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Summary 

Problems related to sustainable development such as environmental issues, human rights, or 
labor conditions, are nowadays deeply integrated in our society. It became primordial for 
companies to take into consideration these problems in their business development. For more 
than a decade now, car companies started to publish official documents summarizing their 
commitments in favor of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) actions. Through these 
sustainability reports, car producers disclose information concerning their sustainable policy 
and bring details to stakeholders on performed sustainable actions.  
 
Because publication of sustainability reports is a relatively new phenomenon, a lot of studies 
still have to be made in this sector. In this way, no main studies were made regarding how 
CSR actions performed and disclosed by car companies evolved in the past decade. Did 
companies keep focusing on the same type of sustainable actions or did some changes occur 
on the way they conduct their CSR policies? No trends were available to try to understand 
how car companies CSR actions evolved. This thesis is an attempt to fulfill this gap and bring 
a first set of useful findings on this topic.  
 
Based on three different car producers which are BMW Group, Ford Motor Company and 
Mitsubishi Motors Corporation, our study analyses these companies 2002, 2006 and 2010 
sustainability reports and looks at how CSR actions are disclosed. The purpose is firstly to 
describe how companies’ CSR commitment disclosure is evolving between 2002 and 2010 
and secondly to find explanation to the key trends. In order to achieve this, we used six main 
CSR categories (Economic, Environment, Human Rights, Labor Practices and Decent Work, 
Product Responsibility and Society) and classified disclosed information in relation with these 
categories to create trends. For each of these six categories, sub-categories were used in order 
to be more precise in the analysis process of the documents.  
 
Results showed an important interest of car producers for the environment category which 
represents, on average, more than 40% of disclosed information in sustainability reports. 
Society category trend shows an important increase between 2006 and 2010 which led it to 
become the second most represented category in reports. Other categories trends present a 
more stable evolution with time. As it is explained more in detail in our analysis part, this 
attraction toward environmental issues for car producers can be explained by the bad 
reputation given to car producers in terms of emissions, energy consumption and more 
globally environmental protection. Cultural background and business mindset are also 
influencing companies’ choices. Responsive behaviors resulting from stakeholder’s pressure 
as well as adaptation to a weak regulatory framework are additional elements to explain the 
key disclosure trends. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Keywords: Corporate Sustainable Responsibility, car industry, trend analysis, content 
analysis, CSR disclosure, sustainability reports 
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1. Intro 
 

1.1. Background 
 
Even if social responsibility is an old concept (Carroll, 1999, p.269), there is still an 
increasing focus on this topic. The restructuring of companies, lack of coherence in the 
global environmental policies, overlooked local communities relationship management, 
the responsibility and the place of companies in society is currently a central topic of 
discussion among authorities, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), or consumers. 
Globalization has raised awareness on the importance of CSR for several dimensions of 
businesses, such as the business performance or in the matters of communication and 
stakeholder management. When it comes to the companies’ performance, CSR has 
become increasingly important in the matters of economic performance, cost 
management, efficiency, or financial results and investments. Beyond the legal 
compliance required for any company there is the development of a mindset that holds 
for profitable the voluntary commitment to thoroughly responsible strategies. It is now 
common-sense to say that having a responsible stakeholder management strategy, as for 
example a responsible environmental impact management, or a responsible involvement 
in local communities will inevitably increase profitability and sustainability of 
businesses. Investors and shareholders are increasingly taking into account criteria such 
as ethical behavior, environment friendly value chain, or community involvement in 
their investment decision making as it explained by Van de Velde et al. (2005, p.134) 
that financial performance of investment in sustainable companies can be higher than 
traditional investment. Influence of CSR is also observable on the companies’ image. 
This plays a role in the stakeholders’ perception of the firm (Deegan, 2002, p.292, cited 
in Waller & Lanis, 2009, p.110). 
 
As mentioned above, CSR is already a growing matter for companies because of the 
involvement of authorities and the influence of NGOs or consumer groups. 
Requirements such as social responsibility reporting for publicly listed companies is 
getting common in the agenda of governments (Porter & Kramer, 2006, p.79) if not 
already implemented. This provides material for CSR disclosure studies. Those studies 
have mainly focused on CSR disclosure in annual reports (Bowman & Haire, 1975; 
Abbott & Monsen, 1979; Waller & Lanis, 2009; Bouten et al., 2011). The annual report 
is now only one aspect of the multiple media the companies have at their disposal for 
disclosure. On the recommendations of several organizations, companies are now using 
sustainability reports that allow more space to fully and thoroughly disclose CSR 
matters. This shows a growing interest for the reporting on social responsibility 
performance illustrated by the worldwide rising use of guidelines such as the Global 
Reporting Initiative (Brown et al., 2009, p.182). 
 
In the context of development of this new mindset focused on ethics, community 
involvement and environment, some industries are more pointed at than others. Due to 
the nature of its products associated with the global value chains usually used, the 
automotive industry is one of the industries the most challenged by the society’s 
expectations about responsible behaviors. With 59,929,016 cars produced worldwide in 
2011 (OICA, 2012) car industry is considered to have one of the biggest environmental 
and social impacts (Nunes & Bennett, 2010, p.400). Those impacts apply from the 
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production until the end of life and disposal of the vehicle. This also implies several 
intermediary steps in which carmakers are responsible to make sure to reduce the 
consequences of their activity (Whitmarsh & Köhler, 2010, p.428). The economic 
context is also to be taken into consideration when dealing with the topic of 
environmental and social responsibility. After the 2008-2010 global economic downturn 
and with the oil prices growth the traditional model of the automotive industry has been 
thoroughly reappraised (Whitmarsh & Köhler, 2010, p.431). 
 
As a result, this has been the opportunity for the industry to change its focus and move 
it towards sustainability as the image carried by automobiles has declined (Whitmarsh 
& Köhler, 2010, p.431). The opportunity was that auto makers answering the needs for 
responsible products and overall responsible operations would be the leading group for 
a more responsible car industry. Associated with the need for a new image most car 
manufacturer used sustainability report as a complement to annual report so it becomes  
means to communicate their responsible behavior. As already mentioned those reports 
are strategic tools to communicate and change the former perception of the activity 
carried out by car makers. As a logical effect this kind of communication has greatly 
expended with first the addition of a sustainability chapter in the annual report and then 
the publication of stand-alone sustainability reports. With the development of guidelines 
those sustainability reports got more structured and got guidance on the topics to tackle. 
 
However and paradoxically when searching for previous study on CSR disclosure in 
sustainability report in the automotive industry, we didn’t find any material providing a 
trend analysis of the disclosure. It feels paradoxical because first, as explained in the 
above, CSR and CSR disclosure are currently central topics which are more than ever 
relevant to study. And then in the context of the car industry undergoing a radical 
transformation, CSR is now a fundamental topic to talk about. A study on how this 
industry is dealing with environmental, social, or ethical responsibility is hugely 
relevant. Dealing with this topic through a trend analysis seems to be suitable as it 
allows assessing if any evolution happened and what might be the future direction.  
 

1.2. Research question 
 
As mentioned knowledge about CSR disclosure already exists but it doesn’t tackle 
either with any trend analysis or with the car industry perspective. We thus expect to 
bring new relevant material from this perspective and complete the existing theoretical 
framework of CSR trying to answer the following research question: 
 
“What are and what can explain the main trends in car industry’s CSR disclosure in 
sustainability reports since 2002?” 
 

1.3. Purpose 
 
Answering the research question of this study will fill the purpose of increasing the 
understanding of the concept of CSR and its disclosure in sustainability reports in the 
unexplored though highly relevant context of car industry. 
 
To reach this aim, the study will include the following two sub-purposes: 
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o Find key trends in CSR disclosure in the particular context of car 
industry 

 
o Find explanations for three of the principal trends in the perspective of 

cultural influences 
 

1.4. Scope 
 
With this study we want to draw up general trends of the CSR disclosure evolution 
through past years. By analyzing the disclosure of 6 main topics and 45 sub-topics on 
three car companies’ sustainability reports of financial years 2002, 2006 and 2010, we 
will be able to have several findings. First, we will be able to see toward which topics 
car companies are focusing in their CSR disclosure over time (is it more environmental 
oriented, social oriented, etc). In addition, we will also analyze and look for the 
explanations of three key trends that stand out from our findings. This will give our 
thesis more consistency in addition to the identification of trends. 
 
On the practical side, our thesis aims to bring material to experts in strategy and to the 
car companies to evaluate their engagement in CSR processes and reconsider their 
implementation of such policies in order to use it as a real tool for the company’s 
sustainability. One interesting problem to look for is to see if automotive companies 
disclose CSR as it should be, as a whole, mentioning all the topics or if they are evading 
some of the topics and focusing on some others. Such material can also serve as a basis 
for authorities to encourage companies to work on the unexplored topics.  
 

1.5. Content 
 
This thesis will be organized as follow. The second chapter will focus on the theoretical 
framework around the concept of CSR and CSR disclosure, ending up with the 
definition of CSR we will be using as the basis for our study. The third chapter covers 
the methodology used for the purpose of this study. This part includes the research 
approach, strategy and design as well as the method of data collection set to 
appropriately answer the proposed research question. The fourth chapter presents the 
empirical findings and the analysis of three noticeable trends. In the fifth chapter will 
disclose our conclusions, the limitations, and propositions for further research. 
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2. Theoretical framework 

 
In this section the main concepts used for this thesis will be introduced, starting with 
defining CSR. This first chapter will be followed by an overview of the literature on 
CSR disclosure in annual and sustainability reports which also provides a breakdown 
of CSR. The final chapter of the theoretical framework will explain which definition will 
be used for this study. 
 

2.1. Corporate Social Responsibility 
 
For the purpose of this study, a comprehensive definition of CSR is needed, this implies 
to go through the main definitions available, look at the evolution, and select the most 
suitable. 
 

2.1.1. A changing concept 
 
Though literature about CSR provides a wide range of viewpoints on the way 
businesses tackle with this issue of social responsibility, it also provides only few 
common definitions of CSR. The concept of CSR can be traced back to the 1930s 
(Carroll, 1999, p.269), thus this oldness is an important explanation for the diversity of 
definitions and alternative themes surrounding it. This diversity of view has also been a 
source of wide controversy (Pearce & Doh, 2005, pp.31-32). Wood (1991, p.694) 
outlines this issue while introducing several definitions of CSR and showing the roots of 
such a concept. At the principle of CSR’s literature is the non-responsible behavior of 
most companies triggering the debate on the role of business in the society. The 
common point through the evolution of CSR definitions is that any company should go 
beyond the compliance with the legal framework and act as a citizen in society. 
 
While Friedman (1970) argues that firms’ only social responsibility when conducting 
their business is to get the maximum of profits while complying with law and ethic, one 
diametrically opposite definition of CSR can be attributed to Carroll (1979). Carroll’s 
(1979) definition is frequently referenced as a basis for the development of new 
definitions of CSR (Galbreath, 2009, p.111). He states CSR is a set of four kinds of 
expectations society hold companies responsible for (Carroll, 1979, p.500). Those four 
kinds of expectations are respectively of economic, legal, ethical, and discretionary 
nature. What Carroll (1979, p.500) considers as economic responsibilities is closely 
linked with what Wood (1991, p.695) later consider as the institutional level of 
responsibility. This idea is also closely linked with Preston and Post’s (1975, cited in 
Wood, 1991, p.696) position assuming that as mainstay of economy, businesses’ part is 
to provide goods and services to society. Businesses are embedded in the society, thus 
as social institutions firms have to take on their duty of producing goods and services 
sold afterwards to society. It is acceptable for the society that the companies make profit 
through this only if those companies don’t take advantage of the power society granted 
them. Legal responsibilities states that to be socially responsible companies should act 
within the legal framework set by society. Then, on top of legal responsibilities come 
ethical responsibilities. The latter are mostly made of blurry norms, though society is 
increasingly stressing them (Carroll, 1979, p.500). The fourth dimension introduced by 
Carroll is about discretionary responsibilities. Once again this element has been reused 
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by Wood (1991, p.696) who named it managerial discretion. This set managers, and 
more generally members of companies, as individuals able to act with further 
responsibility than their companies. Society expects individuals to act accordingly. 
Following Carroll’s (1979) reasoning one can define CSR as a set of categories of 
responsibility that a company should apply when doing business. These categories of 
responsibility are based on principles that rule as justifications of why these 
responsibilities should be applied and what is the scope of responsibility of the 
companies. This set CSR in a stakeholder perspective. Carroll’s definition can be used 
as a basis for the understanding of the next definitions as it provides four elements later 
regularly used as the core definition of CSR around which new dimensions are added. 
Below is Figure 1 summarizing Carroll’s conceptual breakdown of CSR. 
 

 
Figure 1. Carroll's CSR conceptual breakdown. 

 
Wood’s (1991) position about CSR acts as a summary of the definitions available in 
1991 and places CSR as one element of the wider framework of Corporate Social 
Performance (CSP). CSP model can be used as an assessment of a company’s principles 
that motivate its socially responsible behavior, its behavior or responsiveness, and the 
outcomes of the firm’s actions. This is a similar way of framing CSR as Sethi (1975) 
did. Indeed, Sethi (1975, p.60) introduces three sates of corporate behavior that are 
necessary to reach for a company to gain legitimacy in society. Social responsibility is 
framed between social obligation and social responsiveness. Social responsible behavior 
is defined as the prescriptive behavior by which the company complies with “social 
norms, values, and expectations of performance” (Sethi, 1975, p.62). In Wood’s model 
(1991), CSR is used as a frame for the principles defining a socially responsible 
behavior. Wood’s (1991, p.695) starting point for his redefinition of CSR principles is 
Carroll’s (1979) four categories of responsibility. It has been already mentioned that 
according to Wood (1991) CSR is applicable on several levels by companies including 
the institutional and managerial ones. At the institutional level, the company is 
considered as one element of society. The company’s part is to provide society with 
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goods and services within the frame of power and legitimacy the society granted to it. 
This frame defines the rules of the relationship between business and society (Wood, 
1991, p.696). At the institutional level it is the principle of legitimacy that is applying. 
At the individual level, managers are considered as “moral actors” (Wood, 1991, p. 
698). This imply that individuals of a firm should also have a socially responsible 
behavior, being on their own, or being as an advocate for appropriate socially 
responsible behavior and for bringing new initiative for the company. Wood (1991, 
p.698) calls this principle managerial discretion. In between the institutional and the 
individual levels is the organizational level (Wood, 1991, p.697). At this level, 
businesses are responsible for applying the principle of public responsibility (Preston & 
Post, 1975, cited in Wood, 1991, p.697) that is to say for the consequences of their 
action in what Wood (1991, p.698) calls “area of primary involvement, behaviors, and 
transactions” and “area of secondary involvement”. In the area of primary involvement 
companies must solve the problems their activity is directly causing. In the area of 
secondary involvement they must take care of the problems that are related to their 
activity or to their interests (Wood, 1991, p.697). At this level is introduced the idea that 
firms should take care of social issues that are related to their activities. This implies 
that “the content of CSR will vary somewhat from company to company” (Wood, 1991, 
p.699). 
 

 
Figure 2. Wood's CSR conceptual breakdown. 

As already mentioned, Carroll’s (1979) and Wood’s (1991) definitions of CSR can be 
redundant on several aspects. It is thus logical to try and come up with a breakdown that 
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summary of the conceptual breakdown of CSR with the element we gathered in this 
chapter.  
 

 
Figure 3. Summary of theoretical CSR conceptual breakdown discussed in this chapter. 
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integrate CSR in their operations and about how they adopt a proactive approach instead 
of reactive measures that can lead to a waste of resources. 
 
Minor and Morgan (2011) set CSR in the perspective of a strategic tool to limit 
reputational risk when a company is going through a tough time. What is interesting is 
that, while other studies on the same topic were looking at the returns from CSR in what 
can be named regular time, Minor and Morgan (2011) decided to monitor the returns 
from CSR when the company is in a bad position. Minor and Morgan split socially 
responsible actions in two categories: “doing good” and “avoiding harm”. The 
conclusion is that to be efficient, a CSR policy should engage both categories of actions, 
then it can have an influence to limit the effect of “adverse events” (Minor & Morgan, 
2011, p.55) on the firm’s reputation. 
 

2.1.2.2.Practical definitions of CSR from institutional material 
In the context of the Green Paper (European Commission, 2001), the European 
Commission provides what can be seen as a detailed practical definition of CSR. This 
document is the result of the European Council held in March 2000 and acts in harmony 
with the United Nations’ Global Compact released in July 2000 (U.N., 2000). To 
understand the definition of CSR the European Commission gives in this document, we 
have to specify that it is addressed to European companies as a promotion tool to make 
them go “beyond compliance” and applying a proactive attitude towards CSR 
(European Commission, 2001, p.6). The European Commission (2001, pp.6-7) defines 
socially responsible behavior as the voluntary decision of going beyond legal 
requirements by integrating social and environmental dimensions into the firm’s 
activities and relationships with partners and stakeholders. In the Green Paper 
(European Commission, 2001, pp.8-15) CSR is first split in two types of practices, 
namely the internal and the external (Figure 4). Internal practices focus on human and 
natural resources management. External practices focus on stakeholder management, 
global human rights, and global environmental impact. Enlightened with Carroll’s view, 
this document provides the practices necessary to be a responsible actor in society.  
 
The “Human resources management” item encompasses responsible recruitment 
methods and policies, labor management aiming towards motivation, empowerment and 
integration, training and education of workers, and involvement into local communities’ 
education (European Commission, 2001, p.8). The “Health and safety at work” item 
focuses on developing policies that go beyond legislation. Those policies should be 
developed through partnerships with the companies’ main partners (contractors, 
suppliers, etc) to come up with common safety and health schemes. Thorough 
monitoring should also be set to provide afterward material to communicate on the extra 
value of products (European Commission, 2001, p.9). The “Adaptation to change” item 
comes from the high restructuring activity that currently takes place in Europe. Thus, to 
be ultimately efficient, the restructuring process should take into account the impact on 
employees and on local community. To do so, the European Commission (2001, p.10) 
advocates for transparency on the process, involvement of employees, partners and 
authorities, and thorough consideration of all the possibilities to minimize the impacts. 
What is under the “Management of environmental impacts and natural resources” item 
includes the compliance to the European regulations, the optimization of the companies’ 
resources (energy and materials) consumption and the reduction of their emissions and 
waste (European Commission, 2001, p.10).  
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The “Local communities” item is about the well integration of the companies in their 
environment, would they be considered as economic players or as a potential producer 
of environmental impact. The companies are responsible to keep the local economic 
activity alive. Through the employment, the interest and attraction they create in the 
region they also promote the place. They also have the possibility to actors to improve 
the environment quality through their involvement with local authorities. The 
companies are responsible to create a positive relationship between them and the local 
communities (European Commission, 2001, p.12). The next item, named “Business 
partners, suppliers and consumers” is framed around the stakeholder view. This implies 
the companies should work on the optimization of their partnership with other firms to 
make their supply chain the most efficient possible in terms of costs, quality, or 
reliability. It also includes managing the relationships with customers and providing 
responsible products (European Commission, 2001, p.13). The “Human rights” item is 
focused on the coherence of the companies’ international operations and code of 
conduct, and on the fight against corruption. The companies operating internationally 
should make sure they act in a coherent way, no matter the country, on the matters of 
corruption, labor management, or their position on child labor. Besides, they are also 
responsible to not partner with suppliers or subcontractors that would not respect those 
values (European Commission, 2001, p.14). The last item that is “Global environmental 
concerns” tackles with the same matter of coherence on the topics of resources 
consumption and emissions between the different places of operation (European 
Commission, 2001, p.15). 
  

 
Figure 4. The European Commission CSR Dimensions and Items. 

 
Parallel to the European Commission’s (2001) definition of CSR it can be interesting to 
shed a light on the Global Reporting Initiative’s (GRI) definition (2006). The GRI 

CSR

Internal dimension

Human resources 
management

Health and safety at 
work

Adaptation to change

Management of 
environment impacts 
and natural resources

External dimension

Local communities

Business 
partners, suppliers and 

consumers

Human rights

Global environment 
concerns



10 

 

organization aims to promote sustainability through international reporting standards 
(GRI, 2006, p.3). The standards put forward by the GRI focus on the unbiased and 
consistent disclosure of economic, environmental, and social impacts of the companies’ 
operations and aim at an appropriate communications for “stakeholder relations, 
investment decisions, and other market relations” (GRI, 2006, p.2). While introducing 
norms for sustainability reporting the GRI provides a practical definition of CSR, 
detailing in the meantime the items a company should think of when looking for having 
a socially responsible behavior. Those items are split between “Core performance 
indicators” and “Additional performance indicators” (GRI, 2006, p.24). The indicators 
are organized as in Appendix 1. Appendix 1 also provides the reader with the detailed 
content of each indicator. For each indicator, the GRI set the compulsory and non 
compulsory content the companies should provide in their reports. 
 

2.2. CSR disclosure 
 
Several researches have been carried to analyze the CSR content in annual reports. 
Bowman and Haire’s (1975) study focusing on the prose dedicated to CSR in the annual 
reports was an attempt to get to know to which extent companies studied were engaging 
in CSR policies. As explained by Bowman and Haire (1975, p.50), the annual report is a 
way for a company to put in words and in the format of a formal document its strategy, 
its motives, and its future plan. The concept of annual report allows the company to talk 
about a wide range of topics while it does not require going further than financial data 
disclosing. The seriousness of the annual report’s content is supported by the fact that 
this document is in first place addressed to stockholders, which means it must be 
transparent. Thus, the level of CSR disclosure in annual report must reflect the level of 
involvement of the companies in CSR. One conclusion from the study carried by 
Bowman and Haire (1975, p.57) is that CSR disclosure in annual report at least shows a 
monitoring of the issue, and understanding of it. 
 
In the continuity of Bowman and Haire’s work (1975), Abbott and Monsen (1979) 
carried a content analysis of annual reports aiming to develop a social involvement 
disclosure (SID) scale. The latter scale intends to measure the companies’ social 
involvement through their information disclosure in the corporate communications. SID 
is the result of the quantification of the disclosure of the following topics: environment, 
equal opportunity, personnel, community involvement, products, and other (Abbott & 
Monsen, 1979, p.505). 
 
Further analysis of CSR disclosure has been carried out by Waller and Lanis (2009) in 
the context of advertising agencies’ annual reports. One common point with Bowman 
and Haire’s (1975, p.50) study is the definition made of the annual report as a document 
containing mandatory financial statements plus “nonmandatory information” (Waller & 
Lanis, 2009, p.109). Through the annual report, the voluntary disclosure of CSR 
information is a way for the companies to legitimate their actions in society (Waller & 
Lanis, 2009, p.111). The framework used to monitor CSR information in annual reports 
is more general and focuses less on the content in itself and its quantification, and put 
the emphasis on the presence of CSR related elements. 
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In Bouten et al. (2011) study, the focus is set on the comprehensiveness of CSR 
reporting through the lens of the GRI guidelines. In this study comprehensiveness 
assessment is based on the disclosure of the content defined by GRI guidelines. Even 
though the level of detailing was already advanced in studies like Abbott and Monsen’s 
(1979), Bouten et al.’s coding system is one of the most comprehensive and practical 
used to apply a content analysis of CSR in corporate communication (2011, pp.192-
193). Indeed it has already been mentioned previously in this thesis that the GRI 
provides detailed guidelines when it comes to the content they advice to provide in 
sustainability reports. The coding system structure is presented in Figure 5.  
 

 
Bouten et al. (2011) kept the same six main topics used in the GRI guidelines, that is to 
say “Economic”, “Environment”, “Labor practices and decent work”, “Human rights”, 
“Society”, and “ Product responsibility”. Significant adaptation of GRI framework is the 
addition of the sub-items called “Compliance” in the topics “Economic”, “Labor 
practices and decent work” and “Human rights”. Such modification has been done as 
compliance with laws in those topics was relevant (Bouten et al., 2011, p.193). Other 
modifications included the addition of the “customer satisfaction” and “employee 
satisfaction” items in respectively the “Product responsibility” and “Labor practices and 
decent work” topics. 
 

2.3. Setting the CSR definition for this study 
 
For the purpose of this thesis we will be using an adaptation of the conceptual 
breakdown of CSR developed by Bouten et al. (2011, pp.192-193) completed with the 
GRI breakdown. Even though the purpose of Bouten et al.’s (2011) study was to assess 
comprehensiveness of CSR reporting, the detailed adaptation of the GRI definition 
associated with the definition of the scope of each element made by the GRI allow us to 
provide the most precise coding system to carry out our content analysis. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 5. Coding system created and used by Bouten et al. Source: Bouten et al., 2011, p.193. 
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In our study we define CSR as the responsible behavior voluntarily taken on by 
companies to act towards economic, social and environmental sustainability. To be 
socially responsible, a company should act responsibly in the following matters: 

• its part in the economy 
• its part in the environment 
• its part in society 

o human rights 
o labor practices  
o product responsibility 
o society 

 
The Figure 6 below illustrates the conceptual breakdown of our definition of CSR. It is 
worth noting that while the economic and environmental roles are main items on their 
own, social role need several sub-items to get a proper breakdown of the concept. 
 

 
Figure 6. The authors' CSR conceptual breakdown. 

When examining Figure 6 one can notice the splitting system used in the GRI 
framework, that is “Economic role”, “Environmental role” and “Social role”. Then 
under the “Social role” section are located “Human rights”, “Labor practices and decent 
work”, “Product responsibility” and “Society” areas. This splitting will be associated 
with the items presented in Figure 5. Further on, we will explain how we will use the 
items listed in Figure 5 to carry out our content analysis. While the items used by 
Bouten et al. (2011) are adapted from GRI’s items (2006) it is still possible to use them 
to categorize the content of the text from the sustainability reports with the help of the 
list of indicators provided by the GRI guidelines. 
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3. Research Methodology 

 
In order to start with this methodological part, we want to provide our readers with our 
main methodological assumptions concerning our study. Methodological assumptions 
are the researchers’ base on how they will perform their research. According to their 
assumptions, they will use specific methodologies and approach in order to work on 
research questions. Two main orientations have to be taken into consideration while we 
talk about methodological assumptions.  
 
To do so, we will first go through the philosophical assumptions and detail our 
ontological and epistemological orientations. We will explain why we assume to have a 
subjectivist and interpretivist approach. Then we will explain our choice of an inductive 
research approach as well as our research design based on a quantitative study with a 
qualitative assessment. Further on we will expose our decision to use a description-
explanatory research seconded by an archival research strategy. We will end up 
explaining why a mixed model research method on a longitudinal time horizon was the 
most appropriate approach for our study. 
 
Following this chapter we will justify the reliability and validity of our material, and 
take into consideration the ethical aspect at stake when writing such a study. 
 

3.1. Philosophical assumptions 
 

3.1.1. Ontological orientation 
 
Main purpose of this thesis will be to analyze how the three car producers are disclosing 
their CSR actions into their sustainability reports. In this way, we are not aiming to 
perform an analysis of CSR in a global way; our objective is to analyze CSR actions 
disclosure by companies, to see how they apply this concept of CSR on their own case. 
Let’s see to which type of ontological orientation our thesis’ purpose is driving us. 
 
Ontology is one of two components of the methodological; second one, which will be 
developed later in this section being epistemology. Ontology is focusing on what social 
entities are, are they existing in the world independently of human beings or are they 
deeply linked to human activities? Two main current of thoughts are in opposition when 
arguing about ontology: Objectivism and Subjectivism. Objectivist orientation means 
that we consider that all the analyzed social phenomena are independents from the 
social actors; they exist by themselves without any intermediate. On the opposite side, if 
we are using a Subjectivism orientation consider social phenomena to be totally linked 
and influenced by social actors. Another important feature of Subjectivism is the fact 
that social phenomena are in permanent evolution due to human activities and 
interactions (Saunders et al., 2009, p110). It is important to keep in mind that both 
approaches gets advantages and disadvantages, one should be used in preference to 
another according to the purpose of the study and how we want to approach it.  
 
As we described on the first paragraph, this thesis aimed to bring trends and 
explanations regarding how car companies are using the concept of CSR and how they 
disclose their CSR actions in their sustainability reports. Because we are not focusing 
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on the CSR concept as an independent concept from social actors (e.g. in this case car 
producers) but trying to see how it is used by these social actors, our ontological 
orientation is doubtless a Subjectivism approach. 
 

3.1.2. Epistemological orientation 
 
This thesis gets two final sub-purposes; first one is to establish trends on how car 
companies are disclosing their CSR actions between 2002 and 2010. Second one is to 
bring a logical explanation to observed trends by conducting an explanative analysis for 
each company’s trends.  
 
Epistemology concerns all the topics related to the knowledge and how we consider it. 
While they are thinking about their epistemological orientation, researchers focus on 
how they want to study social factors. Do they want to use a natural sciences approach 
or do they consider that social sciences can’t be analyzed in scientific ways and should 
be interpreted with a different technique? In this way, two current trends of thought are 
opposing on this topic, first one is the Positivism approach and the second one is the 
Interpretivism one (Saunders et al., 2009, p112). Positivism approach considers that 
social sciences must be analyzed using the same processes than natural sciences; data 
are quantified to prove or build theories (Saunders et al., 2009, p113). Interpretivism 
approach is the perfect opposite of the first one, in that case natural sciences methods 
can’t be used to interpret social sciences actions, and the reason is that social sciences, 
which are based on human actions, have to be interpreted in a different way. 
Interpretivist researchers’ aim is to understand the subjective meaning of social actions 
(Saunders et al., 2009, p116).  
 
On the light of this explanation concerning the two different approaches for 
epistemological orientation, it appears that this thesis, due to its purpose, is more likely 
to follow an Interpretivsit approach. Final goal being to interpret our results by taking 
into consideration the role played by social actors (e.g. car companies) in our findings.  
 
We introduced in these two first chapters the different orientations for epistemology and 
ontology and explained which one we used. Therefore, it is important to underline that 
no approach is better than another one, for example, for ontological orientation, 
Subjectivism approach is not more reliable than Objectivism one. Both approaches get 
their own strengths and weaknesses, in this way, according to their research question 
and the type of used research strategy (either quantitative or qualitative), researchers 
will chose the appropriate epistemological orientations.  
 

3.2. Research Approach  
 
By doing this study, we first aimed at obtaining some useful insights concerning how 
car companies disclose their CSR policies in sustainability reports and how their 
interests toward different CSR categories are evolving with time. The analyzed CSR 
categories will be explained more in details later on this methodological chapter. We 
also aimed at providing explanation about the key trends that could stand out of our 
empirical findings. 
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In general final purpose is either to validate an already existing theory or to try to create 
a new theory. These two different outcomes on research purpose are explained by two 
main research approaches used in research: the deductive approach and the inductive 
approach. In a deductive approach, researchers establish hypotheses by using theories 
and material already existing in the studied domain. Once data collected and findings 
drawn, pre-established hypotheses is either confirmed or rejected. In the case of a 
rejected hypothesis, researchers have to consider a revision of the used theories. On the 
other side, an inductive approach follows a different path. In this case, researchers first 
determine a research question on certain topic, collect data and findings and finally, 
base on these findings, try to create theories (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p.11). As the 
explanation of the two different concepts above demonstrates it, the choice of the right 
research approach is a key step. It leads researchers to two opposite ways of conducting 
their research with different strategies and outcomes.  
 
Concerning our thesis, the research approach we followed is an inductive approach. 
This can be explained by the fact that while our thesis is divided into two different 
research purposes, our first part is focusing on CSR disclosure trend analysis. This 
research method is clearly oriented toward an inductive approach. Main reasons to this 
are the fact that we found no pre-existing articles or books concerning trend analysis of 
CSR disclosure in sustainability reports of car manufacturers. We do found articles 
concerning former studies made on content analysis of annual reports or sustainability 
reports related to CSR activities (Abbott & Monsen, 1979; Bowman & Haire, 1975; 
Bouten et al., 2011), but due to several major differences on how they conduct their 
studies we can’t use their findings to established theories and hypothesis. Three main 
reasons motivated our decision: 

• Firstly, concerning the date of the studies, the first two studies were made during 
the 1970’s, at this time CSR was a quite new concept and the global conjuncture 
was different. In this way, it is not suitable for us to use theories developed 
approximately 40 years ago to base our research on.  

• Secondly, concerning the way studies were conducted, they were analyzing 
companies’ annual reports but in a very general way. They aimed to measure the 
relative size of CSR part in annual report to assess whether the involvement of 
companies in CSR or the comprehensiveness of the involvement without any 
distinctions between different CSR aspects (no analyze by different kind of 
categories such as environment, social, or equity).  

• Thirdly, analyzed companies came from different industries; the studies were 
not focusing on automotive industry as we aim to do. 

In this way, we could not use pre-existing theories to base our research question on; no 
existing theories allowed us to establish a hypothesis on how the trend analysis of 
different CSR aspects in car industry will evolve between 2002 and 2010.  
 
In addition to the content analysis, a second part of the study also consisted in 
performing a qualitative analysis of three main trends. We aimed at explaining the key 
trends on CSR disclosure with existing theory but we didn’t base this analysis on the 
claim to test any hypothesis. This kept our study in the frame of an inductive research 
approach. 
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3.3. Research Design  
 
The research design is probably the key element of this methodological chapter, by 
developing points such as research strategy, research choices or time horizons. This step 
is fundamental because it allows us to convert our research question into an effective 
research project (Saunders et al., 2009, p.136). This part will allow us to present our 
general plan in order to respond to the research question and being logical toward our 
objectives. Because we will develop here a substantial amount of information, this part 
will be split in several sub-headings. 
 

3.3.1. Research Strategy 
 
On the first chapter of this methodological part, we developed the question of our 
philosophical assumptions. We presented our thesis has being conducted in a 
Subjectivism and Interpretivism manner. We aimed to conduct a content analysis on 
sustainability reports of car companies by counting the number of paragraphs tackling 
with the different topics of CSR we established at the end of the theoretical framework 
and in our coding scheme. This allowed us to outline trends from 2002 to 2010. In 
addition to this, and as we mentioned it before, we will bring a qualitative assessment to 
our findings and explain observed trends. 
 
If not all researchers are agreeing concerning the usefulness of making a distinction 
between quantitative and qualitative research (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p.26), we will 
nevertheless use it for our study. Our main motivation is because, by doing so we can 
have a better overview of the different methods of research we can use for our topic 
(Bryman & Bell, 2011, p.26).  
 
Bryman and Bell (2011) define the difference between a quantitative and a qualitative 
stance as follow: 

1. Qualitative research is usually connected to an inductive approach, it aims to 
generate theories. In addition, it also rejects natural sciences way of analyzing 
social phenomena to a more interpretive and deep analysis of these phenomena. 
Last characteristic of qualitative research is the consideration of social reality as 
changing phenomena due to its connection to human beings. 
 

2. Quantitative research is usually linked to a deductive approach; final purpose is 
mainly to test pre-existing theories. In addition, it uses approaches and norms of 
natural sciences in order to conduct phenomena analysis. To finish, this type of 
research strategy considers social phenomena are objects existing independently 
of humans. 

As scholars mentioned it, in most of the cases, content analysis are deeply connected to 
a quantitative research strategy. The main reason for that is that the goal is to analyze 
raw materials (such as newspaper, websites, corporate’ publications, etc) and quantify 
occurrences of certain terms relative to a category (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p.290). 
Therefore, because we planned to give an explanation to our findings, we also 
conducted a qualitative assessment on our study. This led us to a mixed approach with 
both a quantitative and qualitative research strategy. 
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3.3.2. Research purpose and strategy 
 
Before starting to determine which strategy and method we wanted to choose, it was 
important to clearly define our thesis’ research purpose. According to scholars we can 
consider three different purposes (Saunders et al., 2009), which are exploratory study, 
descriptive study and explanatory study. Exploratory study is mainly used to discover 
and assess new phenomena, as Robson (2002, p.95) says, it allows to determine “what 
is happening; to seek new insights; to ask questions and assess phenomena in a light”. A 
descriptive study can be seen in some aspects as an extension of a exploratory study 
(Saunders et al., 2009) or its final purpose is to, as Robson (2002, p.59) states it, “to 
portray an accurate profile of persons, events or situations.” Last research purpose is the 
explanatory one; in this case the final objective of the paper will be to demonstrate a 
tangible relationship between two studied variables (Saunders et al., 2009). In other 
words, this type of purpose is aiming to explain the reason of a certain phenomena and 
draw theories on it. Research purpose will be directly determined by our thesis research 
question, by the objectives we fixed to fulfill through our thesis.  
 
In order to be sure that our research purpose was perfectly fitting with our research 
questions, we summarized what findings we wanted to obtain in the end of our study. 
First, we wanted to conduct a content analysis of sustainability reports to draw the 
evolution of CSR disclosure in car the industry. If we were taking just that objective 
into consideration, we would get a descriptive research purpose: our final purpose 
would be to describe what the trend is for the car industry without further analysis. 
Therefore, because we also planned to conduct a qualitative assessment on the key 
trends for CSR disclosure, our objective was thus also to try to explain our empirical 
findings. This was logically driving us toward a fourth research purpose mentioned by 
Saunders et al (2009) which was the descripto-explanatory one. In this case, purpose 
was first to describe a phenomena (CSR disclosure trend in car industry) and in a 
second time try to find explanations for the key trends.  
 
Since we clearly defined our research purpose previously, we could then set our 
research strategy. First of all, it was important to keep in mind several points concerning 
research strategy. To start, each different strategy can be used regardless the initial 
purpose of the research (exploratory, descriptive or explanatory) (Saunders et al., 2009). 
In addition it was also central to outline that no research strategy was superior to 
another one, a lot of factors would determine which research strategy was likely to be 
the most adapted one to fulfill expected objectives. The research question and the 
objectives were the most logical factors but others factors such as already existing 
knowledge on the topic, or available time and resources (Saunders et al., 2009) were 
taken into account to set the strategy. Based on the specifics of our thesis, which was  a 
content analysis of secondary data, an archival research strategy was the most 
appropriate choice. Saunders et al. (2009) determine this type of research strategy as 
based on the analysis of administrative documents (annual reports, sustainability report, 
corporate communication) as source of data. This type of research strategy is perfect to 
meet objectives of a research question related to a phenomenon which started in the past 
and see its evolution with time (Saunders et al., 2009). This definition of archival 
research was clearly fitting with our research question.  
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3.3.3. Method choice 
 
Research method is concerning how we plan to collect and analyze our data (Saunders 
et al, 2009). As Figure 7 shows, multiple methods to conduct our research exist. Let’s 
have first a look on the way we collected data, as we already mentioned it, we used 
secondary data as unique source of information.  

Figure 7. Research choices. Source: Saunders et al., 2009, p.152. 

 
We used car companies’ sustainability reports and analyzed them in order to draw 
trends on CSR disclosure with time between 2002 and 2010. In a second step, we used 
our findings on CSR disclosure trends to look for explanation on the main trends. We 
used only one type of data for this study (sustainability reports); therefore we can also 
consider that our findings on CSR disclosure trends can be seen as data as well. That 
means, we first collected data by using sustainability reports and we later collected data 
by using our first findings. We can in this way conclude that we used two distinct ways 
to collect our data. Concerning data analysis, we first conducted a content analysis of 
CSR reports. This part was conducted in a quantitative approach and we aimed to count 
the occurrence of each CSR categories and sub-categories in reports and draw trends on 
it. In addition to this, we conducted another type of analysis when we planned to give a 
qualitative assessment of our findings. At this level, our goal was to find explanation to 
potential global and regional trends between the three car makers companies in a 
qualitative way as one company was from USA, one was from Germany and one from 
Japan.  
 
If we look again at Figure 7 proposed by Saunders et al. (2009, p.152), it appears that 
our thesis is clearly belonging to the “Mutliple methods” category concerning the 
research choices. This is logically explained by the fact that we are not conducting a 
unique analysis based on a single research question but two different ones based on two 
research questions. If we go deeper in details, we can classify our choice as a “Mixed-
methods”. According to Saunders et al. (2009, p.152) “Mixed-methods” includes all 
research papers that are mixing a quantitative and qualitative approach in their research 
questions and their data analysis process. Last level of definition concerning our 
research method is to know if we followed either “Mixed-method research” or a 
“Mixed-model research”. As we already developed it earlier, our study is divided into 
two steps. The first one was using a quantitative approach, as it consisted in counting 
the occurrences of different CSR categories in sustainability reports and then out of this 
drawing the trends between 2002 and 2010. In the second step, we planned to perform a 
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qualitative assessment on our findings to check theories concerning regional trends on 
CSR behaviors. Describing how “Mixed-model research” is working, Saunders et al. 
(2009, p.152) say “[…] you may take quantitative data and qualitise it, that is, convert it 
into narrative that can be analyzed qualitatively”. More generally, they describe this 
model as combining quantitative and qualitative approaches not only in data collection 
processes but also in the way of analyze it. This description is perfectly fitting with our 
thesis situation.  
 

3.3.4. Time Horizons  
 
One of the important aspects on the research strategy is the time horizons of the 
research paper. In the case of our thesis, we are working on companies’ reports of three 
different years (2002, 2006 and 2010), in this way we are not facing any troubles of 
time constraint because analyzed information are already available at different dates. 
This choice of three years is also, and mainly because we are looking for the evolution 
of CSR disclosures in car companies’ reports, thus we are trying to outline the main 
change that occurred between 2002, 2006 and 2010.  
 
Two different options exist on this subject; studies can be either longitudinal or cross-
sectional. Saunders et al. (2008) explain the difference between both approaches by 
using the image of a “snapshot” of a situation taken at a specific time for the cross 
sectional approach and of a “diary” describing a situation on a long period. Main idea is 
that cross sectional studies are done at a specific point in time and that longitudinal ones 
are analyzing a situation on different times. In most of the case researchers, and more 
especially students, prefer to use a cross sectional approach due to time constraint 
problems. The reason is, when paper is based on primary data analysis, the data 
collection takes a lot of time because information have to be picked from different 
times. This time constraint problem can therefore be overcame if the study is using 
secondary data. Moreover as Bouma and Atkinson (1995, p.114) state, the main 
question for a longitudinal approach is “Has there been any change over a period of 
time?”. Those last two points are supporting our choice of following a longitudinal 
approach for our study.  
 

3.3.5. Data Collection Methods 
 
As already explained, the purpose of our thesis was to establish a trend of car 
companies CSR actions by carrying a content analysis of three of the main firms’ 
sustainability reports. The analyzed documents concerned years 2002, 2006 and 2010. 
Those documents were from three worldwide car manufacturers from USA, Germany 
and Japan: Ford, BMW and Mitsubishi. In this way we were not planning to generate 
and collect our proper data (primary data) but to use data already created by companies 
(secondary data). Secondary data concern all information already created for another 
primary purpose and re-used in order to answer to a research question (Saunders et al., 
2009). These data can come from diverse sources like for example companies’ 
publications, newspaper, government, etc. A distinction between two categories exists: 
the raw data, corresponding to information published without any analysis (as for 
example simple result of a survey without any interpretation) and compiled data, 
corresponding to information published after being analyzed and interpreted (as for 
example companies’ annual reports). As our study was fully based on companies’ 
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sustainability reports, our secondary data was considered as compiled data. All reports 
were collected on the companies’ corporate websites in the “company” section.  
 
Using secondary data to answer our research question presented a lot of advantages 
which been determinant in our final choice to use this strategy. As explained by 
Saunders et al (2009) we found these three main advantages by using secondary data: 

1. Time saving: secondary data took less time to be collected, we had not spent 
time to elaborate questionnaires or survey and collect information. By using car 
companies CSR and annual reports, we been able to save a lot of time which 
allows us to spend more time on data analysis and interpretation. 

2. Reliability: because we are using annual reports and CSR reports from some of 
the most famous car companies in the world, we can make the assumption that 
these corporate official documents are very likely to be highly reliable. In this 
way, we avoid any problem of data reliability that searchers can face with 
questionnaires or surveys. 

3. Possibility to realize longitudinal study: as we worked on a trend analysis, our 
study is deeply rooted on a longitudinal way. We need to repeat the same 
analysis method on different date in order to draw the trend. If longitudinal 
study are time consuming with primary data, it is way much easier with 
secondary ones.  

These three previous points clearly argued in favor of the use of secondary data, we 
were convinced that they were the most relevant ones in order to respond in an efficient 
way to our research question.  
 

3.3.6. Selection of cases 
 
As mentioned in section 3.3.5. the choice of our cases focused on three car 
manufacturers. The cases are Ford Motor Company, BMW Group and Mitsubishi 
Motors Corporation. The reasoning behind this choice is based on several criteria. First 
we wanted to study sustainability reports from large automotive groups. By large we 
mean among the biggest production volumes. Second criterion is that each group should 
represent one continent with historical roots with car industry. This drove our choice 
toward picking on manufacturer from Europe, the U.S. and Japan. Last criterion was to 
dispose of reports from matching years (2002, 2006, and 2010).  
 
The selection of the suitable reports has been carried out in two steps. First we focused 
our research on the biggest producer from each continent, that is to say Volkswagen 
Group, General Motors and Toyota. With this set of manufacturers we fulfilled two out 
of the three criteria. The problem was that we couldn’t find reports from the matching 
years on the websites. We contacted Toyota and General Motors to ask for the 
sustainability reports we didn’t have access to. In the mean time we started the second 
step of our selection of cases. This step consisted in searching for other companies that 
can provide us with matching reports. In order to follow selection’s criteria presented 
above, we decided to use Ford motors (USA), BMW (Germany) and Mitsubishi (Japan). 
These three companies totally fulfilled our criteria. 
 
In order to give our readers a better idea of what these companies are, we decided to 
briefly present each company with key information. 



 

Figure 8 Summary of the cases' information

 
 
 

3.3.7. Data analysis methods
 
As our study is based on a content analysis of companies
to implement an efficient and reliable analyzing process in order to classify our 
findings. In this way, we implemented a coding scheme in order to be able to analyze 
each documents using the same approach and same criteria. As Bryman 
mentioned it, coding scheme is the most critical part of a content analysis; it rules how 
secondary data are going to be analyzed. A poorly designed coding scheme is very 
likely to drive us to unreliable useless findings. In this case, we would
respond to our research question and our whole 
Bell (2011) identified several major risks in coding scheme design, coding scheme must 
respect several point: 

• Discrete dimensions
dimensions are not overlapping.

• Mutually exclusive categories: 
categories are not overlapping as well.
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• Clear about the unit of analysis: 
and has to be coherent
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Figure 8 Summary of the cases' information 

Data analysis methods 

As our study is based on a content analysis of companies’ sustainability
to implement an efficient and reliable analyzing process in order to classify our 
findings. In this way, we implemented a coding scheme in order to be able to analyze 
each documents using the same approach and same criteria. As Bryman 
mentioned it, coding scheme is the most critical part of a content analysis; it rules how 
secondary data are going to be analyzed. A poorly designed coding scheme is very 
likely to drive us to unreliable useless findings. In this case, we would
respond to our research question and our whole study would be pointless. Bryman 
Bell (2011) identified several major risks in coding scheme design, coding scheme must 

Discrete dimensions: we always have to be sure that all our different 
dimensions are not overlapping. 
Mutually exclusive categories: as for dimensions, we have to be sure that used 
categories are not overlapping as well. 
Clear instructions: all used dimensions and categories have to be clearly 
explained in order to avoid misinterpretation on data analysis. 
Clear about the unit of analysis: used unit of analysis must be clearly expressed 

to be coherent with the research question.  

•Country: Germany (HQ in Munich)

•Foundation: 1916

•Employees:  100.306 (2011)

•Revenues: € 68.821 million (2011)

•Net Profit: €4.907 million (2011)

•Production*: 1.738.160 automobiles (2011) 

•* Production of BMW and its subsidiaries (Mini and Rolls Royce).

Bayerische 
Motoren Werke 
GmbH (BMW)

•Country: USA (HQ in Dearborn)

•Foundation: 1903

•Employees:  approximately 164.000 (2011)

•Revenues: $ 136.264 million (2011)

•Net Profit: $8.681 million  (2011)

•Production*: 5.812.000 automobiles (2011) 

•* Production of Ford, Lincoln and  subsidiaries.

Ford Motor 

•Country: Japan (HQ in Tokyo)

•Foundation: 1870

•Employees:  30.709 (2011)

•Revenues: € 18.110 million (2011)

•Net Profit: €240 million (2011)

•Production: 1,140,332 automobiles (2011) 

Mitsubishi 

Corporation
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sustainability reports, we had 
to implement an efficient and reliable analyzing process in order to classify our 
findings. In this way, we implemented a coding scheme in order to be able to analyze 
each documents using the same approach and same criteria. As Bryman and Bell (2011) 
mentioned it, coding scheme is the most critical part of a content analysis; it rules how 
secondary data are going to be analyzed. A poorly designed coding scheme is very 
likely to drive us to unreliable useless findings. In this case, we wouldn’t be able to 

would be pointless. Bryman and 
Bell (2011) identified several major risks in coding scheme design, coding scheme must 

that all our different 

as for dimensions, we have to be sure that used 

all used dimensions and categories have to be clearly 

used unit of analysis must be clearly expressed 

* Production of BMW and its subsidiaries (Mini and Rolls Royce).
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In addition to this, coding scheme has to be consistent between coders (inter-coder 
reliability) and over time (intra-coder reliability) (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Therefore, we 
will go deeper in detail regarding validity and reliability later on this chapter.  
 
As the previous paragraph shows it, coding scheme is a risky operation and may lead to 
serious consequences in case of bad design. Taking that into consideration, we looked 
for the most appropriate and reliable coding scheme to fit to our study. Main problem 
was concerning the definition of dimensions and categories we want to analyze in 
reports. Because there is no universal definition of what CSR is, it was complex to be 
sure we were correctly taking into consideration of all its aspects. Main risk was that 
our dimensions and categories definition was incomplete which would lead us to 
incomplete interpretation of our data. 
 
The best solution we found to obtain reliable and efficient coding scheme was to 
directly use one coding scheme already experienced by other researchers. Bouten et al. 
(2011) performed a content analysis on several Belgium companies’ annual reports. 
Their final purpose was to demonstrate if CSR reporting in these annual reports was 
comprehensive. The interesting part for our own study is the coding scheme they use in 
order to analyze their data. They implement a three levels coding tree (see Appendix 2). 
While coder is analyzing data he first determines the area of disclosure (Level 1 in 
Figure 8), then the item of disclosure (Level 2 in Figure 8) and to finish the information 
type (Level 3 in Figure 8). For example coder can have the following combination: 
 

 
Figure 9. Different used levels of analysis (Bouten et al.,2011). 

In the previous example (Figure 8), coder reported a sentence concerning the “Labour 
practice and decent work” area, this sentence was concerning the item “Employee 
satisfaction” and the type of information provided by the sentence was regarding the 
company’s “Vision and goals”. Levels are split in two dimensions, “Content”, which 
includes “Areas” and “Items” and “Information type”. First one is mainly focusing on 
categories on which sentences must be identified and the second one is focusing the 
type of information provided by the sentence. Bouten et al. (2011) explained that 
several advantages occur by using this coding tree scheme: 

• Criteria confusion is minimized 
• Due to this scheme, coder drastically decrease the number of alternative to 

classify sentence 
• The scheme prevents any risk of overlapping categories. 
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For these reasons we found the coding tree scheme as an extremely relevant and reliable 
one for our own thesis. Therefore, while we used the same scheme as Bouten et al. 
(2011), we adapted it for the context and purpose of our study. As we presented before, 
their coding tree presents two main dimensions, one on the content and the other on the 
information types. Our main difference with their approach is that we did not use the 
second dimension on our scheme. Because our research question is focusing on the 
number of occurrence of paragraphs tackling with each CSR categories, we are not 
interested on the information type provided by sentences. In this way, we analyzed the 
sustainability reports through six key areas which are economic, environment, human 
right, labor practices and decent work, product responsibility and society. For each of 
these areas some specific items will be analyzed as it is shown on the Figure 9 below. 
 
Bouten et al. (2011) mainly based their categorization of CSR on the GRI’s 
Sustainability Reporting Guidelines (GRI, 2006). Main arguments in favor of its use are 
that GRI framework is global and recognized as a reliable source of CSR reporting 
guidelines. This international acceptance is mainly due to the fact that its guidance was 
written by several experts from different backgrounds. Another point in favor of GRI 
use outlined by Bouten et al. (2011) is the fact that provided guidelines are settled for all 
kind of companies regardless their activities sector. In this way, the proposed coding 
structure can be used to a different purpose than the one of Bouten et al. in their paper. 
This allows us to replicate this coding scheme for our own purpose without taking risk 
of misuse.  
 
We will present in this part an example of how we conducted the analysis of the 
sustainability reports. Beforehand we had to define what we were considering as 
“paragraph” and what type of content we were to analyze. The paragraph can consist of 
one or more sentences. To notice it in the document, the first line of the paragraph can 
be indented. We exclude from the analyzed content the possible paragraphs written in 
an introduction, the table of content, titles, introductions in the beginning of sections, 
bullet points, figures or tables, appendices, and text that is distinctly separated from the 
main content. Then, as detailed in Figure 10, first step we conducted was to localize and 
number paragraphs in the text, in the following example we set three examples (called 
P1, P2 and P3). 
 

Figure 10. Used areas and items. Source Bouten et al, 2011, p.193. 
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Next step was, for each paragraph, to determine which CSR categories the information 
written is belonging to. Let’s take for example P3 out of Figure 10 and see which kind 
of information have to be taken into consideration in our reports (Figure 11). 

 
Figure 11. Step 1 of content analysis on an abstract of Mitsubishi 2006 Sustainability report. Source of the 

abstract: Mitsubishi, 2006, p.3. 

 
As shown in Figure 11, the paragraph number 3 (P3) includes several interesting data 
for our report. We outlined it in red (data #1), green (data #2) and blue (data #3). Data 
#1 will be integrated into the category “Product responsibility” and in the sub-category 
“Customer health and safety”. Even if the fact to give driving lessons could be 
perceived as not related to Mitsubishi products (e.g. cars), it however exists a strong 
relation with the customers health and safety. Data #2 is less difficult to classify, 
doubtless this information is linked to the society category. Concerning the sub-
category, we can put this data on the “Community” sub-category. Last data, data #3, is 
also to be integrated in the “Environment” category; therefore this data is concerning a 
specific environmental aspect: the forest and woodland protection. This leads us to 
classify this data into the “Biodiversity” sub-category. 
 
Lastly, the step consisting in providing a graphical representation of our empirical 
findings needs an explanation on the way we chose to represent the trends. It is worth 
reminding our readers that we only use data from the sustainability reports of 2002, 
2006 and 2010. Thus the graphic representations are in no case a precise representation 
of the results from year 2002 to 2010, but in order to get the best way to graphically 
represent the trends, we chose to smooth the curves over the years 2004 and 2008. This 
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is also why we either provide the readers with tables containing the figures or we 
display the figures directly on the graphs.  

 
Figure 12. Step 2 of content analysis on an abstract of Mitsubishi 2006 Sustainability report. Source of the 

abstract: Mitsubishi, 2006, p.3. 

 
To conclude with this part, we found a lot of advantages to using the same coding 
scheme as Bouten et al. (2011) for our thesis. Main ones are related to the fact that this 
coding scheme already been used on another topic, which means that its reliability and 
validity already been proved. In addition, by settling it on the GRI guidelines which are 
working for all types of companies, it allows us to use it for our own analysis of 
sustainability reports in the car industry. We can summarize our content analysis 
process as follow in Figure 12.  

 
 
Figure 13. Content analysis process of this study. 

3.4. Quality criteria: reliability and validity  
 
Ensuring the credibility of our findings is a capital issue, it would be pointless to draw 
conclusions from our analysis if we are not able to guarantee the quality of data. As 

Step 1
Sustainability report 
from 2002 - 2006 -
2010
From BMW Group -
Mitsubishi Motors -
Ford Motor Corp.

Step 2
Coding of each paragraph
(are excluded 
Introduction, tables of 
content, graphics, firgure, 
or appendix)
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Counting the number of 
paragraph matching with 
topics and sub-topics

Step 4
Data processing

Step 5
Draw trends
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Saunders et al. (2009) argue, we won’t ever know if our presented conclusions can be 
consider as totally true. The only thing we can do is to decrease as much as possible the 
risk of wrong answer. “Scientific methodology needs to be seen for what it truly is, a 
way of preventing me from deceiving me in regards to my creatively formed subjective 
hunches which have developed out the relationship between me and my material” 
(Roger, 1961, cited by Saunders et al. 2009, p.156). In order to obtain this aim of 
minimum mistakes in our results interpretation, two main factors as to be taken into 
consideration: the reliability and the validity (Saunders et al., 2009).  
 
Reliability is focusing on the consistency of results obtained by our data collection 
method, the main issue here is to be sure that results of our research will be repeatable 
in other occasions or with other researchers (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Reliability issues 
were overcome for our thesis, the reason is that we decided to use an already 
implemented coding scheme for our content analysis. As this scheme was already tested 
in the past by Bouten et al. (2011) and can, in this way, be considered as a reliable one.  
 
If the reliability of our study seems to be acceptable, we now need to check another 
aspect regarding our study global quality: the validity. According to Rourke and 
Anderson (2004), the steps to developing a theoretically valid protocol in quantitative 
content analysis, are the following: 
 

• Identifying the purpose of the coding data 
• Identifying behaviors that represent the construct 
• Reviewing the categories and indicators 
• Holding preliminary tryouts 
• Developing guidelines for administration, scoring, and interpretation of the 

coding scheme 
 
Let’s cross check these 5 steps with the action we conducted in our thesis development 
in order to check the validity of our findings.  
 
First step developed by Rourke and Anderson is “Identifying the purpose of the coding 
data”, here the question is to know how our data will be used for as final outcomes, 
what we want to determine with our findings? In our case our coding scheme had to 
allow us to clearly determine how CSR categories are disclose by car companies in CSR 
reports. In this way, final purpose was to be sure that our coding scheme will be design 
in such a way that it will allow us to clearly analyze used documents to fulfill our 
objectives. 
 
Second step developed by Rourke and Anderson “Identifying the behaviours that 
represent the construct”; here objective was to dress a list of categories which have to be 
used in our coding scheme. In accordance with step 1, final goal is to ensure that our 
coding scheme is taking into consideration all needed aspects to respond to our research 
question. In order to fulfill this step we made several researches on articles or already 
implemented content analysis paper on CSR topic to determine which key categories 
and sub-categories must be present on our coding scheme. 
 
Third step developed by Rourke and Anderson is “Reviewing the categories and 
indicators”, here the goal was to be sure that used categories were totally relevant. As 
we developed in step 2, we developed our coding scheme by reading other scholars 
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paper on content analysis on CSR topics. In this way, we used a coding scheme based 
on a already implemented study performed by Bouten et al. (2011). They based their 
coding scheme on GRI official publication which gives a strong reliability to it. 
 
Fourth step developed by Rourke and Anderson is “holding preliminary tryouts”, 
without surprises goal here is to check in “real” conditions our implemented coding 
scheme. Two main points must be fulfill: 

 
• Check if all information can be categorized in our coding scheme (e.g. check 

if any category is missing) 
• Check if used categories and sub-categories are not overlapping. 

 
In order to be sure that our coding scheme was fulfilling these two conditions, we 
performed tests on CSR reports to insure the validity of used categories. 
 
Last step developed by Rourke and Anderson is “Developing guidelines for 
Administration, Scoring and Interpretation of coding scheme”. This part is probably the 
toughest one because we must be sure that we analyzed documents in the same way and 
interpreted data properly. To guarantee as much as possible this aspect, we used 
guidelines provide by GRI report which clearly determine each categories and sub-
categories used in our coding scheme. In addition to this, we both used the same scoring 
approach based on excel documents where we fulfilled formatted sheets in order to 
avoid scoring mistakes. Of course, due to the fact of content analysis is based on human 
interpretation of documents, it will absurd to clam that our protocol is perfectly valid. 
Therefore, due to the information we developed above we can at least categorize it as an 
acceptable one regarding validity questions.  
 

3.5. Ethical Considerations  
 
Because our thesis’ main topic is CSR development in car industries during the past 
decade and because CSR activities can be perceived as being ethical ones, it would be 
awkward if we didn’t follow some ethical principles while we conducted our study. 
According to Bryman and Bell (2011), there is no official rules regarding ethical issues 
which determines if something either ethical or not. Therefore, it exists several codes of 
conduct from different organizations, associations, thinks groups or others which give 
some general guidelines on how a research paper must be conducted in order to be as 
much ethical as possible. Main concerns on ethical questions are based on research 
participants (respondents to questionnaires for example) or peoples directly connected 
to the purpose of the research (employees in case of a research made in a corporate 
context) (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p.128). Thanks to the nature of our research question 
we avoid all type of ethical problems regarding participants. Because we used 
secondary data we didn’t interview people or performed questionnaires, in this way 
there is no risk that our thesis could be harmful to other participant due to the fact that 
we are the only ones.  
 
Another potential ethical issues could be the used of external sources of information in 
order to perform our study. We did used some secondary data based on car companies 
CSR reports, therefore, as all the other companies’ official reports, CSR reports are 
fully public documents and information presented inside these documents can be used 
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without any ethical problems of property rights or copyrights. We also used a lot of 
external sources concerning our methodology and literature review parts. We rigorously 
paid attention to always properly reference articles, books or websites we used to 
develop our study. To finish, concerning our developed findings, we conducted our 
analysis in a truly professional way. All presented results been obtained in a valid and 
reliable way in order to allow us to present a truthful thesis to our readers. 
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4. Empirical findings and data analysis 
 

This chapter based on our sustainability reports content analysis deals with our main 
findings on how car companies disclose CSR information and how trends are evolving 
between 2002 and 2010. First, results will be presented in a global way with a general 
view on how CSR disclosure trends are changing with time in the car industry. Later in 
this part, we will perform a more detailed results presentation to explore the 
outstanding trends category by category and company by company. In addition to that 
and in order to understand the outlined trends, our readers will also be provided with 
an explanatory part in the last chapters of this section. 

 

4.1.Results presentation 
 

4.1.1. Global results presentation 
 

As mentioned in our problem discussion, our thesis’ purpose is divided into two sub-
purposes: the first one is to determine CSR disclosure trends in car industry and the 
second one tries to explain the key trends. This first part, based on results analysis, 
allows us to fulfill our first sub-purpose. Figure 13 presents global CSR disclosure 
trends for BMW, Ford and Mitsubishi in 2002, 2006 and 2010. For each category, the 
value for each year is corresponding to the average value of BMW, Ford and 
Mitsubishi. Complete results are displayed in Appendix 3. 

 

 

Figure 14. Global average CSR disclosure trends (Average between percentage in BMW, Ford and Mitsubishi 

reports). 
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Figure 13 shows us interesting trends on how car companies communicate on their CSR 
actions. Let’s see how different categories are evolving between 2002 and 2010, starting 
with the most important one in terms of share to the less important one. 

 

Table 1. Global average CSR disclosure share (Average between BMW, Ford and Mitsubishi reports) (in % of the 

total number of paragraph). 

 

Sustainability report 
  2002 2006 2010 
Economic 7,0% 7,3% 5,2% 
Environment 46,8% 42,4% 43,9% 
Human Rights 2,0% 1,9% 3,3% 
Labor Practices and Decent Work 15,7% 15,9% 12,9% 
Product Responsibility 11,1% 13,4% 8,0% 
Society 17,4% 19,1% 26,7% 

 

Environment category is significantly higher than other ones, for the three years it 
represents more than 40% of the total disclosed information in reports. We will see later 
that this trend is even stronger for some companies. The Environment’s trend is quite 
stable with a slight decrease between 2002 and 2006 (-9.2%) and an increase between 
2006 and 2010 (+3.6%). The global variation between 2002 and 2010 is - 6.4%.  
 
The second most important category is Society with a value contained between 17% and 
26% of the total disclosed information. The Society’s trend is continually increasing 
between 2002 and 2010. Between 2002 and 2006 the increase is quite slight with a 
variation of +9.5%. The increase is more consequent in the period between 2006 and 
2010 with a variation of +39.7% of disclosure shares. The global variation between 
2002 and 2010 is +53.3%. 
 
Third main category is Labor Practices and Decent Work with a value contained 
between 12% and 16% of the total disclosed information. The Labor Practices and 
Decent Work’s trend was stable between 2002 and 2006 with a variation of +1.4%. 
Therefore we noted a quite consequent decrease in disclosure shares between 2006 and 
2010 with a variation of - 19.0%. The global variation between 2002 and 2010 is - 
17.8%. 
 
Forth category is Product Responsibility with a value contained between 8% and 13% 
of the total disclosed information. The Product Responsibility’s trend is increasing 
between 2002 and 2006 with a variation of +21.1%. Between 2006 and 2010 we noted 
the opposite trend with an important decrease on global disclosed information shares for 
this category, the variation for this period is – 40.2%. The global variation between 
2002 and 2010 is – 27.6%. 
 
Fifths category is Economic with a value contained between 5% and 7% of the total of 
disclosed information. The Economic’s trend is stable between 2002 and 2006 with a 
variation of + 4.1%. The trend shows a decrease between 2006 and 2010 with a 
variation of -29.0%. The global variation between 2002 and 2010 is -26.1%. 
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Last category is Human rights with a value always below 5% of the total of disclosed 
information. The human rights’ trend is slightly decreasing between 2002 and 2006 
with a variation of – 7.8%. The trend is therefore different between 2006 and 2010 with 
an important increase and a variation of +75.0% . This variation is important but we 
have to keep in mind that the value in 2006 was very low (1.88% of total disclosed 
information). The global variation between 2002 and 2010 is +61.3%. 
 
Figure 13 and Table 1 only features the average results of the 3 car companies, we will 
now present a more detailed “case by case” analysis for each of the 6 categories. Figures 
14 to 19 show the trends for each category between 2002 and 2010 according to the 
companies. We will later use this “case by case” analysis in order to determine the 
potential regional trends and try to explain them. 
 

4.1.2. Detailed results presentation 
 

This second chapter devoted to findings analysis gets a double importance for our 
thesis; first it allows to get a deeper and more detailed view on how trends are evolving 
category by category from 2002 and 2010. In addition, these detailed analysis 
demonstrate the existence of regional trends that will be used later in order to fulfill our 
second sub-purpose.  
 
As it will be showed later in this section, categories’ information disclosed shares in 
reports vary a lot according to car producers, figures 14 to 19 are proving it. 

 

Figure 15. Environment trends by company. 

The Environment category is the most disclosed one for all the companies, therefore it is 
interesting to have a look on how the trends are evolving in three different manners. 
Mitsubishi get in 2002 a total of 71.7% of its disclosed information related to 
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reach 48.2% in 2010. At the opposite, Ford started with the lowest score in 2002 with 
33.8% of its disclosed information related to Environment. In contrary of Mitsubishi, 
Ford’s trend shows a permanent increase between 2002 and 2010 with a final value in 
2010 of 50.4% (the highest of the 3 companies). BMW’s trend is different from two 
other ones by being extremely stable between 2002 and 2010.  
 

 

Figure 16. Society trends by company. 

Society category is particular for the observed trend concerning Mitsubishi. As Figure 
15 shows, the trend is characterized by an outstanding progression between 2006 and 
2010. In 2006, 8.6% of Mitsubishi sustainability report was devoted to Society topics. In 
2010, this category reached 37.3% of information shares, which represents an increase 
of 333.7%! As we already mentioned it before, an event can explain this impressive 
progression: the Japanese earthquake of March 2011. Because of this disaster the North 
part of the country was seriously damaged and thousands of persons died. Mitsubishi 
conducted a lot of actions for local communities to help inhabitants to overcome the 
situation. This is why we observed in 2010 such an increase in Society’s share of 
information in report. This is also explaining why other CSR categories got a decrease 
in their shares in 2010 for Mitsubishi. Concerning the two other companies, BMW’s 
trend shows a slight and continual progression between 2002 and 2010. Ford’s trend is 
more variable with first an increase of the shares between 2002 and 2006 and a 
significant decrease between 2006 and 2010.  
 
Labor practices and decent work category shows three different type of trends 
according to analyzed car company. BMW’s trend shows a continual and slight 
progression between 2002 and 2010. Ford’s trend shows an important decrease between 
2002 and 2006 (proportion decreased by 50.7% during this period) and a slight decrease 
between 2006 and 2010. Mitsubishi’s situation is very variable for this category. On a 
first time the trend shows an impressive progression in information proportion between 
2002 and 2006 with an increase of 191.5%. In a second time, the trend show an 
important decrease between 2006 (19.7%) and 2010 (8.4%).Therefore, as we will 
develop it later, 2010 report was a special one for Mitsubishi due to the huge earthquake 
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which struck Japan in March 2011 (reminder, Mitsubishi’s sustainability report 
reporting period goes until March 31th). 

 

Figure 17. Labor practices and decent work trends by company. 

Product responsibility category gets two similar trends for BMW and Ford, both 
companies’ trends show a slight and continual decrease on disclosed information’ 
shares between 2002 and 2010. Mitsubishi presents the same type of trend than for 
Labor practice and decent work with first an important increase between 2002 and 2006 
then a decrease a consequent decrease between 2006 and 2010. One reason to this 
similar situation for Mitsubishi can be find on the Society category.  
 

 
Figure 18. Product responsibility trends by company. 

In 2002, the share of Economic information on sustainability reports was almost 
homogenous between the three car producers (maximum value 8.4% for BMW and 
minimum one 5.9% for Mitsubishi). The trend is evolving in different ways for 2006, 
both Ford and Mitsubishi Economic’ shares decrease, in the same time BMW gets an 
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important increase for the same category. The situation is also very heterogeneous in 
2010; BMW and Mitsubishi shares are decreasing while Ford ones are slightly 
increasing.  
 

 
Figure 19. Economic trends by company. 

 

 

Figure 20. Human rights trends by company. 

Human right category is particular compare to other ones due to the fact of the absence 
of disclosed information for Mitsubishi. The Japanese car maker never mentioned inside 
its reports information related to this category. For the two remaining companies, 
situation differs between Ford and BMW trends. BMW’s trend shows a variable 
situation with first a decrease of the shares between 2002 and 2006 followed by an 
increase between 2006 and 2010. The situation is almost the same between 2002and 
2010. Ford’s trend shows a clear progression of Human rights information shares in 
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increase by 153.8%. The American car producer is particularly enhancing its Human 
rights politic regarding its procurement operations by encouraging its suppliers to 
comply with laws on this topic.  
 
From this “case by case” analysis we can clearly concluded that there are, in most of the 
case, differences on how trends are evolving for a specific category between companies. 
Despite an important decrease between 2002 and 2010, Mitsubishi seems to be 
Environment oriented in these reports. Ford is actually moving more and more toward 
environmental issues as well, in addition, even if the value still low, human rights topics 
are quickly progressing for the American car producer. BMW case present a more 
balanced situation with three categories well represented: Environment, society and 
Labor practices and decent work.  

 

4.2. Results summary 
 

Figures presented in the previous section showed several key interesting findings 
concerning car companies’ orientation regarding CSR policies. Most remarkable ones 
are: 

• Environmental issues are still the most represented one in sustainability reports 
with, on average, almost half of the reports’ information shares. 
 

• Society category is, on average, the second most represented one. Third most 
represented category being labor practices and decent work. 
 

• Differences clearly occurred between different car producers’ orientation 
regarding CSR categories. Trends are most of the time between car producers 
for a specific category. 
 

• Mitsubishi society category showed a huge increase between 2006 and 2010, 
explanation to this phenomenon will be developed in next section. 
 

• BMW trends are the most balanced ones, even if environmental category is the 
most developed one in sustainability reports, other categories are also well 
represented and information shares are quite balanced. 
 

• No information were found in Mitsubishi reports regarding human right 
category.   
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4.3.Data analysis 
 
As it quickly been explained in the introduction of this section, this explanative part 
aims to bring explanations to the observed trends as well as in a global than for 
companies. In this way, this part will fulfill the second sub-purpose of our thesis which 
is to explain observed trends for CSR disclosures. 
 

4.3.1. Global results analysis 
 

The following analysis of our findings aimed to logically follow and used presented 
literature review and methodological assumption. Therefore, an important part of the 
analytic process was inspired by the previous works performed by scholars such as 
Fukukawa and Moon (2004) who studied the specificity of a potential model of 
Japanese CSR in comparison to others developed countries. Their paper helped us to 
better understand and find explanation to observed findings for Mitsubishi and some 
references to it will be made in the Mitsubishi’s results analysis part. In addition, 
analysis conducted regarding both Ford and BMW results been partly based on previous 
works performed by Matten and Moon (2008) regarding way of conducting CSR 
actions in Europe and America. Of course other authors and hypothesis been used in 
this analysis section, therefore hypothesis developed by previously quoted authors were 
the foundation of our analysis. 

Figure13 presented before provides interesting indications on how CSR policies are 
evolving in the car industry between 2002 and 2010. First of all, it clearly appears that 
environmental topics still nowadays the main interest for car companies in CSR 
activities with always, in average, more than 40% of information in reports related to 
that category. One good explanation to this fact is brought by Nunes and Benett (2010, 
p.400), they identified in their paper automotive industry as having a strong impact on 
environment. The reason why the impact is so important is because first car producers 
generate some emissions, consume raw material, energy, waters, etc. during the car 
production process , and in addition  the use of cars by customers also generate a lot of 
emissions like greenhouse gas and others. In this way, it appears that car producers have 
to handle a double issue regarding environmental question; they have to decrease their 
environmental impact in their production process and they must deliver products with 
the lowest possible emission rate to customers. Because of this, car producers 
communicate a lot in their sustainability reports about their environmental initiatives. 
Another factor which can encourages car producers to massively communicate on their 
environmental actions is to broadcast a “green” image of the company. Customers are 
more and more aware and concern by environmental issues that our society is facing. In 
a pure marketing point of view, if a car company doesn’t communicate in the proper 
way regarding environmental issues and if it doesn’t engage enough actions, there is a 
big risk for it to see its value decrease for customers. That can leads to a decrease in 
sells which could explain the importance given by car companies to this specific CSR 
category. 
 
Second main category developed by car companies according to our findings is Society. 
This category represents, on average, around 20% of reports disclosed information (with 
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an important increase for 2010 with a value of 26.7%). Main reason explaining the 
importance Society is the big involvement of car companies toward their local 
communities. The 3 studied car companies are all huge globalized companies with 
plants and suppliers all over the world. By reading the different sustainability reports for 
2002, 2006 and 2010, it clearly appears that all car producers companies pay a lot of 
attention to the good development of local communities. They realized that by helping 
their local communities with training, infrastructures or other types of helps, it will 
positively influence their relationship with communities and then enhance the quality 
and the profitability of this relationship. For this reason, car companies already 
performed a lot of actions in favor of their local communities in 2002 reports and this 
trend tends to be confirmed with time and even being reinforced (see 2010 value). 
 
For remaining categories (e.g. Economics, Labor practices and decent work, Product 
responsibilities and Human right) the value is less important and situation is fluctuating 
between different companies so it is harder to give some explanations to these trends. 
We can note that three of these categories (Economics, Labor practices and decent work 
and Product responsibilities) knew a decrease in 2010. In contrary, even if it stills the 
lowest category, Human rights got an increase of its share between 2006 and 2010. An 
explanation to this could be found in the fact that actually car producers are working 
with their suppliers, and particularly the ones from less developed countries, in order to 
comply with basic human rights laws. Car companies are specifically paying attention 
to child labor, forced labor, workers safety and health, etc. Car companies know that 
they have to get a “clean” supply chain regarding CSR topics, which mean having 
“cleans” suppliers. If not, companies take a risk to see their corporate image 
downgraded and in this way lost customers. That’s why, it is very likely to see this 
category keep growing for the next year.  
 

4.3.2. Mitsubishi’s results analysis 
 
Mitsubishi trends are quite hard to analyze due to a tendency of variable orientations 
with increase and decrease in information shares for categories between 2002 and 2010. 
Therefore, two categories are more specifics than others: Environment and Community 
ones.  
 
Environment category still the most disclosed ones and always gets at least half of the 
shares (with a peak at 71.7% in 2002). Even if the category knew an important decrease 
between 2002 and 2010, it stills nowadays the leading category in Mitsubishi 
sustainability reports. It is important to note that this regression of the Environment 
category doesn’t mean that Mitsubishi decreased its environmental actions; it just means 
that the company increase actions in other CSR categories during this period. How can 
we explain this strong Mitsubishi’s orientation toward environmental issues? In 2002, 
Mitsubishi gets 71.7% of its reports related to environment issues while BMW gets 
34.7% and Ford 33.8%. This huge difference between the 3 companies in 2002 can be 
explained by the strong interest of Japanese society toward environmental topics. 
Fukukawa and Moon (2004) argue in favor of the existence of a specific model of 
corporate responsibility in Japan. They mentioned that the whole Japanese society start, 
during the 1990th, to consider environmental issues as primordial ones. They confirmed 
this theory by performing in 2002 a content analysis on the websites of top 50 Japanese 
companies. The purpose of the study was to analyze CSR information disclosed on the 
website. Results show that Environment category was the most disclose one far away 



38 

 

from other categories such as community involvement or labor practices. Fukukawa and 
Moon (2004) explain this environmental trend by the numerous governmental actions 
performed in favor of environment protection. For example, in 1993 the Japanese’s 
Agency of Environment introduced the Basic environmental laws in favor of a more 
green corporate behavior. Other laws were implemented during the same period on 
topic such as natural resources consumptions, re-use of materials, recycling… Japanese 
firms always pay a lot of attention to governmental official guidance, that may explain 
their great effort they put in action to develop their environmental actions. Another 
factor which played in favor of environmental actions development was the ratification 
of the Kyoto treaty in August 2001. As Fukukawa and Moon (2004) explained it, even 
if the treaty gets an international dimension, it got a big influence on Japanese 
government, society and companies due to the fact it was held on their home territory. 
In conclusion this strong interest toward environmental question is mainly motivated by 
the awareness of Japanese society concerning the importance environmental issues and 
by government regulations and policies in favor of sustainable actions on this topic. 
 
Society category was very problematic for our analysis due to its spectacular trend, 
between 2006 and 2010 shares moved from 8.6% to 37.3% of total disclosed 
information! Does it really mean that Society category should be considered as the 
second strongest one after environment for Mitsubishi? Situation is a little bit more 
complex. First of all, if we look at Mitsubishi’s trends for CSR (Figure 20) we can 
easily note that the society category used to be in 2002 and 2006 around 10% of 
disclosure on a average position. Its status of second key category only appears in the 
2010 sustainability report. 
 

 

Figure 21. Evolution of CSR disclosure distribution in Mitsubishi’s sustainability reports. 

 

How can we explain this very specific trend with this brutal increase between 2006 and 
2010? Again, thanks to their work on the specific CSR model in Japan, Fukukawa and 
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Moon (2004) bring us some response elements. First at all, they outline the importance 
of Japanese firms in the societal life of the country, Japanese companies are key actors 
in the country’s society and play a real role in its development. In the view of results for 
2002 and 2006 this statement could seem to be not totally confirmed, therefore as 
Fukukawa and Moon (2004) precise it, in contrary of environmental issues where 
government implemented and published a consequent quantity of laws and official 
publication, it exists very few official laws and documents regarding community and 
societal topics. That can explain why Japanese companies politics concerning 
community questions is less well organized than the one regarding environmental 
question. Therefore, for the years 2002 and 2006, according to our findings, it is kind of 
hard to confirm that societal topics are second strongest ones in Japan. However, the 
fact that our study was based only on one Japanese society and not on 50, like 
Fukukawa and Moon (2004) did, is determinant.   
 
To explain the 2010 boom in the Society category, one reliable explanation could be 
related to the dramatic earthquake which struck Japan in March 2011. After this event, 
Mitsubishi performed a lot of actions in order to help local communities and, in more 
global way, Japanese society to overcome this tragedy. That’s why sustainability report 
2010 shows us an impressive increase of the Society category. One easy thing to do in 
order to check this theory would be to check next sustainability report issue and see if 
the Society category still so important or if it gets the same kind of shares than in 2002 
and 2006. 
 
In conclusion, Japan CSR model proposed by Fukukawa and Moon (2004) seems to be 
coherent at least for the environmental question; therefore it was not possible for us to 
confirm the societal aspect with our results. As we mentioned it the fact that our study 
was based with a single Japanese company has to be taken into consideration. To finish, 
as the Figure 20 shows, in 2010, due to the societal category “boom” all the other 
categories knew a mechanical decrease in their shares. It is important to keep in mind 
that it does not mean that Mitsubishi decrease its actions in these sectors. 

Table 2. Evolution of CSR disclosure distribution in Mitsubishi’s sustainability reports (in % of the total number of 

paragraph). 

  Sustainability report 
% 2002 2006 2010 
Economic 5,9% 4,1% 1,2% 
Environment 71,7% 51,9% 48,2% 
Human Rights 0,0% 0,0% 0,0% 
Labor Practices and Decent Work 5,9% 17,2% 8,4% 
Product responsibility 6,7% 18,3% 4,8% 
Society 9,7% 8,6% 37,3% 

 

4.3.3. Ford’s results analysis 
 
The last major trend we identified is that the Northern American company Ford has 
been mainly focusing its CSR disclosure on the environment and society topics. The 
disclosure about environment has been continuously increasing from 2002 to 2010, the 
share in the reports growing of 49% (33.8% in 2002 – 50.4% in 2010). In the mean time 
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while society was the third most discussed topic in 2002, with 19.5% of the overall 
report content tackling with this issue, it moved up to be the second most discussed 
topic in 2010 (15.9%). 
 

 

Figure 22. Evolution of CSR disclosure distribution in Ford's sustainability reports. 

 
To understand those trends it is interesting to introduce Matten and Moon’s (2008) work 
on what they call “explicit” and “implicit” CSR and their comparison between the way 
Amercian companies and European companies tackle with CSR.  
 
The point made by the authors is that American companies tend to put the emphasis on 
explicit CSR. Matten and Moon (2008, p.409) define explicit CSR as voluntary actions 
taken on by companies. Even though stakeholders might have an influence, the 
companies’ discretion prevails when it comes to take actions. What they define as 
implicit CSR are the actions taken on as responses to mandatory and customary pressure 
(Matten & Moon, 2008, p.409). The prevalence of explicit CSR is then reflected in the 
communication of the companies about their CSR action. As it means a greater 
involvement than complying with regulations, companies tend to emphasize their 
communication about those voluntary policies.  
 
The reason to explain why American companies favor explicit CSR lies in several 
factors. First is the weakness of the governmental influence, which leaves more space 
for companies’ discretion. The second factor lies in the American businesses’ mindset 
that set employment regulations or human rights management as corporate duties 
instead of issues to be regulated at the governmental level. And the third factor is the 
conception of American institutions such as the financial system of the education that, 
for the first one, requires increasingly more involvement of companies in sustainability, 
and for the second one, that needs more resources and philanthropic involvement from 
companies.  
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Matten and Moon’s (2008) study thus comes as a correlation with the trends highlighted 
in Figure 21. The predominance of the environmental topics is related with the 
relatively liberal attitude the government hold towards the environmental concerns. 
Even though the United States’ government set regulations about the environmental 
impact of industries, they let the companies’ discretion be the judge to take decision 
about. The second influence for greater environmental involvement from the American 
companies, is the growing consumer and shareholder activism (Matten & Moon, 2008, 
pp.413-414). This has an influence on the voluntary involvement of American 
companies in environmental actions.  
 
The keen interest of American companies for environmental matters is also explained 
by the influence of the financial system. It is the main source of resources for those 
companies. So, as the financial system is increasingly basing its investment decisions on 
such criteria as transparency or sustainable behavior (Dow Jones Sustainability Index) 
companies need to show involvement in sustainability, including in the environmental 
aspect (Matten & Moon, 2008, p.408).  
 
With regard to society being the second most disclosed item in Ford’s sustainability 
reports in 2006 and 2010 several points made by Matten and Moon (2008) can be 
pointed up. First there is a sense of duty toward society that the companies have to 
accomplish. Matten and Moon (2008, p.408) talk about an ethic of “giving back” to 
society. This is seconded by the companies’ involvement in education. The American 
companies’ philanthropic actions toward community are usually focused on education 
and on an aim to reduce the inequalities issued from the decentralized administration 
(Mattent & Moon, 2008, p. 414).  
 

Table 3. Evolution of CSR disclosure distribution in Ford's sustainability reports (in % of the total number of 

paragraph). 

Sustainability report 

% 2002 2006 2010 
Economic 6,7% 5,2% 6,3% 
Environment 33,8% 42,0% 50,4% 
Human Rights 2,6% 4,1% 6,6% 
Labor Practices and Decent Work 22,1% 10,9% 8,7% 
Product responsibility 15,4% 13,0% 12,1% 
Society 19,5% 24,9% 15,9% 

 
Finally on a wider scale one could include the items of human rights and labor practices 
in a broad social item. If so, the total share of disclosure would be coherent with Matten 
and Moon’s (2008) point that states labor issues are handled at a corporate level as well 
as the employment policies and the high level of discretion left to the companies on the 
topic of human rights. Indeed Matten and Moon (2008, p.408) point out the weak union 
membership and level of representation that make labor issues negotiations a corporate 
duty instead of a national agreement. In the mean time the duty of taking care of issues 
like wages, health, working conditions, or employment policies are deeply embedded in 
American companies’ mindset (Matten & Moon, 2008, p.412). Finally, due to the weak 
American institutional framework surrounding human rights, legal requirements are 
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poor, which give more discretion to companies to act for a better respect for human 
rights (Matten & Moon, 2008, p.414). This would explain why social matters are the 
second most disclosed item in Ford’s sustainability reports. 
 

4.3.4. BMW’s results analysis 
 

As Figure 22 shows, BMW’s trends regarding CSR disclosures are the most balanced 
and stable ones. Three main categories get a main part of shares: Environment, Society 
and Labor Practices and Decent Work. The combined value of these 3 categories is 
equal to 76.9% of total shares in report in 2002 and 81.6% in 2010. It is also the only 
company where the difference between environment category and others is not so 
important.  
 

 

Figure 23. Evolution of CSR disclosure distribution in BMW's sustainability reports. 

 
An explanation to this balanced situation can be found in the paper of Hartman et al. 
(2007) based on a comparative analysis of CSR communication between American and 
European companies. According to them, European major firms such as BMW were 
strongly influenced in their CSR policies by the publication of the Green Paper of the 
European commission in 2001. This official publication gave main guidelines 
concerning how European companies should conduct their sustainability policies. Four 
main categories are outlined by this report, among these we find three directly related to 
Environment, Society and Labor Practices and Decent Work which are our top three 
categories in BMW’s trends. Because European commission stressed these specific 
categories, it is very likely that the explanation BMW’s balanced results is linked to it. 
 
In this way, BMW’s trends could be explained by the compliance of the Bavarian 
company toward European Union (2001) guidelines regarding CSR policies. That is 
why, in contrary of Ford or Mitsubishi, there is neither strongly dominant category nor 
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important variation on trends. (Like for example Society category for Mitsubishi 
between 2006 and 2010). The company seems to stays in accordance with European 
policies and presents in this way a balanced report between each category. 
 

Table 4. Evolution of CSR disclosure distribution in BMW's sustainability reports (in % of the total number of 

paragraph). 

Sustainability report 

% 2002 2006 2010 

Economic 8,4% 12,6% 8,1% 
Environment 34,7% 33,5% 33,2% 
Human Rights 3,6% 1,5% 3,2% 
Labor Practices and Decent Work 19,1% 19,7% 21,6% 
Product responsibility 11,1% 8,9% 7,1% 
Society 23,1% 23,8% 26,8% 

 
BMW results’ analysis is shorter than two other car companies, the simple reason for 
that is linked to what mentioned before: BMW’s trends are the most stable and balanced 
ones. Due to that few discussions can be done on these results.  
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5. Conclusion 
 

5.1.Conclusions 
 
This thesis was aimed at increasing the understanding of the concept of CSR and its 
disclosure in sustainability reports in the context of car industry. The related research 
question was thus aimed at looking for trends that characterize CSR disclosure in car 
industry as well as explanations of the significant trends. To meet such a purpose we 
analyzed the content of the sustainability reports published by three major car 
companies. The choice of BMW Group, Ford Motor Company and Mitsubishi Motors 
Corporation was justified firstly by the will to have one company that represents each 
continent known for being deeply rooted with the car industry. This allowed us to have 
representativeness as well as a means to draw average global figures. The choice of the 
three manufacturers was secondly defended because of the need for comparable source 
of data, and notably the access to reports from the same years of publication. BMW 
Group, Ford Motor Company and Mitsubishi Motors Corporation were the only 
companies providing us with the set of data needed. Finally we carried the content 
analysis of the reports from three years (2002, 2006 and 2010) to be able to draw trends. 
The analysis has been focused on the disclosure of six main CSR items, namely 
Economic, Environment, Human rights, Labor practices and decent work, Product 
responsibility and Society.  
 
This method has allowed us to meet two sub-purposes defined at the beginning of this 
paper: 
 

o Find key trends in CSR disclosure in the context of car industry 
 
As a result of this study several trends stood out. On a global scale the prevalence of 
environmental related topics disclosure emerges over the three years analyzed. This 
phenomenon is the same for all three manufacturers. However, this prevalence is 
decreasing globally, in the reports from BMW Group and Mitsubishi Motors 
Corporation, but not in Ford Motor Company’s material where environment is taking a 
growing share of the topic discussed. 
 
We also noticed that society comes as the second most disclosed item in the analyzed 
sustainability reports. It is characterized by a growth in the disclosure of the topics 
related to society. But while this trend is visible globally as well as in the German and 
the Japanese companies, Ford Motor Company set itself apart from this trend by 
decreasing the share of society topics from 2006 to 2010. 
 
The last noteworthy trend was the opposite progression between the human rights 
matters and the economic, labor practices and product responsibility items. While the 
year 2006 signals the beginning of the growth of human rights topics disclosure, it is the 
starting point of the economic, labor practices and product responsibility disclosure 
decrease. When comparing the three companies, the trends were similar to the global 
average, except for the disclosure of labor practices and decent work topic in BMW 
Group’s report which was constantly growing since 2002 instead of decreasing. 
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o Find explanations of the principal trends in the perspective of cultural 
influences 

 
The global key trends setting environment and society as the two main topics disclosed 
in sustainability reports can be explained through the lens of the car industry’s part in 
society and its impact on environment. Generating one of the biggest direct or indirect 
environmental impacts, this industry is logically emphasizing its work to limit the 
environmental consequences of its activities. Then, as part of a globalized environment, 
and using this phenomenon to set activity in several regions in the world, car industry 
pay much attention to its impact on society and the local environment it is acting in.  
 
When it comes to the explanations of our findings at the corporate/national scale, our 
analysis have been partly fed by the analysis made by Fukukawa and Moon (2004) and 
Matten and Moon (2008). Those two papers provided us with material to understand the 
noticeable trends in Mitsubishi Motors Corporation and Ford Motor Company’s reports. 
On the one hand, Mitsubishi Motors Coporation’s emphasis on environment and society 
is rooted to environmental and societal mindset of Japanese companies. However, it is 
worth noting that the important decrease in environment disclosure and the increase of 
the society topic between the years 2006 and 2010 can be related to the earthquake of 
March 2011 (Mitsubishi’s reporting period ended March 31). This has logically 
influenced a switch toward more society related action and disclosure. Another 
interesting finding concerning the Japanese firm is related to the absence in reports of 
information directly related to Human rights category. This poses the question of a 
potential lack of Human right policy for Mitsubishi (for example, suppliers commitment 
to human rights, collective bargaining or freedom of associations).On the other hand 
Ford Motor Company’s disclosing trends can be explained by the business mindset 
focused on a “pay back” duty and the low governmental involvement in regulation 
concerning, among other topics, environment and social matters. At the opposite, BMW 
Group’s CSR disclosure can be characterized as influenced by the publication of the 
European Union’s Green Paper. This document gave the main framework for European 
companies to define their CSR policies. 
 
From this thesis we can outline four contributions. Firstly, it shed some light on the 
unexplored topic of trends in CSR disclosure in the context of car industry. Secondly, it 
brings the light on the topic of CSR disclosure in sustainability reports instead of its 
disclosure in annual reports. Thirdly, it generally provides new material to CSR and 
CSR disclosure literature extending the already existing material into a new context. 
Fourthly we hope this study will contribute to make researchers explore the field that 
relates the car industry and CSR. 
 

5.2.Limitations and further research 
 
Even if an important effort was made to guarantee the validity and the reliability of the 
presented findings and more generally of the whole thesis, some limitations have to be 
mentioned. In a first time, main limitations of the thesis will be presented then, in a 
second time, some propositions for further researches will be developed.  
 

5.2.1. Limitations 
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One limitation of this thesis is related to the coding scheme used to analyze companies’ 
sustainability reports. Even if the used coding scheme was already experienced, thus 
tested in previous researches and based on the guidelines of the Global Reporting 
Initiative, we cannot be sure it allows us to perfectly analyze used documents and 
properly classify disclosed information. Perhaps, with a different type of coding, 
findings could be slightly different. 
 
Another limitation to this thesis is linked to the limited number of firms used in in the 
content analysis. When managing the time constraint, it was not reasonable to base this 
analysis on more than 3 companies. Main reason is because the content analysis 
required that all documents have to be analyzed carefully in order to classify disclosed 
information on each paragraph. The consequence is that our findings and conclusion are 
just based on three different car companies; this can be a threat for the generalization of 
our results. 
 
Last limitation refers to the value of Mitsubishi’s 2010 sustainability report. As 
explained in the results section, this report devotes a lot of attention to the earthquake 
which struck Japan in March 2011 and its consequences (Mitsubishi 2010 sustainability 
report’s reporting period extends from the April 1st 2010 until March 31th 2011). 
Because of that, the part of Society category has been significantly increased 
Consequences to this can slightly increase limitation on the thesis’ results. Because 
Society category disclosure increased, it impacts the trends of others categories not only 
for Japan but also the global average trends. 
 

5.2.2. Further research 
 

This thesis is based on a never treated subject and thus brings a first set of findings on 
how car companies are disclosing their CSR actions That is why this study could serve 
as basis for further research not solely in the area of CSR disclosure but also in the area 
of CSR policy and the real level of responsible action companies are engaging in.  
 
One immediate idea for further research is to confirm our findings by doing a similar 
study based on a larger amount of companies with for example three or four car 
companies by regional areas. In this way results would be more reliable and 
representative and regional trends could be checked on a more accurate basis.  
 
Concerning Mitsubishi trends, an interesting additional research is to check in the next 
years if the huge increase observed for the Society category in 2010 is only linked to the 
earthquake which struck Japan in March 2011 or if the company also decided to 
increase its action in this sector in an independent way. By checking next sustainability 
reports issues it would be easy to see if society trends are still as important or if its level 
goes back to values observed in 2002 and 2006. This could be put in parallel with the 
analysis of the 2010 sustainability reports from other Japanese companies to confirm or 
not the phenomenon observed.  
 
Additional research to complement this study is to conduct a similar content analysis 
but on different kinds of support. An analysis based on companies’ website content, 
analysis of advertising campaigns, interviews with companies’ executive or employees 
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can bring material from another perspective and can be used to evaluate the coherence 
between disclosed information in reports and effective policies.  
 
To finish similar research can be conducted while focusing on different aspects of 
comparison. In this way, a first one could only focus on one single continent by taking 
several companies, for example in Europe by analyzing Mercedes, Fiat, Renault, and 
Volkswagen. Another could focus on a different factor by taking historical car 
producers (such as Ford, Toyota, Mercedes Benz) and compare their CSR actions to 
new entrants on the international car market like Tata Motors and BYD Auto Company. 
The last element of comparison can be achieved on the basis of sustainability ratings. 
The research can be to compare the level of CSR disclosure of best ranked manufacturer 
to the worst ones. 
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Appendix 1: CSR performance indicators according to the GRI 
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Appendix 2: Coding tree used by Bouten et al. (2011, p.192) 
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Appendix 3: Complete list of the results from the content analysis. 
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