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A B S T R A C T   

In the last decade, the use of sustainability reporting as a tool for communicating and reporting on 
the performance of sustainability objectives by companies has led to a growing awareness of its 
value and development in the corporate world. Therefore, exploring this phenomenon for a better 
understanding and identifying its characteristic elements is important. This study aims to sys-
tematically review the literature to establish the distinctive elements of sustainability reporting 
and provide a complete theoretical framework that allows the classification of the drivers that are 
crucial for adopting sustainability reporting. Through the analysis, we describe the characteristic 
elements of sustainability reporting in a homogeneous and concise summary. The drivers that 
result, may prove useful not only in the context of non-financial reporting but also in encouraging 
adequate economic-business reflections that may inspire new research trajectories for scholars in 
this field.   

1. Introduction 

Over the last decade, scholars have become increasingly aware about the relevance of sustainability reporting in the corporate 
sector and international organisations. Particularly, global initiatives have brought this heterogeneous issue to the forefront [1]. 
Changes in the form of new reporting requirements have been introduced by various laws, regulations, standards, guidelines and 
codes. The disclosure of such information—both mandatory and voluntary—is a common practise of companies [2]. However, the 
definitions’ heterogeneity in the corporate context and the topic’s international significance - whereby the evolution of the corporate 
system and its ability to develop a long-term value for the company considering the economic, social, and environmental performances 
is characterised [1] - suggest an exigency for further investigating the topic. Therefore, building a theoretical framework from the 
extant literature is a prerequisite for understanding the concept of value creation through sustainability reporting in the context of the 
company system in the third millennium. The business system’s complexity is ever-increasing owing to complicated business dynamics 
and scientific and technological progress. A complicated problem arises out of multiple fragments that are difficult to code. Henceforth, 
decoding these multiple fragments, which can lead to a simpler solution for complicated phenomena, is recommended. Similarly, 
disorder and uncertainty in business systems can be attributed to multiple interdependent parts; it is deduced that complexity is a daily 
challenge for managers and companies. 

The paper is structured as follows: in the subsequent section, the theoretical background and research objective are presented, 
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while the methodology used is described in section 3. Further, section 4 presents the results of the systematic literature review, and 
section 5 provides a discussion of the results; section 6 elucidates the present study’s conclusions. 

2. Background 

The topic of ’’sustainability reporting’’ is experiencing considerable interest at a scientific level. Recent years have seen a growth in 
the adoption of SR both in response to stakeholders interested in social and environmental performance and to investors who rely on 
this type of non-financial data as an indicator of underlying business risks and likely future financial performance. Previous studies 
have provided a series of theoretical constructs to analyse the role of SR in the company—both from strategic and operational per-
spectives. The main theories driving the SR are theory of legitimacy [3,4], theory of stakeholders [5], and institutional theory [6–9], 
alongside other theories. 

Moreover, the existing literature on disclosure in a heterogeneous and fragmented manner indicates that some internal factors, such 
as the size of the company [4,10–13], the sector to which they belong [14], and the CDA [15–17]; and some external factors, such as 
the legal, economic, financial and cultural systems of the country of origin, potentially influence the nature and extent of disclosure 
[18–21]. 

The systematic analysis of the literature was conducted with the aim of developing a unitary and compact understanding of the 
concept of Sustainability Reporting (SR) in the multi-theory context, presenting the drivers of adoption of sustainability reporting. The 
present study focuses on corporate sustainability since 2010, as it represents the benchmark for corporate best practices and marks the 
fusion of theoretical references with practical solutions and implications (IIRC, 2010). This study allows to present a complete and 
timely overview of the factors influencing the adoption of SR to overcome the fragmented literature and allows to trace the areas of 
intervention and their evolution. 

Fig. 1 highlights the key points derived from the systematic literature review. Sustainability reporting includes a multi-theoretical 
base of reference from which to define corporate and institutional drivers. 

3. Methods 

To accomplish the study’s objective, we adopted a systematic literature review—a rigorous and well-planned analysis, wherein 
specific research questions are answered through identification, selection, and critical evaluation of the results of the studies short-
listed from the extant literature [22]. This study’s objective is creating a comprehensive collection of studies through a systematic 
procedure. A data extraction module was designed to obtain the necessary information on the characteristics and findings of the studies 
included in this research. The Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines, which are 
considered a useful compass for systematic reviews, were followed. The studies were selected based on author-year, title, research 
objective, theoretical framework, research methodology, results, and future implications [23]. 

Fig. 1. Drivers of SR. Source: Original material from the author.  
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The research was divided into two phases indicated in Table 1. 

3.1. Phase 1 screening for dataset preparation 

The Scopus database was consulted to collect the relevant studies. Scopus is among the most popular search engines, as it features 
usability, interdisciplinary variety, and an interface that makes it easy for the user to find updated and expertly curated related results 
[24]. 

Table 2 presents the inclusion criteria followed during the screening of the dataset (keywords, Boolean operators, document type, 
subject area, language). The search string was set as follows. 

((integrated) OR (non-financial) OR (sustainability) AND (reporting) AND (company)) 
On completion of Phase 1, 994 records were derived. These were further submitted to Phase 2 of the sample’s analysis. 
Furthermore, a word cloud representing the geographical distribution of the exact keywords, as identified through the Scopus 

search engine, is presented in Fig. 2. It displays a detailed correspondence concerning the topic and possesses the potential to delimit 
the results even more meticulously. 

3.2. Phase 2 Sample’s analysis 

In Phase 2, the extracted data samples were further shortlisted based on the following modes of collection: A) collection for quote, 
B) collection by titles and abstracts, C) full text collection.  

(A) Collection for quote 

In this sub-phase, the articles were shortlisted through a manual review process wherein the duplicates were identified and 
excluded from the sample. Additionally, the relevance of articles with more citations was considered an inclusion criterion. To identify 
the relevance of the articles with more citations, classification criteria based on the Likert scale model approach were developed, as 
presented in Table 3. 

This model was appropriate for the present research to refine the congruity of the same to a qualitative sample of articles that could 
confirm the propositions and/or assertions (items) on the specific topic. The Likert scale model [25] requires the collection of several 
statements on the subject under analysis, thus making it possible to measure variables of varying intensity with homogeneous contents 
to the research question. In this study, these were the extracted citations divided into homogeneous classes. 

At the end of this process, the articles that fell into the classes of citations as highly relevant, relevant and somewhat relevant were 
considered and a total of 54 articles were selected from this activity. These articles were downloaded and read by a study group 
comprising three people knowledgeable about the topic.  

(B) Collection by titles and abstracts 

Simultaneously, the study group read the titles and abstracts, and after several meetings and discussions, the members reached a 
concordant result. At this stage, the exclusion criteria concern the abstracts. Those abstracts whose topics were not consistent with the 
aims of this research were excluded from further analysis. This agreement reduced the sample to 41 articles, from which the infor-
mation required for a critical analysis of the topic was extracted.  

(C) Full text collection 

Based on the same methodology and exclusion criteria, the working group read the articles in-depth, further refining the sample to 
24 articles eligible for the next data extraction phase. Fig. 3 presents the workflow of the phases and sub-phases using the PRISMA 
Statement Flowchart technique. It is useful for graphically representing the selection process and reflecting the progress in the 
identification, selection, evaluation, and synthesis of studies [23]. 

Table 1 
Research phases.  

PHASE 1 SCREENING FOR DATASET PREPARATION Scopus database 

PHASE 2 OF THE SAMPLE’S ANALYSIS A) Collection for quote 
B) Collection by titles and abstracts 
C) Full text collection 

Source: Original material from the author. 

M. Benvenuto et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                    



Heliyon 9 (2023) e14893

4

4. Results 

4.1. Review of the main theories 

The conceptual framework developed in this study includes various theories explaining the theme of non-financial reporting. 
Cormier et al. [26] proposed that sustainability reporting practices are a rather complex phenomenon that cannot be explained with a 
single theory [1]. Hence, it is essential to present a complete excursus of these theories for determining the drivers through subsequent 

Table 2 
Inclusion criteria for the dataset preparation.  

keywords ‘Integrated’, ‘Non-financial’, 
‘Sustainability’, ‘Reporting’, ‘Company’ 

These keywords were selected after in-depth review of the scientific articles published on the 
subject. Particular attention was paid to the term ‘non-financial’, proposed with the 
orthographic sign ‘-’ as it is semantically correct and used in the scientific context. 

BOOLEAN 
OPERATORS 

‘And’, ‘Or’ Both operators were employed as they linked the conditions together. Specifically, ‘And’ was 
used where results should have matched with all the specified keywords, while ‘Or’ was used 
where results were supposed to match with one of the specified keywords. 

DOCUMENT TYPE Article  
SUBJECT AREAS Business, Management, and Accounting Appropriate subject area in relation to the topic under study. 
LANGUAGE English  
TIME PERIOD January 01, 2010–04/22/2022 2010 is the marking year for the creation and establishment of the International Integrated 

Reporting Council (IIRC) to promote and disseminate the new sustainability reporting 
system. 

Source: Original material from the author. 

Fig. 2. Word cloud representation of the exact keywords. Source: Original material from the author.  

Table 3 
Likert scale model on citations.  

Likert scale Citations Number of Articles Percentage of Articles 

Highly relevant 301 and above 6 0.6% 
Relevant 201 to 300 6 0.6% 
Somewhat relevant 101 to 200 42 4.3% 
Not very relevant 51 to 100 93 9.5% 
Not relevant 0 to 50 846 85% 
Total  993 100% 

Source: Original material from the author. 
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analysis. The theories presented are legitimacy theory, stakeholder theory, institutional theory, voluntary disclosure theory, signal 
theory, agency theory, political cost theory, and resource dependence theory. 

Legitimacy theory is based on the paradigm of the ‘social contract’ existing between the company and the society [3,4]. If a 
company wants to continue its activity, it must be perceived as legitimate by the surrounding companies. A company only achieves 
legitimacy if it acts within a system of norms and values in such a way that it not only behaves as expected, but also informs the other 
companies about its actions. Therefore, when companies fail to meet public expectations and requirements, they are exposed to greater 
pressure, which is accompanied by a higher level of public scrutiny and monitoring, posing a further risk to legitimacy [27]. 
Consequently, companies with lower environmental performance come under greater public pressure. Hence, they voluntarily and 
selectively disclose information to reduce the negative effect on the legitimacy and their reputation due to poor performance. In this 
context, the development of SR is an essential risk-management tool to improve social perception and a mechanism to maintain and 
protect legitimacy by meeting society’s expectations regarding the firm’s commitments [27]. This theory is placed in a broader context 
than socio-political theories, which suggest that corporate reporting issues should be investigated considering the political, social, and 
institutional framework wherein activities occur [27]. 

Legitimacy theory can be linked to stakeholder theory, which argues that organisations should create wealth for all the partic-
ipants (stakeholders) affected by the objectives and business processes. This is in contrast with the traditional financial model, which is 
based on value creation exclusively for the shareholder [28]. Therefore, informing stakeholders about the economic, social and 
environmental impacts of the company’s performance is necessary; stakeholders are implicitly obliged to correct the company’s 
behaviour [5]. 

Legitimacy theory works in two directions. On the one hand, it addresses the dynamic and complex relationship existing between 
the company and the surrounding environment. On the other hand, it evaluates the abilities of the companies to balance the het-
erogeneous needs of various stakeholders [4,29]. Sustainability reporting is fundamental. As it presents a broader report of corporate 

Fig. 3. PRISMA statement flowchart.  
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performance rather than the classic corporate statements; thereby, it can satisfy the information needs of the various stakeholders [28]. 
Along similar lines, institutional theory integrates both legitimacy and stakeholder theory to understand how organisations 

recognise and cope with the dynamic social and institutional pressures and the expectations for maintaining legitimacy [4,30]. Ac-
cording to institutional theory, organisations are economic entities that operate in an environment that contains institutions that 
influence their behaviour and expectations [6–9]. Consequently, organisations need to interact with the environment such that they 
acquire legitimacy, resources, and stability to improve their survival prospects. The integration and inclusion of the ‘institution’ factor 
leads to sustainability reporting, which is used as a tool to indicate that the company remains within the acceptable boundaries of the 
business [4]. 

Considering the importance of the ‘institution’ factor, institutional theory includes a fundamental dimension known as ‘ISO-
MORPHISM’—that is, the adaptation of an institutional practice by an organisation [4,31]—and it is believed to promote the com-
panies’ stability, endowing them with greater power and institutional legitimacy [9]. Isomorphism can be classified into the following 
three types: coercive, mimetic, and normative [4,32]. Coercive isomorphism refers to the process whereby various organisations 
modify their institutional practices due to the pressure exerted by the stakeholders. In this context, companies use sustainability 
reporting as a tool to address the economic, social, environmental, and ethical values and concerns of those stakeholders who have the 
greatest power over the company. The mimetic isomorphism occurs when—to face uncertain situations—an organisation spontane-
ously begins imitating other organisations in the same sector that they naturally believe to be successful. In this context, sustainability 
reporting acts as a tool for companies to improve their processes, avoid the risk of losing legitimacy, and maintain or improve their 
competitive advantage [4,33]. The final isomorphic process is a normative isomorphism related to the pressure of norms to adopt 
certain institutional practises and meet professional expectations. In this scenario, sustainability reporting can influence the need to 
provide information to stakeholders [4,32]. 

Considering that adopting and implementing sustainability reporting is a process involving a great deal of information, voluntary 
disclosure theory suggests that companies should be ready to disclose information and reduce information asymmetries voluntarily, 
but only if the benefits outweigh the costs and if the increase in reputation reduces the capital cost [27,34,35]. Furthermore, based on 
this theory, companies with better environmental performance will probably be more inclined to disseminate objective, verifiable, and 
authentic information precisely to demonstrate credibility; conversely, companies with lower environmental performance will provide 
ambiguous and unverifiable information [27]. Similarly, according to signal theory, companies are inclined to provide additional 
information as a signal to reduce information asymmetries, cater to stakeholder expectations, optimise financing costs, and increase 
enterprise value [10,36]. A company’s sustainability information can be considered asymmetric information when extracting credible 
information on sustainability aspects is difficult for parties outside the company. Companies can reduce information asymmetries by 
proactively reporting their sustainability initiatives [37]. Agency theory addresses the problem of contrasting interests between 
owner and manager, highlighting how this can trigger conflicts by interfering with the proper functioning of the company [5]. This 
discrepancy between the actors increases agency costs; therefore, sustainability reporting plays a significant role in reducing this 
asymmetry [13]. According to the political cost theory paradigm, organisations disclose information voluntarily to reduce political 
costs (taxes, fees, etc.), and to obtain benefits such as concessions or subsidies [10]. Finally, theory of dependence on resources 
assumes that companies, not being self-sufficient, must draw on resources in their respective context; then, relationships and societies 
with other actors are analysed, evaluating their contributions based on the extent to which they facilitate the maximisation of its 
performance [5,38,39]. 

4.2. Drivers of SR 

Synthesising the theoretical framework allows the identification and classification of the main drivers as described in the literature 
on the subject. In particular, this study proposes a classification of drivers that distinguishes between ‘institutional drivers’ and 
‘entrepreneurial drivers’. Institutional drivers refer to a set of external drivers related to the specific institutional environment in the 
organisation’s country of origin [40]. Corporate drivers refer to the characteristics that are directly related to the company [10]. 
Table 4 presents the classification of drivers according to their respective characteristics. 

4.2.1. Business drivers 

4.2.1.1. Board of directors. The link between corporate governance and sustainability has been thoroughly discussed in the literature 

Table 4 
Drivers of sustainability reporting.  

BUSINESS DRIVERS INSTITUTIONAL DRIVERS 

- Board of Directors - Legal system 
- Mission/Vision/Statement of Intent - Economics and finance 
- Company size - NGO Collaborations 
- Sector of belonging - Cultural system 
- Profitability - Technological system 
- Growth opportunity - Education and work 

Source: Original material from the author. 
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by Amran et al. [15], Fernandez-Feijoo et al. [16], Frias-Aceituno et al. [2], and Fuente et al. [17]. The administration representing the 
governing body of the company has the task of protecting the stakeholders’ interests by possibly reducing opportunistic behaviour. 
Therefore, corporate governance mechanisms are important for corporate social responsibility practises, and they promote the 
development of long-term competitive advantage [2]. Several variables related to governance are discussed in the literature—namely, 
size, independence, and composition.  

• Dimension of the board of directors 

The literature is not unanimous on the relevance of the dimension of board of directors for disseminating sustainability-related 
information [17,41]. The studies by Frias-Aceituno et al. [2] and Fuente et al. [17] found that boards of larger companies face crit-
ical questions. Considering the complexity of disclosure, a consistent number of board members with the right experience and 
background to deal with the issues while ensuring better oversight is needed. Consequently, the amount of information provided will 
be positively affected, indicating a positive correlation between board size and reporting. This is in line with the guidelines of the 
Global Reporting Initiative, as a larger number of board members provides the opportunity to bring in different viewpoints and ex-
periences. However, Amran et al. [15] and Lakhal [42] reported that no significant relationship exists between board size and sus-
tainability reporting. This could be justified by the fact that the effectiveness of the board itself compensates for that of the reporting. 
Once the strategies have positive resolutions, fewer efforts must be invested into disclosure practices.  

• Independence of the board of directors 

The literature regarding the relationship between independence and reporting is inconsistent. Some scholars believe that an in-
dependent board is a fundamental resource as it exerts control over managers’ opportunistic behaviour [2,43,44]. The presence of 
independent executive directors is positively correlated with responsible behaviour and guarantees transparency. They want to pre-
serve their respective reputations and, therefore, act as a control mechanism and focus on the satisfaction of all interested parties by 
responding to societal demands. These considerations result in the company acting more responsibly and transparently and disclosing 
more authentic information, which creates a positive correlation between board independence and the production of sustainability 
reporting in accordance with the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) guidelines [17]. However, Amran et al. [15] and Frias-Aceituno 
et al. [2] did not find a significant relationship between the two variables, as it is likely that the influence of board members on 
reporting is limited as they are more involved in day-to-day decision making.  

• Composition of the board of directors 

The literature refers to diversity when discussing—that is, the heterogeneous characteristics of the members of the board in relation 
to training, interests, and above all, nationality and gender [17]. Academic research has addressed the issue of diversity especially in 
terms of ‘gender’, as it has been reported that women are more oriented towards the quality of life, social issues, and women-related 
problems—possibly because they are less self-centred at the economic level and often tend to step into the roles of wives and mothers in 
the professional environment [2,45], by effectively solving problems and promoting relationships [17]. Conversely, men are more 
oriented towards material success and income [28]. The consequence of this consideration is a positive relationship between gender 
diversity and corporate reporting [2,15,46]. However, Fernandez-Feijoo et al. (2014b), in an analysis of corporate social responsibility 
(CSR) reports recorded by different countries in the GRI between 2008 and 2010, indicated that the positive impact was achieved at the 
reporting level when companies had at least three women on the board. These findings were also supported by an empirical study by 
Amran et al. [15], in which they observed companies with fewer than three women on the board of directors. The results did not 
indicate such an association, demonstrating that the relevance of female orientation occurs with a minimum of three women.  

• Activities of the board of directors 

Another important aspect of the board is the frequency of its meetings. The literature seems rather fragmented, as there are two 
schools of thought regarding the impact of board activity on reporting. On the one hand, it is believed that an excessive number of 
meetings indicates ineffectiveness and that board members’ authority is exceeded, which would negatively impact the company [2, 
17]. On the other hand, Lipton and Lorsch [47], Frias-Aceituno et al. [2] and Fuente et al. [17] believed and empirically proved that an 
active board is more effective, as numerous meetings indicate greater and better management control. Companies that exercise the 
supervisory function more effectively also tend to reduce information asymmetry.  

• CSR committees 

Another relevant variable concerning the effectiveness of the board of directors is the establishment of committees within it. On this 
aspect, the literature unanimously agrees that establishing committees, in general, is a positive element. If we consider the numerous 
activities that the board must deal with, delegating some tasks allows it to improve its efficiency [17]. In the area of sustainability, the 
positive effect is even more evident. A CSR committee is perceived as a resource for a company, as experience and knowledge promote 
responsible management as a strategy and spur the organisation to implement this strategy by managing risks and demonstrating CSR 
commitment to stakeholders [17,48]. Accordingly, a positive correlation exists between the presence of a CSR committee and quality 
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(GRI guidelines) of reporting. 

4.2.1.2. Vision/mission/mission statement. Another driving force related to reporting is the vision or mission, which is linked to the 
CSR values and statement of purpose. Integrating the CSR values into the vision or mission is a sustainable resource management 
strategy that supports their legitimacy and is anchored in a mission statement. The latter is important as it provides guidance for action 
and serves as a basis for all aspects of the decision-making process. Companies that frame a statement of purpose and have CSR-related 
goals and missions are more likely to disclose their activities and publish more reports [4], thus ensuring a positive association with 
sustainability reporting [15]. 

4.2.1.3. Company size. Several studies have analysed the impact of firm size on sustainability reporting—including Amran and 
Haniffa [4], Frias-Aceituno et al. [10], Lock and Seele [11], Ehnert et al. [12], and Kuzey and Uyar [13]—highlighting a positive 
relationship between company size and reporting. 

Larger companies’ business characteristics considerably differ from those of smaller ones—particularly, a greater exposure to 
capital markets, which significantly impacts disclosure [10]. The activities of large companies affect various stakeholders, and due to 
the mimetic isomorphism of institutional theory, numerous organisations tend to imitate the practices of competitors to retain their 
market share [4]. 

Moreover, they rely on external funding, which increases agency costs; reporting is used as a tool to reduce these costs, limit in-
formation asymmetries, and enable greater competitive market access. As larger companies are more visible in the market and more 
concerned with their public image, they are forced to increase the level of disclosure [10]. As they are also subject to greater public 
scrutiny, they require more resources (legitimacy theory) [40] and face greater pressure from stakeholders [13]. 

4.2.1.4. Sector of belonging. According to institutional theory, mimetic isomorphism suggests that companies operating in the same 
sector will adopt similar strategies and practices for information disclosure. In particular, they are inspired by those perceived as more 
effective [4]. However, not all sectors behave equally. Companies belonging to environmentally sensitive sectors are required to 
disclose environmental aspects, as they are more likely to harm the environment and are, therefore, subject to stricter regulations. 
Companies that produce goods rather than services are more likely to disclose because they are likely to exhibit greater environmental 
impacts and use the external guarantee of their reports to increase their credibility and strengthen their legitimacy [13]. 
Fernandez-Feijoo [14] reported that reporting by companies belonging to certain sectors having greater stakeholder pressure is 
different and, notably, consistent with the sector the company belongs to. 

4.2.1.5. Profitability. The relationship between profitability and sustainability disclosure is considerably complex, as there are no 
clear conclusions yet. Major disclosure theories suggest that the two are positively related. According to agency theory, managers of 
profitable companies use disclosure to gain personal advantage, such as ensuring the stability of their positions and increasing their 
level of remunerations [10]. From the perspective of reporting theory, profitability can be considered an indicator of the quality of the 
investments; when high returns are achieved, there is a greater incentive to disclose information, thus reducing the risk of attracting 
negative views from the market. Profitable companies would publish information to distinguish themselves from less successful ones, 
to raise capital at the lowest possible cost, and to avoid a reduction in their share price [10]. According to political cost theory, 
companies voluntarily disclose information when high returns are achieved to justify their profits [10]. 

From the perspective of stakeholder theory, interest groups claim the resources of the company. In the process, they are expected 
to adopt appropriate corporate behaviour, such as consideration for the environment and an interest in developing fair working re-
lationships. In cases wherein the company does not act with social responsibility, the resulting costs could become significant, leading 
to a financial burden that can reduce profits. Conversely, if companies adopt socially responsible policies, they are more profitable, and 
socially responsible investments will provide an incentive for companies to increase investment in CSR programs [5,49]. Resource 
availability theory argues that the most evident and explicit connection between sustainability and profitability reporting practices 
can be established on the basis of economic resources’ availability [13]. 

Despite the consistency of the theoretical arguments, the results are not convergent at the empirical level. Rodriguez-Fernandez [5] 
indicated that the social is profitable and the profitable is social, thereby creating a vicious circle. Additionally, Surroca et al. [50] 
found a positive reciprocal relationship between profitability and sustainability disclosure. Frias-Aceituno et al. [10] and Kuzey and 
Uyar [13] suggested that a weak relationship exists between the two, as the most profitable companies tend to devote most of their 
resources to developing sustainability reporting and improving their public actions. Therefore, profitability does not exhibit such a 
strong influence. 

4.2.1.6. Growth opportunity. According to agency’s theory, companies with greater growth opportunities will disclose more infor-
mation to reduce costs and to limit the information asymmetry, which can negatively impact the company as it causes lower trust levels 
among the operating subjects [10]. In light of legitimacy theory, growth opportunities encourage businesses to sustainable practices 
and strategies, and reporting is legitimately used in such operations [13]. Based on the theoretical framework, assumedly, a positive 
correlation exists between growth opportunities and the production of the sustainability report; however, no statistically significant 
correlation was found. 
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4.2.2. Institutional drivers 

4.2.2.1. Legal system. Institutional theory suggests that firms are part of complex contexts wherein there is coercive and normative 
pressure—namely, a legal system that dictates the ‘rules of the game’ [9,51]. Specifically, regarding sustainability, the country of 
origin and its political system is decisive as it impacts adoption [18,19], extension [20,41,52–54], and the quality of sustainability 
reporting [20,55]. As companies are deeply rooted in the political system of their country of origin, assumedly, they adopt the main 
characteristics of the political system to which they belong [19], consequently influencing their sustainability goals and performance 
[20]. Hence, analysing the legal system’s effect on the adoption of sustainability reporting is necessary. 

La Porta et al. [56] claimed that the type of organisation can be identified by distinguishing between common law and civil law 
[57]. In civil law systems, the company is considered an important part of society, and they are expected to look beyond the simple 
achievement of profit towards the needs of all the stakeholders [9,40]. The goal is reducing information asymmetry and enlightening 
the stakeholders to ensure that they can evaluate the company’s performance [19,58–60]. On the contrary, in common law systems, 
the focus is on the shareholders, who are considered the main stakeholders and important players in influencing the decision-making 
process [9,61]. The primary objective is creating value for shareholders and maximise revenues. Therefore, the published information 
is primarily financial [19,40]. The classification of legal families is closely related to the different forms of capitalism, wherein a 
distinction is made between liberal market economies (LME) and coordinated market economies (CME). From this, it can be deduced 
that liberal economies are common law countries, while coordinated countries are civil law countries. In LMEs, corporate behaviour is 
associated with a form of government that is oriented towards ‘shareholder value’. By contrast, CMEs are less dependent on share-
holders and are predominantly oriented towards stakeholders. To meet their requirements, they will, therefore, disseminate infor-
mation other than financial information [12]. 

Given these considerations, the literature [9,19,20,40] has provided evidence that companies located in civil law countries with a 
stakeholder orientation exhibit a higher interest in publishing social and environmental reports, as well as adopting an external 
guarantee [40]. They aim to meet the needs of a larger group of stakeholders and are subject to more pressure from the membership 
system [20]. By contrast, companies in common law countries place a weaker emphasis on social issues, have a shareholder orien-
tation, and, thus, will not be inclined to publish sustainability reports. 

Another aspect highlighted by the literature in the legal field concerns the level of rigidity with which the rules are followed. 
Companies in countries wherein the legislation is extremely strictly followed will be directed to produce elaborative reports as the 
control systems are highly precise and meticulous in the face of pressure from the stakeholders. These findings contribute to insti-
tutional theory by demonstrating how external pressures influences organisations in their decisions to disclose information [9]. 
Moreover, in countries that support high levels of investor protection, fulfilling shareholders’ needs is essential. Consequently, sus-
tainability information is traditionally less valued and summarised in traditional annual reports [19]. 

On the contrary, in countries emphasizing social needs, strong employment protection prevails, which is synonymous with 
attention to CSR and, consequently, the adoption of sustainability reporting. Based on these considerations, the literature suggests that 
companies in a country with strict investor protection laws are less likely to publish sustainability reports than companies in a country 
with strict labour protection laws. However, Jensen and Berg [19] and Rosati and Faria [20] refuted this hypothesis in empirical 
analyses through several considerations. First, according to Jensen and Berg’s [19] study, reporting was not driven by the market; 
hence, a stand-alone report would likely not attract stakeholder attention. Instead, an insertion into the typical annual report would be 
perceived. Additionally, Rosati and Faria [20] reported that companies most inclined to disclosing non-financial information were in 
countries with weaker OSH laws. This could put significant pressure on companies, which, in turn, forces them to be more proactive in 
voluntarily reporting on their labour practises and sustainable behaviour. 

4.2.2.2. Economics and finance.  

• Financial system 

Financial systems can broadly be distinguished into primarily market-based and primarily bank-based economies, depending on 
their relation to market coordination. In bank-based economies, there is less market coordination, and banks are the main providers 
of financing, and also play the intermediary role between companies and investors. Considering their fundamental role, banks have 
direct access to the various data of the company, and they can monitor its performance [19]. Therefore, organisations are less 
motivated to disclose information to the public [20]. In market-based economies, market coordination is high, and companies are 
financially dependent on stakeholders rather than bank capital [19]. In this context, to promote and reach all stakeholders, companies 
are highly motivated to disclose both financial information and sustainability performance to shareholders [20]. These considerations 
amount to the hypothesis that companies in highly market-oriented countries are more likely to publish sustainability reports. 
However, Rosati and Faria [20] revealed that companies reporting on sustainable development goals are more likely to be located in 
countries with a lower market orientation, especially in banking countries. This finding may reflect banks’ growing commitment to 
helping organisations improve their sustainability performance and highlights their motivating role in promoting sustainable 
development.  

• Concentration of ownership 
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Additionally, studies by Jensen and Berg [19] and Rosati and Faria [20] found that the extent of ownership concentration in a 
company influences the form of sustainability reporting. In particular, companies disclose more information when they are located in 
countries with lower ownership concentration. This is because dominant owners do not rely on published information as they can 
obtain the desired information directly from the company and, therefore, have no interest in publishing additional or foreign reports.  

• Economical progress 

The economic system is a relevant driver in sustainability reporting [19,62]. Jensen and Berg [19] and Fasan et al. [63] reported 
that countries with higher levels of economic development have more resources to invest in sustainability, as well as receive more 
public pressure; consequently, they would be inclined to disclose more information.  

• Economic freedom 

Another important element is economic freedom, which, in interaction with other factors (culture), can positively impact the 
country’s sustainability performance [20,64]. It raises the level of sustainability reporting [19,63] by reducing incidents of corruption 
and thus encouraging companies to be more responsible. 

4.2.2.3. Non-governmental organisation (NGO) collaborations. A further driver in the form of associations and collaborations with 
NGOs can influence sustainability reporting due to regulatory isomorphism [4]. Whereas companies perceive greater control and 
monitoring of their behaviour from an environmental perspective, ensuring the presence of NGOs is a mechanism to mobilise the 
activism of citizens, who consequently intensify the pressure on companies, especially on those creating environmental damage, thus 
increasing precise disclosure [65]. 

4.2.2.4. Cultural system. The cultural aspect of a country is fundamental to the extent that companies are perceived as integral and 
responsible parts of society. In some countries, national corporate responsibility limits the economic and financial aspects, whereas, 
in others, it also extends to cover social and environmental aspects [19]. Accordingly, this impacts the likelihood of companies acting 
more consciously and responsibly to disseminate genuine information on various issues, and to create a positive link between com-
panies and the country by publishing sustainability reports [20]. 

Furthermore, the social development of a country can also play an important role in the environmental dimension [20,66]. 
Sustainable development comprises the following two aspects: human development and civic engagement. Both are closely related to 
sustainability issues, as they are positively correlated with economic growth [20,67], low corruption [20,68] and female labour force 
participation rates [20,21]. It is likely that organisations based in countries with high levels of human development and civic 
engagement will disclose additional information. 

Another important factor concerns the national culture variable, whose impact is fundamental in CSR dissemination practices 
[28]. Hofstede et al. [69] proposed five specific cultural traits to highlight differences between countries and identify the relationship 
between a country’s culture and reporting—namely, individualism vs. collectivism, masculinity vs. femininity, power distance, un-
certainty and long-term orientation.  

• Individualism/collectivism 

The individualism/collectivism dimension refers to the predominance of individual values over group values [28]. Thus, while 
members of an individualistic society take care of themselves and their families, citizens in a collectivistic society act with a view of 
taking responsibility for society as a whole [20,70–72]. García-Sánchez et al. [28] empirically analysed a sample of 1590 societies in 20 
different countries. They found that in more individualistic cultures, members are less likely to engage with society, including issues of 
common good, sustainability and, ultimately, reporting.  

• Masculinity-femininity 

The element of masculinity/femininity can be defined in terms of the presence and role women play in society. Men are tradi-
tionally oriented towards material and economic success, while women are more concerned about the quality of life [28].  

• Power distance 

Power distance refers to the degree of hierarchy in society. A large power distance indicates that positions are vertically hierar-
chically stratified with different levels of power, and this implies less transparency and less meritocratic systems [20]. Individuals at 
lower levels have less power and even less interest in sustainability issues; in this context, only those positioned at the highest levels 
make decisions about sharing information with stakeholders. The greater the distance between levels, the more difficult it is to 
implement sustainability; however, the empirical study by García-Sánchez et al. [28]—on a sample of 1590 companies—demonstrated 
that this does not seem to be a predominant factor in the adoption of sustainability reporting. 
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• Uncertainty 

The uncertainty dimension occurs in unstructured situations when reality is both unfavourable and unknown. By ‘unstructured 
situations’, Hofstede [73] meant situations that are ‘new, unknown, surprising or different from usual’. Firms with a lower propensity 
to change and innovate have greater difficulty adapting to new sustainability demands and practises [20,74]. Consequently, the 
literature hypothesises that the relationship between uncertainty and sustainability is associated with more negative reporting 
[74–76]; however, no empirical evidence has yet been found to justify this hypothesis.  

• Long-term orientation 

Long-term orientation involves a strong tendency to save and invest in thrift, and perseverance. On the contrary, parties with short- 
term orientation lack the propensity to save for the future. Instead, they aim to achieve immediate results. Since sustainability is a long- 
term goal, studies have hypothesised that long-term orientation is probably positively correlated with the stakeholder perspective and 
promoting social disclosure and sustainability reporting [28]. 

4.2.2.5. Technological system. Regarding the technology driver, the literature is not uniform. Several authors assume that companies 
in countries with high levels of technology and innovation, which have more financial resources and knowledge, are more likely to 
invest in sustainability and reporting [19,77,78]. Rosati and Faria [20] and Halkos and Skouloudis [79] reported in their studies that 
technology was not an important differentiating variable, as they did not find large differences in reporting purposes. 

4.2.2.6. Education and work system. Another factor mentioned in the literature in relation to the institutional environment is the 
aspect of education and work. Several studies have found that individuals with higher levels of education are more CSR-oriented [19, 
80]. This could be attributable to the fact that they are more aware and better informed. If this phenomenon is extended to the national 
level, the educational level and even investment in research or academic knowledge should be positively associated with sustainability 
and, consequently, with reporting. However, regarding the labour aspect, these vary by country. The presence of trade unions is an 
important element indicating that the country is interested in involving workers in decision-making and making progress. As the 
reports reflect the company and its values, they are more important in countries with a higher proportion of trade unions [20]. 

5. Discussion 

The study intended to detect the existence and, consequently, evaluate the multi-theoretical framework of SR in the corporate 
system to understand the factors characterizing an optimal adoption to provide an overall perspective with respect to a fragmented 
literature. Moreover, the relevance of this study also lies in the significant sample of scientific papers carefully selected from a semantic 
perspective for an important period. The results of the analysis, that is a broad and complete picture of the observed drivers, bring out 
some interesting considerations emerged. 

First, SR plays a central role in developing the ability to make internal and external stakeholders understand Company information. 
The sample of articles selected allowed us to cluster and highlight the so-called institutional and corporate categories. This division 
made it possible to draw a clear and comprehensive picture of both the internal and specific characteristics of business organisations 
and the elements of the environmental system. As mentioned above, SR, as a fundamental tool of reporting and communication, 
guarantees the satisfaction of stakeholders’ information needs and the maintenance of legitimacy in the institutional environment 
wherein the company finds itself [3,4,9,28]. 

Second, the amount of information that characterises institutional and corporate drivers can positively influence the effectiveness 
of internal and external communication for sustainability purposes. This particularity demonstrates that the value of information (both 
financial and non-financial) could encompass a large amount of data, as greater awareness and knowledge of internal and external 
dynamics leads to a shared value of information to predict measurable goals as well as flexible strategic changes. Moreover, this 
consideration highlights the strong dichotomy between the legal frame of reference and effective application of SR in the corporate 
sphere. Amran et al. [15], Fasan et al. [63], and Rosati and Faria [20] noted that adopting SR does not necessarily improve the quality 
of the information that it contains. 

Although these results allow for a clear and complete picture of the SR drivers to be drawn, an empirical analysis is needed to better 
understand the value perceived by internal and external stakeholders of the individual factors. Such an analysis could make it possible 
to test the individual SR drivers’ responsiveness and effectiveness. 

From a qualitative perspective, another line of research can examine the area of the SR quality, which is much discussed in the 
literature in the light of the distinction with the assumption of the SR, highlighting the factors that correspond to a higher or lower 
quality of the SR. 

6. Conclusions 

Our research demonstrates that in the last decade, the scientific community has been strongly interested in studying sustainability 
from different perspectives. This need is attributable to the interest of companies to increasingly address sustainability issues as part of 
their business strategies, which leads them to consider stakeholder relations as strategic. This consideration has been confirmed by the 
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need to present a truthful, transparent, and factual image of the company to the economic system with which they interact. This 
phenomenon, though taken for granted, necessarily relates to the innovations introduced at the international level in the field of 
sustainable reporting and the consequent development of information that can be derived from standardised, harmonised and 
interpretable reporting systems. To this end, we found that SR is the link between financial and non-financial information and is the 
most appropriate tool for improving the company’s internal and external communication on elements of an environmental, social, and 
ethical nature that were previously difficult to identify with traditional reporting systems. This study aimed at presenting a complete 
picture of the theories that form the basis of the SR that allowed the identification of the drivers influencing the adoption of the SR. 

Clearly, the paradigm shift depends on the correct interpretation of the drivers necessary to anchor SR; this study underpins the 
division into ‘entrepreneurial drivers’ and ‘institutional drivers’. Accordingly, ‘entrepreneurial drivers’ are necessary to represent the 
concept of business continuity in the context of organisational characteristics. Simultaneously, ‘institutional drivers’ are necessary to 
verify the reliability of enterprises in relation to the context in which they operate. Classifying the drivers that emerged from the study 
enabled the definition of implementation gaps in using SR per the usual schemes of sustainability reporting, thus highlighting the 
diversity of drivers influencing adoption. 

The study sheds light on the theoretical and practical implications that SR offers in terms of the research pathways defined by 
scholars in recent academic work. 

From a theoretical point of view, the results obtained extend the line of research on the SR, focusing on the incentive factors of its 
adoption. Scholars agree that the SR has bidirectional approach. On the one hand, it sheds light on the complex relationship between 
corporate dynamics and the environment; on the other hand, it assesses the ability of companies to balance the heterogeneous needs of 
different stakeholders. Owing to its versatility, SR is essential to lend value to both internal and external relationships within the 
company, in terms of a broader concept of company performance than exclusive reporting. In this way, SR can satisfy stakeholders’ 
different information needs and is a tool of corporate legitimacy. 

Notably, considering these developments, the current reporting processes will lay the foundation for the future paradigm shift in 
applying SR in the corporate system. Knowing the critical elements will enable the development of a novel perspective on the approach 
to corporate reporting that is more in line with the new ways of sustainability. Clearly, all elements useful for overcoming the limi-
tations of corporate culture must be demonstrated in the reference context to fully understand SR’s effectiveness compared to 
traditional reporting models. 

However, since any systematic review is inherently an interpretive process, it must be recognized as limited in the sense that there 
is no way to check other alternative interpretations of the reviewed articles. In addition, the search and analysis included articles 
published in English. In this sense, the author acknowledges that there may be other relevant articles in non-English journals which 
could have been lost. In addition, drivers affecting SR adoption without reference to SR quality were presented. Given the debate that 
the literature highlights on the arbitrary use of IR as a mere ‘boxes to tick’, future research can investigate the aspect of the quality of IR 
in relation to the phenomenon of ‘greenwashing’. 

Future research can include testing the identified influencing factors in corporate contexts, thus allowing materiality tests to be 
conducted to clarify the use of IR as a certification tool for substantive rather than symbolic sustainability. 
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