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Abstract 
 
This paper outlines the presentation presented by Jayne Mammatt at the CIS 
conference 2009, and aims to explore sustainability reporting in light of current global 
challenges and trends.  The conversation begins by looking at some recent trends – 
successes and shortcomings – of sustainability reporting and assurance.  The trends 
discussed illustrate that progress is being made through experience, while there 
remains room for improvement in a number of areas.  Key for further improvement is 
that these must be made with an ultimate goal in mind, or those involved will 
continue to ‘tweak’ existing processes and miss opportunities to make reporting truly 
valuable. The concept of integrated sustainability reporting and assurance is thus 
unpacked.   
 
In essence, integrated sustainability reporting is more about management than 
reporting.  To effectively achieve this would require the establishment of long-term 
processes of monitoring and stakeholder engagement. In addition, targets need to 
be set for all material aspects, and trade-offs between aspects should be considered.  
Learning from the experience and findings from other fields and applications 
provides some starting insights for improved reporting.  These insights are drawn 
from fields of financial reporting, public sector reporting, ISO 26000 guidance on 
social responsibility and Sustainability Science research.   
 
Based on the investigation described in this presentation, some conclusions can be 
made.  Firstly, companies should report on specific needs and issues in a particular 
context.  The reports themselves must use clear performance tables within the body 
of the report, and make use of appropriate frameworks that highlight what 
information is ‘missing’ from reports in line with industry or reporting framework 
standards.  Further to this, companies should focus on developing reporting maturity, 
and reports should be tailored for active use during decision making.  
 
Keywords: Integrated Sustainability Reporting; Corporate Governance; Learning 
from other fields 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
“King (2008) states that 50 of the largest organisations are in the top 100 economic 
entities in the world, including countries.  Large organisations thus have very large 
impacts on the world. The pressure for sustainability reporting has come from a 
variety of external stakeholders, seeking information about how organisations affect 
the environment, the wellbeing of their employees, their suppliers, their customers 
and the communities in which they operate (Hubbard, 2009)  
 
Another recent publication describes 2008 as “the year sustainability got tough” 
(Salterbaxter, 2008).  Companies are challenged to address sustainability issues that 
are complex, including interwoven (and often paradox) economic, social and 
environmental elements, as well as conflicting agendas.  These characteristics result 
in it being very difficult to effectively strategise and plan actions to deal with them. 
 
This paper outlines the presentation presented by Jayne Mammatt, and aims to 
explore sustainability reporting in light of current global challenges and trends.  The 
conversation begins by looking at some recent trends – successes and shortcomings 
– of sustainability reporting and assurance.  These trends are drawn from recent 
local and international reviews. The concept of integrated sustainability reporting and 
assurance is then unpacked.  Key challenges to the implementation of this concept 
are discussed, after which sources for possible innovation and inspiration are 
highlighted.  Finally, some conclusions are made, pointing to a way forward. 
 
RECENT TRENDS – CONCERNS 
The Ernst & Young 2008 Excellence in Sustainability Reporting awards process 
highlights areas requiring improvement in South African reports, namely the: 
 
• Link between sustainability and business activities; 
• Meaningful reduction in information (i.e. report focus); 
• Disclosure of full impact and performance; and 
• Transparency. 
 
Similar concerns are expressed by others globally, most notably Hubbard (2009), 
who finds from a study of 30 large global companies in three industries (Oil & Gas, 
Banking and Food), much of the information reported is not material, not assured, 
not comparable and provides favourable rather than balanced results.  His 
conclusions are based on the following analysis (in summary) - 
 
• Materiality: 

► Reports without a focus on stakeholder engagement and an associated 
materiality matrix tend to be long, and seem to be trying to report something 
for everyone; 

► Oil & Gas – leading companies use a materiality matrix with issues based on 
external and internal stakeholder engagement, but it is not clear that this 
process is resulting in a focus on the ‘real’ issues for the industry; 

► Banking – processes to consult with stakeholders exist, but these companies 
appear to be determining the material issues internally rather than involving 
stakeholders directly; 
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► Food – similar to Banking, although the situation appears to be aggravated 
due to information not being integrated globally (resulting in no holistic 
picture). 

 
• Assurance: 

► Only 5 of the 30 companies had comprehensive assurance, and almost 50% 
had no assurance; 

► The majority of assurance is limited to a very small portion of the total report. 
 

• Comparability: 
► Disaggregated reporting (i.e. per country, product or line of business) means 

the organisations’ overall performance cannot be understood; 
► Very few companies use performance tables to enhance the understanding of 

what was reported, or what the targets were vs. actual performance; 
► Some companies show their performance tables at the end of the report, 

distancing it from the reported outcomes and reducing the focus of the table; 
► Industry-specific standards need to developed or properly used – a lack of 

standards makes performance comparisons across companies impossible. 
 

• Favourable vs. Balanced reporting: 
► All industries – policies are provided, but few are measured in any objective 

way (e.g. employee satisfaction results, customer complaints, turnover, fines 
etc. are not reported); 

► All industries – the heavy use of case studies does not present the average or 
typical situation within the company concerned (i.e. the report is more 
‘readable’, but less objective); 

► Oil & Gas – reports discuss key issues like climate change, but include 
general information about the size and nature of the problem instead of 
specific mention of their individual company’s responsibility or impact; 

► Banking – companies recognise the need to reduce their negative impact but 
pass the responsibility on to their customers, and there is little evidence for 
how their lending principles influence their behaviour in terms of, for example, 
finance to environmentally-sensitive projects; 

► Food – Similar to Banking these companies recognize their indirect impacts, 
but responsibility was passed on to others in the value chain and little specific 
information was provided. 

 
RECENT TRENDS – HIGHLIGHTS 
The Ernst & Young 2008 Excellence in Sustainability Reporting awards process 
highlights four positive trends for South African reports, namely the: 
 
• Increased commitment to sustainability: 

 
► Statements by the CEO and Chairman are increasingly dealing with key 

sustainability issues, and reflecting a personal passion for sustainability; 
► Sustainability issues increasingly being combined with annual reporting 

process. 
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• Increased effectiveness of communication: 
 
► Majority of reports are more concise, where the volume of information has 

been reduced; 
► Majority of reports are more user-friendly when compared to previous 

versions. 
 

• Increased quality of reporting: 
 
► Increased use of key performance indicators; 
► Majority of reports allow for the comparison of some information on a year-on-

year basis. 
 

• Increased levels of trust and reliability: 
 
► Increase in the percentage of reports with assurance (from 20 to 30%); 
► General improvement of assurance reports regarding disclosure of scope and 

level of assurance provided. 
 
At the international scale, reporting across all scales of company has grown, and in 
2008 just over 500 first time reports were released (Corporate Register Reporting 
State of Play, 2008). 
 
TRENDS IN ASSURANCE 
At the global scale, approximately 30% of reports included an assurance statement 
in 2008, and these were provided largely by three groups – Accountants “Big 4” 
(40%), Certification Bodies (25%) and Specialist consultancies (24%) 
(CorporateRegister.com, 2009).   
 
In South Africa, recent research points to the fact that the “Big 4” companies provide 
the majority of assurance statements within Sustainability reports 
(SustainabilityServices.com, 2009). This research also noted that a majority of 
reports reviewed request Type 2 assurance, which is a more comprehensive form of 
assurance, whereby an assurance provider is expected to meet the assurance 
expectations of Type 1 (content review for inclusivity, materiality & responsiveness) 
as well as to test the accuracy, consistency, completeness and reliability of data 
reported relative to a selection of significant sustainability indicators. 
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Summary thought on trends 
 
The above positive and negative trends illustrate that progress is being made 
through experience, while there remains room for improvement in a number of areas.  
Key for further improvement is that these must be made with an ultimate goal in 
mind, or those involved will continue to ‘tweak’ existing processes and miss 
opportunities to make reporting truly valuable. 
 
The goal – integrated sustainability reporting 
 
From the details of trends that have set our current context, we must elevate our 
thinking back to the purpose and greatest value of sustainability reporting.  The King 
III report (2009:13) suggests this to be: 
 
“A key challenge for leadership is to make sustainability issues mainstream: the 
leadership must integrate strategy, sustainability and control (integrated 
governance), and establish the values and ethics that underpin sustainable 
practices.  Governance, strategy and sustainability have become inseparable”. 
 
This leads to the question of how the above aim can be achieved.  What would 
integrated sustainability reporting look and feel like within an organization? 
 
King III (Chapter 6) notes that such reports would include: 
 

► Principle 6.1 … ‘effective communication with stakeholders’ 
► Principle 6.2 … ‘focussed on substance over form’ 
► Principle 6.3 … ‘formalised as part of the company’s reporting process’ 
► Principle 6.4 … ‘take place at least once a year’ 
► Principle 6.5 … ‘should have independent assurance’ 

 
This sentiment is echoed in other publications, for example Salterbaxter (2008) point 
out that to find solutions to the complex sustainability issues facing business, 
companies will need to begin authentic communication with stakeholders on these 
issues and encourage joint problem solving.  This means shifting the approach from 
corporate responsibility “housekeeping” to “how they function amongst shifting 
economic, social and environmental agendas around them” (Salterbaxter, 2008). 
 
A recent article discussing socially responsible investment, it is noted that “the 
present global economic crisis has made it readily apparent that our existing system 
for corporate reporting has failed shareholders. We believe that robust sustainability 
reporting could have mitigated some of the impacts of the financial crisis." This 
highlights how vital sound, holistic business-related information is for decision 
making. 
 
In essence, integrated sustainability reporting is more about management than 
reporting.  Management in this case refers to aspects like business 
strategy/systems with regards to sustainability issues; to company values and 
culture; to information; and to gaps and shortcomings in performance.   
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To effectively achieve this would require the establishment of long-term processes of 
monitoring (data collection, analysis) and stakeholder engagement (internal and 
external). In addition, targets need to be set for all material aspects, and trade-offs 
between aspects should be considered.   
 
In other words, what integrated sustainability reporting does not mean is that 
sustainability information is simply “combined” to financial information in an annual 
report!  As sustainability reports are increasingly looked to by investors and other 
stakeholders for information pertaining to the success of a company, investors and 
other stakeholders should direct attention to integrated reporting (i.e. reporting that 
reflects most accurately a holistic picture of the company’s benefits, negative 
impacts and risks). 
 
Challenges with getting to this goal 
 
Challenges to achieving the goal described as integrated sustainability reporting 
include content and assurance aspects. 
 
Many of the challenges to reporting content are likely to remain the same as current 
challenges (such as materiality and comparability), but are likely to be emphasised 
because of the need to streamline the length and focus of an integrated report. 
 
In terms of assurance, there is ever increasing emphasis on verifying the accuracy 
and completeness of the statements and figures presented by companies – and 
some sustainability information is difficult to assure.  Future (integrated) reporting will 
require improvements to both the method and models for assurance: 
 

► Method: will integrated reporting (and the drive to embed sustainability into 
business strategy and practice) require a multi-disciplinary method of 
information verification?  
 
This would prove very challenging, but also opens up opportunities to improve 
the quality of the process (e.g. audits of mining operations that include 
environmental expertise would be able to assess the suitability of the financial 
provisions made for mine closure and rehabilitation). 
 

► Model: will integrated reporting include additional role-players (e.g. specialist 
experts or stakeholders) in assurance processes, as a means to build on the 
quality of the report? 
 
The challenge here would likely be the process of integrating the results of the 
variety of different mechanisms to form a final opinion/result, and to ensure 
that the quality and competence of these additional assurance mechanisms is 
maintained. 

 
THINKING OUT OF THE BOX TO REACH THE GOAL 
To move beyond simply modifying existing approaches to reporting, and to 
overcome the challenges described above, requires fresh thinking.  Learning from 
the experience and findings from other fields and applications provides some starting 
insights: 
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1. Financial reporting 
 
Due to the need for accurate and reliable financial performance information, this type 
of reporting and assurance has a long standing record of learning experience and 
has developed consistent standards and approaches.   
 
Key learning areas: 
• Tone at the top 

► Letters from the CEO/Chairman show support and priority; 
► Accountability for performance by management. 
 

• Summarised, easily accessible results 
► Focussed on key (material) indicators and information; 
► Performance tables are found within the associated text sections; 
► Standardised measures are adopted. 
 

• Comprehensive assurance 
► Ensures overall accuracy and reliability. 

 
2. Public sector reporting (i.e. that undertaken by government departments such 

as Environmental Affairs) 
 
Government departments have for several years (in South Africa, from 
approximately 1999) been developing reports on the state of resources and systems 
(social, environmental, economic) for the areas within their responsibility or mandate. 
 
Key learning areas: 
 
• Reporting adopts a systems approach, which facilitates discussion of the 

connections between indicators and information (i.e. adds depth to the analysis 
or interpretation of results); 

• Reporting framework used allows readers to understand what is “missing” or 
excluded from a report (there are many different types of frameworks to choose 
from and adapt to an entities’ context); 

• Reporting aims to speak directly to decision making (i.e. encourages discussion 
of material issues). 

 
3. ISO 26000: Guidance on Social Responsibility 
 
In his review of 30 large global companies’ sustainability reports, Hubbard (2009:11) 
notes that “…reports remain concerned with the ‘charitable contribution’ philosophy 
rather than focusing on the business case for social investment”.  In addition, the 
study notes that few companies reported on their customers’ and suppliers’ 
satisfaction, despite these role-players being identified as important to their business 
models.  This has led to the recommendation of learning from ISO 26000 when it 
becomes available. 
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4. Sustainability Science 
 
It is important to note that for a company to ensure its material issues are covered, 
and that any business strategy, governance and reporting is able to address the real 
impacts and outcomes of their activities, they must better understand the complex 
social-ecological system within which they operate. This requires an improved 
approach to tracking change in such complex systems – one that focuses on the 
dynamics of the system and aims to maintain its resilience (ability to adapt and cope 
with change). 
 
Monitoring programmes that track change in the system of which a company is part, 
should: 
 

► identify “bottom lines” (benchmarks) from which it can be judged whether the 
environmental or social state is improving or worsening; 

► include dynamic representations of system structure and functioning, which 
take into account cumulative, synergistic and antagonistic feedback as well as 
temporal effects; 

► aim to understand, model and monitor systems on multiple scales of space 
and time (i.e. take into account the way that systems are deigned and 
function). 

 
In addition, sustainability monitoring and reporting should form part of resilience 
management (Walker et al., 2002), which aims to: 
 

► Prevent the social-ecological system from moving to undesired system 
configurations in the face of external stresses and disturbance (i.e. promote 
self-organisation); 

► Nurture and preserve the elements that enable the SES to renew and 
reorganise itself in the face of change (i.e. maintain representation). 

 
Meaningful participation of role-players is required to maximise social learning about 
the systems within which a company operates, and the use of adaptive management 
is one means to facilitate learning. 
 
Adaptive management emphasises experimentalism, which entails the process of 
taking actions capable of reducing uncertainty in the future and adjusting goals and 
commitments based on learning. The very goal of sustainable living is a moving 
target, to be defined as part of a process of taking action and refined as experience 
is gained.  
 
Monitoring must be undertaken in this context, and must explicitly recognise the 
iterative method that is necessary when choosing and interpreting appropriate 
indicators. Developing the capacity for individuals to learn effectively from their 
experiences is, therefore, an important part of building the knowledge and skills for 
adaptive management, and should be an underlying goal of monitoring and reporting 
processes. 
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CONCLUSION - THE WAY FORWARD FOR SUSTAINABILITY REPORTING & 
ASSURANCE 
Based on the investigation described in this presentation, the following conclusions 
can be made.  Firstly, companies should strive to develop reports focused on 
specific needs and issues in a particular context.  In compiling these reports, 
attention should be placed on joint involvement of external and internal stakeholders 
with specific dialogue, for mutual learning.  The reports themselves must use clear 
performance tables (that include trend information) within the body of the report, and 
must make use of appropriate frameworks that highlight what information is ‘missing’ 
from reports in line with industry or reporting framework standards.   
 
Further to this, companies should focus on developing reporting maturity (Hubbard, 
2009): 
 

► From – ‘What good we do for the community…’ 
► To – ‘How we address our negative impacts on the community, and involve 

the community directly in our processes…’ 
 
Finally, reports should be tailored for active use by the Board of Directors (including 
independent directors) and shareholders during decision making. For example, 
having aggregated reporting and standardised measures for ease of use, and clear 
linkages between performance (outcome) indicators and the actual impacts of 
business policies and activities/operations. 
 
In summary, we should be aiming for… 
 

► Use of sustainability reporting by stakeholders for active decision making. 
► Integration of material sustainability information and impacts into business 

strategy, process and reporting. 
► Assurance on report content by reputable, independent assurance 

providers. 
 
The benefit of such efforts is clear when one considers the role they (could) play in 
decision making –  
 
“Fund managers are now starting to use sustainability reports issued by companies 
to make investment decisions. … These reports highlight the risks and opportunities 
to a business of the possible impact of consumer pressure, regulatory pressure, 
international standards, and environmental and health demands. … Emotional and 
philanthropic responses aside, the net result for investors of focusing on 
sustainability seems to be better management control of the business, which is likely 
to lead to a better return on investment. The appeal of a sustainable approach 
should be clear to investors. It is not a case that one has to choose between 
investing according to their values or investing to make a profit.”2  
 

                                                     
2 Making a profit with a conscience - http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/business/7265225.stm  
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