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Abstract 
 
Sustainability and sustainable development is an important topic for today’s society. To manage 
organizational sustainability, companies use sustainability reporting to measure their 
performance. A new EU directive [2014/95/EU] requires all companies who have 500 or more 
employees, to report on non-financial information. Hence, sustainability reporting becomes 
more institutional. A number of different frameworks exist to help companies to report on 
sustainability. The most prominent framework is provided by the Global Reporting Initiative 
[GRI], which helps companies to disclose information on economic, social, and environmental 
dimensions. As the forestry industry in Sweden and Finland has been considered important for 
future sustainable development, this industry has been the focus in the thesis. 
 
Previous research has focused on why companies report on sustainability. The purpose of this 
thesis was instead to research how companies report, by investigating the development process 
of sustainability reports in Swedish and Finnish forestry companies. Moreover, the purpose was 
to create an understanding of the sustainability report development in accordance with GRI 
guidelines, within Swedish and Finnish forestry companies. The research question is: 
 
How do Swedish and Finnish forestry companies develop sustainability reports in accordance 
with the GRI guidelines? 
 
To answer the stipulated research question, the thesis adopted a qualitative method with an 
abductive approach. Moreover, the thesis had an descripto-exploratory research design to find 
relevant knowledge and findings.  
 
The thesis theoretical framework introduced concepts related to our research question: 
sustainability reporting, the organization GRI and their guidelines, a reporting process that was 
retrieved from GRI’s handbook, and the forestry industry in Sweden and Finland. In addition 
to this, system-oriented theories such as legitimacy theory, stakeholder theory, and institutional 
theory were presented. 
 
Through seven semi-structured interviews, with various managers from Swedish and Finnish 
forestry companies, information about the companies’ sustainability report development was 
collected. The thesis identified several essential segments in the report development process. 
These included: reasons for using GRI, planning, stakeholder engagement, materiality, data 
collection, and reporting. We concluded that the phases of the process presented in the 
theoretical framework, instead were included in a continuous process where the phases turned 
to segments that were integrated with each other in the companies reporting practices.  
 
Keywords: “GRI”, “Report Development”, “Sustainability Accounting”, “Sustainability 
Reporting”, “Forestry Industry”, “Finland”, “Sweden” 
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Chapter 1 – Introduction 
This chapter entails a background to the subject at hand and the knowledge gap within the 
area. The research question is stipulated and followed by the thesis’s purpose, as well as the 
theoretical and practical contributions. Lastly, delimitations, and social and ethical 
considerations are presented. 
 

1.1 Background 
 “Our common future” was the official name of the Bruntland report, which was published on 
commission by the United Nations in 1987 (WCED, 1987). The aim was to give suggestions of 
long-term strategies for a global sustainable development. In the report, sustainable 
development was defined as “Development that meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED, 1987, p. 43).  
Gomis, Parra, Hoffman, and Mcnulty (2011, p. 176), describe that the concept of sustainability 
consists of three domains; economic, social and environmental. Another popular concept to 
define sustainability has been through the triple bottom line, created by John Elkington (1997). 
The model combines three dimensions of sustainability; economic, social, and environmental 
(Deegan & Unerman, 2011, p. 384). 
 
Almost three decades has passed since the Bruntland report was published. The concern and 
attention of social and environmental impacts has increased and companies now account for, 
and manage their sustainability footprint (Adams & Frost, 2008, p. 288). As the world has 
changed, accounting controls and performance reporting has changed as well in terms of 
meaning and shape. New reporting models that addresses societal and sustainability concerns 
has tried to improve the limitations of traditional financial reporting. “Value is not necessary 
measured in solely in financial terms” (Guthrie & Boedker, 2006, p. 786). Like conventional 
financial accounting, sustainability accounting can help monitor management, planning, 
control, and accountability of companies’ social and environmental impacts (Unerman, 
Bebbington & O’Dwyer, 2007, p. 3). All companies that has sustainable development as a 
strategy, will be pressured to increase transparency regarding the company’s implementation 
of sustainability in their business operations. This is particularly evident in the economic effects 
of their social and environmental activities, which contributes to the development of accounting 
tools for sustainability (Schaltegger & Burritt, 2010, p. 377). Deegan (2013, p. 449) portrays 
sustainability reporting as a crucial tool to recognize companies’ sustainability performance: 
“If accountants do not measure something, then it effectively does not exist”.  
 
Social and environmental reporting practices are often referred to as sustainability reporting 
(Deegan & Unerman, 2011, p. 384). According to the World Business Council of Sustainable 
Development (2002, p. 7), sustainability reports addresses economic, environmental, and social 
factors and thus corresponding to the dimensions of sustainability. A sustainability report 
should inform both internal and external stakeholders how a company contributes to the 
development of sustainability (WBCSD, 2002, p. 7). Sustainability reports should offer a 
complete and balanced view of the company’s sustainability performance. Sustainability 
reporting is often a voluntary activity and consequently disposed to greenwashing (Hahn & 
Lülfs, 2014, p. 401), where companies use the flexibility to present a legitimate view of the 
company. Therefore, there is a need for universal reporting frameworks.  
 



	
	

2 

There are several ways for companies to report on the sustainability dimensions, these include 
Triple Bottom Line, the Balance Scorecard, and the award schemes by the Association of 
Chattered Certified Accountants (ACCA). Even though these frameworks are prominent and 
globally recognized, the Global Reporting Framework (GRI) distinguish itself most in terms of 
quality of sustainability report (Li, Toppinen, Tuppura, Puumalainen & Hujala, 2011, p. 33). 
The Global Reporting Initiative is one of the most well-known guidelines (FAR, p. 5, pp. 8). 
GRI helps companies to report on dimensions in sustainability, including information on 
environmental, social, and economic performance. The GRI guidelines consist of reporting 
principles, standard disclosures, and an implementation manual (GRI, 2015, p. 5). The 
principles define the report’s content and quality, and the standard disclosures contain 
indicators on sustainability that companies can choose to report on (GRI, 2015, p. 8). 
Companies have, to a certain extent, a free choice in what to report. This flexibility enables 
them to create a tailored report to fit their own needs. 
 
From being a voluntary activity, sustainability reporting is becoming more institutional. 
Financial and environmental reporting that is regulated, decrease flexibility and diversification 
in reporting (Mikkilä & Toppinen, 2008, p. 500). In 2014, the European Union decided that all 
companies with 500 or more employees should report non-financial information relevant for a 
company and its business (2014/95/EU). The directive requires companies to disclose 
information regarding environment, employees, human rights, anti-corruption, and bribery, or 
information why they have chosen not to disclose this information (Montecchia, Giordano, & 
Grieco, 2016, p. 45). Reports on non-financial information are, according to EY (2009, p. 1), 
the same as sustainability reporting since both aims to create sustainable development. The 
directive will be implemented in each of EU’s member countries own legislation, and the EU 
directive includes the minimal requirements. 
 
The EU members Sweden and Finland have a landscape that is vastly covered with forest, and 
are two of the major global exporters of forest products (Food and Agriculture Organization of 
the United Nation, 2017). As the industry stands for a big part of the total industrial occupational 
rate in both the countries (Skogsindustrierna, 2016, p. 20; SMY, 2016d), and the business 
operations affects both communities, the environment, and the economy in each country; the 
importance of forestry industries for society is extensive. Due to its importance, many 
stakeholders put pressure on companies to disclose information on sustainability issues affected 
by the company’s operations (Toppinen et al., 2011, p. 33). The professors Kauppi and 
Lundmark (2017) have recently highlighted the importance of Swedish and Finnish forestry 
industry growth. In Finland and Sweden, the forest products production has notably sustainable 
orientation. Thus, the growth of forest industry in these two countries could help to develop the 
future bio economy. Also, Toppinen et al. (2011, p. 33) highlights the importance role of the 
forestry industry for sustainable development. As Adams and Larrinaga-Gonzáles (2007, p. 
339) highlights, research in sustainability reporting is driven by to see improvements in 
sustainability performance. As the forestry industry is of great importance for the Swedish and 
Finnish economy, their developments within sustainability is essential for the countries. Hence, 
disclosures on such matters are important and provide transparency towards stakeholders. This 
has motivated the thesis focus.  
 

1.2 Knowledge Gap and Problem Formulation 
Sustainability reporting is a current topic and has been so for decades. This is reflected in 
previous literature, where researchers have examined several aspects within the field. One 
aspect of sustainability reports that has been extensively covered in previous studies is the 
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determinants of why to report on sustainability (Dienes, Sassen & Fisher, 2016, p. 156). Even 
though why to report has been covered, less research has addressed the process of how 
sustainability reports are developed in practice (Maas, Schaltegger & Crutzen, 2016, p.  237). 
Adams and Frost (2008, p. 288) highlighted the issue of lack of research of the reporting 
process, and that researchers instead tends to assume the processes based on disclosures. With 
this scarcity of research on the practical aspect, the field of sustainability reporting has less 
knowledge and understanding of the details in the development process. These details are 
something that this thesis investigates thoroughly and try to acquire better understanding within. 
 
As mentioned above, there has been extensive research within sustainability reporting. 
However, most of the research regarding the sustainability report development is angled from 
a stakeholder point of view (Manetti, 2011; AccountAbility, 2015; Steurer, Langer, Konrad, & 
Martinuzzi, 2005). Even though, we are well aware that the stakeholder perspective is of highest 
concern and should be considered when investigating the development of sustainability reports, 
the lack of a corporate perspective is evident. Searcy and Buslovich (2014) did a research on 
the corporate perspective on development of sustainability reports in Canadian companies, 
making the research most prominent when addressing a company perspective. The current 
thesis would therefore like to contribute information within the research field of sustainability 
reporting from a company perspective, so that the alignment within the perspectives are 
examined more extensively. By investigating both the development of GRI sustainability 
reports and the company perspective, we will investigate a rather unexplored area.  
 
While Searcy and Buslovich (2014) investigated Canadian companies from several industries, 
this thesis will instead focus on Swedish and Finnish forestry companies only. Firstly, by only 
studying Swedish and Finnish companies the thesis differentiate itself and provides knowledge 
into another geographical area. Secondly, by examining forestry companies the thesis will 
contribute to the knowledge of report development in accordance with the GRI guidelines, 
which has not been thoroughly investigated. GRI (2014) described the report development 
process in a handbook they have published, and their description has been the foundation for 
describing the development process in literature (Larsson & Ljungdahl, 2008, p. 110-130; 
Frostenson, Helin & Sandstöm 2015, p. 62-75). However, practical academic evidence is 
lacking and this is something the thesis want to contribute to. 
 
Because sustainability reporting has been a voluntary activity, research has explained 
sustainability reporting by using legitimacy theory (Deegan, 2017, p. 68). Legitimacy theory 
(Suchman, 1995) puts emphasis on companies’ actions and those actions in relation to societal 
expectations. Hence, from a sustainability perspective the theory reflects on companies’ social 
license to operate. Legitimacy theory refers to the expectations of society in general, and to 
explain the legitimacy to specific stakeholders, stakeholder theory (Freeman, 1984) is used 
(Deegan & Unerman, 2011). In recent years’ researchers has implied that legitimacy theory is 
too simplistic to explain sustainability reporting and that institutional theory instead might 
provide more valuable insights (Deegan, 2017, p. 81). DiMaggio and Powell (1983, p. 150) 
discusses institutional theory, which explain why companies over time resembles each other 
due to pressures that are mimetic, coercive and normative. Brown, Jong and Levy (2008, p. 
578) found that GRI has several characteristics an established institution shall possess. The new 
EU-directive and the accepted use of institutional reporting bodies, such a GRI, has shifted the 
importance from stakeholder and legitimacy theory to institutional theory, as we are moving 
away from voluntary sustainability reporting practices. Thus, the relevance of studying 
sustainability reporting from a stakeholder and legitimacy perspective has decreased, as drivers 
of sustainability reporting are becoming more institutional. By using GRI guidelines as a base 
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for investigating Swedish and Finnish forestry companies’ sustainability report development, 
our thesis will instead have primarily institutional connection.  
 

1.3 Research Question 
With the above discussion in mind, a research question was developed to cover the identified 
gap within existing research. The research question is as follow: 
   
How do Swedish and Finnish forestry companies develop sustainability reports in accordance 
with the GRI guidelines? 
 

1.4 Research Purpose 
Our purpose with this study is to investigate the development process of sustainability reports 
in accordance with GRI, within Swedish and Finnish forestry companies. The aim is to create 
an understanding of sustainability reporting within Swedish and Finnish forestry companies, 
based on the GRI guidelines. This understanding assist the identification of how different parts 
of the reporting process configure with each other. By investigating the development process 
of sustainability reporting in accordance with GRI, one purpose of this study is to grasp how 
well sustainability elements are integrated into Swedish and Finnish forestry companies 
through their reports. 
 
The flexibility regarding that content in a sustainability report following GRI, and the 
development process around the report opens for differences as well as similarities between 
companies. The purpose is to identify patterns, gathering knowledge and experience from 
forestry companies which can help to develop an understanding about the reporting 
development within Swedish and Finnish forestry companies. The purpose will also be to give 
researchers, within the field of sustainability reporting, a good basis for future work to further 
explain and understand drivers that the reporting development consist of. This will, as the thesis 
addresses, be in line with the sustainability reporting in accordance with GRI.  
 

1.5 Practical and Theoretical Contributions 
1.5.1 Theoretical Contribution 
By conducting qualitative research on how Swedish and Finnish forestry companies use the 
GRI guidelines, the thesis will add theoretical knowledge about the sustainability reporting 
process. The thesis investigates the process of how sustainability reports are developed based 
the GRI guidelines, which has not been extensively covered. The aim is to provide a foundation 
for further research in the field of sustainability reporting in accordance with GRI, especially 
for those that want to conduct research within the reporting process. The thesis will cover GRI 
reporting from a company perspective, thus providing theoretical knowledge from inside the 
company. Furthermore, by researching the use of GRI guidelines the thesis builds upon the 
institutional importance of sustainability reporting.  
 

1.5.2 Practical Contribution 
The thesis will aim to provide assistance and help for companies that are developing, or want 
to develop, sustainability reports according to GRI and therefore give practical contributions. 
Having a corporate perspective will also highlight the practical contributions from the thesis, 
as the thesis examines practitioners work and not stipulating bodies. Even though the targeted 
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companies in the thesis are from the Swedish and Finnish forestry industry, the aim is to provide 
a helpful tool for companies regardless of industry or geographical location. The thesis could 
moreover benefit those who structure and issue the GRI guidelines, by giving them a concrete 
example of how companies develop their report. Again, the institutional importance of 
sustainability reporting will be highlighted as companies are provided evidence in how other 
companies structure their report. 
 

1.6 Delimitations 
As mentioned earlier, sustainability is a wide concept. Sustainability reporting, which is based 
on sustainability, naturally becomes wide as well. There is a range of different frameworks, 
including GRI, to report on sustainability. The major similarity between sustainability reports 
is the integration between social, environmental, and economic dimensions. In this thesis, we 
have chosen to only focus on GRI as it is the most well-known framework. The thesis 
investigates companies that incorporates GRI at any level in their sustainability report. The 
research discusses the case of development of GRI reports within Swedish and Finnish forestry 
companies specifically. Other countries and industries will not be considered. To understand 
how an established development process is structured, companies that have been reporting for 
at least the past two fiscal years are included in the thesis.  
 

1.7 Social and Ethical Considerations 
As mentioned in the background, sustainability has for a long time been an important subject 
that affects our society in the long run. Companies are cornerstones in the society, both as 
institutions and influencers. They involve many people in our society and affect even more. 
Due to companies’ big influence, their way of taking actions and responsibilities regarding 
sustainability will impact and be reflected in the society where they are present. Therefore, the 
thesis is of high importance for further discussion on sustainability issues, and how companies 
are dealing with them. 

The process of developing a report in a company is surrounded with a range of ethical 
dilemmas. Companies are affected by different societal influences such as government, 
stakeholders, and its own company policies. The report tells the story of the company, and 
pleasing everyone is not easy. According to Enderle (2004, p. 95) ethics is crucial for reporting 
and should have incorporate truthfulness and transparency in order to create trust. Therefore, 
the thesis cover ethical issues. 

The GRI report consists of three main dimensions; economic, environmental and social factors 
(GRI, 2015, p. 5). By using this framework, one might contribute to more openness and 
transparency from companies towards society and stakeholders. If companies issue a full GRI 
report, they must disclose on information around their business operations that affect the society 
and their handling of ethical issues. Hence, the thesis covers a topic where ethical and social 
impacts are central. 
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Chapter 2 - Methodology 
This chapter begins with our pre-understanding and preconception of the subject at hand, along 
with the presentation of our knowledge and interest in the subject. Thereafter our philosophical 
standpoint, including our ontological and epistemological view, is presented. Based on our 
research question and philosophical view, our methodological decisions and the motivations 
for those decisions are presented. The chapter ends with a description of the choice of literature 
and source of criticism for the thesis. 
 

2.1 Pre-Understanding and Preconception 
The previous chapter was an introduction to our chosen topic and helped to create a foundation 
for the thesis. This section is going to describe our pre-understandings of GRI and sustainability 
report development, to explain how the subject was initiated. As final year students in the 
international business program who are majoring in accounting, we are well aware in how 
financial reports are structured. In addition to this, we had the opportunity during a course in 
Advanced Financial Accounting to create a GRI sustainability report for a company in the 
mining industry. It was both a challenging and exciting task, which opened for of questions 
about the “correct” way of developing the report. As Umea School of Business and Economics 
possesses the environmental certification ISO14001, sustainability has always been highlighted 
in every course taken, and has contributed to our interest in sustainability. An ongoing debate 
in the news and media has furthermore contributed to the understanding that sustainability is 
an important topic. In terms of the forestry industry, one of the authors have worked within a 
large forestry company in Sweden and thus have some insights and knowledge of the industry. 
However, we do not believe that this pre-existing knowledge will impact the transparency of 
the thesis as the other author do not have the same insights to the industry and therefore can 
question any potential bias. 
 

2.2 Chosen Perspective 
Sustainability reports are tools that measures and understands companies’ sustainability 
performances. The use and value can be examined from several different stakeholder 
perspectives; customers, lenders, employees etc. The aim of this thesis is however to examine 
the internal sustainability report development process; therefore, a corporate perspective is used 
in the thesis. More specifically, the focus is on Swedish and Finnish Forestry companies and 
their perspective. Based on internal knowledge and experience, we investigate how they 
perceive the development of GRI reports.  
 

2.3 Research Philosophy  
2.3.1 General philosophy 
Research philosophy is a term that explains the nature and development of knowledge in a 
certain field according to Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2009, p. 107). The thesis is dependent 
on the research philosophy as it lays the foundation for all methodological choices and 
assumptions (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 108). Research philosophy consists of ontology and 
epistemology (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 109), which is discussed and described in the following 
section.  
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2.3.2 Ontology  
According to Saunders et al. (2009, p. 110), ontology addresses the reality and its underlying 
nature. Ontology concerns researchers’ assumptions about the world's functioning and the 
fundamental functions within it. The concept, ontology, can be separated into two different 
sections; objectivism and subjectivism. Objectivism portrays the relation between social 
entities and social actors, were social entities are independent from social actors and other social 
variables in order to exist and function (Saunders et al., 2009, p.110-111; Bryman & Bell, 2011, 
p. 20). When having an objective viewpoint, researchers’ assumptions will tend to address that 
there are no influences from judgments nor experiences. Hence, social actors will perceive 
social reliability equally (Saunders et at., 2009, p.110). While objectivism addresses the social 
phenomena with meanings that are independent from social actors, subjectivism adopts an 
understanding where social phenomena and their meanings are influenced and dependent on 
social actors (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 22). In order to understand certain actions, Sanders et 
al. (2009, p. 111), argues that researchers must explore the individual meanings which 
influences actions of social actors. Through interaction between different social actors, 
researchers with a subjective ontological perspective will attempt to discover different opinions 
and views from different social actors (Saunders et al., 2009, p.130). 
 
The thesis examines the development of sustainability reports, in accordance with the GRI 
guidelines, within Swedish and Finnish forestry companies. Thus, one must develop an 
understanding for the variables influencing the design and content of each company’s 
sustainability report. To reach this understanding the thesis should interact with social actors 
who are responsible for the sustainability reports. This will expose us for several opinions from 
interviews with social actors in the companies. Therefore, the study has a subjective ontological 
approach which also helped us to understand and discover the report development among 
Swedish and Finnish companies.  
 

2.3.3 Epistemology  
Whereas ontology refers to the understanding of what reality is, epistemology refers to what it 
means to know and defines what is considered acceptable knowledge (O’Goran & MacIntosh, 
2015, p. 59). Epistemology embodies multiple perspectives of the view of knowledge. From 
the perspective of positivism, knowledge is observed through phenomena and creates 
hypotheses that should be tested (Saunders et al., 2009, p.113.) Positivism imitates how 
physical sciences are conducting research and applies those techniques to social sciences 
research (Saunders et al., 2009, p.113). The perspective of positivism creates distance from 
results and personal opinions. Researchers should have a positivist epistemology when trying 
to create distance and carry out an objective research (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 15). Another 
perspective within epistemology is interpretivism. Interpretivism is commonly used to 
understand social phenomena and when the reality is not believed to being constructed 
objectively but rather built by social formations (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 28).  While natural 
sciences compare different data and results in order to find “laws”, social sciences are often 
concerned with a more idiographic nature (Saunders et al., 2009, p.112).  
 
The thesis does not have a research question that can be tested or proven to be right or wrong. 
The orientation of the thesis follows an interpretive epistemology as it is based on how 
companies perceive the situation. Positivism is not suitable for the thesis as it fails to create 
debt in the understanding of the sustainability report development process, in accordance with 
GRI. 
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2.4 Research Approach 
The research approach is important in order to understand how theory and research are 
connected to one another (Saunders et. al., 2009, p. 124). When doing research, scientists 
observe what he or she sees and records it in a trustworthy manner without any bias. 
Observations that are recognized as true, will operate as a foundation for theories and laws. In 
order to establish whether an observation is true or not, there are three different approaches; 
deduction, induction and abduction (Ghauri and Grønhaug, 2010, p. 15; Saunders et al., 2012, 
p. 144) 
 
Deduction is centered around the principle of logical reasoning and based on this, researchers 
draw their conclusions (Ghauri and Grønhaug, 2010, p. 15). The deductive approach comprises 
the development of a theory when being exposed to tests, which is why it is so frequently used 
within the field of natural sciences (Saunders et. al., 2009, p.124). There are various features 
that are of high importance when addressing deduction. First, deduction seeks to understand 
relations between different variables. In order to do so, researchers have to access good controls 
for testing their hypotheses and use a structured methodology (Saunders et. al., 2009, p.125). 
Secondly, concepts must be operationalized in order for researchers to measure facts in a 
quantitative manner. In turn, to understand results and problems, researchers within the 
deductive approach should try to remove elements from whole problems to understand every 
part as simply as possible. This is called reductionism. Lastly, is generalization where 
researchers should select samples that have a good numerical size in relation to its main 
population (Saunders et. al., 2009, p.125).  
 
Induction, in turn, is used to draw conclusions based on empirical observations. This approach 
is commonly used when research is not based on existing theories, but rather seeks to improve 
current theories or create new ones. The process commonly used within the inductive approach 
is structured as the following: observations → findings → theory creation and structuring 
(Ghauri and Grønhaug, 2010, p. 15). As mentioned in the previous paragraph, deduction is often 
connected to natural sciences. Induction, on the contrary, is associated with social sciences. 
With this base in social sciences, the inductive approach can more easily understand the cause-
effect relationship connected to the social world. This is one of the most beneficial aspects with 
induction (Saunders et. al., 2009, p. 126). However, researchers should bear in mind that 
conclusions made with the inductive approach cannot be trusted to a full extent, since the 
drawing of conclusions are based on empirical observations (Ghauri and Grønhaug, 2010, p. 
15).  
 
Abduction is a mix between the inductive and deductive approach, and has become more 
popular during the latest years within qualitative research. Abduction, similar to deduction and 
induction, is used when creating theory and rational inferences and is often used when 
developing interpretive research (Bryman & Bell, 2015, p. 26-27). When adopting an abductive 
approach, you collect data in order to explore an occurrence, identify themes, and describe and 
understand patterns which will be used to create a new or adapt a current theory (Saunders et 
al., 2012, p. 145). 
 
As the thesis is based on previous research and theories, as well as on empirical observations; 
an abductive research approach is embraced. The abductive approach enabled us to move 
between theory and observations. The thesis’s approach follow Saunders et al.’s description on 
abductive adoption mentioned in the previous paragraph. Moreover, as the thesis ontological 
standpoint is interpretive further strengthens the choice of an abductive approach.  
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2.5 Research Design  
Based on what the research question is aiming to answer and investigate, different answers will 
be found. These answers will make researchers bound to think about the research purpose in 
order to ask the research question correctly and thereby retrieve the right information (Saunders 
et al., 2009, p.138-139). The research design can be considered as the overall strategy for 
collecting data to answer the research question (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010, p. 69). There are 
three different classes of research designs, which are based on the structure of the research 
question; exploratory, descriptive, and explanatory (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010, p. 56-57). 
 
A research design that is exploratory often seeks to understand new insights and is regularly 
used in order to clarify the underlying nature of a problem (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 139). Ghauri 
and Grønhaug (2010, p. 56) further states that an exploratory research design is suitable for 
research problems, which are poorly understood. According to Saunders et al. (2009, p. 140), 
there are three fundamental ways to conduct exploratory research which are: 
 

• “a search of the literature; 
• interviewing ‘experts’ in the subject; 
• conducting focus group interviews” 

 
The trait in exploratory research that is most recognizable is flexibility, since new information 
when conducting a research could lead to new solutions (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2011, p. 56). 
 
The descriptive research design is often used when the problem formulation of a study is well 
structured and the researchers have a good understanding of the research problem (Ghauri & 
Grønhaug, 2010, p. 56). A descriptive study may continue research on a previous exploratory 
study, or further investigate a part of an explanatory study (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 140). The 
most important characteristics to possess within descriptive studies are structure, precise rules, 
and procedures (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010, p. 57). 
 
Explanatory research, also called causal research (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010, p. 57), examines 
causal relationships between different variables (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 140). The explanatory 
research is, just as the descriptive studies, well structured. However, it distinguishes itself by 
confronting cause-effect problems. The researchers in such studies must try to isolate the causes 
in order to explain and understand if and how the causes result in effects (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 
2010, p. 57). 
 
Since our study examines the development of sustainability reports, in accordance with GRI, 
within Swedish and Finnish forestry companies the thesis is taking an exploratory direction to 
find new knowledge. Further argument for the exploratory research is that the chosen research 
method, see in next section, is qualitative and thus the exploratory research is of most use. 
However, since knowledge exists on the development process; the exploratory research design 
is not enough, which is why the thesis also includes a descriptive point of view. The descriptive 
research design help our study to continue the investigation on the development process.  
 
Time Horizon 
When deciding on the research design, Saunders et al. (2009, p. 155) suggests that one should 
consider if the study will investigate a certain point in time, or examine a longer period. The 
time horizon is independent from the research strategy. According to Saunders et al. (2009,  p. 
155) there are two main horizons: cross-sectional and longitudinal.  
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A longitudinal study often has the ability to investigate change or development. The study 
design investigates a time frame rather than a snapshot in time, and thus researchers often 
consider what changes or developments that has occur during some years (Saunders et al., 2009, 
p. 155). The other horizon is the cross-sectional which, opposite to longitudinal studies, 
investigates a short period in time. A cross-sectional study can aim to investigate the incident 
of an occurrence, or examine how elements are related in various settings (Saunders et al., 2009, 
p. 155).  
 
As this thesis investigates the internal process of creating sustainability reports within various 
forestry companies, it examines several elements. Thus, the cross-sectional time horizon is best 
suited.  
 

2.7 Research Method 
According to Ghauri and Grønhaug (2010, p. 104) research method refers to “systematic, 
focused and orderly collection of data for the purpose of obtaining information from them, to 
solve/answer a particular research problem or question”. There are two different methods when 
conducting a research; quantitative and qualitative. 
 
The quantitative method generally refers to methods where numerical data is used through data 
collection or data analysis processes (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 151). The quantitative method 
put emphasis on testing hypotheses and verifying the results. This hypotheses testing could 
often be connected to the research design; deduction. The method also integrates a critical and 
logical approach where the main focus is based on facts and underlying factors for certain social 
events. Hence, the researcher has an objective standpoint from the data retrieved. By having a 
quantitative method, it is easier for researchers to generalize based on populations (Ghauri & 
Grønhaug, 2010, p. 105).   
 
Qualitative research, on the other hand, seeks to generate answers to a research problem without 
statistical data. Hence, the researches do not put emphasis on measurement as the quantitative 
approach does. The contrast between the two methods can be reflected in the different ways of 
creating knowledge and research objectives (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010, p. 104). As mentioned 
previously, the qualitative method aims to create an understanding of e.g. a certain behavior or 
event. Thus, the focus within this approach often lies within the respondent’s perception. The 
qualitative research method is characterized by a subjective view to the data collected and is 
often based on interpretations and rationalities. The results are often generalized through 
comparisons of different variables and contexts of individual organisms. The method aims to 
create a holistic viewpoint of a research problem and is often used when an exploratory research 
design takes place (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010, p. 105). 
 
Since there is little prior research on the development of sustainability reports, the thesis tries 
to seek new knowledge within the field. The thesis also tries to understand the structure of the 
reporting development within Swedish and Finnish forestry companies. The aspiration to find 
new information within a field with scarce knowledge, in combination with the exploratory 
research design, lays a solid foundation for using a qualitative research method.  
 

2.8 Research Strategy  
The choice of research strategy is dependent on the research question, objectives, existing 
knowledge, amount of time and resources, and what type of philosophy the research is built 
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upon (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 141). Saunders et al. (2012, p. 173) propose eight research 
strategies including; experiment, survey, archival and documentary research, case study, 
ethnography, action research, grounded theory, and narrative inquiry. These strategies will be 
analyzed in the following paragraphs, in order to determine the most suitable strategy for the 
research in this thesis.  
 
Saunders et al. (2012, p. 174) introduces the experiment strategy which is commonly used in 
natural sciences to test knowledge, often with the help of hypotheses. The experiment strategy 
is also used in social sciences, but the results is not always suitable for qualitative research 
when the desire is to develop a deeper understanding about the subject (Saunders et al., 2009, 
173-174). Therefore, an experiment strategy will not be used as the aim of this thesis is to gain 
a deeper understanding about the GRI sustainability report development process within 
Swedish and Finnish forestry companies.  
 
Another strategy that Saunders et al. (2012, p. 176) propose is survey strategy. Typically used 
in descriptive and exploratory research, survey strategy has many benefits, including being time 
and cost effective (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 177). However, survey strategy is also restrictive in 
terms of information that can be gained outside the questionnaire (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 178). 
Taking this into consideration, the survey strategy will not be used. If the questions are fully 
prepared beforehand, there will be no room for the participants to add insights, which is crucial 
in this research to gain a deeper understanding of the development process. A further argument 
for not using this strategy is the thesis qualitative method applied, which do not correspond to 
the quantitative analysis the survey strategy complies with (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 177).  
 
Case study is also presented by Saunders et al. (2012, p. 179). It aims to get a rich understanding 
of the context and process in the field of subject. The strategy is often used in descriptive or 
exploratory research, particularly aiming at answering questions like “why?” and “how?” 
(Ghauri and Grønhaug, 2010, p. 109-110). This means that it could be suitable for the research 
in this thesis, as “how” is a part of the research question. However, a case study typically 
requires information from many different angles in order to understand the depth of the context 
(Saunders et al, 2009, p. 146). As this thesis has a time constraint the aim is to only consider 
the persons who are responsible for the sustainability reports, and not all persons involved in 
the development process, which means that different angles on the subject are not 
investigated.  Because of the time constraint, it will be hard to receive information from more 
than one interviewee from each company. Thus, a case study will not be used in the thesis. 
Another argument for not adopting the case study is due to the investigation of two different 
countries, Sweden and Finland, which constitute of two different contexts. As mentioned above, 
the case study should investigate a context in depth (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 146). By 
investigating two countries with different contexts the purpose of adopting a case study is not 
applicable to this thesis and thus not applied as the thesis research strategy.   
 
Action research is a process which involves diagnosing, planning, taking action, and evaluating 
and both individuals from the company as well as the researchers are involved in the process 
(Saunders et al, 2012, p. 183). The researcher and the participant collaborate to understand the 
problem and solve it (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 413). Richards and Morse (2007, p. 59) further 
explains that the goal with action research is to enhance the conditions for the participants. 
Although this makes action strategy a good alternative for fields where there is little previous 
information, as in the case for the thesis, all the steps in the action strategy process is not 
necessary to answer our research question. Hence, an action strategy will not be used. 
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Archival research is used to answer questions that are focused on the past and changes from the 
past by using administrative records and documents (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 150).  That being 
said, archival research comprise secondary data or data retrieved from library sources (Lapan, 
Quartaroli & Reimer, 2012, p. 90). The archival research strategy could have been applicable 
for the thesis if one studied the development process based on issued sustainability reports. 
However, by not interacting with the companies one could argue that valuable insights would 
be missed which could have had a great impact on the results in the thesis.  
 
In ethnographic strategy, cultural groups are studied (Richards & Morse, 2007, p. 53). 
Researchers with an ethnographic strategy, study groups by observing the people that are in it 
(Saunders et al, 2012, p. 181). Ethnographic researches have a close contact with studied groups 
in the research process (Lapan et al., 2012, p. 29). As the thesis’s purpose is not to examine an 
observation of a culture, the ethnographic strategy is not suited. Moreover, to gain the required 
access to perform an ethnographic study with the companies is perceived to be too difficult as 
it would require too much time from both the companies and us, the researchers. 
 
Grounded theory creates theoretical explanations to social constructions and processes 
(Saunders et al., 2012, p. 185; Richards & Morse, 2007, p. 59). Grounded theory follows the 
inductive research logic and is often used within qualitative research. Moreover, it is a process 
where the researcher can analyze while collecting data at the same time (Lapan, Quartaroli and 
Reimer, 2012, p. 41). According to Charmaz (2014, p. 343): “the method favors the following 
1) analysis over description, 2) fresh categories over preconceived ideas and extant theories, 
and 3) systematically focused sequential data collection over large initial samples”. By 
categorizing and conceptualizing data, researchers get tools that makes their research 
manageable and make their theoretical analysis more advanced (Lapan et al, 2012, p.64). 
Because of a lack of previous studies on the development of sustainability reports, grounded 
theory could be argued to be a suitable strategy for our research. However, as mentioned in the 
knowledge gap, GRI has provided information on the development process of sustainability 
reports. Thus, meaning that the thesis does not build new theories but rather adopts existing 
knowledge, making the grounded theory strategy less suitable for the thesis.  
 
Narrative inquiry is an approach in which individuals share experiences about a certain matter 
to identify and understand experiences (Lapan et al., 2012, p. 215). The aim is to present the 
truth according to the participants (Lapan et al., 2012, p. 222) and to establish an understanding 
of how participants read a specific situation to thereafter act upon as reality (Tracy, 2013, p. 
29). Kohler Riessman (2008, p. 23) further explains that narratives can take different forms, 
stretching from long narratives through several interviews to shorter answers for a single 
question. The narrative inquiry helps to create an understanding for new knowledge or improve 
knowledge that is already existing within a subject, through the stories provided by participants 
(Lapan et al., 2012, p. 218). 
 
Based on the research question, the stated philosophical standpoint, and the constraints in this 
thesis regarding time and access, a narrative inquiry strategy is used and empirical data is 
gathered through interviews. By approaching companies and ask them to tell their “story” about 
the development of their sustainability report, narrative inquiry will help seek to answer the 
“how” in our stated research question. Thus, the information in the thesis comes from the 
interviewee’s experiences, and what they decide to share from these experiences. One should 
however note the critical aspects when adopting a narrative inquiry strategy. Lapan et al. (2012, 
p. 219) criticizes the narrative inquiry by addressing the fact that the stories told by participants 
in a study could be impacted by researchers own interpretations when trying to retell the stories 
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and experiences of the participants. Another critique of the strategy is that there is not one single 
truth (Lapan et al., 2012, p. 230) as it is based on humans’ experiences and thereafter act upon 
as reality (Tracy, 2013, p. 29). This is something that we will bear in mind when carrying out 
the empirical part and transcription of the interviews. 
 

2.9 Methodological choices 
Presented below is the thesis methodological choices in sequential order which will be used as 
a tool to answer the stated research question.  

 
Figure 1: Summary of Methodological Choices. 
Source: The Authors 
 

2.10 Choice of Literature and Source of Criticism    
A literature review examines research that already exists about the subject (Lee & Ling, 2008, 
p. 80). Conducting a literature review is important because it will exhibit an understanding 
about what has been done before in existing research, and identify where it lacks and needs 
support (Lee & Ling, 2008, p. 80). Critically examining existing literature gives the researcher 
good insight to previous researchers findings and trends within the field (Saunders et al., 2009, 
p. 61). The review will prevent the researcher to repeat existing researchers work, or “reinvent 
the wheel” (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 91). By bringing together and extending theories, or by 
developing new ones, problems with existing literature can be identified and solved. The 
literature review should also argue for why the research is important, relevant, and interesting 
(Lee and Ling, 2008, p. 80-81). To find appropriate literature, Lee and Ling (2008, p. 84) 
suggests asking four main questions: 
 

• “Is it relevant? 
• Does it come from a reputable source? 
• Does it present a compelling theoretical argument, and/or rigorous empirical results (i.e. 

is it any good?) 
• What were the motives of the authors?”  

     
According to Lee and Ling (2008, p. 91), the quality of the literature should be determined by 
criterion regarding their provenance, objectivity, persuasiveness, and value. Saunders et al. 
(2009, p. 69) divides literature into primary sources, which is the origin of a piece of work, and 
secondary sources that builds on the primary source and usually are provided to a larger 
audience. In this thesis, we have tried to incorporate primary sources in the theories. To update 
primary sources and adapt them to our research, they have been complemented with secondary 
sources. Existing literature has been found, using the search engines by Umeå University 
Library. This helped finding relevant books and provided access to articles from various 
scientific journals. Google Scholar has also been of great use to find relevant articles and see 
how often they are cited. However, Google Scholar does not always provide access and 
therefore the identified articles were also put in the Umeå University Library search engine. By 
doing so, we could also find if the articles were published in peer-reviewed journals. Bryman 
and Bell (2011, p. 32) suggests using peer reviewed articles as it adds credibility.  
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The keywords used to retrieve information were: “GRI”, “Report development”, “Sustainability 
accounting”, “Sustainability reporting”, “Forestry industry”,” Sweden” and “Finland”. To find 
information about the theories we searched on the words “legitimacy theory”, “stakeholder 
theory”, and “institutional theory”. In addition to the words for the theories, keywords were 
included to find articles that related the theories to our field of research.  
 

2.11 Social and Ethical considerations 
The ethical aspect of academic research can be connected to the integrity of the research and 
the disciplines involved (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 122). The stigma of conducting a social and 
ethical responsible thesis, is especially complicated in qualitative research as it involves 
individuals and communities (Lapan et al., 2012, p. 21). Two important ethical issues are how 
the people involved are treated and whether or not they should be involved in a certain activity 
related to the research (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 122). One implication of these issues is that 
values becomes an important concern (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 122).  
 
The Swedish Research Council (2011, p. 16) distinguish between moral and ethics. Morals are 
a set of values that a person uses when interacting with other people. An individual does not 
need to be aware or reflect about one's morals, nor does she or he have to have consistency 
between the values and positions within his or hers moral. There is no requirement to follow 
personal morals. Ethics on the other hand, usually refers to either a type or theory of morals 
that together form a system. Referring to ethics when creating arguments involve some 
reflection to existing norms. Despite the difference, there is a close relationship between moral 
and ethics; “ethics contain moral precepts that are conscious, reflected on and motivated, which 
one formulates as clearly as possible and are presented in a systematic way” (The Swedish 
Research Council, 2011, p. 16). Although morals and ethics are related, there is seldom 
references to “research morals” at the same extent as “research ethics” in academic research. 
Researchers prefer reflecting to norms, or principles, that has been reflected upon in the research 
community, that performs nicely together and offers guidance. (The Swedish Research Council, 
2011, p. 16). 
 
Lapan et al. (2012, p. 21) describes a set of three principles that originally was developed by 
the National Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects of Biomedical and Behavioral 
Research in the United States. These principles were first published in 1979 in the Belmont 
report, and has been used to guide us through ethical issues and dilemmas that we have faced 
while conducting the thesis. Beneficence is an ethical principle that aims researchers to 
maximize the good outcomes of the research for society and humanity, but at the same time 
minimize the risk and harm to the participants in the research (Lapan et al., 2012, p. 22). The 
ethical principle of respect guides the researcher to treat participants with respect and courtesy 
(Lapan et al, 2012, p. 22). Lapan et al. (2012, p. 25) highlights the importance of adapting to 
the norms and practices in various cultural groups that takes part in the study. Lastly, the ethical 
principle of justice ensures that the participants in the study are individuals who benefit of the 
result of their research. This principle should be applied by using procedure that are 
“reasonable, non-exploitative, carefully considered, and fairly administered” (Lapan et al., 
2012, p. 21).  
 
Based on the principles, choices regarding the method and fieldwork has been carefully 
considered in the thesis. The thesis interacts with companies to gain empirical data, and what 
potentially could harm the independence or integrity of the thesis due to this interaction has 
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therefore been taken into account. The methodological choices made, have been based on 
creating a valuable thesis rather than benefiting the participating companies. 
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Chapter 3 - Theoretical Framework 
This chapter presents relevant concepts and theories, which are used as aids for the current 
study to make conclusions later in the study. The chapter first goes through relevant concepts, 
which are intertwined with the study's topic. To answer the current study’s research question, 
applicable theories are demonstrated to understand why certain decisions and activities in GRI 
development already has taken place. This “why” frames the current study’s “how”, hence the 
theories are of vital use. 
 

3.1 Sustainability Reporting 
A sustainability report must contain both quantitative and qualitative features, that explain how 
efficiently and effectively a company has achieved improvements regarding economic, social, 
and environmental considerations. The influences of sustainability reports are based on three 
cornerstones within the reporting category: annual report, social report, and the environmental 
report (Daub, 2007, p. 76). 
 
Sustainability reporting has become more important for companies as a response of action 
towards societal pressures that are demanding companies to become more sustainable. The 
larger a company is, the more attention it will get from society and needs to justify its presence 
to a larger extent. Even though, in the strictest sense, this has laid a foundation for the 
publication of sustainability reports (Daub, 2007, p. 77). Sustainability reporting emerged in 
the 1990s, when large corporations started to disclose environmental and social information 
affected by the company’s business operations (Deegan & Unerman, 2011, p. 384). In the first 
era of sustainability reporting, the non-financial information often was included in 
corporation’s annual report. However, as the reporting practices became more widespread and 
more organizations started to include the information in their annual report, the need for a 
separate social and environmental report arose. By the end of the 1990s, companies started to 
publish standalone reports that issued sustainability matters such as environment and social 
issues (Deegan & Unerman, 2011, p. 384-385). 
 
Reporting on variables connected to sustainability have previously been voluntary due to little 
regulations within the area (Deegan & Unerman, 2011, p. 397). Due to this, many companies 
have relied on well distinguished and recognized guidelines from organizations such as GRI 
and AccountAbility (Searcy & Buslovich, 2014, p. 151; Deegan & Unerman, 2011, p. 397). As 
mentioned in the background, there are various frameworks available for disclosing 
sustainability information (Li et al., 2011, p. 33). However, as argued by Li et al. (2011, p. 33), 
FAR (p. 5, pp. 8), and EY (2009, p. 1) GRI is the most well-known guidelines for reporting on 
sustainability. Thus, this thesis only focus on the GRI guidelines.  
 

3.2 Global Reporting Initiative 
The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) is an organization that helps companies and businesses 
to comprehend and communicate their businesses impact on several factors, such as 
environment, sustainability, and human rights. As mentioned in chapter one, the GRI 
sustainability reporting guidelines is prominent and well recognized within the field of 
sustainability reporting (Searcy and Buslovich, 2014, p. 151; FAR, p. 5, pp. 8; GRI, 2017a). 
The organization was founded in 1997 in Boston, USA, and has its heritage in the non-profit 
organization “Coalition for Environmentally Responsible Economies” (CERES). The aim with 
the new organization, GRI, was to create an accountability instrument to ensure that companies 
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adapted CERES principles that were in line with environmental responsibility. In 2000, GRI 
issued their first guidelines on sustainability reporting, and in 2002 they relocated to their 
current headquarter in Amsterdam. After the fourth global GRI conference, which gathered 
delegates from 69 different countries, the organization issued their fourth-generation 
sustainability reporting guidelines (G4) in 2013 (GRI, 2017b). The GRI sustainability reports 
are built with three main dimensions; economic, environmental and social factors. Within each 
category there are both subcategories and several indicators. The economic dimension of 
sustainability includes businesses effect on economic circumstances of its stakeholders (GRI, 
2013, p. 67). The environmental aspect looks at how companies and businesses impact living 
and nonliving natural systems such as water and ecosystems. This category includes both the 
inputs and outputs a company impact by its operations (GRI, 2013, p. 84). The last category, 
social, includes how businesses affect social systems. Here topics such as labor practices, 
human rights, society, and product responsibility is addressed (GRI, 2013, p. 142). 
 

3.2.1 Guidelines 
The GRI guidelines are disclosed in two documents “Reporting Principles and Standards 
Disclosures” and “Implementation Manual” (GRI, 2015, p. 4). The principles and standard 
disclosures are presented, as well as a short description of the implementation manual. This 
provides an understanding of what the GRI guidelines are and what they consist of.  
 

3.2.1.1 Principles  
The GRI sustainability report guidelines include principles. The principles are, according to 
GRI, fundamental for achieving transparency and should be applied by all companies who are 
preparing sustainability reports. They can be divided into two categories: principles for defining 
content and principles for defining quality. First the principles that defines content is presented. 
Thereafter, the principles defining quality is addressed.  
 

Principles Defining Content 

The principles defining content gives guidance in what the company should include based on 
the activities, impact, as well as expectations and interest of stakeholders (GRI, 2015, p. 8). 
  
Stakeholder Inclusiveness 
Stakeholder’s expectations and interests are key reference points in decisions regarding the 
preparation of the report (GRI, 2015, p. 10). Stakeholders are, according to GRI (2015, p. 9), 
individuals or entities that are affected by the activities, products, or services of the company 
and whose own actions can affect the company's strategies and objectives. GRI’s definition is 
very similar to the business ethics definition of a stakeholder (Frostenson et al., 2015, p. 39). 
To have an insurable report, the company should disclose how they defined key stakeholders, 
when they engaged with them and how the engagement influenced the content of the report and 
sustainability activities (GRI, 2015, p. 10). 
 
Sustainability Context 
GRI (2015, p. 10) stresses the importance information to be put into context. Reporting on 
sustainability is a way for companies to communicate how they contribute to sustainability on 
a local, regional, and global level. If the company only would report on their performance, the 
report fails to show how it contributes in a broader context. To provide context for the 
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performance on sustainability, the company should also explain the relationship between the 
business strategy and sustainability (GRI, 2015, p. 10) 
 
Materiality 
There is much information that potentially could be included in the GRI sustainability report 
(GRI, 2015, p. 11). Materiality in sustainability reports is similar to materiality in financial 
reports, but the extent of the concept is wider (GRI, 2015, p. 11). In financial reports materiality 
rely on numbers but the sustainability reports must also include social and environmental 
aspects (Frostenson et al, 2015, p. 37). The report should include both the internal and external 
factors that are used to determine the importance of the information (GRI, 2015, p. 11). 
 
Completeness 
The coverage should be sufficient to reflect how the companies perform in the impacts 
regarding social, environmental, and economic material aspects, and their boundaries. 
Completeness may refer to information collection and presentation of the information (GRI, 
2015, p. 12-13).  
 

Principles Defining Quality 
 
The other set of principles defines the quality of the information in the sustainability report, 
including the presentation. The quality of the report is fundamental for achieving transparency 
and for stakeholder to take appropriate decisions based on the information (GRI, 2015, p. 13). 
According to Frostenson et al. (2015, p. 34), the principles for quality are closely related to the 
financial reporting principles defined by the International Accounting Standards Board, IASB. 
 
Balance 
The company should disclose unbiased and objective information. Selection, omissions, and 
biased presentation of material should therefore be avoided (GRI, 2015, p. 13). Frostenson et 
al. (2015, p. 44), further argues that companies who evade biased information produce accurate 
reports instead of advertisements. 
 
Comparability 
Stakeholders should be able to analyze information between companies and over time. This 
means that companies should select, compile, and report information consistently (GRI, 2015, 
p. 14). Companies should use standards for how different indicators should be measured and 
presented. Moreover, they should report on similar indicators from year to year. If a change 
occur, previous years should be changed as well to remain comparable (Frostenson et al., 2015, 
p. 44). 
 
Accuracy 
To make the report trustworthy and relevant for decision-making, accuracy is of highest 
importance (Frostenson et al., 2015, p. 45). As data can be both qualitative and quantitative, 
accuracy depends on the nature and user of the information (GRI, 2015, p. 14). Accuracy of 
quantitative data are based on the methods handling the data (GRI, 2015, p. 14). Qualitative 
data should give a clear and balanced description of the presented information (Frostenson et 
al., 2015, p. 45). 
 
Clarity 
The information should be disclosed in a way that make the information understandable, 
accessible, and usable for stakeholders (GRI, 2015, p. 15). The report should make sense to 
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read for an individual without a degree in natural sciences (Frostenson et al, 2015, p. 46). At 
the same time, stakeholders should have a reasonable understanding of the company and its 
corresponding activities (GRI, 2015, p. 15-16) 
 
 
Reliability 
Stakeholders should be able to verify that the content and extent of the report has been based 
on reporting principles. Moreover, information about decisions made in the report should be 
recorded and internal controls should be established to assure information (GRI, 2015, p. 
16).         
 
Timeliness 
The report should be available at regular points in time for stakeholders so they can make their 
decisions based on the information in the report. The report could for example be published at 
the same time as the financial report. The information in the report should also be current to 
events that happened during the reporting period (GRI, 2015, p. 15). 
 

3.2.1.2 Standard Disclosures 
The standard disclosures in sustainability reporting, according to GRI (2015, p. 20), can be 
divided into two categories; general and specific. The standard disclosures are divided in three 
dimension; economic, social and environmental. Each dimension has several different aspects, 
and these aspects have a number of different indicators. To report on a dimension, one must 
report an aspect and to report an aspect, one must report an indicator (GRI, 2015, p. 22). 
 
Two reporting levels exist: “core” and “comprehensive”. The difference between the two levels 
is that at comprehensive level, the company must report all indicators on a material aspect. At 
a core level, the company only needs to report one indicator per material aspect (GRI, 2014, 
p.14). 
 
The set of general standards disclosures include disclosures about: strategy and analysis, 
organizational profile, identified material aspects and boundaries, stakeholder engagement, 
report profile, governance, ethics, and integrity (GRI, 2015, p. 22). In total, there are 58 general 
standard disclosures indicators. They are included in each aspect, but the company does not 
have to report on all of them. Depending on if the company wants to report on a “core” or 
“comprehensive level”, a different number of general disclosures should be reported (GRI, 
2015, p. 20). 
 
The specific disclosures can be divided to categories based the three different dimensions of 
sustainability; economic, social, and environmental.  
 
The economic dimension is about the company’s business impact on their stakeholders’ 
economic situation (GRI, 2015, p. 67). The information usually comes from the financial 
statement and in total there are 6 aspects and 8 indicators to report on (GRI, 2013, p. 22). 
 
The dimension of environmental indicators discloses information about the effect the company 
has on living and nonliving natural system such as land, air, water, and other ecosystems (GRI, 
2015, p. 84). There are 6 aspects to report upon, which in total includes 27 indicators (GRI, 
213, p. 22). 
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The social dimension has four subgroups: labor practices and decent work, human rights, 
society, and product responsibility. All of them disclose information about the company’s 
impact on social systems (GRI, 2014, p. 42). For all the subgroups, there is a total of 29 aspects 
with 49 indicators in total (GRI, 213, p. 22).  
 

3.2.1.3 Implementation Manual 
GRI provides an implementation manual that is more extensive than “Reporting Principles and 
Standard Disclosures”, as it not only defines the principles and standard disclosures. It helps 
companies to understand concepts and how to use and implement them into their own 
sustainability reports, for example the reporting principles. The implementation manual also 
gives advice in identifying which aspects are material, as well as how to select and organize 
information in the report. Furthermore, there is information about how the GRI reports fulfills 
OCED’s Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises and the United Nations Global Compact “10 
principles” (GRI, 2015, p. 6). 
 

3.2.2 Five Phases in GRI Sustainability Report Development 
GRI does not only provide guidelines, but also an implementation manual as well as numerous 
other publications to guide the company in their work of sustainability reporting. The 
publication “The GRI sustainability reporting cycle: A handbook for small and not-so-small 
organizations” has been acknowledged in two publications that describes sustainability 
reporting processes (Larsson & Ljungdahl, 2008, p. 110-130; Frostenson et al., 2015, p. 62-75). 
The handbook covers the previous GRI G3 guidelines and there is a new version of the 
handbook called “Introducing the GRI sustainability reporting process: A “how-to” handbook 
for all G4 reporters” (GRI, 2014). This new handbook, as well as additional comments provided 
by Larsson and Ljungdahl (2008), and Frostenson et al. (2015), is used to describe and identify 
the phases of companies sustainability reporting development process in the following sections. 
It should be noted that in the GRI publication the word organization is used to describe the 
reporting entity. However, to keep consistency with the thesis focus on companies, this term 
will be used instead. 
 
GRI (2014, p. 6) defines five phases in the GRI sustainability report process; prepare, connect, 
define, monitor, and report.  These phases are provided as step-by-step method to develop a 
sustainability report in accordance with the GRI guidelines (GRI, 2014, p. 4). As the process is 
identified as a step-by-step method, the process can be seen as a longitudinal report structure. 
This longitudinal process starts each fiscal year.  
 
Phase 1: Prepare 
The first phase, the preparation phase, include important planning activities. Firstly, the 
company should select which individuals in the company that should develop the report. Some 
companies choose to have one group with representatives from management that are following 
the process of the work, and one project group that is working with the report (Frostenson et 
al., 2015, p. 65-66). The project group can consist of people from different departments in the 
company such as communication, graphic design, accounting, finance, environmental, and 
quality departments (Frostenson et al., 2015, p. 66). There should also be one person responsible 
and in charge for the report, who coordinators and plan the time-schedule for the reporting 
process and handle the meetings and materials (GRI, 2014, p. 7). The individual in-charge for 
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the sustainability report takes part in both groups and keeps the work together (Frostenson et 
al., 2015, p. 66). 
 
To ensure commitment in the project group, a company should create an action plan for when 
the activities related to the development of the sustainability report should be carried out. Initial 
meetings for the preparation are of highest importance (GRI, 2014, p. 10). The focus of the 
content should be based on the company’s environmental and social impacts, and the company 
should evaluate how to these impacts could be measured (Frostenson et al., 2015, p. 66). There 
are also decisions about which level the report aims for, if a company want to have a report on 
“core” or “comprehensive” level, or only refer to the GRI guidelines (GRI, 2014, p. 11-12). 
Other important reporting requirements to consider is if the company should integrate their 
sustainability report to the financial report, or if they need to have any other legislations or 
standards in mind when developing the report (GRI, 2014, p. 14). 
 
Phase 2: Connect 
The second phase of the GRI sustainability report development process involves identifying 
stakeholders, and deciding which stakeholders to prioritize (GRI, 2014, p. 16). GRI (2014, p. 
16) emphasize the engagement with stakeholders as an important part in developing the report. 
When prioritizing the stakeholders, the company should consider stakeholders’ influence, 
dependency, type of relation, and representation (Frostenson et al., 2015, p 67-68; Larson & 
Ljungdahl, 2008, p. 118). The purpose of identifying the stakeholders is to engage them in the 
reporting process (GRI, 2014, p. 17). The result of the stakeholder engagement is the 
identification of the sustainability issues the stakeholder finds important (GRI, 2014, p. 19). 
 
Phase 3: Define 
No report can cover everything, as it would make the report too comprehensive. The previous 
phases in the development of the report should have highlighted where the focus is, and where 
the company should draw the reports limitations (Frostenson et al., 2015, p. 69-71). The third 
phase is called: defining material aspects and boundaries, where aspects are “what matters” and 
boundaries is “where it matters” (GRI, 2014, p. 21). Stakeholder engagement is an important 
principle in this phase, and is throughout three steps: identification, prioritization, and 
validation. The first step, identification, should combine the list of relevant topics that the 
company has been given from the previous phases (GRI, 2014, p.23). The company should then 
decide upon boundaries in this list by evaluating who makes impact in the presented topics. The 
impact can be made by the company, from outside the company, or a combination of both. 
(GRI, 2014, p. 23-24). The company then defines what topics on the list are material and 
prioritize what to report. The decision on what to report should be based on how significant the 
company’s impact is, and how material the information is for their stakeholder’s assessment 
and decisions (GRI, 2014, p. 25). 
 
The indicators are also specific standards disclosures and consist of 91 indicators based on 
economic, environmental, and social impact and performance (GRI, 2014, p. 25).  The final 
decision on what to include report on should be based on scope (“all significant impacts 
covered”), aspect boundary (“has your company considered the significant impacts within and 
outside the organization?”), and time (“does the selected information cover the entire reporting 
period?”) (GRI, 2014, p. 25). There are some problems arising from the flexible use that GRI 
offers as of what indicators to report upon (Frostenson et al., 2015, p. 72). The problem with 
the decision becomes that some companies base the report of data that they already have. Some 
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companies might also not want to disclose certain indicators, for example due to competition 
(Frostenson et al., 2015, p. 69-71). 
 
Phase 4: Monitor 
The monitoring phase consists of information collection and analysis, as well as managing 
sustainability performance (GRI, 2014, p. 29). The company will have to analyze each standard 
disclosure to understand if the company has the information available, or if it is time to start 
tracking the information. Different tools will be preferable depending on the information that 
is being collected (GRI, 2014, p. 29). For example, the gathering will be different depending if 
the indicator requires quantitative or qualitative data (Frostenson et al., 2015, p. 71-72). If the 
company not is able to report on the material aspect, they need to disclose the reason for 
omission (GRI, 2014, p. 29). The actual gathering of data involves deciding who should collect 
it, when the data should be collected, and which department in the company the data comes 
from (GRI, 2014, p. 29). A difference between data collection in financial accounting and 
sustainability reporting, is that financial accounting often uses one system and sustainability 
reporting requires multiple (Frostenson et al., 2015, p. 71-72). The company needs to constantly 
evaluate and monitor the systems and internal procedures that measure and collect information, 
as well as analyzing how the company perform in terms of performance targets set (GRI, 2014, 
p. 29). 
 
As a general principle in G4, the company should create goals for the material aspects. The 
goals should be presented to stakeholders to make them able to evaluate and recognize progress. 
GRI (2014, p. 30) gives examples of goals a company can have; including sustainability 
performance improvement, implementation of improved policies and procedures, and 
initiatives to consult experts or training programs. 
 
Phase 5: Report 
The last phase in the development process is to make the actual report. Firstly, all the data 
should be compiled together, and this requires the involvement of the whole reporting team 
(GRI, 2014, p. 33). Sustainability reporting requires, aside from numbers, much of information 
in text and a large part of the work with the report is therefore writing (Frostenson et al., 2015, 
p. 72). The final report could be written either by someone in the company, usually from the 
communication department, or by external help (GRI, 2014, p. 33). 
 
The general standards disclosure on assurance (G4-33) should be completed if the report is 
externally assured. After the report is finalized it should be signed and published.  The aim is 
that the report should be read by as many as possible, and companies usually distribute the 
report on their website and in a printed copy (Frostenson et al., 2015, p. 73). The content of the 
report can be communicated differently depending on which stakeholder the communication is 
aimed for (GRI, 2014, p. 33). The final part of the last phase is to review the report and the 
reporting process. The review can be done in several different ways and can include internal 
and external stakeholders. The review should help to provide relevant feedback to the next 
reporting cycle (GRI, 2014, p. 35). 
 

3.3 System Oriented Theories    
In addition to the concepts in the previous parts of the chapter, we have turned to legitimacy, 
stakeholder, and institutional theory. These system-based theories can “permit us to focus on 
the role of information and disclosure in the relationship(s) between organizations, the State, 
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individuals and groups” (Gray, Owen & Adams, 1996, p. 45). Deegan (2007, p. 129) explain 
that in a system-oriented perspective an organization is influenced by and influences the society 
in which the organization operates. The theories are used in the thesis to help understand and 
frame why certain decisions and activities regarding the development of sustainability reports 
takes place. Another theory that can be connected to sustainability reporting, in addition to the 
system oriented ones, is signaling theory (Hahn & Kühnen, 2013, p. 14). The signaling theory 
is used for defining behavior for situations where stakeholders and companies have different 
information. The companies choose how to signal information and the stakeholders choose how 
to interpret the information (Connelly, Trevis Certo, Duane Ireland & Reutzel, 2010, p. 39). 
Even though the theory was considered, it was not included in the theoretical framework as the 
focus is on the internal development process and not how the information in the report is 
interpreted. 
 

3.3.1 Legitimacy Theory 
Legitimacy theory explains the reason why companies want to show that they operate within 
the values and norms of society. It is not the actual actions of the company that is important, 
but what society perceives the company’s actions to be (Suchman, 1995, p. 574, Wilmhurst and 
Frost, 2000, p. 11). If a company fails to live up to these norms and values, legitimacy is 
threatened and the company could struggle with attracting capital, employees, and customers 
(Deegan, 2006, p. 163). For the thesis legitimacy theory is of interest as it helps understanding 
why companies uses the GRI sustainability reporting guidelines. As society’s values and norms 
constantly changes and thus changing what being legitimate constitutes of (Deegan, 2006, p. 
164), it was of interest to explore possible content changes in the report from year to year.  
 
Schuman (1995, p. 578) divides legitimacy theory into three different categories: pragmatic, 
moral, and cognitive legitimacy. Pragmatic legitimacy is based on the “self-interested 
calculation” of an organization’s closes stakeholders. Usually there is a direct exchange of some 
sort between the organization and the stakeholders. However, it could also be due to political 
or social interdependencies that indirectly affect these stakeholders (Suchman, 1995, p. 578). 
Moral legitimacy on the other hand is sociotropic, which means that it does not consider the 
benefits the activity has for the stakeholder, but rather if it is the right thing to do (Suchman, 
1995, p. 579). Finally, there was an identified need of a legitimacy theory that was based on 
cognition rather than interest or evaluation (Suchman 1995, p. 582). The cognitive legitimacy 
is therefore based on comprehensiveness or taken-for grantedness (Suchman, 1995, p. 579).  
 
According to Schuman (1995, p. 586), the challenges of legitimacy theory depends if the 
company wants to gain, maintain, or repair legitimacy. These challenges can be handle by 
strategies that are based either on pragmatic, moral or cognitive aspects. According to Ashforth 
and Gibbs (1990, p. 178), a company can choose to handle legitimacy by substantive and 
symbolic dynamics. The mix of these will, again, depend whether the company desire is to gain, 
maintain, or repair the company’s legitimacy (Ashforth and Gibbs, 1990, p. 191).  
 
There is mixed evidence to use legitimacy theory as support for sustainability disclosures. 
O’Donovan (2002, p. 363-364) found that legitimacy theory could support why certain 
disclosure was included in the annual report and why environmental information was 
included. Wilmhurst and Frost (2000, p. 22), on the other hand, found limited support that 
legitimacy theory could act as support regarding what influences managers’ decisions in respect 
to sustainability reporting, as well as to why environmental disclosures were reported. These 
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mixed evidences were important to consider for the research, as legitimacy theory helps to 
explain the results.  
 

3.3.2 Stakeholder Theory 
The concept of stakeholder theory was introduced in 1984 by Edward Freeman in his book 
“Strategic Management: A Stakeholder Approach”. This book became a landmark for the 
stakeholder theory and has pinned down a base for subsequent research (Donaldson & Preston, 
1995, p. 65). The stakeholder theory is often seen as managerial since it gives guidance and 
display how managers operate (Freeman, Wicks and Parmar, 2004, p. 364; Donaldson & 
Preston, 1995, p. 70). There are two main concerns which the stakeholder theory addresses. 
Firstly, the theory puts emphasis on a firm's purpose for managers to discover and mediate what 
value has been created, which can result in higher performance both in financial figures and in 
non-financial key performance metrics. Secondly, the theory addresses manager’s 
responsibility towards the company's stakeholders. To achieve a purpose, managers should 
express their goals to reach this particular purpose, and establish the desired relationship with 
stakeholders (Freeman et al., 2004, p. 364). Hence, a substantial part of the stakeholder theory 
involves value creation, as well as ethics within businesses. These two main fields are of high 
importance when performing and evaluating this research. By having a purpose which 
addresses sustainability reporting in accordance with GRI, corporations need to identify what 
value the reporting system will generate both in regard to tangible and intangible performance. 
By informing the company purpose to every part of a corporation, businesses can make 
employees more coherent and willing to work towards a common purpose. The second field 
issuing stakeholder relationship interconnected with managers’ responsibility towards 
stakeholders, can be evident when developing the sustainability report in accordance with GRI. 
The stakeholder requirement and engagement have been issued by previous research (Manetti, 
2011, p. 110). The stakeholder theory assists us to recognize companies involvement of their 
stakeholders in the development process of their sustainability report.  
 
Donaldson and Preston (1995, p. 70-73) identifies three aspects of the stakeholder theory; 
descriptive, instrumental, and normative. The descriptive part of the theory enables descriptions 
and explanations regarding certain corporate manners and characteristics (Donaldson & 
Preston, 1995, p. 70). The descriptive part includes studies and research that give truthful 
statements on what corporations and managers truly do (Parmar et al., 2010, p. 411). The 
instrumental section is used to examine the relationship and associations between stakeholder 
management and corporate objectives (Donaldson & Preston, 1995, p. 71). Their research 
studies how a certain managerial behavior results in a specific outcome (Parmar et al., 2010, p. 
411). The normative aspect of the theory addresses the corporate functioning, which includes 
identification of guidelines regarding philosophy for both the management and the company 
itself (Donaldson & Preston, 1995, p. 71). Parmar et al. (2010, p. 411), further explains that 
typical research within the normative aspect tackles and asks what managers should do. The 
three divisions and aspects of stakeholder theory can be used to understand what management 
do regarding sustainability reporting in accordance with GRI. Furthermore, by identifying the 
relationship between stakeholders and management regarding certain specific objectives, one 
could understand and evaluate the extent of stakeholder engagement when developing the 
sustainability report. Lastly, the normative aspect can be of relevance when concluding the 
research and connecting back to what managers should or might do to create as much value 
with the report. 
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Stakeholder Theory: Managerial Perspective 

As mentioned above, the stakeholder theory has a managerial standpoint that takes a central 
role within the theory. Donaldson and Preston (1995, p. 85) put emphasis on two main aspects. 
The first aspect is stakeholder identification by managers, as well as identification of these 
stakeholders’ incentives and risks. The second aspect considers managers, and management 
functions, role inside the theory and model of stakeholders. The identification of rightful and 
appropriate stakeholders is seen as the most difficult part according to Donaldson and Preston 
(1995, p. 85), as it often is based on a firm-as-contract relationship. In other words, this firm-
as-contract means identification of stakeholders through contracts between both parties; 
stakeholder and company (1995, p. 85).  
 
The stakeholder theory is broad and does not only address that companies have stakeholders. 
Although true, that narrow view does not include the importance of a managerial perspective 
and its implications. However, Donaldson and Preston (1995, p. 87) stresses that the stakeholder 
theory cannot solely have a basis in that stakeholder management will lead to prosperous 
economic output.  
 
This managerial aspect and implications is of importance for the thesis to correctly understand 
the stakeholder theory and its variables. The aspect contributes to the construction of our 
understanding of stakeholder identification, and ultimately the relationship pinned down to 
reach goals and objectives within the company.  
 

3.3.3 Institutional Theory 
To help explain why companies compete, not only for customers and resources, one can turn to 
institutional theory (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983, p. 147). Scott (1995, p. 33) described the 
meaning of institutions broadly by stating: “Institutions consist of cognitive, normative, and 
regulative structures and activities that provides stability and meaning to social behavior. 
Institutions are transported by various carriers - cultures, structures and routines - and they 
operate at multiple levels of jurisdictions”. Meyer and Rowan (1977, p. 40) connects 
institutional theory to legitimacy theory by explaining that organizational structures are created 
based on institutional rules, and organizations follow them to survive as an organization. As 
GRI has been found to have several characteristics of an institution (Brown et al., 2008, p. 578), 
institutional theory is of great use in the thesis. 
 
According to DiMaggio and Powell (1983, p. 150), the coercive-, mimetic-, and normative 
isomorphism shapes organizations, and for the thesis they help explaining how companies 
report as well as the reason to why they report. Isomorphism is the process of homogenization 
between companies (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983, p. 146). Pressures by formal and informal 
forces drive coercive isomorphism, either by other organizations or from values in the society 
where the organization operates (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983, p. 147). The coercive isomorphism 
is equivalent with Scott’s (1995 p. 36) regulative structure and he proposes that force, fear, and 
expedience are central themes of this pillar. According to Larrinaga-González (2007, p. 156) 
the regulative structure in sustainability reporting includes reporting regulations and their 
enforcement. The new EU directive with requirements of non-financial disclosure therefore 
makes coercive and regulative structures interesting to investigate. 
 
Mimetic isomorphism is derived from the uncertainty which makes companies look at other 
organizations to replicate and/or adapt their processes to the organization they want to follow 
(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983, p. 149). It might be unintentionally, for example an employee using 
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experience gained from its previous positions, or consciously, by the help of a consulting firm 
or industry trade association (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983, p. 149). Scott (1995, p. 45) indicates 
that mimetic isomorphism is similar to the cognitive dimension of isomorphism. Hedberg and 
von Malmborg (2003, p. 158) found that differences, but also similarities, could be explained 
by new institutional theory in companies’ development of sustainability reports. The 
sustainability reporting is driven by isomorphism as companies most likely consult each other 
in how to report. Therefore, mimetic isomorphism is used to see if the companies consult with 
each other in the development of report. 
 
Scott (1995, p. 37) suggests that normative systems stems from values and norms. Some values 
and norms will only be used for a limited number of individuals, for example based on their 
position, and the norms of and values for these specific individuals then becomes roles (Scott, 
1995, p. 38). According to DiMaggio and Powell (1983, p. 151), professionalism is the origin 
of normative isomorphism and can be divided into two major categories. The first one is due to 
similarities in university education, as managers and personnel tend to gain similarities and 
knowledge about organizations. The other aspect defines how professional behavior should be, 
and stems from professional networks. Larrinaga-González (2007, p. 157) defines normative 
structures in sustainability reporting as obeying rules the company follow due to ethics, moral, 
or norms of frameworks. He exemplifies GRI as an example of the normative structure since 
GRI has codified norms and rules in how sustainability reporting should take form (Larrinaga-
González, 2007, p. 159).  
 

3.4 Concluding Theoretical Framework  
We know why companies engage in sustainability activities and reporting based on the system 
oriented theories: legitimacy theory, stakeholder theory, and institutional theory. Companies 
and the society influence each other and thus, the company has the opportunity to affect the 
perception of the company. Hence, legitimacy and the ideas in legitimacy theory is central in 
all the system oriented theories. Stakeholder theory addresses the importance of incorporating 
stakeholders who possesses the greatest capacity to legitimize the company. In institutional 
theory, on the other hand, legitimacy is obtained by changing the company’s structure. 
 
Sustainability reporting is a legitimizing activity, as societal pressures demands sustainability 
disclosures. The theories will therefore help to answer why certain activities in the development 
process of sustainability reports occur. This will help to frame how the development process is 
structured and answer our research question. The how will nonetheless not be explained by the 
theories, but has been identified through the five phases. The phases have been identified by 
GRI themselves and thus lacks practical academic evidence. The five phases are identified as a 
step-by-step process within the GRI framework and thus the process follows a longitudinal 
reporting process where phase one is the starting point and phase five the ending.  
 
The abductive nature of the thesis includes both deductive and inductive elements. The thesis 
deductively investigates if the identified phases are correct. Furthermore, new empirical 
findings are explained by the system-oriented theories with an inductive approach. 
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Figure 2: Model for Theoretical Framework 
Source: The Authors  
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Chapter 4 -  Practical Method 
The fourth chapter starts with defining the chosen industry for the thesis. Further, the chapter 
provide information regarding the chosen data collection method. Interview types for 
qualitative research is discussed, as well as qualitative sampling methods. The outline 
thereafter entails the selection of interviewees, and the motivation and access for the selection. 
Thereafter, the interview process is discussed. This part addresses the interview preparations, 
interview guide, conducting the interviews, transcription of the interviews, and lastly topic 
coding. The chapter end with a discussion on the social and ethical considerations of the data 
collection method.    
 

4.1 Chosen Industry 
As mentioned in the background, sustainability reporting is a tool to measure sustainability 
performance and reach sustainable development in the long run. As sustainable development is 
important for the future society (WCED, 1987, p. 43), the aim was to investigate an industry 
that could have a positive impact on future sustainable development. Kaupi and Lundmark 
(2017) identified the forestry industry in Sweden and Finland as an important contributor for 
the future sustainable development. As such, the forestry industry in these countries was 
selected for the thesis. Another option for the thesis, could have been to select companies based 
on solely size instead of industry. However, sustainability is a wide concept that can be 
interpreted in many different ways. Thus, companies in different industries might have diverse 
definitions of sustainability. Therefore, the choice of one single industry where sustainability 
might be perceived similarly felt as a better option.  

4.1.1 Forestry Industry 
Forest industries are industries that manufacture commodities from timber that is grown in 
forests. There are two different types of branches of the forest industry; first we have pulp and 
paper industries and secondly, wood products industry. The pulp and paper industry often 
comprise the manufacturing of chemical and mechanical pulp that later gets processed into 
paperboard and paper. Therefore, the pulp and paper industry is also called chemical forest 
industry. While the pulp and paper industry includes chemical processes, the wood products 
industry includes manufacturing of sawn commodities, plywood, and other timer boards which 
is why the industry also is called mechanical forest industry (SMY, 2016). 

4.1.2 Forestry Industry in Sweden  
As mentioned earlier in the background, approximately 70 percent of Sweden’s land area is 
covered with forest and is important for the Swedish economy. Historically, forest products 
have been used in several industries, and in the 13th century wood was used as fuel in the mining 
industry to extract ore (Skogsstyrelsen, 2015, p. 4). During the 19th century, the forest products 
industry grew and the demand for sawn timber and raw materials for paper and pulp production 
increased. This led to a shift in Sweden, from an agrarian society into an industrialized country. 
The industrialization led to large exploitations of forest in Sweden and thus the Swedish 
parliament introduced a new law in 1903; a Forestry Act (Skogsstyrelsen, 2015, p.4). This law 
stated that anyone who harvest forest in Sweden is obliged to replace the harvested forest with 
new forest, either through sowing or planting (Skyddadskog, 2011, p. 9).  
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The forestry industry accounts for approximately 9-12 percent of the total employment of 
Swedish industries, turnover and value added. Furthermore, out of Sweden’s total export of 
commodities the forestry industry stands for 11 percent which in 2015 equaled 127 billion. The 
pulp and paper industry has an export rate of approximately 90 percent, while the wood product 
industry has a rate of 75 percent. Putting these export rates together, Sweden is the third largest 
country in the world to export pulp, paper and sawn timber commodities (Skogsindustrierna, 
2016, p. 20). 

 4.1.3 Forestry Industry in Finland  
While Sweden enforced the first forestry law in 1903, Finland implemented a similar law in 
1886. The Finnish Forestry Act’s main theme was the same as Sweden’s; those who harvest 
forest shall ensure a new forest will be brought up (SMY, 2016a). Like Sweden, the Finnish 
Forestry Act was reinforced after heavy felling of timber and forest due to industrialization. 
Before the industrialization forest was only affected by agriculture (SMY, 2016b). Today, the 
legislation is modernized and renewed. Even though the biodiversity and the maintaining and 
preservation of forests stay the same, the law is adapted to the increased competitiveness 
between companies’ activities within the forest industry (SMY, 2016b). 
 
Finland, just as Sweden, are rich on forest and around 75 percent of Finland’s total land area is 
covered with forest. In other metrics, this means that for each Finn there is 4,2 hectares of forest. 
Even though only 75 percent of Finland’s land is considered to be forest, land in Finland is 
classified after its use. This means that 86 percent of Finland’s land area is considered to be 
forestry land. The remaining percentage is agricultural, rural and built-up land (SMY, 2016c). 
Due to this, the forestry industry could be argued to be as important in Finland as it is in Sweden. 
In 2011, the Finnish forestry industry stood for 2,8 percent of Finland’s total employment. The 
forestry industry in Finland amounts to one fifth of the total export rate (SMY, 2016d). 
 

4.2 Interview Structure 
One of the most used techniques for qualitative research is interviewing (Lee & Ling, 2008, p. 
217). Qualitative interviews can be described as a dialogue that helps researcher to acquire 
knowledge about the research field (O’Groman & MacIntosh, 2015, p. 118-119). The flexibility 
of interviewing can in regard to time and content serve great benefits (Lee & Ling, 2008, p. 
217). A comparable choice to interviews is questionnaires, where the researcher also has the 
ability to reach out to more respondents. The results produced by a questionnaire can be 
generalizable over a larger population. However, a problem arises when some of the more 
important respondents choose to not complete the questionnaire (Rowley, 2012, p. 261-262). 
Even though interviews might not reach as many respondents as a questionnaire, an interview 
where the questions are well written and asked to the right group of respondents, can provide 
valuable insights about the subject (Rowley, 2012, p. 262). The interviews can be categorized 
in three different types of interview structures; structured, unstructured, and semi-structured 
(O’Groman & MacIntosh, 2015, p. 119). It is crucial to select the most appropriate interview 
structure, as it could determine the success of the research (O’Groman & MacIntosh, 2015, p. 
120). 
 
Structured interviews are comparable to questionnaires, with the differences that the researcher 
asks the questions and not the questionnaire (Rowley, 2012, p. 262). While structured 
interviews leave out the non-response error, the questions in the structured interview still does 
not provide valuable insights that exist outside the questions (Rowley, 2012, p. 262; O’Groman 
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& MacIntosh, 2015, p. 119). Moreover, a structured interview requires the researcher to have a 
well-developed understanding about the topic at hand, as well as an extensive literature 
background (O’Groman & MacIntosh, 2015, p. 119).  
 
Unstructured interviews do not provide the respondent with concrete questions, but rather gives 
the opportunity to talk about experiences and perceptions (Saunders, 2009, p. 321). One of the 
disadvantages of unstructured interviews is the possibility that none of the interviewees 
contribute with relevant data for the research question (Lee & Ling, 2008, p. 218). The results 
from unstructured interviews could also become relatively different and hard to compare and 
analyze (Rowley, 2008, p. 262).  
 
The most used structure for qualitative research is semi-structured (Rowley, 2012, p. 262). 
Semi-structured interviews should have a set of subjects and some common questions, although 
some questions may differ between interviews (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 320). Semi-structured 
interviews should be used when researchers have such an understanding of the topic at hand 
that they are able ask useful interview questions (Lee & Ling, 2008, p. 218).  Semi-structured 
interviews should have at least some questions in common for all respondents but offers a 
flexibility to develop the answers further (Carruthers, 1990, p. 66). 
 
In regard to the proposed research question and the methodological choices made, a structured 
interview is not used as there will be no room for flexibility and thus fail to create a deepened 
understanding. An unstructured interview does not seem necessary as we have identified some 
themes and theories that are used as a foundation in the interview. A semi-structured interview 
will combine the two, and help give a base with questions and themes. The structure enabled 
us with the flexibility to cover aspects that emerged during the interview. The chosen strategy 
allows narratives to be obtained from single questions (Kohler Riessman, 2008, p. 23). 
Furthermore, the narrative strategy allows the interviewees to tell their stories without being 
interrupted (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p. 155). Thus, it is our belief that the narrative strategy 
is a good combination with the semi-structured interviews. One should however note that 
unstructured interviews could benefit the narrative strategy more, as the interview then would 
be steered by the interviewee. Nonetheless, semi-structured interviews provide flexibility for 
interviewees (Carruthers, 1990, p. 66) to tell their stories of stipulated questions freely. Thus, 
the narrative inquiry becomes relevant for interviews with a semi-structure as well. 
 

4.2.1 Sampling criteria 
When conducting interviews through a qualitative research method, a variety of interviewees 
in a study is unfavorable. Rowley therefore argues that the sample of interviewees is linked to 
a study’s contributions (2012, p. 264). Marshall (1996, p. 522) further discusses the significance 
to make a suitable sample selection within qualitative research. This is to evade inconvenient 
and futile circumstances, where a whole population must be studied. The word population is 
often meant as a wider context rather than just a population of people, it could also refer to 
products, firms, and industry sectors (Ghauri and Grønhaug, 2010, p. 138). To determine the 
right and most relevant sample for a study, one need to know what information is desired and 
who wants it (Ghauri and Grønhaug, 2010, p. 138).  
 
Saunders et al. (2009, p. 213) highlights the positive aspect with having a smaller sample size, 
since it enables researchers to go more in-depth into the research field and information retrieved 
from the data collection. A smaller sample also saves time that could be spent on designing the 
means of the data collection (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 213). 



	
	

31 

 
The current study’s first sample criteria were that companies had to be categorized as forestry 
industry and be based in either Sweden or Finland. The second criterion was that these 
companies had to report according to the GRI guidelines. The third criterion for the current 
study was that the companies that reported according to GRI guidelines had issued reports 
aligned with the guidelines during the two latest reporting years, i.e. reporting period 2014 and 
2015. Additionally, the companies selected had to issue a sustainability report for 2016 during 
the spring 2017 that still followed the GRI guidelines. Moreover, the selection was based on 
the G4 guidelines and Standards, hence companies who reported other were not included.  
 

4.2.2. Sampling method 
There are two different categories of sampling methods available for research, probability 
sampling and non-probability sampling (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 213). 
 
Probability Sampling 
Samples that are within the probability category often has a known chance for each event to 
being selected from the chosen population. This chance, or probability, of being selected is 
usually the same for all individuals/cases in a population. With probability sampling one need 
to draw statistical interferences to reach objectives in order to answer a research question 
(Saunders et al., 2009, p. 213; Ghauri and Grønhaug, 2010, p. 139). Probability sampling is 
frequently connected to research strategies that are based on surveys, since this method requires 
researchers to make interferences about a population to answer the investigated research 
question (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 214). According to Saunders et. al. (2009, p. 214), there are 
four stages of the probability sampling process which includes: 
 

1. Based on the chosen research question, distinguish an appropriate frame for sampling. 
2. Chose a sampling size that is proper. 
3. Decide a suitable method for sampling and select the sample. 
4. Assure the representativeness of the sample in regard to the whole population. 
 

Within probability sampling there are five different sampling techniques; simple random 
sampling, systematic sampling, stratified random sampling, cluster sampling and multi-stage 
sampling (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 222).  
 
Non-probability Sampling 
Non-probability sampling, on the other hand, makes it impossible to draw valid inferences 
about a population. Within this category the likelihood, or probability, that each case from the 
entire population to be selected is unknown. Hence, the usage of statistical data within non-
sampling methods is impractical since it cannot assist researchers to draw conclusions and to 
answer their research question (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 213; Ghauri and Grønhaug, 2010, p. 
139). The methods within non-probability sampling is often based on subjective judgments 
since, as mentioned earlier, statistical data is unusable (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 233). As in 
probability sampling, there are five different sampling techniques when applying the non-
probability approach; convenience sampling, judgment sampling, quota sampling, snowball 
sampling and self-selection sampling (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 235-241; Ghauri and Grønhaug, 
2010, p. 139-140). Marshall (1996, p. 523-524) further categorizes these different sampling 
methods into three general strategies: convenience sample, judgment sample and theoretical 
sample.  
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As the current study could reach the whole targeted population, the aim was to reach census. 
Census is when all elements in a population is studied, that the coverage of the population is 
complete (Krishaswami & Satyaprasad, 2010, p. 51; Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 176). Thus, the 
use of sampling method was not necessary and therefore not applied in the study.  
 

4.2.3 Negotiating Access 
When considering which individual to interview Rowley (2012, p. 264) recommend bearing in 
mind whom possesses the required knowledge. Based upon the research question of the thesis, 
Swedish and Finnish forestry companies that reported according to GRI was naturally seen as 
the population. Specifically, the individuals in the companies that were knowledgeable of the 
sustainability report were in mind. 
 
Companies that report in accordance with GRI can be identified through GRI’s own database, 
and this is where the search started. In the database, one could select companies based on certain 
criteria such as; sector, size, continent, country, type of report, and years when the reports were 
published. A search was made in the database based on our sampling criterions. From this ten 
companies were retrieved. One company was substantially different in terms of commodities 
and was therefore not included in the population. When investigating the non-GRI sustainability 
reports in the database, there was also noted that one company in fact did publish a sustainability 
report at “core” level and that company was thus included in the population. 
 
In the end, nine companies were included in the population. However, in the mid semester two 
companies merged and hence the total population consisted eight forestry companies. One 
company chose to not participate in the thesis, and thus a loss arose. Hence, all companies in 
the population except one was interviewed. Since the total population was relatively small, the 
seven companies interviewed were seen as a good representation of the total population. 
 
By looking at the companies’ web pages, as well as studying their sustainability reports, we 
searched for the person in the company that was responsible for the reporting process. The 
initial contact with this person was different. For companies in Sweden, we started with an 
initial call to present ourselves. The purpose of our study was introduced, as well as how much 
time and when we planned to conduct the interview. A couple of individuals agreed directly to 
participate, others asked to receive an email with information and get back to us. A standardized 
email was composed and send to them with information similar to what was presented during 
our initial presentation. For the Finnish companies, we started by sending out a standardized 
email in English. Two companies responded directly, and interviews were scheduled. For the 
others, we called the identified person to verify that an email had been received. One person 
expressed that the phone motivation had been important in order to respond to the email.  
 
It is our belief that the number of respondents is sufficient in the research. There are no other 
persons that know the development of sustainability reports in accordance with GRI better than 
those interviewed. Our belief is that the positions and the responsibilities of the participants 
make the research highly credible, as there is no other person that has better insight of the 
internal process as the individuals that participated in the thesis.  
 
When the respondents had agreed to participate, further communication was needed to 
determine date and time for the interview. As the respondents takes time from their working 
hours to participate, we felt a need to be flexible and in first hand suit their needs. Therefore, 
we suggested a timeframe of two weeks and the respondent could freely choose a time that 
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suited them (which became slightly more limited the more people that accepted). The 
respondents could also choose whether they wanted the interview to be carried out through 
phone or Skype. 
 

4.3 Interview Process 
Holstein and Gubrium (2011, p. 149) refers to a well-made interview as “a dispassionate, 
passive instrument for obtaining information”. The interview process is a channel between the 
interviewers’ questions and the interviewees answers. Most adult humans have the required 
skills to ask questions, but even though interviewing can be perceived as a simple task, it is 
hard to do well (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p. 1). The skills of interviewing are learned from 
practice and the quality rest on the strength and value of the results from the interview (Kvale 
& Brinkmann, 2009, p. 17). We had limited experience of interviewing before this thesis, but 
the more interviews we made the more confident we became in the craft of interviewing. The 
semi-structured design of the interview made the interview open enough for us to adapt the 
interview to suit each participant's. Moreover, the chosen participants were experts in the 
subject, and they enjoyed talking about it. Where our interview process skills lacked, our joint 
interest of sustainability reporting moved the interview forward.  
 

4.3.1. Interview Preparations  
After the initial contact and scheduling of the interview, an information letter was written to 
provide further knowledge about our thesis. The information letter can be found in Appendix 
1. The information letter included our research question and purpose, and provided information 
to prepare the respondent what would happen during the interview, and that the final thesis 
would be published and publically available at “Digitala Vetenskapliga Arkivet - DIVA”.  
 
The questions that would help answer our research question was related to their internal 
processes and not related to thoughts or perceptions, even though some questions related to that 
were included. It was not seen as a disadvantage that the participants knew the questions 
beforehand, as it gave them time to prepare their answers. Therefore, the interview guide was 
sent out at the same time as the information letter. After sending the questions one participant 
contacted us and referred us to another person in the sustainability department, which he 
believed could answer the questions more appropriately. Thus, sending out the questions did 
not only help the participants to help prepare answers, but also ensure that most suitable persons 
answered our questions.  
 

4.3.2 Interview Guide 
According to Kvale and Brinkmann (2009, p. 130), an interview guide is a script that will set the 
course of the interview. For semi-structured interviews the interview guide should include 
topics that will be covered and suggested questions for these topics (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, 
p. 130). The interview guide for the thesis can be found in appendix. To find suitable questions, 
the five phases from chapter three were used as themes. Questions related to the theoretical 
theories were also included in these themes. The assumption was that many of the questions 
that were based of the phases were framed by the theories used. Possible follow-up questions 
were included in the interview guide and as the participants had them at hand they knew what 
was coming. For some questions, we already knew the answer, for example which level the 
companies reported on, but their answer was important to frame the follow-up question of why 
they had chosen that level. Rowley (2012, p. 265) highlights that the wording of the questions 
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should be adapted from an academic phrasing to wordings that the interviewee surely would be 
able to understand. Therefore, questions like “do you use mimetic isomorphism in any way?” 
were changed to “Have your company taken inspiration from other organizations when creating 
your own report?”.  Rowley (2012, p. 265) also find the order of the questions important, as the 
first questions tend to put context for the later. The order of question was natural in our 
interview guide, as they followed the phases that the development was thought to consist of. In 
addition to the themes in the interview guide, there were also questions in the beginning and 
the end of the guide, that were meant to start and end the interview in a natural way. The 
questions were then examined by peers and our supervisor. Their feedback lead to some change 
of phrasing of the questions.  
 
After finalizing the interview guide, it was sent out to the participants a week before the 
scheduled interview to give them time to prepare answers. The interview guide was written 
both in Swedish and English since the interviews were held in both languages. As our university 
education has been conducted entirely in English, it is our belief that the questions were well 
translated and could be interpreted the same, without any language bias. 
 

4.3.3 Conducting the Interview 
Face-to-face interviews could be considered preferable in qualitative research as they allow the 
researcher to also analyze body language and expressions. Telephone interviews can thus lead 
to that some richness and interaction is missing from the interview (Rowley, 2102, p. 265). Due 
to the geographical spread of our participants, face-to-face interviews was not considered 
possible based on time and monetary constraints. Bryman and Bell (2011, p. 489) suggest 
telephone interviews when the interviewees are located far away. Rogers (1976, p. 65) even 
found that telephone interviews are comparable in terms of quality of the collected data. In our 
case, we used both phone and Skype interviews, but without video connection. Therefore, most 
of the interviews can be comparable to phone interviews.  
 
The most important criterions for the location where the interviews were conducted was a low 
risk for interruption and quietness. These criterions were important for the interview as it was 
audiotaped. Therefore, the interviews were carried out in the comfort of our homes. Before the 
interview, we made sure that we had the interview available, in the right language, and that the 
telephone number or Skype connection was correct. Finland is in a different time zone and it 
could therefore be somewhat confusing which time the interview would take place. Especially 
when the booking of the interviews occurred just before change to summertime in Sweden. In 
one interview, we decided to meet up one hour before just in case. That was a good decision as 
the participant called us one hour before we thought the interview would take place. Other than 
for this interview, no other obstacles due to different time zones were faced. 
 
Setting aside a few minutes before the interview will according to Kvale and Brinkmann (2009, 
p. 128) allow the participants to talk more openly about his or hers experiences and feelings. 
The interview started with an introduction of ourselves, what we studied, and how we had come 
up with the research topic. Many of the participants were impressed to what extent sustainability 
was incorporated in our education, and found the topic current and interesting. Thereafter, we 
asked if the participant had read the information letter that was sent out together with the 
interview guide. All the participants had done so but we made a short briefing just in case. 
Informed consent involves informing the participants about purpose, research design, the 
possible risk, and benefits that can arise from participation. It also offers voluntary participation 
and the option to withdraw at any time (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p. 70). The participant 
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should be informed of who will access the material, that material from the interview will be 
published, and if the participant can access the transcription or the empirical results from the 
interview (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p. 71). Kvale and Brinkmann (2009, p. 71) suggest that 
a written and signed agreement can be used as protection for both the researcher and participant. 
This was not practically possible in our case to obtain. We therefore developed a standardized 
template that was read for the participant, who then orally confirmed his or hers understanding 
of what had been told and approved the terms of their participation. The template for the 
informed consent can be found in the appendix.  
 
During the interview, our intention was first that one of us should be passive and the other 
should hold the interview. However, the passive person could come up with additional 
questions and it was hard for the one being active to understand what direction the passive 
person wanted to take with that question. Therefore, sub-questions were asked by both of us 
and parts of the interview were led by both, although only one asked the main questions. It was 
not considered a problem, but rather a development to a more “conversational”-style which we 
believe made the respondents to open and talk more freely. Furthermore, in line with the 
narrative inquiry, the respondents were never interrupted so that their whole stories were told. 
Moreover, we remained listeners to the stories the interviewees told. Therefore, the interviews 
followed the recommendations for narrative inquiry given by Kvale and Brinkmann (2009, p. 
155). 
 

 
Table 1: Table of Interviewees  
Source: The Authors 
 
In two of the interviews, two persons from the company were present. In interview B, the 
second person was mostly listening and barely active, therefore no problems occurred. 
However, in interview D both persons were active and this created an interaction between the 
two. This can create bias in the study, as the interaction sometimes helped them to fill out 

Company Participant Position Length of 
interview 

Date of 
interview 

Company A A 
Director of 

environmental and 
sustainable affairs 

42 minutes 2017-04-04 

Company B B1 HR partner 53 minutes 2017-04-04 B2 Sustainability manager 

Company C C Director of 
sustainability reporting 48 minutes 2017-04-05 

Company D 

D1 

Director of 
sustainability 

communications and 
reporting 61 minutes 2017-04-06 

D2 
Sustainability 

communications 
manager 

Company E E Senior Vice President 
Sustainability 63 minutes 2017-04-07 

Company F F Sustainability manager 29 minutes 2017-04-10 
Company G G Manager of standards 65 minutes 2017-04-11 
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answers which was an opportunity the other interviewees not had. Although this bias can be 
perceived as a limitation of the thesis result, the presence of both was due to their different 
responsibility of the process. This enabled them to give a broader insight. 
 
The interviews had been estimated to take approximately 45 minutes, but we had asked the 
participants to set aside an hour to be on the safe side.  The actual time for the interview varied, 
much depending on the characteristics of the participants. As some of the interviewees talked 
much about their sustainability work in general, their interviews were longer. This helped to 
frame the answers for how they do the report, but it was not something that we had taken into 
account and made many of the interviews longer than expected. Interviewee F differed from 
the others by not addressing the company’s own sustainability work as much as the others, and 
the interview was therefore significantly shorter.  
 
After the interview had been conducted, we expressed our gratitude thanked for the 
participation. We also offered to send out the results in the empirical chapter to ensure that we 
had interpreted the context correctly. 
 

4.3.4 Transcription of Interviews 
According to Tracy (2013, p. 177), transcription is a vital part to change information in 
interviews into functional data for a study. Transcription is to create written records from audio 
taped e.g. interviews, and it can be time-consuming. However, even though transcription takes 
long time, it is significant for the process around data analysis (Tracy, 2013, p. 177-178). There 
are several approaches to transcribe such as: line-by-line description of the conversation, short 
narrative, or a video from where pictures can be retrieved from (Jenks, 2011, p. 3). 
 
The current study held, as previously mentioned, interviews which were audiotaped. Hence, 
transcription was necessary to progress in the thesis. The method used was a line-by-line 
approach, where the wording from what was said by interviewees was the same on the written 
transcription. To write exactly the same on paper as had been said during the interview, we had 
the audio tape recordings which allowed us to play back and forth until the transcription 
material matched the recording. The ability to playback a recording is vital according to Jenks 
(2011, p. 26). Jenks (2011, p. 5) moreover issues the inaccuracy of seeing transcriptions as 
primary form of portrayal. When it comes to creation of empirical data, Jenks (2011, p. 5) put 
emphasis on the significance of data and transcripts to be concurrently. Therefore, when 
transcribing, we had the audio files accessible on the computer on which the interview was 
transcribed on, as well as throughout the empirical analysis. The interviews that were held in 
Swedish had to be translated, and this was done at the same time as the transcription was written 
down. Translation of interview data does inevitably create issues that decreases comparability 
(Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 65). However, as international business students who have been 
studying in English for the past years, we were confident in our ability to translate the interview 
as accurately as possible. The alternative would have been to conduct the Swedish interviews 
in English, which probably would have made the interviewees slightly uncomfortable.  
 
Tracy (2013, p. 180) explains that transcription is best when carried out by the researchers 
themselves, which is further elaborated on by Jenks (2013, p. 6) who argues that increased 
quality of a transcription could be acquired by having an extra eye. However, due to time 
constraints in the current study we felt a need to divide all the interviews equally between us 
and transcribe and translate separately. Nevertheless, we had an open dialogue about 
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uncertainties and problems during the transcription and translation period to avoid errors in the 
end.  
 

4.3.5 Topic Coding 
“Any researcher who wishes to become proficient at doing qualitative analysis must learn to 
code well and easily. The excellence of the research rests in large part on the excellence of the 
coding” (Strauss, 1987, p. 27). 
 
The goal of coding is to create a structure and a good understanding of data. Coding allows 
researchers to concentrate on explicit traits in collected data. Richards and Morse (2007, p. 133-
134) identifies three coding techniques: descriptive, topic and analytic.  
 
From the coding techniques themes, either predetermined or evolving from data, will arise. 
From these themes findings and insights will be derived and become the foundation of the 
empirical chapter (Rowley, 2012, p. 268). Often the themes will have codes that represent the 
themes from the interviewees words and formulations. As the codes and themes are determined, 
the following task is to code the material from the interview to create coherent themes in all 
interviews so that the content can be compared theme by theme (Rowley, 2012, p. 269). 
 
In this thesis, the technique of topic coding was used. Topic coding is commonly used in 
qualitative research and is an analytic activity. As Rowley (2012, p. 269) identifies coding with 
themes and codes to create coherent output, Richards and Morse (2007, p. 139) identifies the 
process of topic coding similarly. Topic coding involves constructing categories, or identifying 
an already existing, and reflecting on where the data belongs (Richards & Morse, 2007, p. 139).  
 
The thesis used the interview guide themes as a foundation for the coding. Hence, 
predetermined themes were adopted. The coding also necessitated new a theme: Reasons for 
using GRI. For each theme codes were created based on the interview questions to categorize 
the data collected. 
 

4.4 Social and Ethical Considerations 
As previously mentioned, qualitative research that involves people is complicated and should 
be carried out with cautiousness. Therefore, we have identified a few areas that were considered 
before, during, and after our interviews. 
 
To obtain an informed consent, the participants should be informed about the purpose of the 
research and the risk and benefits that their participation entails. Interviewees should voluntarily 
take part in the research and have the option to withdraw their participation. The participants 
should also be informed about how the material from the interview is handled and how it is 
presented in the final study. “Through briefing and debriefing the participants should be 
informed about the purpose and the procedures of the research project” (Kvale & Brinkmann, 
2009, p. 70). In this thesis, we have had clear communication with the participants from the 
beginning. They have been informed at initial contact and provided with an information letter 
before the interview, to be sure that they knew what their participation entailed. As previously 
mentioned, Kvale and Brinkmann (2009, p. 71) suggest creating a written agreement to protect 
both the participant and the researcher in the study. This was not possible in our thesis, but a 
standardized template was developed and before every interview started we obtained an oral 
confirmation that they understood and approved. The template can be found in Appendix. 
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Private information that could disguise who the participants are should not be disclosed due to 
confidentiality (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p. 72). With a limited number of existing companies 
and almost all covered, it is not hard to figure out which companies that partake in the study. 
Moreover, the interviewed participants’ positions were published as it added credibility to the 
study. This makes anonymity limited, and discussions if the participants should be anonym at 
all were held. However, the development of the reports is an internal process and disclosing 
information could be sensitive if the participant know that main competitors can take part of 
the results. Disclosing the name of the company and participant did not seem necessary to add 
credibility to the thesis, not in the same way as disclosing the participants’ position in the 
company. Moreover, our belief is that making it clear that the participation not involved 
company name reduced potential bias as companies did not serve any benefits advertising their 
sustainability work. The participants were aware and approved these conditions, we believe that 
it made them talk more freely and talk about certain matters in a way that could not been 
achieved if they knew that their name and company name was included.  
 
There should be awareness of the consequences of the participation, both in terms of harm and 
benefits. This corresponds to the principle of beneficence that was mentioned in chapter two 
(Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p. 72). The researcher should, according to Kvale and Brinkmann 
(2009, p. 72), reflect not only on the consequences for those individuals that participate in the 
research, but for the larger group they represent. We believe that the harm had a low risk of 
occurring, especially since the name of the company and participant not is disclosed. For 
society, knowledge in developing sustainability reports can serve great use for sustainability 
development. 
 
We have also reflected upon our role as researchers, which focus on our integrity and moral 
behavior (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p. 74). As mentioned in chapter two, we have been guided 
by principles and adhered to morally responsible research behavior which we also have applied 
when conducting the interviews. Kvale and Brinkmann (2009, p. 73-74) also highlight the 
importance of researchers to publish knowledge with scientific quality. Findings should be 
presented as accurate and representative as possible. Moreover, the researcher should be 
independent from the participants and those funding the study (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p. 
73-74). We have made our utter attempt to present findings that are accurate, and what is 
presented in chapter five has been verified by the participants to ensure that they are correct. 
Independence have not been an issue, as the thesis is written independently by us and we have 
not build any relations with the participants that could adventure this independence. The 
communication has been strictly professional. 
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Chapter 5 -  Empirical Findings 
The fifth chapter present the results from the interviews. In accordance with our narrative 
analysis strategy the interviews are presented individually and follows the structure of the 
interview guide attached in the appendix.  
 

5.1 Interview A 
The interviewee representing company A has a long history working with environmental issues 
within forestry companies. The interviewee has over 40 years of experience. Before joining 
company A in the current position as a director of sustainable and environmental affairs, the 
interviewee had been working as an environmental director in another forestry company. 
Hereby referred to as “A” whilst the company will be referred to as “Company A”. 
 
Reasons for Using GRI 
Company A has had a long history of environmental reporting before starting to issue a 
sustainability report in accordance with GRI guidelines. A’s general opinion is that GRI is a 
good tool that helps companies to create reports with all the key content on sustainability. 
 
“A company will get profitable if it has a healthy environmental work and have employees that 
are satisfied with their work, have enthusiasm and thrive” 
 
As Company A had been working with environmental reporting for a substantial time, a shift 
towards sustainability reporting came naturally in the early 2000’s. It was A self that introduced 
GRI into the company and still carries the ultimate responsibility for the report development, 
even though it is currently integrated in the annual report. 
 
“We believe that the annual report of a company’s operations must include economic 
development, environment and social responsibility”. 
 
A is pleased with the quality of the company’s sustainability report and says that GRI is a 
hygiene factor among businesses today. The guidelines provided by GRI have not assisted 
Company A in how they report, which is due to the previously mentioned substantial knowledge 
within the field. 
 
Planning 
Since the introduction of sustainability reporting within the company, A has been the one 
responsible for the reports continuous development. Though A has been the driving force for 
the development, A has not carried out the work alone. People from departments such as 
communications, legal, human resources, and finance provide material to final report. 
 
“We are well-established within the area, and GRI is a part of the daily work as well as a 
natural part of our work.”. 
 
Even though there are many people engaged in the report, Company A does not have an 
assigned project group for the company’s development of their sustainability report. This is 
because Company A has been reporting on sustainability for such a long time, that their routines 
around the reporting development are well established. A, alongside with the sustainability 
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controller, are the ones who mainly works with the sustainability report. Company A has a 
special action plan when preparing the activities needed to develop the report each year. 
The company is obliged to adhere to the Environmental Protection Act which requires that 
certain industries, forest products industries among them, to disclose information regarding 
business operations and environmental factors. There is also legislation regarding social factors 
such as occupational safety. The company also applies financial laws as the Annual Accounts 
Act in their reporting. Furthermore, A addresses the future importance of the new EU directive 
[2014/95/EU] on non-financial information, which the company will bear in mind. 
 
Company A reports on a core level in the G4 guidelines. The motivation for this choice is that 
it would require too much resources and work for the company to report on a higher level. A 
further explains that the decision of adopting a core level might change if all their competitors 
one day starts to report on a comprehensive level. 
 
“Sustainability has become more and more important for our business relations”. 
 
One possible challenge for Company A is if GRI changes and develops towards more disclosure 
requirements. If the comprehensive level will become the common denominator among 
businesses, A says that Company A will have some excessive challenges ahead. In the future, 
customers might demand more sustainability disclosures from companies which also could be 
a reason for why Company A might in the future adapt a higher level of the GRI guidelines. 
 
Stakeholder Engagement 
“We have an extensive past and knowledge regarding who our stakeholders are”. 
 
As mentioned before, Company A has been active within the industry for a very long time. 
Hence, they have not made any fundamental stakeholder analysis since they know who their 
stakeholders are and how they affect the company.   
 
Company A’s communication with their stakeholders is mainly through their annual report, 
customer meetings and the company’s web page. They also have a sustainability web page that 
is a supplement to the annual report, since all information on sustainability cannot be included 
in the annual report. 
 
“We can see customers’ demand on companies’ sustainability work, not only the products a 
company sell and what service they give but also the way that companies produce their products 
and under what conditions, play an important role.” 
 
Materiality 
Since Company A follow the Environmental Protection Act, which impact forest products 
industries, the company must report on various aspects that are corresponding to certain aspects 
within GRI. 
 
“The aspect that has become more and more popular during recent years is the matter of 
supplier evaluation from our side such as anti-corruption, human rights, ethics and of course 
environmental issues”. 
 
Company A reports the indicators that are relevant for their business operations. The content of 
the report has increased since the start of reporting on sustainability. Nowadays, more focus has 
been on environmental and social aspects such as climate change and workplace related issues. 
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The company did an extensive materiality analysis when going from the old G3.1 guidelines to 
the current G4. Each year A and the sustainability controller checks if the materiality analysis 
is accurate and still valid. 
 
Data collection 
A, together with the sustainability controller, are responsible for the collection of data that is 
related to environmental and social aspects. Data collection of information for financial aspects 
is retrieved by other people who work with financial data. The information is gathered from 
one single system, which is implemented through several departments. Before having external 
assurance, departments within Company A used different systems to collect data for the report 
which was something the assurance company put pressure to change. 
 
Sustainability goals are first set on group-wide level to later be implemented into each business 
area and department. Company A have three sustainability goals on a group level, which 
includes decrease fossil fuel usage, increase own production of renewable energy, and increase 
the growth of their owned forest. In addition to this, the company has a goal to reduce the 
accidental rate at their production sites. 
 
Report 
The data that is collected to the report is processed by A, the director of sustainable and 
environmental affairs, and the company’s sustainability controller. The company also has an 
external auditor that examine the figures retrieved and controls the accuracy of the information. 
 
“The assurance of our report has been extremely beneficial”. 
 
A further explains that to have both internal and external eyes on the content has increased both 
the quality as well as the credibility of their report. The internal involvement helps the 
organization to engage as many as possible within the company. When creating the text for the 
report it is mainly A and his sustainability controller, together with the communication function 
that is responsible. Company A has chosen to have much of the work surrounding the report in-
house to make as many people as possible involved in the sustainability report. Therefore, the 
company involves most of the business areas to get correct documentation. 
 
“This creates engagement within the organization, people understand that these types of issues 
are important” ... “It [the report] is an internal product”. 
 
Communication is also responsible for the layout and design of Company A’s report. The report 
is accessible for external stakeholders through the company web page. The report is also 
distributed to shareholders, and sent to important financial analysts that provides society with 
company ratings. A highlights that maybe the most important of all today is the distribution of 
the report for customer relations. The report is used as a tool to communicate important 
information about the company story and business operations. 
 
“We really have something great with the renewable forest and our own production of 
renewable electricity”. 
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5.2 Interview B 
At Company B, we interviewed mainly B1. B1 is human resource partner and has been 
working at Company B for 11 years. Up till the fiscal year of 2016, B1 has been in charge for 
Company B’s sustainability report. Present at the interview was also B2. During this reporting 
period, B2 has been prepared to take over the responsibility from B1. B2 has worked within 
the forestry industry for over 30 years and has had the position as sustainability manager for a 
year.  
  
Reasons for Using GRI  
B1’s opinion about GRI was positive and to use GRI in addition with external assurance has 
helped Company B to structure their sustainability report. The usage of GRI has resulted in an 
incorporation of all dimensions of sustainability in their sustainability report. 
 
“Of tradition, the forestry industry has been very good at environment and to report on 
environmental issues. However, everything regarding the social aspect was quite unexplored”. 
 
B1 expressed that having guidelines to refer to, just as financial accounting has IFRS, provides 
comfort although certain aspects of GRI can be considered too formal. Reporting on 
sustainability according to GRI was not a choice of the company, but due to a decision in the 
owner policy. The company had investigated a possible start of using GRI due to its structure, 
but the new owner policy came before they had reached any decisions. 
 
Both B1 and B2 were pleased with the quality of the latest report. The report had reflected the 
most important issues for the company. The report has a solid foundation that has been 
developed over the years and it has received external credits. 
 
Planning 
B1 previously shared the responsibility for the content in the sustainability report, together with 
the project leader from the communications department for the annual- and sustainability report. 
In the economic aspect of GRI, the financial manager and B1 worked together. B2 have a new 
position in the company as a sustainability manager, hence the responsibility of the report has 
shifted from B1 to B2. 
 
Company B has a steering group that includes the project leader in communication, the financial 
manager, B1 and now also B2.  In discussions, previous year's report is evaluated by both the 
steering group and by the board who signs the report. The evaluation of the report, as well as 
the previous year's reporting process, is the starting point for different activities which will aim 
to develop next year’s report.  
 
The company takes inspiration from other companies within the same business area, as well as 
companies with similar owner structure, i to increase their own quality of their report.  
 
“Absolutely, that was our favorite occupation when the reporting season started to look at.” 
… “It is an important ingredient.” 
 
Laws and regulation are not considered when developing the sustainability report. However, 
Company B has adapted to their owner policy, and the expectations that arise from the owners 
when creating the report.  
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When GRI first was implemented, Company B planned to report on a comprehensive level. 
Through further investigation, the company believed that reporting all the indicators for each 
material aspect would make the report lose its relevance. Company B therefore report on a core 
level. 
 
Stakeholder Engagement 
Stakeholder engagement is important to Company B, as it helps identify those areas in 
sustainability that the company has not identified themselves. Company B has both continuous 
and rolling stakeholder engagement. The external stakeholder engagement takes place in 
different ways. The company conduct stakeholder investigations every second year. 
 
The key stakeholders for the company have been the same for a long time. They were identified 
through a large stakeholder analysis Company B did as they started to report according to GRI. 
B1 adds that the company has wide stakeholder groups, just as they have broad operational 
areas. 
 
B1’s viewpoint is that communication is always good to have, as well as a dialogue to 
understand the expectations from stakeholders. Communication is a way to see what 
expectations the stakeholders have and how they believe Company B lives up to them. The 
stakeholder communication does not only involve communication between Company B and 
stakeholders, but also stakeholder-to-stakeholder. 
 
“Many times, in forestry there can be so that different stakeholders have different expectations 
and that they cross each other. Then it can be about getting the different stakeholder groups to 
get an understanding of each other. We worked for a while with cross-meetings where we 
invited representatives from different stakeholder groups and they got to hear each other out. 
“Oh, they think so, we think like this”. In some way, an understanding developed for us as a 
company that is not always easy to prioritize”. 
 
Materiality 
Company B conducted interviews with different stakeholders, and compared these stakeholders 
with the areas that were the most important for the company. The company has a sustainability 
council that decides what aspects is material. Based on B1’s judgment the council check which 
indicators they should report on, as well as how they should report it. Company B reports the 
indicators they see as relevant. 
 
“For this year, another indicator was taken away as we did not have too much to say about it 
and it was not that material either”. 
 
The largest change of the report occurred when the company, who at the time reported 
according to the old G3 guidelines, went from a C to a B level as they needed to disclose more 
indicators. When the company changed to the current G4 guidelines, the materiality became 
more important and the number of indicators decreased. 
 
Data Collection 
Previously, B1 received the data needed for each indicator from different departments within 
the company. Many persons in the company give information, which B1 compiled and then an 
external part run the file, as it requires tech skills. Some information cannot be reached from 
Company B’s internal systems as some of their operations include external data from various 
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partners in the supply chain. B2 suspect that the data collection will follow a similar structure 
in the future.  
 
Company B set goals within sustainable development, for example emission targets and 
employment diversity. There is one target level to adapt to, which is measured and presented 
within the annual- and sustainability report. The targets are followed up and evaluated. 
 
Report 
An external part is processing the data that B1 has compiled. An external partner is also writing 
the text and designing the layout of the report. The external partner gives suggestions on the 
layout and content, but it is the steering group who evaluates and decides on the final design. 
Communication has the responsibility for the report, to make the language coherent throughout 
the whole report. The project leader from communications usually interview those who are 
responsible for the data.  
 
The company’s sustainability report is integrated with the annual report. The sustainability 
report is published on the website and is not printed to a large extent, only a few hundred copies. 
The company also has a short version that is provided at certain events. 
 
“One could say that the annual and sustainability report exist digitally and to printed to some 
chosen groups.” 
 
Due to the owner policy, Company B must have external assurance on the content in the 
sustainability report. The auditors who already assure the financial content also assure the 
sustainability report. 
 
“It is has been of great use. Especially the first years it was a driver of change and development 
and such. I think that is good.” 
 
Adapting to new expectations from the owners is a challenge in the sustainability reporting 
process. Another challenge is to have an integrated report were the sustainability information 
do not have the same level of assurance as the financial information.  
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5.3 Interview C 
Interviewee C who represents Company C has been working at the company for 6,5 years. A 
major part of those years has been within the Group sustainability team. Today, Interviewee C 
is the director of sustainability reporting. C is responsible for the coordination of internal and 
external sustainability reporting, also including coordination of the work with the company’s 
independent external assurance provider on the sustainability reporting. 
 
Reasons for Using GRI 
According to C, GRI has both pros and cons. In general, it is good that there is a global 
framework for sustainability. GRI has managed to get diverse stakeholder groups together to 
create the framework, and their work is well conducted. C is very pleased with the quality their 
report has and believes GRI is a good source that provides guidance. 
Company C was one of the first adopters of sustainability reporting and GRI, C was however 
not in the company at the time the reporting system was initiated. 
 
“What I can say is that company C has sustainable oriented owners which could have 
contributed to the early start of sustainability reporting”. 
 
Planning 
The responsibility for continuous development of the external sustainability reporting lays on 
the group sustainability and communications teams, and in more practical terms C self. 
However, the report is a team effort and the work is closely carried out with the communication 
department and other functions within the company. Before group sustainability got the 
foremost responsibility of the report, the group sustainability was under communications 
department. Hence, the responsibility in concrete terms has shifted during recent years. 
 
Company C has a project group as well as a project manager who are responsible for the 
production of the report. In addition to this, the company has a key project group which include 
persons mainly from communications and sustainability. Furthermore, a diverse group of 
colleagues from investor relations, human resources, legal, energy, and accounting are 
providing qualitative and quantitative information and contributing to the production process. 
 
“We have a very broad nature of sustainability and sustainability really touches so many 
different topics”. 
 
Each August or September, Company C has a kick-off meeting for the upcoming report. At the 
kick-off meeting it is decided upon which colleagues that will be a part of the project. Members 
of communications team are involved as well as the content owners of different parts of the 
text. During the process a separate steering committee meets up regularly to oversee the project. 
The steering committee consists of C, C’s manager, the project manager of the sustainability 
report from communications team and some other persons from communications. To improve 
the quality of the report, Company C benchmarks with other companies and read their reports. 
 
The new EU directive [EU/2014/95] on non-financial reporting will be the key regulation for 
the upcoming report issued for the fiscal year 2017.However, Company C anticipates that the 
new directive will have a limited impact on the content of the report as the current reporting 
already meets the requirements 
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As a consequence of their materiality review, Company C has reported on a comprehensive 
level as defined in the GRI-G4 guidelines. The materiality is the main reason for choosing the 
comprehensive level, in which input from stakeholders has been taken into account. 
 
Stakeholder Engagement 
Company C has ongoing stakeholder engagements. The company reaches out to stakeholders 
to carry out several materiality analyses to know what is important for their stakeholders. 
There are many purposes of stakeholder communication. 
 
“...it is the stakeholders who make the company successful or not”. 
 
C elaborates and explains that if customers, a traditional key stakeholder group, is not happy 
the company will probably not be successful. This aspect regards all the stakeholder groups 
within a company. Hence, good communication with the most important partners is crucial for 
Company C. To communicate with different stakeholders, Company C uses several platforms 
such as online, printed material, and different forms of meetings. The communication platform 
depends on the need and purpose of the communication. 
 
Materiality 
To decide on what aspects that are material, the company has a formal materiality review and 
surveys. The GRI indicators are discussed among relevant internal expert groups, but since the 
company reports on a comprehensive level they report all GRI indicators on the material aspects 
identified. 
 
“We do follow the GRI guidelines when reporting but when we produce our report, it [GRI] is 
not the starting point but the materiality process as such defines our key sustainability topics 
for our operations and reporting”. 
 
C believes that the main challenges for the future is the methodological diffusion regarding 
materiality. 
 
Data Collection 
C has the responsibility to coordinate the data collection and the final consolidation. However, 
the information retrieval from the different departments is handled by separate persons who are 
responsible for e.g. environmental data, financial data, human resource data and forestry data. 
For the data collection, Company C has a sustainability reporting tool. In addition to that, they 
use more traditional systems such as SAP, sourcing related data systems and financial reporting 
systems. 
 
Key sustainability topics for the company have related Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) and 
targets that are followed. Examples of the performance targets set by Company C is to reduce 
fossil CO2 emissions and improve occupational safety performance.   
 
Report 
Company C has a review process for the data they collect. 
 
“E.g. in environmental data we have units that report the data, then we have the divisions that 
make the first review of the data, then we have a group level control review for the data”. 
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The company has in-built controls in their reporting to analyze differences in data from year to 
year, and tries to understand the underlying sources for each specific change. This built up is 
described by C as a step-by-step review process. 
 
Company C’s sustainability report is a part of their annual report. However, it is a separate 
publication. C further explains that the company wants to assure different stakeholders with 
different publications. By providing several publications, stakeholders can have a more detailed 
sustainability report even though it is a part of broader report. C believes that there might not 
be a completely right answer to how many reports a company should have, but for company C 
the current approach has been considered as the best for the time being. 
 
Communications team together with an external communication agency creates the layout and 
edit the texts to the report. The report is thereafter distributed both online and as a printed 
version. 
 
Company C has a long history with engaging an external assurance provider on their 
sustainability report. The assurance on the sustainability report is within a limited level. 
Nonetheless, Company C’s fossil CO2 emissions has been assured on a reasonable level since 
2015’s report. 
 
“This is something we want to highlight and promote, that more and more companies try to 
explore opportunities for a reasonable assurance level when it comes to sustainability 
reporting”. 
 
Because at the end, C elaborates, the key point is if comparability between financial reporting 
and sustainability reporting can be reached; to have the same level of assurance on both 
financial and sustainability information. 
 
“If you put the bar high and narrow the assurance gap between sustainability reporting and 
financial reporting, then you have to engage external assurance in your sustainability reporting 
and also consider the assurance level.” 
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5.4 Interview D 
At Company D, we talked with D1 and D2. D1 is director of sustainability communications and 
reporting and has been working with sustainability reporting and for a long time and has also 
worked with consultation and communication. D2 sustainability communications manager and 
has worked sustainability reporting at Company D for a year and have previously been working 
with financial communication and customer communication. 
 
Reasons for Using GRI 
According to D1, GRI has become a template in how to do sustainability reports.  GRI’s 
strength is that it a NGO organization, which ensures credibility. Company D does not report 
according to GRI because competitors do so, but to some extent because their customers do it. 
D1 thinks GRI has helped to bring sustainability to companies’ agendas, and served a 
significant role to the development of sustainability in general. Before G4, it was hard to 
compare companies, as it was more a counting of indicators. For Company D, the G4 guidelines 
focus on materiality made GRI a reasonable tool to use.  
                                                                           
D1 is happy with the quality of the report as the materiality is in focus, which makes it easy to 
create a report and emphasize the content. The reason for reporting according to GRI is not 
based on competitors reporting, but rather the company’s customers.  
 
“I make my first report this year I found it really easy because the materiality is so much in 
focus in how to make the report and how to emphasize the content.” 
 
Planning 
The Senior Vice President of sustainability has been responsible for the sustainability report 
from the beginning, and it is still the same person today. Company D has a sustainability 
steering team that includes representatives from all the different businesses areas. In addition 
to this, the steering team also includes representatives from relevant Group functions such as 
legal, logistics, energy, and human resources. 
 
The planning of upcoming activities is a rolling process. In May, an external verification party 
gives feedback to the sustainability steering team, which act as a valuable input for the next 
year’s report. In a rolling and systematic way, Company D collect feedback from the different 
business areas. The company take the general development of sustainability reporting into 
consideration when planning the upcoming report. Questionnaires from customers highlight 
which social responsibility topics that are forthcoming.  
 
“Already when we were doing this 2016 report we put some marks and ideas for the next year.” 
 
For their own report, Company D draw inspiration from competitors, industrial companies, big 
retail companies, and customers who reports on sustainability. Company D benchmark with 
these companies, but they have their own way to report. 
 
Company D considered a new law of diversity of the management in this year’s report. D2 
moreover mentions that the new EU-directive, which will be binding from next year, will be 
taken into consideration for next year’s report. The EU-directive will however not require any 
additional disclosures. 
 
“We are aware of the laws and regulations, but we feel that we are exceeding the basic 
requirements so clearly it is enough that we are aware in this case.” 



	
	

49 

 
Company D has large systems for data collection and systematically collects data. Therefore, 
Company D report in accordance with a comprehensive level. 
 
“We have the ability and the resources to report on comprehensive level and we are always 
saying that we want to be transparent so, why not?” 
 
Stakeholder Engagement 
Company D engages stakeholders in sustainability actions, not for GRI specifically but to their 
operations. The purpose of stakeholder engagement is to increase transparency. 
 
“We engage our stakeholders quite a lot, we invite very different parties; those who share our 
views, those who have different views, in order to create discussion.” 
 
Company D identifies their key stakeholder groups as a part of their materiality analysis.  
 
D2 also describes that social media is a forum open for discussion where everyone can 
comment. Although Company D has been able to open communication in recent years; they 
have always tried to be open and transparent. 
 
Materiality 
Company D has a list of their top twelve material aspects. To determine these aspects, the 
company first conduct a materiality analysis for each business area. Then they work through 
these analyses and put together a common list. To decide what is relevant the company put the 
aspects on a map with two axes; one for what’s important for the business and another for how 
important it is for external stakeholders. The most important aspects are chosen to be material. 
The reported indicators have increased as since social topics such as social media, work safety, 
business ethics, and training have been incorporated over the recent years. Company D’s 
sustainability report has evolved in terms of contents due to GRI’s own development and 
evolvement.  
 
“My estimation is that GRI is going to become wider and deeper. At least the development 
shows the track and the development is pretty stable in a way that more further and deeper 
information is needed.” 
 
Data collection 
Data for each production unit needs to be collected to Company D’s common environmental 
system. Deadlines are set up in the beginning of January, and all the data are summed up and 
consolidated to group level. There are only few persons doing this, as technical and 
mathematical knowledge is required. The information that is needed to the sustainability report 
is reported to those who are responsible for creating the report. Company D used to have many 
different systems, but now they have a harmonized system for all the different businesses. 
 
“It can’t be done overnight. The system development takes quite a long time, but now we are in 
the base that all the five business areas are in the same data collection system”. 
 
Currently, Company D has eight sustainability targets. After the goals are being reached they 
adjust them to set more ambitious goals. 
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Report 
Those who are responsible for the collected data and consolidation are in charge of processing 
the data for the report. The design and layout of the report is created by an external agency, and 
the text is written by the communication function in the sustainability department. The 
sustainability report is separate as it serves all the business areas. Various channels are used for 
distribution. A printed version is provided to mills and important customers. The content is also 
available on social media and the company’s webpage. 
 
“And it is not how you spread the report, it is how to you spread the content! The report as 
such is not the most usable as it is so comprehensive”. 
 
Company D has an external assurance provider that every year visits the mills and gives 
comments on performance, as well as suggestions for improvement. The external assurance is 
important for the development, and the company wants insights from external partners. 
 
“Definitely, we want to get feedback to develop.” 
 
To make a report used by others than the sustainability team is one of the main challenges when 
developing the sustainability report. Creating a report that is comprehensive, and at the same 
time easy to read and well thought is a difficult task. 
 
“The requirements are ambivalent.” 
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5.5 Interview E 
Interviewee E is the Senior Vice President of Sustainability for Company E. E has been working 
at the company for 1,5 years and has a long experience within the forestry industry. 
 
Reasons for Using GRI 
E’s opinion is that GRI is a good framework that is known among several stakeholders. GRI 
covers all the important aspects that should be included in a sustainability report. With detailed 
guidelines, the framework is a good reference, regardless if a company follows GRI strictly or 
just the principals. 
 
Considering the quality of company E’s sustainability report, E says that the company is in an 
initial phase and still have some development of their systematic work to do. 
 
“You should never be satisfied but rather ask yourselves: what can we do to improve next 
year?” 
 
Competitors’ choice to report according to GRI is one reason for Company E’s own 
implementation of the framework. The existing structures lay a foundation for the expectations 
on what a company should report. The board was the initiators to report according to GRI. They 
started to make demands that required more disclosures on sustainability. 
 
“Sustainability work, at the end of the day, is something you do in order to become more 
successfully as a company” … “I think that most management teams today realize that if a 
larger company do not have a sustainability report it is perceived as a huge weakness”. 
 
Planning 
The responsibility for developing the sustainability report lies ultimately with the CEO and the 
Board. The practical responsibility for the development of the report is however E’s, who is the 
director for sustainable development. The report is developed in cooperation with 
communication, human resources, and the strategy department. Company E set up their own 
structure for their reporting. Thereafter, they proceed by examining what stakeholders value 
and what the GRI framework stipulates. 
 
Company E has a project group who is responsible for the annual report. As the report covers 
different areas, people from the affected departments are involved and included in the project 
group. Regarding just the sustainability report, E is the driving force for the development 
process of the content. The level of reporting is core, much due to the company’s new position 
in the area. Before applying a core level, Company E made references to the guidelines. The 
motivation for the increased level of reporting was the structured manner it induced. 
 
E explains that inspiration from other companies can result in better quality of their own report. 
They first and foremost look at companies with similar traits, size and products. Moreover, 
companies that are positioned high in the supply chain is of interest since the products produced 
by Company E is somewhat technical. 
 
The company complies with laws and regulations when developing their sustainability reports. 
Laws implemented through EU directives are the most common ones since Company E trades 
with companies in both the EU zone as well as outside. A law that will be considered during 
the fiscal year of 2017 is the implementation of the new EU directive on disclosure of non-
financial information [2014/95/EU]. 
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Stakeholder Engagement 
Regarding Company E’s sustainability report the involvement of external stakeholders is 
limited. The company does, however, investigations concerning sustainable development, to 
get an understanding of stakeholder’s views and perceptions. 
 
“So, I would like to say that some external stakeholders have a good perception of our company. 
In other areas, we could be more systematic on the gathering and the identification of 
stakeholder groups”. 
 
Communication with stakeholders takes place through many different channels within 
Company E. Meetings with employees and customers are common strategies. The aim is to 
create a meaningful dialogue with their stakeholders to know what is important for them and 
why. 
 
“The fundamental purpose is to know how we are perceived by different stakeholders and what 
value we create for different stakeholders, so we can decide on how to act and integrate this 
strategically in our work”. 
 
Materiality 
To identify what aspects that are material to report and include in the report, Company E makes 
a materiality analysis. Furthermore, E explains that the materiality analysis is based on goals 
for sustainable development, which are framed by the UN. Indicators are thereafter decided 
upon the company’s own progress within the different main categories; economic, 
environmental and social. Hence, some areas contain more indicators while others could expand 
further. 
 
Over time, the content of the reports has evolved and expanded. 
 
“We have become more and more comprehensive and detailed in our reporting”. 
 
Still, E says that the report should not be too long since it might decrease stakeholders’ interest 
of the report. 
 
Data collection 
In Company E, several persons are responsible for collecting data. Each department handles the 
core data collection for their section in the sustainability report. The reporting is quarterly 
based, and each month in a quarter is often analyzed separately to detect possible errors. 
Additionally, the company also reports on a fiscal basis, which is when the sustainability report 
is issued. To gather the data, different systems are used by different departments and functions 
within the company. Many of the systems are built to suit the company need, which is why very 
few large systems are applied. 
 
The company sets performance targets as they see sustainability as an important question. 
 
“If you set up goals, things will happen”. 
 
To meet the targets, Company E have continuous follow-up meetings and discussions regarding 
sustainability performance and development. Targets such as decrease of CO2 emissions and 
reduction of the total energy and water consumption are central within the environmental targets 
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on the company level. Guided by the company targets and based on the local conditions, the 
different production sites set their own targets. 
 
Report 
The data is processed and checked by the departments, who are responsible to collect data 
within their specific field. The communication department creates the design and layout of the 
report, which is done through consultation with each responsible person representing a 
department. The text is however mainly written by E and E’s assistant. The reason for this 
choice was that external editors who do not have good knowledge within the operating area 
tend to have problems to phrase details. To reduce the risk of such errors, E writes the text. 
Company E includes their sustainability report in their annual report. The integration is 
identified as a current trend within the field of sustainability reporting and E believes that by 
integrating the sustainability report a company demonstrates that sustainability is a part of a 
company’s everyday work. 
 
“One must start with: Why are we here? What value do we create? If we do not create any 
value, it would be hard to justify the impacts we have on the environment and the resources we 
use”. 
 
The report is accessible online and in a printed version which is distributed to various 
stakeholders such as customers and shareholders. 
 
As company E are in a phase where they try to create a good foundation for their reporting, 
they have chosen not to have any external assurance on the content. However, as the company 
structure has changed there is a possibility that they will include an assurer for the upcoming 
fiscal period. 
 
“Another reason for why we might bring in an external auditor is the new EU directive on non-
financial information”. 
 
One challenge E sees in the future is to create a meaningful reporting on the social aspects, 
which is an area that Company E has the ambition to improve. 
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5.6 Interview F 
Interviewee F is the sustainability manager at Company F. F has worked with sustainability for 
two years and has been at the company for six years. F works mainly with the environmental 
side of sustainability and is responsible for the reporting. 
 
Reasons for using GRI 
F has a positive opinion about GRI. It is a system that make different actors to report similar 
and the materiality analysis in G4 puts less weight on the number of indicators. One negative 
aspect with GRI is that the demands can be detailed, especially when there is a topic that 
includes many different aspects. 
 
F does not know who initiated sustainability reporting according to GRI, but Company F has 
reported according to guidelines for several years. Many other companies use GRI and although 
that is not the reason for Company F’s use of the GRI guidelines, it helps to gain credibility 
which is important for the company. 
 
“I do not feel like it is mandatory, but you gain credibility and that is really important.” 
 
Planning 
F is responsible for the report; the responsibility has over the years shifted from a different 
person but not position. Company F has a project group for sustainability reporting. People 
from various departments are involved in the development of the company's sustainability 
report. The departments that are involved are purchasing, supply chain, legal, operations, and 
forestry. However, the ultimate responsibility lies on the sustainability department.  
 
“You could say that the sustainability department is responsible to develop and to make the 
plan, and then we use people from different department because it is not only a sustainability 
product it is the company’s sustainability work.” 
 
A rough process plan is created for when different activities should be carried out and when 
certain data should be collected. When the start-up meeting has occurred, the project group 
creates a time plan that is exact on date and time, and a more specific process plan is developed. 
 
Company F does not benchmark with other companies’ sustainability reports, but the company 
has seen a trend that other companies integrate the sustainability report with the annual report. 
  
The company complies with relevant laws such as anti-corruption, competition, discrimination 
and environment. For the implementation of the new EU directive [2014/95/EU] on disclosure 
of non-financial information, Company F will consult with their auditor so that material is 
presented accordingly. 
 
Stakeholder Engagement 
In terms of communication, F referred to the sustainability report where communication was 
described as different depending on the type of stakeholder. In the stakeholder dialogues the 
company have different focuses and questions, hence the outcome is different depending on 
which stakeholder the dialogue addresses. 
 
Company F does not find key stakeholder identification hard, as they are connected to the 
important areas within the company. The purpose of stakeholder communication is to receive 
information that is relevant and correct about Company F’s operations, stakeholders’ comments 
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help Company F to improve. Communication is a way to attract stakeholders either for business, 
development or for employment.  
 
Materiality 
A big materiality analysis was conducted for the 2013’s report which E referred to, to describe 
the materiality analysis. Thirty interviews were conducted with stakeholders who defined the 
most important categories, aspects, and indicators. Then the aspect was put on a map with two 
axes, one axe for what stakeholders’ value and one axe for what the company value. The aspect 
that had more than 75 % of maximum importance was considered material; from there the 
indicators were prioritized. 
 
Company F updates the materiality analyses which has extended the report slightly. The 
updated materiality analyses include both internal and external stakeholders. After the updated 
materiality analysis has been conducted, Company F evaluates if they should extend the report 
and if they have the ability. 
 
The company does not report all indicators. The number of indicators depends on how material 
an aspect is. 
 
Data Collection 
F has the responsibility of gathering data from the different departments in the company to the 
report. It is the persons that are responsible for the information in the different departments that 
send information to F. Thereafter the work is divided internally within the sustainability 
department. Different internal systems are used to gather information, for example human 
resource systems, statistics for accidents, and a system for environmental statistics. 
 
Company F has both financial and non-financial goals and the sustainability goals falls under 
the non-financial targets. For the targets, F refers to the company’s sustainability report where 
the targets are specified. The company has three focus areas for sustainability, and tweleve 
sustainability goals. These goals include having a responsible supply chain, increased customer 
value in relation to sustainability, and to contribute to a sustainable and biodiverse society 
through decrease of CO2 emissions etc.  
 
Report 
F has the overall responsibility for data processing, but only process environmental data self. 
Depending on the area, different persons are responsible for processing data that has been 
collected.  
 
An external agency creates the design in a dialogue with the company. For the text in the report, 
the external agency conduct interviews with people within the company and thereafter the 
sustainability department revise it. 
 
“We are involved but they create the draft.” 
 
The trend of integrated reporting has inspired the company to go from three separate reports to 
include everything in the annual report, but the information is not integrated. The report is 
available on Company F’s web page and is also printed in several copies. Those who attend the 
annual general meeting receives a copy if they want to. Much information that is gathered are 
both processed and synced and a challenge is to make the report readable. According to F, the 
information should be available for those who read it and not be too detailed. 
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“Because then they might not read it, except GRI-nerds.” 
 
Company F has both external and internal assurance on the content in the sustainability report. 
The external assurance is provided by the same company that audits the financial information 
in the company's annual report. The internal assurance is provided by F who has the overall 
responsibility. 
 
 
5.7 Interview G 
At Company G, we interviewed G who is an environmental manager working with standards, 
including GRI. G works in the environment and responsibility team. The team works with the 
annual report and product sustainability information such as carbon footprint and everything 
that is related to eco-labels. G’s background is in environmental economics. 
 
Reasons for Using GRI 
According to G, GRI is a good tool to report on material issues. It includes everything in one 
standard and makes it possible to compare different industries and businesses. G is satisfied 
with the quality of the company’s sustainability report. Last year Company G went from the 
G3 guidelines to G4, which was a big transition but the team has received positive internal and 
external feedback on their latest report. The initiation to report according to GRI came from the 
environmental responsibility team in the company. 
 
Planning 
The environment and responsibility team has for a long time been in charge of the development 
of the sustainability report. The manager for the team has the utter responsibility. Before the 
present manager had the responsibility, the manager’s manger had the responsibility. 
 
A core project group exists, but the sustainability report involves additional people and 
departments from the whole company. Included are for example human resources, legal, and 
financial departments, as well as the different business areas. The core project group also work 
close with communications. Communication are responsible for the annual report and the 
integrated sustainability report. 
 
“Our team act as coordinators and then we are cooperating with everybody.” 
 
From the beginning of the year until February, the company collects information and make sure 
that the data is correct. In spring, the environmental responsibility team starts to think about 
next year's report developments and ideas. The company makes a materiality analysis and any 
update of the report is developed from that analysis. In September, when the schedule for 
publishing is set, the company starts working with the assurance of the report and has a kick-
off meeting with the assurance company. From the assurance company the company receives 
feedback that is considered in the next year's report. 
 
Company G screens annual- and sustainability reports of competitors, as well as companies that 
are “best in practice” within sustainability reporting globally. Company G reports in accordance 
with the core level. The aim is to report only those things that are relevant for Company G. For 
next year’s report, the company must consider the requirements of the new EU-directive on 
non-financial disclosure. The new EU directive will most likely not require disclosure of more 
indicators for Company F, but it might change the format of the issued report. 
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Stakeholder Engagement 
Every second year, Company G takes help from an external party to do a stakeholder analysis 
where they interview various stakeholders. The analysis is quite extensive and used as a basis 
for the materiality analysis. Company G identifies stakeholders with many different tools. 
Identification mainly comes from Company G’s different business where they do their own 
stakeholder mapping. 
 
Communication with stakeholder helps the company to recognize risks and understand their 
business environment as well as opportunities and challenges. Company G has good 
stakeholder cooperation in almost all directions. The communication will differ depending on 
the stakeholder. 
 
“There are so many ways, of course the report is one of them.” 
 
Materiality 
For the materiality analysis, G referred to their sustainability report, which described that it was 
updated every year and based on Company G, their stakeholders, and the society’s concerns 
and interest. Every second year, a third-party interviews external stakeholders, thereafter the 
most material aspects are identified. Company G only reports on those indicators that are 
relevant, although G admits that some indicators in the report may be questioned if they really 
are material or not. 
 
“Some are easier to report than others.” 
 
Data collection 
The environment and responsibility team is responsible for the data collection. Each department 
gathers data for the indicators related to their work, however it is the reporting team who 
compiles the information. There are many systems involved in the data collection process. For 
example, SAP for human resources and economic indicators. On the environmental side, they 
use specific environmental databases as a reporting tool. It depends on the indicators. It is a 
challenge huge task to collect all the data and verify that all can be assured, as it is a large and 
global company with many businesses. 
 
Company G set performance targets as a part of their strategy and for activities related to their 
long-term targets. The strategy covers all the dimensions of sustainability: economic, social, 
and environmental. For forestry industry, the UN sustainable development goals can be linked 
to the target performance. 
 
“Responsibility is good business and it is our strategy to be sustainability.” 
 
Report 
The environment and responsibility team processes the data. Communication creates the design 
and layout. The function head plans the annual report and the layout. The team writes some of 
the parts of the report, but each business area writes their own parts. Company G has included 
their sustainability report in their annual report. When asked for the reason for this, G answers: 
 
“Sustainability cannot be separated from the business” 
 
The inclusion has however led to a total length of 175 pages of the annual report and therefore 
some of the disclosures are available on Internet only. The report is available in a PDF version 
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and there is also a separate GRI section on Company G’s web page that includes content index 
and sustainability charts. As Company G is a high-quality paper manufacturing company they 
also have a printed version that comes in two languages. 
 
When the team collects data, they compare it to previous year’s data and double check if there 
are some major changes. External assurance provider make internal audits and that could be 
seen as the company’s internal assurance. Company G has external assurance on the content in 
the report, as it creates credibility. 
 
“Without this assurance, we cannot say anything”. 
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Chapter 6 - Analysis 
This chapter analyzes the empirical findings from the previous chapter. The chapter starts with 
analyzing each theme which derived from the coding in the empirical chapter. The analyses for 
each theme are connected to the theoretical framework i.e. chapter three. Thereafter a 
concluding model is presented which summarize this chapter.  
 

6.1 Reasons for Using GRI 
All the participants had an overall positive opinion about GRI and how the guidelines structured 
their company’s sustainability report. The positive attitudes are not found to be a surprise, as 
the companies doubtlessly not would use the GRI guidelines if they had negative opinions about 
the organization and what they offer. All participants perceived GRI as a framework widely 
known in sustainability reporting practices. E exemplified competitors’ use of GRI as a reason 
for their own use of the guidelines, while D implied that their customers’ use of the guidelines 
was a reason for Company D’s use of the guidelines. F added that other companies’ use of the 
GRI guidelines increases credibility to Company F’s sustainability report. The acceptance of 
GRI guidelines and use to develop sustainability reports in the companies can therefore be 
linked to legitimacy and institutional theory. Legitimacy theory that was discussed in chapter 
three, explains how a company operates within the norms of society (Suchman, 1995, p. 574). 
As GRI is perceived to be the guidelines most used in sustainability reporting, using another 
framework or not using any framework at all, would be to go outside the norm. The use and 
acceptance of GRI could also be explained by institutional theory as the norm of using GRI has 
created what DiMaggio and Powell (1983, p. 146) describes as isomorphism between the 
companies, where they have adapted a common set of guidelines to structure their sustainability 
report and become homogenized. More specifically mimetic isomorphism, where companies 
have observed other organizations and companies reporting practices and what framework they 
use, can be identified (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983, p. 149). While GRI is not the reason of why 
the participating companies choose report on sustainability, the would probably have done so 
anyhow, many participants implied that the guidelines offer a certain structure to the 
sustainability report and helps to incorporate all the different dimensions of sustainability. The 
legitimate use and acceptance of GRI is found to offer comparability between companies. 
 
Another important factor that contributed to the acceptance and use of GRI guidelines is the 
weight the framework puts on materiality, which also will be discussed later in the chapter. D1 
and F describe their materiality analysis as the element making the reports content relevant for 
their companies. 
 
The initiation of GRI was not always known, as some of the companies had been reporting 
sustainability according to GRI for several years. Thus, not all the participants had been at the 
company from the initial implementation. The initiations were lead in their departments, by 
themselves, or the previous person in their position, their manager, their owners, or the board 
of the company. The initiations have therefore been either from those in the company that work 
with sustainability, or those who can direct how the sustainability work and reporting should 
be carried out. It has been a managerial decision to develop the sustainability reporting work 
forward. Implementing a set of standards sets a norm how the sustainability reporting should 
be carried out in the company, and this is identified by Donaldson and Preston (1995, p. 71) as 
a normative behavior within stakeholder theory. 
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6.2 Planning 
The responsibility of the development of the sustainability reports was in the hands of our 
interview participants, or their manager in the sustainability department. The only detected 
exception was Company B, where the HR-partner previously had the responsibility. Even in 
this company the responsibility had shifted to their new sustainability manager. For all our 
participating companies, the responsibility for the GRI sustainability reports are therefore under 
positions in the sustainability department. This is not unexpected as the sustainability 
department work with sustainability and naturally should manage the sustainability reporting. 
It follows the same logic that the financial function should be in charge of the development of 
the financial report, as they have the knowledge. 
 
Project groups for sustainability report development existed in all companies, but differed in 
size and composition. The difference mainly seemed to be due to the size of the company. The 
bigger the company, the more complex structure the project group had. In smaller companies 
the project group appeared to be less formal. The core project group could range from two 
people to a whole department. The core project group had the main responsibility to 
operationalize the work and develop the sustainability report. 
 
The core project group members were mainly from the sustainability divisions in the different 
companies. In addition to the core project groups, the work was carried out together with many 
different departments. The most common departments that were included was communication, 
human resources, financial, and legal. The human resource department was used for social 
indicators and financial for the economic ones. The close cooperation with communication was 
necessary as the report is a part of the external communication. 
 
Frostenson et al. (2015, p. 65-66) described that a sustainability reporting project group has a 
twofold composition, were a group of management representatives followed the project group’s 
work. This composition was not clearly detected in all our participants’ answers. However, 
company B, C, and D mention that they have a sustainability steering team that includes 
members from different departments in the company. 
 
Not all companies had a clear action plan in how the activities related to the sustainability work 
was carried out. In company A, B, D, and E the sustainability work was instead described as a 
rolling process, and activities were planned based on discussed improvements from previous 
years reports and updated materiality analyses. Company C, F, and G had process plans for 
activities that occurred during the year. Evident from all the interviews is that the development 
of the sustainability report is not a document that is gathered together in the end of the year, but 
a planned performance exists within all the companies. 
 
Most of the companies reported according to a core level, and their arguments for reporting on 
this level were based on the materiality and the relevance it offered the report. Company C and 
Company D were the only companies that were reporting according to a compressive level. 
Even though Company C reports on a higher level, materiality was also the reason for this 
decision together with stakeholder pressure. According to D1, Company D’s reason to report 
on a comprehensive level was because they had the resources and the ability to do it.  Materiality 
seems to be the main reason for why companies choose their level. Again, differences between 
companies that vary in size can be detected. Both the smaller and bigger companies choose to 
report on what is relevant, but the larger companies also have the ability to report more. 
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B, C, D, E, F and G take inspiration from other companies when they develop their own report. 
Mainly competitors are targeted but other organizations are looked upon as well. This finding 
is coherent with Malmberg and von Hedberg (2003, p. 158), and can be linked to institutional 
theory as the companies’ glance at how other companies are structuring their report to gain 
legitimacy to their own report, hence mimetic isomorphism occurs (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983, 
p. 149). Institutionalism is also apparent in the laws the companies take into consideration when 
developing their report. All companies, except Company B, are taking laws into consideration. 
In Company B owner policies are steering instead, hence some elements of coercive 
isomorphism (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983, p. 150) appears in all companies reporting processes. 
The law that is the most apparent is the implementation of the EU directive, which was 
mentioned by all the participants. However, both D1 and G explained that the law most likely 
only would change the format of the report and not the content. D1 explained that Company D 
already surpasses the requirements in the law. Neither of the participants seemed to believe that 
the implementation of the EU directive would create substantial change in their reporting 
practice. The EU directive might have had bigger concern if we had chosen to interview 
companies that not yet reported on sustainability. As the GRI guidelines are quite 
comprehensive and cover many areas, the EU directive might not bring any new considerations 
into their sustainability reporting practices. Legislations in reporting tend to fall under coercive 
isomorphism (Larrinaga-González, 2007, p. 156). However, as these companies have started to 
report before the EU directive has been implemented, normative isomorphism seems to have 
shaped the report in our participants’ companies. They have not developed their report because 
of the EU directive, instead have they have developed their reporting practices under GRI’s 
rules and norms. Larrinaga-González’s (2007, p. 159) connection with normative institutional 
structure seem to be more apparent in our companies.  
 

6.3 Stakeholder Engagement 
Stakeholders were included throughout all the interviews. In all companies, some sort of 
interaction with stakeholders occurred. Even though there were differences in the extent of 
engagement, all participating companies interacted with their stakeholders in sustainability 
issues. Overall, stakeholder opinions were a vital part of the sustainability report development 
to create a report that reflected the stakeholders’ main concerns. This finding appears valid, as 
the report itself is a way to communicate with stakeholders about the companies’ sustainability 
performances. Freeman et al. s’ (2004, p. 364) argument that managers must establish 
relationships and communicate with stakeholders to create value  is therefore recognized in our 
participating companies. That companies’ care about their stakeholders’ opinions can also be 
connected to legitimacy theory, especially to pragmatic legitimacy (Suchman, 1995, p. 578) as 
the engagement is about key stakeholders and understanding their needs. It also corresponds to 
one of GRI’s content principles, stakeholder inclusiveness, which dictates that stakeholders’ 
expectations and interests should be taken into consideration when developing the report (GRI, 
2015, p. 10). 
 
Stakeholders are identified on the path to create materiality analyses, and a sound dialogue 
helps the companies to develop a report with topics concerning the needs of the stakeholders. 
Some companies expressed clear confidence in knowing which their key stakeholders were, for 
example Company A who never had made a fundamental stakeholder analysis. Moreover, G 
and F highlighted that the identification was not as hard as one could imagine. F said that if you 
have identified the important areas in the company, you know which stakeholders are the most 
important. Donaldson and Preston (1995, p. 85) described the identification of rightful 
stakeholders as difficult, but this seems not to be the case of our participating companies. B, C, 
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D, and G identified stakeholders as a part of the materiality analysis and this occurred more or 
less regularly. The frequency ranged from the start of implementing guidelines; every second 
year, to every year. The reason for some of the companies’ choice to make updated stakeholder 
identifications could be to continue to produce reports that ensure their company’s legitimacy. 
The identified challenges of gaining and maintaining legitimacy (Suchman, 1995, p. 586) could 
be the reason to conduct stakeholder analyses and update them. In line with Deegan (2006, p. 
164) who explained that legitimacy changes as society and norms change, updated stakeholder 
identification are made to know which stakeholders they should remain legitimate to. 
 
Overall, the form of communication was carried out differently depending on the purpose and 
the type of stakeholder. The form of communication ranged in everything from interactive 
meetings with stakeholders to passive communication, with information on their company 
webpage. This finding implies that engagement, as well as communication, is a broad activity 
which needs to be adapted to the situation at hand. Communication and engagement serves as 
stakeholder management and has, as Donaldson and Preston (1995, p. 71) described, an 
instrumental purpose between stakeholder management and corporate objectives. 
 
According to GRI (2014, p. 19), the outcome of stakeholder engagement is to identify what 
topics are important for the stakeholders, and the connection with the materiality analysis in 
our participants’ answers seems to be in line with GRI’s presented outcome. Another important 
discovery was the importance for companies to communicate their sustainability performance 
to stakeholders. One of the more evident findings from investigating stakeholder engagement 
was that stakeholder communication is used as a tool for understanding. Communication makes 
companies understand stakeholders’ concerns, as well as an opportunity to communicate their 
actual performance to stakeholders. The way companies communicate their performance to 
stakeholder is therefore coherent with Freeman et al. s’ (2004, p. 364) description, in how 
companies reach value creation. Company B even invited different stakeholder groups to create 
understanding of each other and how the company deals with that understanding. Stakeholder 
engagement did therefore not only appear stakeholder-to-company, but also stakeholder-to-
stakeholder. Again, stakeholder engagement seems to serve an instrumental purpose that, 
according to Donaldson and Preston (1995, p. 71), mediates the connection between stakeholder 
management and corporate objectives. 
 

6.4 Materiality 
All participating companies carry out, or have carried out, a materiality analysis to determine 
what aspects that are relevant and material, and should thus be included in the sustainability 
report. For most companies, the materiality analysis first occurred when going from the old G3 
guidelines to the current G4, which required a materiality analysis. A pattern can be found, 
where company C, D, E, F and G each or every year update the materiality analysis to reconcile 
the information. This is an important step in the development process, since it allows the 
companies to further decide the content in the report and make sure that all important aspects 
are included. The update of the materiality analyses can be connected to Deegan (2006, p. 164) 
who explains that updates are needed to conform to current trend which decides what is 
legitimate.  
 
Looking at the different indicators included in each aspect, the participating companies report 
differently depending on their level of reporting i.e. “core” or “comprehensive” level within the 
GRI framework. While the companies who reports on a core level only include some of the 
indicators under each aspect through materiality, the comprehensive level companies report on 
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all indicators under each aspect. This goes in line with GRI’s (2014, p. 29) description of the 
differences of the levels. Between the companies, this is one of the main differences. The level 
of reporting lays the foundation for each company’s choice to either report some indicators 
(core level), or requires companies to report all indicator (comprehensive level). Company A, 
B, E, F and G that report on a core level often determine how many indicators to include in the 
report depending on how material an aspect is. The greater the materiality is, the more indicators 
are often disclosed in the report. 
 
The forestry industry, in general, have many operations related to environment and 
environmental effects. Hence, lots of indicators has been disclosed within that field for a 
considerable time. However, several of the interviewed companies felt that the social aspects 
were harder to report on and measure. The social aspects were something that had expanded 
during the recent years and its importance is significant. 
 
Stakeholders are central for B, C, D, F and G, and especially when it comes to the materiality 
analyses for the aspects and indicators. The companies considered what stakeholders felt were 
important for their company to disclose. When evaluating materiality, Company C sent out 
extensive surveys to stakeholders to create a good perception of stakeholders’ views and values. 
The ongoing stakeholder engagement that the companies had, can be related to the stakeholder 
theory and legitimacy theory. Since the companies investigated their stakeholders’ perception 
regarding values and views, the companies tried to comply to society’s values and norms. This 
act by the companies can be used to create legitimacy, which could result in easier access to 
new capital, employees, and customers. As the companies involve stakeholders for their own 
interest, a pragmatic legitimacy (Suchman, 1995, p. 577) can be identified within materiality. 
However, the pragmatic legitimacy is not the only type of legitimacy that can be recognized. A 
cognitive legitimacy, where legitimacy is based on cognition instead of interest (Suchman 1995, 
p. 582), is evident as a materiality analysis is required by the G4 guidelines and hence is taken 
for granted. This taken-for grantedness can be connected to the cognitive legitimacy.  
 
The stakeholder engagement the companies had can also be connected to stakeholder theory, 
where managers has a responsibility towards the company’s stakeholders (Freeman et al., 2004, 
p. 364). The engagement of stakeholders is an approach to know how to act in line with 
stakeholders’ interests. Hence, by engaging stakeholders in the materiality analysis the 
companies, and their management, assure that their responsibility towards their stakeholders 
are present. This can be connected to the instrumental aspect of stakeholder theory (Donaldson 
& Preston, 1995, p.71), as the companies set materiality based on stakeholder opinions and 
corporate objectives.   
 
6.5 Data collection 
The responsibility of collecting data is widely spread within the companies, as well as the 
process of data collection. However, in company A, B, C and F our interviewees are the ones 
responsible for coordinating the data collection from different persons and departments within 
the company. In many of the companies several persons are responsible for gathering data to 
the sustainability report. Often are the departments that are related to a specific aspect 
responsible for collecting the data. One example of this is that the human resources often 
provide information to the social aspects and indicators, while the financial department gives 
information regarding the economic aspects. The information from the various departments are 
reported to the sustainability function, who are responsible for making the sustainability report. 
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As the companies have a clear structure where it is determined what data should be collected 
and from whom, it corresponds with activities in the fourth phase defined by GRI (2014, p. 29). 
 
Company B, C, D, E, F and G have different systems to gather data to the report, which is very 
common in sustainability reporting according to Frostenson et al. (2015, p. 71-72). One 
company that deviates itself from the other interviewed companies is Company A, who only 
has one single system to retrieve information to the sustainability report. Company A had 
several systems before an external assurance company reviewed the content in the sustainability 
report. The assurance company put pressure on Company A to harmonize the systems, so that 
the company only would have one single system to retrieve information from. This 
harmonization is also discussed by Company D who are in a process of harmonizing all their 
business areas so that data collection will occur consistently. The same goes for Company C 
who mainly uses one sustainability tool system, to gather most of their data. The data that cannot 
be collected through this system is retrieved by complementary systems. As sustainability 
reporting might need more complex systems than financial reporting (Frostenson et al., 2015, 
p. 71-72) a harmonization of several systems into one single system would take long time, 
which was indicated by D. Hence, such activity would require many resources which smaller 
companies might not have. Thus, harmonization is a difficult task even though it could help to 
make the data collection more efficient in the long run. 
 
All the interviewed companies set targets for sustainability. To have targets is, as mentioned in 
chapter three, a general principle within GRI G4 and thus by setting targets the companies 
follow the guidelines (GRI, 2014, p. 30). Often the sustainability targets include goals such as 
reduction of fossil fuel consumption and decrease of carbon dioxide emissions, which affect 
the environment directly. Hence, some of the targets set are used to make the companies’ 
operations more sustainable and environmentally friendly. In the long run, this could mean that 
the companies business operations will contribute less to climate change. Many of the 
companies also issue the importance of having goals and targets regarding occupational safety 
as well as other important social factors. These types of goals have not been addressed by the 
companies for as long as the environmental targets has. All goals and targets set by the 
companies could be related to what the society expects and pressures the companies to report. 
Hence, the targets and goals could be seen as not only a tool to increase the own performance 
but also a way to comply with society’s expectations. Thus, creating legitimacy and more 
specifically pragmatic legitimacy (Suchman, 1995, p. 578) is evident. 
 
The data collection stage is not as related as the other stages to the theories identified in chapter 
three, but rather related to each company’s internal processes which form and impact the data 
collection process.  
 

6.6 Report 
The data that is collected is processed by all companies except Company B, who uses an 
external partner for processing collected data. The other companies process the data themselves. 
Company A uses both internal and external processing of data to ensure that numbers are exact 
and correct. In each company the processing is different. However, it is often more than one 
person that processes the data collected. In line with what GRI suggests (2014, p. 33), the 
processing of data can require involvement from several people, which might be because data 
is collected from often several departments. All the companies except Company E have external 
assurance on the content in their sustainability report. The major trend in the reason for having 
this assurance is to gain credibility among stakeholders. Some of the companies, in addition to 



	
	

65 

this, have internal assurance of the content in the report to detect faults and to improve the 
overall quality of the report. 
 
Company A, C, D, and G’s communication department is often the one that writes the report 
together with responsible people for a certain aspect. Company B and F do not involve the 
internal communication function, but uses an external agency for consultancy regarding the 
text. According to the GRI handbook (2014, p. 33), both using an internal or an external 
communication function is possible. E is the only company where the Senior Vice President of 
Sustainability writes the report self with, however, consultancy from communications. In that 
sense communications are in the process of the text writing even though they might not write 
all the parts in the sustainability report. 
 
All the interviewed companies distributed their report through their web page. In addition to 
this all the companies have a printed version, often a limited number, which is distributed to 
various stakeholders such as shareholders, customer and other interest groups. These different 
distribution channels are discussed by Frostenson et al. (2015, p. 73), who stipulates that many 
platforms could be beneficial to reach as many readers as possible. However, for each of the 
companies, the access to the corresponding sustainability report is easiest through the company 
web page. This might be because of the digitalization of the world. This trend could also be 
relatable to institutional theory’s isomorphism (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983, p. 146), where the 
companies conform to the norm of digitalization due to societal and competitor pressure. If all 
competitors have their report accessible online, a company without online accessibility might 
face challenges such as harder to attract customers and lost faith from shareholders. The report 
itself, in general, is a way for companies to mediate their business operations and values. By 
mediating this information through the report, one can see the report as a tool to create 
legitimacy through transparency and hence the concept of legitimacy theory (Schuman, 1995, 
p. 574) becomes usable. 
 
All the companies, except Company D, have chosen to include the sustainability report in the 
annual report. Reasons for this choice is often in line with the companies’ view on 
sustainability. Sustainability is often perceived as a part of the business operations and should 
therefore not be separate, but rather integrated. The companies using some sort of integrated 
reporting, says that integrated reporting is the current trend within business. This could be 
connected to normative isomorphism (Scott, 1995, p. 37-38) where companies conform to the 
norms and values of others.  
 

6.7 Concluding the Analytical Chapter 
From our interviews, we have found common themes in their development of sustainability 
reports according to GRI. A major finding is that the report development process is not a 
longitudinal, but rather a continuous process. Therefore, the themes we identified before 
conducting the interviews as phases, have changed to segments in the report development 
process with some adaptations and added insights. Each segment is relevant for the 
development of sustainability reports in accordance to GRI guidelines for Swedish and Finnish 
forestry companies. However, the segments are not part of a longitudinal process but rather a 
continuous process where each segment is integrated with the others. Hence, the clear 
predetermined structure of the development process cannot be strengthened. 
 
Below is a model representing all the segments from the analysis that represents our findings 
on the sustainability report development. As discussed above, the empirical findings indicated 
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that the development segments were integrated with each other and did not exist as a separate 
phase. Due to this, the concluding model constructed is developed as a continuous process and 
is illustrated as a circle and segments are connected with lines. The segment “Reasons for Using 
GRI” is also included in the model, as it described why the companies have created a 
sustainability report according to GRI guidelines, and not another framework. As the reasons 
only are related to the sustainability reporting, and not the continuous development process, it 
is not included in the development circle. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4: Concluding model of the Analysis 
Source: The Authors 
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Chapter 7 - Conclusions 
The final chapter addresses the conclusions in the thesis. First some general conclusions will 
be presented, thereafter is the theoretical and practical implications raised. The chapter also 
addresses the truth criteria, limitations and future research. 
 

7.1 General Conclusions 
Based on existing knowledge and information, as well as our own interest, we developed a 
thesis with the aim to fulfill the purpose and answering the research question. In interviews 
with various managers representing Swedish and Finnish forestry companies, we have gained 
insights in how these companies develop their sustainability report according to GRI guidelines. 
Our findings have allowed us to both answer the research question at hand, and achieve the 
thesis purpose. The purpose was to investigate the development process of sustainability 
reports, and create an understanding of sustainability report development in accordance with 
GRI guidelines within Swedish and Finnish forestry companies. The research question in the 
thesis is: 
 
How do Swedish and Finnish forestry companies develop sustainability reports in accordance 
with the GRI guidelines? 
 
In the analysis chapter, it became evident that the predetermined longitudinal step-by-step 
structure of the development process from the theoretical framework not could be strengthened. 
Our findings instead implied that each segment, that previously was identified as phases, are 
integrated with the others in a continuous process. Just because e.g. planning is the first phase 
defined by GRI, the findings in this thesis implies that it does not necessarily mean planning is 
one phase but rather an element that is reoccurring during the whole process of the report 
development. This implies for all of the segments. Hence the segments are integrated in a 
continuous process of the report development.  
 
The findings indicate that the development process of sustainability reports is a planned 
performance where the companies engage with their stakeholders to define material aspects and 
indicators that are included in the report. Data is collected and communicated to stakeholders 
through the issued report. 
 
The GRI guidelines was perceived as a widely-known framework that provided valuable 
guidance for the sustainability report. This was generally the main reason for applying the 
guidelines to the own report. The initiation of developing sustainability reports according to 
GRI was a managerial decision. The general content of planned performance took form through 
identification of activities needed to create the report. The planned performance was led by the 
companies’ sustainability departments. People from that department were included in the 
project group for the report, together with other departments. Most companies reported in 
accordance with a core level due to the material relevance the level gave the report. Inspiration 
was taken from other companies reporting practices and companies did adhere to relevant laws, 
even though GRI’s guidelines steered the development of sustainability reports the most. 
 
The stakeholder engagement was evident in all companies, and were an important part for the 
report and the reporting process. Stakeholder identification was not found to be a difficult task 
for the companies. Communication was carried out differently depending on the stakeholder 
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group and the purpose was to identify important aspects for stakeholders. Communication was 
also used as a tool to mediate sustainability performance. All companies made a materiality 
analysis to identify important aspects. The number of indicators reported were often based on 
how material an aspect was. The more material an aspect was, the more indicators were 
disclosed. To define material aspects the companies involved their stakeholders’ opinions. The 
level of reporting also played an important role for the materiality, as it regulated how many 
indicators a company had to disclose. 
 
The data collection often involved other departments, since information included aspects from 
several areas. In general, several systems were used to retrieve data. All companies set 
performance targets, which were integrated through the whole company. The content of the 
report was, in general, processed internally and often involved several persons. The companies 
used external assurance on the content to create credibility. The text of the report was often 
created by the communication department alongside with responsible departments. The 
finished report was distributed on the companies’ web page as well as in a printed copy. 
 

7.2 Theoretical and Practical Implications 
7.2.1 Theoretical Implications 
With a descriptive-exploratory nature, the thesis has contributed with new insights to 
sustainability report development. The implications of the thesis are new knowledge in how 
sustainability reports are developed in accordance with GRI guidelines. 
 
Previous sustainability reporting research has not focused on the actual development of the 
report. Thus, this thesis contributes with knowledge of this process from the companies’ 
perspective. Through this thesis, we have described the development process of sustainability 
reports and developed a continuous model for the process. As literature in this area is scarce, 
our thesis has provided with new insights in how the development takes place within 
companies. By describing the development process, an understanding of companies’ 
sustainability work is derived. As the development process is adjusted from what was identified 
as the five phases in the theoretical framework, the thesis brings new knowledge to how the 
reporting process is structured. Our concluding model of the analysis provides a foundation for 
future research within the same area. By focusing on a sustainability reporting framework, GRI, 
the thesis has a clear connection to institutional theory. This connection will be helpful for 
future studies as the reporting will become less voluntary, for example due to the 
implementation of the new EU directive [2014/95/EU]. 
 

7.2.2 Practical Implications 
This thesis can be of use for companies that are planning and evaluating their sustainability 
reporting practices. Our findings can help to guide sustainability managers, or those responsible 
for sustainability reporting, through the development process. Companies that not have adopted 
sustainability reporting yet, but must during the upcoming fiscal year due to the implementation 
of the EU directive or other pressures, can use this thesis as a practical guidance tool when 
developing their report. Having practical evidence from real companies can provide comfort 
for a reliable structure of the development process. As the thesis provide practical insights in 
how companies develop their report, other companies can use this to help benchmark their own 
reporting practice to the companies in the thesis. The focus on Swedish and Finnish forestry 
companies provides insights to the forestry industry. As this industry is important for a future 
sustainable society, as well as the Swedish and Finnish economy, the specific focus provides 
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an important foundation for evaluating the companies work within their sustainability report 
development process. 
 

7.3 Limitations  
By addressing the limitations in the thesis, other researchers can learn and take them into 
consideration to create better studies in the future. The previous scarce research within the field 
of GRI report development has been a limitation, as it would have given us a better foundation 
for identifying the development process of sustainability reports in accordance with GRI 
guidelines. The system oriented theories used, are connected to sustainability reporting. 
However, the lack of theories focused on the reporting process solely, is a limitation as it 
prohibited us to gain deeper knowledge within the process of developing a report. The process 
was instead identified from GRI’s handbook (2014), hence it was hard to know how the 
knowledge they reported were found. Moreover, there is no universal definition of 
sustainability and what it is. This has limited us in our search for information, as the content 
and definitions often differ. 
 
By only focusing on one industry, the findings cannot be applicable for other industries 
reporting practices. Moreover, by only including two countries the findings are constrained to 
one specific geographical area. Furthermore, the thesis is written in English and we held 
interviews in both Swedish and English. The Swedish interviews has been translated by us 
during transcription, which unavoidably created language bias. The interviews with the Finnish 
companies was held in English, which was neither their or our first language, and language bias 
was thus evident in all interviews. All the empirical material was approved by the interviewees 
and this has hopefully reduced interpretation errors.  
 
The thesis nature with a qualitative research prohibited us to make any generalizations for a 
large population. However, as the thesis examined a small population the findings can be 
applied to other situations. It should be noted that the thesis covers everybody except one in the 
population and thus some generalizations can be made within the chosen sector and field.  
 
Lastly, we want to address the limitation of having two countries, Sweden and Finland, in the 
thesis. Even though the countries are in the same geographical area, they can still have some 
cultural differences that affect the reporting practices. Moreover, the different countries could 
have legislations connected to both the forestry industry and sustainability reporting that differs 
from the other country. If such legislations are missed they could have an impact on the thesis 
empirical chapter and thus the conclusions drawn. However, legislations identified have been 
considered in the thesis and thus the chance of errors is reduced.  
 
7.4 Future Research 
 
The thesis covers the overall process which can be extensive. The different segments identified, 
that the development process constituted of, could be more in-depth analyzed in future research 
of sustainability reporting. For example, future researchers could focus on materiality in 
sustainability reporting or how the report is planned. Another approach to create research that 
would cover the topic more in-depth, could be by a case study at a company. As we have 
identified that the work carried out includes representatives over the whole company, a case 
study could cover all different angles and get a wider picture of the internal process. 
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Further research could be carried out with a quantitative approach to create a more generalizable 
picture of the sustainability reporting process. For example, a survey study which could use 
deductive questions based on the findings from this thesis. A survey method could include more 
companies within different industries, which will enable generalizable conclusions. As our 
research only investigated forestry companies in Sweden and Finland, future research could 
easily change these criteria to other industries and geographical areas. Thus, providing 
knowledge in how sustainability reports are developed in other companies and countries. 
 
The thesis focus on institutional theory, which partly bases itself on legislations. As the new 
EU directive [2014/95/EU] was implemented by all member states, including Sweden and 
Finland, for the fiscal year 2017, future research could examine the implications the directive 
has on reporting process.  
 

7.5 Social Implications 
The thesis covers an area within sustainability, and as sustainability is crucial for society’s 
future development the implications are important. The thesis has provided valuable insights 
from interviewees that have a substantial knowledge within the field of sustainability reporting. 
As the interviewees had quite coherent answers, the findings were easier identified and 
analyzed. Gaining new knowledge in sustainability reporting, might help other companies to 
report and the more companies and organizations that are reporting, the greater transparency in 
society. 
 
If we have misinterpreted or misunderstood our interviewees, the findings could be incorrect 
and thus making the results and conclusions drawn invalid. This could have an impact on 
society as the potential help the thesis brings, instead becomes an obstacle. The thesis would 
then represent a wrongful demonstration of the development process of sustainability reports 
within Swedish and Finnish forestry companies. This might slow down the development of 
sustainability reporting practices, which could have a negative impact on society as 
organization's sustainability performance management not works properly. 
 
Overall the potential of positive implications is higher that the negative ones. The work in this 
thesis has been carried out carefully to ensure accuracy.  The company perspective in the thesis 
has provided with an insight from practitioners, by using first-hand information from the actual 
companies in the population. The thesis brings attention to companies’ sustainability reporting, 
and will be beneficial for various groups in society. 
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Chapter 8 - Quality Criteria 
The final chapter discuss the quality criteria of the thesis. As the thesis is of a qualitative 
nature the quality criteria that corresponds to this method are presented: trustworthiness and 
authenticity. 
 
According to Bryman and Bell (2011, p. 395), qualitative and quantitative research should be 
examined based on different criteria. Two alternative criterions for reliability and validity are 
trustworthiness and authenticity, and they are used to determine the quality of a qualitative 
study.   
 
8.1 Trustworthiness 
To ensure the trustworthiness of qualitative research Guba and Lincoln (1985, p. 300) suggest 
four criteria: credibility, transferability, dependability and conformability. Below follows 
discussion of how our thesis adheres to these criteria. 
 
Credibility 
Credibility ensures acceptance to others (Bryman and Bell, 2011, p. 396). To gain credibility 
Guba and Lincoln (1985, p. 301) suggest involving activities that increase the probability for 
credible findings, includes: persistent observation, prolonged engagement, and triangulation. 
By persistent observation the focus on the elements and characteristics that are most relevant 
in the situation provides the research depth (Guba & Lincoln, 1985, p. 304). Prolonged 
engagement entails participating in the research for a sufficient time. Prolonged engagement 
will build trust and makes it possible to understand the subject and the research properly (Guba 
& Lincoln, 1985, p. 301). Finally, triangulation is the use of more than one source of data or 
method (Guba & Lincoln, 1985, p. 306; Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 397). 
 
The thesis is carried out during a whole semester, which is the highest amount of credits taken 
in a course. However, since it was the first time we conducted proper research, the time frame 
could also be a constraint. More time was consumed on finding out how to carry out different 
tasks related to the thesis work, than the actual time conducting the tasks. This could sometimes 
be perceived as stressful. In the thesis, almost each section has included more than one source 
to ensure that the interpretation of the topic at hand is correct. Moreover, the thesis includes 
collected data from seven highly knowledgeable interviewees, covering all except one 
company from the whole population. As we have been two authors carrying out the work of the 
thesis, information and findings has also been discussed between us to ensure that the 
interpretation of information and material is correct. Sending back material to the participants 
for external verification further ensures credibility of the research (Bryman and Bell, 2011, p. 
396). In the thesis, this was particularly important as some of the interviews were translated. 
Hence, we sent participating individuals the empirical results from their interviews for approval 
to ensure that we had interpreted them correctly. 
 
Transferability 
Transferability is another criterion that links to trustworthiness, but is according to Guba and 
Lincoln (1985, p. 316) always limited as qualitative research finding only are applicable to the 
specific context and time. Therefore, the transferability of the finding to other settings will 
depend on the similarity of the research’s context. According to Lapan et al. (2012, p. 29) 
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transferability can be established by disclosing details about the participant and the setting. This 
can help others to interpret the context and determine if it is transferable. 
 
As the depth of qualitative research always has the constraints of specific context, the limited 
transferability is also evident in this thesis. However, it should be noted that even though the 
thesis covers one industry, the process of sustainability report development might be the same 
for other industries with different sustainability issues. Although the thesis cover a topic within 
sustainability, the focus is on the internal process which is routed to sustainability reporting and 
not industry specific sustainability issues. Therefore, the knowledge provided from the 
companies could still be relevant for other industries. Moreover, the theoretical framework and 
corresponding model are not industry specific. Thus, the information could be easily transferred 
into other contexts and industries.  
  
Dependability 
Dependability is established by consistency in how the data has been measured (Lapan et al., 
2012, p. 29). Guba and Lincoln (1985, p. 317-318) suggest researcher to be involved in an 
auditing on both the process and the final product. The auditing helps to understand the research 
process (Lapan et al., 2011, p. 29). Bryman and Bell (2011, p. 398) suggests keeping records 
of the research process to ensure dependability, so peers can scrutinize the process and assure 
that the procedures have been carried out correctly. 
 
The research process has been clearly defined in this thesis, and two methodological chapters 
are included. The heavy coverage on methodology and method, as well as a relevant theoretical 
connection, has aimed to help the readers understand how our work in the thesis has been 
carried out. Since our process is clearly disclosed, replications of the thesis can easily be made. 
The thesis has during the process of writing been scrutinized by peers and our supervisor, which 
has helped to detect errors in the process early on. 
 
Confirmability 
To ensure confirmability, research should not consist of any personal bias from the researchers 
of a study. This means that researchers should act with good faith and clearly demonstrate that 
personal values are excluded, since such values can affect the outcome of the research (Bryman 
& Bell, 2011, p. 398). The demonstration can be shown by illustrating examples and provide a 
clear stipulation of data sources (Lapan et al., 2012, p. 29). Data, findings, interpretations, and 
proposals should be consistent and provide support in order to be accepted (Guba & Lincoln, 
1985, p. 318). 
 
Although our thesis subject has been chosen based on our own interest, decisions and rationales 
for choice made has been clearly argued for.  As first time researchers, with limited knowledge 
of the research process, we have used methodological literature as guidance when conducting 
our thesis. To avoid bias, the findings has been systematically questioned to ensure correct 
interpretation. Therefore, the confirmability level can be considered as high. 
 
8.2 Authenticity 
Authenticity aim to addresses a wider range of political impacts of the research (Bryman & 
Bell, 2011, p. 398). Lincoln (2009, p. 154-155) found five sub-criteria of authenticity: fairness 
or balance, ontological authenticity, educative authenticity, catalytic authenticity and tactical 
authenticity. 
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Fairness 
According to Lincoln (2009, p. 154), the researchers should aim to find and include all 
participants in the study, and convince them to partake in the study. Bryman and Bell (2011, p. 
398) further argues that fairness should be reached in a study through demonstration of 
members’ viewpoints, even if they vary. 
 
The thesis aimed to reach census. Hence, we tried to include all existing participants in the 
population. Unfortunately, we had one loss where one participant declined participation. 
However, we do not believe that affected the outcome of our thesis to a great extent. The thesis 
reached fairness by including the participants’ viewpoints in the empirical chapter.  
 
Ontological authenticity 
Ontological authenticity refers to the research ability to explicit new insights of mental 
awakening (Lincoln, 2009, p. 154). The research should aim to guide that participants to easier 
comprehend their environment (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 399).  
 
The thesis interview guide included questions connected to theoretical views of an organization. 
By including these theoretical aspects to the interview, we hopefully made the participants gain 
a deeper understanding of their environment.  
 
Educative authenticity 
Fulfilling educative authenticity involves making a participant aware of the social structure of 
the other participants that are involved in the research (Lincoln, 2009, p.154-155). Hence, 
educative authenticity help participants understand others in the same setting (Bryman & Bell, 
2011, p. 399).  
 
By participating in the thesis, the interviewees get information on where to access the thesis 
when it is published. When being published, participants can easily read each other’s part in 
the empirical chapter and thus gain an understanding of each other.  
 
Catalytic authenticity 
Catalytic authenticity is the motivation for positive action through interest, consequences and 
weightiness of an occurrence (Lincoln, 2009, p.154-155). Hence, the criteria aim to act as a 
motivation for participants to involve change of their circumstances through action (Bryman & 
Bell, 2011, p. 399).  
 
By shedding light on the participants’ internal development process of their sustainability 
reports, the thesis hopefully will induce some reflection to their organizational behavior. The 
insights of the internal process are already known, however, knowing that an external part is 
investigating the subject might increase the participants’ evaluation of their internal process. 
Hence, new actions might be taken. 
 
Tactical authenticity 
Refers to the researchers ability to engage participants to truthfully share experiences and 
insights. Moreover, the tactical authenticity helps researchers to exploit acknowledged  policies 
and procedures to make participants interests recognized for researchers (Lincoln, 2009, p. 
155).  
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During this research process, we have treated our participants with utter causticness to not 
inflict their trust in us. Hence, the conditions for the participants to provide with honest 
information were large.    
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Appendix 
Information Letter 
English version 
 
Information letter regarding interview 
 
Purpose 
We are two students currently enrolled in the international business program at Umea 
University. The subject of this study is within accounting and sustainability. The purpose is to 
investigate the development process of sustainability reports according to GRI guidelines, 
within Swedish and Finnish forestry companies. The motivation for this study lies in our interest 
in sustainability and our major in accounting. To gather empirical material, we conduct semi-
structured interviews. The aim with the interviews is to create an increased understanding of 
the development process of GRI sustainability reports from a company perspective.  
 
Since this study is a part of the international business program at Umea University, the study is 
written in English. The research question is “ How do Swedish and Finnish forestry companies 
develop sustainability reports in accordance with the GRI guidelines?”. Therefore, the 
participants in this study are Swedish and Finnish forestry companies that report, and has been 
reporting according to GRI for the last two years. GRI’s own database has been used to identify 
relevant companies for the study. 
 
The interview 
The interviews will be carried out by phone or Skype, as the companies used for the study are 
geographically spread and based in different countries. The estimated time for the interview is 
approximately 45 minutes. At the interview, either Ellen or Josefine will present and ask the 
questions while the other person take notes. The interview will thereafter be transcribed and 
used as material for the study. After the transcription, the audio record will be deleted. 
 
The participation is voluntary and questions can be dismissed anytime during the interview. 
The voluntary participation will be confirmed verbally in the beginning of the interview.  
 
Data handling  
Only Ellen and Josefine, will have access to the material. The interview will be processed and 
used as material in the study. When the study has been approved by the grading committee at 
Umea University, it will be published in “Digitala Vetenskapliga Arkivet – DIVA”. At that 
moment the study will be available for the public. For further questions you can contact us at 
ellen.kristoffersson@icloud.com or josefine.rydell@hotmail.com , alternatively our supervisor 
Catherine Lions at Catherine.lions@umu.se .  
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Swedish version 
 
Informationsbrev ang. intervju 
 
Syfte 
Vi är två studenter som läser det sista året på det internationella civilekonomprogrammet vid 
Umeå Universitet. Denna uppsats ämne ligger inom ramen för redovisning och hållbarhet. 
Syftet är att undersöka utvecklingsprocessen kring hållbarhetsrapporter enligt GRI inom den 
svenska och finska skogsindustrin. Motivationen för vår uppsats återspeglas i ett intresse av 
hållbarhet samt fördjupningskunskaper inom redovisning. För att få empiriskt material till vår 
uppsats kommer vi att hålla semi strukturerade intervjuer. Intervjuerna är ämnade att skapa 
fördjupad förståelse för utvecklingsprocessen av GRI hållbarhetsrapporter från ett 
företagsperspektiv.  
 
Denna rapport ingår i ett examensarbete för det internationella civilekonomprogrammet vid 
Umeå universitet och skrivs således på engelska. Uppsatsens forskningsfråga lyder: Hur 
utvecklar svenska och finska skogsföretag hållbarhetsrapporter i linje med GRIs riktlinjer? 
(How do Swedish and Finnish forestry companies develop sustainability reports in accordance 
with the GRI guidelines?). Deltagare i denna studie är därför svenska och finska skogsföretag 
som rapporterar och har under de två senaste räkenskapsåren rapporterat enligt GRI. Vi har 
utgått från GRIs egna databas när vi valt företag till studien. 
 
Vad din medverkan innebär 
Då företagen är geografiskt utspridda och baserade i olika länder kommer intervjuer 
genomföras via telefon eller Skype. Beräknad tid för varje intervju är runt 45 minuter. Vid 
intervjun kommer Ellen eller Josefine att hålla ställa frågor medans den andra personen 
antecknar och spelar in intervjun. Intervjun kommer sedan att transkriberas och användas som 
material till uppsatsen. Efter transkribering raderas ljudfilen som spelats in under intervjun. 
 
Deltagandet i denna studie är frivilligt och du kan när som helst under intervjun avböja att 
frågor. Frivilligheten kommer att styrkas i början av intervjun i form av en verbal bekräftelse.  
 
Informationshantering 
Det är bara vi (Ellen och Josefine) som kommer att ha tillgång till materialet. Intervjun kommer 
att bli bearbetad och ingå i denna uppsats. Då denna uppsats blivit godkänd av betygskommittén 
vid Umeå Universitet, kommer den publiceras i det ”Digitala Vetenskapliga Arkivet – DIVA” 
och blir då tillgänglig för allmänheten. Vid ytterligare frågor kan ni kontakta oss på 
ellen.kristoffersson@icloud.com eller josefine.rydell@hotmail.com , alternativt kontakta vår 
handledare Catherine Lions catherine.lions@umu.se .  
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Informed Consent  
In Swedish: 
Har du tagit del av informationsbrevet? 
Deltagandet i studien är helt frivilligt. 
Du får närsomhelst avböja att svara på frågor eller avsluta intervjun. 
Ditt namn samt företagsnamn kommer vara anonymt i den del av materialet som publiceras. 
Intervjun kommer att spelas in. 
Citat från intervjun kan förekomma i uppsatsen. 
Materialet från intervjun kommer översättas till engelska i uppsatsen. 
Materialet kommer att publiceras i det ”Digitala vetenskapliga arkivet - DIVA”  
 
Har du förstått innebörden av det vi presenterat? Ger du ditt godkännande? 
 
In English: 
Have you read the information letter? 
Your participation is entirely voluntary. 
At any time, you can decline answering questions or terminate the interview. 
Your name and your company name will be anonyms in the material that is published. 
The interview will be recorded. 
Quotations from the interview may appear in the thesis 
The material will be published in” Digitala vetenskapliga arkivet – DVIA” 
 
Have you understood what we have presented? Do you give your approval? 
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Interview Guide 
 
English version 
 
Interview Questions 
 
Context question/ introductory question: 
1. What is your opinion of Global Reporting Initiative? 
2. Are you satisfied with the quality of your GRI report? 
 
Questions related our framework and the 5 phases of GRI sustainability report 
development 
 
Phase 1 – Prepare: Plan your reporting process 
3. Who initiated the development of the GRI report?  
4. Who in the company is in charge of the development of the GRI report? Is it the same 
person as when you started to report or has it changed over time? 
5. Is there a project group for the development of the GRI sustainability report? If so, from 
which departments are the members of the project group? 
6. How do you plan out when to do the activities needed for the development of the report? 
7. Has your company taken inspiration from other organizations when creating your own 
report? If yes, what type of organizations? How? 
8. Are there any laws or regulations you had in mind when creating the report? If yes, which 
laws and regulations? 
9. Do you report on a “core” or “comprehensive level” or do you refer to the guidelines? 
Why? 
 
Phase 2 – Connect: Engage with your Stakeholders 
10. Does the company have any external stakeholder engagement when developing the GRI 
sustainability report? If so, to what extent and how does it take form? Why? 
11. How do you identify key stakeholders?  
12.What is the purpose of stakeholder communication? 
13. How do you communicate with your stakeholders? 
 
Phase 3 – Define: Define Material Aspects and Boundaries 
14. How does your company decide which aspects are material and should be included in the 
report?  
15. When reporting: do you report certain indicators for each material aspect or do you report 
all of them? Why?  
16. How has the content of the report evolved over time, in terms of reported aspects and 
indicators? If it has evolved, why? 
 
Phase 4 – Monitor: Build your Report 
17. How is the data collection process structured? Is there an assigned person responsible for 
the data collection?  
18. What kind of systems and programs do you use to retrieve information needed for the 
report? 
19. Do you set performance targets? Why? What kind? How? 
 
Phase 5 – Report: Check and Communicate 
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20. Who processes the data for the report? 
21. Who creates the design and layout of the report?  
22. Who writes the text in the report? 
23. Do you include the sustainability report in the annual report, or do you issue a separate 
report? Why? 
24. How do you spread the report? How do you make sure that as many as possible are able to 
access the report?  
25. Do you have external or internal assurance on the content in the GRI report? If so, why? 
Why not? 
 
Ending Questions: 
26. What are the main challenges when developing your GRI sustainability report? 
27. Do you have something to add? 
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Swedish version 
 
Intervjufrågor  
 
Öppningsfrågor: 
1.Vad är din åsikt om Global Reporting Initiative? 
2. Är du tillfredsställd med företagets kvalité på hållbarbarhetsrapporten? 
 
Frågor relaterade till vårt ramverk samt de fem faserna av GRIs hållbarhetsredovisnings 
utvecklingsprocess    
 
Fas 1 - Förbereda: planera rapporteringsprocessen: 
3. Vem inom företaget initierade hållbarhetsrapporter enligt GRI? 
4. Vem är ansvarig för utvecklingen av er GRI hållbarhetsrapport? Är det samma person som 
då ni började rapportera enlig GRI eller har ansvaret skiftat över tid? 
5. Har ni en projektgrupp som ansvarar för utvecklingen av företagets GRI hållbarhetsrapport? 
Om ja, från vilka avdelningar tillhör gruppmedlemmarna? 
6. Hur planerar ni genomförandet av aktiviteterna som behövs för utvecklingen av rapporten? 
7. När ni utvecklar er egen rapport, har ni fått inspiration från andra företag? Om ja, vad för typ 
av företag? Hur? 
8. När ni utvecklar er rapport, beaktar ni några speciella lagar eller förordningar? Vilka? 
9. Rapporterar ni enligt “core” eller “comprehensive level” eller refererar ni endast till 
riktlinjerna? Varför? 
 
Fas 2 - Anknyta: Engagera intressenter 
10. När ni utvecklar er GRI hållbarhetsrapport, har företaget något externt engagemang bland 
dess intressenter? Om ja, till vilken grad och hur? Om ja, varför har ni engagemang bland 
externa intressenter? 
11. Hur identifierar ni era viktigaste intressenter? 
12. Vad är ert syfte gällande kommunikation med intressenter? 
13. Hur kommunicerar ni med era intressenter?  
 
Fas 3 - Avgränsning  
14. Hur bestämmer ni att en aspekt är väsentlig och bör inkluderas i rapporten? 
15. När ni rapporterar, inkluderar ni vissa indikatorer för varje väsentlig aspekt eller rapporterar 
ni alla indikatorer? Varför? 
16. Hur har innehållet i rapporten förändrats över tid när det kommer till de rapporterade 
indikatorerna och aspekterna? Varför? 
 
Fas 4 - Datainsamling: Bygg rapporten 
17. Hur är processen kring datainsamling strukturerad? Finns det en person som är ansvarig för 
datainsamling? 
18. Vilka system och program använder ni för att hämta information som behövs för rapporten? 
19. Sätter ni några prestationsmål? Varför? Vilken typ? Hur?  
 
Fas 5 - Rapportera: Kontrollera och Kommunicera 
20. Vem sammanställer data till rapporten? 
21. Vem skapar designen och layouten på rapporten? 
22. Vem skriver texten till rapporten? 
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23. Inkluderar ni hållbarhetsrapporten i er årsredovisning eller publicerar ni en separat 
rapport? Varför? 
24. Hur distribuerar ni rapporten? Hur gör ni så att så många som möjligt får tillgång till 
rapporten? 
25. Har du någon extern eller intern försäkran av innehållet i GRI rapporten? Om ja, varför? 
Om nej, varför inte? 
 
Avslutande frågor: 
26. Vilka är de största utmaningarna i utvecklingen av er GRI rapport? 
27. Har du något att tillägga? 
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