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Abstract: This review aims to provide a comprehensive synthesis of the coverage of sustainability re-
porting (SR) aspects within the corpus of qualitative SR literature. It seeks to elucidate the theoretical
and conceptual foundations that have guided the trajectory of the sustainability field and illumi-
nate the qualitative methodologies used in this body of literature. Employing a systematic review
methodology, this study undertakes an exhaustive examination of 242 selected empirical studies on
sustainability reporting conducted during the period spanning from 2001 to 2022. The noteworthy
contribution of this review to the realm of sustainability research lies in its identification of unexplored
and underexplored domains that merit attention in forthcoming investigations. These include but are
not limited to employee health and safety practices, product responsibility, and gender dynamics.
While stakeholder theory and institutional theory have been dominant theories within the selected
literature, the exploration of moral legitimacy remains largely underinvestigated. It is essential to
underscore that this review exclusively encompasses qualitative studies, owing to the richness and
versatility inherent in qualitative research methods. This deliberate selection enables researchers to
employ diverse methodological and theoretical frameworks to gain a profound understanding of
engagement within the practice of sustainability reporting. This review introduces an interesting
approach by considering the thematic scope, as well as theoretical and methodological choices,
observed across the selected studies.

Keywords: sustainability reporting; non-financial reporting; systematic review; sustainability ac-
counting; legitimacy theory; stakeholder theory

1. Introduction

The multitude of environmental, economic, and social crises spanning the last 40 years
has precipitated a heightened call for research in the field of SR (Carnegie 2012; Humphrey
and Gendron 2015; Unerman and Bennett 2004; Qian et al. 2021). Sustainability reporting
(SR) research has gained substantial momentum due to its consequential implications in
social, economic, and political domains (Antonini et al. 2020; Cho and Giordano-Spring
2015; Joseph 2012). Originally based on environmental effects (Arunachalam et al. 2016;
Birchall et al. 2015; Michelon and Rodrigue 2015), SR expanded rapidly to cover multiple
areas. One such pioneering step in this regard is the triple bottom line (TBL), which
advocates for the incorporation of planet, people, and profit as focal themes for achieving
comprehensive and transparent reporting practices (Javed et al. 2021; Dumay et al. 2016).

Accordingly, scholars have profited from these three dimensions in their works con-
ducted from many perspectives (O’Sullivan and O’Dwyer 2015; Solomon et al. 2011;
Williams and Adams 2013). This review aims to offer a perspective on the aspects of
sustainability reporting that have been addressed within a designated body of literature
and elucidates the qualitative methodologies that have been harnessed to tackle these
scholarly inquiries.
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Sustainability reporting is driven by the interconnectedness of environmental, social,
and economic factors. It encompasses preserving ecosystems, mitigating climate change,
and responsible resource management. Social equity, economic stability, and global collab-
oration are integral aspects. Prioritizing human health, regulatory adherence, consumer
preferences for sustainability, and a focus on long-term viability collectively define the
ethos of sustainability, ensuring a resilient and thriving future. However, potential draw-
backs include the risk of greenwashing, where organizations may provide misleading
information, undermining the credibility of reporting (Hahn and Kiithnen 2013). The lack
of a universal standard can result in inconsistencies, hindering meaningful comparisons.
Selective reporting, resource intensity, and limited stakeholder engagement also pose chal-
lenges. A short-term focus and the complexity of reporting may contribute to incomplete
or confusing narratives. In essence, while sustainability reporting offers advantages, ad-
dressing issues such as greenwashing and improving standardization are crucial in order
to maximize its effectiveness (Dunbar et al. 2021). Accordingly, sustainability reporting,
despite enhancing transparency, brings inherent risks that can cause reputational damage,
legal consequences, financial impacts, and stakeholder discontent. Operational challenges,
inconsistency in reporting frameworks, and data security concerns further complicate the
landscape. The complexity of reporting can overwhelm organizations, leading to errors
(Gray 2006). Mitigating these risks requires careful consideration, adherence to standards,
and a commitment to authenticity in reporting (Ioannou and Serafeim 2017). Therefore,
while prior reviews have concentrated on diverse aspects such as sustainability perfor-
mance, measurement, and theoretical frameworks (Chung and Cho 2018); drivers for
SR adoption and the quality of reporting (Hahn and Kiihnen 2013); different formats
and determinants of SR (Dienes et al. 2016); the influence of management control on SR
(Traxler et al. 2020); and the extent of integrated reporting (IR), this review distinguishes
itself by adopting a unique approach. Rather than focusing exclusively on synthesizing
various antecedents or a singular facet of SR, this review aims to investigate sustainabil-
ity reporting’s key themes, aspects, theoretical foundations, and methodological choices.
This epistemological emphasis facilitates the coherent formulation of research inquiries
within a logical framework, thereby aiding researchers in comprehending the nature and
scope of sustainability aspects and guiding their methodological decisions.

In recent years, the landscape of sustainability reporting has witnessed significant
regulatory changes. Governments and international bodies have recognized the vital role of
transparent reporting in achieving global sustainability goals. These changes include, for in-
stance, the implementation of stricter environmental standards, mandates for corporate
social responsibility disclosures, and an emphasis on ethical business practices. This study
is motivated by the necessity of analyzing the impact of these regulatory shifts on the
methodologies and focus of sustainability reporting research.

Despite the growing body of SR literature, there remain notable gaps that require
attention. Prior reviews have concentrated on diverse aspects such as sustainability per-
formance, measurement, and theoretical frameworks (Chung and Cho 2018). However,
gaps persist in our understanding of the nuanced interactions between different dimensions
of sustainability reporting, the effectiveness of emerging reporting formats, and the integra-
tion of sustainability into core business strategies. This study aims to address these gaps by
adopting a holistic approach, synthesizing existing knowledge, and identifying avenues
for further exploration. Moreover, emerging trends in sustainability reporting, such as
the rise of integrated reporting (IR) and the increasing emphasis on social impact metrics,
present new challenges and opportunities. This study is driven by a commitment to staying
at the forefront of these trends, examining their implications for research methodologies,
and contributing insights that can guide future practices.

Furthermore, the ever-expanding scope of sustainability reporting, from its roots in
environmental concerns to encompassing diverse dimensions like social responsibility and
economic viability, highlights the need for a comprehensive examination. The dynamic
nature of sustainability reporting, coupled with recent regulatory changes, gaps in previous
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research, and emerging trends, underscores the importance of this study. By delving
into these aspects, this research aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of the
evolving landscape of sustainability reporting and its implications for academia, businesses,
and policy makers and to explore not only what sustainability reporting includes but also
why certain themes and aspects have gained prominence over time.

This review takes into consideration only qualitative empirical studies published in
peer-reviewed journals. This selective boundary is motivated by several considerations.
First, the field of SR is characterized by a plethora of qualitative research methodologies
(Adams and Larrinaga-Gonzalez 2019; Parker and Northcott 2016). Secondly, the abundant
information inherent in qualitative research incites researchers to use a diverse range of
approaches for a deeper and broader comprehension of SR engagement (Parker et al. 2011).
Lastly, qualitative research affords the capacity to delve into the processes, contextual
differences, and complex dynamics (Parker 2008; Parker 2011). The nature of qualitative
research provides an opportunity to closely scrutinize the impact of SR.

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. In Section 2, we outline the
research. Then, we report our findings, covering the aspects of sustainability reporting in
the literature, theories used in the literature, and methodologies employed. Tin the final
sections of the paper, we delve into a comprehensive discussion of the review findings,
provide a conclusion, and suggest avenues for future research.

2. Materials and Methods

The current review employed a systematic review approach to systematically detect,
select, and evaluate the most pertinent studies aligned with the objectives of this review
as suggested by many scholars in the field (Tranfield et al. 2003). Concerning the concept
of sustainability, various terms, such as environmental, social, and governance (ESG)
reporting; corporate citizenship, corporate social responsibility (CSR); and social accounting,
are often utilized interchangeably (Parker 2008; Gray 2014). Despite the assortment of
terminologies in use, all these operational definitions fundamentally share the same essence:
the communication of information about an organization’s environmental, economic, and
social performance to a diverse array of stakeholders. Another relatively recent trend in
reporting is integrated reporting (IR), wherein both financial and non-financial forms of
information are presented in a unified format. The non-financial facet of IR is the primary
focal point of sustainability research (Gleeson-White 2014).

The various terms used in the literature to define the diverse conceptualizations
and applications of SR discussed above (CSR, social accounting, corporate citizenship,
ESG reporting, integrated reporting, GRI, TBL, and sustainability) were incorporated into
the search string used during the abstract keyword search. To broaden the search on
sustainability reporting, the words reporting and disclosure were added to the other terms

v

for possible combinations of terms including “corporate social responsibility”, “global
reporting initiative”, “sustainable development”, “sustainability”, “triple bottom line”,
“integrated”, “environmental”, “corporate citizenship”, “GRI”, “TBL”, “social accounting”,

Vi

“IR”, “sustainable development”, “environment social governance”, and “ESG”. To narrow
the area of the research, keywords such as “qualitative”, “exploratory study”, “explanatory
study”, and “interpretive” were added to the search strings using the Boolean operator
“and”, limiting the search only to qualitative research.

The search was conducted in April 2023 across four distinguished citation databases:
Scopus, Business Source Complete, ProQuest Business, and Web of Science. The selection
of these databases adheres to the precedent set by previous systematic reviews in the
field (Adams and Larrinaga-Gonzalez 2019; Hinze and Sump 2019) and provided us
with a coherent sample of articles. Furthermore, our research is delimited to articles
published in the English language during the last two decades (2001-2022). This temporal
constraint was imposed because publications with a sustainability focus during the early
2000s had limited and inconsequential impacts. In all databases, approximately 6% of the
articles were published between 2001 and 2010. This trend aligns with the observations
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made by (Tranfield et al. 2003) in their examination of engagement research on corporate
social responsibility (CSR). As noted by (Qian et al. 2021; Javed et al. 2021), the most
substantial advancements in sustainability have occurred in the past two decades. Therefore,
the exclusion of research published before 2001 is adequate to review the body of literature
on sustainability reporting (SR).

The consolidation of all articles in one list yielded a total of 852 articles. These articles
underwent another elimination round to select the empirical studies, i.e., those grounded
in experiences, real-life observations, phenomena, and empirical evidence. Consequently,
articles categorized as reviews, prescriptive or descriptive pieces, commentary, or general
discussions were determined to be non-empirical and excluded from the sample. Moreover,
articles that did not primarily center on non-financial disclosures or sustainability were
also excluded. Finally, duplicate papers in these four databases were eliminated, a total
of 14 articles using mixed methods were added to the corpus for review, and the selection
process resulted in a total of 242 articles for further review and investigation of theoretical
frameworks and methodologies employed. Figure 1 shows the article selection process.

Selected Databases
WOS Scopus ProQuest Business SC
141 articles 290 articles 201 articles 220 articles

A

Initial total number of articles after merging the results
852

Total number of articles after eliminating non-qualitative and
irrelevant articles
253

l

Total number of articles after elimination of duplicate items
228

i

Total number of articles after adding articles using

mixed methods
242

Figure 1. Article selection process.

Accordingly, the aspects of sustainability reporting empirically explored in the se-
lected literature, qualitative methodologies, and theoretical frameworks are the focus of
this systematic review. By addressing these points, this review contributes substantive
insights into the contemporary trends and diverse sustainability dimensions. Moreover,
it offers guidance with respect to areas warranting further attention, benefiting practitioners
and regulators by highlighting the domains where heightened practical and regulatory
arrangements are needed (Dumay et al. 2016).
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3. Descriptive Analysis

The systematic review procedure resulted in the identification of a total of 242 articles.
These articles underwent a subsequent screening phase to elucidate their findings. Initially,
all articles were classified based on the disciplinary focus of the journals in which they were
published. These focus areas included sustainability, finance, accounting, economics, and
management. Further analysis provided a descriptive overview of sustainability reporting
publications according to journal focus.

Among the chosen articles, 33% (80) were published in journals that prioritize social
and environmental accounting, such as “Sustainability”. Conversely, 32% (78) of the articles
appeared in journals focused on accounting and related fields. This highlights the notable
involvement of accounting scholars in advancing research on sustainability. Furthermore,
other journals concentrating on business and management have also made substantial
contributions to the development of sustainability research.

The descriptive analysis categorized the studies into two broad economic groups:
developed and developing economies. This analysis revealed that 64% (155) of the studies
were conducted with a focus on developed European economies. Conversely, a relatively
smaller portion of empirical studies, totaling 31% (75), focused on emerging economies.

This focus on sustainability reporting in the research can be attributed to well-established
and stringent regulatory frameworks in place in these countries. These regulations may
mandate or encourage businesses to disclose information related to their environmental,
social, and governance (ESG) practices. Moreover, developed economies generally have
higher levels of awareness and adherence to corporate governance standards. As sustain-
ability reporting is often linked to broader corporate governance practices, researchers may
find more data and interest in this area within these economies.

Investors and stakeholders in developed and European economies exhibit a higher
demand for sustainability-related information. This demand is driven by factors such as
socially responsible investing, ethical consumerism, and pressure from advocacy groups.

Additionally, researchers may find it more feasible to conduct studies in developed
economies due to better access to resources, data, and information. Developed nations
typically have more established research institutions, databases, and networks that facilitate
comprehensive studies on sustainability reporting. Researchers may prioritize studying
these economies to understand and potentially shape global trends in sustainability re-
porting. Finally, developed and European economies have often been at the forefront of
adopting sustainability reporting practices. The maturity of these practices provides a rich
ground for researchers to analyze the evolution, effectiveness, and impact of sustainabil-
ity reporting over time. While there is a predominant focus on developed and European
economies, it is essential for future research to broaden its scope to include emerging mar-
kets and developing economies. This expansion would contribute to a more comprehensive
understanding of the global landscape of sustainability reporting and address the need for
inclusive and diverse perspectives.

3.1. Description of Aspects of Qualitative Sustainability Reporting

Sustainability has garnered substantial attention within organizations since the begin-
ning of the millennium, driven by global recognition of the enduring impact of business
activities on both current and future generations (Bebbington and Unerman 2018). Con-
sequently, the United Nations introduced a comprehensive definition of sustainability,
stating that any decision that “meets the needs of the present without compromising the
ability of future generations to meet their own needs” qualifies as a sustainable decision or
action. Since the publication of this report, the concept of sustainability has expanded to
encompass social, environmental, and economic dimensions significantly influenced by
human decisions. At the organizational level, Elkington (Elkington 2004) developed the
triple bottom line (TBL) framework, which is grounded in seven drivers of sustainability
progress. The TBL concept offers valuable guidance and principles for defining environ-
mental, social, and economic responsibilities within organizations (Gimenez et al. 2012;
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Rambaud and Richard 2015). The TBL concept encompasses the social, environmental, and
economic interactions of an organization (Gray 2014).

The triple bottom line (TBL) approach offers organizations a comprehensive and
well-organized framework for the implementation, reporting, and disclosure of various
sustainability practices. One notable development stemming from the TBL is the people,
planet, and profit (3Ps) reporting framework. The widespread acceptance of the TBL is
shown by its adoption as a reference model by the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI).
Existing research literature supports the notion that the GRI is recognized as the most
rigorous guideline for sustainability reporting (SR) (Boiral 2013) and has become the
standard framework for SR (Bananuka et al. 2019; Bananuka et al. 2022; Petcharat and
Zaman 2019). The GRI’s classification of broader sustainability dimensions into specific
categories and subcategories has brought precision to the focus of academic research,
enabling researchers to contribute to specific sustainability dimensions. Accordingly, the
review shows that researchers followed the TBL approach and that the environment (planet)
was the frame used in 25% (60) of the selected literature, with a general focus on climate
change, carbon accounting, water management, and biodiversity. The social (people) frame
was used in 17% (41) of the articles, with a focus on employees, employee reporting,
and social disclosures. Finally, the economic (profit) frame was used in 10% (24) of the
works, taking into consideration mostly the tax issues related to sustainability and CSR.
Other works (48%) were based on multiple aspects of sustainability reporting.

3.2. Main Theoretical Frameworks in the Literature

A theoretical framework is the lens through which researchers view, explain, and
comprehend reality (Anfara and Mertz 2014). It forms the foundation for a researcher’s
methodological choices. Consequently, different theoretical perspectives exist to explain
sustainability reporting (SR) as either an organizational change process or a stakeholder
management process. The primary theoretical frameworks in the selected articles were
legitimacy theory (LT), stakeholder theory (ST), and institutional theory (IT).

The following section depicts the three important theories used in the selected literature.

3.2.1. Stakeholder Theory

SR encompasses many groups, extending beyond just funding providers (Gray 2006).
In the context of SR, stakeholders are “Entities, associations, and individuals that could be
affected by the actions and decisions of the reporting organization. Stakeholders include
employees, workers, suppliers, the community, activists, institutional investors, and civil
society organizations” (Gray 2006).

The complexity and dynamism associated with the identification of diverse stake-
holders deal with five distinct organization—stakeholder relationships in environmental
reporting: demanding, promoting, committing, donating, and preventing (Gray 2006;
Onkila et al. 2014). Stakeholder theory facilitates communication between organizations
and stakeholders through four facets: descriptive, instrumental, normative, and managerial
aspects.

3.2.2. Legitimacy Theory

This theory posits that an organization aligns its actions with socially desirable “norms,
values, beliefs, and definitions” (Suchman 1995). Suchman (1995) affirmed that organi-
zations seek legitimacy through pragmatic, moral, and cognitive rationales. This review
synthesized the selected literature according to these three rationales. A considerable
number of articles (36 articles, constituting 15%) employed LT as a foundational framework.
Table 1 shows the main theories and related approaches in the literature.
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Table 1. Main theories and related approaches in the literature.
Theory Main Theoretical Research Subjects Examples from the Selected Literature
Approaches
Stakeholder Descriptive Current .staka.eholder management (Michelon and Rodrigue 2015)
Theory Instrumental situation and needs
Normative Stakeholder management framing (Antonini et al. 2020; Belal et al. 2015)
Managerial and management issues (Finau et al. 2018; Onkila et al. 2014)
o . Relationships with third parties
Legitimacy Theory Pragmatic and the community
Moral Communication (Killian and O’Regan 2016; Morrison and
Lowe 2021)
-, Logistics and other system
Cognitive improvements for sustainability (Javed etal. 2021)
Institutional Coercive Reggéitlg?:tzni ég:ﬂ:ﬁ:ﬂts (Cho and Giordano-Spring 2015; Chung and
Theory Mimetic P P Cho 2018; Tranfield et al. 2003)
measurement
. Accounting bodies, professions, . . .
Normative and standards (Qian et al. 2021; Fraser 2012; Qian et al. 2011)
Others Socio-political Employees, reforms, regulations, (Biondi et al. 2020; Tanima et al. 2020)

and mixed subjects

3.2.3. Institutional Theory

The escalating trend in sustainability reporting as a response to economic pressures
is a subject of debate. Hahn and Kiihnen (2013) showed mixed empirical findings regard-
ing economic pressure as a determinant of SR. However, they also showed that social
and cultural pressures may push organizations to adopt SR. Accordingly, organizations
institutionalize specific sustainability norms, values, and beliefs in their operations. This in-
stitutionalization is often characterized by isomorphism, encompassing coercive, mimetic,
and normative isomorphism, leading to a homogenization of organizational practices
(DiMaggio and Powell 1983).

3.3. Methodological Approaches in Qualitative Sustainability Reporting Research

Researchers employ various qualitative research methods in their sustainability studies,
often selecting the approach based on their specific research areas (Creswell and Poth 2017).
Utilizing Suddaby and Greenwood’s (2008) methodological framework for examining
institutional change, this review concentrates on three distinct techniques: interpretive,
historical, and dialectical techniques. The multivariate methodology was excluded from
consideration, as the review aimed to synthesize and identify gaps specifically in qualitative
methodologies within SR research.

The interpretive approach involves a detailed examination of stakeholders’ perceptions
and interpretations of institutional practices and structures (Suddaby and Greenwood 2008).
It seeks to uncover how and why structural changes emerge. This approach employs con-
tent analysis, case studies, investigation of documents and websites, a semiotic lens, and in-
terviews to shed light on the intention and progress of sustainability reporting, stakeholders’
perception, stakeholders” framing, and SR’s performance and institutionalization. The arti-
cles using this methodology accounted for 75% (180) of the selected literature, and the lead-
ing articles using this methodological framework are (e.g., Boiral 2013; Gray 2014; Dillard
and Pullman 2017; Tanima et al. 2020; Cuckston 2013; Tweedie and Martinov-Bennie 2015).

The historical approach considers institutions as outcomes of multiple phenomena
influenced by many interacting causes (Brennan and Merkl-Davies 2014; Al Mahameed et al.
2020). This approach aims to determine various stages of change in organizations using
historical data and phenomena to explain institutional and organizational arrangements.
This approach is mainly based on document analysis and seeks historical evidence of
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tensions in current SR practices. Many scholars (e.g., Albu et al. 2020; Khan and Ali 2023;
Khan 2014) used this methodology in the selected literature.

The dialectical approach adopts a critical perspective, assuming that organizations
are formed by power relations in society (Al-Htaybat and von Alberti-Alhtaybat 2018).
It delves into the influence of power dynamics on the formation and evolution of institu-
tions. The articles in the sample using this approach deal with power and politics, carbon
accounting, climate issues, and stakeholder management at times of crisis (e.g., Albu et al.
2020; Belal et al. 2015; Bowen and Wittneben 2011). They account for 15% (36) of the sample.
Other works can be classified as using mixed methodologies.

4. Discussion

This study sought to offer an overview of the extent to which sustainability aspects
are investigated within a chosen body of qualitative literature. The theoretical approaches
used in sustainability research, the qualitative research methods utilized within the liter-
ature, and major aspects in this line of research were examined. In the following section,
we examine the findings and their significance.

4.1. Sustainability Reporting Aspects

The review reveals that among the three dimensions of sustainability (environmental,
social, and economic), the environmental dimension is the most extensively studied in the
selected literature. Topics within the environmental dimension include climate change
and carbon accounting (Boiral 2013), stakeholder influence in environmental standard
setting, water accounting and management, and biodiversity governance and valuation
(Gray 2006; Suddaby and Greenwood 2008). This heightened focus is likely a response to
the increasing urgency to address environmental degradation and align business practices
with sustainability goals. Conversely, the social and economic dimensions have received
relatively less attention, although recent studies indicate a growing trend in these areas.
For instance, social aspects explored in recent literature include community engagement in
local environmental policy making, responsible investment decisions, social risk assessment
related to the supply chain, and workplace community-focused CSR disclosure. Economic
aspects include the institutionalization of ESG issues in investment decisions, sustainable
product design, and the reconceptualization of multiple capitals (Ashraf and Uddin 2015;
Ramya et al. 2020).

Additionally, the review shows that a significant portion of the literature (50%, 121)
views sustainability reporting as a concept incorporating all three dimensions. Sustainabil-
ity reporting is viewed as a multifaceted instrument for organizational management and
communication, serving the dual purposes of stakeholder engagement and legitimization.
This approach aligns with the evolving expectations of stakeholders who seek compre-
hensive insights into organizational sustainability practices. Sustainability reporting is not
merely a disclosure tool but is increasingly recognized as a strategic instrument for orga-
nizational management and communication. The integration of ethical concerns further
emphasizes the need for companies to showcase their commitment to responsible and
ethical business practices (Jambor and Zanocz 2023).

Recent studies, particularly those published after 2018, reveal a shift from an in-
stitutional perspective to a social-political paradigm. Contextualization, particularly in
emerging economies, has become a prominent trend in SR research. This shift underscores
SR’s global significance and the importance of fostering a shared understanding of the
subject (Journeault et al. 2021). This shift indicates a broader recognition that sustainability
reporting is not solely an institutional practice but is deeply embedded in societal and polit-
ical contexts. Contextualization reflects a growing awareness of diverse global perspectives
and the need for nuanced, culturally relevant approaches to sustainability.

However, certain areas remain underexplored in recent literature. Indigenous people’s
rights, despite UN emphasis on this issue, have received limited attention, with only a single
article shedding light on this topic (Prinsloo and Maroun 2020; Scandurra and Thomas 2023;
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Richard and Odendaal 2021). Moreover, there is a requirement for additional investigation
in domains like employee health and safety measures, product responsibility, and gender
dynamics. Addressing these gaps is crucial for a more inclusive and comprehensive
understanding of the social implications of sustainability reporting.

A deep dive into these findings highlights both the progress and the existing gaps
in sustainability reporting research. Emphasizing the holistic nature of sustainability,
understanding contextual influences, and addressing underexplored areas will contribute
to a more robust and impactful sustainability reporting framework. Researchers and
practitioners can use these insights to guide future studies, ensuring that sustainability
reporting continues to evolve in tandem with global challenges and societal expectations.

4.2. Theories in Selected Literature

This review identified the prevalent theories used in exploring various aspects of
sustainability reporting (SR). There are two major theories used in the selected works:
stakeholder theory (ST) and legitimacy theory (LT), which are used as fundamental theories
in qualitative SR research.

Approximately 33% (81) of the selected articles employed ST as a primary theoretical
framework for their empirical investigations. ST is applied to elucidate how organizations
perceive and interact with diverse stakeholder groups. The literature identifies a wide
array of stakeholder groups, including social activists, employees, vulnerable societies,
investors, suppliers, and indigenous people. For instance, Herremans and Nazari (2016),
Belal et al. (2015), and Del Baldo (2017) raised questions about how world trade should
embrace environmental responsibility, emphasizing the role of vulnerable societies. Khan
and Ali (2023), Erin et al. (2022), and Esteban-Arrea and Garcia-Torea (2022) focused
on information disclosure about employees’ rights. Finau et al. (2018) view stakeholder
relationships as network peripherals, highlighting stakeholders’ efforts to gain power
within organizations. The findings suggest that sustainability reporting is considered a tool
for communicating sustainability practices to stakeholders, aligning with its instrumental
aspect. The findings also acknowledge the complex and dynamic nature of organization—
stakeholder interactions, resonating with sustainability reporting.

Legitimacy theory is widely used in the literature. Among studies using LT, the prag-
matic aspect is most prevalent, accounting for 87%. The pragmatic perspective interprets
actions taken by organizations to address immediate stakeholders. Fraser (2012) and Killian
and O’Regan (2016) describe social accounting as a pragmatic legitimacy practice employed
by organizations to rebuild relationships with their communities.

In summary, ST and LT are prominent theoretical frameworks employed in the se-
lected literature to explore various facets and tensions of SR. ST emphasizes stakeholder
interactions and relationships, while LT focuses on organizational efforts to maintain legiti-
macy through SR practices. These theories provide valuable insights, contributing to our
understanding of how organizations perceive and respond to sustainability challenges and
stakeholder expectations.

This review also uncovers the usage of various aspects of the major theories in the se-
lected literature, shedding light on how the structures and practices of organizations change
according to different pressures and influences. These aspects include moral legitimacy,
institutional theory (IT), and other critical and interdisciplinary perspectives.

Moral legitimacy suggests that organizations undertake actions deemed ethically
sound. Despite its alignment with the core purpose of sustainability reporting (SR), this
facet has received limited attention in qualitative sustainability research. This review of
existing literature underscores the significance of moral legitimacy as an underdeveloped
dimension within the realm of sustainability reporting. Institutional theory, specifically
coercive, mimetic, and normative pressures, plays a significant role in shaping organiza-
tional practices related to SR. Coercive pressures arise from regulatory sources, both formal
and informal, and encompass internal and external factors of an organization. This review
also shows that crises, whether instigated by human actions or natural events, can im-
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pose sustainability disclosure (Doni et al. 2019). Organizations also feel mimetic pressures.
They tend to imitate benchmarked organizations’ SR practices to avoid risks associated with
imposing extensive regulatory reporting requirements. There are also normative pressures
that stem from professional bodies, especially accounting and auditing bodies (Cooper
and Pearce 2011; Khan 2014; Haigh and Shapiro 2012). While less prevalent compared to
coercive and mimetic pressures, normative pressures play a role in shaping organizational
change related to SR, such as reporting frameworks, membership in sustainability rating
bodies, and independent auditors (Dillard and Pullman 2017; Moerman and Laan 2015).

The review findings highlight the co-existence of these three forces of institutionaliza-
tion, emphasizing their complex and multifaceted nature. Institutionalization is seen as
a progressive and recursive process, with changes in practice and structure more than in
underlying values and beliefs. Additionally, greenwashing practices, where companies
may not genuinely adopt sustainability practices despite outward appearances, are also
captured in the findings (Tarquinio and Xhindole 2022; Henriques et al. 2022; Cho 2020).
Other important aspects of SR captured in the review include the impact of neoliberal
economic ideologies (Albertini 2019; Abernathy et al. 2017) and socio-political factors
(Tanima et al. 2020; Leong and Hazelton 2017) on sustainability reporting. The role of
regulatory theory (Biondi et al. 2020) in shaping sustainability reporting practices and
diffusion theory (Stefanescua et al. 2016) is to examine how SR practices spread and diffuse
across organizations and regions (Siddiqui 2013).

The emerging use of mainstream accounting theories such as signaling theory (Alotaibi
and Hussainey 2016) and agency theory (Stefanescua et al. 2016; Jensen and Meckling
1976) in the context of sustainability reporting is also noted. The diversity of theoretical
frameworks reflects the complex nature of sustainability reporting and the interdisciplinary
nature of research in this field.

4.3. Qualitative Methods Used in the Selected Literature

Concerning the qualitative methodologies used in the selected literature, the results
show that a significant majority of the selected articles (78%) utilized interpretive analysis
research methodologies such as case analysis (Cuckston 2013; Egan 2014; Qian et al. 2011),
content analysis (Aribi and Gao 2010; Fonseca 2010; Garcia-Sanchez and Aratjo-Bernardo
2020), discourse analysis (Higgins and Coffey 2016; Higgins and Walker 2012; Jaworska
2018), and historical analysis (Albu et al. 2020; Khan 2014).

Among these methodologies, case studies provide rich insights into how and why SR
practices change (Traxler et al. 2020). They offer a detailed examination of specific instances
of SR in practice. Content analysis uses textual data, such as reports and documents, to
extract meaning and patterns related to SR.

Only a small percentage of studies (1%) used historical analysis and archival data
as their qualitative methodology. This method involves examining historical records and
archival data to understand the history and evolution of SR practices. While less common,
a few studies employed netnography, a methodology that uses Internet sources and online
communities to capture information and debates related to SR (Jeacle 2021; Unerman and
Bennett 2004).

A significant portion of the selected studies (17%) employed discourse analysis to
explore how power, politics, and conflicts among powerful actors influence organizational
change, examining the language and communication surrounding SR (Tregidga 2013; Lod-
hia and Jacobs 2013) and shedding light on the discursive aspects of sustainability reporting.

The findings of this review indicate that the authors of numerous studies regarded
shifts in organizational sustainability as a manifestation of power struggles and conflict
management. Semi-structured interviews were frequently employed to unveil the exis-
tence of these power dynamics, politics, and conflicts between various stakeholders within
organizations (Biondi et al. 2020; Morrison and Lowe 2021; Cook and Geldenhuys 2018).
Additionally, the review revealed that the presence of these dynamics at every level in an
organization can shape SR practices. This review also identified an emerging trend accord-
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ing to which sustainability researchers are increasingly adopting a critical theory paradigm.
Critical theories are used to problematize social issues arising from SR practices and to
advocate for more equitable and meaningful reporting. Critical theory is a philosophical
and sociological approach to studying society, culture, and various social phenomena.
It emerged as a response to traditional modes of social inquiry and seeks to critique and
transform social structures and systems of power. Critical theory has influenced various
fields, including sociology, political science, cultural studies, and education, contributing to
ongoing discussions about social justice and societal change.

5. Implications and Conclusions

In this review, first, the choice of databases aligns with the precedent set by previous
systematic reviews. The aim of this selection was to provide a coherent sample of articles,
enhancing the robustness and comprehensiveness of the review. Secondly, the emphasis on
developed European economies is justified by their well-established regulatory frameworks
and higher levels of awareness regarding corporate governance standards. Third, the in-
clusion of various theoretical frameworks reflects the multifaceted nature of sustainability
reporting. Accordingly, the acknowledgment of emerging theories, such as critical theory,
demonstrates a commitment to exploring diverse perspectives to understand sustainability
reporting practices.

The review findings have both theoretical and methodological implications for fu-
ture research in the field of SR. According to the review findings, it can be argued that
there is a need for more empirical research to explain the nature of changes in sustain-
ability reporting practices in today’s organizations. This emphasis on empirical studies
ensures that the findings are grounded in real-life observations and experiences, enhancing
the reliability and applicability of the insights. It also necessitates additional investiga-
tion into the descriptive dimension of stakeholder theory, with a focus on highlighting
the role of organizations as collaborative partners in their interactions with stakeholders
(e.g., Jaworska 2018; Tweedie and Martinov-Bennie 2015). ST and LT are prominent theoreti-
cal frameworks employed in the selected literature to explore various facets and tensions of
SR. ST emphasizes stakeholder interactions and relationships, while LT focuses on organiza-
tional efforts to maintain legitimacy through SR practices. These theories provide valuable
insights, contributing to our understanding of how organizations perceive and respond to
sustainability challenges and stakeholder expectations. ST provides a comprehensive and
flexible framework for researchers to examine the complex interplay between organizations
and their broader social, economic, and environmental contexts. It fosters a more inclusive
and socially responsible approach to management and decision making. Legitimacy theory
is a valuable lens for researchers interested in the dynamics of organizational legitimacy,
how organizations respond to societal expectations, and the implications of perceived
legitimacy for organizational success and sustainability. Accordingly, these two theories
are dominant in SR research. The emerging trend of the use of critical theory is also an
important result of this review. This diversity encourages researchers to approach the topic
from different perspectives, fostering a more holistic understanding.

The results of this review emphasize the crucial need for a diversified approach, en-
compassing both methodological and theoretical perspectives, to advance sustainability
reporting (SR). The findings highlight the potential applicability of organizational change
theories in unexplored dimensions, contributing to the evolving landscape of SR research.
Overall, the conclusion advocates for innovative approaches, gap exploration, and an
interdisciplinary perspective to capture the diverse and profound impacts of sustainability
reporting. It should also be added that sustainability reporting is generally considered
a positive practice, offering transparency and accountability by providing stakeholders
with insights into a company’s environmental, social, and economic performance. It fos-
ters informed decision making among stakeholders, encouraging support for socially and
environmentally responsible businesses. Additionally, sustainability reporting signals
a commitment to corporate responsibility, motivating organizations to adopt more sus-



J. Risk Financial Manag. 2024, 17, 68

12 of 16

References

tainable practices. However, its effectiveness depends on factors such as the sincerity of
reporting, stakeholder understanding, and the commitment of organizations to genuine
sustainability initiatives. Challenges include the risk of “greenwashing”, where reported
information may be misleading; the potential complexity of reporting requirements for
smaller businesses; and the trade-off between reporting efforts and actual sustainability
actions. Despite these considerations, when approached with integrity and a genuine
commitment to sustainability, reporting can be a valuable tool for fostering transparency,
accountability, and responsible business practices.

In conclusion, this review provides a comprehensive overview of the aspects, theories,
and methodologies used in qualitative research on sustainability reporting. It identifies gaps
and opportunities for future research to advance knowledge in the field of SR, emphasizing
the need for interdisciplinary and critical perspectives to understand the multifaceted
nature of sustainability reporting practices.

This review offers actionable insights for diverse stakeholders. Policymakers can lever-
age the findings to shape policies aligned with evolving industry practices, while companies
can enhance their sustainability reporting based on practical implications and emerging
trends identified in the research. Moreover, collaboration across disciplines is encouraged
to promote a holistic understanding of sustainability reporting. Advocacy groups and
investors can use this research to advocate for ethical reporting standards. Given the
emphasis on ethical concerns in sustainability reporting, regulatory frameworks could
consider incorporating specific guidelines or standards that address ethical dimensions.
Additionally, organizations and policy makers can engage with global initiatives like the
Global Reporting Initiative for consistent and recognized sustainability reporting practices.
This review highlights that the environmental dimension is the most extensively studied in
sustainability reporting. Regulatory bodies could encourage a more balanced approach by
placing greater emphasis on the social and economic dimensions. Moreover, regulatory
frameworks could encourage research in underexplored areas in sustainability reporting,
such as indigenous people’s rights and specific domains like employee health and safety
measures, possibly by including specific indicators or disclosure requirements related
to these aspects. This review also highlights the growing importance of SR in various
disciplines and encourages further interdisciplinary exploration of its impacts. The explo-
ration of unconventional applications of organizational change, like institutional logic and
deinstitutionalization, opens new paths for future research. This review suggests the need
for more qualitative research that explores the ethical aspects of SR, with moral legitimacy
as a potential theoretical framework.
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