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Abstract: 

A sustainability report is a tool to help organizations monitor and 
communicate economic, environmental, and social performance.  A 
corporate strategic planning model is a tool that guides businesses 
through decision-making processes for sustainable competitive 
advantage and long-term economic success.  While both tools can be 
used to move a company towards sustainability, the processes are 
usually not closely integrated.  This project explores a closer integration 
of sustainability reporting and strategic planning for improved corporate 
governance and strategic sustainable development. We scrutinize the 
2002 Global Reporting Initiative Sustainability Reporting Guidelines 
against a scientific principle definition of sustainability, pointing out 
current shortcomings and suggesting opportunities for improvement. An 
enhanced sustainability reporting model is proposed followed by an 
exploration of how this reporting model can bring value to the corporate 
strategic planning process.  
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Executive Summary 

The corporate landscape is changing as a result of the spatial expansion and 
social deepening of processes of globalization [1, 2].  To be successful, 
companies must be savvy in international markets, appease a diverse range 
of stakeholders, and comply with ever-increasing regulation on a variety of 
issues.  Companies must also consider how their social and ecological 
impacts affect stakeholders, and most importantly, their shareholders 
financial “bottom line”.  Globalization is increasing the degree of 
complexity found in the business world. 
 
A successful global business is challenged by this increasing complexity 
which  makes it difficult to create strategic plans for the future. Simple 
business decisions can have potentially disastrous consequences —
financially, socially, and ecologically—such that business in a globalizing 
world is increasingly confronted with uncertainty.  To help manage this 
uncertainty, we turn to a branch of science called “systems theory”, which 
has developed a generic five-level planning methodology for complex 
interdependent systems1 which can be used by business managers to 
formulate strategic plans for sustainability.  The model leads decision-
makers through five hierarchical system levels which are used to structure 
information in a way which is relevant and effective for planning in 
complex systems. The process of planning through the five levels: system, 
success, strategies, actions, and tools, can help a company stake out a future 
position, navigate through the complexity of the globalizing world and 
move towards success [3]. 
 
In the corporate world, one of the most important impacts of globalization 
is on corporate governance. Globalization influences corporate governance 
reforms which adjust the structure of governance and model of corporate 
strategy to respond to increasing competition, and complexity. A key 
feature of these reforms is greater corporate accountability and 
transparency.  As a result, companies are increasingly pressured to disclose 
non-financial material—especially social and environmental performance 
data—to enhance stakeholder relations [4]. 
 

                                                 
1 See Figure 1.2. 
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This project proposes a disclosure process for strategic sustainable 
development and looks at the relationship between traditional non-financial 
disclosure and strategic planning.  Research shows that reporting is 
commonly viewed as an outcome of the strategic planning process.  We 
investigate the potential for the proposed reporting process to add value 
back into the strategic planning process.  In this sense, we explore how the 
integration of these processes contributes to alignment of organizational 
success.  Specifically, we ask the following questions: 
 

1. What does a disclosure framework based on a scientific, principled 
definition of sustainability look like? 

a. What are the current gaps between this enhanced framework 
and the Global Reporting Initiative Sustainability Reporting 
Guidelines? 

b. What are the challenges and opportunities in moving 
towards this enhanced disclosure framework? 

2. What is the relationship between sustainability reporting and 
strategic planning? 

a. What are the current gaps between reporting and strategic 
planning?  

b. What are the potential opportunities for companies that 
pursue integration of reporting and planning? 

c. How can the enhanced disclosure framework bring value to 
corporate strategic planning processes? 
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By examining these questions through a literature review, web-based 
survey, and personal interviews, we find that to be successful in the long 
run, a business must have a systems perspective of sustainability as well as 
overall strategic business goals and organizational values.  Taking into 
account global trends, such as the push for corporate governance reforms, 
stakeholder demands for greater accountability and transparency, and the 
emphasis on social and environmental impacts as they relate to economic 
performance, - sustainability disclosure becomes an important feature of 
long-term business success.  At a minimum, companies should report how 
their business activities relate to sustainability constraints while leading 
them toward their vision of organizational success.  Specifically, the report 
should explain: 
 

• The system – provide enough information about the organization so 
that stakeholders can understand the external and internal 
environment in which the company operates. 

• The “vision of success” – lay out the company’s purpose, values, 
and strategic objectives, being specific about the sustainability 
principles that constrain the vision. 

• The strategy – communicate the strategies employed to reach the 
vision, such as policies, programs, and targets for social and 
environmental sustainability. 

• The actions – document actions (and results from actions) taken as 
part of the strategy towards success. 

 
In addition, a framework for sustainability disclosure should provide: 
 

• comparability across companies 
• compatibility with other sustainability initiatives 
• credibility and legitimacy 

 
The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) Sustainability Reporting Guidelines 
(considered the “gold standard” of non-financial disclosure) do not 
sufficiently meet the above criteria, but they are compatible.  We therefore 
suggest several modifications to the GRI Guidelines, including placing the 
framework in a systems context, modifying it to include a scientific, 
principled definition of sustainability, and revising performance indicators 
to align with this definition.  This new model, called GRI+, provides 
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companies and stakeholders with a yardstick against which to measure 
progress towards sustainability.   
 
We find that the greatest challenge to moving towards this enhanced 
disclosure framework is the lack of a public commitment to a science-based 
definition of sustainability.  However, we believe the once this challenge is 
surmounted, companies using a GRI+ model will have improved 
sustainability performance and superior corporate governance—both which 
contribute to economic performance.  
 
Next, we examine the relationship between sustainability reporting and 
strategic planning, finding that most organizations using the GRI 
Guidelines view reporting and strategic planning as two separate processes.  
Moreover, reporting is generally seen as an add-on cost—the cost of 
responsible business and stakeholder management—with little or no 
strategic or competitive value.  At the same time, however, reporters 
acknowledge that the process of reporting can raise awareness about 
otherwise overlooked issues which have strategic implications. 
 
We find that current gaps between reporting and planning include: 
 

• lack of a whole-systems perspectives when formulating long-term 
competitive strategy and sustainability reports; 

• inadequate alignment of competitive strategy and sustainability 
activities; 

• poor  (or no) feedback-loop between the sustainability reporting 
process and the strategic planning process; and 

• management information system redundancies and cost-
ineffectiveness. 

 
Nonetheless, we find that by using a GRI+ model, companies can more 
effectively align their reporting and planning processes to realize: 
 

• accurate measurement of sustainability gaps; 
• competitive advantage opportunities; 
• appropriate data-tracking for strategic decision-making; and 
• good corporate governance, through better accountability, improved 

stakeholder relations, and maximized human capital networks in 
cross-functional employee teams. 
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We conclude by investigating how an enhanced disclosure framework 
(GRI+) can bring value to corporate strategic planning processes.  First, we 
find that an aligned reporting process adds value through reinforcing 
strategic sustainable development as an integral component of success. 
Both, the integrated core vision of success which functions as a shared 
mental model for corporate management, and the alignment of internal and 
external objectives, improve employee engagement throughout all levels.  
 
We also find there is value in the iterative process of GRI+ reporting by 
institutionalize a systems perspective of sustainability through three main 
mechanisms.  First, a public commitment forces companies to adhere to a 
science-based vision of sustainable development.  Second, it helps 
executive management anticipate opportunities for strategic competitive 
innovation through periodic reviews of the system, vision of success, and 
strategy.  Finally, it provides a platform for stakeholder engagement and 
contribution to sustainable strategies and innovation. 
 
Thus, we believe that a visionary company will strive for disclosure as a 
core competency, using rigorous sustainability reporting to: 
 

• cement outstanding corporate governance and an embedded vision 
and purpose; 

• manage socio-ecological risks and realize competitive advantage 
through sustainable innovation; 

• exploit identity/brand differentiation; 
• develop cost-effective data management systems; and 
• create a culture of organizational learning. 

 
While we conclude that a GRI+ model can, indeed, bring great value to 
companies through an alignment of reporting and planning processes, we 
acknowledge that there are challenges to moving towards this framework.  
The greatest hurdle is that companies are not currently committing to a 
science-based definition of sustainability, which provides the foundation of 
the GRI+ model.  We speculate on the reasons for this reluctance to commit 
to such a definition, but ultimately conclude that more research should be 
done on the issue. 
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1  Introduction 

The world’s corporate and political leadership is undertaking 
a restructuring of global politics and economics that may 
prove as historically significant as any event since the 
Industrial Revolution. This restructuring is happening at 
tremendous speed, with little public disclosure of the 
profound consequences affecting democracy, human 
welfare, local economies, and the natural world. 

--The International Forum on Globalization 
 
Globalization is, among other things, an economic phenomenon which 
involves increasing interaction and integration of national economic 
systems through growth in international trade, investment, and capital 
flows. A high level overview of the global system shows rapid increase in 
transboundary economic, ecological, social, cultural and technological 
exchange [5]. A spatial expansion and social deepening of neoliberal 
economics reinforces the process of globalization [6] and continues to offer 
unprecedented opportunities for creation of corporate wealth [7]. At the 
same time, the global system is becoming more complicated for the 
corporation through; greater connectedness of economic, social, and 
ecological systems, increasing global competition, and intensifying 
information processing demands [8]. To be successful, multinational 
companies must be savvy and competitive in international markets, appease 
a diverse range of stakeholders, and comply with ever-increasing regulation 
on a variety of issues. In addition, companies are now forced to consider 
how their social and ecological impacts affect not just stakeholders, but also 
their financial “bottom line”.  In sum, the process of globalization is 
increasing the degree of complexity found in the business world. 
 
The complexity of globalization makes it difficult for corporations to plan 
for the future. Simple decisions can have potentially disastrous 
consequences—financially, socially, and ecologically—the result being that 
business in a globalized world is increasingly confronted with uncertainty. 
To help manage uncertainty, we can to turn to a branch of science called 
“systems theory”. In short, systems theory considers connectedness, 
relationships, and context.  Rather than reducing an entity to the properties 
of its parts or elements (such as in Cartesian or reductionist science), 
systems theory focuses on the relationships between the parts which 
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connect them into a whole. A systems perspective is contextual and 
recognizes that complexity varies among a nested hierarchy of system 
levels [9]. This perspective, for our project, starts with a high-level 
overview of the corporation as “a system within a system within a system”. 
The corporation is nested in industry and in society. The industry and 
society are nested in the greater ecological systems which constitute the 
ecosphere.2  Business derives wealth and security from social and 
ecological systems and is thus interdependent of the physical constraints of 
those systems. 
 

 
 

Figure 1.1: Business within the System 
 
 
1.1 The 5-Level Model for Complex Systems 
 
A simple and generic planning methodology in complex interdependent 
systems is the 5-level model (figure 1.1).  A company can use the 
hierarchical levels to manage the complexity of the globalizing world and 
plan towards a successful future. 
 

                                                 
2 The ‘ecosphere’ is a term which encompasses the biosphere, hydrosphere, and 
atmosphere. 

Ecosphere 

Society 

Corporation 

Individual 

Industry 
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Figure 1.2: The 5-level model for planning in complex systems3 [10,11] 
 
 

1 - System 
 

The first step in understanding a complex system (such as “a business in 
society in the ecosphere”) is to understand the overarching system rules 
trends, and boundaries.4 We list a few key characteristics of the system 
below.  
 

                                                 
3 Figure taken from, Robèrt et al. 2004 [10], but originally discussed in Robèrt 2000 [11]. 
4 For example, corporations must understand laws and regulations which pertain to their 
operations, economics (industry supply and demand), political environment, consumer 
psychology or behaviour, and the products and services which constitute their business. 
Indeed, corporations invest a great deal to learn more about the system in which they 
operate such as, processes of environmental scanning, market and consumer data research, 
or political relationships.   

1 System 

2 Success 

3 Strategy 

4 Actions 

5 Tools 

What does success 
mean to us? 

How do we plan and 
prioritize? 

What do we need to 
do? 

What tools are 
needed? 

How is the system 
constituted? 
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Ecosphere. At the highest system level, we find that the ecosphere supports 
all living things. Corporations derive wealth and security from ecological 
goods and services. The ecosphere is a network of interdependent 
ecological systems which exhibit marked thresholds and are governed by 
basic physical constraints. The law of conservation of matter and law of 
entropy are examples of these physical constraints which can be observed 
by use of natural sciences.  
 
Globalization. As the process of globalization increases, complexity and 
uncertainty increase. Expanded trade activity, increasingly sophisticated 
international law, financial transactions, global consumption behaviour, and 
converging competitive goals between rivals,5 all contribute to 
compounding complexity. Corporations that increase the globalizing scale 
of their activities must be prepared for increased competition and 
positioned to deal with complexity.   
 
Economic, Ecological, and Social Links.  Economic performance is 
increasingly linked to issues of social and environmental performance. Put 
another way, a company’s economic performance is increasingly 
vulnerable to socio-ecological risks. Companies are at growing risk from 
litigation and liability in areas that do not fall under traditional financial 
disclosure laws.  Issues of climate change and human rights are just some 
of the liability issues that will have to be assessed and disclosed either as a 
result of shareholder and stakeholder pressure, or through tougher legal and 
accounting standards [12].  Effective risk management requires that 
companies regularly evaluate socio-ecological vulnerabilities and determine 
ways to position themselves for resiliency.6 Investors are increasingly 
monitoring companies’ attitudes toward socio-ecological risks, favouring 
investment toward those who take them seriously.7  
 

                                                 
5 For example, rivals are increasingly using the same competitive strategies or exercising 
like competitive advantages which may or may not also result in product, business and 
market portfolios becoming similar as multinational enterprises (MNE) compete in 
common markets.    
6 The term resiliency is used to describe a company’s ability to adapt to socio-ecological 
changes and remain intact, so as to not compromise profitability.  
7 For example, socially responsible investing (SRI) continues to increase.  From 1995 to 
2003, assets involved in social investing have grown 40% faster than all professionally 
managed investment assets in the U.S.  Social Investment Forum.  2003.  Report on 
Socially Responsible Investing Trends in the United States.   
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Corporate Governance8 Reform:  Since corporations have implicitly 
assumed a role as key drivers of global change, they have come under 
increasing pressure from stakeholders for reforms [13]. Shareholder 
activists [14], national governments9, and international institutions are 
calling for better corporate governance, in the form of increased 
accountability and transparency.  Corporations are experiencing increasing 
pressure from a widening array of stakeholders previously neglected in 
traditional business practices.10 Traditional ‘shareholder’ models of 
corporate governance instructed companies to maximize returns to their 
financial investors. But, globalization is empowering stakeholders who 
expect social and environmental performance. These stakeholders, and a 
growing number of studies, claim that “doing good” isn’t just the right 
thing to do; it also makes good business sense [15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21].  
Reforms may therefore be driving a convergence of governance structures, 
suggesting that successful companies will have to strike a complicated 
balance [22]. This balance requires that companies address stakeholder 
concerns regarding socio-ecological performance while meeting the 
financial expectations of a largely dispersed shareholder constituent [23].  
In addition to this dynamic, global competition is influencing corporate 
governance, as increasing the globalizing scale of corporate activity 
requires structural governance reforms to remain competitive [24].  
 

                                                 
8 Corporate governance is the relationship between the corporation and its shareholders 
that determines and controls the strategic direction and performance of the corporation. It 
is the system by which corporations are directed and controlled. 
9 The (1992) Cadbury Commission and Turnbull Report in the United Kingdom 
(www.icaew.co.uk/internalcontrol), The King Report in South Africa (www.iodsa.co.za), 
Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises and Corporate Governance Principles by the 
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) 
(www.oecd.org/home/0,2605,en_2649_34889_1_1_1_1_1,00.html), World Bank’s 
Corporate Governance Forum (www.gcgf.org/about.htm ) and Sarbanes Oxley 
(http://www.torys.com/search/keyword.aspx) are just some key developments being 
pushed by large institutions and governments concerning reforms in corporate governance.  
10 A traditional view of stakeholder is any one person or group of persons affected by a 
corporation’s operations. For example, shareholders, employees, suppliers, consumers, 
local community and indigenous people in regions of resource extraction, have become 
common concerns in stakeholder management. A sustainable development perspective of 
stakeholder must also include considerations for inter-generational effects, where 
corporate operations, for example concerning resource use and extraction, are understood 
to have impacts on future generations.     
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More Non-Financial Disclosure.  As a result of the growing pressure from 
stakeholders for better corporate accountability, transparency, and socio-
ecological performance, non-financial disclosure is on the rise [25, 26, 27, 
28, 29, 30, 31, 32].  Proponents point to the economic benefits of non-
financial disclosure.  Indirect economic benefits include motivating 
employees [33], stronger management systems [34], and encouraging 
innovation and continuous improvement [35].  Direct economic issues 
include the rising value of intangible assets [36, 37, 38, 39], increasing 
stakeholder pressure [40, 41, 42], better stock performance [43, 44, 45, 46, 
47, 48], first-mover advantage11 [49, 50, 51, 52, 53], and sustainability as a 
proxy for good management in terms of effective risk management [54, 
55]. 
 
Sustainable Development as the Next Innovation Revolution.  The continual 
process of “creative destruction” through industrial innovation drives the 
national and global economy [56].  Strategy experts point to sustainable 
development as the next wave of creative destruction [57, 58, 59, 60, 61, 
62, 63] and assert that managers who take sustainable development as a 
serious business opportunity will drive the process of creative destruction 
and establish a new foundation for competition in the twenty-first century 
[64]. 
 
Because globalization, and resulting stakeholder pressure for corporate 
accountability and transparency, disproportionately affects companies with 
international operations, the trends described above have particular urgency 
for large, multinational companies.  As noted above, when corporations 
increase their globalizing scale of activities and encounter increasing global 
competition, the range of stakeholders to which the company is responsible 
widens.  The role of non-financial disclosure grows as global stakeholders 
(1) become more demanding in the promotion of corporate accountability 
and responsibility, and (2) place more emphasis on social and 
environmental performance and are willing to switch provision of business 
opportunities (including social licence to operate) away from corporations 

                                                 
11 The "first mover" theory states that companies can benefit from being first in the market 
with a new product or process.  For companies facing increasingly stringent social and 
environmental regulations, the production of a sustainability report addressing these issues 
may create a first-mover advantage by ensuring sound management of non-financial risk.  
This management places them ahead of upcoming regulation, creating a cost-savings 
benefit that translates into better economic performance.  
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who do not take these responsibilities seriously. In this sense, corporations 
who are expanding the globalizing scale of their activities will experience 
greater pressure for corporate governance reforms and corporate 
accountability, both of which are complemented by increasingly strict 
processes of disclosure on non-financial matters. 
 
 
2 - Success 
 

The second level of the 5-level model is “success” and encompasses a 
company’s purpose, vision, and values.  This level is a crucial, yet often 
overlooked area in business planning.  Research has shown that successful 
organizations are characterized by strong core values and purpose which 
remain constant over time, but are supported by flexible strategic objectives 
for attaining the vision [65].  This “vision of success”, when communicated 
among all actors in the organization, serves to align the various system 
levels (i.e. individual, departmental, and organizational decision-making) 
into a single coherent strategic direction. 
 
In the past, business could zero-in on a “vision of success” that simply 
maximized shareholder return. The global trends described above (Level 1 - 
system) make it clear that social and environmental concerns must now be 
an integral part of a successful business vision. 
 
One articulation for this application derives from the Hippocratic Oath, first 
do no harm, implying companies at a minimum should not irreparably 
destroy their environs—from the local community all the way to the 
ecosphere as a whole.  This is not a moral or ethical imperative alone; 
indeed, basic reason tell us that companies cannot degrade the socio-
ecological systems from which they derive wealth and security ad 
infinitum.  At a minimum, then, companies have a responsibility to not 
contribute to socio-ecological unsustainability.  But how exactly can a 
company know its true impact on the environment and on society?  How 
can businesses know if they are activities are sustainable?   
 
Here it is important to closely examine the terminology of “sustainability” 
and to distinguish it from other terms like corporate social responsibility, 
corporate citizenship, eco-efficiency, and triple bottom line (TBL) 
approach.  Sustainability, at its most fundamental level, is about meeting 
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the needs of the present generation without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their own needs [66].  From a scientific 
perspective, this means maintaining the socio-ecological systems upon 
which human civilization depends.  These systems are characterized by 
specific thresholds, i.e. physical constraints. Sustainability, therefore, can 
be understood as an ongoing process of maintaining human society within 
socio-ecological constraints.  
 
When observing the science of sustainability we find that the global socio-
ecological system is extremely complex and so we are unable to build a 
detailed scenario of a sustainable society in the future.  However, we can 
simply but comprehensively address minimum conditions for sustainability 
with basic principles of success. These principles of sustainability must be 
generic enough to apply to the diversity of socio-ecological systems and 
allow creative adaptation to address the changing circumstances of the 
future. Through extensive transdisciplinary efforts, scientists have 
developed four ‘principles of sustainability’ based on first-order principles 
of socio-ecological systems.12   

                                                 
12 Specifically, the first and second Laws of Thermodynamics (the law of conservation of 
matter, and law of entropy) coupled with other laws of natural science have provided a 
basis for the development of principles for sustaining the ecosphere (biosphere, 
hydrosphere and atmosphere). Complex social science—such as anthropology, political 
science, and sociology—provide the basis for social sustainability. 
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Figure 1.3: The Four Sustainability Principles13 [67, 68] 

 

By personalizing the principles to first state: “we will eliminate contribution 
to (i.e.) the systematic increase in concentration of substances produced by 
society” a company can design a minimum set of constraints for 
sustainability within which to form its “vision of success”.  Companies 
should integrate meaningful core values and purpose into this vision, while 
ensuring that they do not conflict with the sustainability principles. 
 
 
3 - Strategy 
 

The third level in the five-level model deals with strategy. This level 
supports decision-making through use of a strategic planning methodology. 
It is a generic description of how to plan and prioritize a structured series of 
steps or actions to arrive at the “vision of success”.   In business, strategic 
planning is a process of thought and learning that aims to consistently 
                                                 
13 These "system conditions" were derived using a scientific consensus process, and have 
since been published in peer-reviewed journals.  The Natural Step is a charitable non-
government organization that supports sustainable development through the application of 
the four sustainability principles. 

Four Principles of a Sustainable Society 
 

In a sustainable society, nature is not subject to systematically 
increasing:  
 

1. concentrations of substances extracted from the earth's crust or 
lithosphere  

2. concentrations of substances produced by society, especially 
persistent unnatural compounds  

3. degradation by physical means  
 

and, in that society. . .  
 

4. people are not subject to conditions which systematically 
undermine their capacity to meet their needs  
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(re)invent and (re)establish organizational success. Successful companies 
are those who plan strategically for competitive advantage and innovation 
in the future. This requires that strategy overcomes barriers or challenges to 
success through a new innovative and creative perspective of the future 
[69]. 
 
We choose to employ the technique of backcasting from principles with the 
5-level model [70]. Unlike forecasting, which tries to predict the future 
based on past trends, backcasting acknowledges that complex systems 
(such as “a business in society in the biosphere”) are too unpredictable to 
rely on past trends to determine the future.  Instead, backcasting uses a 
principled definition of success (such as the four sustainability principles 
described above) to create a generic vision of future success, and then asks 
“how do we get there from here?”  Backcasting from principles presents the 
opportune platform for designing strategic steps, actions, or measures 
towards the “vision of success” without being hampered by past trends, 
current boundaries, or detailed future scenarios—in fact, backcasting is 
only limited by the creativity of its users.14 
 
Backcasting from Principles Using the ABCD Methodology [71].  The 
technique of backcasting can be applied through a four step process. This 
process is non-linear and iterative which requires that a group of decision-
makers (executive managers) approach this intellectual process from a 
systems perspective, allowing them to move back and forth between stages 
and system levels: 
 
Step A – Awareness of the whole system (i.e. company in the ecosphere, 
sustainability principles) and the vision of organizational success (i.e. core 
values, purpose, principles) are established to form a meaningful shared-
mental model for the group of decision-makers (as described in level one 
and level two of the five-level model). This awareness is presented as an 
opportunity for competitive innovation, rather than a pessimistic 
observation of unsustainability.  The technique of backcasting from 
principles for success is introduced as a method of creating strategic actions 
(level three of the Five-level model). 
 
                                                 
14 Of course, sophisticated planners will use a combination of forecasting and backcasting.  
The point here is simply that forecasting alone is insufficient for planning in complex 
systems. 
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Step B – Assessing current reality from the point of view of future success, 
including the following three considerations:  
 

1. Scrutinize current operations against the sustainability principles 
in order to develop a full list of problems, that is, everything that is 
principally wrong from a future point of view. These are the 
company’s sustainability aspects. 

2. Evaluate the external and internal environment to identify both the 
company and industry position in relation to competition and 
innovation for future success. (See tools section below.) 

3. Develop awareness of the various stakeholders which are affected 
by its operations.  The trend in corporate governance is toward a 
stakeholder approach, where failures in governance occur when 
the rights of stakeholders are violated.  

 
Step C – Brainstorming solutions to close the gap between the current 
reality (Step B) and the vision of success (Step A).  Whatever actions may 
be perceived to aid the company’s move towards the vision of success 
should be included regardless of current barriers or challenges to 
implementation, such as cost, consumer demand or political support. This is 
an unbiased process of developing innovative solutions, therefore various 
options should not be scrutinized based on the restrictions of current reality 
– because the ultimate goal of strategy is to innovate the industry and 
change the current reality.  
 
Step D - Once a list of actions (Step C) has been developed, a model for 
prioritization of these actions can be applied. Three questions can be used 
to assess the strategic possibility of these actions.  
 

1. Does this action move us in the right direction towards our vision of 
organizational success and compliance with the sustainability 
principles? 

2. Is this action a flexible technical platform that can be adapted to 
new information or changes in the external environment in order to 
remain strategic? 

3. Will this action generate the required return on investment, be it 
social, political, or economic? Acknowledging that some 
investments are in themselves not economic in terms of immediate 
return on investment (ROI), but with the knowledge that it is 
strategic in the long-run.  
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The “ABCD Methodology” is designed to be an iterative process for 
organizational planning.  By routinely going through the four steps, a 
company can develop strategic moves towards success.  But, the strategic 
actions selected must also be monitored to ensure they remain strategic into 
the future, keeping in-line with success, generating sufficient or predicted 
ROI throughout the investment horizon. Therefore, management systems 
must be used to support the ABCD methodology. 
 
Management Systems – Companies must evaluate the efficacy of the 
actions taken towards success to measure the pace and direction of 
progress.  The well-known Deming Cycle (Plan, Do, Check, Analyze, Plan) 
provides companies with a simple model for process management [72].  In 
this model the management of actions starts with the process of analyzing 
current reality and developing a plan—using, for example, the technique of 
backcasting from principles. Implementation of the plan ensues, followed 
by monitoring or tracking data concerning compliance, progress and 
performance. The results of monitoring should be re-analyzed to ensure 
consistency with the above three prioritization questions, overarching 
organizational values, vision of success and strategic objectives. Cost-
effective management information systems (MIS) are integral to success, 
but are challenging aspects for a globalizing business. 
 
4 - Actions 
 

Actions are the fourth level of the 5-level model and specifically describe 
what companies do (or don’t do).  When a diversified company acts 
strategically, actions at the business unit level will be aligned so as to move 
the corporation towards its vision of success. It is important that decision-
makers at all levels are mindful of the distinction between the action level 
(4) and the success level (2). All too often do managers come to see 
strategic actions as ends in themselves, rather than as means to an end. This 
can lead the company away from the point of view of future organizational 
success.   
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5 - Tools 
 

Once a list of strategic actions is developed, tools should be selected to 
monitor the progress and performance of these investments. The use of 
complementary tools can aid both the strategic planning and strategic 
management process.  For example, various business tools have been 
developed for “scanning the environment”—a key component of strategy. 
  
Tools can be grouped into three main categories, keeping in mind that a 
single tool may simultaneously satisfy more than one category [73]: 
 
Systems Tools.  These tools measure and provide information about the 
state of the system (Level 1).  For example, a PEST (Political, Economic, 
Social, and Technological) analysis is a used for generating a high-level 
generalized view of the ‘system’ in which the company operates [74]. 
 
Capacity Tools.  These tools help people learn about all five levels of the 
complex system to provide capacity for better planning and understanding. 
The Five Forces (Customers, Suppliers, New entrants, Substitute products, 
and Competitors) model of strategy considers the bargaining power of 
suppliers and consumers, threat of potential new entrants and the threat of 
substitute products or services [75]. 
 
Strategic Tools.  These tools ensure that actions (Level 4) are aligned with 
strategic objectives (Level 3) and may include analysis, measurement, 
reporting/auditing, and communication.  For example, a standard SWOT 
(Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats) analysis helps the 
company identify both “external factors” and “internal aspects” which 
indirectly or directly affect success.15 
 
From the point of view of future success, to the extent that tools such as, 
Porter’s Five Forces or SWOT succeeds in building an accurate depiction 

                                                 
15 However, Professor Cliff Bowman from the Cranberry School of Management argues 
that SWOT is a “Stupid Waste Of Time”, claiming that strengths are too “subjective”, 
threats and weaknesses very “incomplete”, and overall the process is “inefficient and 
inadequate for strategic planning”.  Grundy, T. 2003. Gurus on Business Strategy. London. 
GBR: Thorogood. 
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of the company’s “environment”16 - it is not particularly important which 
are selected. 
 
 
1.2 Non-Financial Reporting as a Strategic Tool 
 
As mentioned in the systems level (Level 1), stakeholders are increasingly 
calling for companies to address their demands for corporate accountability 
and transparency.  One way companies have responded is to issue non-
financial reports, which aim to provide stakeholders with information about 
business activities and impacts not captured by traditional financial 
reporting.  Most of this non-financial disclosure has been done under the 
banner of corporate social responsibility (CSR)17, although the reports 
come with a variety of titles, including CSR reports, sustainability reports, 
corporate citizenship reports, and environment, health, and safety reports.  
The newest trend in non-financial reporting is the Global Reporting 
Initiative, which produces Sustainability Reporting Guidelines designed to 
provide companies with standardized indicators for economic, 
environmental, and social reporting [76]. 
 
Although the main purpose of these non-financial reports has been to 
provide stakeholders with information on the state of the company (a 
systems tool) and to help explain the complexity of the company (a 
capacity tool), a value of non-financial reporting as a strategic tool to 
monitor alignment between actions and strategic objectives is less 
established.  While some managers use data collected from social and 
environmental reporting in strategic decisions, however, they often do not 
see the full value of the reporting process as it relates to strategic planning.  
 

                                                 
16 The term “environment” is used here in the context of traditional business language, 
however, using the term “system” may prove more useful when considering a whole 
systems perspective of business. 
17 Corporate social responsibility is a concept of business ethics based on the idea that 
companies have stakeholders who are broadly defined as anyone or group affected by the 
activities of the company. The idea of CSR is that a company should be accountable to its 
stakeholders. For this reason the subjects of CSR focus on how companies should identify 
and “engage” stakeholders and how they should determine, measure and report the impact 
of their activities on others.  Ethical Trading Initiative.  2005. Glossary of Ethical Trade 
Terms. 
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Currently, most non-financial reporting is viewed as an add-on, an 
additional cost that may bring indirect benefits to a company but is not 
integral to its strategic objectives.  We believe, however, that there is strong 
potential to design a sustainability reporting process that adds direct value 
to companies by acting as a strategic tool.  Using the 5-level model 
terminology, we believe that a non-financial report (Level 5) can measure 
the alignment between a company’s actions (Level 4) and strategic 
objectives (Level 3) to ensure that it is moving towards its vision of success 
(Level 2) within system boundaries (Level 1).  The authors address this 
hypothesis with the following questions: 
 

1.  What does a disclosure framework based on a scientific, principled 
definition of sustainability look like? 

a. What are the current gaps between this enhanced framework 
and the GRI Sustainability Reporting Guidelines? 

b. What are the challenges and opportunities in moving 
towards this enhanced disclosure framework? 

2. What is the relationship between sustainability reporting and 
strategic planning? 

a. What are the current gaps between reporting and strategic 
planning?  

b. What are the potential opportunities for companies that 
pursue integration of reporting and planning? 

c. How can an enhanced disclosure framework bring value to 
corporate strategic planning processes? 

 
 
Methodology 

Our project is based on three main sources of information.  First, a review 
of literature on sustainability reporting, corporate governance, and strategic 
planning provided the context for our research.  While not specifically 
discussed in a separate “literature review”, the information permeates the 
entire project.  In particular, our investigation of an enhanced disclosure 
framework (called GRI+) relies heavily on information from and about the 
Global Reporting Initiative, the current “gold standard” of non-financial 
reporting. 
 
Second, we conducted a web-based survey of current sustainability 
reporters to gauge attitudes towards sustainability and strategic planning.  
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Online surveys were sent to 250 organizations that used the GRI 
Sustainability Reporting Guidelines to produce their last non-financial 
report.  Eighty-six organizations responded anonymously to the survey, 
which contained eight questions covering the organizational structure of 
sustainability, the uses of sustainability reporting, and the relationship 
between reporting and the strategic planning process. 
 
Finally, based on the anonymous responses gathered during the survey, the 
authors conducted personal interviews with participant organizations, based 
on their willingness to follow-up their survey with additional questions.  
The goal of these interviews was to more closely examine prevailing 
attitudes towards possible integration of reporting and planning, although 
topics of discussion varied widely, and included definitions of 
sustainability, risk management, and management information systems. 
 
 
Conclusions 
 

The results from the information gathered through literature reviews, the 
survey, and follow-up interviews were then compiled, analysed, and 
presented.  We conclude with discussion and recommendations, finding 
that there is indeed value in a non-financial reporting process that is closely 
aligned with a strategic planning framework.  At the same time, the 
challenges to such an integration are significant and the details must be 
addressed with further research before such a move can be considered 
strategic.  As such, we conclude this project with additional research 
questions for consideration. 
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2 Sustainability Disclosure and GRI+ 

As discussed in the previous chapter, a company’s vision of success must 
be placed within system boundaries.  For a business operating “in society in 
the biosphere” that means understanding sustainability constraints as well 
as overall business goals and values.  Taking into account other system 
trends, such as the push for corporate governance reform, stakeholder 
demands for greater accountability and transparency, and the emphasis on 
social and environmental impacts as they relate to long-term economic 
viability, sustainability disclosure becomes an important feature of long-
term business success.  At a minimum, then, companies should be reporting 
on how they do (and do not) operate within system boundaries to achieve 
their vision of success.  Specifically, the report should explain: 
 

• The system – provide enough information about the organization so 
that stakeholders can understand the external and internal 
environment in which the company operates. 

• The “vision of success” – lay out the company’s purpose, values, 
and strategic objectives, being specific about the sustainability 
principles that constrain the vision. 

• The strategy – communicate the strategies employed to reach the 
vision, such as policies, programs, and targets for social and 
environmental sustainability. 

• The actions – document all actions (and results from actions) taken 
as part of the strategy towards success. 

 
In addition, a framework for sustainability disclosure should provide: 
 

• comparability across companies 
• compatibility with other sustainability initiatives 
• credibility and legitimacy 

 
But what exactly would this disclosure framework look like?  Are the 
Global Reporting Initiative’s Sustainability Reporting Guidelines, currently 
the “gold standard” of non-financial disclosure, meeting this need for 
measuring progress towards a scientific definition of sustainability?  And if 
not, what modifications can be made to GRI to align it with existing gaps? 
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2.1 Current Best Practices: The Global Reporting Initiative  
 
As the number of non-financial reports grew throughout the 1990s, so did 
the readers’ confusion.  Stakeholders frequently complained that reports 
were unintelligible, were used by companies for “greenwashing” their 
social and environmental performance, or did not disclose relevant and 
timely information.  Thus, the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) was 
launched in 1997 with “the goal of enhancing the quality, rigour, and utility 
of sustainability reporting” [77].   
 

The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) is a long-term, multi-
stakeholder, international process whose mission is to 
develop and disseminate globally applicable Sustainability 
Reporting Guidelines (“Guidelines”).  These Guidelines are 
for voluntary use by organizations for reporting on the 
economic, environmental, and social dimensions of their 
activities, products, and services.  The aim of the Guidelines 
is to assist reporting organizations and their stakeholders in 
articulating and understanding contributions of the reporting 
organizations to sustainable development. 
 --2002 Global Reporting Initiative Guidelines 

 
The GRI Guidelines provide companies with (1) a set of reporting 
principles for producing a complete and balanced report and (2) guidance 
for report content, including core indicators in six categories (direct 
economic impacts, environmental, labour practices and decent work 
conditions, human rights, society, and product responsibility).   
 
Although there is an inherent flexibility to non-financial reporting, GRI-
based sustainability reports usually follow a similar format, and most 
include each of the following components: 
 

1. Vision and Strategy – description of the reporting organization’s 
strategy with regard to sustainability, including a statement from the 
Chief Executive Officer (CEO). 

2. Profile – overview of the reporting organization’s structure and 
operations and of the scope of the report. 
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3. Governance Structure and Management Systems – description 
of the organization’s structure, policies, and management systems, 
including stakeholder engagement efforts. 

4. GRI Content Index – a table supplied by the reporting organization 
identifying where the GRI indicators are located within the 
sustainability report. 

5. Performance Indicators – measures of the impact or effects of the 
reporting organization divided into integrated, economic, 
environmental, and social performance indicators [78]. 

 
The number of organizations using the GRI Guidelines’ to prepare their 
non-financial reports is rising exponentially, and the growing popularity18 
can be attributed to several unique characteristics: 
 

• Demand for social and environmental information.  Research shows 
that companies producing sustainability reports in accordance with 
GRI guidelines may be able to significantly reduce the time and 
effort spent replying to specific requests for social and 
environmental information [79]. 

• GRI-based reports are superior.  Multiple studies confirm that self-
declared GRI users score higher than non-users against benchmarks 
for overall quality of sustainability reports [80, 81, 82]. 

• Better economic performance.  As a group, the original GRI users 
have, on average, marginally lower share price volatility and higher 
operating profit margins, despite slower revenue growth.  Moreover, 
those companies that publish a detailed GRI index within their 
sustainability reports have, on average: substantially lower share 
price volatility and significantly higher profit margins with 
marginally higher revenue growth [83]. 

 
 

2.2 GRI’s Strengths 
 
First, GRI’s inherent flexibility and commitment to periodic revision makes 
it an invaluable tool for the changing imperatives of sustainability.  As a 

                                                 
18 From 1999 to 2005, the number of GRI-based reports has risen from 21 to 625, with 
more than 50 organizations now reporting "in accordance" with the Guidelines.  
www.globalreporting.org  
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relatively new concept, with conflicting theories, a wide variety of 
emerging tools and competing models of sustainable development strategy, 
it is essential that a sustainability disclosure framework be able to 
accommodate changing trends over time (particularly as the 
transdisciplinary science of sustainability gains legitimacy).  This flexibility 
is essential, as creativity within sustainability constraints is a key 
component of successful transformational change in complex systems.  
 
Second, the GRI reporting principle of “sustainability context” places the 
report within a systems context, explaining that: 
 

The reporting organization should seek to place its 
performance in the larger context of ecological, social or 
other limits or constraints, where such context adds 
significant meaning to the reported information. 
 
Many aspects of sustainability reporting draw significant 
meaning from the larger context of how performance at the 
organizational level affects economic, environmental, and 
social capital formation and depletion at a local, regional, or 
global level. In such cases, simply reporting on the trend in 
individual performance (or the efficiency of the 
organization) leaves open the question of an organization’s 
contribution to the total amount of these different types of 
capital. For some users, placing performance information in 
the broader biophysical, social, and economic context lies at 
the heart of sustainability reporting and is one of the key 
differentiators between this type of reporting and financial 
reporting. Moreover, while the ability of an organization to 
“sustain” itself is obviously important to a range of 
stakeholders, it is unlikely that any individual organization 
will remain in existence indefinitely. This principle 
emphasises the sustainability of the broader natural and 
human environment within which organizations operate. 
 
Where relevant and useful, reporting organizations should 
consider their individual performance in the contexts of 
economic, environmental, and social sustainability.  This 
will involve discussing the performance of the organization 
in the context of the limits and demands placed on 
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economic, environmental, or social resources at a macro-
level. This concept is most clearly articulated in the 
environmental area in terms of global limits on resource use 
and pollution levels, but also may be relevant to social and 
economic issues. 
 
The understanding of how best to link organizational 
performance with macro-level concerns will continue to 
evolve. GRI recommends that individual reporting 
organizations explore ways to incorporate these issues 
directly into their sustainability reports in order to advance 
both reporting organizations’ and users’ understanding of 
these linkages [84]. 
 

Although not specifically incorporated into the performance indicators, this 
“sustainability context” principle provides a basis for companies to espouse 
their vision of sustainability—one that should be based on scientific 
principles.   
 
In addition to the general benefits of sustainability reporting described in 
earlier chapters, the GRI Guidelines also aspires to: 
 

• Present reporting principles and specific content to guide the 
preparation of organizational-level sustainability reports; 

• Assist organizations in presenting a balanced and reasonable picture 
of their economic, environmental, and social performance; 

• Promote comparability of sustainability reports, while taking into 
account the practical considerations related to disclosing 
information across a diverse range of organizations, many with 
extensive and geographically-dispersed operations; 

• Support benchmarking and assessment of sustainability 
performance with respect to codes, performance standards, and 
voluntary initiatives; and 

• Serve as an instrument to facilitate stakeholder engagement [85]. 
 
Moreover, other than GRI, no other triple bottom line, multi-stakeholder, 
consensus-based, public reporting guidelines or frameworks exist at the 
international level. There are national-level initiatives being driven by 
governments, businesses and non-governmental organizations alike, and 
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many of them are aligning with GRI to allow ease of use in the 
international arena.  Thus, GRI’s unique position allows it to be a platform 
for other sustainability initiatives, which can be used in a complementary 
fashion to enhance progress towards sustainability. 
 
Finally, the GRI Guidelines are complementary to a number of other 
sustainability tools, actions, and strategies.  In this way, GRI provides a 
publicly-available mechanism to ensure organizational accountability for 
other sustainability tools.19 
 
 
2.3 Where GRI Faces Challenges 
 
While the GRI Guidelines provide a good framework for non-financial 
reporting, they are not sufficient for sustainability reporting as understood 
from the systems perspective described in the previous chapter.   The 
following section outlines the main flaws and suggests modifications to the 
current GRI framework to align it with a peer-reviewed scientific definition 
of sustainability. 
 
 
Definition of Sustainability  
 

Problem.  The GRI Guidelines do not provide reporting organizations with 
a science-based understanding of sustainability—leaving organizations to 
define sustainability using any concept of the word they choose, or not 
define it at all.   Indeed, the authors’ survey of companies identified among 
the “100 Most Sustainable Companies” by the World Economic Forum 
revealed that of the 26 companies using the Global Reporting Initiative 
Guidelines, only 35% specifically referenced a definition of sustainability. 
When a definition was referenced, the most common use was the 
Brundtland definition coupled with a stakeholder engagement approach 
[86].  Without a rigorous understanding of sustainability that can be defined 
and measured, reporting organizations lack direction in their indicators, 
goals, and targets—leaving the reader (and the company itself) to wonder if 
the organization’s performance is moving in the right direction.  
                                                 
19 See GRI website for extensive references to how GRI works with other social and 
environmental initiatives.  www.globalreporting.org  
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Solution.  Establish a rigorous definition of sustainability as a foundation 
for the rest of the report.  Fortunately, this oversight is easily remedied by 
reframing the Guidelines’ section on Vision and Strategy to rely on a 
scientific, principled definition of sustainability, such as the “Four 
Sustainability Principles” discussed in the introduction.  
   
 
Appropriate Boundaries 
 

Problem.  Within its performance indicators, the GRI Guidelines do not 
always incorporate an appropriate time element into its reporting indicators.  
For example, the Guidelines suggest a 3-year reporting trend (that is—the 
current year’s performance, along with the previous two years’ 
information) but acknowledge that this reporting period may be inadequate 
for bio-accumulative or persistent pollutants.  Similarly, the GRI 
Guidelines do not provide guidance on the spatial boundaries of corporate 
responsibility, widely recognized as a critical element of credible 
sustainability reporting.20  Without a systems perspective of organizational 
boundaries, a company may inadvertently neglect important upstream or 
downstream impacts during sustainability assessment and monitoring.  GRI 
has stated that “Particular care should be taken to match the scope of the 
report with the economic, environmental, and social “footprint” of the 
organization (i.e., the full extent of its economic, environmental, and social 
impacts)” but do not provide guidance on how companies might determine 
these boundaries [87]. 
 
Solution.  Frame the reporting guidelines within a systems context, making 
explicit the interdependent and complex relationship an organization has 
with “society in the biosphere” and structuring the performance indicators 
to examine the full gap between the company’s operations and 
sustainability.  This “gap analysis” can later be narrowed to cover only 
what the company controls, but still leaves room for improvement. 
 
 

                                                 
20 GRI, however, has acknowledged this weakness, and is currently working on a 
"Boundary Protocol Document" to be released in late 2005.   
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Internal Considerations 
 

Problem. Another weakness which relates to reporting processes in general 
is current practice of separating the GRI reporting process from the 
organization’s internal decision-making processes.  Today, most companies 
use GRI reporting as an external relations mechanism, neglecting its value 
for strategic planning purposes.  GRI recognizes this flaw, and has 
identified “Better alignment of external reporting with internal management 
processes” as a key challenge for the 2006 Guideline revisions.   
 
Solution.  Align the reporting framework with the 5-level model, ensuring 
that performance indicators (reflecting Level 4 – Actions) directly inform 
strategic objectives (Level 3 – Strategy) to achieve a vision of success 
(Level 2 – Success) within system boundaries (Level 1 – System).  With a 
strategic approach to performance indicators, the data collected for public 
disclosure will have direct relevance to the internal planning process.   
 
 
Performance Indicators 
 

Problem.  The performance indicators in an ideal sustainability disclosure 
framework should provide enough information for stakeholders (including 
company management itself) to measure the organization’s progress 
towards sustainability, yet not so much information that it overwhelms the 
company’s data gathering, analysis, and reporting capabilities.  On one 
hand, these indicators should reflect some generic qualities for comparison 
among organizations, and communication to stakeholders in the broadest 
sense. However, the need for comparative data must be offset with the 
imperative for indicators to be tailored to the organizations strategic actions 
and key stakeholders. The challenge, then, it to structure a set of indicators 
that appropriately covers the generic principles of sustainability defined in 
the company’s vision while allowing for supplementation of indicators 
tailored to the organizations strategic actions and key stakeholders.  While 
this examination should be done with a team of experts in the field over a 
period of time (similar to the “Structured Feedback Processes” employed 
by the Global Reporting Initiative), a preliminary review immediately 
identifies gaps in the existing indicators:   
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• Lack of “scarcity/abundance” context. Currently, the GRI 
indicators ask companies to report on their impacts in absolute 
terms (e.g. kilograms) and production- or revenue-adjusted terms 
(e.g. grams/unit or tonnes/$million).   They do not require 
companies to benchmark their performance against worldwide 
levels of scarcity and abundance of compounds in natural systems 
that have their origin in mined materials. This oversight obscures 
important facts about the unsustainability of the company’s 
operations.  Because the systematic increase in concentrations of 
materials extracted from the earth’s crust21 is a driver of 
unsustainability (as outlined in Sustainability Principle 1), it is 
imperative that a reporting framework take into account the overall 
presence of a given compound in the natural system [88].  It is this 
logic which explains why using aluminium (relatively abundant in 
nature) is less problematic than using mercury or cadmium 
(relatively scarce in nature).22 

• Lack of “foreign or persistent” context.  Using the same argument 
as the above paragraph, a sustainability disclosure framework must 
also take into account whether synthetic compounds23 are foreign or 
persistent in nature.  Just as with extracted materials from the 
lithosphere, it is the systematic increase in concentrations of 
substances that is unsustainable.  Therefore, from a large scale 
sustainability point of view, producing chemical compounds which 
break down quickly into natural constituents (again, providing they 
do not exceed their natural concentrations) are less problematic than 
non-toxic compounds (take CFCs, for example) that persist in 
nature for decades.  

• Lack of percentage contribution context.  Finally, a sustainability 
reporting framework must place a company’s activities in a larger 
context.  A rigorous sustainability reporting framework must ask 
companies to consider the systematic degradation of natural 

                                                 
21 The earth’s crust is also referred to as the lithosphere.  
22 Admittedly, companies may not have accurate information of the relative 
scarcity/abundance of every particular material.  However, simply by framing this question 
in terms of sustainability principles helps to identify the missing gaps in knowledge—
which will lead to better planning in the future.  In addition, a company must consider if, 
by using a more abundant material, it is violating any of the other sustainability 
principles—such as strip mining to obtain aluminium. 
23 Substances produced by society. 
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environments by physical means. For example, a fisheries company 
should report on their harvest rates relative to the natural biologic 
growth rate of the species in the area. The current GRI structure, 
while helpful in tracking a company’s performance over time, does 
not reveal the company’s relative contribution to unsustainable 
behaviour.  Admittedly, with today’s knowledge, it may not always 
be possible to determine the overall impact of a company’s impacts 
in quantitative terms. Nonetheless, it is vital that a disclosure 
framework provide some guidance that allows companies to 
measure their contribution to unsustainable behaviour. 

 
Solution.  Realign the indicators to provide a comprehensive, scientifically-
relevant measure of progress towards social and environmental 
sustainability, using the Four Sustainability Principles as an overarching 
guide. 
 
 
2.4 GRI+: A New Approach to Indicators 
 
Given the modifications listed above, it is appropriate to examine whether 
or not a GRI+ disclosure framework should add, subtract, or redesign 
indicators to account for the principle definition of sustainability.  
 
It is quite possible to consider a GRI+ model which transcends the “triple 
bottom line” approach for a science based approach using the principle 
models discussed above. In this sense, organizations report on how their 
operations contribute to unsustainability. This is done by evaluating how 
the organizations immediate operations (of which it has control); upstream 
operations (influence); and downstream operations (influence), interact 
with the four principles for sustainability. This would provide a concrete 
view of the organization’s sustainability performance. This route provides a 
measurable point of reference for all stakeholders. Whereas the triple 
bottom line approach pushes organizations to report on indicators which are 
not necessarily related to a scientific understanding of sustainability, the 
principled approach encourages organizations to report on indicators known 
to be scientifically relevant to attaining sustainability.  For example, a 
GRI+ performance indicators section might be organised as follows: 
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Principle One: report on how your organization contributes to 
systematically increasing concentrations substances extracted from the 
lithosphere. Examples include: 
 

- Mining of metals or minerals 
- Extraction of petroleum-based materials 
- Reliance on metals, minerals, or petroleum-based materials in 

manufacturing, logistics, etc. 
- Life cycle analysis of relevant metal/mineral/petroleum 

products. 
- Report on uncertainties in regard to your organization’s 

activities in relation to this principle and actions taken to clarify 
understanding. 

 
Principle Two: report on how your organization contributes to 
systematically increasing concentrations of substances produces by society. 
Examples include: 
 

- Carbon Dioxide 
- Nitrous oxides 
- CFCs 
- Any other persistent unnatural compounds 
- Report on uncertainties in regard to your organization’s 

activities in relation to this principle and actions taken to clarify 
understanding. 

 
Principle Three: report on how your organization contributes to 
systematically increasing degradation by physical means.  Examples 
include: 
 

- Strip mining 
- Timber harvesting 
- Land use changes 
- Biodiversity 
- Report on uncertainties in regard to your organization’s 

activities in relation to this principle and actions taken to clarify 
understanding. 
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Principle Four: report on how your organization contributes to conditions 
which systematically undermine people’s capacity to meet their needs. 
Examples include: 
 

- Child labour 
- Women’s rights 
- Human rights 
- Labour organization 
- Fair wage 
- Report on uncertainties in regard to your organization’s 

activities in relation to this principle and actions taken to clarify 
understanding. 

 
The above structure provides a simple structured design for an organization 
to use scientific principles for sustainability reporting. Not only does this 
format provide a reporting framework based on rigorous scientific 
principles, but provides an invaluable service to strategic innovation and 
planning.  By assessing the company’s sustainability aspects through a 
rigorous process, the company is well-positioned to address those aspects 
with innovative solutions which may lead to competitive, or first mover 
advantage. Additionally, this structure may reduce the number of indicators 
companies need to track as part of a comprehensive sustainability reporting 
process (thus potentially decreasing the cost of reporting). 
 
 
First Glance: GRI+ 
 

The table below summarises the characteristics of an enhanced disclosure 
framework, identifying how a GRI+ model can build upon the existing GRI 
strengths while supplementing its weaknesses. 
 

Sustainability 
Reporting Framework 

GRI GRI+ 

Scientifically-relevant 
definition of 
sustainability. 

No – organizations can 
use their own definition 
(or none at all), but 
acknowledges the need 
for a “sustainability 
context” 

Yes – based on the 
“Four Sustainability 
Principles” 
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Sustainability 
Reporting Framework 

GRI GRI+ 

Systems view of time No – arbitrary three 
year track record for 
performance indicators 

Yes – based on 
sciences: i.e. natural 
cycles, relative 
persistence, absorption 
rates 

Systems view of space No – fuzzy boundaries 
for corporate 
responsibility 

Yes – based on natural 
cycles, relative 
abundance, upstream 
and downstream 
impacts 

Strategic alignment No – reporting is 
currently separate from 
planning considerations 

Yes – based on the 5-
level model and 
systems thinking, 
strategic objectives, 
and four Sustainability 
Principles 

Flexibility Yes – periodic 
revisions and 
incremental reporting 

Yes – creativity within 
basic sustainability 
constraints 

Credibility Yes – now a widely 
accepted standard 

Yes – based on 
scientific principles 

Comparability Some – growing body 
of reporters using 
standardized indicators 

Yes – basic science is 
constant, but 
variability exists 
across companies on 
strategic indicators 

Benchmarking Yes – based on 
international codes, 
standards, and 
initiatives 

Yes – based on 
scientific principles 

Stakeholder engagement Yes – facilitates 
dialogue 

Yes – facilitates 
dialogue and co-
learning 

 
Table 2.1: Comparison of GRI and GRI+ Frameworks 
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2.5 Challenges and Opportunities for GRI+ 
 
The GRI+ model described above is designed so that the reporting process 
adds value to strategic planning process and provides companies with a 
clear view of their progress towards sustainable success. While the 
suggested changes result in a dramatic shift in reporting output, the truth is 
that GRI+ is only a few steps beyond the standard GRI framework in 
existence today.   Whether companies are ready to meet the challenges and 
exploit the opportunities inherent in a shift towards using a GRI+ model, 
however, is not immediately clear. 
 
 
Challenges for Companies 
 

Despite a growing realisation within companies that sustainability must be 
integrated into the overall strategic planning process, most companies do 
not have a working definition of sustainability—at least not one that is 
based on scientific principles and placed within a system view of success.  
This is true for large companies, like Alcoa: 
 

I don’t believe there is an “end goal” of sustainability.  It’s a 
journey.  At the same time, I don’t know how to answer the 
question: “What does success look like for sustainability?”  
The idea that there is an end point implies that there is a 
point when you can say “we’re done” and stop moving 
forward.  Success could be measured when the position of 
sustainability can be eliminated because the concept is 
embedded into all our activities [89]. 
 

Finding a meaningful definition of sustainability is also problematic for 
small companies, such as Calvert Group: 
 

I think Calvert would love to be sustainable—but that’s like 
saying we want to be perfect.  We do, but we’re not sure 
what it means.  I’ve always thought that, until we come up 
with better metrics for what “sustainable” really means, at 
the brass-tacks level, for a company of 176 people, that 
“sustainable” is more of a journey and an aspiration than a 
pinpoint destination [90]. 
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On this account, companies seem to fall into three categories: 
 

1. They are unaware of the availability of such a definition. 
2. They are aware science-based, principled definitions, but do not see 

its relevance to their operations. 
3. They use a scientific, principled definition of sustainability 

internally, but have not publicly committed to such a definition. 
 
In fact, in the authors’ review of over 100 companies, not one used a 
definition of sustainability that was scientifically derived or directly 
measurable.  Even companies that have worked directly with the Four 
Sustainability Principles have not publicly embraced that definition of 
sustainability, opting instead to use the traditional “good corporate citizen” 
explanation for sustainable development.24  For example, Electrolux is one 
of the main examples used to demonstrate how a scientific, principled 
definition of sustainability can help align strategies, actions, and tools to 
move towards sustainability, having used the Four Sustainability Principles 
to determine the best way to replace CFC’s in its products.  Yet, while the 
company notes that this methodology was successful, it never 
institutionalized the sustainability definition at the corporate level.  As 
such, in Electrolux’s 2003 Sustainability Report, the company never 
mentions the Four Sustainability Principles.  Instead, Hans Stråberg, 
President and CEO of Electrolux writes: 
 

Since it was coined in 1987 by the United Nations 
Commission on Environment and Development, the term 
“sustainable development” has become useful shorthand in 
describing efforts to maximize the benefits of economic 
growth while minimizing its negative impacts on the 
environment, social justice and individuals. 
 

                                                 
24 On April 5, 2005, the Houston Advanced Research Center hosted The Natural Step 
(TNS), an international NGO that promotes the Four Sustainability Principles.  The 
presentation included a number of case studies, including Bank of America, Electrolux, 
Interface, McDonalds (Sweden), Nortel, S.C. Johnson & Son.  Although Interface 
references Four Sustainability Principles in its 2004 report, none of the companies has 
publicly committed to using the principles as their definition of sustainability. 
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But there are plenty of other ways to answer the question. 
An Internet search today will turn up dozens of definitions 
for sustainability, some differing only in emphasis, others 
revealing fundamental disagreements. 
 
Allow me to offer our interpretation of sustainability, with 
the intention of giving our stakeholders (another word that 
has gained new meaning in recent years) a yardstick by 
which to judge our performance: For Electrolux, 
sustainability means embracing our responsibility to act as a 
good corporate citizen, continually working to reduce energy 
consumption from our products and emissions from our 
factories, ensuring that our employees and business partners 
are treated fairly in all dealings, and striving to be a good 
neighbor in every community in which we operate. 
 
To call ourselves a sustainable company we must be 
transparent, allowing those who are affected by our activities 
to see inside and make their own judgments. We must earn 
the trust of our stakeholders by showing respect to everyone: 
employees, shareholders, local communities, business 
partners, even competitors. And we must be honest, telling 
the truth about what we have achieved and where we need to 
improve [91]. 
 

Sustainability reports for IKEA, Nike, and Starbucks, companies who have 
used the Fours Sustainability Principles for internal purposes, show a 
similar trend.  Not one has publicly committed to using the Four 
Sustainability Principles as a benchmark for measuring the sustainability in 
their most recent sustainability reports [92, 93, 94]. 
 
This lack of a public commitment to a science-based definition of 
sustainability is the major challenge for moving towards a GRI+ model.  
Without a commitment to a principled definition of success, the 5-level 
model for planning in complex systems falls apart—leaving companies to 
flounder among the 90+ GRI indicators with no assurance that the data they 
provide is a meaningful reflection of their progress towards sustainability. 
 
Once a company has committed to the idea of a scientific, principled 
definition of sustainability as a necessary pre-condition of business success, 
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the next challenge is to get executive management buy-in for the strategic 
advantages of publicly reporting progress towards this definition.   These 
advantages can be placed in two general categories: improved sustainability 
performance and superior corporate governance (discussed below).  
Without this commitment to measurement, auditing, and disclosure of 
sustainability performance, the movement towards a GRI+ model is not 
likely to be seen as adding value to the corporation in any meaningful way. 
 
 
Opportunities for Companies 
 

If companies can surmount the challenges described above and do commit 
to a GRI+ model for sustainability disclosure, they can reap significant 
benefits.  First and foremost, they can improve their environmental and 
social performance.  Because “what gets measured gets managed”, a more 
accurate and rigorous definition of sustainability, along with GRI+ 
performance indicators, will provide companies with the necessary 
guidance for measuring their progress towards sustainability.  Rather than 
capturing data on indicators with questionable value, a framework that is 
fully aligned with a singular “vision of success” provides companies with a 
streamlined and meaningful path towards better performance. 
 
Secondly, a company that utilizes a GRI+ model for sustainability 
disclosure will have superior corporate governance through enhanced 
stakeholder accountability and transparency.  As stakeholder influence 
grows, better corporate governance—especially through social and 
environmental responsibility—will be rewarded by investors, employees, 
and communities.  Already, the trend towards corporate governance 
reforms has forced companies to rethink their values and behaviours. 
 

Firms are transparent whether they want to be or not, and 
many are opting to make themselves transparent to better 
serve their shareholders and the public…Transparency has 
resulted in a network of stakeholders who scrutinize firms, 
with or without their knowledge.  Firms that don’t pay 
attention to this network open themselves to attack and can 
be devastated or destroyed.  Those that stay aware of the 
constituent and community values and behave accordingly 
can develop sustainable business models [95]. 
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Stakeholders have taken an active part in encouraging good corporate 
governance, and have even formed a grassroots alliance to pressure 
corporations for greater transparency and accountability.  The Stakeholder 
Alliance, in partnership with a wide variety of labour unions, corporate and 
government watchdogs, and environmental NGOs, has published Sunshine 
Standards for Corporate Reporting to Stakeholders, which “represent the 
minimum level of disclosure that stakeholders have indicated they need to 
protect themselves from corporate harm and to participate rationally in free 
market exchanges with corporations” [96]. 
 
The challenge for stakeholders, however, is that existing models of 
disclosure still do not provide enough information to accurately measure a 
company’s social and environmental impacts.  By moving towards a GRI+ 
model, companies will allow stakeholders to rigorously evaluate a 
company’s strategy and actions—thus creating a new level of transparency 
and accountability.  By inviting stakeholders to participate at this level, 
corporations will be effectively placing themselves in the top tier of 
governance performance. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 

This chapter has explored the first set of questions posed about 
sustainability reporting: 
 

 What does a disclosure framework based on a scientific, principled 
definition of sustainability look like? 

a. What are the current gaps between this enhanced framework 
and the GRI Sustainability Reporting Guidelines? 

b. What are the challenges and opportunities in moving towards 
this enhanced disclosure framework? 

 
In short, we find that the GRI Sustainability Reporting Guidelines, when 
placed in a systems context, modified to include a scientific, principled 
definition of sustainability, and revised to align its performance indicators 
with this definition, provide a new way of approaching sustainability 
disclosure—one that provides companies and stakeholders with a yardstick 
against which to measure progress towards sustainability.   
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Furthermore, we find that the greatest challenge to moving towards this 
enhanced disclosure framework is the lack of a public commitment to a 
science-based definition of sustainability.  However, we believe the once 
this challenge is surmounted, companies using a GRI+ model will have 
improved sustainability performance and superior corporate governance—
both which will contribute to long-lasting economic viability.   
 
The next section builds on this understanding, and examines the 
relationship between sustainability reporting and strategic planning with an 
eye to the value a GRI+ model can bring to the strategic planning process. 
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3 Integrating Reporting and Planning 

What is the relationship between sustainability reporting and strategic 
planning? The second part of this project concerns a survey of prevailing 
attitudes toward this relationship, identifying problematic gaps and 
suggesting potential opportunities for closer integration. A web-based 
survey and follow-up interviews were used to assess prevailing attitudes. 
The results of this methodology, including, literature review and 
independent research, support our point of view that companies can benefit 
from a closer integration of the two processes. We begin with an overview 
of corporate strategic planning and non-financial disclosure.  
 

Corporate Strategic Planning 

Very little consensus exists about what corporate strategic planning is or 
how to formulate it. In the broadest sense, corporate strategy is an overall 
plan for a diversified company. There are two levels to a diversified 
company, the business unit level and the corporate level. Competitive 
strategy aims to develop competitive advantage in each business unit, 
whereas the corporate strategy is what makes the whole add up to more 
than the sum of the units. Corporate strategy considers what businesses the 
company should be in and how to manage the array of units toward a core 
vision [97].  
 
Corporate strategy can build or dissipate shareholder value, in which case it 
is the manner by which companies succeed or fail. Corporate success in 
“the new economy”25 is based on a tripartite foundation of economic, 
environmental, and social performance. But while maintaining a balanced 
approach26 to this “triple bottom line” may reinforce short-term economic 
                                                 
25 ‘The New Economy’ is a term used by Peter Senge and Göran Carsted to describe an 
emerging pattern of market relationships which affect the economy as a whole. For 
instance, the increasing connectedness of social and environmental performance to 
financial performance. 
26 Many reporting companies surveyed referred to a “balanced TBL approach” which of 
course has little relevance to a scientific understanding of sustainability. For example, a 
company could “strike a balance” of rather poor TBL performance, obviously having scant 
value for stakeholders interested in sustainability. Furthermore, this ambiguous approach 
may allow companies to “wash out” the relevance of reporting data.  
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success and foster incremental environmental improvements, it does not 
guarantee progress towards sustainability.  
 
Today, many companies perceive sustainability to be a component of their 
corporate social responsibility, in which case it is to be treated as add-on 
cost to business-as-usual activities. It can be difficult to convince executive 
management that issues of sustainability are in fact key strategic challenges 
that have direct competitive and financial impacts. Relatively few 
companies view sustainability as embedded in competitive advantage, and 
even fewer use a strategic approach based on scientific principles for 
integrating sustainability into their business units.  The systematic increase 
in unsustainability will inevitably impact corporate business activities, 
likely through profitability losses. Because corporate strategy is extremely 
complex, it is difficult to integrate additional concerns of sustainability.  
We suggest a new perspective which views strategic sustainability as an 
integral component of competitive strategy.  The most effective way to 
thoroughly achieve integration of strategic sustainable development for a 
sustainable competitive advantage is through backcasting from rigorous 
principles of sustainability.  Additionally, use of the scientific principles of 
sustainability can help to manage socio-ecological risk.  Such risks can be 
managed by eliminating economic dependence on, or contribution to the 
four sustainability principles27. Given the growing evidence of the 
importance of sustainable development in terms of risk management and 
competitive innovation opportunities [98, 99, 100], we can expect to see 
more companies begin to address this issue in a comprehensive way. 
 
Concurrently, there is a growing trend towards more extensive non-
financial disclosure. In particular, disclosure for securities exchange 
commission (SEC), environmental regulation data, and certification or 
standardization processes (such as the International Standards Organization 
(ISO)) are increasingly of importance to success. These disclosure 
processes are coming under growing stakeholder (government and NGOs) 
scrutiny which is driving standardization of accounting and auditing 
practices. The result is that companies need to invest more in: management 
information systems (MIS) to capture the data required for reporting, MIS 
auditing systems to ensure accuracy, the reporting processes themselves, 
and department staff resources (such as added chore for workers to capture 

                                                 
27 See above page 19.  
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new data for reporting). In this light, it would seem that companies who 
learn to meet the increasing demand for disclosure in a cost-effective 
manner will be well positioned to achieve competitive advantage.  
 
Companies should aim to develop a core competency28 around disclosure in 
order to create competitive advantage regarding timely, cost-effective 
reporting which feeds strategic planning processes and reinforces good 
corporate governance.  It is a logical and strategic move to develop a cost-
effective response to growing demands for reporting, but the imperative 
should also include an analysis of how to best add value through the 
integration of these processes. This issue is particularly important when 
addressing sustainability—will the company choose to view this as a 
business opportunity or an add-on cost?  An entrepreneurial strategic 
planner should recognize “weak signals”29 indicating a shift toward a new 
economy. This insight provides the basis for upcoming business 
opportunity through innovations in sustainable development while also 
simultaneously acknowledging the significant risks posed by indifference 
or unsustainable activity (resource costs, insurance, taxation, consumer 
preferences, NGO attack).  Moreover, a visionary company will be aware 
of the increasing trend toward more non-financial disclosure, especially on 
social and environmental performance. These companies must ask 
themselves: how can we add value through integrating comprehensive 
sustainability disclosure with a corporate strategy that is focused on 
deriving competitive advantage through innovating for sustainable 
development?  How can the process of sustainability reporting help inform 
our strategic planning and management processes?  If there is value to be 
added, how can we best proceed with integration? 
 
 

                                                 
28 A “core competence” is an “integration of skills or technology” which provide the 
company with a sustainable competitive advantage. Hamel, G. C. K. Prahalad. 1994. 
Competing for the Future. USA: Harvard Business School Press. 
29 The term “weak signals” was used by business guru Igor Ansoff (1968) to describe 
subtle changes occurring (often technological) which would have profound implications 
for future business. 
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3.1 The Relationship between Planning and Reporting 

In an attempt to determine prevailing attitudes towards sustainability 
reporting and strategic planning, the authors sent online surveys to 250 
organizations that used the GRI Sustainability Reporting Guidelines to 
produce their last non-financial report.  Eighty-six organizations responded 
anonymously to the survey, which contained eight questions covering the 
organization or structure of governance in regard to sustainability, the uses 
of sustainability reporting, and the relationship between reporting and the 
strategic planning process.  The survey and results are listed below: 
 
As an organization using the Global Reporting Initiative’s Sustainability 
Reporting Guidelines, you have been selected to participate in a short 
survey about sustainability reporting. This survey is part of an educational 
research project being conducted by members of the Strategic Leadership 
towards Sustainability Programme at the Blekinge Institute of Technology. 
Your participation will help identify links between sustainability reporting, 
strategic planning, and economic performance. 
 
Take no more than 15 minutes to answer the questions. If you have any 
comments about this survey, please contact us at 
sustainabilityreporting@hotmail.com. 
 
1.   Which category applies to your organization? 
 
• Privately held company (36%) 
• Publicly traded company (55.8%) 
• Other (8.1%) 
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2. How many reporting levels are between the “head of sustainability 

initiatives” and the Chief Executive Officer? (For example, if the 
Sustainability Manager reports to the CEO, then there is “one” 
reporting level; if the Sustainability Manager reports to the VP of 
Operations who reports to the CEO, then there are “two” reporting 
levels.) 

 
• One (50%) 
• Two (41.5%) 
• Three (6.1%) 
• Four (0%) 
• Five (2.4%) 
 
3. Approximately, how many times in 2004 did the head of 

sustainability initiatives meet with the organization’s executives 
regarding sustainability issues? 

 
• Zero (2.5%) 
• Once or twice (13.8%) 
• Three or four (17.5%) 
• Five or more (60%) 
• Don’t know (6.2%) 
 
4. How many times in 2004 did a committee of the Board of Directors 

(or equivalent) discuss sustainability issues? 
 
• Zero (6.3%) 
• Once or twice (13.9%) 
• Three or four (30.4%) 
• Five or more (39.2%) 
• Don’t know (10.1%) 
 
5. How many times in 2004 did the entire Board of Directors (or 

equivalent) discuss sustainability issues? 
 
• Zero (8.9%) 
• Once or twice (15.2%) 
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• Three or four (32.9%) 
• Five or more (31.6%) 
• Don’t know (11.4%) 
 
6. On a scale of 1-5, how often is the sustainability report (or 

information taken from the report) used in strategic planning? 
 
• Always - The sustainability report is an essential part of the corporate 

planning process—we always use it. (18.9%) 
• Usually - Most of the time, we use the sustainability report during the 

corporate planning process.(29.7%) 
• Sometimes - Now and then, we use the sustainability report in the 

planning process—somewhere between “usually” and “rarely”. 
(35.1%) 

• Rarely - On occasion, the sustainability report is part of the corporate 
planning process, but we usually do not include it. (9.5%) 

• Never - The sustainability report is not part of the corporate planning 
process. (6.8%) 

 
7. In 2004, did your company use its sustainability report (or 

information from the report) for any of the following? (indicate as 
many as apply) 

 
• Investment planning/decisions (38%) 
• Personnel planning/decisions (47.9%) 
• Marketing planning/decisions (49.3%) 
• Operations planning/decisions (52.1%) 
• EHS planning/decisions (57.7%) 
• Logistics planning/decisions (36.6%) 
• Customer Service planning/decisions (40.8%) 
• Stakeholder Engagement planning/decisions (84.5%) 
• Other (please specify) (12.7%) 
 
8. Briefly, please comment on any challenges and opportunities you 

feel may exist in integrating a sustainability report into your 
organization’s strategic planning process. (45 responses) 
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3.2 Discussion of Survey and Interviews 

Question eight of the survey asked participants to briefly comment on any 
challenges or opportunities they feel may exist in integrating a 
sustainability report into their organization’s strategic planning process.  
Answers ranged widely, but generally fell into three categories:30 
 

• Replies that dealt with sustainability (not the sustainability report 
itself); 

• Replies that questioned the relationship between reporting and 
planning; and 

• Replies that identified key opportunities and challenges for greater 
integration. 

 
Setting aside the first category, which dealt primarily with sustainability 
initiatives (rather than the report itself), the other two categories of 
responses provided insight into the current relationship between reporting 
and planning. 
 
First, many respondents see sustainability reporting solely as an outcome of 
the strategic planning process.  For a variety of reasons, they do not see the 
sustainability report as a mechanism for providing information about 
sustainability back into the planning process.  The following was a typical 
response of this nature: 
 

How is a sustainability report that is reporting on the 
previous year’s performance to be used in case of strategic 
planning? It is a performance report and not a tool. We do 
have separate sustainability management tools to evaluate all 
the investment proposals the company is planning to do and 
sustainability due diligence guidelines to evaluate 
acquisitions and divestments. 
 

While a few respondents indicated that their organization has other 
mechanisms for sustainability feedback, such as integrated management 
systems, most replies simply focused on the fact that strategic planning 
drives sustainability reporting—not the other way around.  Yet some 

                                                 
30 See Appendix B for all responses to question eight. 
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organizations have made this connection, and a number of respondents 
acknowledged the wider role that sustainability reporting might play within 
their organizations.  As one survey participant wrote: 
 

The most significant barrier to integrating Sustainability 
reporting into the Business planning cycle is making the 
connection between planning and Sustainability reporting 
for people. People do not automatically make the connection 
and need to be led to make the connection. 
 

Indeed, among this group there was general agreement that the 
sustainability report itself should not be the only driver of sustainability 
planning.  Respondents noted that “the report is a fantastic repository for 
data so this can be useful for planning purposes,” but also that integration 
will be challenging because “senior management is not engaged in the 
sustainability report.”  One survey participant summed it up when writing: 
 

The challenge in integrating sustainability report into our 
strategic planning process is getting every manager and 
employee to buy-in and truly believe in the concept of 
sustainability as well as getting them to understand what 
sustainability is, what it means for the group and the benefits 
thereof. The opportunities of integrating these two processes 
are vast, as the report clearly outlines the triple bottom line 
elements as interdependent and highlights in detail the 
challenges in each element, progress in terms of 
achievements and shortcomings as well as setting financial, 
social and environmental targets. As such the report serves 
as an important tool for any business planning. 
 

Based on these (and other) anonymous responses gathered during the 
survey, the authors conducted personal interviews with several dozen 
participant organizations, based on their willingness to follow-up their 
survey participation with additional questions.  The results of these 
interviews are summarised below. 
 
First, interview participants agree that sustainability—based on a concept of 
economic, environmental, and social balance—can play an important part 
in risk management.  As GrupoNueva’s Vice President, Social and 
Environmental Responsibility Maria Emilia Correa states: 
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Within our new department of Business Risk Management, 
there is a new understanding of risk that includes social and 
environmental risk.  The comprehensive risk analysis 
process, launched in Argentina, uses financial people—and 
they have really become interested in social and 
environmental issues.  It’s been wonderful to see the 
response of top management.  When the financial risk 
managers approach management with social and 
environmental concerns, management responds to the 
concerns based on a business analysis.  They see things that 
I don’t see, and together we bring a much richer analysis to 
the table.  We complement each other.  It helps me speak the 
language of financial risk [101]. 
 

This appreciation of sustainability as a key component of risk management 
seems to provide a link between sustainability reporting and strategic 
planning. For example, BHP Billiton’s Manager of Sustainable 
Development Erika Korosi notes that: 
 

Risk assessment is central to our management systems, in 
terms of providing direction for our sustainability report; the 
sustainability report is risk-aligned. It is informed by our risk 
profile, as opposed to informing our risk profile.  In the 
environmental section of the report, for example, we report 
on issues where our operations have the greatest 
environmental risk.  The report reflects on the processes 
we’ve implemented to manage these risks broadly and also 
on a business unit basis through our case studies [102]. 
 

This connection follows the traditional understanding that strategic 
planning informs the sustainability report—not as a continuous feedback 
loop where the report also informs the strategic planning process.  When 
specifically questioned about the potential value of the sustainability report 
to the strategic planning process, most respondents were quick to point out 
the weaknesses of the report as an input to planning.  Comments included: 
 

In my mind, it’s putting the report in the wrong place-we 
think about sustainability long before it ever turns up in a 
report.  We should be thinking through the sustainability 
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issues during the planning process, but not relying on the 
report for the sole source of sustainability information [103]. 
 
It’s not the best tool for strategic planning, as it doesn’t have 
market trends or other future-looking materials.  The 
problem is that it’s not sequential—you don’t produce a 
sustainability report and then do strategic planning.  It 
happens at the same time.  So by the time the report is 
published, the strategic plan has moved beyond that 
information.  It’s a challenge to make the sustainability 
report useful after it’s published.  You have to remember 
that the sustainability report is just one tool of many.  We 
tend to think of the report as the end of everything—but we 
have to remember that there are other tools that help tell the 
whole story, and may be more helpful in the planning 
process [104]. 
 

However, respondents did agree that the report did have value as a 
“background document” to help provide sustainability context for decision-
makers during the planning process.  Specific comments included: 
 

There is potential for the sustainability report to be part of 
background documentation as part of the planning process.  
The limitation is that the report is a snapshot of the 
corporation, but it doesn’t tell where the company is going 
[105]. 
 
We use the history to think about the future.  Summarizing 
our sustainability progress through the sustainability report 
is helpful in framing the discussion for the future.  It grounds 
us in reality [106]. 
 

In general, however, the most repeated message from the interviews was 
that while the report itself might have a limited role in strategic planning, 
the process of reporting was essential to integration.  Cia Talvio, at UPM-
Kymmene, notes that the act of tracking data for sustainability reporting has 
raised awareness about many issues which have strategic implications. In 
this sense, the reporting process helps to widen the scope of traditional 
strategic decisions to encompass issues which may otherwise pose as 
overlooked risks [107]. 



 46

 
The key thing to remember is that it is the process of 
sustainability reporting—the process of measuring and 
reporting on data in a rigorous way—that informs the 
planning process, not the final document itself.   It’s not so 
much the report itself, which is an output, but it’s the 
process of producing that report that provides the value in 
strategic planning [108]. 
 
With our sustainability report we can know the social, 
environmental and economic performance of all the 
companies in the corporation, and with this information we 
can set our goals in the strategic planning. In the same way, 
the sustainability report follows the strategic planning 
criteria and indicators.  The strategic planning helps the 
company to reach the continual improvement. The process 
of developing a sustainability report provides a warning of 
the aspects which are more necessary to be improved, and 
these aspects are incorporated into strategic planning [109]. 
 

Nonetheless, there are significant challenges to integrating the process of 
sustainability reporting with the process of strategic planning.  At 
GrupoNueva: 
 

The team that is producing the sustainability report is 
different than the team doing the strategic planning—and 
that’s a big challenge.  There are a couple of people that are 
on both teams, and its their job to bridge the gap between the 
groups—to make sure that sustainability information is used 
appropriately in the strategic planning [110]. 
 

The SAS group, for example, has attempted to support both processes by 
having the chief audit member of the board involved in both the executive 
team responsible for the reporting process and the executive team 
responsible for strategic planning process. This helps to manage data 
information challenges and provide continuity through each process [111].  
 
In many cases, there are two separate teams responsible for strategy and 
reporting. This makes it difficult for integration because the company may 
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be considering two responsibilities; strategy and sustainability reporting—
when in fact, there is only one: strategic sustainable development. 
 
Despite these difficulties, however, respondents agree that the sustainability 
reporting process helps drive an organization towards sustainability by 
creating employee “buy-in”—particularly from executives.  For example: 
 

The process of preparing the report helps drive change 
within an organization as ownership of the report grows.  
People preparing reports have a great interest in seeing 
positive performance.  When they are responsible for 
gathering data, they have a vested interest in the final 
product [112]. 
 
The one thing we have that has been very helpful is that I 
report directly to the CEO and he reports to the Board of 
Directors about the progress on our sustainability goals.  
Having the CEO report on these issues forces everyone to 
take sustainability seriously.  It makes the sustainability 
report a living thing [113]. 
 

Rio-Tinto Borax is a mining company who recognizes their vulnerability to 
sustainable development.:  
 

Borax has clarified the business benefits associated with 
aligning corporate strategies with the priorities of 
sustainable development. These benefits include gaining an 
business advantage by distinguishing Borax from the 
competition, reducing the costs of uncertainties, securing 
society’s approval to operate and gaining a competitive 
edge through new approaches to product application 
development [114].  

 
In response, the company embarked on a vigorous sustainability reporting 
campaign, and was later awarded the prestigious Governor’s award for 
Sustainable Practices [115]. Revisions to the company’s 2005 sustainability 
policy developed new specific sustainability principles for each business 
unit. This has helped earn more respect internally in regards to the core 
purpose of sustainable development and how it applies to their daily 
activities.  
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Starbucks and Van City Credit Union commented similarly, highlighting 
the internal benefits of the reporting process through closely evaluating 
core purpose, values, and principles. Overtime, these reporting processes 
experienced greater acceptance and closer integration with daily business. 
This helped to solidify internal awareness of their organizational identity, 
purpose, and vision of success which supports their overall exceptional 
economic performance. [116, 117]. 
 
Moreover, the quality of the strategic planning (and the resulting 
sustainability report) is directly related to the rigor of the reporting process 
and the metrics on which the reporting process is built. 
 

The report is not currently intended as input into an internal 
strategic planning process.  However it’s the rigor of the 
data collection process that provides value to the planning 
process—not the report itself.  So the processes we’ve put in 
place to capture the right type of data on social, 
environmental, and community impacts are the key to better 
planning [118]. 
 
We also experienced in the last couple years the difficulty in 
collecting the right kind of data and information on 
sustainability issues on a international basis.  We are focused 
on coming to grips with that problem.  Once we’ve got the 
right data, we can progress to integrating sustainability data 
with the planning process [119]. 
 
Metrics inform our management systems, which informs our 
strategic planning.  With the right economic, environmental, 
and social indicators, you get a good feel for the health of 
the company, which provides insight into the planning 
process [120] 
 
We use the report’s data for measuring the effectiveness and 
the performance of our environmental management system. 
The economical part of sustainability, the environmental 
controlling shows us the relationship between costs and 
incomes. If we use this system for planning then we can 
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calculate even the recovering period of every investment 
also [121]. 
 
There is another point to make here. Ideally, when we’ve 
identified the most relevant indicators, our report will be 
meaningful to both external and internal stakeholders—like 
employees.  As we recognize the relative influence of all 
stakeholders, and report on issues important to them, our 
planning processes will likely improve [122]. 
 

These responses, along with additional background information, provided 
authors with a general picture of the current state of sustainability reporting 
and trends towards including sustainability issues in strategic planning. 
This data allowed the authors to draw several conclusions about the 
possible value in using the sustainability report as an input to planning, and 
the opportunities and challenges this proposal will face. 
 
 
3.3 Summarizing the Relationship 

The survey and follow-up interview results suggest that sustainability 
reporting is generally viewed as an outcome of strategic planning. For most 
respondents, sustainability reporting and strategic planning are perceived to 
be two separate and sometimes independent processes. Commonly, 
different groups of executives are responsible for these processes.  
 
Sometimes, as in the case with the SAS Group, a chief audit member of the 
board participates in both processes, which lends more continuity. 
Respondents (most of whom where social responsibility or environment 
representatives) often pointed to idea that executives view the process of 
sustainability reporting as an add-on cost to business as usual, with little or 
no strategic or competitive value.  
 
Having discussed the survey and interview results, we now turn to literature 
for another perspective. Non-financial reporting is most often presented as 
a stakeholder management tool. Sustainability reporting is a both (1) a 
strategic action to increase corporate accountability and transparency 
through the use of a (2) disclosure tool, that being an official company 
document which has in best practices, been reviewed and endorsed by 
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independent auditors. Accountability is derived from the act of disclosing 
audited social and environmental performance in relation to publicly stated 
targets, principles or overall vision of sustainability. Stakeholders are able 
to monitor corporate performance via reports and apply pressure in areas 
where performance is lagging. This process brings about increased 
corporate transparency as stakeholders become privy to both corporate non-
financial material information and corporate governance and management 
practices.  
 
 
3.4 Current Gaps in Relationship 

In short, we draw the following conclusions on the gaps between 
sustainability reporting and strategic planning: 
 
 
Gaps between Reporting and Planning 

Lack of whole-systems perspective when formulating long-term strategy 
and sustainability reports. And, as discussed above, companies are not 
using a scientific, principled definition of sustainability, and therefore 
report on indicators that may or may not measure ‘real’ progress towards 
sustainability. The absence of a systems perspective of sustainable 
development may increase vulnerability to socio-ecological risks. 
 
Inadequate alignment of strategy and sustainability. The absence of a 
systems perspective may make it difficult for companies to identify the 
long-term relationship between the two processes, resulting in poor 
alignment of competitive strategy and sustainability investments. 
 
Poor feedback-loop between processes. Many companies see the 
sustainability report as an outcome of the strategic plan, and do not use the 
process or report itself to provide feedback to the strategic plan. 
 
Inability to articulate feedback opportunities. While most participants agree 
that the reporting process is valuable for planning, many were unable to 
articulate exactly how the feedback is, or should be, incorporated in the 
strategic planning process. 
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Management information systems (MIS). MIS redundancies and cost-
ineffectiveness. Companies who treat strategy and reporting processes as 
separate will experience trouble managing the data for reporting. As, more 
data becomes relevant to stakeholders, or standardized by reporting 
“Guidelines” companies are forced to grow their MIS in response, this 
leads to increased costs. Overlapping MIS can cause redundancies, and can 
lead to inaccurate collection of data. Workers may experience difficulty 
managing additional responsibilities of data collection to support 
sustainability reporting.  
 
 
Opportunities for Closer Integration of Processes 

With these gaps or challenges in mind, and with additional interview 
material in hand, the following opportunities for integration were apparent: 
 
Streamlining management information systems (MIS).   As companies try to 
expand the width and breadth of their data, the need for more detailed (and 
expensive) MIS grows—including systems for capturing financial 
performance, environmental performance, social performance, and 
stakeholder relations.  As sustainability information increasingly has a 
financial impact, companies are beginning to recognize that a streamlined 
MIS can reap financial savings, as well as provide more accurate and more 
relevant information for strategic planning.  
 
Tracking appropriate data for strategic decision-making will be 
increasingly difficult. With an overarching planning framework (especially 
one that integrates the sustainability reporting process into the core strategy 
plan), companies can more easily identify where overlaps and gaps exist in 
their data capture systems, and can start to streamline investments into a 
single, lean MIS for the future. 
 
Good corporate governance through a greater degree of stakeholder 
accountability.  By aligning the sustainability report with the strategic plan, 
companies will be providing stakeholders with the means and ability to 
judge the operational direction of the company.  Stakeholders are currently 
privy only to vague “corporate citizenship reports” or “corporate 
responsibility” reports. A GRI+ framework give readers a “view of 
success” against which to measure progress towards socio-ecological 
sustainability.  With the understanding that sustainability is the bare 
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minimum with which companies must eventually comply, additional 
criteria—such as quality of life above and beyond basic needs—can be 
considered. 
 
Better company performance. Closer integration will facilitate the 
identification, measurement and rectification of sustainability gaps. As 
sustainability becomes the next innovation for competitive advantage, 
companies will be rewarded by aligning their business operations with their 
sustainability performance.  Using the report as a benchmark for planning, 
and the sustainability reporting process as a feedback mechanism for 
planning, companies can both track trends in sustainability performance 
and envision competitive opportunities for the future.  
 
Maximizing intellectual and technological networks. A closer integration of 
the processes may result in more productive and efficient organization of 
corporate relationships. By this, we suggest that corporate governance is 
also about organizing relationships between individuals, management 
groups, and business units. In line with leading management professors, we 
believe ‘organizational learning’ is a fundamental objective for success in 
“the new economy”.31  
 
 
3.5 Summary Relationship, Gap, and Opportunities 

In short, we believe that despite existing challenges, there are significant 
opportunities for aligning reporting and planning processes.  Business 
managers (survey and interview respondents), academics (literature 
review), and NGO researchers (namely the GRI organization) all 
acknowledge that the relationship can be greatly improved to the benefit of 
company performance and stakeholder relations. In addition, we find that 
once company managers accept the economic implications of greater 
alignment between sustainability and corporate strategic planning, they can 
begin to identify and manage new risks and exploit some exceptional 
competitive opportunities. The next step, then, is a discussion of the 
implications of a GRI+ model that is integrated into the strategic planning 
process and recommendations for the future.  
 
                                                 
31 See for example, Peter Senge and Göran Carsted, 2001. 
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4 Conclusions and Recommendations 

This project looks at the relationship between non-financial disclosure and 
strategic planning, and specifically at the potential for the reporting process 
to add value to the strategic planning process.  In this sense, we explore 
how the integration of these processes contributes to alignment of 
organizational success.  Specifically, we ask the following questions: 
 

1.  What does a disclosure framework based on a scientific, principled 
definition of sustainability look like? 

a.   What are the current gaps between this enhanced framework 
and the GRI Sustainability Reporting Guidelines? 

b.  What are the challenges and opportunities in moving 
towards this  enhanced disclosure framework? 

2. What is the relationship between sustainability reporting and 
strategic planning? 

a. What are the current gaps between reporting and strategic 
planning?  

b. How can an enhanced disclosure framework bring value to 
corporate strategic planning processes? 

c. What are the potential opportunities for companies that 
pursue integration of reporting and planning? 

 
By examining these questions through a literature review, survey, and 
personal interviews, we find that a business operating “in society in the 
biosphere” must understand sustainability constraints as well as overall 
business goals and values to be successful in the long run.  Taking into 
account system trends, such as the push for corporate governance reform, 
stakeholder demands for greater accountability and transparency, and the 
emphasis on social and environmental impacts as they relate to long-term 
economic viability, sustainability disclosure becomes an important feature 
of long-term business success.  At a minimum, then, companies should be 
reporting on how they do (and do not) operate within system boundaries to 
achieve their vision of success.  Specifically, the report should explain: 
 

• The system – provide enough information about the organisation so 
that stakeholders can understand the external and internal 
environment in which the company operates. 
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• The “vision of success” – lay out the company’s purpose, values, 
and strategic objectives, being specific about the sustainability 
principles that constrain the vision. 

• The strategy – communicate the strategies employed to reach the 
vision, such as policies, programs, and targets for social and 
environmental sustainability. 

• The actions – document all actions (and results from actions) taken 
as part of the strategy towards success. 

 
In addition, a framework for sustainability disclosure should provide: 
 

• comparability across companies 
• compatibility with other sustainability initiatives 
• credibility and legitimacy 

 
Moreover, we find that while the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) 
Sustainability Reporting Guidelines (considered the “gold standard” of non-
financial disclosure) are not sufficient for meeting the criteria above, they 
are compatible.  We therefore suggest several modifications to the GRI 
Guidelines, including placing the framework in a systems context, 
modifying it to include a scientific, principled definition of sustainability, 
and revising its performance indicators to align them with this definition.  
This new model, called GRI+, provides companies and stakeholders with a 
yardstick against which to measure progress towards sustainability.   
 
We find that the greatest challenge to moving towards this enhanced 
disclosure framework is the lack of a public commitment to a science-based 
definition of sustainability.  However, we believe the once this challenge is 
surmounted, companies using a GRI+ model will have improved 
sustainability performance32 and superior corporate governance—both 
which will contribute to long-lasting economic viability.  
 
During our examination of the relationship between sustainability reporting 
and strategic planning, we find that most organizations using the GRI 
Guidelines view reporting and strategic planning as two separate processes.  
Moreover, reporting is generally seen as an add-on cost—the cost of 
                                                 
32 This could mean reduced vulnerability to socio-ecological risks and innovative 
competitive strategies toward sustainability. 
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responsible business and stakeholder management—with little or no 
strategic or competitive value.  At the same time, however, reporters 
acknowledge that the process of reporting can raise awareness about 
otherwise overlooked issues. 
 
We find that current gaps between reporting and planning include: 
 

• lack of a whole-systems perspectives when formulating long-term 
competitive strategy and sustainability reports; 

• inadequate alignment of competitive strategy and sustainability 
activities; 

• poor  (or no) feedback-loop between the sustainability reporting 
process and the strategic planning process; and 

• management information system redundancies and cost-
ineffectiveness. 

 
Nonetheless, we find that by using a GRI+ model, companies can more 
effectively align their reporting and planning processes to realize: 
 

• accurate measurement of sustainability gaps; 
• identification of socio-ecological risks and competitive advantage 

opportunities; 
• appropriate data-tracking for strategic decision-making; and 
• good corporate governance, through better accountability, improved 

stakeholder relations, and maximized human capital in cross-
functional employee teams. 

 
We conclude by investigating how an enhanced disclosure framework 
(GRI+) can bring value to corporate strategic planning processes.  First, we 
find that an aligned reporting process brings value through reinforcing 
sustainability as an integral component of success.  This reinforcement 
happens through building a vision that functions as a shared mental model 
for corporate management, and also through an alignment of internal and 
external objectives. 
 
We also find that using a GRI+ model can institutionalize a systems 
perspective of sustainability through the iterative process of reporting via 
three main mechanisms.  First, a public commitment forces companies to 
adhere to a science-based vision of sustainable development.  Second, it 
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helps executive management identify risks and anticipate opportunities for 
innovation through periodic reviews of the company’s system constraints, 
vision of success (including sustainability principles), and strategy.  Finally, 
it provides a platform for stakeholder contribution to strategy and 
innovation. 
 
Thus, we believe that a visionary company will strive for disclosure as a 
core competency, using rigorous sustainability reporting to: 
 

• cement outstanding corporate governance and an embedded vision 
and purpose; 

• manage socio-ecological risks and realize competitive advantage 
through innovation toward sustainability; 

• exploit identity/brand differentiation; 
• develop cost-effective data management systems; and 
• create a culture of organizational learning. 

 
While we conclude that a GRI+ model can, indeed, bring great value to 
companies through an alignment of reporting and planning processes, we 
acknowledge that there are challenges to moving towards this framework.  
The greatest hurdle is that companies are not currently committing to a 
science-based definition of sustainability, which provides the foundation of 
the GRI+ model.   
 
 
4.1 Future Research 
 
While beyond the scope of this project, the reluctance of companies to 
publicly commit to a rigorous and measurable definition of sustainability—
especially those already using such a definition internally—is a topic that 
warrants further investigation for two reasons: 
 
Need for Rigorous Understanding of Sustainability.  First, a company’s 
ability to progress towards sustainability is dependent on the strength of its 
strategic planning.  In turn, the strategic plan must be supported by a “view 
of success” that can guide actions towards the goals.  Vague definitions of 
sustainability, like “being a good corporate citizen” and “minimizing our 
impact on the environment” do not provide the rigor that is required by a 
strategic planning process.  Only by using a principled definition of 
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sustainability, combined with a strategic planning process like backcasting, 
can a company truly know the direction and pace of its progress towards 
socio-ecological sustainability. 
 
Need for Transparency and Accountability.  This second point is relevant 
for companies already using a scientific, principled definition of 
sustainability.  By using a strict model internally, but declining to use it 
publicly, the company is being disingenuous.  Once a company has 
recognized the imperative in using such a definition, it has an ethical 
responsibility to convey that understanding to stakeholders.  The reason for 
this oversight it obvious: by publicly claiming a vague definition of 
sustainability as the goal, companies are less accountable to their 
stakeholders for real progress towards sustainability.  Because stakeholders 
cannot directly measure “being a good corporate citizen” or “minimizing 
impact on the environment”, companies cannot be held to any independent 
standard of responsibility. 
 
As such, questions for further research arise: 
 

• How many companies are aware of scientific, principled definitions 
of sustainability? 

• Of those who are aware, why have they chosen another definition? 
• Of those who are aware and are using the definition internally, why 

haven’t they committed to using that definition in public 
documents? 

 
These questions should lead to an in-depth exploration of the following: 
 

• What is a company’s responsibility in communicating its definition 
of sustainability? 

• Would a strict definition of sustainability provide stakeholders with 
more power to hold companies accountable? 

• What are the legal, ethical, and stakeholder implications for such a 
change? 
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4.2 Recommendations for the Future 
 
Support GRI.  Seeing as the Global Reporting Initiative is the most widely 
used, most comprehensive framework for sustainability reporting, we 
believe that it is essential to continue to support the organization in its 
periodic revisions.  With buy-in form more than 600 organizations (and 
exponentially increasing supporters), GRI is clearly the most popular model 
upon which to build.   
 
Create GRI+.  GRI’s commitment to revisions makes it ideal for moving 
towards the GRI+ model suggested above.  To this end, stakeholders in the 
push towards better sustainability disclosure (governments, investment 
funds, NGOs, communities, companies, and individuals) should help push 
GRI in this direction, through a combination of funding, institutional 
support, technical support, and personal feedback. 
 
Invest in streamlined MIS.  The need for multi-functional data management 
systems will only grow in the future.  Companies looking to gain a 
competitive advantage in the marketplace should ensure that any new MIS 
investment be compatible with sustainability goals, data requirements, and 
reporting indicators.  Likewise, companies developing systems are advised 
to integrate non-financial information—particularly related to 
sustainability—into new programs. 
 
Realignment of company resources.  As companies themselves reorganize 
to achieve maximum efficiency, they should keep in mind that cross-
functional teams of strategy and reporting experts can bring significant 
benefits to both processes—particularly in comparison to totally separate 
“sustainability teams” and “strategy teams”.  While this recommendation 
applies to all levels of the organization, a company should be particularly 
careful to ensure that its executive management and Board of Directors 
view strategy and sustainability together as one piece—integrated planning 
at middle-management levels can fly apart without a similar commitment at 
the top levels. 
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4.3 Conclusion 
 
Our research is interested in the relationship between sustainability 
reporting and corporate strategic planning, and suggests that a closer 
integration of the processes brings significant value to an organization.  
Many companies we interviewed acknowledge that the above 
“recommendations” are important, but struggle with implementing them in 
an economy where every dollar counts. We suggest that starting from a 
“systems view”, where strategy and sustainability are equal partners, may 
provide the necessary shift in perspective to recognize the significant risks 
involved in continued unsustainable activities, and to realize the 
exceptional opportunities for economic performance through strategic 
sustainable development. 
 
Competitive advantage can be eroded by socio-ecological pressures. For 
example, stakeholder pressures, such as consumer preferences, resulting 
from poor or failed corporate governance can have a lasting effect on 
corporate image and profitability. Without effective, transparent, and 
accountable corporate governance, business lies at risk to increasing 
stakeholder pressures which will reduce the effectiveness of corporate 
strategy. Sustainability is an avenue of success which leads business away 
from these risks and towards innovation. We believe that sustainability 
strategy and reporting will be increasingly important for improved 
corporate governance and sustainable competitive advantage. 
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Appendix A: Analysis of “100 Most Sustainable Companies” by the World 
Economic Forum and the Global Reporting Initiative Guidelines Reporters 

Company Country Definition Definition of Sustainability 

ABB AG Switzerland No No definition for sustainability or sustainable development. 

ABN Amro Holding Netherlands Yes 
Our definition of sustainable development: To live our Corporate Values and Business 
Principles and to meet the needs of the organization and our stakeholders, thus 
seeking to protect, sustain and enhance human, natural, and financial capital needed 
in the future. 

Adidas Salomon AG Germany No No definition for sustainability or sustainable development. 
Alcan Inc. Canada No No definition for sustainability or sustainable development. 

ALCOA INC United States Yes 
Building from our Values, our sustainability goal is to achieve simultaneously financial 
success, environmental excellence, and social responsibility through partnerships in 
order to deliver net long-term benefits to our shareholders, employees, customers, 
suppliers, and the communities in which we operate. 

BP PLC Great Britain Yes 

For us, ‘sustainability’ means the capacity to endure as a group by renewing assets, 
creating and delivering products and services that meet the evolving needs of society, 
attracting successive generations of employees, contributing to a flourishing 
environment and retaining the trust and support of customers, shareholders and 
communities. 

BT Group PLC Great Britain Yes 
The concept of sustainable development has increasingly come to represent a new 
kind of world—where economic growth delivers a more just and inclusive society, at 
the same time as preserving the natural environment and the world’s non-renewable 
resources for future generations. 
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Company Country Definition Definition of Sustainability 

DENSO Japan No No definition for sustainability or sustainable development. 
Diageo Great Britain No No definition for sustainability or sustainable development. 

ENBRIDGE INC. Canada No No definition for sustainability or sustainable development. 
Henkel Germany No No definition for sustainability or sustainable development. 

Hewlett-Packard United States No No definition for sustainability or sustainable development. 
ING Group Netherlands No No definition for sustainability or sustainable development. 
Intel Corp United States No No definition for sustainability or sustainable development. 

LAFARGE SA France No No definition for sustainability or sustainable development. 
Nokia Oyg Finland No No definition for sustainability or sustainable development. 

Novo Nordisk Denmark No No definition for sustainability or sustainable development. 
PEPSICO INC United States No No definition for sustainability or sustainable development. 

Philips Elec Netherlands Yes 
Sustainability is defined as “meeting the needs of the present generation without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” Sustainable 
development – which is considered the path to sustainability – is the simultaneous 
pursuit of economic prosperity, environmental quality and social equity. 

Royal Dutch 
Petroleum (Shell) Netherlands Yes 

In 1997 we committed to contribute to sustainable development.  We recognised that, 
to stay successful, we needed to find more socially and environmentally sustainable 
ways to meet society’s needs. 

SEVERN TRENT 
PLC Great Britain No No definition for sustainability or sustainable development. 
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Company Country Definition Definition of Sustainability 

Skanska Sweden Yes 

Although the concept of sustainable development has existed for some time, it 
became a popular notion with the publication of the report of the World Commission 
on Environment and Development, Our Common Future, in 1987. The report defines 
sustainable development as development that meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.  To us this 
means that we incorporate social and environmental aspects in our decision-making 
processes and work practices. An optimal balance of social, environmental and 
economic elements helps us to design and build better and safeguard the long-term 
prosperity of the company. It also means that we work hard to continually improve the 
integration of for example human and labor rights, business ethics and stakeholder 
relations. At the same time we aim to achieve a safety culture with zero accidents. 

STMicroelectronics Switzerland No No definition for sustainability or sustainable development. 

TransAlta Utilities Canada Yes 
Our success is also determined by the way we use resources, manage our impacts on 
the land, invest in communities and protect the safety of our employees and our 
neighbours. These measures of sustainability - of balancing environmental, economic 
and social needs in everything we do - are core principles of our company. 

Volkswagen Group Germany Yes 

Sustainability as a model for corporate activity: The challenges facing society today 
can only be met by search and decision-making processes that continuously re-
balance the requirements of economic performance, environmental protection and 
social justice.  This means always taking into account the needs of future generations. 
Networked thinking and creative curiosity are just as much a part of sustainable 
development as being voluntarily socially responsible in business. The need to 
succeed on the market and satisfy customer requirements may never be neglected in 
this context. 

Weyerhaeuser Co United States No No definition for sustainability or sustainable development. 
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Appendix B: Open-Ended Responses 

Briefly, please comment on any challenges and opportunities you feel may 
exist in integrating a sustainability report into your organization’s strategic 
planning process. 
 
Note: A representative group of replies is listed here.  Some have been 
modified to protect the anonymity of the participants, but the core argument 
of the statement remains. 
 
Replies that dealt with sustainability (not the sustainability report 
itself), such as:  
 
• Our challenge lies in effectively communicating our sustainability 

efforts to 384,000 employees worldwide while at the same time 
integrating CSR strategy to new stakeholders as a result of acquisitions. 

• As an organisation for international development and cooperation we 
get our funding from private and public donors. We’re discussing now 
if we are allowed to use some of these funding for compensating CO2-
emission of our flying and train trips… 

• The company does not engage in highly-polluting activities owing to 
the nature of our products, services and production system. 
Nonetheless, our environmental commitment is strong in terms of both 
environmental policies and the conviction that high-technology services 
make an effective contribution to environmental improvement. 
Therefore, our organization, as a high-technology company, can 
develop a wide range of products to safeguard the environment, which 
constitutes a very important opportunity for our company. 

 

Replies that questioned the relationship between reporting and 
planning, such as: 
 
• We use the report as a ‘window’ into our environmental and 

sustainability programs, to review and assess progress and provide 
feedback on moving forward, rather than something that drives strategic 
planning.  

• …it works in fact the other way around. We use a comprehensive 
management and care system of three certified KAM care systems, the 
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balanced scorecard for monitoring and adjustment and the EFQM 
model including a self assessment for review and management. As a 
result of that we publish a sustainability report. So it is not used for, but 
a result of a widely care taking PPP strategic planning & management 
process. 

• The report is more the outcome from the strategic planning process than 
the other way round. 

• As a person responsible for producing sustainability report over the 
years, I truly have to say that I don’t understand your questions 6, 7 and 
8. How is a sustainability report that is reporting on the previous year’s 
performance to be used in case of strategic planning? It is a 
performance report and not a tool. We do have separate sustainability 
management tools to evaluate all the investment proposals the company 
is planning to do and sustainability due diligence guidelines to evaluate 
acquisitions and divestments. 

• It is not the report what is important, but the commitments and progress 
included in the report. In our opinion, reporting is just a tool which 
helps a company to engage with stakeholders and show improvement in 
the development of the strategy. But sustainability is a key issue to be 
included in strategic planning of any XXI century corporation. 

• I am not sure I fully understand the concept of integrating the report 
into the strategic planning process. Information such as environmental 
performance, safety performance, etc. are integrated, but this 
information comes from the integrated management systems not the 
sustainability report itself. 

• The new sustainability report at this stage can only be regarded as the 
beginning of a process in which it will positioned within the company 
and its processes and as a tool of communication with our internal and 
external stakeholders. In terms of being part of the strategic planning 
process it is more of a reflection of the outcomes of this discussion on 
strategy. 

• Our sustainability report is an outcome of the strategic planning process 
as opposed to a driver of it. It is an annual report on our activities and 
progress towards becoming a sustainable company. Sustainability is 
integrated into our decision-making processes at the strategic planning 
level - and this is reflected in the sustainability report. Therefore, we do 
not use the sustainability report in strategic planning as the report is a 
report on the strategic planning process itself (a process that 
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sustainability is integrated into) - in much the same way as a company 
annual report. 

• The report is merely a consolidation of material that feeds into strategic 
planning - however it assists with ensuring suitable rigour in data 
collection and processes and aids to emphasise the importance of 
sustainability performance for the organisation. 

• You’ve misunderstood what a sustainability report is for. 
 

Replies that identified key opportunities and challenges for greater 
integration, such as: 
 
• Long term strategic planning needs to take further cognizance of labour 

and social impacts in the communities in which we operate. We need to 
place even more focus than is currently done on the upliftment and 
capacity building aspects of our business - especially in rural areas. 
Transformation of the business in terms of South Africa’s objectives 
will render the company more sustainable into the future. 

• Ensuring that data from the report is used in a meaningful way in 
business planning is key to ensuring both buy-in and progress. 

• In case if we have sustainability report we can see the most important 
results, and the planning is much easier. We can show the effort made 
by the company concerning social responsibility. We can improve the 
market position showing our results to the competitors. 

• Challenge: reports are mostly historical, planning looks at the future. 
• While we have for the most part integrated our sustainability report into 

our strategic planning process, there are issues around timing. Our year-
end data is finalized around March-April, but our business planning 
process for the next year begins in the summer/fall. We therefore 
produce interim internal reports to flag areas of low/declining 
performance to executive. Over the years we have learnt it’s important 
we do not set future targets or action plans outside of the organization’s 
business planning process as these will just not get done. We go a step 
further by integrating all targets and action plans into the 
CEOs/executive performance plans. We generally find that executive 
and management are aware of any areas of low/declining performance 
that we bring to them. However, the sustainability report ensures that 
we are transparent about our performance, and accountable to our 
stakeholders. 
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• The report is a fantastic repository for data so this can be useful for 
planning purposes. Beyond this I can’t see a lot of value. 

• The main purpose of our sustainability report is to report on our 
previous year’s performance, which provides an opportunity for us to 
assess our progress and identify areas of improvement. In addition, it 
presents our forward-looking plans through the definition of our 
objectives and targets. We do however use other means beyond the 
sustainability report for sustainable development planning. 

• The management acceptance of some contents of the report 
(development tasks derived from the findings of reporting process) is a 
real challenge (to start company programs and create financial 
background of them). 

• Challenge: to convince all the decision makers of the benefits. 
Opportunities: clearer overview of the mutual strength of all CSR-
relevant activities throughout the company. Better understanding of the 
coherences as a basis for effective coordination. 

• The most significant barrier to integrating Sustainability reporting into 
the Business planning cycle is making the connection between planning 
and Sustainability reporting for people. People do not automatically 
make the connection and need to be led to make the connection. 

• The challenge in integrating sustainability report into our strategic 
planning process is getting every manager and employee to buy-in and 
truly believe in the concept of sustainability as well as getting them to 
understand what sustainability is, what it means for the group and the 
benefits thereof. The opportunities of integrating these two processes 
are vast, as the report clearly outlines the triple bottom line elements as 
interdependent and highlights in detail the challenges in each element, 
progress in terms of achievements and shortcomings as well as setting 
financial, social and environmental targets. As such the report serves as 
an important tool for any business planning. 

• The official Sustainability Reports of companies include in most cases a 
comprehensive review of the past (year), therefore if information 
related to sustainability should be used proactively in the planning 
process, there must be a continual reporting in the company, which is 
reviewed periodically. 

• “More” or rather change in attitude is needed from the organisation to 
be able to develop and use a more strategic CR report framework. 
Inside marketing still needed. That is, to gain awareness and insight in 
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the organisation of the potential and existing significance and relevance 
of sustainability issues to strategic decision making. 

• The metrics of the GRI are not static, which means that there are no 
trends to show upper management of the value added or progress made 
within the framework of GRI since its launch. In order to get senior 
management to use GRI as a strategic tool, they need to know that it is 
the global standard that all other corporations adhere to for Corporate 
Reporting and can be used to measure an apples to apples comparison 
of progress amongst Corporations. The GRI also needs to work very 
hard to get ‘support and buy-in’ from the activist communities as a 
sound and verifiable measure of Corporate Responsibility...or 
Corporations will use other means for reporting to use as a strategic 
management tool as well as to measure their performance. 

• Having the Board and CEO develop a better understanding of 
sustainability issues for the corporation so that they can integrate them 
into the strategic planning process. 

• Currently our sustainability report and the strategic planning process are 
not integrated. This will be a challenge as senior management is not 
engaged in the sustainability report. 

 

  


