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Chapter 1. Introduction 

This introductory chapter presents background information on sustainability issues and the 

emergence of sustainability reporting. A problem discussion is also included that leads to the 

research questions around which this thesis is built. Further on the limitations of the thesis and 

the target group that the study is aimed at are presented. The chapter concludes with an 

outline of the thesis. 

1.1. Background 

The role that business entities play in society, their responsibilities and goals have changed 

over time. Milton Friedman’s famous statement that the social responsibility of business is to 

seek profits is replaced by the idea that companies also have environmental and social 

responsibilities. This view culminated with Robert Dahl’s extreme vision that:  

 

“Every large corporation should be thought of as a social enterprise, 

i.e. an entity whose existence and decisions can be justified in so far as 

they serve public or social purposes”.1

 

The communities in which entities operate are increasingly demanding companies to take 

responsibility for their environmental and social impacts.2 This was to some extend triggered 

by the problems associated with global warming which has been widely discussed at all levels 

of society. A general increase of awareness around this issue has influenced people to become 

more and more inquisitive of the products and services they consume, which led to increased 

pressure on production business sectors to minimize harmful behaviors.3 The idea of Corporate 

Social Responsibility (CSR) emerged that can be defined as:  

 

“The move towards increased transparency and social commitment 

(WBCSD, 2002). CSR is an effort to promote business as a vehicle for 

positive outcomes beyond just making money.”4

 

                                                 
1 Beasley, M. & Evans, T., Corporate Social Responsibility, a reassessment, 1978, p. 17 
2 Löhman & Steinholtz, Det Ansvarsfulla Företaget, 2003, p. 10 
3 Larsson, L.-O., Miljöledning, Miljörevision, Miljöredovisning, 1995, pp. 10-11 
4 Newport, D., Chesnes, T. and Lindner A., The “environmental sustainability” problem: Ensuring that 
sustainability stands on three legs, International Journal of Sustainability in Higher Education Vol. 4 No. 4, 2003 
p. 357 
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International institutions adopted the environmental concern as well. In 1983 the UN 

appointed the Brundtlandt Commission to investigate the state of the world environment and 

to critically review how the UN manages environmental issues. The commission presented 

their findings in a report called “Our Common Future” that was published in 1987.5 This 

report introduced the concept of “sustainable development” and it defined it as:  

 

“Development that meets the needs of the present generation without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 

needs".6

 

Although originating in environmental issues, sustainability was understood as consisting of 

three intertwined dimensions: the economic, social and environmental ones. The commission 

explained that dealing with poverty, considering health issues, economic progress and 

equality are as important as a concern for the natural environment.7

 

This general interest for sustainable development today is also translated in the increasing 

pressure on businesses to undertake a more transparent approach towards their effort to 

minimize harmful behaviors.8  Environmental reporting was the first attempt by companies to 

inform the outside world on how they deal with harmful impacts. As environmental reporting 

developed it also became a strategic issue, and was used to profile the company on the 

market. A good environmental report depends on a well-defined ambition level, good 

implementation methods and an ability to communicate the goals and results to the outside 

world.9 Later on, Elkington (1997) recognized the need for a “new reporting paradigm” to 

reflect the general interest for the broader idea of sustainable development which should 

include information on economic and social issues besides the environmental ones.10 He 

states that: 

 

“Companies – and their stakeholders – will have no choice but to 

address (the) emerging triple bottom-line. They will have to work 

harder to assess what really matters to them and which indicators will 
                                                 
5 Wallentin, C., Ekonomernas Uppslagsbok, 2006, p. 194 
6 Report of the world Commission on Environment and Development, 1987 
7 Wallentin, C., Ekonomernas Uppslagsbok, 2006, p. 195 
8 Löhman, O.,  & Steinholtz, Det Ansvarsfulla Företaget, 2003, p. 19 
9 Larsson, L.-O., Miljöledning, Miljörevision, Miljöredovisning, 1995, p. 12 
10 Elkington, J, 1997, quoted by Jean Raar, Environmental initiatives towards triple-bottom line reporting, 2002 
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be seen by key stakeholders (including financial analysts) in assessing 

the triple bottom line performance of companies and sectors alike.”11

 

In other words not only financial success but also social and environmental indicators should 

be part of any assessment of corporate performance. 

 

In order to facilitate companies in their reporting endeavors several international guidelines 

were developed. The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) 

introduced the Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises in 1976. These are 

recommendations to companies in the OECD countries containing principles and standards 

that encourage positive contribution to economic and social progress.12 The Global 

Reporting Initiative (GRI), an international network of stakeholders, developed another 

framework in 1997. Their aim was to develop principles and performance indicators that 

would help companies report on environmental, social and economical performance, and 

increase the comparability among reports.13 The Institute for Social and Ethical 

AccountAbility developed the AccountAbility 1000 standard in 1999. This standard intended 

to improve sustainability reporting by integrating performance, social-ethical and 

environment aspects using the economical model of accountability.14  The United Nations 

Global Compact formulated the ten universally accepted principles, which encourage 

companies to engage themselves in the areas of human rights, labor, environment and anti-

corruption.15  

 

A framework that seems to have achieved more recognition is the one developed by GRI. 

Today there are 1200 companies all over the world using the guidelines to report on the 

sustainability issues.16 In Sweden, both companies and the government welcomed the 

framework. The Swedish government became the first government in the world to demand 

that all its institutions adjust their sustainability reporting to GRI guidelines starting from 

2008.17   

                                                 
11 Zairi, M., Social responsibility and impact on society, The TQM magazine, vol. 12, nr 3, 2000, p. 172 
12 OECD homepage: http://www.oecd.org/ 
13 GRI homepage, WhatWeDo 
14 AccountAbility homepage: http://www.accountability21.net/default.aspx?id=216 
15 UN Global Compact homepage: http://www.unglobalcompact.com/AboutTheGC/index.html 
16 Ceres Homepage, http://www.ceres.org/ceres/, About us 
17 Swedish Government press release, 3 December 2007, http://www.regeringen.se/sb/d/9737/a/93467  
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1.2. Problem discussion  

Despite a growing interest for sustainability information and the guidelines developed at an 

international level there is a lack of unitary structure of sustainability reports in general, which 

is problematic as it decreases their usability. During the research period prior to report 

writing, the authors of the current study reviewed several sustainability reports and the 

process was experienced as cumbersome. The variety of the reports makes it difficult for 

interested parties to easily access the economic, environmental and social aspects of 

organizational performance and limit the ability to make “inter or intra-entity 

comparisons”18.  

 

Several prior studies have been conducted to investigate the factors that influence disclosure 

in order to help increase their transparency. According to the factor categories they examine 

the studies can be divided as investigating:  

 

a. Corporate characteristics (size, industry, financial/economic performance and share 

trading volume, price and risk) 

b. General contextual factors (including country of origin, time, specific events, media 

pressure, stakeholders and social, political, cultural and economic context) 

c. The internal context (including identity of company chair and existence of a social 

reporting committee).19 

 

The authors of this thesis agree with Adams (2002) that understanding the factors that play a 

role in the reporting process can increase their transparency for the users and at the same time 

can help companies improve. The present thesis will focus on the internal aspects of the 

reporting process and conduct interviews to get the point of view of report producers on what 

factors have an impact. Only organizations employing G3, the latest version of the GRI 

guidelines, are interviewed because this version provides companies with the opportunity to 

choose a level of application A, B or C that corresponds to a certain amount of information to 

be published, where level A represents the most detailed degree of disclosure.20

 
                                                 
18 Raar, J.  Environmental Initiatives: Towards triple-bottom line reporting, 2002, Corporate communications: an 
international journal, vol. 7, nr. 3, pp. 169-183 
19 Adams C, Internal Organizational factors influencing corporate social and ethical reporting, AAA Journal, 
vol 15, nr 2, 2002, p. 223 
20 GRI homepage, WhatWeDo 
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The authors argue that this categorization presents a unique opportunity to compare 

companies on amount of information published, which would have been difficult before G3. 

This comparison represents a good way of identifying factors having an impact on the 

reporting process, by showing what should be taken into consideration in order to be able to 

reach a higher degree of disclosure.  

 

This study will therefore only focus on the quantity of information published and answer the 

following question:  

What determines the degree of disclosure achieved by Swedish 

companies that report on sustainability issues according to the 

GRI guidelines? 

1.3. Research questions 

Intuitively, the degree of disclosure that a company is able to achieve depends on the 

organization’s desire to achieve a certain level, its available resources and the usability of the 

instruments used. Therefore the following research questions have guided the authors 

throughout this study.  

 

1. What are the driving forces that motivate Swedish companies throughout the 

sustainability reporting process? 

2. What effects have the resources employed on the level of disclosure? 

3. How well adapted are the GRIs guidelines to serve the purpose of sustainability 

reporting?  

1.4. Purpose 

The purpose of this thesis is to identify the factors that may have an impact on the level of 

disclosure of Swedish companies reporting on sustainability issues. 

1.5. Research limitations 

This study includes only Swedish companies that are listed in the GRI register. In addition, 

companies who have not decided on a level of application are not included. The aspect of 

external audit of the sustainability reports will not be addressed in this research because the 

trustworthiness of the reports is not an issue for this thesis. Also the quality of the 

sustainability information in the reports will not be investigated, because the authors assume 
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that because the companies investigated use the GRI guidelines a satisfactory level of quality 

is ensured. 

1.6. Target group 

This thesis is mainly written for students of business administration who are interested in 

sustainability issues and the aspects companies take into consideration when designing their 

reports. Also the paper is directed at companies currently involved in or intending to engage 

in sustainability reporting. The information presented here can also be useful to ethical 

analysts as well as to the company’s stakeholders. 

1.7. Thesis outline 

As we have seen, the first chapter dealt mainly with the evolution of sustainability reporting. 

This revealed how non-financial reporting extended from environmental awareness to the 

introduction of the broader concept of sustainability. The chapter also presented the problem 

and purpose that this thesis is concerned with. In chapter two, Methodology, the choices 

made for data collection and interpretation are described in detail so that the reader can 

understand how the data was collected and analyzed and how the conclusions were reached. 

Chapter three, Framework of Reference, presents the theories and guidelines that the authors 

considered relevant for the purpose of this thesis. Here the stakeholder, legitimacy and 

resource-based theories are described but also the GRI guidelines are introduced. The authors 

use an analysis model to show how the framework of reference is used to analyze the 

empirical findings. Before the analysis however the Empirical Findings are presented in 

chapter four. Here the material gathered from interviewing eleven Swedish companies 

reporting on sustainability issues according to G3 is summarized. The interviews are then 

analysed in chapter five, Analysis, with the help of the theories and guidelines presented 

previously. The conclusions of this analysis that also represent answers to the questions asked 

in chapter one are presented in the last chapter of the thesis, chapter six, Conclusions. 
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Chapter 2. Methodology  

In this chapter are presented the methodological choices made during the writing of this 

thesis. We explain first our approach to what constitutes scientific knowledge, continue to 

describe the way in which conclusions were reached and finish by presenting how this study 

was designed; here a categorization of the study is included as well as a detailed description 

of the procedures employed for data collection, documentation, coding and analysis. The 

chapter ends with method criticism.  

2.1. What is scientific knowledge? 

When talking about the philosophy of science two major and complementary schools of 

thought are often referred to: hermeneutics and positivism. These mainly attempt to answer 

the question about what can be considered scientific knowledge.21  

 

Positivism was born in the natural sciences and is defined as the study of scientific facts. In 

time it has become a theoretical perspective for social research as well. Positivism aims to be 

objective and scientific. A researcher using the positivistic approach believes that there exists 

only one truth and that the truth is independent of society and culture. Knowledge is achieved 

through an inductive logic where theories are developed after systematic gathering of data and 

then tested by experiments. As successful experiments accumulate, validity can be achieved, 

and the theory confirmed. The facts gathered either support or disprove a hypothesis and the 

researcher using this approach does not interact with or influences the subject in any way.22

 

Hermeneutics stands for the complementary arguments. It began as a method of interpreting 

the Bible. Later on researchers expanded it from being limited to the interpretation of written 

words to any object or situation that can become a subject of interpretation. A researcher 

using the hermeneutic approach will achieve results that are influenced by his/her culture, 

language and prejudices. Objectivity is impossible and there are several ways to learn about a 

subject. Validity can be achieved indirectly when other researchers will produce similar 

interpretations23.  

 

                                                 
21 Bryman, A., & Bell, E., Business Research Methods, 2007, page 16 
22 Alvesson, M., & Sköldberg, K., Tolkning och reflektion : vetenskapsfilosofi och kvalitativ metod, 1996, p. 24 
23 Ibid 
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An empirical study is usually described as phenomenological or ethnographic, not as 

hermeneutical. Hermeneutics is the science of how people reach understanding while 

phenomenology and ethnography are the theoretical perspectives within hermeneutics, so that 

we can talk about hermeneutical phenomenology or hermeneutical ethnography. 

Phenomenology is a theory of knowledge originating from the German philosopher Edmund 

Husserl and his student Martin Heidegger. The main idea is that when someone is confronted 

with a phenomenon he or she is bound to complete and interpret the experiences with the help 

of previous experiences. Only in this way can meaning be conferred to the new phenomenon. 

Ethnography is the other theoretical perspective and originates from anthropology. It argues 

that in order to understand human behavior one has to understand the culture that the person 

or the group belongs to, because it is the culture that influences the way in which the person 

or group of persons think, act, interact and feel.24

 

This thesis is influenced by hermeneutical phenomenology because the authors have found 

several characteristics in their reasoning that appear to be attached to this approach. The 

authors consider that there are several ways to answer the question of what influences the 

level of disclosure of companies reporting on sustainability issues. Therefore the empirical 

data gathered in this thesis is biased by the authors’ education and previous experiences, 

which will also have an effect on the choice of theories and subsequent analysis. The 

conclusions reached in this thesis represent the point of view of the student of business 

administration and the focus will lye on studying organizational behavior to identify the 

factors that affect the level of disclosure. This interpretational attitude is also visible in the 

way that conclusions are reached at the end of this study. 

2.2. How conclusions are reached 

There are two traditional ways of reasoning, deductive and inductive, which describe the how 

theories result from research.25 Deductive reasoning describes the logical way from the 

general (the theory) to the specific (the observation). Studies conducted with the deductive 

approach start from a theoretical background and most often a hypothesis is formulated. The 

hypothesis is tested by empirical experiments that either prove or disprove the original 

theory.26  

 
                                                 
24 Hartman, Jan, Vetenskapligt Tänkande, 2004, p. 194-195 
25 Ibid, p. 151 
26 Alvesson, M., & Sköldberg, K., Tolkning och reflektion : vetenskapsfilosofi och kvalitativ metod, 1996, p. 24 
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Another route in research is the inductive approach, which describes the opposite way: from 

the specific to the general. The study starts by empirical observations and theory is being 

formulated when patterns are identified among the observations. A researcher applying the 

inductive approach bases his/her arguments on experiences and observations27. It is difficult 

to generalize the found patterns as they are based on a limited number of observations. 

Further the inductive approach presupposes that the observations are theory neutral, which is 

not possible because of the preconceived theoretical notions of what the researcher is looking 

for.28

 

The inductive way of reasoning has been adopted in this thesis in the sense that the study 

intends to answer the question of what factors influence the level of disclosure of Swedish 

companies by focusing on empirical data gathering. Several interviews have been conducted 

with Swedish companies on the issue and their responses are compared across three levels of 

disclosure. The factors that play an important role in achieving a certain level of disclosure 

were identified by means of this comparison. The conclusions of this thesis are thus reached 

inductively; however the authors recognize that the patterns are found and interpreted with the 

help of existing theories, i.e. previous knowledge. The way in which data was collected is 

presented in the following section. 

2.3. Research method 

 
“Research methods refer to systematic, focused and orderly collection 

of data for the purpose of obtaining information from them, to 

solve/answer a particular research problem or question.”29   

 

Researchers can mainly choose between two methods of investigation: the quantitative and 

the qualitative, and these are associated with their respective procedures for data collection 

and analysis.30  

 

The quantitative method is used to answer questions like “how much/how many” and is 

mainly employed for testing theoretical hypotheses. If enough data is gathered that supports 

                                                 
27 Alvesson, M., & Sköldberg, K., Tolkning och reflektion : vetenskapsfilosofi och kvalitativ metod, 1996, p. 24 
28 Hartman, Jan, Vetenskapligt tänkande, 2004, p. 158 
29 Pervez, G., Grönhaug, K., Research methods in Business Studies, 2005, p. 109 
30 Ibid 
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the hypothesis then the theory still stands. The data is mainly gathered in a way that allows it 

to be numerically coded so that it can be analyzed statistically.31 The researcher uses 

techniques such as structured observation, structured interviews, structured surveys, attitude 

scaling etc.32 The research tends to keep an objective attitude towards the subject matter and 

all aspects of the study are carefully designed before data is collected. Quantitative research is 

sometimes criticized to be an idealization of information and it tends to look for things that 

rarely occur. Another criticism points to the fact that the categorizing of data often leads to a 

loss of relevant information.33

 

The qualitative method on the other hand is used to explore and understand behavior and 

attitudes. It seeks to answer questions like “why” or “in what way”. The qualitative method 

emphasizes on openness to the empirical data to be collected. The researcher tends to have a 

subjective approach towards the subject matter and he/she is viewed as the main data-

gathering instrument.34 The qualitative analysis is focused on understanding the point of view 

of the respondents, on interpretation and observations in natural environments. The techniques 

employed are mainly conversation, unstructured and semi-structured interviews.35 The main 

difficulty with qualitative research is that the results found cannot be generalized to a wider 

population as compared to the findings of quantitative research.36

 

The qualitative method was mainly employed in this thesis because the main research 

question was formulated as finding the factors that have an impact on the level of disclosure 

of Swedish companies reporting on sustainability issues. In this study it was important to pay 

attention to the point of view of the interviewees regarding the factors that can influence the 

level of disclosure. Therefore semi-structured37 interviews were used for data collection and 

the respondents were given the opportunity to use their own words to formulate answers and 

express opinions. The data was analyzed by attempting to understand the similarities and 

differences between the categories of companies, however even tables and graphs were used 

                                                 
31 Alvesson, M., & Sköldberg, K., Tolkning och reflektion : vetenskapsfilosofi och kvalitativ metod, 1996, pp. 10-
13 
32 Pervez, G., Grönhaug, K., Research methods in Business Studies, 2005, p. 113 
33 Alvesson, M., & Sköldberg, K., Tolkning och reflektion : vetenskapsfilosofi och kvalitativ metod, 1996, pp. 10-
13 
34 Ibid 
35 Pervez, G., Grönhaug, K., Research methods in Business Studies, 2005, p. 113 
36 Alvesson, M., & Sköldberg, K., Tolkning och reflektion : vetenskapsfilosofi och kvalitativ metod, 1996, pp. 10-
13 
37 The term of semi-structured interview is defined in section 2.4.2.2. 
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for structuring the information, which are an indication of the quantitative method. The exact 

procedures for data collection and analysis are presented in the next section.    

2.4. Research design 

In this section we classify the current study and make a detailed presentation of data 

collection techniques. 

 

2.4.1. Type of study 

One method to classify research studies is according to their purpose. Several types can be 

identified: exploratory, descriptive, explanatory, diagnostic and evaluating studies. 

Exploratory studies aim to identify a problem for research, when no or little evidence exists in 

the area investigated. As their name suggests descriptive studies attempt to describe in detail a 

certain situation, while explanatory studies explain the relationships among the phenomena 

under research. Studies can also be classified according to their extent. When talking about 

qualitative studies these can be classified as extensive (studies focus on a reduced amount of 

themes on a relatively large group of participants – however not large enough to be 

statistically relevant) or intensive (many aspects studied on a small group of participants).38  

 

The present study can be classified as an extensive and descriptive study as the authors have 

interviewed eleven companies on a relatively reduced number of issues to describe the factors 

having an impact on the degree of disclosure. 

 

2.4.2. Data collection 

Data consists of pieces of information that are useful in answering a certain research question. 

According to source, data can be classified as primary or secondary. Primary data is data 

gathered to solve the specific research question of the current study, while secondary data is 

data collected by other researches to serve a different purpose. 39

 

The interviews conducted for the purpose of this study constitute the primary data that this 

thesis is based on. Before conducting the interviews preliminary information about the 

company had to be collected. This was done by reading through each company’s 

sustainability reports and visiting their homepages. These reports constitute the most 

                                                 
38 Lundahl, U., Utredningsmetodik för samhällsvetare och ekonomer, 1999. pp. 47-49 
39 Blumberg, B., Cooper, D. R., & Schindler, P., Business research methods, 2005, p. 69 
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important source of secondary data that was incorporated in this thesis and included in the 

empirical findings. Further secondary data also includes information from newspapers, the 

GRI homepage, scientific journals and previous studies about sustainability issues. This 

information was used to build the framework of reference.  

2.4.2.1. Choice of companies and respondents 

The selection of participants should be relevant and representative of the population to which 

the researcher intends to generalize the results.40 All twenty-three Swedish companies listed 

on GRI homepage were contacted for the purpose of this thesis. The companies included in 

the GRI register were considered appropriate because they were already making an effort to 

report on sustainability issues by using internationally recognized guidelines and thus could 

answer the question on why they report as well as what resources they use and also express an 

opinion on the appropriateness of the guidelines.  

 
This study was conducted quite late during the period of preparation of Sustainability reports 

for 2007 and before the release of the reports, which appeared to be good timing because most 

companies were able to indicate a level of disclosure. Out of the twenty-three companies, 

thirteen agreed to participate in the study. Among these participating companies, only two 

were excluded from the study because they could not indicate which of the G3 application 

levels they would achieve. That piece of information was very important because the 

companies are classified according to level of application, i.e. according to the amount of 

information published. A presentation of how this classification takes place is included in 

chapter four. Thus only eleven companies are represented in the empirical findings.  

 
In order to find the relevant interview persons at the different companies, the purpose of the 

thesis was discussed in advance with the contacted person who sometimes referred us to a 

colleague who would be more familiar with the subject. Thus we made use of the companies’ 

knowledge about who is relevant for the study. When booking the interviews, arrangements 

were made to email the interview questions in advance in order for the respondent to prepare 

for the interview. This also led to some persons referring us to their co-worker after reading 

through the questions. Only in a limited number of cases the authors were able to identify the 

relevant interview persons directly as they were mentioned in the companies’ sustainability 

reports.  

                                                 
40 Blumberg, B., Cooper, D. R., & Schindler, P., Business research methods, 2005, p. 311 
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2.4.2.2. Interview technique 

Interviews require a close interaction between the interviewer and the interviewee. There are 

mainly two types of interviews: structured (survey), and unstructured. The structured 

interviews are generally used in quantitative studies and they consist of a fix number of 

questions and answers. The researcher follows the form strictly during the interview. The 

questions are carefully designed in advance, as the researcher already knows exactly what she 

is looking for and is measuring the recurrence of certain answers that is consequently 

analyzed statistically. The unstructured interviews are primarily used in qualitative studies 

where the researcher does not know what to expect in advance and the respondent is allowed 

to answer freely to express opinions with own words. The researcher is interested in 

discovering and understanding the reality of the respondent. 41  

 

There is a third kind of interviews called semi-structured, which differ from the previous two. 

In semi-structured interviews the researcher uses a pre-defined set of subjects to be discussed 

during the interview itself organized in an interview guide. However other questions and 

issues can be discussed if the interviewer feels the need to clarify further. The main aim with 

semi-structured interviews is to give the respondent time to express their opinions on the issue 

and at the same time the interviewer wants to know whether the respondent can confirm the 

information that the interviewer already knows42.  

 

Semi-structured interviews were used in this study as a method of collecting primary data. 

Both the interviewer and the responder were given an opportunity to explain themselves 

regarding the issues discussed. When conducting the interviews, the authors discovered that 

new questions arose naturally, which lead to that a great deal of information was revealed. 

 

When referring to the way of conducting interviews this can be done by mail, by phone or 

face-to-face. Both telephone and e-mail interviews were used in this study and the interview 

guides are included at the end of this thesis (Appendix 1). Nine interviews were conducted by 

phone and two by e-mail. The main criterion the authors had in mind when designing the 

interview guide was the focus on the research questions. The interview guide was mainly 

followed but if other information from outside the expectation area revealed itself the authors 

tried not to ignore it. The interview questions were structured in the following way: 
                                                 
41 Pervez, G., Grönhaug, K., Research methods in Business Studies, 2005, p. 132 
42 Blumberg, B., Cooper, D. R., & Schindler, P., Business research methods, 2005, p. 193 
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background, definition, driving forces, resources and knowledge and instruments. This 

arrangement gave the respondents a view over the aspects that the interview questions were to 

cover. The last question also gave the respondents the opportunity to add own comments. The 

length of the interviews varied between 15 and 45 minutes. 

 

As most of our interviews were done by phone we present here the advantages and 

disadvantages of this technique. Main advantages of phone interviews include the reduced 

costs associated with them, a relatively fast completion time and the opportunity to cover a 

larger geographical area. Disadvantages include the fact that the response rate is lower than 

for face-to-face interviews, interview length must be limited and the responses may be less 

complete. Also the interviewer cannot read the body language of the respondent, which 

sometimes can be relevant in qualitative research.43

 

2.4.3. Data documentation 

Before analyzing the collected data the researcher has to document and code the information. 

The documentation of interviews is done by recording and transcribing. The recording is done 

with the goal of making the documentation of data independent of the understanding of the 

researcher (which would be present when taking notes) and in the hope that the respondent 

will forget about it during the conversation so that “natural” reactions will be recorded.  The 

main disadvantage of recording is that it is associated with a loss of anonymity of the 

respondent and thus the responses will not necessarily be “natural”.44  

 

The recording is followed by the transcription of the interviews. There are clear rules for 

transcription, like for example marking turn taking, breaks, and end of sentences and so on to 

ensure the exactness of the text. During the process of transcription the researcher’s own style 

of interpretation will influence the text, which means that the interview situation will never be 

fully depicted in the transcribed text.45  

 

The interviews were conducted partly in Swedish partly in English, as the interviewee 

preferred. Also the respondents were asked for permission to record the interviews, so that no 

information be lost. Permission was received from all participating companies. The next step 

                                                 
43 Pervez, G., Grönhaug, K., Research methods in Business Studies, 2005, p. 132 
44 Flick, U., An introduction to qualitative research, 2006, p. 285 
45 Ibid, p. 293 
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was to transcribe and summarize the information, by transforming it into fluent English. This 

summary version was sent to the respondents for approval so that to minimize 

misunderstanding. How the data thus collected was coded and organized is presented in the 

next section.  

 

2.4.4. Data coding and analysis 

Several types of coding can be employed for structuring the data collected during a qualitative 

study: theoretical coding, thematic coding, qualitative content analysis, and global analysis. 

For the first two, coding starts from the data collected to identify a set of categories while the 

third starts from a pre-specified set of categories and tries to identify their recurrence in the 

texts. The aim of the global analysis is to gain an overview of the themes that occur in a 

certain text.46  

 

In this study the qualitative content analysis was used. The procedure follows five steps as 

follows:47  

- Step one: the interviews considered relevant for the research question are selected.  

- Step two: an analysis of the collected data taking into account how the material was 

generated, who was involved etc.  

- Step three: characterize the collected data in terms of how the material was 

documented.  

- Step four: define the direction of the analysis and what the researcher is actually 

looking for. The focus here is the research question that is clearly linked to earlier 

research studies in the subject; usually the research question is defined by using a set 

of sub-questions.  

- Step five: the actual analytic technique used for identifying analytic units can be of 

three types:  

o summarizing content analysis – by elimination of less relevant information and 

summarizing of similar phrases  

o explicative content analysis – takes the context into account for clarifying 

diffuse, less clear information  

o structuring content analysis – looks for types or formal structures in the 

material  

                                                 
46 Flick, U., An introduction to qualitative research, 2006, p. 285 
47 Ibid p.s 312-313 
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For the current study two of the interviews were excluded during step one because the 

companies could not give an estimate of the level of disclosure that their 2007 reports will 

achieve. Steps two and three were described in section 2.4.2. and 2.4.3.  The research question 

and the intended themes for analysis mentioned in step four are described in the introductory 

chapter, and the questions mentioned there were used for guiding us in summarizing the 

responses received.  

 

The procedure for data analysis employed here was the summarizing content analysis. 

Chapter four is a summary of the themes occurring in the transcribed interviews. The 

information gathered from study of the sustainability reports is categorized around the 

following analytical units described by the research questions: the driving forces guiding 

sustainability reporting, the resources necessary for reporting and the general attitudes 

towards the GRI guidelines. Chapter 5 presents the analysis of the collected data; here the 

framework of reference is used for interpretation of the analytical units.  

 

2.5. Method criticism 

Several criteria can be used for establishing the quality of a qualitative study and these are 

credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability. These criteria were developed by 

Guba and Lincoln (1985) as alternatives for evaluation of qualitative studies, to overcome the 

difficulty of applying criteria like reliability, objectivity and validity initially created for 

evaluating quantitative studies.48

 

2.5.1. Credibility 

Reality can be described in several ways and the description given should be credible to other 

researchers. Credibility can be reached for example by ensuring that the data is gathered in 

accordance with existing rules and that the respondents validate the results. Another way of 

insuring credibility is through triangulation, i.e. using several methods for studying the same 

issue49.   

 

                                                 
48 Bryman, A., & Bell, E., Företagsekonomiska forskningsmetoder, 2005, p. 307 
49 Ibid 
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For ensuring the credibility of the findings, the authors agreed upon a set of rules to be 

followed before the interviews were conducted. These rules were that only one person would 

do all the interviews, for ensuring consistency. The other person was present during all 

interviews and contributed with additional questions. Before the interview was initiated, the 

respondents were asked if they agree on recording their interview and all respondents agreed 

upon that. The participants were asked to verify the summary of their interview that is 

included in the empirical findings chapter, to validate the information on which the analysis 

and conclusions of this thesis are based.  

 

2.5.2. Transferability 

Transferability refers to whether the results reached during the research process can be 

transferred into another context at another point in time.50  

 

This study was focused on the factors that influence the sustainability reporting of Swedish 

companies employing GRI guidelines. The group of interviewees consisted of 11 companies, 

which constitutes 48% of the total of twenty-three companies using the same framework. The 

authors consider the sample is large enough for the results to be transferable to other 

companies in this group. However the transferability of the results to other companies 

reporting on sustainability issues and employing other guidelines is questionable. Similarly 

transferring the results to other national contexts is doubtful. 

 

2.5.2. Dependability 

Dependability is the correspondent of reliability within quantitative research and it refers to 

the fact that researchers should employ auditing to reach trustworthy results. That is achieved 

by creating a transparency around all phases of the research process. Explaining in detail how 

the research was conducted so that colleagues can act as auditors of the process.51    

 

During the research process the authors participated in several seminars with other thesis 

groups under the supervision of the thesis coordinator who constantly gave suggestions for 

improvement. Also the detailed description of the methods used for designing the thesis is 

included here for achieving transparency.  

 

                                                 
50 Bryman, A., & Bell, E., Företagsekonomiska forskningsmetoder, 2005, p. 305  
51 Ibid, p. 307 
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2.5.2. Confirmability 

The researcher should be aware of the fact that complete objectivity is not possible in social 

studies and should try to ensure that he/she acts in good faith. Therefore it should be made 

clear that the researcher has not allowed personal values and theoretical background to 

influence the conclusions drawn.52

 

As explained in the introductory chapter the authors will make use of their previous 

theoretical education when interpreting the data found. Therefore we consider that there is a 

risk that other researchers with different backgrounds would reach different conclusions and 

identify different factors that have an impact on the degree of disclosure.  

2.6. Summary 
As described above this thesis takes a phenomenological approach to investigate the factors 

that have an impact on the degree of disclosure chosen by Swedish companies reporting on 

sustainability issues and using the GRI guidelines. The study is phenomenological in the 

sense that the researcher’s previous experiences and knowledge influences the choice of data 

gathering techniques as well as the interpretations and conclusions presented here. The 

research employs a qualitative method for data collection by making use of semi-structured 

interviews. The conclusions are mainly based on the empirical data collected in the course of 

this study and are thus reached inductively; however the data is organized and analyzed with 

the help of existing theories. The study is classified as descriptive and extensive because the 

researchers are concerned with presenting a limited number of factors affecting sustainability 

reporting by involving a relatively large sample of companies.  Finally, several rules have 

been agreed upon by the researchers in order to insure the quality of the thesis by taking into 

account the credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability of the findings. 

                                                 
52 Bryman, A., & Bell, E., Företagsekonomiska forskningsmetoder, 2005, p. 305 
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Chapter 3. Framework of reference 

In this chapter we are going to present the theories considered relevant for this study. First are 

described the legitimacy and stakeholder theories that potentially explain why companies may 

voluntarily choose to publish sustainability information. Further on the resource-based view 

of the firm is presented as it contains a possible explanation for how companies can use their 

resources to build up competitive advantages. This theory is chosen because, as mentioned in 

the problem discussion, the resources that a company disposes of can influence the level of 

disclosure, which in turn can have strategic effects. The third part of this chapter is dedicated 

to presenting the GRI framework because it is important that the tools used for reporting are 

appropriate to the companies employing them. Finally, an analysis model is included in order 

to explain how the empirical data is analyzed with the help of the framework of reference.  

3.1. The Stakeholder Theory 

According to the Stakeholder Theory, a company is part of the social system in the sense that 

it depends on and should answer to several groups of interests not only its shareholders.53 The 

theory was developed by Edward Freeman and presented in his book “Strategic management: 

a stakeholder approach”, in 1984. The book is based on the idea that previous theories cannot 

explain the amount and kind of changes that occurred in the business world in the 1980s and a 

new conceptual framework was necessary.54 In contrast to the shareholder theory, where the 

company has as main responsibility to improve the welfare of its owners, the stakeholder 

theory concentrates on several other interest groups that a company has to satisfy.55 Freeman 

defines stakeholders as:  

 

“… an individual or a group of individuals that is affected by the 

company’s actions or can affect the ability of the company to 

achieve its objectives.”56

 

The figure below shows which groups of interests the business may have an impact on and 

should answers to. The figure was developed by Donaldson and Preston (1995), who suggest 

that the theory can be justified on the basis of three aspects: “descriptive accuracy, 
                                                 
53 Cooper, S., Corporate Social Performance, A Stakeholder Approach, 2004, p. 2 
54 Freeman, R., E., (1984) cited by Freeman, R. E.,& Mc. Vea, J. in A Stakeholder Approach to Strategic 
Management, 2001, p. 4 
55 Cooper, S., Corporate Social Performance, A Stakeholder Approach, 2004, p. 2 
56 Deegan, C., Financial Accounting Theory, 2005, p. 277 
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instrumental power and normative validity”. Descriptive because it can correctly describe and 

predict how companies behave, instrumental because it can be used to improve a company’s 

performance and normative because it raises the issue of what is ethical, or moral and how the 

distribution of wealth should be considered.57  

 

FIRM 

 
Governments 

Suppliers 

Political 
Groups 

Investors

Customers 

Employees 

Trade 
associa-

tions 
Commu-

nities 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Figure 1: The Stakeholder Model, Source: Donaldson and Preston, 1995 
 

Since its emergence the theory has been used among others to explain why companies may 

voluntarily choose to publish information on ethical, social or environmental issues. In this 

sense it evolved in two directions to include the managerial (positive) branch and ethical 

(normative) branch.58  

 

The managerial branch refers to the information supply to stakeholders, which differs 

depending on the stakeholder power to affect the company. Stakeholders who have a vital 

impact on the organizations survival are most likely to receive more information to than other 

stakeholders with less impact.59 The theory is thus organizationally orientated and the 

stakeholders are identified in terms of whether their relationship with the company benefits 

the organization in any way. The relationship with that group will be managed accordingly. 

The focus of this branch of the Stakeholder Theory lies in managing the flow and kind of 

information to and from these important stakeholders so that the company achieves support 

                                                 
57 Cooper, S., Corporate Social Performance, A Stakeholder Approach, 2004, pp. 20-24 
58 Deegan, C., Financial Accounting Theory, 2005, p. 278 
59 Ibid p. 271 
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and approval from them. Thus the expectations of the different stakeholders will influence 

the organization’s operating and disclosure policies. Organizations are considered successful 

when they are able to meet up to the most powerful stakeholders demands. A great deal of a 

stakeholder’s power is measured in the degree in which the company is dependent on the 

stakeholder for vital resources.60  

 

The ethical branch on the other hand considers all stakeholders groups rights to information 

about the company regardless of their power to influence the company’s financial 

performance. Representatives of the ethical branch refer to stakeholders’ power as irrelevant 

and prefer to focus on the organizations ability to manage their organization in order to 

benefit all stakeholders equally. The goal is to obtain an optimal balanced management of all 

stakeholders’ interests, which sometimes may conflict with the shareholders interests. This 

branch of the stakeholder theory is criticized of not considering that business has true social 

responsibilities.61

 

The theory has been criticized for failing to identify correctly the stakeholder groups that a 

company actually answers to, although several attempts were made. Another criticism refers 

to the fact that the theory has not developed its own concepts but relies on those defined by 

other theories and thus constitutes:62  

 

“… a special case application of already existing organizational 

theories on resource dependence, power, conflict and negotiation and 

legitimacy”63.  

 

Freeman himself considered it a framework rather than a theory. One of the theories that have 

interdependencies with the stakeholder framework is legitimacy theory, which has also been 

used to explain why companies may voluntarily choose to provide sustainability information, 

as the next section explains. 64  

                                                 
60 Deegan, C., Financial Accounting Theory, 2005, p. 272 
61 Ibid p. 268 
62 Cooper, S., Corporate Social Performance, A Stakeholder Approach, 2004, p. 25 
63 Trevino and Weaver (1999) quoted by Cooper, S. in Corporate Social Performance, A Stakeholder Approach, 
2004, p. 25 
64 Cooper, S., Corporate Social Performance, A Stakeholder Approach, 2004, p. 25 
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3.2. Legitimacy theory  

Prior research has shown that the public disclosure of social and environmental information in 

annual reports is motivated by the fact that companies seek legitimacy. In general, legitimacy 

theory has proven to be one of the most applied theories to explain disclosures of social and 

environmental issues while stakeholder theory has been used to a smaller extent.65 The theory 

states that: 
 

“Companies seek to ensure that they operate within the bounds 

and norms of their respective societies.”66

 

In other words organizations wish to be perceived as having the right to exist because they act 

according to the expectations of the communities they operate in. Especially large 

corporations of the Western world provide the society with economic benefits and in return 

communities where they operate provide them with critical resources in the form of 

employees, natural resources, and infrastructure.67 This interdependency is explained by the 

idea of “Social contract”.68 According to Reich (1998) companies are social creations and 

they need to be approved by the communities where they operate in order to be able to 

survive69. The social contract refers to the multitude of implicit and explicit expectations that 

society has vis-à-vis a certain organization and the ways that companies will meet these 

expectations. Historically as we have already mentioned shareholder satisfaction was the all-

inclusive measure for assessing a company’s legitimacy in the sense that a profitable company 

has the right to function and will easily find the necessary financial and human resources to 

continue its existence.70  

 

The economic benefits to shareholders came to be balanced against other social and 

environmental impacts of the companies and resulted in increased legislation on social issues 

and at the same time increased expectations about clean environment, and safe work 

                                                 
65 Deegan, C., The legitimising effect of social and environmental disclosure - a theoretical foundation, 
Accounting, Auditing and Accountability Journal, 2002, Volume 15, nr 3, p. 288 
66 Deegan, C., Financial Accounting Theory, 2005, p. 253 
67 O’Dwyer, B. Managerial perceptions of corporate social disclosure, An Irish story, Accounting, Auditing and 
Accountability Journal, 2002, Volume 15, nr 3, p. 406 
68 Deegan, C., Financial Accounting Theory, 2005, p. 254 
69 O’Donovan, G., Environmental disclosures in the annual report, extending the applicability and predicting 
power of legitimacy theory, Accounting, Auditing and Accountability Journal, 2002, Volume 15, nr 3, pp. 344-
371  
70 Deegan, C., Financial Accounting Theory, 2005, p. 254 

 22



conditions.71  If the organizations do not comply with these new trends, a legitimacy gap can 

occur that will make it increasingly difficult for them to find the resources they need in order 

to remain a going concern.72 In other words a business does not have an inherent right to 

exist73 and must meet the twin tests of legitimacy and relevance to be able to survive, i.e. it 

needs to prove that society requires its services and that the groups benefiting from those 

services have the society’s approval.74

 

As community expectations change, the companies have to adapt by constantly achieving 

congruence between the social values associated with their activities and the norms of 

acceptable behavior. According to Dowling and Pfeffer (1975) the company will be able to 

achieve this by adopting one of the following strategies75: 

  

o adapt output, goals and methods of operation 

o attempt to alter the definition of social legitimacy through communication so 

that it conforms to the organization’s present practices, output and values 

o through communication to become identified with symbols, values, or 

institutions that have a strong base of legitimacy 

 

Lindblom (1994) addressed the same problem and identified similar strategies76:  

o Seek to educate and inform its relevant publics, about actual changes in the 

organization’s performance and activities 

o Seek to change perception without actually changing behavior 

o Seek to manipulate perception by deflecting attention from the issue of 

concern, through emotive symbols for example 

o Seek to change expectations of its performance 

 

Any of the strategies above can be implemented with the help of reports. Companies may 

offer information to offset negative news, or to inform interested parties about attributes 

                                                 
71 Deegan, C., Financial Accounting Theory, 2005, p. 254 
72 Sethi (1977) quoted by O’Dwyer, B. in Managerial perceptions of corporate social disclosure, An Irish story, 
Accounting, Auditing and Accountability Journal, 2002, Volume 15, nr 3, p. 409 
73 Yongvanich, K. & Guthrie, J., Legitimation strategies in Australian mining extended performance reporting, 
Journal of Human Resource Costing & Accounting, 2007, Vol. 11 No. 3, pp. 156-177 
74 Shocker and Sethi (1974) quoted by Deegan, C. in Financial Accounting Theory, 2005, p. 251
75 Deegan, C., Financial Accounting Theory, 2005, p. 251
76 Ibid p. 254 
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previously unknown, or draw attention to strengths (environmental awards, safety initiatives), 

and sometimes downplaying information on pollution or workplace accidents.77  

 
Legitimacy theory provides relevant insights but it should be noted that the theory is under 

development and has its limitations. It has been criticized that it lacks knowledge about 

whether particular groups in society are relatively more influenced by legitimizing disclosures 

than others therefore the theory lacks a predictive power as to what strategies would be more 

effective in actually achieving legitimacy.78     

3.3. The resource-based view of the firm 

Reporting on environmental and social issues has a great potential for creating competitive 

advantages.79 Theories addressing how competitive advantages are built are for example 

Porter’s five forces model and the resource-based view of the firm. Porter’s five forces model 

refers to the capacity of a firm to adapt to its environment. However, during the late 1980’s 

empirical testing of Porter’s theory cast doubt on its validity as it was noticed that 

performance differences occur among companies employing similar strategies. Environment 

management can thus not single handily explain how competitive advantages are achieved.80  

 

The resource-based view includes explanations about why in situations of open competition, 

performance differences among companies still arise. It describes a company’s ability to 

integrate and develop resources and capabilities as its unique opportunity to achieve 

competitive advantages.81 The term was coined by Wernerfelt (1984) and it puts together 

previous disparate ideas around the importance of a firm’s specific resources. He describes 

this approach as a “first cut at a huge can of worms”, referring at the richness of debate 

possibilities posed by the issue.82  

 

                                                 
77 Deegan, C., Financial Accounting Theory, 2005, p. 255 
78 Deegan, C, The legitimising effect of social and environmental disclosure - a theoretical foundation, 2002, p. 
298 
79 Raar, J., Reported Social and environmental taxonomies: a longer-term glimpse, Managerial Auditing Journal 
Vol., 22 No. 8, 2007, pp. 840-86 
80 J. Fahy, The resource-based view of the firm: some stumblingblocks on the road to understanding sustainable 
competitive advantage, 2000, Journal of European Industrial Training, 24/2/3/4, pp. 94-95 
81 Sanchez, R., & Heene, A., Strategic learning and knowledge management, 1996, pp. 21-22 
82 J. Fahy, The resource-based view of the firm: some stumblingblocks on the road to understanding sustainable 
competitive advantage, 2000, Journal of European Industrial Training, 24/2/3/4, pp. 94-95 
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Within the resource-based theory company resources can be classified as tangibles, 

intangibles and capabilities.83 Tangibles and intangibles are observable assets that can be 

valued and traded. Equipments and capital are examples of tangibles while patents and 

licenses are examples of intangibles. A capability on the other hand is not as easily defined; it 

cannot be valued and can only be owned as a whole unit.84  

 
The idea that not all resources are of equal importance is central to this theory, and therefore 

much attention was given to identifying characteristics of the advantage creating resources. 

Important resources should be value creating, difficult to imitate (rare or impossible to 

substitute) and appropriate to the company’s specific situation.85 If resources and capabilities 

are valuable and difficult to imitate, sustainable competitive advantages can be developed. 

Valuable resources enable companies to compare prices and choose suitable prices for their 

resources and expensive and rare resources limit the risk of imitation. For tangibles and 

intangibles property rights can be used; learning and development costs can be used on both 

resources and capabilities.86  

 
Capabilities have proven to be the most difficult resource to identify and consequently 

imitate, therefore a capability has most potential for creating sustainable advantages. They are 

called invisible assets or intermediate goods. Capabilities are mainly employee skills, as 

individuals or groups, organizational routines and interactions, like for example teamwork, 

company culture, and relationship between management and workers. Capabilities can 

therefore rarely be the object of transactions, do not have property rights attached to them and 

are difficult to evaluate. Theoretically they have a long-term potential rather than short term 

because of the difficulties associated with learning and changing processes.  Individual skills 

are inimitable but they can be hired by competitors. Group skills and interactions are on the 

other hand more difficult to copy as the cause-effect relationship is uncertain.87  

 

The importance of well functioning group interactions leads to the role of management in its 

capacity to correctly identify and use resources in order to achieve competitive advantages.  
                                                 
83Fahy, J.,, The resource-based view of the firm: some stumblingblocks on the road to understanding sustainable 
competitive advantage, 2000, Journal of European Industrial Training, 24/2/3/4, pp. 94-95 
84 Sanchez, R., & Heene, A., Strategic learning and knowledge management, 1996, pp. 21-22  
85 Fahy, J., The resource-based view of the firm: some stumblingblocks on the road to understanding sustainable 
competitive advantage, 2000, Journal of European Industrial Training, 24/2/3/4, pp. 94-104 
86 Hoopes, Madsen and Walker, Why is there a resource based view? – toward a theory of competitive 
heterogeneity, Strategic Management Journal, 2003, pp. 890-891 
87 Fahy, J., The resource-based view of the firm: some stumblingblocks on the road to understanding sustainable 
competitive advantage, 2000, Journal of European Industrial Training, 24/2/3/4, pp. 94-104 
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This capacity is often described as unobservable and it poses a problem in the research around 

the firm-specific capabilities.88 The resource-based theory encounters difficulties when 

focusing on intangible assets that are less developed due to the fact that they are off balance 

sheet items. Another difficulty encountered is the fact that companies can never own 

individual skills, which can only be hired on contractual basis, so that company specific 

capabilities are volatile.89  

 

Resource-based theory has been also exposed to criticism. A criticism towards it is that the 

theory shows a limited interest in motivational characteristics of human resources, which are 

often the sources of capabilities.90 It is also criticized for circular reasoning: valuable 

resources can lead to the development of competitive advantages and at the same time 

competitive advantages help in identifying valuable resources. Also the theory so far pays 

little attention to how internal resources are developed, and looks rather at how they look at a 

certain point in time. The theory assumes that internally developed resources are valuable 

because of their inimitability without asking why they can resist imitation. Further these 

internally developed resources are potentially dangerous in the face of environmental changes 

as they are very difficult to modify, therefore more research is needed on how resource 

development functions, in order to have more explanatory power of the competitive 

advantage.91

 

The remaining part of this chapter differs from the previous ones because it does not present a 

theory but a framework for reporting developed by practitioners for practitioners. It should be 

seen as the link to the chapter on empirical findings, because all companies that agreed to be 

part of this study use the GRI guidelines presented bellow. 

3.4. The Global Reporting Initiative and G3  

The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) is a “large, multi stakeholder network of experts”, 

located in several countries across the world. The goal of the collaboration among these 

experts is to create a framework for sustainability reporting that can be used internationally by 

                                                 
88 Fahy, J., The resource-based view of the firm: some stumblingblocks on the road to understanding sustainable 
competitive advantage, 2000, Journal of European Industrial Training, 24/2/3/4, pp. 94-104 
89 Sanchez, R., & Heene, A., Strategic learning and knowledge management, 1996, p. 41 
90 Ibid, p. 21-22 
91 Fahy, J., The resource-based view of the firm: some stumblingblocks on the road to understanding sustainable 
competitive advantage, 2000, Journal of European Industrial Training, 24/2/3/4, pages 94-104 

 26



companies wishing to communicate on how they deal with economic, social and 

environmental issues in order to insure the company’s sustainable development.92  

 

The idea of an international reporting framework for sustainability issues was born in 1997 at 

the initiative of Ceres, a US based organization,93 that is “a network of investors, 

environmental organizations and other public interest groups working with companies and 

investors to address sustainability challenges such as global climate change”.94 The GRI 

started gaining fast recognition when UNEP (United Nations Environment Process)  joined as 

a partner in 1999.95 Today 1200 companies around the world use the GRI guidelines. 96  

 

The latest reporting framework, issued by the GRI and called G3, was launched in October 

2006. The framework contains reporting guidelines, protocols and sector supplements. The 

guidelines themselves: “outline the core content for reporting that is broadly relevant to all 

organizations regardless of size, sector, or location”97.   

 

Thus the guidelines describe the principles for reporting, and provide help to the companies 

on deciding what kind of data to include in the report as well as on how to choose and 

organize the data. For example for data to be considered relevant it should pass several tests 

like for example the materiality test that states: “The information in a report should cover 

topics and Indicators that reflect the organization’s significant economic, environmental, and 

social impacts, or that would substantively influence the assessments and decisions of 

stakeholders.” Other tests are: stakeholder inclusiveness, sustainability context, and 

completeness. Also in order to achieve quality on the other hand the data should pass the tests 

of reliability, clarity, balance, comparability, accuracy, and timeliness.98   

 
All these principles are designed to help companies in the process of creating an accessible 

and relevant report. Besides the guidelines the reporting framework also includes protocols, 

defining the different performance indicators that an organization might chose to report on.  

Indicators are classified into economic, environment, human rights, labor, product 

                                                 
92 GRI homepage, What we do. 
93 GRI homepage, Our History 
94 Ceres Homepage, http://www.ceres.org/ceres/, About us 
95 GRI homepage, Our History 
96 Ceres Homepage, http://www.ceres.org/ceres/, About us 
97 GRI homepage, Reporting framework overview 
98 GRI homepage, Defining report content and Defining report quality 
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responsibility and society.  Also sector supplements and national annexes are being developed 

to answer complaints about the fact that currently the framework is too broad and too vague.  

 

What is relatively new for this G3 framework is the fact that the companies can be classified 

according to the amount of information they choose to disclose. 

 
 “…upon finalization of their report, preparers should declare the level to which 

they have applied the GRI Reporting Framework via the “GRI Application Levels” 

system This system aims to provide: 

- Report readers with clarity about the extent to which the GRI Guidelines 

and other Reporting Framework elements have been applied in the 

preparation of a report.  

- Report preparers with a vision or path for incrementally expanding 

application of the GRI Reporting Framework over time. ”99 

 

The table below shows what each application level entails. 
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Report on a 
minimum of 20 
performance 
indicators including 
at least one from 
each of: economic, 
environment, human 
rights, labor, 
society, product 
responsibility 

Report on each core 
G3 and Sector 
Supplement 
Indicator with due 
regard to materiality 
principle by either 
a) reporting on the 
indicator or b) 
explaining its 
omission.  
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Table 1- Levels of Application, Source: www.globalreporting.org

                                                 
99 GRI homepage, Application Levels 
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As can be seen from table 1 the levels of application refer to the amount of information 

published in the sustainability reports. The disclosures are classified in three categories: 

profile, management approach and performance indicators disclosures. Disclosures on 

management approach have to be given on each indicator category: economic, environmental, 

and social (consisting of human rights and society). Finally, the third category includes the 

performance indicators themselves. 

 

This chapter presented the framework of reference that will be used in the analysis chapter. 

The analysis model in the next section explains how the empirical findings are interpreted 

with the use of the theories and guidelines presented above.   
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3.5. Analysis model 
 
The analysis model below presents the authors’ belief that the level of disclosure achieved by 

a company may depend on the driving forces behind sustainability reporting active in that 

company, the access to proper resources and the usability of the instrument used. The 

legitimacy theory and stakeholder theory can be used to interpret the companies’ voluntary 

choices to publish sustainability reports and therefore these are seen as the driving forces for 

the process. The resource-based view of the firm will be used to show the role that developing 

internal capabilities may play in the level of disclosure achieved. The GRI guidelines 

represent the instrument employed by the companies for producing the report. Therefore the 

attitudes towards the framework will be investigated because the authors argue that the 

capacity to achieve a high level of disclosure may also depend on the usability of the tool 

itself.  

 
Theories and guidelines                       Contribution to level of disclosure 
                                         
 
 Legitimacy Theory  

  
  

 

 

Stakeholder Theory  

 
 

Resource-based view of 
the firm   

 
   
 
GRI guidelines 

 
 
 
 
Figure 2 - Analysis model of empirical findings  

The report writing process as 
capability development and 
its potential to create 

competitive advantages 

Driving forces behind 
sustainability reporting: why 
companies choose to report 

on sustainability issues 

Can attitude towards the GRI 
guidelines influence the level 
achieved?

Level of disclosure
- A 
- B 
- C  
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Chapter 4. Empirical findings 

This chapter presents the empirical findings collected in the course of this study. The data 

comes mainly from interviews conducted with the eleven Swedish companies that agreed to 

participate, as described in the methodology chapter.  

 
In order to get a better understanding of the reporting processes, information from 2006 

sustainability reports has sometimes been used. Data collected from the interviews is referred 

to as “company X states”. This means that the names of the respondents will not be mentioned 

in this chapter but can be found in Appendix 2. All companies use the GRI guidelines and 

some information regarding the experience with sustainability reporting was taken from the 

GRI register at www.globalreporting.org.  

 

As the table 2 shows, the companies are classified into three groups after the G3 application 

level achieved by the 2007 report, to be published during 2008. Therefore the classification is 

based on an appraisal of the company itself at the time of the interview. The authors have 

chosen this classification because it seemed the most useful one taking into account that the 

purpose of this thesis is to describe the factors influencing the amount of information being 

published. Table 2 also gives information on industry, ownership and experience with 

sustainability reporting in order to give the reader an overview of the companies involved.  
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Table 2: Company classification 

Company Industry State owned Private  Sustainability  
reporting Since100

Level A 
AtlasCopco Engineering & Machinery  X 2001 
Holmen Forestry & Paper  X 2004 
The SAS Group Transport   X 2003 
Vattenfall Electricity X  2001 

Level B 
Apoteket Pharmaceuticals & 

Biotechnology 
X 

 
2004 

TeliaSonera Telecommunication 
Services 

 X 2004 

SCA Forestry & Paper  X 2002 
SKF Engineering & Machinery  X 2002 

Level C 
ITT Flygt Engineering & Machinery  X 1999 
Perstorp Chemicals  X 2006 
Recip AB Pharmaceuticals & 

Biotechnology 
 X 2001 

 

The chapter is organized around the themes identified during the content analysis of the 

interview summaries, as described in the data coding and analysis section. The initial driving 

forces and drivers today, as well as how the report content is decided on are discussed first. 

The second section deals with the resources employed in the reporting process while the third 

part discusses the attitudes of the companies towards the GRI framework in general and 

towards G3 in particular. 

                                                 
100 GRI Register 
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4.1. Driving forces 

As seen in the interview guide, Appendix 1, the companies were questioned both on why they 

started doing the report as well as on what the main driving forces are today. Also the 

companies were asked to explain how they decide on the content of the reports. Below the 

answers for each group of companies can be found organized around the theme discussed. For 

each separate theme, a table shows the individual answers for each company involved. 

Besides the summarizing tables, selected examples and explanations are given, as provided by 

the companies themselves, in order to give a more detailed view of the different nuances 

present for each individual theme.    

 

4.1.1. Initial driving forces 

In this section the answers on why and how the sustainability process was initiated are 

presented.  

4.1.1.1. Level A companies 

As the table below all companies in group A had a history with environmental reporting. 

  

Initial driving forces  AtlasCopco Holmen The SAS Group Vattenfall 
History of environmental 
reporting 

X X X X 

History of social reports  X X  
GRI related decision  X   X 
Table 3: Initial drivers mentioned by level A companies 

 

During the interviews however it became evident that the extent of the reporting differs from 

one company to the next. The SAS Group for example mentioned that it occupied a leading 

position among other Swedish organizations reporting on environmental issues ever since 

1997. The reason behind this was that the organization considered that their image as an 

airline was worse than the internal data showed and thus reporting this data was important. In 

addition the SAS Group also mentioned their history with reporting on social. Holmen was 

another company to refer to their experience with both social and environmental reporting as 

preceding the sustainability report.  
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AtlasCopco on the other hand published environmental information on only two pages and 

began publishing full sustainability reports when GRI began its activity. Vattenfall also 

mentioned that the company got the idea of publishing sustainability reports from a seminar 

organized by Globalt Ansvar, Swedish Partnership for Global Responsibility where the GRI 

guidelines were described.  

4.1.1.2. Level B companies 

For level B companies the following answers were received: 

 

Initial driving forces  Apoteket SCA SKF TeliaSonera 
History of environmental reporting  X X unknown unknown 
History of social reports X X unknown unknown 
Table 4:  Initial drivers mentioned by level B companies   

 

As we can see from the table above the history with separate environmental and social reports 

are mentioned again as initial drivers. Both SCA and Apoteket made a reference to this during 

the interviews. Information regarding why TeliaSonera and SKF started reporting on 

sustainability issues has unfortunately not been received due to the fact that the interviewees 

were newly appointed to this task and were not familiar with the initial reasons.  

 

Besides the history with environmental and social reporting, other initial drivers were 

mentioned by the companies in this group.  Apoteket for example referred to the personal 

involvement of one of the Board Directors during the initial stages of the process. SCA on the 

other hand admitted that they began publishing environmental reports due to open criticism 

from the media that pointed out that several of its competitors had environmental reports 

while SCA did not. This triggered an internal critical analysis of the company and SCA 

discovered that they were actually doing good environmental work but it was not well 

reported. From 1998 until 2006 all parts were added to form a complete sustainability report.  
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4.1.1.3. Level C companies 

Regarding level C companies the table below summarizes their responses:  

 

Initial driving forces  ITT Flygt Perstorp Recip AB 
History of environmental reporting   X X 
History of social reports  X X 
Table 5: Initial drivers mentioned by level C companies 

 

As evident from table 5 only two of the three organizations in this group mentioned their 

experience with environmental and social reporting before going over to sustainability 

reporting. Both Recip AB and Perstorp explained that the process can be traced back to when 

the companies became environmentally certified. This certification led naturally to the 

creation of an environment report that followed the environmental rules and regulations. Later 

on Recip AB also became work-environment certified; the organization mentioned that this 

certification did not have the same reporting requirements attached to it but that the systems 

developed for collection of data helped when they decided to write a complete sustainability 

report. As already mentioned Perstorp also had long experience with reporting on Human 

Resources issues and the sustainability report, as it is today, was formed by putting together 

the human resources and environmental reports.   

 

The third company in this group, ITT Flygt, came to publish sustainability information after 

launching in 1999 a detailed self-assessment from a sustainability point of view. This resulted 

in a 10-year plan for the company’s development, which is still used today. The report was a 

sustainability report from the very beginning; however the company decided to only publish 

such information every other year. 

 
4.1.2. Drivers today 

The second theme investigated was what drives forward the reporting process today. As the 

sections below show the most notable drivers are the company stakeholders. Significant 

differences exist however in the amount of stakeholder groups mentioned. 
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4.1.2.1. Level A companies 

The table below summarizes the answers received from level A companies. 

 

Current driving forces AtlasCopco Holmen The SAS Group Vattenfall 
A. Communication to the following stakeholders: 
Customers  X X X X 
Employees X X X X 
Owners  X X X X 
Business partners X X X  
Financial markets  X X X 
B. Other drivers  
Feedback X  X X 
Create trust  X X  
Table 6: Drivers today mentioned by level A companies 

 

The answers revealed that the main driving force is the communication with five stakeholder 

groups. As the table shows, all companies in this group mentioned the owners, customers and 

the employees among the main interested parties. Business partners and the financial markets 

also seem important for the level A companies, as they are mentioned by three out of four 

organizations.  

 

Individual companies brought up other stakeholders as well. For example The SAS Group and 

Vattenfall referred to NGOs and governmental agencies as potentially interested in the 

reports.  

 

Other interested parties mentioned, that can not be classified as stakeholders but rather as 

opinion makers, were ethical analysts, as advisors to the financial markets (Holmen), the 

media (Holmen and The SAS Group), the academia (The SAS Group and Vattenfall), 

politicians (Vattenfall) and the society at large (AtlasCopco and Holmen).  

 

Besides the potential readers of the report additional driving forces could be identified during 

the interviews. Most companies mentioned the feedback received that is used to modify and 

adapt the content of the report. The issue of creating trust was also pointed out as an important 

motivator for publishing sustainability reports. The SAS group explained for example that the 

reason for employing external auditors for the report was to increase the credibility of the 

content.  
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Finally, other drivers are the intention to communicate in a structured and open way 

(AtlasCopco), to strike a balance among social, economic and environmental issues 

(Vattenfall), and the fact that competitors also publish such information (Holmen and The 

SAS Group)  

4.1.2.2. Level B companies 

The answers given by level B organizations are summarized by the table below. 

 

Current driving forces Apoteket SCA SKF TeliaSonera 
A. Communication to the following stakeholders: 
Customers  X X X X 
Employees  X X X 
Owners  X (the state)  X X 
B. Other drivers: 
General trend in society, 
among competitors 

 X X X 

Table 7: Drivers today mentioned by level B companies 

 

As the table shows, the stakeholder groups mentioned by all companies in this group are the 

customers; even employees and owners are important as three of the four organizations 

mention them. Other stakeholders mentioned were business partners and financial markets 

(TeliaSonera), suppliers and NGOs (SKF).  

 

Also opinion makers were mentioned as potential interested parties, similarly to level A 

companies. Apoteket mentioned for example politicians, while SCA referred to journalists, 

students, and environmental organizations. 

 

As an additional driving force the general trend in society is mentioned by most companies in 

this group. According to TeliaSonera for example 90 out of the 100 largest European 

companies have published a sustainability report for 2006. This general trend is also visible in 

the media attention given to the issue of sustainability reporting, as explained by both 

TeliaSonera and SKF. SKF also mentioned that the feedback they receive on their 

improvements is a source of satisfaction for the company and motivator for continuing the 

process. 
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Additional drivers are referred to by Apoteket and SCA. Building up the brand both externally 

and internally is mentioned by Apoteket. The organization expects an increased competition 

for the work force after the liberalization of the pharmacies in the coming years and therefore 

considers that it has to build up a strong employer brand in order to be able to continue to hire 

competent personnel.  The other driver, mentioned by SCA, is that writing the report helps to 

keep track of the resource usage in a structured way, which is important for a resource 

intensive company like SCA. 

4.1.2.2. Level C companies 

Table 8 shows the answers given by level C companies. 

 

Current driving forces ITT Flygt Perstorp Recip AB 
A. Communication to the following stakeholders: 
Major customers  X X X 
Employees X X  
B. Other drivers  
Desire to improve on 
sustainability reporting 

 X X 

Competitive advantage X   
Table 8: Drivers today mentioned by level C companies 

 

As the table shows all companies in this group agree that the major customers are among the 

main stakeholder groups that the report is written for. The employees also appear as a major 

interested party that the reports of level C companies are written for. Recip AB was the only 

one to also refer to business partners as an audience for the report.  

 

An explanation for the reduced number of stakeholders considered is given by Perstorp. The 

company states that because it is currently owned 100% by a French capital company and is 

not publicly traded it does not have the external public pressure to publish an annual report, 

and the reporting is voluntary.  

 

Besides the communication with stakeholder groups another driver that both Perstorp and 

Recip AB agree upon is the desire to improve. According to Recip AB for example the report 

should inform on how the company deals with sustainability issues, the achieved results and 

future goals, but also on the difficulties encountered on the way. 
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Similarly to Apoteket in level B, ITT Flygt also mentions as reason for reporting the fact that 

the sustainability work can function to build up competitive advantages; this became evident 

especially after the sustainability audit done by their main customer, which proved that the 

company already has the basis for reporting as they were able to provide information on 86% 

of the questionnaire covering sustainability issues. The reporting in itself is considered to 

drive internal improvement. Despite this awareness the company decide to publish 

sustainability reports only every other year.  

 

The following section no longer deals with the drivers behind reporting but with how the 

content of the report itself mirrors the opinions of the interested parties.  

 

4.1.3. Deciding on the report content 

When asked how the organization decides what information to include in the report most 

companies explained that the stakeholder groups do not place specific demands on the report 

however they are more or less involved in an active dialogue with the company.  

4.1.3.1. Level A companies 

As the table below shows the stakeholder groups with which active dialogue takes place 

varies among the respondents. The customers are involved by all companies in this level, but 

also business partners, employees and analysts are mentioned by most organizations. 

 

 AtlasCopco Holmen The SAS Group Vattenfall 
Active dialogue 
with: 

customers business partners business partners 

 suppliers employees employees 
  shareholders customers 
  the authorities stock market 

analysts 
  ethical analysts  

all  
stakeholder 
groups  
during 
2006 
 

Method for 
dialogue: 

departmental 
specific 
communication  

surveys, 
questionnaires, 
meetings 

meetings, 
surveys and 
teleconferences 

survey 

Table 9: Dialogue with the stakeholders according to level A companies 

 

Regarding the method for communication the most used one is the survey. However, even 

face-to-face meetings and questionnaires are employed. AtlasCopco on the other hand refers 

to another way of contact. Here different departments take responsibility for the 
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communication on sustainability issues with different stakeholder groups: the selling 

department communicates with customers while buying department communicates with 

suppliers.  

4.1.3.2. Level B companies 

As the table below shows the organizations in level B get involved in an active dialogue with 

their stakeholders to a lesser extent than level A companies. 

 

 Apoteket SCA SKF TeliaSonera 
Active dialogue with: employees analysts analysts  analysts 
  (the academia) customers (customers) 
   major suppliers  
   employees  
   investors  
Method for dialogue:  regular 

meetings 
regular 
meetings, 
questionnaires, 
e-mails 

regular 
meetings 

Table 10: Dialogue with the stakeholders according to level B companies 

 

As we can see from the table 10 the ethical analysts and employees are mentioned by most 

companies. Secondly the customers are an important group as they are mentioned by two out 

of four companies. TeliaSonera stated however that a more structured way of communication 

with this stakeholder group is currently being developed and the organization focus-groups is 

under discussion. As evident from the table Apoteket mentioned that only the employees are 

actively consulted on the content of the report. The company explained that, because it is a 

state organization, the main target audience that the report is written for changes from year to 

year and that no active dialogue takes place with other external stakeholders.  

 

Another stakeholder group is mentioned by SCA as secondarily involved in the report content 

decision process. The company explained that besides the ethical analysts it also listens to 

other external groups like for example students.  

 

The most mentioned channel for communication is the face-to-face meeting as stated by three 

out of four organizations. 
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4.3.1.2. Level C companies 

When asked how the organization decides what information to include in the report all 

companies in this group expressed that the process is mainly internal. ITT Flygt mentioned for 

example that the content of the report is built around different themes, for 2005-2006 this was 

“Sustainable Production and Sustainable Consumption”. The company’s aim was to gather 

information from the group to cover the theme with facts and stories.  

 

Perstorp and Recip AB stated that the feedback received from the outside is sometimes used 

to modify the content but no formal communication takes place. As already mentioned these 

two companies use the report for internal improvements but these improvements are not 

reached by consulting external stakeholders. In order to identify improvable areas and become 

familiar with the common praxis, Perstorp uses benchmarking against companies they 

consider more advanced while Recip AB engages in an active dialogue with the employees. 

 

The next section presents the answers received on what resources were employed for 

producing the reports.  
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4.2. Resources employed 

This section includes comments regarding the resources employed in the making of the 

reports. As the tables show all interviewees mentioned that sustainability reporting is a cross-

departmental activity.  

4.2.1. Level A companies 

Table 11 shows the responses given by level A companies.  

 

Resources employed AtlasCopco 
 

Holmen The SAS Group Vattenfall 

Cross departmental 
collaboration for data 
gathering 

X X X X 

Recruitment of new 
employees 

  X  

Table 11: Resources employed for report writing as mentioned by level A companies 

 

As it can be seen all companies in this group agree that the report is the result of cross-

departmental collaboration. AtlasCopco explained for example that a network of employees 

from the Group Communications, Group Human Resources, Group Environmental Council 

and Group Legal departments participate in writing the report. Holmen also stated that the text 

itself is written by many employees throughout the whole organization, while Vattenfall 

explained that the information to be reported is gathered through internal reporting processes 

and involves network of people throughout the organization.  

 

The tools used for collecting information across the organization are for example 

questionnaires, as stated by the SAS Group and Holmen. The SAS Group also employs an 

internally developed spreadsheet with data that goes out to the company’s subsidiaries so the 

underlying system for data gathering is already well developed. 

 

When referring to the investments required, the companies in this group mentioned that 

employees with experience from within the company were used and no additional personnel 

was necessary. Only the SAS Group mentioned that it broadened the internal department with 

new competence in order to cope with the report writing when they started initiated the 

reporting process.  
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4.2.2. Level B companies 

Also the companies in this group stated that the report is the result of cross-departmental 

activity. Apoteket also referred to the direct involvement of the management in developing 

the report. 

 

Systems mentioned Apoteket SCA SKF TeliaSonera 
Cross departmental 
collaboration for data 
gathering 

X X X X 

Recruitment of new 
employees 

   X 

Table 12: Resources employed for report writing as mentioned by level B companies 

 

Two of the organizations in this group revealed however that the communication systems for 

data gathering are currently under development. Apoteket for example is currently working to 

structure and improve the ways of communication in order to be able to identify and gather 

relevant data more easily. Also TeliaSonera admitted that the technical system for data 

gathering is currently under construction.  

 

When talking about the investments necessary for reporting only TeliaSonera mentioned that 

the work force was increased when the company decided to publish sustainability reports, as 

they felt the need to increase the competence level in this particular issue.  

4.2.3. Level C companies 

When inquired about the resources employed, level C companies gave the following answers:  

 

Systems mentioned ITT Flygt Perstorp Recip AB 
Cross departmental 
collaboration for data 
gathering 

X X  

Table 13: Resources employed for report writing as mentioned by level C companies 

 

Similarly to the organizations in levels A and B, all level C companies agreed that 

experienced personnel from inside the company was used for data gathering and report 

writing. However, only two mentioned the cross-departmental effort for reporting. Recip AB 

painted different image of the process and revealed that the environmental department is 

responsible for gathering the information for the entire report. Recip AB was also the only 
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company to refer to having employed external help, in form of consultants, in order to identify 

any improvability areas for the 2006 report.  

 

During the interviews references were also made to the internal systems developed. Perstorp 

explained for example that data on environmental issues had been collected by the company 

for the last ten years by using an internally developed computer based system, which was 

continuously improved from year to year.  The goal was to make the system capable to report 

all the information needed in order to get a complete image of the company’s environmental 

situation. A similar system exists for the human resources department.  

 

This concludes the presentation of the resources involved in the reporting process. The next 

section presents the attitudes towards the tools used for structuring the report.   
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4.3. Attitudes towards the GRI framework 

This section presents the attitudes that the companies in this group had towards the GRI 

reporting framework.  

4.3.1. Level A companies 

As table 14 shows, level A companies were mostly positive both towards the guidelines in 

general and towards their latest version, G3. 

 

Attitude  AtlasCopco Holmen The SAS Group Vattenfall 
Towards the guidelines in general 
Positive X X  X 
Reserved   X  
Towards the latest version G3 
Positive X X X  
Negative    X 
Table 14: Attitudes towards GRI guidelines of level A organizations 

 

Most companies in this group considered that the GRI framework is relevant for the purposes 

of sustainability reporting. Holmen stated for example that the guidelines are outstanding as 

they catch up all relevant aspects involved in the company’s operations, while Vattenfall 

pointed out that the guidelines help companies oversee their own development, become aware 

of their results and be able to improve in the future. Vattenfall also mentioned that the 

guidelines are flexible and companies can choose among performance indicators that fit to a 

particular situation. The sector specific guidelines currently under development are a clear 

example of this.  

 

The SAS Group was the only company in this group to express a reserved opinion towards the 

guidelines. The organization uses the framework only for cross-reference when the report has 

already been completed in order to build the GRI index and guide the reader among the 

content of the report. The report is written primarily using Deloitte’s checklist. This checklist 

has proven to be a useful tool and The SAS Group was awarded best in Europe for its 2000 

report, and has won prizes for their reports each year among Scandinavian countries. The SAS 

Group emphasizes however that the fact that they are using Deloitte’s checklist does not mean 
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that GRI’s guidelines are not good enough; the corporation explains that the top 10 companies 

registered on UN’s list of best sustainability reports use the GRI framework. 

 

Regarding the latest version G3 all but one company agree that the levels included are 

relevant. AtlasCopco and Holmen refer to their potential for building credibility. The SAS 

Group point out that being among the best should be understood as a moving target, every 

year the report should be better for the company to maintain its position (The SAS Group was 

the only company to achieve level A+ during 2006).  

 

Vattenfall on the other hand considers that the levels of application are rather meaningless. 

The levels can be useful for companies reporting on sustainability issues for the first time as 

there is a lot of information to gather and the levels can be helpful steps to follow. Achieving 

a certain level however should not be used for publicity as it only means that the company has 

become better at talking about sustainability and not at sustainable development.  

4.3.2. Level B companies  

As opposed to level A organizations, the companies in level B were mostly reserved towards 

the GRI reporting framework.  

 

Attitude  Apoteket SCA SKF TeliaSonera  
Towards the guidelines in general 
Positive X    
Reserved  X X X 
Towards the latest version G3 
Positive X    
Reserved  X X X 
Table 15: Attitudes towards GRI guidelines of level B organizations 

 
TeliaSonera and SKF stated for example that the guidelines are too results oriented, referring 

to the large amount of performance indicators that GRI recommends for reporting on. The 

companies explain that this makes them too wide, too vague and sometimes irrelevant. SCA 

also expressed a reserved attitude and commented on the fact that the guidelines can help 

beginners to decide on the information to use; however the company feels that the guidelines 

did not add any knowledge on how to report to them, who had long-term experience with the 

issue.  
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Even positive comments were made. The framework is considered useful by SCA, 

TeliaSonera, SKF in the sense that they are internationally recognized, and the fact that 

several companies use them increases the comparability of the reports and thus also their 

usability. TeliaSonera stated as well that the reporting principles of relevance, balance, 

materiality, completeness, and reliability are very useful as they strongly delimit and define 

the data to be included in the report. 

 

Apoteket is the only one in this group to have an overall positive attitude towards the 

guidelines. The company also refers to the international recognition as a positive thing, and 

mentions that they also regulate the reporting on soft information and provide a 

comprehensive system of rules that gives a benchmarking opportunity against other 

companies.  

 

Regarding G3, the latest version of the GRI framework, TeliaSonera, SCA and SKF consider 

the levels introduced of secondary importance. TeliaSonera explains for example that the 

desire for continuous improvement should guide companies, but aiming at achieving a certain 

level does not necessarily mean improvement. Being able to choose relevant and material 

information, by taking into account the company’s specific situation, is much more important. 

SKF agrees that it is not important to have the ranking but to proactively review the indicators 

and decide on what the company thinks the stakeholders want to know. 

 

Apoteket on the other hand has a positive attitude towards the levels as well. The company 

considers them relevant and explains that they may give the opportunity to benchmark across 

class. At the same time the organization is aware that the companies classified in a certain 

group differ greatly from each other which will make the benchmarking more difficult. The 

ambition of Apoteket is to reach level A but more resources are required for this to become 

possible.  
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4.3.3. Level C companies 

Regarding the attitudes towards the GRI framework level C companies gave the following 

answers.  

 

Attitude  ITT Flygt  Perstorp Recip AB 
Towards the guidelines in general 
Positive  X  
Reserved X  X 
Table 16: Attitudes towards GRI guidelines of level C organizations 

 

ITT Flygt and Recip AB both agree that the guidelines recommend too many performance 

indicators and that this makes them too general. ITT Flygt considers that the framework does 

not contribute to further developing their sustainability work. Recip AB, on the other hand, 

states that the guidelines are helpful for structuring the information when writing the report.  

 

Perstorp is the only one that has a positive attitude towards the guidelines. The organization 

explains that it has chosen the GRI framework because it is a well-known international 

instrument, easy to measure the organization’s performance against.  

 

Regarding the application levels the attitudes expressed are ambiguous. Perstorp for example 

considers that they are relevant; however the company does not intend to reach a higher level 

than C as it feels that this would not add any value for the time being. Recip AB on the other 

hand considers that it is very important to concentrate on reporting on relevant information 

and on continuous improvement rather than on reaching a certain level. However the 

company intends to achieve the highest level in time. ITT Flygt did not express a specific 

opinion on G3.  

 

This concludes the empirical findings chapter that summarized the drivers behind 

sustainability reporting, resources employed and attitudes towards the GRI framework 

expressed by the eleven Swedish companies participating in this study. The thesis proceeds 

with the analysis chapter. 
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Chapter 5. Analysis 

This chapter presents an analysis of the empirical findings with the help of the framework of 

reference. The chapter first discusses the driving forces behind sustainability reporting from 

the point of view of the stakeholder and legitimacy theories. Drivers that cannot be explained 

by these theories are also presented. The second section is dedicated to the analysis of 

resources employed for the writing of the report. Here a discussion based on the resource-

based view of the firm is included. The last section consists of a presentation of the attitudes 

towards the GRI guidelines as compared with the intentions of the guidelines designers. 

5.1. Driving forces 

The empirical findings from section 4.1. are analyzed here with the help of stakeholder theory 

and legitimacy theory and a comparison is made among the different groups of companies in 

order to see if there are any differences in the drivers that may influence the level of 

disclosure achieved.  

 

5.1.1. Stakeholder theory 

As mentioned in Chapter three, the stakeholder theory can be employed in three ways, 

descriptively, instrumentally and normatively.101 In this analysis the focus lies on the 

descriptive power of the theory to describe why companies chose to publish sustainability 

reports and also in what way they communicate with their stakeholders on sustainability 

problems.  

 

If we start with the question why sustainability reports are voluntarily published, the 

stakeholder theory predicts that companies will not only make an effort to satisfy the interests 

of its shareholders but also of other groups that the organization has an impact on. Other 

stakeholders, except shareholders, will thus also have a power over the management of the 

companies and can influence their decisions.102 This is confirmed by the companies in this 

study, which admitted that they publish sustainability information to satisfy the interests of 

several stakeholder groups, not only the shareholders. The awareness and willingness of the 

organizations to inform the outside world about their involvement in sustainable development 

is in perfect accordance with the predictions of the stakeholder theory.  

                                                 
101 Cooper, S., Corporate Social Performance, A Stakeholder Approach, 2004, pp. 20-24 
102 Ibid, p. 2 
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The theory refers to eight different groups as described by figure 1 that may have an impact 

on company policies and these are: customers, suppliers, governments, investors, employees, 

local communities, trade associations, and political groups.103 During this study it was made 

clear however that the number of stakeholders mentioned differ from one organization to 

another. The SAS Group was the only company to confirm the theory fully as they mentioned 

seven out of the eight groups of interests. As the figures below show other companies referred 

to significantly less stakeholder groups.  

 

The figures are based on the tables on pages 36-38 that show that all companies in level A 

refer to customers, employees and owners as important stakeholder groups. The business 

partners and capital markets are also significant groups being mentioned by three of the four 

companies. The B-level organizations refer to fewer stakeholders: all companies here mention 

customers, while owners and employees are mentioned by three of four. Further on, for the 

level C companies the main stakeholders seem to be major customers and employees.     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

   

Level A 

Owners 

Employees 

Financial 
markets 

Customers  
Level B 

Owners 

Employees 
Customers 

Level C
Employees (Major) 

Customers 

Business 
partners 

 

Figure 3: The Stakeholder Model in practice 

Another issue that can be interpreted with the help of the stakeholder theory is the different 

amount of effort that companies display in the communication with the different stakeholder 

                                                 
103 Cooper, S., Corporate Social Performance, A Stakeholder Approach, 2004, pp. 20-24 
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groups. As mentioned in chapter three, the theory has evolved in two directions: a managerial 

and the ethical branch. The managerial branch states that the effort that companies make to 

communicate with a certain stakeholder group depends on the power that the specific group 

has over the resources the company needs. The ethical branch on the other hand refers not at 

what companies actually do but at what they should do and thus the focus is on what different 

stakeholders have the right to know. Thus either power or ethical reasons may be behind the 

company’s decision to engage in active dialogue with its stakeholders.104  

 

Which one of the two is stronger cannot be inferred from the empirical findings of this thesis 

because the companies were not explicitly interrogated on this issue and they did not 

voluntarily provide an explanation. What can be seen, however, is that significant differences 

exist among the groups of companies participating in this study.  From the tables in section 

4.1.3. – Deciding on report content – can be inferred that companies in level A engage in a 

relatively more intensive dialogue with the stakeholder groups than companies in level B, 

while C-level companies mostly decide internally on the content of the reports. For example 

most companies in level A mentioned more than one stakeholder group with which they 

actively communicate and reflect the interests of in the report. They also mention several 

methods for communication. Most companies in level B on the other hand mention only one 

stakeholder group; just SKF here refers to five stakeholder groups as actively engaged in the 

design of the report content. Finally, companies in level C mention that the decision on the 

content of the report is mainly an internal process.  

 

The issue of power can be further investigated. For example both state owned companies 

made a reference to the political groups as important stakeholder groups while only three of 

the private ones mentioned them. The SAS Group also referred clearly to the fact that aviation 

companies are dependent on customers and capital and this is why they target these groups 

with their sustainability reports.  

 

Critics of the stakeholder theory claim that the theory has not been able to identify correctly 

the stakeholder groups.105 This point of view is also supported by this study in the sense that 

business partners are a group of stakeholders that was mentioned by three companies in level 

A, one company in level B and one in C. However the stakeholder model presented by 

                                                 
104 Deegan, C., Financial Accounting Theory, 2005, p. 278 
105 Cooper, S., Corporate Social Performance, A Stakeholder Approach, 2004, p. 25 
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Donaldson and Preston does not explicitly include business partners, they may be inferred as 

being part of the customers or suppliers group, but the fact that so many companies referred to 

business partners as separate stakeholders means that they should constitute a separate 

category.  

 

5.1.2. Legitimacy theory 

Legitimacy theory gives another explanation to why companies voluntarily choose to publish 

sustainability information. The theory states that because companies do not have an inherent 

right to resources they have to convince their relevant publics that their products and services 

as well as those who benefit from the company’s profits are legitimate.106 As several 

interviewees have stated and the authors of this thesis have noticed independent of this study 

sustainability issues have become part of every day media attention. This kind of attention is 

of course given to issues considered to express the opinion of and be interesting to relatively 

large social groups.  

 

When looking at initial drivers behind sustainability reporting several of the legitimation 

strategies mentioned by Dowling and Pfeffer or by Lindblom can be identified. As the 

participants were asked to explain why they chose to publish sustainability information most 

of them (8 out of 11) answered that it was a natural development from publishing 

environmental reports. This is an indication that the companies adjust their behavior naturally 

to what is expected of them, even if not obliged by laws and regulations. This adaptation was 

done either by developing the environmental report or after visiting a seminar on 

sustainability issues and becoming aware of the importance of such a report as well as having 

a template for what a report should contain. This is one of the strategies in search of 

legitimacy mentioned by Dowling and Pfeffer: “adapt output, goals and methods of 

operation“. Another way of expressing the same idea is the strategy described by Lindblom, 

stating that companies will “seek to educate and inform its relevant publics, about actual 

changes in the organization’s performance and activities”.107

 

Another strategy mentioned by Lindblom and identified during the course of this study is that 

companies will seek to change perception without actually changing behavior.108 A clear 

                                                 
106 Shocker and Sethi (1974) quoted by Deegan, C. in Financial Accounting Theory, 2005, p. 251
107 Deegan, C., Financial Accounting Theory, 2005, p. 251
108 Ibid 
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example of this strategy is SCA’s reaction to media criticism that was described in chapter 

four. By publishing a sustainability report, SCA changed perceptions and intended to repair 

what the company considered to be a lack of information, rather than bad behavior: the 

sustainability work was already done but not made public.  

 

When looking at drivers today yet another legitimation strategy can be identified. The report 

is used for building the brand, as stated by ITT Flygt and Apoteket, because being associated 

with the idea of sustainable development is considered good publicity. Here Dowling and 

Pfeffer’s strategy of “becoming identified with symbols, values, or institutions that have a 

strong base of legitimacy through communication” 109 can be recognized. 

 

If the companies are compared with each other it becomes evident that some companies make 

an active effort to find out what they should do in order to satisfy their stakeholders and be 

perceived as legitimate. This effort differs from one level to the next. Three level A 

companies mentioned the use of the report as a platform for dialogue, to get feedback and 

improve. This shows a proactive attitude, which may enable them to find out what the outside 

world wants in order to be able to adapt and find legitimation methods.  

 

A less proactive but still engaged attitude is displayed by two level A companies and one 

level B company who mentioned the need to create trust among the stakeholders, i.e. the need 

to be accepted by relevant publics. The same idea is expressed by three companies in group B 

and two in A who mentioned that the report is necessary because of the general trend in 

society, among competitors as well as among other companies in a similar size class. Also the 

media attention as opinion maker is mentioned as a driver for sustainability. These concerns 

are all an expression of active engagement in issues that are generally accepted as important 

and may become a source of legitimacy. On the other hand they express an adaptive rather 

than a proactive attitude.  

 

Yet another level of engagement is expressed by two of the three level C companies who are 

even more introvert, as they see the report as a tool for internal development rather than for 

external communication and legitimation purposes.  

 

                                                 
109 Deegan, C., Financial Accounting Theory, 2005, p. 251
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The reasons and strategies described above are what the companies voluntarily expressed 

regarding the legitimation strategies employed. If they would engage in any of the other 

strategies, more sensitive to admit on, like manipulating public opinion, “attempt to alter the 

definition of social legitimacy through communication so that it conforms to the 

organization’s present practices, output and values” or “seek to change expectations of its 

performance” 110 there is the risk that they would be unwilling to divulge such information. 

 

5.1.3. Other drivers 

There are also other drivers, besides those that can be explained by use of the stakeholder or 

legitimacy theories. For example the commitment of board members, like in the case of 

Apoteket. Another driver was mentioned by ITT Flygt who talked about an internal 

assessment revealing the importance of such a report that set the basis for a 10-year 

development. Several other companies, like Perstorp and Recip AB, referred to the need to 

improve as guiding all organizations and that having better reports is part of this natural 

tendency. Improvement can be achieved by active dialogue with the interested parties as 

described above but also by benchmarking, as Perstorp explained. Further the report can be 

used to keep track of internal resources, i.e. for internal control reasons as stated by SCA. 

5.2. Resources employed 

This thesis is concerned with the point of view of the report producers on the factors 

influencing the degree of disclosure and therefore it is important to analyze their choices 

regarding the resources used for report writing. 

 

5.2.1. Resource-based view of the firm 

The resource-based view of the firm sees business success as depending on the company’s 

capacity to integrate and make proper use of available resources.111  As mentioned in section 

3.3., one can recognize tangible and intangible resources as well as capabilities.112 The theory 

states that it is very important from a strategic perspective to identify the vital resources that 

can be employed to develop sustainable competitive advantages.113  

 

                                                 
110 Deegan, C., Financial Accounting Theory, 2005, p. 251
111 Sanchez, R., & Heene, A., Strategic learning and knowledge management, 1996, pp. 21-22 
112Fahy, J.,, The resource-based view of the firm: some stumblingblocks on the road to understanding 
sustainable competitive advantage, 2000, Journal of European Industrial Training, 24/2/3/4, pp. 94-95 
113 Sanchez, R., & Heene, A., Strategic learning and knowledge management, 1996, pp. 21-22 
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All companies in this study revealed that teams of employees and the internal systems for data 

gathering are the main ingredients in the report writing process. When interrogated on the 

resources employed most companies mentioned that they employ teams rather than 

individuals which shows their awareness that, as resource-based theory explains, keeping 

competence within a group is recommended, as less impact will be registered if one team 

member leaves the company or is hired away by competitors. Capability building by 

involving teams rather than individuals also limits the risk of imitation as the causal 

relationships are blurred. 

 

The second ingredient in the information gathering process consisted of the internal systems. 

Here it was mentioned by several companies, like TeliaSonera and Apoteket that the system 

acts as a limitation in the data gathering process because relevant information is not well 

recorded even if it could be found within the company. However as we have seen the 

resources employed are rather similar across levels.  

 

Despite the similarity in resources employed significant differences among the reports still 

occur. This is why the reporting process can be seen as capability development. Being able to 

gather and publish more information depends not only on willingness to do so, as analyzed in 

the previous chapter, and not only on resources involved, as described above, but also on the 

capacity to organize resources properly and thus turn them into capabilities. The resource-

based theory states that the highest potential for achieving competitive advantages lies within 

capabilities, and these occur when an improvement of the value of the resources employed is 

noticed.114

 

According to the theory, a capability is difficult to define and single out. Individual and group 

skills and interactions are the focus of capability development,115 and the report writing 

process can be interpreted as capability development as most companies in this study 

mentioned the importance of cross-departmental collaboration for gathering information and 

writing the reports. Also, as mentioned above, some companies recognized that a better 

structure for internal communication channels could lead to an improved report.  

 

                                                 
114 Fahy, J., The resource-based view of the firm: some stumblingblocks on the road to understanding 
sustainable competitive advantage, 2000, Journal of European Industrial Training, 24/2/3/4, pp. 94-104 
115 Ibid 

 55



Another indication of the capability building process can be seen in the fact that several 

companies participating in this study agreed that it is important to involve all employees in the 

sustainability reporting process by considering them as one of the main stakeholder groups for 

the report. Informing the employees creates an opportunity for further development of the 

sustainability reporting system, as they would be more willing to come with ideas for 

improving the internal processes and thus develop company specific capabilities.  

 

Another main idea revealed during this study and in accordance with the resource-based view 

is that the capability development requires long term commitment,116 which in turn entails 

capital investments and organizational learning. It was pointed out for example that systems 

for gathering environmental data may be more developed as compared to those for social 

information. Also several companies agreed that it was internally developed competence that 

was the main ingredient in the reporting process; only a limited number of companies, like the 

SAS Group and TeliaSonera, admitted to having felt the need to increase their teams with 

newly hired personnel, and only one company, ITT Flygt, referred to using consultants for 

improving the report.  

 

Opponents to the resource-based theory mention the importance of looking at how internal 

resources are developed over time117 and the authors agree that such a study would reveal 

much more about the differences and similarities among companies and maybe even provide 

an explanation for the differences in levels achieved.  

5.3. Critical evaluation of GRI guidelines 

As mentioned in the introduction the authors of this thesis have chosen to investigate the 

attitude towards the GRI guidelines in the hope of identifying further factors having an impact 

on the level of disclosure. First the attitudes towards the framework in general are considered 

and compared with the intention of the GRI designers and second the opinions regarding the 

latest version, G3, are presented, again compared to the intention of the GRI designers. 

 

 

 

 
                                                 
116 Fahy, J., The resource-based view of the firm: some stumblingblocks on the road to understanding 
sustainable competitive advantage, 2000, Journal of European Industrial Training, 24/2/3/4, pp. 94-104 
117 Ibid. 
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5.3.1. The purpose of sustainability reporting guidelines 

As described in chapter three, the GRI guidelines provide guidance for organizations that 

want to publish relevant sustainability information.118 During the discussions with the 

participating companies it was revealed that some organizations use the guidelines throughout 

the reporting process while others only use them in the final stages to produce a G3 index that 

helps the reader find certain information.  

 

It was among the goals of the GRI organization to achieve international approval. Today 

12000 companies worldwide use the framework119 and this international recognition proved 

an important factor for the companies in this study when deciding to use the framework. This 

was the only positive issue agreed on by all companies in this study. Further on clear 

differences among the groups in their attitude towards the framework can be identified.  

 

If one compares the tables on pages 45-48 that summarize the attitudes towards the guidelines 

for each levels it becomes evident that the framework is mostly appreciated by companies in 

level A while most companies in levels B and C display a more reserved opinion. Level A 

organizations referred to the broadness and flexibility of the guidelines while level B and C 

companies referred to the fact that the guidelines are too vague and too general. Only one 

company in level A is reserved while only one in level B and one in C display a very positive 

attitude. 

 

Level B and C companies also mentioned some positive aspects, like for example the 

benchmarking opportunities presented by the guidelines, and the fact that the framework helps 

in enhancing the usability of the reports by making them comparable. The negative aspects 

mentioned are the sheer amount of indicators that make the guidelines seem irrelevant; several 

companies stressed the need to evaluate these indicators before they can be included in the 

reports. The GRI designers were aware of this issue and developed the principles of 

materiality, stakeholder inclusiveness and others exactly for guiding companies among all 

possible indicators.120  Another complaint expressed regards the industry appropriateness the 

                                                 
118 GRI homepage, What we do. 
119 Ceres Homepage, http://www.ceres.org/ceres/, About us 
120 GRI homepage, Defining report content and Defining report quality 
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guidelines. The GRI seems however to address this issue as well as they are in the course of 

developing sector specific indicators. 121   

 

5.3.2. Relevance of the G3 levels 

As already mentioned, the GRI guidelines have recently undergone some changes and the 

latest version, G3, was introduced in 2006. G3 launched three levels of application and the 

main difference between these levels is the amount of information companies choose to 

disclose. The intention of the GRI was that this three-step framework would function as help 

for different levels of experience where beginners would use the guidelines developed for 

level C and experienced companies would attempt to reach level A.122  This seems not to be 

the case for the companies involved in this study. As can be seen on table 2 on page 32 no 

relationship can be noticed between experience with sustainability reporting and level 

achieved. Level A and Level B companies display for example similar degrees of experience. 

What is most surprising is that the company with most experience (ITT Flygt) and the one 

with least experience, Perstorp, are both in level C. However it should not be forgotten that 

ITT Flygt only publishes reports every other year. 

 

When asked about their opinion regarding this new categorization, a clear difference in 

attitude can be seen among level A companies on one hand and level B and C organizations 

on the other. The attitudes are not surprisingly similarly distributed as the ones about the GRI 

in general. Level A organizations are mostly positive and refer to the trust building 

opportunities associated with this categorization, while companies in level B consider the 

categories themselves to be of secondary importance. Companies in level B also expressed 

that it is important to know that achieving a certain level in the report refers to improvement 

on reporting capabilities and not to improvement of the sustainability work in itself. 

Companies in level A on the other hand mentioned that achieving level A could be associated 

with positive reactions from the outside world and that media attention can been used to 

market oneself and build up competitive advantages. It is uncertain whether the designers of 

the G3 were aware of the publicity potential associated with the levels of application. 

 

This concludes the analysis part of the present thesis and the conclusions are presented in the 

following section. 
                                                 
121 GRI homepage, Reporting framework overview 
122 GRI homepage, Application Levels 
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Chapter 6. Conclusions 

In this chapter the questions asked in the introduction are answered in detail based on the 

previous analysis. First, the driving forces having an impact on the level achieved are 

presented followed by the importance of the resources employed in succeeding to publish a 

certain amount of information. Finally, the question whether the attitudes towards the 

reporting framework have any potential effect on the level of disclosure achieved is answered. 

6.1. What are the driving forces that motivate Swedish companies 
throughout the sustainability reporting process? 

Based on the analysis in the previous chapter and especially on figure 3, the authors of this 

thesis argue that one of the most important factors having an impact on the amount of 

information published is the willingness to communicate with more than one stakeholder 

groups. The probability of achieving a higher degree of disclosure seems to increase with the 

number of stakeholders considered as target groups for the report. Therefore we argue that the 

companies wishing to achieve a higher level need to take a closer look at their current 

stakeholder groups, critically review them in order to be able to identify new stakeholders to 

communicate with.  

 

The same conclusion is backed by the fact that most companies in level C mention that the 

decision on the content of the report is mainly an internal process. Thus the report is more of a 

one-way information tool than a platform for discussion as most of the companies in levels A 

and B state. Therefore starting an active dialogue with several stakeholder groups and 

identifying new areas that could be of interest can also lead to a more detailed report. 

 

Besides the stakeholders involved in the reporting process another issue analyzed was 

whether legitimacy theory can explain the level of disclosure achieved. The authors consider 

that the legitimacy theory seems appropriate to explain why companies voluntarily choose to 

report on sustainability issues. During the course of this study it was made clear that, 

irrespective of the level achieved, the desire for legitimation is a strong driving force behind 

sustainability reporting. The reports in themselves are a method of providing information on 

how wealth is distributed among owners, employees and local communities and how the 

impacts on environment and the society are dealt with. The companies become less vulnerable 

to criticism because they voluntarily and proactively explain and justify their actions. Also 
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relatively many companies agreed to participate in the study, which is another indication of 

the fact that legitimacy theory has a strong explanatory power for sustainability reporting: 

sustainability is a hot issue today and many want to participate in the debate. 

 

The study also revealed that level A companies make an active effort to find out what the 

relevant publics want to know which can increase their chance to identify legitimacy gaps and 

proactively answer them. Level B and C organizations on the other hand mostly accept that 

the general trend is to produce such a report and thus they become part of a general debate. 

We argue therefore that a proactive attitude would increase a company’s chances of creating a 

more detailed report and also of achieving legitimation.  

 

Achieving legitimation is done by adopting different strategies. In the current study no 

legitimation strategy has proven dominant in a certain group and therefore it can not be stated 

that a particular strategy can determine the level of disclosure; this can partially be explained 

by the fact that the companies participating in this study face different situations (with regard 

to industry, competition, resources employed and so on) and therefore the motivations behind 

their choice of strategy differ greatly. Also the sample included in this study was not large 

enough to permit the identification of any trends in this respect. 

 

As identified in the analysis other factors may influence the level achieved. The report can be 

used to keep track of internal resources or because of internal pressure from board members. 

This shows that rather than giving in to external pressure, from stakeholders or for legitimacy 

reasons, companies may also be pressured from within and the resulting external effects are 

only by-products. 

 

The driving forces can thus be explained by legitimacy theory and stakeholder theory, but also 

other forces are behind sustainability reporting and the present study is far from having 

exhaustively identified them. We can only argue that, for Swedish companies applying the 

GRI guidelines, the amount of stakeholder groups considered and a proactive attitude can 

influence the amount of information being published. 
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6.2. What effects have the resources employed on the level of 
disclosure?  

As evident from the empirical findings all companies use similar resources for the report 

writing and therefore the amount and kind of resources alone cannot explain the different 

levels achieved. The organizations rely mostly on experienced internal personnel for 

collecting the data and writing the report and no major new investments were necessary when 

the decision was taken to start publishing sustainability reports. Therefore we argue that a 

good sustainability report can be seen as a specific capability developed within the company. 

This capability involves cross-departmental collaboration, and is developed over the long 

term, which makes it hard to copy. The capacity to produce a good and detailed sustainability 

report can be seen as a capability also because it is expected to add value to the company and 

help in achieving legitimacy or competitive advantages instead of direct economic benefits.  

 

However the present study was unable to identify what exactly this capability depends on, and 

how it is developed. When comparing the companies with regard to level achieved it is 

difficult to pinpoint the differences and further investigation seems necessary before a general 

conclusion can be drawn. Sometimes it was pointed out that the internal systems needed to be 

developed or that more resources were necessary to be able to gather and publish more 

information. Also certain companies employed new resources when sustainability reporting 

was initiated, but this was admitted by an equal number of companies across levels A, B and 

C, which shows that using new competence has no direct relationship with the level achieved. 

 

Critics of the resource-based theory pointed out that looking at the capabilities at a certain 

point in time will not reveal how they were built. This study has the limitation that the 

information collected originates from interviews of approximately 30 minutes; a longer 

comparative study is required to draw any conclusions regarding how level A can be 

achieved. So far it can only be seen that all Swedish companies reporting on sustainability 

issues agreed that a combination of employee skills and good internal systems contribute to 

relevant information gathering.  
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6.3. How well adapted are the GRI guidelines to serve the purpose of 
sustainability reporting?  

As seen in the analysis, the guidelines are perceived as either very well developed and 

relevant or as too results-oriented and irrelevant. Companies in levels B and C complain for 

example about the sheer amount of indicators. The authors argue that this might be the result 

of misunderstandings on the part of these companies because the designers of the guidelines 

explain that when deciding to report on a certain indicator the company should perform 

certain tests to identify whether it is relevant or not. On the other hand this can be an 

indication of a lack of clear communication and that the GRI should provide more training on 

the use of the guidelines.   

 

What was made clear by this study is that level A companies seem to have developed a better 

relationship with the guidelines, as they are predominantly positive towards the framework in 

general as well as towards its latest version, G3. Therefore the authors argue that a good 

understanding of the guidelines as well as trust for the framework designers may influence the 

level achieved. 

 

A final issue regards the relationship between the level of disclosure achieved and experience 

with sustainability reporting. GRI has initially developed the levels of application to answer 

the needs of companies that have different experience levels with this particular type of 

reporting. However we were unable to identify a relationship between the experience with 

sustainability reporting and the level achieved; most surprisingly, the most and the less 

experienced companies were both in level C. 

 

To summarize, the authors of this thesis argue that the more stakeholder interests considered 

the higher the level achieved. Also a company displaying a proactive rather than adaptive 

attitude for identifying legitimacy gaps has higher chances of achieving a higher level of 

disclosure. As a third conclusion we argue that even the attitude towards the reporting 

framework may have an impact on the level achieved. On the other hand more research is 

needed around what specific legitimacy strategy and capabilities that have an impact on the 

level of disclosure achieved by Swedish companies reporting on sustainability issues 

according to GRI guidelines. 
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6.4. Future research 

The thesis concludes with a brief presentation of the authors’ proposals for future studies. As 

already stated, we consider that it would be interesting to further investigate the role that 

resources play in the level of disclosure achieved. This could be done by means of a longer-

term comparative study among a reduced number of companies that have consistently 

achieved different levels. Alternatively one and the same company that has evolved from one 

level to another could be interrogated on the changes occurred in employment of resources.  

 

An investigation could also be made involving a larger sample of employees within several 

companies in order to measure their level of commitment to sustainability issues. The 

capability building process could be better described and understood through such a study.  

 

Another future study could be designed around which legitimacy strategy is preferentially 

employed by those companies that prove successful in achieving the highest level of 

disclosure. Here the comparison should include companies that face similar situations, and 

therefore an intra-industry comparison seems most appropriate. 
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Appendix 1. Interview Guide – Swedish and English versions 

Bakgrundsfrågor  
Företag:  
Namn: 
Befattning: 
Utbildningsbakgrund: 
 

• När började Ni arbeta med hållbarhetsredovisning? 
• Varför började Ni arbeta med hållbarhetsredovisning? 
• Vilken roll har Ni i företagets utveckling vad gäller hållbarhetsredovisning?  
• Hur länge har Ni jobbat i denna roll?  

Definitions frågor 
• Hur definierar företaget hållbarhetsredovisning? 
• Vad är socialt, miljö och ekonomiskt ansvar enligt din mening?  
• Vad är syftet med hållbarhetsredovisningen? 

Drivkrafts-, Resurs- och Verktygsfrågor  
 

Drivkrafter: 

1. Varför började företaget göra hållbarhetsrapporter? 
2. Vad är det som driver företagets hållbarhetsredovisning? (idag) 
3. Vilka intressenter ställer krav på företagets hållbarhetsredovisning?  
4. Vilka krav ställer era intressenter på er? Hur vet ni det? 
5. På vilket sätt speglar informationen i rapporten intressenternas åsikter?  

 

Resurser och kunskap: 

6. Vilka faktorer har påverkat företaget vid val av information som ingår i rapporten?  
a. Vilka interna faktorer påverkar mest innehållet i hållbarhetsrapporten? På 

vilket sätt? 
b. Vilka externa faktorer påverkar innehållet i hållbarhetsrapporten? På vilket 

sätt? 
7. Hur får företaget fram den information som behövs för hållbarhetsredovisning? 

 
Verktyg: 

8. Hur väl speglar GRI riktlinjerna syftet med hållbarhetsredovisning?  
9. Tycker företaget att de olika nivåerna som GRI har är rimliga för 

hållbarhetsredovisning?   
10. Vilken nivå av GRI är av störst önskan för ert företag att nå? 
11. Varför skulle det vara viktigt för företaget att nå denna nivå? 
12. Hur långt har företaget kommit med detta mål?  

 
13. Är det något mer ni vill tillägga? 
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Background questions  
Company name:  
Name: 
Job description: 
Education: 

• When did you start working with sustainability accounting? 
• Why did you start working with sustainability accounting? 
• What is your role in developing the company’s sustainability accounting?  
• How long have you had that role?  

Definition questions 
• How does your company define sustainability accounting? 
• According to you, what are the company’s social, environmental and economic 

responsibilities?  
• What is the purpose of sustainability accounting? 

Questions on the driving forces, resources and instruments that play a 
role in sustainability reporting:  
 

Driving forces: 

1. Why did your company begin to publish sustainability reports? 
2. What are the driving forces behind sustainability reporting? (today) 
3. Which stakeholders make demands on the company’s sustainability reports?  
4. What are these demands? How do you identify those demands? 
5. How does the information in the reports mirror the opinions of your stakeholders?  
 

Resources and knowledge: 

6. What factors influence the choice of information to be included in the reports?  
a. Which internal factors have the biggest influence on the content of the report? 

In what way? 
b. Which external factors have the biggest influence on the content of the report?  

In what way? 
7. How does the company gather the information needed for sustainability reporting? 

 
Instruments: 

8. How well do the GRI guidelines serve the purpose of sustainability accounting?  
9. Does the company feel that the different application levels are reasonable?   
10. What level of the GRI does your company wish to achieve? 
11. Why is it important for the company to achieve that level? 
12. How far along the way towards achieving the previously mentioned application level 

are you?  
 

13. Is there anything else you would like to add? 

 

 68



Appendix 2 List of interviews (in chronological order) 

1.  SCA AB  
- Respondent: Patrik  Isaksson, vice-president of SCA Environmental Affairs 
- Date and duration: Monday 19th Nov., 20 minutes 
 

2.  Perstorp AB
- Respondent: Jan Peterson, Director of Environment, Health and Safety 
- Date and duration: Monday 19th Nov., 15 min  
 

3 SKF AB
- Respondent: Sim Tee Lam, Communications Manager for Corporate Sustainability 
- Date and duration: Monday 19th Nov., 27 min  
    

4 TeliaSonera 
- Respondent: Birgitta Erlandsson-Segerström, Director for Corporate Sustainability 

reporting 
- Date and duration: Wednesday 21st Nov, 19 min. 
 

5 Holmen  
- Respondent: Lars Strömberg, Director of Sustainable and Environmental Affairs 
- Date and duration: Thursday 22nd Nov., e-mail  
    

6 The SAS Group 
- Respondent: Niels Eirik Nertun, Director of Sustainability and Environment  
- Date and duration: Friday 23rd Nov., 31 min 
  

7 Apoteket    
- Respondent: Torben Engström, Responsible for Corporate External Reporting  
- Date and duration: Monday 26th Nov., 32 min 
   

8 AtlasCopco    
- Respondent: Karin Holmquist, Non-financial Controller 
- Date and duration: Tuesday 27th Nov., e-mail  
  

9 Recip AB  
- Respondent: Birgitta Westin, Representative of the Corporate Environment 

Department 
- Date and duration: Wednesday 28th Nov., 15 min 
   

10 ITT Flygt   
- Respondent: Ingrid Brauer, ESH and Quality Manager 
- Date and duration: Wednesday 28th Nov., 19 min     
 

11 Vattenfall   
- Respondent: Åsa Pettersson, CSR Manager, Group Public Affairs 
- Date and duration: Monday 3rd Dec. 27 min 
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