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Sustainability reporting has become a universal practice and continues to grow world-
wide. According to KPMG (2020), 80% of the N100 1and 96% of the G250 2 now report
on sustainability. However, research in this field shows that the growth of sustainability
reporting still encounters various challenges. This article reviews four recent publications
which reveal challenges in sustainability reporting from the perspective of sustainability
reporting managers (SRMs). The following piece discusses the key findings and research
implications.

Based on 35 semi-structured interviews with SRMs in Australia and New Zealand,
Farooq and De Villiers (2019) explore how sustainability reporting is institutionalised
within organisations. They summarise four phases where SRMs approach sustainability
reporting differently: (1) ‘getting the sustainability reporting process started’ by ‘educat-
ing inexperienced managers’, (2) ‘decentralising the sustainability reporting process’ by
‘encouraging greater participation and commitment in sustainability reporting’, (3) ‘tran-
sitioning to focussed materiality driven sustainability reports’ by ‘establishing a formal
and sophisticated materiality assessment process’, and (4) ‘promoting the internal use
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of sustainability information’ for performance monitoring and appraisal, rewards and
remuneration, and management planning and decision making (Farooq and De Villiers,
2019: 1255). Organisations transition from phase (1) to (4) as they mature regarding
the embedding and routinisation of sustainability reporting. However, SRMs face
several challenges in performing their roles effectively, including a lack of experience
when starting the role, low levels of external readership, and the voluntary nature of
sustainability reporting. Moreover, senior management and boards tend to perceive
the role of SRM as redundant, limit their support for the reporting process, and
under-resource the sustainability reporting function. Farooq and De Villiers (2019)
further highlight the lack of adequate disclosure of material issues and attribute it to
ten reasons, including but not limited to legitimacy motives (for example, the unwill-
ingness to disclose material bad news), an informal materiality assessment (unable to
identify key material issues due to a lack of robust underlying materiality assessment
process), and misconception about sustainability. They recommend more training
and development for SRMs and mandatory regulations regarding disclosing the mate-
riality assessments in sustainability reports.

Usmani et al. (2020) explore how visual impression management choices are made
during the preparation of stand-alone sustainability reports (SASRs). They conducted
semi-structured interviews with preparers from ten companies whose SASRs have
achieved Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) G3.1 A+ application levels in 2014. Usmani
et al. (2020) find that SRMs are constrained by their CEO’s reporting strategy to remain
legitimate and involve symbolic manipulation in SASRs. Specifically, the SRMs face per-
sonal tensions. On the one hand, they need to work in line with their CEO’s reporting strat-
egy by including positive and interesting stories in SASRs, or they will cause a negative
consequence on their own performance assessment if failing to do so. On the other
hand, they try to stay sincere and cautious, avoiding overemphasising good news and
downplaying bad news. This empirical evidence points to ‘functional stupidity’ (Alvesson
and Spicer, 2012: 1196) in preparing SASRs. It is not SRMs’ knowledge and attitudes, but
rather their CEO’s strategies and expectations, that dominate the preparation of SASRs.
Therefore, Usmani et al. (2020) reveal a challenge to sustainability reporting as SRMs’
ability to exercise discretion and personal judgement is largely limited by the pressure
to internalise and enact the CEO’s reporting strategy.

Tilt et al. (2021) examine sustainability reporting in sub-Saharan Africa, a context invol-
ving a number of developing countries experiencing their own social, environmental, and
political issues but having been largely ignored in the extant literature. Through analysis
of SASRs and interviews with report producers, Tilt et al. (2021) investigate the current
state of, motivations for, and major barriers to sustainability reporting. They find that sus-
tainability reporting is evidently growing but still underdeveloped in selected sub-
Saharan African countries. Companies are mainly driven by business benefit, regulation
pressure, and increasing stakeholder pressure. The SRMs interviewed all note enthusiasm
for sustainability reporting but also reveal a few barriers: (1) high costs, (2) a lack of leader-
ship support, (3) difficulty with understanding the concept of sustainability, and (4) a lack
of sufficient expertise to deal with sustainability reporting. Tilt et al. (2021) further point
out that these firm-level barriers hamper the development of social norms and the emer-
gence of formal institutions in the sub-Saharan African context.
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Thoradeniya et al. (2021) also focus on sustainability reporting in a developing country,
Sri Lanka. They explore the role of individual, organisational, and institutional factors in
influencing the sustainability reporting decision during war and post-war periods.
Based on 33 semi-structured interviews with top and middle-level managers, the study
finds that while individual 3 and institutional [4 factors influence the sustainability report-
ing decision, organisational5 factors predominate as both facilitators and inhibitors of sus-
tainability reporting in both war and post-war periods. Moreover, a majority of the
managers note that they face many challenges in dealing with sustainability data.
These challenges are related to accessing reliable data, quantifying and classifying data,
identifying and measuring the sustainability key performance indicators (KPIs), and moni-
toring and benchmarking against the KPIs. The evidence reveals the SRMs’ lack of experi-
ence and limited understanding of sustainability reporting, pointing to their unawareness
of the pathway to sustainability reporting and the slow diffusion of sustainability KPIs in
Sri Lanka. Those challenges inhibit the development of sustainability reporting and would
have to be overcome.

Overall, the review of these four papers reveals that in both developed and devel-
oping countries, SRMs face similar challenges in producing sustainability reports and
institutionalising the reporting process within organisations. Overcoming these chal-
lenges requires efforts at different levels. At the individual level, training and develop-
ment are needed for SRMs (Farooq and De Villiers, 2019) as well as senior managers
(particularly CEOs) to gain knowledge of sustainability reporting. With a better sustain-
ability mindset, more attention would be paid to sustainability reporting function and
more resources would be invested in sustainability management. At the organisational
level, top management support is demanded to develop a formal and robust sustain-
ability reporting process. For example, resources could be invested in business intelli-
gence systems to support sustainability data collection (Thoradeniya et al., 2021). At
the institutional level, regulators and other government bodies could promote sustain-
ability reporting by improving and mandating reporting regulations. Moreover, sustain-
ability reporting standards organisations could play an essential role in promoting
sustainability reporting knowledge through educational outreach, especially in devel-
oping and underdeveloped countries (Tilt et al., 2021; Thoradeniya et al., 2021). For
example, the Sustainability Reporting for Responsible Business program represents
an effort that GRI has made to enable a demand-driven increase in sustainability
reporting and quality of disclosures in Africa, Hispanic America, and South East Asia
(GRI, 2021).

This review has implications for future research. The extant literature often examines
published sustainability reports, analysing this reporting practice ‘from the outside’
rather than considering the specific process of preparing the reports (Usmani et al.,
2020: 339). Therefore, future studies can employ an in-depth qualitative research
approach to allow greater engagement with organisations and gain inside views on
how sustainability reporting is institutionalised within organisations, how innovative
accounting technologies and new reporting standards become embedded in, and how
SRMs undertake efforts to overcome challenges in the sustainability reporting process.
Specifically, scholars may consider using research methods such as interview, survey,
and observation to collect and generate rich data set. Furthermore, it would be valuable
to explore the sustainability reporting process within organisations based in different
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countries as their SRMs’ institutional efforts may vary considerably (Farooq and De Villiers,
2019).

Notes

1. The N100 refers to a worldwide sample of 5200 companies, comprising the top 100 compa-
nies by revenue in each of the 52 countries and jurisdictions researched in the study (KPMG,
2020).

2. The G250 refers to the world’s 250 largest companies by revenue as defined in the Fortune
500 ranking of 2019 (KPMG, 2020).

3. The individual factors include (1) managers’mindset and willpower and (2) managers’ knowl-
edge and skills (Thoradeniya et al., 2021: 9).

4. The institutional factors include (1) GRI guidelines/standards, (2) sustainability reporting
award schemes, (3) stakeholder pressure, and (4) the effects of the civil war (Thoradeniya
et al., 2021: 12-14).

5. The organisational factors include (1) top management support, (2) employee support and
resistance, (3) technical issues with data, (4) organisational reputation, and (5) organisational
culture (Thoradeniya et al., 2021: 9-11).
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