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Abstract
The increasing stakeholders’ scrutiny requires firms to communicate their non-financial 
performance to signal their commitment to sustainability. Building on the intention-based 
view and signalling, legitimacy and institutional theories, this study investigates whether 
corporate efforts to reduce information asymmetry and enhance their legitimacy led to 
higher quality and more transparent non-financial reporting practices. This study analyses 
reports from German, UK and Chinese companies over 14 years. It carries out quantita-
tive and qualitative analysis of textual and visual content to evaluate disclosure density and 
accuracy of non-financial reports. The findings show limited progress in terms of the den-
sity and accuracy of the information disclosed by businesses since 2005. Also, they reveal 
cultural specificities in the reporting and approach to corporate social responsibility, along 
with a tendency to “create an appearance of legitimacy” by organisations. This study adds 
to the literature by studying the use of visual elements in non-financial reports. Moreo-
ver, it calls for strict policies and guidelines for the reporting of environmental and social 
issues by organisations. In particular, the inappropriate use of visual contents, the failure to 
provide quantitative information and managerial orientations show the need for complete-
ness, transparency, and balance of information in reporting guidelines and regulations. The 
lack of authenticity and quality of the reports jeopardises the very purpose of non-financial 
reporting eroding trust in the system by all relevant social and economic stakeholders.
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Abbreviation
GRI	� Global Reporting Initiative (GRI)

1  Introduction

Stakeholders’ vigilance regarding  the social and environmental performance of businesses 
of all kinds has never been stronger (Diwan & Amarayil Sreeraman, 2023; Wong et  al., 
2023). This heightened scrutiny highlights the importance of the concept of legitimacy in 
shaping corporate behaviour, decision making and strategy (L’Abate et al., 2023). Thus, the 
ability of companies to demonstrate their alignment with prevailing social norms, values, 
and beliefs has emerged as an imperative for their survival (Ching & Gerab, 2017). This 
is particularly true as the economic market has entered an era of investment activism and 
responsible investment, compelling firms to adopt more socially responsible practices in 
order to maintain their current stock prices or secure low-cost funding opportunities (Bae 
et al., 2022; DesJardine et al., 2021). For example, in 2020 alone, 15 trillion dollars were 
divested from businesses engaging in controversial activities or practices (GSIA, 2021). In 
addition, in 2022, 40% of consumers made deliberate choices to align their purchases with 
their perception of a brand or business’s environmental and societal impact (Deloitte UK, 
2022), exemplifying a significant shift in societal values and norms.

Consequently, there is a clear mandate for firms to communicate their non-financial per-
formance and to empower their stakeholders to evaluate companies’ commitment to sus-
tainability (Moratis, 2018). In that context, firms may use non-financial reporting as part 
of a strategy to construct and maintain their reputation, as well as signalling to their stake-
holders their attention to environmental and social responsibilities (Ching & Gerab, 2017).

Non-financial reports are comprehensive documents that are meant to provide infor-
mation about a company’s performance and practices in relation to sustainability factors. 
With these reports, firms aim to provide stakeholders with a holistic view of their sustain-
ability practices. Therefore, such reports become an important signalling tool for firms to 
gain legitimacy and mitigate information asymmetry among their stakeholders (Wei et al., 
2017).

Despite their perceived value, non-financial reports have various designations (e.g., cor-
porate social responsibility report, citizenship report, sustainability report, environmental, 
social and governance reports, and environmental impact report), which suggests a lack of 
consensus on their definition and scope (Gulko & Hyde, 2022; Meuer et al., 2020). These 
different interpretations of what corporate environmental and social responsibilities are can 
make it difficult for stakeholders to understand and evaluate companies’ commitments to 
social and environmental issues and leave room for strategic signalling practices (Mich-
elon et al., 2014; Moratis, 2018). Indeed, a number of companies have been found to adopt 
strategies that seek to avoid full disclosure of non-financial information in efforts to protect 
themselves from external pressures (Michelon et al., 2014). Such strategies include the use 
of images (Hrasky, 2012; Kassinis & Panayiotou, 2018) and text (Mahoney et al., 2013) 
which are neither informative nor a reflection of the company’s commitment to environ-
mental and social issues. In some cases, the information provided by the company lacks 
focus and drowns the reader in a “sea of insubstantial data” (Beretta & Bozzolan, 2008; 
Clarkson et al., 2008). Also, the symbolic power of images (Hrasky, 2012; Wang, 2012) is 
often used as “functional evidence” of the company’s CSR performance (Breitbarth et al., 
2010).
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Despite the diversity of scope in non-financial reporting resulting from individual com-
panies’ interpretations of their social and environmental responsibilities, theories such as 
institutional theory suggest that competitive and institutional isomorphism can drive the 
standardisation of non-financial reporting practices across a broad spectrum of industries 
and cultural environments (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). In that sense, sustainability report-
ing practices may not be driven only by business considerations but could be shaped by 
societal or institutional pressures (Hahn & Kühnen, 2013).

Building on the intention-based view and the signalling, legitimacy, and institutional 
theories, this study aims to examine the extent to which efforts by firms to reduce infor-
mation asymmetry with stakeholders and gain legitimacy in the sustainability domain 
allow for more quality and transparency in non-financial reporting. Additionally, the study 
explores whether global isomorphic pressures have compelled companies worldwide to 
harmonise the content of their non-financial reports.

To do so, this study analyses how businesses in Europe and China have evolved over 
the last 2  decades in their approach to corporate social and environmental responsibil-
ity disclosure. The research contributes to the intention-based view and to signalling and 
legitimacy theories by providing empirical evidence of how information asymmetry and 
strategic communication manifest in non-financial reports and evolve over time and in dif-
ferent cultures. The findings also contribute to the institutional theory literature highlight-
ing nuances in companies’ response to institutional pressures as it reveals isomorphism and 
divergence in both the quality of non-financial reports and their lexical and visual content 
across regions.

2 � Literature review

2.1 � Reporting practices and quality: signalling and attention based perspective

Signalling theory posits that companies (i.e., the signaller), aware of their sustainable prac-
tices, use non-financial reports as signal tools to communicate their social and environmen-
tal performance to meet their stakeholders (i.e., the receiver of the signal) expectations, to 
differentiate from competitors, and to establish legitimacy (Hahn & Kühnen, 2013). The 
content of these reports (i.e., the signal) mitigates information asymmetry in firms-stake-
holders relationships by delivering relevant, transparent, and high-quality information to 
various parties (Bae et al., 2022; Ching & Gerab, 2017).

Moreover, according to the Attention-Based View, non-financial reporting practices 
can support organisations to convey their strategic competence, performance and signal 
credibility to external stakeholders (Ocasio et  al., 2023). Indeed, non-financial reports 
encompass various aspects of a company’s social and environmental responsibility and can 
capture the attention of stakeholders and provide a platform for showcasing the organisa-
tion’s commitment to these domains. Consequently, the quality of non-financial reports can 
be seen as an indication of a firm dedication to society and the environment (Bae et al., 
2022), and its capability to meet the receiver’s needs (Ching & Gerab, 2017; Martínez‐
Ferrero et  al., 2021; Moratis, 2018), thereby fostering trust and credibility with external 
stakeholders.

Two approaches to corporate social and environmental disclosure intent have 
been identified in the literature, namely symbolic and substantive approaches. A 
symbolic approach consists of companies trying to appear more efficient than they 
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actually are by disclosing information that is solely qualitative and unbalanced, dis-
playing “good numbers” (Maama & Mkhize, 2020) and failing to inform stakeholders 
genuinely(Clarkson et  al., 2008; Xu et  al., 2023). This strategic use of non-financial 
reports can lead to concerns about greenwashing practices (Amin et al., 2022; Hetze, 
2016). In contrast, the substantive approach aims to inform stakeholders substantially 
and transparently, providing both quantitative and qualitative disclosure of the com-
pany’s objectives and results, and often demonstrating a high level of managerial com-
mitment to effective and truthful reporting (Michelon et al., 2014; Xu et al., 2023).

However, while companies are asked to prove their good citizenship beyond mere 
compliance (Mitnick et al., 2023), 67% of investors believe that non-financial reports 
quality is poor or average (PwC, 2021) and 60% of them consider that companies 
should disclose more information (Nelson, 2017). Visser (2015) argues that addressing 
the current social and environmental crisis necessitates a shift in companies’ perspec-
tives and strategies. This change involves moving from defensive and profit-focused 
strategies prioritising shareholder profits to transformative and robust approaches to 
their social and environmental responsibilities. Hence the analysis of the evolution 
of the quality of contents in their non-financial reports may identify signs of either a 
change in companies’ mindsets or, on the contrary, an anchoring of companies in old 
patterns. Therefore, this study explores the following research question:

Research question 1 To what extent do companies’ efforts to reduce information 
asymmetry with stakeholders in the domain of social and environmental issues allow 
for more quality and transparency in non-financial reporting?

2.2 � Legitimacy theory and non‑financial reporting: aligning firms’ efforts 
with societal expectations

While stakeholder theory addresses the different interest groups that influence a com-
pany, legitimacy theory more broadly refers to society as a whole that demands sus-
tainable business conduct (Ching & Gerab, 2017). Legitimacy theory suggests that 
companies need society’s approval. Consequently, their ‘licence to operate’ can be 
threatened if society deems their actions unacceptable or inappropriate (Hahn & Küh-
nen, 2013; Hetze, 2016). Also, in order to maintain their legitimacy, companies must 
voluntarily align their activities with the values and norms of the wider social system 
of which they are a part (Ching & Gerab, 2017; Sun et al., 2022). As societal expecta-
tions may evolve over time, legitimacy in the corporate context is subject to continu-
ous evaluation by the public. A “legitimacy gap” arises when an organisation’s values 
diverge from those of society, posing a risk to its credibility and societal acceptance. 
According to Sun et  al. (2022) factors leading to a legitimacy gap can occur when 
there is a change in the organisation and also in societal expectations.

Based on the above, non-financial reports serve as a means for firms to establish and 
maintain legitimacy by demonstrating their alignment with the evolving expectations 
of society (Hetze, 2016; Martínez‐Ferrero et al., 2021). Therefore, this study explores 
the next research question:

Research question 2 How does the use of legitimacy strategies in non-financial 
reporting evolve over time to align with changing societal expectations for higher lev-
els of corporate social responsibility and ethical practices?
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2.3 � Institutional theory and isomorphism in non‑financial reports

To meet their stakeholders’ expectations, companies are expected to provide mature and 
credible non-financial reporting that is “sensitive to community standards and public 
expectations” (Heath & Palenchar, 2011, p. 332). Crawford and Williams (2011) state 
that “wise [firms] take note of both the regulatory and voluntary practices in their indus-
try” (p. 342). Institutional theory emphasises the role of these external institutional 
forces on organisations’ behaviour. It suggests that companies may adapt their reporting 
practices to mimic those of their peers facing similar environmental conditions (Hahn & 
Kühnen, 2013; Sun et al., 2022). International initiatives such as the Global Reporting 
Initiative (GRI) in promoting reporting standards seek to enable stakeholders access to 
non-financial information that is accurate and comparable (Schoeneborn et  al., 2019). 
Additionally, country-of-origin effects play a crucial role in shaping corporate account-
ability practices, reflecting specific legislative and societal concerns in different regions 
(Fortanier et  al., 2011). This highlights the importance of investigating the extent to 
which isomorphic pressures and international standards have led to harmonisation in 
non-financial reporting content. Moreover, the literature related to non-financial report-
ing is permeated by the perspective of the Western world (Whelan, 2007). Even though 
the definition of corporate social and environmental responsibilities has been found 
to vary between cultures (Kühn et  al., 2015), little cross-regional analysis research 
has been carried out except for a small number of studies such as that of Vollero et al. 
(2022). Therefore, this study explores the following research question:

Research question 3 Have global isomorphic pressures compelled companies world-
wide to harmonise the content of their non-financial reports across different culture?

2.4 � Proposed theoretical framework

The theories of legitimacy and signalling both emphasise the importance of non-finan-
cial reporting as a strategic tool for companies to signal their commitment to social 
and environmental responsibility and to maintain a favourable image and acceptance 
by society. The concept of ‘signalling legitimacy’ derives from legitimacy theory and 
extends to signalling theory, as companies use the quality of sustainability reporting 
strategically to preserve and maintain their social status and project an image of con-
cern for social responsibilities over time (Sun et  al., 2022). Legitimacy theory and 
institutional theory share a common philosophy, both theories consider organisations 
as integral components of a broader social system, highlighting their interconnected-
ness with society at large. Additionally, these theories allow to explore firms’ strategies 
and mechanisms to adapt to shifting norms and expectations from their stakeholders, 
impacting the content of their non-financial reports (Sun et  al., 2022). Based on the 
Attention-Based View, qualitative and transparent non-financial reporting practices can 
provide evidence of a firm’s awareness of the dynamic nature of societal expectations 
and the attention it allocates to these evolving expectations (Ocasio et al., 2023). Thus, 
non-financial reporting reflects a company’s recognition of the changing landscape of 
social and environmental concerns and its proactive efforts to address and communicate 
its responses to these shifts. Figure 1 summarises the proposed theoretical framework.
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3 � Methodology

This study performed a lexical and quality analysis of the text content in non-financial 
reports between 2005 and 2019 in China, Germany, and the UK. In addition, a quantita-
tive and qualitative analysis of the evolution of the use of pictures was also performed.

3.1 � Selection of the sample

3.1.1 � Companies in the study

The sample of companies selected for this study was based on Breitbarth et al.’ (2010) 
study, which used sixteen reports produced by eight German and eight UK companies 
from eight different industry sectors. As described in Table 1, the original sample has 
been extended to include Chinese companies. This addition was driven by the Eurocen-
tric nature of non-financial report literature (Whelan, 2007) and Gao (2011) and Li’s 
(2016) argument that investigating Chinese companies’ reporting practices may extend 
our understanding of corporate social and environmental responsibilities. To do so, 
companies listed on the Shanghai and Hong Kong Stock Exchange have been identi-
fied. The Chinese companies have been selected based on the industry sectors associ-
ated with the companies of Breitbarth et al. (2010) sample. To allow the analysis in the 
evolution of reporting practices, companies had to have been publishing non-financial 
reports for at least 4 years to allow comparison over time and that were written in Eng-
lish and downloadable.

3.1.2 � Reports studied

To allow for the investigation of the evolution of the non-financial reports in time, the 
sample comprises two periods:

•	 Sample 1 The first part of the non-financial report sample consists of the reports ana-
lysed by Breitbarth et al. (2010), and the non-financial reports produced by selected 
Chinese companies written between 2005 and 2010.

•	 Sample 2 The second part of the sample consists of the most recent non-financial 
reports of the companies of the sample produced from 2011 and 2019 (see Table 1). 

Fig. 1   Proposed theoretical framework
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It was not possible to find a non-financial report after 2011 for British Airways due 
to its merger with Iberia in 2011 to form the International Airline Group.

Table 1   Companies and non-financial reports selected to compose the sample of this study

a Non-financial reports and companies studied by Breitbarth et al. (2010)

Industry Country Company CSR reports 
sample 1

CSR 
reports 
sample 2

Telecommunication China China Mobile 2007 2018
Germany Deutsche Telekoma 2006a 2017
UK BTa 2007a 2019

Energy China PetroChina 2013 2018
Germany E.ONa 2007a 2018
UK BPa 2006a 2018

Finance China Bank of China 2010 2018
Germany Deutsche Banka 2006a 2018
UK Barclaysa 2007a 2018

Retail China Alibaba 2014 2018
Germany Metroa 2006a 2018
UK Tescoa 2006a 2019

Pharmaceutical/chemical China FOSUN 2010 2018
Germany Bayera 2006a 2018
UK GlaxoSmithKlinea 2007a 2018

Media Germany Bertelsmann 2005a 2019
UK British Sky Broadcastinga 2007a 2018
China – – –

Transport China Air China 2009 2017
Germany Lufthansaa 2007a 2019
UK British airwaysa 2006a 2011

Table 2   Approaches to measure the quality of non-financial reports

Focus Methods Key authors

Accuracy of contents Quality index Beretta and Bozzolan (2008)
Completeness Latent Dirichlet allocation (LDA) 

analyses
Goloshchapova et al., (2019)

Environmental, human resources and 
community; index

Omar and Alkayed (2021)

Balance Quantitative content analysis Lock and Seele (2016)
Objectivity Non-financial score Venturelli et al., (2019)
Density and accuracy of the infor-

mation and extent of managerial 
insight

Information quality index Michelon et al. (2014)
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3.2 � Analysis of the quality of information disclosed by companies

As shown in Table  2, studies have aimed to create methods to measure the quality of 
reports through different means such as Quality index, Latent Dirichlet Allocation analy-
ses, Quantitative analysis and non-financial scores.

According to the GRI, clarity is one of the reporting principles for ensuring the qual-
ity of information disclosed in non-financial reports (Global Reporting Initiative, 2024). 
Also reports should “contain the level of information required by stakeholders but avoid 
excessive and unnecessary detail” (p. 14). However, as seen in Sect. 2.1, companies may 
sometimes use disclosure strategies (Hopwood, 2009) and may drown the reader in a "sea" 
of insubstantial data. Moreover, according to Adams (2004), companies need to provide 
non-financial reports that state values “with corresponding objectives and quantified tar-
gets with expected achievement dates. Companies should then report performance against 
those targets” (p. 732). Bouten et al. (2011) support this argument by defining the “com-
prehensiveness” of non-financial reports in terms of the extent to which goals, objectives 
and outcomes are disclosed.

Based on the above, in order to address the research question 1 and assess the overall 
clarity and quality (Qualityit) of non-financial reports, this study examines three key attrib-
utes based on Michelon et al.’s (2014) (see Table 3):

•	 Report density A density index ( DENit ) was defined as the number of words devoted to 
social and environmental information relative to the total word count. A higher density 
score indicates higher clarity and transparency.

•	 Accuracy A accuracy index (ACC​it) was used to assess whether the information dis-
closed in the report is qualitative, quantitative, or monetary. It was determined as the 
ratio between the sum of the weighted value of all the extract of a non-financial report 

Table 3   Figure indexes calculation and their definition based on Michelon et al.’s (2014)

a Formula adapted from Michelon et al.’s study (2014)

Formula Definition

DENit =
1

kit

kit
∑

j=1

CSRijt

The density index ( DENit ) for a report i  in a year t  , where 
kit is the total of words in a document i  . Where CSRijt = 1 
if the coded extract j contains CSR information and 
CSRijt = 0 otherwise

ACCit =
1

kit

kit
∑

j=1

�

w*CSRijt

� The accuracy index ( ACCit ) for a report i  , in a year t  , where 
kit is the total of words in a document i  . Where CSRijt = 1 
if the coded extract j contains CSR information and 
CSRijt = 0 otherwise. Where w = 1 the extracts j is qualita-
tive, and w = 2 the extracts j is quantitative, and w = 3 the 
extracts j is monetary

MANit =
1

kit

kit
∑

j=1

�

OBJijt*RESijt
� The managerial index ( MANit ) for a report i  , in a year t  , 

where kit is the total of words in a document i  . Where, 
OBJijt = 1 if the coded extract j contains CSR goals and 
objectives and OBJijt = 0 otherwise. Where, RESijt = 1 if 
the coded extract j contains CSR results and outcomes and 
RESijt = 0 otherwise

Qualityit = DENit ∗

(

1

2

(

ACCit +MANit

)

)

a The quality index ( Qualityit ) for a report i  , in a year t
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that contains social or environmental information (monetary disclosures weighted 3 
points, quantitative disclosures 2 points, and qualitative disclosures 1 point), over the 
number of words in social- or environmental-related sentences contained in reports.

•	 Managerial orientation A managerial Index (MANit) assesed the extent to which report 
display managerial objectives and outcomes was used to measures the number of words 
included in extract of a non-financial report relating to social or environmental informa-
tion that contains goals and objectives ( OBJijt ) or results and outcomes ( RESijt).

Additional indices were created to measure the quality of the information displayed 
specifically realted to social (Quality(soc)it) and environmental (Quality(env)it) content of the 
reports (see Table 4).

An extract from a non-financial report was considered to contain social or environmen-
tal information if the extract was related to the societal or environmental impacts of the 
company under study and could fit in the disclosures listed by the Specific Standard Dis-
closures of the GRI’s Sustainability Reporting Guideline (G4). The coding of the reports 
was carried out with NVivo (version 12) software. A copy of the codebook is presented in 
“Appendix”.

3.3 � Lexical analysis of non‑financial reports

Landrum (2018) proposed to assess how companies understand and engage with their cor-
porate social and environmental responsibility based on the lexical analysis of social and 
environmental related content they present in their reports. Landrum’s (2018) model con-
sists of five stages, each representing a different level of social and environmental com-
mitment and engagement, ranging from a very weak approach (stage 1) to a very strong 
approach (stage 5) to corporate sustainability. Therefore, to address research questions 2 
and 3, a lexical analysis of the non-financial reports in the sample was carried out using 
a keyword frequency analysis. A list of keywords was associated with different levels of 
corporate social and environmental responsibility approach as in Landrum and Ohsows-
ki’s (2018) study. Moreover, a conventional content analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005) of 
the reports revealed a new set of keywords which were used to complement the initial list 
(Table 5).

The presence or absence of the keywords related to different stages of the Landrum 
Framework was assessed within each report using NVivo software. The dominant stage 
of the Landrum Framework for each report was determined by comparing the number of 
words associated with each stage. An example of this process is presented in Table 6.

In this example, Air China’s 2009 non-financial report presents a business-cen-
tric approach to sustainability, while its 2017 report presents a systemic approach to 
sustainability.

3.4 � Picture analysis

According to Barthes (1980), pictures are not code-free. Instead, under their veil of 
objective and neutral representation (Kress & Leeuwen, 2006), images are a power-
ful communication tool for companies which allow them to attract the readers’ atten-
tion (Hrasky, 2012), anchor storytelling (Dhanesh & Rahman, 2021), and build trust 
(Wang, 2012). Pictures can improve the transparency of non-financial reporting and 
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Table 4   Indexes assessing the quality of environmental and social information disclosed

Definition

Formula related to environmental impacts

DEN(env)it =
1

kit

kit
∑

j=1

CSR(env)ijt
The density index of environmental information 

( DEN (env)it ) for a report i  in a year t  , where kit is 
the total of words in a document i

Where CSR(env)ijt = 1 if the coded extract j contains 
environmental information and CSR(env)ijt = 0 
otherwise

ACC(env)it
1

∑kit
j=1

CSR(env)ijt

kit
∑

j=1

�

w ∗ CSR(env)ijt
� The accuracy index of environmental information 

( ACC(env)it)for a report i  , in a year t  , where 
kit is the total of words in a document i. Where 
CSR(env)ijt = 1 if the coded extract j contains envi-
ronmental information and CSRijt = 0 otherwise. 
Where w = 1 the extracts j is qualitative, and 
w = 2 the extracts j is quantitative, and w = 3 the 
extracts j is monetary

OBJ(env)it
1

∑kit
j=1

CSR(env)ijt

kit
∑

j=1

�

w*OBJ(env)ijt
� The objective index of environmental information 

( OBJ (env)it ) for a report i  , in a year t  , where 
kit is the total of words in a document i  . Where 
CSR(env)ijt = 1 if the coded extract j contains 
environmental information and CSR(env)ijt = 0 oth-
erwise; Where, OBJ(env)ijt = 1 if the coded extract 
j contains CSR goals and objectives related to 
environmental information and OBJijt = 0 otherwise

RES(env)it
1

∑kit
j=1

CSR(env)ijt

kit
∑

j=1

�

w*RES(env)ijt
� The result index of environmental information 

( RES (env)it ) for a report i  , in a year t  , where 
kit is the total of words in a document i .Where 
CSR(env)ijt = 1 if the coded extract j contains 
environmental information and CSR(env)ijt = 0 oth-
erwise; Where, RES(env)ijt = 1 if the coded extract 
j contains environmental results and outcomes and 
RES(env)ijt = 0 otherwise

MAN(env)it =
1

kit

kit
∑

j=1

�

OBJ(env)ijt*RES(env)ijt
� The managerial index of environmental information 

( MAN (env)it ) for a report i  , in a year t  , where kit 
is the total of words in a document i

Quality (env)it = DEN (env)it∗
(

1

2

(

ACC (env)it +MAN (env)it
)

)

The quality index of environmental information 
( Quality(env)it ) for a report i  , in a year t.

Formula related to social impacts

DEN(soc)it =
1

kit

kit
∑

j=1

CSR(soc)ijt
The density index of social information ( DEN (soc)it ) 

for a report i  in a year t  , where kit is the total of 
words in a document i .Where CSR(soc)ijt = 1 if the 
coded extract j contains social information and 
CSR(soc)ijt = 0 otherwise

ACC(soc)it
1

∑kit
j=1

CSR(soc)ijt

kit
∑

j=1

�

w*CSR(soc)ijt
� The accuracy index of social information 

( ACC(soc)it)for a report i  , in a year t  , where 
kit is the total of words in a document i  . Where 
CSR(soc)ijt = 1 if the coded extract j contains 
social information and CSRijt = 0 otherwise.Where 
w = 1 the extracts j is qualitative, and w = 2 the 
extracts j is quantitative, and w = 3 the extracts j 
is monetary
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communication with stakeholders by making complex concepts accessible to readers 
(Ali et al., 2020; Catellani, 2015). However, pictures may also be used for greenwashing 
purposes and to “create the appearance of legitimacy” by changing the perception of 
contents expressed in text form and providing an “idealised representation” of the com-
pany and an illusion of performance (Boiral, 2013; Chong et al., 2018). Many studies 
have focused on the textual content of non-financial reports, and little attention has been 
paid to their visual content (Jones et al., 2017) or to whether companies have changed 
their approach to their social and environmental responsibilities in visual and symbolic 
terms. Besides, no study has been found to respond to Breitbarth et al., and and’s (2010, 
p. 255) call for studying the use of pictures “in combination with written statements”. 
Moreover, this study addresses Zeng et al.’s (2022) call to examine the use of images 
in non-financial reports while also assessing their evolution and integration into the 
broader written discourse of companies on social and environmental responsibilities. 
We do this through a qualitative and quantitative analysis of images contained in non-
financial reports assessing whether companies use identical visual languages to address 
social and environmental issues in their non-financial reports.

Therefore, to address research questions 2 and 3, a summative analysis was per-
formed to study all reports’ absolute and relative number of images. Additionally, the 
image density ( DEN(pic)it ) for each page of each individual reports using the area in 
question was measured as follows:

DEN(pic)it =
1

mit

mit
∑

l=1

SIilt
The density of pictures in a specific report ( DEN(pic)it ) is the total surface 

occupied by pictures in a report i  , in a year t.SIilt = [0,1] where, l  is a discrete 
variable between 0 and 100%

Table 4   (continued)

Definition

OBJ(soc)it
1

∑kit
j=1

CSR(soc)ijt

kit
∑

j=1

�

w*OBJ(soc)ijt
� The objective index of social information 

( OBJ (soc)it ) for a report i  , in a year t  , where 
kit is the total of words in a document i  . Where 
CSR(soc)ijt = 1 if the coded extract j contains 
environmental information and CSR(soc)ijt = 0 
otherwise. Where, OBJ(soc)ijt = 1 if the coded 
extract j contains social goals and objectives and 
OBJijt = 0 otherwise

RES(soc)it
1

∑kit
j=1

CSR(soc)ijt

kit
∑

j=1

�

w*RES(soc)ijt
� The result index of social information (RES (soc)it ) 

for a report i  , in a year t  , where kit is the total of 
words in a document i  . Where CSR(soc)ijt = 1 if 
the coded extract j contains social information and 
CSR(soc)ijt = 0 otherwise

Where RES(soc)ijt = 1 if the coded extract j contains 
social results and outcomes and RES(soc)ijt = 0 
otherwise

MAN(soc)it =
1

kit

kit
∑

j=1

�

OBJ(soc)ijt*RES(soc)ijt
� The managerial index of social information 

( MAN (soc)it ) for a report i  , in a year t  , where kit 
is the total of words in a document i

Quality (soc)it = DEN (soc)it∗
(

1

2

(

ACC (soc)it*MAN (soc)it
)

)

The quality index of social information 
( Quality(soc)it ) for a report i  , in a year t.
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According to Keim (1963), the caption added to a picture allows it to be read “with-
out difficulty and error” (p: 43). Consequently, to assess companies’ commitment to pre-
venting reader misinterpretation of images, the study evaluated the presence or absence 
of captions for each image.

Finally, a qualitative content analysis of the pictures was performed based on the framework 
developed by Breitbarth et al. (2010). Each picture of the non-financial reports was catego-
rised into one of the five categories of the framework (see Table 7 and Fig. 2). A Conventional 
Content Analysis was used for pictures that are not classifiable to identify new categories.

4 � Data analysis and results

In the following analysis: sample 1 refers to the oldest reports (prior to 2010), whilst sam-
ple 2 refers to the most recent reports (from 2011) from companies based in the UK, Ger-
many and China.

4.1 � Evolution of social and environmental responsibilities approach in samples 1 
and 2

As shown in Fig. 3, the reports in sample 1 are anchored in a business-as-usual approach to 
their social and environmental responsibilities seeking to "doing less bad" and focusing on 
growth and consumption (Landrum, 2018, p. 302). Nature is considered as a resource that 
can be exploited for profit.

Overall, sample 2 approach of corporate social and environmental responsibilities dis-
closed in the German and UK reports remains business-centred, while 4 of the most recent 
reports of Chinese companies have shifted to a systemic approach.

4.2 � Evolution of the lexical approach to sustainability issues in samples 1 and 2

The keywords “risks” and “compliance” are the most used in the most recent reports of 
the three countries. For example, in its 2006 report, Bayer uses the term “risk” 33 times 
compared to 324 times in 2018. This can be partially explained in the German and UK 
reports by the increase in EU environmental and societal regulations such as the GDPR 
(2016), and for Chinese reports, by the 2014 revision of the People’s Republic of China 
Environmental Protection Act, which aims to make "war on pollution" (French Embassy 

Table 6   Word occurrence for each Stage of the Landrum Framework (2017) in the Air China reports 2009 
and 2017

In bold the higher number of words per report

Company Industry Country Report 
date

Frequency of words

Stage 1 
compli-
ance

Stage 2 
business-
centred

Stage 3 
systemic

Stage 4 
regenera-
tive

Stage 5 
coevo-
lution-
ary

Air China Transport China 2009 65 189 89 47 0
Air China Transport China 2017 144 112 179 19 6
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in China, 2017). However, in the most recent reports, a decrease in the occurrence of 
keywords such as: "shareholders", "market", and "stockholders" suggests the disen-
gagement of companies from an economic vision of sustainability. Yet, the sustained 
use of terms such as "growth", "market", "profits", or "customer" in both samples 
shows that companies consider that their level of production must be increased to enable 
consumption and growth. Additionally, the increase in the use of the keyword “technol-
ogy” shows that the companies share the idea that they can develop technologies that 
will be as effective as natural solutions to existing or emerging business challenges and 
opportunities (Landrum, 2018).

Fig. 2   Example of image classification based on Breitbarth et al (2010) framework
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The keywords “collaboration”, “trust”, “cooperation”, and “partnership” are 
increasingly used in all three countries. For example, the DeutscheBank, in its 2006 
report, used the terms "collaboration" and "cooperation" a total of 22 times versus 
165 times in its 2018 report.

The use of the terms "sciences", “disruptive”, and "scientific" increased in the 
most recent reports in the three countries, suggesting that companies have renewed 
the way they operate moving toward a more scientific approach to their activity. How-
ever, the limited use of keywords such as "repair", "restoration", and “preserva-
tion” or equivalent terms suggest that companies are not necessarily moving towards 
a more regenerative approach to social and environmental issues (Landrum, 2018).

The appearance of the keyword "circular" in its economic meaning, in the most recent 
reports in the three countries confirms the awareness of companies of new business mod-
els and practices. Overall, the most recent non-financial reports of the sample "adopt an 
external perspective of sustainability for the improvement of humanity” and aim to “do 
more good” (2018, p. 302) but remain focused on production, growth and consumption.

4.3 � The evolution of the use of pictures in non‑financial reports

4.3.1 � New categories of pictures

Content analysis allowed for the emergence of two new categories of pictures as an 
extension of Breitbarth et al’s (2010) framework called “nature protector” and “future 
& technology” (see Fig. 4) and defined in Table 8.

Fig. 3   Percentage of representation of keywords related to each stage of Landrum’s Framework (2018) in 
non-financial reports of samples 1 and 2
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4.3.2 � Size and relevance of pictures.

The analysis found that the number of images in reports has overall decreased in all three 
countries. It was also found that the average surface occupied by the pictures has decreased 
over time in the Chinese and German reports while the UK reports use fewer but larger 
images.

These results highlight a nuanced and context-dependent nature of illustrative practices 
in non-financial reporting that have been adopted by companies across the sample. They 
are consistent with Ruggiero and Bachiller (2023) study that reveals distinct approaches to 
illustration in the non-financial reports of Italian and Spanish energy companies. Finally, 
the categories “people” and “day-to-day business” alone provide more than half of the 
images included in the reports in the three countries. These two categories are character-
ised by using what has been described as "feel good" images showing smiling faces with a 
symbolic rather than informative purpose.

4.3.3 � The use of captions

As shown in Table 9, pictures falling in the category "dream" have the least captions in all 
reports. This deliberate absence of captions serves the purpose of stimulating the readers’ 
imagination and inviting their own interpretation of the images. Consequently, these visu-
als are employed primarily to introduce symbolic rhetoric that complements the adjacent 
text. This approach prioritises the images’ capacity to convey meaning beyond mere infor-
mational content related to the companies’ actions and conduct. These findings align with 
the observations made by Breitbarth et  al. (2010) and Chong et  al. (2018), highlighting 
the significance of images and captions as integral components of "functional evidence" 
(Breitbarth et  al., 2010, p. 255) pertaining to companies’ societal and environmental 
performance.

In contrast, the noticeable rise in the use of captions accompanying images categorised 
as "nature protectors" suggests that these visuals serve a functional role in conveying perti-
nent information rather than being purely aesthetic elements detached from the textual con-
tent. Notably, the average surface area occupied by captioned images in all non-financial 
reports of the sample is approximately one-third the size of images lacking captions. This 

Fig. 4   Example of the use of the pictures nature protector and future and technology
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discrepancy in size implies that smaller images are more inclined to deliver supplementary 
information, while larger ones are often intended to assume a symbolic and aesthetic role.

4.4 � The evolution of the quality of non‑financial reports

4.4.1 � Societal quality index

The Chinese reports have notably shifted their emphasis towards societal information, 
as evidenced by an increase in the average DEN(soc) index, which rose from 30 to 40%. 
Additionally, these reports exhibit an average Qual(soc) index of 0.25, surpassing the cor-
responding indices of German and UK company reports. However, the theme of “human 
rights” is rarely addressed in the Chinese reports, while it has become a greater concern 
for German and UK companies.

The UK reports in both samples provide the most quantitative and monetary informa-
tion and the most specific social and environmental objectives and results.

4.4.2 � Environmental quality index

The indexes revealed a significant increase in the density of environmental information 
in the UK reports, with the average DEN(env) index rising from 13 to 33%. In contrast, 
the Chinese and German reports exhibit limited evolution in both the density and quality 
of their environmental information. On average, the RES(env) index has increased across 
reports in all three countries.

Overall, the environmental information in samples 1 and 2 reports presents more objec-
tives and results than those included in the societal information. However, the themes of 
"water", "biodiversity", "transport", and "materials" do not seem to be the main con-
cerns for companies that are focused on their CO2 emissions and reducing their energy 
consumption. The analysis suggests that “waste” management is also becoming one of the 
major subjects of companies’ preoccupation in recent reports.

4.4.3 � Overall quality of non‑financial reports

The data analysis presented in Table 10 suggests an improvement in the quality of Chinese 
and UK reports over time, whereas the quality of German reports has remained relatively 
stable. Notably, recent Chinese reports exhibit an average MAN(it) index of 0.2, which is 
higher than German reports and equivalent to UK reports.

Table 9   Number and % of pictures with caption in samples 1 and 2

Accountant Day to day Dream Future Leadership Nature People

Number of pictures with a caption
 Sample 1 69 150 8 11 59 4 220
 Sample 2 54 54 1 18 46 8 89

% of pictures with a caption
 Sample 1 96% 48% 16% 32% 55% 16% 64%
 Sample 2 76% 29% 3% 27% 45% 35% 41%
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Also, some companies provide high-quality social and environmental informa-
tion. For example, British Sky Broadcasting and British Airways obtain the highest 
Environmental quality indices and the highest results, objective and quality societal 
indices. Other companies seem to place more focus on specific subjects, such as the 
case of Alibaba in its 2018 report, which contains 40% societal information versus 5% 
environmental information.

4.5 � Combined analysis

This study found no direct correlation between the company’s social and environmental 
issues approach and the quality index of their reports. Indeed, reports with a systemic 
social and environmental issues approach do not necessarily show a higher overall report-
ing quality than business-centric and compliance-centric reports. Furthermore, this study 
found no correlation between the reports’ word count or number of pages and their quality. 
For example, recent reports from SKY and Tesco contain respectively 9676 and 15,074 
words while having a similar Quality(it) Index of 0.39.

5 � Discussion

This section discusses isomorphism in company reporting practices, particularly regarding 
to the type of social and environmental responsibilities approach adopted and the quality 
of the content of the report found in this study. In addition, the impact of external require-
ments on these reporting practices is examined.

5.1 � Isomorphism in reporting practices?

There is evidence of some degree of isomorphism and convergence in the approach to 
social and environmental issues in the non-financial reports of generated by Chinese, Ger-
man and UK firms over the 14 years across different regions. Indeed most of the reports are 
rooted in an economy-focused approach to social and environmental issues, illustrated by 
the high use of words such as “growth” or “profits. Also, the qualitative analysis of images 
across all reports reveals that most of these seek to somehow include humans and faces. 
This human-centred approach to social and environmental issues could be interpreted as 

Table 10   Indices of the overall 
quality of information contained 
in the sample’s CSR reports

DENit (%) ACCit OBJit RESit MANit Quality

China
 Sample 1 46 0.58 0.02 0.09 0.002 0.14
 Sample 2 52 0.64 0.18 0.16 0.02 0.18

Germany
 Sample 1 58 0.70 0.03 0.10 0.003 0.22
 Sample 2 59 0.69 0.03 0.08 0.002 0.22

UK
 Sample 1 58 0.73 0.05 0.16 0.01 0.24
 Sample 2 59 0.84 0.08 0.18 0.01 0.34
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the shared willingness of companies to convey a commitment to being good to society and 
their employees (Breitbarth et al., 2010).

However, differences were also found in how companies from different contexts 
approach non-financial reporting. First, the Chinese reports focus primarily on the soci-
etal issues, while the German and UK reports present a more balanced environmental 
and social content. Also, German and UK reports dedicate around 4% of their contents 
to human rights, aligning with Li’s argument that European companies prioritise human 
rights in their social responsibilities definitions. In contrast, Chinese firms focus more on 
promoting harmonious societal development and positive employee communication in 
their non-financial reports, reflecting a different emphasis in their reporting practices.

Second, differences in the use of images in non-financial reporting practices have been 
identified, supporting the findings of Kassinis and Panayiotou (2018). Indeed, this study 
introduces two novel approaches adopted by companies, departing from the traditional 
human-centered perspective to embrace eco-centred and techno-centred visions of social 
and environmental issues. This shift is reflected in the increased usage of new image cate-
gories in their non-fiinancial reports, specifically "nature protector" and "future & technol-
ogy." These results contrast with Breitbarth et al.’s (2010) conclusion that companies agree 
to define their social responsabilities as human centred.

5.2 � Is non‑financial reporting showing a stronger approach to social 
and environmental issues?

Non-financial reports disclose a weak approach to social and environmental issues that 
is business-oriented, considering that Mankind has control over Nature which they can 
exploit. The growing use of the terms "technology" and “science” in the most recent 
reports particularly emphasises this control over Nature. These results support other stud-
ies showing that self-interests drive companies (Ates, 2023; Milne & Gray, 2013). This 
“weak” vision is perceived as convenient for companies as it invites them to "adopt incre-
mental improvements from the status quo without requiring substantial change" to their 
strategies and operations (Landrum & Ohsowski, 2018, p. 139). This status quo can be 
partly explained by Ihlen and Roper’s (2014) study that showed that some companies con-
sider that they are no longer part of a journey to achieve sustainability but that they have 
already reached it. Besides, tensions can be exerted on the decision-making process of 
companies that must be able to meet the different expectations of their stakeholders some 
of which may conflict with sustainability. Also, this study found that terms related to the 
limitations of natural resources are rarely used in the reports suggesting that the companies 
studied are not likely to engage in a full co-evolutionary approach to social and environ-
mental issues. Furthermore, our data show a weak visual representation of Nature in both 
samples studied, confirming the results of Bjørn et al. (2017), which indicate less than 1% 
of 9000 companies consider natural limitations a key issue in their sustainability strategy.

However, the results of this study contrast with Landrum and Ohsowski’s (2018) con-
clusion, revealing that some reports stand out by proposing a stronger vision of social and 
environmental issues. Indeed, ten of the twenty reports of sample 2 have moved towards 
an Intermediate vision of social and environmental issues (Stage 3 of Landrum’s Frame-
work). Particularly, it can be argued the Chinese reports "adopt an external perspective of 
sustainability for the improvement of humanity” and aim to “do more good” as expressed 
by Landrum (2018, p. 302). This new approach engages companies in wider value collabo-
ration and cooperation with their stakeholders. This openness is illustrated in the British 
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Sky Broadcasting report (2018), for example, by incorporating stakeholders’ inputs in their 
non-financial reports. Finally, this study reveals the emergence of new themes in reports 
such as the "circular economy" and an increase in the variety of words with a strong eco-
logical focus like “ecosystem” and “life cycle”. This suggests a higher level of considera-
tion to new processes and business models.

5.3 � The need for a higher quality of non‑financial reports

Despite an increase in the DEN (it) and MAN (it) indices, it remains difficult for the report 
readers to extract substantive social and environmental-related content as it is often “lost” 
in a body of irrelevant information. Indeed, whereas the most recent reports have increased 
their word count by an average of 24%, the amount of information directly related to sus-
tainability did not increase in reports studied from companies in the UK and Germany. 
The DEN (it) index of Chinese reports is evolving positively but it is merely catching up 
(i.e., currently 52%) with the level of UK and German reports. Thus, overall the quality 
of the information in the reports has changed very litle since 2005 and remained low in 
the three countries, which is in line with Michelon et al.’s (2014) and Omair Alotaibi and 
Hussainey’s (2016) findings. These results also confirm that the quantity of information 
disclosed does not guarantee its quality.

However, it is notable that there are differences in quality between reports produced 
by companies in the same country. As an example, in sample 2, the report by British Sky 
Broadcasting obtains a Quality(it) index of 0.39, far from the 0.05 attained by GlaxoSmith-
Kline, both of which are distant from the median Quality(it) index of the UK sample which 
is 0.20.

Similarly, this study has revealed differences in reporting across countries. Indeed, the 
most recent Chinese reports provide their stakeholders with more extensive and specific 
managerial orientations than German and UK companies do. The Chinese reports focus 
on societal issues, accounting on average for 40% of their content, compared to 12% for 
environmental issues. In contrast, UK companies seem to have gained expertise in environ-
mental data disclosure in their recent reports. Finally, German reports maintain the same 
disclosure practices since 2005.

The results also reveal a strategic use of images. On the one hand, photographic mes-
sages can be used as “symbolic rhetoric" (Chong et al., 2018, p. 328) using repetition of 
“feel-good images” to anchor a righteous representation of the company in the mind of the 
readers (Davison, 2008). On the other hand, images are increasingly used to provide infor-
mation rather than as an aesthetic element disconnected from the text.

5.4 � The influence of external requirement on non financial reporting

Our results suggest mixed levels of influence of external requirements/demands on the con-
tent of reports. For example, the most recent reports have significantly increased their use 
of the keyword “risks”, which could be explained by the emergence of GRI guidelines (G4) 
which require companies to report their environmental and societal risks.

The study also highlights an increase in the use of terms related to regulations in all 
reports in sample 2. This can be explained in reports from the German and UK firms 
by the increase in EU environmental and societal regulations, such as the GDPR (2016) 
and the Non-financial Reporting Directive (NFRD). In reports from Chinese compa-
nies, the increase could be related to the 2014 revision of the People’s Republic of China 
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Environmental Protection Act, which aims to make "war on pollution" (French Embassy 
in China, 2017). Conversely, the absence of the term “offset” in the Chinese reports can 
be explained in part by the fact that China does not have an Emissions Trading Scheme 
(ETS), which in Europe has imposed a CO2 emissions cap since 2005. As Chinese ETS 
was implemented end of 2021 (Reuters, 2021) future research could assess its impact on 
non-financial reports disclosures. That is in line with Gulko and Hyde (2022) and Muham-
mad (2022) findings that show that regulation can positively impact the quality of non-
financial reports and improve disclosure practices.

Despite the above analysis, other findings suggest that the impact of external require-
ments remains limited and that other forces seem to have a stronger influence on disclo-
sure practices in reporting. In line with Costa et al.’s (2022), this study shows that com-
mon guidelines such GRI have not led to an isomorphism of reporting practices. However, 
these results contrast with Mion and Adaui’s (2019) study, which found an improvement 
in report quality after implementing the Non-Financial Reporting Directive in Italy and 
Germany. Thus, further research is required to assess the impact of culture on reports dis-
closures under the same regulations and regarding the impact of different approaches to 
transposing and implementing regulations on non-financial reporting practices.

6 � Limitations

Despite the rigorous approach to the methodology employed, this research is not exempt 
from limitations. First, the cumbersome analysis processes combining three different meth-
odologies did not allow this sample to be extended to more than 40 reports. However, the 
sample was enough to confirm the evolution of the perception of the firm of their social and 
environmental responsibilities. The authors acknowledge that the industry and sector of the 
companies studied may have had an impact on their reporting practices. Second, the reports 
for German and Chinese companies are not studied in their original language, and therefore 
minor discrepancies between the original and the translated versions of the reports may 
have been present. Third, the comparison period of reports is not homogeneous due to the 
difficulty in finding Chinese reports older than 5 years. Fourth, the lexical analysis of the 
quality of the reports does not allow an evaluation of the companies’ non-financial perfor-
mance. Finally, the measurement of report quality could have additional dimensions than 
those chosen for this study. The methodology used could be complemented through the use 
of new dimensions in future studies.

7 � Conclusion

This study has assessed the evolution of the content and quality of non-financial reports 
since 2005 in Germany, UK and China. It addresses Mason and Mason’s (2012, p. 499) 
call “to examine, through time, the discursive choices of corporate environmental reports” 
by investigating the evolution of meaning across institutional textual and visual messages 
in non-financial reports. Hence, this study is part of what the authors hope to become an 
ongoing review of academics, policy and practice on the evolution of companies’ approach 
to their social and environmental responsibilities and the quality and content of their non-
financial reports to improve reporting practices and corporate citizenship.
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Firstly, the systematic study of 1647 images in non-financial reports have confirmed 
that visual contents are essential components of non-financial reports, which can be used 
as significant source of functional evidence of companies’ non-financial performance 
(Anantharaman et al., 2021). Their use across the sample suggests a common willingness 
of companies to “create the appearance of legitimacy” (Hrasky, 2012), aiming to influ-
ence the perception of their stakeholders and emphasise their commitment to being good 
to society, regardless of the geographic, social or economic context where such companies 
operate. However, there is agreement in the literature on the fact that the use of images for 
greenwashing purposes in corporate communication strategy jeopardises the very purpose 
of non-financial reporting to reduce information asymmetry between companies and their 
stakeholders. Moreover, when engaging in symbolic reporting practices companies risk 
damaging their stakeholders’ perception about their legitimacy and reputation, thus failing 
to gain or sustain competitive advantage (De Jong et al., 2018).

In this context, our research highlights the need for policies and guidelines on good 
practices for the use of visual content in non-financial reports, as recently argued by Zeng 
et  al. (2022). As a result, we also argue that there is a need for further research with a 
focus on the differences in visual disclosure strategies using different media outlets, such 
as social media, which are heavily reliant on visual artifacts. In fact, Kwon and Lee (2021) 
have argued that almost every non-financial communication on social media includes a vis-
ual-centric component.

Secondly, this study adds to Breitbarth et al.’s framework (2010) through the creation 
of two new categories of images to illustrate companies’ approach to their commitment 
to sustainability namely “Nature protector” and “technology & future”. Therefore, we 
propose two distinct emerging approaches to sustainability by companies: one based on 
ecosystem protection and ecology and the second one based on technology as the tool for 
achieving a sustainable future. In doing so, our research paves the way for future research 
to explore how these different approaches may impact the non-financial performance of 
firms.

Third, as shown by Bhatia and Tuli (2015), non-financial reporting is a relatively new 
area for Chinese companies, whereas it has been established for longer in European coun-
tries. Thus, by showing that the most recent reports from Chinese companies present a 
more open vision of social responsibility and, on average, the same quality as the German 
and UK reports, our findings challenge the notion that corporate experience in non-finan-
cial reporting leads to a stronger approach to sustainability and a better-quality reporting.

Fourth, this study suggests that national regulations and culture have a direct impact 
on reporting practices by showing that reports from Chinese firms focus more on societal 
issues while the UK and German reports present a more balanced content between environ-
mental and social aspects.

Fifth, this study challenges traditional reporting practices by presenting evidence of 
little or no progress in the quality of German and UK reports since 2005. The failure to 
provide quantitative information and managerial orientation demonstrates the need to 
strengthen the requirement for completeness, transparency, and balance of information 
through guidelines and regulations relating to non-financial reports. This lack of transpar-
ency and follow-through can question the authenticity of the reports (Ngai & Singh, 2021). 
Furthermore, the significant increase in the number of words without a simultaneous 
increase in the quality of sustainability-related information questions the readability and 
accessibility of the report for stakeholders. These results align with the findings from Wang 
et al. (2018), who suggest that reporting guidelines should include a readability test such as 
the Flesch Reading-Ease. Also, a pressure-opportunity-rationalisation triangle model can 



The evolution of non‑financial report quality and visual content:…

1 3

be used to explain how some companies may consider non-financial reports as advertis-
ing rather than a transparency tool (Kurpierz & Smith, 2020). Indeed, the present study 
suggests that the need to appear good can be regarded as pressure on companies, while the 
lack of homogenisation of reporting practices provides opportunities for companies to dis-
close poor quality non-financial reports.

Finally, no link has been found between the quality of reports and companies’ approach 
to their environmental and social responsibilities showing that companies with a strong 
approach to these issues face the same obstacles to disclosing quality information as com-
panies with a weaker approach. The double edge of organisation theory, involving a vicious 
circle leading companies to reduce their disclosure to avoid stakeholders’ backlashes, may 
explain this phenomenon (Ashforth & Gibbs, 1990). Also, Garcia-Torea et  al.’s (2020) 
study suggests that current GRI guidelines do not provide the know-how to disclose; and 
therefore, scholars are encouraged to measure the contribution of new guidelines (e.g., 
integrated reporting) to the increase in substantive information in non-financial reports.

Appendix

See Table 11.

Table 11   Codebook used for coding the reports of sample adapted from Michelon et al.’s study (2014)

Main nodes Children nodes

Environmental
Biodiversity
Compliance
Effluent and wastes
Emission
Earth tremor *
Noise *
Energy
Environmental Grievance Mechanisms
Materials
Overall
Products and services
Supplier environmental assessment
Transport
Water

Social
Human rights

Assessment
Child labour
Forced or compulsory labour
freedom of association and collective
Human rights grievance mechanisms
Indigenous rights
Investment
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Table 11   (continued)

Main nodes Children nodes

Non-discrimination
Security practices

Labour practices and decent work
Diversity and equal opportunity
Employment
equal remuneration for women and men
Labour management relations
Labour practices grievances mechanisms
Occupational health and safety
Supplier assessment for labour practices
Training and education

Products responsibility
Compliance
Customer health and safety
Customer privacy
Marketing communications
People with special needs*
Product and service labelling
Emergency prepardness*
Service to customers*

Society
Anti-competitive behaviour
Anti-corruption
Compliance
Easy access to product or service*
Grievance mechanisms for impacts on society
Intellectual property*
Local communities
Public policy
Supplier assessment for impact on society

Accuracy index
Monetary
Qualitative
Quantitative

Managerial index
Objectives and goals
Results and outcomes
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