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ABSTRACT

Stakeholder perspectives on accounting information: Three essays on environmental
accounting

Michelle Rodrigue
Concordia University, 2010

Through their use of resources, their investments and their output, corporations
have a significant impact on our natural environment. In that regard, the long term
sustainability of the current business model is currently attracting widespread attention.
However, corporations have access to several environmental management tools-at both
the technical and managerial levels. The challenge is to integrate and implement these
tools in their business‘ activities to improve corporate environmental performance.
Among these tools, accounting plays a critical role in the environmental management of
organizations as it directly relates to the measurement and disclosure of corporate
environmental performance.

The purpose of this dissertation, which comprises three essays, is to study the role
of stakeholders in the environmental accounting-related issues of environmental
investment, performance measurement and disclosure. The first essay focuses on
environmental resource allocation decisions and specifically examines the influence of
corporate governance over the intensity of environmental capital expenditures. Results
show that governance mechanisms dedicated to stakeholder accountability and
environmental protection increase the intensity of environmental capital expenditures.
The second essay concentrates on environmental performance measurement by
mvestigating the role played by stakeholders in the selection of internal environmental

performance indicators. Results suggests that stakeholder influences over internal
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environmental performance metrics are organized along a continuum ranging from
narrow unidirectional influence to broad interactive influence necessitating
environmental benchmarking. The last essay shifts the attention toward voluntary
environmental reporting. More specifically, 1 contrast corporate and non-corporate
(stakeholder) environmental disclosure, focusing on a single organization and its critical
stakeholders. Results from the analysis of these environmental reporting dynamics show
that different disclosure patterns arise among the perspectives, ranging from uniformity to
performance-neutral and performance-biased gaps between the case firm’s and
stakeholders’ disclosures. Overall, these results lead to the conclusion that stakeholders
influence environmental accounting, but the form and extent of their influence depends
upon the nature of the stakeholder group and the environmental issue at stake. As a
whole, by bringing nuances into the portrayal of stakeholder influences, the dissertation
enhances our knowledge of firms-stakeholders interactions with respect to environmental

accounting.
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PREFACE

Contribution of authors

The thesis comprises three distinct essays. The second essay, entitled “Stakeholders’
influence over the choice of internal environmental performance indicators”, is being
developed into a co-authored paper with Professors Emilio Boulianne and Michel
Magnan. 1 provided the initial intellectual impetus to launch the research project. 1
performed most of data collection and analysis and wrote the first drafts of the paper.
Professors Boulianne and Magnan contributed additional expertises in the areas of
environmental disclosure and management control research. The ultimate outcome i1s a

joint effort with all three coauthors contributing to writing and developing the paper.
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INTRODUCTION
The worrying context of climate change (see Worldwatch 2009) has called the

environmental impacts of all social actors into question. Solutions must be found and
implemented by all actors for the planet to survive. Among the social actors, businesses
generate significant amounts of pollution and other environmental impacts that are not
sustainable in the long term. Environmental tools at both the technical and managerial
levels of corporations must be integrated in business activities to improve corporate
environmental performance. As such a tool, accounting can contribute to the
environmental management of organizations. Indeed,

“(Just as conventional management and financial

accounting has been a powerful tool in the management,

planning, control and accountability of the economic

aspects of an organization, broader techniques of
sustainability accounting and accountability have the

potential to be powerful tools in the management, planning,

control and accountability for organizations of their social
and environmental impacts” (Unerman et al. 2007:3).

In this respect, the dissertation examines several environmental accounting issues from a
stakeholder perspective. The three interrelated essays in the dissertation examine the
following accounting issues: (1) budgeting (e.g. Fisher et al. 2002; Hansen et al. 2003) in
the form of investments in environmental capital expenditures (2) strategic performance
measurement systems (e.g. Hoque and James 2000; Ittner et al. 2()03), in the form of
internal environmental performance indicators, and (3) voluntary external reporting (e.g.
Gibbins et al. 1990; Healy and Palepu 2001), in the form of corporate environmental
disclosure. These three issues cover related environmental matters. Investment in
environmental capital expenditures dedicated to pollution control and abatement (essay 1)

necessitates environmental performance monitoring (essay 2) to ensure that the expected



improvements in performance are accomplished. Results from this monitoring process
can then be voluntarily externally reported to stakeholders concerned with environmental
issues (essay 3). As a whole, the dissertation ranges from internal environmental
decision-making to exterhal reporting on environmental activities and performance. It
adopts a stakeholder perspective to acknowledge and emphasize that underlying any
attempt at social (including environmental) accounting there aré (internal or external)
stakeholder recipient(s) to whom the environmental account is addressed (Gray et al.
1997).  Specifically, the three essays respectively focus on the following research
questions:
1) To what extent do governance mechanisms affect the intensity of environmental
capital expenditures investments?
2) How do stakeholders influence firms in the selection of internal environmental
performance indicators?
3) How different are corporate and non-corporate external environmental
disclosures?

Each essay will now be briefly introduced.

With its focus on the intensity of capital expenditures, the first essay is part of the
budgeting literature (see Covaleski et al. 2003 for a review). This literature covers both
the amount of resources allocated to a specific purpose and the process of elaborating and
using budgets (Covaleski et al. 2003). The first essay extends this substream by studying
the drivers of capital expenditures allocation decisions. In particular, the essay examines

the role played by corporate governance in the intensity of environmental capital



expenditures.  Stakeholder- and ethics-based arguments on corporate governance
hypothesize that better environmentally governed firms invest more in environmental
capital expenditures. This argument is analyzed with the help of a regression model
testing the relationship between the intensity of environmental capital expenditures and
board characteristics related to environmental management (e.g. the presence of an
environmental committee on the board) on a sample of 197 firm-year observations from
companies in the S&P 500, operating in environmentally sensitive industries. Figure 1

depicts the relationship analyzed in the first essay.

Figure 1: The relationship studied in the first essay ‘The impact of governance on environmental
capital expenditures’

Within the accounting literature, internal environmental performance indicators are
included in strategic performance measurement systems. A strategic performance

measurement system is a type of management accounting system that features a set of



performance measures designed to align managers’ actions with the strategy of the
organization (Atkinson et al. 1997; Webb 2004). This system contains multiple
performance measures, including internal environmental performance indicators. The
objective of the second essay is to study strategic performance measurement systems
through the stakeholder lens by investigating the role stakeholders play in the selection of
internal environmental performance indicators. The essay adopts a qualitative field
research methodology that relies on complementary information sources; interviews with
managers and a review of corporate documents and policies. The field setting is a large
multinational organization that is active in an environmentally sensitive sector with
operations on all continents. Interviews were conducted with key environmental
management executives from the firm’s worldwide headquarters. Both stakeholder theory
and legitimacy theory are drawn upon to structure and integfate the interpretation of
managers’ responses and corporate documents. Figure 2 provides an overview of the

relationship studied in the second essay.

Figure 2: The relationship studied in the second essay ‘Stakeholders’ influence over the choice of
internal environmental performance indicators’




The third essay fallé within the scope of voluntary disclosure research. Voluntary
environmental accounting disclosure is part of the broad stream of accounting research
analyzing all sorts of voluntary disclosure (see Healy and Palepu 2001; Berthelot et al.
2003 for reviews). This stream of literature examines the determinants (e.g. Botosan and
Harris 2000; Clarkson et al. 1994; Cormier and Magnan 2003) and consequences (e;g.
Leuz and Verrecchia 2000; Richardson and Welker 2001) associated with the voluntary
disclosure of accounting information. The third essay covers both the determinants and
consequences of corporate voluntary environmental disclosure by analyzing the
informational dynamics of environmental management. These dynamics refer to the way
constituents (the firm and its stakeholders) release environmental information, react to the
releases from other constituents and affect each other in their disclosures (adapted from
Buhr 2007). The analysis is accomplished through a longitudinal case study contrasting
environmental information reported by the case firm with environmental information
about the firm disclosed by four stakeholder groups or their representatives, namely
governments, community, environmental non-governmental organizations and investors.
The case firm selected for this study is a large international corporation operating in the
forest and paper products industry throughout North America and the United Kingdom.
The differences between corporate and stakeholder environmental values underlined by
the conéeptual framework of ethical relativism are employed to interpret the patterns
found jn the informational dynémics. Figure 3 illustrates the relationship investigated in

the third essay.



Figure 3: The relationship studied in the third essay: ‘Contrasting realities: Corporate environmental
disclosure and stakeholder-released environmental information’

Taken as a whole, the dissertation provides related insights into stakeholders’ concern for
and impact on accounting information. The first essay examines how stakeholder- and
ethics-driven governance affects the accounting decisions concerning environmental
capital expenditures resource allocation. The second essay presents stakeholder
influences on the management accounting issue of environmental performance
measurement. The third essay provides evidence of stakeholder actions and impacts
regarding the financial accounting issue of voluntary environmental reporting. Overall,
the dissertation contributes to accounting knowledge by presenting a nuanced portrayal of
stakeholder influence on environmental accounting issues. It shows that different forms
and degrees of influence arise for different issues. This knowledge is extremely
mmportant in the environmental context of the climate change affecting the planet. In
Canada today, one of the most important pieces of information needed by organizations
to properly address sustainability issues is how to adapt business strategy to climate

change (RNSB 2008). The guidance on firm-stakeholder interaction for environmental



investment, performance measurement and disclosure that is provided by this dissertation
is a valuable resource for corporations. It will potentially help organizations move
towards greater accountability and/or sustainability with respect to environmental

performance.

The dissertation is organized as follows. The first three chapters present each doctoral
essay. The fourth chapter adopts an integrative perspective to discuss the dissertation as a
whole. A conclusion follows, which includes a summary, limitations and avenues of

future research.



CHAPTER 1: THE IMPACT OF GOVERNANCE ON
ENVIRONMENTAL CAPITAL EXPENDITURES

Abstract

This paper combines the governance and the environmental accounting literature to
explore the impact of corporate governance on environmental budgeting decisions.
Specifically, a pooled cross-sectional sample of firms from environmentally sensitive
industries is employed to investigate the relationship between the intensity of
environmental capital expenditures and board characteristics related to environmental
performance management. Results provide support for the stakeholder- and ethics-based
argument that the presence of environmental governance mechanisms at the board ]evelv
leads corporations to invest more in environmental capital expenditures. Complementary
analyses show that the influence of environmental governance over environmental capital
expenditures is broader for firms with an environmental board committee than for firms
functioning without such a committee. However, this influence is more limited for firms
pursuing a reactive rather than a proactive environmental strategy. These results suggest
that environmental governance is intended to improve environmental protection rather
than to greenwash. By providing exploratory evidence on the role of the board with
respect to environmental investment, this study innovates by demonstrating that corporate
governance exerts an influence beyond the realm of conventional financial activities. The
paper thus begins answering the call for research on the relationship between

environmental accounting and governance.



1.1. Introduction

Corporate social responsibility is increasingly considered part of the scope of corporate
governance (Conference Board of Canada 2008; SustainAbility 2001; 2008; Milnes
2009). To manage the social and environmental responsibilities faced by corporations,
diverse voluntary governance mechanisms are implemented at the board and the top
management levels. For instance, some boards delegate the management of social
responsibilities to a committee. Exxon Mobil has such a committee and formulates its
mission as follows: “This (Public Issues and Contributions) Committee reviews the
effectiveness of the Corporation’s policies, programs, and practices with respect to safety,
health, the environment, and social issues. The Committee hears reports from operating
units on safety and environmental activities, and also visits operating sites to observe and
comment on current operating practices” (Exxon Mobil proxy statement April 16, 2009,
p.10). Other boards recruit directors with environmental expertise. For example, both
Alcoa and Du Pont had former World Wildlife Fund' executives on‘ their boards in 2009
(Alcoa proxy statement March 16, 2009; Du Pont proxy statement March 20, 2009). Still
other boards incorporate environmental incentives in their executive compensation

scheme (see U.S. Steel proxy statement of March 13, 2009 for an example).

While voluntary environmental governance activities are rapidly evolving, controversy
around voluntary environmental initiatives is found in the academic accounting literature.
Some researchers argue that greater environmental disclosure is used to cover poor

environmental performance (e.g. Hughes et al. 2001; Patten 2002) whereas others

WWEF is an environmental non-governmental organization whose mission is “to stop the degradation of
the planet's natural environment and to build a future in which humans live in harmony with nature”
(WWF 2009).



maintain the opposite, i.e. that superior environmental disclosure demonstrates better
environmental performance (e.g. Al-Tuwaijri et al. 2004; Clarkson et al. 2008). In the
midst of this controversy, the current context of climate change and pollution of our
planet (see Worldwatch 2009) underlines the necessity to differentiate greenwashing
activities’ from sound environmental initiatives in order to foster organizational change
towards sustainable development (see Birkin et al. 2005; Adams and McNicholas 2007;
Bebbington 2007), specifically by curbing greenwashing while enhancing environmental
protection. Environmental governance has not been broadly studied in this respect,
although the motives behind this function certainly deserve attention. At the very least,
the implementation of environment-related governance mechanisms on boards may
signal a concern for the environment. Is this concern translated into tangible pro-
environment actions? This question is the starting point of this paper, which broadly aims

to study the environmental consequences of environmental governance.

More specifically, the paper investigates the impact of environmental governance
mechanisms on the intensity of environmental capital expenditures. Environmental
capital expenditures (hereafter ECE) are capital expenditures dedicated to pollution
control and abatement. From an accounting perspective, ECE provide future incremental
economic benefits related to competitive advantages (Clarkson et al. 2004) and are part of
the capital expenditure budgeting process. ECE .ére also important from regulatory,
strategic and financial perspectives. From a regulatory standpoint, current and future

environmental laws require corporations to invest in diverse equipment for compliance

% Greenwashing refers to the process by which corporations attempt to shape their image through the
announcement of environmental actions and/or the mention of environmental concerns in their
communications for the purpose to appear environmentally responsible (Laufer 2003).
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purposes (Johnston 2005). As such, environmental regulators regard current and future
ECE as key elements of environmental performance éompliance. In addition, ECE and
projected ECE are specifically targeted by the Securities and Exchange Commission
(Johnson 1993; SEC 2008). The financial regulator therefore considers information on
environmental capital spending of significant importance to the overall financial portrayal
of corporations. From a strategic standpoint, for the environmental strategy to create
organizational value, it has to rely on valuable resources (Hart 1995). ECE are some of -
those valuable resources that, by definition, contribute to the improvement of
environmental performance. They are thus strategically important (Buysse and Verbeke
2003). From a financial standpoint, the contribution of ECE in the improvement of
environmental performance is recognized by investors, who-confer value-relevance to
ECE in certain situations (Clarkson et al. 2004; Johnston 2005). In addition, as ECE
represent potential means by which corporations can reduce their greenhouse gas
emissions, they also have market significance from the carbon-trading financial
perspective (Johnston et al. 2008). In brief, given the accounting, regulatory, strategic
and financial significance of ECE and the purported environmental dedication of certain
governance mechanisms, this paper investigates whether environmental governance

mechanisms can trigger greater environment-related investments.

Governance is traditionally defined as “the set of mechanisms that influence the decisions
made by managers when there is a separation of ownership and control” (Larcker et al.
2007: 964). It aims to ensure the optimal allocation and utilization of resources and the

protection of shareholders’ interests (Bushman and Smith 2001). In the social accounting
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literature, the definition of corporate governance is broadened to take into account
directors’ duties towards stakeholders (Haniffa and Cooke 2005; Sacconi 2006; Milnes
2009). Corporate governance refers to “the system of checks and balances (...) which
ensures that companies discharge their accountability to all their stakeholders and act in a
socially responsible way in all areas of their business activity” (Solomon 2007: 14). In
line with this second definition of corporate governance, the conceptual framework of the
paper adopts a stakeholder and ethical perspective on governance. It attributes to
directors economic, ethical and social (including environmental) responsibilities towards
stakeholders for which accountability must be discharged (Brennan and Solomon 2008;
Collier 2008; Rossouw 2005). As such, directors need to institute mechanisms that will
ensure that established ethical staﬁdards are followed throughout their organization
(Rossouw 2005). Further, directofs consider environmental compliance one of the most
important stakeholder expectations (Wang and Dewhirst 1992). This entails that
corporate governance is an important determinant of environmental performance
(Johnson and Greening 1999; Kassinis and Vafeas 2002; Lam and Li 2007). Accordingly,
corporate governance can be deemed to influence ECE decisions because ECE are, by
definition, related to environmental performance improvement. Taken as a whole, this
conceptual framework proposes that firms that have implemented environmental
governance mechanisms will undertake more intensive ECE investments. The intensity of
ECE investments is defined as the proportion of capital expenditures dedicated to

pollution abatement and control for a given year.
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I explore this proposition by regressing the intensity of ECE on three environmental
governance mechanisms and several environmental and financial control variables. The
environmental governance mechanisms examined are (1) the presence of an
environmental committee on the board; (2) the proportion of external board members
having specific environmental knowledge; and (3) the presence of environmental
incentives in executive compensation. These mechanisms are derived from the financial
govemance literature, in which similar mechanisms were found to be relevant to financial
decisions and outcomes (see Cohen et al. 2004 for a review). The study’s sample consists
of firms included in the S&P500, operating in the 10xx to the 39xx industry SIC code
(environmentally sensitive industries) and disclosing ECE information in their 10-Ks.
The final sample comprises 197 firm-year observations that were collected from years

2003 to 2007.

Results provide support for the argument that the presence of environmental governance
mechanisms at the board level leads corporations to invest more in ECE. The inﬂuence
of environmental governance is broader for firms with an environmental board committee
than for firms functioning without such a committee. Howevef, the influence is more
limited for firms pursuing a reactive rather than a proactive environmental strategy.
These results imply that environmental governance is intended to improve environmental

protection rather than to greenwash.

By providing exploratory evidence of the effectiveness of environmental governance on

environmental investment, this paper answers the call for more research on the
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relationships between environmental accounting and governance (Berthelot et al. 2003).
Specifically, it extends two accounting streams of literature: the social and environmental
stream and the governance stream. Indeed, social accounting research has concentrated
on the impact of general governance mechanisms on social disclosure (Haniffa and
Cooke 2005; Van der Laan Smith et al. 2005; Aerts et al. 2007; Cormier et al. 2009). In
addition, to date, most governance research has focused on the factors inherent in the
monitoring of financial activities, such as audit committee characteristics, board
composition and ownership structure (Bushman and Smith 2001; Cohen et al. 2004);
environmental governance mechanisms have been neglected (Kassinis and Vafeas 2002;
Brennan and Solomon 2008; Berrone and Gomez-Mejia 2009). The paper innovates by
studying rhultiple'environmental governance mechanisms in an environmental budgeting

decision.

The paper also has practical and policy implications. In the current context of
burgeoning environmental governance, the paper offers evidence relevant to directors,
regulators and stakeholders. Indeed, the results will provide guidance to boards
concerned with environmental issues on mechanisms to improve environmental
performance. This is especially important because the environmental governance
movement, which is mainly driven by practitioners and environmental non-governmental
organizations (ref: Conference Board of Canada 2008; SustainAbility 2001; 2008), has
been the subject of little scientific research. Results will also be useful to regulators and
standard setters reflecting on the best ways to shape policies in order to stimulate wider

corporate care for the environment. For instance, such reflection took place at the World
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Economic Forum of Davos (Elkington 2006). Finally, although they are well-developed
theoretically, stakeholder engagement and dialogue practices have yet to be broadly
employed (Unerman and Bennett 2004; Thomson and Bebbington 2005; O'Dwyer et al.
2005a; Unerman 2007). Before these practices reach a satisfactory level of
implementation, stakeholders looking for means to assess the impact of environmental

governance for a given corporation may rely on the results of this study.

The paper is organized as follows. The relevant literature is introduced in the second
section, along with the conceptual framework and related hypothesis development. The
methodological approach is described in the third section while the fourth section
presents the results. The last section summarizes the findings and identifies limitations

and future research opportunities.

1.2. Background literature and hypothesis development
1.2.1. Environmental capital expenditures

This section summarizes the literature on ECE. The first set of studies focuses on
different aspects of ECE disclosure. Cho and Patten (2008) observe the level of ECE
disclosure over a ten-year period. They conclude that the breadth and depth of disclosure
on the subject is limited and not improving, although the materiality of ECE ingreases
over time. bPatten (2005) examines the reliability of projected future ECE by comparing
financial report projections with actual spending. He finds that most of the time,
projected ECE are overestimated, i.e. that actual environmental investments are lower
than previously projected. He concludes that these disclosures “project an image of

impending action on environmental matters that is not carried out in reality” (462).
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Similarly, Cho et al. (2009) argue that ECE are disclosed not to signal improved future
environmental performance, but rather to legitimize poor past environmental performance

in the eyes of stakeholders.

A second stream of literature concentrates on the value associated with ECE investment.
Clarkson et al. (2004) study the value relevance of ECE conditioned on environmental
performance. Their results show that only ECE from low-polluting firms are valued by
the market. In other words, the market does not consider that ECE by high-polluting
firms generate value for these corporations. Johnston (2005) extends this first study by
examining the value-relevance of voluntary and regulatory ECE in terms of abnormal
earnings, stock prices and stock returns. Johnston argues that regulatory ECE are
investments incurred to comply with environmental laws while voluntary ECE
demonstrate an environmental commitment exceeding compliance. He shows that
regulatory ECE are negatively associated with all relevance measures, whereas voluntary

ECE are not significantly relevant to any measure.

In summary, ECE research demonstrates that ECE disclosure is associated with low
levels of environmental performance, in line with the finding that the relevance of actual
ECE depends on environmental commitment. However, to the best of my knowledge, the
drivers of ECE investments have not been investigated until now. 1 suggest that
environmental governance represents some of these drivers. Thus 1 add to the ECE

accounting literature by examining the influence of governance on ECE spending. The
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conceptual relationship between environmental governance and environmental

investments is described in the following section.

1.2.2. Governance

The management and finance literature attributes three strategic functions to the board of
directors: (1) the advice function, whereby board members shape and evaluate strategic
~ decisions; (2); the monitoring fuhction, in which they protect shareholders’ interests by
monitoring managers’ behavior; (3) and the resource-dependence function, through
which they facilitate access to the resources and legitimacy crucial for corporate success
(Johnson et al. 1996; Zahra and Pearce 1989; Fama and Jensen 1983). Both the advice
and- the monitoring functions of the board can affect ECE intensity. This argument is
developed below using studies on the influence of corporate governance on (1)

environmental management and (2) on investment decisions.

1.2.2.1. The role of governance in environmental performance management

The firm’s strategy is shaped and evaluated through the advice function of the board
(Zahra and Pearce 1989). To understand this function with respect to environmental
management, it is necessary to extend the definition of corporate governance beyond the
realm of the mechanisms solely concerned with protection of and accountability to
shareholders (see Bushman and Smith 2001; Cohen et al. 2004 for reviews). Indeed, both
research and practice suggest the emergence of a broader definition of corporate
governance encompassing a wide range of stakeholders (Kolk 2008; Brennan and
Solomon 2008), with directors’ fiduciary duty encompasses responsibilities towards

stakeholders and the environment (Sacconi 2006; Milnes 2009). Specifically, this
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definition of corporate governance attributes to directors economic, ethical and social
(including environmental) responsibilities for which accountability must be discharged
(Brennan and Solomon 2008; Collier 2008.; Rossouw 2005). As a result, the economic,
social and environmental performance of a corporation depends on the type of corporate
governance adopted (Elkington 2006). This section describes the ethical and social
(environmental) responsibilities of the board. The economic responsibilities of the board .

are discussed in the next section.

From a stakeholder perspective, stakeholder accountability ahd organizational
responsibility are issues of corporate governance (Bhimani and Soonawalla 2005; Haniffa
and Cooke 2005; Sacconi 2006). In other words, “corporate governance requires firms to
take responsibilities for their impacts on societies and on their stakeholders” (Rossouw
2005: 33). Indeed, directors consider themselves responsible towards multiple
stakeholders and are aware of stakeholders’ needs and expecfations (Wang and Dewhirst
1992). Environmental performance represents an important expectétion for stakeholders,
including shareholders (Henriques and Sadorsky 1999; Buysse and Verbeke 2003; Tilt
2007; Thomas et al. 2007). This is acknowledged by directors who consider
environmental compliance one of the most important stakeholder expectations (Wang and
Dewhirst 1992). Following this line of thought, governance practices designed to respond
to stakeholder environmental expectations should increase the intensity of environmental

activities such as ECE.
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From an ethical perspective, directors are responsible for the ethical performance of their
firm (Schwartz et al. 2005; Ibrahim et al. 2003). They need to institute mechanisms that
will ensure that established ethical standards are followed throughout their organization
(Rossouw 2005). Environmental protection is one of the ethical issues under directors’
responsibility (Schwartz et al. 2005).> As such, the oversight of ECE by the board can be
motivated by directofs’ ethical responsibilities. Indeed, corporate governance is an
important determinant of environmental performance (Johnson and Greening 1999; Lam
and Li 2007). More specifically, boards of directors are key actors in the development
and monitoring of the corporate environmental strategy (Kassinis and Vafeas 2002). ECE
represent a significant element of this strategy and contribute to environmental
performance management (Buysse and Verbeke 2003; Hart 1995; Clarkson et al. 2006).
Thus, the supervision of envi%onmental strategy by the board of directors encompasses
envifonmenta]»inveétments decisions. This coverage of ECE is an essential step in the
monitoring of environmental strategy (either reactive or proac’tive),4 because ECE are
necessary both to comply with environmental laws and to improve environmental
performance beyond compliance (Johnston 2005). Accordingly, goverhance mechantsms

designed to address environmental performance should drive the intensity of ECE.

3 The ethics of corporate environmental protection are underpinned by ecological and human arguments.
For instance, the natural environment deserves ethical consideration by the corporation owing to its
intrinsic value, i.e. plants, animals and all other components of the natural environment are as worthy to
be treated with high moral standards as are human beings (Hoffman 1991). Further, business’
responsibility towards future generations and their environmental rights are embedded in the ethics of the
collective good (Jeurissen and Keijzers 2004), which translate into moral obligations towards the
environment in the present. :

* Environmental strategy is defined as an action plan “intended to manage the interface between business
and the natural environment” (Sharma 2000: 682). The environmental literature depicts the
environmental strategy construct as a continuum with a reactive strategy at one end, and a proactive
strategy at the other (Aragén-Correa 1998). The sole objective of a firm with a reactive strategy is
compliance with legal requirements, while a firm pursuing a proactive strategy aims for environmentally
sustainable development (Hart 1995).
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1.2.2.2. The role of governance in investment decisions

Part of the corporate governance monitoring function includes the oversight of
investments by the board owing to directors’ economic responsibilities (Osma 2008). In
this respect, corporate governance plays a significant role in various investment-related
decisions such as acquisitions (Francis and Smith 1995; Cheng 2008), restructuring
(Gibbs 1993; Hoskisson et al. 1994) and the development of innovation (Tihanyi et al.

2003; Hoskisson et al. 2002; Kroll et al. 2008; Nickerson and Silverman 2003).

Corporate governance also significantly influences research and development (R&D)
spending. R&D expenditures are similar to ECE owing to their discretionary nature
(Johnston 2005; Osma 2008), their potential value for the organization (Clarkson et al.
2004; Deutsch 2007) and their restrained focus (compared with business acquisition, for
instance). A general argument of this literature is that strong governance reduces the
incentives to manipulate R&D investments. Indeed, various features of corporate
governance have a monitoring effect on this investment decision. Board composition and
size affect the level of R&D expenditures, as does directors’ compensation (Deutsch
2005, 2007; Cheng 2008; Kor 2006). Ownership structure also impacts the level and
timing of R&D spending (Francis and Smith 1995; Tribo et al. 2007). Board composition
also constrains attempts to manage earnings through cuts in R&D investments (Osma
2008). Collectively, this literature underlines the active stance of corporate governance
vis-3-vis strategic investment decisions such as R&D. The same response can be

expected towards the environmentally strategic decision of ECE investments.
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1.2.2.3. combining roles

The level of investment in ECE is a corporate decision that contains both a mandatory
and a voluntary element (Johnston 2005). The mandatory element reflects capital
expenditures that are needed to comply with environmental regulation (Johnston 2005).
The voluntary element allows a corporation to move beyond compliance as it positions
itself to face future regulation (Clarkson ét al. 2004). Voluntary ECE investments also
reflect a decision to improve current environmental performance in the spirit of
environmental leadership (Hart 1995). Corporate governance potentially influences both
elements of ECE through its functions. Through its risk management responsibilities
(Jensen and Meckling 1976; Fama and Jensen 1983), which include environmental risks,
directors monitor the mandétory component to ensure compliance with environmental
regulations, thereby managing environmental risks. Similarly, as part of the
responsibility to shape and evaluate the firm’s environmental strategy (Zahra and Pearce
1989), the board oversees voluntary ECE when the corporation’s environmental strategy

aims to go beyond compliance.

In brief, by fulfilling its advice function, the board of directors plays a significant 1oie in
the aevelopment of the environmental strategy, because environmental issues are part of
their social and ethical responsibilities towards stakeholders. Corporate governance can
therefore be expected to positively affect environmental issues that are significant for the
environmental strategy, such as ECE. Further, goverhance affects the levels of strategic
investments such as R&D expenditures, as executed by the monitoring function of the
board. Corporate governance can therefore be expected to determine the intensity of

another type of strategic investment: ECE. Collectively, these arguments suggest that the
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extent of consideration for the environment at the board level will determine the
proportion of capital expenditures dedicated to environmental protection in given a

corporation. Hence, formally stated:

H: Environment-related governance mechanisms will be positively associated
with the intensity of ECE.
1.3. Method

1.3.1. Sampling procéss

The sample comprises firms included in the S&P 500 index, operating in the 10xx to
39xx industry SIC codes (environmentally sensitive industries), for whom ECE,
governance, environmental and control data are available. ECE are gathered from 10-K
reports, governance data are collected from the Historical Governance database of Audit
Analytics when available and from proxy statements otherwise, environmental
performance originates from the KLD Socrates database (KLD 2009b) and the Corporate
Environmental Profiles Database (RMG 2001), whereas financial data originate from
Compustat. To avoid noise caused by changes in governance policies following the
introduction of the Sarbanes-Oxley Act, data collection was performed for post-SOX

years 2003-2007. The final sample comprises 197 firm-year observations.

1.3.2. Empirical model

Intensity of environmental capital expenditures;
= f (Environmental governance mechanismsy, Environmental performancei.; or 1.2,
Economic characteristicsi; or 1.1, Sizey, Industryy) (1.1)

Equation (1.1) presents the empirical model designed for this study. The intensity of

ECE is examined relative to environmental governance mechanisms and several
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environmental and financial control variables. The intensity of ECE is defined as the
proportion of capital expenditures dedicated to pollution control and abatement. Three
environmental governance mechanisms are examined: the existence of an environmental
board committee, the proportion of environmentally aware directors on the board and the
presence of environmental incentives in executive compensation. These mechanisms are
derived from the financial governance literature, in which similar mechanisms were
found to be relevant to financial decisions and outcomes (see Cohen et al. 2004 for a
review). Both board level and committee level governance variables are integrated in the
model. This is intended to take into account the embeddedness of committees in the
board (Klein 2002; Cohen et al. 2004). Executive level governance then adds an
additional layer of analysis to the model. Multiple governance variables are examined in
order to enrich the portrayal of corporate governance (Vafeas 2005; Cerbioni and
Parbonetti 2007). Controls for size and industry are included in the equation because
ECE are likely to be tailored to both firm size and the nature of the industry in which the

firm operates. Each independent variable is described below.

1.3.2.1. Environmental governance

Existence of an environmental board committee: The relation between corporate
governance and sustainability can be expressed by a sustainability-related committee at
the board level (Kolk 2008). Indeed, the presence of an environmental committee is a
purely voluntary choice by the board of directors and reflects its intention to oversee
environmental affairs (Lam and L1 2007). Just as the audit committee influences financial
information decisions (Cohen et al. 2004), the environmental committee should positively

influence environmental decisions such as the intensity of ECE.
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Environmentally aware directors: Environmentally aware directors are board members
that can be expected to be knowledgeable about environmental issues given their prior
experience in (1) environmental organizations or (2) a peer industry company. The latter
experience is considered to proxy for environmental awareness because of the directors’
familiarity with the context and the associated environmental issues of the industry in
which the corporation operates. This awareness can be deemed a form of expertise these
members bring to the board. The literature contains two alternative views of the impact of
expertise among board members. For one, board members with industry-specific
expertise may be suspected of defending management’s poor environmental strategy to
protect their industry’s financial interests to the detriment of the environment (Kassinis
.- and Vafeas 2002). In contrast, evidence that financial expertise on the audit committee
reduces earnings management and restatements (Xie et al. 2003; Bédard et al. 2004;
Abbott et al. 2004) and increases internal control quality (Goh 2009; Hoitash et al. 2009)
suggests that just as financial expertise improves financial monitoring, environmental
expertise may help board members monitor financial decisions such as ECE. Given these
competing views, no prediction is made with respect to the direction of the relationship

between environmentally aware directors and ECE intensity.

Environmental incentives in executive compensation: Executive compensation influences
corporate social and environmental performance (Mahoney and Thome 2005, 2006).
Indeed, environmental incentives are drivers of environmental performance (Henri and

Journeault 2007) and as such can be considered relevant elements of environmental
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governance (Lam and Li 2007). Focusing executives’ attention on environmental issues

via their compensation should lead them to spend more on ECE.

1.3.2.2. Environmental performance

Environmental weaknesses: Environmental performance levels (good or bad) trigger
responses by the performing corporation (e.g. Al-Tuwaijri et al. 2004; Patten 2002;
Deegan and Rankin 1996). ECE intensity can be considered a potential response to this
performance. In other words, environmental performance results help shape the
environmental strategy (including ECE) and enable the company to take the necessary
steps to meet the established environmental objectives (Rodrigue et al. 2009). In this way,
past environmental perf_(?rmance will determine the necessary ECE for the upcoming
years. It is expected that weak environmental performers in a given year will require
more investments in ECE in the following year in order to remain compliant with

environmental regulation.

Environmental compliance is proxied by two variables: environmental violations and
environmental fines. Violations of environmental regulation are an importani aspect of
environmental performance (Kassinis and Vafeas 2002) and, as such, environmental
compliance is the minimum level of performance targeted by all types of environmental
strategies (Hart 1995). In the present study, the number of environmental violations
identifies the existence of | a compliance problem within a corporation, whereas
environmental fines represent the economic consequences associated with this problem.
Non-compliance with environmental regulation can be solved with investments in ECE

(Johnston 2005). Accordingly, both violations and fines are expected to be positively
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associated with ECE intensity. To allow for the length of legal procedures and for the
interval until the consequencés of these procedures reach the organization, a lag of two
years is integrated in the model between the two independent variables and intensity of

ECE.

1.3.2.3. Economic characteristics

Profitability and growth in cash flows: The financial resources available to a corporation
in a given year will determine the change in its environmental performance in the
following years (Clarkson et al. 2006). Specifically, economic factors may influence ECE
investment decisions (Patten 2005) and thus need to be controlled for. In the present
context, lag proﬁtability is meant to represent t?le general economic situation of the
corporation, whereas growth in cash flows is intended to portray the increase in liquidity

available for (environmental) investments more directly.
Age of assets: Older property, plants and equipment employ more pollution intensive

technologies (Cormier and Magnan 1999; Cormier and Magnan 2004). The age of these

assets should drive investments in ECE for compliance and update purposes.
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1.3.3. Variable measurement and data collection

Table 1: Variable measurement

VARIABLES MEASUREMENT
Intensity of environmental capital expenditures | ECE/ Total capital expenditures
Environmental Environmental committee Indicator = 1 if the board has an

governance environmental committee
mechanisms Environmentally aware Proportion of environmentally aware
directors directors on the board (Aware

directors/Board size)
Environmental incentives in | Indicator = 1 if environmental incentives are

executive compensation included in executive compensation
Environmental Environmental weaknesses | Total number of environmental concerns
performance attributed by KLD (score out of 7)
Environmental violations Total number of violations
Environmental fines Fines attributed for environmental violations
scaled by sales (Fines/Sales)
Profitability ROA
Growth in cash flow Increase in cash flow over the last 3 years
Age of assets Net PPE/Gross PPE
Size .| Log(Total Assets)
Industry Industry indicator variables

Table 1 summarizes the measurement of the variables. The intensity of investments in
ECE is calculated by scaling ECE by the total capital expenditures of a given year. As for

environmental governance, a firm is considered to have a board committee with a clear

Y < L

environmental mandate if it has a “public policy,” “public affairs,”” “public issues,”
“social responsibility,” “corporate responsibility,” “sustainability,” ‘“‘sustainable
development” or “environmental” committee listed in the Historical Governance database
of Audit Analytics. Environmental awareness on the board was established by reading |
the directors’ descriptions gathered from the same database. Any dir_ector with prior
experience in the same two-digit industry SIC code as the corporation is considered
knowledgeable about the industry and its environmental issues and as such brings

environmental awareness to the board. Any director with prior experience in an

environmental organization is also considered to raise environmental awareness. Any
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corporation that attributes importance to environmental performance in its compensation
approach is classified as offering environmental incentives. For the purpose of
classification, the executive compensation section of the proxy statement was read to
identify whether environmental performance is taken into consideration in executive
compensation. In addition, I searched for the keywords “social responsibility,”
“environment,” “sustainability,” “pollution,” “ecology,” “qualitative’> and “non-

financial” in the proxy statement to ensure full coverage.

Environmental weaknesses are measured by the score of the KLD Socrates database.
KLD data have been widely used in management research (e.g. Graves and Waddock
1994; Johnson and Greening 1999) and are now employed in environmental accounting
research (Cho et al. 2006; Cho and Patten 2007). KLD conducts a detailed assessment of
corporate social, environmental and governance performance each year for almost 3000
companies (KLD 2009a). The environmental criteria examined in this assessment are
listed in Appendix 1. Strengths and concerns are identified for each corporation as a
result of the process. In the context of ECE intensity, at the very least, corporations have
to invest in ECE to manage their environmental (compliance) weaknesses (concerns, in
the KLD vocabulary), whereas ECE are not necessarily required by environmental
strengths. This intuitively hints towards employing concerns as a measure of
environmental performance in the model. This intuition is supported by prior work using
concerns as the main measure of environmental performance (Cho and Patten 2007). The
total number of environmental concerns attributed by KLD represents the environmental

performance variable of the model.
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Environmental compliance is measured based on the data provided by the Corporate
Environmental Profiles Database of the Risk Metrics Group. This database compiles the
number of civil, criminal and administrative violations and the corresponding penalties
related to eight environmental Acts (RMG 2001). These Acts cover energy, air, water
and chemical issues. A detailed list of the environmental regulations encompassed by the
database is provided in Appendix 2. This database, although still not widely employed in
the academic literature, is built on sound raw data, because the Risk Metrics Group uses
federal U.S. agencies (primarily the Environmental Protection Agency) as its source of

information (RMG 2001).

Finally, financial control variables are measured as follows. Profitability is meaéured by
return on assets (ROA). Growth in cash flows is measured as the increase in cash flows in
the three years preceding the ECE investment. The ratio of net to gross PPE proxies for
the age of assets (Cormier and Magnan 1999). Size is measured as the logarithm of total

assets and industries indicator variables are employed.

1.4. Results
1.4.1. Descriptive statistics

Table 2 presents descriptive statistics on ECE, environmental governance and financial
and environmental control variables. The median ECE per year amounts to $31 million
(mean: $145.11 million)’ and a sample firm spends on average 7.22% of its capital

expenditures on ECE. 51% of sample firms have an environmental committee and 35%

3 The average ECE of $145.11 million is similar to the 2005 average ECE of $167.8 million reported by
Cho and Patten (2008). These authors also reported that, on average, ECE in their 2005 sample
comprised 0.57% of the assets. ECE in my sample roughly correspond to 0.48% of assets ($145.11
million/ $30 362 million), in line with the previous findings.
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have environmental incentives in their executive compensation package. On average,
11% of board members are considered environmentally aware. In terms of
environmental performance, sample firms have on average 2.05 environmental
weaknesses and 2.01 violations per year. The mean environmental fine in the sample is
$2.79 per $1 million of sales. As for economic characteristics, firms in the sample are
large, with assets totaling $30 362 million on éwerage. They are profitable (mean ROA
7.13%) and experience growth in cash flows (16.64% on average). The mean age of
assets is 50.87%, meaning that the assets are about halfway through their useful life. The
sample is spread across six industry categéries, and is dominated by firms from the
petroleum (21.8%) and the chemicals (34%) sectors. Table 3 provides correlationé
between the variables. Most of the independent variables are significantly correlated
with the dependent variable ECE intensity. The correlation matrix does not show high
correlation among independent variables in general; only one of the correlation

coefficients exceeds 0.50 (size and environmental weaknesses at 0.644).
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Table 2: Descriptive statistics

Mean Median Std dev.
ECE ($ million) 145.11 31 298.552
ECE intensity 0.0722 0.0409 - 0.1022
Environmental governance
Environmental committee 0.51 1 0.501
Environmentally aware 0.11 - 0.09 0.126
directors
Environmental incentives 0.35 0 0.478
Environmental
performance
Environmental weaknesses 2.05 2 1.543
Environmental violations 2.01 0 3.779
Environmental fines (3$) 78 859 0 324 461
Environmental fines scaled 2.79 0.00 10.2498
by sales '
Economic characteristics
Profitability 0.0713 0.0706 0.0569
Growth in cash flows 0.1664 0.1066 0.263
Age of assets 0.5087 0.4919 0.1219
Assets ($ million) 30 362 15 601 41 968
Industry
Mining : 0.066
Consumer products 0.117
Forest & paper 0.102
Chemicals 0.340
Petroleum , 0.218
Metal 0.061
Industrial products 0.096
N:197

Min

0.0007

o O

SO OO

-0.1652
-0.5351
0.274
1217

SO OCOOCO

Max

1600
0.6109

5
23
2971 131
80.06

0.2755
1.5499
0.8758
242 082
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1.4.2. Multivariate analyses
Table 4 presents the results of the pooled cross-sectional Ordinary Least Squares (OLS)

regression of ECE on environmental governance using robust standard errors to account
for OLS assumption violations (Huber 1967; White 1980). Year and industry effects were
controlled for but are not shown. [ hypothesize that environmental governance
mechanisms are positively related to ECE intensity based on a stakeholder and ethical
perspective of governance. Results provide some support for this hypothesis. Firms with
an environmental committee invest more in ECE than firms without this mechanism
(p<0.0751). Environmental awareness among directors (p< 0.348) and environmental
incentives in executive compensation (p< 0.246) do not significantly influence the
intensity of ECE. The environme{lta] committee is therefore the governance mechanism
with the most impact on ECE investment decisions. As for environmental control
variables, firms with more environmental weaknesses (p< 0.000) and greater
environmental fines (p< 0.084) spend more on ECE the folléwing year but these
investments are not determined by the number of environmental violations (p< 0.149)
from two years ago. Economic characteristics also affect ECE intensity. Indeed, growth
in cash flows is associated with greater ECE spending (p < 0.006).® More profitable firtis
spend relatively less on ECE (p< 0.002) and firms with newer assets spend more on ECE
(p< 0.000).” Overall, the results of this analysis suggest that ECE intensity is strongly
driven by environmental performance and economic characteristics but only marginally

driven by environmental governance.

® These results are in line with prior literature that demonstrated that greater cash flows are typical of
corporations deciding to improve their environmental performance (Clarkson et al. 2006).

” These results contrast with prior findings showing that economic performance is a driver of environmental
performance and disclosure (Cormier and Magnan 2003; Al-Tuwaijiri et al. 2004; Clarkson et al. 2006).
This contrast might be explained by the specific nature of ECE in comparison to the broad scope of
environmental performance or disclosure.
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Table 4: OLS regression of ECE intensity on environmental governance mechanisms (robust
standard errors)

t= year of Expected ECE intensity

_ ECE intensity  relationship  Coefficient p-value
Environmental
governance
Environmental committee t o+ 1.44* 0.0751
Epwronmentally aware ¢ v 0.94 0.348
directors
Environmental incentives t + 0.69 0.246
Environmental
performance
Environmental weaknesses t-1 + 3.92%** 0.000
Environmental violations t-2 + 1.05 0.149
Environmental fines t-2 + 1.39* 0.084

+

Economic characteristics
Profitability t-1 -2.89%** 0.002
Growth in cash flows t-3tot 2.57%** 0.006
Age of assets t . 3.84%xx 0.000
Size t -4.67*** 0.000
R? 0.5156
F-statistic 4 54%**
N: 197

Note: * p<0.10; ** p <0.05; ***p < 0.01. One-tailed if there is a predicted sign, two-tailed otherwise.
Year and industries indicators not shown.

1.4.2 1. Characteristics of the environmental committee

The above analysis provides evidence that the presence of an environmental committee
on the board stimulates greater environmental investments. The financial governance
literature shows that‘characten'stics of board committees have an impact on financial
information, results and decisions (Beasley et al. 2000; Xie et al. 2003; Vafeas 2005;
Kanagaretnam et al. 2007). This suggests that environmental committee characteristics
are likely to influence ECE intensity decisions. For the sample firms that have an
environmental committee (n=100), I examine the impact of two committee

characteristics: committee size and number of meetings.
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On average, the environmental committee of the sample firms comprises 4.83 members
and meets 3.38 times a year. The size of a board committee can be considered reflective
of its power and effectiveness (Becker-Blease and Irani 2008). Goh (2009) shows that
larger audit committees are more successful at remediating to internal control weaknesses
in a timely manner than smaller ones. This suggests that larger environmental
committees should be more influential regarding environmental decisions and hence
should positively influence ECE intensity. As for the number of meetings of the
environmental committeé, Larcker et al. (2007) consider meetings an indication of the
level of monitoring exerted by the board. This implies that with respect to environmental
matters, more frequent meetings of the environmental committee should trigger greater
ECE intensity. To investigate the impact of environmental committee size and activity
on ECE intensity, I use these two variables to replace the environmental committee

~ variable in Equation (1.1). Results are presented in Table 5.8 _

¥ Given the small sample size, results should be interpreted with caution and considered exploratory.
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Table 5: OLS regression of ECE intensity on environmental committee characteristics (robust
standard errors)

t=year of Expected , ECE intensity
ECE intensity relationship  Coefficient  p-value

Environmental governance

Environmental committee t + 1.53* 0.066

size

Nurpber of meetings Qf the ¢ + 035 0.363

environmental committee

Epv1ronmentally aware ¢ e 7 12%* 0.037

directors

Environmental incentives t + 1.91** . 0.03

Environmental

performance

Environmental weaknesses t-1 + 1.93%* 0.029

Environmental violations t-2 + 1.95%* 0.028

Environmental fines t-2 + -1.51% 0.068
+

Economic characteristics

Profitability t-1 0.49 0.313

Growth in cash flows “t-3tot 2.52%** 0.007

Age of assets t 1.65* 0.052

Size t -4 . 42%%* 0.000

R? 0.6827

F-statistic 7.68***

N: 100

Note: * p<0.10; ** p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01. One-tailed if there is a predicted sign, two-tailed otherwise.
Year and mdustry indicators not shown.

Larger environmental committees marginally influence the intensity of ECE (p<0.066),
consistent with the view that larger committees are more effective and influential
(Becker-Blease and Irani 2008). Committee activity does not appear to influence ECE
decisions, -because the number of meétings is not associated with the intensity of
environmental spending (p< 0.363). Interestingly, for firms that have an environmental

committee, environmentally aware directors (p< 0.037) and environmental incentives in
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executive compensation (p< 0.03) positively influence ECE intensity.” The
environmental committee thus appears to be the key governance mechanism that allows
the other mechanisms to be effective. These findings provide support for the hypothesis
that governance has an impact on ECE intensity. They show that directors recognize their
environmental responsibilities and implement mechanisms that ensure the established
environmental standards are followed in the organization. As for the impact of
environmental performance on ‘ECE intensity, lagged environmental weaknesses
(p< 0.029) and two-year lagged environmental violations (p< 0.028) are associated with
more intense ECE investment, consistent with expectations. However, two-year lagged
environmental fines are marginally negatively related to ECE intensity (p< 0.068). -
Results for economic characteristics are similar to those of the prior regression, apart
from profitability, which is no longer significant. Taken as a whole, these results show
how environmental governance mechanisms, environmental performance and economic

conditions influence the intensity of ECE for firms with an environmental committee.

1.4.2.2. Interaction of governance and environmental strategy

The analysis in this section concentrates on the complexity of corporate governance and
environmental management. Larcker et al. (2007) argue that the complexity of corporate
governance is better captured by grouping governance mechanisms into dimensions.
These authors performed an exploratory analysis of financial corporate governance using
principal component analysis to group mechanisms into distinct dimensions or factors. 1

adopt their approach to build an environmental governance factor. Specifically, I use

® The results for environmentally aware directors also argue in favor of the view that expertise at the board
level improves the monitoring function (Xie et al. 2003; Abbott et al. 2004; Bédard et al. 2004).
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principal component analysis to determine if the existence of an environmental
committee, the proportion of environmentally aware directors and the presence of
environmental incentives in executive compensation can be grouped in a single
governance dimension. Results, presented in Table 6A, confirm that these mechanisms
all load on the same factor, which has an eigenvalue of 1.412 and explains 47.07% of the
total variance in the data. The loading (the correlation between the factor and the
variable) of the three variables are satisfying because they all exceed 0.40 (committee =
0.761; environmentally aware directors = 0.505 and incentives = 0.759) and are

statistically different from zero at conventional levels (Larcker et al. 2007).

ECE are composed of rhandatory and voluntary elements (Johnston 2005), thus adding
another layer of complexity to the study. The voluntary element implies that firms choose
to invest more (or less) in ECE based on their environmental strategy (Hart 1995). Firms
with a proactive environmental strategy are likely to spend more on ECE than firms with
a reactive environmental strategy (Hunt and Auster 1990). The impact of governance on
ECE is then likely to depend on the environmental strategy of the firm. This implies that
to better circumscribe the influence of environmental governance on ECE intensity, it is
necessary to take into account the interaction of the environmental strategy with

environmental governance.
Because the environmental strategy is unobservable, I rely on environmental performance

to proxy for it, in line with Clarkson et al. (2006). More specifically, I use exploratory

principal component analysis to combine all environmental performance measures into a
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unique factor representing corporate environmental strategy. Results are presented in
Table 6B. All environmental performance variables (weaknesses, violations and fines)
load on the same factor, with an eigenvalue of 1.494 and a proportion of explained total
variance in the data of 49.79%. All variables load adequately on the factor with loadings
of 0.755 (weaknesses), 0.807 (violations) and 0.523 (fines) and are statistically different
from zero at conventional levels. Given the negative environmental issues composing the

factor, a higher factor score is interpreted as a more reactive environmental strategy.

Table 6: Principal component analyses: Factors loading and descriptive statistics

PANEL A PANEL B

Environmental governance factor Environmental strategy factor

Eigenvalue 1.412 Eigenvalue 1.494

% of variation explained  47.069% % of vanation 49.785%

explained

Variables Component loading Variables Component loading
Environmental 0.761 Environmental 0.755
committee weaknesses
Environmentally 0.505 Environmental 0.807
aware directors violations
Environmental 0.759 Environmental 0.523
incentives fines

Factor scores Factor scores
Q1 -0.9783 Q1 -0.7183
Median -0.0956 Median -0.2824
Q3 0.9803 Q3 0.5255

I perform an OLS regression on these two factors and financial control variables to
examine the impact of the environmental governance dimension on ECE intensity and to
investigate the potential interaction effect of environmental strategy and environmental
governance on ECE intensity. Results are presented in Table 7. The environmental

governance factor is positively associated with ECE intensity (p< 0.023). Better
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environmental governance triggers greater environmental investments, as predicted.
Environmental governance is used as a means to manage corporate environmental
responsibilities and meet stakeholder expectations by enabling greater ECE investments.
The environmental strategy factor is also positively associated with ECE intensity
(p< 0.001), implying that worse environmental performers in prior years are likely to
spend more on ECE in the following year. The interaction of environmental governance
and environmental strategy is negatively related to ECE intensity (p< 0.041). This
suggests that a reactive environmental strategy reduces the investment intensity triggered
by environmental governance. This finding highlights how the impact of environmental
governance on environmental investment might be limited without corporate governance
being accompanied by proactive environmental strategy. In other words, a reactive
environmental strategy reduces the importance to meet stakeholder expectations and to
protect the environment generated by the stakeholder- and ethics-based conception of
governance developed in this paper. Finally, results for economic characteristics are

similar to those of the initial regression in Table 4.
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Table 7: OLS regression of ECE intensity on environmental governance and strategy factors (robust
standard erreors)

Expected ECE intensity

relationship Coefficient p-value
Environmental governance factor + 2.02%* 0.023
Environmental strategy factor + 3. 17%x* 0.001
Governance factor X Strategy factor +/- -2.06** 0.041
Economic characteristics
Profitability (ROA) : -3.18%** 0.001
Growth in cash flows - 2.67*** 0.004
Age of assets ' 3.57*%* 0.000
Size -4 ] [¥** 0.000
R? 0.5156
F-statistic . 5.55%**

N: 197

Note: * p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01. One-tailed if there is a predicted sign, two-tailed otherwise.
Year and industry indicators not shown. '

1.4.3. Sensitivity analyses

A pooled sample of firm-year observations like the one employed in this study comprises
more than one observation from the same company. As such, observations are not
independent as assumed in OLS regression technique and the above use of OLS may
have lead to misspecification. Sensitivity analyses were conducted to examine this issue.
First, I used a pooled GLS technique to estimate the regression coefficients (Clarkson et
al. 2004). GLS results (untabulated) for the initial model (Equation 1.1) are all similar to
the results from the OLS regression, with the addition that environmental awareness
among directors becomes significant (p< 0.03), reinforcing the impact of governance on
ECE intensity. Results from the environmental committee characteristic regression all
hold when GLS technique is employed, except for environmental fines which are no
longer significant (p< 0.184). Results from the GLS regression on the interaction between

the governance dimension and the environmental strategy dimensions are also consistent
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with those of the OLS regression for all the independent variables. Again to test the
sensitivity of the results to the use of the OLS technique on pooled data, I also conducted
OLS regressions controlling for firm effect instead of industry effects (untabulated). All
results are consistent with the results presented in the previous sections, with the
exception of the size of the environmental committee, which is no longer related to ECE
intensity (p< 0.129) in the model focusing on the impact of environmental committee
characteristics on ECE. Collectively, results from these analyses support the hypothesis
developed in this paper. They strengthen the findings that environmental governance is a

driver of ECE investments.

Significant attention is given to endogeneity in recent governance-research (Campbell
and Minguez-Vera 2008; Linck et al. 2008; Boone et al. 2007; Coles et al. 2008).
Interrelations potentially exist between ECE, environmental governance and
environmental performance. As posited in the hypothesis, environmental governance is
thought to influence the intensity of ECE. Environmental governance was also shown fo
influence the litigation component of environmental performance (Kassinis and Vafeas
2002). ECE being meant to improve pollution abatement and control, they also have an
influence over future environmental performance. Nonetheless, both environmental
governance and ECE can be driven by environmental performance, if they are considered
to be corporate responses to poor or superior environmental performance (Al-Tuwaijri et
al. 2004; Clarkson et al. 2008). The potential simultaneous impact of environmental
governance, environmental performance and ECE on one another requires testing for

endogeneity. Results from the Hausman test show that endogeneity was not significant
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for these interrelationships (ECE and environmental governance: p< 0.12; ECE and
environmental performance: p < 0.22). Cormier et al. (2009) obtain similar results from
the Hausman test and conclude to the absence of endogeneity. They then proceed to their
analyses without further consideration for endogeneify issues. Thus, for the purpose of
this paper, it is legitimate to examine the impact of environmental govemancé on ECE in

isolation.

1.5. Discussion and conclusion

The purpose of this essay was to investigate the impact of environmental governance on
ECE intensity. It was argued that, from a stakeholder and ethical perspective on
governance, sigﬁiﬁcant environmental issues such as ECE are part of the scope of
corporate governance owing to directors’ economic, social and ethical respénsibilities.
From this conceptual framework the hypothesis was derived that governance mechanisms
committed to environmental protection and stakeholder accountability increase the
proportion of capital expenditures dedicated to pollution abatement and control. Results
from the analysis of a pooled cross-sectional sample of 197 observations from firms
operating in environmentally sensitive industries over the period 2003 to 2007 show that
environmental govenance mechanisms influence ECE, but mostly under certain
circumstances. In genera], environmental governance only marginally influences ECE
intensity, through the existence of an environmental board committee (Table 4).
However, when firms have an environmental committee in place, the size of this
committee, along with the presence of environmentally aware directors and
environmental incentives in executive compensation have a positive impact on ECE

intensity (Table 5). Environmental strategy also affects the relationship between
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environmental governance and ECE intensity. Indeed, it was shown that a reactive
environmental strategy reduces the positive impact of governance on ECE investment
(Table 7). These results support the conceptual argument that directors are aware of their
environmental responsibilities towards stakeholders and implement governance
mechanisms to ensure that the established environmental standards are followed
throughout the organization. In doing so, directors also fulfill their economic

responsibilities by overseeing to strategic investment decisions.

The paper differentiates itself from prior ECE literature owing to its focus on the
determinants of ECE investments. Whereas research on the determinants of ECE
disclosure shows that ECE are reported for purposes of legitimacy (Patten 2005; Cho et
al. 2009), this paper provides evidence that ECE are spent for directors to fulfill their
environmental responsibilities. This paper also complements research on the market
consequences of ECE investments (Clarkson et al. 2004; Johnston 2005) by taking a step
back to understand the motivations underlying these investments. Finally, the study
contributes to the broader social accounting andv governance literatures not only by
analyzing governance mechanisms neglected by prior research, but also by performing

the analysis into an under-researched environmental accounting context.

Although the paper shows that environmental governance increases ECE investment, the
fact that its effectiveness depends on the circumstances suggests that environmental
governance is not the main driver of environmental expenditures. Given that the research

motivation was to explore whether environmental governance contributes to greater
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environmental protection or to greenwashing, these results indicate that the signal of
environmental concern sent by these governance mechanisms translates into minor pro-
environment actions. Future research should investigate whether environmental
governance translates into greater pro-environment actions in other contexts. This would
be helpful to position the role of environmental governance in a corporation’s move
toward improved environmental performance. Studying the determinants of
environmental governance mechanisms as well as their impact on environmental
performance would also help set the bases of the emerging body of knowledge on

environmental governance.

Different limitations of the study need to be acknowledged. First, because the analysis
was performed on firms from environmentally sensitive indﬁstries, the results may not
apply to firms from other industries. However, this limitation also implies that results are
applicable to the most polluting industries, thereby providing them with means to
improve their environmental performance. Second, focusing on ECE implies that results
will not be automatically generalizable to other types of environmental decisions. The
fact that the environmental issue examined in this study is relevant to investors, as
demonstrated by prior ECE research (Clarkson et al. 2004; Johnston 2005),
counterbalances this by indicating that a significant aspect of environmental accounting 1is
analysed. Future research may investigate other environmental decisions such as
environmental management system implementation. Third, the governance mechanisms
analyzed are not exhaustive. However, significant efforts have been made to maximize

the relevance of the findings for practitioners by selecting some of the most prevalent
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environmental gov‘emance mechanisms found in practice.  Other environmental
governance mechanisms have been left for future research. These limitations do not
prevent the study from contributing to the literature by providing exploratory insights on
the influence of environmental governance mechanisms on ECE investment decisions,
thereby showing how corporate governance can contribute to the protection of

stakeholders’ environmental interests.
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CHAPTER 2: STAKEHOLDERS’ INFLUENCE OVER THE CHOICE OF
INTERNAL ENVIRONMENTAL PERFORMANCE INDICATORS

Abstract

This paper explores how stakeholders influence a firm’s choice of internal environmental
performance indicators (EPI) included in strategic performance measurement systems.
Internal EPI are used to support management in decision-making and performance
evaluation. Relying on stakeholder and legitimacy theories, we conduct a field
investigation within a large multinational operating in an environmentally sensitive
industry. Our investigation comprises interviews with key environmental executives at
the case firm’s world headquarters, a review of corporate documents, and examination of
information obtained directly from the case firm’s stakeholders. Our analysis indicates
that stakeholders influence the choice of internal EPI in four ways, which we aggregate in
a continuum. The firm’s environmental impact on specific stakeholders and its need for
legitimization underlie the continuum. This study extends research on the relationships
among stakeholders, society and corporate environmental management and provides
insights into how environmental considerations are integrated in a firm’s internal

strategic performance measurement system.
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2.1. Introduction

This paper explores how stakeholders influence a firm’s choice of internal environmental
performance indicators (EPI). Internal EPI are used to support management in decision-
making and performance evaluation. Stakeholders such as customers, investors,
employees, governments and communities are increasingly concerned with corporate
environmental issues (e.g. Cormier et al. 2004; Henriques and Sadorsky 1999) and with
the methods corporations employ to measure, monitor and report on these issues (Bouma
and Kamp-Roelands 2000; O'Dwyer et al. 2005b). To deal with these concems, firms
have increased the level of environmental information included in their annual reports,
and several now publish sustainable development reports with EPI such as greenhouse
gas emissions and eﬁerg_y consumption. From an internal control perspective,
management must consider and weigh stakeholders’ concerns and society’s expectations
to select the set of internal EPI to be monitored. Despite numerous references to
stakeholders’ environmental concerns in the literature, little is known about their actual

influence over a firm’s choice of internal EPI (Ayuso 2006; e.g. Berthelot et al. 2003).

This paper reports findings from an exploratory study of the interrelations between
stakeholders and internal EPI selection. The paper adopts a field research methodology
that relies oﬁ complementary information sources: interviews with executives, a review
of corporate doeﬁments and policies and examination of information obtained directly
from stakeholder sources. The field setting is a large organization with worldwide

operations in an environmentally sensitive sector.'® Interviews were conducted with key

19 A confidentiality agreement with the organization prevents us from revealing details that may lead to its
identification.
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environmental executives from the firm’s global headquarters. We rely on stakeholder

theory and legitimacy theory to guide our work.

Based on our analysis, we develop a continuum where stakeholders influence the firm’s
choice of internal EPI in four ways. First, stakeholders affect the firm via their impact on
environmental strategy, which is a mediated influence on EPI choice. In addition to this
indirect influence, the firm is subject to direct pressure from stakeholders concerning
which EPI it chooses to manage environmental performance. Third, stakeholders’ direct
and indirect influence can evolve into a joint effort where stakeholders and the firm
interact to achieve a common environmental goal. Fourth, the influence of this
relationship broadens when stakeholders provide the firm with a way to evaluate its
environmental performance; this environmental benchmarking inﬂuence imposes

additional pressure on the firm to adjust its environmental strategy and EPI choice.

The firm’s environmental effects on stakeholders, as well as its organizational legitimacy
needs, represent the underlying drivers of these influences. Such a continbum of
influences does not appear in the literature. Until now, most environmental and
stakeholder-based studies have depicted stakeholders’ environmental influence on firms
as straightforward and one-directional (e.g. see Cormier et al. 2004; Roberts 1992;
Kaés,inis and Vafeas 2006). By suggesting a continuum, our results extend prior research
by demonstrating stakeholders’ influences in a more nuanced manner than the one-

directional approach reported in the literature. Therefore, this study contributes to
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research on relationships among stakeholders, society and corporate environmental

management.

Gaining a better understanding of how firms select environmental performance measures,
beyond the information they disclosed, is important for multiple reasons. First, sizable
financial resources are now allocated to green and socially responsible investment funds,
whose portfolios include firms that are perceived to have the. correct profile based on
their disclosure (e.g., Dow Jones Sustainability Index). A similar argument can be made
for firms that embrace social responsibility or green indices. It thus‘appears critical to
map the process underlying the construction of a firm’s environmental performance.
Second, with the emergence and widespread adoption of disclosure platforms such as the
Global Reporting Initiative, it is only a matter of time before stricter reporting and
measurement standards emerge with respect to environmental performance. For standards
to be effective, they will have to be based on the accurate mapping of all parties involved
in the determination of EPIL Third, for boards and management that face the upcoming
challenges that underlie sustainable development, how they manage their relationships
and interact with various stakeholders is critical to their firm’s future. Our study provides
insight into this interaction. Otherwise stated, the paper extends the strategic performance
measurement systems literature into a new realm that more closely matches current
concems about environmental issues with the control challenges organizations face in

addressing them.
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The paper’s sequence is as follows: Section 2.2 presents environmental performance
indicators; Section 2.3 positions our theoretical background composed of stakeholder and
legitimacy theories; Section 2.4 describes the research methodology; Section 2.5 provides
an analysis of the information collected; Section 2.6 corroborates results from interviews
with information obtained from stakeholders; Section 2.7 reviews the continuum of
stakeholders’ influences over EPI choice with a discussion on theoretical perspectives.

The last section offers concluding comments.

2.2. Environmental Performance Indicators

Environmental performance indicators (EPI) can be defined as “specific expressions that
provide information about...[the] results of an organization’s management of its
environmental aspects” (ISO 1999, p. 2). Significant differences exist between publicly
disclosed EPI and internal EPI used by managers. Internal EPI are specific, strategic and
numerous and support decision-making and performance evaluation (Chenhall 2003,
Kaplan and Norton 2004; Henri and Journeault 2009). Conversely, externally disclosed
EPI typically comprise a few aggregate numbers that are assembled from the list of
internal EP1. For example, internal EPI developed for greenhouse gases are monitored
according to each of the categories of gases emittedbby the firm, whereas externally
disclosed indicators are derived from a selection and grouping of the internal individual
greenhouse gas indicators. Therefore, external EPI represent voluntary environmental
disclosure and provide, at best, a general and partial account of a firm’s environmental
performance (Adams 2004; Patten 2002). Our paper focuses on internal EPI, rather than

~ externally disclosed EPL. This focus allows us to analyze the environmental performance
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management processes rather than the outputs of those processes as portrayed by the firm

through its external disclosure.

In line with the environmental management accounting literature, we position internal
EPI within the strategic performance measurement system (SPMS) (Bartolomeo et al.
2000). An SPMS is a management éccounting system having a set of performance
measures designed to align managers’ actions with the strategy of the organization
(Atkinson et al. 1997; Webb 2004). An SPMS contains multiple performance measures,
including EPI, and may have different purposes including monitoring, which
encompasses the measurement of performance measures to meet stakeholders’
requirements, and legitimizing, to justify and validate a firm’s current and future actions
and enhance credibility (Henri, 2006). Therefore, focusing on internal EPI concentrates
the research on EPI that represent the concrete implementation of the corporate
environmental strategy (Ittner et al. 2003; Chenhall 2003) and that are crucial to the

monitoring of corporate environmental performance (Henri and Journeault 2009).

Knowledge of EPI arises from two broad perspectives. The first perspective focuses on
the inclusion of EPI in management systems. Firms may integrate environmental issues,
including EPI, in their SPMS (e.g. diNorcia 1996; Figge et al. 2002). Relying on the
Balanced Scorecard concept, Van der Woerd and Van der Brink (2004) develop a
Responsive Scorecard and conduct a pilot study on the implementation of EPI in the
tourism industry. Similarly, Caldelli and Parmigiani (2004) elaborate on and test an

approach to evaluate how well a management information system, including EPI, could
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provide the information required to monitor its sustainability objectives. Henri and
Journeault (2009) illustrate that environmental performance measurement systems,
defined as the diversity and intensity of EPI usage within an organization, are broadly
included in ﬁanufacmring firms® performance measurement systems. These recent

studies examined the integration of EPI in managerial decision-making systems.

The second perspective focuses on the various EPI attributes firms publicly disclose,
since EPI embedded in SPMS are useful not only in decision making but also for external
reporting purposes (Henri and Journeault 2009). Bésed on this perspective, the
characteristics and features of effective EPI have been applied to EPI disclosures in water
company reports (Johnston and Smith 2001). Maréhall and Brown (2003) also describe
publicly disclosed EPI, but unlike Johnson and Smith, they base their analyses on
recommendations from the European Environmental Agency and focus their attention on

the attributes of publicly available EPI in environmental reports.

The first research perspective on EPI acknowledges its internal use with SPMS, while the
second perspective focuses on the use and shortcomings of EPI in publicly disclosed
corporate reports. The strategic importance of internal EPI in decision-making and the
low quality of externally disclosed EPI highlight the relevance of focusing our research
work on internal rather than external EPI. Until now, knowledge about internal

indicators remains elusive, since their selection has yet to be explicitly examined.
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2.3. Theoretical background: Stakeholders, Society and Environmental Issues

Our literature review indicates that the most frequently adopted theoretical perspectives
in environmental accounting research are stakeholder theory and legitimacy theory
(Deegan and Blomquist 2006; Gray et al. 1995). This section summarizes the way these

theories have been applied to explain corporate environmental management.

2.3.1. Stakeholders

The stakeholder perspective emphasizes the need for managers to take stakeholders’®
demands into account in the strategic management process (Roberts 1992; Mitchell et al.
1997). Stakeholders are “persons or groups that have, or claim, owneréhip, rights, or
interests in a corporation and its activities, past, present, or future. Such claimed rights or
interest are the result of transactions with, or actions taken by, the corporation, and may
be legal or moral, individual or collective” (Clarkson 1995: 106). Applied to
environmental management, this theoretical perspective highlights the interaction
between stakeholders and organizations on environmental matters. Research on the
interface between stakeholders and firms regarding corporate environmental performance
can be classified into four dimensions. First, prior research suggests that managers are
aware of stakeholders’ environmental concerns and recognize the need to address them.
For example, Henriques and Sadorsky (1996) suggest that firms implement an
environmental plan as a result of environmental demands arising from their customers,
shareholders, governments and community. Harvey and Schaeffer (2001) show that
managers recognize and respond to green stakeholder concemns on different levels

because of the impacts these concerns may have on their organization. Therefore, the first
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perspective suggests that managers are responsive to environmental pressures arising

from different stakeholder’s groups.

Second, the development and implementation of an environmental strategy allows firms
to identify and integrate stakeholders’ environmental concerns.'! Henriques and Sadorsky
(1999) show that firms with proactive environmental management are concerned about
more stakeholder groups than firms pursuing a reactive environmental strategy. Buysse
and Verbeke (2003) show that as a firm’s environmental strategy evolves from a reactive
approach to a proactive one, the depth and scope of its stakeholder focus increases. In
other words, the environmental strategy adopted by a firm affects the range of

stakeholders it considers important.

Third, through external reporting of environmental inforrnatiqn, firms are able to convey
some of their environmental management information to stakeholders. Roberts (1992)
finds that the level of social responsibility information disclosed by a firm, including
environmental information, is related to the intensity of stakeholder power. Cormier,
Gordon and Magnan (2004) examine the different categories of environmental
information disclosed by firms and their association with stakeholders, and find that “the
decision to disclose specific types of environmental information is related to corporate

concerns reflective of the stakeholder groups [the] environmental managers associate

" Environmental strategy is defined as an action plan “intended to manage the interface between business
and the natural environment” (Sharma 2000, p. 682). The environmental literature represents the
environmental strategy construct as a continuum, where at one end there is a reactive strategy and at the
other end there is a proactive strategy (Aragon-Correa 1998). A firm pursuing a reactive strategy has as its
sole objective conformity with legal requirements, while a firm pursuing a proactive strategy has a goal of
envirommental sustainable development (Hart 1995).
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with these concemns” (p. 159). Deegan and Blomquist (2006) report that the development
of an environmental report and scoring grid by WWF-Australia (formerly the World
Wide Fund for Nature) led Australian firms in the mineral industry to enhance their
environmental-reporting behavior. Overall, prior research suggests that a firm’s

stakeholders influence its environmental disclosure.

Fourth, one emerging theme is the relationship between stakeholders and environmental
performance. Kassinis and Vafeas (2006) show that the community represents a powerful
stakeholder group capable of influencing a firm’s EPI, such as its reduction of toxic
emissions at the plant level.

Prior research on the interface between stakeholders and firms’ environmental
management performance focuses on four complementary dimensions representing
managerial stakeholder considerations regarding corporate environmental concerns,
environmental strategy, environmental disclosure and environmental performance.
Despite the underlying importance of internal EP1 in these dimensions, the role played by

stakeholders in their selection has yet to attract significant attention.

2.3.2. Legitimacy

While stakeholder theory concentrates on differen’t groups within society, legitimacy
theory adopts the perspective of society as a whole (Deegan 2006; Deegan and Blomquist
2006). We select the following definition of legitimacy to guide our work:

“Organizations seek to establish congruence between the social values

associated with or implied by their activities and the norms of acceptable
behaviour in the larger social system in which they are a part. Insofar as
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these two value systems are congruent, we can speak of organizational
legitimacy” (Dowling and Pfeffer 1975, 122).

To achieve legitimacy, organizations must take actions to align their business operations
with corporate behaviors accepted by society. Several studies confirm th.at management
will adopt specific strategies based on perceptions of ‘what the broader community and
society expect regarding environmental matters (Guthrie and Parker 1989; Neu et al.
1998; O'Donovan 1999; Patten 1992). Research also suggests management will inform
society about their activities (Deegan and Blomquist 2006), which in turn reinforces the

importance of studying their choice of EPI.

Most environmental accounting research that adopts legitimacy theory focuses on
external environmental disclosure. Within that context, environmental disclosure
decisions aim to present the firm in a positive way, and corporate reports are viewed as a
public relations document used by management to convey favourable environmental
performance (Neu et al. 1998). Concerns about legitimacy are drivers of envirénmental
reporting (Gray et al. 1995; Deegan et al. 2002; Cormier et al. 2005). For instance, Milne
and Patten (2002) and Cho (2009) find that communication strategies may help restore or
repair organizational legitimacy. O’Donovan (2002) finds that when an issue or event is
of little importance, it is not considered a threat to legitimacy and therefore is not
mentioned in annual reports. De Villiers and Van Staden (2006) argue that despite
reductions in disclosure in tenﬁs of the quantity and specificity of environmental
information, firms can maintain their legitimacy if societal expectations veer away from

environmental issues.
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In short, prior legitimacy research indicates that environmental disclosure practices allow
more effective management of a firm’s visibility, accountability and public relations.
Although internal EPI can subsequently be used for external disclosure purposes (Henri
and Journeault 2009), little is known about how internal EPI are selected and used by

firms in their attempts to legitimize their environmental management.

Stakeholder and legitimacy theories can be seen as complementary, the former offering a
micro perspective, the latter a macro perspective (Deegan 2006; Deegan and Blomquist
2006; Cormier et al. 2004). Collectively, these theories can provide a better
understanding of organizational behaviour (Gray et al. 1995). The purpose of this study
is to examine how a large firm is influenced by its stakeholders in its choice of EPI using
the lenses provided by stakeholder and legitimacy theories. Our objéctive is to extend tiJe
literature on .the role of stakeholders and society in shaping firms’ behavior towards the

environment.

2.4. Research Methodology
We adopt the field study approach to investigate stakeholders’ influences on EPI

selection. Field study research is defined as the examination of a real-world phenomenon
through direct contact with managers (Ahrens and Dent 1998; Yin 2003). The objective is
to obtain a rich and real understanding of a relevant business matter (Merchant and Van
der Stede 2006). Our focus of interest is the way multiple stakeholders can iriﬂuence a
firm’s choice of EPIL. Understanding how firms are affected by stakeholders in their
choices requires an in-depth analysis of the business context (Creswell 1998; Eisenhardt

1989). Also, Leonard-Barton (1990) argues that a case study approach is appropriate
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when little knowledge is available on a subject, as is the case for the selection of internal
EPI. Finally, prior research shows that qualitative case studies are relevant in the
investigation of environmental issues (e.g. Herbohn 2005; Deegan and Blomgquist 2006;

Hendry 2005).

2.4.1, Case selection

In order to investigate an information-rich case (Patton 2002), the selection of the case
firm was based on industry conditions and environmental strategy criteria. First, the case
firm has to operate in an environmentally sensitive industry, requiring it to manage its
environmental performance due to the important environmental impacts of its activities.
Applying this criterion allows for the selection of a firm that strongly exhibits this focus
of interest (Patton 2002) and can help in the collection of detailed information on the role
of stakeholders regarding the choice of internal EPI. Second, the case firm has to pursue a
proactive environmental strategy becaﬁse the more proactive it is, the broader the range
of stakeholders it perceives as important (Buysse and Verbeke 2003; Henriques and
Sadorsky 1999).  Therefore, we can gain more insight by investigating an
environmentally proactive firm owing to the greater array of stakeholder groups and the
variety of stakeholder influences. As a result, the selection of the research site is based on
two criteria: 1) the firm must operate in an environmentally sensitive industry; 2) the firm
must demonstrate a proactive environmental strategy. The selected firm is a large
multinational with operations on all continents in the natural resources industry. It is
publicly listed and is a component of various sustainabifity stock indices. Focusing on a

single firm provided an in-depth understanding of its business context.
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2.4.2. Information collection

Information was collected from interviews and from an examination of corporate
documents. A request was made to interview the individuals responsible for the selection
and monitoring of EPI. Interviews were conducted with executives from the Vice-
President — Environment team at the worldwide headquarters of the case firm. These
executives are in charge of managing the global environmental responsibility of the
organization. The selection, enforcement and monitoring of EPI at the highest level of the
organization are among their main responsibiliﬁes. Semi-structured interviews averaging
75 minutes were conducted with (1) the Environmental Manager, (2) the Environmental
Director and (3) the Environmental, Health & Security Performance Data Manager.
These respondents represent a key, information-rich source regarding the focus of our
study because of their day-to-day involvement with the firm’s internal EP1 (Patton 2002).
The interview guide is presented in Appendix 3. All interviews were recorded and
transcribed. Several corporate documents were also thoroughly examined: (1) the internal
Manual of Environmental Strategy, (2) the Environmental Indicators Guideline, (3) an
internal presentation on the firm’s corporate sustainability issues, (4) the last annual
report and (5) publicly available reports on sustainability niatters. Corroboration of
interviewee information using corporate documents allowed us to triangulate information
collected (Yin 2003). In addition, a multi-method multiple respondent approach reduces

the threat of response bias (Kren 1997; Abernethy and Lillis 2001).

2.4.3. The research site

The case firm is a world leader in its industry sector and it applies a proactive

environmental strategy. Firms adopting this type of strategy strive to be environmental
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leaders by aiming for environmental excellence (Hunt and Auster 1990). Buysse and
Verbeke (2003) assert that proactive firms integrate environmental issues into their
strategic planning, invest in green manufacturing processes, and employ elaborated
environmental management systems. These proactive environmental firms also benefit
from the commitment of top management (Hunt and Auster 1990). The case firm’s
conformity to these characteristics was established during the case selection process and
then confirmed during interviews:

“Environmental issues are parts of big projects..We have the best

[environmental] practices with existing technologies ...Key [environmental]

indicators are established, followed, explained and analyzed, all of that

within a well-defined framework...There is a commitment from top

management towards [environmental emission] reduction”
Excerpts from interviews substantiate the case firm’s commitment to a proactive
environmental strategy. Its goal of environmental excellence is not only supported by top
management’s high level of invofvement, but also by an integrated environmental
management process. The case firm includes strategic environmental issues in its
corporate strategic planning. Interviewees indicated that the firm uses an elaborate
management system that allows managers to monitor environmental issues; EPI are

established, followed, explained and analyzed. The examination of internal corporate

documents confirms the proactive environmental strategy of the case firm.

2.4.4. Information analysis
The information collected was imported in the Atlas.ti software (Atlas.ti 2004). The

software was employed to organize the data and to provide a structure to data analysis.

Coding and further analyses were performed by the researcher. The approach used to
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analyze the collected information is based on Kisfalvi (2000) and Langley (1999). Codes
were generated from interview transcripts and the reviewed corporate documents. After
the initial coding, all codes were reviewed to verify the reliability of the coding. Any
inconsistency was investigated and adjusted if necessary. A final review of all codes then
followed to further ensure coding reliability. Codes and their associated quotations were
then grouped into main categories according to common themes. Three major code
" categories emerged: environmental strategy, EPI and important stakeholders. The
information from each category was analyzed using a within-category analysis method to
identify trends and to summarize each main theme. Next, categories were compared using
a cross-cétegory analysis method in order to identify potential interrelations between
environmental strategy, EPI and important stakeholders. To perform cross-category
analysis, each category was compared with the two remaining categories using a matrix.
This first analysis resulted in 2X2 interrelations and was followed by a simultaneous
comparison of the three matrices, intended to study interrelations between these three

categories concurrently, and to make sure that all potential interrelations were considered.

2.5. Evidence from the case study
2.5.1. Environmental strategy and internal environmental performance indicators

Before presenting the various relationships between important stakeholders and EPI, we

examine the association between the case firm’s environmental strategy and internal EP1.

2.5.1.1. The role of environmental strategy

Excerpts from interviews highlight the first type of association between environmental

strategy and internal EPl. They indicate a direct relationship where environmental
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strategy influences the choice of EPIL. The firm’s strategic orientation, specific to its
business activities, has an affect on its choices of environmental measures.
“Sometimes, we don’t have regulation here but we make sure to respect some
voluntary standards. We want to be an environmental world leader, so we
measure EPI even if it is not asked”..."“The environmental impact of our

different industrial processes yields the issues we manage” ... “EPI are set up
due to our environmental impacts”

These excerpts from interviews show how a proactive orientation leads thé case firm to
have a broader range of internal EPI than regulation requires, and how the array of EPI
employed is based on the firm’s strategy. Indeed, the quotesi highlight the influence the
strategy has on EP1. First, they explain the content of the environmental strategy (issues
managed because of their related environmental impacts), and how EPI are implemented
based on this content, i.e., the impacts. Therefore, internal EPI are developed based on
the environmental issues the firm wants to document. For example, during interviews,
pollution (in its multiple forms) was mentioned by interviewees twenty times as a
motivation for measuring this environmental strategy component, which was one of the
most frequently cited items. The above evidence stresses the role environmental strategy

plays in the choice of EPL

2.5.1.2. The role of internal environmental performance indicators (EFI)

The second association works in the opposite direction, where internal EPI affect
environmental strategy. Specifically, the environmental performance evaluation
accomplished through EPI analysis affects the environmental strategy and indicates areas
that require remediation. The relationship between internal EPI and environmental
strategy is documented in the case firm’s Manual of Environmental Strategy, where the

utilization of leading environmental indicators is emphasized as a way to accomplish
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environmental objectives. The Manual underlines how internal EPI play an important
role in benchmarking vis-3-vis the competition, and in the evaluation of improvements
related to the firm’s environmental strategy objectives. This association between EPI and
the firm’s environmental approach has also been mentioned by the interviewees:
“You build a strategy, you apply it (..) so you need
indicators” ... “Perfluorocarbons, which are included in greenhouse gas and
in other indicators, allow us to see how it is actually going and if we notice
difficulties, we will work on (...) technologies or raw materials to see what we
cando”
The monitoring role of internal EPI regarding the environmental strategy is clear: internal
EPI are utilized to follow the environmental strategy and “to see how it is actually
going.” The quotes underline how problematic EPI results lead to remediation actions,
such as the review of manufacturing processes, technologies and raw materials sourcing.
These processes are important elements of a proactive environmental strategy. Evidence

from interviews and corporate documents suggest that EPI influence environmental

strategy via the performance evaluation process.

2.5.1.3. Interrelations between environmental strategy and internal EPT

Characteristics of the relationship between environmental strategy and EPI are presented
in Figure 4. Internal EPI are first selected and implemented based on the key aspects of
the firm’s environmental strategy. This concurs with the strategic performance
measurement literature, which suggests that organizational strategy influences the choice
of performance measures (Ittner et al. 2003; Chenhall 2003). Next, internal EPI are used
to evaluate the success of the firm’s environmental strategy, and to suggest improvements

to certain aspects of the strategy, if required. Required improvements are incorporated
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into a revised strategy where the list of EPI is re-examined, and then the cycle starts over.
This second type of association is consistent with an interactive approach between the
intended strategy (formal plans formulated by corporate managers) and the realizéd
strategy (the current one observed), which leads to an emergent strategy with the firm’s
business context dictating certain patterns of action, and where the strategy is revisited
(Mintzberg 1978; Mintzberg and Waters 1985; Mintzberg 1999). The comparison of
results achieved on EPI versus targets is one of these patterns. These interrelations
between environmental strategy and EPI, described by one interviewee as an “ongoing
improvement process,” are illustrated by the arrows in Figure 4. In this figure, the
‘performance evaluation’ rectangle is included in the ‘EPI’ rectangle to emphasize the
specific, but not exclusive, use of these indicators for performance evaluation. This
analysis is useful to understand the role of stakeholders in reference to EPI choice to

which we now fum.

Figure 4: The interrelation between environmental strategy and internal environmental
performance indicators (EPI)

Environmental strategy

Internal EPI

Performance :
Evaluation
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2.5.2. How stakeholders influence the case firm in its choice of internal EPI

Based on the interviews and collected information, we identify four ways in which
stakeholders influence the case firm’s choice of internal EPI and environmental strategy.

Each of the four is explained below.'?

2.5.2.1. Mediated influence through environmental strategy
The first way stakeholders influence the choice of internal EPI is through the firm’s

environmental strategy. As reported in interviews, stakeholders can influence aspects of
environmental strategy without having a direct effect on internal EPIL Because
environmental strategy influences internal EPI, stakeholders that exert pressure on the
case firm concerning its environmental strategy indirectly influence its choice of EPI.
The following are quotes from interviewees about the influence of clients and creditors
on environmental strategy:

(about Clients) “They ask that we be certified ISO 14001 ...Some clients asked

us to have management systems to ensure environmental quality... So we had

to make sure to obtain this [ISO] certification. Some clients are interested in

the LCA [Life Cycle Analysis] approach to manage our products (...) It is a

driver for us”"

(about Creditors) “They want to know if the firm has good management systems
in place... They ask more for action plans than for specific measures” .

12The role of stakeholders regarding internal EPI was raised in two ways during the interviews. In some
cases, interviewees spontaneously introduced stakeholder issues during the discussions, while in other
cases, stakeholders’ roles were addressed directly through specific interview questions.
13 SO 14001 is an environmental management system, i.e., “the part of the overall management system that
" includes organizational structure, planning activities, responsibilities, practices, procedures, processes
and resources for developing, implementing, achieving, reviewing and maintaining the environmental
policy” (ISO 1999, p. 2). Life cycle analysis (LCA) is the assessment of the environmental impacts ofa
firm’s product from “the cradle to the grave,” i.e., from the extraction of the natural resources to the
disposal of the product after usage (Gauthier 2005).
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These quotes illustrate that clients and creditors make requests to the case firm regarding
environmental management systems, a key component of a proactive environmental
strategy. Their requests range from specific subsystems, such as life cycle analysis, to the
overall effectiveness of the management processes, such as good management systems to
ensure environmental quality. Clients even ask for external acknowledgment of the
system’s quality via the International Standard Organization (ISO). The case firm
recognizes clients’ influence because it responds to these demands: “we had to make
sure to obtain this certification.” As one interviewee stated, “All plants must be certified
1SO 14001. New plants have two years to obtéz’n it...plants that are more than twé years
old are all certified.” However, interviewees do not recognize any direct influence on
clients and creditors with respect to internal EPI selection. Therefore, clienfs and
creditors seem to influence the case firm only at the environmental strategy level.
Accordingly, clients and creditor stakeholders have a mediated influence on internal EPI

choice through their impact on environmental strategy.

2.5.2.2 Direct and indirect influence

Stakeholders may also simultaneously influence the case firm’s choice of internal EPT at
the strategic and environmental performance measurement levels. The following are
quotes from the case firm’s interviewees about the influence of investors and investor
representatives'® on envirénmental strategy and EPI:

(Investors on strategy) “During annual shareholder meetings, there is an

increasing number of questions asked on environmental issues... People vote
[on these issues] and it ends up influencing (...) actions, strategies and other

"The case firm’s environmental performance is frequently assessed by evaluation firms for the purpose of
sustainability stock indices. These evaluation firms, referred to here as investor representatives, are a
significant stakeholder group for the corporation.
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things that will be implemented...Investors want to know how we manage
greenhouse gases”

(Investors on EPI) “Regarding certain aspects, they ask to have more

measures. The biodiversity aspect is one of those...It is very important to have

EPI to answer their questioning”

(Investor representatives on strategy) “Stock listing evaluation firms from

sustainability indices assess us by sending surveys, and we later know our

performance. This is for sure an incentive”

(Investor representatives on EPI) “Yes, we look at what the surveys demand.

We evaluate their demands: Are we able to answer or not? Is it good for us to

answer or not? How can we answer...It is the external demands (...) of [stock

listing  evaluation  firms]  that analyse the firm’s  sustainable

performance...Some [stock] indices do that: they take our report and divide

our numbers by our sales, so we do that too”
Investors and their representatives employ particular events and criteria, such as annual
shareholder meetings and sustainability index surveys, to communicate environmental
concemns to the case firm. These concerns are mentioned to have an effect on its
environmental strategy. These stakeholders also request the adoption of specific EPI,
such as biodiversity measures that have been recently implemented by the case firm.
Quotes suggest that from the investors’ perspective, firms remain responsible for
developing and providing EPI to address any questions investors may have. Similarly,
demands from investor representatives are weighted heavily, as illustrated by the critical

range of questions following sustainability indices’ surveys: “Are we able to answer or

not? Is it good for us to answer or not? How can we answer?”

Therefore, investors and their representatives influence the case firm’s choice of internal

EPI, both indirectly and directly; the first type of influence uses environmental strategy to
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attain the desired effect, while the second addresses matters involving EPI in a more

straightforward manner.

2.5.2.3. Joint effort

When considering green stakeholders, the case firm is not only affected by direct and
indirect influences, but also by company-stakeholder interaction. A particular relationship
seems to emerge, one that is a catalyst for cooperation between the firm and its
stakeholders in a joint effort to achieve common environmental goals. Stakeholders with
whom the case firm engages in initiatives in a cooperative spirit are governments, the
community and employees. The following are quotes by interviewees from the case firm
about the influence of these stakeholders on the environmental strategy and EPI:

(about Governments on strategy) “The respect of norms and regulations is at

the core of our environmental strategy. We don’t want to be in non

compliance, and we must go beyond”

(about Governments on EP1) “They can ask certain measures, they can impose
measures ... For water, the government determined on what we must comply”

(about Community on strategy) “It [their influence] makes us try to have a
proactive approach”

(about Community on EPI) “There have been perceptions of communities
surrounding certain plants, which were saying that particulate materials may
cause, well, certain damages...If a neighbour wants the plant to measure noise
because he/she thinks it is important, the plant must measure noise”

(about Employees on strategy) “There has been a workshop in which plant
supervisors or key persons in plants were directly participating (...) to validate
the [environmental strategic] planning”

(about Employees on EPl) “Employees can encourage the introduction of

certain [environmental] measures...Yes. They can have [this influence] at the
plant level”
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The influence all three stakeholder groups have on the case ﬁnﬁ’s environmental strategy
is explicit. While governmental regulation sets the basis for the firm’s environmental
strategy (“regulation is at the core”), the community alone consﬁtutes a significant
motivation for the firm to further its strategic development by adopting a proactive
environmental approach. Regarding employees’ contribution to environmental strategy,
their participation in strategic environmental planning highlights their importance.
Furthermore, stakeholder groups have a direct impact on the choice of internal EPI:
governments influence environmental measurement through regulation as they “ask,”
“impbse” and “determine” specific indicators; the community motivates the addition of
internal EPI through its concerns, i.e., “particulate materials may cause certain damages”
or “important noise”; employees suggest the implementation of internal EPT at the plant

level.

Of interest is the spirit behind the stakeholders’ influences that emerges from the
interviews. There is a clear recognition of each stakeholder group’s influences. The
following are quotes related to evidence of a joint effort:

(Joint effort with Governments) “we work in partnership, instead of one
monitors the other. So this is important, I think, we work with the same
objective: improvement...Of course, it is a corporate point of view versus a
governmental point of view, but I think they know we don’t want to generate
waste or emissions and we try to help them”

(Joint effort with Community) “it does not necessarily come from complaints.
It is more in the course of working, a joint work, in a spirit of mutual
progress... We are partners with the neighbouring community”

(Joint effort with Employees) “with our environmental strategy, we think it is

not only management; it is a mindset for employees. We are all responsible to
manage, we need everyone to manage”
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These comments show that relationships between the firm and its stakeholders are
associated with cooperation because “joint work in the spirit of mutual progress” is
accomplished by sharing the same “mindset” and working “with the same objective.”
Terms employed within these descriptions fall under the definition of partnership or joint
effort. The existence of such a partnership between the case firm and these stakeholders
has also been observed when we examined the Manual of Environmental Strategy and
Reports on Sustainability Matters. In summary, the stakeholders’ direct and indirect

influence over EPI choice can evolve into a joint effort.

2.5.2.4. Environmental benchmarking

The last way stakeholders can influence the case firm’s EPI choice is through
benchmarking, when environmental performance evaluations are performed by the firm
with the help of its industry associations. This gives the firm a way to evaluate its
environmental performance with its peers.”” The following are quotes by interviewees
from the case firm about the influence of industry associations on environmental strategy
and EPI:

“Associations will set [environmental] objectives, either voluntary or
mandatory, and this is a driver for us...We are a member, so if we decide to
follow [the association’s new objectives] and to set a target, we will make sure
to implement the indicator if it does not exist...Through the association, we
were always coming across (...) some (environmental) measures, but we did
not have these measures. We added them”

Based on these quotes, environmental decisions made by industry associations are

presented as drivers of environmental strategy. The influence these associations exert

These industrial stakeholders are different from the stock listing evaluation firms (investor
representatives) presented earlier because the former give the firm the means to evaluate its performance
by itself, while the latter conduct an independent performance evaluation of the firm.
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over internal EPI is stated through the case firm’s membership status. Indeed, the
member firm will implement the necessary EPI following its decision to adopt a

voluntary recommendation by its industry association.

The collaborative spirit described in the previous section also exists in the firm-
stakeholder relationship, as indicated by the following quotes:
“Lot of things are developed at the association level... We work together a lot
and we try to have the same measures and the same ways to measure...We are
in partnership with many associations [regarding environmental matters]”
In addition to the above ways industry influences the case firm in its choice of internal
EPI, industry-level information on environmental issues is provided to the firm by the
associations. As indicated by the following quotes, this information offers the firm an
opportunity to evaluate its environmental performance relative to other members of the
industry:
“We give our data to certain sub-industrial associations or industrial
associations, which perform studies or analyses that they return to us in an
anonymous format. Then we are able to see where we are situated within the
industry [in terms of environmental performance...If we are not leaders, we
conclude that, since we employ a similar technology, we are definitely able to
improve our performance...and actions will be taken”
It has been previously mentioned that EPI represent a way to monitor the successful
implementation of the environmental strategy and to make sure that, when necessary, the
required remediation is undertaken. Accordingly, the case firm faces additional

stakeholder influence when receiving industry environmental performance information to

conduct benchmarking. Due to its environmental world leadership objective, this
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information stimulates the case firm to improve its performance through the adaptation of

its strategy and choice of EPL.

2.6. Corroboration of interviews with information obtained from stakeholders

We corroborate with stakeholder-derived information the results of the interviews and
corporate documents regarding stakeholder influence on EPI. Reports obtained from
websites are examined for clients, creditors, governments and industry associations. For
creditors, we also examine the annual reports of all major banks (Canadian, American,
and European). Information on the community and employees is sought in national and
local newspapers from the ABI Inform and Eureka databases. Finally, we find
information on investors and their representati\{t_:s in the Corporate Social Investment
Database from Jantzi Research, used here as a proxy for the investment perspective.16
This section presents the findings of our analysis of stakeholders’ documents in support

of their influence on the case firm’s environmental strategy and internal EPI choice.

2.6.1. Mediated influence by the clients and creditors

The mediated influence of stakehoiders on internal EPI occurs through an impact on
environmental strategy. Through industry association bulletins, we found that the case
firm signed a long-term contract to supply a major airplane manufacturer. The latter, a
client of the case firm, published a report entitled Environmental Requirements for
Suppliers stating that both the manufacturer and its suppliers must implement an ISO

14001 compliant environmental management system to minimize environmental risks.

'®The Corporate Social Investment Database provides interested investors with detailed reports and related
industry rankings and scores on the social, environmental and governance performance of hundreds of
publicly traded firms (Jantzi Research 2008). Jantzi Research is the Canadian counterpart of the U.S.-
based KLD (KLD 2009a) frequently used in management and accounting research.
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The manufacturer’s purchasing department is required to consider environmental criteria
in the selection of suppliers. Similarly, industry association bulletins also indicate that
the case firm supplies major car manufacturers, and an examination of these
manufacturers’ websites shows that they all require their suppliers to have an
environmental management system in place and comply with a life cycle analysis
approach. For example, a car manufacturer’s sustainability report emphasizes the special
attention required for the selection of materials from suppliers and how management
teams from the manufacturer and suppliers must meet and reach a partnership agreement

on environmentally compatible production processes.

In summary, the interviews corroborate the clients’ documents related to the clients’
influence on the case firm’s environmental strategy. Clients ask their supplier, the case
firm, to have an environmental management system in place and to comply with a life
cycle analysis approach, which is a form of mediated influence in the continuum of
stakeholders’ influences. Nonetheless, we do not find documents directly supporting the
interviews’ results for creditors. This outcome is not surprising since banks are very
reluctant to disclose any information about their customers, be it sensitive or not.
Confidentiality and privacy are bank trademarks. However, the importance of respecting
environmental regu]ations; as mentioned in the general loan policies of the case firm’s

bank, hints at an influence on environmental strategy.

2.6.2. Direct and indirect influence by investors and their representatives

Direct and indirect influence suggests that investors and their representatives exert

pressure on both environmental strategy and EPI selection. One way investors influence
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the case firm’s environmental strategy is through shareholder proposals on environmental
issues during annual meetings. Jantzi Research reports reveal that ethical funds submitted
proposals to have the case firm endorse principles on environmental practices. Similarly,
newspapers report that investors asked the case ﬁnh to improve their community

consultation process on environmental issues.

Jantzi Research surveys firms and provides scores on their environmental performance; it
is considered an investor representative. Its survey allots significant attention to
environmental performance measurement and monitoring, and lists the internal EPI the
case firm measures. Given that the environmental score Jantzi Research attributes to the
case firm dépends, in part, on its results on environmental performance measurement, the
emphasis Jantzi Research places on this issue is a form of influence on the case firm’s
EPI choice. Further evidence of investor representatives’ influence on EPI is the fact that
both Jantzi Research and the case firm use the same environmental metric. Therefore,
documents from investors and their representatives suggest influence on the case firm’s
environmental strategy and choice of internal EPI. These influences form the direct and

indirect pattern used by these stakeholders.

2.6.3. Joint effort influence of government, the community and employees

Stakeholders exert a joint effort influence over internal EPI when their direct and indirect
influence evolves into a partnership. Evidence of collaboration between the case firm and
the Ministry of the Environment are available on government websites. The parties agree

on “memorandums of understanding” to work jointly to develop and implement pollution
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prevention plans, cooperate with local governments and the community, and develop and

monitor internal EPL

Newspaper analysis reports that the community puts pressure on the case firm to find an
environmentally friendly way to transform toxic waste, which leads to several public
consultations. Newspapers report that a community representative praises the case firm as
an “exemplary corporate citizen” on this issue, which leads to the firm’s receiving an

environmental award presented by the local media.

The joint effort taking place between the case firm and its employees is presented as a
shared mindset. Newspapers report how the case firm works to raise the awareness of
environmental issues among its managers in developing countries, and how it promotes
‘environmental protection among employees by means of financial incentives for
greenhouse gas reduction. The press emphasizes that these initiatives, aimed at building
a shared environmental mindset between the case firm and its employees, result in
increased motivation and greater employee participation in the improvement of
environmental performance. In short, documentation reveals that the case firm is
involved in pollution prevention with governments, cooperation with communities, and
the sharing of environmental responsibilities among employees. This evidence suggests a

joint effort influence by these stakeholders.

2.6.4. Environmental benchmarking influence of the industry and associations

Benchmarking influence takes place when stakeholders working in joint effort with the

firm enable it to benchmark its environmental performance. Industry association
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newsletters indicate that the case firm, and major firms in its industry, take a voluntary
approach with the government to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. They negotiated an
agreement where specific EPI are defined, measured, targeted, monitored and audited by
an independent third party. The influence of the industry on environmental strategy and
EPI is evident; the case firm acﬁvely participates to achieve the industry association’s
objectives by developing and implementing the same EPI. The case firm provides its data
to its industry association, and receives aggregate information for the whole industry,
which permits the firm to assess where it is situated with respect to its peers in terms of
environmental performance. Reports in a newsletter indicate that for more than 15 years
the industry association has systematically performed environmental benchmarking
regarding the measurement and monitoring of EPI. Each indicator is measured annually
and the results are sent to an international institute, which then provides a report allowing
each firm to measure its performance relative to that of other industry members. This
institute also establishes environmental objectives for reduction in PFC emissions, energy
use, consumption of water, and the implementation of environmental management

systems.

In summary, available documentation supports the interview results on the environmental
benchmarking influence. Working with its industry associations to develop a common
environmental strategy and EPI allows the case firm to use benchmarks to measure itself

against its peers in terms of environmental performance.
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2.7. Description of a continnum of stakeholders’ influences over EPI choice,
theoretical perspectives

Our findings are summarized in Figure 5, which shows that stakeholders influence the
case firm in various ways regarding its choice of internal EPI. These influences evolve
along a continuum, beginning with a narrow, one-way influence, and progressing toward
a broad, interactive influence. First, stakeholders influence the case firm via their impact
on environmental strategy, which constitutes a mediated influence on EPI choice.
Second, in addition to this indirect influence, the case firm also experiences direct
stakeholder influence when it receives explicit pressures from stakeholders concerning
which EPI it chooses to manage envirqnmental performance. Third, stakeholders’ direct
~and indirect influence can evolve into a joint effort where stakeholders and the firm
interact with the objective of achieving a common environmental goal. In Figure 5, the
bidirectional arrows linking the two groups appearing on the continuum illustrate this
interaction between stakeholders and the firm. Finally, the influence of this relationship
broadens when stakeholders provide the case firm with a way to evaluate its
environmental performance; in this environmental benchmarking influence, the case firm

receives additional pressure to adjust its environmental strategy and EPI choice.
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Each pattern illustrated along the continuum of stakeholders’ influence over EPI choice
can be associated with prior research, even though this type of continuum does not exist
in the literature. For example, the mediated influence and the direct and indirect influence
are consistent with Atkinson et al. (1997) regarding stakeholders’ 'inﬂuence on
organizational strategy. These authors assert that the contributions and expectations of
‘important stakeholders form the basis upon which strategy should be developed, and
performance measures associated with the strategy should address stakeholders’
expectations. The joint effort influence appears to be the convergence of green
stakeholders’ influence on corporations (e.g. Hendry 2005; Henriques and Sharma 2005;
Frooman 1999) and stakeholder management approaches to deal with green stakeholders
(e.g. Knox et al. 2005; Unerman and Bennett 2004; Harvey and Schaefer 2001). This
convergence guides the work of the firm and its stakeholders toward a common
environmental objective. Next, the environmental benchmarking influence recognizes the
role of stakeholders in environmental performance, and is consistent with Kassinis and
Vafeas (2006). Finally, the continuum of stakeholders’ influence meshes with the
environmental strategy continuum where firms can evolve from a reactive to a proactive

approach (Hunt and Auster 1990).

2.7.1. Theoretical interpretation

Theories can be used to reinforce the external validity of a single case study (Yin 2003).
In this context, stakeholder and legitimacy theories are the underlying foundations of the
continnum of stakeholders’ influences. Stakeholder theory is the most apparent
theoretical explanation underlying the study. This theory stipulates that groups with

different interests and concerns regarding corporate actions evolve around a firm with the
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ability to have an impact on its activities (Clarkson 1995). A firm’s management must
address stakeholder expectations by simultaneously paying attention to all relevant
stakeholders (Freeman 1984; Donaldson and Preston 1995; Rowley 1997). Because the
environment is becoming increasingly important for numerous stakeholders (e.g. Harvey
and Schaefer 2001), firms must consider their environmental expectations in order to

meet their demands.

Support for stakeholder theory is found throughout our analysis. Each form of influence
on environmental strategy or intemal EPI that causes the case firm to adapt its
environmental approach and EPI choice illustrates how a firm may address stakeholders’
environmental expectations. Stakeholder theory also explains one of the driving forces of
the continuum: the importance for stakeholders of corporate environmental impacts. As
we move along the continuum, the environmental impacts of the case firm’s activities
become more and more important for the respective stakeholder groups. These
environmental impacts matter least of all to clients and creditors (business stakeholders)
unless they begin to interfere with their contracts with the case firm (Cormier et al. 2004).
Therefore, their influence over the firm’s environmental management can be limited to a
mediated influence. Investors and their representatives (financial stakeholders) consider
the environmental impacts of the firm’s activities to be more important, because they can
affect the value of their investment (Cormier and Magnan 1997; Hassel et al. 2005).
Their investment implicitly requires environmental management, which they monitor
through their direct and indirect influence. Next, the necessity for governments,

communities and employees (social stakeholders) to exert a joint effort influence arises
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from their greater sensitivity to the firm’s environmental impacts; being closer to the
firm’s activities, they experience the externalities associated with the case firm more
deeply. Finally, the firm’s environmental impact is of utmost importance to its industry,
because these externalities bear potentially significant consequences for the image and
reputation of the industry sector as>a whole (e.g. Hoffman 1999), which leads this
stakeholder group to apply a benchmarking influence. Overall, this driving force of the
continuum is consistent with the strategic performance measurement systems literature

where firms monitor performance in light of stakeholders’ requirements (Henri 2006).

We can also interpret the continuum of stakeholders’ influences over EPI choice from a
societal perspective using legitimacy theory. The case firm engages in actions on

environmental matters to preserve its legitimacy with respect to society (Patten 2005).

2”7

'Elements of legitimacy such as “public image,” “reputation,” “visibility,” “long-term
license to operate” and “future acceptability” are frequently mentioned throughout the
interviews and the corporate documents examined, as presented in Table 8. Concepts
such as “public image,” “reputation” and “visibility” emphasize the importance of
society’s perceptions of the case firm, while “license to operate” and “acceptability ” refer
to the case firm’s survival. Given the importance society places on environmental issues,
maintaining legitimacy is a significant reason to consider stakeholders’ environmental
demands (Deegan and Blomquist 2006; Cormier et al. 2004). For example, investor
representatives are regarded as very influential stakeholders because of their impact on

public image. The importance of these stakeholders is documented by one interviewee:

“Reputation has an intangible value...we have a long-term license to operate and we
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want to preserve it, so we must have a good reputation.” Similarly, reports on
sustainability underline the importance of the community from a legitimacy perspective
by linking current and future access to natural resources with community trust.
Addressing stakeholder demands seems to be a way for the case firm to adapt its

operating methods to secure its future (Dowling and Pfeffer 1975).

Given the case firm’s awareness of stakeholders’ environmental concerns, preserving
legitimacy also appears to motivate the adoption of a proactive environmental strategy.
For example, reports on sustainability matters show that proactive water and land
management is often associated with reputation enhancement and preservation of the
firm’s long-term license to operate. Similarly, when questioning turned to the motivation
behind proactive‘ water management, one interviewee insisted that the case firm had good
management in place to continue to benefit from the right to access and utilize water. In
addition, reports on sustainability matters also relate the future acceptability of the case
firm’s products and activities to the outcomes associated with its management of crucial
environmental issues. Collectively, the examination of corporate documents, interviews
and information obtained directly from stakeholders suggests that the case firm associates
the future of its activities with its environmental strategy. Therefore, pursuing a proactive
environmental strategy represents one way in which the case firm adapts its objectives
and methods of operation to preserve its legitimacy in society (Dowling and Pfeffer

1975).
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Legitimacy is the second driving force of the continuum of stakeholders’ influences over
EPI choice. We contend that the case firm’s legitimacy needs increase as we move along
the continuum. This need for legitimacy is related to the importance of the environmental
impact for the respective stakeholders (the first driver of the continuum). The
environmental legitimacy need is at a minimum with clients and creditors that view the
firm as mostly legitimate when it fulfills its contracts with them within reasonable
environmental boundaries. This is represented by a mediated influence. The direct and
indirect influence exerted by investors and their representatives suggests a greater need
for environmental legitimacy for these groups because the firm wants to retain its current
investors and attract future financing (Henriques and Sadorsky 1999). The firm’s
legitimacy need -increases with respect to governmehts, communities and employees.
Through the joint influence, the firm works in conjunction with these stakeholders that
are directly affecteq by its externalities to legitimize its activities in their minds (Kapelus
2002). Finally, the case firm’s need for environmental legitimacy peaks at the industrial
stakeholder level. The firm recognizes the industry’s benchmarking influence, and
complies with and exceeds industry standards. It thus uses the benchmarking results as a
legitimizing tool. Overall, this driving force behind the continuum is consistent with the
strategic performance measurement systems literature’s being employed to legitimize

actions (Henri, 20006).

2.8. Concluding comments

The objective of this paper was to conduct an exploratory investigation of the role
stakeholders play in the selection of EPI. Adopting a field study approach, both

stakeholder theory and legitimacy theory are drawn upon to analyze managers’
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interviews, corporate documents, and information obtained directly from stakeholders.
We highlight stakeholders’ influences over the case firm in its choice of EPL These
influences are represented by a continuum with a narrow unidirectional influence at one
end, and a broad bidirectional influence at the other end. Results demonstrate stakeholder
and societal influences on environmental management and performance measurement.
This paper contributes to the understanding of the stakeholders’ role in shaping a firm’s
behavior toward the environment. It takes into consideration internal EPI, whereas prior
research concentrated mainly on environmental concerns, strategy and external

disclosure.

This study is subject to limitations. Focusing on a single firm has allowed an in-depth
understanding of the firm’s business context regarding environmental indicators; it also
limits the generalizability of the results. While stakeholders can influence the selection of
EPI through other means, they were not uncovered during our investigation. Future
research could examine the communication strategies a firm adopts in order to shape
stakeholders’ influences over its environmental performance evaluations. The absence of
certain stakeholders from the continuum developed could also be explored. For example,
requests made by environmental non-governmental organizations (ENGOs) are widely
publicized in the media, and supply chain issues are increasingly considered essential
parts of corporate environmental management. However, our investigation suggests
neither ENGOs nor suppliers seem to fall within the scope of the continuum. This issue

will therefore require further investigation.
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CHAPTER 3: CONTRASTING REALITIES: CORPORATE
ENVIRONMENTAL DISCLOSURE AND STAKEHOLDER-RELEASED
INFORMATION

Abstract

This paper studies the informational dynamics taking place between a firm and its
stakeholders with respect to corporate environmental management. These dynamics refer
to the way in which constituents (the firm and its stakeholders) release environmental
information, react to the releases from the other constituent and affect each other in their
disclosure (adapted from Buhr 2007). The analysis rests on a longitudinal case study
contrasting environmental information reported by the case firm with environmental
information about the firm disclosed by four key stakeholder groups or their
representatives  (governments,  community, environmental  non-governmental
organizations and inyestors) over a period of three years. These environmental
disclosures have been analysed and compared to identify the similarities, differences,
overlaps and omissions of corporate reporting vis-a-vis stakeholder-released information.
The case firm under study is a large international corporation operating in the forest and
paper products ihdustry throughout North America and the United Kingdom. Results
suggest the presence of a gap composed of different patterns between corporate and
stakeholder environmental disclosures. The patterns range from uniformity between
corporate and stakeholder disclosures to- performance-neutral and performance-biased
gaps, with stakeholders complementing or contradicting corporate disclosures. The
relativism arising between the environmental ethics of the case firm and that of its
stakeholders is employed to interpret findings and assess the accountability of the case

firm. Specifically, the differences in the environmental values of the case firm and those
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of its stakeholders explain the gap between the information reported by the perspectives
because different environmental values call for different environmental disclosures. In
addition, the more intense the ethical relativism between the firm and its stakeholders for
a specific environmental issue, the lower the accountability of the case firm regarding the

issue at stake.
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3.1. Introduction

Developing an understanding of corporate environmental management and performance
can be compared to looking through the different facets of a prism. One facet advocates
that good environmental performance creates value for the corporation (Hart 1995; Russo
and Fouts 1997; Al-Tuwaijri et al. 2004). Another facet of the prism proposes that greater
environmental disclosure is used to mask poor environmental performance (Hughes et al.
2001; Patten 2002) while a third one argues the opposite, i.e. that superior environmental
disclosure demonstrates better environmental performance (Al-Tuwaijri et al. 2004;
Clarkson et al. 2008). Another facet suggests that stakeholders influence corporate
environmental performance (Shlarma and Henriques 2005; Kassinis and Vafeas 2002,
2006) and corporate environmental disclosure (Roberts 1992; Cormier et al. 2004; Adams
and Whelan 2009). Still another facet states that stakeholders are influenced by
environmental performance and disclosure (Deegan and Blomquist 2006; Hendry 2005;
Milne and Patten 2002). All these perspectives depict different aspects of corporate
environmental performance, much like each facet presents a different view of the same
prism. How can we get a sense of the overall picture of a corporation’s environmental
management and performance? Adams (2004) and Dey (2007) suggest that this can be
achieved by studying environmental information released by both the firm and by its

stakeholders.

The paper explores informational dynamics taking place between a firm and its
stakeholders with respect to corporate environmental management. These dynamics refer
to the way constituents (the firm and its stakeholders) release environmental information,

how they react to the releases from the other constituent and how their disclosures affect
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each other (adapted from Buhr 2007). The dynamics are analysed through a longitudinal
case study contrasting environmental information reported by the case firm with
environmental information about the firm disclosed by four key stakeholder groups or
their representatives: governments, community, environmental non-governmental
organizations (ENGOs) and investors. The case firm is Abiti‘bi Consolidated, a large
international corporation operating in the forest and paper products industry throughout
North America and the United Kingdom. Information released through corporate
environmental disclosure (annual reports, sustainability reports, web, press releases)
along with the environmental information released by concemed govermments,
communities, ENGOs and investors has been collected for the period of 2005 to 2007.
These environmental disclosures have been analysed and compared to identify the
similarities, differences, overlaps and omissions of corporate reporting Vis-a-vis

stakeholder-released information.

Economic and socio-political approaches are often employed to study environmental
disclosure (Berthelot et al. 2003). Ethical approaches, although scantly used so far,"” are
also of significant relevance for social and environmental accounting (Andrew 2000).
Indeed, corporate environmental management raises important ethical issues, such as the
extent to which it could be considered ethical for a corporation to generate profits while
harming tht; environmental resources belonging to society (Jeurissen and Keijzers 2004).
I thus adopt an ethical stance to analyze the informational dynamics of Abitibi-
Consolidated and its stakeholders. Specifically, I employ ethical relativism to investigate

the research question. This perspective stipulates that what is considered ethical or

17 See Parker (2005) for a review of the theories employed in social and environmental accounting research.
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unethical is not objective and changes from one individual, stakeholder or society to

another, and over time (Lewis and Unerman 1999; Wong 1993).

The results suggest a gap between corporate and stakeholder environmental disclosures.
This gap is composed of different patterns ranging from uniformity (the absence of a gap)
in disclosures to performance-neutral and performance-biased gaps between the corporate
and the stakeholder perspectives. Using ethical relativism, I attribute this gap to the
differences in environmental values between the firm and its stakeholders. Indeed, from
this perspective, environmental disclosure is considered to be dedicated to the
demonstratioh of the fulfilment of environmental values (Richardson 1987). The
relativism of environmental values implies that the information disclosed is likely to be
appropriate for some stakeholders but not for others (Lewis and Unerman 1999), thereby
explaining the gap existing between corporate environmental disclosure and stakeholder-
released environmental information. In addition, contrasting stakeholder information with
corporate disclosure sheds light on the level of accountability of the corporation (Adams
2004). Complementing the ethical relativism analysis with an accountability appraisal
indicates that the different patterns of disclosure are associated with different levels of
accountability; the more relativism there is in a pattern, the lower the level of

accountability.
Studying the informational dynamics of environmental management is important for the

evolution of corporate environmental disclosure. So far, accounting standard setters

worldwide regulated only the reporting of environmental contingencies, asset retirement
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® By exposing the nuances in

obligations and other environmental costs and liabilities.'
the gap between corporate and non-corporate environmental disclosures, this paper -
concretely underlines the extent to which voluntary corporate environmental reporting
meets stakeholders’ information and accountability needs (Adams 2004; Unerman and
Bennett 2004). These results will be helpful in assessing the trénsparency of
environmental information disclosed and the requirements of the information users. They
contribute to the debate on the necessity and usefulness éf regulating social and
environmental reporting (see Buhr 2007) by providing standard setters and other
interested parties with relevant information on the consequences of leaving most
decisions about environmental disclosure to the discretion of organizations. The results
may also interest corporate environmental information users as they offer guidance
regarding the adequacy of the given information for decision-making. Similarly, the

results provide companies with insights about how corporate awareness of stakeholders’

environmental values may help them improve their accountability.

This paper contributes to the literature by answering the repeated call for research into the
overall portrayal of corporate social and environmental performance available through
multiple information sources (Thomson and Bebbington 2005; Adams and Harte 1998;
Owen 2008; Unerman 2000; Georgakopoulos and Thomson 2008). In particular, this
study contributes to the environmental accounting literature by offering insights into‘ the
accountability of corporate environmental disclosure from a stakeholder perspective.

This perspective helps break down the gap between corporate and non-corporate

"®Internationally: IAS 37 of the International Financial Reporting Standards.
Canada: Sections 3290 and 3110 of the Canadian Institute of Chartered Accountants Handbook.
United States: SFAS 5 and 143.
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environmental disclosure and helps identify the extent to which the organization is
accountable to its stakeholders. Another contribution of the paper lies within the analysis
of the results in light of the conceptual framework of ethical relativism (Wong 1993), a
philosophical perspective on which little empirical research has been performed in the

social and environmental accounting literature.

~ The rest of the paper is organized as follows. The riext section discusses the background
literature and elaborates on the concept of informational dynamics. The third section
develops the conceptual framework of the study around ethical relativism. The fourth
section introduces the case firm, Abitibi-Consolidated, and details the research design.
The fifth and sixth sections analyze and discuss the results respectively, and the last

section offers concluding comments.

3.2. Background

The last two decades of environmental accounting research witnessed the development of
knowledge about hbw corporations report on their environmental management and
performance around three main streams of literature (Berthelot et al. 2003). The first
stream examines the determinants of voluntary environmental disclosure (Aerts et al.
2006; Neu et al. 1998; Roberts 1992; Gray et al. 1995; Deegan 2002; Cormier and
Magnan 2003; Islam and Deegan 2008; Belal and Owen 2007) while the second studies
the .value relevance of environmental accounting information (Blacconiere and Patten
1994; Cormier and Magnan 1997; Li and McConomy 1999; Richardson and Welker

2001; Clarkson et al. 2004; Johnston 2005).
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The last stream of literature, the one most closely related to this study, analyzes the
reliability of reported environmental information. A number of studies in this stream
investigate whether environmental performance is adequately reflected in environmental
disclosure (Al-Tuwaijri et al. 2004; Clarkson et al. 2008; Patten 2002). Another
substream, to which this study contributes, examines reliability by assessing the
substance of environmental disclosure. Substance has been evaluated through the
appraisal of compliance with mandatory reporting standards (Freedman and Stagliano
1995; Alciatore et al. 2004), comparisons of corporate policies with subsequent
disclosures (Patten 2005; Tilt 2001), the analysis of the nature of disclosure (Deegan and
Gordon 1996; Deegan and Rankin 1996; Deegan et al. 2002) and the degree of
compliance with voluntary social and environmental disclosure guidelines such as
AccountAbility 1000 (ISEA 1999) and the Global Reporting Initiative (GR1 2006) (Belal
2002; Guenther et al. 2006; Morhardt ef al. 2002; Moerman and Van Der Laan 2005;

Adams 2004; Ruffing 2007).

These perspectives édopted to examine substance unanimously assert the presence of a
gap in corporate environmental reporting. However, in most instances, only specific
pieces of information were examined (Alciatore et al. 2004; Freedman and Stagliano
1995; Patten 2005; Tilt 2001) or only a general appraisal of the content of a reporting
medium (usually the annual report) was conducted (Morhardt et al. 2002; Deegan and
Rankin 1996; Guenther et al. 2006; Deegan and Gordon 1996; Deegan et al. 2002). Few
detailed, in-depth, appraisals of environmental reporting were performed (Belal 2002;
Moerman and Van Der Laan 2005) and fewer studies compared corporate social and

environmental reporting to external sources of information (Adams 2004; Ruffing 2007).
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Most prior research that examines relations among stakeholders and corporations in the
context of environmental disclosure adopted a static perspective in which stakeholders
had a straightforward directional influence on environmental disclosure, with the focus
generally being on corporate outputs such as annual or sustainability reports (Roberts
1992; Cormier et al. 2004; Belal and Owen 2007; Islam and Deegan 2008). However, 1
argue that a broader and more refined depiction of stakeholder-firm interactions related to
environmental disclosure is emerging in the literature under the concept of “informational
dynamics.” In these dynamics, corporations report environmental information in
response to their interpretation of stakeholders’ opinions. This in turn shapes subsequent
stakeholder disclosures (or decisions not to disclose) on the environmental issues at stake
(Buhr 2007). Thus these dynamics encompass many environmental accounts issued by
different reporters (the corporation and various stakeholder groups), and these reports are
shaped by the respective environmental “ideologies, rationalities and values” of the
reporters (Georgakopoulos and Thomson 2008: 1118). In these dynamics, the overall
environmental performance of a corporation is understood through a construction of the
performance’s portrayal based on the multiple reports (Georgakopoulos and Thomson

2008).

Prior studies are helpful in acknowledging the existence of a gap between corporate
environmental reporting and external information about the firm’s environmental
management and performance, but there is work to be done in order to identify the
nuances within the gap. Initial steps were taken by Adams (2004). Relying on emerging

trends in social and environmental reporting research, this study extends Adams (2004)
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by analysing the informational dynamics taking place between a firm and its stakeholders

with respect to its environmental management.

3.3. Conceptual framework: ethical relativism and environmental disclosure

Both natural and human arguments advocate for the ethics of corporate environmental
protection. One may argue that the natural environment deserves ethical constderation
from the corporation due to its intrinsic value, i.e. plants, animals and all other
components of the natural environment are as worthy to be treated by high moral
standards as human beings (Hoffman 1991). Others may claim that embedded in the
ethics of the collective good is business’ responsibility towards future generations and
their environmental rights (Jeurissen and Keijzers 2004), which translate into moral
obligations towards the environment today. Environmental disclosure has the potential to
lead to the expression of ethical environmental concerns (Mathews 1995) and therefore is

worth analysing from an ethical perspective.

Another argument for studying environmental issues from an ethical standpoint lies in
moral philosophy. Moral philosophy is an important component of ethics. It shapes
people’s system of values by disentangling ‘right’ from ‘wrong’ (Ferrel et al. 2000).
Values are significant drivers of corporate social performance. Indeed, some models of
corporate social performance (including environmental performance) are based on the
conviction that corporations “must behave in a manner that is consistent with society’s
values” (Wartick and Cochran 1985: 759). Va]pes can be considered to be embedded in
corporate social performance in a way that shapes corporate response to social issues

(Swanson 1995). In the case of environmental performance, this response can take the
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form of corporate environmental communication (Cormier et al. 2004). Within the
corporation, external affairs management is often responsible for the external
communications of the corporation (e.g. public relations department). According to
Swanson (1999) this corporate function is also responsible for detecting the social values
the firm has to respond to. The values identified by external affairs are likely to shape the
content and format of corporate communications. In fact, the double responsibility of
external affairs (corporate communications and value detection) eliminates intermediaries
between value detection and corporate communication and as such reinforces the
influence of values on communication. In short, the role played by values in
environmental disclosure provides another argument for studying the informational

dynamics of environmental reporting from an ethical perspective.

Accordingly, in studying the case firm’s environmental disclosure strategy in light of the
release of environmental information by its stakeholders, the moral philosophy of ethical
relativism is retained. This moral philosophy was selected following work on corporate
social performance and values emphasizing the need to account for value relativism (ref.:
Swanson 1999). This work also underlines the need to consider interactions between
corporations and social groups as a means to exchange ideas on the values at stake. On
some level, these interactions relate to the informational dynamics that are the focus of

the study.

Ethical relativism implies that individuals have different conceptions of moral values and

of what is right and wrong (Wong 1993). What is considered to be ethical or unethical is
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therefore subjective and changes from one individual to another (Wong 1993; Mackie
1987). In other words, “what is considered good at a particular point in time by one
society, individual or stakeholder group might not be regarded as good at other times or
by other societies, individuals or stakeholder groups” (Lewis and Unerman 1999: 521).
Extreme relativism implies that all moral standards can be thought to be right or wrong
depending on the context (Taylor 1987). Proponents of ethical relativism advocate for a
less radical version of relativism, recognizing that although there is no single morality,
some values or moral cbdes might be wrong given the situation (Wong 1993). Along this
line of thought, Lewis and Unerman (1999) developed a form of reasoned ethical
relativism in which most behaviors are subject to be deemed ‘good’ by some and ‘bad’
by others, with certain behaviors being considered unacceptable at all times (such as

torture).’ ’

This moderate form of relativism is adopted for the purpose of the paper. It stipulates
that ethical values are not objective, but instead are subjective and relative. It also
recognizes that although some broad-based values may be shared by different members
of the same society at the same point in time, the fulfillment of these values in everyday
life is likely to be relative, due to divergence on the specific moral standards used to
establish the morality of a behavior (Stace 1983; Lewis and Unerman 1999). Different
members of the same society are likely to have different takes on how to respect the
general moral values. Thus, the way to follow the somehow shared broad moral values is
also relative. In brief, this moral philosophy stipulates that different moral grounds are to

be expected from different members of the society (Stevenson and Godden 1992; Ferrel

1 L ewis and Unerman’s (1999) example.
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et al. 2000). Ethical relativism echoes the political arena approach, in which
representatives of different ideologies, rationalities and values interact around a common

issue (Georgakopoulos and Thomson 2008).

The above description of ethical relativism remains at the societal level. Ethical |
relativism has also been conceptualized and empirically investigated at the corporate and
managerial levels (e.g. Chan and Armstrong 1999). For the purpose of this study, ethical
re]ati‘vism has significant implications for social and environmental reporting (Lewis and
Unerman 1999). Voluntary social and environmental disclosure have long been
recognized as a legitimation device (Gray et al. 1995; Deegan 2002; Cho and Patten
2007) aiming to illustrate the firm’s respect for its stakeholders’ values (Richardson
1987). Therefore, “because of ethical relativism, such values vary both between different
stakeholder groups or societies, and over time, then the focus of legitimation, and the
form and content of corporate reporting used to support such legitimation, can also be
expected to vary in this manner” (Lewis and Unerman 1999: 526). This entails that social
and environmental reporting will be affected by the values managers have identified as
those that the corporation needs to demonstrate that it respects (Swanson 1999). More
precisely, social and environmental reporting will be grounded in the values of the
stakeholders/society targeted by the disclosure. Because those values are ethically
relative, it is complex for corporate social and environmental disclosure to meet the needs
of multiple different stakeholders (Solomon and Solomon 2006). Difference in values
will lead to differences in the presentation and interpretation of information (Stevenson

and Godden 1992). Accordingly, social and environmental disclosure “that is appropriate
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for one society or stakeholder group at one point in time might not be appropriate for
other societies/stakeholder groups or other times™ (Lewis and Unerman 1999: 523). Prior
work identifies cross-company and cross-country differences in social and environmental
disclosure (Lewis and Unerman 1999) and uncertainty concerning the nature of the
information to disclose (Solomon and Solomon 2006) as consequences of ethical

relativism for social and environmental reporting.

In the present study, the case firm and its stakeholders provide separate accounts of the
firm’s environmental performance within the informational dynamics of environmental
management. These accounts can be compared to different metaphors depicting the case
firm’s environmental situation. For each reporter, some elements are considered and
others are left out, leading to different conceptions of the firm’s environmental
performance (Morgan 1988, 1997). The inclusion and exclusion of certain elements
suggest that different values or ways to respect those values underlie each of t_hese
metaphors or reporting perspectives. In other words, according to ethical relativism, as
different members of society, the firm and its various stakeholders are likely to abide by
different environmental values or follow different detailed codes to evaluate the moral
value of certain environmental behaviors. This would in turn, be reflected in their
respective environmental disclosures.?® Therefore, applied to the present case study,
reasoned ethical relativism suggests that the case firm’s disclosure might differ frém its
stakeholders’ disclosure on the same environmental rhatters due to disagreement over

what is considered environmentally right and wrong from each perspective. It can be

. The impact of ethical relativism on disclosure is likely to affect both the content and the objectives
underlying disclosure. The study focuses on the content to avoid speculation concerning the objectives.
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argued that the reporting of the same message by both the case firm and its stakeholders
would imply that they share similar environmental values on this issue, whereas different
messages provided by the firm and by its stakeholders would reflect diverging

environmental values.

3.4. Research design
3.4.1. Research method

I use a longitudinal case study to investigate the dynamics of environmental reporting.
Multiple stakeholders pbtentially play a role in the voluntary reporting dynamics (Buhr
2007). Each stakeholder group may play its role differently and thereby each offers a
different perspective on the reporting firm. As such, understanding the multiple
perspectives associated with the d);namics of environmental reporting requires an in-
depth analysis, which is the focus of the case study (Creswell 1998; Eisenhardt 1989).
Moreover, it is necessary to gather a deep contextual knowledge of accounting practices
aimed at demonstrating conformity with moral values, such as environmental reporting
(Richardson 1987).The case study also offers the opportunity to take the values of the
parties involved into account (Cooper and Morgan 2008), in line with the conceptual
framework. The scant evidence currently availablé on the dynamics of reporting also
justifies the case study approach (Leonard-Barton 1990). Finally, focusing on a single

case is appropriate for longitudinal analysis (Yin 2003).

The study is therefore conducted through a case study in which corporate environmental
disclosure is compared with environmental disclosure related to the case firm reported by

stakeholders. For each selected stakeholder group, corporate environmental disclosure is

101



contrasted with that particular group’s disclosure. This approach allows the comparison
of corporate disclosure with stakeholders’ needs as expressed in their own release of
information. The relevance of the stakeholder perspective for this study is supported by
the stakeholders’ influence on corporate environmental disclosure (Cormier et al. 2004;
Deegan and Blomquist 2006) and by the stakeholders’ role in the voluntary disclosure
dynamics (Buhr 2007). Four stakeholder groups are analyzed: investors, governments,
community and ENGOs. These stakeholders were chosen because of their recognition in
prior stakeholder literature (e.g. see Donaldson and Preston 1995), their interest and
influence over environmental reporting (Tilt 2007) and the importance of considering
these groups when evaluating corporate environmental performance (Ilinitch et al. 1998;
ISQ 1999).2' The disclosure is analysed over a bperiod of three years (2005 to 2007) in

order to fully capture the dynamics of environmental reporting.

3.4.2 The case firm

Intensity sampling, which focuses on “cases that manifest the phenomenon of interest
intensely” (Patton 2002: 234), was used to identify the firm to study. Applying this
éampling strategy led to the selection of a firm that discloses a significant volume of
voluntary environmental information owing to the important environmental impact of its
activities, and that attracts a high level of environmental disclosure from external sources.
In other words, such a sampling stratégy led to the selection of a case where the quantity

of environmental information disclosed, by the organization as well as by external

2'Employees, clients and suppliers were considered as relevant perspectives for the study but were excluded
due to data unavailability.
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sources, is significant, and thereby ensures the investigation of an information-rich case

(Patton 2002).

The case firm selected for the analysis is Abitibi-Consolidated (hereafter AC). Operating
in the forest and paper products industry, the case firm produces newsprint, commercial
printing papers and wood products, and is headquartered in Montreal, Canada. In
addition to Canada, the company operates in the United States and the United Kingdom;
and had more than 12,500 employees at the end of 2006 (Hoover 2008). Its sales totalled
$4.1 billion in 2006, and it was listed on both the Toronto Stock Exchange and the New

York Stock Exchange for the period under study.”

The major environmental areas of concern in the forest and paper pr_oducts industry are
forest management, recycling, climate change, air, water and energy (FPAC 2008). AC’s
performance with regard to these issues is addressed to different degrees in its annual
report, its sustainability report (entitled ‘Complete Global Review’) and its website. AC’s
environmental performance is also of interest to a broad range of stakeholders. As a
major employer in Canada and the United States, AC’s economic and environmental
activities are monitored by governments (e.g. Government of Ontario 2005; NRC 2005).
AC’s size ensures that its environmental actions are highly visible within communities
through media coverage (Cormier and Gordon 2001). The environmentally sensitive
nature of its activities also attracts the attention of ENGOs. Investors are interested in the

environmental performance of this publicly traded firm, as evidenced by the firm’s

22 Abitibi-Consolidated merged with Bowater on October 29, 2007.  The resulting company.
AbitibiBowater, is not included in this study.
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inclusion in rankings of social and environmental investments (Brearton et al. 2005;
Brearton et al. 2007). The wide attention given to AC’s environmental performance
makes the firm a worthwhile case for the investigation of the dynamics of environmental

reporting.

3.4.3. Data collection

The first step in data collection was to identify, based on prior literature, the different
documents that would represent each of the five perspectives (AC, governments, ENGOs,
community and investors).23 Table 9 below presents an overview of the types of
documents that were collected for each perspective, with an explanation of the relevance

of each document in the representation of the perspective.

ZGuidance from Adams and Laing (2000) was especially useful in the process. These authors provide
information on where and how to search for information on companies. They cover sources of
information on the general industry background, the general company background and social
performance. They also highlight how to approach the practitioner and the academic literatures.
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Table 9 : Documents collected for each reporting perspective

PERSPECTIVE | DOCUMENTS COLLECTED® EXPLANATION
¢ Annual report (AR) As in Gray (1997) and Van Staden and
¢ Stand-alone sustainability Hooks (2007), all examples of organized
report (Entitled ‘Complete corporate environmental disclosure were
Abitibi Global Review’ (CGR) by collected in order to capture the most
Consolidated AC) comprehensive picture of the firm’s
(case firm) ¢ Environmental brochures environmental reporting.
¢ Press releases on
environmental issues
¢ Website
o Publications Ofﬁc'ial publicati(_)ns, press releases gnd
ENGOs o Press releases w_ebsnes are considered to be the main
o Website disclosure outlets of ENGOs (Dey 2007,
Adams and Laing 2000).
Media attention is used as a proxy for
Community ¢ Newspaper articles community concern as in Brown and
Deegan (1998) and Deegan et al. (2002).
The CSID provides to interested
investors detailed reports and related
industry rankings on the social,
environmental and governance
performance of hundreds of publicly
traded firms (Jantzi Research 2008).
Jantzi Research is the Canadian
' . counterpart of the U.S.-based KLD (ref.:
¢ g}epgm and ragk“?gls from | 1D 2009a). Because KLD data have
Investors I © orporag: O};: 14 CSID been widely used in management
Iévestm_e%t ata }? se ) research (e.g. Graves and Waddock
of Jantzi Researc 1994; Johnson and Greening 1999) and
are now employed in environmental
accounting research (Cho and Patten
2007; Cho et al. 2006), it is considered
relevant to employ the Canadian
equivalent of KLD data, Jantzi
Research’s CSID, as a proxy for
investors’ perspective in this study.
o Studies/Publications Ofﬁc?al publicatiqns, press releases gnd
Govemment o Press releases Websﬂes are considered to be the main
o Websites disclosure outlets of governments
{Adams and Laing 2000).

? In order to be collected, all non-corporate documents had to communicate information on the case firm’s

environmental issues.

The second step in data collection was the delimitation of the boundaries of each

perspective, i.e. where does data collection end for each group? For some perspectives,
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the delimitation was straightforward. Corporate communication outlets were designated
as the boundaries for AC whereas Jantzi Historical Profiles were selected as the limits of
the investors’ perspectives. Delimitation of the remaining perspectives required a more
elaborate approach. Given the large number of existing ENGOs and the numerous levels
of governments from which information could potentially be gathered, the following
criteria were adopted to delineate data collection in these two perspectives. ENGOs were
selected based on their national or international scope or impact. This method ensures
that data collection is centered on the key messages in the ENGOs disclosure. In total,
nine ENGOs were found to have disclosed environmental information related to the case
firm for the period under study. As for governments, because the case firm is
headquartered in Canada, levels of government were selected based on their involvement
in Canadian broad-scope environmental regulation. Consistent with this criterion, data
were collected for the Canadian federal government and the four provincial governments
in which the case firm operates (British Columbia, Newfoundland, Ontario and Quebec).
Finally, the community perspective was confined to newspaper articles covering the case

firm’s environmental issues in the ABI Inform, Eureka and Factiva databases.

The third step of data collection was the selection of relevant documents from all those
available from each perspective. Documents were retained if they 1) cover an
environmental issue and 2) relate to AC. For databases and website searches, a search
engine query using keywords®* was employed to identify the relevant information on AC
and the environment. In total, 225 documents were gathered for analysis for the years

2005, 2006 and 2007.

*The keywords employed are “environment”, “pollution”, “‘emission” and “sustainability’. Keywords were
truncated to broaden the scope of research.
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The last step of data collection was the classification of the documents into the
appropriate year for the period under study. The documents collected were categorized
for either 2005, 2006 or 2007 based on their date of publication. For instance, AC’s 2005
annual report was categorized for the year 2006 because it was released in early 2006.
Applying this rule was necessary to follow the sequence of firm-stakeholder disclosures

essential to the analysis of the dynamics of reporting.

3.4.4. Data analysis

Once qualitative data collection is completed, the raw information collected needs to be
transformed into meaningful data (Patton 2002). To reduce the raw information, I
classified the information collected into categories using an adaptéd version of the coding
scheme of Cormier and Magnan (2003) and Aens, Cormier and Magnan (2008). This
coding scheme organizes environmental disclosure into 39 categories grouped into six
themes. The scheme is designed for information classification across industries, and as
such is not industry-specific. Given the in-depth analysis of a single firm performed here,
it was necessary to adjust the coding scheme to the forest and paper industry in which the
selected firm operates. To do so, I followed the steps suggested by Guthrie et al. (2008).
These authors recommend developing an industry-specific coding scheme based on
information disclosed by 1) industry associations, councils and governmenta] bodies; 2)
sustainability ranking organizations and 3) best practices in sustainability reporting in the
industry. Only step 2) was not accomplished, because a sustainability ranking
organizatiop is included as a data source (CSID by Jantzi Research proxies for investors’
perspective) thus following this step would have led to the inappropriate development of

a coding scheme specifically tailored to one of the perspectives investigated in the study.
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The result of the adjustment process was the addition of forestry-related (compliance with
forest regulation, biodiversity, forest management, logging practices, forest certification,
forest reﬁewal), production-related (water consumption, environmentally friendly
products), energy-related (efforts to reduce energy, energy sources) and performance-
related (rankings) categories to the original coding scheme. The extended coding

scheme, containing 52 categories divided into seven themes, is presented in Appendix 4.

Once each corporate or non-corporate document was collected, it was imported into
Atlas.ti software (Atlas.ti 2004). The software was employed to organize the data and to
provide a structure to data analysis. Coding and further analyses were performed by the
researcher. Coding was accomplished by classifying each individual unit of
environmental information in corporate and non-corporate documents as a quotation
within a disclosure category and an information soﬁrce category (AC, Investors, ENGOs,
Governments or Community). After the initial coding, all codes were reviewed to verify
the reliability of the coding. Any inconsistency was investigated and adjusted if

necessary. A final review of all codes then followed to further ensure coding reliability.

The approach used for data analysis 1s based on Kisfalvi (2000) and Langley (1999). On a
yearly basis, the content of each environmental discldsure category was analyzed for each
information source (within-perspective analysis) in order to understand and summarize
the information collected regarding each topic. Next, each category of environmental
~ disclosure is compared across information sources (cross-perspective analysis) in order to

identify differences and similarities in the environmental information reported by the
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various disclosers. To perform this cross-perspective analysis, seven matrices were
produced. Each matrix places the information reported by the firm and its stakeholders in
relation regarding one of the disclosure themes (An example of a matrix is presented in
Appendix 5). In total, 21 matrices were elaborated, seven for each of the three years of
| the study. While it provides insight on the outcomes of the informational dynamics taking
place between AC and its stakeholders, this approach does not account for the intentions
underlying the disclosure strategy of each perspective. Similarly, it does not expose the

rationale behind the absence of disclosure. These elements are left to future research.

To summarize, using Langley’s (1999) terminology, a grounded theory strategy is
adapted to form ‘the basis of data ahalysis.- The visual mapping strategy is used to
complement and refine analysis and interpretation. Both strategies aim at creating
sensemaking through the development of patterns (Langley 1999), in this case within the
firm’s environmental reporting dynamics. Disclosure was uneven across the categories,
with some categories receiving more attention (e.g. logging practices) than others (e.g.
financing for investments). Below, the results are discussed for the categories for which

disclosure was sufficient to allow and support the identification of patterns.

3.5. Comparing AC’s and its stakeholders’ environmental disclosures

This section introduces different patterns of disclosure observed through the analysis of
the nature of the information disclosed by the case firm and its stakeholders. All patterns
emerged from data analysis. Each pattern is described with supporting evidence, linked to

prior literature and interpreted in light of the conceptual framework. All the corporate
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and stakeholder documents (i.e. data sources) cited or quoted in this section are listed in

Appendix 6.

3.5.1. Uniformity

The first disclosure pattern observed is labelled uniformity. In this pattern, the same
message is disclosed by all reporting perspectives. All stakeholders have the same
opinion of a specific aspect of the case firm’s environmental approach (i.e. a disclosure
category) and accordingly report a message that corresponds with the case firm’s
message. Adams (2004) does not mention having encountered such a disclosure pattemn
in her comparison of corporate and non-corporate social disclosure. Accordingly, the
uniformity or performance agreement pattern presented here may extﬁnd the stream of
literature on the social reporting performance gap. The quotations listed in Table 10
provide evidence of disclosure uniformity regarding ISO 14001 certification, the

environmental manager/governance, environmental policy and recycling.
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Table 10c: Quotations and citations supporting the uniformity pattern for 2007

DISCLOSURE PERSPECTIVES®
CATEGORY ABITIBI INVESTORS®
ISO 14001 “All the Company’s operations are “The company’s objective was to have all its

certified ISO 14001.” (AR 2006: 36) | (...) facilities and sawmills certified to the ISO
14001 environmental management system
standard by the end of 2004. It essentially
achieved this objective in December 2004.”

Environ- - Refers to the environmental, health | - Mentions the board environmental, health
mental and safety committee of the board and safety committee
manager/ (AR 2006: 110) - Lists the vice-presidents’ environmental
governance responsibilities
Environ- “Responsible for the forest “The company s stated values include a
mental policy | management of approximately 15.8 commitment to the protection and

million hectares of woodlands in enhancement of the natural resources in its

Canada, the Company is committed | care.”
to the sustainability of the natural
resources in its care.” (AR2006: 13)

Recycling “Abitibi-Consolidated is also one of | “Abitibi-Consolidated is the largest collector
the largest recyclers of newspapers and recycler of old newspapers and
and magazines in North America.” magazines in North America and the largest
(CGR 2006: 3) newspaper recycler in the world.”

* Governments, community and ENGOs are absent from the table because they did not provide information on the
listed environmental categories.
® All quotes and citations are from Jantzi Research (2007).

For 2005, 2006 and 2007, in all four disclosure categories, the message conveyed‘by each
of the stakeholder perspectives is coherent with the message of the case firm.
Governments and investors confirm the certification of the AC environmental
management system by ISO 14001 standards. Similarly, the existence of individuals
responsible for environmental management at the board or executive levels is recognized
by governments, community and investors. Further, AC’s commitment to the
“sustainability of natural resources” is echoed by community through “sustainable
forestry,” by governments and investors through the “protection and enhancement of
natural resources in its care” and by the “environmental commitment” underlined by
ENGOs. AC’s leadership in paper recycling is acknowledged by the community and

investors through their statements on the large scale of the firm’s recycling activities and
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with the acknowledgement that AC’s recycling program increases environmental

awareness within the communities in which it operates.

Uniformity is found between the case firm and its stakeholders from 2005 to 2007 for all
disclosure categories, although fewer stakeholder groups report on those issues in 2006
and 2007. Governments, community and ENGOs disclose mainly in 2005 or 2006,
whereas investors report information on the four disclosure categories consistently over
the three years. The message reported by the case firm and its stakeholders is uniform
‘ Within and across all three years. Uniformity in the message disclosed in a given year
does not in itself demonstrate ethical relétivism, because stakeholders and the firm agree
on the current state of the environmental issues at stake and they appear to share similar
values concerning these issues. However, ethical relativism is also a matter of values
changing over time (Lewis and Unerman 1999; Wong 1993). A weak form of relativism
1s found in the decreésing number of stakeholders reporting on the issues over the years.
While investors keep reporting on ISO 14001 certification, environmental manager/
governance, environmental policy and recycling, governments, community and ENGOs
all decrease their disclosure or turn to other environmental issues over the years. This
change in stakeholder disclosure away from AC’s disclosure is likely to be a change in
stakeholders’ values over time towards concerns other than the categories listed in

Table 10.

3.5.2. Silos

Silos refer to the pattern of disclosure in which some stakeholders and the case firm

report different pieces of environmental information regarding the same disclosure
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category. The message reported by stakeholders does not confirm or contradict the
message reported by AC, but instead complements it. The case firm and its stakeholders
report on their respective interests in the disclosure category without relating to one
another, i.e. they report in silos. Table 11 gathers the different elements reported by each

of the disclosers on operating costs.
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The following observations are derived from the analysis of Table 11. While
environmental operating costs are covered by AC, governments, community and
investors, the type of costs and the way costs are discussed vary from one perspective to
the other. For instance, in 2005, AC discloses its total costs, its concern about future
costs and some environmental initiatives that reduce costs. Governments mention the
costs paid by AC for conservation and remediation projects and other environmental
initiatives that reduce costs. Finally, the community supplies information on compliance
costs and the costs incurred for another conservation project. In 2006, AC again provides
information on its total costs, its concern about future costs and some environmental
initiatives that reduce costs. Governments cover the costs paid by AC for remediation
projects and the savings obtained through environmental initiatives. As for the
community, it releases cost information on other remediation projects. Finally, investors
conceﬁtrate on purchasing strategies and the cost of carbon offsetting. In 2007, AC
discusses the different aspects of environmental costs, savings generated by greenhouse
gases, energy strategies and the related competitive advantage, while governments, the
community and investors report information on other energy initiatives that generated
savings. The community also mentions carbon-related savings. In each of the three years,
it seems that each disclosing stakeholder seeks to complete AC’s disclosure by adding

particular performance elements that matter in their perspective.
Within the 3-year time span covered by the study, silos appear to be stronger in the first

two years than in the last one. The different categories of costs covered by AC and its

stakeholders are more distinct in 2005 and 2006 than in 2007. Silos appear to fade in
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2007, because although AC is the sole reporter to mention total environmental costs,
concerns about energy prices and savings (competitive advantage) derived from GHG
strategy (energy assets) and only the community refers to carbon trading, all reporters
discussed alternatives employed by AC to generate savings through energy efficiency
programs, and both investors and AC cover the issue of energy purchasing strétegy. The
similar message provided by all perspectives on some cost issues suggests that all

reporting perspectives are moving towards the uniformity pattern (Section 3.5.1.) in 2007.

In the silo pattern, ethical relativism is found in the content of the operating cost
disclosures. The ethics of this subject is relative in that different disclosures are deemed
appropriate by ea¢h reporter for the purpose to cover the same"operating costs issue. The
detailed moral code regarding the ethical rﬁanagement of operating costs varies from one
reporting perspective to the next. However, the level of relativism in the present situation
appears to be low because stakeholders do not criticize or contradict the case firm, as a
bigger clash between corporate and stakeholder values would have demanded (see the
opposition pattemn (Section 3.5.4.) for instance). Instead, the stakeholders opt to simply
complement the information provided by AC, evidenced by the fact that most stakeholder

disclosure occurred after corporate disclosure.”

SThis pattern differs from the opposition pattern (Section 5.1.4) in the sense that the information provided
by stakeholders does not contradict AC’s disclosure, but instead complements it. From a broader
legitimacy perspective, the arguments of biased corporate environmental disclosure (see Berthelot et al.
2003 for a review) are not validated in this situation, because the information disclosed by stakeholders is
not negative, hence it cannot be claimed that the firm voluntarily omitted harmful environmental
information. Yet, in line with prior literature, the information provided by AC on operating costs can be
qualified as incomplete because it does not satisfy stakeholders’ interests (Adams 2004; Belal 2002;
Moerman and Van Der Laan 2005; GRI 2006; ISEA 1999). Nonetheless, the silo pattern adds nuances to
this stream of literature by demonstrating that not all omissions are negatively biased and aim to withhold
detrimental information from stakeholders. Omissions could result from an inadequate assessment of
stakeholders’ values and interests.
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3.5.3. (Ir)responsibility

In this third disclosure pattern, stakeholders report the case firm’s appropriate and
inappropriate behaviors regarding the same environmental issue. Stakeholders not only
recognize the environmental responsibility demonstrated by the case firm, but also
denounce its environmental irresponsibility. The environmental performance underlined
by this pattern of disclosure is coherent with an emerging stream of management
literature arguing that firms can simultaneously be socially responsible and irresponsible.
Strike et al. (2006:850) contend that “firms can be socially responsible in some activities
and irresponsible in others” and they provide evidence that the more ihtemationally
diversified a multinational corporation is, the more it acts in a socially responsible
manner in some countries and in an irresponsible manner in others. Assuming that
stakeholder disclosures reflect the environmental performance of the case firm, the
findings below extend this stream of literature in two ways. First, it shows that a firm can
be environmentally responsible and irresponsible regarding the same activity, here
logging practices. Second, it demonstrates that a firm can be environmentally responsible
and irresponsible within the same country, because all practices described in Table 12

took place in Canada.

119



e

($007) Yoteasay 1Ziue[ WOL) 218 SUOHEND pue sajonb |1y q

‘Y Kq panojdxa $1$2104 ,

(@1
1S00T SMV D) . UoB P02
« pado.1sap uaq svy 1011qDY Bunod v u1 ysa.10f 2y}
afiippion yonw pup ‘Aqivau | fo 150w 1f3] SDY S2OUDQINISIP (sooz wdag
SD24D IND2-402]0 AUDUW MOU " jpanpou fo a3v.4 Y1y woIj uonpeisuel])
2.4p 2.2y ] Aupolfiuds Y1 pauIquiod satundui0d « Spupv)s
annb pasvasour | Bur88o; Aq Suind aarsuaixy aoutno.ad a; =
soy spovduir aanp3au [2SNDD J00L 2U0 01 YOVq | Uy Sisa.0f dantud o
S11 puv ‘Sp66 [ ay1 Surinp paov.y aq und uvyd ayr u 1ov3U1 1SD] 2Y] .m
AQunuiuod ayi 01 425010 punof am swajqo.d snouas Jo auo auaym wy 2.
yonu paaout SulSaavy 2y fo 150 *21qUUIDISNS | 009 Aj2IDUdrx0LddD (esopz auney o)
Jo vaup ayp ‘Qrunuiwod Aymyuamino.aua J02uo0z | 19 Sej[2INJRU $30INOSSIY)
ay1 o1 Bup.1020p ‘y3noyyn A0 A7D100S ‘Ao1uou0I2 S1Y1 U0 SUoUIIUT ‘uordar A115 25gand) oyl -
‘SOSET Y1 2oUls QIUNUIOD 10U 34D 24211 INO PBLLIDD [Bunsaatoy] | uyjnured Sunssatey syt £q ©
SMOLIDN ASSDAD) DY) [0 DaAD 8Buraq suonyvaado Bu1S30) | aapy ‘parpploSUo) Pamolje uey) poom aIouw mm
[ 52404 3001 aystyy ] 241 asnpoaq 2]qno.i u1 St -1q11qy Suipnpour | paysaatey Suraey 10y pauyg 0
ur 31880 uaaq svy aday,, | 152404 yoor Aoysiym ayJ,, | ‘Sowndulod 152404, | Sem DV ‘G007 Arenuef uf ~-n =
(5007 wednnelg) (18:600¢ (0€:$00T¥V) v m
OUJ PRIDPIIOSUOD) OLIRIUQ) JO JUSWILLISAON)) . DpDUD)) Ul 21gu.oUna w.
-191qy Bumoava)d | 2q 01 pa.4apisuod sa10ads v
(£ 16002 SMVID) . 1L} Aunduiod Lisasof JPUONUBAUOD | D ‘NOQLINI PUDIPOOM 21}
L23u0] a1y ur Sva.p asayy | Ay Jo djpy ay1 yitm a.ouw uvyy uoyvLeuadaa | fo wiqoy ayp Buipdaro.d
102104d 03 MOY Burssa.ppv U PUDIYI0)) jpaminu a.00ut | 10 pauitp wiayind Sui33o) =
A0f mopuim v sapinosd U1 2U0 SV YoNns A1quAap1SUOD Ul pajinsad mau p padojaasp am 2
sy ‘andva7 spuvipiiy ‘DpOUDY) $SO.I0D oy spoyyout 311830} ‘suaurivd (puordad pup .m
‘saonoead Sunsaatey SMY D £q paynuap: s182.400f j2pPOUI 1Mf2400 fO synsa. ayy | oYijuatds ‘SUONDZIUDS.LO 2
Surp1edar soNIUNWWOD | VAU 1ODJUL DANIDUL JUDUUIDA auios v sisnq | sv 20v1d Yooy uonv.avdaad | afiippm yim doyiasoy a
suoneN ISI1] ouBUQ ayy up upyd avad-aa1f sny [prusupdxe v 2118 [DoTUDY 22U (o¢
SWIOS YIIM JudwIeIde Surnp suonv.sado 3uid30) | uo aovyd Surypy 2.4 Jo vaup a3 up uononpaa 1H00T7 dV) Sutisonuny
diyszouyred Suniiop 1sow puodisod 01 paa.3p | SaanpUIBIIL Suignd siyr,, [oueup W | nfa4v2 Aq uonvLoUsIo.4
Ieok-Q7 © POpn|ouod sy [ou] pajppijosuoy) -i12]0 42Yyj0 pup | 152107 S[[e] sionboi] ay) Joingpu dj0uo4d
OV Moy aquosaq | -1QuIqy] [DV ‘upaao sn o, | Surd301 uonoayas,, Jo uowageuew o3 uQ] Aja1vaaqiiap a4 ,,
 qSHOLSZAN] SOONA ALINNIWKWOD SINFWNYTAOD 191119V wuoy | Asodne)
SAALLOALSHId UNSOOSIA

$00Z 10J widned Gurqisuodsaa(a) ay) gupyproddns suorye)rd pue suonejond) ‘87 Qe




1¢C1

"IV Aq patojdxs 153104
"(9007) Yoleasay i1ziue[ WOy dJe SUOHENO pue sajonb [jv
‘900z ut seonoeid Su1880] uo uoneuLIojuL 9pia0id J0U PIP A3Y) ISNEOS DIqE} AU} WOI) JUISQE AJE SIUBWILIBA0D) ,

(9007 sonpd 1s210)
., 'Saonovad Bui38o) Suynispasp
Ajjpo18ojo2o Lojdwa o) ()
sa1unduion auws 250y JuINojID (9002
0S|V S, 2] "PAIDPIOSUO)) [12]0s & W0y uone[suel])
111qy pup 12snavyi2424 «w UD] 5%8”&%355 =
ay1y sarvdutod Suizipisqns E@S&. 10 Y11 p2YD 2
£q Butop s1 UMD 4o1UIDAG 240U 0] pUY dM TUIUUIDAOT Y] g
‘seonjoeld Sumnores[d OLIDIUQ IDYM KJ10DXD S, 1Dy} Aq uov1 SDt UO1IOD O DS1ID2G 2, =
’ ’ o ing Aupdutod ayj 1of unwisayods g o
pue SUmNoILA0 S, )V Moqe (ISa10,] | Ing ‘punod ayj ojui (Ipowod ® 09
y ¢ > ‘0.42]027 jo1un(g pautv]dxa U
Norf KaYSIYA OUI Jeau LJununuod DY un. 0y sauvduiod . ; 1 =
oY) Surpnjour) sjeurduioqy Avd 1, upjnom A1qvqo.d ) <E.M~\<o I EM EM Mm:ﬂi M
pue (A19100S SSAUIDPIIM nod ‘sayIpowuod a|qgonypa £00¢ kgcw Mm?:wx MS Q.N m.M. o
pue syIed ueipeue)) oY) Se yons) | jsow s, pppun?) Jo ouo urSnupv M 41 3 1 150 2
SODONA Jo siurerdwoo ay; podey J0 384p10 up 24904 nod Jj 01 poa.ob a4, “SUlISoAIDY UO --- 8
.nm.émso\c\ 07 wim L doay 1528.4p] 2Y3 S1 paIOPIOSUOD) (055002 v
saotovad w:.:%\cg .mm:gu. ﬁ.:c ai MW M\uw M\M\N ° Mw.EMQ.W:WM MVY) o Sppumps s, dupdwo))
Bunoana)o dogs o1 pup Lrunuuod i3 Su \Me ! %ooc%\o\u m MM mam.u 2] 01 pajpo0]ID UPG D
SMOLIDN ASSDLD BY1 f0 Sa.u1ui0]1y s o mQ L SEAIE 18510 .mo Ew SDY auinjoa [pUOHIPPY ,m
uap upynim Sur33oy dois op o1 Sutre uSe aw:mc M u:ou ] ‘€002 fO Louiuns ayy ut 2
pa1affo Aduvdwoo ay 1, [pue|issio) } o ‘ moqv $2.41f 15210 2A1512)XD WO.4f =
Jo asn o uo sjeuISuoqy Bunsad poom pau.nq ?
yim uonenodau e 03 SulLeyay] --- 23v4j0Ss 0} )40ff2 uv uf,,
qSUOLSTAN] SODONA ALINNWINOD 1qrLay wauo) | Liodau)
LSTALLDALSYA] FAUNSOIISIY

0007 1eaA a0) widned dupgisuodsas(ay) ay) Junaoddns suoneyrd pue suoneiond) :qz] dqeL



[44!

“(L00T) Yo1LasaY IZIUBS LWIOY I8 SUOLIEID UL sajonb ||y
*1007 ut saonpead SwidSo; uo uoneuuojut opiaoad Jou pIp Loy asNEOaq S[GR) SY} WO JUISGE DIB STUSLIUIBAOD) ,

(£00z doeadusarny) ., pu?
01 SPaaU SNY[ “3]QNO4] Ul 241 SPNIUNUIUIOD)
‘Joutyxa Sur08 a4p $a120ds “3unpaa1200
§1 Sutueom Jpqojn) | “ppruU) 2302AU22.40
40f wouBivduino s1s2.40f 0 ‘UOSNB43, —
AISLAYD PIVS | ‘UL UY SOUIUNUINIOD w
puv swds{s008 SuiAva) pup ‘Sjuom Z
., 15240/ 1pai0g s, ppOUDD) JO SD24D 10DIU] 11 1oym Surypy ‘savad 40f 15240, [p2.40g m
Asnopaaad uy Sup880) Suipnjouy ‘saononad | s, vppuv) Sutyoo) usaq soy Aunduiod suyj,, Z}
Su1880) apqputpisnsun a4p sunpyo 11 IPYM 10f ‘saonov.ed 3urB3o] a1quuIIsns a4i0w of g
Aupdw0o ayy pazidntao 8uo.ays soy dnodd | saow aivipaww puv 158404 V2408 2Yy1 o (L0O0T ZNUmoIeN) @
34 ., $152404'4n0 f0 5421007 :paopijosuc) | svaup jovrur uy 3ur8o;p dojs-4advdsmau pup ., 'S152.40f D41 Bupoo} fo Aundwoo
-1qi1qy,, ‘Suipvad sasrionbpoay ¥00q ‘Adoo sv yons siadvd Ayvroads puv ay1 Sursnoop uauuvq 1uvid v (anjun oy
024U S, 1GIIQY WoLf 43utpq Adquiny JO 12.amapfituptu p-pa1opijosuo)) | Avpsaupajy s4a1ionbppay S,paippijosuo)
b Suny s185101100 2003dU22.40) ‘L OOT qnr oy, -1qinqy 10y Suppunwap st 2opaduzsan,, ~1QUIQY P3JDIS SADISAN04,,
i ’ (1 -
1000TUYDD) ., POOM Juing wo.f Qw
2D 15a04pY Y] 0 %,08 01 3501 a3
uaquun) Jo 123 pavoq uoliu 0§ =)
Ajaypwtxosddn Suipyald Joassqoy WM
(92007 219400y w0l uonejsurl ) PUD SOWOY | -1uIDS “D40(] &
. TuawaSvuvu 152.40{ 3)quupiIsns D7 ‘Fjiapanatn) ‘nown8nogry) a
u1 SuoNYOLiLIa2 jua4afjip Sunipiqo U} SjHIUMDS 10 U0 DUIIOJSUD.1] o
‘s4vad juad2.4 up s2017904d 1217 3n04dMuy JUMABPUN POOM JUINQ fO Sa4)a1 2
01 514042 appui ssajaYIUOU SIUBAW0D | DIGND UKL §'7 UDY] 240U YOO o
[dasa.qof] ay; ‘sa8vwnp 1svd apdsa(g,, Apnp puv ¢opg 1sn8ny usamiag ]
() “SpAvPUDIS IDIUIUILOLIAUD .Mw
(L00T 119108 97 WO uonesues]) 153y31y aYys 07 2oUILIYPY B
., Aupdwioo Lisa.a0f ayy 40f uvwisayods Bupinsua aj1ym 2)qissod sv poom oa
'0421227] S1UB(J pa.4v]oap  aovaduaa.r) Juang ays Jo yonuw sv 1S40y 07 )
Aq apvw [, sisa10fano fo 42100}, aov)d up ynd som uvyd oD Uy,
P, uazyio 21v.40d.102 a1qisuodsa.aay,, |
SUONDSNIIY 2Y1 SSNOSIP OF Juapisad (s 1002
a0 ynm Juysaw b BurZiuv340 0 10adssa | Ajddns uo aunyoo4g) | paadasasd
yrm 2002dUda.10) Y1oA SUOISSHISIP 5115240/ J0118140 241 JO
Bu10810 pry am asnp2aq ‘pasiadins v Y06 42A0 243YM ‘DPDUBD) U] 24D
(g pue v spoued 295) a4, “apmimv S, uonvzIupd.i0 U323 2y | paroprosuc) 1quIqy {q paSvupw
's10)s3Aul £q pauonuaui sonoeld ajqrsuodsar PUDISI2PUIT 10U O PAIIID]D PRIDPIJOSUOD) $752.40f 11D A14pap povsusSo4
MOU ON "90()7 Pue §00Z Ul Se SJUdWIAD dweg - -1qu1qY 10 auaSouvw doy ., A1yo1nb 240 SV2.40 PAISINILY 1Y,
gSYOLSHAN] SOONA ALINNIANOD 1g91.L19y wajuo) | As0dau)
SAALLDEISY I 24NS01DSIQ

L007 1edA Jo} wianed dupqisuodsa.s(a) a4y unpaoddns suonpeid pue suonejong) :9z77 9[qeL




In 2005 (see Table 12a), all stakeholders describe some logging practices performed by
the case firm as adequate. Governments talk of “careful logging methods” stimulating
forest renewal; the community refers to areas where AC employs alternatives to clear-
cutting; ENGOs reveal that AC “postponed most logging operations” in designated intact
areas; and investors draw attention to harvesting agreements reached with Aboriginals.
At the same time, all stakeholder groups poinf out inadequate logging practices carried
out by AC. Governments report that the case firm harvested more timber than allowed by
regulation; the community highlights how AC and others would like to harvest one of the
few remaining intact forests in the province of Quebec; ENGOs and investors identify
“environmentally [un]sustainable” logging operations, “clear-cut areas” and wildlife

habitat destruction.

A similar acknowledgement of responsible and irresponsible logging practices is found
among disclosing stakeholders in 2006 (see Table 12b), albeit with some nuances. The
community and investors mention responsible logging practices such as postponing or
stopping harvesting in areas marked for protection. However, these stakeholders again
identify irresponsible logging practices. The community reports that harvests have
resumed in a controversial area while investors reveal how AC is accused of overcutting
and clearcutting. In the community disclosure, the environmentally appropriate and
inappropriate practices are intertwined in the same quotation, as if the stakeholder
intended to underline the relative logging performance of the case firm. As for ENGOs,
they appear to have given up the recognition of environmentally appropriate logging

practices performed by AC to concentrate their disclosure strategy on inappropriate
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logging practices, exemplified by the “ecologically devastating logging practices” they

denounce in Table 12b.

In 2007, a similar (ir)responsibility pattern is found, again with some nuances. In that
year, Greenpeace launched a vast campaign aiming at denouncing AC’s unsustainable
logging practices. Most ENGOs disclosures that year are related to that campaign, and
all refer to unsustainable logging practices. Like in 2006, the ENGOs do not identify any
responsible logging efforts. As for the community, it gives credit to AC for some
responsible practices in the general efforts forestry companies made to improve their
practices, and in acknowledging AC’s communication with an ENGO. Those two
elements are the sole responsible practices the community attributes to AC for that year.
Investors do not identify any new responsible logging practices in AC’s actions, so they
mention responsible practices they had identified in previous years. At the same time, the
community and investors underline irresponsible logging practices performed by AC in
2007 by reproducing the message Greenpeace released on AC’s unsustainable logging
practices (“looters of our forests”). Although they report both responsible and
irresponsible logging practices in 2007, the community and investors appear to lean
towards the irresponsible perspective, because their disclosure of responsible practices is
weaker: the community only has two responsible elements in all its disclosure and
investors do not provide any new information on AC’s responsible practices. Moreover,
both groups used the message of irresponsibility reported by ENGOs to emphasize the

irresponsibility they noticed.

124



This pattern of informational dynamics generally holds over the three years under study
for most stakeholder groups. Community and investors disclose both responsible and
irresponsible logging practices every year, even though they tend to reduce their release
of responsible practices in the last year. As for ENGOs, they stop disclosing positive
information on AC’s wood harvesting practices in 2006 and continue to disclose only
negative information in 2007. Although the pattern is maintained in 2007 for two of the
three reporting stakeholders, altogether, the stakeholders appear to be moving towards the
opposition pattern (Section 3.5.4.) of disclosure for logging practices - if they have not

already done so.

This pattern of firm-stakeholder disclosure demonstrates ethical-relativism in the form of
an agreement on a general environmental principle (sustainable logging) for which the
detailed rules one must follow in order to fulfill this principle are relative (Lewis and
Unerman 1999). The coverage of logging practices from all reporting perspectives
stresses the importance of this environmental principle for all. However, the ground rules
to follow in order to achieve sustainable logging practices appear to differ between the |
firm and its stakeholders. AC only reports good practices (i.e. detailed moral rules) it has
implemented in order to log in a sustainable manner. However, while the stakeholders
concede that the firm follows some good logging practices, they also denounce its
violation of other detailed moral rules related to sustainable logging in the form of
reporting irresponsible logging practices. Accordingly, what is considered ethically
adequate by AC in order to log sustainably is not considered totally ethically adequate by

all of its stakeholders, and this relativism concerning logging practices increases over the
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years. The community, ENGOs and investors decrease the quantity of their responsible
comments over time, and ENGOs even halt their disclosure of acceptable behaviors on
AC’s logging practices. This suggests a move towards more demanding sustainable
logging practices in stakeholders’ environmental values over time that has not been

identified or acknowledged by AC (Lewis and Unerman 1999; Wong 1993).

The case firm’s disclosure strategy in this pattern is also interesting. The quotations
presented in Table 12 are the sole quotations collected that specifically discuss AC’s
logging practices, and they mention responsible practices, namely 1) careful harvesting

for regeneration, 2) development of a logging pattern dedicated to the protection of the

caribou habitat and 3) harvesting burnt wood instead of growing trees, with some-

practices being repeated over the years. For instance, regeneration of the forest after
harvesting is mentioned in 2005 and again in 2007. The use of burnt wood as a raw
material was also reported for two years in a row, 2006 and 2007. It seems like AC
presents an indirect reply to stakeholder statements on poor logging practices through
numerous statements concerning forest management certification.”® Three of these
statements are presented below.

“By the end of 2004, some 13.6 million hectares wére certified under SFM

[Sustainable Forest Management] stands, representing 78% of all public

and private forestland we manage. We were the first producer in Ontario,

Québec and Newfoundland to get tenures certified under the CSA-SFM
standard.” (AR 2004: 7)

M«[Forest] certification is primarily about providing objective evidence of sustainable forest management
planning and practices. Its concept is similar to a financial audit inasmuch as third-party experts verify a
company's performance against a set of objective standards” (FPAC 2008). The internationally recognized
standards by the Canadian Standards Association (CSA), the Forest Sustainability Council (FSC) and the
Sustainable Forestry Initiative (SFI) are employed in Canada.
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“By having our forest practices independently evaluated and certified, we
are demonstrating our commitment to the sustainability of the forests
entrusted to us.” (Report on forest certification 2005: 1)
“Our objective is to have all the forests entrusted to us certified to an SFM
[Sustainable Forest Management] standard by the end of 2005. This
aggressive timetable will help meet the needs and expectations of our
stakeholders and the general public.” (Report on forest certification
2005: 1)
In these quotations, AC underlines its general commitment to the sustainability of the
forests, its leadership in forest management certification as well as its concern for
stakeholders’ expectations in this matter. The other quotations (not cited) collected from

AC on forest management certification cover the available standards (what they are and

how they compare with each other) and AC’s chaih-of-custody certification project.

Overall, although AC states its concern for stakeholders’ expectations regarding forest
management (forest management implicitly including logging practices) in the third
quote above, its disclosure does not address the stakeholder concerns listed in Table 12,
namely the quantity of wood harvested (governments), the forest to be harvested
(community) and the way the forest is harvested (ENGOs and investors) and instead
concentrates on forest certification. It appears that the detailed code of conduct the case
firm is following to achieve the value of sustainable logging attributes significant
importance to general forest management, Whereas stakeholders’ detailed moral code
emphasizes more speciﬁc légging pracfices. This results in different portrayals of AC’s
forest-related environmental performance and reinforces the relative ethical standpoint

from which stakeholders and AC judge the firm’s achievement of sustainable logging.
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3.5.4. Opposition
The last pattern of disclosure is the opposite of the first pattern (Section 3.5.1). In the

opposition pattern, stakeholder disclosures contradict corporate disclosures. In these
situations, stakeholders and the case firm differ in their interpretation of a specific aspect
of the case firm’s environmental performance (i.e. a disclosure category) and
stakeholders voice their opposition by reporting a message that conflicts with the case
firm’s message. The quotations below support the pattern by demonstrating that
investors, ENGOs and the community disagree with the case firm’s disclosure on some

aspects of its environmental performance.

Investors’ and AC’s assessment of the firm’s compliance registry contrast significantly.
In its evaluation of AC for investors in 2005, Jantzi Research mentioned: “Despite the
company’s efforts to reduce emissions, it has experienced ongoing environmental
compliance problems in a number of jurisdictions over the last five years” (Jantzi
Research 2005). Again in 2007, reports from investors’ representatives underline AC’s
environmental compliance issues: “Producing paper and wood products still generates
significant air and water pollution, and companies such as Abitibi-Consolidated,
Norbord, Tembec and West Fraser Timber have all paid significant fines for violating
environmental regulations in recent years” (Brearton et al. 2007). Nevertheless, in early
2005, 2006 and 2007, AC simply stated that “The Company believes that it is in material
compliance with all laws and regulations governing its activities” (AR 2004:61; AR
2005: 32; AR 2007: 35). The quotations are contradictory, since investors draw attention
to AC’s problems of compliance whereas AC mentions that it does not have any

problems in this area.
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Similarly, biodiversity management is evaluated differently by AC and ENGOs. A report
on forest certification published by AC in October 2005 affirms that it “value[s]
biodiversity in the natural habitat” (Report on forest certification 2005: 2). However, a
report published a few weeks later by the Canadian Parks and Wilderness Society
contradicts this statement by listing “diminishing wildlife habitar’ (CPAWS 2005: 6) and
“loss of intact wilderness” (CPAWS 2005: 3) as consequences of AC harvesting levels in
the Whiskey Jack Forest of Northern Ontario. Similarly, in a brochure on responsible
wood and fibre supply published in 2007, AC presents “Biodiversity maintained”
(Brochure on supply 2007: 4) as one of the benefits of its adoption of sustainable forest
practices. In the same year, Greenpeace argued that “Not only are these companies
[Abiiibi—Consolidaied, Kruger and Bowater] impacting biodiversity values such as
intactness and habitat for threatened wildlife, but there are serious climate change
implications to their logging practices as well” (Greenpeace report 2007: 5). Here again
AC and one of its stakeholder groups are in opposition. The firm states that it is
committed to biodiversity protection, yet ENGOs argue that AC caused damage to
biodiversity through its logging practices or, in other words, that the firm’s biodiversity

commitment, if any, is not convincing.

AC and the community have divergent opinions on the firm’s water discharges. In early
2006, AC underscores how it decreased its water pollution: “The drof in BOD
[Biological Oxygen Demand] (-93%) and in TSS [Total Suspended Solids] (-66%) is due
to the installation of eﬁluent‘treatment systems at all mills, as well as fibre loss reduction

program within the mills” (CGR 2005: 19). In late 2006, a local newspaper challenged
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the AC statement on water pollution when it reported a ranking of the fifty biggest water
polluters in Canada: “The paper-maker Abitibi-Consolidated (...) ranks second [in terms
of water pollution], due in part to the sixfold increase in its phosphorus emissions at its
Alma plant” (Translation of Moreault 2006). Once again AC and one of its stakeholder
groups present contradictory discourses. While AC emphasizes the improvement of its
water-related environmental performance, a community representative highlights AC’s

poor overall achievement in terms of water pollution.

From a longitudinal perspective, opposition is the only inconsistent pattern over the
years. It is ad hoc in that stakeholders disclose their discontent with the firm regarding the
issue at stake only when they deem it necessary and do hot repeat their disagreement
from year to year. Further, from the evidence provided above, it appears that the
opposition pattern occurs in a specific manner: the case firm discloses positive.
environmental information that is contradicted by negative stakeholder information or,
otherwise stated, thé firm presents good environmental performance arguments while
stakeholders report poor environmental performance arguments. The pattern is explained
to a great extent by ethical relativism, because it demonstrates how some behavior is
considered to be ethical by the corporation while it is considered unethical by the
stakeholders. Corporate environmental disclosure is intended to legitimize a corporation
by demonstrating how its actions have fulfilled environmental moral values (LeWis and
Unerman 1999; Richardson 1987). AC accomplishes this demonstration by highlighting
its good performance with respect to compliance, biodiversity and water discharges.

However, the responding stakeholders appear to have different values on these issues,
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values they voice by reporting AC’s bad performance on the environmental matters of
interest. The relativism existing between AC’s and its stakeholders’ values regarding
biodiversity, water and compliance renders the corporation’s disclosure inappropriate for

the selected stakeholders.?’

Placed within the broader legitimacy literature, the opposition pattern of disclosure
presented here is consistent with the stream of environmental reporting literature arguing
that environmental disclosure is biased towards positive information (e.g.: Deegan and
Gordon 1996; Deegan and Rankin 1996) and that it does not reflect the underlying
environmental performance of the firm (Patten 2002, 2005; Adams 2004; Hughes et al.

2001; Cho 2009). -

3.5.5. Interrelations among patterns

The four disclosure patterns appear to be more interrelated than independent. Indeed,
opposition is found in the (ir)responsibility pattern, and the former pattern could almost
be thought of as a subset of the latter. Also, a change in stakeholder disclosure strategy
may lead to a shift from one pattern to another. All stakeholder groups weakened their
silo pattern and moved towards uniformity in disclosure in 2007. Similarly, ENGOs
moved from (ir)responsibility to opposition in 2006. With these shifts, stakeholders’
stances become more approving or more critical of corporate environmental activities.
Both the diversity of possible shifts in patterns and the implicit changes in stakeholders’

assessments of the corporation’s environmental performance associated with these shifts

?"Because governments are the sole stakeholder group that do not formulate opposition vis-a-vis AC, it
could be speculated that AC’s disclosure on compliance, biodiversity and water discharges are dedicated
to this stakeholder, with which the firm appears to share similar values (Lewis and Unerman 1999).
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underscore the complexity of the informational dynamics taking place between AC and

its stakeholders with respect to environmental issues.

3.6. Discussion
3.6.1. Intensity of ethical relativism

Ethical relativism stipulates that what is considered ethical or unethical is subjective and
thus varies from one individual, stakeholder and society, or point in time to another
(Wong 1993; Lewis and Unerman 1999; Mackie 1987). 1 argue that the intensity of
ethical relativism is bound to vary due to its subjective nature. I define weak ethical
relativism as characterized by minor differences (if not similarities) in values whereas
strong ethical relativism is distinguished by significant differences in values. Table 13

groups the four patterns of disclosure described above along with their environmental

issues and their intensity of ethical relativism.

Table 13: Summary of the results in light of ethical relativism and accountability

PATTERN PATTERN ENVIRONMENTAL | 'NTENSITY | sccount-
DESCRIPTION ISSUES RELATIVISM ABILITY
- ISO Certification
- Broadly defined '5’1
The same message is environmental =5
. . reported by the case firm policy £
Uniformity and all the disclosing - Governance 9; o
stakeholders. mechanisms =1
- Volume of recycling e
activities
The case firm and its
stakeholders report on their
Silos r§spect1ve Interests in .the Environmental costs
disclosure category without
overlap between each
other’s disclosure.
Stakeholders released both z
(Ir)respon- | positive and negative . . %
sibility environmental information Logging practices S
on the same issue. 0= E
The information provided - Level of compliance =
. by the case firm is - Biodiversity e
Opposition contradicted by the conservation -
stakeholders. - Water pollution
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The summary in Table 13 indicates that ethical relativism varies in intensity depending
on the environmental issues at stake. The issues of ISO certification, environmental
governance mechanisms, volume of recycling activities, broadly defined environmental
policy and environmental costs are associated with weaker ethical relativism, depicted by
the uniformity and silo patterns. It may be the factual nature of these issues that makes
them less subject to interpretation, since factual reality leads to agreement among
communicators (Watzlawick 1976). Less ambiguity about the interpretation of an issue
diminishes the possibilities of evaluating it from a different moral standpoint. The
existence within the case firm of ISO certification, environmental governance
mechanisms and a broad environmental policy, along with the volume of the recycling
activities (in terms of weight of recycled paper) and the sum of the firm’s environmental
costs are all verifiable environmental acti\}ities that call for less subjectivity when they

are presented to stakeholders in environmental reports.

However, issues like logging practices, compliance level, biodiversity conservation and
water pollution are associated with stronger ethical relativism, as seen in the
(ir)responsibility and the opposition patterns. The fact that these issues are more prone to
appraisal and judgements may explain this greater degree of relativism. The extent to
which logging practices, environmental compliance levels, biodiversity conservation and
water pollution are considered environmentally satisfactory depends on the (moral)
criteria upon which those activities are assessed and hence constitutes a matter of

appraisal for each reporting perspective. A greater opportunity for appraisal augments
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the possibility of relativism in the values underlying these issues. The outcome is

necessarily a more subjective evaluation of the situation (Watzlawick 1976).

3.6.2. To what extent is AC accountable to its stakeholders in its environmental disclosure?

Contrasting corporate social disclosure with external sources of information on the
corporation “seek[s] to construct, in as complete and transparent a way as is possible, a
picture of organizational accountability” (Dey 2007: 322). Therefore, the next sfep in the
comparison of AC’s and its stakeholders’ environmental disclosures is to assess the
degrees of accountability expressed by the patterns of disclosure depicted above.
Accountability is defined as the duty of an organization to provide an account of the
actions for which it is held responsible in the eyes of its stakeholders (Gray et al. 1997).
Addressing stakeholder expectations is the focus of accountability (Unerman and Bennett
2004) and, as such, stakeholders may be said to define the terms of accountability based
on their respective. interests (Gray et al. 1997). Therefore, correspondence between
stakeholdefs’ interests (in this situation as depicted in their disclosure) and corporate
disclosure is an important aspect of accountability (Unerman 2007). In particular,
completeness and reliability of environmental disclosure are fundamental to stakeholder
accountability in environmental management and performance (Gray et al. 1996; Adams

2004).

The patterns of disclosure between AC and its stakeholders demonstrate different levels
of accountability for different aspects of the case firm’s environmental performance. In
the uniformity pattern (Seetion 3.5.1.), the message reported by AC corresponds to that of

its stakeholders. AC’s message appears to be complete and reliable because it is

134



confirmed by its stakeholders. This coherence suggests a high level of accountability for
the environmental aspects (information categories) under this pattern, namely
environmental management and recycling. In the silo pattern (Section 3.5.2.),
stakeholders and the case firm report different pieces of environmental information
regarding the same disclosure category. The message reported by stakeholders does not
confirm or deny the message reported by AC, but instead complements it. AC’s message
is not as complete and reliable as a fully accountable message would be, but based on Ithe
additional information offered by ;(he stakeholders, the information not provided by AC is
not intended to be harmful to the stakeholders. This conveys a moderate level of
accountability for environmental operational costs, the disclosure category in which the
pattern is observed. In the (ir)responsibility pattern (Section 3.5.3.), stakeholders
disclose information on AC’s responsible and irresponsible environmental (logging)
practices. AC acknowledges responsible practices in its disclosure but does not address
irresponsible practices. In addition, AC appears to be deflecting the issue of logging
practices towards the issue of sustainable forest certification. In light of stakeholders’
disclosure, AC’s message is therefore incomplete and unreliable, as it gives a partial
portrayal of AC’s environmental performance with respect to logging practices. This
implies that a low level of accountability is offered by AC concerning its logging
practices. In the opposition pattern (Section 3.5.4), the information reported by the
stakeholders contradicts that reported by AC. Again, completeness and reliability are an
issue for this disclosure pattern, and the information conveyed by AC about compliance,
biodiversity and water discharges cannot be perceived as the outcome of an

accountability process since it conflicts with stakeholder disclosures. The last two
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patterns appear to be dedicated to the strategic legitimation of the case firm,-and are not

meant to generate accountability (Deegan 2007). Table 13 summarizes these results.

The varying levels of accountability found in different elements of environmental
disclosure suggest that while the case firm cannot be praised for its full accountability, it
cannot be accused of being totally unaccountable either. This implies that AC’s
environmental reporting is not entirely based on the values of the stakeholders examined.
Nonetheless, within the legitimacy literature, environmental disclosure is intended to
demonstrate correspondence between the firm’s actions and its stakeholders® values
(Lewis and Unerman 1999; Richardson 1987). Why is this not the case here? Three
potential explanationé based on ethical relativism are proposed. First, relativism can be
‘observed at one point in time (i.e. the time of the disclosure) between the environmental
values of AC and that of its stakeholders (Wong 1993). Second, one can also infer that
this is a matter of relativism over time, wherein AC failed to adequately comrﬁunicate the
fulfillment of its stakeholders’ values in its environmental disclosure, because it has not
noticed the change in the values over time (Unerman 1996). Third, this absence of
demonstration of correspondence between corporation actions and stakeholder values can
arise from ethical relativism among the different stakeholder groups. Lewis and Unerman
(1999: 524) argued that in the event of disagreement among stakeholder groups regarding
specific moral codes, “the relative power of different stakeholder groups is likely to
determine which detailed moral codes are addressed by a particular corporation’s

legitimation strategies.” This suggests that AC’s environmental disclosure was intended
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to demonstrate the fulfilment of the values of other more powerful”® stakeholders than
those examined. For instance, the community and ENGOs might have been discarded as
the target audience because they are deemed marginal publics by the corporation (Neu et
al. 1998). Likewise, private communication could occur between the case firm and the
governments and investors (Solomon and Solomon 2006), thereby reducing the need to
target them in their public disclosure. Because the four stakeholder groups selected for
the study are important to consider when evaluating environmental performance (Ilinitch
et al. 1998; ISO 1999) and they have an interest in and influence on environmental
reporting (Tilt 2007), it seems inadequate that the case firm’s environmental reporting is
not more tailored to meet their values. This inadequacy was recently recognized by the
CEO of the company (AbitibiBowater in 2008):

“Over the years, we took positive actions for the

environment, but we never mastered how to communicate

them. And as soon as an organization or an individual

questioned our practices, we had the reflex to brace

ourselves. We communicated poorly. Today, we try to be

more open, to integrate our actions in our message and not
to be on the defensive.” (Translated from Munger 2008: 43)

This recent change in the firm’s communication approach remains to be assessed.

3.6.3. The relationship between the nature of enVironmentaI disclosure, accountability and
ethical relativism

The varying levels of accountability found in different pieces of corporate environmental
information seems to be tied to the strength of ethical relativism. Each pattem of

disclosure shows some form of accountability, ranging from high (uniformity) to'low

%Stakeholder power can be defined as the extent of their control over the resources required by the
corporation in its operations (Ullmann 1985). ’
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(opposition). Each pattern of disclosure also demonstrates some form of ethical
relativism, ranging from weak relativism (uniformity) to strong relativism (opposition).
Accountability and ethical relativism appear to be opposing forces, with the more
relativism there is surrounding an issue, the less accountable the corporation is to the
stakeholders concerned with the issue. Interestingly, relativism is weaker for factual
environmental issues (e.g. ISO éertiﬁcation, governance mechanisms) and stronger for
environmental issues that are more prone to interpretation (e.g. logging practices,
biodiversity conservation - see Section 3.6.1). It is argued that accountability is improved
and relativism 1is lessened with the vdisclosures of factual information, as illustrated in
Figure 6. Although this is an insightful first step, the investigation of a single case study
limits the generalizability of this conclusion. Further research is warranted to support this

argument and contribute to the improvement of corporate environmental reporting.

Figure 6: Relationship between the nature of environmental disclosure, accountability and ethical
relativism

Accountability Nature of disclosure Relativism
-+ Factual -
A A A
v v v
_ Interpretative +

3.7. Conclusion

This paper examined the interactions between corporate and non-corporate environmental

disclosure through the analysis of the informational dynamics of environmental
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management. This analysis was accomplished through a longitudinal case study
contrasting environmental information reported by the case firm with environmental
information about the firm disclosed by four stakeholder groups or their representatives,
namely governments, community, environmental non-governmental organizations and
investors. Results suggest the existence of a gap between corporate and stakeholder
environmental disclosures. This gap appears to be composed of different patterns
associated with different levels of accountability. The uniformity pattern suggests high
accountability with the absence of a gap on certain pieces of information. The silo
pattern underlines how the case firm does not adequately assess and respond to some of
its stakeholders’ information needs, thereby creating a gap. This gap can be
performance-neutral, as in the silo pattern, but can also be performance-biased, as in the
(ir)responsibility and the opposition patterns. Greater accountability is shown in the
performance-neutral gap than in the performance-bias gaps. Ethical relativism,
advocating for the non-objective, non-absolute status of moral principles among
individuals, stakeholders or societies, provides insights into the nuances in this gap by
explaining that the differences between the environmental values of the case firm and
those of its stakeholders create a gap in the information reported because different

environmental values call for different environmental disclosures.

As mentioned at the beginning of the paper, developing an understanding of corporate
environmental management and performance can be compared to looking through the
different facets of a prism, through which it is difficult to get a sense of the overall

environmental management and performance of a corporation. The present study may be
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conceived as an attempt to link the facets of the prism into a more understandable whole.
One facet argues that corporate environmental disclosure is used to cover poor
environmental performance (Patten 2002) whereas another facet suggests the opposite
(Al-Tuwaijri et al. 2004). The patterns found in the present study represent a first step in
reconciling these two facets. With their different levels of correspondence between
corporate and stakeholder disclosures, the patterns highlight nuances in the relationship
between environmental disclosure and environmental performance. Some corporate
pieces of information reflect environmental performance (as perceived by stakeholders)
more closely than others. In addition, studying the concept of environmental information
dynamics is relevant to the facets of the prism suggesting that stakeholders influence
environmental disclosure (Roberts 1992) or the reverse relationship (Milne and Patten
2002). The concept of informational dynamics adopted here does not portray the
relations between corporate disclosures and stakeholders as straightforward or
unidirectional, but instead suggests that both firms and stakeholders release
environmental information as part of a continuous process of bidirectional influence,
whose success varies. This study provides a fuller portrayal of corporate environmental

performance and management by tracing the relations between four facets of this prism.

Different limitations of the study need to be acknowledged. While focusing on a single
firm creates an in-depth understanding of the dynamics surrounding the case firm’s
environmental reporting, it confines the generalizability of the results and precludes any
attempt to position AC’s information dynamics vis-a-vis the dynamics of its peers. Also,

even though significant care has been taken during data collection, it is impossible to
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ensure the exhaustiveness of the data, especially for the stakeholder perspectives.
Finally, some stakeholder perspectives (for example, clients or employees) were excluded
from the study due to lack of available data. Including these perspectives would have
enriched the examination of the dynamics of environmental reporting. These limitations
do not prevent the study from contributing to the environmental accounting literature by
offering insights into the accountability of corporate environmental disclosure using a
stakeholder perspective. This pefspective, coupled with ethical relativism, extends the
literature by breaking down the nature of the gap between corporate and non-corporate
environmental disclosure into diverse patterns and by adding nuances to the extent to

which an organization is accountable to its stakeholders.
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CHAPTER 4: DISCUSSION AND INTEGRATION

The scope of environmental accounting is broader than that of conventional (financial
and managerial) accounting (Gray 2002). It follows that the range of conventional
accounting information users is narrower than the range of environmental accounting
information users (Dillard 2007). Although investors and creditors are the main users of
financial accounting information (CICA 2009) and directors and managers are the main
users of managerial accounting information, they represent only a subset of stakeholders
concerned with environmental accounting information; customers, suppliers, employees,
unions, NGOs and the community are also interested in this information (Tilt 2007).
Taking environmental stakeholders into account in the development of environmental
accounting (Gray et al. 1997; Unerman 2007) is as legitimate and necessary as
considering financial and managerial information users in the development of
conventional accounting (CICA 2009). This is why the global objective of this
dissertation is to understand the role of stakeholders in environmental accounting. It
answers the cali for more research on stakeholder involvement in external sustainability
reporting (Tilt 2007) and extends the topic to include involvement in internal accounting

matters.

Two important issues related to the objective must be highlighted. First, because of their
multifaceted nature,‘ environmental issues are more complicated to tackle as a unified
whole. Second, ‘stakeholders’ is a broad umbrella term for many different parties that
have different interests and pursue different objectives (Freeman 1984; Donaldson and
Preston 1995). These issues make the achievement of the global dissertation objective an

ambitious and complex task that I judged would be best undertaken by breaking down the
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global objective into narrower sub-objectives. As a result, I decided to investigate the role
of stakeholders in environmental accounting from three angles:
1) The impact of stakeholder-motivated environmental governance on environmental
capital expenditures (ECE);
2) The influence of stakeholders on the selection of internal environmental
performance indicators (EPI);
3) The informational dynamics taking place between a firm and its stakeholders with
respect to environmental management.
The investigation of these issues led me to employ three conceptual frameworks and two
methodologies. These various research approaches constitute another means to handle the

complexity of the global dissertation objective.

Figure 7 depicts the relationships investigated in the dissertation. Social accounting is the
prbcess an organizational entity uses to provide an account to a recipient (Gray et al.
1997). To do so, the organization uses a multiplicity of interrelated accounting systems,
three of which are the focus of the dissertation: capital budgeting, performance
measurement and external reporting (Epstein 1996). Corporate governance oversees
these three systems (Epstein and Birchard 2000), but the dissertation concentrates on its
role vis-a-vis the first system (this is why governance is linked to capita]i budgeting by a
full line and to the other two systems by dotted lines). Multiple stakeholder groups
surround the organization (Freeman 1984). For the sake of clarity, only the stakeholder
groups investigated in the dissertation are represented in the figure, although other groups

may exist. The stakeholders examined interact with the organization in such a way that,
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to diverse degrees, they are both influenced by the organization and influence the
organizational systems (depicted by the lines relating them to the corporation) (Clarkson
1995; Donaldson and Preston 1995). The stakeholders’ influence on the three selected
environmental accounting systems is the focal point of the dissertation. It is studied in
light of stakeholder, legitimacy and ethical perspectives (depicted by the three colors

surrounding the corporation in the figure).

I chose to study the capital budgeting process of environmental investment in the first
essay to directly examine a financial environmental decision that also bears strategic and
regulatory importance (Buysse and Verbeke 2003; Clarkson et al. 2004; Johnston 2005).
ECE are studied in light of environmental governance to give predominance to directors’
impact on environmental issues (e.g. Kassinis and Vafeas 2002). Stakeholders are
considered through the examination of | the theoretical motivation underlying
environmental governance (Brennan and Solomon 2008; Collier 2008). Results provide
support for the stakeholder- and ethics-based argument that better environmentally
governed corporations invest more in environmental capital expenditures.
Complementary analyses show that the influence of environmental governance is broader
for firms with an environmental board committee and more limited for firms pursuing a

reactive environmental strategy.
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The analysis of internal EPI accomplished in the second essay is envisioned as a means to
study performance measures that are specific, strategic, numerous and that support
decision-making and performance evaluation (Chenhall 2003; Kaplan and Norton 2004;
Henri and Journeault 2009). The stakeholders’ influence on EPI is investigated through
the perceptions managers mentioned in their interviews. Findings suggest that
stakeholders influence the choice of internal EPI in four ways, which are aggregated in a
continuum ranging from narrow indirect influence to broad bidirectional influence that
encompasses benchmarking. The firm’s environmental impacts on specific stakeholders

and its needs for legitimization are conceptualized as drivers of the continuum.

Finally, 1 decided to contrast corporate environmental disclosure with stakeholder-
released environmental information to obtain a fuller portrayal of environmental
performance (Adams 2004; Dey 2007). In this third essay, stakeholders are directly
examined, their disclosure is studied as a part of the informational dynamics of
environmental management. Results suggest the existence of a gap between corporate
and stakeholder environmental disclosures. This gap is composed of different patterns
ranging from uniformity (the absence of a gap) in disclosures to performance-neutral and
performance-biased gaps. Ethical relativism, underlining the differences between the
environmental values of the case firm and those of its stakeholders, explains the nuances
in the reporting gap by advocating that different environmental values are met with

different environmental disclosures (Wong 1993; Lewis and Unerman 1999).
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Several aspects of the dissertation are summarized in Table 14. Overall, the dissertation
examines three interrelated environmental accounting issues. The specific research
questions led to the selection of three conceptual frameworks and two methodologies. A
different stakeholder standpoint was adopted for each essay. Combining theories (Gray
et al. 1995) and methodologies (Cooper and Morgan 2008) enriches our understanding of
a phenomenon. As Parker (2005: 849) summarized, “pluralism in theoretical lenses and
methodologies applied to common research problems can yield incremental and
accumulating insights that are enriched by both commonality and difference.” The
various facets of the dissertation are an important catalyst in the fulfilment of the global
dissertation objective because the nuances they provide deepen our understanding of
firm-stakeholder interaction with respect-to environmental accounting. Combining the
results of the three essays lead to the conclusion that stakeholders influence
environmental accounting, but the form and extent of their influence vary depending on
the nature of the stakeholder group and the environmental issue at stake, with some
influences being more successful than others. The influences stakeholders have on firms,

together with their nuances, are explained by stakeholder accountability, organizational

legitimacy and ethical relativism.
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Table 14: Overview of the approach adopted in each doctoral essay

ESSAY ACCOUNTING | CONCEPTUAL METHODO- STAKEHOLDER
ISSUE FRAMEWORK LOGY STANDPOINT
. Stakeholder- and Theoret.lcal motivation
Capital . Large sample | underlying
1 . ethics-based .
budgeting research environmental
governance
governance
Stakeholder Managers’ perceptions
Performance theory Case study — £CIS P ) P
2 2 . ! of stakeholders
measurement Legitimacy interviews .
influence
theory :
Voluntary . . Case study — Stakeholders’
3 external Ethical relativism | document . .
. . information releases
reporting analysis

As a whole, the dissertation contributes to the literature in different ways. First,
environmental performance is complex to measure and assess owing to its multifaceted
nature (Ilinitch et al. 1998). Because it explores different aspects related to environmental
performance, the dissertation helps show how corporations shape their overall
environmental performance. Environmental investments, environmental performance
measurement and external reporting bare all important elements in the construction of an
environmental performance approach (Clarkson et al. 2004; Henri and Journeault 2009;
Clarkson et al. 2008). Second, the dissertation contributes to accounting researéh by
studying issues that are still under-researched, although they have received significant
attention from practitioners (Conference Board of Canada 2008, GRI 2006). Indeed,
environmental governance mechanisms, internal EPI and the informational dynamics of
environmental reporting are three themes that are just beginning to emerge in the

literature - (e.g. Berrone and Gomez-Mejia 2009; Henri and Journeault 2009;

Georgakopoulos and Thomson 2008). As such, the dissertation broadens the governance
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literature by examining environmental performance oversight at the board level.
Similarly, it widens the scope of management accounting research by focusing on a non-
financial (environmental) performance measurement issue. Likewise, it opens new
research areas in the voluntary reporting literature by taking into account the dynamics
corporations are involved in for purposes of environmental disclosure. Finally, the
dissertation contributes to knowledge on stakeholders’ role in and impact on business
management (Donaldson and Preston 1995; Mitchell et al. 1997). Specifically, it
improves our understanding of stakeholder-firm interaction with respect to environmental
accounting issues. Most research until now aimed at demonstrating the existence of
stakeholder influence over social and environrﬁental issues (e.g. Roberts 1992; Cormier
et al. 2004; Kassinis and Vafeas 2VOO65. The processes and approaches adopted by
stakeholders to exert their influence were not usually given sufficient attention (Tilt
2007). The dissertation aims to be a significant step in tackling this issue, as it highlights
the different forms and levels of stakeholder influence on different environmental issues.
These in turn can be used as a means to pressure organizations towards greater

accountability and/or sustainability.

In this respect, the dissertation has implications for regulators, boards and managers as
well as stakeholders. The environmental accounting issues studied in the dissertation are
mostly voluntary in nature.”’ As such, the findings will be of interest to regulators and
standard setters searching for the best way to shape policies and regulations for greater

environmental protection in terms of investments, measurement and reporting (e.g.

»Some environmental performance indicators and environmental capital expenditures are required by
regulation and hence are mandatory.
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McFarland 2008). In addition, stakeholder engagement and dialogue is attracting
increasing attention and is thought to be an important element of sustainability (Network
on Business Sustainability 2009). Because the dissertation sheds light on stakeholders’
influence on some environmental decisions, the findings will be helpful for boards and
managers aiming to better understand the social ties of their corporation to preserve its
legitimacy or to improve its environmental performance. The findings will also be
important for stakeholders themselves, because they can employ the results to identify
situations in which they succeed or fail in their attempt to affect corporations and thus

adapt their approach consequently.
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CONCLUSION

The purpose of the dissertation is to study stakeholders’ role in environmental
accounting. The first essay focuses on resource allocation and specifically examines the
role of corporate governance in the intensity of environmental capital expenditures.
Results from statistical analyses of 197 firm-year observations from environmentally
sensitive industries show that governance mechanisms dedicated to stakeholder
- accountability and environmental protection increase the intensity of environmental
investments. The second essay concentrates on environmental performance measurement
by investigating the selection of internal pérformanée indicators, specifically the role
stakeholders play in the management of these performance measurés. The case study of a
multinational corporation in the natural resources sector suggests that stakeholder
influences on internal environmental performance metrics are organized along a
continuum ranging from narrow unidirectional influence to broad interactive influence
necessitating environmental benchmarking. The third essay shifts attention to voluntary
environmental repbrting by contrasting corporate and stakeholder environmental
disclosures in a three-year single case study. Results from the. analysis of the
informational dynamics of environmental management suggest that different patterns
arise between the perspectives, ranging from uniformity to performance-neutral and
performance-biased gaps between the case firm’s and stakeholders’ disclosures. As a
whole, the dissertation enhances the knowledge of firm-stakeholder interactions related to

environmental accounting by presenting a nuanced portrayal of stakeholder influences.

This dissertation contributes to three important streams of accounting research, namely

budgeting, strategic performance measurement systems and voluntary disclosure. The
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first essay adds to the knowledge on budgeting through its analysis of governance factors
driving the intensity of capital resource allocation related to the environment. Similarly,
the second essay studies the functioning of an environmental performance measurement
system, thereby extending the literature on strategic performance measurement systems.
By focusing on voluntary environmental disclosure, the third essay develops the broad

stream of accounting research that analyzes various kinds of voluntary disclosure.

Limitations need to be acknowledged for the dissertation. Limitations specific to each
essay are identified in their respective chapter; I will thus specify the limitations affecting
the dissertation in its entirety. Firét, breaking down the global objective of the
dissertation into three essays implies that some issues were deliberately left out of the
analysis in order to concentrate on aspects relevant to the essays. Second, throughout the
research process, the role of stakeholders was sometimes examined indirectly (see Table
14). Although studying influences indirectly adds another level‘ of anélysis to the
dissertation, the channel through which it was examined needs to be kept in mind in the
interpretation and usage of the results. Similarly, other methodological decisions made in
the production of this dissertation constrain the generalizability of the results. In fact,

these limitations point towards future research opportunities, to which I now turn.

An examination of Figure 7 (see Chapter 4) suggests many fruitful areas for future
research. Given the influence of corporate governance on capital budgeting, it would be
interesting to study whether environmental governance mechanisms also affect

performance measurement and external reporting. The domain of environmental
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governance is still emerging, and investigating these research questions would contribute
to the development of the field. It would also be relevant to study the stakeholders’ role
in other environmental accounting systems, such as internal auditing and performance
evaluation. Stakeholder influence on investment decisions and performance indicators
found in the first two essays suggest that stakeholders might impact other internal
organizational systems with their environmental concerns. Finally, the relationships
between capital budgeting, performance measurement and external reporting, together
with stakeholders’ influence over their interaction, are also worthy of investigation. This
analysis would consider the organization as a whole instead of as a combination of
multiple elements, and would enrich our understanding of environmental accounting by
jointly exploring managerial and financial accounting'issues. Investigating these research
opportunities would follow up the work accomplished in this dissertatioﬁ, which shed

light on multiple forms and levels of stakeholder influence on environmental accounting.
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APPENDICES

Appendix 1: KLD environmental rating criteria

Strengths

Beneficial Products & Services
Pollution Prevention

Recycling

Alternative Fuels

Communications

Environment Management Systems
Other Strengths

Weaknesses

Hazardous Waste
Regulatory Problems

Ozone Depleting Chemicals
Substantial Emissions
Agricultural Chemicals
Climate Change

Other Concerns
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Appendix 2: Regulation Acts covered by the CEPD database

Atomic Energy Act

Clean Air Act

Clean Water Act

Endangered Species Act

Insecticide, Fungicide and Rodenticide Act
e Mining Safety and Health Act

e Safe Drinking Water Act

e Toxic Substances Control Act

The CEPD also provides information on the Resource Conservation and Recovery Act
(RCRA). This information was left out of the variables environmental violations and
environmental fines following the recommendations of the database builders. Indeed, the
Risk Metrics Group mentions that: “[The RCRA] programs requires a company to assess,
and if necessary clean up, contamination at active industrial sites as a condition of
retaining its RCRA permit to treat, store or dispose of hazardous waste (...). Because it
largely represents an obligation to clean up sites that were contaminated at some past date
when waste disposal standards were less restrictive, however, waste cleanup
responsibility should not be interpreted as evidence that a company violated any
environmental law or that current management is not addressing environmental issues in
a responsible manner.” (RMG 2001: 12).
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Appendix 3: Interview guide

Interview with
Position:
Date:

Time:

Place:

agreed to be recorded.

This interview is part of a research project studying environmental performance
indicators and the dynamic surrounding the development and usage of these performance
metrics. Your experience and knowledge with environmental performance management
at Company X are extremely valuable for our research. In addition to internal
environmental performance indicators, the interview will cover Company X’s
environmental approach and stakeholders

For the interview to be pleasant, I strongly encourage you to let me know any issue you

may have with respect to the questions asked or with the interview itself. Do you have
any questions or comments before we start?

PART ONE: MANAGER’S EXPERIENCE

The first questions relate to your role as a manager with environmental responsibilities at
Company X. These questions aim to deepen our understanding of your position within
the environmental management process.

1. What were your responsibilities as (title of the interviewee) at Company X?

2. What were your main daily tasks with respect to theses responsibilities?

PART TWO: ENVIRONMENTAL STRATEGY

Before directly discussing internal environmental performance indicators, we are
interested in the approach your company employs to manage environmental issues. This
will help us position internal environmental performance indicators within your strategy
and as such this approach will be the focus of our next set of questions.

3. Globally, what is the approach of Company X with respect to environmental
management?

4. T now would like to detail this environmental approach with you. How does- this
approach is translated into
a. Strategic planning?
b. Development of production processes?
c. Management systems?
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PART THREE: INTERNAL ENVIRONMENTAL PERFORMANCE INDICATORS

The next set of questions gets into the core of our research and tackles internal measures
of environmental performance.

When I examined your corporate documents, 1 noted the use of different categories of
internal performance indicators, such as:

- Energy

- Waste

- Water

5. In addition to the type of manufacturing activities, what motivates the usage of
internal indicators related to '

a. Energy?
b. Waste?
c. Water?

Themes to cover with this question
- Internal/external influences
- Regulation
- Environmental strategy
- Other

6. In the same line of thought, how are developed the internal environmental
performance indicators that you monitor?
a. What sources of information influence this development?

7. Now, I would like you to think about an internal environmental performance indicator
that was recently added to the set of monitored indicators. What is this indicator?
a. What motivated the addition of this indicator to the set of indicators you
monitor?
b. What other factors could explain the withdrawal of an indicator from the
set of indicators you monitor?

8. Similarly, now I would like you to think about an internal environmental performance
indicator that was recently withdrawn from the set of monitored indicators. What is
this indicator?

a. What motivated the abandonment of this indicator?
' b. What other factors can explain the addition of an indicator to the set of
indicators you monitor?
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PART FOUR: STAKEHOLDERS

In order to deepen our analysis of the dynamics surrounding internal environmental
performance measurement, we would like to better understand the potential role of
specific actors related to the organization. The next set of questions cover this theme.

Among the different actors or groups -closely or loosely- surrounding Company X, we
identified:

- Clients

- Competitors/Industry

- Employees

- Investors

- Creditors

- Governments

- Community in general

We will now turn to these groups one at the time by the means of similar questions.

9. What is {(1) clients; (2) employees; (3) governments; (4) investors; (5) creditors; (6)
community in general; (7) industry/competitors} ‘s influence (if they do have an
influence) over -

a. Company X’s environmental approach?
b. The internal environmental performance indicators monitored?

10. [If necessary, given the response in #10] What do you think are the reasons behind
this influence?

PART FIVE: CONCLUSION

11. This concludes the points I wanted to discuss with you. You collaboration has been
extremely valuable to cur research. Would you like to add other peints that would
help us better understand the dynamics surrounding the internal measures of
environmental performance?

12. Before we end the interview, do you allow me to contact you if I need to complete
some information you provided? Sincere thank you for you collaboration and your
time. I am extremely grateful.

13. Before I leave, would you please fill out this document? It is intended to collect some
of your demographic information.

14. End of the interview with . Time
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Appendix 4: Coding scheme

Coding scheme from Cormier and Magnan (2003) and Aerts et al. (2008) extended to
consider aspects related to the forest and paper products industry. The categories added

are identified by an asterisk (¥).

EXPENDITURES AND RISKS
INVESTMENTS

OPERATING COSTS

FUTURE INVESTMENTS
FUTURE OPERATING COSTS
FINANCING FOR INVESTMENTS
PROVISIONS FOR FUTURE
EXPENDITURES
ENVIRONMENTAL DEBTS

¢ RISKS

* & ¢ & o0

<

LAWS AND REGULATION

CONFORMITY |

¢ LITIGATIONS (ACTUAL AND

POTENTIAL)

FINES

ORDERS TO CONFORM

CORRECTIVE ACTIONS

INCIDENTS

FUTURE LEGISLATION AND

REGULATION

¢ COMPLIANCE WITH FOREST
LEGISLATION AND
REGULATION*

* & & & o

POLLUTION ABATEMENT

¢ EMISSION OF POLLUTANTS

¢ DISCHARGES

¢ WASTE MANAGEMENT

¢ INSTALLATION AND PROCESS
CONTROLS

¢ COMPLIANCE STATUS OF
FACILITIES

¢+ NOISE AND ODOURS

LAND CONTAMINATION AND
REMEDIATION

¢+ SITES

¢ EFFORTS OF REMEDIATION

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT
¢ CONSERVATION OF NATURAL

*
¢

*

RESOURCES (IN GENERAL)

SPECIFIC ASPECTS OF
CONSERVATION:
O WATER
CONSUMPTION*
O BIODIVERSITY*
O FOREST
MANAGEMENT*

» LOGGING
PRACTICES*

» FOREST
MANAGEMENT
CERTIFICATION*

* FOREST
RENEWAL*

RECYCLING

LIFE-CYCLE ANALYSIS
INFORMATION
ENVIRONMENTALLY FRIENDLY
PRODUCTS*

ENVIRONMENTAL MANAGEMENT

*
*

* o o 00

*

ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY
ENVIRONMENTAL
MANAGEMENT SYSTEM
ENVIRONMENTAL AUDITING
GOALS AND TARGETS
AWARDS

RANKINGS*

ENVIRONMENTAL MANAGER /
GOVERNANCE

ISO 14000

INVOLVEMENT IN THE
DEVELOPMENT OF
ENVIRONMENTAL STANDARDS
INVOLVEMENT IN
ENVIRONMENTAL
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(PRESENT AND FUTURE) ORGANIZATIONS

¢ SPILLS: ¢ RESEARCH AND JOINT PROJECTS
O NUMBER ON ENVIRONMENTAL
O NATURE MANAGEMENT
O EFFORTS TO REDUCE

¢ COST POTENTIAL LIABILITY ENERGY

¢ LIABILITY ¢ EFFORTS TO REDUCE ENERGY

CONSUMPTION*

¢ ALTERNATIVE ENERGY
SOURCES*

TRADITIONAL ENERGY SOURCES*
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Appendix 5: Example of matrix employed in data analysis

LAWSAND |~ .y 07 PERSPECTIVES -
REGULATION
v_CONFORMITY ABITIBI GOVERNMENTS COMMUNITY ENGOs INVESTORS
(YEAR)
LITIGATIONS
FINES
ORDERS TO
CONFORM
CORRECTIVE
ACTIONS
INCIDENTS
FUTURE
REGULATION
COMPLIANCE
FOREST
REGULATION

The information disclosed by each perspective
is noted in each subcategory cell.

180



Appendix 6: Data sources cited or quoted in chapter 3
Abitibi Consolidated. 2004. Annual report. Montreal, Canada.

Abitibi Consolidated. 2005. Annual report. Montreal, Canada.
Abitibi Consolidated. 2006. Annual report. Montreal, Canada.

Abitibi Consolidated. 2007. Brochure on responsible wood and fibre supply. Montreal,
Canada.

Abitibi Consolidated. 2005. Complete global review. Montreal, Canada.
Abitibi Consolidated. 2006. Complete global review. Montreal, Canada.

Abitibi Consolidated. 2005. Report on forest certification — October 2005. Montreal,
Canada.

Abitibi  Consolidated. 2005. Abitibi-Consolidated launches its largest recycling
expansion. Press release, November 11, 2005.

Agence de I’efficacité énergétique. 2005. L’ optimisation énergétique des machines a
papier : moins d’énergie pour du papier journal de qualité. Québec, Canada.

Bégin, Jean-Frangois. 2005. Joé Juneau, I'homme qui défend les arbres. La Presse,
October 21, 2005, p.S2.

Brearton, S., R. Gross, K. Ranney, 1. Bragg, L. Uytterlinde Flood, G. Hussey, H. Lang, C.
Stephenson, and 1. Thomson. 2005. Corporate social responsibility: 2nd annual ranking.
Report on Business Magazine, 65-70.

Brearton, S., N. Bhyat, R. Gross, 1. Sosa, N. Palardy, and N. Fernando. 2007. Beyond the
bottom line. Report on Business Magazine, 51-63.

Brautigam, Tara. 2005. Parks group calls for clear-cutting alternatives like single tree
cuts. The Canadian Press, February 28, 2005.

Canadian Parks and Wildlife Society (CPAWS). 2005. Out of Balance. Ottawa, Canada.

Capiello, Dina. 2005. Environmental law gets hearing in Nacogdoches, Knight Ridder
Tribune Business News, July 22, 2005. .

Conservation de la Nature-Québec. 2006. Abitibi-Consolidated fait don d'une tourbiére a

Conservation de la Nature-Québec pour créer le plus vaste espace protégé en milieu privé
des basses terres du Saint-Laurent. Press release, December 1, 2006.

181



Desmeules, Sylvain. 2006. Quand une riviére & saumons et une papetiére cohabitant. Le
Soleil, November 5, 2006, p.50.

Doyle, Pat. 2005. Strategies needed for Atlantic region to compete. The Telegram, March
19,2005, p.B12.

Environment Canada. 2005a. Niagara Waste Systems - Landfill Gas to Energy. Accessed
on May 6, 2005. http://www.ec.gc.ca/wmd-dgd/default.asp?lang=En&n=6092B72B-1

Environment Canada. 2005b. Successful Remediation of Thunder Bay Harbour
Contaminated Sediment Site. Press release, September 20, 2005.

Environment Canada. 2006. GLSF Celebrates the Successful Completion of the Northern
Wood Preservers Sediment Remediation Project. Basin Beat: The Official Newsletter of
the Great Lakes Sustainability Fund, Winter 2006.

Forest Ethics. 2006. Forest Ethics Portfolio Ad. Toronto, Canada.

Gibbens, Robert. 2006. Abitibi gives up on mill: Closed N.L. facility to be dismantled.
The Gazette, August 6, 2006, p.B1.

Government of Ontario. 2005. Iroquois Falls Forest: Independent Audit Report. Canada.

Greenpeace. 2007. Consuming Canada’s Boreal Forest: The Chain of Destruction from
Logging Companies to Consumers. August 2007, Canada.

Hétu, Richard. 2005. Bois canadien bien en vue 3 New York. La Presse, September 27,
2005, p.A12.

Hydro-Québec. 2007. Abitibi-Consolidated — Division Kénogami est honorée pour ses
economies d’électricité. Press release, September 7, 2007.

Jantzi Research. 2005. Abitibi Consolidated Inc. Profile. Toronto, Canada.
Jantzi Research. 2006. Abitibi Consolidated Inc. Profile. Toronto, Canada.
Jantzi Research. 2007. Abitibi Consolidated Inc. Profile. Toronto, Canada.

Les Affaires. 2007. Des entreprises qui agissent — Les crédits d’Abitibi. Les Affaires,
February 17, 2007, p.8.

Le Soleil. 2006. Joé Juneau dénonce la course a 'abattage. Le Soleil, October 18, 2006,
p.2.

Le Soleil. 2007. Coup d’éclat de Greenpeace contre Abitibi-Consolidated. Le Soleil, July
22,2007, p.46.

182



Knight Rider Tribune. 2006. America Recycles Day: An idea worth repeating. Knight
Rider Tribune, November 15, 2006.

Marowitz, Ross. 2007. Bowater Canada shareholders pave way for merger with Abitibi-
Consolidated. The Canadian Press, July 25, 2007.

Moreault, Eric. 2006. Québec en eau trouble. Le Soleil, December 15, 2006, p.7.
Munger, M. 2008. La fibre de David J. Paterson. Commerce, August 2008, p.42-44.

Natural Resources Canada (NRC). 2005. Abitibi: Listening to Stakeholders. Accessed on
May 6, 2005. http://cfs.nrcan.gc.ca/news

Natural Resources Canada (NRC). 2006. Office of Energy Efficiency Annual Report
2006. Accessed on May 6, 2005.

http://oee.nrcan.gc.ca/publications/infosource/pub/cipec/annualreport-2006

Rainforest Action Network. 2007. Investors Wamed About Weyerhaeuser's
Environmental and Human Rights Problems. Press release, March 29, 2007. '

Ressources naturelles et faune Québec. 2005a. Liste des contrevenants a la Lo1 des Foréts
— 1% trimestre. Québec, Canada. '

Ressources naturelles et faune Québec. 2005b. Riviere Savane de 1'Est - Une entente est
conclue avec Abitibi-Consolidated et le Séminaire de Québec afin de protéger I'habitat du
poisson. Press release, March 3, 2005.

Rochette, Marc. 2007a. La gestion en efficacité énergétique. Le Nouvelliste, March 27,
2007, p.33.

Rochette, Marc. 2007b. L’ ouragan Greenpeace. Le Nouvelliste, August 22, 2007, p.14.

The Detroit News. 2005. Students recycle to aid those in need. The Detroit News,
November 23, 2003.

Wilmore, Eddy. 2005. Co-operative effort boosted salmon run. The Telegram, July 24,
2005, p.Al12.

Wells, Cliff. 2005. Abitibi officials defend tough choices. The Telegram, October 10,
2005, p.AS.

183



