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(In)Transparency in CSR Reporting?


Abstract



Sabine A. Einwiller 


University of Vienna 
Craig E. Carroll


New York University


Purpose


It is frequently demanded of companies to provide information about CSR activities and societal impact in a transparent 
 manner. A central aspect of transparency is balance, i.e. disclosing positive as well as negative information. The purpose 
 of this study is to reveal the quantity and quality of negative disclosures in large companies’ CSR reports and to explore 
 cultural differences in this respect. 


Design


The sample consists of nearly 100 CSR reports (English language only) from companies headquartered in three different 
 cultural clusters (Anglo, Confucian Asia, Germanic/Northern Europe) that differ in individualism-collectivism, importance 
 of face, and high vs. low context communication. The reports were content analyzed by human coders in two steps: First, 
 negative passages were identified; second passages were coded following a comprehensive codebook.


Findings


Quantity of negative disclosure varies greatly between cultural clusters. While reports from G/N Europe show the highest 
 number of negative disclosures, Confucian Asia has the lowest with Anglo in between. In line with Hall’s differentiation 
 between low- and high-context communication, companies from G/N Europe report on negative aspects most concretely 
 and provide a comprehensible explanation most often followed by Anglo and Confucian Asian companies.   


Originality/value


Balance as part of transparency is a central claim for CSR communication and reporting. This research contributes to the 
 sparse empirical knowledge on balanced CSR reporting regarding quantity and quality of negative disclosures. It 
 further-more extends our understanding on intercultural differences in CSR reporting.


Keywords


CSR reporting, culture, transparency, balance, negative information, content analysis



The Evolution of CEO Letters on BP’s 



Sustainability Reports: A Longitudinal Study


Abstract



Francisca Farache 


University of Brighton



Keith J. Perks


University of Brighton


Purpose


The paper aims to examine the evolution of the Corporate Social Responsibility discourse investigating the CEO letter of 
 BP’s CSR reports from 1998 to 2013. It is important to examine the CEO letter as it is considered one of the most powerful 
 and influential type of corporate communication.


Design/methodology/approach


This paper is a longitudinal study and uses text analysis of CEO letters appearing in the CSR reports of BP from 1998 to 2013 
 to evaluate if, how and why the organizations CSR discourse changed during the time period.


Findings


The CSR discourse changes over the period from ‘science still provisional … but climate change is too serious to be ignored’ 


to ‘our commitment to report clearly on what we do and the effects our actions have’. Further, the research finds that BP 
 increasingly acknowledged and emphasized the importance of partnerships in order to increase their CSR credibility.


Originality/value


The papers value and originality is the study of a major corporation during a period of serious environmental catastrophes 
 and through a longitudinal analysis evaluates how the CEO responded through their letters in CSR reports. Further, there 
 has been limited study of disclosure through CEO letters in CSR reports in comparison to Annual Reports. 


Keywords 


CEO letter, CSR reports, textual analysis, longitudinal study



CSR Reporting Discussed in the Light  of Signalling and Stakeholder  Perception Theories


Extended abstract



Katharina Hetze 


ZHAW School of Management and Law


Abstract 
 Purpose


This conceptual paper discusses CSR reporting in the light of signalling theory and stakeholder perception theories, 
 show-ing how a CSR report is able to effect the (CSR) reputation - dependshow-ing on underlyshow-ing factors such as the context for CSR 
 reporting and the psychological factors of how stakeholders perceive and evaluate CSR engagement.


Design/methodology/approach


A literature review and the design of a conceptual framework are used to analyze the importance of CSR reporting for a 
 company’s (CSR) reputation. 


Findings


The paper shows which underlying factors contribute to a positive or negative evaluation of the CSR report as part of a 
 company’s CSR engagement. There are four possible effects due to stakeholder perception: (1) In a positive context for CSR 
 reporting, a negatively evaluated signal produces a loss to the (CSR) reputation. (2) In a negative context for CSR reporting, 
 a negatively evaluated signal produces no effect on the reputation. (3) In a positive context for CSR reporting, a positively 
 evaluated signal leads to a neutral or win situation. (4) In a negative context for CSR reporting, a positively evaluated signal 
 leads to the biggest win situation. This effect leads also to a modified favourable or unfavourable context for CSR reporting.


Research limitations


Due to the paper’s conceptual approach an empirical test of the framework is missing. 


Originality/value:


By addressing both corporate signalling and stakeholders’ CSR perception aspects, the paper contributes to an area of 
 research on CSR reporting that has been rarely addressed.


Introduction


A positive corporate image which results in a positive corporate reputation leads to a competitive advantage when it 
 re-sults in trust in the company and motivates stakeholders to contract with it in one way or the other (e.g. Lange et al., 2011; 


Walker, 2010). The corporate image is what is generally perceived about a company by the public and by the company’s 
stakeholders and is the product of a process in which stakeholders receive different sorts of signals from the company 
and third parties and reflect (un-) consciously on them (e.g. Fombrun and Shanley, 1990; Melewar et al., 2012). Galbreath 
(2010: 417) points out that “reputation formation can be broadly understood as a signaling process in which firms’ 
strate-gic choices and activities send signals to stakeholders [...]; stakeholders in turn use these signals to form impressions or 
associations of these firms”.One important vehicle to do so is corporate communication, understood as a strategic 
man-agement function overseeing and coordinating the work of all communication practitioners in a company (Balmer and 
Gray, 1999). Moreover, corporate communication can be seen as a diffusion system for organizational signals expressing 
positive organizational attributes of which quality is a key one (Bird and Smith, 2005; Connelly et al., 2011). Signalling can 
therefore be seen as an action which is able to establish or reinforce some sort of social status (Bird and Smith, 2005) – in 
a corporate context, image and reputation (Basdeo et al., 2006; Connelly et al., 2011). Besides quality, in the present day, 
responsibility is another key dimension of a company’s attributes. CSR communication can include stakeholder 
informa-tion and response and involvement strategies (Morsing and Schultz, 2006). Furthermore, CSR reporting is understood as 
a strategy to legitimise the company’s activities (Hooghiemstra, 2000) so that it complements having good engagement 


Purpose


A company is constantly in relationships with stakeholders; thus it is vital how their corporate social responsibility is 
 per-ceived since credibility and trustworthiness are a source of competitive advantage. Yet it is difficult for stakeholders to 
 ob-serve trustworthiness directly, and so signals of trustworthiness are named as one approach in stakeholder communication 
 (Aqueveque, 2005). Clearly, the stakeholders’ perception of a company and its CSR activities are of great importance for all 
 reputation and communication management activities. What has been missing in the literature, however, is a holistic view 
 on CSR reporting that brings the different aspects of signalling and stakeholder perception theories together.


Methodology: Literature review
 Signalling CSR 


With regard to signalling theory, several scholars have discussed CSR as a signalling mechanism in which the signalling of 
 social responsiveness to stakeholders activates the stakeholders’ goodwill and thus creates a good reputation (Aqueveque, 
 2005; Galbreath, 2010). Such signals of responsiveness – CSR as a sign of a company’s ethical standards and values and 
 moreover of trustworthiness – are seen as positively affecting economic activities (Aqueveque, 2005; Basdeo et al., 2006). 


Galbreath (2010) shows here that a firm can decide to do either substantive or symbolic signalling actions. The author thus 
 concludes that “CSR is expected to signal to stakeholders a positive ideal of corporate behavior, thereby increasing 
 reputa-tion” (Galbreath, 2010: 412). In this regard, it is argued that CSR reputation is a key dimension and thus a very important 
 aspect of corporate reputation (e.g. Lewis, 2003) and may serve as an insurance-like protection (Eisingerich et al., 2011).


CSR communication and reporting


Besides other forms of CSR communication, reporting is an important communication tool which provides information 
 regarding different sorts of CSR issues (Golob and Bartlett, 2007). Printed CSR reports have developed further from social 
 (1970s) and environmental reporting (1980s/1990s), while in recent years companies use the internet more for their 
 report-ing and in a more extensive way (Herzig and Godemann, 2010). A CSR report can hence be seen as a ‘substantive 
 signal-ling action’ that requires resources in order to show that the company fulfils its responsibility (Galbreath, 2010; Hahn and 
 Kühnen, 2013).


Perception and evaluation of CSR activities by stakeholders


One strand of research has analyzed the perception and evaluation of CSR engagement by stakeholders (e.g. Bhattacharya 
 et al., 2009; Golob et al., 2008). A different strand of literature has analyzed the perception by specific stakeholder groups 
 in different contexts (e.g. Skouloudis et al., 2015). This paragraph outlines in more detail the perceptions and evaluations of 
 CSR engagement by two different stakeholder groups – consumers and employees.


The perception of CSR engagement by consumers is largely influenced by the two factors values and attribution. First of 
 all, the consumer’s values can influence his/her perception of CSR engagement (Golob et al., 2008; Mueller, 2014), which 
 means that consumers’ expectations of CSR engagement are based on their value orientations in the sense that 
 consum-ers expect companies to act on the basis of values that are similar to their own (Golob et al., 2008: 86). A second important 
 aspect of CSR perception by consumers refers to attributions. Attributions are defined as “causal reasoning consumers 
 engage in when trying to understand a company’s CSR activities” (Bhattacharya and Sen, 2004: 14), are described in short 
 as “CSR motives”, and are also called “key psychological mechanisms” (Green and Peloza, 2014; Groza et al., 2011: 639). It 
 was shown that these attributions can be based on different reasoning as assumed and perceived by the stakeholder: a 
 company’s altruism, value basement, strategy, egoism or stakeholder pressure (Alcaniz et al., 2010; Green and Peloza, 2014; 


Groza et al., 2011). In the case of a perception of sincere CSR motives, CSR activities are thus considered to be effective 
 for improving a company’s corporate image (Yoon et al., 2006). This advantage of proactive CSR engagement can also be 
 true for CSR communication in the sense that a good CSR communication is a way to create a positive association with the 
 company (Groza et al., 2011: 639).


The perception of CSR engagement by (potential) employees is largely influenced by the two factors attributions and 
 organizational commitment. First, attributions, in the sense of the employees’ interpretation of CSR motives, are again 
 named a key factor for perception (Vlachos et al., 2013). The authors explain in this regard that employees use their 
 intui-tive psychology to judge subjecintui-tively the sincerity of the company’s CSR engagement. The organizational commitment 
 refers to the employee’s identification with the employer as the result of a psychological attachment (Choi and Yu, 2014). 


In this regard, it is important to reflect on the fact that employees match the “person-organization fit” (Kim and Park, 2011). 


Therefore, social identity theory is referenced in order to explain that employees gain positive effects for their self-esteem 
 when working for a company with a positive corporate reputation, because the employee can then be proud of being part 
 of the staff (Choi and Yu, 2014; McShane and Cunningham, 2012).


Factors for a positive CSR perception by consumers and employees as derived from the literature review are thus values, 
 attributions, and organizational commitment. This is why aspects of social psychology, such as attribution theory (e.g. 


Martinko et al., 2011), play an important part when analyzing possible effects of CSR reporting on corporate reputation. 


On the basis of the concepts outlined, a framework has been developed for CSR reporting as a communication signal that 
 passes two filters and that is able to affect the (CSR) reputatio


Findings: Framework of CSR reporting between signalling and stakeholder perception theory


The elements of the conceptual framework are the CSR signal, two filters, the signal’s filtered effect on the (CSR) reputation 
 and an effect on the context for CSR reporting resulting from the previous effect on the reputation.


Proposition 1: CSR reporting works as a communication signal that has to pass two filters.


CSR reporting is done in the context of communication and reputation management and works as a CSR signal. It has to 
 pass two filters to affect the company’s (CSR) reputation. The first filter takes into account that a good or bad context for 
 CSR reporting is created by the signalling environment. In this signalling environment that consists of the three players, the 
 signalling company, its signalling competitors/third parties and the signal-receiving and -interpreting stakeholders, several 
 factors linked to the players can make for a good or bad context for CSR reporting.


In addition, a second filter of the stakeholder’s perception of CSR engagement exists. Here, the psychological factors 
 out-lined previously come into play. Stakeholders evaluate CSR reporting as part of a company’s CSR engagement based on 
 these factors. Stakeholders evaluate the CSR engagement demonstrated by the CSR report either positively or negatively 
 based on their values and the attributions they perceive in response to the CSR signal.


Proposition 2: The evaluation of the signal leads to four possible effects on the (CSR) reputation.


(1) In a positive context for CSR reporting, in which the CSR report is evaluated as a dubious signal, it produces a loss to the 
 (CSR) reputation, because the formerly good reputation decreases due to the negative effect of the signal. (2) In a negative 
 context for CSR reporting, a CSR report that is evaluated as a dubious signal produces no effect on the reputation because 
 the formerly bad reputation remains bad. (3) In a positive context for CSR reporting, a CSR report that is evaluated as a 
 credible signal leads to a neutral or win situation, because a formerly good reputation is confirmed or even improved due 
 to a positive effect of the CSR signal. (4) In a negative context for CSR reporting, a CSR report that is evaluated as a credible 
 signal leads to the biggest win situation, because a formerly bad (CSR) reputation increases due to the positive effect of 
 the signal.


Proposition 3: The affected (CSR) reputation finally has an impact on the modified reporting context.


This context is improved or worsened by the changed reputation. This must be considered when reflecting on the effect of 
 CSR reporting on the reputation.


Implications and Conclusion


In this article CSR reporting is discussed in the light of signalling and stakeholder perception theory. A conceptual 
 frame-work is elaborated that shows how a CSR report is able to contribute to the (CSR) reputation when it is perceived and 
 evalu-ated as a credible signal by the stakeholders due to psychological factors. The paper thus adds to the current debate on the 
 relevance of CSR communication for corporate communications and corporate reputation. Moreover, the paper offers CSR 
 and communication practitioners a theoretically-based view of CSR reporting in the context of signalling and stakeholder 
 perception theories. Further research is, however, needed in order to test the conceptual framework and to demonstrate 
 an empirical result for the filtered effect of a CSR signal on the (CSR) reputation.
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Strategies for Implementing the Requirements of  New Reporting Guidelines in the Sustainability  Reporting of Swiss Companies


Extended abstract


Abstract
 Purpose


The aim of a two-year research project is to shed light on the current challenges and needs of Swiss companies in the 
 trans-formation of their reporting practices according to the latest developments in sustainability reporting and to elaborate 
 a toolset for the implementation of new reporting guidelines (GRI G4 and Integrated Reporting IR) for Swiss companies. 


Design/methodology/approach


A multiple case study approach is applied that allows in-depth analysis of the current reporting practices of two large Swiss 
 companies, one from the banking sector, the other from tourism industry. 


Findings


The two case study companies are struggling with the decision on how to implement the new GRI G4 reporting guidelines 
 and the Integrated Reporting framework best. Two of their main reporting challenges are (1) how to integrate supply chain 
 issues into the materiality assessment and (2) how to present the reporting information in order to meet the target group’s 
 needs. The toolset, which consists of the four modules supply chain, stakeholder orientation, materiality, and target group 
 orientation, should serve as a guiding framework for the companies in addressing the new challenge in sustainability 
 reporting.


Research limitations


The research project focuses on a limited number of two case study companies.


Practical implications


After the research project, the developed toolset will be provided to further companies in order to improve the 
 implemen-tation of the new reporting guidelines by a larger sample of Swiss and international companies.


Originality/value


The implementation of requirements of both the GRI G4 and Integrated Reporting guidelines is currently one of the 
 big-gest challenges for the reporting especially of medium sized and large companies. Therefore, the toolset as well as 
 instruc-tive guidance for the use of the toolset is developed in close collaboration with the case study companies.


IIntroduction


With regard to the standard of reporting suggested by the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), the KPMG Survey of Corporate 
 Responsibility Reporting 2013 finds that the reporting guidelines of the GRI are and should remain the benchmark since 
 they are the most commonly used, surpassing national guidelines and any others standards in use today (KPMG, 2013: 


31). According to the figures quoted by KPMG, e.g., 78 percent of the 100 largest companies worldwide use specifications 
 established by the GRI. A major problem for companies working with the GRI Reporting Guidelines since they were first 
 introduced 15 years ago has been the fact that they were mainly conceived to cover all different types of organizations in 
 diverse business sectors and areas of society. They are therefore understandably vague with regard to how the 
 fundamen-tal principles and elements of “good” reporting they contain should be implemented. The GRI’s G4 Sustainability Reporting 
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transparent with regard to their sustainability efforts in future (cf. Daub, 2014). 


The main issue remains that such reporting guidelines do not include any manageable tools to enable companies to 
 di-rectly comply with reporting requirements; there is no comprehensive toolset which would meet the specific needs of a 
 company, support it in its stakeholder-oriented sustainability reporting, and help it publicize its sustainability performance. 


Companies are left in the dark as to how they can, as the GRI Guidelines put it, “involve stakeholders”, e.g., into the 
 manage-ment process and the reporting process. Similarly, they do not know how to analyze the “materiality” of certain corporate 
 activities or what it means for a company to consider the whole value chain in illustrating its sustainability performance. A 
 range of different concepts and methods is available to help with stakeholder management which can be applied in many 
 different contexts. However, no holistic overview exists, and neither is there a way to link stakeholder management with 
 taking into account “materiality” and the “value chain” as transparent sustainability reporting would require. Furthermore, 
 there are no specific decision-making tools tailored to the needs of companies that could support them in their stakeholder 
 communication.


These days, companies of all sizes and in all sectors wanting to publicize their activities using sustainability reports need 
 sustainability reporting that is modern and oriented towards stakeholders. Some of the challenges these companies are 
 faced with are:


Choosing a suitable framework: In general, companies can be said to choose from a small range of internationally 
 appli-cable reporting guidelines (GRI, IIRC, UN Global Compact, SASB, and GISR). What still needs to be examined further is which 
 guidelines will prevail for which types of companies and how compatible these guidelines are with each other.



• 
 Implementing the contextual GRI principles: GRI G4 focuses more strongly on the following four 
 princi-ples: ma    teriality, comprehensiveness, sustainability context, and stakeholder involvement. It remains 
 to be determined how these principles can be implemented.


• 
 Deciding on a level of integration: The tendency to combine annual report and sustainability report 
 into one document and integrate the two reporting processes has its benefits, but it also makes it 
 hard-er for some companies to use sustainability topics to distinguish themselves.


• 
 Orientation towards different stakeholder or target groups: The increasing standardization of reporting 
 processes by following recognized guidelines makes it harder to present sustainability-related 
 informa-tion in a manner that is tailored to the needs of specific target groups.


• 
 Choosing suitable communication tools: For a long time, printed reports were the medium of choice 
 in sustainability reporting. Online communication has opened up new possibilities such as pdf reports, 
 e-books, or blogs, which makes the choice more difficult.

Consequently, there can be said to be a conceptual gap with regard to coordinated sets of instruments (“toolsets”) which 
 would allow stakeholder-oriented sustainability reporting for larger companies and SMEs alike.


Purpose


The model-based approach to be designed and the set of instruments (flowcharts, lists of criteria, or checklists) to be 
 devel-oped is to be presented in the form of “Instructions to Adapt Sustainability Reporting to Meet Current Requirements”. The 
 approach includes an analysis part to enable companies to review and reflect on the current state of their reporting 
 pro-cesses and a design part based on the results of the analysis which guides companies in updating their reporting propro-cesses. 


The entire approach is geared towards the need of companies to address the challenges they have identified and provide 
 practically oriented solutions that are easy to implement. The individual tools center on the following modules: “Effects 
 along the Value Chain”, “Stakeholder Involvement” “Determining Materiality”, and “Target Group Orientation of Reporting”.



• 
 Value Chain: A practical, efficient process is needed to determine consequences within a reporting 
 context. Companies are mainly faced with the challenge to identify all relevant issues along the value 
 chain if possible and record their respective positive and negative effects. The “Value Chain” module 
 is to enable user companies to prepare for the modules “Stakeholder Involvement” and “Determining 
 Materiality” by mapping their value chain, identifying their effects, and thus localizing the sustainability 
 aspects that are relevant, determining and commenting on possibilities for taking action, and, as a 
 re-sult, defining system boundaries with regard to their reporting. To do so, criteria need to be developed 
 to determine the scope of different issues and a process needs to be defined to delimit said scope.


• 
 Stakeholder Involvement: The involvement of relevant stakeholders is a key success factor in the 
con-text of modern reporting systems such as GRI G4 and IIRC. The module “Stakeholder Involvement” is 
to enable user companies to analyze how they have been involving their stakeholders in the various 
stages of their reporting process so far and, based on this, to define specific types of involvement. The 
more extensive requirements of modern sustainability reporting are taken into account. As part of the 
project, solution approaches are developed jointly with the company to build and maintain long-term 
interactive and communicative relationships to stakeholders.
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