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Abstract 

In recent decades, companies’ sustainability responsibilities have become a common topic of 

discussion. Today many companies produce sustainability reports to disclose information 

about their economic, environmental and social actions. However, few let these reports be 

assured. This thesis aims to explore if assurance affects the verifiability of the content of 

sustainability reports. The literature review reveals that quantitative information is more 

verifiable than qualitative information, and that assurance have the ability to affect the content 

of reports. To answer the research question, a content analysis was performed on 

sustainability reports from 17 companies listed on NASDAQ OMX Nordic Large-cap. The 

results show that, in average, the proportion of quantitative information increased after 

assurance was introduced. This result was especially evident in the Environmental category, 

but the same trend was also visible in the Economic and Social categories. These findings are 

also confirmed by similar trends in the analysis of charts and graphs. The results are further 

related to previous research, whereby the conclusion of the study is that the introduction of 

assurance contributes to improved presumptions for verifiability of large-cap companies’ 

sustainability reports. 

Keywords: Audit, Assurance, Sustainability Report, Triple Bottom Line, Qualitative, 

Quantitative, Verifiability   
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1. Introduction 

The idea of the audit process is that it should open up organisations to independent external 

scrutiny, which further results in increased transparency and enhanced stakeholder control 

over the company (Power, 1997b, p. 124). The aim of the audit is thus to exclude doubts 

about the accuracy of information (Larsson, 1995, p. 54) and contribute to increased comfort 

(Pentland, 1993). Moreover, accounts are being negotiated within the audit process, and 

thereby there is a co-production between accounts and audits (Pentland, cited in 

Power, 1996). This co-evolvement has been present throughout history and thus the values of 

auditing have had a constitutive role in financial reporting. Power (1996) thereby argues that 

reporting can be viewed as a sub-system in the context of auditing.  

There is no precise definition of what auditing really is, though it is this fuzziness in the idea 

of auditing that, according to Power (1997b, p. 6), enables migration into a wide variety of 

organisational contexts. In alignment, Free, Salterio and Shearer (2009) argue that the power 

of the idea of audit is based on the vagueness of its scope and meaning, and its capacity to 

provide legitimacy to new contexts. Thereby, the audit activity should rather be viewed as an 

ongoing process of making new things auditable (Power, 1996). Thus, it is especially when 

the knowledge system reaches new areas, that the logic of auditability is most apparent. A 

concept that can be viewed as synonymous to auditability, and hence also can be affected by 

the development of the audit process, is verifiability (Lee, cited in Power, 1996). Hence, the 

verifiability can take different shapes, where, in some cases, it falls under the jurisdiction of 

chartered examiners, even though their expertise is not free from doubt, while other 

verifications are regarded by accountants as beyond expertise. 

1.1 Social and Environmental Responsibility 

According to Frostenson, Helin and Sandström (2012, p. 11), there are two underlying factors 

that under the past decades have promoted sustainability reporting. Firstly, there is an 

increased faith in that the market itself will solve economical, environmental and social 

problems more efficiently. Secondly, society is becoming more and more globalised, whereby 

outsourcing and off-shoring put demands on a shift in the labour market. This has affected 

how people are linked to each other and places through consumption. Today, products are 

usually produced far away from the consumer and transported under social and environmental 

conditions, which would not be accepted in Sweden (Frostenson et al., 2012, p. 11). One of 

the main challenges of the corporate world today can thus be said to be the creation of 
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legitimacy and credibility towards stakeholders (Joutsenvirta, 2009). In other words, to ensure 

that the claims made to justify corporate activity are both acceptable and credible in the eyes 

of stakeholder and the public in general. Thus, to make the reports useful for stakeholders, 

companies need to take an external approach into account in the production 

(O’Dwyer and Owen, 2005). According to Larsson (1995, p. 63), the Swedish representative 

in the ICC Commission on Corporate Responsibility and Anti-Corruption, and the Federation 

of European Accountants Sustainability Policy Group (Integrated Reporting, 2016), 

stakeholders, such as banks, financial institutions and insurance companies, have begun to 

realise that these issues need to be considered in their judgement of companies.  

The process of communicating companies’ social and environmental actions is defined as 

sustainability reporting (Campopiano and De Massis, 2015). This reporting often follows the 

concept of triple bottom line, which relates to that the economical aspects of business 

restructures itself to fit the new demand for environmental and social changes 

(Elkington, 1999, p. 74). Even though stakeholders in many cases demand that companies 

should justify their social and environmental actions (Morimoto, Ash and Hope, 2005; 

Daub, 2007), sustainability reporting is still a voluntary act in most countries (KPMG, 2013). 

However, pressure from both internal and external stakeholders have resulted in that it is 

becoming more common that companies measure and report social and environmental 

performance (Ballou, Heitger and Landes, 2006; Junior, Best and Cotter, 2013).  

In the Swedish context it is only mandatory for state-owned companies to report sustainability 

information, which should follow the Global Reporting Initiative’s (GRI) standards 

(Näringsdepartementet, 2007). The GRI guidelines offer reporting principles, standard 

disclosures, and an implementation manual for preparations of sustainability reports, and are 

developed through a multi-stakeholder process including representatives from business, 

labour, civil society, and financial markets, as well as auditors and experts from different 

fields (Global Reporting Initiative [GRI], 2013). It is stated that if the GRI G4 framework is 

followed in an adequate way, it will result in that the sustainability reports meet the purpose 

of being accountable to internal and external stakeholders (Junior et al., 2013), and not just 

are an act of public relation (Cohen and Simnett, 2015). 

The topic of sustainability reporting is becoming more important, which is shown in that the 

European Union (EU) has decided to implement a new EU directive treating these issues. The 

directive will make it mandatory for large EU companies to draw up a statement relating to 

environmental, social and employee-related matters, respect for human rights, and 
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anti-corruption and bribery matters (Council of the European Union, 2014). From July 2016, 

this directive will be implemented in the Swedish law (Ds 2014:45). However, the largest 

change for many of the concerned companies may rather be the requirement of assurance, 

than the production of sustainability reports.  

1.2 Assurance of Sustainability Information 

Most private Swedish companies are today disclosing some kind of sustainability information 

(Lennartson, 2015) and the production of sustainability reports is increasing in the world. 

However, far from all let these reports be assured by a third-party (Winner, Dickey and 

Showalter, 2015) and this kind of assurance is not regulated in most countries 

(Junior et al., 2013). In the KPMG Survey of Corporate Responsibility Reporting 2013 

(KPMG, 2013) it is presented that 59 per cent of the world’s largest 250 global companies let 

their sustainability data be assured. For the largest 100 companies (in 41 countries), only 

38 per cent let their sustainability data be assured. In this group, only ten per cent had a 

reasonable assurance, and eight per cent had a combination of reasonable and limited 

assurance. Thus, most companies only provide information for which a limited statement can 

be given.  

Since sustainability reports are used to communicate accountability of company action, the 

thoughts and values of stakeholders are of importance (Dando and Swift, 2003; 

Junior et al., 2013). However, differences in stakeholder requirements make it difficult to 

formalise the content of sustainability reports (Elkington, 1999, p. 77; 

Manetti and Becatti, 2009). Thereby there are significant variations in the shape, quality, and 

integrity of the disclosed information (Junior et al., 2013). Thus, verification is an important 

aspect in the creation of trustworthy sustainability reports (Larsson, 1995, p. 112). Due to that 

sustainability reporting generally is a voluntary act, and that there are no general rules or 

regulation, it is possible that the trustworthiness in the reports varies. One way to increase the 

credibility is to let the reports be assured (Cohen and Simnett, 2015). 

Frostenson et al. (2012, p. 80) argue that, besides increasing the user’s trust in the report, the 

aim of assurance is to improve the reporting quality by suggesting changes and promoting 

knowledge about the importance of trustworthy reporting. However, Michelon, Pilonato and 

Ricceri (2014) found that there is no relationship between assurance of sustainability reports 

and disclosure quality. Rather assurance practices are suggested to be symbolic and used to 

influence stakeholder’s perception of corporate commitment to sustainability reporting. 
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Furthermore, there are findings that state that the actual contribution of assurance is difficult 

to determine (Ball, Owen and Gray, 2000; Park and Brorson, 2005). 

As the aim of sustainability reporting is to provide information that users need to make 

decisions (Cohen and Simnett, 2015), some elements of the reports need to be presented in 

monetary terms, while others can be quantified, and some only described 

(Manetti and Becatti, 2009; Cohen and Simnett, 2015). However, assurance techniques are 

not, in general, adjustable to the type of data which often is found in sustainability reports 

(O’Dwyer, 2011). Furthermore, qualitative approaches can be argued to be subjective, and are 

therefore not always respected (Macintyre, Mee and Solomon, 2008). According to 

Ball et al. (2000) it can thus be difficult for the assurer to obtain an informed opinion on 

companies’ sustainability performance, which results in that the work undertaken by assurers 

varies considerably.  

1.3 Problem Statement 

Due to the co-evolvement of auditing and financial reporting auditing values impacts the 

development of company reporting (Power, 1996). This is most apparent when auditing 

transfer itself into new areas. For assurance to contribute to credibility of sustainability reports 

it is important that the assurer is able to verify the provided information (Cohen and Simnett, 

2015; Larsson, 1995, p. 112). However, Power (1996) argues that little emphasis has been put 

on developing the concept of verifiability, in which it has been spared from controversy and 

discussion. This could be viewed as problematic due to that it has been found to be difficult to 

apply traditional audit techniques to sustainability reporting (O’Dwyer, 2011), which can 

relate to the mixture of qualitative and quantitative information in sustainability reports 

(Manetti and Becatti, 2009; Cohen and Simnett, 2015). Thus, the assurer needs to have the 

right techniques, not only over monetized information, but also over qualitative and other 

types of quantitative information (Cohen and Simnett, 2015). To this date there has been little 

development in regards of assurance of qualitative information, in spite of the fact that 

qualitative approaches have been found to be highly subjective and unreliable (Macintyre et 

al., 2008).  

The topic of sustainability assurance has though been studied by number researchers. 

Park and Brorson (2005) have for example performed interviews with companies and 

assurance providers, combined with an analysis of sustainability reports, to explore the 

development of sustainability reporting and the decision to introduce or not to introduce third 

party assurance. O’Dwyer (2011) also performed interviews with practitioners, though in the 
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context of an in-depth longitudinal case study with the aim of analysing the processes through 

which practitioners in two big four firms have attempted to construct sustainability assurance. 

Others, like Manetti and Becatti (2009) and Ball et al. (2000), study assurance statements in 

order to gain a deeper knowledge on the critical aspects of assurance of sustainability 

information. Furthermore, Macintyre et al. (2008) performed a pilot study of a social review 

with the aim of investigating more integrated measures, such as the combination of qualitative 

and quantitative measures. The study that in most senses involves the content of sustainability 

reports is the study by Daub (2007) who explores the subject of qualitative and quantitative 

issues in sustainability reports and through interviews. However, there is yet no research 

specifying how assurance affects the verifiability of the content in sustainability reports.  

Based on what has been discussed, it is possible to find a gap in the knowledge of the content 

of sustainability reports, especially within the area of how the assurance practice affects the 

content of sustainability reports. Since these kinds of reports are proven to become more and 

more important in stakeholder decisions, it is thus relevant to extend the knowledge of the 

topic. The process of making things auditable, and thus transferring the audit values and 

techniques into new areas, can be stated to have occurred in the area of sustainability 

reporting. As there are difficulties with assurance of the diverse content, in closer terms the 

combination of qualitative and quantitative information, this is an important aspect to 

recognise. It is thus possible that the assurance process can impact the content and 

verifiability of sustainability information, whereby the usefulness of sustainability reports can 

be affected. 

1.3.1 Aim and Research Question 

The aim of this study is to extend the knowledge about how assurance practices affect the 

verifiability of sustainability information. Thus, it will be analysed how the content of 

sustainability reports changes after introduction of assurance. Based on this, the research 

question is: 

How does the introduction of assurance affect the verifiability of  

sustainability report’s content? 

1.4 Contribution 

This study will contribute to deeper knowledge of how assurance affects the content, and in 

closer terms the verifiability, of sustainability reports. From a theoretical view, it will extend 

the existing theory with knowledge about how practices that result in increased credibility 
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affect the presentation of information. Another contribution will be the increased 

understanding of the relationship between qualitative and quantitative measures and the 

concept of verifiability. In a practical sense, a comprehension of the content of sustainability 

reports is of interest for stakeholders, since it increases the ability to estimate the credibility of 

the information. Hence, it is also of value for companies since it provide knowledge about the 

contribution of assurance. It will also assist with knowledge in the development of standards, 

towards more comprehensive regulations on the reporting and assurance of sustainability 

information, as an understanding of the content of reports will be provided. 

1.5 Disposition 

The following section of this thesis will contain a presentation of the reviewed literature. It 

includes a description of the concepts of assurance, verifiability, sustainability assurance and 

the content of sustainability reports. The concepts of audit will refer to the audit of financial 

reports, and the concepts of assurance will refer to third-party audit of sustainability reports. 

The section ends up in a summary of the literature, presenting the main ideas of the literature, 

and a conceptual framework presenting how these ideas relate to each other. Thereafter the 

methodological approach is presented. This section includes a presentation of the choice of 

research approach, sample, method, and limitations of the study, together with criticism of the 

method. In section four, the results are presented, followed by a section discussing the results 

in relation to the literature review. The discussion deals with the characteristics, assurance and 

verifiability of the content of sustainability reports, as well as the impact of the assurance. The 

final section presents the conclusions that can be drawn from the discussion, and suggestions 

for further research. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Assurance 

A general idea is that the audit process opens up organisations to independent external 

scrutiny, and thereby provides a basis for enhanced stakeholder control 

(Power, 1997b, p. 124; Perego and Kolk, 2012). That is, audits are demanded in the context of 

relations between two parties, and the existence of difficulties for one party to monitor the 

activities of the other. In line with this, findings by Ruhnke and Gabriel (2013) demonstrate 

that agency costs play an important role in the decision to seek external assurance of 

sustainable information. Furthermore, the independence of the assurer has been found to 
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promote the credibility of sustainability reports (Power, 1997a; Ruhnke and Gabriel, 2013), as 

it signals that the report contains comprehensive and highly qualitative information on 

sustainability matters. However, the increase of disclosure of sustainable information is not 

accompanied with a simultaneous increase in levels of public trust, though this gap can be 

narrowed through the use of third-party assurance (Dando and Swift, 2003). 

In contrast, Park and Brorson (2005) have found that assurance of sustainability information 

has a perceived limited added value, due to that both companies with and without assurance 

have difficulties in defining the actual effect of the assurance. Similarly, Ball et al. (2000) 

argues that it is difficult to see how assurance contributes to external transparency and 

accountability, since the work of assurers varies considerably. Thus, the practice tends to 

militate against that the assurer reaching an informed opinion about the sustainability 

performance. In the same way as in financial audit, the comfort provided by an assurer will 

only maintain and have value if the assurer is able to perform sustainability assurance with 

credibility and independent authority. However, Ball et al. (2000) found that assurance of 

sustainability reports include a significant degree of intertwining between the company and 

the verifier, which might aggravate independence.  

2.2 Verifiability 

The Financial Accounting Standards Board [FASB] (2010, p. 16) presents that the usefulness 

of financial reports increases when the information is comparable, verifiable, timely and 

understandable. In terms of sustainability reports, Chauvey, Giordano-Spring, Cho and Patten 

(2013) have developed five characteristics that are useful to determine the quality of 

sustainability information: relevance, comparability, verifiability, clarity and neutrality. These 

are based on the GRI framework and the conceptual framework of both IASB and FASB. 

Even though the characteristics between financial and sustainability reporting do not 

correspond completely, the aspect of verifiability is a main concept in both.  

The concept of verifiability relates to that different observers should be able to reach the same 

conclusions, although not necessarily in complete agreement, about that a particular depiction 

is faithfully represented (Spires, 1991; Power, 1996; FASB, 2010, p. 20). In more detail, the 

FASB (2010, p. 20) defines verifiability as essential in the assessment of that the presented 

information represents what it purports to represent. This is often ensured by a consensus 

among measures (Power, 1996). In closer terms, it relates to whether the assurer agrees about, 

for example, the presence of initial documents (Spires, 1991). Moreover, verifiability contains 

both performing direct verification and indirect verification (FASB, 2010, p. 20). Direct 
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verification relate to direct observations, for example counting cash, and indirect verification 

is for example checking inputs to models, formulas or other techniques, followed by 

recalculations of the outputs, using the same methodology (FASB, 2010, p. 20). Additionally, 

the concepts of verifiability and auditability are often viewed as synonymous (Lee, cited in 

Power, 1996). Auditability is a product of the detail and nature of evidence, where verification 

is described as the determination of the appropriate level of detail (Power, 1996). However, 

verifiability should be separated from validity, which rather concerns the meaning of the 

contents of documents. 

2.2.3 Determining Verifiability  

An important part of the assurance process is to provide and evaluate the strength of given 

evidence (Spires, 1991), though some information is not verifiable until a later point in time 

(Power, 1997b, p. 87). However, this kind of information can be made verifiable, and thus 

auditable, if the uncertainty is fully disclosed and the assumptions underlying the disclosures 

are reasonable. In such cases, the auditor provides an opinion on the quality of the disclosure, 

and about the auditee system for generating the disclosure, instead of auditing the future. 

Power (1997b, p. 87) further argues that an organisation or area can be deemed to be 

unauditable in cases where the quality of record keeping is low. Incomplete documentation of 

how individual transactions relate to financial statements will hence render the numbers 

unauditable. In other words, it will be impossible to prove that the disclosed information is 

complete, accurate and valid. Furthermore, Beccalli, Bozzolan, Laghi and Mattei (2014) argue 

that quantitative disclosures in firm reporting packages are verifiable, while qualitative 

disclosures are not. Qualitative disclosures have rather been found to be used to mislead 

investors and not to offer incremental information. 

Epstein and Rejc (2014, p. 256) describe that the verification of sustainability information 

usually is performed with similar controls as for financial information. Verifiability is one of 

three aspects that can be used to describe test-of-control strength, which relates to the degree 

of assurance provided by the evidence (Spires, 1991). The assurer thus needs to provide 

evidence that the control has been performed independently and correctly. These controls 

include reviewing management processes, interviewing employees, sample testing of key 

performance indicators, and reviewing other evidence to ensure compliance with applicable 

laws and standards (Epstein and Rejc, 2014, p. 256). However, Morimoto et al., (2005) found 

that ticking boxes to assess sustainable performance can be subject to criticism, due to that 

there is a lack of explanatory power in such system. 
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Information that has been verified can be used with confidence (FASB, 2010, p. 29-30), 

though lack of verifiability does not necessarily mean that the presented information is 

useless. Rather, it means that users need to be more cautious with the information, since there 

may be a greater risk that it does not faithfully represent what it purports to represent. This is 

also the case for information that is difficult to verify, such as forward-looking information, 

since it may be an important part of providing relevant information about a company’s 

operations. 

2.3 Sustainability Assurance 

The purpose of an audit is to remove doubts about the accuracy in the presented information 

or to compare the actual outcome with the expected one (Larsson, 1995, p. 54). In addition, it 

aims to assess the state of companies’ management systems and its progress against a range of 

indicators and targets (Elkington, 1999, p. 82). What differentiates sustainability assurance 

from traditional financial assurance is mainly that it is voluntary (Larsson, 1995, p. 58; 

KPMG, 2013). It has further been found that there is a spillover effect of financial audit which 

could be seen in the surface routines of sustainability assurance (O’Dwyer, 2011). This occurs 

since many organisational and procedural aspects of financial audit, are viewed as a sense of 

due process. Hence, there have been attempts to reshape sustainability assurance into a 

process that is close to the traditional audit approach. Even though there has been a 

development of coherence and competence within the assurance process, it still consists of an 

arbitrary, improvised nature. 

Sustainability assurance should verify that the company’s operation corresponds with the set 

policies and standards, and that goals within different areas have been achieved 

(Larsson, 1995, p. 53; Power, 1997a). Moreover, it contains comparisons with actual 

conditions and expectations rather than a formal audit of statements towards legislation 

(Elkington, 1999, p. 88-89). However, this is not always the case, which often due to lack of 

knowledge on how to report within the company. The assurer can therefore make direct 

corrections and increase the knowledge within the company.  

As stakeholders want to be sure of the quality of systems and processes that deliver the 

information in the report, the assurers must be forward looking and not only base their 

opinion on historical information (Dando and Swift, 2003). Thereby it may be required that 

the assurer’s opinion is accompanied by expert judgements, in addition to the data made 

available by the organisation, to be able to judge the completeness of a report. The assurer 

will therefore need to have an awareness and understanding of issues and stakeholder 
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opinions that are essential for the company, in order to be able to comment on both what has 

been disclosed and what has been excluded from the report (Dando and Swift, 2003). 

2.3.1 Applying Audit Techniques 

The sustainability assurance process can also vary considerably in content and methods, 

compared to the traditional assurance, which is performed in accordance with general 

accepted accounting principles (Larsson, 1997, p. 58). Application of traditional concept of 

the audit framework has been found to be a key challenge for assurance providers 

(Martinov-Bennie and Hecimovic, 2010). This difficulty has also been found by 

O’Dwyer (2011), who states that the mindset of the traditional audit is difficult to apply to 

sustainability assurance. This can be explained by that the techniques in financial audit are not 

always adjustable to the type of data that can be found in sustainability reports 

(Martinov-Bennie and Hecimovic, 2010). Due to the diversity of the subject matter in 

sustainability reports, there are several ways to measure company performance 

(Cohen and Simnett, 2015). Hence, information can be monetized, quantified and described. 

Since all aspects of sustainability cannot be quantified the assurer needs to have appropriate 

techniques that are adjustable to different kinds of data. Such techniques need to take into 

account both qualitative and quantitative information (Morimoto et al., 2005; 

Cohen and Simnett, 2015). O’Dwyer (2011) states that to solve these difficulties and to create 

comfort in the ability to provide assurance, assurers need to rely on their implicit knowledge 

and gut feel. However, this drives highly subjective assessments of certain kinds of reported 

data. 

Griffith, Hammersley and Kadous (2015) describe that auditors may have problems to 

understand the methods, models or valuation techniques that management use. A lack of 

knowledge can make it difficult to understand which the key risk drivers are, and can thus 

result in several different problems with the verification of information. Griffith et al. (2015) 

further describe that auditors might misinterpret what assumptions that are critical, and 

thereby disregard the possibility that the underlying data of the estimates are incomplete or 

inaccurate. This may result in that auditors find it difficult to ask follow-up questions to 

challenge assumptions. Altogether this makes it more difficult for auditors to see the big 

picture that surround estimates. 
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2.3.2 Assurance of Qualitative and Quantitative Information 

Wood, Dipper and Jones (2000) performed a post-auditing study on environmental impacts 

and found that 44 per cent of the disclosed predictions were unauditable. In the post-audit 

context it was found that qualitative predictions were easier to audit than quantitative ones. Of 

the qualitative predictions 61 per cent were auditable, compared to 50 per cent of the 

quantitative predictions. The reason for the unauditability of the predictions differed between 

the categories. Among the unauditable qualitative predictions, ambiguity or vagueness was a 

common reason. Discussions of the nature of predictions were particularly deficient, rarely 

receiving specific or even implied mention. In the quantitative predictions, 75 per cent were 

considered to be unauditable due to lack of data, which is a result of that no monitoring 

having been carried out. 

Furthermore, the measurements of social and environmental performance have been 

criticised, whereby it is argued that qualitative information is highly subjective, open to bias, 

and unreliable due to fluctuations in public opinions (Macintyre et al., 2008). Thereby, such 

measurements are not always respected. This also relates to the difficulties with verifying 

information, such as explanations, estimates, and forward-looking information, until a future 

period or at all (FASB, 2010, p. 20; Griffith et al., 2015). Difficulties with assuring 

quantitative information can also occur when the information is not accounted of a stable base 

(Larsson, 1995, p. 112-113). For example, information that can be affected by cyclical and 

structural changes can be impossible assure. 

In ordinary disclosures, based on historical costs, the auditor has to verify the accuracy of the 

historical numbers (Griffith et al, 2015). In estimates, the auditor’s task instead is to evaluate 

the reasonableness of the estimates. Even though there are well-established processes to verify 

the accuracy of transactions and balances, these are of little use when evaluating estimates, 

including subjective and objective factors. For an auditor to help the user decide whether this 

kind of information can be used it would in most cases be necessary to disclose the underlying 

assumptions, the methods of compiling the information, and other factors and circumstances 

that support the information (FASB, 2010, p. 20). Hence, when management’s future plans 

are used to develop estimates they cannot be verified in the same way as objective factors. In 

more detail, accounts including significant estimates are difficult to verify since there are no 

standards that approach this practice and it requires substantial judgement 

(Griffith et al., 2015). 
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2.4 Sustainability Reports 

Sustainability reports should be driven by the organisation’s accountability to society at large 

and not by the organisation’s own perception of its accountability (Dando and Swift, 2003). 

Thus, the reports should contain a complete, accurate, relevant and balanced view of the 

organisation’s performance. Moreover, the reports resemble financial reports in their 

professional appearance, and thus can be described as glossy and elaborate documents 

(Conley and Williams, 2005). 

2.4.1 Triple Bottom Line 

The original context of the triple bottom line refers to a company’s conventional bottom line 

performance, which accounts are created by recording and analysing a wide range of 

numerical data (Elkington, 1999, p. 74). Thus, the triple bottom line concept forced the 

economical aspect of business to restructure itself to fit the new demand of environmental and 

social changes (Elkington, 1999, p. 74). The triple bottom line consists of three categories, 

Economic, Environmental and Social, which can also be found in the GRI framework 

(GRI, 2013). This framework is used by many companies and promotes a comparable 

reporting, even if it allows variation in the content of the reports. Thus, the GRI G4 

framework includes a more narrow definition of each of these categories without losing the 

perspective of including all industries and all stakeholder opinions. The concept thereby has 

two somewhat contradictory effects. On one hand, it softens traditional business discourse by 

introducing values of natural and social capital (Conley and Williams, 2005), while it on the 

other hand, hardens the inherently imprecise discourse of social and environmental justice. 

Moreover there is a tendency that the triple bottom line concept is viewed as the hardest of 

realities (Elkington, 1999, p. 76). However, Elkington (1999, p. 76) argues that the bottom 

lines are products of the institutions and societies in which they are evolved, and since 

accounting involves compromises, the bottom line is influenced by subjective interpretations.  

The economical bottom line can be defined through the concept of economic capital, which in 

its easiest sense is the total value of assets minus liabilities (Elkington, 1999, p. 74). In its 

traditional shape economic capital consists of physical and financial capital 

(Elkington, 1999, p. 74). However, the concept has expanded to human and intellectual 

capital. In most countries, companies are required to give an account of their financial 

performance (Elkington, 1999, p. 75). Thus, in the accounting context, there are many 

well-known measures to guide the accountants in preparing the accounts. One can therefore 

expect to find accounts for profit and loss, balance sheet, and statement of total recognized 
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losses and gains in reports (Elkington, 1999, p. 76). However, in regards of a wider economic 

sustainability there is a lack of generally acceptable indicators. 

The environmental bottom line can in closer terms be explained through natural capital 

(Elkington, 1999, p. 79). Natural capital is more than, for example, counting trees and 

deciding a price-tag on the wood it represents, it also includes the underlying natural wealth 

which supports the forest ecosystem, and wider functions, such as regulation of water, 

greenhouse gases, and the flora and fauna. Elkington (1999, p. 80) argues that even though 

financial indicators, such as provisions for fines, are used as measures of environmental risk, 

there is a need to measure environmental impacts in new metrics. These could for example be 

the number of public complaints or the life-cycle impacts of products. However, already 

existing international environmental standards make it somewhat easier for companies to 

report in these manners. 

Social capital includes human capital, in form of public health, skills and education, and the 

measures of a society’s health and wealth-creation potential (Elkington, 1999, p. 85). It is 

further a measure of the ability of people to work together towards a common goal. Often, 

businesses have found their freedom of action, including use of slavery or child labour, 

constrained by emerging social movements in society (Elkington, 1999, p. 87). However, 

social accounting aims to assess the impact of a company’s action on people. Often issues 

such as community relations, product safety, training and education initiatives are 

communicated. 

2.4.2 Qualitative and Quantitative Information 

For a sustainability report to be trustworthy it needs to include concrete information 

(Larsson, 1995, p. 112). It should also contain verifiable goals, and accomplishments in 

relation to these goals. Frostenson et al. (2012, p. 42-43) describe that the GRI framework 

present that precision is important in the process of making sustainability reports trustworthy 

and relevant for decision making. This is described to be relevant for both qualitative and 

quantitative information. Qualitative information should be balanced and give an objective 

and clear description of the topic in question. Quantitative data should, on the other hand, be 

based on well developed routines to prevent data from being damaged in the measuring or 

processing. 

The reporting of the triple bottom line concepts differs from traditional reporting as it contains 

environmental and social elements, for which it can be difficult to assign appropriate means of 
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measurement (Slaper and Hall, 2011). Thus, there are no common unit of measurement for 

these concepts. Profits can be monetized, but environmental health or social capital usually 

requires other types of measures. Moreover, the lack of a universally accepted standard for 

measuring the triple bottom line can be viewed as a strength (Slaper and Hall, 2011), since it 

allows the user to adapt the general framework to the needs of different entities, projects or 

policies, or geographical boundaries. Thereby, the reports should present the information that 

the user needs to make decisions (Cohen and Simnett, 2015). 

Dingwerth and Eichinger (2010) state that qualitative information in sustainability reports 

often appear unbalanced and fail to include a credible assessment of the reporting of 

company’s sustainability impacts. In alignment, qualitative information is often seen as 

subjective, since it is open to bias due to fluctuations in public opinions 

(Macintyre et al., 2008). Thereby, some advocate monetizing of all elements of the triple 

bottom line (Slaper and Hall, 2011) in order to provide a common measurement. However, 

putting a monetized value on wetlands or endangered species is not a simple task. It can be 

that many investments, which result in a social or environmental improvement, have not been 

decided with the aim of such improvement, and thereby cannot be viewed as a sustainable 

investment (Larsson, 1995, p. 113). Also, by quantifying information, companies can hide 

soft and subjective appeals in the trustworthy hard rhetorical forms of accounting and science 

(Conley and Williams, 2005). Another issue with quantitative information can, according to 

Dingwerth and Eichinger (2010), be that the data is not always gathered systematically and 

reported completely. However, the use of quantitative information rules out many forms of 

criticism, but it allows for companies to be exposed to fact-based attacks 

(Conley and Williams, 2005). Further, Larsson (1995, p. 113) states that quantitative goals in 

sustainability reports are especially interesting, since the relationship between the level of 

goal formulation and ability to follow-up is highly positive.  

2.4.3 Influence on the Content 

Conley and Williams (2005) provide evidence that companies are treating both stakeholder 

dialogue and sustainability reporting as opportunities to shape and control the discussion over 

their conduct. Similarly, Ferguson, Sales de Aguiar, and Fearfull (2016) found that the 

discourse used in companies’ communication not only was used to provide legitimacy of the 

company’s response to climate changes, it also served as a way to shape the field in which 

they operate. Whereby, the companies use sophisticated communication strategies 

(Conley and Williams, 2005). One way is to use different linguistic strategies of symbolic 
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construction, for example companies have been found to use terms that that normally refer to 

something else, and thus they are able to affect the perception of their conduct. Also, 

companies have the ability to analyse certain aspects of social progress, while marginalising 

others. In addition, Ferguson et al. (2016) found that companies tend to displace their own 

responsibilities and rather shift the blame onto other parties. Thus, this kind of discourse 

present that the company only can achieve their sustainability goals if suppliers and other 

stakeholder groups also take responsibility. 

Further, companies may try to appeal to values that are widely accepted in society to justify 

their actions, and thus maintain their legitimacy and credibility (Joutsenvirta, 2009). The issue 

of the discourse in sustainability reports can thus result in that, at its best, the reports promises 

a corporate decision making process in which managers are open about what and why they 

handle social and environmental issues (Conley and Williams, 2005). But, at its worst, the 

reports are nothing more than a public relation charade, where companies perform certain 

prescribed rituals but continue their business as usual. Therefore, the information in 

sustainability reports, in some cases, is of limited practical use 

(Dingwerth and Eichinger, 2010). 

Michelon et al. (2014) suggest that companies which provide stand-alone sustainability 

reports provide more information than companies that are not, but that this information may 

be diluted with other pieces of irrelevant information. Dilution of relevant information can be 

interpreted as a way to conceal important sustainability data. In such cases, companies portray 

themselves as committed, while at the same time camouflaging important disclosures. 

Similarly, Epstein and Rejc (2014, p. 230-231) argue that corporate accounting methods can 

be used to hide sustainable liabilities in reports. These include hiding big issues in footnotes, 

delaying the qualification of liabilities, avoiding meaningful qualitative disclosures, and 

employing an artificial time horizon. Even if these methods are legal, they can be used to keep 

important information away from stakeholders. There is also a risk with the justification 

through language, since it may change the discourse of social responsibility into a market 

discourse (Joutsenvirta, 2009). 

2.5 Summary of Literature Review 

There are different views on what assurance contributes to. Power (1997a) and 

Ruhnke and Gabriel (2013) argue that assurance adds credibility. Park and Brorson (200) 

does, on the other hand, argue that it is difficult to see how assurance affect the reports, which 

according to Ball et al. (2000) due to the diverse work of the assurer. In the increase of the 
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credibility, the aspect of verifiability could be interpreted as important, since it allows for 

different observers to reach the same conclusion about that a particular depiction is faithfully 

represented (Spires, 1991; Power, 1996; FASB, 2010, p. 20). An important part of the 

verification process is thus to evaluate the strength of the given evidence (Spires, 1991) and, 

in a greater context, the auditability of the evidence (Power, 1997b, p. 87). It is described that 

some evidence not is verifiable until a future period, or at all, due to their characteristics. 

Also, poor quality of record keeping can result in difficulties with verifying evidence. 

Thereby some parts of a company’s disclosures can be classified as unauditable (Power, 

1997b, p. 87). 

In regards of sustainability reports, the assurance practice is similar to the traditional financial 

audit in the sense that the practices aims to remove doubts about the accuracy of information 

(Larsson, 1995, p. 54). It has also been found that the financial audit is viewed as a sense of 

due process (O’Dwyer, 2011), in which there have been attempts to reshape sustainability 

assurance into the form of a traditional audit, though the arbitrary and improvised nature of 

sustainability assurance still exists. Sustainability assurance further differs from financial 

audit in that it can vary in methods, thus there are difficulties in applying traditional audit 

techniques due to that these techniques are not adjustable to the kind of data provided in 

sustainability reports (Martinov-Bennie and Hecimovic, 2010). The techniques thereby need 

to consider both qualitative and quantitative methods (Morimoto et al., 2005; 

Cohen and Simnett, 2015). 

Even though the content and quality of sustainability reports can vary widely 

(Junior et al., 2013), the concepts of triple bottom line (Elkington, 1999, p. 74-87) and the 

GRI G4 framework show three categories that capture the main content of these reports: 

economic, environmental and social (GRI, 2013). The differences between these categories 

result in that it can be difficult to assign appropriate measurements (Slaper and Hall, 2011). It 

is possible that these differences in measurements allow for the use of strategies to shape the 

discussion of companies’ performance (Conley and Williams, 2005). It has been found that 

companies use discourse strategies to legitimate their conduct (Ferguson et al., 2016) and 

appeal to values that are widely accepted in society (Joutsenvirta, 2009). Moreover, 

Dingwerth and Eichinger (2010) state that qualitative disclosures appear to be unbalanced and 

open to bias. This can further be related to that disclosures of quantitative information are 

easier to verify than qualitative disclosures (Beccalli et al., 2004). Thereby the usefulness of 

sustainability reports can be criticised. 
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2.6 Conceptual Framework 

The conceptual framework of this study includes three main concepts; assurance, the content 

of sustainability reports, and verifiability. These three parts will function as cornerstones in 

the empirical study. The assurance process is put in relation to the content of the sustainability 

report, and how it affects the verifiability of the information within the triple bottom line 

categories, Economic, Environmental and Social. It has been argued that it is easier to verify 

quantitative information than qualitative information, thereby these concepts will be used to 

analyse how the content, and thus how the verifiability changes after the introduction of 

assurance. The study thus aims to gain knowledge about how assurance affects the content of 

sustainability reports and its verifiability. The relationship between the different parts of the 

conceptual framework is illustrated in the model below. 

 

  

Figure 1. Conceptual framework. 
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3. Method 

3.1 Research Approach 

The aim of this thesis is to explain the relationship between the theoretical concepts assurance 

and verifiability. Since the study intends to explains the actual conditions through theoretical 

perspectives it has a deductive approach. According to Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill 

(2012, p. 172) an explanatory aim is suitable when the quest is to explain the causation, which 

in this study relates to the connection between assurance and verifiable information in 

sustainability reports. To be able to study the effect of assurance on sustainability reports, and 

thus answer the research question, a content analysis was performed. This method is suitable 

when the analysis is based on documentary data (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 308; 

Carliner, Castonguay, Sheepy, Ribeiro, Sabri, Saylor and Valle, 2015). The choice of content 

analysis will be discussed in section, 3.3 Content Analysis.  

This study could be stated as qualitative since the aim of the study is to investigate a 

phenomenon, rather than to confirm it. Furthermore, Saunders et al. (2012, p. 546-548) 

describe that the in qualitative research meanings are drawn from words rather than numbers. 

Words may have multiple meanings and thus they need to be explored and clarified with care. 

Even though this study focuses on numbers as the quantitative aspect, it is rather the whole 

presentation of information that is studied. Thus, this study focuses on the meaning of the 

information in sustainability reports. Furthermore, qualitative data, such as text, usually is 

non-standardised, and likely to be large in volume and complex in nature (Saunders et al., 

2012, p. 546-548). To make sense of the data, it is common to categorise it into themes, to 

later link these in ways that will enable the researcher to answer the research question. In 

alignment with these characteristics, this study interpreted and categorised paragraphs and 

sentences into themes. The choice of using sentences in the data collection was performed in 

alignment with Sonpar and Golden-Biddle (2008) study, which analysed sentences in annual 

reports, though this study focuses on paragraphs in the initial classification as it enables to a 

wider understand the meaning of the sentences.  

Furthermore, Saunders et al. (2012, p. 546-548) state that it is possible to quantify qualitative 

data, and make use of tables to present the occurrence of certain categories of data. These 

techniques were used to present the data in this study. This choice was made based on that it 

enabled a clearer presentation of the findings, than if the findings only would have been 

described. Moreover, since the aim of the study is to investigate how assurance affects the 
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verifiability of information, sustainability reports published both before and after the 

introduction of assurance have been analysed. Thereby, the study has a longitudinal approach. 

3.2 Sample 

The population in the study has been limited to companies listed on NASDAQ OMX Nordic 

Large-cap, since it is more common that large companies choose to assure their sustainability 

reports (KPMG, 2013). A manual examination of the companies was performed, wherein 

companies which produce sustainability reports were chosen. In this study, the concept of 

sustainability reports also includes environmental reports, corporate social responsibility 

reports and corporate responsibility reports. Companies which provided integrated financial 

and sustainability information was excluded, unless there was a clear distinction between the 

two parts, e.g. when it was stated which pages that related to sustainability matters. This 

choice was made based on that mixed report would make it more difficult to only investigate 

the effect on sustainability information. 

The majority of the reports were downloaded from company websites, while some reports 

were requested by email. Out of the 130 companies on the NASDAQ OMX Nordic 

Large-cap, 82 were found to produce sustainability reports. However, only companies which 

had produced reports that had not been assured, and which later in time had chosen to have 

their reports assured, were examined. To be classified as assured, the report had to contain an 

assurance statement from a third-party. A further requirement was that three years of assured 

reports existed. This is related to the study’s aim of understanding how the content of the 

reports is affected by the introduction of assurance. It is possible that this effect is more 

visible after the assurance has been performed a few times, than during the first year of 

assurance. This resulted in a sample of 17 companies. Two reports from each company were 

examined, the last report that had not been assured, and the third report that had been assured, 

i.e. if the last report that had not been assured was from 2006, the report from 2009 would be 

the assured report examined. Altogether, 34 sustainability reports were analysed. 

The sample size affects the validity and relevance of the results identified in research studies 

(Burmeister and Aitken, 2012). However, there is no commonly accepted sample size for 

qualitative content analyses, since the optimal sample depends on the purpose of the study, 

the research question, and the richness of data (Elo, Kääriäinen, Kanste, Pölkki, Utriainen and 

Kyngäs, 2014). In qualitative content analysis an important aspect of the sample is that it 

should comprise participants who best represent the research topic (Elo et al. 2014), and it is 

on this assumption the sample in this study is based. This type of sample is defined as 
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purposive (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 287) and is the most commonly used sample method in 

content analysis (Elo et al., 2014). However, a larger population would probably have 

benefited the study. Only 17 of the 130 companies listed on NASDAQ OMX Nordic 

Large-cap were suitable for the study, which were fewer than expected. The reason for why 

most companies were excluded was that their reports were completely non-assured. Thus, the 

sample is representative for the current situation, which is of interest to the study. 

3.3 Content Analysis 

The method content analysis provides opportunities to unobtrusively study the values, 

sentiments, and ideologies of managers which usually are inaccessible to researchers 

(Morris, 1994). In addition, the method provides a tool for gaining access to information 

which not is affected by any desire of respondents to answer questions in a socially acceptable 

way, to fail to accurately remember past events, or to attribute more rational thought process 

to past decisions. However, Boettger and Palmer (2010) state that there are a broad variety in 

how content analysis is used in research and thus some journals classify research as content 

analysis, even though it rather could be stated as a different type of research. This indicates 

that the definition of content analysis is obscure, whereby researchers must be flexible in their 

approach to the content analysis, due to the lack of one commonly accepted approach 

(Graneheim and Lundman, 2004).  

Content analysis refers to being both objective and systematic in its gathering of data, and is 

in some cases viewed as quantitative due to its approach to reduce text into numbers 

(Sonpar and Golden-Biddle, 2008). However, qualitative approaches to content analysis are 

also found, in which text is reduced into themes or categories. This further enables analysis of 

trends across multiple cases in which it adds conceptual richness. As this study analysis trends 

in verifiability in different categories of the content of sustainability reports, the method 

choice of Sonpar and Golden-Biddle (2008) is thus applicable to this study. Moreover this 

study performs a manual content analysis. Sonpar and Golden-Biddle (2008) used this 

approach to determine the managerial attention to the studied subject in annual reports. Thus 

it made it possible to determine whether and how there was a change in the quantum of the 

managerial attention. This approach is suitable to apply to this study since it aims to analyse 

the change in the amount of information within the different categories.  
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3.4 Coding Scheme 

Early in the process a pilot study was performed where it was found that categories were 

needed to give a representative view of the content of sustainability reports. Based on this, 

categories were developed from the triple bottom line concepts and the GRI G4 framework. 

These predetermined categories from theory relates to the deductive approach of the study 

(Graneheim and Lundman, 2004). To enhance the objective and systematic qualities of the 

content analysis, the rules used to classify the content were determined before the process of 

data collection begun. Moreover, to create a stable foundation for the coding process the first 

examination was performed in collaboration. The rest of the examinations were performed 

separately, but in close collaboration. It was thereby possible to quickly resolve insecurities or 

deviations.  

The data collection started with interpreting the information in the reports and classifying the 

paragraphs into three different categories (Economic, Environmental and Social) based on the 

concepts of triple bottom line. To provide a solid foundation for the classification process, the 

definition of these categories provided in the GRI G4 framework, presented in Table 1, was 

used. Information that did not fit into any of these categories, or contained elements of several 

categories was placed into the category Other. The categories were thereby developed to 

include information usually provided in sustainability reports. 

  

 

Economic  

-organisations’ impact on economic conditions of its stakeholders 

-organizations’ impact on economic systems at local, national, and global 

level 

-the flow of capital among different stakeholder 

-the main economic impacts of the organisation throughout society 

 

 Environment 

- organisations’ impact on living and non-living natural systems, including 

land, air, water and ecosystems 

- organisations’ impact relating to the input (e.g. energy and water) and output 

(e.g. emissions, effluents and waste) 

- organisations’ impact biodiversity, transport, and product and service-related 

impacts 

- environmental compliance and expenditures 

      Social  -organisations’ impact on social system within which it operates 

-aspects of labour practice, human rights, society and product responsibility 

 

Table 1. Classification of categories provided in the GRI G4 Framework (GRI, 2013). 
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The next step was to classify whether the sentences within each paragraphs were company 

specific (CS) or non-company specific (NCS). This division was included since the aim of 

sustainability reports is to provide information that is useful for stakeholders (Frostenson et 

al., 2012, p. 42-43). Also, it has been found that companies which provide stand-alone 

sustainability reports provide more information than companies that are not, which can result 

in that important information is diluted within pieces of irrelevant information (Michelon et 

al., 2014). CS information is defined as information that can be argued to relate to the 

company and its operations, and thus be of meaning to stakeholders. NCS information rather 

includes statements, which refer to the world as a whole, the industry in which the company 

operates, and other information that cannot be directly related to the organisation. Lastly, to 

determine changes in the verifiability, the information was classified into either qualitative or 

quantitative information. Qualitative information is defined as narrative and describing, in 

other words, information that is described through text. Quantitative information is rather 

defined as numeric information, such as monetary values and percentage. If a sentence 

contained numeric information it was classified as quantitative, even if it also contained 

narrative information. Numbers that were described in words were also included in this 

category. Thereby, the sentences could only be placed in one category at each level. Below 

the classification process is presented. 

Figure 2. Coding Scheme. 
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The classification resulted in that the proportion of information within each category (the 

triple bottom line categories, CS and NCS information, and qualitative and quantitative 

information), in each report, could be calculated. The results were calculated in the same 

manners as Sonpar and Golden-Biddle (2008), in which the amount of mentioned issues in 

each report was counted. Thereafter, the average of all companies’ results was calculated. 

Thereby, the averages proportion of information within each category could be determined 

(see Table 2 and Table 3). In addition, the average of the total division of the qualitative and 

quantitative information in the reports was calculated (see Table 4). Moreover, the results of 

the content analysis showed the proportional change within each category (see Table 5). 

Lastly, the charts and graphs were calculated. In this case the change was presented in both 

proportional terms and numeric terms (see Table 6), due to that the results otherwise could 

have been misleading.  

3.5 Limitations 

This study has focused on classification of text. Even though pictures are a way of expression 

in reports, and can be used in a content analysis (Boettger and Palmer, 2010), it was decided 

to focus on the text. This decision was based on that the study classified the content in terms 

of the categories Economic, Environmental and Social, CS and NCS-information, and the 

characteristics of qualitative and quantitative information, thus it was found to be difficult to 

apply the same coding scheme to pictures. Since it would have been difficult to ensure the 

reliability of the study, in other words, that the interpretation would yield in the same result on 

repeated trials (Sonpar and Golden-Biddle, 2008), it was chosen to exclude pictures. 

However, charts and graphs have been included, even though they in some cases could be 

classified as pictures. It was found that the charts and graphs mostly included numeric data 

and it could thereby have been misleading to exclude them from the study. In order to not 

present a biased result, charts and graphs have been presented separately from the other data.  

The content analysis has neither included the narrative section of the chief executive officer, 

which usually is placed first in the sustainability reports. This due to that this section usually 

contains values and thoughts of the chief executive officer. Thereby, it would have been 

misleading to include such information. Furthermore, the assurance statement has been 

excluded from the examination since this part of the report is produced by the assurer and is 

not a subject of the assurance. Other sections that have been excluded are the sections that 

contain information about the forthcoming content, such as section as “About the report” and 

the “Table of content”. The analysis will neither include aspects such as footnotes, glossary, 
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first pages or headlines. All these sections were excluded based on that they do not present the 

actions of the company and thereby could bias the result.  

3.6 Criticism 

Common problems with content analysis originate from the data reduction process, by which 

pieces of the text is classified into much fewer categories (Weber, 1990, p. 15). The problems 

generally concern the consistency or reliability of text classification. In the context of content 

analysis reliability problems generally derive from the ambiguity of word meanings, category 

definitions, or the coding rules. This is linked to reproducibility, or intercoder reliability, 

which refers to the extent to which different coders produces the same coding results (Weber, 

1990, p. 17). These issues are thus possible to affect the findings of this study, which could 

cause that the findings are less reliable. This is thereby an aspect that has to be considered 

when interpreting the findings. In order to reduce these kinds of biases a coding scheme was 

developed. To further enhance the reliability and reproducibility, the coding was performed 

by us, in close collaboration with each other. These treatments of issues have been proven to 

be beneficial in qualitative content analysis (Sonpar and Golden-Biddle, 2008). Furthermore, 

reports from the same company was always analysed by the same coder, in order to decrease 

the risk of bias on the results of the change over time. 

Large proportions of text, such as paragraphs, are usually more difficult to code as a unit than 

smaller portions, such as phrases or words, since large units of text usually contains more 

information and a greater diversity of topics (Weber, 1990, p. 17). This is something that was 

considered in the making of the coding scheme. Paragraphs were used to categorise the 

information into categories in the first coding step. This choice was made, despite its limits, 

since the information in each paragraph in sustainability reports generally deals with a 

specific subject, but all the sentences in the paragraph might not have elements of this subject, 

even if it relates to it. However, in the second and third step of the coding process, sentences 

was interpreted and classified. This choice was based on the assumption that the categorising 

of which parts of the text that relates to CS and NCS information, and what is qualitative or 

quantitative information will differ to a large extent within each paragraphs. 

Another problem with content analysis concerns the validity of variables 

(Boettger and Palmer, 2010). A variable is valid to the extent that it measures the construct 

the investigator aims to measure. In this study validity problems can be related to if the 

distribution of qualitative and quantitative information can be interpreted as measurements of 

verifiability. However, it is not argued that these variables are synonymous, rather it is 
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suggested that, based on previous research, quantitative information is easier to verify than 

qualitative information. Thereby the results of the study will not answer to how much of the 

information in the reports that are verifiable. It rather shows how a certain presumption for 

verification changes over time, and thereby provides indication on how the verifiability of the 

information in the reports changes over time. 

Furthermore, it is likely that other factors, than those studied, could have affected the results 

of this study. For example, it is possible that a general increase of knowledge or interest of 

developing the sustainability reporting have affected the results. It might also be that the 

choice of introducing assurance of sustainability information is in line with an increased 

emphasis on sustainability reporting, which thus can have affected the content of the reports. 

As the impact of other factors have not been studied, it is possible that these also can explain 

the findings. Thus, this has to be taken into account when analysing the result. Another aspect 

of the study which can be questioned is if the results are generalisable. The sampling frame 

affects to which extent the results of a study can be generalised, whereby generalisation in 

strict terms only can be made to a study’s population (Saunders et al., 2014, p. 264). The 

population of this study is companies listed on NASDAQ OMX Nordic Large-cap, and thus 

the results of the study might not be generalisable to companies outside of this population. 

4. Result 

In this section the results of the content analysis is presented. The charts below show the 

distribution of qualitative and quantitative information divided by company specific (CS) and 

non company-specific (NCS) information within each of the four categories. Table 2 shows 

the results for the reports that have not been assured, and Table 3 shows the results for the 

reports that have been assured. The findings are that the majority of the information in the 

reports, both before and after assurance, is qualitative. This result is the same for both CS and 

NCS information. In the reports that have not been assured the distribution is 73,66 per cent 

qualitative information, versus 17,71 per cent quantitative information, for CS information, 

and 6,37 per cent qualitative information versus 0,79 per cent quantitative information, for 

NCS information. For the reports that have been assured, 71,60 per cent of the information is 

qualitative and 21,29 per cent is quantitative for the CS information, and 4,80 per cent 

qualitative versus 0,83 per cent quantitative information for NCS information. Thus, both the 

reports before and after the assurance was introduced had an average of around 90 per cent of 

CS information, 91,37 in the first year and 92,89 in the fourth year.  
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Year 1 CS Qualitative CS Quantitative NCS Qualitative NCS Quantitative 

Economic 60,78% 25,10% 7,20% 1,03% 

Environmental 85,50% 8,46% 5,50% 0,54% 

Social 77,79% 18,36% 3,33% 0,51% 

Other 70,57% 18,92% 9,42% 1,09% 

Total 73,66% 17,71% 6,37% 0,79% 

Table 2. Division of information before assurance. 

Year 4 CS Qualitative CS Quantitative NCS Qualitative NCS Quantitative 

Economic 56,45% 31,65% 5,45% 0,58% 

Environmental 70,19% 22,23% 6,46% 1,12% 

Social 75,28% 20,68% 3,27% 0,75% 

Other 84,48% 10,61% 4,03% 0,88% 

Total 71,60% 21,29% 4,80% 0,83% 

Table 3. Division of information after assurance. 

Table 4 presents the average change in the proportion of qualitative and quantitative 

information in percentage. The results show that in the reports that have been assured, there is 

a 3,62 percentage increase in the proportion of quantitative information. As it can be seen in 

Table 4, the amount of qualitative information has decreased with almost the same proportion, 

which is a trend that applies to three of the four categories. The largest change is found in the 

category Environment, where the proportion of quantitative information have increased with 

14,35 percentage. In the category Economic the increase of quantitative information is 6,09 

percentage and in the category Social the increase is 2,55 percentage. The only category 

where the change of information is opposite is in the category Other, where the proportion of 

qualitative information has increased. Thus the quantitative information has decrease with 

8,52 percentage. 

 

 

 

 

Table 4. Average change in division between qualitative and quantitative information. 

 

Qualitative Quantitative 

Economic −6,09% 6,09% 

Environmental −14,35% 14,35% 

Social −2,58% 2,55% 

Other 8,52% −8,52% 

Total −3,63% 3,62% 
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Table 5 presents the average proportional changes in the distribution of qualitative and 

quantitative information for CS and NCS information within each category. The general trend 

is that the proportion of qualitative information decreases and the proportion of quantitative 

information increases in both the CS and the NCS classification. In closer terms, the 

qualitative CS information decreases in all categories except Other, and the opposite in the 

quantitative CS information. Regarding the qualitative NCS information, a decrease was 

evident in all categories except Environmental. In regards of the quantitative NCS information 

there was a decrease in the Economic and Other category, and an increase in the 

Environmental and Social category. 

In terms of the CS information, it is evident that all changes are larger than two percentages. 

The largest changes can be found in the category Environmental where the qualitative 

information has decreased with 15,31 percentages and quantitative information has increased 

with 13,78 percentages. Moreover, in the category Other there is a 13,91 percentage increase 

of qualitative information and an 8,31 percentage decrease of quantitative information. The 

changes in the NCS information are smaller than the changes in the CS information, in which 

all changes in the NCS information is smaller than one percentage in all categories except 

qualitative information classified in the Economic (-1.76 percentage) and Other 

(-5.39 percentage) category. 

The total average changes in the proportion of qualitative and quantitative information does 

follow the general trend with an increase in quantitative information and a decrease in 

qualitative information. The largest change is found in the quantitative CS information which 

increased with 3,59 percentages. However, the quantitative NCS information increased with 

0,04 percentages. Further, the qualitative CS information decreases with 2,06 percentages and 

the qualitative NCS information decreases with 1,57 percentages. 

Average change CS Qualitative CS Quantitative NCS Qualitative NCS Quantitative 

Economic −4,34% 6,55% −1,76% −0,45% 

Environmental −15,31% 13,78% 0,95% 0,58% 

Social −2,51% 2,32% −0,07% 0,23% 

Other 13,91% −8,31% −5,39% −0,21% 

Total −2,06% 3,59% −1,57% 0,04% 

Table 5. Average change in division of information between categories. 

In Table 6 the average change in the distribution of charts and graphs between the four 

different categories are presented. The results are presented both in terms of the average 
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percentage changes and in the changes in absolute number of charts. The averages percentage 

changes indicate that there are an increased proportion of charts and graphs in the categories 

Economic and Environmental, and decreased in Social and Other. However, in absolute 

numbers the general trend is an increase of charts and graphs. For the whole report the 

average increase is 13,35 charts per report. 

Changes in Charts 

and Graphs 
Economic Environmental Social Other Total 

Percentage 2,55% 8,27% −0,43% −8,92% 

 Amount 1,71 4,82 3,59 3,24 13,35 

Table 6. Average change in charts. 

 

5. Analysis 

5.1 The Content of Sustainability Reports 

5.1.1 Characteristics of the Content 

The results of the content analysis, presented in Table 2 and 3, show that the proportion of 

qualitative information is larger than the proportion of quantitative information in 

sustainability reports. This applies for both the CS and the NCS category. Since sustainability 

reports should communicate accountability to stakeholders (Dando and Swift, 2003) and thus 

include relevant information it is possible that qualitative information is regarded to be more 

accurate in the communication of these matters. This can be interpreted due to the fact that 

there is a lack of generally accepted standards for measuring the aspects included in 

sustainability reports (Slaper and Hall, 2011). Thereby, companies themselves are able to 

choose how to provide evidence of their actions, in which they communicate their 

accountability through qualitative measures. Moreover, this opportunity for companies to 

adjust their measurements of sustainability information is described to be a strength, as it 

enables a wide application (Slaper and Hall, 2010).  

Dingwerth and Eichinger (2010) describe that since there is an inherent risk with qualitative 

information, it often appears to be unbalanced and fail to include credible assessments of the 

sustainability impacts. In addition, it is viewed as subjective, since it is open to bias 

(Macintyre et al., 2008). Thus, it is possible to be sceptical about the usefulness of qualitative 

information. Since the results of the study show that the majority of the information presented 
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in sustainability reports is qualitative, the usefulness of sustainability reports could be 

questioned. However, the results of the content analysis show that the CS information 

represents around 90 per cent of the total amount of information in sustainability reports both 

before and after assurance is introduced. Thereby, most information provided in sustainability 

reports concern aspects that companies can affect, and could thus be stated to be relevant to 

stakeholders.  

The results do not provide any evidence on whether the CS information deals with the 

relevant topics of sustainability issues. Hence, it can still be that companies frame their 

conduct in favourable ways through their sustainability reports. As Ferguson et al. (2016) 

state, companies can highlight certain aspects of their operation while marginalising others, 

through linguistic strategies. Thus companies can shape and control the discussion of their 

conduct (Conley and Williams, 2005). These kinds of strategies, to justify behaviour through 

the reports, might be easier to perform through qualitative information. This could be 

explained by that the underlying information of qualitative data should be balanced and give 

objective descriptions of the topic, compared to quantitative data, which rather should be 

based on well-developed routines to prevent damage (Frostenson et al., 2016). Thus, the 

characteristics of the qualitative data are vaguer, in which it could be shaped to fit companies’ 

strategies.  

It has also been found that soft and subjective appeals can be hidden in the trustworthiness of 

quantitative information (Conley and Williams, 2005). If the results had demonstrated an 

opposite trend in qualitative and quantitative information, this would also have been 

problematic, since it neither would have given a fair image of the company. Other issues with 

this kind of information are that the information might not be gathered and reported in an 

appropriate way (Dingwerth and Eichinger, 2010). However, the quantitative information 

often has an underlying item from which the numeric is created, such as number of accidents 

and number of tons (Larsson, 1995, p. 113), thus it is possible that it is easier to connect 

quantitative information with its underlying item, than it is to connect a qualitative description 

with its underlying item. As the results show that the difference between the amount of 

qualitative and quantitative information is large, this could speak for that a more even 

distribution of text would be favourable to communicate accountability in the favourable way.  

5.1.2 Assurance of the Content 

The results present that the proportion of qualitative information is significantly larger than 

the proportion of quantitative information within both the CS- and NCS-specific categories. 



30 

  

O’Dwyer (2011) argues that the procedures of financial audit still are regarded as a sense of 

due process, in which its approach has a spillover effect on the routines of sustainability 

assurance. This can be viewed as problematic as there is large proportion of qualitative 

information in sustainability reports. In line with this, it has been found that it is difficult to 

apply traditional audit techniques to this context (Martinov-Bennie and Hecimovic, 2010; 

O’Dwyer, 2011), which due to that the characteristics of the content in sustainability reports 

(Martinov-Bennie and Hecimovic, 2010). Especially in terms of the mixture of qualitative and 

quantitative information, which cause that diverse measurements need to be used 

(Cohen and Simnett, 2015). Assurance of sustainability reports can thereby be interpreted as 

being more complicated than the financial audit, in the sense of that it has to be adjustable to 

different types of information. Even though it may be possible to transfer some of the 

traditional audit techniques and mindsets to the sustainability assurance, assurers need to 

consider the diversity in the presented information and thus extend their processes. 

Based on that it has been found that the majority of information presented in sustainability 

reports are qualitative, techniques that cover this kinds of information could be argued to be 

extra important. Macintyre et al. (2008) state that the assurance process of qualitative 

information has been criticised, based on that the information often is subjective, open to bias 

and unreliable. Similarly, Wood et al. (2000) found that unauditability of qualitative 

prediction in most cases due to inherent ambiguity and vagueness, and not lack of data as was 

the case for quantitative predictions. Furthermore, Cohen and Simnett (2015) state that there 

has been little development in this field. Based on this, it is possible that the assurance of 

qualitative information is performed on a more volatile foundation than the assurance of 

quantitative information, which can be problematic in regards of sustainability assurance due 

to the division of qualitative and quantitative information the reports.  

5.1.3 Verifiability of the Content 

As described by Power (1996), it is possible to connect the concept of verifiability to 

auditability. In closer terms, it can be stated that verifiability is a part of the determination of 

the detail of evidence, which is essential in the production of auditability. Moreover, 

Power (1997b, p. 87) states that unauditability of certain areas usually relates to incomplete 

documentation. It has also been found that assurers may have difficulties to understand 

models and valuation techniques, which may result in that the assurer misinterpret 

assumptions, and disregard the possibility that underlying information is incomplete (Griffith 

et al., 2015). When difficulties arise in the adjustment of traditional audit techniques to 
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sustainability assurance, O’Dwyer (2011) have found that assurers rely on their implicit 

knowledge and gut feel, which increases the risk for subjective assessments of certain kinds of 

data. Difficulties with the assessment of sustainability information can be connected to 

verifiability. The concept of verifiability relates to that different observers should be able to 

reach the same conclusion (Spires, 1991; Power, 1996; FASB, 2010, p. 20). Then discussion 

about that qualitative information can be subjective, could be connected to assurers 

difficulties to understand how the information have been produced and what it represent. It is 

also possible that this aspect complicates the assurance process to the extent that it is difficult 

for different parties to reach the same conclusion about the qualitative information, which 

thereby affect the verifiability. Moreover, Beccalli et al. (2014) describe that qualitative 

disclosures are not verifiable. Since the results show that the majority of information is 

qualitative, it is possible that there are difficulties with the verification of information 

provided in sustainability reports.  

Even though it is stated that verified information can be used with confidence, a lack of 

verifiability does not necessarily mean that the information is useless (FASB, 2010, p. 29-30). 

Rather it means that users need to be more cautious in the use of this information. Thus, even 

if the results show that sustainability reports include large amount of qualitative information, 

they can be stated to be difficult to verify, hence this should be taken into account.  

5.2 The Impact of Assurance 

The results of the content analysis on reports that have been assured, presented in Table 4, 

show that there in average is a 3,62 (-3,63) percentage change in the proportion of the 

qualitative and quantitative information. A decrease is found in the proportion of qualitative 

information, and thus an increase in the proportion quantitative information. This indicates 

that the introduction of assurance affects the content of sustainability reports. Even though 

assurance should be an independent activity (Power, 1997b, p. 124; Perego and Kolk, 2012), 

the results show that changes occur when assurance is introduced, hence it is possible that 

there is some kind of intertwining between the assurer and the company. As Ball et al. (2000) 

describe, intertwining can aggravate the independence, and thus the credibility of the 

assurance. However, it has been found that in many cases companies lack the right knowledge 

to produce sustainability reports, in which the assurer can cause direct corrections (Elkington, 

1999, p. 88-89). As there is a lack of universally accepted standard in measuring sustainability 

(Slaper and Hall, 2011), it is possible that the assurer by intertwining can also enhance the 

trustworthiness of the information by adding knowledge.  
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Since the change, in content after the introduction of assurance, represents a decrease in the 

proportion of qualitative information and an increase in quantitative information, it is possible 

that assurance contributes to an increased proportion of quantitative information. This can be 

related to the previous discussion which indicates that quantitative information is considered 

to be easier to verify than qualitative information. It is thus possible that assurance contributes 

to increased verifiability of sustainability reports. This could be explained by the aim of 

assurance, that doubts about the accuracy should be removed (Larsson, 1995, p. 54). Since 

assurance is demanded in context where one party has difficulties with monitoring the other 

(Power 1997b, p. 124; Perego and Kolk, 2012), it is possible that the assurer seeks to improve 

the quality of the disclosures and thereby decrease the gap between stakeholders and the 

company. A reason that the quantitative information has increased after the introduction of 

assurance could thereby due to that assurers consider it to be more appropriate in the 

presentation of company actions, and thus accountability. 

5.2.1 Triple Bottom Line 

In Table 4 it is presented that the largest increase in the proportion of quantitative information 

can be found in the Environmental category. The proportion of quantitative information also 

increases in the categories Economic and Social, where the smallest change is in the Social 

category. What stands out from the results is the reversed trend in the category Other. A 

reason to this could be that the assurer has had an impact on what information that is being 

reported (Elkington, 1999, p. 88-89), and thus it may include more specific information in the 

concept of triple bottom line and the GRI G4 framework. This due to that the assurer’s task is 

to verify that companies correspond with set policies and standards (Larsson, 1995, p. 53; 

Power, 1997a) which the GRI G4 framework could be stated to be. 

Moreover, the GRI G4 framework includes detailed information about how to disclose 

information into these categories, without losing the perspective of industries and stakeholder 

opinions (GRI, 2013). Thereby, it could be that when assurance was introduced the distinction 

of the disclosed information was improved, to better fit the framework. It is thereby possible 

that quantitative information, that in the unassured report was classified as Other due to for 

example a mixture of information, now has been separated into the other three categories. 

Also, the category Other includes information that may not prove of any direct sustainability 

actions, such as company descriptions, and thus may not be suitable to be presented in 

quantitative terms.  
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The largest increase in the proportion of quantitative information after the introduction of 

assurance is found in the category Environmental. This indicates that environmental 

information is more susceptible to the impacts of assurance, which results in that the 

verifiability of this type of information is affected to a larger extent than information 

belonging to the other categories. The increase in the proportion of quantitative information 

could be explained by, in same way as previously discussed, that the assurer finds quantitative 

information easier to verify, in which they may promote certain kinds of measures. Since the 

concept of triple bottom line is a product of the institutions and societies in which it operates, 

and not a hard reality the categories are influenced by subjective interpretations about what 

the bottom line is (Elkington, 1999, p. 76). Thereby, a reason for the increased quantitative 

information could also be that the focus on environmental issues has become more present in 

society (Frostenson et al., 2012, p. 11) and thus, suitable measurements may have been 

developed for companies to be able to justify their actions. Since assurers need to relate to 

stakeholders demands (Dando and Swift, 2003; Junior et al., 2013) in their opinion on 

whether the company actions have met expectations (Elkington, 1999, p. 88-89), it is possible 

that the increased interest in environmental issues results in that assurers promote these kinds 

of measurements. As it has been found that traditional audit techniques influence the 

sustainability assurance, it is possible that measurements that fit these techniques may be 

preferred by assurers, and thus the proportion of quantitative information increases. However, 

it is also possible that there is a general increase in quantitative measures over time, due to the 

increased interest in environmental matters, whereby the introduction of assurance might be 

insignificant. 

The results show that the proportion of quantitative information also has increased in the 

Economic category. In this category there are many well-developed measures to prepare 

accounts (Elkington, 1999, p. 75), in which profits can easily be monetized, in contrast to 

social and environmental information (Slaper and Hall, 2011). Thus it is not surprising that 

Table 2 and 3 show that the proportion of quantitative information is highest in the Economic 

category. However, in this category external factors are not as likely to have impacted the 

changed content, since economic measures already are well developed. It is rather possible 

that it is the assurance process that is affecting the content and thus promoting a more 

quantitative approach. The increase can further be related to that assurers may use techniques 

from the financial audit. Since these techniques are created to fit the financial information that 

can be found in financial annual reports (Martinov-Bennie and Hecimovic, 2010) they are 

probably suitable for the economic information, therefore it may be that more and more 
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information that can be verified by using these techniques occurs. However, 

Elkington (1999, p. 76) states that there are few measures that cover a wider economic 

sustainability. Thereby an increase in quantitative information does not necessarily represent 

an increase in presented sustainability manners.  

It is also possible to find an increase of quantitative information in the Social category, even if 

it is smaller than in the other categories. In the same way as discussed for the Environmental 

and Economic category, it is possible that the assurer affects what content that is presented in 

the sustainability reports. In the same way as the environmental issues come up to the surface, 

the social issues are as well, and thereby impact stakeholder opinion (Larsson, 1995, p. 63). 

This is shown in that throughout history social movements in society have been the foremost 

reason to why companies have found their freedom of action constrained (Elkington, 1999, p. 

87). Thereby it is also possible that an increased interest in social matters might have affected 

which measures that are used, and thus the kind of content presented.  

5.2.2 Company Specific and Non-Company Specific Information 

In Table 5 it is presented that the proportion of qualitative information has decreased in all CS 

categories except Other. Hence, the proportion of quantitative information has changed in the 

opposite direction. These changes are smaller in the NCS category, and thus the trend is not as 

obvious as in the CS category. This can specifically be seen in the NCS quantitative 

information, where the average changes are close to zero. This indicates that introduction of 

assurance affects the CS information the most. However, as the task of assurance is to remove 

doubt about the accuracy in the presented information by comparing it to the actual outcome 

(Larsson, 1995, p. 54) it is likely that the assurer focuses on CS information. This could also 

explain why the change in the NCS information is more or less the same before and after the 

introduction of assurance. In addition, reports should contain relevant information to be able 

to communicate accountability (Dando and Swift, 2003), in other words information that 

stakeholder need to take decisions (Cohen and Simnett, 2015). Thus, it is possible that the 

assurer does not consider the NCS information to be relevant in providing accountability, 

rather focus is on verifying the CS information, as this is of importance for stakeholder 

decisions.  

Michelon et al. (2014) have however argued that the increased amount of information 

disclosed in sustainability reports have resulted in a possibility for companies to dilute 

information by adding irrelevant information. As the results of this study have found a small 

change in NCS information, it could be that not enough effort is put on improving this type of 
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information. However, the results also found that the CS information was essential in 

sustainability reports, around 90 per cent, in which adding irrelevant information may not be a 

major issue. These results contradict Michelon et al.’s (2014) argument that companies can 

conceal important information behind other irrelevant information.  

5.4.3 Charts and Graphs 

In Table 6 it is presented that the amount of charts and graphs increased significantly after the 

introduction of assurance. In average, 13 more charts and graphs was presented in the reports. 

Since these often contain numbers, it could be interpreted that this confirms that the 

introduction of assurance contributes to increased emphasis on quantitative information. The 

proportional increase of charts and graphs is most evident in the Environmental category. As 

discussed above, this can also be a result of that assurers prefer quantitative information as it 

may be easier to verify. This aspect is also described by Conley and Williams (2005) which 

state that that quantitative information rules out many forms of criticism and opens up the 

company to fact-based attacks. To present more charts and graphs can thus be a way for 

companies to provide an image of that their operations are trustworthy. In addition, this could 

also be a way to state that the actions of the company are more than just a public charade 

(Conley and Williams, 2005).  

As the largest increase of charts and graphs is found in the Environmental category and this 

also is the case for the increase of quantitative information, the findings indicate that assurers 

promote quantitative disclosures of environmental information. The same trend is shown in 

the Economic category, where the second largest increase is shown for both charts and 

graphs, and quantitative information. In the category Other an opposite trend is visible, which 

have been present throughout the result, where the proportion of charts and graphs has 

decreased significantly combined with a decrease of quantitative information. Furthermore, a 

small decrease is visible in the proportion of charts and graphs in the social category. 

Thereby, the proportion of charts and graphs in the categories are following the same trend as 

the quantitative information in all categories except the Social category, where the proportion 

quantitative information has increased with 0,04 percentage and the proportion of charts has 

decreased with 2,55 percentage. That the majority of the results from the text analysis and the 

analysis of charts show similar tendencies can be argued to strengthens the reliability and 

importance of the results. 
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6. Conclusion 

The results of this study show that the proportion of quantitative information in sustainability 

reports increase after the introduction of assurance. Based on that previous research has found 

that there are inherent risks with qualitative disclosures, it can be argued that quantitative 

disclosures are preferable in the communication of accountability to stakeholders. Even 

though there are risks with quantitative information, these rather relate to measurements than 

assumptions, and thus these can be considered as more reliable. Previous research also 

indicates that quantitative information is easier to relate to its underlying item. Since 

verifiability relates to whether information presents what it purports to represent, it can be 

argued that the characteristics of quantitative information makes it easier to verify. However, 

whether the information is qualitative or quantitative does not tell how much of the 

information in the report that is verifiable, since there are additional characteristics that can 

affect the verifiability of information. Thereby, the results of this study rather present how a 

certain presumptions for verification changes with the introduction of assurance. Thus, the 

increased proportion of quantitative information indicates that the introduction of assurance 

contributes to better presumptions for verifiability. 

The literature presents that assurers can cause direct corrections. In line with this, the results 

show that the content of sustainability reports changes with the introduction of assurance. 

Hence, this indicates that the assurance process can affect the information presented in 

sustainability reports. As the aim of assurance is to, besides increasing the user’s trust in the 

report, improve the quality of sustainability reports, and thus improve the usefulness, it can be 

argued that the assurer may seek to change to content into a more verifiable one. Thereby, the 

assurer may promote the use of quantitative information. Additionally, as the largest increase 

of quantitative information can be found in the CS category, there are indications of that 

assurers choose to focus on the this type of information, which might be due to that they 

consider the CS information to be more relevant for stakeholders than the NCS information is.  

The results further indicate that there is an emphasis on improving the information in the 

triple bottom line categories. This can be interpreted based on that the proportion of 

quantitative information has decreased in the Other category. Since one of the assurers’ tasks 

is to make sure that the company follow set policies and standards, it may be that a larger 

focus has been put on adjusting the information concerning the categories presented in the 

GRI G4 framework. Furthermore, it is possible that the information that before the assurance 

was classified as Other have become more distinct, and thus able to classify into any of the 
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other three categories after the assurance. Moreover, the largest increase of quantitative 

information is found in the Environmental category, followed by Economic and Social 

information. The differing results in the triple bottom line categories could relate to 

measurements differences, and/or differences in the emphasis on different subjects by the 

assurer, the company or society. Similar trends are also evident in the change in the amount of 

charts and graphs. Since charts and graphs have been found to contain more quantitative 

information than qualitative information, this further strengthens the results of the text 

analysis.  

It is further possible that the increase of quantitative information could be an effect of a 

number of other factors than the assurance process. This could be both factors inside the 

company, such as increased knowledge of sustainability reporting, and external factors, such 

as pressure from society. Since it has not been studied which other factors that could have 

affected the result, it is neither possible to state that assurance solely can explain the changes 

in sustainability reports. However, the findings of this study present one possible reason to 

why the content of the reports have changed. Moreover, as the results of this study show that 

most information provided in sustainability reports is qualitative, together with the argument 

that this kind of information is less verifiable, it could be argued that sustainability reports 

would not be useful for stakeholders. However, even if a large amount of the content might 

not be verifiable, it does not necessarily mean that the reports are useless. Rather, it means 

that there may be a greater risk that the information does not faithfully represent what it 

purports to represent, in which the user needs to be more cautious when making decisions 

based on it. 

To summarize, this study has investigated companies listed on NASDAQ OMX Nordic 

Large-cap, thereby it is possible that the results are not be generalisable to companies outside 

of this population. Thus, this needs to be taken into account when applying the findings to 

other contexts. This study has laid out the problem with assurance of sustainability reports, 

and how this can affect the verifiability of information. The results show that the proportion 

of quantitative information in sustainability reports increases after the introduction of 

assurance. As quantitative information have been argued to be easier to verify, the findings 

thus indicates that the introduction of assurance contributes to improved presumptions for 

verifiability of large-cap companies’ sustainability reports. 
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6.1 Further Research 

The aim of this study is to investigate how assurance affects the verifiability of sustainability 

reports, and more general how these kinds of institutional practices impact company 

information, though it could also be interesting to study how the introduction of assurance 

affects other aspects that are used to determine the usefulness of reports, such as reliability or 

auditability. This could contribute to the theoretical knowledge of how practices, such as 

assurance, affect the reporting. To gain even deeper knowledge of the effects of assurance, a 

study of certain parts of the sustainability reports could be performed. Hence, it could be 

found if assurance impacts certain aspects of sustainability reporting to a greater extent.  

Moreover, this study has mainly focused on the change in qualitative and quantitative 

information to determine how the verifiability changes. As there may be other factors that 

affect verifiability, it would also be of interest to investigate other aspects of the report, for 

example how statements are formulated in the reports, in other words, if sentences are written 

in a forward-looking or historical way, if they are based on performance or goals, or how 

much they relate to company values.  
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Appendix 

Examined Companies  

Companies Non-assured report Assured report 

A.P. MØLLER 2009 2012 

ABB 2004 2007 

Danske Bank 2012 2015 

Hennes & Mauritz 2011 2014 

Holmen 2005 2008 

ISS 2011 2014 

KONE 2010 2013 

Meda 2011 2014 

Sandvik 2006 2009 

SCA 1998 2001 

SEB 2012 2015 

Stora Enso 2002 2005 

Sv. Handelsbanken 2010 2013 

Swedbank 2012 2015 

TeliaSonera 2011 2014 

Tieto 2009 2012 

Trelleborg 2005 2008 

 


