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Abstract 
This paper examines the patterns of sustainability reporting in South 

Asian countries. A total of 99 sustainability report published in 2014on 

the website of Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) was reviewed. 

Through content analysis of these reports, this paper identifies areas 

that are well developed – such as report demographics, management & 

board statements, discussion on sustainability dimensions, pictured 

representations in the reports, stakeholder engagement process, and 

disclosure against corruption. However the discussion on non-

conformances, identification of the audience for the reports, third-party 

assurance and materiality analysis are underdeveloped. This study 

contributes to the existing literature by studying the phenomenon in 

South Asian countries and by identifying and examining additional key 

areas of investigation (e.g. Materiality analysis, stakeholder 

engagement process, pictured presentation, report type, status and 

level) that were ignored by previous studies. This paper informs 

prepares and policy makers to focus their attention on the areas that 

are under-developed. 

 

Keywords:  Sustainability Reporting Patterns, Global Reporting Initiative, South Asia, 

Content Analysis 

 

I. Introduction 
 In recent years stakeholders are concerned with economic, social and 

environmental performance of an organization(Buchholz and Rosenthal 2005, Laplume, 

Sonpar et al. 2008).A sustainability reports an organizational mechanism for informing 
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stakeholders about the economic, social and environmental aspects of what it does and 

the way it governs itself. Initially, sustainability reports were published in the 1980s as a 

way of countering the negative image that some chemical and mining companies had 

acquired by their treatment of the environment and of the local communities in which 

they operated. Today, sustainability reporting has become a tool for handling change 

towards sustainable business practices that combines longstanding profitability with the 

societal justice, moral behavior and ecological care. Sustainability reporting, if done 

responsibly, can enhance brand image and company reputation. It can catalyze change 

within the company. It helps to set new goals and it increases transparency. But it can 

also be misused to suggest that a company has an environmental and ethical agenda when 

in reality little is done – a practice known as “green-washing”.  

 

 Many researchers have emphasized the importance of non-monetary factors (e.g. 

intangible assets, relationship with stakeholders) to measure the business performance 

(Kaplan and Norton 1996, Carroll 2000, Waddock and Smith 2000, Kaplan and Norton 

2001). Corporate sustainability reporting, in this regard, is progressively an essential 

deliberation(Moore and Manring 2009) that takes into consideration the non-monetary 

factors and stakeholders’ interests(Morhardt, Baird et al. 2002). Among numerous 

international initiatives, Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) is one of the important 

organizations that assist corporations to establish more uniform and reliable sustainability 

reports. The GRI (2011) provides a framework for preparing sustainability reports. The 

GRI encourages reporting for three categories as Economic (financial results, market 

presence and procurement practice) performance, Environmental (use of materials, water 

and energy; emissions; and compliance with environmental legislation) performance and 

Social (labor practice, human rights, society and product responsibility) performance. 

 

 Because of the emerging nature of the concept in South Asian countries, analyzing 

the patterns of sustainability reporting is an important research area. South Asian 

countries face numerous ecological & societal issues (e.g. land eroding, pollution, bio-

diversity, poor water management system, lack of industrial waste management system 

and corruption). Sustainability reporting is an important mechanism through which 

corporations can demonstrate that they are doing well on these societal and 

environmental issues. Therefore, importance of sustainability reporting in South Asian 

countries is more as compared to countries where societal and environmental issues are 

not acute. Thus, this study aimed to present the results of the review of corporate 

sustainability reports of South Asian countries (Pakistan, India, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, 

Nepal, Bhutan, and Afghanistan). This study contributes to the emerging literature of 

sustainability reporting in south Asian countries. From the practical point of view, the 

study highlights significant differences in the reporting patterns and recommends areas 

where further improvements are required.  

 

II. Literature Review 
 There has been tremendous growth, in recent years, in the number of companies 

engaging in sustainability initiatives and reporting them in their annual reports, websites 

and other medium of communication. Also there has been significant increase in the 

breadth and depth of reporting practice. Buhr, Gray et al. (2014) noted that some of the 

greatest growth in both stand-alone reporting and combined reporting has occurred in the 

relatively recent past, from 2005 to 2011. According to the GRI (2015), more than 8,000 
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global companies currently disclose sustainability information. However, Marimon, del 

Mar Alonso-Almeida et al. (2012) argues that despite of this increasing trend, the practice 

of corporate sustainability reporting is not adequate when it is compared to the total firms 

working globally.  

 

 Corporate Sustainability reporting is among the latest innovations in corporate 

reporting that is not only concerned with the disclosure of relevant sustainability issues 

but is also considered as an integral part of the corporate communication process between 

companies and its internal and external stakeholders(Ebinger, Goldbach et al. 2006, 

Sawani, Mohamed Zain et al. 2010).According to the GRI (2011, p.3) sustainability 

reporting is defined as “a practice of measuring, disclosing and being accountable to 

internal and external stakeholders for organizational performance towards the goal of 

sustainable development”. Sustainability reports, according to KPMG (2002, p.7) are the 

‘‘reports that include quantitative and qualitative information on their financial/economic, 

social/ethical and environmental performance in a balanced way’’. Sustainability 

reporting may be done through a variety of mechanisms, such as corporate web sites, 

reporting integrated with annual financial reporting, or stand-alone sustainability reports.  

 

 Number of academic studies has subjected sustainability reporting to critical 

scrutiny, primarily by analyzing the content of sustainability statements in the annual 

reports or standalone sustainability reports in order to illuminate extent, patterns, 

motivations and determinants of sustainability disclosures. The natural sequence has been 

to analyze the reporting patterns first and then to look into motivations and determinants. 

Most of such research follow positivist/functionalist approach and is quantitative in 

nature using content analysis of reports. Because of the emerging nature of the concept of 

sustainability reporting in south Asian countries and scope of the research in determining 

the patterns of sustainability reporting, this literature review is only limited to those 

studies that have used the content analysis to analyze the patterns of such reporting.  

 

 Earlier studies found significant differences among the sustainability reports in 

terms of the patterns of sustainability reporting. Basar and Basar (2006) reviewed the 

sustainability profile of 100 biggest Turkish registered firms and stated that sustainability 

reports were published as part of the annual reports instead of stand-alone reports. On the 

contrary, Davis and Searcy (2010)revealed that Canadian companies emphasized to 

publish stand-alone sustainability reports instead of integrating them into annual financial 

report of the company. The length of sustainability reports, according to Roberts and 

Koeplin (2011) varied from 5 pages to 124 pages, whereas, Lewis (2016) reported that 

length of the reports in terms of total pages varied from 5 pages to 309 pages. 

Furthermore, researcher stated that majority of companies used GRI guidelines for 

standalone sustainability reporting whereas few corporations have third party assurance.  

 

 Social disclosures, according to Roberts and Koeplin (2011), contains higher 

representations compared to economic and ecological disclosures. Huang and Wang 

(2010) also stated that social dimension is mainly focused in sustainability reports, in 

comparison with the environmental and economic dimensions. According to Lewis 

(2016), majority of the reports contained disclosure about ecological concerns. Mulkhan 

(2013) concluded that majority of the Indonesian corporations discussed adequately about 

the societal aspects, however insufficient information available about the environmental 
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concerns. Skouloudis, Evangelinos et al. (2010)stated that economic activities were 

poorly discoursed in Greek reports. However, disclosures on societal issues were 

adequately discussed and its pattern is in-line with the sustainability reports from other 

countries. Aktas, Kayalidere et al. (2013), exposed that Turkish sustainability reports 

unable to reliably disclose the information about the societal, ecological and economical 

aspects.  

 

 According to Mulkhan (2013), majority of the companies specified their 

stakeholders and stakeholder engagement in their reports. Huang and Wang (2010) also 

disclosed that majority of Chinese sustainability reports mentioned their main 

stakeholders and contained stakeholder dialogue. In terms of audience, very few reports 

clearly mentioned the audience for their sustainability reports. However majority of the 

reports were endorsed by top management and have some feedback mechanisms (Davis 

and Searcy 2010). 

 

 Asif, Searcy et al. (2013) reviewed the Dutch sustainability reports by focusing the 

different key areas like top-management endorsement of the sustainability report, formal 

corporate governance, sustainability dimensions, management of stakeholder relations, 

supply chain management, third-party assurance, means of sustainability reporting, 

linkage of sustainability initiatives with broader public policy, disclosure of non-

conformances. Their main findings are as follows: most of the reports were endorsed by 

top-management, 100% of the reports were included both quantitative and qualitative 

disclosures, 85% of the corporations engaged in stakeholder engagement, 75% reports 

contained third-party assurance, however relatively few companies  published integrated 

sustainability reports and provided information related to non-conformances. 

 

 Although, numerous studies based on content analysis have made valuable 

contributions in different contexts but in the context of South Asia, there is no work 

which jointly studies the sustainability reports of all countries in South Asia. This study 

fills this gap and not only examined previously studied key areas (see Table-1) (Report 

Structure, Third-party Assurance, Audience, Sustainability Dimensions, Feedback 

Mechanism, Management/Board Statements, Report Demographic and Disclosure of 

Non-Conformances etc.) in detail, but also some additional areas (such as Materiality 

Analysis, Stakeholders Engagement Process, Pictured Presentation, Report Type, Report 

Status and Report Level) (see Table-2). Overall, this study, through content analysis, 

develops greater understanding of what is conveyed in South Asian corporate 

sustainability reports. 

 

Table 1: Prior Studies based on Content Analysis of Sustainability Reporting 

Patterns 
Researcher(s) Study Title Dimensions 

Skouloudis, 
Evangelinos et 

al. (2010) 

Assessing non-financial 
reports according to the 

Global Reporting Initiative 
guidelines: Evidence from 

Greece 

Disclosure about economic, ecological 
and societal performance, Disclosure on 

stakeholder identification and 
engagement, Disclosure on corporate 

governance, Disclosure about 
organizational profile, vision and 

strategy. 

Davis and A Review of Canadian Report Demographics, Report Structure, 
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Searcy (2010) Corporate Sustainable 
Development Reports. 

Audience, Management and Board 
Statements, Supply Chain Management, 

Public Policy Links, Third-Party 
Assurance, Feedback 

Huang and 
Wang (2010) 

Sustainability Reports in 
China: Content Analysis 

Ecological Topic (Environment 
Management System, Ecological Policy, 
Ecological Performance), Social Topic 
(Labor Practice, & People-Oriented& 
Human Rights, Philanthropy, Rural 
Issues, Stakeholder Engagement), 

Economic Topics (Financial Impact of 
Corporate Activities, Financial 

Performance, Market Shares of Services 
and Products of Company), Corporate 

Governance 

Roberts and 
Koeplin (2011) 

Sustainability Reporting 
Practices in Portugal: Green 

washing or Triple Bottom 
Line? 

Report Demographics, Sustainability 
Disclosures, Quantity of Disclosures 
(Total Pages, Number of Pictures, 

Schedules and Graphics), Quality of 
Disclosures 

Aktas, 
Kayalidere et 

al. (2013) 

Corporate Sustainability 
Reporting and Analysis of 
Sustainability Reports in 

Turkey 

Profile Disclosure (Profile, Governance 
& Reporting Parameters, Engagement 

and Commitments), Disclosure on 
Management Approach, Performance 
Indicators (Environmental, Economic, 
Human Rights, Decent Work & Labor 
Practices, Product Responsibility and 

Society) 

Asif, Searcy et 
al. (2013) 

A Review of Dutch 
Corporate Sustainable 
Development Reports 

Top-Management Endorsement of the 
Sustainability Report, Formal Corporate 
Governance, Sustainability Dimensions, 
Management of Stakeholder Relations, 
Supply Chain Management, Third-Party 

Assurance, Means of Sustainability 
Reporting, Linkage of Sustainability 

Initiatives with Broader Public Policy, 
Disclosure of Non-Conformances 

Reyes (2013) 

Ford and General Motors 
Corporate Sustainability 

Reports: A Critical 
Discourse Analysis 

Economic Performance Indicators 
(Financials), Environmental Performance 

Indicators (Environmental Impacts), 
Social Performance Indicators (Labor 

Practices, Human Rights, Society, 
Product Responsibility), Assurance 

(Third Party Auditor) 

Mulkhan 
(2013) 

Corporate Sustainability 
Reporting: A Content 

Analysis of CSR Reporting 
in Indonesia 

Financial Issues, Social Issues, 
Ecological Issues, Guidelines, Codes, 

Standards, Conventions, Reporting 
Nature & Scope, Generic Issues, 

Monitoring Party of System, Monitoring 
Party of Report and Verifier of Report. 

Lewis (2016) 
Corporate Social 

Responsibility/Sustainability 
Reporting Among The 

Supply Chain Environmental Practices, 
Supply Chain Sustainability, 

Environmental Footprint, Green 
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Fortune Global 250: Green 
washing Or Green Supply 

Chain? 

washing, Report Demographics 

 

III. Study Design 
 A complete list of South Asian sustainability reports published in 2014 on the 

website of Global Reporting Initiative (www.globalreporting.org) was established. A 

total of 99 reports were published in 2014 on the GRI website. This study reviewed all 99 

reports by using the methodology of content analysis. Content analysis is based on 

finding the existence or nonexistence of specific data in the particular report 

(Krippendorff, 2004). Content analysis has been extensively utilized by numerous 

research studies of sustainability reports (Langer 2006, Daub 2007, Albino, Balice et al. 

2009, Perego 2009, Sobhani, Amran et al. 2009, Davis and Searcy 2010, Haque and 

Deegan 2010, Huang and Wang 2010, Lupu and Cojocaru 2010, Skouloudis, Evangelinos 

et al. 2010, Calderon 2011, Habisch, Patelli et al. 2011, Roberts and Koeplin 2011, Aktas, 

Kayalidere et al. 2013, Asif, Searcy et al. 2013, Mulkhan 2013, Reyes 2013, Lewis 

2016).All reports were downloaded from the GRI website and through using MS-Excel, a 

worksheet was established to record the results of key areas focused in this study. Manual 

keyword search process was utilized to discover respective key areas. Before analyzing 

all reports, a pilot study (based on 10 reports) was conducted. This helped researchers to 

refine the 13 key areas which are presented in Table 2. 

 

Table 2: Key Areas 
No. Key Areas Focused on 

1 
Report 

Demographic 
Demographics of the company including country and sector 
name.  

2 
Report 

Structure 
Whether reports are integrated or separately established 
and length of the report in terms of total pages. 

3 
Management/B

oard 
Statements 

On two parts: 
1-Whether top management or board of director gave their 
statement in the reports. 
2-Whether reports were signed by top management/ board. 

4 
Sustainability 
Dimensions 

On the sustainability dimensions i.e. economic, social and 
environmental. A portrayal of these dimensions provides 
insight into the organization. Length of this dimension is 
measured in terms of total pages and further classified into 
qualitative and quantitative pages. Moreover, this study 
searched the total number of pages in sustainability 
dimensions on which pictures are presented. 

5 
Third-party 
Assurance 

Whether reports were assured by third-party, Type of 
assurance provider, Level of assurance and which 
assurance standard(s) was/were being followed by these 
reports. 

6 Report Type 
On the GRI guidelines followed by the respective 
sustainability reports. 

7 
Report Level & 
Report Status 

On the level to which companies have employed the GRI 
Reporting Framework via the “Application Levels” system 
and their respective report status. 

8 
Disclosure of 

Non-
Conformances 

How South Asian companies report on non-conforming 
issues and violations. 



Zeeshan Mahmood, Rehana Kouser, Waris Ali, Zeeshan Iqbal 923 

9 
Materiality 
Analysis 

On the reports either they concentrated on materiality 
analysis or not. 

10 
Stakeholders 
Engagement 

Process 

Whether the reports elucidate the stakeholder engagement 
process. 

11 Corruption On the measures taken by companies against corruption. 

12 Audience 
Whether the addressees for the report had been 
acknowledged. 

13 
Feedback 

Mechanism 
On the procedure of feedback on reports. 

As shown in Table-2, this study concentrated on areas that have been addressed in prior 

studies (see Table-1) along additional key areas.  

 

A. Report demographics 

 The name of country along with total number of reporting companies is shown in 

Table-3. The results shows that 74.75% of our sample companies are located in India, 

13.13% of companies located in Sri Lanka, and 8.08% of companies located in Pakistan, 

4.04% of companies located in Bangladesh. There is no report on GRI website from the 

companies located in Nepal, Bhutan, Maldives and Afghanistan (see Table-3). 

 

Table 3: Report Demographics 
No. Name of country No. of companies Percentage (%) Cumulative (%) 

1 India 74 74.75 74.75 

2 Sri Lanka 13 13.13 87.88 

3 Pakistan 8 8.08 95.96 

4 Bangladesh 4 4.04 100.00 

5 Nepal 0 0 100.00 

6 Bhutan 0 0 100.00 

7 Maldives 0 0 100.00 

8 Afghanistan 0 0 100.00 

 

 Sustainability reports were demonstrated in Table-4, according to their sector and 

total number of companies fall in that sector. There are 25 sectors in South Asian 

countries, which published their sustainability reports on GRI website in 2014. The 

financial services sector has relatively higher percentage (16.16%) as 16 reports were 

from this sector, conglomerates sector has the second highest percentage (11.11%) 

containing 11 reports and chemical sector stands out at third number with the percentage 

of 10.10, having 10 reports among 99 reports (see Table-4). The results in detail were 

presented in Table-4. 

 

Table 4: Sector-wise Details 

No. Name of Sector 
No. of 

companies 
Percentage (%) Cumulative (%) 

1 Financial Services 16 16.16 16.16 

2 Conglomerates 11 11.11 27.27 

3 Chemicals 10 10.10 37.37 

4 Metals Products 5 5.05 42.42 

5 Mining 5 5.05 47.47 

6 Energy 5 5.05 52.53 

7 Automotive 5 5.05 57.58 
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8 Telecommunication 5 5.05 62.63 

9 
Construction 

Materials 
4 4.04 66.67 

10 Construction 4 4.04 70.71 

11 Other 4 4.04 74.75 

12 Energy Utilities 3 3.03 77.78 

13 Commercial Services 3 3.03 80.81 

14 Real Estate 2 2.02 82.83 

15 Heath Care Products 2 2.02 84.85 

16 Technology Hardware 2 2.02 86.87 

17 Computer 2 2.02 88.89 

18 Consumer Durables 2 2.02 90.91 

19 Aviation 2 2.02 92.93 

20 Textiles and Apparel 2 2.02 94.95 

21 Tobacco 1 1.01 95.96 

22 Tourism/Leisure 1 1.01 96.97 

23 Agriculture 1 1.01 97.98 

24 Equipment 1 1.01 98.99 

25 Logistics 1 1.01 100.00 

 

B. Report Structure 

 This section concentrated on whether the reports were integrated or separately 

published and length of the report in terms of total pages. The first part of this section is 

focused on integration of sustainability reports. The results disclosed that 25 companies 

from a total of 99 companies published integrated sustainability reports, while other 74 

published separated sustainability reports on GRI website. This highlights that majority 

of companies in South Asia underscore to publish stand-alone sustainability reports. The 

second part of this section emphasis on the length of sustainability reports in terms of 

total pages. The results exposed that the average number of pages in the sustainability 

reports were 75. Furthermore, 23 reports fall in the range of 1 to 50 pages, 50 reports 

were in the range of 51 to 100 pages, 23 reports lies in range of 101 to 150, moreover, 2 

reports located in the range of 151 to 200 and only 1 report having pages above than 200 

(see Table-5).The maximum pages in the reports were 214 pages and the minimum were 

9 pages. This spotlights the important inconsistency in sustainability report length.  

 

Table 5: Length of Reports 
Range in term of Pages No. of reports Percentage (%) 

1 – 50 23 23.23 

51 – 100 50 50.51 

101 – 150 23 23.23 

151 – 200 2 2.02 

200 – Above 1 1.01 

 

C. Management/ Board Statement 

 This section of the study concentrated on 2 parts. Earliest part focused on whether 

top management/ board gave their statements in the sustainability reports. Subsequent 

part concentrated on whether sustainability reports were signed by top management/ 

board. The findings show that 96 reports contain the statement from top management/ 

board, while the reports of 3 companies (Hindustan Unilever Ltd, Canara Bank, Union 
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Bank of India) did not contain management/ board statement. Additionally, among 96 

reports, 58 reports were signed by top management/ board and remaining reports just 

contain the name of top management members (see Table-6). This implied that most of 

sustainability reports of South Asian countries were endorsed by top management and 

keep statement of board/ top management.  

 

Table 6: Management/ Board Statement 
 Yes No 

Statement from top management/ board members 96 reports 3 reports 

Reports signed by top management/ board members 58 reports 41 eports 

 

D. Sustainability Dimensions 

 The content analysis revealed that average no. pages in the economic, 

environmental and social section are 4, 10 and 14 respectively. Furthermore, we outlined 

5 ranges: range-1 (0 – 15 pages), range-2 (16 – 30 pages), range 3 (31 – 45 pages), range 

4 (46 – 60 pages) and range 5 (60 pages – above) (see Table-7). From the economic 

section, 98 reports were from range-1, while 1 report lies in range-2. Moreover, 

environmental section comprised of 77 reports from range-1, 20 reports from range-2 and 

2 reports from range-3. Finally, social section contains 64, 30, 4, 0 and 1 reports from the 

range-1, range-2, range-3, range-4, range-5 respectively (see Table-7). 

 

Table 7: Sustainability Dimensions 
Range 
Type 

No. of Pages 
Economic 
(Reports) 

Environmental 
(Reports) 

Social 
(Reports) 

Range-1 0 – 15 98 77 64 

Range-2 16 – 30 1 20 30 

Range-3 31 – 45 0 2 4 

Range-4 46 – 60 0 0 0 

Range-5 60 – above 0 0 1 

 

 Daub (2007)suggested that sustainability reports should contain both the 

qualitative and quantitative information about the sustainability dimensions. Therefore, 

this paper also examined the average qualitative and quantitative pages in sustainability 

dimensions (economic, environmental and social) (see Table-8). The pages on which 

textual data was given, is categorized as “qualitative” and the pages on which numeric 

data was given fall in the second category termed as “quantitative.” 

 

Table 8: Findings in terms of Average Qualitative & Quantitative Information (no 

of pages) 
 Economic Environmental Social 

Qualitative 1 5 10 

Quantitative 3 6 4 

 

E. Pictured Presentation in Sustainability Dimensions 

 This section of study focused on pictured presentation in portion of sustainability 

dimensions. The finding shows that average number of pictured pages from the 

economic, environmental and social divisions is 1, 3 and 6 pages correspondingly (see 

Table-9). 
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Table 9: Findings in terms of Average Pages of Pictured Presentation 

 Economic Environmental Social 

Average Pages 1 3 6 

 

F. Third-party Assurance 

 This section of analysis is concentrated on whether reports were assured by third-

party. If assured, then what is the type of assurance provider, the level of assurance and 

which assurance standard(s) was/were being followed by these reports? The results 

highlighted that 52 companies verified their sustainability reports from third-party, while 

other 47 companies were not verified. The companies who assured their reports from 

third-party were further examined. Findings suggest that 32 companies assured their 

sustainability reports from accountants, 18 companies were assured from engineering 

firm, and 2 companies were assured their reports from small consultancy firm (see Table-

10). 

 

Table 10: Type of assurance provider 
Name of Assurance Provider No. of companies Percentage (%) 

Accountants 32 32.32 

Engineering firm 18 18.18 

Small consultancy firm 2 2.02 

Not Assured 47 47.47 

 

 There were 4 level of assurance adopted by firms of South Asian countries. 42 

companies having the limited or moderate level of assurance, while 3 companies have 

reasonable or high level of assurance, 2 companies have combination level of assurance, 

while 52 companies have not specified their level of assurance (see Table-11). 

 

Table 11: Level of assurance 
Level of Assurance No. of companies Percentage (%) 

Reasonable/high 3 3.03 

Limited/moderate 42 42.42 

Combination 2 2.02 

Not specified 52 52.53 

 

 Four assurance standards were being followed by the South Asian companies. 26 

companies followed AA1000 assurance standard, 30 companies followed ISAE3000, 20 

companies followed general assurance standard and 18 companies followed national 

(sustainability) standard of assurance (see Table-12). Furthermore, results also disclosed 

that four companies followed all these standards. 

 

Table 12: Assurance standard used in reports 

Name of Assurance 
Standard 

No. of companies that 
were using assurance 

standard 

No. of companies that 
were not using 

assurance standard 

AA1000AS 26 73 

ISAE3000 30 69 

National (General) 20 79 

National (Sustainability) 18 81 

 



Zeeshan Mahmood, Rehana Kouser, Waris Ali, Zeeshan Iqbal 927 

G. Report Type 

 The content analysis disclosed that maximum South Asian companies have 

implemented the reporting principles and methodology specified in the GRI G3.1 

guidelines in describing the report content. 44% reports were according to the guidelines 

of GRI-G3.1, while, 8% companies followed the guidelines of GRI-G3 in preparing 

sustainability report, 30% companies followed GRI-G4, 5% companies were GRI-

Referenced and remaining 13% sustainability reports were Non-GRI (see Table-13). 

 

Table 13: Report Type 
GRI Guideline No. of companies Percentage (%) 

GRI - G3 8 8.08 

GRI - G3.1 44 44.44 

GRI – G4 30 30.30 

GRI – Referenced 5 5.05 

Non – GRI 12 12.12 

 

H. Report Level & Report Status 

 This section focused on the application levels of sustainability reports. No of 

companies with report level of A+, A, B+, B and C was 28, 2, 5, 10 and 3 respectively. 9 

reports were “In accordance with comprehensive”, 19 reports were “In accordance with 

core” and 23 reports were not from any application level (see Table-14). The application 

level of reports can be plus (+) if external assurance was used for the report. 

 

Table 14: Report Level 
Application Level No. of reports Percentage (%) 

A+ 28 28.28 

A 2 2.02 

B+ 5 5.05 

B 10 10.10 

C 3 3.03 

In accordance- 
Comprehensive 

9 9.09 

In accordance- Core 19 19.19 

Not in list 23 23.23 

 

 Furthermore, researchers also explored the application level of sustainability 

reports against the report status (see Table-15).   

 

Table 15: Report Level & Report Status 

Report Status 
 

Application 
Level 

Self-
declared 
(reports) 

GRI 
checked 
(reports) 

GRI 
Materiality 

Matters 
Check 

(reports) 

Third-
party-

checked 
(reports) 

Undeclared 
(reports) 

Not in 
list 

(reports) 

A+ 9 12  7   

A 1 1     

B+ 2 2  1   

B 7 3     

C 1 1  1   
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In accordance- 
Comprehensive 

  6   3 

In accordance- 
Core 

  6   13 

Not in list     6 17 

 

I. Disclosure of Non-Conformances 

 The study results explain that not a single company had described clearly about 

non-conformance. There might be two causes for the lack of this data in the sustainability 

reports of South Asian countries. First, it might be possible that managers feel reluctant to 

reveal non-conformances and perceive that disclosure of non-conformances can 

negatively influence the image of the company. Secondly there may be a perception that 

there is no significant impact of disclosure of non-conformance on audience. 

 

J. Materiality Analysis 

 The purpose of materiality analysis is to determine the extent to which 

sustainability issues impact the business. The analysis of South Asian companies’ 

sustainability reports show that 36 companies had done the materiality analysis in the 

sustainability reports and display the materiality matrix in the reports. This finding is 

based on one statement “whether the company revealed the materiality matrix in the 

sustainability reports or not.”  

 

Stakeholder Engagement Process 
 Findings revealed that 57 reports demonstrate the stakeholder engagement process 

in their reports while 42 reports had not mentioned the process. Through the engagement 

process companies aim to keep fruitful connection with the stakeholders. The content 

analysis highlighted that large number of reports of South Asian countries were using the 

stakeholder engagement process to identify, analyze and engage with stakeholders. 

 

Corruption 

 Corruption is the bribery, favoritism and swindle that can threaten the region’s 

economic progress and extends poverty. According to the survey of Transparency 

International (2014), corruption is increasing in South Asia countries. Instead of 6% 

average economic progress in the previous 20 years, more than 40% of the world’s poor 

live in this region. However there is not even a single company that disclosed any 

incidence of corruption. The only disclosure that exists in the reports is about the 

different measures that the company has taken to prevent corruption. In this regard62 

reports disclosed measures against corruption, while 37 reports were silent on the issue of 

corruption. 

 

Audience 

 The study exposed that only six of the reports clearly mentioned in the reports 

about the addressees for the report. The common audience in these reports includes 

customers, shareholders, potential employees, advocacy organizations, community 

members, governments, environmental groups, regulators and business 

partners/suppliers. 
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Feedback Mechanism 
 This part of the study focused on mechanism for readers of the report to provide 

feedback on the report. All sustainability reports were scanned to grasp either any 

mechanism for feedback is provided in the reports. Furthermore, it was also investigated 

that what type of feedback mechanism (i.e. form, e-mail, postal address, and phone 

number) was given. Results revealed that 51 reports have some mechanism for feedback. 

Moreover, researchers also record the type of feedback mechanism (see Table-

16).According to Table-16, nineteen companies provided form in sustainability reports, 

44 companies provided e-mail, 22 companies provided postal address and 13 companies 

had given their phone numbers in sustainability reports for report reader. 

 

Table 16: Feedback Mechanism 
Type of Mechanism No. of Companies 

Form 19 

Email 44 

Postal Address 22 

Phone No. 13 

 

IV. Discussion and Conclusions 
 In line with earlier studies (see Table-01), this paper concludes significant 

variations in the patterns of sustainability reporting in south Asian countries. This section 

highlights key results that are based on previously discussed dimensions along with 

additional key areas (see Table 1 & 2). The results highlighted the main trends in 

sustainability reporting of South Asian countries. 

 

 India is the prominent country from South Asia in sustainability reporting. 

Furthermore, financial services sector, conglomerates and chemical sector were dominant 

in publishing sustainability reports in South Asian region. Approximately, 76% 

companies of South Asia published separate sustainability reports with the length of 75 

pages. These findings are in-line with the conclusion of Davis and Asif, Searcy et al. 

(2013), who also reported that companies emphasize to prepare stand-alone sustainability 

reports. About 97% reports contained statements from top-management and 59% reports 

were endorsed by top-management. This is a manifestation of management commitment 

for sustainability improvements in companies of South Asian region. These findings are 

similar to the prior studies that have stated that maximum reports were certified by the 

top-management (Davis and Searcy 2010, Asif, Searcy et al. 2013). 

 

 Economic, environmental and social contained the average length of pages as 4, 10 

and 14 pages respectively. This implied that maximum discussion of companies was on 

social segment. These findings confirms the results of prior studies based on the analysis 

of sustainability reports conducted by Huang and Wang (2010), Skouloudis, Evangelinos 

et al. (2010) and Mulkhan (2013), however, Aktas, Kayalidere et al. (2013) found the 

contradictory results.  Furthermore, this study also found that social dimension contained 

maximum length in terms of pictured presentation which are in-line with the existing 

findings (Roberts and Koeplin 2011). Nearly, 53% companies from South Asia utilized 

external party assurance in sustainability reporting. Asif, Searcy et al. (2013) and Lewis 

(2016) had also reported similar results. Furthermore, 42% companies had the limited/ 

moderate level of assurance. Moreover, wide number of companies followed ISAE3000 
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assurance standard. This entailed that the companies from the South Asian region used 

third party assurance. Large number of companies followed the guideline of G3.1, 

provided by the GRI. These results are parallel to the findings of Lewis (2016). This 

implied that companies emphasized to use version 3.1 guidelines provided by GRI, in 

preparing sustainability reports.  

 

 Almost 28% companies from South Asian region having the A+ application level. 

Furthermore, 20% companies had the self-declared report status. This means that report 

disclosed each indicator. Moreover, companies answer on key element with respect to the 

materiality principle by either: describing the indicator, or elucidating the purpose for its 

exclusion. Discussion on non-conformances is uncommon in sustainability reporting of 

South Asian companies. Not a single company clearly discoursed their non-

conformances. This part of sustainability reports still needs high consideration, where 

companies still need learn to gain the readers’ trust. Furthermore, debate of such facts 

could deliver more confidence to the readers on the comprehensiveness of reports. These 

results are similar to the study’s findings conducted by Asif, Searcy et al. (2013). 

 

 36 reports contained materiality matrix. This area needs improvements. Materiality 

analysis is an important process for determining material sustainability issues and their 

disclosure needs.  Around 58% companies elucidate the stakeholder engagement process. 

These findings support the results of Huang and Wang (2010), Asif, Searcy et al. (2013) 

and Mulkhan (2013), however, Skouloudis, Evangelinos et al. (2010) established 

conflicting results. This entailed that companies donated priority to engagement with 

their stakeholders. 

 

 Corruption is the highly important issue in South Asian countries. Nearly, 63% 

companies had taken measures to avoid corruption. Only 6 companies clearly outlined 

the audience for their report which are parallel to the conclusions found by Davis and 

Searcy (2010). However, in circumstances, where the addressees for the report were 

mentioned, it was normally restricted to a few stakeholders. This specifies that the 

audiences for the reports are generally envisioned to be extensive. 52% companies make 

available some sort of feedback mechanism for reviewers to contribute 

feedback/suggestions about the report. These results corresponds with the conclusions of 

Davis and Searcy (2010). Moreover, 44% companies mentioned their email addresses on 

the reports for feedback. This meant that companies were more concerning about 

feedback from the reviewers of report. 

 

 Overall, this paper confirms that wide deviations exist in the disclosures of 

sustainability throughout the South Asian companies. This paper emphasize son the 

requirement for more calibration to write up disclosures in more standardized manner. 

Standardization involves specifications related to both contents and format of the 

sustainability reports. This study also highlights the dimensions for future work on 

sustainability reporting. Upcoming research work should emphasize on how companies 

choose on what to include in the sustainability reports, how these reports were utilized 

externally and internally, what adjustments were made for particular addressees, the role 

of the board in developing sustainability reports. Furthermore, future research work 

should also take into account, how companies create linkage between sustainability 

initiatives and extensive global sustainable developments. 
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