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Abstract

Purpose – The aim of this paper is to provide an account of the period prior to the creation of the Global
Reporting Initiative (GRI): a body that was critical to the institutionalization of sustainability reporting (SR).
By examining this “pre-history,” we bring to light the actors, activities and ways of thinking that made SR
more likely to be institutionalized once the GRI entrepreneurship came to the fore.
Design/methodology/approach – The paper revisits a time period (the 1990s) that has yet to be formally
written about in any depth and traces the early development of what became SR. This material is examined
using a constructivist understanding of regulation.
Findings – The authors contend that a convergence of actors and structural conditions were pivotal to the
development of SR. Specifically, this paper demonstrates that a combination of actors (such as epistemic
communities, carriers, regulators and reporters) as well as the presence of certain conditions (such as the
societal context, analogies with financial reporting, environmental reporting and reporting design issues)
contributed to the development of SR which was consolidated (as well as extended) in 1999 with the advent of
the GRI.
Research limitations/implications – This paper theorizes (through a historical analysis) how SR is
sustained by a network of institutional actors and conditions which can assist reflection on future SR
development.
Originality/value – This paper brings together empirical material from a time that (sadly) is passing from
livingmemory. The paper also extends the use of a conceptual frame that is starting to influence scholarship in
accounting that seeks to understand how norms develop.
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1. Introduction
SR [1] is an activity undertaken by the majority of large companies across the globe (Ehnert
et al., 2016; Junior et al., 2014; KPMG, 2011, 2013, 2015, 2017, 2020): nearly 100% of the largest
250 global corporations create some form of report of their social/environmental/
sustainability impacts. This level of practice has led Cho et al. (2015) to suggest that SR
has become institutionalized. That is, producing a SR has become a standard business
practice, at least for large companies, and the form of accounting has become more similar
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over time. This is consistent with a perception that, although SR has often been voluntary for
companies, it “has become the de facto law for business (. . .) [in such a way that] companies
not yet reporting on their corporate responsibility activities are under significant pressure to
start” (KPMG, 2011, p. 2; emphasis in the original).

An important institutional actor in promoting SR is the GRI who, with their launch of
reporting guidelines in 1999, were central to the process of institutionalization. Their
“institutional entrepreneurship” and their importance for providing legitimacy to reporting
activities is widely recognized (see, e.g., Brown et al., 2009; Etzion and Ferraro, 2010; Levy
et al., 2010). This paper does not revisit these insights but provides evidence about how, prior
to 1999, a number of actors and processes created the conditions that meant that SR could
become institutionalized. This is a time period that is (sadly) starting to pass from living
memory: hence there is value to revisiting evidence from and developing insights about this
time. The focus of this paper is on United Kingdom (and to some extent European)
developments during this time as this was where many of the practices and principles that
subsequently underpinned SR were initially developed. In examining this time period, we
apply the framework introduced to accounting by Bebbington et al. (2012) to explain how
norms of behavior (such as reporting) develop to a state where they are seen as being de facto
law (to follow the language used by KPMG).

The aim of this paper is to provide a historical account of how reporting norms emerged
from practice, based on the conditions of possibility for the emergence of these norms as well
as on the authority of different actors to prescribe, translate and edit those norms. This focus
reflects a constructivist understanding of regulation. The paper, therefore, complements
existing institutional explanations of SR to provide insight into the role that a variety of
actors and institutional conditions played in the emergence of SR. We hypothesize that such
reconstruction could help to deepen understand the current configuration of SR as well as its
likely future evolution. To address this contention, this paper traces the historical
participation of a broad array of actors that transformed corporate and sustainability
reporting, together with institutional conditions that provided the required support for this
transformation.

The rest of the paper is structured as follows. The second section elaborates further on the
notion of SR institutionalization, i.e. on the proposition that SR has become a de facto law for
companies. In particular, this section reviews institutional theory and the available
information about SR activity, providing the ground for exploring the role structural
conditions played in the institutionalization of SR. Accordingly, the third section explores
how epistemic communities generated ideas, entrepreneurs innovated, carriers diffused
practices and reporters enabled the inscriptions of particular SR norms. The fourth section
explores, in turn, how structural conditions, such as analogies with financial reporting, the
existence of precedents such as environmental reporting or the appropriate design of norms
created the conditions of possibility for different forms of SR to become institutionalized. The
final section presents some concluding comments.

2. An institutional explanation of SR
In order to provide an institutional explanation of SR we split this section into: first, a
consideration as to if SR conforms to the notion of an institution and, second, a discussion of
the dynamics of SR institutionalization.

2.1 The SR institution
The existence of a SR institution can be explored, first, through the notion of isomorphism/
convergence, defined as the process by which structures and practices are progressively
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homogenized as a response to converging expectations (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). There is
a declining variance in the activity of producing reports: nearly 100% of the largest 250
multinational corporations (MNCs thereafter) and all of the 100 largest listed companies in
some countries are reporting. An analysis of the GRI databases [2] provides evidence that the
number of reports steeply increased between 1999 and 2010, at annual growth rates well
above 30%, although after 2014 the annual growth rate has dropped below 10% (reflecting
earlier penetration of reporting practices). Moreover, together with the production of
homogenous practices (i.e., the reports), isomorphism is discernible in how SR practices have
institutional meaning and conform to a set of converging expectations about appropriate
behavior. Institutional meaning is evidenced here by the existence of a shared language (e.g.
notions such as stakeholder engagement, materiality or triple bottom line reporting) and by
the development of specific metrics. Likewise, certain “rules of the game” (Djelic and Sahlin-
Andersson, 2006) have created expectations and are used to judge reporting companies. For
example, a positive value is generally attributed to the provision of some kind of assurance
about the information included in SRs (Junior et al., 2014), as well as to the disclosure of
stakeholder engagement activity (Rinaldi et al., 2014). In sum, we can safely affirm that some
sort of SR institution exists because SR practices and expectations have converged around a
set of norms.

The second element of institutions is stability of practices (beyond their existence). In
contrast with the inherent contingency of new practices hypothesized by rationalistic
approaches (Birkinshaw et al., 2008; Lieberman and Asaba, 2006), institutional theory
conceives of institutions as “chronically reproducing complexes of routines, rules, roles, and
meanings” (Jepperson and Meyer, 2011, p. 64): institutions are therefore resistant to change
(Scott, 2008). According to Levy et al. (2010) SR has “become embedded in the operational
routines and practices of hundreds of large companies in multiple countries” (p. 89). As
institutional theory emphasizes, social processes are characterized by stability and inertia,
and an important focus of this theory is the explanation of why when something is
institutionalized it is not likely to change (Zucker, 1977). Djelic and Sahlin-Andersson (2006)
contend that “[i]nstitutional forces generally become taken for granted as the . . . ‘natural’way
of being and doing” (p. 23). The analysis in this paper follows from these points to articulate
the role played by different institutional actors and the structural conditions that engendered
the conditions of possibility for this SR institution through the means of the GRI.

2.2 The dynamics of institutionalization: the life-cycle of SR norms
In their examination of the development of environmental reporting in the UK and Spain,
Bebbington et al. (2012) draw on the notion of the “life cycle” of norms (Brunnee and Toope,
1997; Finnemore and Sikkink, 1998; Sunstein, 1996), “according to which norm influence can
be depicted as a three-stage process that starts with the emergence of norms, characterised by
the innovation of norm entrepreneurs, followed by diffusion leading to a ‘tipping point’ after
which the norm cascades to reach a point at the end of the life cycle where norms are
internalized and acquire a taken-for-granted quality” (Bebbington et al., 2012, p. 79). These
authors studied the construction of normativity to capture the notion that the legitimacy of
institutions rests on a set of conditions that can be contextual as well as internal to the
institution itself.

Assuming that SR has reached a tipping point for MNCs (the evidence above makes this a
sound working hypothesis), the lifecycle framing assumes that the pressure for compliance
exists in the third stage of the life cycle of norms. At this stage, and once a tipping-point is
attained, non-reporters feel a strong pressure to report and the activity in question rapidly
cascades to converge with expectations to create a norm/institution. Indeed, once a norm has
crystalized, it will reinforce itself by inscribing subsequent actions with the logics of the
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institutionalized orthodoxy. In our historical timeline, this process was attained by the ability
of the GRI to emerge and to describe what SR should entail.

Before this crystallization of the norm, institutional entrepreneurship is necessary in the
initial stages of the life cycle of norms. Relevant questions for this time period include who
produces the innovations (and how they do this), how these innovations differ from existing
norms and practices, and hownewpractices create new networks. Institutional entrepreneurs
have been studied for the social reporting of a cooperative bank by Contrafatto et al. (2019),
for environmental reporting in the UK and Spain by Bebbington et al. (2012) and for SR by
Levy et al. (2010). The notion of institutional entrepreneurship is consistent with the
argument that the different steps in institutional inscription are characterized by power,
struggle and negotiation that involve multiple actors and their interests (Djelic and Sahlin-
Andersson, 2006).

While acknowledging the importance of institutional entrepreneurs, this paper seeks to
open up the landscape to consider more actors and processes in order to complement actor-
centric approaches (Jepperson and Meyer, 2011) and temper the sometimes heroic and
visionary (Aldrich, 2011) narratives that run the risk of creating an overly linear, functionalist
and atomistic accounts of social processes (Hardy and Maguire, 2008). The notion of the life-
cycle of norms seeks to do this by providing an explanation beyond the role of institutional
actors (Aldrich, 2011; Djelic and Sahlin-Andersson, 2006; Hardy and Maguire, 2008; Hedmo
et al., 2006; Strang and Soule, 1998). Specifically, this framing highlights that epistemic
communities (i.e. informal networks of “professionals with recognized expertise and
competence in a particular domain and an authoritative claim to policy-relevant knowledge
within that domain” – see Haas, 1992, p. 3), carriers (who facilitate the transference of
practices and ideas – see Sahlin and Wedlin, 2008), and the reporting organizations
themselves (Bebbington et al., 2012) are also active norm producers (for more recent examples
of this dynamic, see de Aquino et al., 2020 and Senn and Giordano-Spring, 2020).

Following this perspective, the next section presents an account of SR institutionalization,
and introduces a broader scope of actors in this process. However, no matter the number of
actors included in the analysis, the explanation would be incomplete without an account of
how social processes are shaped by culture, norms and pre-existing institutions. In this
regard, for institutional actors to prescribe, translate and edit SR norms, they require some
form of authority that is always, as explained below, problematic and requires institutional
support. Bebbington et al. (2012) contend that this support is provided by institutional
conditions that constrain and enable choices (Brunn�ee and Toope, 2000). Those institutional
conditions are the result of gradual historical processes (Berger and Luckmann, 1966;
Bourdieu, 1977; Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992) whose understanding requires paying
attention to the origin of specific SR practices and beliefs. Following this approach, the
subsequent sections will analyze the role of a broad scope of actors in the production of
sustainability norms (Section 3) and the institutional conditions that provided support to this
activity (Section 4).

3. An array of institutional actors
Hardy and Maguire (2008) contend that process-based institutional explanations need to
provide an account punctuated by the participation of different actors. In order to do this, and
following a constructivist understanding of regulation (Bebbington et al., 2012; Brunn�ee and
Toope, 2000; Finnemore and Sikkink, 2001; Larrinaga and Senn, 2021), we analyze the role
played by an array of actors in the production of SR norms. For analytic purposes (while
noting that a clear-cut boundary cannot be drawn) the role of institutional entrepreneurs,
epistemic communities, carriers and reporters in SR norms production will be presented
separately below.
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3.1 Institutional entrepreneurship
GRI has been interpreted as an institutional entrepreneur (Brown et al., 2009; Levy et al., 2010),
who was a political agent that had interests in particular institutional arrangements and who
used various resources to transform reporting institutions to create SR. Levy et al. (2010)
explain that GRI entrepreneurship involved launching a reporting initiative that soon
achieved a high degree of approval by relevant actors and, particularly, a high degree of
acceptation by large companies across the globe. These authors contend that GRI’s
innovation consisted in a skillful combination of strategies that included the development of
GRI as an organization, the inscription of a network of relations with powerful actors and the
construction of discourses (cf. building on existing discourses) that legitimized SR among
multinational companies. Levy et al. (2010) use the Gramscian concept of hegemony to
explain how the discursive and political structures determine the process of SR diffusion.
Their thesis is that SR arrangements and compromises were based on the negotiation of
discourses that were palatable for the dominant coalition, i.e. corporations. For example,
through a win-win discourse of corporate social responsibility and emphasis in procedural
issues (e.g., reporting principles), the GRI avoided the dangers of a confrontation with
industry. Further Gramscian analyses (Spence, 2007; Archel et al., 2011) suggest that
businesses and business organizations deployed their resources to inscribe a business case
discourse that subverted the radical meaning that sustainable development and corporate
social responsibility carried in the nineties and that increasingly marginalized approaches
interested in more profound transformations of corporate governance.

The release of the first edition of the GRI guidelines in 1999 produced an immediate
impact, with 44 companies issuing a sustainability report in 2000, according to the GRI
databases, as well as a more permanent impact, with more than thirteen thousand
organizations reporting in 2019. It is evident, therefore, that the issuance of the GRI reporting
guidelines had an effect in SR practices. The GRI also codified different rules and
expectations about SR that remain a dominant reference in the field, despite subsequent
developments such as integrated and non-financial reporting. Prior to this point in time, other
actors could also be observed playing an entrepreneurship role. Such is the case of the
Association of Chartered Certified Accountants (ACCA hereafter) awards or reporting
pioneers (Bebbington et al., 2012), and it is to these actors that attention now turns.

3.2 Epistemic communities
More than a decade elapsed between the publication of the Bruntland Report (UNWCED,
1987) and the first GRI sustainability reports being published. Milne and Gray (2013) note
that the term sustainability was seldom used in the nineties in the context of corporate
reporting and it could (on the face of it) be concluded that the nineties was a “lost” decade in
terms of SR (Lamberton, 2005): this reading also accords with Levy et al. (2010). Our
argument, however, is that an examination of the history of reporting prior to 1999 provides
insight into the emergence of epistemic communities that were instrumental in the
problematization of the interplay between accounting and social/ecological issues, the
generation of new ideas about this relationship, and the design of new ways to influence
corporate reporting practice.

A vigorous debate on how to account for the social and environmental impacts of
organizations existed long before 1987 (see Bebbington, 2021). In the early seventies, the
scope and nature of reporting expanded beyond financial information for shareholders to
include social and ecological data for other users of accounts. The report of the Committee on
Environmental Effects of Organizational Behavior of the American Accounting Association
(1973), aswell as the UKCorporate Report (Renshall, 1976), discussed the social and ecological
implications of organizations, measurement and reporting issues and the duty to provide
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information formore than shareholders. Suchwas the climate at this time thatmost articles in
the inaugural issue ofAccounting, Organizations and Society (now one of the most influential
academic journals in the accounting field) dealt in some way or another with social and
environmental issues. Looking back, it is remarkable to read, in the very first page of this
journal, Professor Hopwood (1976) affirming that:

social accounting, social reporting and social auditing may be embryonic (. . .) the awareness of
ecological problems is drawing attention to the necessity of developing accounting systems which
can report on an organization’s use of scarce resources. (p. 1)

Epistemic communities (Haas, 1992, 2015), including academics and experts, engaged with
corporations, stakeholders and policymakers in different areas, trying to influence practice,
resulting in some seminal reporting innovations. For example, the value-added reporting,
social audits and attempts to account for externalities were first experimented in the 1970s
and into the 1980s (see Unerman et al., 2018 for a brief history). On the one hand, epistemic
communities provided authoritative knowledge in attempts to make the value-added
statement mandatory in the UK (Burchell et al., 1985) and France (in the form of the Bilan
social – see Christophe and Bebbington, 1992). On the other hand, the seventies saw the
emergence (still present in some form) of external social accounting/audits. These activities
reflected the concern about the externalities of corporate practices and a critique of the
corporate narratives of the straightforward benefits of company activities (Gray et al., 1987;
Harte and Owen, 1987), and were most evident in accounts that contested the closure of
coalmines in the United Kingdom (Cooper and Hopper, 1988).

At the end of the eighties a change, epitomized by the Brundtland Report, created an
addition (and dedicated) focus on environmental concerns in policymaking and research
communities. Rather than being an additive process, however, it would appear that a focus on
the environment came at the detriment of the existing social accounting focus (Gray, 2002).
Once again, epistemic communities provided advice and championed social and
environmental reporting in the nineties. An early example was Gray (1990), a research
commissioned by the ACCA in direct response to Pearce et al. (1989) (see Thomson, 2020).
Two special issues of Accounting, Auditing and Accountability Journal (in 1991) and
Accounting, Organizations and Society (1992, and for a discussion see Gray and Laughlin,
2012 and Parker, 2020) tried to address the accounting implications of including the
environment and to some extent the emerging sustainable development agenda. Those ideas
were developed symbiotically with other actors, such as ACCA, AccountAbility and the
F�ed�eration des Experts-Comptables Europ�eens (FEE, now Accountancy Europe), who in
combination produced reports on social and environmental accounting that supported the
European Commission’s (2001) work and also the GRI. A reporting conceptual framework,
performance indicators, assurance or annual reporting are some of the framings elaborated
and diffused by these epistemic communities which have become essential elements of SR
practice. It is also relevant to note the fact that those epistemic communities spanned
academic, professional and consultancy networks, thereby creating conditions for wide
acceptability of their propositions.

In summary, this section highlights the importance that epistemic communities had in the
generation of new ideas about social and environmental responsibility and reporting and in
devising new strategies to intervene in the production of corporate reporting norms.
However, such role also needs to be understood in interaction with the plurality of actors that
were also involved in the pre-GRI pre-SR reporting context.

3.3 Carriers
The diffusion of reporting norms is facilitated by the transfer of practices and ideas about what
constitutes “appropriate” SR and this is enabled by norm carriers (Sahlin and Wedlin, 2008).
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Carriers play an active role in interpreting and editing SR norms as they develop across
institutional fields (Czarniawska and Sev�on, 1996). Carriers, such as consultants, auditors
and professional and business associations monitored SR practice and encouraged certain
forms of practice. Jacobsson and Sahlin-Andersson (2006) suggest that monitoring is a way
through which institutional actors obtain authority to negotiate and set norms. One
illustration of how carriers inscribed particular interpretations and institutional practices is
provided by SR award schemes (which succeeded environmental reporting award schemes),
led by the ACCA but followed by other national and international organizations such as the
European Sustainability Reporting Association (ESRA) [3]. Regardless of whether or not the
original intention of those organizations was to influence SR, the existence of reporting
awards schemes was itself a driver for the initiation of reporting, as has been observed, for
example, in the case of the Malaysian companies (Amran and Haniffa, 2011). Additionally,
the benchmarking effect of awards seems to have played a crucial role in encouraging
experimentation and in inscribing particular expectations about SR practice, such as having
reports assured and reporting against targets (Bebbington et al., 2012).

Apart from reporting awards, carriers such as firms providing consultancy and assurance
services also played a role (Etzion and Ferraro, 2010). Among them, large auditing firms have
played amajor role in SR as well as in the institutional configuration of GRI. An illustration is
the influence of the triennial KPMG’s SR survey in encouraging specific reporting topics and
providing a benchmark for reporting practices. The first version of this surveywas published
in 1993 and addressed environmental reporting. Subsequent editions were, arguably, setting
the trends in the field: reporting against targets and verification featured prominently in the
1996 and 1999 survey reports; sustainability and SR in the 2002 survey report; environmental
and SR was replaced by the label of corporate responsibility reporting in 2005; the role of
investors relations was highlighted in 2008, and integrated reporting in 2011. It is our
contention that while these reports reflected trends, they also created particular reporting
practices. Milne et al. (2001), for example, provide an indication of the relevance of such
surveys when they refer how the “1996 triennial KPMG survey of corporate environmental
reporting placed New Zealand last among 13 OECD countries, a fact shocking enough to
make prime-time television news at the time.”This observation, and our point generally here,
is that the role that ACCA, KPMG and other carriers have played in the inscription of
particular SR norms is virtually non-existent in the literature (but see Bebbington et al., 2012)
and relies on the recollection of those who were involved in these schemes and activities at
this time (and hence our motivation to capture such information here).

In addition, carriers of reporting practices, with a special focus on capital markets, include
the development of indexes such as the Dow Jones Sustainability Index and the FTSE4Good
that were launched at about the same time as the GRI. Inclusion in these indexes was
motivating for some companies and reporting quality increased the chances of inclusion (with
the associated effects of joining and leaving these indexes generate – see Collison et al., 2009
and Martin Curran and Moran, 2007). In this way these indexes also carried expectations
about SR, for example, in terms of the topics covered (Knoepfel, 2001), while also providing
some visible rewards for those companies that excelled in the evolving reporting norms.

3.4 Regulators and reporters
A constructivist perspective of legal studies, focusing particularly on international law and
transnational governance (see Bebbington et al., 2012, for a review of these ideas), is interested
in the demarcation of what counts as the regulator, the regulatee and compliance. The
previous discussion has illustrated how SR norms were produced by a plurality of actors in a
soft law context. And yet, despite the soft nature of this regulation, governments still played a
role (for example, in cases such as the bilan social in France – noted above) and the European
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Union EMAS (explored below). However, it is also important to appreciate that reporting
companies also have a role in the development of norms.

In soft law, reporters are identified as having the ability to modify and edit SR norms, at
least in twoways. On the one hand, some reporters have participated in the construction of SR
via the GRI process and other initiatives. In a multi-stakeholder dialogue setting,
organizations influence epistemic communities, carriers and governments: in this way they
are active producers of reporting norms that, at the same time, shape their own reports.
Furthermore, some reports (e.g. The Body Shop environmental reports) have been portrayed
in the past as exemplars to be imitated by other companies (Azzone et al., 1997), further
amplifying their authority to edit norms. On the other hand, companies that were active in
social and environmental reporting prior to the birth of SR (Gray et al., 1995) had the power to
devise, in a more or less deliberate way, what reporting practices and expectations could be
realistic or even plausible/thinkable. For example, attempts to introduce norms on disclosure
of externalities in the ACCA awards were unsuccessful (despite the awards being carriers of
practice) and finally abandoned, given the lack of attention given by reporters. Bebbington
et al. (2012) contend that reporters use their position to determinewhat parts of norms (do not)
deserve compliance and in this manner actively shape reporting practices and expectations.

4. Beyond authority: mechanisms for supporting SR norms
Whereas Section 3 focused on agency, this section considers the institutional conditions that
provide the support for institutional actors to prescribe, translate and edit SR norms. To
reiterate, it is our contention that understanding the origin of specific SR practices and beliefs
requires a consideration of how institutional arrangements either enabled or constrained
agency (Brunn�ee and Toope, 2000). Institutional conditions are, in the first place, shaped by
broader societal trends and beliefs about the functionality of SR. However, drawing on legal
studies (Bebbington et al., 2012), and considering that the development of SR norms could be
characterized as soft law, we study how the legitimacy of SR (i.e. the legitimacy of the norm
itself, rather than the legitimacy of the actors), founded on elements that are internal to the
own institution, paved the way for norm production (Bebbington et al., 2012).

4.1 Societal context
Professor Hopwood (1976, p. 1) contended that the (then) “current social, environmental and
political developments [were] focusing increasing attention on the wider accountability of
organizations.” For example, workers and unions rights were legally advanced in the
seventies, particularly with respect to participation in the organization and the provision of
information and there were discussions about the reform of the enterprise to improve the
conditions of work and allow the participation of workers in management (Robertson, 1976;
Sudreau, 1976). Likewise, information addressed to the employees was regulated in countries
such as France (through the previously discussed bilan social). Taken together these interests
provided a core component of social reporting that latterly became linked to debates about
corporate responsibility and which eventually was brought under the auspices of SR.

At the same time, the interest in ecological issues was emerging in the seventies, as
epitomized by the debate around the limits to growth (Meadows et al., 1973). It took a little
longer for these concerns to crystalize but they did in 1987 with theBrundtland Report, and in
1992with the Rio Summit. By this time, environmental concerns started to infuse government
thinking, reflecting a more longstanding concern articulated by NGOs and civil society. At
the European level, the EU developed numerous strands of environmental policy,
including instruments such as the European Eco-Management and Audit Scheme (EMAS
hereafter) in 1993 that included plans to model the environmental impact of organizations
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(Bebbington, 1993; Bebbington et al., 2001). What is apparent from this brief description is
that the social context of business from the seventies to the nineties provided a fertile ground
for the development of social and environmental reporting and the discourses that supported
its development (for more depth, see Bebbington, 2021).

4.2 Development of SR discourses
The factors outlined above provided the context from which discourses emerged that
supported the emergence of social accounting in the 1970s and environmental accounting in
the 1980s. First, a discourse emerged to suggest that social and environmental reporting held
the potential of empowering stakeholders and make corporations accountable for their
impacts (Gray, 2002; Gray et al., 1987; Gray et al., 1996). Second, a narrative about the business
case for social and environmental reporting also emerged (Azzone et al., 1997; Toms, 2002).
However, more recently, different studies have elucidated that reporting did not deliver the
promised economic benefits (Hahn and K€uhnen, 2013; Husillos et al., 2011; Levy et al., 2010),
nor produced the emergence of a new accountable and sustainable corporation (Archel et al.,
2011; Cho et al., 2015; Dingwerth and Eichinger, 2010; Gray and Milne, 2004; Levy et al., 2010;
Milne and Gray, 2013; Moneva et al., 2006; Tregidga et al., 2014). Indeed, for Gray (2010): “It is
increasingly well-established in the literature that most business reporting on sustainability
and most business representative activity around sustainability actually have little, if
anything to do with sustainability” (p. 48).

We hypothesize that both the accountability and the business case discourse, despite their
apparent contradiction, created similar dynamics. As reporting did not obviously create
economic benefits, the formal aspects of SR were decoupled from financial returns. Likewise,
reporting did not obviously enhance accountability, so SR was decoupled from sustainable
development. In the presence of conflicting pressures, organizations are likely to adopt formal
procedures that are decoupled from actual practice (Meyer and Rowan, 1977). In other words,
the resilience and stability of SR derives from its decoupling not only from broader
considerations of sustainability or from attempts to transform the enterprise, but also from
financial returns. This explanation is consistent with Levy et al.’s (2010) ideas about how the
GRI avoided conflicting logics, focusing on procedural matters. Our point here, however, is
that these conflicting logics were already inherent in social and environmental accounting,
the antecedent to SR, and already created institutional pressures leading to decoupling formal
reporting practices from the bottom line.

Although the societal context and discourses of SR functionality confer exogenous
institutional support for the production of reporting norms, we contend that understanding
the SR institutionalization requires an examination of elements that are endogenous to the
institution itself. With this argument we problematize the power of institutional actors
(Jepperson andMeyer, 2011) and suggest, in keepingwith institutional theory, the importance
of examining the institution itself. For this endeavor we draw on Bebbington et al. (2012)
to examine three elements of the SR institution: (1) how analogies with previous institutions
(e.g. financial reporting) enabled the verbalization and validation of SR; (2) how congruence
between SR and previous similar practices and conventions (the existence of non-financial
reporting precedents, such as environmental reporting) served as archetypes and stimulated
SR; and (3) how the problems arising from an inadequate design of SR technical aspects
constrained the possibilities of SR.

4.3 Analogies
SR studies taking an actor-centric representation of GRI institutional entrepreneurship (Levy
et al., 2010; Etzion and Ferraro, 2010) have recognized that its analogy with the Financial
Accounting Standards Board was an important legitimation strategy for GRI. Indeed, the
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focus of these studies on standard setting bodies is a consequence of their actor-centric
interests and framings. However, the exploration of ideas and practices as analogies, rather
than actors and specific organizations, provides insights into how some templates/formal
structures are available (in this case in financial reporting) that are easily recognized and
approved when applied to a different set of practices (SR in this case), thereby providing it
with legitimacy (Douglas, 1986). Some of the financial reporting analogies that facilitated the
validation and institutionalization of SR concern ideas such as non-financial reporting,
conceptual underpinning of the financial reporting framework (such as considerations of
qualitative characteristics of information and the establishment of the entity, and hence
associated entity boundaries), performance indicators and reporting assurance.

First, the very idea of non-financial reporting is a response to the existence of financial
reporting. It is worth considering how the SR emancipated itself from the corporate annual
report. Up until the early nineties, social and environmental disclosures were usually made
in sections of the annual report document, which was published in paper format. In this
context, Gray et al. (1995, p. 69) explained that “the annual report is considered widely to be a
major formal document which acts as a significant presentation by an organization and has
a major influence on perceptions of it.” Therefore, it was considered that if companies made
social and environmental disclosures in this document was because management and
stakeholders considered them as important. Stand-alone social and/or environmental
reports were unusual at his time (with the exception of employee reports in the late 1970s and
early 1980s; Gray et al., 1987), but they grew in number in the eighties and the nineties. It
should be noted that the SR (and environmental equivalent) was described for some time (at
least while theywere still published in paper format) as “stand-alone” reports to differentiate
them from the social and environmental disclosures made as part of the corporate annual
report.

Second, the financial reporting framework also provided a model for the design of a SR
conceptual framework, as evidenced in the preface of the 2002GRI guidelines (GRI, 2002, p. 1):
“GRI recognises that developing a globally accepted reporting framework is a long-term
endeavour. In comparison, financial reporting is well over half a century old and still evolving
amidst increasing public attention and scrutiny.” This analogy was not an original thought.
Rather, the GRI borrowed it from other organizations, such as AccountAbility and the FEE
(Moneva et al., 2006). This suggests that a focus on the explanatory power of a broader
number of institutional actors will highlight the broad basis of these types of influences. FEE,
for example, was active in this domain from the nineties, working with European institutions,
the International Accounting Standards Board, academics and other actors interested in
environmental reporting. The mutual influences between actors in the SR space and their
collective agency is also observable from a FEE publication in 1999 (a document entitled
Towards a Generally Accepted Framework for Environmental Reporting, FEE 1999) that was
subsequently incorporated in the same year into the “General Reporting Principles” section of
the GRI guidelines (Collison and Slomp, 2000).

Third, the specific issues that should be included in every SR were validated through the
analogy with performance indicators. Borrowed from operations research and systems
theory, the notion of performance indicators acquired status in management accounting in
the seventies and the eighties, as it became apparent that business should internally manage
not only costs but also quality and other non-financial issues (Larrinaga, 2020; Otley and
Berry, 1980). Environmental management systems (e.g., EMAS and the ISO group of
standards) imported, in turn, the notion that different performance indicators should be
addressed, rather than one single target (Henri and Journeault, 2010). Consequently, the GRI
had a clear model to followwhen it “coded” social and environmental issues into performance
indicators that should draw managers’ attention. The problematic nature of this translation,
as evidenced by the difficulty of translating some social issues (e.g., human rights) into
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assessable indicators, did not prevent the recognition of the idea of performance indicators by
corporate managers who were already familiar with their use.

Finally, one key element of the SR edifice has been the aspiration to overcome reliability
problems through the provision of assurance. This notion points toward a further analogy
with financial reporting – that of auditing. Despite how difficult the assurance of social and
environmental issues has proven to be and, therefore, how contested this translation is
(O’Dwyer and Owen, 2005; O’Dwyer, 2011; O’Dwyer et al., 2011), the fact that many providers
of assurance services are the large international auditing firms strengthens this analogy
(Larrinaga et al., 2020).

This account suggests that the linking of previously acceptable ideas/practices facilitated
SR legitimacy by providing analogies for elements of SR practice. By presenting SR as
something that conforms to existing structures, sharing notions and norms (often arising
from a financial reporting framework and that are familiar and legitimate in the field of
corporate reporting), SR was recognized and “approved of” by corporate actors, NGOs,
government officials and other actors who supported the project.

4.4 Previous similar practice: environmental reporting
A further direct source of legitimacy for SR was the previous practice of environmental
reporting. Bebbington et al. (2012) contend that the legitimacy of a norm “depends upon its
congruence with previous similar practices and conventions that create relatively stable
patterns of expectations or shared understandings (i.e. there is an appreciation of the reasons
why these institutions are necessary)” (p. 86). In this respect, SR did not appear ex novo, but
this activity was built on the previous practice of environmental reporting.

Some contextual information about environmental reporting provides an understanding
of the extent to which SR was, at least partially, a metamorphosis of environmental
reporting. Environmental reporting was emerging as a practice in the 1980s, but it was the
European Commission policy of implementing market mechanisms to encourage
companies to deal with their environmental problems that arguably stimulated the
growth of reporting in the early nineties. The European Union policy with regard to the
environment (and the Fifth Action Plan on the environment “Towards Sustainability,” in
particular) had the aim of pushing industry to disclose more information about its
environmental performance and externalities (European Union, 1993), and this played an
influential role in environmental reporting (Hillary, 1995). This objective materialized in
1991, in the form of European plans to make environmental management systems
compulsory for large industrial companies, including environmental audits and an annual
environmental statement, verified by external independent parties (Bade, 1991). The final
1993 version of the EMAS made the registration of companies to the scheme voluntary.
Nevertheless, the fact that compulsory reporting had been considered by policy makers
validated the discussion and the practice of environmental reporting. In this respect, by the
end of 1998 more than 2,000 European industrial sites were registered under EMAS, with
the prerequisite of publishing a verified environmental statement. This activity stimulated
the discussion about corporate social responsibility reporting, the growth of a reporting
assurance industry and a community of scholar investigating environmental reporting,
beyond the discipline of accounting (see, e.g., Kolk, 1999). All these elements point towards
the complex interplay between actors and structures in the institutionalization of SR that is
the main thesis of this paper.

When GRI devised SR, it had a clear model to follow in stand-alone environmental
reporting. Indeed, the first version of the GRI guidelines (1999) had a predominately
environmental focus, in clear connection with the previous practice that emerged from
EMAS, the ACCA awards scheme and recommendations from epistemic communities such
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as FEE (Larrinaga, 2001). SR diffusion was further facilitated by the previous experience in
many large companies that had allocated resources to environmental reporting. In fact, for
many industrial companies, SR simply replaced environmental reporting and only gradually
included social disclosures (Kolk, 2003). In this regard, SR could be described as a
metamorphosis of environmental reporting, rather than as a wholesale innovation. This
metamorphosis was also connected with the critique raised by epistemic communities about
the absence of the social in environmental reports (see, e.g., Mathews, 1997).

In summary, although SR can be seen as an innovation dating from 1999, with the
issuance of the GRI reporting guidelines, an examination of the previous environmental
reporting practice suggests that this activity served not only as a model of what might be in
reports, but also constituted an organizational routine that could be transferred to a new
setting and transformed into SR, thereby enabling the legitimacy and the convergence of SR
practices and expectations around a set of norms. This does not detract from the importance
of the GRI codification of the prior expectations. Rather, points of continuity from
environmental reporting underpinned aspects of the success of SR.

4.5 Design of SR
The final institutional condition examined here focuses on the technical details of SR and how
the translation from financial reporting of some of those elements impeded a precise and clear
design for reports. The analysis of this element is inspired not only by the idea that the precise
and clear technical design of norms for the achievement of the intended purposes is an
important element of normativity (Brunn�ee and Toope, 2000; Franck, 1990), but also by
MacKenzie (2009) who called for “matters of apparent detail that in fact play critical roles”
(p. 453) to be brought to light. The intrinsic problems in attempts to translate sustainable
development to corporate reports and the organizational context have already been discussed
in the literature (Bebbington and Larrinaga, 2014; Gray, 2006, 2010; Milne and Gray, 2013;
Moneva et al., 2006). A non-comprehensive list of such concerns could include the definition of
sustainability indicators and the (lack of) consideration of sustainability challenges (while
noting that assurance and boundaries could also be pertinent candidates for such an
analysis).

A difficulty inherent to SR relates to the different dimensions of sustainable development
which have to be translated (e.g., following the triple-bottom-line logic) and how these
dimensions, and especially social aspects, are not easily amenable to quantifiable indicators
(e.g., human rights). These difficulties produce a lack of integration and comparability that
hinders the ability of SR to achieve the multiple goals (performance enhancement and
accountability) ascribed to it. Furthermore, the (macro) notion of sustainable development
resists a significant translation into the (micro) organizational level of resolution (Gray, 2010;
Bebbington and Larrinaga, 2014). These difficulties are evidenced by the lack of progress that
the GRI has made since 2002 in terms of the design of new indicators and indicators that
connect organizational performance with sustainable development, compared to the
innovation that took place in the nineties (Gray and Laughlin, 2012).

It has been argued that SR does not address the most critical challenges for sustainable
development (Bebbington and Larrinaga, 2014; Gray, 2006). Apart from climate change, two
critical sustainability challenges – biodiversity loss and the nitrogen cycle (Rockstr€om et al.,
2009) – are not being addressed in SR. Agriculture, for example, the most relevant industry in
terms of impacts on biodiversity and the nitrogen cycle, features as a rather marginal
industry in terms of SR with some reporters being highly innovative (such as Unilever) but it
being by nomeans amainstream activity. It was not until the Sustainable Development Goals
started to make their presence felt in accounting scholarship that some of these gaps and
scale issues have been revisited (see Bebbington and Unerman, 2018, 2020).
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The academic accounting critique of SR underlines the dangers of this institutional
design, since in the view ofMilne and Gray (2013) it “has been instrumental in expanding and
shaping organizational practice, it has also become dangerously confused with advancing a
just and sustainable world” (p. 24). Notwithstanding the verisimilitude of such explanation,
institutional theorists provide a different angle to understand how the trajectories of
institutions do not reflect the intentions of all institutional actors but are the outcome of
strategic choices and compromises. Levy et al. (2010) contend that the GRI could have
materialized in something different than the initial intentions of some of the key actors.
Indeed, this is our argument in this section, with the observation that design and further
structural mechanisms constrain/enable different institutional trajectories. Further, this
activity has evolved into a corporate convention that organizations need to comply with to
show conformity with social values or imitate to reduce uncertainty. Reporting is often
decoupled from corporate activities, in such a way that is not delivering any of the promised
objectives, neither in terms of yielding benefits for companies and shareholders, nor in terms
of empowering stakeholders and making corporations accountable for their social and
environmental impacts.

In summary, this section explored how analogies, environmental reporting and design
constrain and enable different SR trajectories. More specifically, analogies with financial
reporting and the previous practice of environmental reporting provided legitimacy to SR,
while design problems limited the achievement of SR’s aims. This section has also illustrated
how structural mechanisms are intertwined with each other and with the different actors
explored in Section 3.

5. Concluding comments
SR has become an institutionalized practice for large companies across the globe and is
sustained by a number of entities and (latterly) by formal legal requirements for non-financial
reporting. This is a remarkable achievement for a set of practices that are only 20 years old in
a formal sense (if we date their emergence to the influence of the founding of the GRI in 1999).
This paper takes the importance of the GRI as given and seeks to provide an additional layer
of reflection on SR practices by examining the period before 1999 using a constructivist
understanding of regulation introduced to the accounting literature by Bebbington et al.
(2012). The idea of a lifecycle of norms highlights the contribution of a combination of actors
(namely, epistemic communities, carriers, regulators and reporters) that were present in the
reporting landscape during the 1990s. In addition, a conducive institutional setting (in terms
of societal context, analogies with financial reporting, and the presence of environmental
reporting) developed during that time period. These aspects are part of the history of SR and
have not been written about extensively in the literature: the passage of time has also made
these aspects more salient with the benefit of hindsight.

While understanding the past is a valid aspiration in and of itself, there are also more
practical reasons for this focus. For example, more detailed study of carriers, reporters and
the design of SR norms is needed to illuminate the specific trajectories of SR and, more
specifically, the reasons why it has not achieved its original purposes of making corporations
accountable for their social and environmental impacts and empowering stakeholders. In this
regard, despite the recent regulation of SR in some jurisdictions, the exploration carried out in
this paper suggests that this activity remains unstable for two reasons: (1) the agency of a
plurality of institutional actors who elaborate and edit norms in a soft-law regulation context,
such as the one that characterizes SR; and (2) the instability of the notion of sustainable
development makes the design of sustainability indicators inherently contestable. These
potential sources of limitation are also the point of departure for both new practices and
require renewed academic inquiry.
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At the same time, at the close of 2020 there are signs that the landscape in which SR exists
is poised to undergo further evolution, creating further opportunities to exploit the ideas
developed in this paper to make sense of current SR trajectories. For example, the
Sustainability Accounting Standards Board (SASB) and the International Integrated
Reporting Council (IIRC) are to merge into the “Value Reporting Foundation,” with the
stated aim of creating for investors a reporting framework that will enhance sustainability
performance of corporations. While not formally part of the new Foundation, the GRI and
other reporting bodies (such as the Climate Disclosure Standards Board) are anticipated to
collaborate to develop SR along this trajectory. In the terms used in this paper, it would
appear that SR is poised for evolution with new carriers of the ideas behind SR as well as
potentially new SR design norms emerging. Equally of interest, is the consultation that the
IFRS Foundation launched in September 2020 (IFRS Foundation, 2020) about the role that it
could play in developing a Sustainability Standards Board alongside its existing corporate
reporting functions. The basis for this proposition is drawn from their existing expertise and
experience of reporting in general, echoing the themes of epistemic communities and carriers
of practices highlighted during the evolution of SR in the 1990s. It would seem, therefore, that
a closer examination of the precedents of SR institutionalization might be useful in
understanding the changes that are likely to come in the future.

Notes

1. The levels of reporting found in KPMG are consistent with those found in the literature (see Junior
et al., 2014). Furthermore, the literature generally relies on KPMG figures to describe SR (Simnett
et al., 2009; Marquis et al., 2016).

2. According to GRI databases, the number of worldwide organizations publishing sustainability
reports rose from an average of 82 between 1999 and 2002 to around 6,000 in 2015. The annual
growth rate gradually declined in this period: 167% (average for the period 1999–2002), 40% (2003–
2010), 27% (2011–2013) and 7% (2014–2015).

3. The ACCA reporting award scheme commenced in 1991 with the inaugural competition attracting
eight standalone report entries. From this small beginning the awards grew, reaching some 50
entries in 1996 (made up of 32 United Kingdom and 18 European organisations). At this stage, the
competition also widened its scope to include social and ethical reports as well as evolving to have
more regionally orientated awards schemes (in both individual countries and in terms of a European
wide award). Moreover, in 2001 the awardswere split into three categories: environmental, social and
sustainability reporting. Eventually, and with more reports being produced but less being entered
into awards schemes the ACCA sponsored process in the United Kingdom concluded around 2008
but awards schemes were in place longer elsewhere in the world where reporting is still developing
(for example, the ACCA Pakistan reporting awards scheme that wrapped up in 2012). Roger Adams
(the technical director of the ACCA) was a carrier of reporting practices over this time, as was the
ACCA itself.
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