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Corporations’ involvement in activities that are socially responsible, with respect for workers' rights and ethically 

principled, brings tangible benefits to the enterprise. These CSR benefits include an increase in stakeholders’ assessment 

of the corporation with a boost in perceived trustworthiness. Companies, however, may treat sustainability reports as a 

tool to legitimize their actions. In order to achieve the desired results from CSR activities, companies disclose only 

selected information to customers, employees and/or owners. The aim of this paper is to answer the question of whether 

companies change measures in subsequent CSR reports to avoid revealing unfavorable information in sustainability 

reports. We analyzed 116 reports of corporations from different countries: Poland, Czech Republic, Hungary, Slovakia, 

Lithuania, Estonia, Ukraine and Latvia. We used the reports from the website: http://database.globalreporting.org/ For 

every company we used two newest reports for two consecutive years in the period 2010-2016. We used t-test to verify the 

hypothesis that companies remove and add the same number of CSR measures in subsequent reports and that corporations 

from controversial industries change disclosed information to higher extent than companies from other industries. We 

stated, that companies replace one measure with the new one to keep the impression of the same level of disclosure and to 

maintain or increase the level of legitimacy. Research showed that companies change the number and type of disclosed 

measures and they don’t explain reasons of the changes made in the reports, which may indicate a desire to green the 

organization by presenting only positive information. However, we can’t confirm that there is a significant difference in 

changes of CSR measures revealed between companies from controversial and non-controversial industries. The paper 

fills a research gap in the research on the reliability of CSR disclosure. It concentrates on the motives and the range of 

measures unveiled in the sustainability reports to legitimize a company’s activity.  
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Introduction  

  

Success resulting from business activity depends largely 

on the level of the development of society, its wealth, the 

level of "happiness" and knowledge. Corporate social 

responsibility is a "philosophy of doing business", which is 

about building and developing long-lasting relationships 

with all stakeholders (Theodoulidis et al., 2017). Social 

responsibility is the obligation of an organization to 

strengthen and protect the environment in which it operates 

(Valackiene & Miceviciene, 2011), with the aim of building 

and implementing the correct management strategy leading 

to an increase in the competitiveness of the company, as 

well as building its image and reputation (Virvilaite & 

Daubaraite, 2011). In addition, the implementation of the 

CSR concept brings the added strategic advantage of 

building a competitive advantage. CSR activities should take 

place through the creation of conditions for partnership 

cooperation with customers, suppliers, employees and other 

stakeholders. One of the objectives of CSR activities is to 

build attractive conditions for socio-economic development 

at the local, regional or even global market level. 

CSR strategy should be based on gaining and delivering 

sustainable value not only for shareholders, but also for 

other stakeholders (Theodoulidis et al., 2017). Achieving a 

balance between maximizing profits and social well-being 

requires enterprises to engage in those socially responsible 

actions that are also favorable for the company itself (Wang 

& Chen, 2017). The aim of CSR is therefore to obtain 

benefits like an improvement of a company’s image (Du et 

al., 2010). The benefits may be substantial (direct and easily 

measurable) like an increase of products sold or willingness 

of customers to pay higher price for products or services. A 

company that involves in CSR activity may also seek for 

indirect benefits, usually long-term, like the ability to find 

better employees in the future or have a better access to 

financing.   

CSR is a process that should enable the company to 

fulfill stakeholders’ expectations (Segui-Alcaraz, 2012), 

while monitoring the impact of this activity on the 

company’s competitiveness and market value (Juscius & 

Jonikas, 2013; Daszynska-Zygadlo et al., 2016)). The CSR 

measures can be wide ranging, taking into consideration the 

diversity of the expectations of the various stakeholders: 

shareholders, suppliers, employees, government institutions, 
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social organizations, society at a local and regional level 

clients and creditors. 

CSR activities, as mentioned earlier, can lead to an 

improvement in the financial situation for the business. These 

economic benefits may result from meeting the expectations 

of stakeholders, who then reward the socially-responsible 

company with greater trust. Consumers may then offer greater 

loyalty and buy greater quantities of products, while investors 

may be willing to invest their funds in the company and 

employees work more efficiently because of the increase in 

job satisfaction (Barakat et al., 2016). 

The problem is that assessment of the efficiency of 

corporate social responsibility is difficult (Vveinhardt & 

Andriukaitiene, 2014) due to the fact that the benefits of 

CSR are usually multidimensional (Chatzoglou et al., 2017). 

Moreover, CSR activities are treated as charitable, 

supplementary or just as an element of public relations. 

Therefore, it is extremely difficult to distinguish the 

consequences of socially responsible actions from others.  

According to Morioka and Carvalho (2016), the literature 

presents several frameworks for measuring CSR. These can 

be divided into three categories. The first category classifies 

CSR indicators encompassed by research that generally focus 

on GRI indicators which are based on the triple bottom line 

pillars. The second category suggests a sequential process 

measurement system of CSR performance. The third category 

focuses on cause and effect aspects for the CSR performance 

measurement system. The latter two research areas are 

directed towards the company's internal CSR assessment. 

Meanwhile, the first focuses on CSR measurement indicators 

that are presented to external stakeholders. 

Several approaches have merged to help companies face 

this challenge: performance indices – Dow Jones 

Sustainability Index (2008), Global Reporting Initiative 

(GRI, 2006), the United Nations Global Compact (UNGC, 

2013) more for external stakeholders and international 

standards guidelines, and Social Accountability (SA) 8000 

and ISO 14000 and 26000 – more for internal CSR 

measurement. However, these approaches have been 

criticized as being merely recommendations, superficial rather 

than effective (Morioka & Carvalho, 2016). Companies are, 

therefore, free to understand, to use and to disclose the CSR 

measures they wish to. Moreover, according to the legitimacy 

theory, firms from controversial sectors employ CSR 

reporting with the aim of neutralizing the direct and indirect 

effects of litigation proceedings which threaten to deteriorate 

the already adverse context within which they operate. For 

these reasons, one central point of criticism is the selectivity in 

CSR reporting concerning what measures to report on. This 

hampers comparability and transparency (Einwiller et al., 

2016). Comparability is important to most users of CSR 

reports who are interested in the CSR performance of not 

just one company (Einwiller at al., 2016). Numerous studies 

indicate that CSR disclosure differs across industry sectors 

(Cho et al., 2015), which leads to the question of why CSR 

disclosure differs across different companies in the same 

sector, and why CSR disclosure may differ year on year for 

the same company.  

With this in mind, the aim of this paper is to answer the 

question of whether companies change measures in 

subsequent CSR reports to avoid revealing unfavorable 

information in sustainability reports.  

The novelty of the paper is an investigation if 

companies change measures published in CSR reports in 

order to maintain legitimacy. 

The following sections of the paper are organized as 

follows: In the next section we discuss the difficulty of 

measuring CSR activity and the types of CSR measures that 

can be used by companies to show their achievements in CSR 

in the light of legitimization theory. In the third section, we 

conduct a literature research on the greening of information 

by companies from controversial industries. Finally, we 

present a methodology of the research and our results.  

 
CSR Measurement in the Light of 

Legitimization Theory 
 

A necessary condition in order to achieve benefits from 

CSR activities is the continuous development and 

improvement of those competences that enhance effective 

cooperation with stakeholders, as well as measurement and 

analysis of their expectations. Society and shareholders have 

the right to receive the information concerning the results of 

CSR, especially if they bear the burden of some of those 

costs (Hetze, 2016).  

Determination of the list of activities that should be 

measured, however, can be difficult, and depends on the 

country, social needs, involved individuals and institutions, 

as well as the duration (Sethi, 1975). Direct benefits and 

(long-term) results associated with the implementation of 

CSR may be considered from only the company’s point of 

view, or as benefits for both society and the company. 

The relationship between a company’s involvement in 

socially responsible activities and its financial performance 

is difficult to determine (Brammer & Millington 2008; Khan 

et al., 2015). Certain researchers question the positive 

impact of money spent on the implementation of CSR on 

financial indicators (Margolis & Walsh 2001; Dimson et al., 

2014). In general, researchers state that CSR activities have a 

positive impact on the financial results of a corporation, 

directly or indirectly (e.g. the dependence of the size of any 

donation to the number of products sold) in the long or short 

term (Borgers et al., 2013; Eccles et al., 2014; Lee & Park, 

2016). Despite the majority of studies showing a positive 

correlation between CSR activities and financial performance 

of operators, there are also those that reveal the reverse 

relationship (Peloza, 2009; Di Giuli & Kostovetsky, 2014).  

Although financial ratios are the most frequently used 

measures of CSR performance, these do not always reflect the 

effects of actions in the short term. Most CSR investments 

deliver long-term results and can positively influence the 

financial results of companies many years after the end of the 

project, e.g. investments in schools, or local infrastructure. 

Only particular CSR activities can have a positive impact on 

corporate financial indicators in the short term, e.g. 

investment in energy-saving infrastructure (Peloza, 2009). 

Lulewicz-Sas (2014) indicated that the majority of 

companies conduct either regular or irregular testing of the 

effects of the implementation of CSR activities. The most 

frequently used tools are surveys, direct meetings and 

informal communication. However, it is impossible to know 

the methods of CSR measurement used since each 

corporation uses its own methodology, hampering the 

comparison of results between companies. The research also 
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indicates that some companies do not measure their 

achievements in the CSR area. Thus, the question arises: what 

is the credibility and the scope of information presented in the 

reports of the corporation, if CSR activities are not measured? 

The quality of information on CSR activities can be affected 

by reporting standards and their application (Global Reporting 

Initiative – GRI) (Dagiliene et al., 2014). Given that GRI 

standards are still not mandatory, and since CSR reports do 

not have to be audited, corporations are free to understand and 

to use various CSR measures.  

Enterprises deciding to assess the results of CSR may 

use their own measures or use those according to GRI 

guidelines (Global Reporting Initiative). Gjolberg (2009), 

shows that some companies may have difficulties in 

obtaining relevant data (Douvis et al., 2015), especially if 

their accounting system does not allow for it. Gathering the 

information can be time-consuming and still may not meet 

the information needs of stakeholders. The problem raised 

by Morimoto et al. (2005): the verification of data could be 

solved by audits of CSR reports, although the cost of such 

an audit may outweigh the benefits. 

Another problem is the flexibility in the selection of 

indicators and the methods of measurement, with the result 

that it is more difficult to compare the outcome of CSR 

activity across different companies. GRI reporting standards 

partially solve this problem, however, companies can freely 

choose from and interpret the measures suggested by GRI. 

Some companies present hard data, some of them present a 

description of the situation. 

An important issue is the choice of measures which can 

present the company in a good light. This may cause the 

situation where minor issues are described in the CSR 

reports, and crucial ones are side-stepped due to the high 

level of controversy. Companies try, according to the 

legitimacy theory, to show their usefulness for society, 

putting emphasis on achievements and avoiding any 

discussion of failures.  

The legitimacy theory emanates from the idea that in 

order for a company to succeed, it should act in accordance 

with the limits and norms that society considers socially 

responsible (O’Donovan, 2002). Therefore, the legitimacy 

theory is based on a "social contract" between the company 

and the society in which it operates (Deegan, Underman, 

2011). This "social contract" includes society’s expectations 

about how a company should operate. The legitimacy of a 

company depends on maintaining mutual relations with its 

stakeholders, as the company has obligations not only to its 

shareholders, but also moral obligations for its many 

stakeholders (Maignan & Ralston, 2002). Companies try to 

justify their actions by submitting CSR reports in order to 

gain public support and thus ensure their continued 

existence. This is especially important for companies 

operating in controversial industries (Grougiou et al., 2016). 

By initiating disclosure of CSR, the companies from 

controversial industries create a defensive mechanism that 

can mitigate the negative impact of their activities and 

reduce social dissatisfaction (Vergner, 2012). 

It should be noted that the legitimization theory is most 

suitable for companies working in developed countries, in 

which the annual report is considered to be the main way in 

which such companies provide CSR information for society 

(Omran & El-Galfy, 2014). According to Omran and 

Ramdhony (2015), for businesses operating in developing 

countries stakeholder theory seems to be the more suitable. 

In developing countries companies can manage their 

stakeholders and the pressure to comply with existing 

legislation is lower compared to developed countries. 

 
The Measurement of CSR Activity in 

Controversial Industries and the Greening of 

Information 
 

Controversial industries include those economic sectors 

whose products, services or concepts provoke disgust, 

indignation, fear, even violating the rules of decency and 

morality (Cai et al., 2012). Among these controversial 

companies, we can distinguish companies operating in 

industries such as tobacco, alcohol, gambling, adult 

entertainment, arms production, as well as in industries 

whose activities continuously, directly or indirectly, are 

harmful to health, the environment or cause ethical 

dilemmas, e.g. petrochemical industry, biotechnology, 

nuclear, coal and other mineral resources. The products of 

these industries lead to either addiction or significant social 

problems, costing billions of dollars. 

Campbell, Craven, Shrives (2003), in turn, have 

identified these companies as either "sinful" or those whose 

primary products are perceived negatively. They discussed 

whether businesses whose activities are particularly harmful 

to society, such as casinos or cigarette manufacturers, can 

present a positive impact on society. They considered that 

such companies will take actions to minimize any negative 

public perception, in an attempt to prove that they are not 

"so bad". Campbell, Craven, Shrives (2003) also formulated 

two hypotheses: 

1) companies considered more "sinful" will reveal more 

information about CSR than “lawful” enterprises; 

2) firms with similar levels of "sins" show similar levels 

of disclosure on sustainable development. 

In order to verify these hypotheses, they compared the 

disclosure of information on sustainable development from 

5 companies belonging to the FTSE1, from 3 different 

sectors: retail, alcoholic beverages and tobacco. The results 

of the study did not confirm the hypothesis of the authors. It 

concluded that the tobacco company, considered the most 

"sinful", presented the least information on sustainable 

development. Waniak-Michalak and Michalak (2016) also 

stated that companies from sinful industries disclose the 

same or even less information than other companies to 

avoid attracting attention to their charitable donations 

opinion if their managers have something to hide. 

Other researchers also indicate that certain actions taken 

by companies are an attempt to "green" the company's 

image (called “green wash”) - and that reports of 

sustainability have more the character of public relations 

information to improve the companies’ image in the eyes of 

society than the character of the actual environmental impact 

and achievements in this area (Habek & Wolniak, 2015). 

Such reports are not very detailed, containing only limited 

measures. At the same time, they are full of vague, 

unsupported statements indicating the positive effects of the 

                                                           
1 Financial Times Stock Exchange 100 Index, also called the FTSE 100 
Index 
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company’s activity on the environment and society, wordy 

but with few concrete measures. 

 
Data and methodology  
 

We analysed GRI reports from companies operating in 

Post-Communist Europe: the Czech Republic, Hungary, 

Slovakia, Poland, Estonia, Lithuania, Latvia, Ukraine. 

Companies from other countries were not included because 

of the different levels of civil society development in Post-

Communist European countries than in Western European 

countries (Michalak, Waniak-Michalak, 2016).  

In our research, we used the GRI reports of 96 

companies operating in Poland, 11 companies from 

Slovakia, 40 companies from the Czech Republic, 82 from 

Hungary, 2 from Lithuania, 4 from Estonia, 21 from 

Ukraine and 9 companies from Latvia. Reports of all 

companies were taken from the sustainability database 

website: http://database.globalreporting.org/ For every 

company we used two newest reports for two consecutive 

years in the period 2010-2016. If the company prepared 

only one report in the period, we excluded the company 

from the sample. 

Among the reports of these companies we chose 

reports prepared according to GRI standards for two 

subsequent years. Therefore, we analyzed reports of 33 

Polish corporations (66 reports), 3 from the Czech 

Republic (6 reports), 14 from Hungary (28 reports), 2 from 

Slovakia (4 reports), 1 from Lithuania (2 reports),1 from 

Estonia (2 reports), 3 from Ukraine (6 reports) and 1 from 

Latvia (2 reports). Companies from three sectors provided 

the largest share in the sample: financial (28 %), energy 

industry (19 %) and food and beverage (16 %).  

In the first stage of the study the collected information 

on the type of indicators (measures) used by the selected 

companies was compared and standardized. 

Standardization was the task in which we assigned the 

same numbers to measures according to the relationship 

shown in the Table 1 and 2, for example LA4 according to 

G4 was marked in our analysis as LA5 according to G3.1, 

so we didn’t recognize any change. 

Since 2000, when the first CSR reporting guidelines 

were issued by GRI, (an organization created in 1997 by 

two non-governmental organizations: Coalition for 

Environmentally Responsible Economies (CERES) and the 

Tellus Institute with the support of The United Nations 

Environment Programme (UNEP)) a few versions of CSR 

reporting have been created. Currently, G4 is the valid 

version, including 91 detailed indicators in the following 

areas: 

•  economic (9 measures) 

•  protection of the environment (34 measures) 

•  employment politics (16 measures). 

•  civil rights (12 measures) 

•  social impact (11 measures) 

•  product responsibility (9 measures). 

Measures can be used to assess the resources used to 

carry out CSR activities or the results of this activity. In 

many cases, because this information is the easiest to 

obtain, companies assess inputs without determining the 

results, which could result in an increase in the operating 

costs of CSR while the results would not necessarily be 

considered reliable. 

Comparing CSR achievements in companies’ reports 

can be difficult due to the structure of the information 

required by GRI as well as the irregular preparation of 

reports by companies. The newest version of GRI 

standards, G4, in comparison with G3.1, has changed 

greatly. Most of the changes concern the definition of the 

measure and changes numeration of the measures. Fewer 

changes relate to the removal or creation of measures. Not 

all areas were affected equally. Most removed and new 

measures (in percentages) were in employment. The 

smallest changes affected the area of product 

responsibility. A detailed analysis of the changes in GRI 

standards is presented in Tables 1 and 2. 

  

Table 1  
 

Changes* of Measures across the Two Different GRI: G3.1 and G4 in Two Areas: Protection of the Environment and 

Employment Politics in Comparison with G3 
  

G3 G3.1 G4 G32 G3.1 G4 

EN1 No change No change LA1 No change Deleted 

EN2 No change No change LA2 Change of name =LA1 

EN3 No change No change LA3 Change of name Deleted 

EN4 No change No change LA4 Change of name Deleted 

EN5 No change =EN6 LA5 No change =LA4 

EN6 No change =EN7 LA6 No change =LA5 

EN7 No change =EN7 LA7 Change of name =LA6 

EN8 No change No change LA8 No change deleted 

EN9 No change No change LA9 No change =LA8 

EN10 No change No change LA10 No change =LA9 

EN11 No change No change LA11 No change =LA10 

EN12 No change No change LA12 No change =LA11 

EN13 No change No change LA13 No change =LA12 

EN14 No change deleted LA14 No change =LA13 

EN15 No change =EN14    

EN16 No change =EN15    

EN17 No change No change    

EN18 No change =EN19    

EN19 No change =EN20    

EN20 No change =EN21    

EN21 No change =EN22    

http://database.globalreporting.org/
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G3 G3.1 G4 G32 G3.1 G4 

EN22 No change =EN23    

EN23 No change =EN24    

EN24 No change =EN25    

EN25 No change =EN26    

EN26 No change =EN27    

EN27 No change =EN28    

EN28 No change =EN29    

EN29 No change =EN30    

EN30 No change =EN31    
 

Source: Own elaboration 

*change in comparison with previous standards of reporting 
 

Table 2  
 

Changes* of Measures Across the Two Different GRI: G3.1 and G4 in Three Areas: Civil Rights, Social Impact and Products 

Responsibility in Comparison with G3 

 

G3 G3.1 G4 G3 G3.1 G4 G3 G3.1 G4 

HR1 Change of name Change of 
name 

SO1 No change No change PR1 No change No change 

HR2 Change of name =HR10 SO2 No change =SO3 PR2 No change No change 

HR3 No change =HR2 SO3 No change =SO4 PR3 No change No change 

HR4 No change =HR3 SO4 No change =SO5 PR4 No change No change 

HR5 No change Deleted SO5 No change =SO6 PR5 No change No change 

HR6 Change of name =HR5 SO6 No change Deleted PR6 No change deleted 

HR7 Change of name =HR6 SO7 No change No change PR7 No change No change 

HR8 No change =HR7 SO8 No change No change PR8 No change No change 

HR9 No change =HR8    PR9 No change No change 
 

Source: Own elaboration. 

* Change in comparison with previous standards of reporting. 
 

In the second stage of the study we used statistical 

analysis in order to verify our hypothesis (formulated on 

the base of literature research and preliminary analysis). 

Our first hypothesis H1. Changes of measures used in CSR 

reports concern the removal of a measure and the addition 

of a new measure equally was based on the assumption that 

companies reveal more information on CSR activity if it is 

going to resonate and garner positive results (Browning et 

al., 2018). In order to hide negative information but to keep 

the same level of disclosure, companies may manipulate 

the information by a replacement of one measure with 

another measure. In our preliminary analysis we 

discovered that one company replaced the measure “Total 

workforce by employment type, employment contract, and 

region broken down by gender” with “Ratio of basic salary 

of men to women by employee category”. It was done to 

hide the fact that the company had to decrease its activity 

and close shops in a particular area, causing an increase of 

unemployment in the region. Some researchers search for 

consequences of the manipulation of CSR information if it 

is discovered by stakeholders. However, Calveras and 

Ganuza (2015) conclude that companies manipulate the 

CSR information if it is possible and if the probability of 

detecting the manipulation is low. 

Because controversial companies, according to the 

literature research (Cai et al., 2012), may perceive the 

benefits resulting from CSR reporting as greater, they may 

be more willing to manipulate the disclosed information. 

Therefore, we expected that the number of changes made 

in CSR reports in such companies may be higher than in 

other corporations and formulated the second hypothesis 

H2 Corporations from controversial industries change the 

measures used more than other companies. 

 

 

The Range of Measures in CSR aActivities –

Analysis Results and Discussion 
 

Preliminary statistics analysis has proved the low range 

of the number of indicators used. Given the evolution of 

GRI standards, however, we should expect an increase in the 

number of measures. Moreover, the t-test did not allow us to 

reject the null hypothesis of an equal average number of 

measures used in the subsequent CSR reports of companies 

in the analyzed periods (p value = 0.57). It may mean that 

companies manipulate the types of measures used (replacing 

one measure with another) to maintain the level of reporting 

but to show better results. 

Removal of those measures which can present a 

company in a bad light is evidence of using CSR reports to 

improve a company's image. Organizations can change the 

measures used, depending on whether the results fulfil the 

expectations of stakeholders or not.  

In order to verify H1, t-test was used for dependent 

groups (the research concerns the same group of companies) 

(Table 3). 

The analysis showed that the company deleted an 

average of 6 measures and added 7. Although the average 

number of removed indicators was a little lower than the 

number of added measures, t-test confirmed that there is not 

a significant difference between the means (p=.698), hence 

hypothesis H1 was confirmed. It means that companies 

replace CSR measures previously used with other indicators. 

This practice rise doubts concerning the reliability of the 

information presented in CSR reports. 
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Table 3 

Statistics from t-Test for the Hypothesis H1  
 

 Mean Number of entities Standard deviation Standard error mean  

Added 6.09 58 6,929 .910 

Removed 5,64 58 5,742 .754 
 

Source: Own elaboration in SPSS Statistics 21 

 
 

The legitimization theory presented in the paper 

indicated that companies from sinful industries may have 

higher incentives to manipulate the types of disclosed 

information on CSR activity. In order to verify hypothesis 

H2, that corporations from controversial industries change 

the measures more than other companies, we used t-test for 

independent samples.  

The t-test did not lead us to accept hypothesis H2. It 

turned out that the mean of the changes (the number of 

deleted or added measures and number of measures 

disclosed in the following years) did not vary significantly 

for companies from controversial or other industries 

(Figure 1). The outcomes of the t-test are presented in 

Table 4. 
 

 

Table 4  
 

Statistics of the t-Test for the Hypothesis H2 
  

 Sig. (2-tailed) Mean Difference Std. Error 

Difference 

95 % Confidence Interval of the Difference 

Lower Upper 

Added .606 .858 1.650 -2.491 4.206 

Removed .934 .174 2.094 -4.095 4.443 

Net change* .783 .889 3.196 -5.644 7.422 
 

Source: Own elaboration in SPSS Statistics 21 

*added measures minus removed measures 
 

Analysis indicated that the measure E4 (Indirect 

energy consumption by primary energy sources) was 

removed by the largest number of companies, while 

measures such as HR8 (Percentage of security personnel 

trained in the organization's policies or procedures 

concerning aspects of human rights that are relevant to 

operations) and EN 25 (Identity, size, protected status, and 

biodiversity value of water bodies and related habitats 

significantly affected by the reporting organization's 

discharges of water and runoff) were removed by all 

companies that disclosed them in previous reports. The 

most significant negative changes (removing measures) 

related to the area of product responsibility (PR) and the 

least number of deleted measures was in the field of human 

rights (HR). The company that removed the highest 

number of measures (31) from the report added only 4 new 

measures. Five companies did not remove any measure. 

If a company removes any measure, the change should 

be explained in the CSR report, however, the analyzed 

companies did not present such information. This may 

indicate that the assumption that companies choose the 

information presented in sustainability reports to improve 

their image is true. In some cases, companies stated only 

the message: "not applicable" or "not reported" or "the 

company does not disclose such information." According 

to the requirement of GRI standards, at the point of G4-22 

and G4-23 the company should: "Report the effect of any 

restatements of information provided in previous reports, 

and the reasons for such restatements." and "Report 

significant changes from previous reporting periods in the 

Scope and Aspect Boundaries ". 

 

                       Controversial Industries                                                           Non-Controversial Industries 
 

Source: Own elaboration  

Figure 1. Average Change in CSR Measures in Controversial and Non-Controversial Industries 
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Our research shows that companies change CSR 

indicators presented in CSR reports, however we can’t 

directly draw a conclusion that the companies manipulated 

the CSR information. There may be different reasons of 

the fact. The change of CSR measures may result from a 

change of CSR strategy, access to the information, CSR 

manager decision. Also, the industry practices influence 

the disclosure of CSR results. If many companies in the 

sector disclose the information, the probability of revealing 

the information in the report of another company grows 

(Peng et al., 2015). The study of Cheng et al. (2015) 

underline the importance of strategic relevance of CSR 

indicators. Then, if the strategy changes the indicators may 

change too.  

However, we may see the symptom of the 

manipulation not only in a change of indicators, but also in 

a lack of explanation of the reason of the change. Some 

companies may be willing to manipulate the level of 

disclosure to present only positive achievements in the 

field (Kuo & Chen, 2013). Avoiding a disclosure of 

negative information may be a reason of a low level of 

CSR information comparability and then decrease the 

usefulness of sustainability reports. 

Conclusions 

The aim of this paper was to answer the question 

whether companies change measures in subsequent CSR 

reports to avoid revealing unfavorable information in 

sustainability reports to retain legitimacy. Our research 

proved that companies change CSR measures presented in 

CSR reports, however we can’t conclude that the 

companies did it to present themselves in a better light.  

Companies preparing CSR reports should present their 

achievements depending on their measurement capabilities 

and the requirements of their stakeholders. Corporations 

are able to choose from the proposed measures in the GRI 

standards, as well as to apply their own indicators 

according to their needs. The necessity to ensure the 

comparability of reports should not only refer to financial 

statements but also CSR reports, especially now when 

more and more companies prepare integrated reports. 

Moreover, former studies prove that investors prefers 

nonfinancial information that is concise, comprehensive, 

comparable, and credible (Cohen et al., 2015). 

Analysis of the content of CSR reports has shown that 

companies reveal a lot of information in tabular form for 

two or more consecutive years. However, the information 

disclosed one year cannot be compared with previous years 

due to the changes in measures in subsequent report that 

companies prepare.  

Study proved that the range of the measures used and 

disclosed varies across editions of the reports, and this is 

not only a consequence of a modification of the GRI 

standards. 

The statistical analysis allowed us to accept the 

hypothesis that changes of measures used in CSR reports 

concern the removal of a measure and the addition of a new 

measure equally. It may mean that, in order to hide negative 

information but to keep the same level of disclosure, 

companies may manipulate the information replacing 

removed measures with new indicators. This may imply 

that companies replace previously used indicators with 

those that present the company in a more favorable light.   

This thesis may be supported with results of further 

analysis that indicate that companies don’t explain reasons 

of changes of measures revealed. It decreases a reliability 

of the information presented in CSR reports and their 

usefulness. Moreover, it transpired that there is no real 

difference in the number of changes made between 

companies from controversial industries and other 

branches, so the tendency to avoid negative information 

may concern all branches. 
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