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Abstract (English) 
In the last years, companies started to publish non-financial information in addition to their 

financial reports. To increase the credibility of this data, companies have the possibility to adopt 

sustainability assurance. Apart from reliability enhancement, sustainability assurance is 

considered to also have other benefits for companies, potentially even financial advantages. 

This Master Thesis undertakes a quantitative analysis to determine whether assurance of 

sustainability reports has an impact on the financial performance of Austrian enterprises. The 

sample for this research consists of the 250 largest Austrian companies by revenue. Differences 

in the financial performance among companies with assured sustainability assurance and those 

without assured sustainability assurance were found. Moreover, companies adopting 

sustainability assurance reached better financial results.  

 

Keywords: sustainability assurance, Corporate Social Responsibility, sustainability, Austrian 

companies, financial performance 

 

Abstract (Deutsch) 
In den letzten Jahren haben Unternehmen begonnen, neben Finanzberichten auch 

Nachhaltigkeitsinformationen zu veröffentlichen. Um die Glaubwürdigkeit dieser Daten zu 

erhöhen, haben Unternehmen die Möglichkeit, eine unabhängige Nachhaltigkeitsprüfung 

durchzuführen. Neben der positive Wirkung auf die Glaubwürdigkeit werden der 

Nachhaltigkeitsprüfung auch andere Vorteile für Unternehmen zugeschrieben, möglicherweise 

sogar finanzielle Benefits. Diese Masterarbeit unternimmt eine quantitative Analyse, um 

festzustellen, ob die Prüfung von Nachhaltigkeitsberichten einen Einfluss auf die finanzielle 

Leistungsfähigkeiten von Unternehmen hat. Die Stichprobe besteht aus den 250 

umsatzstärksten österreichischen Unternehmen. Es wurden Unterschiede in der finanziellen 

Performance zwischen Unternehmen mit Nachhaltigkeitsprüfung und Unternehmen ohne 

Nachhaltigkeitsprüfung festgestellt. Darüber hinaus erzielten Unternehmen, die eine 

Nachhaltigkeitsprüfung einführten, bessere Finanzergebnisse. 
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1. Introduction 

Corporate Social Responsibility (further referred to as CSR) and sustainability have probably 

become the most discussed issues in the business world of the 21st century. Accordingly, 

businesses and politicians have started to pay attention to the matter. As a result, the European 

Commission introduced several measures encouraging companies to be more socially and 

environmentally responsible, such as the Non-Financial Reporting Directive as of 2014 

(European Commission, org., 2014) or the latest Corporate Social Reporting Directive 

(European Commission, org., 2021) admitted in 2022. Companies are as well increasingly 

involved in the matter as CSR activities are critical for the sustainability of firms. (Kim et al., 

2019) Consequently, businesses often started to publish sustainability reports to disclose and 

communicate their progress in this field. 

 

To strengthen the credibility of these reports, companies have the possibility to gain external 

sustainability assurance. (Quick & Inwinkl, 2020; Coram et al., 2009) Moreover, research also 

suggests other beneficial effects of assurance services. For instance, firms with assured 

sustainability reports often benefit from an improved reputation and better shareholder 

relations. (Velte, 2020) Garcia-Sánchez et al. argue that further benefits driving companies’ 

incentives to introduce sustainability assurance are lower capital constraints, including lower 

information asymmetries or forecast errors. (Garcia-Sánchez et al., 2019) In addition, numerous 

studies reported positive effects on the financial performance of enterprises. (Kim et al., 2019; 

Aksik, Gal, 2019; Bauwhede, Van Cauwenberge, 2022; European Commission, org., 2017) 

Nevertheless, other researchers found sustainability assurance to be connected with no or only 

minimal positive financial and non-financial impacts on the reporting companies. (Fazzini, Dal 

Maso, 2016; Lajmi, Paché, 2020; Giel et al., 2013) Thus, findings on the effects attributable to 

sustainability assurance are inconsistent.  

 

The aim of this Master Thesis is to contribute to the existing literature on the topic of 

sustainability assurance. More specifically, the effects of sustainability assurance on the 

financial performance of firms are investigated. The empirical focus of the research is on 

Austrian companies. Given this position, the research question for this study is as follows: 

What impact does sustainability assurance have on the financial performance of Austrian 

firms? 
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First of all, data is collected from sustainability and financial reports of a sample of the 250 

largest Austrian firms by revenue for the period between 2017 and 2021. Afterwards, the 

collected data is examined using Mann-Whitney U Tests, therefore, the research question is 

answered by a quantitative approach.  

 

Studies analysing the topic of sustainability assurance often focus on common law English-

speaking countries, such as Akisik and Gal (2019), Kim et al. (2019), Casey and Grenier (2019) 

or Coran et al. (2009). On the other hand, papers focusing on other geographical regions are 

more recent, for example, García-Benau et al. (2013) and Sierra et al. (2013) with the paper on 

the French case or Miralles-Quirós et al. (2021) focusing on Spain. Nevertheless, there is still 

a noteworthy absence of studies on this topic in Austria. The field is becoming even more 

significant with the continuously increasing rates of sustainability assurance in Austria. 

(KPMG, org., 2020) Therefore, it is possible to consider this Master Thesis as a preliminary 

study focusing on the effects of sustainability assurance on the financial performance of 

Austrian companies. Future research can, ideally, be based on the findings of this paper.  

 

This Master Thesis is organised as follows:  

Chapter 2 provides a literature review on the topic of CSR, sustainability reporting and 

assurance of sustainability reports. Also, this chapter introduces the effects of sustainability 

assurance on companies.  

Chapter 3 develops a research question and hypotheses. Furthermore, it explains the used 

methodology and provides a depiction of the data.  

Chapter 4 shows the results of the analysis and descriptives. 

Chapter 5 discusses and concludes the empirical work. This part also summarises and further 

analyses the research findings. Afterwards, contributions of the study are provided. Finally, the 

chapter concludes by examining the limitations of the study and suggestions for future research.  
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2. Literature review 

2.1. Corporate Social Responsibility 

Society’s acknowledgement of climate change, environmental issues, natural disasters, and 

scarcity of natural resources has been intensively discussed in the last few years. Nevertheless, 

the evolution of CSR is dated back already to the late 1930s. In 1938, Bernard was the first 

author to mention, although indirectly, the concept of CSR. The author highlighted that, in their 

decision-making processes, executives should not only consider economic aspects but also 

combine legal, moral, social, and physical elements. (Bernard, 1938) 

 

Despite Bernard’s contribution, CSR seems to have its origins in the 1950s, after the publication 

of an article by Donald K. David. David encouraged business leaders to start engaging in social 

affairs more actively, as businesses actually have three obligations: 

• to conduct business in an effective manner; 

• to make the business organization itself a good and just society; 

• to operate in a respectful manner towards external communities and organizations (to 

be constructive). 

David based his article on an ongoing discussion initiated years before writing his paper and 

contributed to rich debates on the topic in the following years. (David, 1949) 

 

Carroll highlighted the contributions of Browen to the topic of CSR and Browen’s book called 

“Social Responsibilities of the Businessman” was probably the most noteworthy literature from 

the 1950s. Here, the author argued that the actions of corporations have a tangible impact on 

society and, therefore, corporations need to take this impact into consideration. Furthermore, 

Carroll emphasized the numerous management and organizational changes mentioned in the 

book, such as the use of the social audit, social education of managers, or the development of 

business codes of conduct. Nevertheless, it remains unclear how many of his proposals were 

accepted in the 1950s. Browen is often called the “Father of CSR” because of his contributions 

to defining the CSR concept. (Carroll, 1999)  

 

In the 1960s, researchers mainly attempted to provide a clear definition of CSR, especially due 

to numerous public movements and increasing social pressure towards businesses. Davis was 

one of the most renowned authors of that time. (Farcane & Bureana, 2015) For instance, Davis 
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defined the concept as the “decisions and actions of businessmen at least partially due to reasons 

other than technical and economic interest.” (Davis, 1960, p. 70) Also, the author believed that 

the social responsibilities of a business are connected with its social power. In other words, 

when the amount of social responsibility activities of a firm decreases, the social power of that 

business decreases as well. (Davis, 1960)  

 

In the late 1960s, the concept of stakeholders started to appear in the literature. Walton argued 

that intimate relationships between companies, society, and all social groups that could be 

affected by the actions of companies exist. (Walton, 1967) 

 

The first author to use the word “obligation” in the definition of CSR and, hence, contributed 

to the transformation of a vague concept to a more practical one was McGuire. According to 

the author, the idea of CSR exceeds economic and legal obligations and also involves 

obligations towards society. (McGuire, 1963) 

 

The 1970s was a decade of talk, especially among academics. In 1979, Carroll presented a four-

dimensional definition of CSR. Since then, it has become one of the most popular CSR 

definitions used both by practitioners and theoreticians already for several decades. It is often 

referred to as the first unified CSR definition. (Agudelo et al., 2019) Although originally 

published in 1979, later, in 1991, Carroll presented a graphical depiction of the four dimensions. 

The usefulness of this research has been supported by numerous empirical work. Indeed, the 

original 1991 article was cited more than 15 800 times. In the construct, Carroll argued that 

these four types of social responsibilities comprise an entity’s CSR:  

• Economic – society requires businesses to sustain themselves and to continue in their 

business operations; 

• Legal – society expects businesses to obey regulations; 

• Ethical – as laws and regulations are essential but may not be sufficient, society expects 

businesses to conduct their business operations in an ethical manner as well; and  

• Philanthropic – historically, philanthropy has been one of the most used pieces of CSR 

definitions and the concept represents the desire of society for businesses to behave as 

good corporate citizens.  
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Figure 1 presents a graphical representation of Carroll’s Pyramid of CSR. This graphical 

illustration brought several benefits as it is simple and intuitive to understand for its potential 

users. (Carroll, 1991) 
 

Figure 1 - Carroll's CSR Pyramid 

 
Source: Carroll (2016), p. 5 
 

The Pyramid of CSR gained popularity, especially in the 1990s, and it was also during this 

period when CSR started to receive international interest. This fact can be explained by the 

globalization process, which significantly progressed during this time. For multinational 

corporations, CSR brought the possibility of coordinating the various challenges and 

opportunities of the globalization process. Although the significance of CSR grew stronger, the 

idea itself remained unevolved. (Carroll, 1999) 

 

According to Elkington, businesses should try to balance their social, environmental and 

economic impact and the ideal way to achieve this goal is through long-term and effective 

partnerships with stakeholders, the private and the public sector. This concept is also referred 

to as the Triple Bottom Line. (Elkington, 1998) Whilst first conceived in the 1990s, its 

relevancy in the CSR discussion has remained until today. Elkington’s idea is particularly 
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important as it indicates that businesses are able to combine their economic goals 

simultaneously with socially and environmentally responsible behaviour. (Agudelo et al., 2019)  

 

In the 2000s, the CSR has already been seen as a global phenomenon. Especially the European 

Community has been known for its interest and contributions to the growth of CSR. (Carroll, 

2008) The Community highlighted that CSR is not only of interest to companies but also to 

society as a whole. Indeed, according to the EU’s Lisbon Strategy as of 2000, CSR can 

contribute towards achieving the strategic goal of “becoming the most competitive and dynamic 

knowledge-based economy in the world, capable of sustainable economic growth with more 

and better jobs and greater social cohesion.” (European Council, org., 2000, p. 2) CSR is, thus, 

able to benefit society as a whole. For enterprises, the concept can potentially improve access 

to capital, innovation capacity, customer relations and human resource management. 

Furthermore, enterprises implementing CSR contribute to the objectives of sustainable 

development and economic competitiveness set by the EU. (European Commission, org., 

2011a)  

 

According to the founders of the Corporate Social Responsibility Movement, Conley and 

Williams, this development may be considered the most vital change in the world of business 

over the last decades. Its consequences can be particularly seen in the voluntary activities of 

companies, mostly in the area of disclosure. Disclosure practices are widespread, including the 

implementation of environmental and/or social projects and independent sustainability 

assurance services. Moreover, an increasing number of investors subject their share purchases 

based on CSR filters or CSR engagements. As a result, CSR support services have been 

generated, such as various consultants, auditors, or communication specialists. The authors 

concluded that CSR is an ongoing decision-making process in which managers disclose social 

and environmental issues and then communicate which actions they took and why. (Conley, 

Williams, 2005) 

 

Nowadays, the relevance of CSR in business is enormous. The concept has gone from a 

business opportunity to an expectation from the side of stakeholders. Furthermore, it has 

become necessary to integrate the concept into the business strategy in order to meet the 

demands and requirements of society and stakeholders. (Rodriguez-Gomez et al., 2020) The 

evolution of the CSR concept is illustrated in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2 - Evolution of CSR concept 

 
Source: own compilation 
 

Nevertheless, even today, there is no officially accepted definition of CSR. The main ones in 

use currently have been suggested by the European Union and the standard ISO 26000. Most 

other definitions are, however, similar and involve related concepts. (Hopkins, 2006) The 

Commission has defined CSR as “a concept whereby companies integrate social and 

environmental concerns in their business operations and in their interaction with their 

stakeholders on a voluntary basis.” (European Commission, org., 2011a, p. 7)  

 

ISO 26000 is a standard providing guidance on social responsibility for all types of 

organizations. Its goal is to assist enterprises with sustainable development. The standard 

gained its relevance not only for the definition it proposes but more due to the fact that it was 

developed by 450 experts from 99 countries and 40 international organizations. As of today, 

the standard has been adopted by more than 80 countries. (ISO, org., n.d.) ISO applies the 

following definition of CSR: “responsibility of an organization for the impacts of its decisions 

and activities on society and the environment, through transparent and ethical behaviour that: 

• contributes to sustainable development, including health and the welfare of society; 

• takes into account the expectations of stakeholders; 

• is in compliance with applicable law and consistent with international norms of 

behaviour; 
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• is integrated throughout the organization and practised in its relationships.” (ISO, org. 

2010, p. 3) 

 

Aligned with the EU, International Organization for Standardization (ISO) highlights that CSR 

positively influences enterprises’ reputation, competitive advantage or potential to attract and 

retain employees, clients or customers. (ISO, org., 2010) 

 

Although there is currently no consensus to be found among scholars, the majority of 

researchers believe that stakeholders will dominate the CSR topic during the next decades. In 

other words, stakeholders will gain more negotiating power and will increasingly cooperate on 

common concerns. Furthermore, consumers and employees are also expected to demand more 

corporate responsibility from enterprises as the association between corporate behaviour and 

quality of life will become clear. Interestingly, it is believed that the CSR agenda will continue 

to grow more promptly in developing countries rather than in the developed world. This 

expectation can be supported by the following two arguments: the economic progress of 

developing countries connected with supply chain pressures on environmentally and socially 

responsible behaviour from the side of developed countries. CSR issues expected to be 

dominant in the future are, for example, environmental sustainability, social inclusion, ethics, 

transparency or community development. (Chapagain, 2016; Carroll, 2015) 

 

2.2. Sustainability reporting  

In line with the increasing trend of corporate sustainability, the communication dimension of 

CSR started to play a vital role. Consequently, companies developed sustainability reporting in 

order to react to society’s acknowledgement of the importance of socially responsible 

businesses. Indeed, the paper by Kristofik, Lament, and Musa reviewed companies’ incentives 

behind sustainability reporting and confirmed that the primary one is the communication with 

stakeholders. The research question has been verified based on a literature review, with most 

papers stating that stakeholder communication is the fundamental motivation for sustainability 

reporting. (Kristofik et al., 2016)  

 

Another paper highlighting the communication benefit of sustainability reporting is the study 

by Sweeney and Coughlan. The researchers perceived sustainability reports as one of the 

possible communication channels available for firms. Moreover, the paper showed differences 
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in reporting across industries and, hence, suggested that companies may adjust sustainability 

reports based on the expectations of their key stakeholders. Sustainability reporting may, 

therefore, be also used as a marketing communication tool. (Sweeney, Coughlan, 2011) 

 

Similarly, Rourke stated that investors and shareholders expect to receive transparent 

information about a company’s non-financial risks and liabilities. Reporting and disclosures of 

sustainability information, hence, supply stakeholders with extra and more precise information, 

allowing them to make smarter economic and social decisions. Faulty or missing information 

could contribute to stakeholders deciding on economic and social decisions not in their best 

interest, which also diminishes their utility. (Rourke, 2004)  

 

Apart from these two functions, sustainability reporting has numerous other advantages for 

businesses. The existing research indicated impacts, such as enhanced corporate image and 

reputation, improved productivity, greater profits and earnings, cost reduction, or expanded 

client relationships. (Patten, Zhao, 2014) 

 

Taking the benefits of sustainability reports into consideration, it seems likely that an increasing 

number of companies would report on non-financial information. Indeed, the Governance and 

Accountability Institute (G&A), a leading consulting company on CSR, examined reporting 

trends of the USA’s largest publicly traded companies. Its research revealed that the popularity 

of sustainability reporting continues to grow worldwide. In 2020, 92% of companies from the 

S&P 500 Index published sustainability reports. Whereas today’s proportion of non-reporters 

is only 8%, the first G&A research from 2010 found 80% of S&P 500 non-reporters. From the 

Russell 1000 Index, 70% of enterprises published sustainability reports, up from 65% in 2019. 

Furthermore, the G&A Institute assumes that this trend will continue in the following years as 

well. (G&A, org., 2021) 

 

From the statistics of KPMG displayed in Figure 3, it can be seen that from the sample of N100 

companies (the top 100 companies in 52 countries and jurisdictions based on revenue), 80% 

reported on CSR. The survey further showed that companies continuously increase their 

reporting rates each year. From the G250 sample (worldwide 250 largest companies based on 

the 2021 ranking of Fortune 500), 96% reported sustainability information, the same as in 2020. 

Nonetheless, KPMG expects the reporting rate to further grow after the introduction of new 

regulations on non-financial reporting. It can be seen that the trend is continuous, starting in 
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1993 and sustaining even during the financial crisis of 2008-2009 and the Covid-19 pandemic 

during 2020-2021. (KPMG, org., 2022) 

 

On the other hand, the survey found distinct geographical and sectoral differences. KPMG 

reported that the Asia-Pacific region reached sustainability reporting rates of over 90%. This 

score is followed by Europe with 82% and an increase of 5% compared to the previous year. 

This percentage is expected to further grow in the following years based on new regulatory 

activities in Europe, for example, the Corporate Social Responsibility Directive (CSRD). On 

the contrary, the reporting rate of the Americas reached 74%, with a decrease of 3%. This 

decline has been mostly influenced by the introduction of new countries in the survey data. For 

example, the rate of Latin America has been in decline since 2017, with a decrease of 12% 

during this period. Sustainability reporting in the Middle East and Africa has similarly dipped 

by 3% over the past years to 56% in 2022. Moreover, some countries and jurisdictions managed 

to achieve reporting rates over 90%, the survey mentioned, for example, Canada (94%), Ireland 

(95%), Sweden (98%), Germany (100%), South Korea (99%) or the UK (99%). (KPMG, org., 

2022) 

 

Figure 3 - Growth in sustainability reporting rates since 1993 

 
Source: KPMG, org. (2022), p. 13 

 

Traditionally, large manufacturing firms were more prone to report voluntarily on the loss of 

biodiversity. These firms are riskier from a biodiversity perspective and, consequently, more 
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sensitive to information about poor practices. KPMG, nevertheless, reported a positive trend in 

reporting across diverse sectors, even those considered less risky. More specifically, significant 

growth has been noted in the technology, automotive, media and telecommunications sectors. 

(KPMG, org., 2022) 

 

2.2.1. Sustainability reporting concept 

The concept of financial reporting is well-regulated by accounting rules, such as International 

Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS) or Generally Accepted Accounting Principles (GAAP) 

and the firm’s financial performance is a widely discussed topic in the accounting and finance 

literature. The concept of non-financial reporting, on the contrary, is less restrictive, and also 

considerably less regulated by established regulations. (Erkens, et al., 2015; Tarquinio, 

Posadas, 2020) Indeed, even the designation “sustainability reporting” is highly subjective as 

there are several names to label sustainability reporting and reports. In fact, Harvard University 

found that only in the USA, 18 names are used: 

 

Business & Sustainability report; Citizenship and Sustainability Report; Corporate Citizenship 

Report; Corporate Responsibility Report; Corporate Social Responsibility Report; 

Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) Report; Global Citizenship Annual Report; 

Global Citizenship & Sustainability Report; Global Environmental & Social Impact Report; 

Global Impact Report; Global Responsibility Report; Impact Report; Integrated Sustainability 

Report and Annual Report; Responsible Business Report; Social Impact and Sustainability 

Report; Stakeholder Sustainability Report; Sustainable Impact Report 

 

Although the titles are different, most of them contain words such as sustainability (43%), CSR 

(24%) or ESG (23%). (Filosa et al., 2021) In this Thesis, the label “sustainability reporting” 

and “sustainability reports", respectively, is preferred.  

 

Furthermore, non-financial information involves a wider set of concepts and measures than 

financial information. As a consequence, no formally accepted definition has been yet proposed 

or referred to. (Erkens et al., 2015; Tarquinio, Posadas, 2020)  

 

Erkens, Paugam and Stolowy analysed 787 articles published in 53 journals between 1973 and 

2013, where the authors identified two main definitions of non-financial information in the 
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literature. The first dominant definition appeared in a special report to the Financial Accounting 

Standards Board (FASB) and was developed by Upton. (Upton, 2001) The second influential 

definition is from Barker and Imam. (Barker, Imam, 2008) The authors focus on different 

factors for identifying non-financial information and therefore, discrepancies between what is 

actually non-financial information may occur. For illustration, earnings forecasts would be 

taken for non-financial information under the first definition (earnings forecasts are presented 

outside the financial statements), whereas under the second definition, the same earnings 

forecasts would be considered as financial information (earnings forecasts are drawn from the 

financial statements).  

 

These two definitions are as follows:  

“Nonfinancial disclosures and metrics that include index scores, ratios, counts and other 

information not presented in the basic financial statements (i.e. presented outside).” The author 

distinguishes the location of the information (inside vs. outside) (Upton, 2001, p. 5) 

 

“Non-accounting information drawn from outside the financial statements.” The authors focus 

on the nature of the information and not necessarily on its location. (Barker, Imam, 2008, p. 

313) 

 

Based on their research results, Erkens et al. developed their own definition and characterized 

non-financial information as “disclosure provided to outsiders of the organization on 

dimensions of performance other than the traditional assessment of financial performance from 

the shareholders and debt-holders viewpoint.” (Erkens, et al., 2015, p. 25) The authors included 

items related to social and environmental accounting, CSR, and intellectual capital disclosed 

not presented (outside) the financial statements. In this definition, it is vital to focus on the 

location of the information. (Erkens, et al., 2015) 

 

Apart from that, Tarquinio and Posadas conducted a literature review with 351 articles 

exploring the term non-financial information from an academic’s view. Even though the authors 

concluded the absence of a generally accepted definition, they also noted a common 

understanding regarding the meaning of this concept, which can be qualified as an 

institutionalization of the idea of non-financial information. (Tarquinio, Posadas, 2020) 
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In 2014, the interest of enterprises in the topic increased tremendously after the introduction of 

the EU Directive 2014/95/EU. As non-financial reporting became mandatory for certain 

entities, it was vital for EU enterprises to understand the term. Therefore, the Directive crucially 

affected the further development of this topic. (Tarquinio, Posadas, 2020) Interestingly, the 

2014/95/EU Directive proposes some examples, nevertheless, it does not provide any precise 

definition of non-financial information. The European Commission only identified certain 

items connected to the meaning and stated that “non-financial information is generally seen as 

environmental, social and governance (ESG) information.” (European Commission, org., 2013, 

p. 6)  

 

Consequently, after this statement of the Commission, the relevance of ESG information 

increased and the number of ESG standards, rankings, and third-party providers has expanded 

as well, with currently over 600 ESG rankings available on the market. Due to such a high 

number of standards and no regulatory definition for ESG indicators, there are large 

discrepancies between the scores companies achieve. Although the overall objective of all ESG 

rankings is similar, differences in methodologies and metrics applied are responsible for the 

inconsistent sustainability credentials of companies. For illustration, Sustainalytics considers 

250 ESG indicators, MSCI assesses 35 key ESG issues determined annually and S&P rates 130 

sustainability topics. Therefore, the current situation can be concluded as not ideal. (Sipiczki, 

2022)  

 

2.2.2. Sustainability reporting theories 

Research indicates that the drivers towards sustainability reporting differ as not only 

shareholders or investors are involved but all stakeholders. Research on sustainability 

management considers the following theoretical frameworks to be the most frequently used in 

literature:  

• stakeholder theory; 

• agency theory; 

• legitimacy theory; 

• institutional theory. (Hazaea et. al, 2021) 
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Stakeholder theory 

Edward Freeman is probably the most cited author in the field of stakeholder theory. Freeman 

argued that it is necessary to develop a new conceptual framework, as the existing theories are 

inconsistent with the changes occurring in the business environment of the 1980s. Moreover, 

he stated that organizations are affected by or can affect certain groups and individuals – 

stakeholders, a concept which first appeared in the management literature in 1967. Therefore, 

in order to be successful in the current and future business environment, businesses need to take 

these stakeholder groups into consideration. Examples of categories of stakeholders are, for 

example, suppliers, local community organizations, owners, consumer advocates, customers, 

competitors, media, employees and environmentalists. (Freeman, 2010) 

 

Reynolds and Yuthas suggested that it is a key theory for explaining the motivation of 

businesses to engage in sustainability. The authors also view CSR reporting as a continuing 

communication exchange between a company and the company’s stakeholders. Furthermore, 

companies preparing sustainability reports already recognized the meaning of their reports to 

diverse stakeholders, not only their investors. Moreover, stakeholder theory was used as one of 

the frameworks for sustainability reporting. For example, the GRI reporting guidelines were 

highlighted for their recommendations, considering the interests of all stakeholders. (Reynolds, 

Yuthas, 2008) Moreover, ISO 26000 recognises in Clause 5 social responsibilities and 

engagement with stakeholders. (ISO, org., 2010) The research by Hermawan and Gunardi 

investigated banking firms listed on Indonesian Stock Exchange between 2010-2014. The 

findings of this study confirmed that all stakeholders are capable of influencing companies, 

which is the core idea of the stakeholder theory. More specifically, stakeholders were able to 

influence the performance of companies by means of social ownership, profitability, financial 

leverage, board of commissioners and independent commissioners. (Hermawan, Gunardi, 

2019) 

 

Legitimacy theory 

The process of legitimation involves the use of symbols or changes in the organization’s 

mission in order to connect the organization with social institutions and practices are believed 

to be legitimate. The assessment of legitimacy can be performed by examining the prevalent 

values and norms in a society. Nevertheless, legitimate actions cannot solely be defined as legal 

actions. Legitimacy involves three intersections and organizations should engage in actions that 

are intersected by all three: economically viable, legal, and legitimate. As social values change, 
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for example, with increasing emphasis on the responsibility of corporations to target their 

sphere of influence, modern business has been confronted with a crisis in legitimacy. In 

summary, businesses need to align their activities with the behaviour norms accepted by the 

social system they are part of. Finally, organizations need to communicate their activities to the 

society in form of a social reporting process. (Dowling, Pfeffer, 1975) Indeed, it seems that this 

theory may contribute to creating a solid and structured tool for understanding sustainability 

reporting. With improved understanding, a more critical public debate could be initiated. 

(Tilling, 2004)  

 

Stakeholder and legitimacy theory should be viewed as overlapping concepts. While the 

theories have some differences, both theories are based on the interconnection between 

organizations and their environments. One of these differences is the explanation for 

introducing corporate sustainability and social disclosures, although both of the explanations 

plausibly explain the phenomenon. Stakeholder theory prioritises the interests of stakeholders 

who also have rights to information and businesses are accountable to fulfil these rights. On the 

other hand, legitimacy theory is one of the most common theories to explain corporate 

disclosures and it is based on the belief that management acknowledges the information need 

of society and, thus, must be this information delivered. (Van der Laan, 2009) 

 

Agency theory 

Agency was defined according to the founder of this theory as “a theoretical approached based 

on relation, i.e., a theory of relations in which one party is acting for the benefit of the other.” 

(Mitnick, 1975, p. 2) These relationships are one of the oldest modes of social interactions and 

principally all contractual arrangements (such as employer – employee) have features of agency 

theory. This theory is often used in the economic literature regarding moral problems raised by 

agency relationships. More precisely, two problems need to be resolved: 

• the principal and the agent have different and often conflicting desires and goals; 

• the principal cannot easily verify what the agent does. (Eisenhardt, 1989) 

 

Nevertheless, taking into consideration that the theory principles are old, research indicated that 

its interpretation power is limited in the modern days. Therefore, current business phenomena 

may not be satisfactorily explained using the agency theory. (Bendickson et al., 2016) 
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Institutional theory 

There are different definitions of institutions available, nevertheless, the one developed by Scott 

seems to be widely cited: “institutions are social structures that have attained a high degree of 

resilience composed of cultural-cognitive, normative, and regulative elements that, together 

with associated activities and resources, provide stability and meaning to social life.” (Scott, 

2014, p. 47) The institutional perspective highlighted the importance of the social context where 

organizations function. All companies operate in and are affected by their environments. These 

environments are organized by themselves and are, thus, organized in different ways. 

Institutions are able to control, affect, and constrain behaviour by providing legal, moral, and 

cultural boundaries and, thus, defining acceptable and unacceptable behaviour of organizations. 

(Scott, 2014) As regards to sustainability reporting, institutional theory can plausibly explain 

the adoption of sustainability reporting due to the fact that institutional and social pressures 

influence the development of organisational practices. Therefore, as a response to institutional 

and societal pressures to publish sustainability information, companies had to react with the 

adoption of sustainability reports. (Herold, 2018) Nevertheless, studies indicated that this 

theory may become ineffective when multiple operations exist, for example, in multinational 

corporations or large companies due to the existence of external and internal environments. 

(Krajnovic, 2018) 

 

2.2.3. Sustainability reporting guidelines 

The primary motivation to standardise sustainability reporting is to enhance the transparency 

and comparability of the reported information across industries or even countries. Numerous 

guidelines lay down sustainability reporting, for example, the Global Reporting Initiative 

(GRI), the Standard ISO 26000, the International Integrated Reporting Framework (IIRF), the 

UN Global Compact, the Eco-Management and Audit Scheme (EMAS), or the EcoVadis 

Standard. Nevertheless, the frameworks vary significantly and, thus, diminish comparability in 

companies, between companies or between sectors and prevent assessments of business actions. 

It would, consequently, be beneficial to develop EU-wide or international guidelines for 

sustainability reporting. (Kristofik et al., 2016)  

 

Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) reporting guidelines 

Founded in 1997 as a non-profit organization in Boston, GRI became the most widely used 

sustainability reporting standard. Accordingly, the organization stated that “we are a catalyst 

for a sustainable future.” (GRI, org., 2022, p. 1) So far, five versions of the framework have 
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been published. The 2000 version (G1) represented the first international reporting guideline. 

Afterwards, G2 was launched in 2002, G3 in 2006, G3.1 in 2011 and the latest version G4 in 

2013. Especially version G3 has been relevant, as the framework’s hierarchy of application was 

proposed. More specifically, levels A, B, and C should indicate the level of reporting criteria, 

enabling reporters to choose the appropriate level according to their experience and needs (A - 

beginners, C - advanced reporters). With the latest version, the organization tried to enhance 

the user-friendliness of the guidelines and their technical quality. Another contribution of this 

version was the introduction of the approach of material issues, allowing reporters to select 

material issues important for their sector and stakeholders. Lastly, G4 encourages reporters to 

introduce sustainability assurance to enhance the credibility of their sustainability reports. (GRI, 

org., 2013a) Indeed, already with the G3 version, the guidelines provide a framework for 

sustainability assurance. By offering criteria for the verification of GRI reports, GRI initiated 

the standardization process: accuracy, completeness, reliability, balance and fairness. (Brown 

et al., 2009)  

 

Prior literature suggested that the GRI guidelines are primarily designed for the needs of large 

companies and can, thus, be too burdensome or even irrelevant for SMEs. Indeed, research 

associating company size with the GRI application level indicated that the proportion of SME 

firms reporting at level A (beginner) is significantly higher than the proportion of large 

companies. In other words, large companies are more likely to choose a higher reporting level 

than small companies. Furthermore, certain characteristics are found to influence also the 

reporting level used by a firm. More precisely, factors such as fixed assets or research and 

development expenditures are associated with the GRI level. On the other hand, capital intensity 

and employee productivity have no influence. These results may be also supported by the fact 

that large organizations possess the necessary financial and human resources and also 

experience increased pressure from stakeholders to act in a socially and environmentally 

responsible manner. (Nunez, Nunez, 2019) 

 

ISO 26000 reporting guideline 

Published in 2010, the standard has been representing documentation of corporate social 

responsibilities, including core issues and subjects suitable for organizations of any size or type. 

As of 2021, 88 countries adopted ISO 26000 as a national standard and 17 reported they were 

in the process of adaptation. Its popularity can probably be associated with the standard’s 

development process, which involved 400 experts from 80 countries. The concepts of this 



   

   18 

 

guideline are based on the Triple Bottom Line mentioned before. (Browens, 2011) Important 

to note is that ISO 26000 does not contain requirements and, thus, cannot be used for 

certification. The purpose of the standard is, indeed, to provide a voluntary guidance standard 

on CSR for all types of organizations. There are three core components of ISO 26000: 

stakeholders, core subjects and reporting. The standard refers to “stakeholders” as to all people 

and groups affected by the actions of the business, such as workers, consumers, investors, or 

suppliers. Furthermore, ISO 26000 sets seven subjects that businesses should address and also 

provides thorough guidance on each issue: 

- “organizational governance – implementing accountability, ethics and transparency in 

the decision-making processes; 

- human rights – the right to fair treatment and the elimination of discrimination and 

exploitation for all humans; 

- labour practices – preventing unfair competition; 

- environment – reducing and eliminating unsustainable patterns in production and 

consumption; 

- fair operating practices – preventing corruption and encouraging fair competition and 

reliability; 

- consumer issues – promoting sustainable economic and social development; community 

involvement and development – creating a sustainable society and increasing 

education.” (ISO, org., 2018, pp. 8-18) 

 

Businesses to implement ISO 26000 should firstly evaluate their performance in each of the 

seven subjects, secondly determine what their current practices are, and then set priorities. (ISO, 

org., 2018) 

 

International Integrated Reporting Framework (IIRF) 

Both the International Integrated Reporting Framework (IIRF) and ISO 26000 give guidance 

on CSR. Nevertheless, the difference between these standards is that the ISO 26000 Standard 

provides more detailed guidance on implementation in organizations and the IIRF proposes a 

more general framework. The publication was consulted with around 1,500 experts and was 

first published in 2013, followed by a revision in 2021. Integrated reporting is supposed to be 

a communication process of organizations on their value creation, preservation or erosion. 

Integrated reporting benefits all stakeholders in a company, as it explains how value is created, 

preserved or eroded over time. To prepare integrated reports, the framework provides a set of 
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seven principles: “strategic focus and future orientation, connectivity of information, 

stakeholder relationships, materiality, conciseness, reliability and completeness, consistency.” 

(Integrated Reporting, org., 2021a, p. 7) Furthermore, in addition to the basic principles of IIRF, 

the Commission also defined information that should be involved in Integrated Reports. Thanks 

to this pre-defined content, the quality of information is expected to increase and a more 

efficient approach is encouraged. (Integrated Reporting, org., 2021b) The eight content 

elements of Integrated reports and the questions that organizations must answer are illustrated 

in Table 1.  

 

Table 1 - Content of Integrated Reports 

Element Question 

Organizational overview and external 

environment 

What does the organization do and what are 

the circumstances under which it operates? 

Governance How does the organization´s governance 

structure support its ability to create value? 

Business model What is the organization´s business model? 

Risks and opportunities What are the risks and opportunities that 

affect the organization´s ability to create 

value? How is the organization dealing with 

them? 

Strategy and resource allocation What and how does the organization want to 

achieve? 

Performance To what extent has the organization already 

achieved its strategic objectives for the 

period? 

Outlook What challenges and uncertainties is the 

organization likely to encounter while aiming 

for its strategy goals? 

Basic of preparation and presentation How are the matters to be included in the 

integrated report determined and quantified? 

Source: Integrated Reporting, org. (2021a), pp. 38-48 
 
According to the KPMG Survey of Sustainability Reporting, the use of integrated reporting will 

increase in the next years. Furthermore, it is expected that the IIRF will be incorporated into 
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regional and domestic regulations. Nevertheless, among the N100, the reporting rates of IIRF 

both in Eastern and Western Europe grew only by 1% (Eastern Europe from 14% in 2020 to 

15% in 2022 and Western Europe from 13% in 2020 to 14% in 2022). The Middle East leads 

in integrated reporting with 55% and a 12% increase. Notable growth has been reported in Latin 

America and the Asia-Pacific region. (KPMG, org., 2022) 

 

UN Global Compact 

The UN Global Compact is a voluntary initiative which requires its members to implement, 

follow and report on the Global Compact’s principles. Although the initiative does not belong 

to UN agency members, it is created by a network of 12,000 companies, civil society 

organisations and governments. In 2010, the UN Global Compact initiated a partnership with 

GRI to promote jointly CSR. Originally, the measure involved a set of nine principles, the tenth 

principle followed in 2004 and they can be divided into four spheres: human rights, labour 

standards, the environment and anti-corruption. Members of the network have committed 

themselves to improve annually the integration of the ten principles and to report this 

improvement to the United Nations on the basis of their annual reports and sustainable 

development reports. (UN Global Compact, org., 2021) 

 

EU non-financial reporting standards 

To address the issue of comparability, the European Commission proposed to introduce EU-

wide non-financial reporting standards. The standards should be developed by the European 

Financial Reporting Advisory Group (EFRAG) which will closely cooperate with international 

reporting initiatives, such as GRI. The objective is to provide a reliable, high-quality, national 

or international framework for non-financial reporting. Indeed, on 25 June 2020, EFRAG was 

mandated to undertake preparatory work for the development of EU non-financial reporting 

standards. According to EFRAG, the organization aimed at representing diverse groups of 

stakeholders interested in non-financial information, such as the public and private sector, 

SMEs or civil society. Companies should report against the first set of standards for the 

reporting year 2023 (reports published in 2024). The first set should include provisional: 

• guidelines for double materiality and quality of information; 

• standards covering reporting structure, reporting area and materiality assessment. 

 



   

   21 

 

The second set should be available for the reporting year 2024 (reports published in 2025). 

Moreover, specific standards should be developed for SMEs with the business model taken into 

consideration. (EFRAG, org., 2021) The standard-setting process can be seen in Figure 4. 

 

Figure 4 - Standard setting plan 

 
Source: EFRAG, org. (2021), p. 12 

 

Eco-Management and Audit Scheme (EMAS) 

EMAS is a voluntary scheme developed by the EU. Its development was initiated by the 

growing expectations of consumers to reduce the environmental impact of business activities. 

Introduced in 2010, it soon became one most credible environmental management system 

available on the market. Its credibility stems especially from the following elements: 

• government supervision ensured compliance with environmental legislation; 

• employee involvement; 

• environmental indicators allow comparability across organizations and industries; 

• disclosure of information through validated environmental statements; 

• registration of environmental statements by a public authority after accredited 

verification.  
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Thanks to the design of this scheme, the EU believes that excellence in environmental 

performance will go from an external cost to a business advantage. (EMAS, org., 2011) 

 

EcoVadis 

EcoVadis provides a holistic rating of the sustainability performance of companies, including 

environmental, procurement and human rights impacts. The rating is adjusted to material issues 

according to the size, industry and location of each firm. Afterwards, the assessment is 

displayed in a zero to one hundred score and based on the success of the company, medals 

(bronze, silver, gold) can be acquired. Furthermore, companies receive guidance on their 

strengths and possible improvement areas so that they may increase their sustainability 

performance for the future. Currently, EcoVadis rates over 75,000 companies worldwide. 

(EcoVadis, org., 2022) 

 

2.2.4. Sustainability reporting approaches  

Sustainability reporting may be separated into two approaches: 

• voluntary sustainability reporting, promoted mainly by corporations; 

• compulsory sustainability reporting, promoted mainly by non-government 

organisations, trade unions, and pressure groups. (Kristofik et al., 2016) 

 

The compulsory approach to sustainability reporting is usually associated with the transparency 

of these reports. According to the authors, the first research investigating the consequences of 

introducing sustainability disclosure regulations was the research by Ioannou and Serafeim. 

The results showed that the disclosure efforts of treated firms (firms that are covered by 

regulations) increased significantly in comparison to control firms (firms not covered by 

regulations). Furthermore, these efforts were driven by the motivation to improve the 

comparability and credibility of the sustainability reports. The economic effect of the 

introduced regulation was, consequently, examined as positive. The authors also suggested that, 

according to the study’s estimates, the consequences of such regulations are value-enhancing 

for companies. The increased likelihood of introducing voluntary sustainability assurance to 

further improve comparability and credibility was also reported. (Ioannou, Serafeim, 2017) 

Proponents of compulsory reporting are also Lydenberg, Rogers and Wood who argued that it 

is inevitable to introduce a compulsory reporting approach (or at least to a certain extent) in a 

standardized layout. Mandatory reports will encourage competition on sustainability 
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dimensions across companies and industries, creating a more sustainable society. Only in this 

way will enterprises be able to respond to global challenges and the needs of the public. 

(Lydenberg, et al., 2010) 

 

On the other hand, a frequently mentioned disadvantage of compulsory reporting is the cost 

associated with sustainability reporting. The Centre for Strategy and Evaluation Services 

(CSES) evaluated in its 2011 report the costs companies need to pay for sustainability reporting. 

Report drafting is responsible for the most costs, although the complexity of the company can 

highly influence the total expenses. Further costs are incurred on publication and potentially 

also external assurance. The report mentions costs for sustainability reporting for large 

companies between €155,000 and €604,0000; for smaller companies between €8,000 and 

€25,000. On the other hand, only a small number of companies tried to quantify the benefits. 

The main benefit may be seen in reporting transparently, increasing the credibility of companies 

and potentially the brand image of products. (CSES, org., 2011) 

 

Naturally, literature provides numerous advantages and disadvantages of both models, which 

are summarised and illustrated in Table 2. 

 

Table 2 – Approaches to sustainability reporting - advantages and disadvantages 

Approach to 

sustainability 

reporting 

Advantages Disadvantages 

Compulsory • comparability; 
• promotion of socially 

responsible 
management 
practices. 

• inflexibility; 
• individual nature of reporting 

entities not taken into consideration; 
• limitation to minimum regulatory 

requirements and neglect of analysis 
-> lower quality of information; 

• reporting costs.  

Voluntary  • flexibility; 
• individual nature of 

reporting entities. 

• voluntary selection of reporting 
periods; ratios; forms of 
presentation; 

• incomparability; 
• incompleteness. 

Source: Kristofik et al. (2016), p. 163 
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Researchers have examined the effects of shifting from voluntary to mandatory sustainability 

reporting. Gatti et al. found that voluntary sustainability may provide opportunities for 

greenwashing actions and fraud. Nevertheless, consumers are already aware of the 

greenwashing phenomenon and, thus, are increasingly sceptical. Therefore, although 

sustainability practices have the potential to improve consumers’ image of the firm and its CSR 

practices, a growing risk of worsening consumers’ perception was reported. Furthermore, 

greenwashing may negatively influence the firm’s general performance and reputation. In 

conclusion, the authors decided to support the discussion on approaches to CSR and 

emphasized the benefits of the mandatory approach, which will diminish the spaces for 

fraudulent CSR activities. (Gatti et al., 2019) 

 

The impacts of mandatory sustainability activities were also investigated by Ioannou and 

Serafeim. Regulated CSR has the ability to improve the credibility of the reported data and, 

consequently, the economic performance in this research measured by Tobin’s Q. The 

investigated companies benefited from the regulation despite additional incurred costs and, 

thus, may mandatory CSR enhance the value of firms. (Ioannou, Serafeim, 2011) 

 

On the other hand, some scholars emphasized that mandatory sustainability activities may 

negatively influence firms and their financial performance. For example, Jayaraman and Wu 

attributed compulsory CSR to increased costs and reduced sensitivity of investment. 

Nevertheless, the authors admitted that even a mandatory approach may bring certain benefits 

to firms. (Jayaraman, Wu, 2018) Similar implications were found by Grewal et al. who showed 

a negative market perception of mandatory CSR, as investors expect sustainability reports to 

release more negative information about the firm than would otherwise be disclosed. This fact 

outweighs any positive effects of sustainability disclosure perceived by investors. (Grewal et 

al., 2019) 

 

In conclusion, a dichotomy between the effects of compulsory sustainability reporting, 

especially on the financial performance of firms, was found. Despite this fact, the European 

Commission has decided to impose a mandatory non-financial directive, which will be 

introduced in the next section. 
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2.3. Non-Financial Reporting Directive 2014/95/EU 

The European Commission has played a worldwide leading role in CSR since publishing its 

2001 Green Paper. Thanks to this work, a wide debate was initiated on both the European and 

international level, as it involved the first CSR definition mentioned before. The Green Paper 

also argued that, according to a conducted survey, consumers wish to buy products produced 

in a socially responsible manner and, thus, could socially responsible business practices 

increase competitiveness on the market. Finally, the Commission concluded the importance of 

cooperation between public authorities and companies to find measures for implementing CSR. 

(European Commission, org., 2001) 

 

The promotion of CSR has persisted ever since and continued with the initiative called the 

European Alliance for CSR in 2006. It identified 8 priority areas for the EU, including also the 

international dimension of CSR. The policy was responsible for improving the popularity of 

the field, and the number of EU companies preparing sustainability reports increased from 270 

in 2006 to more than 850 in 2011. Overall, almost 200 companies and several employers’ 

associations expressed support for the initiative’s activities in the field of CSR. (European 

Commission, org., 2011b) 

 

Nevertheless, the European Commission decided to further continue with its activities. One of 

the challenges remained that only 15 out of the 27 member states introduced national CSR 

policies. Furthermore, it was found that a great deal of companies was only insufficiently 

interested in social and environmental matters. For the first time, the need for improved 

disclosure of sustainability information was officially communicated in the paper A Renewed 

EU Strategy 2011-2014 for Corporate Social Responsibility. During this period, of 42,000 large 

EU companies, only 2,500 prepared sustainability reports. The European Commission 

consequently announced its plan to develop legislation motivating European companies to 

measure their environmental impact using a common methodology and also to prepare 

sustainability reports. (European Commission, org., 2011c) 

 

After more than 10 years of debate on the topics of CSR, the NFRD was adopted in 2014, 

affecting the financial year 2017 for the first time. The Directive’s goal was to improve the 

transparency of the provided social and environmental information. (European Commission, 

org., 2014) Therefore, it became a key component of the Commission’s sustainability 
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ambitions. (Baumüller, 2021) The Directive helped standardise the format of sustainability 

reporting and, thus, contributed to increased transparency, comparability and even utility. 

Therefore, the Directive 2014/95/EU “fills a regulatory gap and improves the usefulness of the 

information generated by organisations obliged to prepare CSR reports.” (Kristofik et al., 2016, 

p. 164) 

 

The NFRD requires large EU public interest entities and public interest parent companies 

to publish non-financial statements relating to environmental, social and employee-related 

matters. Public interest companies are listed companies, credit institutions, insurance 

companies and other entities with significant public interest. Large entities are organizations 

with an average number of employees excessing 500 and a balance sheet totalling over EU 20 

million or a net turnover over EUR 40 million (alternatively). (European Commission, org., 

2014)  

 

The Commission published two sets of non-binding reporting guidelines for entities obliged to 

report under the NFRD in 2017 and 2019. Among other principles, the guidelines focused more 

closely on the matter of material information. However, the NFRD proposed no concrete or 

binding definition of materiality in non-financial reporting. Despite this fact, the importance of 

materiality in non-financial reporting was clearly stated in the 2017 guidelines. (European 

Commission, org., 2017) Here, materiality was associated with the term widely used in financial 

reporting: “material means the status of information where its omission or misstatement could 

reasonably be expected to influence decisions that users make on the basis of financial 

statements of the undertakings.” (European Union, org., 2013, p. 28) In other words, material 

information is such information, which could have an influence on the reporting users’ 

decisions.  

 

Moreover, the NFRD did not impose the use of a specific non-financial reporting standard, thus, 

companies were flexible in the implementation of the Directive´s provisions. Entities are, 

nevertheless, required to specify which framework has been followed. (European Commission, 

org., 2014) The possibilities enterprises have are described in the “Sustainability Reporting 

Guidelines” subchapter. Furthermore, the European Commission has made efforts to develop 

its own European non-financial reporting standards.  
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Nevertheless, undertakings are obliged to prepare non-financial statements “disclosing at least: 

• environmental matters – the current and foreseeable impacts of the entity’s operations 

on environment, health and safety, the use of renewable and non-renewable energy, 

greenhouse gas emissions, water use and air pollution; 

• social and employee-related matters – the actions taken to ensure gender equality, 

implementation of fundamental conventions of the International Labour Organisation, 

working conditions, social dialogue, respect for the rights of workers, respect for trade 

union rights, health and safety at work, the dialogue with local communities, actions 

taken to ensure the protection and the development of local communities; 

• respect for human rights, anti-corruption and bribery matters – information such as the 

prevention of human rights abuses or instruments fighting corruption and bribery.” 

(European Commission, org., 2014, p. 2) 

 

Statutory audits and audit firms are only expected to verify the existence of the information 

described above and to express their opinion regarding the outcome of the company’s policies 

and the principal risks related to the company’s operations. (European Commission, org., 2014) 

 

Cuomo et al. tested the effects of the NFRD on firms’ CSR transparency. According to the 

paper, the Directive had a positive influence on the number of organizations presenting 

sustainability reports. Further, companies that adopted sustainability reporting after the 

introduction of the NFRD reached lower systematic risk and cost of equity. Lastly, a positive 

association between the Directive and CSR transparency CSR and performance in companies 

was found. (Cuomo et al., 2022) 

 

On the other hand, non-financial information reported under the NFRD was often considered 

by its users as unreliable, irrelevant and incomparable. One of the reasons could be that the 

legally prescribed verification of the existence of information was insufficient and further 

independent assurance was only voluntary. (European Commission, org., 2014) 

 

Therefore, the Commission initiated a public consultation on the Directive, which was held in 

2020, collecting 588 responses from both organisations and individuals. The results confirmed 

the previously mentioned deficiencies and also showed support from the side of stakeholders 

to extend the scope and reporting requirements of the NFRD. More specifically, 82% of the 

responders strongly encouraged a requirement for companies to use a common standard. 67% 
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of the respondents furthermore called for stricter audit requirements. Strong support from the 

respondents was also found for the disclosure of materiality assessment processes. (European 

Commission, org., 2020) 

 

As a reaction to the deficiencies of NFRD, the Commission committed itself to a directive 

revision. On 21 April 2021, a Proposal amending the NFRD was publicised, suggesting: 

• to expand the reporting requirement to additional companies; 

• to require assurance of non-financial information; 

• to specify more precisely the information to be reported; 

• to ensure that the information is published as part of companies’ management report. 

(European Commission, org., 2021, p. 5) 

 

A provisional political agreement for the new Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive 

(CSRD) was reached on 21 June 2022. To meet the growing needs of users, the scope of the 

new Directive requires all large undertakings (also non-listed) and all undertakings listed on 

regulated markets to provide reports. Furthermore, it applies to all entities listed on EU-

regulated markets, including issuers from third countries. Consequently, more than 50,000 

undertakings would fall under the scope. The application period has been announced as well 

and will be divided into three stages: 

• 1 January 2024 for companies already falling under the NFRD; 

• 1 January 2025 for companies that currently do not fall under the NFRD; 

• 1 January 2026 for listed SMEs, small credit institutions and insurance entities. (Council 

of the EU, 2022) 

 

Still, authors suggest that excluding unlisted from the scope results in omitting a significant 

proportion of specific economic sectors and, as a result, a substantial proportion of negative 

environmental impacts. More precisely, some sectors predominantly constraint of SMEs, for 

example agriculture or construction. Furthermore, it was estimated that in the EU, around 60% 

of the negative environmental impact was produced by the industrial activity of unlisted SMEs. 

As a result, the authors encouraged the European Commission to further expand the scope of 

the Directive to unlisted SMEs. To diminish the administrative burden accompanied by 

disclosure regulations, proportionate requirements and simplified reporting standards, 
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specifically for SMEs, should be developed. Therefore, it appears that the CSRD will require 

revisions in the future. (Bossut et al., 2021) 

 

The proposal also introduces a progressive approach, which obligates entities to perform a 

limited assurance by a statutory auditor or an audit firm. Limited assurance usually provides a 

statement declaring that no matter has been identified to conclude material misstatement. 

Specifically, assurance engagements should test: 

• the compliance of sustainability reporting with the existing Union sustainability 

reporting standards;  

• the methods applied by the company to obtain the disclosed data; 

• the mark up of the sustainability reporting by the company; 

• the compliance with the requirements of Article 8 of the Taxonomy Regulation. (EY, 

org., 2021) 

 

In addition, the Commission plans to adopt assurance standards for reasonable assurance of 

sustainability information in the future. The goal is to reach the same quality of assurance for 

financial and sustainability reports. (European Commission, org., 2021)  

 

2.4. Sustainability assurance 

The existing literature proposes various terms for describing the verification of non-financial 

information, for example, sustainability assurance, external assurance of sustainability 

reporting, CSR audit, or external assurance. (Bartoszewicz, Rutkowska-Ziarko, 2021) In this 

Master Thesis, the notion of sustainability assurance will be preferred.  

 

The European Federation of Accountants (FEE) provides the following definition of assurance 

services: “assurance engagements enhance the credibility of information.” (FEE, org., 2002, p. 

63) Furthermore, auditing has been defined as an “assurance engagement in which the 

credibility of information is enhanced to a high level." (FEE, org, 2002, p. 4) The term auditing 

is generally used for the context of financial reporting, whereas the term assurance for 

sustainability reporting. Based on this fact, it seems that the terms “assurance” and “auditing” 

are not homogenous.  
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The standard provider of the most frequently used sustainability reporting framework – the GRI 

organization, actively encourages sustainability assurance in order to enhance the credibility of 

the reports and proposes the following definition: “assurance is the outcome of an independent 

verification process, the term is often used interchangeably with the term verification. It is 

increasingly used to describe the evaluation and assessment services provided by independent 

accounting and other firms, usually based on specific assurance standards or frameworks.” 

(GRI, org., 2013b, p. 14).  

 

Furthermore, also AccountAbility provides a definition of the term assurance “an engagement 

in which an assurance provider evaluates and expresses a conclusion on an organisation’s public 

disclosure about its performance as well as underlying systems, data and processes against 

suitable criteria and standards in order to increase the credibility of the information for the 

intended audience.” (AccountAbility, org., 2008, p. 23) Interestingly, both of these terms 

highlight the role of assurance in increasing the level of credibility of the reported data for the 

users.  

 

The market for sustainability assurance has been expanding since the 1990s. The growing 

interest towards these services may be explained by several reasons, the primary reason seems 

to be the increase in credibility. This credibility gap in sustainability reports can be a 

consequence of numerous influences: 

• influence of corporate management over the contents and scope of sustainability 

reporting; 

• insufficiency of reporting standards; 

• insufficiency of stakeholder engagement; 

• exclusion of or favouritism towards certain stakeholder groups. (AccountAbility, org., 

2008) 

 

Generally, information is deemed to be more credible if it has been verified by an independent 

third-party examiner. Therefore, both institutional and organisational pressures started to 

demand assurance of sustainability information in order to increase the credibility of the data. 

(Sonnerfeldt, Pontoppidan, 2020) The positive influence of sustainability assurance on the 

credibility of and confidence in sustainability reports has been also suggested by Quick & 

Inwinkl, 2020; Coram et al., 2009; Moroney et al., 2012. This impact started to motivate 
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companies to have their sustainability reports assured. (Simnett et al., 2009) Consequently, the 

demand for external assurance started to grow increasingly. (KPMG, org., 2022) 

 

Non-financial reporting has only evolved into a mainstream practice over the last two decades, 

thus is sustainability assurance a rather new field for practitioners and scholars. In addition, as 

mentioned above, sustainability assurance is still of a voluntary nature. Despite this fact, 

research indicated that this service has already become a standard practice for large companies. 

According to a KPMG’s 2022 survey, there is an increasing tendency towards assurance and of 

the world’s 250 largest companies, 63% already invest in the assurance of sustainability 

information as of 2022. Furthermore, an upward trend was also observed in Austria: 59% of 

the largest domestic enterprises performed voluntary third-party assurance of their 

sustainability information. In comparison, in 2017, Austria placed below the international 

average with an assurance rate of 40%. (KPMG, org., 2022)  

 

As sustainability assurance is still a novel practice, different standards can be used to perform 

the assurance service. Especially two standards for non-financial information have been 

dominant in this field, namely the International Standard on Assurance Engagements Other 

Than Audits or Reviews of Historical Information (ISAE) 3000 by the International Auditing 

and Assurance Standards Board and the AccountAbility’s AA1000 Assurance Standard 

(AA1000AS). (Ergüden et al., 2017) These standards will be further researched in more detail. 

 

2.4.1. Assurance standards 

AA1000 Assurance Standard 

AccountAbility is an international consulting firm based in the UK which cooperates with 

investors, businesses and governments. The AA1000 Assurance Standard (version 3) was 

published in 2020, and it is an internationally recognised standard for sustainability assurance. 

The organisation recognised three requirements vital for achieving high-quality sustainability 

assurance: 

• consideration of suitable criteria and compliance with preconditions; 

• conduct assurance engagement based on processes and practices in a credible, 

legitimate, and transparent way; 

• publication of accurate assurance statements and conclusions. (Accountability, org., 

2020) 
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 ISAE 3000 Assurance Standard  

The ISAE 3000 has been established to provide practitioners with guidance and basic principles 

for the performance of assurance services other than audits or reviews of historical financial 

information. Although approved in 2003, the practical implementation of the standard has been 

under review ever since. The first revision project was published in 2009, and a comments 

period was finished in 2011. The main issue areas included, for example, the distinction 

between reasonable and limited assurance or the competencies of assurance providers. The 

standard allows two levels of assurance to be provided:  

• Limited assurance: a lower level of assurance, which should provide practitioners with 

the possibility of responding to users’ requests for a lower level of assurance over 

specific items in sustainability reports. The objective of this assurance level is a 

reduction in assurance engagement risk to an acceptable level in the circumstances of 

the particular assurance service as a basis for a negative practitioner’s conclusion. The 

evidence-gathering procedure involves collecting sufficient and appropriate evidence 

and understanding the matter and engagement circumstances. Nevertheless, the 

procedures are purposely kept “limited” in comparison with reasonable assurance 

procedures.  

 

• Reasonable assurance: the highest level of assurance services, similar to the true and 

fair view in auditing. The objective of this assurance level is a reduction in assurance 

engagement risk to an acceptable level in the circumstances of the particular assurance 

service as a basis for a positive practitioner’s conclusion. The evidence-gathering 

procedure involves: 

o understanding of the engagement circumstances; 

o assessing risks; 

o response to found risks; 

o further investigation using inspection, observation, confirmation, recalculation, 

reperformance, analytical procedures and inquiry; 

o evaluation of the obtained evidence. (IFAC, org., 2005) 

 

Mock et al. examined a sample of 130 sustainability reports between 2002-2004 and 2006-2007 

and reported differences in the level of assurance between assurance providers. The Big-4 audit 
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companies (Deloitte, E&Y, PWC and KPMG) often engage in a lower level of sustainability 

assurance. (Mock et al., 2009)  

 

Both of these standards are developed for the verification of the credibility of sustainability 

reports. A brief by AccountAbility and KMPG researched the application and content of the 

standards and tried to answer whether they are conflicting, harmonious or complementary. The 

research argued that the standards are complementary based on the fact that they provide 

guidance to comprehensive and robust sustainability assurance services. On the other hand, 

neither of the standards is a substitute. Furthermore, the combination of both AA1000AS and 

ISAE 3000 is able to enhance the applied approach, methodology and also conclusion and 

consequently, the overall credibility is improved. This fact is likely to further improve the 

behaviour and trust of the company’s stakeholders. Nevertheless, separate application of these 

standards is likely to deliver different results. In other words, the standards do not verify 

sustainability reports in the same manner. Lastly, although both have undergone intensive 

consultation processes, ISAE 3000 is largely based on the principles of audits of financial 

statements, AA1000AS was developed by a constituency of professionals, stakeholders, and 

the commercial community. (AccountAbility, org., 2005) Research has also found that the Big-

4 audit firms tend to apply international standards, such as ISAE 3000, whereas other audit 

companies tend to apply AA1000AS more often. (Farooq, de Viliers, 2017; Mock et al., 2009) 

 

Although form and content of assurance statements differ depending on the assurance standard 

applied, it is the end-product of all assurance services. (Gürtürk, Hahn, 2016) Thus, to consider 

sustainability reports as assured, the existence of an assurance statement can be taken as a 

prerequisite. The following Table 3 illustrates the minimum information to be included 

according to the ISAE 3000 and the AA1000AS. 

 

According to the Directive 2014/95/EU, audit firms must only verify the publication of 

assurance statements and full auditing is not mandatory. Nowadays, the European Commission 

is committed to reviewing the Directive, and it also reviews the obligation of companies in the 

scope to perform a mandatory limited assurance of their sustainability reports. (European 

Commission, 2021) Consequently, it is vital to distinguish between verification and assurance, 

although many authors may use the terms interchangeably. The process of verification only 

involves an act of checking their completeness. On the other hand, assurance should be 

understood as an act of confirming the truthfulness of non-financial information. Nevertheless, 
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the two concepts are closely interconnected as to perform assurance, it is necessary to first 

verify the data. (Bartoszewicz, Rutkowska-Ziarko, 2021) 

 

Table 3 - Content of assurance statements 

ISAE 3000 AA1000AS 

- title “independent assurance report”; 

- an addressee; 

- an identification of the level of assurance 

and the subject matter information; 

- applicable criteria; 

- a description of any significant limitations 

(if appropriate); 

- an identification of the responsible party 

and the measurer or evaluator if different; 

a description of their responsibilities; 

- a statement that the assurance service was 

performed in accordance with ISAE 3000; 

- a statement that the firm of which the 

practitioner is a member applies ISQC1, 

or other professional requirements; 

- a compliance statement that the assurance 

provider complies with the impendence 

and ethical requirements of the IESBA 

Code, or other professional requirements; 

- a summary of the work performed as the 

basis for the provider’s conclusion; 

- the provider’s conclusion; 

- the provider’s signature; 

- the date of the assurance report; 

- the jurisdiction of the provider practices. 

- intended users of the assurance statement; 

- responsibilities of the assurance provider 

and of the reporting organization; 

- reference to the assurance standard/s used, 

incl. the AA1000AS v3; 

- description of the scope, subject matter, 

the type, level of assurance; 

- description of criteria used; 

- description and sources of disclosures 

covered; 

- description of methodology; 

- limitations and approach used to mitigate 

limitations; 

- notes on the competencies and 

independence of the assurance provider; 

- name of the assurance provider; 

- date and place; 

- findings and conclusions concerning 

adherence to the AA1000; 

- findings and conclusions concerning the 

reliability and quality of specified 

performance information (for Type 2 

assurance). 

Source: AccountAbility, org. (2020), p. 31; IFAC, org. (2013), pp. 21-22 
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2.4.2. Determinants of sustainability assurance 

Generally, the assurance market is still in its formative stage, although its importance is growing 

rapidly. Still, assurance can be a costly service, therefore, it is interesting to determine the 

factors connected to the adoption of sustainability assurance. Currently, there is only limited 

knowledge of the companies which demand this evolving practice. (Kolk, Perego, 2010) Also, 

to the best knowledge of the author, there is no existing literature concentrating on Austria.  

 

After extensive research (Kolk, Perego, 2010; Bauwhede, Van Cauwenberge, 2022; Seguí-Mas 

et al., 2018; Zorio et al., 2012), the following determinants of adoption of sustainability 

assurance were identified:  

• stakeholder-orientation vs. shareholder-orientation; 

• operation in environmentally sensitive industries; 

• size. 

 

Stakeholder-orientation vs. shareholder-orientation 

Research showed that organizations operating in stakeholder-oriented countries (countries 

where shareholders, as well as other stakeholders, are legitimately interested in the corporate 

activities of companies) are more likely to invest in sustainability assurance than firms 

operating in shareholder-oriented countries. (Simnett et al., 2007; Bauwhede, Van 

Cauwenberge, 2022; Kolk, Perego, 2010) More precisely, the shareholder model is based on 

the theory of the firm developed by Coase. In this model, shareholder wealth maximization is 

the objective of the business (Coase, 1937) This model is to be found in common law countries. 

In such a legal environment, demand for disclosing data on a firm’s financial rather not 

environmental performance may be expected. On the other hand, the stakeholder model is 

predominantly present in code law countries. In these countries, businesses are expected to go 

beyond their economic goals and pursue also social responsibilities. (Kolk, Perego, 2010)  

 

Operation in environmentally sensitive industries 

Empirical research has been increasingly focused on the influence of industry sectors on the 

decision to invest in sustainability assurance. Indeed, some authors even argued that industrial 

activity is a determinant factor for choosing sustainability assurance. (Zorio et al., 2012) 

Furthermore, Simnett et al. found that companies operating in industry sectors with notable 

environmental and/or social impacts are more likely to experience environmental and/or social 

risks. Thus, these companies may wish to mitigate these risks and increase the credibility of the 
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reported information by purchasing sustainability assurance. (Simnett et al., 2007) Often, 

authors distinguish between “environmentally-sensitive sectors” and “non-sensitive sectors.” 

Environmentally sensitive sectors are industries with high social or environmental impacts, 

such as mineral extraction, oil and gas, energy, forestry, chemicals, construction materials or 

steel. (Seguí-Mas et al., 2018) The expectation is that firms operating in environmentally 

sensitive sectors are more likely to assure their sustainability reports. (Bauwhede, Van 

Cauwenberge, 2022; Birkey, et al., 2014; Seguí-Mas et al., 2018) 

 

Size 

Existing studies reported discrepancies between the effects of organization size on the presence 

of sustainability reporting. On the one side, larger firms communicate with a greater variety of 

stakeholders than smaller firms and are, thus, under increased attention and pressure to act 

according to the wishes of the general public. Therefore, larger firms are more likely to engage 

in more complex sustainability activities, including sustainability assurance. (Hart, Sharma, 

2004) Similarly, Gallo and Christensen indicated that larger firms often possess the financial 

and human resources necessary for sustainability activities and are, therefore, more likely to 

engage in sustainability activities and assurance. (Gallo, Christensen, 2011) 

 

In line with this argument, Simnett et al. argued that large companies are considerably more 

likely to assure sustainability reports compared to small companies. Here, company sales were 

used as a measurement for size. (Simnett et al., 2007) Also, Abdel-khalik views assurance as a 

control mechanism to compensate for the internal loss of control. The author stated that large 

companies are more probable to introduce assurance due to their organizational design, which 

is more likely to result in loss of internal control. Small companies typically have only one level 

of hierarchy, namely the owner or manager, who directly supervises business operations. On 

the other hand, large companies take a more pyramidal shape of hierarchy as delegation 

becomes necessary. Furthermore, the greater the number of employees, the more administrative 

layers in an organization and the higher probability of loss of control. Here, the author measured 

company size using the number of employees. (Abdel-khalik, 1993) On the other hand, other 

researchers suggested that firm size does not play a role in initiating sustainability activities. 

(Jin et al., 2018) Similarly, Cho et al. assumed that the choice to obtain sustainability assurance 

would be positively associated with firm size. Nevertheless, firm size was not significantly 

associated with the existence of assurance and, thus, was this hypothesis rejected. (Cho et al., 

2014) 
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2.4.3. Quality of sustainability assurance services 

As mentioned before, the objective of the CSRD is to reach the same level of financial and 

sustainability assurance. To achieve this goal, statutory auditors seem to be aware of the 

necessity of requiring “the same high level of standards, qualifications, objectivity, 

independence, ethics, quality assurance and oversight” as for financial assurance. (EY, org., 

2021, p. 9) Despite this fact, current research has suggested differences in the quality of 

assurance services.  

 

Firstly, it is necessary to clarify the term “Big 4” firms that will be used in this section several 

times. Big 4 are the world’s four largest accounting firms: Deloitte, KPMG, 

PricewaterhouseCoopers/PWC and Ernst & Young/EY. These companies dominate the world’s 

audit market and play a vital role in the economy as they report on the truth of financial 

statements. (Murphy, Stausholm, 2017) 

 

It was argued that the Big 4 firms are able to provide a higher quality sustainability assurance 

compared to other assurance providers. This statement was supported by the fact that the Big 4 

group assures in accordance with global assurance standards and complies with ethical and 

independence rules. Furthermore, these assurance providers are able to check and review the 

quality of their service as they have developed their own quality mechanisms. (Cuadrado-

Ballesteros et al., 2017)  

 

Mock et al. researched 130 international firms with assured sustainability reports out of which 

67% of the investigated sustainability reports (assured) were published in the EU. The author 

found that the type of assurance statement, the reporting categories assured, the restriction of 

the usage of assurance statement and the application of assurance frameworks are associated 

with the type of assurance provider (Big 4 or Non-Big 4). More precisely, the Big 4 firms are 

less likely to express positive assurance. This finding can be supported by the fact that the Big 

4 firms often have larger and more complex clients, hence, providing positive assurance is 

riskier. Due to this reason, these firms also tend to provide a lower level of assurance. Lastly, 

the Big 4 firms often use the GRI standards and are less likely to provide recommendations. 

(Mock et al., 2009) 
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Perego further investigated whether the choice of assurance provider can impact the quality of 

the assurance service. On the one hand, the author supposed that accounting firms (Big 4) have 

a competitive advantage and are more experienced as they provide financial audit services as 

well. Additionally, the size of these providers allowed them to develop internal mechanisms of 

control and, thus, ensure the quality of the assurance services. On the other hand, according to 

Perego, sustainability assurance prerequisites involved expertise in environmental and social 

matters, knowledge that other assurance providers (such as environmental consultation 

specialists) are more likely to have. Based on content analysis, the author indicated that when 

considering reporting format and assurance procedures, the Big 4 firms deliver a higher quality 

of assurance services than other assurance providers do. Reporting format involves various 

formal aspects, for example, references or clear responsibilities of reporter and assuror. 

Assurance procedures involve adherence to recognized approaches and assurance standards. 

Nevertheless, accounting firms provide recommendations and opinions of lower quality than 

other assurance providers since accountants are known for more conservative and cautious 

working procedures than other providers, such as environmental consultants. In conclusion, 

each provider has both strengths and weaknesses and companies should decide which aspects 

to prioritize when selecting an assurance provider. (Perego, 2009) 

 

Deegan et al. argued that accounting firms usually take a more conservative and cautious 

approach to assurance services than other providers, such as environmental consultants. 

Nevertheless, other providers often deliver clearer and more precise conclusions than 

accounting firms. Apart from this, accounting firms are hesitant to comment on compliance 

matters. (Deegan et al., 2009)  

 

In conclusion, there is no general consensus with respect to the quality and especially the quality 

differences between assurance providers. Irrespective of this situation, companies decide to 

seek sustainability assurance owing to its potentially favourable impacts. (Gürtürk, Hahn, 2016) 

The effects of sustainability assurance will be discussed in detail in the next section.  

 

2.4.4. Effects of sustainability assurance  

First research regarding the relationship between sustainability information and financial 

performance is dated back to the 1970s. More specifically, Alexander and Buchholz showed in 

their study that any negative or positive association with a firm’s degree of social responsibility 

would immediately affect the current stock price. (Alexander, Buchholz, 1978) 
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Since then, various studies have dealt with the effects of a company’s decision to seek a 

voluntary sustainability assurance. For example, Velte (2020) conducted a structured literature 

review indicating that sustainability assurance, particularly performed by a third party, should 

lead to an increase in firm reputation, improved shareholder relations, and higher firm value. 

Therefore, the author argued that top management should consider sustainability assurance as 

a beneficial tool for not only strengthening investor relations, but stakeholder relations in 

general. (Velte, 2020) 

 

Furthermore, the study by García-Sánchez et al. empirically supported the statement that CSR 

disclosure diminishes companies’ capital constraints, such as information asymmetries, 

information risks, and forecast errors. Apart from that, the authors highlighted that, thanks to 

the assurance of non-financial information, the above-mentioned positive effects on firms are 

intensified. Only an insignificant correlation was, interestingly, found between assurance 

quality and the positive effects of sustainability assurance. This finding emphasised that the 

availability of assurance is in itself considered positive by stakeholders, and the details of 

assurance seem to be irrelevant to them. In conclusion, the study argued that sustainability 

assurance is connected to a beneficial impact on investors’ trust and firms’ capital constraints. 

(García-Sánchez et al., 2019) 

 

Similarly, Kuo et al. examined enterprises listed on the Taiwan Stock Exchange and the Taipei 

Exchange between 2010 and 2018, resulting in more than 800 firm-year observations. The 

research determined that the decrease in the cost of debt capital is greater, provided that 

sustainability reports have been assured. The reason behind this effect is that sustainability 

assurance reduces information asymmetries and investors’ uncertainty. Additionally, it was 

found that all assurance providers (both the Big 4 and non-Big 4 firms) had an equally strong 

effect on the decrease in the cost of debt capital. (Kuo et al., 2021) 

 

Apart from that, researchers have been increasingly focused on the relationship between assured 

sustainability information and firms’ financial performance. Kim, Cho and Park (2019), for 

example, performed the first empirical study investigating these effects based on a large study 

sample. More specifically, the authors regressed the relationship between assured sustainability 

information and the financial performance of 5,040 large US companies from 2006 to 2016. 

The study showed a significantly better financial performance of firms with assured 
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sustainability reports, indeed, the coefficients were found to be five times bigger. The authors 

thus concluded a vital role of external CSR assurance in financial performance. (Kim et al., 

2019) 

 

Additionally, Akisik and Gal (2019) reported a positive relationship between financial 

performance and integrated reports assured by accounting firms. The study examined the 

financial performance of North American firms between 2011 and 2016, showing a significant 

and positive association, which can be additionally enhanced by an assurance of the reports. 

The authors generally highlight the value of an assurance of not only financial information but 

also non-financial information. (Akisik, Gal, 2019) 

 

According to the European Commission, the amendment of Directive 2014/EU/95 will increase 

the resiliency of companies and they are expected to perform better both in financial and non-

financial terms. (European Commission, org., 2017)  

 

Regarding the EU area, 1,832 firm-year observations of 660 EU-listed companies reported a 

positive association between sustainability assurance and stock market value, supporting the 

hypothesis that sustainability assurance positively affects the value of large EU-listed 

companies. It also seems that the EU capital market participants appreciate the value of 

assurance services. (Bauwhede, Van Cauwenberge, 2022) 

 

In the US, a study examined over 2,700 sustainability reports between 1993 and 2010. The 

findings implicated that companies currently not assuring their sustainability reports could 

experience economic benefits from external assurance. The benefits may be, more specifically, 

in the form of reductions in the cost of capital and minimalization of analyst forecast errors or 

dispersion. (Casey, Grenier, 2014) 

 

An experiment by Coram et al. delivered findings regarding assurance of sustainability 

information and its effect on stock prices. Two groups of participants – 135 Chartered 

Accountants experienced in corporate finance and taxation, and a group of 39 members of the 

Securities Institute of Australia (a professional organization dealing with the matters of 

securities and financial services) were asked to indicate their belief whether the firm’s stock 

price would improve or deteriorate based on the provided material. Firstly, the experiment 
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showed that the added value of sustainability assurance is context specific. Despite the 

perceived increase in the reliability of assured reports, stock prices only increase when the 

disclosure is positive. On the other hand, no difference is made when the disclosure of 

sustainability information is negative. (Coram et al., 2009) 

 

Nevertheless, a similar study conducted in Spain concluded that the verification of 

sustainability reports is value relevant. In this case, the stock price assessment of investors was 

positively impacted by sustainability assurance at a 99% significance level. The results 

indicated that investors value the social commitment activities of firms. In other words, stock 

price assessments increased for firms with assured sustainability reports. (Miralles-Quirós et 

al., 2021) 

 

Lastly, a sample of 17,050 firm-year observations from 40 countries showed that capital 

markets only value sustainability reports in connection with sustainability assurance. The act 

of simply publishing reports is not valued by investors. In addition to this, sustainability 

assurance is only considered as value relevant when the service is conducted by a Big 4 firm as 

opposed to an environmental specialist. In conclusion, the existence of sustainability assurance 

from a Big 4 provider enhances firm market valuation. (Clarkson et al., 2019) 

 

Although research that supported the assumption of the positive relationship between assured 

sustainability reports and financial performance exists, several prior studies actually found no 

results, whereas others reported some positive effects of sustainability assurance. (Kim et al., 

2019) These studies will now be introduced more closely. 

 

Drawing on a sample of publicly listed Italian companies between 2008 and 2013, Fazzini and 

Dal Maso observed that CSR disclosures are generally appreciated by investors. Nevertheless, 

the study showed that investors do not gain any additional value from the external sustainability 

assurance itself and, thus, that CSR assurance does not have any significant impact on firm 

valuations. (Fazzini, Dal Maso, 2016) 

 

In the French context, a study in the period between 2001 and 2011 showed that firms’ market 

value is in fact negatively associated with the introduction of sustainability assurance. Although 

the presence of sustainability assurance positively influenced Tobin’s Q, the influence was 

insignificant. The article argued that for shareholders, the cost of assurance services is decisive 
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because of the shareholders’ belief that assurance does not add value to the enterprises’ 

reporting. Overall, the findings suggested that shareholders do not appreciate sustainability 

assurance. Furthermore, the authors raised the question of why enterprises should be obliged 

by regulators to invest in costly sustainability assurance if such an activity is not valued or is 

even punished by the market. (Lajmi, Paché, 2020) 

 

In Sweden, interviews were conducted with 28 Swedish companies, and the findings 

highlighted that sustainability assurance does not bring any additional value to sustainability 

reports and, moreover, enterprises need to pay high assurance fees. Companies reported 

enhanced credibility as the main motivation to seek assurance services. Nevertheless, it was 

found to be difficult to verify that sustainability assurance is actually a tool to increase the 

credibility of sustainability reports. (Park, Brorson, 2004) 

 

Another paper, which does not support the benefits of assured sustainability reports, is the one 

by Gietl et al. The researchers concluded for STOXX Europe 600 firms that the existence of 

external sustainability assurance might negatively impact a firm’s value, in this research 

measured by Tobin’s Q. The findings highlighted that especially smaller and/or less profitable 

firms are more likely to be negatively influenced. On the other hand, for bigger and/or more 

profitable companies, no significant effects were identified. (Gietl et al., 2013) 

 

Similarly, Cho et al. tested the impact of sustainability assurance on the market value of publicly 

traded USA firms. Although the researchers expected that assurance would be positively 

associated with the market value of reporting companies, the assurance variable was negatively 

signed and the hypothesis had to be rejected. Although firms adopt sustainability assurance to 

increase the credibility of their reports, their efforts are not valued by the USA investors. They 

are also likely to consider any assurance fees as unjustifiable costs. Furthermore, the authors 

believed that due to a lack of appreciation from the side of investors, sustainability assurance 

remains limited in the region. (Cho et al., 2014) 

 

Although numerous studies have researched intensively the relationship between sustainability 

assurance and financial performance, the findings are inconsistent and researchers have not yet 

reached a consensus. Although most studies report a positive relationship (Akisik & Gal, 2019; 

Kim et al., 2019; Velte, 2020), some researchers showed no associations, and there are also 

studies outlining a negative relationship.  
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The research has been summarised and synthesised in Table 4. 

 

Table 4 - Effects of sustainability assurance – prior research 

Authors Main Findings 

Velte (2020) Sustainability assurance can increase firm reputation, firm value 

and improve shareholder relations. 

Garcia-Sánchez, et al. (2019) Sustainability assurance intensifies the positive effects of 

sustainability reporting – lower capital constraints, such as 

information asymmetries, information risks and forecast errors. 

Kuo et al. (2021) Sustainability assurance diminishes information asymmetries and 

investors’ uncertainty and, thus, reduces cost of debt capital. 

Kim et al. (2019) Sustainability assurance improves financial performance of firms, 

the coefficients were found to be 5x bigger than without assurance 

sustainability reports. 

Aksik, Gal (2019) Sustainability assurance by accounting firms enhances financial 

performance of companies. 

European Commission, org., 

(2017) 

 

 

Companies under Directive 2014/95/EJ obliged to perform 

sustainability assurance are expected to perform better in both 

financial and non-financial terms. 

Bauwhede, Van Cauwenberge 

(2022) 

Sustainability is positively associated with the stock market value 

of companies. 

Casey, Grenier (2014) Companies assuring their sustainability reports may experience 

economic benefits in form of a reduction in the cost of capital, 

reductions in analyst forecast errors or dispersion. 

Fazzini, Dal Maso (2016) Sustainability assurance does not bring any additional value to 

sustainability reports for investors, thus, assurance does not have 

any impact on the value of firms. 

Coram et al. (2009) The added value of sustainability assurance is context specific. 

Although the perceived credibility of sustainability reports 

improved, stock prices only grow when the disclosure is positive. 
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Authors Main Findings 

No difference was reported when the disclosed sustainability 

information is negative. 

Miralles-Quirós et al. (2021) Sustainability assurance positively influences stock price 

assessment of investors. 

Clarkson et al. (2019) Sustainability assurance enhances firm value provided that the 

assurance service is conducted by a Big 4 auditor. 

Lajmi, Paché (2020) Sustainability assurance negatively influences firms’ market value. 

For shareholders, the cost of assurance is decisive and the findings 

suggest that sustainability assurance is not appreciated (or even 

punished by the market.)  

Park, Brorson (2004) Sustainability assurance is connected with high fees and it does not 

represent any additional value to sustainability reports. It may be a 

tool to increase credibility but even this hypothesis is difficult to be 

verified. 

Cho et al. (2014) Sustainability assurance does not impact the market value of 

publicly traded enterprises. US investors do not value assurance 

and, 

furthermore, assurance fees are likely to be considered by investors 

as unjustifiable costs. 

Giel et al. (2013) Sustainability assurance may negatively impact firm value, here 

measured by Tobin’s Q. Especially smaller and/or less profitable 

firms are more likely to be negatively influenced; bigger and/or 

more profitable ones were found to be only insignificantly 

influenced. 

Source: own compilation 

  



   

   45 

 

3. Research setting and method 

3.1. Hypothesis development 

In the previous chapter, the discrepancy between research on the effects of sustainability 

assurance on the financial performance of firms was pointed out. This inconsistency induces 

the author to take a closer look and enlighten this impact on firms operating in the Austrian 

market. In particular, this Thesis aims at exploring and answering the following research 

question: 

What impact does a sustainability assurance have on the financial performance of 

Austrian firms? 

 

Based on the research question and the literature review, the first step is to investigate whether 

there is a link between corporate financial performance and sustainability assurance in relation 

to the Austrian market. Then, the second step will proceed with testing whether this assumption 

is positive, meaning that assurance of sustainability reports has a positive impact on a firm’s 

financial performance. Accordingly, this leads us to the following hypotheses:  

 

H0: There is no impact of sustainability assurance on the financial performance of Austrian 

enterprises. 

H1: There is a positive impact of sustainability assurance on the financial performance of 

Austrian enterprises.  

 

The importance of non-financial information is rapidly growing, therefore, companies 

experienced pressure to increase the credibility of the reported data. As assured reports are 

generally considered more credible, companies started to be motivated to perform sustainability 

assurance. (Sonnerfeldt, Pontoppidan, 2020; Coram et al., 2009; Moroney et al., 2012) 

Furthermore, the literature connected sustainability assurance with other benefits as well, such 

as improved firm reputation or shareholder relations. (Velte, 2020; Garcia-Sánchez, et al., 2019) 

Yet, there are different views about the influence on a firm’s financial performance. (Kim et 

al., 2019) An examination of the impact of sustainability assurance on the financial 

performance, particularly for Austrian companies, is currently missing. This Master Thesis 

aims at filling this research gap by trying to test the impact of sustainability assurance.  
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3.2. Method 

For this Thesis, it was reasonable to conduct quantitative research. This type of analysis is based 

on the examination of relationships between variables measured numerically. To analyse the 

variables, various statistical techniques are available. (Saunders et al., 2012) 

 

The data was tested using a quantitative method with a non-parametric test Mann-Whitney U 

Test in order to evaluate the hypothesis. Non-parametric tests are necessary in cases when the 

distribution of the analysed data is asymmetrical. Furthermore, it is one of the most widely used 

non-parametric tests for answering research questions regarding differences between the 

research groups. Based on these assumptions, the Mann-Whitney U Test appeared to be 

appropriate for this study. The method is also known as the Wilcoxon-Mann-Whitney test or 

the Wilcoxon sum of ranks test. The null hypothesis (H0) stipulates that the independent groups 

are homogeneous and have the same distribution, thus, they come from the same population. If 

a two-sided test is needed, the alternative hypothesis (H1) stipulates that the first group of data 

differs from the second group of data and, therefore, the null hypothesis is rejected. (Mann, 

Whitney, 1947; Nachar, 2008) 

 

The implementation of the Mann-Whitney U Tests involved the analysis of two groups of 

researched data – companies with assured sustainability reports and companies without assured 

sustainability reports. These categories were analysed by comparing the averages and medians 

of the EBT and revenue scores reached during the period of 2017 and 2021. Therefore, 

especially the descriptive statistics of the calculations were crucial for driving conclusions. The 

first round of calculation involved the arithmetic means of revenue and EBT as a dependent 

variable. Due to the fact that for some companies not all information was found, the years with 

missing data were excluded from the analysis and the averages per company were calculated. 

The second round of calculation took the revenue from 2021 and 2020 as a dependent variable. 

The advantage of these scores was that missing data was eliminated. As for the independent 

variable, the existence of sustainability assurance was taken. The overall goal was to test the 

hypotheses of this Master Thesis. 

 

For the analysis, a Microsoft Excel file was created, which simplified the research of the 

variables. The complete file with the collected data can be found in Appendix I. 
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One benefit of this test is that it can be even used for testing small data samples. Indeed, the 

Mann-Whitney U Test does not specify any upper or lower limit of data points necessary to 

perform the test. (Nachar, 2008) In this Master Thesis, the sample of companies with assured 

sustainability reports consisted of 52 observations and the sample without assured sustainability 

reports involved 198 observations.  

 

3.3. Sample 

This study restricted the variables to a uniform environment. Indeed, the motivation for 

selecting a single-country environment rather than performing a multi-country study was to 

eliminate potential macro-environmental differences that may exist among countries. 

Especially in the last few years, due to the Covid-19 pandemic, the diversity among countries 

may have been noteworthy. Therefore, the research specifically focused on the 250 largest 

Austrian organizations based on revenue as of 2021. To the best knowledge of the author, no 

official statistics examining the size of companies in Austria are published by the country. 

Therefore, the ranking of the TOP250 enterprises based on revenue from 9 June 2022 published 

by a financial magazine in Austria – Industriemagazin was assessed. The magazine is an 

Austrian monthly business magazine publishing since 1993. The ranking is based on objective 

criteria, as the accounting items used were extracted from the financial statements reported in 

the public business register.  

 

This Master Thesis focused on the analysis of large companies. This decision can be supported 

by several facts. Firstly, assurance rates are low among small and medium-sized entities (further 

referred to as SMEs). Large companies are more probable to introduce assurance due to their 

organizational design, which is more likely to result in loss of internal control. Small companies 

typically have only one level of hierarchy, namely the owner or manager, who directly 

supervises business operations. On the other hand, large companies take a more pyramidal 

shape of hierarchy as delegation becomes necessary. Furthermore, the greater the number of 

employees, the more administrative layers in an organization and the higher probability of loss 

of control. Here, the author measured company size using the number of employees. (Abdel-

khalik, 1993) A recent study from January 2023 investigated 460 EU SMEs with a total of 

1,648 reports. The author reported a low assurance rate of 18.75%. (Somoza, 2023) Secondly, 

generally, large entities experience more pressure from society to be socially and 

environmentally responsible. Additionally, large companies often have more resources to 
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introduce voluntary sustainability assurance. Moreover, they face a greater amount of political 

pressure than smaller firms do. Therefore, several research conducted proved that firm size 

significantly influences the company’s decision to assure its sustainability reports. For example, 

research performed by Simnett et al. (2009), Kilic and Kuzey (2018), Bauwhede and Van 

Cauwenberge (2022) or Casey and Grenier (2014) confirmed this hypothesis. Consequently, 

this paper did not examine SMEs and only focused on large companies. 

 

The financial data was retrieved from Compass.at, the largest provider of business information 

in Austria. Additional information was also be gained from financial statements and companies’ 

websites to supplement the missing data. The fiscal period between 2017 and 2021 was 

observed, the last year with available data at the start of this Master Thesis. The timeframe was 

chosen considering that the NFRD 2014/95/EU was required to be adopted by all EU member 

states by 31 December 2016, starting to affect the fiscal year of 2017. The data was examined 

using the software IBM SPSS Statistics and Microsoft Excel. The values had to be entered 

into the statistical software to be able to analyse the data. The last step was the interpretation of 

the findings. In terms of accessibility to data, the risks were minimized as the assurance 

statements (if existent) were available on the Internet and company websites published in the 

Top 250 document.  

 

3.4. Variables 

Dependent variable 

There are different methods concerning the measurement and reflection of financial 

performance. Financial performance in this Master Thesis was measured by two indicators: 

Sales revenue and Earnings before taxes (EBT).  

 

Sales revenue 

The first financial performance measure that was used in this Master Thesis is the top line sales 

revenue. The general aim of probably all enterprises is to achieve the maximum profit at the 

lowest possible cost, aligned with future expansion and high sales. The sales of the company’s 

products or services signify that the company progresses and is able to enlarge the wealth of its 

shareholders. Sales revenue is recognized by “income arising in the course of an entity’s 

ordinary activities.” (IFRS, org., n.d., Appendix) Afterwards, companies are able to record 

revenue from the sale. According to researchers, it is one of the most significant items in 
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companies’ financial statements. (Huang, Marquardt, Zhang, 2015; Srivastava, 2014) Zhang 

recognised revenue as probably the most crucial matter confronting accountants. Furthermore, 

the author argued that revenue is significant for the decision making process of investors and 

growths or declines in a firm’s revenue are indicators of the company’s future prospects. 

Despite this research, sales revenues as a performance measure used to be ignored. Firms 

focused on alternative performance measures, but recent evidence showed that sales revenue is 

nowadays the most frequently used performance measure. (Zhang, 2005) 

 

Earnings before taxes (EBT) 

The second financial performance measure used is the EBT (earnings before taxes).  

 

The use of EBT is especially useful in cases where comparability across legal forms or tax 

systems is needed. Often, this performance measure is also referred to as earnings from ordinary 

business activity as the earnings are adjusted for extraordinary earnings items. (Coenenberg et 

al., 2021) This indicator was chosen mainly because of its availability on the website 

Wirtschaftscompass. The website either extracts the data from the P&L statement (for 

companies obliged to prepare financial statements) or from other sources, such as journals, 

company websites, or telephone inquiries. Thanks to this fact, missing values were minimised 

compared to other indicators not available on Wirtschaftscompass.  

 
Profit/income 

± extraordinary items, discontinued operations 

± income taxes 

= EBT 

 

Independent variable 

CSR assurance is a dichotomous variable, which took a value of Y (YES) if the firm performed 

external CSR assurance. Otherwise, the variable took a value of N (NO). The sustainability 

reports were considered as assured if assurance statements were available. If an assurance 

statement could not be found on the company website published in the Top 250 document, it 

was viewed as non-existent. In addition, any level of assurance provided by an external assuror 

was viewed as existing sustainability assurance. Table 5 presents the availability of assurance 

statements for the analysed companies. Overall, 250 companies were researched, from which 
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52 companies published an assurance statement on their websites. In other words, 198 

companies did not perform a sustainability assurance. 

 

Table 5 - Availability of assurance statements 

Availability of assurance 
statements 

Number of firms % 

Firms analysed 250 100 

Assurance statement available 52 21 

Assurance statement not available 198 79 

Source: Own compilation 

 

Control variables 

Following existing research investigating variables that influence firms’ financial performance 

and CSR reporting, the following control variables were controlled for: firm size, headquarters, 

industry in which the enterprises operate, reporting standards and assurance providers. (Kim et 

al., 2019; Wang, Choi, 2013; Bauwhede, Van Cauwenberge, 2022).  

 

Size 

Different criteria can be used for measuring the size of enterprises, such as balance sheet total 

or turnover, but one of the most common is the number of persons employed. The European 

Commission classifies SMEs as enterprises with fewer than 250 persons employed and an 

annual turnover of up to €50 million. Large enterprises thus employ 250 or more persons and 

reach an annual turnover above €50 million. (Eurostat, org., 2016) Taking into consideration 

that this paper only investigated companies with turnover over €50 million (the lowest turnover 

was achieved by AHT Cooling Systems GmbH with €104 million), enterprise size was 

measured using the number of employees. 

 

Headquarters  

The following Table 6 summarises headquarters by country found in the data set and their 

stakeholder or shareholder orientation. It is assumed that companies domiciled in stakeholder-

oriented countries are more likely to have their sustainability reports assured. 
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Table 6 - Headquarters by country overview 

Stakeholder oriented countries Shareholder oriented countries 

Austria (AT), Germany (DE), Finland (FI), 

France (FR), Switzerland (CH), Italy (IT), 

Japan (JP), Netherlands (NL), Norway (NO), 

Russia (RU), Sweden (SE) 

Australia (AU), United Kingdom (UK), 

Ireland (IE), Israel (IL), United States (US), 

South Africa (ZA) 

Source: own compilation 

 

Industry 

Industry type was applied as a further controlling variable in this Master Thesis. To be able to 

assign the investigated companies to the correct industry sectors, a list of industry types was 

needed. The decisive factor was the information about the primary business activity of the 

investigated companies gained from their company websites and reports. Consequently, the 

industry sector categorization developed by the International Labour Organization (ILO) was 

used, which compactly but still comprehensively categorises industrial activities into 21 groups 

illustrated in Table 7. The ILO cooperates with governments, employers and workers of 187 

Member States and since 1919, it has been active in developing policies and programmes 

promoting decent work for both women and men and in setting labour standards. (ILO, org., 

n.d. a) In line with the existing research, these industry types may be also categorized into 

“environmentally sensitive” and “environmentally non-sensitive” sectors. From the list of 

industry types developed by the ILO and the description of environmentally sensitive industries 

by Seguí-Mas et al., the industry types were also grouped according to their environmental 

sensitivity.  

 

Table 7 - Industry types 

No Industry type Environmental 

sensitivity 

1 Agriculture, plantations, other rural sectors Non-sensitive  

2 Basic Metal Production Sensitive 

3 Chemical industries (Chemical, pharmaceutical, rubber and 

tyre industries) 

Sensitive 
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No Industry type Environmental 

sensitivity 

4 Commerce (Wholesale and retail trades) Non-sensitive 

5 Construction Sensitive 

6 Education Non-sensitive 

7 Financial services, professional services  

(The financial services sector vary from country to country, 

but generally it includes the central bank; depository 

organizations such as banks, building societies or mortgage 

banks and companies; credit unions or credit cooperatives; 

insurance and pension funds; general financiers; cash 

management firms; and other engaged in financial 

intermediation or asset management) 

Non-sensitive 

8 Food, drink, tobacco Non-sensitive 

9 Forestry, wood, pulp, paper Sensitive 

10 Health services Non-sensitive 

11 Hotels, tourism, catering Non-sensitive 

12 Mining (coal, other) Sensitive 

13 Mechanical and electrical engineering (Manufacture and 

repairing of electrical and electronic products, such as engines, 

electrical products, consumer electronics, computers, mobiles 

phones and others) 

Sensitive 

14 Media, culture, graphical Non-sensitive 

15 Oil and gas production, oil refining Sensitive 

16 Postal and communication services Non-sensitive 

17 Public service Non-sensitive 

18 Textiles, clothing, leather, footwear Non-sensitive 

19 Transport (incl. civil aviation, railways, road transport) Non-sensitive 
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No Industry type Environmental 

sensitivity 

20 Transport equipment manufacturing (Manufacture of aircraft; 

aerospace equipment; railroad equipment; motor 

vehicles; auto parts; motorcycles; bicycles; ships) 

Sensitive 

21 Utilities (water, gas, electricity) Sensitive 

Source: ILO, org. ( n.d. b) 

 

Reporting Standard 

Organizations have the possibility to choose from various sustainability reporting standards, for 

example, the ISO 26000, IIRF, UN Global Compact or GRI. According to the 2022 survey 

published by KPMG, GRI has been the most widely used reporting standard around the world. 

Indeed, Austria ranked number 4 (with 89%) among the top 10 countries by the number of 

N100 companies using the GRI standards for sustainability reporting (KPMG, org., 2022) 

Therefore, this Thesis controlled for reporting standards and it is expected that the majority of 

companies with Austrian headquarters report against the GRI standards. 

 

Assurance provider 

Finally, this Thesis also controlled for assurance providers. The following types of assurance 

providers were distinguished: the Big 4 firms (KPMG, E&Y, Deloitte, PWC) and other 

providers, such as third-party consultancy firms or environmental engineering firms. 

 

4. Findings 

4.1. Test analysis and results 

Before starting with the statistical analysis, it is recommended to check the data for possible 

input errors or missing values. As missing values are regarded observations where no data value 

was found. There are several methods for handling missing values, one of which is listwise 

deletion. It is a conventional method based on the exclusion of missing data from the whole 

analysis for any of the variables. (Soley-Bori, 2013) 
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Because of the missing values, the arithmetic means of both dependent variables (turnover and 

EBT) were calculated. More specifically, the average values in the observed period 2017-2021 

were computed and used for further analysis. In total, valid for processing were 164 cases 

without assured sustainability reports and 51 cases with assured reports. The summary of case 

processing can be found in Table 8 below. 

 

Table 8 - Case Processing Summary Averages 

Case Processing Summary 

 

Assured 

Cases 

Valid Missing Total 

N Percent N Percent N Percent 

Revenue Avg 17-21 N 164 82,8% 34 17,2% 198 100,0% 

Y 51 98,1% 1 1,9% 52 100,0% 

EBT Avg 17-21 N 164 82,8% 34 17,2% 198 100,0% 

Y 51 98,1% 1 1,9% 52 100,0% 

Source: own compilation 
 

In the next step, the data was examined for its normality distribution using the Kolmogorov-

Smirnov normality test. The following hypotheses were tested: 

H0: The dataset values are from the same continuous distribution. 

H1: The dataset values are from different continuous distributions.  

 

Results of the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test in Table 9 provided a p-value of <0.05 and, thus, the 

null hypothesis was rejected, suggesting that the dataset values are from different continuous 

distributions. Due to this fact, non-parametric analysis methods needed to be used for the 

evaluation of the data as they do not assume a normal distribution of the values. (Nachar, 2008) 
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Table 9 - Tests of Normality Averages 

Tests of Normality 

 
Assured 

Kolmogorov-Smirnova Shapiro-Wilk 

Statistic df Sig. Statistic df Sig. 

Revenue Avg 17-21 N ,237 164 ,000 ,660 164   ,000 

Y ,285 51 ,000 ,541 51 ,000 

EBT Avg 17-21 N ,255 164 ,000 ,586 164 ,000 

Y ,307 51 ,000 ,450 51 ,000 
 

a. Lilliefors Significance Correction 
Source: own compilation 
 

Furthermore, it could be proceeded with testing the following hypotheses: 

H0: There is no impact of sustainability assurance on the financial performance of Austrian 

enterprises. 

H1: There is an impact of sustainability assurance on the financial performance of Austrian 

enterprises.  

 

Therefore, a Mann-Whitney U test was conducted. The test presented a probability value (p) of 

0.00 for both a revenue average of 2017-2021 and an EBT average of 2017-2021. The 

probability value was less than or equal to 0.05, so the result was significant, which means that 

the null hypothesis was rejected (Table 10).  

 

Table 10 - Results of the Mann-Whitney U Test Averages 

 
Source: own compilation 
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Therefore, it may be concluded that there is a statistically significant difference in the financial 

performance of Austrian firms with assured sustainability reports and without assured 

sustainability reports, regardless of the financial performance indicator used. Therefore, 

hypothesis 1 - There is an impact of sustainability assurance on the financial performance of 

Austrian enterprises - is accepted. 

 

Examining the descriptives of the Revenue Average 2017-2021, see Table 11 below, it can be 

seen that the mean for revenue of companies with assured sustainability reports is significantly 

higher than those without sustainability assurance. More precisely, companies with assurance 

reached a mean of 2,352.65 (in Mio €) and organizations without assurance have a mean of 

563.38 (in Mio €). Moreover, the median shows similar results in favour of sustainability 

assurance – 1,268.22 (in Mio €) and without sustainability assurance 294.68 (in Mio €). 

Consequently, the results suggest that companies with assured sustainability reports achieve 

higher turnover than those without sustainability assurance. The findings, hence, also indicate 

that there is a positive impact of sustainability assurance on the financial performance 

(measured with the revenue average) of Austrian enterprises. 

 

Table 11 - Descriptives Averages Revenue 17-21 
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Source: own compilation 
 

Table 12 - Descriptives Averages EBT 17-21 
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Source: own compilation 
 

Similar results can be derived from the descriptives of the EBT Average 2017-2021 in Table 

12 above. Enterprises with sustainability assurance achieved a mean of 195.37 (in Mio €) and 

a median of 79.96 (in Mio €) while those without sustainability assurance have a mean of 27.45 

(in Mio €) and a median of 9.23 (in Mio €). Again, the data implied that there is a difference 

between companies and those organizations that have their sustainability reports assured are 

more financially successful than those without sustainability assurance. The findings, thus, also 

indicated that there is a positive impact of sustainability assurance on the financial performance 

(measured with the EBT average) of Austrian enterprises. 

 

Additionally, the test was repeated using Revenue from 2021 and 2020 as dependent variables. 

The benefit of this dataset was the elimination of missing values, see Table 13. Therefore, all 

250 companies were part of this testing.  
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Table 13 - Case Processing Summary Revenue 21 & 20 

Case Processing Summary 

 

Assured 

Cases 

Valid Missing Total 

N Percent N Percent N Percent 

Revenue 21 N 198 100,0% 0 0,0% 198 100,0% 

Y 52 100,0% 0 0,0% 52 100,0% 

Revenue 20 N 198 100,0% 0 0,0% 198 100,0% 

Y 52 100,0% 0 0,0% 52 100,0% 
Source: own compilation 
 

Furthermore, the data was tested for normality distribution using the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test. 

The hypotheses are as follows: 

H0: The dataset values are from the same continuous distribution. 

H1: The dataset values are from different continuous distributions.  

From the analysis presented in Table 14, the significant value is 0.00. As the significance value 

is lower than 0.05, the H0 was rejected. The dataset values are not in a normal distribution.  

 

Table 14 - Tests of Normality Revenue 21 & 20 

Tests of Normality 

 
Assured 

Kolmogorov-Smirnova Shapiro-Wilk 

Statistic df Sig. Statistic df Sig. 

Revenue 21 N ,248 198 ,000 ,630 198 ,000 

Y ,310 52 ,000 ,467 52 ,000 

Revenue 20 N ,242 198 ,000 ,633 198 ,000 

Y ,256 52 ,000 ,628 52 ,000 
 

a. Lilliefors Significance Correction 
Source: own compilation 

 

When the datasets do not have a normal distribution, non-parametric tests need to be used. 

(Mann, Whitney, 1947) Therefore, a Mann-Whitney U Test was performed in order to 

determine whether Revenue 2021 and Revenue 2020 differ with the existence or non-existence 

of sustainability assurance. According to the results indicated in Table 15, there is a significant 
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difference between the revenue of companies with assured sustainability reports and the 

revenue of companies without assured sustainability reports.  

 

Table 15 - Results of the Mann-Whitney U Test Revenue 21 & 20 

 
Source: own compilation 

 

The test presented a probability value (p) of 0.00 for both Revenue 2021 and Revenue 2020. 

The probability value is less than or equal to 0.05, so the result is significant, which means that 

the null hypothesis was rejected. Therefore, it may be again concluded that there is a statistically 

significant difference in the financial performance of Austrian firms with assured sustainability 

reports and without assured sustainability reports, regardless of the financial performance 

indicator used. Therefore, the hypothesis 1 - There is an impact of sustainability assurance on 

the financial performance of Austrian enterprises - is accepted. 

 

The descriptive statistics of Revenue 21 imply that the mean of companies with sustainability 

assurance 2,789.93 (in Mio €) is higher than the mean of companies without sustainability 

assurance 578.73 (in Mio €). Similarly, organizations with assurance 1,231.20 (in Mio €) score 

a better median than those without assurance 311.75€ (in Mio €) , see Table 16. As a 

consequence, the data suggested a difference between the revenue of companies with assured 

sustainability reports and the revenue of companies without assured sustainability reports. 

Therefore, a positive impact of sustainability assurance on the financial performance (measured 

with Revenue 2021) of Austrian enterprises can be concluded. 
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Table 16 - Descriptives Revenue 21 

 

 
Source: own compilation 
 

Again, the descriptives of Revenue 20 showed similar implications, see Table 17. Companies 

adopting sustainability assurance scored a mean of 2,044.87 (in Mio €) and those not adopting 

sustainability assurance 504.65 (in Mio €). The median of organizations with sustainability 

assurance is 1,130.85 (in Mio €) and the median of organizations without sustainability 

assurance is 277.15 (in Mio €). Therefore, a difference in revenue between companies with 
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assured sustainability assurance and companies with non-assured sustainability assurance was 

determined. Therefore, a positive impact of sustainability assurance on the financial 

performance (measured with Revenue 2020) of Austrian enterprises can be suggested. 

 

Table 17 - Descriptives Revenue 20 

 
 

 
Source: own compilation 
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4.2. Descriptive statistics 

The final pool of company observations is 250. 52 or 21% of firm observations have their 

sustainability reports assured, whereas 198 or 79% did not, see Figure 5 below. 

 

Figure 5 - Adoption of sustainability assurance 

 
Source: own compilation 

 

The ascertained assurance rate is considerably lower compared to the rate of 72% found by 

KPMG. (KPMG, org., 2022) To be more precise, the rate for the first top 100 companies in this 

research reached 34% or 34 company observations. This result can be probably explained by 

the research sample used. Whereas KPMG examined the largest 100 companies, the sample in 

this Thesis researched the largest 250 companies in the Austrian industry. Due to this reason, 

the statistics did not involve companies from sectors, such as financial, insurance or real estate. 

Moreover, businesses from the finance sector are known for their high assurance rates, as these 

companies are often under pressure to enhance their credibility. (Simnett et al., 2009) 

 

Industry 

Based on the primary business activities of the companies, the industries with the highest 

number of assured sustainability reports were found to be mechanical and electrical engineering 

(13 observations), utilities – water, gas, electricity (9 observations), chemical industries (8 

observations) and forestry, wood, pulp, paper (6 observations). Moreover, the table further 

reveals that 87% or 45 of the companies assuring their sustainability reports operate in 

Assurance; 52; 21%

Without assurance ; 
198; 79%

Adoption of sustainability assurance
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environmentally sensitive industries, which is in line with the existing literature and 

expectations. More details about the industry representation can be found in Figure 6 below. 
 

Figure 6 - Industry representation 

 
Source: own compilation 

 

Headquarters 

The summary can be found in Figure 7. The majority of companies had their headquarters 

located in Austria. Another large group consisted of 11 companies with headquarters in 

Germany. Furthermore, Switzerland is represented by 2 companies. The rest of the countries – 

Australia, Finland, France, Great Britain and Ireland are each represented by one company. 
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Figure 7 - Headquarters representation 

 
Source: own compilation 

 

Stakeholder vs. shareholder orientation 

In regards to stakeholder or shareholder orientation, the data in Figure 8 shows that 94% of 

companies with assured sustainability reports have their headquarters in shareholder-oriented 

countries.  

 

Figure 8 - Country orientation 

 
Source: own compilation 

AT, 33, 63%
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On the other hand, only 6% of the researched organization have headquarters located in 

stakeholder-oriented countries, more precisely in Australia, Ireland and the United Kingdom. 

The data is consistent with the existing literature arguing that companies from stakeholder-

oriented countries are more likely to invest in sustainability assurance than firms operating in 

shareholder-oriented countries. (Simnett et al., 2007; Bauwhede, Van Cauwenberge, 2022; 

Kolk, Perego, 2010) 

 

Reporting standard 

As for the reporting standards, the vast majority of companies – 49 or 94% report against GRI 

standards. The results are consistent with those found in the KPMG 2022 survey, where 89% 

of the top 100 largest Austrian companies used the GRI standards. Other standards used by two 

companies are the Eco-Management and Audit Scheme (EMAS) and one company reports 

against the EcoVadis CSR ratings. 

 

Assurance provider 

Out of the 52 organizations with assurance, 38 companies (73%) decided to have their 

sustainability reports assured by the Big 4 firms (E&Y, KPMG, PWC and Deloitte) and 14 

companies (27%) by Non-Big 4 firms or other providers. Moreover, 6 assurance services were 

provided by Quality Austria and 3 services by TÜV Austria. For one company – Wiener 

Stadtwerke Holding AG, the assurance provider remains unknown.  

 

Size 

The vast majority of Austrian companies (99.6%) belong to the category of SMEs. (KMU 

Forschung, org., 2019) A more detailed examination of company size, more precisely the 

number of employees and annual revenue could, thus, lead to relevant results for this study. 
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Figure 9 - Number of employees - assured reports 

 
Source: own compilation 
 

From the company observations with assured sustainability reports summarised in Figure 9, it 

can be concluded that 75% of the firms have more than 1,000 employees. Moreover, 19% of 

these organizations employ between 250 and 1,000 employees and only 6% less than 249.  
 

Figure 10 demonstrates information about companies without assured sustainability reports. 

From the total of 198 organizations, 53% indicated employing more than 1,000 employees, 

42% employ between 250 and 1,000, 5% between 249 and 51 and only one organization 

employs less than 50 employees.  

 

From the observed sample, it can be inferred that the vast majority employs more than 1,000 

employees. Furthermore, the results suggested that especially large organizations (with more 

than 250 employees) have their sustainability reports assured. This finding can be supported by 

a report from CSES, which states that typically large companies (with more than 250 

employees) are likely to perform external assurance. The costs of external assurance in relation 

to staff numbers are substantially higher for smaller companies than for large companies. 

(CSES, org., 2011) 

 

> 1,000; 39; 75%

< 1,000; 10; 19%

≤ 249; 3; 6%

Number of employees - assured reports
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Figure 10 - Number of employees - without assured reports 

 

Source: own compilation 

 

5. Conclusions and final remarks 

Over the past decades, societal and environmental issues have been increasing in importance. 

Therefore, companies had to react and, in addition to financial data, they started to publish non-

financial information. However, the need for the credibility of this information also increased 

and, thus, companies introduced sustainability assurance. Apart from reliability enhancement, 

sustainability assurance is deemed to have other benefits for companies, potentially also 

financial advantages.  

 

Different publications of researchers from the field of sustainability assurance have been 

examined in this Master Thesis. The literature, however, reports diverse results regarding the 

impact of sustainability assurance on the financial performance of organizations. Numerous 

studies reported positive effects on enterprises, for example, Kim et al., 2019; Aksik, Gal, 2019; 

Bauwhede, Van Cauwenberge, 2022 or European Commission, org., 2017. Nevertheless, other 

researchers found sustainability assurance to be connected with no or only minimal positive 

financial and non-financial effects on the reporting companies, such as Fazzini, Dal Maso, 

2016; Lajmi, Paché, 2020; Giel et al., 2013. Thus, findings on the effects attributable to 

sustainability assurance are inconsistent. Furthermore, the majority of research has been 

≥1,000; 104; 53%< 1,000; 83; 42%

≤ 249; 10; 5% <50; 1; 0%

Number of employees - without assured reports
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conducted in the English-speaking common law region and studies from other regions are only 

limited. 

 

This Thesis answers consequently the following question: What impact does sustainability 

assurance have on the financial performance of Austrian firms? Therefore, quantitative research 

investigating the 250 biggest Austrian companies measured by turnover was conducted. The 

Mann-Whitney U Tests revealed a statistically significant difference in the financial 

performance of Austrian firms with assured sustainability reports in comparison to those 

without assured sustainability reports. The tests were repeated with several financial 

performance measures, such as averages of revenue reached in the period between 2017 and 

2021, revenue reached in the individual years or averages of EBT scored between 2017 and 

2021. Altogether, the results of this study support the first hypothesis and a positive impact can 

be concluded between the sustainability assurance and financial performance of Austrian 

enterprises. 

 

With regards to the descriptive statistics, results are generally consistent with the expectations. 

The only inconsistency was found in connection with the assurance rate. The descriptive 

statistics show an assurance rate of 21%, which is considerably lower compared to the rate of 

72% found by KPMG. (KPMG, org., 2022) Otherwise, the findings are in accordance with the 

existing literature. Aligned with the existing research, 87% of companies with assured 

sustainability reports operate in environmentally-sensitive industries. (Bauwhede, Van 

Cauwenberge, 2022; Birkey, et al., 2014; Seguí-Mas et al., 2018) Furthermore, 94% of these 

organizations report against GRI, whereas KPMG found a rate of 89%. (KPMG, org., 2022) 

Apart from that, 75% of the companies investing in sustainability assurance employ more than 

1,000 employees and 19% employ between 250 and 1,000 employees. In other words, large 

companies were more likely to assure their reports. Lastly, nearly all companies with 

sustainability assurance have their headquarters located in stakeholder-oriented countries. This 

outcome is also supported by literature claiming that companies from stakeholder-oriented 

countries are more likely to invest in sustainability assurance than firms operating in 

shareholder-oriented countries. (Simnett et al., 2007; Bauwhede, Van Cauwenberge, 2022; 

Kolk, Perego, 2010) 

 

The results have important implications for companies and practitioners. As the study revealed 

that assured sustainability reports enhance a company’s financial performance, companies 
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should consider the potential benefits of sustainability assurance when deciding whether to 

adopt assurance or not. Practitioners could also take advantage of the findings to advertise their 

assurance services. 

 

Although this Master Thesis provides contributions and implications, the results should be 

interpreted taking into consideration the following limitations. First of all, the analysis 

timeframe is focused on a short-term period, which covers only the fiscal years between 2017 

and 2021. Therefore, it would be reasonable to repeat the study to better examine the effects of 

sustainability assurance on the financial performance of companies from a long-term 

perspective. Furthermore, the analysis involves the years 2020-2021, which are years 

significantly influenced by the crisis caused by the Covid-19 pandemic. The impact of the 

pandemic on the financial performance of enterprises is not uniform and one-way. Whereas 

some enterprises may have reported improvements in their financial performance, others 

possibly experienced a decline in their financial position. Nevertheless, studies showed that 

large enterprises were able to better cope with the effects of this crisis. (Spoz et al., 2021) This 

fact is supported by the Top 250 ranking according to which out of the researched 250 

enterprises, the vast majority reached turnover below pre-corona levels.  

 

Future research can focus on the adaptation of the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive 

(CSRD), which will require certain companies to perform an obligatory sustainability assurance 

of their sustainability reporting. It would allow comparing the impacts of voluntary and 

obligatory sustainability assurance on firms’ financial performance. 

 

 



   

   71 

 

Bibliography 

Abdel-khalik, A. R. (1993): Why Do Private Companies Demand Auditing? In: Journal of 

Accounting, Auditing and Finance 8(1), pp. 31-52. Link: https://rb.gy/h480y (Accessed: 02 

February 2023). 

 

AccountAbility, org. (2005): Assurance Standards Briefing: AA1000 Assurance Standard 

& ISAE3000. Link: https://www.eldis.org/document/A22537 (Accessed: 11 December 2022). 

 

AccountAbility, org. (2008): AA1000 Assurance Standard 2008. Link: http://www.mas-

business.com/docs/AA1000AS%202008%20Final.pdf (Accessed: 11 December 2022). 

 

AccountAbility, org. (2020): AA1000 Assurance Standard v3. Link: https://shorturl.at/gtvP5 

(Accessed: 11 December 2022). 

 

Agudelo, M. A. L./Jóhansdóttir, L./Davísdóttir, B. (2019): A literature review of the history 

and evolution of corporate social responsibility. In: International Journal of Corporate Social 

Responsibility 4(1), pp. 1-23. Link: https://doi.org/10.1186/s40991-018-0039-y (Accessed: 15 

November 2022). 

 

Akisik, O./Gal, G. (2019): Integrated reports, external assurance and financial performance. In: 

Sustainability Accounting, Management and Policy Journal, 11(2), pp. 317-350. 

Link: https://doi.org/10.1108/SAMPJ-02-2019-0072 (Accessed: 04 February 2023). 

 

Alexander, G. J./Buchholz, R., A. (1978): Corporate Social Responsibility and Stock Market 

Performance. In: The Academy of Management Journal 21(3), pp. 479-486. Link: 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/236273106 (Accessed: 05 December 2022). 

 

Barker, R./Imam, S. (2008): Analysts‘ perception of earnings quality. In: Accounting and 

Business Research, 38(4), pp. 313-329. Link: https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/35380365.pdf 

(Accessed: 05 December 2022). 

 



   

   72 

 

Bartoszewicz, A./Rutkowska-Ziarko, A. (2021): Practice of Non-Financial Reports Assurance 

Services in the Polish Audit Market – The Range, Limits and Prospects for the Future. In: Risks 

21, 9(10), pp.1-23. Link: https://doi.org/10.3390/risks9100176 (Accessed: 12 December 2022). 

 

Baumüller, J./Grbenic, S. O. (2021): Moving from non-financial to sustainability reporting: 

analyzing the EU Commission’s proposal for a corporate sustainability reporting directive 

(CSRD). In: Economics and Organization, 18(4), pp. 369-381. 

Link: https://doi.org/10.22190/FUEO210817026B (Accessed: 27 November 2022). 

 

Bauwhede, H. V./Van Cauwenberge, P. (2022): Determinants and Value Relevance of 

Voluntary Assurance of Sustainability Reports in a Mandatory Reporting Context. Evidence 

From Europe. In: Sustainability 14 (15), pp. 1-14. Link: https://doi.org/10.3390/su14159795 

(Accessed: 12 December 2022). 

 

Bendickson, J./Muldoon, J./Liguori, E./Davis, P. E. (2016): Agency theory: the times, they are 

a-changin’. In: Management Decision 54(1), pp. 174-193. Link: 10.1108/MD-02-2015-0058 

(Accessed: 11 February 2023). 

 

Bernard, C. I. (1938): The Function of the Executive. In: Harvard University Press. Link: 

https://ia801508.us.archive.org/7/items/in.ernet.dli.2015.190485/2015.190485.The-Functions-

Of-The-Executive.pdf (Accessed: 09 February 2023). 

 

Birkey, R./Michelon, G./Patten, D. M. (2016): Does Assurance on CSR Reporting Enhance 

Environmental Reputation? An Examination in the U.S. Context. In: Accounting Forum 40(3), 

pp. 143-152. Link: https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0155998216300217 

(Accessed: 08 December 2022). 

 

Bossut, M./Hessenius, M./Jürgens, I./Pioch, T./Schiemann, F./Spandel, T./Tietmeyer, R. 

(2021): Why it would be important to expand the scope of the Corporate Sustainability 

Reporting Directive and make it work for SMEs. In: Sustainable Finance Research Platform. 

Link:https://wpsf.de/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/WPSF_PolicyBrief_8-2021_Scope.pdf 

(Accessed: 26 April 2023). 

 



   

   73 

 

Browens, R. (2011): Understanding the ISO 26000 Social Responsibility Standard and how it 

relates to and can be assessed alongside other standards. Link: https://www.sgsgroup.fr/-

/media/global/documents/white-papers/sgs-iso-26000-white-paper-february-2011.pdf 

(Accessed: 03 December 2022). 

 

Brown, H. S./Jong, M./Levy, D. L. (2009): Building institutions based on information 

disclosure: lessons from GRI’s sustainability reporting. In: Journal of Cleaner Production 17, 

pp. 571-580. Link: 10.1080/09644010802682551 (Accessed: 28 January 2023). 

 

Caroll, A. B. (2016): Caroll’s pyramid of CSR: taking another look. In: International Journal 

of Corporate Social Responsibility 1(3), pp. 1-8. Link: 10.1186/s40991-016-0004-6 (Accessed: 

10 November 2022). 

 

Carroll, A. B. (1991): The Pyramid of Corporate Social Responsibility: Toward the Moral 

Management of Organizational Stakeholders. In: Business Horizons 34(4), pp. 39-48. Link: 

https://cf.linnbenton.edu/bcs/bm/gusdorm/upload/Pyramid%20of%20Social%20Responsibilit

y.pdf (Accessed: 10 November 2022). 

 

Carroll, A. B. (1999): Corporate Social Responsibility: Evolution of a definitional construct. 

In: Business and Society 38(3), pp. 268-295. Link: https://rb.gy/3ox6n (Accessed: 10 

November 2022). 

 

Carroll, A. B. (2008): A History of Corporate Social Responsibility: Concepts and Practices. 

In: The Oxford Handbook of Corporate Social Responsibility, pp. 19-46. Link: 

0.1093/oxfordhb/9780199211593.003.0002 (Accessed: 10 November 2022). 

 

Carroll, A. B. (2015): Corporate social responsibility: The centrepiece of competing and 

complementary frameworks. In: Organizational Dynamics 44, pp. 87-96. Link: 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.orgdyn.2015.02.002 (Accessed: 10 November 2022). 

 

Casey, R./Grenier, J. H. (2014): Understanding and Contributing to the Enigma of Corporate 

Social Responsibility (CSR) Assurance in the United States. In: Auditing: A Journal of Practice 

& Theory, Forthcoming. Link: https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2172519 

(Accessed: 27 November 2022). 



   

   74 

 

 

Centre for Strategy and Evaluation Services (2011): Disclosure of non-financial information by 

Companies. Final Report. Link: https://op.europa.eu/s/yue2 (Accessed: 05 December 2022). 

 

Chapagain, B. R. (2016): The Future of Corporate Social Responsibility. 

Link: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/336487255 (Accessed: 08 December 2022). 

 

Cho, C. H./Michelon, G./Patten, D. M./Roberts, R. W. (2014): CSR report assurance in the 

USA: an empirical investigation of determinants and effects. In: Sustainability Accounting, 

Management and Policy Journal 5(2), pp. 130-148.Link: 10.1108/SAMPJ-01-2014-0003 

(Accessed: 08 December 2022). 

 

Clarkson, P./Li, Y./Richardson, G./Tsang, A. (2019): Causes and consequences of voluntary 

assurance of CSR reports. In: Accounting, Auditing & Accountability Journal 32(8), 

pp. 2451-2474. Link: 10.1108/AAAJ-03-2018-3424 (Accessed: 14 January 2023). 

 

Coase, R. H. (1937): The Nature of the Firm. In: Economica 4(16), pp. 386-405. Link: 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1468-0335.1937.tb00002.x (Accessed: 10 

March 2023). 

 

Coenenberg, A. G./Haller, A./Schultze, W. (2021): Jahresabschluss und 

Jahresabschlussanalyse. In: Schäffer Poeschel. 

 

Conley, J. M./Williams, C. A. (2005): Engage, Embed, and Embellish: Theory versus Practice 

in the Corporate Social Responsibility Movement. In: SSRN Electronic Journal. Link: 

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=691521 (Accessed: 18 December 2022). 

 

Coram, P./Monroe, G. S./Woodliff, D. (2009): The Value of Assurance on Voluntary 

Nonfinancial Disclosure: An Experimental Evaluation. In: Auditing A Journal of Practice & 

Theory 28(1). Link: 10.2308/aud.2009.28.1.137 (Accessed: 14 January 2023). 

 

Council of the EU, org. (2022): New rules on corporate sustainability reporting: provisional 

political agreement between the Council and the European Parliament. Press release. Link: 

https://europa.eu/!PTbpyr (Accessed: 15 October 2022). 



   

   75 

 

 

Cuadrado-Ballesteros, B./Martínez-Ferrero, J./García-Sánchez, I. M. (2017): Mitigating 

information asymmetry through sustainability assurance: The role of accountants and levels of 

assurance. In: International Business Review 26(6), pp. 1141-1156. Link: 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ibusrev.2017.04.009 (Accessed: 18 February 2023). 

 

Cuomo, F./Gaia, S./Girardone, C./Piserà, S. (2022): The effects of the EU non-financial 

reporting directive on corporate social responsibility. In: The European Journal of Finance. 

Link: 10.1080/1351847X.2022.2113812 (Accessed: 26 April 2023). 

 

David, D. K. (1949): Business Responsibility in an Uncertain World. In: Harvard Business 

Review 27, pp. 1-8.  

 

Davis, K. (1960): Can Business Afford to Ignore Social Responsibilities? In: California 

Management Review 2(3), pp. 70-77. Link: https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/can-

business-afford-ignore-social/docview/1301279822/se-2?accountid=14682 (Accessed: 04 

December 2022). 

 

Deegan, C./Cooper, B. J./Shelly, M. (2006): An Investigation of TBL Report Assurance 

Statements: Australian Evidence. In: Australian Accounting Review 16(39), pp. 2-18. Link: 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1835-2561.2006.tb00355.x (Accessed: 10 January 2023). 

 

Dowling, J./Pfeffer, J. (1975): Organizational Legitimacy: Social Values and Organizational 

Behavior. In: The Pacific Sociological Review 18(1), pp. 122-136. Link: 

https://doi.org/10.2307/1388226 (Accessed: 08 February 2023). 

 

EcoVadis, org. (2022): What is EcoVadis? Link: https://support.ecovadis.com/hc/en-

us/articles/115002531307-What-is-EcoVadis- (Accessed: 18 March 2023). 

 

EFRAG, org. (2021): Proposals for a relevant and dynamic EU sustainability reporting 

standard-setting. Link: https://rb.gy/rjycc (Accessed: 18 March 2023). 

 



   

   76 

 

Eisenhardt, K. M. (1989): Agency Theory: An Assessment and Review. In: The Academy of 

Management Review, 14(1), pp. 57-74. Link: https://doi.org/10.2307/258191 (Accessed: 04 

March 2023). 

 

Elkington, J. (1998): Partnerships from Cannibals with Forks: The Triple Bottom Line of 21st 

Century Business. IN: Environmental Quality Management 1998, pp. 37-44. Link: 

https://edisciplinas.usp.br/pluginfile.php/5578099/mod_resource/content/1/Elkington_Triple_

Bottom_Line.pdf (Accessed: 15 November 2022). 

 

Ergüden, A.E./Kaya, C.,T./Sayar, Z. (2017): Integrated assurance for non-financial reporting. 

In: International Journal of Economics, Commerce and Management, 5(1), pp. 72-81. Link: 

https://ijecm.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/515.pdf (Accessed: 05 January 2023). 

 

Erkens, M./Paugam, L./Stolowy, H. (2015): Non-financial information: State of the art and 

research perspectives based on a bibliometric study. In: Comptabilité Contrôle Audit 3(21), pp. 

15-92. Link: https://www.cairn.info/revue-comptabilite-controle-audit-2015-3-page-15.htm 

(Accessed: 10 January 2023). 

 

European Commission (org.) (2001): Green Paper: Promoting a European framework for 

Corporate Social Responsibility. Link: https://rb.gy/r92yh (Accessed: 14 November 2022). 

 

European Commission (org.) (2011a): Communication from the Commission to the European 

Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of 

the regions. Link: https://rb.gy/k0syg (Accessed: 14 November 2022). 

 

European Commission (org.) (2011b): Corporate Social Responsibility: a new definition. Link: 

https://rb.gy/27ou8 (Accessed:16 October 2022). 

 

European Commission (org.) (2011c): Communication from the Commission to the European 

Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of 

the Regions. A renewed EU strategy 2011-14 for Corporate Social Responsibility. Link: 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52011DC0681 (Accessed: 

05 October 2022). 

 



   

   77 

 

European Commission (org.) (2013): Proposal for a Directive of the European Parliament and 

of the Council amending Council Directive 78/660/EEC and 83/349/EEC as regards disclosure 

of non-financial and diversity information by certain large companies and groups. Link: 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52013PC0207&from=EN 

(Accessed: 06 October 2022). 

 

European Commission (org.) (2014): Directive 2014/95/EU of the European Parliament and of 

the Council of 22 October 2014. Link:  http://data.europa.eu/eli/dir/2014/95/oj (Accessed: 10 

October 2022). 

 

European Commission (org.) (2017): Guidelines on non-financial reporting. Link: https://eur-

lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52017XC0705(01) (Accessed: 18 March 

2023). 

 

European Commission (org.) (2018): Action Plan: Financing Sustainable Growth. Link: 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legalcontent/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52018DC0097&from=EN 

(Accessed: 10 October 2022). 

 

European Commission (org.) (2020): Summary Report of the Public Consultation on the 

Review of the Non-Financial Reporting Directive. Link: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal 

content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=PI_COM:Ares(2020)3997889&from=DE (Accessed: 06 October 

2022). 

 

European Commission (org.) (2021): Proposal for a Directive of the European Parliament and 

of the Council amending Directive 2013/34/EU, Directive 2004/109/EC and Regulation No 

537/2014, as regards corporate sustainability reporting. Link: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-

content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52021PC0189 (Accessed: 06 October 2022). 

 

European Council (org.) (2000): Lisbon European Council 23 and 24 March 2000. Link: 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/ueDocs/cms_Data/docs/pressData/en/ec/00100-r1.en0.htm 

(Accessed: 10 October 2022). 

 



   

   78 

 

European Eco-Management and Audit Scheme, org. (2011): The European Eco-Management 

and Audit Scheme. Improving your environmental and business performance. Link: 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/emas/index_en.htm (Accessed: 27 March 2023). 

 

European Union (org.) (2013): Directive 2013/34/EU of the European Parliament and of the 

Council of 26 June 2013 on the annual financial statements, consolidated financial statements 

and related reports of certain types of undertakings, amending Directive 2006/43/EC of the 

European Parliament and of the Council and repealing Council Directive 78/660/EEC and 

83/349/EEC. 

Link:http://data.europa.eu/eli/dir/2013/34/ojhttp://data.europa.eu/eli/dir/2013/34/oj (Accessed 

10 October 2022). 

 

Eurostat, org. (2016): Glossary: Enterprise size. Link: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-

explained/index.php?title=Glossary:Enterprise_size (Accessed 28 March 2023). 

 

EY, org. (2021): Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive. Link: 

https://assets.ey.com/content/dam/ey-sites/ey-com/en_gl/topics/assurance/assurance-pdfs/ey-

corporate-sustainability-reporting-directive-brochure.pdf?download (Accessed: 18 February 

2023). 

 

Faisal, F./Tower, G./Rusmin, R.: Legitimising Corporate Sustainability Reporting Throughout 

the World. In: Australasian Accounting, Business and Finance Journal 6(2), pp. 19-34. Link: 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/303674861_Legitimising_Corporate_Sustainability

_Reporting_Throughout_the_World/link/58d6797ba6fdcc1bae82becf/download (Accessed: 

14 November 2022). 

 

Farcane, N./Bureana, E. (2015): History of “Corporate Social Responsibility” Concept. In: 

Annales Universitatis Apulensis Series Oeconomica 17(2), pp. 31-48. 

Link: 10.29302/oeconomica.2015.17.2.3 (Accessed: 14 November 2022). 

 

Farooq, M. B./de Villiers, C. (2017): The market for sustainability assurance services: A 

comprehensive review of the literature and future avenues for research. In: Pacific Accounting 

Review 29(1), pp. 79-106. Link: 10.1108/PAR-10-2016-0093 (Accessed: 05 December 2022). 

 



   

   79 

 

Fazzini, M./Dal Maso, L. (2016): The value relevance of “assured” environmental disclosure. 

The Italian experience. In: Sustainability, Accounting, Management and Policy Journal 7(2), 

pp. 225-245. Link: 10.1108/SAMPJ-10-2014-0060 (Accessed: 05 December 2022). 

 

Fédération des Experts Comptables Europées, org. (2002): FEE Discussion Paper Providing 

Assurance on Sustainability Reports. Link: https://www.accountancyeurope.eu/wp-

content/uploads/DP_Providing_Assurance_on_Sustainability_Reports1632005451020.pdf 

(Accessed: 06 December 2022). 

 

Filosa, M./Algaseer, F./Teneo, M. (2021): The State of U.S. Sustainability Reporting. 

In: Teneo. Link: https://www.teneo.com/we-are-living-in-a-material-world-the-state-of-us-

sustainability-reporting/ (Accessed: 05 December 2022). 

 

Freeman, E. R. (2010): Strategic Management. A stakeholder approach. In: Cambridge 

University Press. Link: https://doi-org.uaccess.univie.ac.at/10.1017/CBO9781139192675 

(Accessed: 27 March 2023). 

 

Gallo, P. J./Christensen, L. J. (2011): Firm Size Matters: An Empirical Investigation of 

Organizational Size and Ownership on Sustainability-Related Behaviors. In: Business & 

Society 50(2), pp. 315-349. Link: https://www.deepdyve.com/lp/sage/firm-size-matters-an-

empirical-investigation-of-organizational-size-pjhz0tgk4w? (Accessed: 18 March 2023). 

 

García-Sanchéz, I., M./Hussain, N./Martínez-Ferrero, J./Ruiz-Barbadillo, E. (2019): Impact of 

disclosure and assurance quality of corporate sustainability reports on access to finance. In: 

Corporate Social Responsibility and Environmental Management 26(3), pp. 1-17. Link: 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/331181869 (Accessed: 12 January 2023). 

 

Gatti, L./Seele, P./Rademacher, L. (2019): Grey zone in – greenwash out. A review of 

greenwashing research and implications for the voluntary-mandatory transition of CSR. In: 

International Journal of Corporate Social Responsibility 4(6), pp. 1-15. Link: 

https://doi.org/10.1186/s40991-019-0044-9 (Accessed: 12 March 2023). 

 

Gietl, S./Goettsche, M./Hbisch, A./Roloff, M. (2012): Does CSR Reporting Destroy Firm 

Value? Empirical Evidence on GRI-aligned European Firms. In: Zeitschrift Für Umweltpolitik 



   

   80 

 

und Umweltrecht, 36(1), pp. 56-86. Link: http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2183601 (Accessed: 

12 January 2023). 

 

Global Reporting Initiative (org.) (2013a): G4 Sustainability Reporting Guidelines. Link: 

https://respect.international/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/G4-Sustainability-Reporting-

Guidelines-Implementation-Manual-GRI-2013.pdf (Accessed: 19 March 2023). 

 

Global Reporting Initiative (org.) (2013b): The external assurance of sustainability reporting. 

Link: http://plataforma.responsable.net/sites/default/files/gri-assurance.pdf (Accessed: 19 

March 2023). 

 

Global Reporting Initiative (org.) (2022): 25 years as the catalyst for a sustainable future. Link: 

https://www.globalreporting.org/search/?query=history+of+GRI (Accessed: 19 March 2023). 

 

Governance & Accountability Institute (org.) (2021): S&P 500 & Russell 1000 Sustainability 

Reporting In Focus 2021. Link: https://www.ga-institute.com/index.php?id=9128 (Accessed: 

18 December 2022). 

 

Grewal, J./Riedl, E. J./Serafeim, G. (2016): Market Reaction to Mandatory Nonfinancial 

Disclosure. In: Management Science 65(7), pp. 1-57. Link: https://corporate-

sustainability.org/wp-content/uploads/Market-Reaction-to-Mandatory.pdf (Accessed: 18 

December 2022). 

 

Gürtürk, A./Hanh, R. (2016): An empirical assessment of assurance statements in sustainability 

reports: Smoke screens or enlightening information? In: Journal of Cleaner Production 136(A), 

pp. 30-41. Link: 10.1016/j.jclepro.2015.09.089 (Accessed: 18 December 2022). 

 

Hart, S. L./Sharma, S. (2004): Engaging Fringe stakeholders for competitive imagination. In: 

Academy of Management Executive 18(1), pp. 7-18. Link: 10.1109/EMR.2004.25105 

(Accessed: 03 January 2023). 

 

Hazaea, S. A./Zhu, J./Khatib, S. F. A./Bazhair, A. H./Elamer, A. A. (2021): Sustainability 

assurance practices: a systemic review and future research agenda. In: Environmental Science 



   

   81 

 

and Pollution Research (2022), pp. 4843-4864. Link: https://doi.org/10.1007/s11356-021-

17359-9 (Accessed: 18 December 2022). 

 

Hermawan, A./Gunardi, A. (2019): Motivations of disclosure of corporate social responsibility: 

evidence from banking industry in Indonesia. In: Entrepreneurship and Sustainability Issues 

6(3), pp. 1297-1306. Link: http://doi.org/10.9770/jesi.2019.6.3(17) (Accessed: 15 December 

2022). 

 

Herold, D. M. (2018): Demystifying the link between institutional theory and stakeholder 

theory in sustainability reporting. In: Economic, Management and sustainability 3(2), pp. 6-19. 

Link: 10.14254/jems.2018.3-2.1 (Accessed: 10 March 2023). 

 

Hopkins, M. (2006): What is corporate social responsibility all about? In: Journal of Public 

Affairs 6(3-4), pp. 298-306. Link: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/246912286 

(Accessed: 14 November 2022). 

 

Huang, R./Marquardt, C./Zhang, B. (2015): Using Sales Revenue as a Performance Measure. 

Link: https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2636950 (Accessed: 15 March 

2023). 

 

IFAC, org. (2005): International Framework for Assurance Engagements. Link: 

https://www.ifac.org/system/files/downloads/b003-2010-iaasb-handbook-framework.pdf 

(Accessed: 10 January 2023). 

 

IFAC, org. (2013): ISAE 3000 (Revised), Assurance Engagements Other than Audits or 

Reviews of Historical Financial Information. Link: 

https://www.ifac.org/system/files/publications/files/ISAE%203000%20Revised%20%20for%

20IAASB.pdf (Accessed: 10 January 2023). 

 

IFRS, org. (n.d.): IFRS 15 Revenue from Contracts with Customers. Link: 

https://www.ifrs.org/content/dam/ifrs/publications/pdf-standards/english/2021/issued/part-

a/ifrs-15-revenue-from-contracts-with-customers.pdf (Accessed 27 April 2023). 

 



   

   82 

 

ILO, org. (n.d. a): About the ILO. Link: https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/lang--

en/index.htm (Accessed: 21 March 2023). 

 

ILO, org. (n.d. b): Industries and sectors. Link: https://www.ilo.org/global/industries-and-

sectors/lang--en/index.htm (Accessed: 21 March 2023). 

 

International Integrated Reporting Framework, org. (2021a): International IR Framework. 

Link: 

https://www.integratedreporting.org/wpcontent/uploads/2021/01/InternationalIntegratedRepor

tingFramework.pdf (Accessed: 10 January 2023). 

 

International Integrated Reporting Framework, org. (2021b): Transition to integrated reporting. 

Link: 

http://www.integratedreporting.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/Transition-to-integrated-

reporting_A-Getting-Started-Guide.pdf (Accessed: 10 January 2023). 

 

Ioannou, I./Serafeim, G. (2017): The Consequences of Mandatory Corporate Sustainability 

Reporting. In: SSRN Electronic Journal 7387, pp. 1-44. Link: 

https://www.albertoandreu.com/uploads/2011/05/The-consequences-of-mandatory-corporate-

sustainability-reporting1.pdf (Accessed: 14 February 2023). 

 

ISO, org. (2010): ISO 26000 International Standard. Link: https://iso26000.info/wp-

content/uploads/2017/06/ISO-26000_2010_E_OBPpages.pdf (Accessed: 05 March 2023). 

 

ISO, org. (2018): ISO 26000 Guidance on social responsibility. 

Link: https://www.iso.org/files/live/sites/isoorg/files/store/en/PUB100258.pdf (Accessed: 05 

March 2023).  

 

ISO, org. (n.d.): History of ISO 26000. Link: http://iso26000.info/history-of-iso-26000/ 

(Accessed: 05 March 2023).  

 

Jayaraman, S./Wu, J. S. (2018): Is Silence Golden? Real Effects of Mandatory Disclosure. In: 

Review of Financial Studies, pp.1-48. Link: http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3201828 (Accessed: 

14 February 2023). 



   

   83 

 

 

Jeriji, M. (2022): Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) reporting challenge: an overview. In: 

Journal of Contemporary Issues in Business and Government 28(03), pp. 421-434. Link: 

10.47750/cibg.2022.28.03.033 (Accessed: 11 January 2023). 

 

Jin, Z./Navare, J./Lynch, R. (2018): The relationship between innovation culture and innovation 

outcomes: exploring the effects of sustainability orientation and firm size. In: R & D 

Management 49(4), pp. 607-623. Link: https://doi.org/10.1111/radm.12351 (Accessed: 02 

April 2023). 

 

Kiliç, M./Kuzey, C. (2018): Factors Influencing Sustainability Reporting: Evidence From 

Turkey. Link: https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3098812 (Accessed: 18 

December 2022). 

 

Kim, J./Cho, K./Park, C., K. (2019): Does CSR Assurance Affect the Relationship between 

CSR Performance and Financial Performance? In: Sustainability 2019 11(20), pp. 1-12. Link: 

https://doi.org/10.3390/su11205682 (Accessed: 18 December 2022). 

 

KMU Forschung, org. (2019): KMU-Daten. Link: https://www.kmuforschung.ac.at/zahlen-

fakten/kmu-daten/ (Accessed: 27 March 2023). 

 

Kolk, A./Perego, P. (2010): Determinants of the Adoption of Sustainability Assurance 

Statements: An International Investigation. In: Business Strategy and the Environment, 19(3), 

pp. 182-198. Link: https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1284589 (Accessed: 

04 January 2023). 

 

KPMG (org.) (2022): The KPMG Survey of Sustainability Reporting 2022. Link: 

https://assets.kpmg/content/dam/kpmg/xx/pdf/2022/10/ssr-small-steps-big-shifts.pdf 

(Accessed: 11 December 2022). 

 

Krajnovic, A. (2018): Institutional theory and isomorphism: limitations in multinational 

companies. In: Journal of Corporate Governance, Insurance, and Risk Management 5(1), pp. 1-

7. Link: https://jcgirm.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/01.JCGRIM-2018-v5s1-pp1-7.pdf 

(Accessed: 25 February 2022). 



   

   84 

 

 

Kristofik, P./Lament, M./Musa, H. (2016): The reporting of non-financial information and the 

rationale for its standardisation. In: Ekonomie a Management. Link: 10.15240/tul/001/2016-2-

011 (Accessed: 07 March 2023). 

 

Kuo, L./Kuo, P./Chen. C. (2021): Mandatory CSR Disclosure, CSR Assurance, and the Cost of 

Debt Capital: Evidence from Taiwan. In: Sustainability 2021 (13), pp. 1-19. Link: 

https://doi.org/10.3390/su13041768 (Accessed: 09 December 2022). 

 

Lajmi, A./Paché, G. (2020): Relevance of voluntary environmental and social reporting in the 

French context: does CSR assurance Matter? In: Environmental Economics 11(1), pp. 54-64. 

Link: 10.21511/ee.11(1).2020.05 (Accessed: 09 December 2022). 

 

Lydenberg, S./Rogers, J./Wood, D. (2010): From Transparency to Performance: Industry-

Based Sustainability Reporting on Key Issues. In: The Hauser Center for Nonprofit 

Organizations at Harvard University and Initiative for Responsible Investment. Link: 

https://iri.hks.harvard.edu/links/transparency-performance-industry-based-sustainability-

reporting-key-issues (Accessed: 06 March 2023). 

 

Mann, H. B./Whitney, D. R. (1947): On a test of whether one of 2 random variables is 

stochastically larger than the other. In: Annals of Mathematical Statistics 18, pp. 50-60. Link: 

10.1214/aoms/1177730491 (Accessed: 29 March 2023). 

 

McGuire, J. W. (1963): Business and society. In: McGraw-Hill. 

Link: https://openlibrary.org/books/OL5881826M/Business_and_society (Accessed: 27 March 

2023). 

 

Miralles-Quirós, M., Miralles-Quirós, J. L., Daza-Izquierdo, J. (2021): The assurance of 

sustainability reports and their impact on stock market prices. In: Management Letters 21(1), 

pp. 47-60. Link: 10.5295/cdg.201262mm (Accessed: 12 December 2022). 

 

Mitnick, B. M. (1975): The Theory of Agency: a Framework. 

Link: https://ssrn.com/abstract=1021642 (Accessed: 16 March 2023). 

 



   

   85 

 

Mock, T. J./Strohm, K./Schwartz, K. M. (2009): An Examination of Worldwide Assured 

Sustainability Reporting. In: Australian Accounting Review, 17(41), pp. 67-77. Link: 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1835-2561.2007.tb00455.x (Accessed: 12 December 2022). 

 

Moroney, R./Windsor, C./ Aw, Y. T. (2012): Evidence of assurance enhancing the quality of 

voluntary environmental disclosures: an empirical analysis. In: Accounting and Finance 52, pp. 

903-939. Link: 10.1111/j.1467-629X.2011.00413.x (Accessed: 12 December 2022). 

 

Murphy, R./Stausholm, S. N. (2017): The Big Four – A study of Opacity. Link: 

https://openaccess.city.ac.uk/id/eprint/20066/1/ (Accessed: 26 April 2023). 

 

Nachar, N. (2008): The Mann-Whitney U: A Test for Assessing Whether Two Independent 

Samples Come from the Same Distribution. In: Tutorials in Quantitative Methods for 

Psychology 4(1), pp. 13-20. Link: 10.20982/tqmp.04.1.p013 (Accessed: 20 March 2023). 

 

Nunez, E./Nunez, R. (2019): Comparison of CSR Reporting Using the GRI Framework for 

Small and Large Companies. In: The Journal of Business and Economic Studies 23(2), pp. 42-

63. Link: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/338750369 (Accessed: 05 January 2023). 

 

Park, J./Brorson, T. (2004): Experiences of and views on third-party assurance of corporate 

environmental and sustainability reports. In: Journal of Cleaner Production 13 (2005), pp. 1095-

1106. Link: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2004.12.006 (Accessed: 13 December 2022). 

 

Patten, D./Zhao, N. (2014): Standalone CSR reporting by U.S. retail companies. In: Accounting 

Forum 38(2), pp- 132-144. Link: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.accfor.2014.01.002 (Accessed: 14 

December 2022). 

 

Perego, P. (2009): Causes and Consequences of Choosing Different Assurance Providers: An 

International Study of Sustainability Reporting. In: International Journal of Management 26(3), 

pp. 412-425. Link: https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/18521288.pdf (Accessed: 21 March 2023). 

 

Quick, R./Inwinkl, P. (2020): Assurance on CSR reports: impact on the credibility perceptions 

of non-financial information by bank directors. In: Meditari Accountancy Research, 28(5), pp. 

833-862. Link: 10.1108/MEDAR-10-2019-0597 (Accessed: 02 March 2023). 



   

   86 

 

 

Reynolds, M./Yuthas, K. (2008): Moral Discourse and Corporate Social Responsibility 

Reporting. In: Journal of Business Ethics 78(1). Link: 10.1007/s10551-006-9316-x (Accessed: 

10 February 2022). 

 

Rodriguez-Gomez, S./Arco-Castro, M. L./Lopez-Perez, M. V./Rodriguez-Ariza, L. (2020): 

Where Does CSR Come from and Where Does It Go? A Review of the State of the Art. In: 

Administrative Sciences 10(60), pp. 1-19. Link: 10.3390/admsci10030060 (Accessed: 16 

December 2022). 

 

Rourke, D. (2004): Opportunities and obstacles for corporate social responsibility reporting in 

developing countries. Report for the Corporate Social Responsibility Practice of the World 

Bank Group. Link: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/242284248 (Accessed: 04 March 

2023). 

 

Saunders, M./Lewis, P./Thornhill, A. (2012): Research Methods for Business Students 6th 

edition. Pearson.  

 

Scott, W. R. (2014): Institutions and Organizations: Ideas, Interests, and Identities. 4th Edition. 

In: SAGE Publications.  

 

Simnett, R./ Vanstraelen, A./ Chua, W. F. (2007): Assurance on Sustainability Reports: An 

International Comparison. In: The Accounting Review 84(3). Link: 

10.2308/accr.2009.84.3.937 (Accessed: 16 December 2022). 

 

Sipizcki, A.(2022): A Critical Look At The ESG Market. In. CEPS Policy Insights 2022-15, 

pp. 1-16. Link: https://www.ceps.eu/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/PI2022-15_A-critical-look-

at-the-ESG-market.pdf (Accessed: 14 February 2023). 

 

Soley-Bori, M. (2013): Dealing with missing data: Key assumptions and methods for applied 

analysis. In: Technical Report 4, pp. 1-17. Link: https://www.bu.edu/sph/files/2014/05/Marina-

tech-report.pdf (Accessed: 27 March 2023). 

 



   

   87 

 

Somoza, A. (2023): Voluntary sustainability assurance in small and medium-sized entitites: 

The role of country origin in Europe. In: Business Strategy and the Environment, 32(1), pp. 

462-483. Link: https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1002/bse.3155 (Accessed: 04 

March 2023). 

 

Sonnerfeldt, A./Pontoppidan, A. G. (2020): The Challenges of Assurance on Non-financial 

Reporting. In: Accounting, Economics, and Law 10(2), pp. 1-23. Link: 

https://doi.org/10.1515/ael-2018-0050 (Accessed: 17 December 2022). 

 

Spoz, A./Skibinska-Fabrowska, I./Kotlinski, G./Zukowska, H. (2021): The Impact of the 

Covid-19 Pandemic on the Financial Performance of Public Companies in Poland. In: European 

Research Studies Journal 78, pp. 47-64. Link: 10.35808/ersj/2645 (Accessed: 29 March 2023). 

 

Srivastava, A. (2014): Selling-price estimates in revenue recognition and earnings 

informativeness. In: Review of Accounting Studies 19(2), pp. 661-697. Link: 

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1078584 (Accessed: 14 February 2023). 

 

Sweeney, L./Coughlan, J. (2008): Do different industries report Corporate Social 

Responsibility differently? An investigation though the lens of stakeholder theory. In: Journal 

of marketing Communications 14(2), pp. 113-124. Link: 10.1080/13527260701856657 

(Accessed: 11 November 2022) 

 

Tilling, M. V. (2010): Some thoughts on legitimacy theory in social and environmental 

accounting. In: Social and Environmental Accountability Journal 24(2), pp. 3-7. Link: 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13527260701856657 (Accessed: 14 February 2023). 

 

UN Global Compact (org.) (2021): UN Global Compact Strategy 2021-2023. Link: 

https://ungc-communications-assets.s3.amazonaws.com/docs/about_the_gc/UN-GLOBAL-

COMPACT-STRATEGY-2021-2023.pdf (Accessed: 25 March 2023). 

 

Upton, W. (2001): Business and financial reporting, challenges from the new economy. Link: 

http://www.cs.trinity.edu/~rjensen///Calgary/CD/fasb/uptonApril01.pdf 

(Accessed: 16 February 2023). 

 



   

   88 

 

Van der Laan, S. (2009): The Role of Theory in Explaining Motivation for Corporate Social 

Disclosures: Voluntary Disclosures vs Solicited Disclosures. In: Australasian Accounting 

Business and Finance Journal 3(4), pp. 15-29. Link: https://ro.uow.edu.au/aabfj/vol3/iss4/2 

(Accessed: 04 January 2023). 

 

Velte, P. (2020): Determinants and consequences of corporate social responsibility assurance: 

a systematic review of archival research. In: Society and Business Review, pp. 1-26. Link: 

10.1108/SBR-05-2020-0077 (Accessed: 15 December 2022). 

 

Walton, C. C. (1967): Corporate Social Responsibilities. In: Belmont – Wadsworth Publishing 

Company.  

 

Wang, H./Choi, J. (2013): A New Look at the Corporate Social-Financial Performance 

Relationship. In: Journal of Management 39(2), pp. 313-567. Link: 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206310375850 (Accessed: 16 February 2023). 

 

Zhang, Y. (2005): Revenue recognition timing and attributes of reported revenue: The case of 

software industry’s adoption of SOP 91-1. In: Journal of Accounting and Economics 39(3), pp. 

535-561. Link: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jacceco.2005.04.003 (Accessed: 23 March 2023). 

 

Zorio, A./García-Benau. M. A./Sierra, L. (2012): Sustainability Development and the Quality 

of Assurance Reports: Empirical Evidence. In: Business Strategy and the Environment 22(7), 

pp. 484-500. Link: https://doi.org/10.1002/bse.1764 (Accessed: 16 February 2023)



   

   89 

 

Appendix I 

* Revenue 2021-2017 & EBT 2021-2017 in Mio € 

 



   

   90 

 

 
 



   

   91 

 

 
 



   

   92 

 

 



   

   93 

 

 



   

   94 

 

 



   

   95 

 

 


