
 
 
 

 
 

DEPARTMENT OF THEMATIC STUDIES 
 

 
 
 
 
 

MASTER OF SCIENCE THESIS 
 
 
 
 

Sustainability Reporting  
- The Global Reporting Initiative, Experiences and Future Scenarios 

 
Carl-Johan Hedberg 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Linköpings Universitet, Campus Norrköping, Environmental Science Programme, 
SE-601 74  NORRKÖPING 

Sweden 
 

 



 

Rapporttyp
Report category

       Licentiatavhandling
       Examensarbete

AB-uppsats
       C-uppsats
   x   D-uppsats
       Övrig rapport

       ________________

Språk
Language

       Svenska/Swedish
   x   Engelska/English

      ________________

Titel
Hållbarhetsreovisning – the Global Reporting Initiative, erfareheter och framtida scenarior
Title
Sustainability Reporting – the Global Reporting Initiative, Experiences and Future Scenarios

Författare
Author
Carl-Johan Hedberg

Sammanfattning
Abstract
The history of environmental reporting began in the early 1990’s when some companies included the environmental
issue in their annual report. The increased interest of ethical and sustainable investments and demands from different
stakeholders conjure a change of the report design. To develop the environmental reports and create design guidance
for sustainability reports an organisation called Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) was born. The GRI is environmental
reporting taken to another level, a level that is according to sustainable development. This qualitative study concerns
sustainability reporting in general and the GRI-guidelines in particular. The question is why the Swedish companies,
which are already using the guidelines, have chosen to use the guidelines and what type of behavioral changes within
the company it has lead to? From my study, I have found that the GRI-report could help corporations to be able to see
what actually has been done in the organisation. My conclusion is that the GRI-guideline is a potential tool for gaining
control and visibility of the triple bottom line on a corporate level, and it highlights the importance of collecting
internal information.

ISBN
_____________________________________________________
ISRN  LIU-ITUF/MV-D--02/11--SE
_________________________________________________________________
ISSN
_________________________________________________________________
Serietitel och serienummer
Title of series, numbering

Handledare
Tutor
Fredrik Burström von Malmborg

Nyckelord
Keywords
The Global Reporting Initiative, sustainability reporting, environmental reporting, triple bottom line, stakeholder,

Datum 7 June 2002
Date

URL för elektronisk version

http://www.ep.liu.se/exjobb/ituf/

Institution, Avdelning
Department, Division
Institutionen för tematisk utbildning och forskning,
Miljövetarprogrammet
Department of thematic studies,
Environmental Science Programme



Preface 
 
Foreword 
 
The reason for me writing this essay is that I was curious about sustainability 
reporting in general and the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) with its set of 
guidelines for sustainability reporting in particular. This essay is about the reporting 
method developed by the GRI. The issue of sustainability and corporate social 
responsibility is increasingly highlighted and will become more central to large 
corporations as their global operations are under a public eye.  
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Abstract 
 
The history of environmental reporting began in the early 1990’s when some 
companies included the environmental issue in their annual report. The increased 
interest of ethical and sustainable investments and demands from different 
stakeholders conjure a change of the report design. To develop the environmental 
reports and create design guidance for sustainability reports an organisation called 
Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) was born. The GRI is environmental reporting 
taken to another level, a level that is according to sustainable development. This 
qualitative study concerns sustainability reporting in general and the GRI-guidelines 
in particular. The question is why the Swedish companies, which are already using the 
guidelines, have chosen to use the guidelines and what type of behavioral changes 
within the company it has lead to? From my study, I have found that the GRI-report 
could help corporations to be able to see what actually has been done in the 
organisation. My conclusion is that the GRI-guideline is a potential tool for gaining 
control and visibility of the triple bottom line on a corporate level, and it highlights 
the importance of collecting internal information.  
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1. Introduction 
 
1.1. Background 
 
The history of environmental reporting began in the early 1990’s when some 
companies decided to include the environmental issue in their annual report. 
Nowadays the legislation around the world is showing that environmental reporting 
has reached a generally accepted stage1. In addition, the UN has showed involvement 
in the development of environmental reporting2.  
 
The limitations in environmental reports are leaving lot of space for interpretation and 
present a subjective picture of the company’s environmental situation, which is hard 
to judge. Ljungdahl is mentioning the fact that many of the reports are characterised 
as marketing-material only showing what the company is good at, leaving the bad 
perspectives aside.  
 
Environmental reporting has not a standardized framework on how the environmental 
report ought to be designed. Due to this fact, the reports are difficult to compare. The 
reports show the companies in a shallow way, only presenting the strictly 
environmental issues not considering the fact that environmental issues are a result of 
other issues and vice versa. Such as included in sustainable development, where 
economical and social responsibilities are integrated in the corporate operations. 
Previous studies say that one obstacle for environmental reporting is that reliable 
environmental data is hard to come by3. Moreover, a financial person does not 
recognize the language because it is not as standardized as the economical language4. 
Therefore, some companies have developed out of the environmental report a way to 
report how they work in sustainability issues; sustainability here defined according to 
the World Commission on Sustainable Development (WCSD)5.  
 
According to Welford “there is a need to look closely at the ethics of business and to 
discover new forms of industrial organisation and culture which, whilst existing in a 
broad free market framework with due regulation, promote development and equity 
into the future”6. Welford means that the traditional way of looking at business with 
investments and innovations focused on customer demand and pure economic growth 
has to be changed7. In a recent article, Knoepfel mentions that the interest for 
sustainable and ethical investments has increased in the past years8. This conclusion is 
essential when looking for a motive to the sustainability reports. It indicates that there 
are demands for this kind of information.  
 
A recent example of demands on globally acting companies in Sweden is a report by 
Fair Trade Center (FTC) Sweden that put some pressure and demands on Ericsson, 
Flextronics and Volvo. This report and similar reports from NGOs and other 
                                                
1 Ljungdahl (1999) p1 
2 Ibid  
3 Hoffman (2000) p81 
4 Ibid p81 
5 World Commission on Environment and Development (1987) 
6 Welford (1995) p5 
7 Ibid pp4-5 
8 Knoepfel (2001) 
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stakeholders of industry is one reason for companies to report their work on 
sustainability, externally as well as internally. In the report, FTC claims that these 
companies do not fulfil their own demands on sustainability9. FTC is at the present 
about to build up an organisation to check global companies behaviour. They call this 
new organisation Swedwatch and its mission is to look into social and environmental 
behaviour. The project is financed by SIDA to perform case studies in developing 
countries. This scenario is only an example as it is an on-going process with 
organisations examining the global companies behaviour.  
 
One additional incentive to sustainability reporting is the Dow Jones Sustainability 
Group Index (DJSGI) where the companies appear according to their work on 
sustainability issues10. Dow Jones does however define corporate sustainability as “… 
a business approach that creates long-term shareholder value by embracing 
opportunities and managing risks deriving from economic, environmental and social 
developments”11. This definition is somewhat different from the one made by the 
WCSD. Banks and insurance companies use such indexes as DJSGI, when they are 
making investments to their ethical and ecological funds. These funds are obliged to 
invest their money in companies that act sustainable. To be able to make these 
investments the financers need to have available information about the corporations in 
order to make choices according to their fund criteria. 
 
The increased interest of ethical and sustainable investments and demands from 
different stakeholders conjure a change of the reporting design. To develop the 
environmental reports and create design guidance for sustainability reports an 
organisation called Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) was born.  
 
“GRI was established in 1997 with the mission of developing globally applicable 
guidelines for reporting on the economic, environmental, and social performance, 
initially for corporations and eventually for any business, governmental, or non-
governmental organisation (NGO)”12.  
 
The Global Reporting Initiative is environmental reporting taken to another level, a 
level that is according to sustainable development13. To be able to reach another level 
the report according to the guidelines from the GRI contains three particular 
accounting dimensions: the social, the environmental and the economic, i.e. the triple 
bottom line (see figure 1). This three-dimensional information is in demand from 
NGOs as well as financers and customers i.e. stakeholders.  
 

                                                
9 Sandahl (2001) 
10 Cerin & Dobers (2001) 
11 Dow Jones Sustainability Group Index http://www.sustainability-index.com/sustainability/corporate.html (2002-
02-06) 
12 Global Reporting Initiative http://www.globalreporting.org/AboutGRI/GRI_Brochure--July2000.pdf (2002-03-
19) 
13 World Commission on Environment and Development (1987) 



 3

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Questions that initiated this essay are whether the environmental and sustainability 
reports are of any good for the company development and if the GRI is the necessary 
guideline to accomplish this. The Global Reporting Initiative is especially interesting 
as it is a global guideline for sustainability reports and there is a certain interest to see 
what the experiences has been from using the guidelines. If a company is thinking 
about their triple bottom line, is the sustainability report a way to go? As Hoffman 
puts it: If GRI is successful, there will likely be a snowball effect, as environmental 
and financial measures of corporate success continue to merge14. 
 
1.2. Purpose 
 
This study concerns sustainability reporting in general and the GRI-guidelines in 
particular. The question to be studied is why the Swedish companies, which are 
already using the guidelines, have chosen to use the guidelines and what type of 
behavioural changes within the company it has lead to? What are their experiences 
and how will they act on the issue in the future? The main issue, is to see whether the 
GRI-guidelines are useable for a company and for what purpose?  
 
Companies using their own way of reporting is not part of the study although some of 
the companies I have spoken to has made a mix of their own, a combination that fit 
their mindset on sustainable reports. The mix they used though, according to the 
companies, had its inspiration from the GRI-guidelines.  
 

2. A Theoretical view upon Environmental Reporting  
 
2.1. Why Environmental Reports?  
 
Sustainability reports are a development of environmental reports and the reason for 
environmental reporting is due to different factors.  

                                                
14 Hoffman (2000) p81  

 
 
 

Environmental Impact

 
 
 

Social Impact 

 
 
 

Economic Impact 

Figure 1: Illustrating the Triple Bottom Line 
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Since environmental reporting began, there has been a development of theories about 
how this phenomenon has occurred. One such theory is that legislation is a factor to 
consider regarding the development of environmental reports. Ljungdahl mentions 
though that the Swedish accounting legislation, which demands corporate 
environmental reports, does not have to be the reason for the report development. The 
fact is that most of the companies started long before 1999, when the legislation was 
initialised15. One possible factor could be that the companies wanted to be ahead of 
the legislators. Ljungdahl argues, as environmental reporting not previously has been 
legislated or subject to Swedish and international interests, it can be seen as an 
example of voluntary disclosure16. Environmental and social reporting has until 
Ljungdahl’s study only been a phenomenon among stock rated companies17. 
Ljungdahl claims that all of the studies that he has been looking at show that 
environmental and social reporting above all relates to the company size and line of 
business18. He finds differences among the companies making environmental reports; 
there are companies that make separate detailed informative reports and those who 
makes as extensive but not containing as much19. Examples of companies just 
including some fact in their annual report are another way of doing it.  
 
Ljungdahl has found indications that companies’ producing environmental reports is 
managing the stock market situation better than companies not producing reports. 
That is, when regarding environmental accidents within the business area the reports 
help building a confidence for the company20. According to Neu et al, environmental 
disclosures in annual reports provide organisations with a method to handle external 
opinions21. In the same article, it is highlighted that, the environmental report is the 
main source of information for investors, creditors, employees, environmental groups 
and the government22.  
 
The factors identified by Ljungdahl are different but all the people he interviewed 
believed that the public opinion and market demands is controlling the development 
on environmental reporting23. Ljungdahl’s study also shows that representatives from 
most of the companies have identified different kinds of environmental opinion to be 
important in the development of environmental reporting24. Ljungdahl’s respondents 
specifically mention that the report content is influenced by the environmental 
opinion25. Ljungdahl highlights the pulp industry that after changing their 
environmental behaviour towards a more proactive strategy also changed their way of 
reporting their actions. Due to this, they have reached cooperation with the 
environmental groups that previously aggressively have been fighting against them26. 
The fact that companies are able to win prices for their environmental reports is 

                                                
15 Ljungdahl (1999) p4 
16 Ibid p8 
17 Ibid p12 
18 Ibid p13 
19 Ibid p77 
20 Ibid p49 
21 Neu et al (1998) p269 
22 Ibid  
23 Ljungdahl (1999) p166 
24 Ibid p169 
25 Ibid p169 
26 Ibid p170 
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mentioned as another driving force to report environmental behaviour27. The 
competition is of great importance as he points out that the companies are presenting 
reports similar to their competitors28. As for internal driving forces concern, the study 
points out the management’s support and encouragement to be essential for the 
development of the environmental report, but the importance of the will of the staff is 
as important as the management’s, Ljungdahl says29.  
 
2.2. Why are Companies Acting like they do? (the theory of Corporate 
Behaviour or the Reasons for Reporting Triple Bottom Line) 
 
As indicated above, companies seem to publish environmental reports as a response to 
the public opinion, seeking legitimacy among different actors in their environments. 
Some authors do also use legitimacy theory to explain why companies are 
undertaking environmental reporting voluntarily30. The base for the legitimacy theory 
originates from the new-institutional theory, which highlights that organisational 
behaviour is highly dependent on the norms of the organisational fields in which they 
act; norms that tell what is considered as legitimate.  
 
The company’s stakeholders are the ones that give legitimacy, when the company has 
identified its stakeholders it becomes easier to get legitimacy31. A stakeholder is, 
according to Ljungdahl, an individual or organisation that has some kind of interest in 
the company32. To be more precise he mentions primary and secondary stakeholders, 
primary as those who has some form of asset at stake and secondary as those who are 
just interested in the company. The relationship between the primary stakeholders and 
the company is mutual as they are trading some kind of resources, such as financing33. 
He furthermore highlights the instrumental use of the “stakeholder theory”, when it is 
the management’s task to judge the stakeholders reactions on corporate behaviour, 
and the management is by reading their behaviour able see whatever threat links back 
to the specific stakeholders34. It is up to the companies’ management to make 
priorities on whose demands to fulfil35. 
 
In an article by Gray et al. reviewing the literature of corporate social and 
environmental reporting, the stakeholder theory is related to bourgeoism, in the 
perspective that the management of the organisation is strategically concerned with 
the success of the company36. Birgitta Schwartz has identified politicians, authorities, 
environmental organisations, journalists, media, investors, customers, competitors and 
suppliers as the most important stakeholders in the environmental work of 
companies37. 
 
To be able to cope with presumptive threats related to the stakeholders the corporation 
could produce information to prove the corporations’ legitimacy, in Ljungdahl’s and 
                                                
27 Ljungdahl (1999) p170 
28 Ibid 
29 Ibid p173 
30 Ljungdahl (1999), Wilmhurst & Frost (2000), Cormier & Gordon (2001)  
31 Ljungdahl (1999) p45 
32 Ibid p42 
33 Ibid  
34 Ibid p43 
35 Schwartz (1997) p24 
36 Gray et al. (1995)  
37 Schwartz (1997) p23 
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Schwartz’s study they produce environmental and social information. This could also 
indicate that the corporations collect information especially selected for a certain 
group of stakeholders and thereby affect their apprehension of the company’s social 
responsibility. This could be essential to the company legitimacy as the different 
stakeholders have different opinions on what is legitimate, they most likely look at 
different things to be able to make a judgement38. The corporate behaviour is 
depending on the management’s interpretation of the level of power the group of 
stakeholders has on the company.  
 
Hoffman mentions examples of external drivers for environmental strategy, which 
could be competitors as well as customers, trade associations and consultants39. He 
concludes these factors in four categories i) strategy and growth of market share, ii) 
market demand, iii) industry reputation or external and governmental relations and 
finally iv) to disseminate best practices and spread common perceptions of corporate 
responsibility towards the environment40. Furthermore, there are social drivers such as 
NGOs, press and the community to name a few41. To be able to cope with all of these 
demands the companies are in need of a competitive environmental strategy, which 
could be to consider what the manufactured product really is and to identify all of the 
above-mentioned stakeholders42. 
 
Furthermore, the connection between companies reporting their economical, 
environmental and social performance and the powerful stakeholders’ influence on 
this kind of reports highlights as a possible reason to report these issues43.  
 
The legitimacy theory is depending on that the organisation has something to compare 
itself to. This occurs in the organisational fields explained by Schwartz in her 
dissertation. The patterns and rules that are legitimised by the organisations are 
eventually accepted and taken for granted. Schwartz argues that most organisations 
are simultaneously participating in several organisational fields. Especially globally 
acting companies are affected by both the global market as the national market, which 
often means opposite demands from the different fields44.  
 
This is to be related to isomorphism, which is standardisation of organisations and 
institutionalised fields. According to Powell and DiMaggio, there are three types of 
isomorphism: forced isomorphism, is a process that creates uniformity through a 
dominating actor within the field that, creates the rules the smaller organisations are 
obliged to follow. Mimetic isomorphism, also creates uniformity but by organisations 
imitating each other. Finally, normative isomorphism, which is a social process 
creating uniformity through a professionalisation of society45.  
 
Isomorphism is linked to the new institutional theory, which according to Schwartz 
means that the organisations act according to the patterns and rules they develop by 

                                                
38 Ljungdahl (1999) p45 
39 Hoffman (2000) p86 
40 Ibid p103 
41 Ibid p106 
42 Ibid pp203-213 
43 Ljungdahl (1999) p44 
44 Schwartz (1997) p32 
45 Powell and DiMaggio (1991) as interpreted by Stern 
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themselves while interacting with each other46. Schwartz places the companies in 
organisational fields. Organisational fields include organisations working in the same 
industry or business area47. An organisational field where organisations are imitating 
each other and reproduce themselves in the shape of organisations that is more 
successful in legitimising their whereabouts48. Schwartz continues, in the 
organisational field, the companies act the way they do in environmental issues 
because they are depending on other organisations and stakeholders’ behaviour within 
the same organisational field49. 
 
Hoffman argues that every firm is connected to the other and when one is struggling 
with environmental issues so is the other. This normalizes environmental concerns up 
and down the value chain50. For insurance companies and other financiers 
environmentalism occurs as an issue of risk management51. Hoffman says that 
environmental strategy is slowly eclipsed by sustainable development and the triple 
bottom line52. This due to the factor that the world’s markets become more global and 
critics of social implication emerges53. 
 

3. Methodology 
 
3.1. Scientific Approach 
 
This is a qualitative case study of the GRI-guidelines. A case study is a common 
strategy to use when studying management and organisations54. A case study answer’s 
the questions how and why according to Yin55. In this case study, the purpose is to 
gain knowledge on practical experiences of GRI-guidelines. It is also to be considered 
as an evaluative study aiming to describe, explain and judge the guidelines in use56. 
This kind of study is important as they give information from which it is possible to 
make a judging opinion57.  
 
In a case study, one option for generalisation is to look at multiple cases as several 
experiments. The method is analytic generalisation. If two or more cases i.e. 
experiments, support the same theory it may be used. To strive for is that the cases do 
not support any rival theory.  
 
The study is a descriptive interpretation of a phenomenon. Descriptive valuation is 
easier to handle than prescriptive because the valuator only has to ask for others 
valuations58. In descriptive evaluation, the evaluator uses other individuals’ values 

                                                
46 Schwartz (1997) p31 my translation 
47 Stern (1999) p78 
48 Schwartz (1997) p310 
49 Ibid p37 
50 Hoffman (2000) p82 
51 Ibid 
52 Ibid p237 
53 Ibid 
54 Yin (1994) p1 
55 Hoffman (2000) p6 
56 Merriam (1994) p42 
57 Ibid 
58 Vedung (1998) pp193-194 
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and criteria as standard59. This method is giving the results of the study greater 
legitimacy as the results originates from the values that the studied companies are 
practicing60. 
 
According to Patton “Qualitative methods are particularly oriented toward 
exploration, discovery, and inductive logic61.” In this study, I have used inductive 
methods as analytical methodology for my study of the GRI experiences62. My 
strategy with inductive analysis is to explore patterns found in the empirical study. 
This means that I have drawn general conclusions of a certain amount of observations. 
Alvesson and Sköldberg simplifies it as follows “By induction we are able as a child 
to draw the conclusion that if object a, b…falls to the ground when they are dropped 
therefore will probably any other object”63.  
 
3.2. Study Objects 
 
In this study, the use and experiences of GRI in ten Swedish based companies have 
been investigated (Table 1): Electrolux, ESAB, ITT Flygt, Scandinavian Airline 
System (SAS), Schenker AB, Swedbank (Föreningssparbanken), Swedish Meats, 
Sydkraft, Volvo Car Corporation (VCC) and AB Volvo. The Volvo group divides into 
Volvo Car Corporation (a part of Ford Company) and AB Volvo, thus Volvo is 
represented as two companies.  
 
Table 1. Companies studied 
 
Company 
name 

Industry 
sector 

Number of 
employees 
(2000) 

Annual 
turnover 
(2000) 

First CERa 
published 
(year) 

Number of 
CERs 

Electrolux Home 
appliances 

22000 124 500 000k 
SEK 

1994 6 

ESAB Welding 
equipment 

8000 9 000 000k 
SEK 

1997 4 

ITT Flygt Pumps and 
valves 

4000 5 500 000 
000k SEK 

1997 3 

SAS Airtransports 31000 47 500 000k 
SEK 

1995 6 

Schenker AB Logistics 4000 8 600 000k 
SEK 

1994  6  

Swedbank Finance 13000 24 000 000k 
SEK 

1997 4 

Swedish Meats Food and 
beverages 

4800 7 600 000k 
SEK 

1995 7 

Sydkraft Energy 5800 14 300 000k 
SEK 

1987 6 

Volvo Car 
Corp. 

Cars 27400 Ford Corp. 1990 1 

AB Volvo Transport 
solutions for 
commercial 
use 

50000 130 000k SEK 1990 10 

a CER: corporate environmental report 

                                                
59 Vedung (1998) pp193-194 
60 cf.Vedung (1998) pp193-194 
61 Patton (1991) p44 
62 Alvesson & Sköldberg (1994) p42 
63 Ibid p47 my translation 
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Except for Sydkraft the criteria for the chosen companies was that they were on the 
list of companies at the GRI homepage64. This list presents all companies worldwide 
that has claimed that they have been using the GRI-guidelines. Further criterion was 
that the companies were to consider as Swedish. The reason for me to include 
Sydkraft is that I stumbled over the fact that they are about to use the guidelines in 
their forthcoming report. Swedbank and ITT Flygt has, as Sydkraft, been involved in 
the GRI development as structure feedback companies and is on the list as 
stakeholder, which means that they have been commenting on the design of the 
guideline. I think it is interesting to include the opinion of a company in the beginning 
of their work.  
 
ITT Flygt was also of special interest as their Corporate Environmental Manager, 
Magnus Enell, is a representative in the GRI steering committee developing the 
guidelines and his experiences was interesting to be able to get a picture of the work 
behind the GRI-guidelines. Along the journey, I have also been talking briefly to the 
consulting firm Deloitte & Touche (D&T) Sweden office, as their international branch 
is part of the development of the GRI-guidelines. D&T was interesting, as they have 
also developed their own version of sustainability report guidelines. Some e-mail 
correspondence with the GRI interim secretariat was needed, this to clarify some fact 
about the guidelines.  
 
3.3. Data Collection and Analysis 
 
The data was mainly collected through interviews with representatives from each 
company, but also by communicating with the GRI interim secretariat and Deloitte & 
Touche, which is a consulting firm working involved in the GRI. The actual reports 
from the studied companies has been analysed and compared to each other and to the 
GRI-guidelines, June 2000 edition. The purpose of the interviews was to get a picture 
of the companies’ practical and theoretical experience. 
 
Literature with previous studies within this area is also part of my study, concerning 
both sustainability and environmental reporting. By studying the guidelines and the 
interview results I will see if the guidelines may lead towards a sustainable corporate 
development and if they have any other positive influence on the organisation that is 
using them.  
 
3.3.1. Interviews 
 
I have used personal qualitative interviews of representatives from the Swedish 
companies that have used the GRI-guideline to make a sustainability report. At the 
selected companies I chose to interview the person who was responsible for the work 
with the sustainability report, this person was often the Environmental Director or 
similar65.  
 
The interviews were made standardized open-ended with an interview guide 
approach66. The main reason for this approach was to minimize interviewer effects by 

                                                
64 Global Reporting Initiative http://www.globalreporting.org 2001-11-05 
65 See list of respondents 
66 cf. Patton (1991) pp285-287 
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asking the same question to each respondent67. It also makes the interview time more 
carefully used68, which is essential as I only got one occasion to do each interview. 
The interview guide approach was used to allow more flexibility if certain subjects 
needed more depth69. The interviews were open-ended in their character in order to 
get the respondents apprehension on a particular predetermined subject for my 
collection of data70. This means that the questions asked were open in their structure 
and encouraged the respondent to tell more or less everything concerning the issue or 
phenomenon. The questions were deepened in the aspects I found essential at every 
occasion. The subject area is as I have already mentioned to get a fair picture of the 
respondents’ experiences in sustainability reporting according to the GRI-guidelines.  
 
The number of respondents was 10 out of 12 contacted and the interviews were held 
between 2001-12-03 and 2001-12-14 plus one 2002-01-11. The interviews took 
approximately 45 minutes each. No tape-recording took place, instead the answers 
were written down. The predefined questions were tested before making the real 
interviews. Each respondent verified all of the written material from the interviews 
immediately after the interview. The result from each interview was also verified after 
I made a fair copy of the interview. Sending e-mail with the fair copy to the 
respondent for correction made this possible. The analysis of the interview results was 
not done until I got the answer from the respondent on my fair copy. At this point the 
answers were analysed to find the respondents opinion and experience in a certain 
phenomenon. The verification was done because I wanted the respondent to feel they 
were exactly quoted and because the interviews were not tape-recorded. The main 
reason for not tape-recording is that I was looking for the respondents’ subjective 
opinion; their ways of saying things are not essential for my study. That is, if the 
respondent was sighing or making a long pause is not essential for my study. Another 
reason is that tape-recorded interviews are very time demanding to handle. The 
technicalities are an aspect as some interviews were held over the telephone, which 
makes it more difficult to record the interview. The focus in the interviews is to get 
the respondents and the company’s opinion on a certain phenomenon, in this case 
sustainability reporting and specifically the GRI-guidelines. Important is the 
experience these particular companies have made when using the guidelines. As I was 
interested in something that these companies had made experience from, the 
respondents also in a way served as informants in my study71. By using this kind of 
interviews, I have tried to get a picture of this new dimension of reporting. As a 
complement, I have had a dialogue with involved consultants and the companies who 
have been in contact with the guidelines. The reason for this is that I wanted to get a 
clear picture of which companies there was actually using the guidelines and how 
they used them. Questions asked were about the companies’ opinion on sustainability 
and their experiences on sustainability reporting72. 
 
3.3.2. The Study of the GRI-guidelines and Sustainability Reports 
 
I have studied the GRI-guidelines June 2000 edition. Along with the interviews, I 
have been comparing the actual reports produced by Swedish companies with the 
                                                
67 cf. Patton (1991) p285 
68 Patton (1991) p285 
69 cf. Patton (1991) p287 
70 Lantz (1993) p21 
71 cf. Halvorsen (1992) p85 
72 See questions in the interview guide in appendix 2 
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instructions in GRI-guidelines and with each other. The company reports were from 
the period of 1999-2000. The intention with the GRI-guidelines is partly to be a tool 
to make comparable sustainability reports. Therefore, it is interesting to see if the 
reports so far are comparable. The focus was though whether they have followed the 
guideline or made changes and what changes it may be.  
 
3.3.3. Interpretation and Analysis of Data  
 
The actual analysis compared the answers to each question from the respondents and 
by comparing these answers with the reports. By asking questions to members of the 
GRI-secretariat about certain details in the guidelines, I clarified the practical work 
especially on the issue of the list of companies using the guidelines. Out of the 
interviews I have drawn conclusions whether the guidelines is a useable tool for a 
company. The validity and reliability of this study and any study is depending on the 
fact that the one making the study, i.e. the researcher, is not part of any of the 
companies or organisations that is behind the subject in the case73. This gives me the 
integrity and objectivity on the matter desired. The credibility issue for qualitative 
inquiry depends on the rigorous techniques and methods for gathering high-quality 
data, the credibility of the researcher and philosophical belief, a fundamental 
appreciation of inductive analysis and holistic thinking according to Patton74. I started 
with specific observation in interviews and interpreted it towards general patterns75. 
When interpreting the collected data it is important to be aware of how the data 
interprets and withhold a critical attitude towards the made interpretations76. This kind 
of awareness is often the only way to avoid misinterpretations77.  
 
In order to reach high reliability the researcher could make two independent studies, 
but there can be high validity without high reliability. This study reaches the validity 
by making the interviews at the companies that actually has been looking at the 
guidelines78. Essential however is to find out whether the findings in the study are 
generalizable beyond the cases in the study. As case studies are analytical 
generalisation, the investigator strives to generalize a set of results to a broader 
theory79. 
 

4. Global Reporting Initiative 
 
The GRI was, as previously mentioned started in 1997 by a number of companies and 
organisations already belonging to an organisation called CERES (Coalition for 
Environmentally Responsible Economies)80.  
 
The GRI financing is provided by several organisations worldwide, The United 
Nations, the Ford Foundation, and the United States Environmental Protection 

                                                
73 Patton (1991) p11 
74 Ibid p461 
75 Ibid p44 
76 Holme & Solvang (1997) p291 
77 Ibid p291 
78 cf. Halvorsen (1992) p43 
79 Yin (1994) p36 
80 Charter and Tischner (2001) p168 
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Agency, to name the most known financiers81. The GRI organisation contains 
representatives from several companies in different areas, non-governmental 
organisations (NGO) and the United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP). To 
make sure that the guidelines are serving its purpose a stakeholder council 
continuously evaluates how the lay out should be and what the reports should contain. 
It is also free for anyone to become a stakeholder to the GRI and leave comments on 
the work with the guideline, as it continues. Stakeholders are encouraged to develop 
the guidelines and the GRI encourages the companies that are using the guidelines to 
communicate with their stakeholders82. 
 
The GRI has until now had an interim board stationed in Boston, USA but there will 
during 2002 be a real board stationed somewhere in Europe. The main reason for 
starting the GRI project was that there was no guideline on what a sustainability 
report or environmental report should contain. Because of this, there was no 
possibility to compare the different companies reports. The guidelines are constructed 
to be applicable on the ISO 14001 standard, in case the organisation is already 
certified according to the ISO-system83. To be considered though is the fact that the 
guidelines are on a voluntarily basis. The guidelines has until now been released in 
two versions. The first version was released in 1999 and was tested on a number of 
pilot companies world wide, one of which was ITT Flygt, Sweden. The issue, which I 
have been looking at, was published in June 2000 and there is a third revised version 
to be released during the autumn of 2002. GRI has the ambition to continuously 
improve the guidelines in an on ongoing process. Stakeholders and companies is in an 
ongoing dialogue continuously commenting the guideline by discussing them on 
meetings and filling out forms that the GRI secretariat has designed84. To develop the 
guidelines they have established a group of so called “Structured Feedback 
Companies” (SFC), which have filled out a form in order to tell the GRI what they 
have found to be in need of improvement in the guidelines85.  
 
In its second version from June 2000, the guidelines recommend the following parts 
to be included in the report:  
 
a) CEO statement includes a statement from the organisations CEO describing the key 
elements of the report. b) A Profile of Reporting Organisation includes an overview 
of the reporting organisation. c) An Executive Summary and Key Indicators, that 
shows an overview of the GRI report. d) The Vision and Strategy, telling the 
organisations vision and how the vision integrates economic, environmental and 
social performance. e) Furthermore it should contain Policies, Organisation, and 
Management Systems, which include an overview of the organisations governance 
structure and the management systems that are in place to implement in the vision and 
finally f) Performance that covers the reporting organisation’s economic, 
environmental, and social performance.  
 
The GRI is  recommending the company to report information for the current period 
as well as two previous periods. The indicators in the June 2000 version is 

                                                
81 Global Reporting Initiative (2000) 
82 Ibid 
83 Andriof and McIntosh (2001) p285 
84 Global Reporting Initiative http://www.globalreporting.org  
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commenting the need for reviewing this part as the only part that has reached a ready 
phase is the way to present the environmental indicators86. The indicators that are 
included so far are giving some guidance on what the report needs to contain. To be 
noticed is that the guidelines do not provide guidance for implementing data 
collection87. One of the general ideas with the GRI report is to provide the company 
with information to be able to make continuous improvements among with the 
illumination of the connection between the three elements of sustainability, economic, 
environmental and social performance88. The guideline is designed to be used on the 
entire organisation but the GRI is also accepting an “incremental application of the 
guidelines”89.  
 
In January 2002 the recommendations for the revised version was presented. At this 
time, GRI also presented the elected board of directors. The board has fifteen 
members from different countries and organisations and is elected for a three-year 
period. Several subjects have been discussed during the guideline revision process, as 
an example changing the order and content of the main headlines of the guidelines. 
Other issues are the key indicators and if there should be a manual how to use the 
guidelines included in the guidelines90.  
 

5. GRI-Reporting in Sweden so far 
 
5.1. The Reports 
 
In my study I have discovered that companies are mentioned on the GRI-list although 
they have only been using the guidelines as a source of inspiration, not strictly used 
them. The above mentioned cannot be considered a general fact though, but among 
the Swedish companies in my study there were examples of this. There is a difference 
between looking at a guideline and actually using it. Notable in this context is the fact 
that the list of companies presented on the GRI homepage is not verified by the GRI. 
They have not showed their report to the GRI, which gives a lot of space for 
companies that have the ambition to be on the list.  
 
After correspondence with Magnus Enell at ITT Flygt, member of the GRI 
Stakeholder Council Working Group (SCWG), he clarified that the intention is that 
stakeholders would react if the information on the list were false. He also confirms 
that there are ongoing discussions on the verification issue91. Since the GRI-
guidelines are just a guide, there are no concrete demands only recommendations. The 
comparability suffers though from the fact that the organisations are free to use 
whatever level of report that suits the company and their level of ambition. If the GRI-
headquarters establishes a verification system and a clearer definition on how to use 
the guideline, there is a possibility to compensate the different levels of ambition 
among the companies and give aid to interpret the GRI guidelines ambitions. The 
matter of verification is though being discussed by the symposiums that are held 
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continuously by the GRI. The routine with the company list is that the company 
reports to the GRI that they have used the guideline in some way and then the GRI 
puts them on the list92. This I believe gives a lack of credibility for the GRI and 
maybe it could affect the company credibility in the long run as well. The GRI does 
not however have the required funding to perform verification and such activities 
would compete with the consulting firms that are involved with the GRI93. Some 
companies in my study have though some kind of auditor that has looked into the 
report94. Due to this fact, the variation of the companies I interviewed was quite large 
considering their reports and line of business. There are some things that are 
significant to know when comparing the companies’ sustainability reports. It is 
important to remember that there is a difference between EMAS, the ISO-standards 
and the GRI-guidelines. I will clarify with some examples: EMAS is demanding an 
official report according to a European standard. ISO has no such demands. To be 
kept in mind is that the GRI-guidelines so far are not a standard. On the GRI-
homepage, there are summaries of the relationships between GRI and other initiatives 
and organisations available95. 
 
The reports released by Swedish companies so far have a very different level of 
ambition although the companies have been looking at the GRI-guidelines when 
producing their reports. The ambition level is diverging as some companies only use 
the guideline as a source of inspiration and others use them as a guideline and design 
their report according to it. Some had used the guidelines to help them include the 
triple bottom line. Others had just been looking at the guidelines and then made a 
report without the actual triple bottom line excluding both social and economical 
aspects. This is though in a way in line with the GRI-guidelines as it is a voluntary 
guideline aiming to give aid to reporting company activities as well as they give a lot 
of room to personal adjustments for the user. Maybe it is motivated to ask whether the 
list is needed or not, as it can be misinterpreted when it is really easy to believe that 
the only way to get on the list is to use the guidelines and make a GRI report. Perhaps 
a definition on how the list should be read is needed. One argument for the list is that 
it promotes the guidelines, as it shows that large companies use them and thereby it 
could appeal the competitive sense.  
 
An issue mentioned by many of the respondents was the fact that they considered the 
GRI-guidelines to be a generally accepted standard. Although some had the opinion 
that the guidelines are too extensive. Stefan Larsson at ESAB said that there needs to 
be a guideline on the issue of presenting profits in social and environmental issues, 
with profit he does not only aim at monetary values96.  
 
As the GRI-guideline is not a standard, there may always be large variations between 
the reports and according to my study; there are large variations at least between the 
Swedish companies. How does this affect the reports comparability?  
 
Until now it seems like companies using the guidelines get higher credibility on their 
report than if they have not been using the guidelines. I have though not made any 
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96 Interview with Stefan Larsson (2001-12-10) 
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study if this is a general fact or if it is just circumstantial. If for a moment looking at 
foreign corporations. D&T mention in their annual evaluation the Shell report, which 
purpose according to D&T was to increase the value of the brand name and the image 
of the corporation97. According to the interviews I made with the Swedish corporate 
representatives their corporations have received greater credibility as they are using 
the GRI-guidelines, some of the companies did even receive prizes for their way of 
reporting their environmental work. A prize is also to be considered to give 
legitimacy; the company achieves environmental legitimacy for their operation. 
Although the award could be from the same organisational field.  
 
Keep in mind the fact that GRI-guidelines are a rather new way of reporting and 
therefore I believe that there will be some development. The guidelines ought to be 
treated as the dynamic instrument it claims to be and therefore it will continuously be 
developed. The transparency the guidelines provide is perhaps more important than 
having identical reports to compare. 
 
5.2. Experiences 
 
As mentioned, none of the companies in my study had made a complete sustainability 
report, at least not according to the GRI guidelines. In my interviews I found 
background information about the different reports, as how their mind was set when 
they started their work. When the company representatives were asked if they would 
continue to do this kind of report they all answered positively, but if it was going to be 
a printed version there was serious doubt in several cases. The possibility to distribute 
the information on the company website is offering greater flexibility and provides the 
possibility to make updates continuously. A website alternative is often cheaper than a 
printed version as it is produced in a large quantity. The alternative to combine the 
printed version with a web-based version is also mentioned. In this combination, the 
details would be available on the Internet and a shorter compilation in their annual 
report in order to save paper and money.  
 
Magnus Enell at ITT Flygt mentioned an interesting fact, which was that most people, 
e.g. the personnel at ITT Flygt, do not know that the environmental issues are 
integrated in sustainable development98. He said that practicing sustainable 
development is to look after the company brand (to be compared with the legitimacy 
theory99). At ITT Flygt they made another discovery when they began to collect data 
to their first sustainability report. They found out that they did much more within the 
sustainability area than they actually knew they did. When developing the report, they 
also developed a way to communicate their actions within the organisation.100 
 
Britt-Marie Lundh at Swedbank said that it is hard to reach all employees, as they do 
not know what sustainability really is, but she believes the sustainability report has 
given the personnel a greater knowledge101. She added that some people have 
discovered the possibility to do business on sustainability especially towards 
communities, which has helped the integration of the sustainability work. At 
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Swedbank the focus on the pure environmental issues has decreased when 
sustainability was put on the agenda. She mentions though that this fact could be 
related to her personal interest in social issues. Swedbank does however continue with 
an on going project implementing ISO 14001, so they have not left the environmental 
issues completely aside. Swedbanks opinion on the GRI-guidelines is though that 
there should be business indicators in the guidelines. Britt-Marie Lundh indicates that 
they will work towards an implementation of business indicators in the guidelines. 
They have noticed that the report is a driving force especially in the company’s local 
offices where a greater knowledge has emerged and nobody reacts negatively against 
the concept.  
 
At Swedish Meats the work on the report has been a driving force, which has given 
the company a comprehensive view on the triple bottom line102. The collection of data 
at Swedish Meats has improved as a direct consequence of the work with the 
sustainability report. They believed that there were internal advantages to gain by 
using GRI - guidelines and it lead towards integrating all issues in operational 
management. A deeper understanding of the products life cycle is another subject 
mentioned by Olov Osmark.  
 
VCC did not think that the GRI guidelines provided them with anything else but a 
report structure from a third party, which they on the other hand believes give 
credibility103. However, the environmental work has changed from a manufacturer – 
customer relationship towards a broader mindset. An example Catarina Paulson, 
Director Corporate Citizenship, mentions is a bioenergy initiative for the Gothenburg 
community.  
 
Schenker does, as a contrast to the other interview statements, not believe that the 
GRI-guideline has affected their work in any way104.  
 
Electrolux has changed their environmental focus from the manufacturing face 
towards the user face, as it is during the use of their products that most energy is 
used105.  
 
SAS has their major operations in Scandinavia and therefor they do not put that much 
effort on presenting the social issues106. This statement is perhaps in one way 
independently explained by Magnus Enell as he mentions general disadvantages with 
the GRI-guidelines. He mentions cultural differences and that the financial market is 
not quiet ready yet107. SAS opinion is that the readers want the information they have 
presented. The readers they have aimed at are somewhat educated and within the 
following groups of stakeholders; shareholders, finance analysts, NGOs and 
authorities. SAS does even have four different versions of their report with different 
languages both printed and available as a pdf-file on their homepage108. All of the 
companies in my study had their reports on their homepage109. 
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Swedbank is a special case and interesting in many ways because they act on several 
different levels. They act both as stakeholder and as a company. That is, Swedbank is 
not only acting on their own as they also make investments in companies that could 
make far more impact on the environment and on the social area. This in turn makes 
Swedbank’s behaviour important as they affect the triple bottom line also by making 
investments not only by considering their physical work at their offices.  
 
All companies will at this point continue to report in some way, but they are not sure 
whether they should continue to make a printed version or just have the content on 
their homepage. A web-based report is also recommended by the GRI, as it will 
facilitate frequent updating of the content110.  
 

6. Reflections from the Cases 
 
6.1. Miscellaneous Reflections 
 
When studying the interview results I found out that the companies are particularly 
interested in reporting their environmental and ethical/social stats to their financiers. 
This fact is rather easy to place in their relationship towards primary stakeholders 
according to Ljungdahl and as the reports are the main source of information to 
financiers according to Neu et al. The companies also urge to present what they 
actually do for sustainability; in some cases, they feel that they have an unfair 
reputation on this issue. The study by Neu et al. is strengthening this fact by 
highlighting that a report possesses a credibility that other means do not have111.  
 
Some of the companies have mentioned the community as one target that the report is 
directed too. The community is to consider as secondary stakeholder. The choice of 
target group for the report is in my opinion strengthening the legitimacy theory. That 
is, the corporations are presenting their business in every possible angle to be able to 
explain what they are doing and why. By showing stakeholders, what the company 
operation does and is aiming to do, the company becomes legitimised. Another angle 
is to use the report to present the company for the community health and 
environmental department. This could be to legitimise the company actions in order to 
get permits as when they are looking for a new location, or applying for an expansion 
or similar actions. These institutions may not always be in the same organisational 
field, as a company could act in several fields simultaneously. Therefore, it is useful 
to present information that legitimises the company actions in several organisational 
fields.  
 
The definition of sustainable development should be decided or at least considered on 
a corporate level to be able to apply the sustainable behaviour in the organisation. 
Among the companies in my study, there were differences, concerning the definition 
of sustainability. This is maybe not that strange, but some of the companies had only 
the corporate perspective on the issue, that is sustainability equals profit and the 
survival of their business. It must pay back to work towards sustainability was 
mentioned by one respondent. Among the companies in this study there did not seem 
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to be much consideration behind the sustainability concept. SAS had for example not 
at all defined sustainable development, but they were on the other hand not using the 
GRI-guidelines but the D&T checklist112.  
 
Regarding D&T, it is a chapter of its own due to the fact that the company is part of 
the group that developed the GRI-guidelines. When speaking to D&T Swedish office 
they do not especially recommend sustainability reporting according to the GRI-
guidelines to their customers, as they have their own D&T checklist to compare 
with113. D&T has also made an evaluation of voluntary reports called Swedish 
Voluntary Reporting 2001 – Evaluation & International Comparison. In this report 
D&T are rather critical on the GRI-guidelines claiming that the guidelines from June 
2000 has not been able to give the aid and support to the organisations on how to 
report sustainability114. In their report, they have compared and rated reports from a 
number of companies. Not surprisingly, they present SAS environmental report as one 
of the most developed, this without mentioning that D&T has been part of developing 
the SAS report. D&T have looked at six different reports named sustainability reports 
and among those, they rate the VCC report as one of the most developed and 
extensive. This report is not designed by D&T but according to them, it fits into their 
checklist and is in line with the GRI-guidelines115. D&T has besides their designers 
checklist developed another checklist to use when judging the ready report. It is 
strange though that they are involved in the GRI development and at the same time, 
using their own set of guidelines. There are similarities between the D&T version and 
the GRI - guideline; D&T even has a matrix comparing the two. Perhaps it is useful to 
see more examples of the same theme. D&T concludes their evaluation by saying that 
social issues is not considered to be as important in Sweden as in foreign countries 
due to our welfare state mentality. However, they continue by highlighting that many 
Swedish companies are global and therefore has global problems to deal with116.  
 
“An organisation that does not behave in accordance with societal expectations will 
not be an accepted member of the business society in the future.”117  
 
6.2. What has the Studied Companies Included in their Reports? 
 
As I previously mentioned there are differences between the reports and I will now 
specify what they are. A similarity among all studied companies is that they began 
their environmental reporting in mid 1990s and that they were looking for a way to 
develop the way to report. Among the studied companies, there were many different 
designs on the report. One should have in mind, as the GRI-guideline is rather new, 
there is no company in Sweden that have produced more than one report. During 
2002, however there will be a second generation of reports presented both from 
companies new to this reporting procedure and companies that have already been 
using the guidelines.  
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When glancing at the reports I find that the larger the company the more extended the 
report. This is also obvious when comparing with two large foreign companies, Sony 
and General Motors, which had made reports containing a lot of fact according to the 
GRI-guideline. A fact that Ljungdahl mentions in his study is that companies with 
large diversion of owners have a tendency of being more able to report social issues 
because the minor shareholders gets almost all their information from the annual 
reports118. This fact is also connected to the size of the company. 
 
Among the companies in my study, there were no actual sustainability reports, at least 
not according to every point in the GRI-guideline. Some of the companies had called 
their report a sustainability report e.g. ESAB, ITT Flygt and Swedbank. VCC had 
chosen to name theirs corporate citizenship and Swedish Meats had named theirs 
annual report including environment and ethics. All the other companies called theirs 
environmental reports. Other divergences was that some companies had made the 
report according to the guideline only excluding some points and others had 
minimized the content more or less to suit their annual report and kept the more 
extended information on a web page.  
 
ESAB had chosen an own alternative and made three versions of their report. This to 
suit different readers, the most detailed version was on CD ROM. Stefan Larsson, 
Sustainable Development Director at ESAB, does however consider it important to 
not have too many details in the report because it would cause an information 
overflow. Henrik Sundström at Electrolux is also highlighting this matter119. SAS had 
chosen to make theirs according to D&T’s checklist, which is comparable with the 
GRI guidelines, besides that they did it in four languages120. At the time, back in 
1995, when SAS decided to do their first report, the guidelines were not ready to use. 
According to Kristin Haaland, Environmental Advisor at SAS, they have focused 
their report on the environmental issues with economical elements121. The social 
issues have not been considered as relevant in the same way as they are in countries 
outside Scandinavia and Europe122. A similar statement is to find in the evaluation by 
D&T. The different ways the above mentioned has designed their reports is 
comparable to the theory of organisational fields according to Schwartz.  
 
Electrolux did not make their report according to the guidelines; instead, they made a 
report to fit their annual report and presented more details on their official 
homepage123. Interesting about Electrolux is the fact that they had not presented a 
sustainability report although they were on the GRI list of companies. Their 
environmental report of year 2000 was included as three pages in their annual 
report124. According to Henrik Sundström, Vice President Group Environmental 
Affairs, Electrolux only used the GRI-guidelines as a source of inspiration. He also 
said that they have used the guidelines to be able to get an impression of the report 
they had done125.  
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Sydkraft, Schenker AB, VCC and ITT Flygt have one particular thing in common, as 
their majority owner is a foreign corporation. The companies do diverge though when 
it comes to reporting sustainability. ITT Flygt was one of the pilot companies that 
tested the draft version of the guidelines from 1999 and therefore their report is 
according to the guidelines at least within the areas that they were able to collect data. 
Schenker AB is not reporting according to every point in the guideline and their report 
is rather to consider an ordinary environmental report. VCC has stated that their report 
is not according to every point in the guidelines but they on the other hand clearly 
mentions that they have the ambition for the future. Schenker has a matrix in the 
beginning of their environmental report telling what is included in the report. This is 
in conformity to what the guidelines says should be mentioned. “It is essential for a 
reporting organisation to state precisely what is included and what is excluded.”126 
Schenker is even telling in their report that the GRI has not been controlling the 
content127. An interesting fact is that these companies do not have any legal demand 
urging them to present this kind of material.  
 
AB Volvo however does not report sustainability and has only used the guideline as 
an example128. According to Lena Gevert, Director Environmental Affairs, AB Volvo 
does not have any ambitions on making a sustainability report129. Regarding the 
subject of experiences of making environmental reports Lena Gevert, responds that 
Volvo has a well-renowned reputation on environmental issues and the corporation 
has a picture of what they need to improve. AB Volvo wants to show that they are not 
hiding any data130. The Volvo report has been separate but is now included in their 
financial report, they have additional information within the environmental field 
available on the Internet. All AB Volvo information is however available on their 
Internet page131. 
 
As I previously mentioned Sydkraft has not produced any report yet. They will release 
their first sustainability report in May 2002, but at this stage, they will not do a report 
completely according to the guidelines132. Swedbank is reporting sustainability as ITT 
Flygt but Swedbank has put their focus somewhat away from the environmental 
issues in favour of the social issues133. The focus on social issues relates to the 
personal interest of their Senior Vice President Environmental Affairs134. Schwartz 
mentions the management’s engagement as a source of influence for instituting the 
corporate behaviour135.  
 
Swedish Meats did first begin with a sustainability report but due to their financial 
status they had to decline their efforts to a shorter version focusing on the animal 
situation, a focus they chose because of the general interest of the public136. During 
the work on the report, Swedish Meats changed their board of directors, which has 
influenced the ambitions on the reporting issue. Olov Osmark at Swedish Meats says 
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that they prioritise their work towards sustainability before reporting on the matter137. 
Swedish Meats does however have a different relationship to their owners, as the 
company is an economic association.  
 
There are several explanations to the differently designed reports. The fact that they 
only have used the guideline as a checklist is one. This does however not 
automatically indicate that they have included all the headlines in the guidelines. The 
guideline does not tell the company to include everything to be able to use them. 
However, the guideline does tell the user to explain to the reader why the excluded 
parts are not included. Schenker AB and AB Volvo are examples on this fact, they 
have used the guidelines as a checklist or as an example and another example is 
Electrolux who has used the guidelines only as a source of inspiration.  
 
The differences in the reports could be related to the thoughts that Schwartz 
mentioned in her study, which was that companies act according to their own 
perception of their effect on the environment, in this case even the social dimension 
but it could be related to a careful use of the guideline as well. The companies are 
watching each other in order not to do anything that is too much. As in the case of 
SAS, they believed that the social issue is not an argument as they are a Scandinavian 
company and does not have any social problems such as mentioned in the GRI-
guideline. AB Volvo found problems in defining where their responsibility ends. 
According to Lena Gevert they did not consider that the use of the product is within 
their control138. However, the use of the product is mentioned on their web-based 
environmental information as important in an energy perspective139. In their 
environmental report from year 2000 they quote their mission statement, which is; 
“We use our expertise to create transport-related hard and soft products of superior 
quality, safety and environmental care for demanding customers in selected 
segments.”140  This seams to indicate that there exist some considerations on transport 
alternatives; i.e. the transport is the key issue. 
 
The fact that the GRI-guidelines is not a standard for sustainability reports is to 
consider when looking at the differences in the reports.  
 
6.3. Purposes of using GRI-guidelines 
 
The purposes of the report differ and if considering the legitimacy theory it does not 
fit in every situation, but very well in other situations. Whether the legitimacy theory 
fits or not has previously been tested in a study by Wilmhurst and Frost in which they 
find limited support to the legitimacy theory and that it requires more studies. This 
study was however made as a survey among 105 Australian companies that had 
produced some kind of environmental report141. In my case, there are fewer 
companies in Sweden and they have all been looking at the GRI-guideline. One 
example where it does fit is in SAS case; they want to legitimise their line of business 
by telling the stakeholders what their actions are. In the case of both Volvo 
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companies, it also fits well. Common among the companies using the guideline is that 
they wanted to develop their environmental report.  
 
At SAS, that has not been doing a GRI-report, the environmental work has increased 
according to Kristin Haaland. SAS has, on the other hand, not been working that 
much on social issues, Kristin Haaland mentions that the environmental reporting has 
included the economical aspects according to the D&T checklist. SAS had the 
ambition to get higher credibility on their environmental work so they decided to 
collect and report what they actually do in the area. Simply to inform their 
stakeholders what work is done. As a result, they have received a number of prizes on 
their report and got higher credibility142. SAS aimed to present a true picture of their 
corporation and improve their image. SAS consider themselves doing a lot for the 
environment that the stakeholders were not aware they did.  
 
Another interesting fact is that many companies had their employees as a target group 
when designing their reports. Nevertheless, there were interesting exceptions. As an 
example, SAS did not consider the employees as a prior group but they discovered 
that the employees considered it important to see what their company does for the 
environment143. Sydkraft on the other hand does in their case even aim at presumptive 
employees when designing their environmental reports; they believe that the report 
shows the company as proactive and thereby able to attract new employees144. Future 
employees were also a target group at ITT Flygt145. At Swedish Meats they have also 
noticed there is a demand for this kind of information146. To direct the report at the 
employees and future employees is an introverted form of the legitimacy theory i.e. 
the organisation is aiming to legitimise their operation inwards, get loyalty, and attract 
future employees.  
 
ITT Flygt wanted to provide a tool for stakeholders to compare ITT Flygt with other 
companies but they also wanted to use the report as education material internally. 
ESAB needed to create a report that was as useable as possible. Swedbank wanted to 
present a serious material and found it a challenge to present a GRI-report. AB Volvo 
wants to show that they are not withholding any data. Sydkraft considers GRI to be on 
its way to reach general acceptance and therefore it is motivated to use the guideline 
or at least use it as a template. Sydkraft was also searching for a way to integrate the 
different areas. Maria Sunér, Environmental Controller at Sydkraft, said that the 
energy business is considered somewhat a dull business and this is one way to make it 
more interesting to new employees. The CEO at Sydkraft is engaged in this matter, 
which gives environmental issues a push. 
 
Electrolux’s main purpose is to inform investors and other stakeholders, to minimise 
risks and to optimise the possibilities that exist i.e. they want to show they have 
control on the situation and describe that they have a programme to handle future 
demands.  
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Monica Jadsén-Holm at Schenker AB states that GRI gives them a good structure and 
serves as a checklist when composing their report. They also want to give insight in 
how Schenker AB operates.  
 
Swedish Meats wanted to give possibility to an external audit of their operation as a 
prime motive for using GRI - guidelines. Secondly, they had no resources to develop 
their own way to report. They were interested in presenting other things than ordinary 
environmental information. Swedish Meats are a bit different from the others because 
they are an economic association and therefore their report is not aiming at 
shareholders but their owners, and environmental organisations.  
 
VCC has as main motive to have an established structure for the report, which in 
addition means that they get indicators and openness, and a dialogue. VCC strives 
towards transparency and the comparability they believe is providing transparency.  
 
All companies in my study stated that they come up with the idea to make a 
sustainability report by themselves. Swedbank did however get some inspiration from 
German banks that had started to make sustainability reports earlier147. The studied 
companies are however in similar sizes and could be considered to act in the same 
organisational field.  
 
When analysing the companies there are some hidden reasons appearing. Swedish 
Meats have and is under serious critique because they are dealing with animals, which 
come with a certain responsibility to care for. By presenting how their operation 
routines are, they could gain a possibility to form a dialogue with their criticizers and 
stakeholders. Sydkraft is also subject of critique as their energy production origins 
from different sources more or less unsustainable. Volvo and VCC are producing 
transport equipment run by fossil fuels, which they continuously need to legitimise. 
These possibilities are certainly worth mentioning in the context. These reasons are 
parallel to the pulp industry mentioned in Ljungdahl’s study, in the beginning of this 
essay. They provided their roughest critics with information and thereby reached 
cooperation with the same. The history of this kind of reports also indicates that 
companies that are subject to severe environmental critique are also the ones 
presenting the reports. One clear example is Shell. In an article by Gray et al. 148, they 
highlight the issue of the stakeholder theory. The more powerful the stakeholder is the 
more the company must adapt. This in the cases when the stakeholders’ support is 
required for the companies continued existence.  
 
6.4. Internal Effects in the Company due to Influence of the GRI-Guidelines 
 
Some of the companies have started with a forum for sustainable development in 
which they are dialoguing with all kinds of stakeholders as encouraged by the GRI. 
Other companies have just begun to have this dialogue. This relates to their level of 
ambition with the guidelines. Internal effects that these users have discovered are that 
they in several cases need to develop their internal communication within the area of 
the triple bottom line. The triple bottom line is not always considered as a part of the 
ordinary business, which is a matter that needs to be overcome. On the other hand, 
they have discovered that the integration of the triple bottom line throughout their 
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organisations has increased. The fact that the triple bottom line is not considered as 
part of ordinary business could relate to the fact that the triple bottom line expands the 
organisational field to include more organisations as the community and other 
undefined stakeholders.  
 
Sydkraft has already noticed that the communication between the different business 
areas has increased and been improved since they began their work with the 
forthcoming report.  
 
Overall, the companies have just begun their work with sustainability and therefore 
the reports in many cases as well as their work is in need of development in order to 
reach sustainable development. What environmental issues concern I make the 
general conclusion that the environmental management at the companies in my study 
has not changed at all, in some cases it has even decreased due to the sustainability 
work. By environmental management, I here mean the specific effort on 
environmental issues only. All companies represented here though have the ambition 
to reach an ISO14001 certificate, if they have not already got one.  
 
ITT Flygt has internal focus groups concerning sustainability and they have also 
developed a control documentary on sustainability149. Representatives throughout the 
organisation form the focus groups within the company as cross-functional teams. 
This together with stakeholder group meetings is giving them required inputs on the 
demands on sustainability. The company has developed a special action-plan 
handbook to act according to. This handbook contains the following headlines; 
stakeholders, management, management systems, indicators, targets, measuring and 
reporting systems and finally communication.  
 
Another example is Swedbank that has focused their work more or less on the social 
issues such as establishing a bank office at a district with many immigrants. At one 
office they have adapted to this and hired personal that knows the languages and 
culture in the area150. This is also a way to attract customers from ethnic minorities.  
 
ESAB’s Stefan Larsson says that the sustainability report has helped pushing the 
internal work on the matter. He also says that the issues that before had the ability to 
fall between chairs is now being integrated151. He continues by mentioning the 
economical aspects as an example. The conclusion at ESAB is that work on 
sustainability and environment has been given a push forward and gained more depth.  
 
At VCC, the sustainability reporting has forced them to follow up on the report and 
this has affected their organisational structure152. 
 
AB Volvo believed that their work with collecting data to their environmental report 
affected all their data collection in a positive direction, which helped them develop 
their routines and systems for collecting data.  
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The different angles in the reports of the companies studied, as well as in their work, 
are most certainly related to the new institutional theory as it depends on their 
apprehension of their market situation and relation to the stakeholders. The 
similarities on the other hand are easily connected to the same theory as they interact 
with each other and create isomorphic patterns for the design of environmental and 
sustainability reports.  
 
The ambition among the companies to appear on the GRI-list is perhaps a matter of 
legitimacy as the list in a way indicates a company that cares. It would most certainly 
be interesting to see if the listed companies also appear on other lists indicating a 
careful company. The DJSGI is one such list. This could be a trend among a certain 
group of companies, which has a relation to each other in some way. The company 
appearance on a list is most certainly giving credits to the internal work, it probably 
also gives the sustainability issue legitimacy within the company. The good publicity 
it may give to establish a company, as a caring company is also a reason to appear on 
the list. A pattern discovered among the studied companies is that the ones that just 
have been looking at the guideline and not been using it does not mention any effects 
of their work at all.  
 

7. Concluding Remarks 
 
As always in environmental context, the management’s behaviour and statements are 
most essential for the internal engagement and results and so is their knowledge and 
expertise153. As until now the number of companies using the GRI-guidelines in some 
way is increasing according to the GRI themselves. That is, if you consider the fact 
that not all companies are using the guidelines from point to point. The intention of 
GRI is to provide a guideline for companies that want to report their work externally, 
but from the results of my study I believe that the most important is the fact that by 
looking at the guidelines and collecting the required data the management gets a 
useful overview of the company. The company does not have to report the 
information to begin with but the management will have the information available if 
there is an external demand for the information. As some of the companies in my 
study discovered that they already were acting in areas they did not know they were 
acting in, it is possible to say that the collecting procedure also affects the company’s 
apprehension of itself on the market as well as between its departments. Unknown 
interactions between departments, events, individuals and outside factors are 
discovered and used to serve a purpose internally as well as externally.  
 
Among the studied companies, it was common that they began with figuring out who 
wants the report i.e. stakeholders. When the companies believed they knew who to 
aim at they tailor-made a report to fit these particular stakeholders. An analysis of this 
kind could also be of help figuring out in what organisational field they are working 
in. It could also help finding out what stakeholders they have to address first. This 
scenario is obviously rather usual, but when looking at Ljungdahl’s study the same 
pattern occurs with the companies in his study when they designed their 
environmental reports. The report will then provide the selected group of stakeholders 
with the information that they consider important and therefore legitimises the 
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corporate behaviour. As an example Swedbank did make a nationwide investigation 
to make sure they provided proper information in their report, according to Britt-
Marie Lundh, 154.  
 
All the studied companies had their report design as the main reason for using the 
guidelines. This of course could depend on my way of asking them. However, if 
considering this as a fact then they have gained more than design by using the 
guidelines. That is, the most of them indicates that their internal communication has 
improved thanks to the guideline. The communication has improved between parts of 
the organisation that normally does not communicate that much. This fact is 
important, because if the triple bottom line is to be properly integrated there has to be 
communication between departments and operations. As a bonus, there will most 
certainly be advantages in other areas as well when people and organisations start to 
communicate. 
 
When considering the experiences made by the companies in my study and by 
considering the legitimacy theory some things come up. If a corporation seeks 
legitimacy, perhaps it will get it by presenting these kinds of reports. The experience 
is that it has become easier to get information within the company. This brings up the 
question if the legitimacy theory is practicable also backwards. If the report gives 
legitimacy for the company externally then perhaps the report gives the sustainability 
work legitimacy within the company. As it has become easier to get the information 
and they have reached integration in some areas this theory might have ground.  
 
A general understanding I have drawn out of the study is that the companies’ attitudes 
towards their products environmental effects and whose responsibility the product 
impact is varies. Is the environmental impact of driving a car or a truck the users 
responsibility or the manufacturers, or maybe both? Is it the product itself or the 
service the company provide with a product that is the issue? Hoffman says that to be 
able to see the opportunities in environmental issues requires the management to see 
products in a new perspective155. This determination is of course more complicated 
when dealing with food or welding equipment as in Swedish Meats’s and ESAB’s 
case but perhaps easier when talking about transport of people and merchandise as in 
the case of SAS, Volvo or Schenker AB. The fact that Schwartz highlights is that the 
companies’ presumption of their products and technology are essential for how easy it 
is to live up to the environmental demands156. 
 
7.1. Future Scenarios 
 
The GRI-report could help corporations to be able to see what actually has been done 
in the organisation and make improvements out of the accounted result. My 
conclusion is that the GRI-guideline is a possible tool to gain control and visibility of 
the triple bottom line on a corporate level and highlight the importance of collecting 
internal information. That is by using the guidelines or at least parts of them the 
management and the stakeholders will see what is going on within the company and if 
someone asks what the company is doing in specific areas there is documented 
information that shows the company is aware and acting according to a plan. The 
                                                
154 Interview with Britt-Marie Lundh (2001-12-07) 
155 Hoffman (2000) p224 
156 Schwartz (1997) p303 



 27

transparency that is provided by a GRI report may shorten the distance between the 
company and the society as well as between the management and its employees. By 
collecting the information that is needed for the report, the company discovers details 
that previously were unknown. To report according to the GRI-guidelines is also a 
natural way to take the environmental management at any company a step further in 
order to reach continual improvements. The guidelines are compatible with the 
already common ISO 14001. Thus, it should not be that hard to try this kind of 
reporting. As the external report seems to give internal communication and reporting 
a push forward, it is possible to gain advantages in more than one area. It is possible 
to use the guidelines to put internal work on a level were most companies are not 
today. The possibility with the guidelines is not only to report externally, it is also to 
report internally. The report could be used as commercial material but also as pure 
informative material to external and internal stakeholders that demands and need the 
information. In times when financial aspects seem to get a firmer grip on corporate 
behaviour the GRI-report could give the corporation an overview and a possibility to 
present it to external and internal stakeholders. In the interviews, it was mentioned 
that the employees did not know what sustainability was. In such cases the work with 
a GRI-report gives the employees something to touch and look at, the sustainability 
becomes visible.  
 
A future study within this area is most certainly to see what the new revised guideline 
released in September 2002 will give. The following year is also of great interest 
because it is not until now the companies are going to follow up their GRI 
sustainability reports. It would also be interesting to follow one company while using 
the guidelines to see the internal work towards sustainability. The foreign companies 
that have been using the guidelines are also of great interest. Are they working in 
other ways than the Swedish? Most important in a global sense is of course if the 
sustainability reporting is leading towards sustainability. If a development towards a 
verification and accounting system on the sustainability reports could give, a clearer 
transparency is also a subject of research. It would be interesting to follow the work 
with GRI-guidelines inside a company, to see the procedures and to develop the same. 
How should the mangement get the information to develop a complete report?  
 
Swedbank got their influence from German banks and therefore it would be of interest 
to see what they have accomplished. The financing business is especially interested in 
sustainability matters as they affect almost every business with their behaviour.  
 
An idea that struck me is if the guidelines in combine with a code of conduct gives 
possibilities to communicate these matters internally as well as externally. By using 
the guidelines and determine the company’s intentions on each point in the guideline 
would give a specification of requirements on employees and suppliers.  
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2. Interview guide - Questionnaire 
 
Frågeformulär: 
 

Namn (name): 

Titel (title):  

Företag (company):  
 

1. Hur ser du som företagsrepresentant på hållbar utveckling?  

(How do You as a corporate representative define sustainable development?) 

 

2. Hur kom Ert förtetag fram till att använda 

hållbarhetsredovisning/miljöredovisning/social redovisning? (Från vem kommer 

initiativet? Företaget? Konsultfirma? När började Ni?) (Varför har ert företag/koncern 

bestämt sig för att använda er av hållbarhetsredovisning?) 

(How did Your company come to the conclusion to use 

sustainability/environmental/social reporting? From whom did the initiative come from? 

The company? A Consulting firm? When did You start? Why has Your 

company/corporation decided to present sustainability reports?)  

 

3. Vad är motivet till att använda GRI? (Varför har ert företag använt GRI’s riktlinjer?) 

(What is the motive for using the GRI-guideline? Why has Your company used the GRI-

guidelines?) 

 

4. Vad är Er avsikt med GRI eller detta sätt att redovisa? (kommer Ni att fortsätta med 

denna redovisningsmetod?)  

(What is Your purpose of using the GRI-guideline or this way of reporting? Will You 

continue to do this kind of accounting?) 

 

5. Vilka erfarenheter har Ni fått? 

(What are Your experiences?) 
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6. Hur har hållbarhetsredovisningen påverkat miljöredovisningen? Den sociala 

redovisningen? Den ekonomiska redovisningen?  

How has the sustainability report affected the environmental report? The social report? 

The financial report?)  

 

7. Hur har arbetet för hållbar utveckling påverkats? 

(How has the work towards a sustainable development been affected?) 

 

8. Hur har hållbarhetsredovisningen påverkat miljöarbetet? 

(How has the sustainability report affected the environmental management?) 

 

9. Till vem riktar sig hållbarhetsredovisningen/rapporten? 

(To whom is the sustainability report aiming at?) 

 

10. Har Ni använt Er av GRI-guidelines som de är eller har Ni gjort några förändringar? 

(Have You been using the GRI-guideline as it is or have You made any changes?) 

 

11. Vilka förändringar har Ni gjort? Vilket syfte? 

(What changes have You done? For what purpose?)  

 


