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Abstract 

 
Business can play a critical role in the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

Contextually, business reporting on the SDGs can support organizations in planning, implementing, 

measuring, and communicating their SDG efforts. This study investigates the relationship between early 

adoption of SDG reporting and a series of organizational factors by combining data from two databases—

provided by the Global Reporting Initiative and Orbis—to identify the organizations that addressed the 

SDGs in their sustainability reports and their respective structural characteristics. The study, using a logit 

model based on data from 408 organizations worldwide, indicates that early adoption of SDG reporting 

is related to a larger size, a higher level of intangible assets, a higher commitment to sustainability 

frameworks and external assurance, a higher share of female directors, and a younger board of directors. 

The study contributes to the academic and practical understanding of factors related to the decision to 

engage early in new sustainability frameworks and practices. 
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1. Introduction 

 
A great challenge in the implementation of the sustainable development agenda is changing business 

attitudes towards new sustainability practices, technologies and business models (Sachs, 2012; Welford, 

1998). The adoption of more sustainable practices, technologies and business models might be motivated 

by distinct factors, such as competitive opportunities and threats, compliance with regulations, and 

pressure from external and internal stakeholders (Belal, 2002; Calabrese et al., 2013; Elliot, 2013). 

Finding elements that explain the adoption of sustainability practices has been the target of many 

different theoretical approaches, including legitimacy, stakeholder and signaling theories (Hahn and 

Kühnen, 2013). In particular, legitimacy theory suggests that organizations need to obtain legitimacy 

from society to be able to successfully operate in their respective business environments (Deegan, 2002). 

To be accepted in the society they operate in, organizations need to act responsibly and sustainably in 

collaboration with their internal and external stakeholders. Coherently, stakeholder theory proposes that 

organizations willing to successfully conduct their business need to take into account their stakeholders’ 

perspectives and expectations (Freeman, 1994).  

Corporate sustainability reporting can be of great help in addressing societal and stakeholder demands 

and, consequently, obtaining legitimacy. In this sense, the elements that drive sustainability reporting are 

most likely related to reducing information asymmetries and increasing reputation among stakeholders 

(Jizi, 2017). As suggested by signaling theory, signaling social and environmental commitment to 

stakeholders can help organizations secure competitive positions and even create new competitive 

advantages (Fracarolli Nunes and Lee Park, 2017; Milne and Gray, 2013). To achieve these benefits, 

organizations strategically choose the elements that are present in their sustainability reports, which may 

signal the degree of their sustainability commitment to stakeholders (Belal, 2002; Calabrese et al., 2015).  

One of the aspects through which organizations might differentiate themselves in relation to their 

sustainability reporting is the adoption of emerging sustainability concepts and frameworks (Jensen and 

Berg, 2012), such as those currently represented by the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (United 

Nations General Assembly, 2015). The SDGs were presented as part of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development in 2015, when the member states of the United Nations agreed upon the creation of a global 

agenda for sustainable development based on 169 targets grouped into 17 SDGs. The Sustainable 

Development Goals tackle a wide spectrum of issues relevant to sustainable development such as 

poverty, health, education, climate change, and environmental degradation. According to the 2030 
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Agenda for Sustainable Development, business plays a critical role in the achievement of these goals 

(Agarwal et al., 2017; Rosati and Faria, 2018). The United Nations Global Compact (UNGC) and the 

Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) have recently set up a new joint initiative (i.e., Reporting on the SDGs, 

Global Reporting Initiative, 2018; United Nations Global Compact, 2018) aimed at enabling “businesses 

to incorporate SDG reporting into their existing processes, empowering them to act and make the 

achievements of the SDGs a reality” (United Nations Global Compact, 2018).  

When investigating the adoption of new sustainability practices and guidelines, most of the literature 

tends to focus on the effects of regulatory instruments and stakeholder pressure (Kolk, 2010; Spence et 

al., 2010), while the influence of internal organizational factors, such as organizational structural 

characteristics, governance, and performance, is often considered a black box (Faria and Andersen, 

2017a; Lozano, 2015; OECD, 2011). In this study, we aim to fill this gap by investigating the 

organizational factors that may be related to early adoption of new sustainability reporting practices (i.e., 

SDG reporting), as a reaction to new stakeholder pressures and as a means for improving corporate 

legitimacy and signaling sustainability commitment (Hahn and Kühnen, 2013; Ortas et al., 2015). In 

doing so, we intend to contribute to the bodies of literature on stakeholder theory, legitimacy theory and 

signaling theory by providing a novel study that identifies the profile of the organizations that are more 

likely to experience an agile adoption of emerging sustainability practices. 

Previous studies using stakeholder, legitimacy, and/or signaling theories show that there may be 

different organizational factors influencing corporate sustainability reporting (see also Ali et al., 2017; 

Hahn and Kühnen, 2013), such as: organization size (e.g., Patten, 2002; Reverte, 2009), economic and 

financial performance (e.g., Sotorrío and Sánchez, 2010; Tagesson et al., 2009), and social and 

environmental commitment (e.g., O’Donovan, 2002). Accordingly, in this study, we aim to test the 

relationships between these factors and early adoption of SDG reporting. Moreover, since previous 

research has called for new contributions on the influence of governance issues on corporate 

sustainability reporting practices (Hahn and Kühnen, 2013), this study also aspires to shed light on the 

relationship that exists between SDG reporting and corporate governance attributes.  

Therefore, in this study, we discuss and test a series of hypotheses, grouped into three dimensions, 

capturing the above-mentioned structural characteristics of organizations: 1) organization size, economic 

performance, and intangibility; 2) sustainability commitment and external assurance; and 3) corporate 

governance attributes. We combine data from two databases, GRI and Orbis, in order to evaluate 

statistically the patterns in the characteristics of the organizations that address the SDGs in their 

sustainability reports.  
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The following section presents the research hypotheses. Section 3 presents the research method and 

dataset, and Sections 4 and 5 provide the results of the study and their discussion. The final section 

presents a summary of the study conclusions, limitations and recommendations for future studies 

(Section 6). 

 

 

2. Research hypotheses 

 

2.1 Organization size, economic performance, and intangibility 

 

The structural characteristics of an organization are cited in the literature as affecting sustainability 

reporting. The literature often discusses the influence of such characteristics by pointing out that a certain 

level of resources is required for the organization to commit to sustainability issues. Here, we discuss 

three structural dimensions: size, economic performance, and intangibility (Figure 1).  

The size of an organization may affect its willingness to report the SDGs, since large organizations 

might be more prone to integrate environmental practices than smaller ones, due to a number of reasons. 

First, larger organizations have access to more resources, in terms of both scale and scope, which can be 

crucial for funding the investments necessary to commit to the SDGs and overcoming the risks of inherent 

in changing established organizational and technological competences and routines (Aragón-Correa et 

al., 2008; Udayasankar, 2008). Large organizations also have increased exposure compared to smaller 

ones; they gather more attention from the public and are more vulnerable to adverse reactions and public 

opinion (Artiach et al., 2010; Shabana et al., 2016). Therefore, elements such as reputation, image, and 

stakeholder relationships play a larger role, making larger organizations more eager to avoid 

environmental scandals and focus more on competitors’ sustainability strategies (Chen et al., 2006; Saiia 

et al, 2003; Miles, 1987). Thus, we would like to test if organization size is related to early adoption of 

SDG reporting: 

 

H1a: Larger organizations are more likely to address the SDGs in their sustainability reports.   

 

This study also aims to test whether organizations with stronger economic performance are more 

likely to address the SDGs in their sustainability report. According to Ullmann (1985), higher levels of 

economic performance are related to a willingness to devote resources to social and environmental 

demands. As for size, higher levels of profitability provide organizations with further resources and 
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flexibility, which might encourage them to show their willingness to commit to sustainability issues, such 

as the ones represented by the SDGs (Kent and Monem, 2008). Economic performance, however, is not 

directly related to the size, as even very small organizations might experience high profitability levels, 

and therefore should be tested separately. Thus, our hypothesis is that:  

 

H1b: Organizations with higher levels of economic performance are more likely to address the SDGs 

in their sustainability reports.    

 

Another structural characteristic that might affect the decision to address the SDGs is the presence of 

intangible assets that might provide competitive advantages, putting the organization in a better position 

to commit resources towards sustainable practices. Intangible resources are “invisible assets”, not subject 

to any valuation that increases the market value of the organization beyond their tangible asset value.  

The Tobin’s q is considered a reliable indicator of intangible assets and represents the difference 

between the organization’s market value and the replacement cost of its tangible assets (Villalonga, 

2004). It is usually referred to as an indicator of superior technical and/or organizational competences 

(Teece et al., 1994) that are tacit and hard to codify by nature, thus difficult to acquire, develop, and be 

replicated internally and by other organizations. This leads to sustained competitive advantages for the 

organizations that possess these competences (Itami and Roehl, 1991; Nelson, 1991). 

As for size and economic performance, organizations with superior competences might find 

themselves in a better position to commit to sustainability goals, either because they possess competences 

that are useful to achieve sustainability goals, or because they enjoy a better position on the market due 

to the competitive advantages generated by those superior competences. Also, organizations with 

superior competences are often in the forefront of the technological race, which for a number of sectors 

is increasingly linked with the development of green technologies (Faria and Andersen, 2017). On the 

other hand, a pro-active attitude towards sustainability may lead to the development of new intangible 

assets, including reputation or new technological competences associated with sustainable products and 

processes (Russo and Fouts, 1997; Shrivastava, 1995).  

Accordingly, Konar and Cohen (2001) find a positive significant relationship between environmental 

performance and intangibility levels, and Prado-Lorenzo et al. (2009) indicate a positive relationship 

between the extent of reporting and intangibility levels. Summarizing this, our third hypothesis tests the 

following:  
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H1c: Organizations with higher intangibility levels are more likely to address the SDGs in their 

sustainability reports. 

 

----------------------------------- 

Insert Figure 1 about here 

----------------------------------- 

 

2.2 Sustainability commitment and external assurance 

 

Our fourth hypothesis concerns the relationship between being engaged in voluntary sustainability 

programs and external assurance and addressing the SDGs in sustainability reports. Voluntary 

sustainability programs include, among others, the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), the Carbon 

Disclosure Project (CDP), the United Nations’ Global Compact (UNGC), and the International Finance 

Corporation’s Sustainability Framework.  

It is argued in the literature that the implementation of environmental management systems and 

sustainability practices may lead to additional search processes for environmental, technological, and 

organizational innovation (Wagner, 2008). The adoption of voluntary practices and frameworks is, above 

all, an ethical choice that depends on the organization’s strategy and mindset. Therefore, we argue that 

the commitment to voluntary sustainability disclosure programs may be an indicator that organizations 

already possess the skills and mindset necessary to address the SDGs in their sustainability reports. Our 

fourth hypothesis is thus: 

 

H2a: Organizations committed to voluntary sustainability disclosure programs and frameworks are 

more likely to address the SDGs in their reports. 

 

In addition to voluntary initiatives, many organizations adopt external verification of their respective 

sustainability management processes to increase the robustness, accuracy, and trustworthiness of the 

information disclosed in their reports (Global Reporting Initiative, 2013; Simnett et al., 2009). The 

external assurance is provided by independent organizations, such as accountancy, engineering, or 

sustainability service companies, and may include validation through assurance standards such as the 

AccountAbility AA1000 Assurance Standard (AA1000AS), the International Standard on Assurance 

Engagements (ISAE) 3000, and several other national and international frameworks and guidelines. It is 

argued that external validation is an indicator of legitimacy and commitment to sustainability reporting 
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(Schaltegger and Wagner, 2011). Therefore, regarding hypothesis H2b, we posit that organizations 

adopting these practices already present a strategic orientation that is compatible with early commitment 

to the SDGs: 

 

H2b: Organizations adopting external assurance of their sustainability management processes are 

more likely to address the SDGs in their sustainability reports.  

 

2.3 Corporate governance attributes 

 

The board of directors is responsible for developing the strategy of the organization, which includes 

setting its sustainability agenda and allocating resources towards sustainable practices and technologies 

(Jizi, 2017). The composition of these boards, including the different characteristics and backgrounds of 

their members, may influence their decisions to report sustainability indicators and set sustainability 

commitments (Cucari et al., 2018; Frias-Aceituno et al., 2013; Kaymak and Bektas, 2017; Post et al., 

2011).  

Several studies indicate that a higher proportion of female board directors is associated with a higher 

environmental and social involvement and a higher probability of reporting on sustainability issues (see, 

Fernandez-Feijoo et al., 2012; Fernandez-Feijoo et al., 2014; Johnson and Greening, 1999; Srinidhi, 

2011; Williams, 2003). It is argued that gender diversity among the members raises an organization’s 

effectiveness in developing stronger connections with stakeholders and representing their needs and 

diversity (Adams and Ferreira, 2009; Frias-Aceituno et al., 2013). Accordingly, Glass et al. (2016) find 

that gender diversity in leadership teams raises their effectiveness in pursuing environmentally friendly 

strategies. Indeed, “women on boards of directors bring new perspectives to the board and encourage the 

establishment, implementation and reporting on energy efficiency, green building and climate change 

policies to enhance shareholders’ social welfare and to mirror firms’ good citizenship” (Jizi, 2017, p. 

642). Fernandez-Feijoo et al. (2012) find that a higher proportion of women on boards can be positively 

related to a higher quality of CSR disclosure, by including more information on organizations’ CSR 

strategies and assurance statements. Post et al. (2011) also find a positive and significant correlation 

between having three or more female directors on a board and higher ratings of corporate environmental, 

social, and governance actions. Conversely, Cucari et al. (2018) show that gender diversity on boards is 

negatively correlated with CSR disclosure, and Khan (2010) does not find any significant effect. 

However, the general opinion in the literature is that women demand higher levels of sustainability 

(Calabrese et al., 2016; Lämsä et al., 2008; Rosati et al., 2018) and are more prone to use moral reasoning 
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and to behave ethically, especially in situations where behavior is not delineated by any clear 

organizational policy (Smith and Rogers, 2000). Therefore, we posit that: 

   

H3a: Organizations that contain a higher proportion of women on the board of directors are more 

likely to address the SDGs in their sustainability reports. 

 

Moreover, this study aims to test if the average age of the members is related to the decision to address 

the SDGs. The literature on this theme presents contrasting evidence (Cucari et al., 2018; Post et al., 

2011). On one hand, it is argued that older individuals, similar to female members, present a higher moral 

reasoning and environmental consciousness than younger ones (Forte, 2004). However, since the 

mainstream discussion on sustainable development is quite recent (World Commission on Environment 

and Development, 1987), it is argued that younger individuals are exposed earlier in life to sustainable 

development, and possess more knowledge about it (Diamantopoulos et al., 2003). Accordingly, 

Klineberg et al. (1998) found that younger individuals are more concerned about environmental quality 

issues and show more commitment to environmental protection. In this sense, our last hypothesis is that:  

 

H3b: Organizations with a younger board of directors (on average) are more likely to address the 

SDGs in their sustainability reports.   

 

 

3. Dataset and method 

 

To test the hypotheses presented, we combined data from two sources – the Global Reporting 

Initiative (GRI) database and the Orbis database, from Bureau van Dijk.2 First, from the GRI database, 

we extracted data about the presence of SDGs in sustainability reports published in 2016. More 

specifically, the GRI database indicates whether organizations addressed the SDGs in their sustainability 

reports. This data was available only for organizations following the GRI guidelines (e.g. G4). This 

variable was used as the dependent variable in our model. Furthermore, through the GRI database, we 

extracted data containing the organizations’ names, countries of origin, sectors, and relationships with a 

number of voluntary sustainability frameworks and guidelines (e.g. the United Nations’ Global Compact 

(UNGC), the Carbon Disclosure Project (CDP), the International Finance Corporation’s Sustainability 

                                                           
2 Available at https://www.bvdinfo.com/en-gb/our-products/data/international/orbis. 

https://www.bvdinfo.com/en-gb/our-products/data/international/orbis
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Framework (IFC), the ISO 26000:2010 (ISO)), as well as information about the adoption of external 

assurance on their sustainability reports and practices (EXAS) and the application of the AccountAbility 

AA1000 Assurance Standard. These variables were used to represent the hypotheses related to 

sustainability commitment and external assurance (H2a and H2b).  

From the GRI database, we originally obtained data on 2,413 sustainability reports published in 2016 

by 2,413 different organizations. The names of the 2,413 organizations were then matched with entries 

in the second database, Orbis, to gather data on economic and financial performance, corporate 

governance, and other structural attributes of the organizations, representing the remaining set of 

hypotheses (H1a, H1b, H1c, H3a and H3b). After combining the two databases, a sample of 408 observations 

with full data was obtained, which formed the basis for our analysis. The characteristics of the sample 

population, by region, country, and sector are presented in Table 1. The variables considered in the study 

are summarized in Table 2.  

----------------------------------- 

Insert Table 1 about here 

----------------------------------- 

----------------------------------- 

Insert Table 2 about here 

----------------------------------- 

 

We estimate a model where we assumed that the probability of an organization addressing the SDGs 

in its sustainability report is related to the factors discussed beforehand (commitment to sustainability 

frameworks and external assurance, corporate governance, organization size, unique technological and 

organizational competences, and economic performance). Since our dependent variable can assume only 

two states (yes/no), a binary probability model (logit) was chosen as the analytical tool to run the 

regressions. Similar models have been adopted in several analyses of sustainability reporting and 

assurance (Martínez-Ferrero and García-Sánchez, 2017; Peters and Romi, 2014; Simnett et al., 2009). 

The basic model can be summarized as follows: 

 

SDG =  � 1 𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 𝛽𝛽0 + 𝛽𝛽1(𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑖𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠) + 𝛽𝛽2(𝑠𝑠𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑠𝑠𝑒𝑒𝑖𝑖) + 𝛽𝛽3(𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖) + 𝛽𝛽4(𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑖𝑒𝑒𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠) + 𝛽𝛽5(𝑒𝑒𝑠𝑠𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑖𝑖𝑠𝑠𝑐𝑐) + 𝜀𝜀
 0   𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑖ℎ𝑠𝑠𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑖𝑖𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠                                                                                                                                         

                      (1) 

 

Where:  
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- Several proxies of size were selected to represent the size and importance of the organizations: 

operating revenue (OPREV), number of employees (EMPL), total asset value (ASSET), market 

capitalization (MCAP), sales revenue (SALES), taxation (TAX), and EBIDTA (earnings before 

interest, depreciation, taxes, and amortization). The indicators were grouped into one variable 

(SIZE) through principal component factor analysis, to eliminate multicollinearity. Exploratory 

principal components analysis, with varimax rotation of these items, showed that they formed 

only one factor with eigenvalue = 5.41 and Cronbach’s alpha = 0.82. 

- Two variables were used to represent economic performance (ecperf): PM (profit margins) and 

ROE (return on equity). 

- The Tobin’s q (TOBQ) was used to represent the organizations’ intangibility levels (intang).  

- Sustcomm (sustainability commitment and external assurance) consists of a number of dummy 

variables representing the commitment to additional sustainability frameworks (UNGC, CDP, 

IFC, ISO) and external assurance (EXAS, AA).  

- The variables FEM (percentage of women on the board of directors) and AGE (average age, 

expressed as years, of the board of directors) are two of the most important corporate governance 

attributes (corpgov) mentioned in the literature and were used to represent the diversity in the 

board of directors.  

Finally, when running the model, we controlled for the effects of country and sector for each 

observation. 

 

 

4. Results 

 

Only 67 out of the 408 organizations included in the sample (16%) addressed the SDGs in the reports 

published in 2016. The results for the statistical models are presented in Table 3. We ran five logit models 

to ensure that the coefficients were consistent.  

A larger size was found to be a characteristic of the organizations that reported on the SDGs, 

according to the results of our models. The factor variable SIZE was positive and significant in all models 

tested. Based on that, we accept hypothesis H1a. The economic performance variables were of little 

significance for the model. Surprisingly, the return on equity (ROE) was found to have a weak negative 

relationship with SDG reporting. We, therefore, reject hypothesis H1b, which posits that organizations 

with higher levels of economic performance are more likely to address the SDGs in their sustainability 

reports. It is interesting to note that organizations with higher intangibility levels were generally more 
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likely to address the SDGs, even though such a relationship was not significant when we controlled for 

country and sector (Model 5). Based on the overall results, we accept hypothesis H1c and suggest that 

this relationship might be due to sector or country specificities rather than the possession of superior 

competences per se. 

Regarding the relationship between sustainability commitment and external assurance and the 

probability of early adoption of SDG reporting, commitments to the UNGC and CDP were the only 

variables with a highly significant coefficient in all models. The presence of external assurance was only 

weakly significant but with a positive coefficient. Based on the results, we accept hypotheses H2a and 

H2b. However, we emphasize that not all the sustainability frameworks examined here are significantly 

related to early adoption of SDG reporting. 

Among the corporate governance factors, the results suggest a positive, albeit weakly significant 

relationship between reporting on the SDGs and having a higher percentage of women on the directors’ 

board (variable FEM). Second, the variable AGE was reported to be significant, with a negative signal, 

indicating that older boards of directors (on average) are negatively related to early adoption of SDG 

reporting. Thus, we accept hypotheses H3a and H3b, stating that organizations with boards of directors 

containing a higher proportion of women and younger members (on average) are more likely to address 

the SDGs in their sustainability reports.  

 

----------------------------------- 

Insert Table 3 about here 

----------------------------------- 

 

 

5. Discussion 

 

In this section, we discuss our findings in relation to previous studies on corporate sustainability 

reporting to identify the organizational factors that are related to a more agile adoption of emerging 

corporate sustainability reporting practices (i.e., SDG reporting), driven by new stakeholder pressures 

and new expectations in terms of corporate legitimacy and sustainability signals (Hahn and Kühnen, 

2013; Ortas et al., 2015). In particular, we discuss the results obtained in the three dimensions 

investigated in the study, namely: 1) organization size, economic performance, and intangibility; 2) 

sustainability commitment and external assurance; and 3) corporate governance attributes.  
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According to the results of our models, organization size can also play an important role in SDG 

reporting. The factor variable SIZE was positive and significant in all models tested, corroborating 

previous studies in the corporate sustainability literature, which found that larger organizations show 

higher performance in reporting their sustainability management issues and performance indicators (for 

a literature review, see Hahn and Kühnen, 2013). This result might be due to the fact that organizations 

with more resources have a better awareness of sustainability issues, having more time and money to 

allocate to sustainability practices (Hutchinson and Chaston, 1994). Larger organizations are also more 

concerned with their public image since they attract greater attention from their stakeholders (Artiach et 

al., 2010). Thus, this can lead to larger organizations engaging in emerging sustainability discussions 

earlier than smaller ones. 

Our findings also show that higher intangibility levels seem to be generally related to the decision to 

address the SDGs in the sustainability report. This relationship might be due to the link between superior 

competences (e.g. technological, marketing, brand) and better conditions for committing to sustainability 

goals, which might give these organizations a more proactive attitude. However, this relationship was 

not significant when we controlled for country and sector. Thus, this relationship might be due to sector 

or country specificities, rather than the possession of superior competences per se. Finally, the economic 

performance variables were of little significance for the model. Surprisingly, the ROE was found to have 

a weak negative relationship with SDG reporting. The literature offers mixed findings with respect to the 

influence of this variable in corporate sustainability reporting. Li et al., (2013), for instance, observed a 

negative relationship between ROE and CSR disclosure, which is in line with our findings, while Khan 

(2010) and Sharif and Rashid (2014) reported a positive one. Further research might reveal additional 

factors influencing the relationship between economic performance and SDG reporting. 

Regarding the relationship between sustainability commitment and external assurance and the 

probability of addressing the SDGs in the sustainability report, our findings suggest that only 

commitments to the UNGC and CDP are significantly related to SDG reporting. This is not surprising, 

given that both frameworks suggest the implementation of SDGs in business.3 The result suggests the 

importance of interconnectivity among sustainability frameworks. In this sense, engagement in one 

framework is likely to function as a gateway to the adoption of future ones, if there is a degree of 

institutional relatedness among them. The presence of external assurance is only weakly significant but 

with a positive coefficient. This indicates that a stronger external validation can be associated with a 

higher probability of addressing the SDGs in the sustainability report.  

                                                           
3 See for instance https://www.cdp.net/sdgs and https://www.unglobalcompact.org/library/3101 

 

https://www.cdp.net/sdgs
https://www.unglobalcompact.org/library/3101
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Among the corporate governance factors, our results suggest a positive, albeit weakly significant, 

relationship between SDG reporting and the percentage of women on the directors’ board. This is in line 

with previous studies in the corporate sustainability literature, which show that a higher percentage of 

women on the board of directors might positively influence the incorporation of new sustainability issues 

and perspectives in business (Johnson and Greening, 1999; Post et al. 2011; Williams, 2003, Gul et al., 

2011; Srinidhi et al., 2011). Second, the results suggest that organizations with older boards of directors 

(on average) are less likely to address the SDGs. According to Post et al. (2011), this relationship might 

be due to the greater exposure that younger directors have to environmental issues, or their willingness 

to include emerging frameworks within the organization, since younger individuals tend to be more 

connected to and aware of novelty.  

 

 

6. Conclusion 

 

In this study, we investigated the relationship between the decision on early adoption of SDG 

reporting and three dimensions capturing structural elements of the organizations, namely: 1) 

organization size, economic performance, and intangibility; 2) sustainability commitment and external 

assurance; and 3) corporate governance attributes. The study contributed to the academic debate by 

identifying the relationship between certain organizational characteristics and the adoption of emerging 

practices in sustainability reporting. The study identified the profile of the organizations that are more 

likely to experience a more agile adoption of new sustainability reporting frameworks, and thus quickly 

respond to new stakeholder pressures and the need to improve corporate legitimacy and provide new 

sustainability signals. In so doing, such an investigation can inform the literature on stakeholder theory, 

legitimacy theory, and signaling theory, focusing on the organizational characteristics related to a quicker 

adoption of emerging sustainability practices.  

In particular, the results of the statistical analysis suggest that the organizations that addressed the 

SDGs in the sustainability report belong to a group with specific characteristics. First, they are mostly 

large organizations, with additional resources and more sensitive brands that they are willing to protect 

by demonstrating early engagement in emerging sustainability frameworks. Second, they also have 

higher levels of intangible assets; therefore, more competences that can be used to target the SDGs, even 

though this relationship seemed to be due to their sector and country of origin. Third, they are more likely 

to adopt external assurance and to follow other related sustainability frameworks, such as the UNGC and 
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the CDP. Fourth, their boards of directors are composed of younger individuals and have a higher 

proportion of female members. 

From a practical perspective, the results of this study contribute to understanding the characteristics 

that are related to the decision to engage early in sustainability frameworks, both for policymakers to 

target leaders and laggards, and for practitioners to elaborate different strategies for organizations with 

different profiles.  

A drawback of the study is that we did not include other variables that might also affect the 

willingness to address the SDGs, such as public exposure, and a more detailed analysis of sector and 

country of origin. Moreover, all organizations in the sample committed to the most recent GRI guidelines, 

which may represent a bias. Thus, further research might focus on non-GRI reporting organizations, to 

test the results of this study and reveal additional factors related to SDG reporting. 
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Tables 
 

Region N (%) 
Europe 212 (52.0) 
Northern America 95 (23.3) 
Asia 78 (19.1) 
Latin America and the Caribbean 10 (2.5) 
Oceania 7 (1.7) 
Africa 6 (1.5) 
Country   
United States 90 (22.1) 
Sweden 33 (8.1) 
Finland 32 (7.8) 
Germany 31 (7.6) 
India 20 (4.9) 
Japan 17 (4.2) 
Italy 15 (3.7) 
Switzerland 15 (3.7) 
France 14 (3.4) 
China 13 (3.2) 
United Kingdom 13 (3.2) 
Others 115 (28.2) 
Sector   
Energy 25 (6.1) 
Chemicals 24 (5.9) 
Energy Utilities 23 (5.6) 
Telecommunications 23 (5.6) 
Real Estate 22 (5.4) 
Food and Beverage Products 21 (5.1) 
Conglomerates 18 (4.4) 
Equipment 18 (4.4) 
Retailers 17 (4.2) 
Technology Hardware 17 (4.2) 
Mining 16 (3.9) 
Others 184 (45.1) 
Total 408 (100.0) 

Table 1: Characteristics of the sample, by region, country and sector. 
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Variable Description Source N Average Std. Dev. Min Max 

SDG 
Indicates whether the reporting organization has 
addressed the UN Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) in the report 

GRI 408 0.164 0.370 0 1 

OPREV Operating revenue (103 US$) Orbis 408 1.55e+07 2.94e+07 61,114 2.40e+08 
EMPL Number of employees Orbis 408 43,534 80,084 0 610,076 
ASSET Total assets (103 US$) Orbis 408 2.63e+07 5.01e+07 59,280 4.16e+08 

MCAP Market capitalization (103 US$) Orbis 408 2.37e+07 4.99e+07 48,494 5.06e+08 
SALES Sales revenue (103 US$) Orbis 408 1.66e+07 3.28e+07 62,414 3.23e+08 
TAX Taxation (103 US$) Orbis 408 489,228 1,154,311 0 1.18e+07 
EBITDA EBITDA (average) (103 US$) Orbis 408 3,530,372 6,970,504 9,100 5.67e+07 

PM 
Profit margins (expressed as percentage, 5 year 
average) Orbis 408 12.584 14.117 -14.036 96.361 

ROE 
Return on Equity (ROE) using profit/loss (P/L) 
before taxes Orbis 408 17.679 30.850 -134.033 323.362 

TOBQ Market capitalization/total assets (Tobin’s q) Orbis 408 0.404 0.491 0 1 

UNGC 
Indicates explicit reference to/use of the United 
Nations Global Compact and its principles in 
the report 

GRI 408 0.470 0.499 0 1 

CDP 

Indicates explicit reference to the organization 
responding to one of the annual Carbon Disclosure 
Project (CDP) questionnaires, or participating in an 
associated CDP project 

GRI 408 0.485 0.500 0 1 

IFC 
Indicates explicit reference to/use of the IFC 
Performance Standards in the report 

GRI 408 0.027 0.162 0 1 

ISO Indicates explicit reference to/ use of the ISO 26000 
clauses in the report 

GRI 408 0.127 0.333 0 1 

EXAS 
Indicates whether the report is verified by an 
external assurance provider GRI 408 0.563 0.496 0 1 

AA Indicates application of the AccountAbility 
AA1000 Assurance Standard (AA1000AS) 

GRI 408 0.147 0.354 0 1 

FEM 
Percentage of female members on the board of 
directors Orbis 408 0.203 0.116 0 1 

AGE 
Average age (expressed as years) of members of the 
board of directors 

Orbis 408 57.329 4.775 40 77 

Table 2: Summary of variables. 
N = number of observations; std. dev. = standard deviation; min = minimum; max = maximum.  
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Research 
hypothesis Variable 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

b(z) b(z) b(z) b(z) b(z) 

 SDG  
(dependent variable) 

   
  

H1a SIZE 0.411***   0.343*** 0.449** 
(2.86)   (2.58) (2.25) 

H1c PM 0.007   0.013 0.025 
(0.82)   (1.58) (1.15) 

ROE -0.011*   -0.012* -0.019** 

(-1.88)   (-1.67) (-1.98) 

H1b TOBQ 0.580**   0.760** 0.812 

(2.04)   (2.28) (1.56) 

H2a UNGC  1.274***  1.205*** 2.002*** 

 (3.75)  (3.27) (3.64) 
CDP  1.309***  1.150*** 1.639*** 

 (3.88)  (3.36) (2.98) 
IFC  1.499*  1.830** 0.968 

 (1.68)  (2.05) (1.00) 
ISO  -0.000  0.214 0.267 

 (-0.00)  (0.46) (0.38) 
H2b EXAS  0.603*  0.688* 1.059* 

 (1.66)  (1.83) (1.96) 
AA  0.361  0.641 0.915 

 (0.93)  (1.50) (1.28) 
H3a FEM   2.782*** 2.981** 5.343* 

  (2.57) (2.09) (1.87) 
H3b AGE   -0.043* -0.090** -0.274*** 

  (-1.68) (-2.37) (-3.87) 

 Country    
 

controlled 
 Sector     controlled 

 Constant -1.834*** -3.745*** 0.192 0.347 11.343*** 
 

 
(-8.03) (-9.29) (0.13) (0.16) (2.65) 

N 408 408 408 408 312 
Pseudo R2 0.050 0.177 0.024 0.241 0.373 

p-value 0.020 0.000 0.010 0.000 0.001 

Table 3: Results of the statistical analysis. 
b = raw coefficient; z = z-value; N = number of observations.  
Statistical significance: *p-value <0.10, **p-value <0.05, ***p-value <0.01. 
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Figure 1: Research framework and hypotheses. 
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