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Abstract: The concept of sustainability reporting is now an essential tool through which organisations
demonstrate accountability to their stakeholders. The increasing market pressure coupled with the
awareness of the consequences of organisations’ activities suggests the need for organisations to
report their sustainability credentials. Sustainability performance reports should provide adequate
information on organisations’ social, economic, and environmental performance. However, the current
process through which organisations communicate their sustainability performance to stakeholders
is questionable and remains a significant concern. This study assessed the current state and direction
of research on sustainability performance reporting by conducting a bibliometric literature review of
peer-reviewed studies on sustainability performance reporting published between 1987 and 2022. The
findings highlight the misconceptions between sustainability and CSR when reporting organisations’
sustainability performance. Furthermore, businesses and scholars prioritise reporting instead of
communication with stakeholders. The observed lack of engagement with stakeholders indicates that
the reported performance may not reflect the impact of business activities on the three dimensions
of sustainability. Rather than adopting a one-way information dissemination approach, this study
concludes that the desired performance can only be achieved through two-way communication with
stakeholders.

Keywords: sustainability; communication; stakeholders; reporting; bibliometric review; sustainability
reporting; sustainability performance

1. Introduction

Sustainability is inherently complex, involving many stakeholders with different
interests and expectations [1]. Organisations across different sectors, including energy and
bioeconomy, demonstrate their sustainability performance (SP) by evaluating the social,
economic, and environmental effects of their business activities [1-3]. Bioeconomy, like
many other issues, is increasingly important and relevant in achieving sustainable goals [1],
necessitating the need for SP. On the one hand, SP shows organisations’ commitment to
the idea of sustainability to their business stakeholders and shareholders [4,5]. On the
other hand, companies now realise the potential of sustainability in creating business value,
increasing their market share while adding value to their customers, including shareholders
and stakeholders [1]. Although sustainability performance reports allow organisations to
address their stakeholders’ concerns, it also allows business executives and shareholders to
understand the impact of organisations’ business activities [6]. As a result, organisations
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need to publish their sustainability performance report (SPR) to demonstrate how their
policies and practices align with stakeholders’” expectations while ensuring the effective
and efficient utilisation of resources [7,8].

Relatively new, SPR emerged due to increased expectations for public disclosure
about the role of businesses in society, including how they contribute to the social, eco-
nomic, and environmental wellbeing of their business environment [9]. While different
terminologies such as citizenship reporting, corporate social responsibility reporting, cor-
porate sustainability reporting, and corporate accountability reporting have been used by
practitioners [3-5], the overarching goal of these concepts is to allow organisations to be ac-
countable for the consequences of their activities. These concepts highlight the contribution
and importance of business activities to the triple bottom line, economic, social and environ-
ment, which are considered the vital performance areas of an organisation [10]. While these
concepts are different, particularly regarding what they are designed to achieve [1,2], SPR
is a primary tool or platform for businesses to communicate sustainability performance and
achieve sustainable certifications/compliance [11,12]. Many businesses include sustainabil-
ity performance in their annual reports to report and demonstrate their commitment to
shareholders” wants.

Identifying and effectively communicating sustainability objectives to business stake-
holders is crucial in achieving successful sustainable practices. When ecological problems
and sustainability-related awareness are not communicated, it becomes non-existent and
socially irrelevant [13]. These views emphasise the essence of communicating sustainabil-
ity performance with concerned stakeholders, which may legitimise business activities
within the business operating environment. Even though there are misconceptions in the
literature that SPR represents a means for organisations to communicate sustainability
performance to their stakeholders, the current approach negates the concept/theory of
communication. Companies provide information on their websites and corporate annual
reports regarding their sustainability performance; however, little or no attention is given
to the communication of sustainability performance in research and practice [13,14].

Despite the benefits of SPR in revealing the challenges and achievements relating to
sustainable activities to business stakeholders, it fails to engage stakeholders in dialogue
about the threats and opportunities associated with decision-making and strategies relating
to sustainability. The complexity of SPR is heightened by the lack of appropriate and
effective methodology and governance for organisations to communicate sustainability
performance to stakeholders across the three sustainability dimensions. The diverse meth-
ods, including the lack of clarity in the international standards for sustainability reporting,
indicate the difficulty for organisations to make operational improvements informed by
holistic assessments of their business activities’ consequences [15]. Therefore, this study ex-
amines sustainability performance reporting as a concept through a bibliometric account of
peer-reviewed literature to provide a reference point for further research and organisations
to address the challenges of communicating their sustainability performance to stakehold-
ers. It also highlights areas for future research on SPR. As a result, relevant peer-reviewed
articles on SPR were retrieved from different databases and systematically reviewed in
this study. Consistent with Tranfield et al. [16], this review seeks to map, consolidate, and
evaluate published studies on SPR to determine the focus of research, including the extent
to which sustainability communication rather than reporting is addressed in research and
practice. By addressing these fundamental thematic areas and highlighting the evolution of
sustainability performance reporting research over time, this bibliometric analysis provides
a roadmap for future research agenda and practice of SPR.

The paper begins with an overview of SPR literature to provide a context for the study.
This is followed by a theoretical perspective on sustainability reporting and the material
and method section. The findings of this review are presented under different themes, and
finally, the authors offer suggestions for future research.
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2. Overview of Sustainability Performance Reporting (SPR)

The global reporting initiative (GRI) is known for identifying, developing, and dissem-
inating globally applicable guidelines for sustainability reporting. However, the concept of
SPR remains a contemporary global concern, resulting in different ways in which reporting
is performed by various organisations [17]. Stakeholders are becoming more outspoken on
how organisations align their activities and operations with sustainable development prin-
ciples [5,6], reinforcing Kolk’s [18] assertion that different stakeholders are now much more
interested in SPR. Hence, organisations are under pressure to disclose their sustainability
performance due to their stakeholders’ concerns [7,19,20].

SPR is a means to appraise the economic, social and environmental impacts of the
business’s products, operations, and gross contribution to sustainable development. Ac-
knowledging stakeholders’ importance, GRI [21] defines SPR as the method of assessing,
disclosing, and being accountable to external and internal stakeholders regarding how
businesses contribute to sustainable development goals (SDGs). Furthermore, Fonseca
et al. [22] referred to SPR as a framework comprising indices, indicators, principles, con-
ceptual models, criteria, policies, and goals. Likewise, Kocamis and Yildirim [23] defined
SPR as a report that provides information concerning an organisation’s social, economic,
and environmental performance. While SPR is perceived as a method or framework, it
provides an informative analysis of the organisation’s approach, progress, and issues in
achieving the goals of its sustainable development and strategy [24]. These views mirror
Yilmaz and Nuri Ine’s [25] claim that SPR represents a means via which organisations
provide traceability of their sustainability operations or activities in terms of indicators.
The existing conceptualisation of SPR suggests it as an instrument for organisations to
present their overall social, economic, and environmental impacts to their stakeholders.
Arguably, SPR should foster the exchange of sustainability-related information between
organisations and diverse stakeholders.

Therefore, organisations’ focus should be beyond making profits for their shareholders
as they must consider the impacts of their operations on their stakeholders [26]. Organisa-
tions should have structured and formal performance indicators to assess their performance
as sustainable development agents [27]. Performance indicators have been considered the
most effective way of evaluating sustainability performance to present information for
management and decision-making purposes [20]. Furthermore, Singh et al. [28] added that
performance indicators are used to condense and summarise data to produce a report. Even
though scholars have argued that the selection of performance indicators is influenced
by the business activities of organisations, sustainability reports should focus on social,
economic, and environmental dimensions [29]. For example, biomethane plants could
provide economic and social benefits [1]; however, their sustainability impacts and how
they affect stakeholders should be examined and communicated with stakeholders.

2.1. Environmental Sustainability

All organisations have an impact on environmental resources. As a result, environ-
mental sustainability has been the focus of many studies compared to other dimensions of
sustainability. The consensus from the available studies suggests that organisations must
develop plans to monitor and measure such impacts and design strategies to ensure that
the environmental resources are used sustainably both now and for future generations [4].

2.2. Economic Sustainability

A sustainable economy focuses only on increasing the stock of man-made capital.
However, this study perceives "economic sustainability" as how business activities increase
man-made capital without having negative impacts on the environmental, social, and
human capital. In other words, economic sustainability refers to the consistent long-term
growth of business activities without jeopardising the environmental, social, and cultural
value of the community where businesses operate [30]. This view suggests that economic
performance indicators should address the organisation’s economic impacts on different
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stakeholders, demonstrating the contribution of businesses to the economic prosperity of
their local community.

2.3. Social Sustainability

Social sustainability is a complex concept with practitioners, including businesses,
often conflate the process with corporate social responsibility partly due to the lack of a
coherent and precise definition of social sustainability [31]. Despite the lack of consensus
in the literature, social sustainability addresses intra- and inter-generational equity and
emphasises the relationships between human activities and stakeholders, including com-
munities. Using Elkington’s triple bottom line model, this study defines social sustainability
as economic activities with minimal or no negative short/long-term effects on people and
society. From a business perspective, the dimension establishes decisions and priorities that
ensure the achievement of stakeholders’ needs and expectations, suggesting that the social
performance element focuses on organisations’ contribution to stakeholders” wellbeing.

Sustainability performance reports (SPRs) offer organisations the opportunity to in-
corporate sustainable thinking into their planning, implementation, control, and decision-
making activities. Organisations must provide SPRs because it plays a fundamental role
in implementing sustainable development [27]. As organisations start acknowledging
the importance of SPR, the need for sustainable business practices becomes increasingly
apparent [29]. According to Alon and Vidovic [32] and Comyns et al. [33], SPR enhances
organisations’ reputations and strengthens their legitimacy, particularly through public
perceptions. Arguably, organisations that actively report their sustainability practices gain
a positive reputation from the stakeholders and promote transparency. However, organi-
sations must provide a feedback mechanism to allow suggestions and contributions from
stakeholders on how organisations could improve. This SPR approach reduces information
asymmetry [34], decreasing organisations’ risk exposure [35]. The feedback loop allows
organisations to be transparent in their sustainability reporting, legitimising their business
activities and enhancing their reputations with stakeholders. The observed positive relation-
ship between SPR and transparency [4,36] positions SPR as a legitimate way of elevating an
organisation’s reputation [37]. Therefore, publishing SPR habitually allows businesses to
maintain and increase stakeholders’ trust [38] and loyalty [39], providing the opportunity
for businesses to attract talented human resources and maximise corporate and stake-
holders” wealth [11,40,41]. SPR could help promote a harmonious relationship between a
company and its stakeholders while fulfilling stakeholders” expectations, reinforcing the
need for active stakeholder involvement in SPR [41].

Scholars argue that sustainability performance reports are useful for policymaking and
public communication because they provide information on organisations” performance
in social, economic, and environmental development areas [28]. However, how organisa-
tions communicate sustainability performance to their stakeholders remains a significant
concern. Borga et al. [42] emphasised the need for a comprehensive framework to commu-
nicate and manage initiatives related to organisations” environmental and social aspects.
SPRs are expected to bring about a balanced and complete picture of an organisation’s
sustainability performance; however, they are prone to a different interpretation from stake-
holders [43], possibly because the communication of sustainability results/efforts is mostly
unregulated [44]. This view further suggests the disparity in how information concerning
organisations’ sustainability performance is gathered, written, and disseminated.

3. Theoretical Perspectives on Sustainability Reporting

The need for organisations to be transparent and accountable in their activities and
operations has received the attention of scholars and practitioners in recent years [15]. This
awareness has resulted in increased disclosure by organisations of their performances due
to external influences [4,45]. This interplay makes stakeholder and communication theory
relevant in explaining why organisations should report their sustainability performance.
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Based on stakeholder theory, organisations have obligations towards different stake-
holder groups other than their shareholders [46]. The theory offers a unique approach to
understanding business responsibility by suggesting that it is imperative to meet several
stakeholders’ requirements while satisfying shareholders’ needs. Investors, employees,
suppliers, customers, shareholders, non-governmental organisations, trade associations,
the media, and other interest groups are different stakeholder groups identified within
the literature. In addition, Mitchell et al. [47] stated that the relevance of stakeholders is
determined by possessing one or more attributes of legitimacy, power, and urgency. Lee [45]
added that salient stakeholders” pressure has a significant influence on an organisation’s
social behaviour. Stakeholders can influence an organisation’s actions and decisions based
on these attributes. This influence, therefore, compels organisations to yield to stakehold-
ers’ expectations on sustainability performance reporting [48]. Stakeholders’ potential to
exercise influence on an organisation’s behaviour has been an inherent part of the classic
stakeholder definition that stakeholders are any individual or group affected or can affect
by organisations” activities when fulfilling their goals [49]. It echoes Guzman and Becker-
Olsen’s [50] assertion that organisations made significant changes to their activity and oper-
ation mode due to consumer actions. Arguably, integrating different organisations’ salient
stakeholders’ needs into the decision-making process to create sustainability performance
reports calls for effective communication with stakeholders.

Ziemann [13] referred to communication as a technologically and human-based activ-
ity of the reciprocal interpretation of signs and the reciprocal use of signs for successful
coordinating action, understanding, and shaping reality. This view suggests that communi-
cation involving at least two actors is a social process and contributes positively to obtaining
buy-in, mobilisation, and agreeing on a consensus between parties [51]. Communication,
therefore, plays a significant role within and outside the organisation’s environment. The
stakeholder theory supports the importance of communicating organisations’” sustainable
development. Communication transpires when sustainability-related matters and perfor-
mance are conceived, defined, discussed, planned, and initiated between an organisation
and its stakeholders [52].

4. Materials and Methods

Systematic and bibliometric literature review, which has drawn the attention of various
scholars from different fields of study, is a way of collecting and synthesising previous
research [16]. This review approach characterises research studies to address particular
issues and identify trends in research efforts [53]. Govindan et al. [54] added that conducting
a systematic literature review involves four sequential stages; this process (Table 1) was
adopted for the current bibliometric literature review.

Table 1. Systematic Review Process.

Four Sequential Stages Adopted Article Selection Stages
1. Perform a literature review of the available 1. Identifying journal articles that relate to
studies on the topic. sustainable performance reporting.

2. Based on pre-determined criteria, develop a
classification framework.
3. Tabulate and segregate the literature based
on the framework.
4. Using the classification framework, present 3. Present the findings of the literature review

2. Journal articles were coded into seven
themes.

and organise the review. using the coding framework.
5. Review analysis and presentation of 4. Discussions and proposed framework to
suggestions for future work. address the current gap in knowledge.

A bibliometric literature review is useful to quantify and highlight the pattern and
direction of research efforts on emerging issues while identifying the challenges and need
for future research. Many scholars, such as Fahimnia et al. [55], have successfully applied



Sustainability 2022, 14, 8523

6 of 20

the approach to summarise research findings on similar themes based on predefined criteria.
This approach is consistent with Snyder’s [56] argument that an in-depth review, such
as a bibliometric literature review and systematic literature review, effectively provides
evidence of the effect that can inform practice and policy by synthesising the collection of
studies addressing a similar topic or theme. As a result, this study was conducted to inform
designing an effective communication framework by establishing the current knowledge
in SPR through published studies between 1987 and 2022 on sustainability performance
reporting. This period is considered necessary because sustainability became prominent
among researchers and practitioners due to the emergence of the Brundtland Report in
1987 [57].

Data Sources

To achieve the goal of this study, a search was conducted electronically, through the
Web of Science and Scopus, for relevant articles on sustainability reporting published
from 1987 to 2022 (see Figure 1). The databases were selected as they are considered
comprehensive and cover many fields of study and disciplines [58].

Data Search Search terms: Corporate sustainability reporting, socially responsible investment, global

§ ; ——
£ Scopus & Web of Science reporting initiative, sustainability index, and global reporting framework.
b5
B=]
! l
b
]
el —1145)-
- (0=1145) — (8=234): Duplicates identified
Initial search
o l
a =
o . (@=911): (n=653) Excluded: Study key themes " bility”, " bility per .
1 » Further screening based on the s——= " " " "
3 sustainability performance reporting”, and "sustainability performance disclosure’
©@ study themes
2 (n=258):
) Article content assessed for ~ ~——= (n=199): Excluded studies — Not relevant (n=186); not accessible (n=13)
m eligibility

|

(n=59): I
Articles included in the study

* Included «

Figure 1. Article Search Scheme.

Figure 1 presents a step-by-step process to select the journal articles considered for
this bibliometric review. The initial search resulted in 1145 articles using the following key-
words: corporate sustainability reporting, socially responsible investment, global reporting
initiative, sustainability index, and global reporting framework. At this point, a two-stage
process for selecting and identifying relevant and appropriate studies was used. First, the
authors checked the journal articles generated through the search terms and/or phrases for
any duplicate records and relevance. This step was imperative as it is impossible to include
all the journal articles obtained from the search. We identified and removed 234 duplicates
from the 1145 retrieved articles, resulting in 911 relevant articles. In the second phase, we
applied search themes such as "sustainability", "sustainability performance”, "sustainability
performance reporting", and "sustainability performance disclosure” to screen the identified
articles. After that, the authors checked the relevance of the remaining articles by reading
through the abstract and contents to establish that all the articles addressed sustainability
performance. At this stage, an analysis was performed to verify that all selected journal
articles’ discussion was about sustainability performance reporting or disclosure. Hence,
653 journal articles that did not integrate reporting or disclosure as a theme were excluded
from the study. Out of the remaining 258 articles, 199 articles were not considered in this
bibliometric analysis because they are non-English journal articles and reviews, while
13 articles were not accessible and were subsequently excluded from this review. In total,
59 peer-reviewed journal articles were considered relevant for this bibliometric review.

Appendix A shows the journals that published the reviewed articles and the number
of published articles per year. It should be noted that the focus of this bibliometric literature



Sustainability 2022, 14, 8523

7 of 20

review is sustainability performance reporting rather than sustainability which could
influence the number of articles retrieved from each journal. The subsequent step, which
focused on coding the relevant articles in this study, entails data extraction and synthesis to
discuss the selected peer-reviewed studies. Information such as the year of publication,
authors’ name, study focus, study context, the industry of analysis, data collection methods,
study type, analytical tool, and continent were subsequently recorded. These data put
together formed the basis of the study analysis. The findings of the bibliometric literature
review were presented using the coding framework.

After retrieving relevant articles for this bibliometric literature review, classification
and coding were performed using letters and numbers (see Table 2). The following coding
procedures were applied in this study:

e  Study focus, identified as item 1, is coded A to B. This coding focuses on whether the
study focuses on sustainability performance reporting or has common themes with
sustainability performance reporting.

The study context, classified as item 2, is coded on a scale of A to C.

The industry is classified as item 3 and is coded on a scale of A to E.

The method of data collection, identified as item 4, is coded on a scale of A to G.
Likewise, the study type identified as item 5 is coded on a scale of A to B.

The analytical tool, identified as item 6, is coded on a scale of A to D.

The study’s continent is classified as item 7 and coded on a scale of A-F.

Table 2. Journal articles classification and coding framework.

Classification Description Codes

Sustainability performance reporting as the central theme 1A
Study Focus . . . .

Sustainability performance reporting as a supporting theme 1B
Developing countries 2A
Study Context Developed countries 2B
Mixed 2C
Extraction (Mining, and Oil and gas) 3A
Education/Public Sector 3B
Industry of Analysis Manufacturing 3C
Financial Service/Banking 3D
Others 3E
Observation 4A
Surveys 4B
Case Study 4C
Me(tjh(l)ld of Data Interviews 4D
ollection Case study and Interviews 4E
Literature review 4F
Case study and Focus Groups 4G
Empirical 5A
Study Type Theoretical 5B
Qualitative 6A
. Quantitative 6B
Analytical Tool Mixed 6C
Not applicable 6D
Europe 7A
America 7B
Conti Africa 7C
ontinent Asia 7D
Australia 7E
Mixed 7F

5. Results and Discussion

Only fifty-nine peer-reviewed studies were considered relevant for the review based
on the selection criteria, and the selected articles were included in the classification and
coding process (Table 3).
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Table 3. Included articles classification and coding.

Data .
Author(s). Study Focus CStutd y ¢ lelusltry. of Collection ijudy An;lytll cal Continent
ontex nalysis Method ype 00

Brown et al. [4] 1B 2B 3E 4D 5A 6D 7F
Ginther [11] 1B 2C 3C 4B 5A 6A 7F
Ramos et al. [19] 1A 2B 3E 4B 5A 6A 7A
Fonseca et al. [22] 1A 2C 3A 4D 5A 6A 7B
Kocamis and Yildirim [23] 1A 2A 3E 4F 5B 6D 7D
Alon and Vidovic [32] 1B 2C 3E 4C 5A 6B 7F
Borga et al. [42] 1A 2B 3C 4E 5A 6A 7A
Hahn and Liilfs [43] 1A 2B 3E 4F 5A 6A 7F
Fonseca [59] 1A 2B 3A 4F 5B 6D 7B
Fonseca et al. [60] 1A 2B 3B 4G 5A 6A 7B
Chang et al. [61] 1B 2B 3E 4C 5A 6B 7D
Scagnelli et al. [62] 1A 2B 3E 4C 5A 6D 7A
Fernandez-Feijoo et al. [63] 1A 2C 3E 4F 5A 6B 7F
Lodhia and Hess [64] 1A 2B 3A 4F 5B 6A 7E
Maubane et al. [65] 1A 2A 3E 4C 5A 6A 7C
Hinson, Gyabea and Ibrahim [66] 1A 2A 3B 4F 5B 6A 7C
Husgafvel et al. [67] 1B 2B 3C 4B 5A 6B 7A
Ng and Rezaee [68] 1B 2B 3E 4C 5A 6A 7F
Diaz-Sarachaga et al. [69] 1B 2B 3E 4F 5B 6D 7F
Herremans, Nazari and

Mahmoudian [70] 1B 2B 3A 4A 5A 6A 7B
Longetal. [71] 1B 2B 3E 4D 5A 6A 7A
Manetti and Bellucci [72] 1B 2B 3E 4F 5B 6A 7A
Maas et al. [73] 1B 2B 3E 4F 5B 6D 7A
Seele [74] 1B 2B 3E 4F 5B 6A 7A
Thaslim and Antony [75] 1A 2A 3E 4F 5B 6B 7D
Amoako, Lord and Dixon [76] 1A 2C 3A 4C 5A 6A 7F
Anusornnitisarn et al. [77] 1B 2A 3C 4B 5A 6B 7D
Arthur et al. [78] 1A 2A 3A 4C 5A 6A 7C
Aziz, and Bidin [79] 1A 2A 3E 4F 5B 6A 7D
Diouf and Boiral [80] 1A 2B 3E 4D 5A 6A 7B
Domingues et al. [81] 1A 2B 3B 4B 5A 6A 7F
Mickovski and Thomson [82] 1A 2B 3C 4E 5A 6A 7A
Hannibal and Kauppi [83] 1B 2B 3C 4D 5A 6A 7A
Kaur and Lodhia [84] 1A 2B 3E 4E 5A 6A 7E
Laskar and Gopal Maji [85] 1A 2C 3E 4C 5A 6D 7D
Niemann and Hoppe [86] 1A 2B 3B 4C 5A 6A 7A
Watson et al. [87] 1B 2B 3E 4F 5B 6D 7A
Calabrese et al. [88] 1A 2B 3E 4F 5B 6A 7A
Carp et al. [89] 1A 2A 3E 4C 5A 6B 7A
Dissanayake et al. [90] 1A 2A 3E 4C 5A 6B 7D
Semuel et al. [91] 1A 2A 3E 4F 5B 6B 7D
Kouloukoui et al. [92] 1A 2A 3E 4C 5A 6C 7B
Silva et al. [93] 1B 2B 3E 4F 5B 6D 7A
Poon and Law [94] 1B 2B 3E 4F 5B 6D 7D
Sari et al. [95] 1A 2A 3B 4C 5A 6B 7D
Saeed and Kersten [96] 1B 2B 3E 4F 5A 6B 7A
Khan et al. [97] 1A 2A 3D 4F 5A 6A 7D
Ionascu et al. [98] 1A 2B 3E 4F 5A 6B 7F
Ceesay [99] 1A 2A 3E 4F 5B 6D 7C
Journeault et al. [100] 1A 2B 3A 4C 5A 6A 7B
Park and Krause [101] 1A 2B 3B 4B 5A 6B 7B
Salehi and Arianpoor [102] 1A 2A 3E 4B 5A 6B 7D
Kumar et al. [103] 1A 2A 3A 4C 5A 6A 7D
Bananuka et al. [104] 1A 2A 3D 4B 5A 6B 7C
Ardiana [105] 1A 2B 3E 4C 5A 6C 7F
Raji and Hassan [106] 1A 2B 3B 4D 5A 6A 7A
Fennell and de Grosbois [107] 1A 2C 3E 4C 5A 6C 7F
Afolabi et al. [108] 1A 2B 3E 4F 5B 6D 7A
Tumwebaze et al. [109] 1A 2A 3D 4B 5A 6B 7C

5.1. Overview of Studies

Although sustainability as a concept came into the limelight in the 1980s [57], SPR only
received attention about a decade ago. Figure 2 revealed that SPR gained the attention of
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scholars from 2009, with the concept gaining more popularity from 2013 onwards, during
which an average of four peer-reviewed articles were published. This finding could be
explained by Mussari and Monfardini’s [17] assertion that SPR remains a contemporary
global concern as business stakeholders become more interested and outspoken on how
organisations align their activities and operations with sustainable development princi-
ples. According to Ardiana [105], stakeholders are increasing pressure on organisations to
disclose their sustainability performance.

10

9

Numberof Studies

o

0

2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022
Year of Publication

Figure 2. Published Journal Articles by Year.
5.2. Studies Focusing on SPR

As presented in Figure 3, a considerable number of reviewed articles considered SPR
a central theme within their study. In contrast, only 18 peer-reviewed articles examined
SPR as a corroborative theme to other themes such as CSR, stakeholder engagement, and
transparency within their study [72,75].

45

40

2 [¥5] 9%
= w

(#)]

2
(]

[y
[§]]

18

Numberof Studies

10

wm

1A 1B
Study Focus

Figure 3. Articles distribution by study focus.

This situation is probably because sustainability performance has increasingly be-
come a central concept among diverse disciplines. This observation is consistent with
Lozano’s [15] assertion that there is a continuous emphasis by scholars and practitioners
alike on organisational accountability and transparency in SPR. The dominance of SPR as
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the central theme in the review could be due to organisations’ response to their stakeholder
expectations [7,8,105]. These views emphasise the value and acceptance of SPR among
diverse disciplines in reporting the impacts of business activities on sustainability and the
risks they face.

Furthermore, while the articles reviewed have considered it a key objective to empha-
sise the importance of SPR, none attempt to focus on the need for communication. This
supports the argument that there is a lack of research efforts on communicating sustainabil-
ity performance [43,44]. Hence, Herremans et al. [70] concluded that direct communication
with stakeholders should be an essential characteristic of sustainability reporting.

5.3. Study Context

Most (i.e., 33) of the studies reviewed were carried out in developed economies
(Figure 4). Only 19 studies considered developing economies, while 7 focused on comparing
developing and developed economies. From Figure 4, it is obvious that SPR is receiving
more attention from scholars within developed economies than in emerging or developing
economies. One possible explanation is the importance of regulatory compliance of SPR in
fostering accountability and transparency in the most developed economy [59]. Arguably,
emerging or developing economies are presented with unique sustainability challenges
different from those experienced by developed economies.

35 33

30

25

20

15

10

Number of Studies
~1

2A 2B 2C
Study Context

Figure 4. Journal classification based on the study context.

Therefore, it is imperative for scholars and practitioners to further explore how sustain-
ability performance is assessed, monitored, and reported, including how SPR is evolving in
developing or emerging economies.

5.4. Industry of Analysis

This review (Figure 5) shows that previous studies examined different industries,
although over 55% (i.e., 35 studies) failed to identify a specific industry. Arguably this is
because the need to identify, measure and report sustainability performance is, to the same
extent, important for all industries irrespective of their business activities and impacts.
However, 14 studies were carried out within the extraction and manufacturing industry. It
could be because of the impact of these industries on the environment [110]. A total of seven
studies and three studies were carried out within the education and financial /banking
industries, respectively, while 35 studies were conducted in other industries such as IT,
real estate, NGO and tourism. These findings further suggest the need for scholars to
examine how organisations in other business sectors measure and report sustainability
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performance, including the extent of stakeholders” involvement in the process. Moreover,
this clarification is necessary considering that disclosures positively impact a company’s
growth and financial performance [92].

40

35

S

Number of Studies
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15
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0 | |
3A 3B 3C 3D 3E
Industry of Analysis

Figure 5. Journal classification based on the industry of analysis.

5.5. Method of Data Collection

All the reviewed journal articles provided information on how research samples were
chosen, as shown in Figure 6. However, most of the reviewed studies (i.e., 37) use primary
data collection such as observation, surveys, case studies, interviews, and focus groups.
This trend could be attributed to the understanding that primary data collection allows
researchers to better understand, elaborate, and explain a subject matter in detail.

§” .
_°§10 J é
5 7
z . \ é

Method of Data Collection

Figure 6. Journal classification based on the method of data collection.

Furthermore, 22 studies employed secondary data collection, such as company reports
and information from Bloomberg. While secondary data could be useful, there is a possibil-
ity of misrepresentation and information distortion when relying on secondary data. As a
result, scholars need to obtain original and first-hand data on organisations’ sustainability
performance to avoid information asymmetry. However, none of the studies considered
for review employed a mix of quantitative and qualitative data collection methods. There
is a need for further research studies employing a mixed-methods approach to improve
the analysis and findings of any SPR evaluation. According to Wisdom and Creswell [111],
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combining quantitative and qualitative data in a study can enrich the rigour of the research
process, including data analysis and findings.

5.6. Study Type

Out of the 59 studies considered for this bibliometric review, 42 are classified as empiri-
cal studies, consistent with Emerald Group Publishing’s [112] definition of research studies
that focus on observation and measurement of phenomena based on the researcher’s di-
rect experience. This finding (Figure 7) suggests that studies are applied primary data,
and results are based on the researcher’s first-hand and real-life experience. In contrast,
17 studies focused on explaining and formulating a theory to better understand the deeper
philosophical issue of the concept. These findings suggest the need for scholars to show
further interest in both theoretical and empirical studies. This is because empirical research
cannot be separated from theoretical studies, as consideration for theory forms the founda-
tion of most research studies. In addition, theory avails empirical studies as the lead way
to replicate and test the results of a study in different contexts [112].

45 42
40
35
30

Number of Studies

Study Type
Figure 7. Journal classification based on study type.

5.7. Study Analytical Method

It is methodologically important to understand how scholars analysed the collected
data in their studies. Our review shows that 47 studies provided information on how data
were analysed, while 12 studies were silent concerning the data analysis tool. As shown
in Figure 8, different methods, including qualitative (28 studies), quantitative (16 studies)
and a combination of the two methods (3 studies), were used across the identified peer-
reviewed articles. This finding revealed that content analysis and thematic analysis are
mostly adopted to examine sustainability reporting more in-depth using participants” views.
On the contrary, quantitative analysis, such as correlation analysis, regression analysis, and
econometric analysis, is another method used by authors, suggesting that only a couple of
the reviewed articles are broadly using models/theories to understand and analyse the what
of SPR. However, only one of the journal articles reviewed used a combination of the two
methods. While it is difficult to argue in support of one analytical tool against the other, future
studies are encouraged to employ mixed-method methods, where the weaknesses/strengths
of qualitative and quantitative methods supplement each other.

5.8. Continent of Study

All journal articles (N = 59) reviewed for this study were conducted across five
continents (Figure 9). The breakdown shows Europe (18 studies), Asia (13 studies), America
(8 studies), Africa (6 studies), and Australia (2 studies). However, 12 studies involved
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researchers from two or more continents. The analysis shows that SPR has gained more
attention from researchers in developed economies than in underdeveloped or developing
continents such as Africa. This outcome suggests there is room for research activities in
developing continents such as Africa, but future research design should consider promoting
research activities between two or more continents.
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Figure 8. Articles classification based on the study’s analytical method.
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Figure 9. Articles classification based on the study continent.

5.9. SPR Indicators

Sustainability performance indicators are useful in assessing and optimising business
activities by determining inadequacies that could be removed or prevented [20]. Scholars
have strived to identify and understand several related SPR indicators in the last decade.
Most studies reviewed stated that organisations should provide information on their
social, economic, and environmental performances. However, scholars arguing from the
perspective of public relations [23], economics [65], and accounting [80] disciplines added
that organisations should also provide information on their governance performance.
Likewise, Kouloukoui et al. [92] asserted the need to disclose corporate climate risk within
the sustainability performance report. This is because corporate climate risk disclosures
have a positive and significant relationship with firm financial performance, size, and
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country origin. Their respective industry or sector influences the type of sustainability
performance information reported by organisations.

While Chang et al. [61] noted that sustainability performance varies across industries
as it is drifting towards continuous improvement in corporate sustainability performance,
Romero et al. [12] noted that comparing and evaluating organizations’ sustainability-related
performance is likely impossible due to the lack of sustainability reporting standards. These
views emphasise the need to investigate the type of information in sustainability reporting
to clearly understand the sustainability reporting phenomenon. Alghamdi [113] added a
need to justify the significance of such reporting by developing and regularly reviewing the
reporting of their sustainability performance. This aligns with Ionascu et al. [98] argument
that organizations presenting both quantitative and qualitative key performance indicators
is imperative to reveal the degree of achievement of the SDGs. These views emphasise the
need to provide transparent and complete sustainability performance reporting.

The majority of the journal articles argued that sustainability performance reports are
the kind of corporate reports that foster the transfer of social, economic, and environmen-
tal impact of organisation activities to their stakeholders [23]. Consistent with Niemann
and Hoppe’s [86] assertion, there is a need to develop an effective approach or a single
document to engage all stakeholders through SPR due to the lack of a "magic tool" to
achieve communication and management functions. These views suggest that SPR cannot
fulfil the role of communication between organisations and their respective stakeholders.
Hence, Borga et al. [42] emphasised the essence of a comprehensive policy to communi-
cate and manage sustainability performance initiatives achieved by enterprises. Likewise,
Herremans et al. [70] argued that direct communication with stakeholders is essential for
sustainability reporting. Silva et al. [93] concluded that without clear and definitive consid-
eration of stakeholder expectations in measuring and assessing sustainability performance,
results often result in stakeholder dissatisfaction.

6. Conclusions and Direction for Future Research

This study presents the current state and direction of research on sustainability per-
formance reporting considering stakeholders’ increasing concerns for organisations to be
sustainable. It is, therefore, imperative to evidence the lack of research efforts on communi-
cating sustainability performance [43,44].

According to the results, there are misconceptions between sustainability and CSR
when reporting organisations’ sustainability performance; however, businesses and schol-
ars prioritise reporting instead of communication with stakeholders. The observed lack of
engagement with stakeholders indicates that the reported performance may not reflect the
actual impacts of business activities on sustainability. Effective communication is necessary
considering that achieving the balance point between economic prosperity, environmental
improvement, and social equity [1] without stakeholders’ engagement is complex and
unrealistic. This review, therefore, argues for a need to consider sustainability performance
communication when reporting or investigating organisations’ sustainability performance.
Organisations need to include a feedback mechanism when reporting their sustainability
performance to establish their stakeholders’ satisfaction with their performance and un-
derstand areas of improvement. Although there is a consensus that organisations should
report their economic, social and environmental performance to stakeholders, many schol-
ars argue for the inclusion of corporate governance performance.

Future studies should examine the sustainability performance of organisations in
developing economies to reduce the negative consequences of business activities. Moreover,
cross-continent comparison is another important research area that future studies could
address. Furthermore, this work has not addressed the impact of SP on specific stakeholders,
such as consumers, value chain actors, general society, local community and workers;
future studies should evaluate this aspect [114], considering the increasingly complex
sustainability challenges facing stakeholders. While this review observed that scholars
generally adopted mono-method when investigating SPR, future studies should employ



Sustainability 2022, 14, 8523

15 of 20

a combination of quantitative and qualitative methods to offer a robust explanation of
organisations’ sustainability performance.

Despite the contributions of this review, some limitations should be addressed in
future bibliometric and systematic review studies. Firstly, future studies should consider
different parameters, including non-peer-reviewed articles, when selecting journal articles
for review. Hence, published books, non-referenced or peer-reviewed journal articles, and
conference papers should be included in future studies. Secondly, using language as one
of the selection criteria suggests that this review might have excluded many studies not
published in English.

This study argues that stakeholders’ roles should be considered when reporting
sustainability performance. It proposes that stakeholders’” needs should be incorporated
into the decision-making process when creating a sustainability performance report. The
current study contributes to both sustainability performance and communication literature.
Identifying research studies addressing sustainability performance reporting is a means
to justify the complex concerns involved in communicating organisations” sustainability
performance. This approach, therefore, creates an avenue for both empirical and theoretical
research studies to understand how organisations should communicate their sustainability
performance to their stakeholders. The need for two-way communication, including its
impacts on sustainability performance, requires further investigation.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Journals of the reviewed articles.

Journal Name

Number of Articles per Year

2015 2016 2017

Total

2009 2010 2011 2013 2014 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022

Business Strategy and the Environment

1

Environmental politics

1

Corporate Social Responsibility and
Environmental Management

International Journal of Sustainability
in Higher Education

Journal of Cleaner Production

Accounting and Control for
Sustainability

Journal of Business Ethics

European Journal of Economics and
Business Studies

Accounting, Auditing & Accountability
Journal

Public Relations Review

Corporate Reputation Review

Communication
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Table Al. Cont.

Journal Name

Number of Articles per Year

2009

2010

2011

2013

2014

2015

2016

2017

2018

2019

2020

2021

2022

Total

International Journal of Sustainable
Engineering

1

Journal of Corporate Finance

1

Ecological Indicators

Journal of Applied Leadership and
Management

World Scientific News

Meditari Accountancy Research

International Journal of Innovation and
Learning

The International Journal of Business in
Society

Journal of Human Capital Development

Journal of Environmental Management

Ecological engineering

International Journal of Production
Economics

Asian Review of Accounting

Public Management Review

Journal of Product Innovation
Management

Technological and Economic
Development of Economy

Sustainability

Pacific Accounting Review

Indonesian Journal of Sustainability
Accounting and Management

Human Resource Management Review

International Journal of Innovation,
Creativity and Change

International Journal of Sustainable
Development & World Ecology

Jindal Journal of Business Research

Critical Perspectives on Accounting

The TQM Journal

Business and Society Review

Journal of Intellectual Capital

Meditari Accountancy Research

Tourism Recreation Research

T

Journal of Global Responsibility

Total
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