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Abstract The main purpose of this exploratory analysis
is to understand whether, based on evidence gathered from
international best practices selected among corporations
which adopt the Global Reporting Initiative guidelines in
sustainability reporting (SR), stakeholders are significantly
consulted and involved—as international literature would
indicate—by assurance providers, during assurance pro-
cesses of SR. We aim at verifying if this practice—known
as stakeholder assurance—is in fact widespread in SR
assurance by carrying out empirical research, through
content analysis, into a sample of 161 assurance statements
of international corporations, in order to test characteristics
of any stakeholder assurance implemented.

Keywords Assurance - Content Analysis - Global
reporting initiative - Stakeholder engagement -
Sustainability reporting
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Introduction

Sustainability reporting (SR, for short) for the past two
decades has represented an authentic ‘frontier’ of
accounting studies (Gray, 2000). More recently, it has
entered an extremely prolific phase of literature contribu-
tion (Gray and Collison 2002; O’Dwyer and Owen 2005;
O’Dwyer and Owen 2007; Owen and Cooper 2007) and of
trials in organizations (ACCA 2004a, b; Fédération des
Experts Comptables Européens (FEE) 2004; Kpmg 2008).
In particular, in 2007, ~80% of the world’s largest cor-
porations published some form of social or environmental
report, distinct from their financial report (Kpmg 2008). In
parallel, there has been a progressive increase of interest in
assuring the information contained in the sustainability
reports, through external and independent assurance pro-
viders (Ball et al. 2000; Craswell et al. 2002; FEE 2002).
Recent studies have shown that about 40% of sustainability
reports by larger corporations on an international level
contain a concluding assurance statement by a third party
(Kpmg 2008; Kolk and Perego 2010; Smith et al. 2011).
Assurance is perceived as a fundamental element in
assuring the credibility and reliability of SR (Edgley et al.
2010; Zadek and Raynard 2004) in the same way as
external auditing is done for financial reporting (Simnett
et al. 2009). Organizations, too, tend to recognize the
growing role of assurance as an instrument for creating
added value, both from an organization communications
viewpoint, and for improving internal learning and growth
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processes (Deegan et al. 2006a). This, however, takes place
in a dynamic and changing context, where SR and SR
assurance models and tools are constantly changing,
according to organizational needs and indications from
practice and from experts (Edgley et al. 2010).

Moreover, currently at international level, SR and SR
assurance—with rare exceptions—are voluntary processes
whose costs are generally borne by the assured corporation
and that are carried out based on standards and guidelines
that are totally discretionary for corporations (Manetti and
Becatti 2009). Primarily, these assurance services standards
and guidelines have been drawn up by private not-for-profit
organizations (e.g., AccountAbility 2008), by international
accounting organizations (e.g., Federation des Experts
Comptables Europeens-FEE, International Auditing and
Assurance Standard Board-IAASB of the International
Federation of Accountants-IFAC) or by national bodies,
both from the accounting sector (e.g. IDW in Germany,
Royal NIVRA in Holland, FAR in Sweden) and mixed or
heterogeneous (e.g. GBS in Italy).

These guidelines and standards vary considerably as to
scope and content. The International Standard on Assur-
ance Engagement 3000 (ISAE 3000) of the International
Auditing and Assurance Standards Board (IAASB) (2004)
is the point of reference for accountant assurance providers
(AAPs), including the four largest audit firms globally (the
‘Big Four’). This standard pays particular attention to tra-
ditional accounting aspects, such as:

— determining the level of assurance of controls carried out
which, depending on the type of information verified,
can be ‘reasonable’ or ‘limited’. Here, recent empirical
research shows how AAPs tend to indicate a limited
level, or a combination of limited and reasonable SR
assurance reliability, because they recognize an intrinsic
difficulty in the process of SR control. This complexity is
due to the mix of qualitative and quantitative informa-
tion, which can be subjectively interpreted, in the
assured documentation (Hasan et al. 2005);

— the possibility of working with an interdisciplinary
team of experts coordinated by the assuror;

— type of controls implemented (substantive and control
tests, analytical procedures);

— the evaluation of audit (residual) risk (possibility of
report being materially misstated after the assurance
service is completed and an unqualified opinion is
issued), as a consequence of its various components
(inherent risk, control risk, and detection risk) (Messier
et. al. 2010);

— guidelines or standards followed in reporting;

— form and contents of assurance statement.

ISAE 3000 is strongly oriented toward formal auditing
aspects, in order to safeguard assurance providers in
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managing the risks of their profession (International
Auditing and Assurance Standards Board (IAASB) 2004;
O’Dwyer and Owen 2007) and to limit the intended users’
expectation gap. In this perspective, the level of assurance
declared in the assurance statement is particularly impor-
tant. Factors determining higher or lower reliability of
controls (Hasan et al. 2005; International Federation of
Accountants (IFAC) 2002) are:

— use of selective tests;

— limitations of internal control systems;

— indicative or conclusive nature of the elements assem-
bled by the assurance provider;

— considerable discretion exercised in collecting indica-
tive elements and in drawing conclusions based on
verified evidence;

— intrinsic nature of the subject matter.

With reference to the last point, SR is a particularly
complex subject of investigation that combines quantita-
tive-type information with entirely qualitative elements
and that, above all, implies a process that is difficult to
formalize: mapping and involvement of stakeholders,
embedding of their opinions and so on. It will never be
possible to guarantee highly reliable verification.

These are the main reasons why many assurance pro-
viders exclude reasonable assurance for SR and strongly
prefer limited assurance, or, at most, foresee a combination
of reasonable assurance for some parts that are more
objectively verifiable (e.g. financial indicators) and limited
assurance for others more complicated to verify (e.g. the
social impact of the activities).

Other standards, by contrast, place more attention on the
audit process. In particular, AccountAbility’s AA1000
Assurance Standard (AA1000 AS) directs the audit pro-
cess toward stakeholder interests (AccountAbility 2008;
O’Dwyer and Owen 2007).

On this point, studies have noted that the diversity of
perspectives is connected with the various policies of
accountability, which, in turn, depend on the “complex
networks of exchanges, collaboration, deliberation and
confrontation” (Néron 2010, p. 342).

The plurality of SR assurance guidelines, in this sense,
implies that assurors often use a combination of hetero-
geneous operating instruments, mixing together guidelines
and standards of divers origin that are sometimes mutually
conflicting (CorporateRegister.com 2008, p. 13; O’Dwyer
and Owen 2007). Furthermore, this heterogeneity derives
from notable differences in types of assurance provider,
ascribable to the two macro-categories of AAPs and con-
sultant assurance providers (CAP) (Deegan et al. 2006a;
Edgley et al. 2010; O’Dwyer and Owen 2005). The first
category can be clearly identified as individuals or bodies
qualified to carry out external auditing of enterprises and
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non-profit organizations who follow IFAC assurance
methods and practices. The second includes a wide range
of subjects: certification bodies, NGOs, professional indi-
viduals or opinion leaders, trade associations and even
academic institutions (CorporateRegister.com 2008). In
this second category, assurance providers do not neces-
sarily use IFAC standards—in fact, they tend to place more
emphasis on the process aspect of auditing. Indeed, SR’s
complex and heterogeneous nature requires input from
experts in many different fields: from accounting, to
elaborate economic and financial data, from management,
to elaborate industrial plans and systems for corporate risk
and economic, social, and environmental responsibility
management. Chemical and engineering expertise is nec-
essary to verify environmental data reported, labor law, for
industrial relations—and NGOs for production facilities
located in developing countries (Scalet and Kelly 2010;
Waddock 2008). In this context, even consultation of the
external experts by the assurance provider, who takes full
responsibility for final opinions, does not necessarily add
credibility to SR and SR assurance. In fact, intended users
might express their skepticism regarding the sincerity and
effectiveness of engagement, the contents, the extent of
evaluation, the significance of the assuror’s conclusions or
the conflict of interest deriving from the commercial rela-
tion of the latter with the organization (Deegan et al.
20064, p. 368).

All in all, SR assurance would seem to be a complex
professional practice still in the embryonic phase, involv-
ing a multitude of subjects claiming to be assurors in order
to pursue their own business, professional or ideological
interests, without any real guarantee as to the reliability of
evaluation carried out (Jones and Solomon 2010; Kolk and
Perego 2010).

In the light of the above, this study intends to see whether,
based on evidence gathered from SR best practices world-
wide, stakeholders are effectively consulted to a greater
degree by assurance providers during the assurance process,
compared with previous surveys (O’Dwyer and Owen 2007,
Edgley et al. 2010). These studies suggested that stake-
holders are being increasingly included in the assurance
process as it matures. Their authors also maintained that SR
assurance is beginning to provide dual-pronged benefits,
adding value to management and stakeholders simulta-
neously and displaying some characteristics of a dialogical
process, being stakeholder inclusive, demythologising and
transformative, with assurors perceiving themselves as a
"voice’ for stakeholders. Consequently, in their opinion, SR
assurance is becoming an important mechanism for driving
forward more stakeholder-inclusive SR.

We aim at verifying if this practice—known as stake-
holder assurance—is in fact widespread in SR assurance.

In the sections that follow:

— we shall analyze reference literature on stakeholder
assurance, with particular comments on empirical
evidence gathered so far;

— we shall carry out an empirical analysis on a sample of
assurance statements from SR best practices world-
wide, in order to identify the type of assuror and the
nature of any stakeholder assurance carried out;

— we shall discuss the main results of the survey;

— we shall draw research conclusions.

Stakeholder Assurance

In recent years, the literature has given clear indications
regarding the need to increase stakeholder involvement and
participation in SR processes. Primarily, it has been noted
that the quality of SR is closely tied to that of stakeholder
engagement carried out, whether before or during drawing
up of the report (Thomson and Bebbington 2005, p. 17).

Moreover, experts have supported the thesis that greater
stakeholder involvement in SR and SR assurance processes
can bring significant benefits to corporations, because of
increased credibility of reporting and a greater ability to
interact, during decision-making processes, with the out-
side environment and the internal organization structure
(Gray 2000; Owen et al. 2000, 2001).

To overcome SR assurance credibility and reliability
limits, it is necessary to reinforce mechanisms of stake-
holder engagement, during both the SR and the SR assur-
ance processes, in order to guarantee the materiality and
relevance of information disclosed in the reports and
assurance statements (Bebbington et al. 2007).

As is known, stakeholder engagement can be distin-
guished from stakeholder management, which is the mere
management of expectations of parties involved designed
to mitigate the various interests at stake. In the former,
businesses involve stakeholders in decision-making pro-
cesses, including them in the organization’s management,
sharing information, using dialog, and creating a reciprocal
model of responsibility (Svendsen 1998; Waddock 2002).
Stakeholder engagement, in other words, contemplates—as
opposed to mere reconciliation—mutual commitment
toward solving issues that might arise in relations between
the corporation and its general and specific environment.
Stakeholder engagement is therefore a process that “cre-
ates a dynamic context of interaction, mutual respect,
dialog and change, not a unilateral management of stake-
holders” (Andriof et al. 2002, 9 a.tr.).

According to Phillips, stakeholder engagement is a
process with mutual benefits for corporations and stake-
holders, which draws on a cooperative scheme called a
“mutually beneficial and just scheme of cooperation”
(Phillips 1997, p. 54) that in turn is based on the idea of
‘social contract’ (Rawls 1971). In this perspective,
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relations between stakeholders and corporations are based
on the principles of reciprocity, interdependence and power
(Andriof and Waddock 2002, p. 19) according to a network
model that interprets the relationship as two-way rather
then one-way (Rowley 1997). Stakeholders are, in partic-
ular, participants in business management through the
submission of questions and issues deemed important that
generate positive or negative impact on corporations,
influencing managerial decisions. (Prado-Lorenzo et al.
2009). Their main responsibility is therefore, in addition to
supplying information requested in collaborating with
management, to avoid formulating issues that might cause
unintended negative externalities on the corporation, other
organizations or local communities (Andriof et al. 2002,
p- 15; Wicks and Goodstein 2009; Windsor 2002, p. 138).
In particular, in SR stakeholders are involved in identi-
fying the data and information that the organization should
publish in sustainability reports, in accordance with prin-
ciples of transparency, materiality and relevance of external
reporting (Manetti 2011). Vice versa, in SR assurance,
stakeholders have a supervisory and watchdog role, since
they contribute toward checking information contained in
the document as explicitly requested by the assurance pro-
vider, who acts as collector and guarantor of the process.
In the light of the above, the effectiveness and the
intensity of stakeholder engagement in assurance services
represent fundamental conditions for guaranteeing fairness
and quality in the whole process. In this regard, it is
important to recall that all the categories of stakeholders
(internal and external) are crucial and should be involved,
but this does not prevent a corporation from explicitly
declaring an order of priority in the engagement between
the different categories. On this point, Mitchell et al.
(1997) argue that the salience of stakeholders (or the
degree to which their arguments were perceived to count)
depended upon the stakeholder possessing three attributes:
power, legitimacy and urgency. In other words, it is not
compulsory or necessary to consider all the groups at the
same level of relevance and importance, because of the
different role and importance of each category in each
organization. In this case, however, corporations should
declare the motivations of different levels of relevance and,
subsequently, engagement among the categories.
Empirical evidence found so far, however, seems to
demonstrate an insufficient level of stakeholder engagement
in the assurance processes. Primarily, O’Dwyer and Owen
(2005), in their enquiry into a sample of assurance state-
ments, raised many doubts on the intention of assurance
providers to involve stakeholders in the assurance processes.
In fact, studies have underlined how SR and SR assurance
processes are strongly conditioned by self-referential and
self-protecting mechanisms of management (Owen et al.
2000; O’Dwyer 2001) and of assurors (Adams and Evans
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2004; Belal 2002; Gray 2001; Gray and Milne 2002; Owen
et al. 2000). On the one hand, there is the risk that managers
assume a dominant position in reporting and auditing pro-
cesses (managerial capture), giving an inward looking pic-
ture of internal and external organizational performance. On
the other, there is often excessive professionalization of the
process by the assurance provider who tends to safeguard his
own interests (whether economic, or in reducing audit risks),
to the detriment of those of company stakeholders (profes-
sional capture) (Power 1991, 1997a, b). These forces of
‘capture’ tend to favor information requirements of man-
agers and assurors in the SR and SR assurance processes, to
the detriment of impartial organizational accountability and
the true interests of stakeholders. Furthermore, management
and professional capture contribute toward reducing the
clarity and transparency of assurance statements, with neg-
ative impact on accountability and disclosure mechanisms
(Deegan et al. 2006a, b).

On the contrary, processes of ‘dialogic’ interaction can
be undertaken with stakeholders, by communicating with
and involving the various categories (Thomson and
Bebbington 2005), as long as managers are willing to
actually make disclosures in the interests of public utility.
In this case, assurance providers act from a position that is
critical toward their own profession (external protest),
generating an assurance process concentrating on the main
economic, social and environmental issues of the corpo-
ration and actively participating in political debate in the
community (Power 1991). A similar example of ‘external
protest’ is given by Smith et al. (2011) in connection with
the ‘Friends of the Earth’ report on Shell’s sustainability
reports for 2003 and 2004, where the NGO contests
information given, citing the opinion of local citizens in
communities where the corporation has production sites.

Practice and theory have also shown the need for
assurance practices to evolve from a mere check on data
and information contained in the report to a more thorough
control of the level of stakeholder engagement in SR, as
well as of the alignment of corporate strategies with
stakeholder expectations, in a climate of mutual commit-
ment (Adams and Evans 2004; Boele and Kemp 2005;
Fédération des Experts Comptables Européens (FEE) 2006;
O’Dwyer and Owen 2007). In this connection, it is evident
that an assurance provider who takes an extreme ‘data
accuracy approach’ is in clear contrast with proactive
forms of control based on prevention of corporate risks, as
recommended in more recent auditing studies and by the
audit firms themselves. On this point, O’Dwyer and Owen
(2005) identify a distinct difference in approach and
viewpoint between AAPs and CAPs. According to the
authors, the AAPs are more cautious, focusing mainly on
the consistency of the reported information with underlying
data sets. In effect, they conducted a “mere data-checking
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exercise” (O’Dwyer and Owen, 2005, p. 225). By contrast,
the CAPs focused more on completeness, fairness and
overall balance within their opinion statements.

Edgley et al. (2010) support the thesis that both cate-
gories involve stakeholders in the SR assurance and the
process is likely to continue to increase in the future. The
authors also suggest that AAPs are far more preoccupied
with the contribution of stakeholders to companies’
systems of internal control, materiality decisions and
management processes, meanwhile CAPs pay more atten-
tion to the need for stakeholder inclusivity for the benefit of
the stakeholders. In other words, AAPs would favor indi-
rect mechanisms of stakeholder inclusivity in SR assur-
ance, whereas the CAPs would experiment more with
direct mechanisms of involvement. Perego (2009), in
investigating the choice of a specific assurance provider for
SR by corporations, affirms that AAPs, and especially the
‘Big Four’ audit firms, can guarantee higher levels of
quality in the assurance process. They should bring in their
experience from providing financial assurance services and
have a competitive advantage with respect to the provision
of assurance services in general. At the same time, the
author affirms that CAPs have better expertise in this
specific area, since SR assurance requires knowledge about
complex environmental and social processes.

The decision to engage stakeholders in SR assurance is
fundamental on three levels:

— firstly, to indicate the report sections and phases of the
reporting process to which the assuror should give
priority;

— secondly, to indicate if in the report information is
missing that is held to be material and relevant
(stakeholder-based materiality);

— thirdly, to contribute to improving assurance stan-
dards—especially if connected with the profession of
auditor—by explicitly requesting involvement of inter-
disciplinary teams of experts and stakeholder represen-
tatives coordinated by the assuror (ACCA 2004a, b;
Fédération des Experts Comptables Européens (FEE)
2004) as already experimented by some corporations
(Park and Brorson 2005).1

With reference to the last point, some representative
bodies of the accounting profession are making attempts in
this direction. Of particular significance is the standard issued
by Royal NIVRA in the Netherlands, ‘3410 N Assurance
Engagements relating to sustainability reports’, where
internal and external stakeholders are explicitly included
among intended users of the assurance service (Royal
NIVRA 2005a, b). Primarily, the Dutch standard adopts an

I Reference is to the cases of Shell, British Telecom, NovoNordisk
and Chiquita cited by Park and Brorson (2005).

approach based on consultation and stakeholder interests in
defining and evaluating the principles of information mate-
riality and relevance (O’Dwyer and Owen 2007).

Based on the above considerations, this study’s aims and
relevant purposes—previously illustrated—are verified by
means of an empirical analysis of a sample of assurance
statements from SR best practices worldwide.

In the presentation of the research results, we will also
take into account the particular characteristics of:

— assurance providers, with a distinction between AAPs—
particular reference is made to the ‘Big Four’—and
CAPs;

— assurance statements—reliability level of controls, type
of opinion expressed, presence—if any—of interdisci-
plinary teams of external experts and reference to
stakeholder engagement during reporting phase;

— corporations in the chosen sample (sector, dimension,
geographical origin, etc).

This study, therefore, intends to ascertain current levels
of stakeholder engagement and involvement in assurance
processes, by means of a content analysis of a sample of
assurance statements.

In our discussion and conclusions, in addition, we shall
outline a brief overview of the evolution of SR assurance
processes toward increasing stakeholder engagement based
on a dialogic (Thomson and Bebbington 2004, 2005) and
two-way relationship with the stakeholders. In particular,
based on evidence gathered, we shall identify the main
obstacles to the progress of this process (including the risks
of ‘capture’ on the part of managers and assurors) and the
limits and the possible development of the present study.

Method

A sample was studied of assurance statements related to
sustainability reports in English, Spanish or German with
the highest level of accordance (A+ GRI checked) to the
Sustainability Reporting Guidelines issued by the Global
Reporting Initiative (Global Reporting Initiative (GRI)
2006) in the GRI database as of 31st December 2010 and
relating to the financial year 2009 (all 2009 reports in the
three languages mentioned).

The sustainability reports of the corporations studied
(160 in total) were located on each corporation’s website.

The selection criterion for corporations sampled had the
following motivations:

— selected corporations represent SR best practices at
international level;

— reports are comparable, because drawn up using the
same guidelines;
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— by limiting ourselves to reports in English, Spanish, and
German, based on the linguistic competences of our
research team, content analysis could be done with
more directly and authoritatively;

— choice of the ‘A+ GRI checked’ level gave us a series
of information particularly helpful in evaluating the
quality of voluntary SR contributions.

With reference to the last point, it should be recalled that
this level of accordance comprises:

— reporting on all indicators and other numbered ele-
ments required by GRI guidelines, including any sector
supplements applicable (level A);

— an assurance service by an external independent auditor
(marked by ‘+’);

— a formal check of the report contents by GRI (GRI
checked).

In addition, all ‘A+’ level reports contain an assurance
statement drawn up by an external independent assurance
provider, whether AAP or CAP.

In this regard, GRI does not make recommendations on
which assurance provider to choose, nor on which assur-
ance approach to use. It is expected that the reporting
organization select the assurance provider on the basis of
six key qualities. SR assurance should:

(1) be conducted by groups or individuals external to the
organization who are demonstrably competent in both
the subject matter and assurance practices;

(2) be implemented in a manner that is systematic,
documented, evidence-based, and characterized by
defined procedures;

(3) assess whether the report provides a reasonable and
balanced presentation of performance, taking into
consideration the reliability of the data as well as the
respect of materiality and relevance principles;

(4) utilize assurance providers who are not unduly
limited by their relationship with the organization or
its stakeholders to reach and publish an independent
and impartial conclusion on the report;

(5) assess the extent to which the report preparer has
applied the GRI guidelines in the course of reaching
its conclusions; and

(6) result in an opinion or set of conclusions that is
publicly available in written form, and a statement
from the assurance provider on their relationship to
the report preparer.

The assurance statements are taken from sampled cor-
porations whose characteristics are given in Table 1.

The majority of the companies come from the European
Union (60%), are medium or large (64% have over 5,000
employees), are quoted on at least one stock exchange

@ Springer

Table 1 Sample characteristics

Quantity %
Operating sector
Financial services 37 23.13
Energy 19 11.88
Construction and construction materials 19 11.88
Health 7 4.38
Telecommunications 12 7.50
Logistics 7 4.38
Chemicals 4 2.50
Automotive 2 1.25
Computers and IT 3 1.88
Utilities 15 9.38
Retail 3 1.88
Steel 8 5.00
Other sectors 24 15.00
Total 160 100.00
Geographical origin
Europe 96 60.00
North America 7 4.38
Latin America 24 15.00
Oceania 6 3.75
Africa 1 0.63
Asia 26 16.25
Total 160 100.00
Dimensions (no. employees)
0-5,000 57 35.63
5,001-10,000 25 15.63
10,001-30,000 27 16.88
30,001-80,000 28 17.50
over 80,000 23 14.38
Quoted
Yes 109 68.13
No 51 31.88
Total 160 100.00

(68%) and operate in the financial services (23%), energy
(12%), construction (12%) and utilities (9%) sectors.

The sample was studied to investigate the presence of
stakeholder assurance policies and practices, by analyzing the
assurance statements contained in each sustainability report.

The method chosen by the research group is content anal-
ysis. This is a method widely adopted in corporate disclosure
studies (Guthrie et al. 2004) because it allows repeatability and
valid inferences from data gathered. According to Krippen-
dorff (2004, p. 3), “content analysis entails a systematic
reading of a body of texts, images, and symbolic matter, not
necessary from an author’s or user’s perspective”. In this
study, we adopt a qualitative approach to content analysis,
verifying the presence of some key elements—included in the
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research questions—with the aim of evaluating the levels and
the quality of stakeholder assurance.

Five researchers conducted the analysis: three audit
experts, one PhD student and a coordinator (assistant pro-
fessor). A list of information detection and classification
rules was defined by the group for each research question
identified. Afterwards, some tests of the coding procedure
were conducted to highlight ambiguous or unclear interpre-
tation of coding rules. Three assurance statements from ‘A-+
GRI Checked’ sustainability reports were independently
examined by each member of the research group, both for the
sample year (2009) and the previous one (2008). The results
were compared and differences of interpretation discussed.
This resulted in a final set of detection and classification rules
for information contained in the documents. Finally, the
revised procedure was tested on another assurance statement
from a 2008 sustainability report—this time by the whole
research group—to align conduct of all research team
members. The next step was to divide documents for content
analysis among team members (coordinator excepted),
dividing the workload according to linguistic skills of each
member, considering that documents analyzed were in
English (74%), Spanish (24%), and German (2%). The
coordinator afterwards compared results obtained by the
other four members, checking that there were no ulterior
differences of interpretation of research questions.

Results

The research questions and the results of the content
analysis are illustrated in Table 2.

The analysis was developed into twelve research ques-
tions, which can be grouped into four distinct areas of
evaluation:

(1) the professional opinion expressed by the assurance
provider;

(2) intrinsic coherence of the assurance statement;

(3) Assuror’s cooperation with third parties;

(4) role of stakeholders in the assurance process.

The first two areas, although they are not strictly cor-
related to the aim of this study, permitted us to identify
some significant preliminary issues for successive analysis.
In particular, the analysis of the professional opinions
expressed by the assurance providers and the intrinsic
coherence of the assurance statement allowed us to estab-
lish interesting correlations with the assuror’s cooperation
with third parties, and, above all, with the role of stake-
holders in the assurance process.

Data collection was organized in such a way as to
highlight incidence of assurance carried out by AAPs or
CAPs for each answer to the research questions. This

method allowed us to underline any significant correlation
between type of response and nature of assurance provider.

A broad majority (about 2/3) of reports were assured by
AAPs.

The number of statements analyzed (161) is greater than
the number of organizations sampled (160), because in one
case, the sustainability report was subject to double assur-
ance—carried out both by an AAP and by a CAP. Given
that the priority objective of research is to ascertain the level
of stakeholder engagement and involvement in assurance
processes, both statements were analyzed and included in
results, in their capacity of autonomous processes.

As far as the first research question is concerned (Al),
assurance providers give an unqualified opinion, accom-
panied in the majority of cases (53%) with indications for
improvements that are related to possible changes in SR
process, in order to increase stakeholder inclusiveness,
materiality of information disclosed and responsiveness. In
only two statements, the assurance provider disclaimed an
opinion on the reports because he was unable to obtain
sufficient appropriate audit evidence on which to base the
opinion, and the possible effects on the report of that
inability were both material and pervasive.

Of the unqualified opinions given, it should be noted
that two-thirds of CAPs (37/56) also give indication for
improvements, while this phenomenon is less common
with AAPs.

With reference to the intrinsic coherence of the assur-
ance statement (research questions B1-B3), we found
explicit reference to the aims and limits of the task, to any
SR assurance standards adopted and to level of assurance
declared. The aims and limits of the task are clearly defined
in nearly all cases analyzed (almost 90%), while in 5% of
statements they are not totally clear and in about 7% of
cases they are not even mentioned. In particular, almost all
the AAPs (102/105) clearly define aims and limits of the
task, while only the majority of CAPs (39/56) does it
clearly. Intended users, therefore, in the majority of cases,
have the possibility of verifying the coherence between
aims and outcomes of the assurance process.

Only in about 10% of assurance statements—all drawn
up by CAPs—was there no explicit reference to the stan-
dards used. By contrast, in nearly all statements, the use of
one or more reference standards was specified: ISAE 3000
(21%), AA1000 AS (14%), other national or international
standards (14%) or a combination of at least two of the
standards mentioned (42%). The AAPs were the only ones
to use exclusively ISAE 3000, while CAPS showed a
preference for AA1000 AS or for other national or inter-
national standards. It should, however, be noted that of
assurors who claim to adopt more than one reference
standard, AAPs are in the majority and the prevailing
combination is of ISAE 3000 and AA1000 AS.
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Table 2 Research questions and results

Total Accountant
assurance provider

Consultant
assurance provider

Quantity % Quantity % Quantity %
(A) Professional opinion
Al. Which professional opinion is contained in the assurance statement?
Unqualified opinion 59 36.65 42 71.19 17 28.81
Qualified opinion 14 870 13 9286 1 7.14
Adverse opinion 0 0.00 0 000 O 0.00
Disclaimer of opinion 2 1.24 1 50.00 50.00
Ungqualified opinion with indications for improvement by assurance provider 86 5342 49 56.98 37 43.02
Adverse opinion with indications for improvement by assurance provider 0 0.00 0 0.00 O 0.00
Total 161 100.00 105 6522 56 34.78
(B) Intrinsic coherence of assurance statement
B1. Aims and limits of mandate are clearly defined in assurance statement?
Yes 141 87.58 102 72.34 39 27.66
Yes, but not entirely clearly 8 4.97 2 2500 6 75.00
No 12 7.45 1 833 11 91.67
Total 161 100.00 105 6522 56 34.78
B2. Does the assurance statement refer explicitly to assurance standards of sustainability report?
Yes, ISAE 3000 34 21.12 34 100.00 0 0.00
Yes, AA1000 Assurance standard 22 13.66 6 2727 16 72.73
Yes, other (national standards, FEE, etc.) 22 13.66 16 72.73 6 27.27
Yes, to a combination of at least two of the standards mentioned 67 41.61 49 73.13 18 26.87
No 16 9.94 0 0.00 16 100.00
Total 161 100.00 105 6522 56 34.78
B3. Is the level of assurance clearly stated?
Yes, as “reasonable” 25 15.53 15 60.00 10 40.00
Yes, as “limited” 74 4596 64 86.49 10 13.51
Yes, as reasonable for some parts and limited for others 10 6.21 8 80.00 2 20.00
Yes (other level) 20 12.42 9 45.00 11 55.00
Not stated 32 19.88 9 28.13 23 71.88
Total 161 100.00 105 6522 56 34.78

(C) Cooperation with third parties by assurance providers

C1. Does the assurance statement contain reference to consultation of third party individuals or bodies coordinated by the assurance provider?

Yes, specialist experts (e.g. environmental engineer)
Yes, famous faces or opinion leaders
Yes, NGOs, trade associations or unions
Yes, a combination of at least two of individuals/bodies mentioned
Yes, other
No
Total

(D) Stakeholder role in assurance process

DI1. Who are intended users of assurance statement?
Board directors/executives/CEO/managers
Shareholders
Stakeholders in general
Both directors/executives and stakeholders

Intended users are not specified

11 6.83 8 72.73
0 0.00 0 0.00
6 3.73 1 16.67
3 1.86 1 33.33
5 3.11 2 40.00

136 84.47 93 68.38
161 100.00 105 65.22

88 54.66 76 86.36
1 0.62 1 100.00

17 1056 10 58.82

11 6.83 8 72.73

44 27.33 10 22.73

3 27.27
0 0.00
5 83.33
2 66.67
3 60.00
3 31.62
56 34.78

12 13.64
0.00

41.18

27.27

34 77.27
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Table 2 continued

Total Consultant

assurance provider

Accountant
assurance provider

Quantity % Quantity % Quantity %

Total 161 100.00 105 65.22 56 34.78
D2. Does the assurance statement refer to verification of relevance and materiality principles of information disclosed?
Yes 65 4037 39 60.00 26 40.00
No 96 59.63 66 68.75 30 31.25
Total 161 100.00 105 6522 56 34.78
D3. oes assurance statement mention verification of stakeholder engagement carried out by organization?
Yes 63 39.13 39 61.90 24 38.10
No 98 60.87 66 67.35 32 32.65
Total 161 100.00 105 65.22 56 34.78

D4. Does assurance statement refer explicitly to stakeholder consultation during verification process by assurance provider? If yes, how?

Yes, by interviews/one-to-ones 118 7329 90 76.27 28 23.73
Yes, by phone interviews and one-to-ones 1 0.62 0 0.00 1 100.00
Yes, by questionnaires and one-to-ones 6 3.73 1 16.67 5 83.33
Yes, by electronic consultation (e-mails, website, etc.) and one-to-ones 14 8.70 6 42.86 57.14
Yes, generic reference to consultation without any indication of channels used 6 3.73 5 83.33 1 16.67
No reference 16 9.94 3 18.75 13 81.25
Total 161 100.00 105 6522 56 34.78
D5. If the previous answer is affirmative, which stakeholder categories were consulted by the assurance provider?
Employees 103 71.03 80 77.67 23 22.33
Clients/customers 0 0.00 0 0.00 O 0.00
Local community 0 0.00 0 0.00 O 0.00
Suppliers 0 0.00 0 000 O 0.00
Lenders 0 0.00 0 000 O 0.00
Shareholders 1 0.69 1 100.00 0O 0.00
Public administration 0 0.00 0 000 O 0.00
Employees and undefined external stakeholders 5 3.45 1 20.00 4 80.00
Employees and shareholders 1 0.69 1 100.00 0 0.00
Employees and others 23 1586 14 60.87 9 39.13
Other 12 8.28 5 41.67 17 58.33
Total 145 100.00 102 7034 43 29.66
D6. Does assurance statement mention difficulties or problems met in consulting stakeholders during assurance process?
Yes, difficulties in finding/reaching 2 1.24 1 50.00 1 50.00
Yes, difficulties in identifying significant representatives of categories 0 0.00 0 000 O 0.00
No 159 98.76 104 6541 55 34.59
Total 161 100.00 105 65.22 56 34.78
D7. Does assurance provider refer to any sections of report dedicated to stakeholder opinions on previous report?
Yes 2 1.24 0 000 2 100.00
No 157 97.52 104 66.24 53 33.76
No—first edition of document 2 1.24 1 50.00 1 50.00
Total 161 100.00 105 6522 56 34.78

As far as regards the type of information controlled, the
majority of statements (80%) explicitly state the level of
assurance, while in a relative majority of cases (46%),
limited assurance is given. Only 15% of statements bear a
level of reasonable assurance. The practice of declaring a

‘reasonable’ level for some parts of the report and ‘limited’
for others is quite rare (6%), with most of the assurances
being done by AAPs. Different terminology for describing
level of reliability is found in a few cases (12%), mostly in
controls carried out by CAPs.
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Involvement of third parties in the assurance process
(research question C1) was investigated by analyzing any
references in the assurance statement to opinions of
external individuals or bodies, coordinate by the assurance
provider. A vast majority of assurors (74%), both
accountants and consultants, did not declare involvement
of third parties in SR assurance. Where third parties were
found to be involved, consultation was mostly of experts in
specific disciplines (7% of cases, mostly by AAPs) and
NGOs, trade associations or unions (4% of cases, mostly by
CAPs), or a combination of both categories (2%).

The role of stakeholders in the assurance process is the
fourth area of research (research questions D1-D7). This
was analyzed in the assurance statements by:

— checking into their presence as intended users;

— verifying the presence of references to the materiality
and relevance principles in reporting;

— identifying information on any stakeholder engagement
carried out by the corporation during SR processes, or
by assurance providers during SR assurance processes.

The quality of stakeholder engagement was verified by
ascertaining the presence in assurance statements of ref-
erences to:

— information tools and channels used;

— stakeholder categories actually involved;

— disclosure of any problems or critical areas arising
during engagement.

Lastly, by verifying references to stakeholder opinions
on previous reports, the attention paid by assurors to pro-
cesses of constant improvement of stakeholder engagement
can be verified. In fact, it is evident that increased stake-
holder engagement results in evidence of their opinions and
views on SR published in the past.

Intended users are identified (D1) in the great majority
of cases (73%), although assurors mostly address the final
statement to their clients (managing directors, CEOs or
corporation managers in 55% of cases) and only on a few
occasions (11% of cases) to all stakeholders in general.

Verification of the principles of relevance and materi-
ality of information published is not declared by the
majority of assurance providers (60%), who show their
tendency to apply traditional auditing techniques based on
the already mentioned ‘data accuracy approach’, rather
than on ascertaining omission of significant information to
the SR reference areas. Although such behavior is wide-
spread, prevailing incidence can be found among AAPs—
63% (66/105) of assurance statements by AAPs contain no
such reference. This figure has less relevance (54%: 30/56)
for those drawn up by CAPs.

Stakeholder engagement designed to increase SR
assurance credibility and reliability was discerned through
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a dual control. On the one hand, the presence of references
to verification of stakeholder engagement by the corpora-
tion during SR was analyzed. On the other, any mentions of
stakeholder involvement in SR assurance processes were
identified.

In the first instance, the level of attention was found to
be fairly low, considering that only 39% of assurance
statements actually mention it. In the second, on the other
hand, widespread stakeholder engagement was noted,
given that in about 90% of cases we found explicit refer-
ence to their engagement in SR assurance (D4). This is a
relevant research finding of our research that will be duly
discussed and commented on in the following section.

The most frequently used instrument of interaction with
stakeholders is the one-to-one interview, which is used on
its own (73%) or together with other channels or ways
monitored by our investigation, such as phone interviews
(9%) and questionnaires (4%).

It must be pointed out that stakeholder engagement in SR
assurance is often limited to internal stakeholders. In fact, in
71% of cases, only ‘employees’ were consulted, 16% of
statements mention ‘employees and others’ (mostly a
combination of employees and managers), while 8% of
cases state ‘other’ (mostly managers). Employee and
manager consultation was conducted mainly (almost 2/3 of
cases) through interviews, focus groups, and questionnaires.

In the rare circumstances where consultation is found of
‘employees and external stakeholders’ (about 3%), the latter
are mentioned generically and their relevant categories are
not identified. Moreover, the operating sectors where
assurance statements refer more frequently to the consulta-
tion of external stakeholders during the verification process
were ‘energy’, ‘construction’, ‘health’, and ‘chemicals’.

It is also interesting to note that only in 1% of cases
analyzed were difficulties reported in finding or reaching
stakeholders.

Finally, with reference to monitoring of a continuous
improvement process of SR, we verified whether assurors
checked the presence of stakeholder opinions on previous
reports. Although previous empirical evidence (Manetti
and Becatti 2009) had found a significant amount of
stakeholder engagement in this hindsight evaluation, in
only 1% of cases did assurors refer to sections of the report
dedicated to stakeholder opinions on previous reports.

Discussion

The above results can be interpreted by considering the
most significant evidence with reference to the literature
and to the main aims of this study.

In particular, a large majority of reports (about 2/3) were
assured by AAPs, with a clear prevalence, among these, of
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the ‘Big Four’. This initial fact conditions successive results
of the study, since audit firms represent a point of strength in
involving experts from various disciplines and in consulting,
in interviews and on-site visits, a wide public of stakehold-
ers. However, it is equally evident that this particular type of
assurance provider is influenced by his cultural and profes-
sional background tied to the auditing tradition and to con-
sequent attention toward formal aspects of the auditing
process, leading to the already-mentioned ‘data accuracy
approach’. Despite this, as already highlighted in a recent
detailed case study carried out on one of the ‘Big Four” with
many years of experience in the sector (O’Dwyer et al.
2011)—showing that SR assurance is a part of auditing
where debate and dialog with all stakeholders is growing—
there is also a tendency toward less standardized and more
personalized controls, ad hoc for the client. Controls are also
more open to experimentation with new practices.

This affirmation is in direct contrast with the findings
reported by Power (1994, 1997a, b) on the risks of self-
referentiality and limiting of debate and confrontation of
the new auditing practices. It represents a tangible and
concrete response to his “call for more customized and
informative narratives in assurance reporting” (O’Dwyer
et al. 2011, p. 1; Power 2003).

The above conclusions of O’Dwyer et al. (2011) are
confirmed by this study, although using decidedly different
methodological approaches. The investigation made has led
to identifying other factors of interest in evaluating stake-
holders’ role in current SR assurance policies and practices.
Firstly, the assurance statements analysis shows a tendency
toward a consultative approach, both by AAPs and, as was to
be expected, by CAPs, because of the high incidence of
positive responses with indications of improvement
(research question: Al). This kind of judgment proves the
assurance providers’ propensity to supporting corporations
in their path of growth and continuous learning in SR. This
fact is neither negative nor positive in itself, considering the
totally voluntary nature of SR assurance, in the absence of
regulatory obligations on the subject. Nor does it necessarily
prefigure mingling of the roles of auditor and consultant.

Moreover, the most significant innovations in the
assurance process were found among the CAPs, albeit in
limited numbers. These included, for example, delegation
of assurance to panels of independent external evaluators,
chosen from experts in fields relative to financial, social,
and environmental sustainability, who were subject to
periodic substitution.

Compared with previous empirical research (Manetti
and Becatti 2009), more attention is noted toward formal
aspects involving the structure, language and information
included in assurance statements (research question: Bl,
B2, and B3)—an evident sign of the growing influence of
relevant international standards.

Accountant assurance providers’ tendency to integrate
the traditional auditing standards (ISAE 3000) with other
guidelines particularly dedicated to the processes of
assurance activity is also evident. In this context, there is a
significant attempt to reduce the expectation gap of inten-
ded users, by explicitly declaring a level of assurance in
about 4/5 of assurance statements analyzed.

The creation of interdisciplinary teams of experts in
various fields regarding sustainability, coordinated by the
assurance provider (research question: C1), is still quite a
rare practice and often reserved to CAPs. This factor raises
doubts as to process quality, since the formation of inter-
disciplinary teams made up of experts in the various areas
of SR can make a significant contribution to assurance
activity, not least when considering the complexity and
heterogeneity of a sustainability report.

Data regarding stakeholders’ role in assurance processes
(research question: D1-D7) constitute a group of interest-
ing findings for the purposes of this study. In particular,
only rarely do assurance providers address their final
statement to stakeholders, preferring managers, CEOs, and
directors (D1). This evidence might point to the existence
of both managerial and professional capture, which might
lead to attributing only residual materiality to stakeholder
interests. The risk of managerial capture that might seem to
emerge from this finding must, however, be interpreted in
the light of procedures for conferment of the assurors’
mandate. In fact, given that the assignment is often con-
ferred by the above-mentioned categories, it is to a certain
extent natural for the assuror to address the assurance
statement to his client, rather than to a wider public made
up of stakeholders. International standards’ silence on this
point is certainly of little help in deciphering this fact and
leaves ample room for a variety of interpretations.

There is also scarce attention, in the sample assurance
statements, toward verifying the principles of materiality
and relevance of information published in the SR, in the
sense of their adherence and conformity to stakeholder
expectations (D2). This evidence is in line with the fol-
lowing one (D3), which shows the assurance providers’
lack of interest in verifying the effectiveness of stakeholder
engagement undertaken by the corporation in defining
report contents. However, considering that international
standards do not explicitly expect the assurance statement
to contain this element and considering that nevertheless
almost 40% of assurors verify it on a purely voluntary
basis, one might discern encouraging signals for the future
of SR assurance.

The most significant research finding is the constant
reference, in a large majority of assurance statements (nine
cases out of ten), to consultation of stakeholders in order to
formulate the assurance provider’s professional opinion
(D4). So the key role of stakeholders clearly emerges in
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nearly all the sample. They are key interlocutors, whom
assurors consult in order to deduce important probative
elements necessary in formulating the professional opinion.

This fact, however, must be interpreted in the light of
the categories of stakeholder effectively engaged in the
process (D5). Very often these are stakeholders internal to
the corporation (primarily employees), while external
stakeholders are frequently kept at a distance from the
recruiting and consultation process. This is an important
limit in stakeholder assurance, since external stakeholders
have broad competences and are capable of contributing to
improvement of information materiality and relevance in
the assurance statement. Stakeholder engagement is often
mentioned in the sampled assurance statements. Corpora-
tions, however, sometimes make use of mechanisms and
tools that can be used in a highly discretional manner (e.g.,
interviews or electronic consultations with employees and
managers) without specifying their methods. Furthermore,
stakeholder engagement is often limited to issues that
pertain to specific categories (e.g., the verification of the
effective functioning of an occupational health and safety
management system). Nevertheless, in the majority of
cases (almost 2/3) consultation of employees and managers
was conducted at every organizational level and, therefore,
it represents a significant contribution to the investigation
of materiality and relevance of the SR. Moreover, even if
the consultation is often limited to employees (71% of
cases), it should be considered that they represent a pri-
mary stakeholder for the sampled corporations, as stated in
their sustainability reports and in consideration of their
dimension (64% of the corporations have more than 5,000
employees).

The prevailing involvement of internal categories of
stakeholders—who are easily reachable—explains lack of
reference to problems and difficulties encountered in con-
sulting them. The almost total absence of mention of dif-
ficulties encountered during the consultation process raises
some doubts as to the reliability of engagement. Corpora-
tions, in fact, might well encounter problems in reaching
and embedding the representatives of stakeholders, delib-
erately omitting, however, explicit mention of this in the
assurance statement. Considering the sample’s nature
(multinational corporations of medium to large dimensions
with production facilities in various parts of the world), it
seems unlikely that assurance providers would have inter-
viewed directly and without distinction representatives of
the various workforce categories. But it is plausible that
they encountered practical difficulties in identifying, find-
ing or reaching these representatives.

This consideration is strongly confirmed in the next
research questions (D6-D7), which reveal a lack of refer-
ences, above all, in multinational corporations with various
production facilities:
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— to difficulties or problems encountered during SR by
assurors;

— to opinions expressed by stakeholders on previous
reports.

With specific reference to the second point, scarce
interest of assurance providers toward verifying improve-
ments to the report on the basis of any comments made by
stakeholders can be noted. This data confirms the assurance
providers’ tendency to reconcile stakeholder interests and
expectations as to contents of the assurance service
(stakeholder management), rather than carrying out a real
process of involvement with mutual responsibility and
continuous interaction in a cooperative way (stakeholder
engagement).

Conclusions

The aim of this study was to understand whether, in the
context of international SR best practices, stakeholders are
significantly consulted by assurance providers during the
assurance services.

According to recent studies, one would expect stake-
holder assurance to be an increasingly widespread practice
among corporations that choose to assure their own report.
Our empirical evidence on assurance statements confirms
the literature that stakeholders are being incorporated
increasingly into all stages of the SR assurance process,
despite the emergent nature of such stakeholder inclusivity.
It is not possible, on the contrary, to confirm or to deny the
growing dialogic nature of this process that, according to
the literature, should add value to management and stake-
holders simultaneously, with assurors perceiving them-
selves as a ‘voice’ for stakeholders.

Results of our empirical investigation make it possible
to affirm that the assurors’ propensity to involve stake-
holders (especially internal ones) is confirmed, although
the obstacles and difficulties that hinder full stakeholder
engagement in these processes are still numerous and the
quality of assurance statements, in this regard, should be
improved.

In synthesis, a picture emerges of growing interest of
assurance providers and corporations toward the challenges
of stakeholder assurance, even though this practice is not
currently completely recognized and legitimized by pro-
fessional practice.

Some results of the present survey (e.g., the low level of
engagement of external stakeholders or of internal stake-
holders other than employees or managers; the high inci-
dence of unqualified opinion with indications for
improvement; the low level of cooperation with third par-
ties in conducting assurance services) confirm, as stated by
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the literature, the presence of professional capture in
assurance services, to the detriment of their quality and
credibility. In other words, this influence does not yet seem
to be completely restrained, limited or even controlled by
the mechanism of stakeholder assurance.

Despite this, risks of “tokenism gestures of account-
ability” (Shore and Wright, 2000) (apparently democratic
corporate practices of engagement, concealing conserva-
tive attempts to maintain the status quo) that often emerge
in studies on corporate social responsibility, are restrained
and balanced by the growing role of stakeholder assurance.
In any case, in this regard, it is indicative that the corpo-
rations whose assurance statements refer more frequently
to the consultation of external stakeholders during the
verification process operate in environmentally or socially
sensitive sectors (e.g., ‘energy’, ‘construction’, ‘health’,
and ‘chemicals’). Stakeholder assurance, however, does
not appear to be yet another attempt to placate stakeholder
expectations in an opportunistic or manipulative manner,
nor to implement ‘blue-washing’ corporate policies and
practices (Zadek et al. 1997), “whereby cultures of
defensiveness disallow the creation of new forms of vul-
nerability” (O’Dwyer et al. 2011, p. 20; Hutter and Power
2005). The fact that stakeholder assurance is at present
limited to internal stakeholders might indicate corporate
intent to proceed gradually in that direction, contacting and
engaging first of all stakeholders who are easier reachable.

It is also interesting to note how CAPs have a wide-
spread tendency to experiment less orthodox or established
assurance practices, given, too, lack of constraints in
respecting IFAC principles. In fact, it is the CAPs who
frequently demonstrate more attention toward verifying
materiality and relevance of information reported, as well
as toward the interests of local communities and some
categories of external stakeholders, such as NGOs and
clients.

Among the limits of this study, we note that only a
content analysis of assurance statements was used to verify
stakeholder assurance levels. Although this is now common
practice, it does not provide a detailed investigation into the
complexity and all dynamics of assurance processes
(O’Dwyer and Owen, 2005, p 227). Because of the chosen
method, the research team has been able to verify only the
presence or the absence of single elements investigated and,
in some contexts, the intensity of such a phenomenon
through analysis of the language or of single expressions
used, in a qualitative approach to the content analysis.

Nonetheless, we hold that content analysis of assurance
statements should not be neglected since, if carried out at
the correct intervals and on carefully selected corporate
samples, it is a valid instrument for highlighting SR
assurance progress. After all, assurance statements repre-
sent the final output of every assurance process. Thanks to

the progressive improvement and to the growing diffusion
of assurance standards and guidelines, content analysis
allows us to obtain a set of information that is very valuable
in verifying the level of stakeholder assurance.

We therefore believe that a possible development of this
study might be a qualitative analysis of one or more case
studies of CAPs and AAPs, using both content analysis of
assurance statements and semi-structured interviews. With
regard to the latter, we are of the opinion that such research
should not be limited to interviews with assurance pro-
viders, but should be extended to the main internal and
external stakeholders of corporations sampled, to find
objective confirmation of evidence gathered and to define
new research paths. The instrument of semi-structured
interviews with assurance providers and main stakeholders
could be aimed, in particular, at analysis of the main rea-
sons why external stakeholders’ consultation are so rarely
mentioned in the assurance statement. The interviews could
also verify whether operating in specific environmentally
and socially sensitive sectors influences this kind of
engagement in a decisive manner. This could contribute to
clarifying whether the involvement of external stakehold-
ers as conducted by assurance providers, on specific
request of assured corporations, is mainly to gain consen-
sus and (re)build public trust.

Acknowledgment The author thanks Julia Campbell Hamilton
(j.hamilton @email.it) for revision of the English version of this article
and the two anonymous reviewers for their constructive comments.

References

AccountAbility. (2008). AAI000 assurance standard. London:
AccountAbility.

Adams, C. A., & Evans, R. (2004). Accountability, completeness,
credibility and the audit expectations gap. The Journal of
Corporate Citizenship, 14, 97-115.

Andriof, J., & Waddock, S. (2002). Unfolding stakeholder engage-
ment. In J. Andriof, S. Waddock, B. Husted, & S. Rahman
(Eds.), Unfolding stakeholder thinking: Theory, responsibility
and engagement (pp. 19-42). Sheffield: Greenleag Publishing.

Andriof, J., Waddock, S., Husted, B., & Rahman, S. (2002).
Unfolding stakeholder thinking: Theory, responsibility and
engagement. Sheffield: Greenleag Publishing.

Association of the Chartered Certified Accountants (ACCA). (2004a).
Towards transparency: Progress on global sustainability report-
ing 2004. London: ACCA and CorporateRegister.com.

Association of the Chartered Certified Accountants (ACCA). (2004b).
The future of sustainability assurance. London: ACCA.

Ball, A., Owen, D. L., & Gray, R. (2000). External transparency or
internal capture? The role of third-party statements in adding
value to corporate environmental reports. Business Strategy and
the Environment, 9(1), 1-23.

Bebbington, J., Brown, J., Frame, B., & Thomson, I. (2007).
Theorizing engagement: The potential of a critical dialogic
approach. Accounting, Auditing & Accountability Journal, 20(3),
356-381.

@ Springer



376

G. Manetti, S. Toccafondi

Belal, A. R. (2002). Stakeholder accountability or stakeholder
management: areview of UK firms’ Social and Ethical Accounting
Auditing and Reporting (SEAAR) practices. Corporate Social
Responsibility and Environmental Management, 9(1), 8-25.

Boele, R., & Kemp, D. (2005). Social auditors: Illegitimate offspring
of the audit family? Journal of Corporate Citizenship, 17(1),
109-119.

CorporateRegister.com. (2008). Assure view: The CSR assurance
statement report. London: CorporateRegister.com Limited.
Craswell, A., Stokes, D., & Laughton, J. (2002). Auditor indepen-
dence and fee dependence. Journal of Accounting and Econom-

ics, 33(2), 253-275.

Deegan, C., Cooper, B., & Shelly, M. (2006a). An investigation of
TBL report assurance statements: Australian evidence. Austra-
lian Accounting Review, 16(2), 2—18.

Deegan, C., Cooper, B. J., & Shelly, M. (2006b). An investigation of
TBL report assurance statements: UK and European evidence.
Managerial Auditing Journal, 21(4), 329-371.

Edgley, C., Jones, M., & Solomon, J. (2010). Stakeholder inclusivity
in sustainability report assurance. Accounting Auditing and
Accountability Journal, 23(4), 532-557.

Fédération des Experts Comptables Européens (FEE). (2002). Pro-
viding assurance on sustainability reports. Brussels: FEE.
Fédération des Experts Comptables Européens (FEE). (2004). FEE
call for action: Assurance for sustainability. Brussels: FEE.
Fédération des Experts Comptables Européens (FEE). (2006). Key

issues in sustainability assurance. An overview. Brussels: FEE.

Global Reporting Initiative (GRI). (2006). Sustainability reporting
guidelines. Amsterdam: GRI.

Gray, R. H. (2000). Current developments and trends in social and
environmental auditing, reporting and attestation: A review and
comment. International Journal of Auditing, 4(3), 247-268.

Gray, R. H. (2001). Thirty years of social accounting, reporting and
auditing: What (if anything) have we learnt? Business ethics: A
European review, 10(1), 9-15.

Gray, R. H., & Collison, D. (2002). Can’t see the wood for the trees,
can’t see the trees for the numbers? Accounting education,
sustainability and the public interest. Critical Perspectives on
Accounting, 13(5-6), 797-836.

Gray, R. H., & Milne, M. (2002). Sustainability reporting: Who’s
kidding who? Chartered Accountants Journal of New Zealand,
81(6), 66-70.

Guthrie, J., Petty, R., Yongvanich, K., & Ricceri, F. (2004). Using
content analysis as a research method to inquire into intellectual
capital reporting. Journal of Intellectual Capital, 5(2), 282-293.

Hasan, M., Maijoor, S., Mock, T. J., Roebuck, P., Simnett, R., &
Vanstraelen, A. (2005). The different types of assurance services
and levels of assurance provided. International Journal of
Auditing, 9(2), 91-102.

Hutter, B., & Power, M. (2005). Organizational encounters with risk:
An introduction. In B. Hutter & M. Power (Eds.), Organizational
encounters with risk (pp. 1-32). Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press.

International Auditing and Assurance Standards Board (IAASB).
(2004). International Standard on Assurance Engagements 3000
(ISAE 3000). Assurance engagements other than audits or
reviews of historical financial information. New York: IFAC.

International Federation of Accountants (IFAC). (2002). The deter-
mination and communication of levels of assurance other than
high. New York: IFAC.

Jones, M. J., & Solomon, J. (2010). Social and environmental report
assurance: Some interview evidence. Accounting Forum, 34(1),
20-31.

Kolk, A., & Perego, P. (2010). Determinants of the adoption of
sustainability assurance statements: An international investiga-
tion. Business Strategy and the Environment, 19(3), 182—198.

@ Springer

KPMG. (2008). KPMG international survey of corporate responsi-
bility reporting. Amsterdam: KPMG Global Sustainable
Services.

Krippendorff, K. (2004). Content analysis: An introduction to its
methodology (2nd ed.). Beverly Hills, CA: Sage Publications.

Manetti, G. (2011). The quality of stakeholder engagement in
sustainability reporting: Empirical evidence and critical points.
Corporate Social Responsibility and Environmental Manage-
ment, 18(2),110-122.

Manetti, G., & Becatti, L. (2009). Assurance services for sustain-
ability reports: Standards and empirical evidence. Journal of
Business Ethics, 87(1), 289-298.

Messier, W. F., Glover, S. M., & Prawitt, D. F. (2010). Auditing and
assurance services (7th ed.). New York: Irwin McGraw-Hill.

Mitchell, R. K., Agle, B. R., & Wood, D. J. (1997). Toward a theory
of stakeholder identification and salience: Defining the principle
of who and what really counts. Academy of Management Review,
22(4), 853-886.

Néron, P. Y. (2010). Business and the polis: What does it mean to see
corporations as political actors? Journal of Business Ethics,
94(3), 333-352.

O’Dwyer, B. (2001). The legitimacy of accountants’ participation in
social and ethical accounting, auditing and reporting. Business
Ethics: A European Review, 10(1), 27-39.

O’Dwyer, B., & Owen, D. L. (2005). Assurance statement practice in
environmental, social and sustainability reporting: A critical
evaluation. British Accounting Review, 37(2), 205-229.

O’Dwyer, B., & Owen, D. L. (2007). Seeking stakeholder-centric
sustainability assurance: An examination of recent sustainability
assurance practice. Journal of Corporate Citizenship, 25, 77-94.

O’Dwyer, B., Owen, D., & Unerman, J. (2011). Seeking legitimacy
for new assurance forms: The case of assurance on sustainability
reporting. Accounting, Organizations and Society, 36(1), 31-52.

Owen, D., & Cooper, S. (2007). Corporate social reporting and
stakeholder accountability: The missing link. Accounting, Orga-
nizations and Society, 32(7-8), 649-667.

Owen, D. L., Swift, T. A., Humphrey, C., & Bowerman, M. (2000).
The new social audits: accountability, managerial capture of the
agenda of social champions? The European Accounting Review,
9(1), 81-98.

Owen, D., Swift, T., & Hunt, K. (2001). Questioning the role of
stakeholder engagement in social and ethical accounting.
Accounting Forum, 25(3), 264-282.

Park, J., & Brorson, T. (2005). Experiences of and views on third-
party assurance of corporate environmental and sustainability
reports’. Journal of Cleaner Production, 13(10-11), 1095-1106.

Perego, P. (2009). Causes and consequences of choosing different
assurance providers: An international study of sustainability
reporting. International Journal of Management, 26(3), 412-425.

Phillips, R. (1997). Stakeholder theory and a principle of fairness.
Business Ethics Quarterly, 7(1), 51-66.

Power, M. (1991). Auditing and environmental expertise: Between
protest and professionalism. Accounting, Auditing & Account-
ability Journal, 4(3), 30-41.

Power, M. (1994). The audit explosion. London: Demos.

Power, M. (1997a). The Audit society: Rituals of verification. Oxford:
Oxford University Press.

Power, M. (1997b). Expertise and the construction of relevance:
Accountants and environmental audit. Accounting, Organiza-
tions and Society, 22(2), 123-146.

Power, M. (2003). Evaluating the audit explosion. Law and Policy,
25(3), 185-202.

Prado-Lorenzo, J. M., Gallego-Alvarez, 1., & Garcia-Sanchez, 1. M.
(2009). Stakeholder engagement and corporate social responsi-
bility reporting: the ownership structure effect. Corporate Social
Responsibility and Environmental Management, 16(2), 94-107.



The Role of Stakeholders

371

Rawls, J. (1971). A theory of justice. Cambridge MA: Harvard
University Press.

Rowley, T. J. (1997). Moving beyond dyadic ties: A network theory
of stakeholder influences. Academy of Management Review,
22(4), 887-910.

Royal NIVRA-Royal Dutch Institute for Register Accountants.
(2005a). Standard for assurance engagements 3410-Exposure
draft: Assurance engagements relating to sustainability reports.
Amsterdam: Royal NIVRA.

Royal NIVRA-Royal Dutch Institute for Register Accountants.
(2005b). Explanatory memorandum to a new Dutch assurance
standard NR. 3010 Practitioners working with subject matter
experts from other disciplines on non-financial assurance
engagements. Amsterdam: Royal NIVRA.

Scalet, S., & Kelly, T. F. (2010). CSR rating agencies: What is their
global impact? Journal of Business Ethics, 94(1), 69-88.

Shore, C., & Wright, S. (2000). Coercive accountability: The rise of
audit culture in higher education. In M. Strathern (Ed.), Audit
cultures: Anthropological studies in accountability, ethics and
the academy (pp. 57-89). London: Routledge.

Simnett, R., Vanstraelan, A., & Chua, W. F. (2009). Assurance on
sustainability reports: An international comparison. The
Accounting Review, 84(3), 937-967.

Smith, J., Haniffa, R., & Fairbrass, J. (2011). A conceptual framework
for investigating ‘capture’ in corporate sustainability reporting
assurance. Journal of Business Ethics, 99(3), 425-439.

Solomon, J. F., & Darby, L. (2005). Is private social, ethical and
environmental reporting mythicizing or demythologizing reality?
Accounting Forum, 29(1), 27-47.

Svendsen, A. (1998). The stakeholder strategy: Profiting from
collaborative business relationships. San Francisco, CA:
Berett-Koehler.

Thomson, I., & Bebbington, J. (2004). It doesn’t matter what you
teach. Critical Perspectives on Accounting, 15(4-5), 609-628.

Thomson, 1., & Bebbington, J. (2005). Social and environmental
reporting in the UK: a pedagogic evaluation. Critical Perspec-
tives on Accounting, 16(5), 507-533.

Waddock, S. (2002). Leading corporate citizens: Vision, values, value
added. Boston, MA: Mc Graw-Hill.

Waddock, S. (2008). Building a new institutional infrastructure for
corporate responsibility. Academy of Management Perspectives,
22(3), 87-108.

Wicks, A. C., & Goodstein, J. D. (2009). Stakeholder responsibility
and stakeholder commitment. Notizie di Politeia, 93, 9-24.
Windsor, D. (2002). Stakeholder responsibilities: Lessons for man-
agers. In J. Andriof, S. Waddock, B. Husted, & S. Rahman
(Eds.), Unfolding stakeholder thinking: Theory, responsibility
and engagement (pp. 137-154). Sheffield: Greenleag Publishing.

Zadek, S., Pruzan, P., & Evans, R. (1997). Building corporate
accountability. Emerging practices in social and ethical account-
ing, auditing and reporting. London: Earthscan Publications.

Zadek, S., & Raynard, P. (2004). The future of sustainability
assurance. London: ACCA-AccountAbility.

@ Springer



	The Role of Stakeholders in Sustainability Reporting Assurance
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Stakeholder Assurance
	Method
	Results
	Discussion
	Conclusions
	Acknowledgment
	References


