

higher levels of transparency than companies in non-environmentally sensitive 

industries 

H2 Companies in industries with high consumer proximity present CSR reports with 

higher levels of transparency than companies in industries with low consumer 

proximity 

H3 Companies in industries with high pressure from investors offer CSR reports with 

higher levels of transparency than companies in industries with low pressure 

H4 Companies in industries with high pressure from employees perform CSR reports 

with higher levels of transparency than companies in industries with low pressure 

Table 6: Hypotheses 

4.2) Quantitative data collection 

When it comes to data collection, two types of data exist, primary data and secondary data. 

Simply, primary data is data collected by the researcher himself to answer to his study 

purpose whereas secondary data already exists and has been collected by a researcher to 

complete another survey purpose. Vartanian (2011, p. 13) explains that secondary data is 

less time consuming and less expensive than primary data. Then secondary data help the 

realisation of the large data study. Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill (2009,p.268) add the 

character viable to the secondary data qualifying them as “higher-quality data”. 

Besides those non-negligible advantages, some disadvantages emerge. Again, Saunders, 

Lewis, & Thornhill (2009,p.269-272) listed them. They explained that secondary data “may 

be collected for a purpose that does not match your need », « access may be difficult or 

costly », « aggregations and definitions may be unsuitable », « no real control over data 

quality » and « initial purpose may affect how data are presented ». The most usual problem 
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is that secondary data are collected for a purpose which differs from the researcher one. The 

survey can also gather a vast amount of concepts whereas one needs a specific one. In 

reverse, the study may be too specific and does not entirely cover the subject that one 

considers. To make a general conclusion of the secondary data pros and cons, Vartanian 

(2010,p.16-17) summed up perfectly and wrote : “In many ways, users of secondary data 

trade control over the conditions and quality of the data collection for accessibility, 

convenience, and reduced costs in time, money and inconvenience to participants”.  

More specifically, we use secondary documentary data; they are often used in research or 

master thesis that are conducted within a specific company or organisation. In our case, 

within the GRI framework, those documentary data can be written materials such as an 

organisation’s database, or they can be in the form of non-written materials such as media 

accounts and voice recordings (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 258). 

Our choice of secondary documentary data was the result of a reflexion pre-study after 

having carefully considered the collection data options. We took our decision regarding our 

research question and the availability of current data. The GRI provides information 

regarding the sustainability reporting that it would have taken a while to collect the data by 

ourselves especially within the frame of our thesis. Moreover, we were enthusiastic by the 

fact to mainly focus on the analysis instead of spending time in the data collection but also 

use those high-quality data which gather primary sources (companies’ sustainability 

reports). To that end, we needed to make sure that the data were containing our dependent 

variable which is the transparency of the sustainability report. The GRI framework does not 

provide in a direct way the transparency character of the sustainability report, but it contains 

elements which allow us to determinate the transparency. We made sure that conceptually 

comparable variables were present. Indeed, some GRI criterions lead to the conclusion 

whether one report is transparent or not. 

Sustainability reports registered in the GRI framework are the heart of our data collection 

process. We chose the GRI framework because it is one of the main structure regarding the 

sustainability reporting (Fernandez-Feijoo, Romero, & Ruiz, 2014; Brown et al. 2009; 

Dentchev 2004; Manetti and Becatti 2009; Nikolaeva and Bicho 2011). We collected data 

from 2015 (which were reported in 2016) following the G4 standard in Sweden. We decided 

to focus on one year mainly for two reasons. Firstly, the G4 appeared in 2013 and became 

mandatory only in 2015 which prevents us from taking into account the 2014 reports because 

of the existence of two different guidelines standard. Secondly, we could not consider the 

2016 reports as some organisations did not report it yet while we were doing our research 

study. 

The data are classified regarding the size (large, MNE, SME), the industry (38 different 

ones), the country (Sweden), the region (Europe), the report type (G4) and the reporting year 

(2016). Based on all these previous filters, 141 organisations have been found, thus the same 

amount has been treated during this study. When we selected one institution, we had access 

to the following information: size, type, listed, sector, country, state status, employees, 

revenue, GRI gold community, stock listing code. However, some companies do not 

communicate certain of those criteria. The company reports from different years are 

published, and when we selected one, the GRI provided information such as the year of 

publication, report type, adherence level (In accordance core / In accordance Comprehensive 

/ Undeclared), sector supplement, integrated, external assurance (assurance provider, the 

type, scope, level ..). The collaboration with some others institutions partnership is also 
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available; we defined them as certifications:  SDGs, CDP, IFC, OECD Guidelines, UNGC, 

ISO 26000, AA1000.  

4.3) Variables 

4.3.1) Dependent variable 

Our dependent variable is the transparency of the sustainability report. The “transparency” 

variable is obtained via four sub-variables respectively to the G4 guidelines. The three sub-

variable chosen are the adherence level, the adhesion of guidelines from others institutions 

partner and the external assurance of sustainability report. 

Firstly, we measure the adherence level which enumerated the level of completeness and 

public disclosure to which a company presents a report “In Accordance” with the G4 

guidelines. 

Secondly, we measure how many times the company respects the guidelines from others 

certifications. There are seven certifications partners: SDGs, CDP, IFC, OECD Guidelines, 

UNGC, ISO 26000, AA1000 AS. 

• SDGs: Sustainable Development Goals adopts a universal approach to the 

sustainable development agenda. This organisation calls on business to use 

innovation and creativity to treat development challenges and accept the need for 

governments which support sustainability reporting (GRI, 2017). 

• CDP: This non-profit charity organisation takes care of the global disclosure 

system for companies, investors, states, regions and cities to control their 

environmental impacts. (GRI, 2017). 

• IFC: The International Finance Corporation is the largest global development 

institution focused on the private sector in developing countries (GRI, 2017). 

• OECD: Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development is an 

intergovernmental economic organisation to stimulate economic progress and 

world trade (OECD, 2017). 

• UNGC: The United Nations Global Compact is an initiative run by the union of 

different countries to encourage companies worldwide to adopt socially and 

sustainable, responsible policies, and to report on it (UNGC, 2017). 

• ISO 26000: Created by the International Organisation for Standardisation, it serves 

as guidance on social responsibility. The goal of it is to contribute to the global 

sustainable development by encouraging organisations to perform social 

responsibility and improve their impacts on the environment, the employees and the 

communities (globalreporting.org).  

• AA 1000 AS: The AA1000 Series of Standards aims to help leadership 

organisations understand, respond to, and benefit from sustainability challenges 

(accountability.org). 

 

A company which respects the guidelines of 5 out of 7 institutions partner are obviously 

more reliable than a company which doesn’t meet any of the others institutions guidelines.  

Finally, we aim to account the number of times that the company presents an AS of the SR 

regarding the number of SR presented. Indeed the independent external assurance is not 

mandatory but adds credibility and reliability of the companies and the GRI (Grushina, 2011; 



40 

 

ref in Fernandez-Feijoo et al., 2014). The GRI advise companies to use an external assurance 

even if it does not impede the company to be “in accordance” with the guidelines of G4. 

4.3.2) Independent variables 

We aim to analyse the relationship between stakeholders and industry to examine the groups 

of stakeholders’ pressure on each sector. This assessment is possible thanks to the realisation 

of “dichotomist variables” representing the different stakeholders such as customers, 

employees, environment and investors (Fernandez-Feijoo et al., 2014). 

 

ENVIRONMENTALLY SENSITIVE 

INDUSTRIES 

Tagesson et al. (2009); Gamerschlag et al. (2011); 

Branco and Rodrigues (2008). 

All the company whose activities 

impact badly the environment 

(extractive or high pollution 

industries): 

Agriculture, Automotive and aviation, 

railroad, Chemical construction, 

construction materials, Energy utilities, 

Forest and paper products, Logistics, 

Metal products, Mining, Waste 

management and water utilities. 

CONSUMER PROXIMITY INDUSTRIES 

Sweeney and Coughlan (2008); Branco and 

Rodrigues (2008). 

 

Energy services, Financial services, Food 

and beverage products, Healthcare, 

household and personal products, 

Retailers, Telecommunications, Textiles 

and apparel, Waste management and 

water utilities, Commercial services, 

Consumer durables, Media, Tobacco, 

Tourism/Leisure, Universities. 

HIGH INVESTOR PRESSURE INDUSTRIES 

Collins, 2010; Chihand Chen 2010 

Industries in which more than 50% of 

companies are traded on the stock 

exchange. 

Financial services, Automotive, Aviation, 

Chemicals, Computers, Conglomerates, 

Construction, Construction materials, 

Consumer durables, Energy, Energy 

utilities, Financial services, Healthcare, 

Products, Household and personal 

products, Media, Metals products, Real 

estate, Retailers, Technology, Hardware, 

Telecommunications, Textiles and 

apparel and toys. 

HIGH EMPLOYEE PRESSURE 

INDUSTRIES 

Aldama et al., 2009; Ellis, 2009; Haski- 

Leventhal, 2012; Wei et al., 2009;  Huang and 

Kung (2010) 

Employees in large companies. 

They are more organised and their 

opinions are better considered at a 

managerial level. 
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Table 7: Stakeholders’ Industries (Fernandez-Feijoo et al., 2014, p. 58) 

 

4.3.3) Control variables 

We decided to insert two control variables: the company’s type and quotation. 

Following the Fernandez-Feijoo et al. (2014) research study, we use the company quotation. 

Regarding the variable “quoted”, we distinguish between publicly traded companies and 

non-publicly traded companies. We take a close interest in the business legal entity. A 

company can be a cooperative one, a non-profit organisation, a private company, a public 

institution or a state-owned company. 

• A cooperative is an organisation which is owned by those using the benefit of their 

own operation (Merriam Webster, 2015). 

• A non-profit organisation is an organisation which allocate tax-exempt to their 

donors. The organisation itself does not pay any income tax on the donations or 

money they earn thanks to fundraising campaign (Investopedia, 2017). 

• A private company is a company iioookwhich restrict the stockholders right 

regarding their shares transfer. The member's limitation is about 50 shareholders who 

are/were employees. The shares are not issued or trade on public exchanges (Merriam 

Webster, 2015). 

• A public institution is an organisation run by government for the public to use (i.e. 

school, hospital, library, jail …) (Investopedia, 2017). 

• A state-owned company is created and owned by a government (wholly or partially) 

to compete in commercial activities (Investopedia, 2017). 

4.4) Statistical method  

4.4.1) Data set up and coding in STATA 

We chose to extract our data sample from the GRI framework as explained before. The 

sample has been reduced from 167 to 141 organisations. Indeed, some of them are lacking 

information. Their activity sector such as “Equipment”, “non-profit serving”, “public 

agencies” and “others” are difficult to classify if we want to respect the previous theories on 

which we based our independent variable classification. This extraction choice leads to the 

deletion of non-profit organisations which is an element of our organisation type variable. 

Instead of having five different legal entity, we count henceforth only four elements. 

From now on, we present our STATA coding. Regarding our dependent variable, we decide 

to achieve a sum of the three transparency criteria we have chosen. Each one varies between 

0 and 1.  

• The first element which composes the transparency is the adherence level. It 

measures the relevance, the public disclosure and the completeness. It is the level to 

which the company presented its 2015 report. The highest level is "In accordance - 

Comprehensive" which is equal to 1; then the second level is "In accordance - Core" 

which is equal to 0,5 and finally if it does not meet the G4 Guidelines it is considered  

"Undeclared", so it is equal to 0. 

http://www.investopedia.com/terms/e/exchange.asp
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• The second element of the transparency variable is the external assurance. It 

measures the transparency and credibility of the report. The element adopts a value 

of 1 if it has been certified by a third party and a value of 0 if not. 

• Then the third element is certifications. It measures the comparability and the 

comprehensiveness of the report. This element is expressed through the amount of 

certification that a company obtains when meeting the guidelines of different 

frameworks. Based on a grade out of 7, a ratio is calculated. 

We will achieve four simple regressions using a different independent variable. Each 

variable assumes a value of 1 if the organisation belongs to their industries regarding their 

own characteristics, if not the variable adopts a value of 0. 

• The first variable is customer proximity industries; this variable assumes a value of 

1 if the organisation belongs to a sector well known to the public as a consumer. 

• The second variable is employee oriented industries, to define this variable we use 

the size of the organisation. Indeed, the more a firm has employees, the higher the 

degree of transparency they will demand. According to the GRI database, there are 

three categories of size which are small and medium, large and multinational. Thus, 

this variable adopts a value of 1 for the multinational and the large firms and a 

value of 0 if smaller. 

• The third one is environmentally sensitive industries, if the organisation has a 

strong impact on the environment the variable assumes a value of 1, if not 0.  

• The fourth one is investor-oriented industries; it means that if the firm belongs to an 

industry which is highly influenced by its investors the variable adopts a value of 1, 

if not it is 0.  

The model we use includes two control variables. The first one is the control variable 

“quoted" which adopts a value of 1 if the organisation is listed and 0 if not. The second one 

is organisation’s type which separates each element (cooperative, non-profit organisation, 

private company, public institution and state-owned) assuming a value of 1 if the 

organisation belong to this specific element, 0 if not. 

4.4.2) Descriptive statistics 

We use descriptive statistics to determine correlations and compare the different variables 

in our quantitative data analysis. They correspond to “a group of statistical methods used to 

summarise, describe or display quantitative data”(Collis, J., & Hussey, 2014, p. 341). 

Descriptive statistics help with the presentation of data as they are displayed through 

graphical forms.  

4.4.2.1) Mode, median, mean value 

According to Saunders et al., (2009, p. 444), three statistical measures help the determination 

of the central tendency: mode, median, and mean. Briefly, the mode represents the value 

which appears the most often; the median is the middle value after ranking the data and the 

mean, the average value including all the data value (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 244). 

According to Collis, J., & Hussey (2014, p. 244-245), the mean is “the arithmetic average of 

a set of data in a sample and can only be calculated for ratio or interval variables”. Therefore, 

the mean is the division of the observation sum by the observation number. They describe 

the median as “the mid-value of a set of data that has been arranged in size order”. The 

median is the succession of operation: Firstly we rank the data by size, starting with the 

smallest observation first. Then, when all observations are ranked by size, the median is the 
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middlemost value. In the case of a sample with an even amount of observations, there is no 

intuitive “middlemost value because two values will “be in the middle”. So, in that case, the 

median is the resulting mean value of the two middlemost values. Finally, the mode is “the 

most frequently occurring value in a data set and can be used for all variables, irrespective 

of the measurement scale ”(Collis, J., & Hussey, 2014, p. 244). 

4.4.2.2) Normal distribution 

We need to determine whether parametric or non-parametric tests fit the best to our data. To 

do this, a primordial step before the assessment of statistical methods is required: the 

verification of the data normality. The normal distribution of data is “a theoretical frequency 

distribution that is bell-shaped and symmetrical around the mean, with tails extending 

indefinitely either side of the centre”.(Collis, J., & Hussey, 2014, p. 343). It is important to 

meet the normality criteria, to prove the accuracy of our data, to ensure the parametric test 

completeness that we use.  

We will be able to determine whether our data follows a normal distribution thanks to the 

formal test of normality but also graphical expressions such as histograms, Q–Q plots or box 

plots. We use the Skewness and Kurtosis which are numerical methods to check our data 

normality. Indeed, even though graphic representation helps the verification of the normal 

distribution, they fail to prove evidence that normal assumptions required (Yap & Sim, 2011, 

p. 2141).  Collis, J., & Hussey (2014, p. 252) outline two important measures. The first one, 

skewness correspond to “a measure of the extent to which a frequency distribution is 

asymmetric”. A skewed distribution includes a mean, a median and a mode with different 

values whereas a normal distribution has a 0 skewness. In a positively skewed distribution, 

most of the observation are on the left, and extreme values are on the right tail. In reverse, 

the tail is in the right curve part, and most of the values are on the right when there is a 

negative skew. Kurtosis is “a measure of the extent to which a frequency distribution is 

flatter or more peaked than a normal distribution” (Upton and Cook,2006; ref in Collis, J., 

& Hussey, 2014, p. 252). A normal distribution detains a 0 kurtosis. Saunders et al., (2009, 

p. 594) make the point that “if a distribution is pointier or peaked, it is leptokurtic and the 

kurtosis value is positive. If a distribution is flatter, it is platykurtic and the kurtosis value is 

negative”. 

The normality test through skewness and kurtosis holds a Z-test. To calculate the Z-score, 

we divide skew value and excess kurtosis respectively by their standard errors. 

 

 

The standard error varies depending on the sample size: it becomes smaller using a larger 

sample, and then, the null hypothesis can be more easily side-lined. Consequently, critical 

values which determine when the null hypothesis have to be rejected differ regarding the 

size of the sample. In small samples Z-test (n < 50), skewness or kurtosis z-values are larger 

than 1.96 (0.05 alpha level) cause the null hypothesis rejection. In our study, our sample is 

a medium-sized one (50<n<300), the null hypothesis rejection is applied when the z-score 

is over 3.29 (with 0.05 as our alpha level). Then, the conclusion of a non-normal distribution 

change depending on the different sample size results (Kim, 2013, p. 53). 
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The assessment of data normality, linearity and homoscedasticity are possible after analysing 

residuals. We also use the Shapiro-Wilk test which is one of the most powerful normality 

test (Yap & Sim, 2011, p. 1). The P-value lies between zero and one. The rejection of 

normality is possible when P-value is a small one, inferior to 0.05. In reverse, a p-value 

superior to 0.05 shows the data normality. Moreover, in order to test the homoscedasticity 

(homogeneity of variance), we use the Cameron & Trivedi's decomposition of IM test but 

also the Breush-Pagan / Cook-Weisberg test. If normality, linearity and homoscedasticity of 

residuals are manifest, then the linear regression analysis is possible. 

4.4.2.3) Pearson's correlation 

According to Collis, J., & Hussey (2014, p. 270), a correlation is “a measure of the direction 

and strength of association between two quantitative variables”. It indicates the existence or 

the absence of the relationship between two variables. A correlation can be either linear or 

non-linear, either positive or negative. The correlation coefficient, ranging from -1 to +1, 

give us an indicator of the relationship strength. A 1 coefficient means that the relationship 

is entirely positively linear, a 0 coefficient corresponds to no association whereas a -1 

signifies a perfect negative linear association (Collis, J., & Hussey, 2014, p. 270). 

 

Figure 7: Values of the correlation coefficient (Saunders et al., 2009, p.459) 

Collis, J., & Hussey (2014, p. 270) indicate that if the coefficient is included between:  

• -0.90 to 0.99, the negative correlation between the two variables is very strong 

• -0.70 to 0.89, the negative correlation between the two variables is strong 

• -0.40 to 0.69, the negative correlation between the two variables is moderate 

• 0 to -0.39, the negative correlation between the two variables is weak 

• 0 to 0.39, the correlation between the two variables is weak  

• 0.40 to 0.69, the correlation between the two variables is moderate 

• 0.70 to 0.89, the correlation between the two variables is strong  

• 0.90 to 0.99, the correlation between the two variables is very strong 

 

We aim to detect any intense multi-collinearity (coefficient ≥ .70) between our variables. 

Before assessing the regression analysis, we would exclude some of them if the variables 

result to be highly correlated as it would be a redundancy of information.  

4.4.3) Simple regression analysis 

A regression analysis helps the prediction of the dependent variable value thanks to the 

known independent variable value(s). Saunders et al., (2009, p. 599) describe the regression 

analysis as a “process of calculating a regression coefficient and regression equation using 

one independent variable and one dependent variable”. We use a simple regression to test 

our hypotheses and then, to analyse the relationship between our independent variables 

(Investor-oriented industries, Environmentally sensitive industries, Employee-oriented 

industries, Customer proximity industries) one by one and our dependent variable 
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(transparency of the sustainability reporting). Indeed, we strive to go further with the 

assessment of the correlation by doing a linear regression which gives an additional 

“indication of  the ability of an independent variable to predict an outcome in a dependent 

variable where there is a linear relationship between them”(Collis, J., & Hussey, 2014, p. 

281). 

Our statistical model for simple regression is the following: 

 

𝑌 =  𝛼0 +  𝛼1𝑋𝑛 + 𝑎2𝑍1 +  𝛼3𝑍2 + 𝜀  
Where:  

Y= dependent variable 

Xn = independent variable 

Z= control variables 

𝛼n = coefficients 

ε = error variable 

The coefficient of determination, R-square measures the predictability quality of the 

regression equation. Its value is represented on a scale of 0 to 1. With a value equal to 1, the 

regression equation is a perfect predictor whereas a value equal to 0 means that the regression 

predictability is weak (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 463). A coefficient of determination high is 

expected in our study to allow us the determination of the significance of the relationship of 

the following relationships. We will have four linear regression analysis testing our different 

hypotheses which show the pressure of different groups of stakeholders on the transparency. 

We analyse the contribution of both the independent and the control variables, on the 

dependent variable, the transparency. 

To verify each of our hypotheses, we attribute one regression. 

Regression 1: 

T =  𝜶𝟎 +  𝜶𝟏𝑪𝑷𝑰 + 𝒂𝟐𝑻𝒚𝒑 +  𝜶𝟑𝑸𝒖𝒐 + 𝜺 

Where T is transparency; CPI is consumer-proximity industries; Typ is the company type 

and Quo is quoted variable. 

Regression 2: 

T =  𝜶𝟎 +  𝜶𝟏𝑬𝑶𝑰 + 𝒂𝟐𝑻𝒚𝒑 +  𝜶𝟑𝑸𝒖𝒐 + 𝜺 

Where T is transparency; EOI is employee-oriented industries; Typ is the company type 

and Quo is quoted variable. 

Regression 3: 

T=  𝜶𝟎 +  𝜶𝟏𝑬𝑺𝑰 + 𝒂𝟐𝑻𝒚𝒑 +  𝜶𝟑𝑸𝒖𝒐 + 𝜺 

Where T is transparency; ESI is environmentally-sensitive industries; Typ is the company 

type and Quo is quoted variable. 

 

Regression 4: 

T=  𝜶𝟎 +  𝜶𝟏𝑰𝑶𝑰 + 𝒂𝟐𝑻𝒚𝒑 +  𝜶𝟑𝑸𝒖𝒐 + 𝜺 

Where T is transparency; IOI is investor-oriented industries; Typ is the company type and 

Quo is quoted variable. 



46 

 

  



47 

 

5) Empirical results and analysis 

 In this chapter, we are going to present the descriptive statistics of our quantitative analysis 

followed by the formal test of normality and the Pearson correlation.  Then we will present 

the unexpected results of our simple regression analysis before concluding this chapter with 

a discussion of the results and the possible explanation of it. 

5.1) Descriptive and summary statistics 

Graziano and Raulin (2014, p. 129) stated that descriptive statistics are used to describe data 

with only one or two numbers, which enables to compare groups easily. It also provides a 

basis for subsequent analysis using inferential statistics. Thus, in this part of the chapter we 

will present the basic features of our data in this master thesis. 

In appendix 6, we presented the full table of our sample sorted by their level of Transparency 

from the lowest in row 2, to the highest in row 143. This transparency level which represents 

our dependent variable is the sum of three different variables. The level of adherence and 

the certification ratio are continuous variables which range from 0 to 1. The Assurance 

variable is a dummy variable which adopts a value of 1 if an external assurance has been 

given the SR and 0 if not. An overview of our table can be found in Table 8 below. As stated 

in the previous chapters, the data have been provided by the GRI framework.  

One can notice important differences as regard of the amount of certification of the 

organisations presented in column E. Indeed, it can vary from a ratio of 0 with 0 certifications 

out of 7 to a ratio of 0.7142857 with 5 certifications out of 7. The minimum of 0 certification 

represents 42% of our sample and the maximum of 5 certifications represents 0,71% with 

only one firm that attained this level. The mean certification of the sample is of 0,1671733, 

whereas the median certification has a value of 0,1428571. This means that half of the 

organisations of the sample acquired only 1 or no certification and that just a few 

organisations of our sample acquired a significant number of certifications. Thus, the 

organisations which detain an important number of certification have in proportion a weak 

influence on the mean certification as the mean certification is only 1,17 times higher than 

the median certification. One can see that the certifications obtained a right skew distribution 

since the mean is higher than the median certification. 

The level of adherence of each firm is also presented in Table 8 in column C. This categorical 

variable takes only three possible values. 0 if the level of adherence is Undeclared in the GRI 

database, 0,5 if the level of adherence is “In accordance – Core” and 1 if the level is “In 

accordance – Comprehensive”. This variable does not vary a lot from a company to another 

since none of the organisation present in our sample has been attributed the highest grade of 

1. Thus, the frequency varies only between the minimum of 0 to 0,5. However, the majority 

of our sample has been declared as “In accordance – Core” because 94 organisations 

(66,67% of the total) have a grade of 0,5. The others 47 entities so 33,33% were attributed a 

value of 0.  

The last variable which composes our dependent variable Transparency is the existence of 

an external assurance. If an organisation have brought an external assurance to its sustainable 

report it will be attributed a value of 1 otherwise 0. We can see that 94 organisations do not 

bring an external assurance; that is to say 66,67%. The rest of the sample, which is 47 entities 

or 33,33%, have brought an external assurance. An interesting fact is that 45 out of those 47 

organisations have been declared as “In accordance – Core”. In other words, 95,74% of the 
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entities which have an external assurance comply with the GRI framework, which is not 

mandatory according to the G4 guidelines. However, only 52% of the 94 organisations which 

reached this level of adherence have an external assurance. With a coefficient of correlation 

of only 0,4362, one can state that the correlation exists but is relatively weak. Another 

comparison shows that 27 organisations or 57% of the external assurance sub-sample have 

more than 1 certification, which means that they are located above the median of our total 

sample.  Nevertheless, once again the coefficient of correlation is relatively low with a value 

of 0,3631. Then, a relatively important correlation (0,5083) exists between the level of 

adherence and the amount of certification obtained by an organisation. This enters in 

accordance with the G4 Guidelines which was created with the aim to incorporate the 

guidelines of other frameworks, as explained in the conceptual framework. Among the 94 

organisations in accordance with the GRI framework, 48 entities or 51% have more than 1 

certification. Subsequently, they are above the certification median of our sample. 

 

Table 8: Overview of the transparency information of the sample 

Finally, we created a continuous variable composed of the three previous variables described 

above in order to measure the transparency of each firm. This dependent variable is named 

“D.V” and is located in column B of Table 8 above. When elaborating this function, we tried 

different methods on the models. We first opted for a simple average function of the three 

elements composing the “D.V” but we ended with the same unsatisfactory results. Then, we 

decided to compute a weighted average function based on the correlation metrics of each 

element, which means a high metric would lead to a higher weight in the outcome. This 

method brought us to the same results as before. Therefore, we decided to adopt the simplest 

solution since the three options tested were leading to the same function. We computed a 

simple sum of the elements due to the fact that they are varying in the same range, from 0 to 

1. The results of this is then a continuous variable varying between 0 and 3. However, the 

values of our data sample range from 0 to 2,214286 since no firm reached a perfect level of 

transparency. The DV mean of the sample is 0,8338399 while the DV median is 0,6428571. 
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One can then notice that half of our sample have been attributed a grade of 0,64 or lower and 

that the firms located above are not significant enough to level the mean. Nevertheless, 25% 

of the sample have a grade higher than 1,642857 which indicates that despite the few 

organisations in this range, certain organisations reached a respectable level of transparency. 

A sum up of the frequency distributions for each of those variables is disclosed below to 

better communicate to the reader the general points and have a clearer view of our 

description. Respectively, the reader can find the certification on the top left, the adherence 

on the top right, the D.V on the bottom left and then the assurance on the bottom right. Once 

again, we remind to the reader that the D.V is constructed by the sum of the three other 

elements. 

 

Figure 8: Histogram - Frequency distributions of the dependent variable and its 

components 

As shown in table 9 below, most of our variables are dummy variables. In consequence, 

when analysing those variables under the descriptive statistic section, we can only describe 

their frequency of distributions and median. 
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Table 9: Descriptive statistics of the variables 

Regarding the control variables (organisation type and listed) we made a description of our 

sample: 

• 2,84% or 4 entities are cooperatives 

• 71,63% or 101 businesses are private companies 

• 3,55% or 5 organisations are public institutions 

• 21,99% or 31 observations are state-owned companies 

• 58,16% or 82 organisations are listed 

Then we present the frequency of our independent variables. We remind to the reader that 

one organisation can be influenced by different stakeholder industries: 

• 56,03% or 79 entities belong the high consumer proximity industries. 

• 32,62% or 46 organisations belong to the environmentally sensitive industries.  

• 79,43% or 112 firms belong to the high investor pressure industries. 

• 86,52% or 122 organisations belong to the high employee pressure industries. 

5.2) Hypotheses tests and analysis 

For all our following hypothesis test, we first and foremost look at the P-value which shows 

the significance level of the association between variables. A strong association evidence is 

represented by a small p-value. In our study, a P-value inferior to 0,05 is considered to be 

low enough. In fact, this means that we can be 95% sure that the relation between our two 

variables is not a coincidence and is accurate. Then, we describe each hypothesis correlation 

coefficient and regression analysis. 

5.2.1) Hypothesis 1  

Hypothesis 1 

 Companies in environmentally sensitive industries present CSR reports with higher levels 

of transparency than companies in non-environmentally sensitive industries 

The table below presents the result of the H1 regression analysis. The regression analysis 

unveiled a P-value of 0.318 which is superior to 0.05. This implies it does not exist any good 

probability that the relation between the environmentally sensitive industries and the 
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transparency level is accurate. Therefore, we cannot reject the null hypothesis and then, there 

is no causal relationship between our variables.  

We have decided to undertake a t-statistic test to know whether we accept the null hypothesis 

or not. Our critical value range is obtained thanks to the values table of the t-distribution. 

We use both the degree of freedom (5), and the significance level (0.05). In this H1 

regression analysis, the range is the following (-2.571, 2.571) and our t-value is 1. 

Consequently, we cannot reject this null hypothesis.  

In addition, the H1 Person correlation coefficient of 0.1226, explains a weak positive 

relationship between our two variables. The relation between the environmentally sensitive 

industries and the transparency level is insignificant which leads us to reject our hypothesis. 

 

Table 10: Linear regression analysis model 1 - Environment 

We have conducted the linear regression for the first hypothesis which then represents our 

model. We now aim to extend that discussion and consider the evaluation of our model’s 

assumptions. Basically, with each statistical test, there are assumptions concerning our data. 

When those assumptions are not met, this can lead to an increase in error rate. Thus, we will 

go through those assumptions related to simple linear regressions analysis. One of these 

assumptions is the normality of the residuals and the homogeneity of the residuals. 

As explained in previous chapter, the aim of prediction regression is to try to predict scores 

on the dependent variable as a function of the predicted variable. We can predict the 

transparency in our data set by computing the intercept value (constant) with the product of 

the reduction coefficient times the score on the predicted variable x (see formula in previous 

chapter). Essentially, the data or observations are normally following a type of trend along 

the prediction line that we are generating. Then, once the predicted line is generated we 

obtain the coordinates x and y of each observation. In addition, we also have the predicted x 

and y of the same given observations on our line. In other words, for every observation in 

our dataset, there is an actual score on y and a predicted score on y, the difference between 

those two values is called “Residual”. For each x value, we will have a certain number of 

residuals associated with it. In the case of an actual observation which falls exactly on our 

predicted line then the value of the residual will be 0. Moreover, if the observed value is 
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higher than the predicted line then the residuals will be positive and conversely, a lower 

observed value than the predicted line will have a negative residual (Crowson, 2015).  

Furthermore, a function related to the distribution of the residuals exists and can be generated 

once the linear regression has been performed. This function is related to the normality of 

the residuals and their homogeneity. The idea of normality is that under a normal 

distribution, one can imagine the distribution of residuals at a given value of x because for 

any x value the residuals will share the same distribution and will be normally  “shaped”. 

The residuals should then exhibit a normal distribution around each predicted value; it is 

basically called conditional distributions of residuals(Crowson, 2015).  

Another assumption to confirm our model relates to the homoscedasticity of the residuals. It 

says that if we had to compute the variance for each of the residuals around the predicted 

line, the variance of those distribution would be equal, and that’s what called homogeneity 

of the variances. Thus, under a normal distribution one would see an equality of residuals’ 

variances across levels of our predicted x (Crowson, 2015).  

 

Figure 9: Scatterplots and Histogram of residuals of the model 1 - Environment 

In order to evaluate those two assumptions there are statistical tests as well as graphical 

observations. The scatter plot and the histogram are often used for a first visual estimate of 

the assumptions. A first graphical observation is a residual plot (see figure 9 scatter plot on 

the left side). As we just explained, if one wants to see if the residuals of the model 1 matches 

the normality assumption one must look at the scatter plot and compute the sum of the 

residuals. It is supposed to be equal to 0 as well as the mean of the residuals.  

In terms of the distribution of the residual plot for each value on x axe, we want that the 

residual plots exhibit a random pattern of the distribution, in other words, we want them not 

to exhibit any kind of systematic distribution such as a shape apart from what one can expect. 

The basic idea is that what we aim to assess the homogeneity as well as linearity and potential 

outliers.  

However, as one can notice in our scatter plots on the left side of figure 9, the spread of our 

residuals is slightly increasing as the scores are increasing on x. The model is not functioning 

the same way across the level of our predicted variable x. This phenomenon means that the 

variance of the residuals is increasing and that a pattern exists. This pattern can translate a 

violation of our normality and homogeneity assumption (Crowson, 2015). 

The second observable graphic regarding the normality of the residuals is the histogram of 

the residuals. The line on the graph represent the normal curve overlay, it is not recognised 

as a perfect method for exhibiting normality but it can reveal a fair evidence of normality. 
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Our histogram shows significant irregularities and do not follow the normal curve which 

reveals, once again, the violation of normality assumption. 

After having used the visual indication with the histogram and the scatter plot one needs to 

run statistical test to confirm what the graphics have disclosed. We first started with the 

Shapiro-Wilk W test for normal data. This test allows checking the normality of the 

residuals. The significant value which will indicate the normality of our model is the p-value. 

In this case, we do not want the p-value to indicate a statistical significance otherwise that 

would suggest that our data are deported from a normal distribution (Crowson, 2015). 

The second statistical test concerns homogeneity since the simple observation of graphics 

provides indications but not a complete assurance of the heterogeneity of the residuals. 

Therefore, we decided to run the Cameron & Trivedi’s decomposition of IM-test and the 

Breusch-Pagan / Cook-Weisberg test for heteroskedasticity. Essentially the p values 

disclosed are testing for homoscedasticity and heteroscedasticity. In general, we are looking 

for p values which are larger as opposed to smaller. These are two different types of test of 

homogeneity of variances. Thus, if the p value is less than 0,05 that would be an evidence in 

favour of heteroscedasticity and that would mean that we are not meeting our distribution 

assumptions as regards to the residuals. If the p value is greater than 0,05 it would be an 

evidence of homoscedasticity and that our model is more likely meeting the assumption of 

linear regression statistical test. 

Variable Obs W V Z Prob>z 

Residual Model 

1 

141 0,96669 3,676 2,942 0,00163 

Table 11: Shapiro-Wilk W test for normal data of our model 1 - Environment 

The table disclosing the results of the Shapiro-Wilk test (Table 11) indicates that we have a 

lower p value than our alpha, 0,05 and that would suggest that our residuals are not normally 

distributed. 

Source Chi2 Df p 

Heteroskedasticity 8,96 10 0,5363 

Skewness 33,86 5 0,0000 

Kurtosis 3,18 1 0,0747 

Total 45,99 16 0,0001 

Table 12: Cameron & Trivedi’s decomposition of IM-test of the model 1 – Environment 

 

Chi2(1) 0,01 

Prob > Chi2 0,9042 

Table 13: Breush-Pagan / Cook-Weisberg test for heteroskedasticity of the model 1 - 

Environment 
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We have reasonable evidence of homoscedasticity because the p-value of the model 1 is 

above the Alpha 0,05 for both test which confirms the distribution assumption of the model 

1 residuals. 

5.2.2) Hypothesis 2 

Hypothesis 2 

 Companies in industries with high consumer proximity present CSR reports with higher 

levels of transparency than companies in industries with low consumer proximity 

 

Table 14: Linear regression analysis model 2 - Customer 

After running the regression between our independent variable, companies in industries with 

high consumer proximity and our dependent variable, the level of transparency. We obtain 

a P-value of 0.523 which is superior to our alpha of 5 percent. The t-value is 0.64 and then, 

falls within our critical value range of (-2.571, 2.571). Thus, we cannot reject that our 

hypothesis 2 is a null hypothesis. 

When taking a look at the Pearson correlation coefficient, we find a value of 0.054. This 

extremely low value indicates the insignificance of the relation between our two variables 

as it is a very low positive correlation. Therefore, high consumer proximity does not have 

any significant effect on the firm's transparency level. 

We now address the linear regression assumptions of normality and homoscedasticity for 

our model 2. 
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Figure 10: Scatterplots and Histogram of residuals of the model 2 - Customer 

As one can notice in our scatter plots on the left side of figure 10, the spread of our residuals 

is increasing as the scores are increasing on x, as in our model 1. The model is not functioning 

the same way across the level of our predicted variable x. This phenomenon means that the 

variance of the residuals is increasing and that a pattern exists. This pattern can translate a 

violation of our normality and homogeneity assumption. 

The second observable graphic regarding the normality of the residuals is the histogram of 

the residuals, on the ride side of Figure 10. The line on the graph represent the normal curve 

overlay, it is not recognised as a perfect method for exhibiting normality, but it can reveal a 

fair evidence of normality. Our histogram shows significant irregularities and do not follow 

the normal curve which reveals, once again, the violation of normality assumption. 

Variable Obs W V Z Prob>z 

Residual Model 

2 

141 0,96521 3,839 3,040 0,00118 

Table 15: Shapiro-Wilk W test for normal data of our model 2 - Customer 

The table disclosing the results of the Shapiro-Wilk test for model 2 (Table 15) indicates that 

we have a lower p value than our alpha, 0,05 and that would suggest that our residuals are 

not normally distributed. 

Source Chi2 Df p 

Heteroskedasticity 11,18 10 0,3436 

Skewness 38,07 5 0,0000 

Kurtosis 3,47 1 0,0623 

Total 52,72 16 0,0000 

Table 16: Cameron & Trivedi’s decomposition of IM-test of the model 2 - Customer 
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Chi2(1) 0,04 

Prob > Chi2 0,8411 

Table 17: Breush-Pagan / Cook-Weisberg test for heteroskedasticity of the model 2 - 

Customer 

We have reasonable evidence of homoscedasticity because the p-value of the model 2 is 

above the Alpha 0,05 for both test which confirms the distribution assumption of the model 

2 residuals. 

5.2.3) Hypothesis 3 

Hypothesis 3 

 Companies in industries with high pressure from investors offer CSR reports with higher 

levels of transparency than companies in industries with low pressure 

 

Table 18: Linear regression analysis model 3 - Investors 

The H3 regression analysis displays a P-value of 0.905 which is extremely superior to 0.05. 

There is a clear non-significant relation between our independent variable, companies in 

industries with high pressure from investors and our dependent variable, transparency level. 

Here, the t-value (0.12) is into critical value range of (-2.571, 2.571). We cannot reject the 

null hypothesis. The addition of a really low correlation (0.0236 Person coefficient) to this 

insignificance reveals that companies in industries with high pressure from investors do not 

affect the transparency level. To conclude, we can reject the hypothesis 3. 

We now address the linear regression assumptions of normality and homoscedasticity for 

our model 3. 
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Figure 11: Scatterplots and Histogram of residuals of the model 3 - Investors 

As one can notice in our scatter plots on the left side of figure 11, the spread of our residuals 

is increasing as the scores are increasing on x, as our last two models. The model is not 

functioning the same way across the level of our predicted variable x, as the two previous 

models. This phenomenon means that the variance of the residuals is increasing and that a 

pattern exists. This pattern can translate a violation of our normality and homogeneity 

assumption. 

The second observable graphic regarding the normality of the residuals is the histogram of 

the residuals, on the ride side of the Figure 11. The line on the graph represent the normal 

curve overlay, it is not recognized as a perfect method for exhibiting normality but it can 

reveal a fair evidence of normality. Our histogram shows significant irregularities and do 

not follow the normal curve which reveals, once again, the violation of normality 

assumption. 

Variable Obs W V Z Prob>z 

Residual Model 

3 

141 0,96355 4,022 3,145 0,00083 

Table 19: Shapiro-Wilk W test for normal data of our model 3 - Investors 

The table disclosing the results of the Shapiro-Wilk test for model 3 (Table 19) indicates that 

we have a lower p value than our alpha, 0,05 and that would suggest that our residuals are 

not normally distributed. 

Source Chi2 Df p 

Heteroskedasticity 9,21 10 0,5119 

Skewness 37,31 5 0,0000 

Kurtosis 3,36 1 0,0669 

Total 49,88 16 0,0000 

Table 20: Cameron & Trivedi’s decomposition of IM-test of the model 3- Investors 
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Chi2(1) 0,04 

Prob > Chi2 0,8411 

Table 21: Breush-Pagan / Cook-Weisberg test for heteroskedasticity of the model 3- 

Investors 

We have reasonable evidence of homoscedasticity because the p-value of the model 3 is 

above the Alpha 0,05 for both test which confirms the distribution assumption of the model 

3 residuals. 

5.2.4) Hypothesis 4 

Hypothesis 4 

 Companies in industries with high pressure from employees perform CSR reports with 

higher levels of transparency than companies in industries with low pressure 

 

Table 22: Linear regression analysis model 4 - Employees 

The following regression indicates a P-value of 0.743 which is highly superior to 0.05 

(significant level of 5 percent). This value explains the non-significance of our relationship 

between our two variables. The t-statistic (0.33) falls into our critical value range of (-2.571, 

2.571). The null hypothesis cannot be rejected which means there is no significant causal 

relation between companies in industries with high pressure from employees and level of 

transparency.  

The Pearson correlation coefficient of this two previous variable is -0.1504 which implies a 

weak negative correlation. To conclude, we reject the hypothesis 4 as companies in 

industries with high pressure from employees have no impact on the level of transparency. 
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Table 23: Overall Pearson correlation variables 

We now address the linear regression assumptions of normality and homoscedasticity for 

our model 4. 

 
 

Figure 12: Scatterplots and Histogram of residuals of the model 4 - Employees 

As one can notice in our scatter plots on the left side of figure 12, the spread of our residuals 

is increasing as the scores are increasing on x, as our last two models. The model is not 

functioning the same way across the level of our predicted variable x. This phenomenon 

means that the variance of the residuals is increasing and that a pattern exists. This pattern 

can translate a violation of our normality and homogeneity assumption. 

The second observable graphic regarding the normality of the residuals is the histogram of 

the residuals, on the ride side of Figure 12. The line on the graph represents the normal curve 

overlay, it is not recognised as a perfect method for exhibiting normality, but it can reveal a 

fair evidence of normality. Our histogram shows significant irregularities and do not follow 

the normal curve which reveals, once again, the violation of normality assumption. 

Variable Obs W V Z Prob>z 

Residual Model 

4 

141 0,96951 3,364 2,742 0,00306 

Table 24: Shapiro-Wilk W test for normal data of our model 4 - Employees 
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The table disclosing the results of the Shapiro-Wilk test for model 3 (Table 24) indicates that 

we have a lower p value than our alpha, 0,05 and that would suggest that our residuals are 

not normally distributed. 

Source Chi2 Df p 

Heteroskedasticity 8,05 8 0,4289 

Skewness 37,52 5 0,0000 

Kurtosis 3,37 1 0,0663 

Total 48,94 14 0,0000 

Table 25: Cameron & Trivedi’s decomposition of IM-test of the model 4 – Employees 

 

Chi2(1) 0,04 

Prob > Chi2 0,9939 

Table 26: Breush-Pagan / Cook-Weisberg test for heteroskedasticity of the model 4 - 

Employees 

We have reasonable evidence of homoscedasticity because the p-value of the model 4 is 

above the Alpha 0,05 for both tests which confirm the distribution assumption of the model 

4 residuals. 

5.3) Control variables analysis 

In addition to each independent variable, we have generated two control variables in order 

to see if both have any impact on the transparency level within the independent variables. 

We wanted to analyse if the companies legal status and their adherence to the stock market 

have any impact on their transparency level. Our four regressions analysis on each 

independent variable demonstrates that there were no significant causal relation between 

companies listed and level of transparency. However, we distinguished companies’ legal 

entity (cooperative one, a non-profit organisation, a private company, a public institution or 

a state-owned company) and figured it out that only state-owned companies have a 

significant causal relation with the level of transparency. 

State-owned companies  Regression Coefficient P > (t) 

Environment 0.9386921 0.007 

Customer 0.9552145 0.006 

Investor 0.9552297 0.007 

Employees 0.9906579 0.006 

Table 27: State-owned companies regression coefficient and P-value within different 

stakeholders' industries 
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The table above shows that the four P-value are inferior to the 0.01 (0.01<0.05) indicates a 

strong association evidence. We can be more than 99% sure that the relation between the 

state-owned companies and the transparency level is accurate. A state-owned company has 

a higher level of transparency in comparison with the others companies with different legal 

status. For example, within the range of our range transparency [0-3], a state-owned 

company in environmentally sensitive industries is 0,939 more transparent than the others 

companies in the same industry. 

• A state-owned company in environmentally sensitive industries presents CSR reports 

with higher levels of transparency by 31,29% than the others companies in the same 

industry. 

• A state-owned company in industries with high consumer proximity present CSR 

reports with higher levels of transparency by 31,84% than the others companies in 

the same industry. 

• A state-owned company in industries with high pressure from investors offers CSR 

reports with higher levels of transparency by 31,84% than the others companies in 

the same industry. 

• A state-owned company in industries with high pressure from employees performs 

CSR reports with higher levels of transparency by 33,02% than the others companies 

in the same industry. 

5.4) Discussion  

In the theoretical framework chapter, we have mentioned that numerous scholars agreed on 

the fact that transparency in CSR reporting is fostered by a problem related to our 

contemporary society in general (Dubbink et al., 2008). Transparency has evolved from a 

marginal concept into the core of our modern society (Mol, 2015). We also saw that an 

organisation is transparent only if the information provided offers a proper insight to its 

stakeholders on the issues that are relevant to the latter (Kaptein & Tulder, 2003). Thus, we 

have chosen to operationalize the Transparency concept for the dependent variable of our 

study. Then, we demonstrated that an increasing number of organisations report on their 

sustainability and partly take this decision on their own (Cowan et al., 2010). The same 

authors explained that society’s expectations regarding an organisation’s business sector add 

pressure on the entity to disclose a sustainability report. Those findings by Cowan et al. about 

the effect of pressure on businesses allowed us to identify an area of research and a starting 

point to imagine a consistent sample. Nevertheless, the argument supporting SR legitimises 

the need for businesses to control, assess and measure their own operations if they wanted 

to master this process (Lozano, 2013). Lozano also explained that SR allows organisations 

to compare themselves to other entities and to demonstrate how they can influence and be 

influenced by the expectations of stakeholders related to sustainable development. Thus, by 

the end of the 20th century, organisations expressed a desire for more indicators and common 

procedures. They elaborated solutions such as the creation of indicators for specific 

industries and the implementation of a common reporting framework, such as the GRI 

framework to simplify procedures (Ekins & Vanner, 2007). The ideas of comparability and 

influence, expressed by Lozano correspond exactly with what we analysed during this study 

and the solutions explained by Ekins and Vanner describe the tools which enabled us to 

conduct this project. Thus, within our sample, we compared organisations from different 

sectors thanks to common indicators such as the level of adherence to a common framework, 

the GRI framework. Then, we analysed the impact of this influence, indeed the fact that 
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those entities perform in different industry sectors infers that they are influenced by different 

stakeholders. 

Furthermore, in the theoretical framework, we explained in detail our choice of SR 

framework. Indeed we chose the GRI framework in order to stay coherent with our TBL 

basis (Elkington, 1994). We also needed a framework vastly recognised to gather enough 

data. Additionally,  the GRI launched partnerships with other frameworks, which gave birth 

to a new and comprehensive set of guidelines called the G4 (UNGC, 2010). Those 

partnerships are represented in our analysis by the number of certifications detained by each 

entity in our data set and the G4 guideline by the level of adherence. Surprisingly, half of 

the organisations of our sample acquired only 1 or no certification and just a few 

organisations of our sample acquired a significant number of certifications. One could have 

expected a better ratio, considering the reputation of Sweden in SR and the emergence of the 

G4 guideline. As regards to the level of adherence, we revealed that none of the organisation 

present in our sample had been attributed the highest level of “Comprehensive adherence”. 

This result also startled us, since most of the organisations in our sample have been reporting 

on the GRI framework for several years and a better adherence to this framework could have 

been expected. However, we also disclosed a relative good result since the majority of our 

sample had been declared as “In accordance – Core” with 67%.  

We chose to evaluate the transparency level of an organisation thanks to those two elements 

in addition to the existence of an external assurance. The selection of those three elements 

was made based on the GRI literature which states the principles of quality and transparency 

for SR and are defined as follow: accuracy, balance, clarity, comparability, reliability and 

timeliness (Global Reporting Initiative, 2014). However, transparency is a concept which 

started to be overused. We mentioned a research paper wrote by Dando and Swift (2003) 

which analysed organisations claiming to be transparent. They concluded that an increasing 

level of disclosure could not be interpreted as a higher level of transparency. They also stated 

that a more transparent report could be construed as a higher level of confidence regarding 

an entity’s commitment to sustainability. This confidence could be considered as achieved 

toward the existence of an external assurance rather than a higher level of disclosure (Dando 

& Swift, 2003). We support the conclusions of Dando & Swift since within our sample 

95,74% of the entities which have an external assurance comply with the GRI framework, 

even if this is not mandatory according to the G4 guidelines. However, only 52% of the 94 

organisations reaching this level of adherence have an external assurance. Therefore, as 

Dando and Swift stated, the external assurance does not reveal a high level of transparency 

since almost the same percentage of organisation comply with the framework without any 

external assurance. 

In addition, we demonstrated in the theoretical chapter the role and goals of stakeholders. 

Under the stakeholder theory, the bond between an organisation and its stakeholder extend 

broadly and do not only consider shareholders contrary to what may be inferred from the 

agency theory (Freeman, 1984). Freeman and the authors of another paper mentioned in 

previous chapters assessed that the most important stakeholder of an organisation is the 

government (Prado-Lorenzo, Gallego-Alvarez, & Garcia-Sanchez, 2009, p. 104). It is all the 

more applicable to Sweden whose government has a strong influence over the 

implementation of appropriate CSR-related policies. Furthermore, Sweden is the first 

country which requires sustainability report from state-owned companies. A conclusive 

result of our analysis allows us to support this statement. We found a strong association 

between a state-owned company and an organisation SR transparency in our regression 
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analysis model. This result indicates that the government is a significant stakeholder and 

therefore impacts the CSR report transparency strongly. 

Besides, organisations take more and more into consideration their responsibility and the 

impact of their actions on their stakeholders (Solomon, 2010). Enterprises have a great 

interest in communicating to their stakeholders on sustainable actions since it allows them 

to control their reputation risk (Bebbington et al., 2008). On the other side, stakeholders have 

shown a strong desire to see the adoption of sustainable policies within organisations in 

which they have placed their investments in (Hespenheide et al., 2010). Another incentive, 

for organisations to adopt sustainable actions and reporting, is the compliance with 

legislations and regulations. In fact, an increasing number of laws imposing firms to 

implement SR appeared and the fear of future retaliation and legislation encouraged firms to 

act sustainably (Cowan et al., 2010; Hespenheide et al., 2010). Last but not least, academics 

revealed that sustainability does not only benefit actors surrounding an organisation but the 

entity itself as well (Gallo & Christensen, 2011). We also mentioned a research paper 

disclosing empirical evidence of the benefits arising from a successful integration of 

sustainability written by Granek and Hassanali (Granek & Hassanali, 2006). They proved 

that energy reduction, process improvement and waste decrease lead to a better economic 

situation for an entity. We also mentioned that several academics had proven the influence 

of stakeholders on the sustainability practices of organisations (Fernandez-Feijoo et al., 

2014). The results of our analysis do not allow us to support or reject all the assumptions of 

the several academics stated above. Thus, the conclusion of those academics raised the idea 

that our model might not be suitable. De facto, our model was inspired by the article of 

Fernandez-Feijoo et al. It was elaborated on a worldwide basis which integrated contrasting 

countries: environmentally sensitive countries, developed countries, growing economy or 

developing countries; whereas our model focused on only one country restricting it to the 

environmentally sensitive countries group.  

 

As a matter of fact, the results of our statistical linear regressions on the four groups of 

stakeholders led not to reject the null hypothesis. We cannot conclude with certainty that the 

relationship between the variables might still exist under the same circumstances. Accepting 

null hypothesis does not signify that the null hypothesis is true and that they are still a proper 

hypothesis. We must consider the fact that in Sweden the stakeholders’ pressure and the 

transparency level of SR might be two variables independent of one another. Swedish 

companies in a specific shareholders’ group industries do not present CSR reports with 

higher levels of transparency than Swedish companies in the same industry. There is no 

credible evidence that a specific shareholder’ group industries can impact or not the 

transparency level but that is not a proof that there is no relationship.  

Our medium size data sampling, our way to code the GRI data but also our model can be the 

cause to this insignificance. The reasons that lead us to that statement is the amount of 

literature which describes factors increasing the transparency level of the company. Among 

those factors, the size of the company has an impact on the quality of the SR transparency. 

One of our independent variable (companies in industries with high pressure from 

employees) is directly affected by the firm size as it was our criteria (large firm) to categorise 

them. Based on a theoretical belief mentioned in our conceptual framework, this regression 

analyses should have been significant with a positive correlation. Another possible 

explanation for our results might be the fact that we could not consider the frequency of 

reporting in our analysis due to the one-year basis. As mentioned in the introduction, Sweden 



64 

 

is one of the world leaders in sustainability performances. Thus, it is possible that 

organisations do not feel the need to report on these practices and transparency would not be 

a reliable indicator. 

To summarise, the four linear regression analyses were conducted to see if our independent 

variable, the influence of stakeholder’s group had a significant effect on our dependent 

variable, the SR transparency. We presented earlier in this master thesis a conceptual model 

which was created to present the different hypothesised relationship between the 

independent and the dependent variables. Now that we have run the statistical analysis in the 

software STATA, we can disclose a table summarising the conclusions for each hypothesis 

stated in our scientific method. 

Within a confidence interval of 95%, we could not observe any significant results when 

testing the four different independent variables on SR transparency. Indeed, no matter the 

stakeholder group, namely the environment, the customers, the employees and the investors, 

the variables did not disclose any significant relationship which led us not to reject the null 

hypothesis. The statistical analysis provided results regarding the four hypotheses which are 

presented in the table below. 

Abbreviation Hypothesis Conclusion 

H1 Companies in environmentally sensitive industries present 

CSR reports with higher levels of transparency than 

companies in non-environmentally sensitive industries 

Null 

hypothesis 

not rejected 

H2 Companies in industries with high consumer proximity 

present CSR reports with higher levels of transparency 

than companies in industries with low consumer 

proximity 

Null 

hypothesis 

not rejected 

H3 Companies in industries with high pressure from investors 

offer CSR reports with higher levels of transparency than 

companies in industries with low pressure 

Null 

hypothesis 

not rejected 

H4 Companies in industries with high pressure from 

employees perform CSR reports with higher levels of 

transparency than companies in industries with low 

pressure 

Null 

hypothesis 

not rejected 

Table 28: Main results of the analysis 
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6) Conclusion 

This final section starts with our general conclusion based on our findings which are 

followed by the thesis limitations. This chapter outlines some suggestions for further 

research based on our limitations and own recommendations and ends with our quality and 

trustworthiness criteria.  

6.1) General conclusion 

This paper has examined the link between stakeholders’ pressure and the level of 

transparency of the sustainability reports published by Swedish firms within the GRI 

framework. In order to answer our research question “What is the impact of stakeholder’s 

pressure on the transparency of sustainability reports within the GRI framework in 

Sweden?”, we have performed an empirical analysis of the relation between variables. Thus, 

we elaborated a dependent variable, the transparency from three other variables: the 

adherence level to the GRI guidelines, the existence of an external assurance and the amount 

of certification to other frameworks than GRI. The transparency was tested using four 

independent variables defined from the industry categorization that reflects the stakeholder 

pressure. Adopting an institutional perspective of the stakeholder and legitimacy theory, we 

identified four group of stakeholder, namely the environment, the customers, the investors 

and the employees. We also included control variables to our study which were the 

organisation type and the quotation. Using the GRI database, we both selected our sample 

and gathered the data related to the year 2015. As a result, we found evidence suggesting 

that state-owned company are more transparent than other organisations not owned by the 

government. Our findings revealed a non-significant linear relation between any 

stakeholders group identified and the sustainability report’s level of transparency. In other 

words, none of our four hypotheses is nor supported by our results and we are not able to 

provide an answer to our research question. The results of our study disclosed by the linear 

regressions do not provide reliable information to assess the impact of stakeholder’s pressure 

on the transparency of sustainability reports within the GRI framework in Sweden. However, 

this non-significance might be the results of factors explained in our limitation section, such 

as our data, a limited sample or a lack of variables. The number of organisations reporting 

within the GRI framework in Sweden in 2015 is of 141, which corresponds to a medium 

sample. The sample included data from organisations listed and not listed, of different size 

and categorised in 38 different industries by the GRI. This limited sample could be a 

constraint for our analysis and an explanation for the results of our statistical test to ensure 

normality of the data used in this study.  

To conclude, we have fulfilled our main purpose which was to analyse the impact of 

stakeholders’ pressure on the transparency of sustainability reports in Sweden. But our 

results did not allow for a straightforward answer as the determinants of the difference 

between each stakeholders’ impact did not appear to be statistically significant. However, 

our sub-purpose is partly fulfilled as we discovered that a state-owned company has a higher 

level of transparency in comparison to the other organisation with different legal status. 

Although, we cannot affirm any difference between a listed firm and a non-listed one. 

 We did bring additional information to current literature to the CSR concept. Our results 

regarding the fact that state-owned company has a higher transparency level allowed us to 

support the stakeholder and legitimacy theory. Besides, we can advise stakeholders to 

privilege the state-owned company among the other different legal entities. 
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Nevertheless, the findings proved that there is no significant relation between each 

stakeholder group and the degree of transparency of SR in Sweden. Scholars can be now 

aware that the model we used was relevant in a global context but was not in a Swedish one. 

We cannot contribute giving an indication to one or other shareholder about their pressure 

respective. Nor can point out to organisation’s managers how much their industry is 

impacted by the transparency aspiration and help them to react accordingly. 

6.2) Limitations 

We have decided to focus on Swedish companies to conduct our study. This choice appears 

to reduce our sample size from several thousands of worldwide organisations to 141 Swedish 

organisations. We have deliberately chosen to limit our review to the Swedish institutions as 

explained above. We could have done the same research work for each country to compare 

them between each other but we rid ourselves of that idea regarding our time constraint. We 

selected the GRI framework which is the most popular framework regarding SR among 

several others. Despite the fact that GRI has currently partnership with renowned 

certifications, we might not consider the proper amount of companies which provide SR. In 

addition, we decided to select the organisation following the G4 standard guidelines which 

has not been adopted by all the organisations while doing our research study. In fact, the 

GRI offers a certain flexibility in the adoption of new standards. Indeed organisations detain 

an amount of time (few years) to adapt themselves to the last guidelines version. The G4 

appeared in 2013 but became mandatory only in 2015 which prevents us from taking into 

account the 2014 reports because of the existence of two different guidelines standard. Also, 

we could not consider the 2016 reports as some organisations did not report it yet while we 

were doing our research study. For those reasons, we have only focused on one year which 

firstly, reduce our sample and secondly, might have led to the deletion of one important 

variable. When we had a look at the residuals scatter plot, one can notice a pattern which 

may be indicative of an absence of one important variable. In the calculation of our 

dependent variable, we wanted to integrate another criterion: the reporting frequency. This 

previous measure was impossible to take into account regarding our decision to base our 

study on only one year of reporting, as explained above. We privileged the elimination of 

one criterion instead of biased our results taking either an incomplete report year (unfair for 

the organisation which did not report yet) or comparing organisations which followed 

different guidelines.  

The main delimitation we have to face due to the use secondary data is the absence of a key 

variable such as our dependent variable (transparency). We had to select criteria in order to 

build this variable. To that end, we based our choice of some variables on previous literature, 

and we created others which appear to be accurate to us, such as the amount of certification. 

It is not only about the criteria selection but also the way to compute those criteria. De facto, 

we have chosen a simple way to estimate the transparency for each organisation by summing 

them. We have considered computing a PCA (Principal Component Analysis) but decided 

to not to do it because of our limited statistical knowledge which would have brought more 

accuracy to our variable. Nevertheless, the elaboration of a critical variable is based on our 

own way of evaluating it, and then there is a lack of objectivity. Also, we do not have full 

control on the quality of our data. 

Furthermore, our data are not normally distributed which could be explained either by the 

use of relatively medium sample and would have been solved using more data or by the 
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inefficiency of our model. As explained in the practical method section, we had to delete 

some organisations from our database due to the lack of information concerning them which 

does not help the fair representation of all our data. 

6.3) Suggestions for further research 

We would first suggest to delve deeper into our research study and try to answer to our 

question under other circumstances. It could be interesting to have a proper answer about 

how groups of stakeholders influence the degree of sustainability reporting transparency in 

Sweden by taking a more significant period. The same analysis over a longer period would 

solve our size data sample problem but also give strength to the transparency calculation 

with the integration of valid criteria, the reporting frequency. By the end of the year, all the 

reports from 2016 will be accessible following G4 guidelines which will allow the researcher 

to investigate deeper. 

The sustainability reporting transparency could be an object for discussion. The transparency 

is hard to measure because of its intangible nature. There might be different approaches to 

measurement. We have chosen one way in our study without being sure about its accuracy. 

It would have been helpful to draw on transparency quality evaluation previous studies 

within the GRI context.  

It could be interested to elaborate the same study on different countries, geographic area, 

economic situation and to compare the results. We think that different stakeholders’ pressure 

might exist and be more representative in other countries such as United-States. Also, the 

addition of other specific stakeholders might be relevant such as “society” represented by 

NGOs (green peace for example). 

A longitudinal analysis can be attempted in order to see the evolution of companies regarding 

the sustainability report transparency. Therefore, the difference of guidelines makes the 

analysis more difficult as the comparison will not be based on the same guidelines. Future 

researchers would have to find a way to overcome this challenge. 

6.4) Quality of the research 

The use of secondary data is a huge asset as the background work has already been done. 

Our collected data framework is consistently employed in articles. Secondary data provides 

some degree of validity and reliability which allow us not to verify it and trust the GRI data 

collection. Henceforth, we want to assess the relevance of our study in general and we have 

to take into consideration three criteria: reliability, validity and generalizability.  

6.4.1) Reliability & Replication 

A research can be considered as reliable if the indicators employed to obtain the results are 

consistent and if the research is repeatable. Collis, J., & Huss (2014, p. 52) define reliability 

as “the accuracy and precision of the measurement and absence of differences in the results 

if the research were repeated”. According to Bryman and Bell (2011, p. 40), reliability can 

be verified using the following factors: stability, internal reliability and inter-observer 

consistency.  
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• Stability answer to the following questions: “Is a measure stable? Does it generate 

the same results over time or does it fluctuate?”. To clarify, the stability triggers the 

question of whether the measure applied for the main concepts express those 

concepts properly (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 42). 

The transparency of sustainability reports is a concept hard to measure due to its intangible 

character. We selected three different measures and performed a simple sum in order to 

incorporate those aspects for the transparency measurement. However, other different 

measures could have been taken into account such as the reporting frequency. Therefore, we 

cannot argue that our study would give the same results within the same data collection.  

• Internal reliability results to be a response to these two questions: “Are the 

indicators in a measure linked to the research object? Are indicators chosen to 

measure a concept relevant?” 

The major part of our indicators has already been handled in previous published academic 

study. Then we do believe they are correlated to our main dependent variable showing 

significance. 

• Inter-observer consistency refers to the subjectivity judgement from the observer, 

and the involvement of several observers in the study might bring inconsistency.  

For example, the data categorization can increase this inequality. We tried to avoid this 

phenomenon drawing on the work of previous researchers which categorise the items we 

have in a certain way.   

A replication is an action to repeat a study to verify the finding’s reliability. Bryman & Bell 

(2015,p. 165) highlighted that if researchers aim to make their research replicable, they must 

extensively explain all the steps they have been through and to go into detail when explaining 

the data collection and analysis procedures. In our study, we did use diverse statistical 

techniques that we describe carefully. All along, we tried our best to give a full description 

of our study process and to be as transparent as possible when we were writing our limitation. 

We argue that they are easily replicated as we have drawn on some previous work. Also, we 

use the GRI framework which is an objective and accessible database for everyone 

facilitating the study replication. 

6.4.2) Validity 

Validity is related to the reliability concept but focuses on the study findings more than the 

measurement process. Indeed, it “refers to the extent to which a test measures what the 

researcher wants it to measure and the results reflect the phenomena under study” as entailed 

by Collis, J., & Hussey (2014, p. 53). Shortly, validity standard aims to bring to light the 

result integrity level which prevents the researcher from dishonest conclusions. 

Validity is divided into four validity criteria: the measurement validity, the internal validity, 

the external validity and the ecological validity. The first one, measurement validity is 

closely linked to internal reliability, helping to verify the relevance of indicators to measure 

concepts. The second one, internal validity focuses on the robustness of the causal 

relationship between variables. It is to make sure that one variable impacts another one 

eliminating any possibility that something else spearheads the cause of this causality 

(Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 42).  The third one, external validity aims to determine the 

possibility of generalisation to a larger context the research (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 43). 

The last one, ecological validity is applied to inquire the adequacy of the research and what 
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"happens in people’s everyday lives”, the possible application of the research findings to 

people’s everyday. 

We discussed the measurement validity above as we explained our measure used for our 

central concepts. Regarding the internal validity, we have tested four hypotheses with four 

different independent variables which have proved a causal relationship in previous 

literature. We have had control variables in order to ensure that our dependent variable was 

fully covered including one showing a strong relationship. The external validity refers to the 

generalizable character of our study. A generalizable study is a study in which findings can 

be applied to another context. In their book, Bryman & Bell (2011, p. 163) clarify that “in 

quantitative research, the researcher is usually concerned with being able to say that his or 

her findings can be generalised beyond the confines of the particular context in which the 

research was conducted”. Our sample is not randomly chosen and we have made use of 

judgmental a sampling technique. We made a choice to select only Swedish firms. Hence, 

this option does not enable us to claim that our study is generalizable as our findings are 

limited. The ecological validity is proven as we collected secondary data from the GRI 

framework. We have based the process of data collection and analysis to find our results 

which apply to the organisation’s everyday life. 
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et al., 2009, p.193). 
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Appendix 2: Wuppertal Sustainable Development Indicator 
Framework. (Rajesh Kumar Singh et al., 2009, p.194). 
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Appendix 3: United Nations Global Compact’s ten principles (UN 
Global Compact, 2000) 

 

Human Rights 

Principle 1: 
Businesses should support and respect the protection of internationally 

proclaimed human rights; and 

Principle 2: make sure that they are not complicit in human rights abuses. 

Labour 

Principle 3: 
Businesses should uphold the freedom of association and the effective recognition 

of the right to collective bargaining; 

Principle 4: the elimination of all forms of forced and compulsory labour; 

Principle 5: the effective abolition of child labour; and 

Principle 6: the elimination of discrimination in respect of employment and occupation. 

Environment 

Principle 7: Businesses should support a precautionary approach to environmental challenges; 

Principle 8: undertake initiatives to promote greater environmental responsibility; and 

Principle 9: 
encourage the development and diffusion of environmentally friendly 

technologies. 

Anti-Corruption 

Principle 10: 
Businesses should work against corruption in all its forms, including extortion 

and bribery. 
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Appendix 4: Specific Commitments of the New Alliance  

 

1. GRI, subject to due process, will integrate the Global Compact issue areas and principles 

centrally in the GRI Guidelines, through the current and upcoming revisions of the Guidelines. 

The GRI will, through this revision under its due process, explore how a reference to the Global 

Compact principles can be best integrated in key sections of the GRI Guidelines, such as the 

Profile Disclosure, Strategy and Analysis section and the Disclosure on Management Approach, 

and explore the extent to which the GRI configuration (economic, social, environment) could 

be aligned with the Global Compact issue areas (human rights, labour, the environment, and 

anti-corruption). 

 

2. The Global Compact will adopt the GRI Guidelines as the recommended reporting language 

for companies to communicate progress. GRI provides a common language that helps Global 

Compact participants to communicate their progress in implementing the principles, using 

widely accepted reporting principles and best practice indicators. 

The GRI Sustainability Reporting Framework is a voluntary ESG reporting and stakeholder 

engagement and management tool and should not be viewed as a compliance framework. GRI’s 

Framework provides a good basis to communicate progress on key, corporate sustainability 

actions advocated by the Global Compact with various levels of sophistication. 

 

3. The Global Compact will, with the support of GRI, develop guidance on the use of GRI as 

the recommended reporting language, introducing progressive differentiating levels, and 

detailing specific expected report content at each level. 

The Global Compact and GRI will work together on the development of reporting elements for 

relevant areas lacking robust existing guidance, including the Millennium Development Goals, 

specific industry sectors and for areas relevant to the issues covered by the Global Compact. 

 

4. The Global Compact and GRI will collaborate on local outreach and training to increase the 

quantity and quality of reporting, with a special focus on less developed markets and medium 

and smaller companies. Joint efforts will include encouraging and enabling a closer 

collaboration of Global Compact Local Networks and GRI’s focal points, both at the 

governance level and through joint training and other activities. 

 

5. The Global Compact and GRI will share information on their respective participants, 

including the level of Global Compact participation and GRI reporting levels. 
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Appendix 5: Overview of the changes in standard disclosures to 
from G3.1 and G4 Guidelines (GRI, 2013) 
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Appendix 6 : Sample sorted by their level of Transparency from the lowest to the highest 
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