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ABSTRACT 

Social disclosures are one aspect of an organisation‟s sustainable 

performance, where sustainability reflects the ability of an organisation 

to be able to maintain the status quo.  As such, sustainability requires 

an organisation or community to be: 

"financially secure (as evidenced through such measures as 

profitability); it must minimise (or ideally eliminate) its negative 

environmental impacts; and it must act in conformity with 

society's expectations" (Deegan 1999, p.38).  

Measures of financial security are generally accepted as being 

represented by the annual financial statements of the organisation, 

however, the environmental and social impacts are still to find a 

meaningful and consistent reporting medium. 

While many national and international firms have shown early signs of 

social reporting there is no recognised conceptual framework for 

reporting. The research reported in this thesis seeks to establish  

a framework for social reporting in the credit union sector based on  

a study of regional financial institutions.  This framework will provide 

a basis for adoption in other regional institutions, beyond the  

case organisation which identifies issues specific to the sector and 

regional context. 

In proposing a reporting model for the credit union sector this thesis 

presents research which documents the social accounting information 

needs of members and management within this industry group. A 

fundamental component of the model presented is the congruence 

between the social and environmental information and the financial 

information to be included in the respective reports.  The thesis further 

explores the reactions of management, directors and regulators in the 

credit union sector to the proposed reporting model. 
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The findings of the research indicate that the proposed framework has 

merit as a reporting model for stakeholders within the credit union 

sector.  The model developed meets the requirements for social and 

environmental accounting information by members and management 

associated with the credit union sector and, as such, limits itself to that 

sector.  However, it is the added understanding of the views of 

stakeholders that is a primary contribution of this thesis. 

The proposed model arising from understanding the needs of 

stakeholders has the potential to improve the accountability of 

organisations by establishing a reporting mechanism, located within a 

conceptual framework, which retains the qualitative attributes of 

financial accounting information – a basis which has been lacking for 

the collective reporting of social, environmental and financial 

accounting to date. 



1 

CHAPTER 1 – INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Introduction 

Social disclosures document an organisation‟s goal to move towards 

achieving sustainable performance, where sustainability reflects the ability 

of an organisation to maintain the environmental and community status quo.  

As such, sustainability requires an organisation or community to be: 

"financially secure (as evidenced through such measures as 

profitability); it must minimise (or ideally eliminate) its negative 

environmental impacts; and it must act in conformity with society's 

expectations" (1999, p.38).  

Measures of financial performance are generally accepted as being 

represented by the annual financial statements of the organisation.  

However, despite a growing number of firms publishing reports detailing 

their social and environmental impacts, and attempts by organisations such 

as the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) to provide formats for that 

reporting, these impacts are still to find a meaningful and consistent 

reporting medium.  The difficulty for both academics and practitioners in 

attempting to report and analyse firms‟ performances with respect to a goal 

of sustainability, is that the field is still emergent, without resolution of 

aspects pertaining to theoretical frameworks, measurement and empirical 

methods for analysis (McWilliams, Siegal, & Wright, 2006).  

Thus while many national and international firms have adopted strategies to 

report on their social and environmental impacts, there is no recognised and 

universally adopted conceptual framework for this reporting.  This failure to 

agree on a reporting model occurs despite the work of organisations such as 

the GRI, The Council for Economic Priorities, and the Institute of Social 

and Ethical Accountability.  To redress this deficiency, this thesis explores a 

framework for social reporting in the credit union sector.  The research is 

based on a case study of a regional financial institution and the opinions and 

perceptions of managers from a sample of regional credit unions drawn 
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from the eastern states of Australia.  The framework developed and 

presented in this thesis is intended to provide a basis for discussion and for 

adoption by other regional institutions beyond the case study organisation. 

The introduction to the thesis presented in this chapter commences with an 

outline of the key motivations in undertaking the research and the aims of 

the study.  The rationale for the adoption of a case study and the resultant 

engagement with stakeholders is briefly introduced as a precursor to the 

details concerning the research design provided in Chapter 4.  This section 

is followed by an outline of the methods adopted and the contribution of the 

research to theory, practice and policy, concluding with an outline of the 

structure of the thesis.  The structure of the thesis is based on the adoption 

of a four foci approach, as outlined in Section 1.5, and involving a 

discussion of the literature and current guidelines to assist reporting, 

discussion of the research method and development of the proposed model, 

responses to the model and finally, limitations of the study and future 

research opportunities arising from the results and findings. 

1.2 Outline of the Study 

1.2.1 Impetus to Study  

Corporate Social Responsibility Reporting (CSR Reporting) has been 

presented as a process of communicating the internal and external social and 

environmental impacts of the organisation‟s economic actions to particular 

interest groups in society at large (Gray, Owen, & Maunders, 1987; 

Mathews, 1985).  There has been a continual increase in the number  

of organisations that report on CSR and/or publish statements regarding 

social and environmental impacts.  The activity has crossed all sectors of 

business, including the banking and financial services sector.  The adoption 

of CSR strategies by members of the banking and financial services sector 

has three implications.  Firstly, the strategy informs the actions and 

operations of the institution and secondly, it has the potential to impact  

on other organisations.  Thirdly, Decker (2004) noted that the banking 

sector, as the key player in the process of managing, saving and investing 

funds, has a pivotal role in the encouragement of sustainable economic and 
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social developments.  This dual impact was a primary motivator for 

exploring CSR and the reporting strategies that are being adopted within the 

banking sector. 

In recent years there has been a significant shift in the way deposit services 

have been provided within the banking sector.  The major deposit taking 

institutions, commercial banks, have adopted strategies to reduce the 

number of bank branches, encourage the use of electronic banking facilities, 

and to downsize in terms of the number of employees.  The impact of these 

strategies on communities where banking services have been withdrawn has 

the potential to curtail the economic development of these communities 

through the flow-on effect to business.  

The economic consequence of the bank reduction strategies, coupled with 

the reduction of other professional services, has the potential to further 

impact on the quality of life of the residents of regional towns and cities.  

The loss of these critical services places these communities in an arguably 

untenable position (Grafton, Troughton, & Rourke, 2004; Rogers & Ryan, 

2001).  These impacts can arise from the direct effects of reduced services, 

but prospectively can also stem from the loss of sustainable economic 

activities and the loss of intellectual capital. 

In particular, the closure of bank branches and the imposition of increased 

account fees have led to intensified reports of customer dissatisfaction 

appearing in both the print and electronic media.  The actions of the banks, 

it could be argued, appear to present a contradiction to an extended notion of 

accountability (Deegan, 1999) where the organisation is answerable for its 

actions when those actions impact on society.  An apparent discord has 

emerged between communities‟ and banks‟ perceptions of performance.  At 

the same time, the apparent discord has been coupled with the increased 

incidence of the publication of social reports/social statements by the major 

banks proclaiming the positive impacts of their activities on the 

environment and society.  Such action aligns with behaviour exhibited by 

organisations in environmentally sensitive industries (Brown & Deegan, 

1998).  A first step in the understanding of why there appears to be a discord 
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in perceptions of performance would be a better understanding of the 

criteria used by stakeholders to measure social outcomes. 

What has been evident during this time has been an increase in the services 

being offered in regional communities by the credit union sector.  This has 

included both a greater physical presence and a broadening of the products 

and services available to clients.  Within the Australian economy 

approximately one quarter of adults hold membership in one or more of the 

nation‟s 149 credit unions, and have invested funds representing $30 billion 

in assets (ABACUS, 2006; National Credit Union Associations, 2007).  

Credit unions can be distinguished from banks in terms of their underlying 

organisational goals.  While banks, like many public companies, are driven 

to pursue profit and increase shareholder wealth, credit unions are owned 

and operated for the benefit of their members and the broader community.  

This focus is embedded in the credit union principle which reflects a 

mission of serving the communities in which they operate, be it a town or 

suburb, or a workplace or industry (WOCCU, 2007).   

The efforts of credit unions to provide financial services, while at the same 

time adding to the welfare of their community, have resulted in limited 

movement by credit unions to adopt various mechanisms to report on their 

activities.  These mechanisms have included the generation of stand-alone 

sustainability reports, integrated triple-bottom-line (TBL) reports, and 

reports in accordance with the GRI or the in-house reporting guideline 

represented by the Sustainability Toolkit developed by the Credit Union 

Foundation Australia (CUFA) (CUFA, 2007).  

CSR Reporting in the credit union sector has mirrored the broader business 

environment, with an array of reports, but with no single preferred method.  

While the provision of guidelines and benchmarks for CSR reports has been 

made by a number of national and international bodies, there has been little 

research in the development of a global conceptual framework and standards 

for non-traditional accounting and reporting (Mathews, 1997a, 1997b, 

2002). 
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The research study reported in this thesis seeks, through the features of its 

design, to engage in dialogue with stakeholders related to the credit union 

sector.  Dillard (2007) identified three aspects of research of importance 

within the context of social accounting: enlightenment, empowerment, and 

emancipation. Enlightenment seeks to continue our understanding of 

corporate social and environmental issues.  Communicating the deeper 

understanding revealed from the enlightenment phase ensures that the 

community gains an appreciation of the historic and current context of the 

social accounting agenda.  This communication engenders empowerment 

which is sourced from the expansion of appreciation and knowledge arising 

from the communication process.  Emancipation occurs as a result of the 

actions adopted by enlightened members of the community.  The methods 

adopted and outlined in Section 1.3 and described in detail in Chapter 4 of 

this thesis include all three dimensions.  

1.2.2 Aims of the Research 

The specific aims of this research are to:  

 understand the criteria stakeholders consider important in measuring 

social outcomes for decision making and annual reporting in the credit 

union sector; and 

 develop a framework for reporting social accounting performance by 

credit unions which incorporates dialogue between key stakeholder 

groups and the reporting entity. 

Financial accounting has the support of a conceptual framework and 

frameworks have been emerging for environmental aspects from 

organisations such as  Institutional Investors Group on Climate Change 

(Institutional Investors Group on Climate Change) and the work of the 

Climate Disclosure Standards Board (Climate Disclosure Standards Board). 

However to date such a universally accepted and adopted framework (Jones, 

Frost, Loftus, & Van Der Laan, 2005) has been missing from social 

accounting.  This failure has occurred despite continual developments by 

organisations such as the GRI (GRI, 2000, 2002, 2006), The Institute of 
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Social and Ethical Accountability standard AA 1000 (AccountAbility, 

1999), the Council on Economic Priorities Accreditation Agency, and Social 

Accountability 8000 standard (Social Accountability International, 2001).   

This research seeks to answer the principal questions:  

 What criteria do stakeholders use to measure social outcomes relevant 

to the credit union sector? 

 What is the most appropriate model of a conceptual framework for 

social accounting in the credit union sector? 

Stemming from these two questions are the following secondary questions: 

 Are the criteria used by stakeholders to measure social outcomes able 

to be ranked? 

 Can the model developed for social reporting in the credit union 

segment align with the current conceptual framework model for 

financial accounting, the only framework that has achieved a high 

level of international acceptance to date? 

 Does the model developed have an application in the broader banking 

sector? 

The reporting model developed in response to the above questions is 

designed to improve the accountability of organisations by establishing, 

under a conceptual framework, a reporting mechanism for social and 

environmental accounting.  The proposed model retains the qualitative 

attributes of understandability, relevance, reliability and comparability in 

accordance with the financial accounting framework promulgated by the 

Australian Accounting Standards Board (AASB) (CPA Australia, 2007).  

The CSR reporting model developed and discussed in this thesis has the 

potential to improve the transparency of decision-making and decision-

making systems and to promote integrity in the reporting process. 
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1.2.3 Model to include stakeholder dialogue 

The study engaged with stakeholder groups in the credit union sector and 

utilised a case study organisation to provide a context for the research and to 

provide a shell through which to develop a reporting model for comment 

from managers and directors of other organisations in the credit union 

sector.  The choice of using a case study provided an opportunity for this 

research to reflect „real-world‟ concerns and for the resulting model to 

resonate with the users of the model.  The stakeholder groups who were 

involved in the study included: members of credit unions; staff, 

management and directors of credit unions; members of regulatory bodies 

associated with credit unions; and non-aligned members of the community.  

1.3 Methodology 

The thesis adopts a stakeholder perspective assuming that credit unions, 

when publishing information regarding the social and environmental 

dimensions of their operations and impacts, are assumed to be seeking to 

manage the pressure from the various stakeholders to act in a way consistent 

with the stakeholders‟ expectations.  The theoretical basis applied in this 

investigation is founded on the notion that stakeholder theory is an 

extension of legitimacy theory, and that the sector seeks to maintain its 

legitimacy by satisfying stakeholder needs for information (Gray, Kouhy, & 

Lavers, 1995b).   

Explicit to the model developed in this study is a contemporary view of 

stakeholders that contends that there is an expanded stakeholder group 

which also includes parties without a contractual financial relationship to 

the organisation.  This view of relevant stakeholders is driven by an ethical 

stakeholder perspective whereby the impact of the organisation‟s activities 

is the main concern, rather than any perception of power held by a particular 

stakeholder or group of stakeholders such as those with a financial interest.  

In developing the model within the entity under examination, the research 

seeks to answer the principal questions posed in Section 1.2.2.  The 

extended stakeholders who participated in the study included those 

associated with the case study organisation, such as members, suppliers, 
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directors, management and staff, and also included participants drawn from 

the geographic regions in which the organisation operated, but who were not 

directly connected to the case study entity.   

1.3.1 Research Approach 

The research is embedded into a critical realist paradigm which recognises 

the value of the multiple research methods adopted in this project.  Both 

qualitative and quantitative methodologies are incorporated in the Multi-

criteria Decision Analysis technique included in the research strategy.  The 

research plan is deductive in its approach (Neuman, 2003), based on the 

premise that information regarding a firm‟s social and environmental 

impacts is as necessary to stakeholders as is traditional financial 

information.  The model is built on evidence collected via interviews and a 

survey questionnaire.  The model was then tested via exposure across the 

credit union sector to arrive at an evolved model.  Phase 2 of the research, 

following on from concept development, aimed to capture an understanding 

of the criteria used by stakeholders to evaluate social performance.  This 

phase required both a qualitative and quantitative approach in order to 

obtain a rich understanding of the breadth of criteria and a ranking of the 

emergent criteria.  The model developed was then subjected to scrutiny and 

comment in later phases of the research.  

1.3.2 Outline of Strategy 

Multiple methods of data collection in the form of a case study, focus group 

interviews and document review, and in-depth interviews and postal surveys 

were utilised in the research strategy.  As the project had two purposes, 

being theory development and replication (Eisenhardt, 1989), a case study 

was considered to be the best method for utilisation in the initial phases of 

the research to assist in the development of a reporting framework.  

1.3.3 Research Methods 

Both qualitative and quantitative methodologies were applied in the 

collection and analysis of data.  Qualitative data collected in a series of 

interviews described further in Section 4.6 were analysed thematically using 
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content analysis techniques.  The quantitative data was collected in a written 

survey (see Section 4.7) and analysed using the Analytical Hierarchy 

Process and through the application of the Expert Choice software tool.   

A series of complementary research methods were applied, including survey 

and interviews.  The use of multiple methods adopted at each stage of the 

project permitted engagement with stakeholders, when interviews and a 

survey were utilised, and the use of confirmatory interviews evaluating the 

proposed model provided an opportunity to communicate the findings of the 

survey and interviews to empower the stakeholders and thus emancipate and 

encourage reporting in the future.  

1.4 Contribution of the Research 

The research presented in this thesis drew on the extant literature and 

theories supporting CSR reporting to develop, build, refine and test a model 

for reporting CSR with implications for theory, practice and policy.  The 

model for reporting CSR is presented in the context of credit unions, but has 

potential for adoption outside this sector. 

1.4.1 Theory 

Much of the research on social and environmental reporting practices has 

focused on attempts to explain the reasons behind the adoption of reporting 

in a non-regulatory environment.  Little research has been undertaken on the 

development of a conceptual framework for social reporting, although there 

has been the emergence in the post-1990 period of a number of suggested 

indicators and benchmarks and the identification of good practice processes, 

as outlined in Section 1.2.2.   

The research presented in this thesis further develops and informs debate on 

social accounting by engaging in a dialogue between stakeholders and 

enterprises – a feature of the literature and research in the area that has been 

missing in the debate to date (Adams, 2002).  The study also informs the 

stakeholder and legitimacy theory literature concerning the information 

requirements of stakeholder groups and provides a base for future directions 
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for applied and conceptual research in the area of social reporting, 

particularly as it applies to the financial services sector. 

1.4.2 Practice 

Support for greater levels of disclosure of social and environmental 

information is indicated not only in corporate and academic developments, 

but also by the increasing level of legislative developments, as evidenced  

by environmental protection laws, industrial relations laws and  

corporations law. 

Problems identified with the reporting mechanisms suggested to date, such 

as the GRI (2000, 2002, 2006) and AA 1000 (1999), have been the tendency 

to be either prescriptive in terms of content, or focused on the process of 

reporting as opposed to the means and measures for reporting.  Specific to 

the practice of social reporting, the research draws on the frameworks 

established for financial reporting, to provide a link between current 

reporting practices and future reporting practices. 

The model proposed for the credit union sector builds on the established 

goals for entities in this sector to act with social responsibility.  Credit 

unions, unlike banks, have a unique place in the banking and finance sector 

in that they have clearly articulated social goals and are not constrained by a 

requirement to generate profit to increase the wealth of shareholders.  As 

such, the credit union sector is well placed to focus attention on CSR 

strategies and reporting.  Credit unions have displayed continuing growth 

and influence within the banking and finance sector which presents the 

opportunity to take on a leadership role for the establishment of a reporting  

regime relevant to the broader sector. 

1.4.3 Policy 

This research has the potential to improve the accountability of 

organisations by establishing a conceptual framework for reporting CSR in 

the credit union sector.  The reporting mechanism developed retains the 

qualitative attributes of financial accounting information, namely 

transparency, completeness, accuracy, timeliness, auditability, materiality, 
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relevance, reliability, comparability and consistency (Australian Accounting 

Standards Board, 2006). 

Gray, Kouhy and Lavers‟ (1995a; 1995b) discussed the changing trends in 

the reporting activities of UK companies and the possible causes of the shift 

in the emphasis on social information.  Their work highlights the need for a 

consistent and independent reporting framework which addresses the social 

accounting aspect.  The financial crisis of 2008 and the role banks and debt 

providers played is yet to be fully understood, however it is suggested that a 

lack of ethical understanding and notions of corporate responsibility played 

a part (Ciulla, 2009).  This crisis followed a spate of corporate collapses 

which also raised questions regarding the ethical practices of organisations 

(Albrecht, Hill, & Albrecht, 2006; Staubus, 2005; Zahra, Priem, & Rasheed, 

2005).  It is likely that arising from this will be closer media, regulator, and 

public attention to activities and reporting in the banking sector in matters 

relating to corporate responsibility and, in particular, to the veracity of 

claims made by organisations in this sector via reports. 

From a policy perspective, the research provides two contributions.  Firstly 

as basis for the development of a conceptual framework for one section of 

industry that will provide a foundation for future policy developments in 

this area.  Secondly it provides a response to the criticism of the current ad 

hoc arrangement that CSR reports are biased and self-laudatory (Deegan & 

Rankin, 1997). 

1.4.4 Summary of Research Outcomes 

The model presented reflects the unique outcomes and contribution of this 

research which highlight: 

 the need for engagement with stakeholders to identify and 

preferentially rank their CSR information requirements; 

 the adoption of an expanded range of research tools for application in 

CSR research; 

 the desirability of providing a link between current financial reporting 

practices and future comprehensive reporting practices; 
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 a conceptual framework for reporting CSR in the credit union sector 

that could influence other sectors within the banking and financial 

services sector and also organisations within the not-for-profit sector 

more broadly; and, 

 that by establishing a model for reporting it is possible to provide a 

solution to the criticism of the current ad hoc arrangements for CSR 

reporting. 

1.5 Structure of the Thesis 

Following an introduction to the current state of play in terms of CSR, 

presented in Chapter 2, current social and environmental reporting 

guidelines are discussed.  This is followed by a description of the research 

method and the development of the proposed model, before a discussion of 

the responses to the model from stakeholders of credit unions is provided.  

The limitations of the study are then explored and potential future research 

opportunities are outlined.  The thesis chapters specifically discuss the 

following aspects of the study. 

 

Chapter 2 Commences with an overview of the literature pertaining to 

CSR, including an outline of the key theoretical frameworks 

on which the literature is founded.   

Chapter 3 Provides a discussion of the reporting needs of users and an 

examination of the arguments for and against mandatory 

reporting.  The commonly used reporting guidelines are 

compared and critically evaluated.  This chapter also provides 

a discussion of CSR trends in the financial services sector, 

exploring banks, shareholder focused organisations, and 

credit unions as member based organisations. 

Chapter 4 The research design, including the research method and data 

collection methods which were adopted, is presented in this 

chapter. 
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1.6 Conclusion 

This chapter has provided an overview of the intent of the thesis in moving 

forward the issue of reporting the social and environmental dimensions and 

activities of organisations.  The chapter has outlined the impetus to the study 

and the intended outcomes and contributions of the research in terms of both 

theory development and practice.  The multiple methods and phases of the 

study were introduced and the structure of the remaining chapters 

established. 

The next chapter presents a synopsis of the literature on social and 

environmental accounting prior to presenting an overview of the current 

state of social and environmental accounting in the context of the financial 

and banking industry relevant to the credit union sector.  Included in the 

discussion of the literature is an examination of the role that additional 

information presented via CSR reporting plays in organisational decision 

making. 

 

 

Chapter 5 Presents the analyses of the results from research undertaken 

in the case study organisation and which was utilised to 

develop the preliminary CSR reporting model.  The narrative 

also includes a discussion of the outcomes of a survey 

administered to internal and external stakeholders with the 

purpose of gaining an appreciation of stakeholders‟ 

expectations of reporting.   

Chapter 6 The further development of the reporting model is outlined 

including analysis of the reactions to the model from 

stakeholders from other organisations in the credit union 

sector, and the revised model is developed and presented. 

Chapter 7 Draws together a summary of the findings of the study and 

identifies the limitations of the study.  This chapter also 

advocates several future research opportunities which are 

beyond the scope of this thesis.  
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CHAPTER 2  – LITERATURE REVIEW 

The construct of corporate social responsibility (CSR) can be simply and 

literally interpreted as the corporation taking responsibility for the effect of 

its actions on society.  However, CSR may also be described as corporate 

behaviour that goes “beyond compliance and engages in actions that appear 

to further some social good, beyond the interests of the firm and that which 

is required by law” (McWilliams et al., 2006, p.52).  Consequently, within 

the emerging field of CSR as an area of academic interest, there is no 

genuinely consistent definition of the construct of CSR (Gray, Dey, Owen, 

Evans, & Zadek, 1997; Williams & Aguilera, 2008) and different 

researchers often use diverse explicit or implied definitions of the term.  

Nevertheless, as a business strategy the use of CSR has grown significantly 

over the past decade despite the lack of a consistent definition (Williams & 

Aguilera, 2008). 

2.1 Introduction 

In this chapter the accounting literature relevant to the concept of CSR is 

reviewed and from this literature the definition of CSR which is used in this 

thesis is drawn.  The definition and context of the term CSR adopted within 

this thesis is differentiated from the commonly used term „sustainability‟.  

In addition, the chapter presents the key theoretical frameworks upon which 

research into CSR has been based and identifies the theoretical foundation 

upon which this study rests.   

The growth in the uptake and reporting of CSR has not been limited to 

particular industry sectors, nor has any one approach to reporting on 

activities been universally adopted.  The scope for the development of a 

suitable reporting framework which has resonance for use within one 

industry sector, at a minimum, is recognised.  In order for such a framework 

to have value within a sector there needs to be an understanding of the 

criteria that users of the report engage with in order to measure the 

effectiveness of the reporting organisation.    
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For the purposes of this literature review the term CSR is defined to include 

all actions of a firm to recognise, respond, integrate and report on the impact 

of its activities on society and the environment.  The reporting of the social 

and environmental impacts arising from the organisation‟s actions is 

referred to as CSR Reporting. 

The review of literature in this and the following chapter is restricted to 

exploring the developments in the discipline area devoted to accounting for 

and reporting the social and environmental impacts of organisations.  The 

studies reviewed cover a wide range of issues concerning the adoption of 

strategies and reports, as well as reporting methods pertaining to these 

impacts.  The breadth of issues that have been subject to research reflects 

the embryonic development of CSR, with concerns related to theoretical 

frameworks, measurement and empirical methods yet to be resolved 

(McWilliams et al., 2006).  The reporting model developed in this thesis for 

the credit union sector responds to the need for further research on 

measurement and reporting aspects.   

The focus of this chapter is limited to relevant definitions and the historical 

and more contemporary development of the discipline area connected with 

CSR.  The identified motivators behind organisations‟ attempts to account 

for and report on the social and environmental dimensions of their activities, 

and the underlying theories to explain organisations‟ motives, are also 

considered.  The review of the literature is continued in Chapter 3 with a 

discussion of the needs of the users of reporting information.  The 

discussion in Chapter 3 includes a brief, critical examination of traditional 

financial reporting, and the demand for social and environmental 

information, and notes the lack of studies devoted to seeking an 

understanding of the evaluation criteria adopted by the users of CSR reports.  

The final section of Chapter 3 presents a synopsis of the currently available 

reporting guidelines.   

The reflection on the social and environmental accounting (SEA) literature, 

presented in Chapters 3 and 4, reveals that the driving forces behind the 

adoption of social and environmental reporting can be explained by a 

number of theories.  However, there is a deficit of studies about the specific 
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needs of stakeholders and also of studies in the context of small to medium 

sized organisations, such as regionally based credit unions, compared to 

those studies concerned with larger national or international organisations.  

In particular, there is a paucity of studies set in social goal orientated 

organisations such as those in the credit union sector. 

The examination of reporting frameworks displays that the literature has a 

limited focus, primarily on the reported dimensions, with no 

comprehensively accepted unifying framework.  This area, for the most part, 

could be viewed as a work in progress.  The credit union sector, on the 

whole, has no literature base in terms of social and environmental reporting. 

The overview of the literature presented in this chapter commences with a 

discussion of the myriad definitions of CSR and the various terms used 

within the literature, prior to providing a brief history of the development of 

this field of study.  Two key aspects, social and environmental dimensions, 

are discussed and current approaches adopted by organisations to report the 

underlying issues of SEA are identified.  The theoretical frameworks 

perceived to drive developments in the area of social and environmental 

activities are described, followed by a discussion of the drivers of such 

reporting.  The chapter concludes with a brief overview of the reporting 

approaches. 

2.2 Defining Corporate Social Responsibility 

CSR is not a description of a single concept, but rather is a multi-

dimensional construct which covers a range of aspects.  These aspects 

include, but are not restricted to, the theoretical underpinnings and drivers of 

CSR adoption, consequences of the implementation of CSR strategies, 

reporting strategies, and corporate governance.  This multi-dimensional 

feature of the construct further adds to the difficulty in developing a 

definition for CSR and thus to the evaluation and comparison of findings 

across studies which have explored different dimensions of CSR.  

Increasing the complexity of the definition is the array of terms currently 

used in the development of the CSR field.  Examples of the terms used 
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include: Corporate Social Responsibility, Corporate Social Reporting, 

Corporate Social Responsibility Reporting, Sustainability, Social and 

Environmental Accounting, Triple Bottom Line (TBL) Reporting (and more 

recently Quadruple Bottom Line), Non-Financial Reporting, Social 

Accounting, Ethical Reports, Corporate Social Disclosure, and Mega 

Accounting.  Within the literature the use of particular terms can reflect a 

specific dimension of the construct, such as Corporate Social Reporting, 

which explores the process of communicating the activities and impacts of 

the firm to stakeholders.  At other times it would appear that the term is one 

that has flavour for a particular era, for example TBL reporting was the term 

commonly adopted in the late 1990‟s.  To further challenge readers, the 

terms appear to be used at times interchangeably, while at other times the 

terms assume different meanings (Garriga & Melé, 2004). 

Over thirty years ago the breadth of meaning attributed to the concept was 

captured by Votaw (1972) when commenting on the doctrine of social 

responsibility: 

“…corporate social responsibility means something, but not always 

the same thing to everybody. To some it conveys the idea of legal 

responsibility or liability; to others, it means socially responsible 

behavior in the ethical sense; to still others, the meaning transmitted is 

that of „responsible for‟ in a causal mode; many simply equate it with 

a charitable contribution; some take it to mean socially conscious; 

many of those who embrace it most fervently see it as a mere 

synonym for legitimacy in the context of belonging or being proper or 

valid; a few see a sort of fiduciary duty imposing higher standards of 

behaviour on businessmen than citizens at large”  (Votaw, 1972, 

p.25).  

In an attempt to bring some understanding to the terminology used within 

the literature, Figure 2.1 presents a relational diagram reflecting the 

contextual meaning applied by the researcher to key terms used within this 

thesis.  The overarching construct is CSR, adopting the McWilliams, Segal 

and Wright (2006) view of CSR where the organisation acknowledges that 

its actions have consequences for society and the natural environment.  This 

is articulated through the adoption of a strategic position to recognise, 

integrate and report on the impact of the firm‟s activities on society, 

including the environment.  The impetus for the adoption of a CSR strategy 
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was the call for a greater emphasis on the notion of corporate accountability 

arising from the Social and Environmental Accounting project.  Social 

accounting is, therefore, an:  

“…approach to reporting a firm‟s activities which stresses the need for 

the identification of socially relevant behaviour, the determination of 

those to whom the company is accountable for its social performance 

and the development of appropriate measures and reporting 

techniques” (Crowther, 2000, p.20).   

The two mechanisms which underlie the CSR strategy are those concerned 

with the processes and systems to enact and assist decision making within 

the organisations and those concerned with reporting the outcomes of the 

adoption of the strategy.  Terms such as Mega-Accounting, which is a 

concept proposing a holistic accounting approach, and Environmental 

Management Accounting (EMA), exploring how to account for 

environmental costs, relate to this dimension of the construct.  The 

approaches and theories underlying the reporting and adoption of various 

guidelines are captured in an array of terms including TBL, Ethical Reports 

and Corporate Social Reports, depending on the qualities of the report. 

Within the study reported in this thesis, sustainability is viewed as the 

ultimate goal and the purpose for which a CSR strategy is enacted.  Milne 

and Gray (2007, p.195) capture the enormity of the concept in the following 

definition: “Sustainability is a systems concept and not an organisational 

concept. Sustainability is concerned with equity and justice, and with 

ecological limits as much as if not more than, economic efficiency”.  This 

sustainability goal then creates a need for organisations to establish 

processes and mechanisms to monitor and report on the social and 

environmental impacts of the firm‟s activities.  
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Figure 2.1: Relational definitions within CSR 

Defining sustainability in terms of a goal is not without its flaws, with the 

ability of any organisation to meet a goal of sustainability currently under 

debate.  The debate flows from a concern arising from the use of the term 

sustainability, and its potential to convey to the reader that the organisation 

has reached a state of balance whereby it has no detrimental impact on 

society or the natural environment, when indeed this may be impossible to 

achieve (Buhr, 2007; Milne, Ball, & Gray, 2007).  

The goal of any organisation to be a sustainable entity is a long-term 

strategy which requires an organisation or community to be financially 

secure, but to also have a minimal impact on the surrounding environment 

and to act within the community‟s expectations (Deegan, 1999, p.38).  

Community expectations can, however, vary along with business norms and 

standards, the regulatory environments within which an organisation 
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operates, and also with stakeholders‟ demand for CSR actions across 

national boundaries, within regions and within lines of business 

(McWilliams et al., 2006).  The effect of changing expectations is that 

organisations need to be adaptable and able to keep abreast of changes. 

Korten (1995, p.50) recognised the potential constraints of business 

boundaries and issued a challenge to organisations to preserve the spotlight 

on their actions: 

“If our concern is for a sustainable human wellbeing for all people, 

then we must penetrate the economic myths embedded in our culture 

by the prophets of illusion, free ourselves of our obsession with 

growth, and dramatically restructure economic relationships to focus 

on two priorities: 

1. Balance human uses of the environment with the regenerative 

capacities of the eco system, and  

2. Allocate available natural capital in ways that ensure that all 

people have the opportunity to fulfil their physical needs 

adequately and to pursue their full social, cultural, intellectual 

and spiritual development”. 

The call for a review of the current economically bounded approaches was 

again highlighted in Milne, Ball and Gray‟s (2008) reflection on the place of 

ecology in current models of sustainable development.  In their paper the 

authors argue that current approaches to sustainable business practices are 

not in harmony with ecology and fail to address the quandary that some 

products and processes are unsustainable.  While presenting an argument to 

rethink the notion of success in business, they have avoided any clear 

statement of what should emerge in practice to replace current approaches.   

While Deegan (1999) has articulated a meaning for sustainability which is 

often cited in the literature, there still exists a variety of views on what the 

term means in a practical sense (Hartman, Rubin & Dhanda, 2007).  The 

following discussion further explores the definitions which have underlined 

the research in this discipline area and which, to a point, have added to the 

confusion and perhaps slowed developments within the field of CSR.   
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2.2.1 CSR: The Process of Reporting 

Developing parallel to a philosophy of sustainable development was the 

move to CSR Reporting; the process of communicating the internal and 

external social and environmental effects of the organisation‟s economic 

actions to particular interest groups in society at large (Gray et al., 1987; 

Mathews, 1985).  Unerman (2007, p.100) strongly advocates the importance 

of the communication aspects of the above definition of CSR:  

“If we are to achieve an improvement in the sustainability of business 

then stakeholder dialogue mechanisms which give greater 

empowerment to a broad range of stakeholders will need to be 

developed and employed”. 

As discussed in the introduction to this chapter, there is an array of terms in 

the literature used to describe the activities and the reports used by firms to 

reflect the adoption of a sustainability strategy.  The common element, 

however, is that each term consists of “statements about the extent to which 

corporations are reducing (or increasing) the options available to future 

generations” (Gray, Bebbington, & Walters, 1993, p.291).  

Two clear approaches are evident in the activities captured, and thus 

reported, by virtue of the various terms.  One approach focuses on the social 

dimensions, including environmental impacts, but excludes the financial 

performance of the organisation.  Alternatively, a broader view is adopted 

that incorporates all three aspects of performance – social, environmental 

and financial performance.  The increasing trend towards adoption of this 

latter approach was evident in a review of Canadian companies.  The trend 

indicated that these organisations had moved from reporting solely on 

environmental performance to the inclusion of social and economic factors 

(Stratos, 2001). 

For the purposes of this current study, Corporate Social Responsibility 

(CSR) is used as the umbrella term to represent all actions undertaken and 

reported which seek to capture all the dimensions of a firm‟s activities.  The 

term sustainability is used to represent the goal of an organisation to operate 

financially with minimal detrimental impact on society and the 

environment.  This goal is thus the hoped-for consequence of the actions 
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captured under the concept of CSR.  Corporate Social Responsibility 

Reporting (CSR Reporting) is the term used to represent the process of 

recording and communicating the social and environmental impacts 

resulting from the organisation‟s economic actions, along with the financial 

performance, to particular interest groups in society (Gray et al., 1987; 

Mathews, 1985).  It is this latter dimension that is the particular focus of the 

study reported in this thesis.  The assumption is made that a CSR strategy 

has been adopted, and the project seeks to examine both the process and the 

outputs of reporting the actions undertaken to pursue a goal of 

sustainability. 

2.2.2 Further Exploration of the Definition of Sustainability  

On the one hand, while different views of sustainability can fuel an ongoing 

robust debate on the meaning and implementation of sustainable practice, 

alternatively it could disempower the sustainability agenda (Byrch, Kearins, 

Milne, & Morgan, 2007).  While this current project is limited to exploring 

the reporting dimensions of CSR, it is beneficial to provide an 

understanding of the goal such reporting is seeking to support.  The 

following discussion of the term sustainability provides a context for the 

practice of reporting.   

In response to the confusion concerning the term sustainability, a study 

canvassed prominent New Zealand “thought leaders” and “influencers” for 

their understanding of the term „sustainable development‟ (Byrch et al., 

2007, p.34).  The individual participants were drawn from New Zealand 

government agencies, organisations promoting sustainability, and from 

organisations facilitating business activity.  The study found that the three 

participant groups each articulated a different meaning for sustainable 

development.  Meanings deduced from the participants‟ responses were 

based around three perspectives – economic emphasis (technocentric), 

humanity and the environment (ecocentric), and problems driving a need for 

sustainability (Byrch et al., 2007).  This latter perspective contained 

elements of both technocentric and ecocentric worldviews (Byrch et al., 

2007).  The issues thus identified fit comfortably with Deegan‟s (1999) 

definition of sustainability, with its elements of finance, environment and 
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society.  However, the recognition of problems in the third perspective 

implies organisations should do more than simply be financially secure, 

environmentally responsible, and conform to society‟s expectations.  The 

issue of sustainability is a „wider than organisation‟ problem, where the 

organisation is not insular and there is an expectation that the organisation 

will respond to assist in the identification and remediation of the problems 

pertaining to sustainability.  Thus it can be construed that the definition has 

an active component. 

Davis (1991) had earlier observed that sustainability presents a challenge to 

restructure industrial and commercial systems.  Such a restructure will 

require organisations to change basic assumptions and beliefs if the 

challenge is to be taken up in its entirety (Davis, 1991, p.27).  This system-

wide approach is directed by Milne and Gray (2007) to a broader ecosystem 

based approach that considers not just an efficient, but also a fair, allocation 

of resources.  This challenge is reflected in the commonly used definition of 

sustainability, drawn from the Brundtland Report (1987, p.8), which defines 

sustainable development as meeting “the needs of the present without 

comprising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”.   

Care needs to be taken to ensure that the definition of sustainability based 

on the Brundtland Report is not interpreted to reflect only issues pertaining 

to the physical environment.  The current environmental challenges, broadly 

captured under the term climate change, require an urgent and strong 

ecological approach.  However, a goal of sustainability includes more than 

just addressing issues concerning the environment – human dimensions also 

need to be considered.  Heemskerk, Pistorio and Scicluna (2002) draw 

attention to the diffuse and complex issues that inform the debate 

surrounding sustainable development, noting that the complexity does not 

reduce even when there is clear understanding of the three pillars typical of 

any approach to sustainable development – environment, social and 

economic contributions.  The sustainability goal needs to reflect the 

interdependence of quality of life, environmental quality, social well being, 

and economic prosperity (World Commission on Environment and 

Development, 1987). 
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In reviewing the literature, there is a less defined sense of the term 

sustainability.  Mathews (2008b) notes that, to an extent, sustainability 

reflects a focus on the future and a hint of a more radical approach to the 

concept and need for change.  However, there is some evidence of 

sustainability being used as a more fashionable name for what was, in the 

past, termed social accounting (Mathews, 2008b).  This interchangeable 

approach to the use of the various terms needs to be borne in mind when 

reflecting on the literature in the field of SEA. 

The definition of sustainability, developed and adopted for this study, is 

drawn from the work previously discussed and inspired by the Brundtland 

Report (1987, p.8) and represents the: 

“…goal of an organisation to develop, in balance, the financial 

security, the environmental quality and societal needs of the present 

stakeholders without comprising the ability to meet the needs of future 

stakeholders.”   

This definition acknowledges the elements of economics, environment and 

society, but goes further to recognise the interconnectivity and potentially 

conflicting aspects through the acknowledgement of a need for balance.  

The definition retains the intergenerational stakeholders in the goal by 

reference to future needs.  Finally, the definition clearly articulates 

sustainability as an action – a goal rather than a state of being, reflecting the 

dynamic nature of social expectations, knowledge of the environment, and 

knowledge of the needs of future generations.  

2.2.3 Reporting on Sustainability Goals 

The nine transformational strategies suggested by Davis (1991) in order to 

progress business in the direction of sustainable development cover aspects 

of ownership, human resource management, management goals and 

investment evaluation strategies.  These strategies provide the cornerstone 

of a new set of assumptions and beliefs needed for organisations to 

restructure in order to move towards sustainable development (Davis, 1991).  

Sustainable measurement is one such strategy and the focus of discussion of 

the strategy presented by Davis (1991) is on the numbers represented in 

traditional accounting systems, such as discounted cash flows, and which 
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are used by management in making decisions.  Davis (1991) presents 

criticisms of these systems, but limits his suggestions for change to a re-

examination of the way the current numbers are interpreted and he does not 

explore alternative measurement systems.  The underlying issues, which are 

not addressed, are in the nature of the measurement and the appropriateness 

of current financial systems to provide insight into social and environmental 

impacts.  The current system of accounting does not take into consideration 

externalities or events where they are not represented by some financial 

measure of performance, thus ignoring dimensions of social and 

environmental impact.  

Accounting for externalities gave rise to a movement towards „full cost 

accounting‟ (FCA) (Bebbington & Gray, 2004), with early attempts in the 

1970‟s concerned predominantly with social impacts (Antheaume, 2007; 

Estes, 1972).  The focus on research into this form of cost accounting 

evolved, however, into a concentration on environmental impacts 

(Antheaume, 2007; Bebbington & Gray, 2001; Milne, 1992).  

In addressing environmental concerns, the approaches currently taken to 

provide a remedy for the effects of externalities take two forms: intervention 

and market trading.  The interventionist form advocates a regulatory 

approach, such as green taxes, to encourage the reduction of practices that 

create externalities, while alternatively the tax is viewed as compensatory 

for the effects of the externalities.  The second approach, and the approach 

capturing current attention, requires a secondary market to be developed 

where goods and services of a social or environmental nature would be 

traded (Bumpus & Liverman, 2008; Caplan & Silva, 2007).  The current 

carbon and water trading schemes are examples of the market approach.  

The aim of both approaches is to quantify, in monetary terms, the cost of the 

impacts on society and the environment and to internalise this cost. 

During the 1970‟s a number of researchers explored the quantification of the 

costs and benefits of an organisation‟s social and environmental impacts.  

The poor level of success of this initiative has been attributed to the high 

cost of implementation, difficulty in the context of existing knowledge at 

the time, and a disconnection to the desired outcomes (Antheaume, 2007). 
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FCA returned to the research arena in the 1990‟s and this return has been 

ascribed to public attention focused on issues surrounding global warming 

(Antheaume, 2007).  Environmental science has assisted the development of 

the measurement of environmental externalities, and tools such as the 

Environmental Valuation Reference Inventory (EVRI) (EVRI, 2008) are 

continuing to be developed for use by organisations.  

Antheaume (2007) identifies three insights from the FCA research.  First, 

the costing process itself helps to provide a better knowledge of the 

organisation‟s operations.  Secondly, some of the activities of an 

organisation which would move them to more sustainable practices are 

outside the organisation‟s ability.  Finally, it is not possible to measure all 

external costs and benefits, despite the growth in contributions from other 

fields such as environmental science.  It is also noted that much of the 

research surrounding FCA has been focused on environmental issues 

(Milne, 1992). 

At its core FCA is an extension of traditional accounting which seeks to 

incorporate the additional costs of the externalities.  This approach has not 

been without its criticisms.  Linowes‟ (1968) socio-economic operating 

statement approach lacked accounting for public costs, with recognition 

only given to private costs, while Dilley and Weygant‟s (1973) work was 

preoccupied with past events and associated costs rather than future costs 

(Mathews, 1997b).  Milne (2007), in a general comment regarding the social 

accounting project, notes his concern that FCA type approaches, with a 

focus on identifying, quantifying and evaluating, will not take proponents 

closer to the goal of sustainability.  While individuals or organisations may 

be more aware of the financial cost of their actions, FCA does not connect 

with the ultimate consequences of actions (Milne, 2007). 

In summary, while a number of studies have explored issues surrounding 

social and environmental strategies, no consensus has been reached 

regarding a preferred approach to tackle and integrate efforts to move 

towards a goal of sustainability.  While initial attempts to focus attention on 

the issue of SEA were based on the determination of a value in the context 

of a traditional numeric accounting approach, the latter work has sought to 
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capture the intergenerational aspects of sustainability.  Understanding the 

criteria whereby stakeholders measure the performance of an organisation 

will provide greater insight into these intergenerational aspects by 

articulating what are considered to be important criteria for performance 

measurement.   

The next section of this chapter provides a synopsis of the developments 

surrounding attempts to guide a reporting process to reflect the activities 

undertaken to reach the goal of sustainability.  

2.3 History of CSR Development 

It has been argued that modern social accounting was conceived in an era of 

wealth, high employment, low inflation and low interest rates, permitting 

western accountants and others to look beyond a company‟s basic financial 

survival (Eddie, 1983).  As more difficult economic times emerged, 

accountants again became more preoccupied with conventional management 

and financial accounting issues (Eddie, 1983), resulting in the ebb and flow 

of interest in social and environmental accounting over the past half century.  

Western countries during the last century have developed laws to protect the 

environment and also labour laws to protect employees from discrimination 

and to ensure safe workplaces.  To an extent, compliance with these 

regulations removed the urgency and the force that gave rise to the concept 

of social accounting (Eddie, 1983).  This is not to say that other 

organisations such as Greenpeace, the Council on Economic Priorities 

Accreditation Agency (CEPAA), the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), and 

Sustainability Ltd have not continued the demand for corporate 

responsibility, but in part it may explain the introduction of non-accounting 

organisations to the continuing debate. 

Of note during the late 1990's was the emergence of the global economy and 

technological advances in communication, bringing the plight of developing 

and under-developed nations to the forefront.  A number of environmental 

accidents, for example Bhopal in India, the Exxon Valdez oil spill in 

Alaska, and the Ok Tedi environmental disaster in Papua New Guinea, as 
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well as poor labour practices, such as the well publicised Nike infractions in 

Cambodia, Pakistan and Malaysia, further subjected multi-national 

corporations and their business practices to the global spotlight. 

In 1997 Elkington (1997) promoted the concept of the Triple-Bottom-Line 

(TBL), which required reporting on the three performance dimensions – the 

social, the environmental and the financial.  A number of problems with 

TBL were identified by Brown et al. (2005), particularly in terms of the 

implementation of such an approach.  The idea of a bottom line measure, 

while capturing the attention of management, can be construed as a 

restrictive approach by giving the impression that there is a single numeric 

measurement of the totality of activities of the firm.  The range of social and 

environmental impacts would make it difficult, if not impossible, to find a 

common currency for measurement.   

Further, Brown et al. (2005) argued that it would be impossible to manage 

all three bottom lines.  An aspect of the TBL approach is the trade-off 

between the three elements with a view to maximising performance, the 

authors arguing that it is difficult to objectively apply maximisation to 

nature and the many and varied dimensions of the social metric.  This leads 

to the final criticism, that the three dimensions are not connected.  If the 

dimensions cannot be treated equally, then the door is open to consider the 

dimensions as three separate bottom lines, without interconnectivity (Brown 

et al., 2005). 

The underlying dimensions of TBL became the foundation of the Global 

Reporting Initiative (GRI) initiated in 1999 and subject to constant revision 

with the latest iteration, G3, published in 2006 (GRI, 2006).  The GRI 

presents a practical approach to reporting issues on social and environmental 

impacts and has developed as one of the instrumental reporting mechanisms 

for business.  Developing during the same period were the Social 

Accountability International (SAI) standard, Social Accountability 8000 

(SA 8000), which was originally prepared in 2001 and revised in 2008 

(Social Accountability International, 2001, 2008); the Environmental 

Management and Audit Scheme (EMAS) (European Commission, 2001); 

the International Organisation for Standardization‟s ISO 14000 series 
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(International Organisation for Standardization, 2004, 2008); and the 

Institute of Social and Ethical Accountability‟s AA 1000 Assurance 

Standard, revised and relabelled as Accountability Principles Standard in 

2008 (AccountAbility, 1999).  All, arguably, were developed as means by 

which the social and environmental impacts of an organisation could be 

examined.  Further discussion of these mechanisms is presented in Chapter 

3 in the section on reporting guidelines (Section 3.5). 

Despite adoption by business, it is argued by Dillard (2007) that there is a 

tension between the practical approach that TBL advocates and the 

development of a theoretical underpinning.  This tension reflects the 

urgency to move forward as a response to the deterioration of natural and 

social systems.  Dillard (2007) takes the view that in order to advance the 

cause of CSR and a goal of sustainability, a critical theory approach is 

required.  Critical theory is subjective, recognising that the social world is 

created and recreated and is appropriate since: 

“Applying critical theory as an empowering philosophy for social 

accounting provides insight into its idealised objectives, a basis for 

designing research and application programmes as well as a set of 

criteria by which progress can be measured” (Dillard, 2007, p.40). 

A critical approach would argue that failure to reflect and bring change to 

existing social structures endorses the inequities and immoral basis upon 

which they subsist.  One approach argues that the panacea for the fatally 

flawed social structures is “nothing less than radical structural change” 

(Gray, Owen, & Adams, 1996, p.63).  Failure to adopt a critical theorist 

approach, demanding social structure changes, does no more than confirm 

the existing regimes and allow the system to capture and emasculate the 

radical elements (Gray et al., 1996).   

This position is contrasted with the view that the critical approach allows 

critical theorists to determine the perspective to be taken by researchers in 

this area.  Mathews (2008b), while not disagreeing that a feasible approach 

to sustainability accounting research is via a radical critical theorist 

paradigm, expressed the concern that a focus on the critical approach could 

be discouraging to some researchers.  CSR, as a field of study, is still under-
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developed, and during its history has been explored by researchers who have 

benefited by being freed from having to adopt a single theoretical lens.  The 

commonly adopted theoretical approaches found in the CSR literature are 

expanded in Section 2.6 of this chapter. 

A reflection on the historical development of CSR draws one to conclude 

that it has benefited by contributions from a wide community base including 

scholars, business, non-government and other stakeholder groups.  Further, 

progress within the academic literature on CSR, while covering only a 

relatively short period, has had the advantage of contributions from a range 

of theoretical perspectives (Parker, 2007).  However, there is a sense that 

work undertaken in the academic arena should better connect and 

particularly challenge business, and avoid what could be perceived as 

business „capture‟ of CSR (Tinker & Gray, 2003).  The call is to continue 

independent engagement with business across many forums, including 

articles, business conference presentations, policy guidance, teaching and 

field work (Tinker & Gray, 2003).  It is in the field work area that a key 

contribution can be made.  The exploration of the literature that follows 

shows relatively few case studies have been undertaken concerning CSR.  

Case studies, as discussed in the methodology chapter of this thesis, provide 

opportunities to delve deeply into issues.  It could also be argued that case 

studies provide a more convincing argument for organisational change, by 

examining issues that are perceived to be real and of immediate concern for 

the case study organisation(s).  

The remaining sections of this chapter explore the scholarly literature 

concerning CSR before presenting, in Chapter 3, a discussion of reporting 

practices and the chiefly business-directed reporting guidelines currently 

being developed by various organisations.  

2.4 Review of CSR Literature 

Interest in environmental and social concerns has been evident in the history 

of corporation and government reports for centuries (Buhr, 2007).  

However, the development of the literature exploring CSR in its many 

guises has arguably evolved over the past 40 years, with early research 
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focusing on employee reporting, before moving through phases focused on 

social and environmental reporting, TBL reporting and now sustainability 

reporting (Adams, Hill, & Roberts, 1998; Buhr, 2007; Guthrie & Parker, 

1989).  The myriad of definitions, changes in focus and range of underlying 

theoretical frameworks adopted in relevant studies, present major challenges 

for researchers in the discipline navigating the field.  Attempts to offer 

reviews and evaluations of the literature have been provided by Gray et al. 

(1995a), Gray (2001), Mathews (1997a, 1997b, 2002, 2004), Ball (2004), 

Parker (2007) and Thomson (2007).  A précis of these papers is included in 

Appendix 1.  These reviews of the CSR literature provide a useful guide to 

the type of research being undertaken and also assist in the identification of 

areas where further research is warranted. 

The need for a consistent and independent reporting framework was 

highlighted by Gray et al. (1995a) in their discussion of changing trends in 

the reporting activities of United Kingdom (UK) companies.  The paper 

identified the need to tease out strategies adopted by organisations to 

distract attention and gain political favour.  This need is still evident over a 

decade later, and the deficiency continues to hamper the development of 

standards for reporting and auditing.   

Mathews (1997b) compiled a frequently cited review of the SEA research 

literature over a 25 year period from 1970 to 1995.  The original review of 

the literature was later updated for the period 1995 to 2000 (Mathews, 2002) 

and further papers have developed matrix models to present multi-

dimensional reflections on the literature (Mathews, 2004; McGrath & 

Mathews, 2008).  This set of papers, while providing a comprehensive 

reference list, also clearly displays the diversity of research approaches and 

underlying philosophies.   

Mathews‟ (1997b) paper concluded with seven directions for future 

research. The areas were focused on the practice of reporting, linking 

research with teaching, and contributions to the SEA field of other 

disciplines and other groups of professionals.  In the following discussion of 

the CSR literature there is strong evidence of research into elements of the 

practice of reporting, although there was found to be less evidence of model 
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building, linkages to education and curriculum development, and in 

particular co-operation with other discipline areas and professionals.   

Gray‟s (2002) review of the development of the CSR literature identified as 

a focal point the role played by the journal Accounting, Organizations and 

Society (AOS).  Gray (2002) acknowledged the personal perspective of such 

a review and further conceded the difficulty inherent in documenting the 

development of this discipline.  By its nature this area of research is not 

homogenous, a characteristic that “is probably both the source of its 

continued vibrancy and one of the root causes for its (perceived?) lack of 

coherence” (Gray, 2002, p.688).  Gray (2002) identified a number of themes 

he perceived in the literature published by AOS over the last quarter of the 

20
th

 century and the paper thus reflects on the variety of constructs in CSR.  

Two aspects of the literature are noted over the period, the dominance of 

environmental studies and the maintenance of an engagement theme (Gray, 

2002).  

In addition to providing a review of the literature, this paper also offers  

a timely reflection on the term „social accounting‟.  Gray presents a view 

that SEA encourages the emergence of “new accountings – accountings 

which supplant, complement or challenge more conventional accountings” 

(Gray, 2002, p.692).  The development of CSR research is thus about 

engagement, interaction and challenge.  Social accounting needs to be 

tackled at multiple levels via committees, reporting awards, field work, and 

conversations with accountants (Gray, 2002).  The caution lies in the 

propensity for developments to be captured by business.  However, in order 

to have engagement there is an expectation of „buy-in‟ by the organisation, 

or why would they work with advocates of CSR?  It is the degree of capture 

(Gray, 2002) that is critical – capture that stifles independent research will 

not provide the critical perspective needed to continue to advance the 

discipline of CSR.  Gray (2002) noted the dominance of studies involving 

corporate entities in the literature, which he attributed to the power and 

influence of multinational corporations.  The absence of small to medium 

enterprise, the not-for-profit sector (NFP), and government entities in the 
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literature creates potential opportunities for research, such as that pursued 

and reported in this thesis.   

Indeed, the role of government as a regulator across many aspects of 

business, coupled with its presence at local and national levels in the 

community, was identified as one of potential power to influence 

sustainability accounting, yet was an area underdeveloped in the literature 

(Ball, 2004).  The matrix map developed by Ball (2004) depicted two 

dimensions: the interaction of the social and natural world, and the society 

with alternative positions emerging, in which to locate the literature.  The 

map proved useful in positioning the major theoretical perspectives, 

although failing in an attempt to similarly locate ecological accounting.   

Garriga and Melé (2004) offered an approach to the classification of the 

theories underlying CSR research.  The discussion of the paper here and in 

Appendix 1 is limited to the classification schema proposed by Garriga and 

Melé (2004), while an overview of the dominant theoretical bases is 

presented in Section 2.6.  An expanded discussion of the dominant 

theoretical bases is presented in Appendix 2.  The theoretical underpinnings 

were sorted into four groups based on the assumption that CSR theories 

focus on social reality, economics, politics, and social integration or ethics.  

Instrumental theories including the Business Case and Agency Theory 

assume that the sole social responsibility of the organisation is wealth 

creation.  Political theories emphasise the social power of the organisation 

and include the theories of Social Contract and Political Economy.  

Integrative theories group those theories centred on an organisation‟s 

integration of social demands and have aspects of Social Contract, 

Institutional Theory, Stakeholder Theory and Legitimacy Theory.  Ethical 

theories are differentiated by the focus on the firm‟s acceptance of social 

responsibilities as an ethical obligation, with Normative Stakeholder Theory 

included in this final classification.  

While attempts to categorise the underlying theories in the literature can be 

useful, caution must be exercised.  The four strands posited by Garriga and 

Melé (2004) should not be seen as entirely distinctive and differentiated 

strands or unique groupings.  As noted above, aspects of the various 
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underlying theories can be evidenced in the groupings, but a number of the 

theories have common attributes and do not sit purely within a single 

grouping.  The paper does, however, encourage reflection on the underlying 

theories.  

A more recent exposé of the CSR literature by Parker (2007) concluded that 

the predominant focus of the literature up to this time had been on observing 

the production of reports and user behaviour and preferences, rather than 

developing models and frameworks for future practice.  The latter being the 

particular focus of the research presented in this thesis.  Parker (2007) 

further observed, as a positive development, that a wider range of research 

methodologies were being utilised by researchers in this field.   

Thomson (2007) pursued a different approach to organising the 

sustainability literature, utilising visual mapping.  Visual mapping 

techniques, he argued, can help contextualise and assist in making sense of 

material that can be large in volume and complexity (Thomson, 2007).  

While exploring an array of classifications of the literature, the maps are 

limited to providing only a uni-dimensional perspective and suffer from 

deficiencies in any attempt to cross reference the classifications.  The paper 

does, however, add to understandings of the complexity of the sustainability 

literature, and while Thomson acknowledges the personal and subjective 

nature of the classification undertaken, the discussion provides clear 

indicators of trends within the literature. 

Such reviews of the CSR literature provide a useful guide to the type of 

research being undertaken.  While the approach and structure adopted 

reflects the personal choices of the authors, there are some conclusions to be 

drawn.  Firstly, there has been a strong growth in the volume of CSR 

literature. There has also been growth in the range of research methods and 

philosophies being adopted by researchers.  However, there has been an 

imbalance in the nature of the work being undertaken.  Environmental 

studies still appear to dominate and much of the research about reporting 

examines why reporting is occurring, with little work on the development of 

models for reporting.  Finally, there needs to be a process of engagement 



35 

with business in order to effect change.  As a consequence, three issues are 

identified that would benefit from a focus of research efforts. 

The first issue relates to the dearth of work on the development of reporting 

models.  A significant body of work has explored the motivations for 

reporting and the content of reports being produced, but the development of 

models for reporting have been left, for the most part, to business, utilising 

organisations created by business partnerships. 

 

The second issue is concerned with the dimensions of CSR.  Three critical 

elements are included, those concerning the natural environment, financial 

or economic well being, and society.  While the financial element has had, 

and continues to have, a strong research base, environment-focused research 

in the CSR area has attracted most of the attention over the past two 

decades, reflecting the urgency of addressing environmental issues.  Hence, 

there is an opening for greater focus on the social dimensions. 

 

The third issue draws on Gray‟s (2002) call for continued and increased 

engagement with business and can be linked to the first issue regarding 

reporting.  Organisations are continuing to report, but efforts to date reveal 

no consistent and transparent basis for current reporting practices.  Utilising 

field studies as a part of an engagement process can ultimately lead to a 

better approach to reporting which satisfies the needs of all stakeholders.  

Should such an approach require a fundamental rethink of current business 

practices, as is suggested by the critical perspective theorists, then business 

engagement in the process becomes instrumental in effecting 

transformation. 

Issue 1: There is a need for research to develop models of reporting 

which provide a consistent and independent reporting framework to 

report on the dimensions captured by CSR. 

Issue 2: There is a need to address the imbalance in research focusing on 

the social versus the environmental dimensions of CSR. 
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The second and third issues identified above are further examined in 

Chapter 3, which focuses on current reporting models, and in Chapter 4 

which discusses field studies as a method of research.  The next section of 

the current chapter looks more closely at corporations which have adopted a 

reporting regime, including the issue of the balance between topics of a 

social versus an environmental nature. 

2.5 Who is Reporting and What is Being Reported? 

A number of studies undertaken in the 1990‟s and early 2000‟s explored 

issues in CSR reporting.  During the earlier part of this period, researchers 

built on former studies to examine a range of issues.  These studies included 

identifying the categories of information reported under social and 

environmental disclosures, and the characteristics of those corporations 

making disclosures, while studies in the latter part of the period were 

moving towards improving understanding of the motives for reporting 

(Adams et al., 1998; Cormier & Gordon, 2001; Hackston & Milne, 1996; 

Kreuze, Newell, & Newell, 1996; Tsang, 1998; Zeghal & Ahmed, 1990).  

The following section (2.6) of this chapter explores the motives and theories 

developed to assist in explaining why voluntary reporting is occurring and 

increasing.  The current section examines in more detail a sample of earlier 

papers, referred to above, in order to explore understandings of the 

characteristics of organisations that were reporting, and what they were 

reporting.  A common analytical tool adopted during the 1990‟s was content 

analysis of reports, although the unit of analysis, whether word, sentence or 

paragraph, varied between the studies.  It was observed that these studies 

reveal no consistent approach to evaluation of the level of reporting.  

However, it was found that corporations focused on environmental reporting 

with restricted reporting on the social dimensions. 

Issue 3: There is a need for continued and increased engagement with 

organisations in respect to CSR, including greater utilisation of field 

studies. 
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Zeghal and Ahmed (1990) used content analysis to compare social and 

environmental disclosures in the two industry groups of banking and 

petroleum.  The disclosures were compared for commonality in the 

information categories reported, but also the type and placement of 

disclosures in either the annual reports or other information media.  Human 

resource issues were of highest importance to both industry groups in annual 

report disclosures.  However, both groups also used other media, and 

brochures were important tools for disclosure, with the authors noting that 

to take “into consideration only the social information disclosure made 

through annual reports gives a somewhat distorted view of a firm‟s 

activities” (Zeghal & Ahmed, 1990, p.48).  For both industry sectors the 

primary means of disclosing social and environmental information was via 

brochures rather than annual reports or advertising.  However, the type of 

information differed, with banks reporting aspects of community 

involvement and the petroleum company disclosing environmental 

information.  The authors concluded that the medium for reporting and the 

topics reported, were correlated with the concerns of the internal or external 

stakeholder group who were the target of the information.  This argument 

would support an apparent focus on environmental issues over the past two 

decades, given that concerns for the environment have become a topical 

issue. 

Social and environmental disclosures of New Zealand companies were 

analysed by Hackston and Milne (1996) and the findings compared to prior 

studies in the United States (US), United Kingdom (UK) and Australia.  The 

researchers found consistency in terms of the topic areas, predominantly 

disclosures in respect to human resources, environment, and community, 

and also in regard to relationships between firm characteristics and 

disclosure practices.  While not conclusive, there was also evidence that 

dual or multiple listings on stock exchanges may influence the amount of 

disclosure (Hackston & Milne, 1996). Hackston and Milne (1996) also 

found that company size, coupled with industry sector, were associated with 

the amount of information disclosed and this was particularly strong for 

high profile companies.  Two possible, and not necessarily conflicting, 

explanations were proposed.  Firstly, industry type may act as a proxy for 
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relative perceived risk.  Thus, industries in heavily regulated sectors would 

potentially disclose to reassure investors.  Secondly, New Zealand 

companies were attempting to respond to impacts on the environment and 

society, and thus ward off pressure from activist groups.  Again industry 

type may be an indicator of the extent of pressure applied by lobby groups 

(Hackston & Milne, 1996).   

Kreuze, Newell and Newell (1996) restricted their scrutiny of disclosures to 

environmental issues only.  No explicit explanation was given for the 

restricted focus, although the introductory discussion linked environmental 

disclosures to regulatory requirements.  Reporting of environmental 

liabilities at the time of the study was captured by the Statement of Financial 

Accounting Standards No. 5 Accounting for Contingencies (Kreuze et al., 

1996).  Under this standard a liability for costs associated with the 

environment was required to be disclosed, although the standard required 

such a loss to be probable and the amount to be reasonably estimated to be 

included in the accounts.  If this was not possible, then disclosure was 

required in the notes only.  In general, measuring the amount of a potential 

loss from activities related to the environment is not reliable and thus, most 

of the disclosure is in the notes to the accounts (Kreuze et al., 1996).  

Despite the practice of undertaking and considering the outcomes of 

environmental impact studies in decision making, few companies disclosed 

environmental information in the annual reports or footnotes (Kreuze et al., 

1996).  This practice would appear to conflict with the accounting 

profession‟s requirement that financial statements provide all information 

that might affect users‟ decisions.  Clearly the potential impact on the 

environment is significant if it is standard practice and a likely requirement 

under local council laws to undertake, at a cost, the preparation of an 

environmental impact statement to assist decision making.  Such an impact 

would appear to satisfy the accounting profession‟s requirement for 

disclosure. 

Tsang (1998) looked at studies in the banking, food and beverage, and hotel 

service industries.  Annual reports of 33 Singaporean companies were 

scrutinised for a ten year period.  Almost fifty percent of the companies 
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examined did not have social disclosure statements (Tsang, 1998).  The 

hotel sector was the most poorly represented with only three of the 16 

organisations reporting.  Only three areas were consistently represented, the 

environment, human resources, and community involvement, with all other 

areas grouped together as „others‟ (Tsang, 1998).  The decision to categorise 

in this manner is a limitation of the study as it is the areas that were not 

being reporting on, or that were reported sporadically across the 

organisations, that could provide insight into reporting trends.  Of those 

organisations that did report, the most common category was human 

resources, followed by community involvement, with environment the least 

represented (Tsang, 1998).  This finding confirmed previous work which 

also found human resources to be the highest priority.  However, unlike 

prior studies, the amount of information disclosed in the various categories 

was markedly dissimilar (Tsang, 1998).  Potential causes for this difference 

were not discussed and one plausible explanation may lie in the industry 

sectors chosen for the study, which were service based.  It could be argued 

that a greater cross section of companies, including those from mining and 

manufacturing, may have revealed a more balanced approach with a greater 

focus on impacts of operations on the natural environment (Dierkes & 

Preston, 1977).  

The greatest contribution of Tsang‟s (1998) paper‟s lies in two other areas, 

with the first being that it is one of the few studies that explores CSR 

reporting in Asia.  Significant research work has been undertaken in 

Australia, the US and the UK, but the literature reveals little attention to 

CSR in Asia or developing nations generally.  The second contribution of 

the paper was in raising the issue of the role of government in influencing 

social and environmental disclosures.  Five banks were included in the 

study, of which one has the Singaporean government as the majority 

shareholder.  Research exploring the role of government in promoting CSR 

had gained little traction at the time, but has recently gained prominence 

with Ball‟s (2005) work, as previously discussed.  Tsang (1998) surmised 

that a government ownership base might lead to the expectation that the 

management of the bank would tend to disclose more social information.  

This was proved to be incorrect, with the majority government-owned bank 
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disclosing less information than the other banks, although this was not 

statistically significantly different (Tsang, 1998).  Tsang (1998) suggested 

that the failure to report at the same level as other banks may be due to the 

favourable reputation of the bank.  As a well known organisation, the 

government owned bank did not have to legitimise its activities.  

Legitimation has been proposed as one of the drivers of reporting and is 

further discussed in Section 2.6.   

A sample of 150 annual reports across six European countries was analysed 

by Adams, Hill and Roberts (1998) using content analysis to determine the 

existence of any pattern to reporting being undertaken by corporations.  In 

setting the context for the study, Adams et al. (1998) argued that with the 

increasing globalisation of companies and harmonisation of accounting 

standards, differences in reporting as a consequence of nationality were less 

likely.  The study supported previous work in finding that company size was 

a determinant of reporting, but noted that „super-large‟ organisations had a 

greater propensity to report on a range of CSR information.  Industry 

grouping and country of domicile were also relevant indicators.  Industry 

grouping influenced disclosure pertaining to environmental information and 

human resources issues, but lacked significance for ethical disclosures.  The 

decision to use the annual report, common to studies of this type, was based 

on the assumption that the: 

“…single most important source of information on corporate 

activities is in most, if not all cases, the annual report and accounts, 

and this is the only document that is automatically sent to 

shareholders”  (Adams et al., 1998, p.5).   

While this may have been true at the time of the study, two matters are of 

significance in current explorations of CSR – are stakeholders just 

shareholders and, what has been the influence of the internet on the 

availability of information? In terms of the influence of country, Adams et 

al. (1998) found that there was a difference in both type of information and 

the amount of information disclosed by companies from different countries.  

The differences were found across the categories reported and, unlike 

industry effect, included ethical dimensions as well as the environmental 

and human resources aspects.  The social and political environments of 
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particular countries were mooted as possible influential factors, but further 

analysis was outside the scope of the paper and was flagged for future 

examination in research delving into the motivations for reporting (Adams 

et al., 1998).  

The influence of culture stemming from differences in societal expectations 

which impact on institutional arrangements and, subsequently, accounting 

practices in Europe versus the US was also found to be significant by 

Matten and Moon (2006) and Perera and Mathews (1990).  The influence of 

country of origin was also evident in Quaak et al‟s. (2007) study of CSR in 

Dutch breweries, which found that international stakeholders were 

important, but the degree of importance was subject to organisational and 

international culture.  If nationality is viewed as a representation of the 

political and institutional frameworks and cultural influences common to a 

country or regional group, it is not unreasonable to expect differences 

between geographic regions (McGrath & Mathews, 2008). 

In their study of Canadian electricity providers, Cormier and Gordon (2001) 

examined three issues with regard to social and environmental disclosures.  

The first area of focus examined whether a firm‟s ownership structure, size 

and risk faced in capital markets would affect its reporting strategies.  The 

premise was based on conclusions drawn from legitimacy theory studies, 

environmental reporting research, and the proprietary and information cost 

literature.  Legitimacy theory was defined by Cormier and Gordon (2001, 

p.589) as the fulfilment of contracts organisations have with society.  When 

organisations satisfy the contract then there is congruence between the 

organisation and society, and the organisation is considered to be legitimate 

in the eyes of society.  Size was again an indicator of higher levels of 

disclosure, however it was not a conclusive factor as one limitation of the 

study was in respect to the firms chosen and the time of the study.  At the 

time the study was undertaken there were relatively few private electricity 

companies and while the firm chosen was the largest in Canada it was still 

smaller than the comparative government companies.  The study further 

developed understandings of the level of disclosure in terms of large 
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organisations, but leaves the field open for a greater understanding of 

smaller firms.  

However, the study did explore the difference in government versus private 

firms from the perspective of ownership. Unlike Tsang (1998), Cormier and 

Gordon (2001) argued that government organisations depend relatively 

more heavily on society„s support and, therefore, would take greater action 

by increasing levels of disclosure to maintain or gain societal support.  This 

argument was based on Dowling and Pfeffer‟s (1975) work which found 

that legitimacy affects some organisations differently.  Cormier and Gordon 

(2001) found that the government-owned firms had higher levels of 

disclosure than the privately owned firm with respect to both social and 

environmental issues. 

The final question the authors sought to answer was whether those firms 

concerned with investors‟ risk perception will disclose more information 

than those which are less concerned with these perceptions.  Proprietary 

information is information unknown to investors until disclosed by 

management (Cormier & Gordon, 2001, p.593).  Management may choose 

not to disclose information, even though more disclosure has been found to 

lower costs (Cormier & Gordon, 2001).  The risk associated with disclosing 

proprietary information is that it may be used by competitors and other third 

parties to enhance their position in contract negotiations.  In situations of 

underperformance, for example poor labour practice which could have a 

negative effect on business, as in the case of Nike, management may take 

the view that the cost to disclose is too high.  Cormier and Gordon (2001) 

found that there appeared to be a relationship between environmental 

disclosures and the information costs and benefits of the environmental 

information, but that this was not evident for social disclosures.  This could 

be indicative of the higher profile of environmental issues compared to 

social issues, evidenced by the growth in government regulations and lobby 

groups, or the complexity attributed to the social dimension.  

Environmental reporting is viewed to be not just more prevalent, but also 

more advanced than social reporting (O'Donovan, 2002b).  The imbalance 

suggested by O'Donovan (2002b) in the development of social reporting 
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compared to environmental reporting is due to the complexity in measuring 

social performance compared to environmental performance.  However, the 

preference for environmental disclosure appears to be a deliberate choice by 

some organisations.  Environmental disclosure dominated the 25 

sustainability reports prepared by organisations listed in the top 500 on the 

Australian Stock Exchange in 2003.  An examination of the disclosures 

consistent with the GRI indicators, which include a range of social 

indicators, revealed a continued preference for environmental disclosures 

(Frost, Jones, Loftus, & Van Der Laan, 2005).  While not all organisations 

in the sample formally reported under the GRI guidelines, the range of 

indicators drawn from the GRI would indicate some knowledge of the 

framework and hence a source of social performance measures that could be 

adopted – while the GRI is not without its criticisms (as discussed in 

Chapter 3), it does provide some illumination on the social dimensions of 

CSR. 

Despite the complexity of measurement and the findings in Frost et al. 

(2005), organisations are increasingly pressured to include disclosures of a 

social and environmental nature, as well as financial reports (Ballou, 

Heitger, & Landes, 2006).  Demand for information in annual financial 

reports (Hackston & Milne, 1996) or in other corporate reports has become 

as necessary as the need to meet strategic business objectives (Ballou et al., 

2006).  It is noted that despite the apparent preference for research exploring 

environmental disclosures, the reporting guidelines developed to date, and 

discussed in Chapter 3, include categories for both social and environmental 

impacts.  These guidelines, which have been increasingly adopted by 

organisations, have added to the impetus to include social dimensions in 

published reports.  It is thus timely for research to further explore social 

disclosures.   

Studies which have expanded beyond a primarily environmental focus have 

found varying motives, derived from legitimacy theory to explain the 

inclusion of both social and environmental reporting dimensions.  Three 

motives identified for such reporting are: its use as a strategic tool to reduce 

the adverse effects of certain events (Deegan, Rankin, & Voght, 2000); as a 
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response to a desire to maximise competitive advantage (Nash, 2001), and; 

to control pressure placed on the organisation to manage its social and 

environmental responsibilities, public image and legitimacy (O'Donovan, 

2002a, 2002b). 

CSR should be seen “as an embodiment of the organisation‟s culture and 

values and be embedded in all operations” (Rooney, 2007, p.27).  Corporate 

sustainability is being advocated by groups such as the Dow Jones 

Sustainability Index as an approach to business that creates long-term 

shareholder value.  The value is created by “embracing opportunities and 

managing risks deriving from economic, environmental and social 

developments” (Dow Jones Sustainability Index, 2006a).  A competitive 

advantage is achieved when an organisation develops more value than its 

competitors (Nash, 2001; Stephenson, 2009).  The value is created by 

identifying some aspect of the organisation‟s operations that the customers 

consider to be important (Stephenson, 2009).  Organisations seeking to 

create a competitive advantage from implementing a CSR strategy need to 

identify key areas that can be used for organisational development.  By 

translating these into practice, and thus integrating CSR into the core goals 

and processes at all levels of the organisation, a unique competitive 

advantage can be facilitated (Stephenson, 2009).  It is further argued that 

CSR provides a prolonged advantage and should be a long-term objective of 

any organisation (Smith, 2007). 

O‟Donovan (2002a) interviewed senior personnel from three Australian 

public companies, in order to seek an explanation for their firms‟ 

environmental disclosures, and concluded that the primary reason was to 

present the corporation in a positive light.  This finding calls into question 

decision-usefulness as a motivation for voluntary annual report disclosures.  

It would appear that providing information on which stakeholders can make 

informed decisions regarding performance and long-term sustainability is 

not the basis for report preparation, rather it appears to be a focus on 

information to persuade the users to arrive at a position endorsed by the 

reporting organisation.   The value of current reports for decision-making 

should be seen in light of the proportion of organisations which claim to 
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have made significant progress in implementing a CSR strategy, at 11% of 

the Global 1000, compared to 76% that published CSR information 

(O'Donovan, 2002b, p.67).  Further, if the primary purpose of the report is 

to present the organisation favourably, it reinforces the view that such 

reports are a public relations tool (O'Donovan, 2002a).  The use of the 

information as a promotional tool is thus a response to a perceived need by 

an organisation to “legitimise their social performance, engage stakeholders 

and establish reputations as good corporate citizens” (O'Donovan, 2002b, 

p.67).   

In summary, the characteristics of a firm, in particular size and industry 

sector, appeared to dominate the decision to report social and environmental 

information in the 1990‟s.  A number of the studies indicated that the larger 

the firm, the more likely it was to report and to have a higher level of 

disclosure than a firm of a relatively smaller size.  However, the dominant 

firms investigated were publicly listed, and often the larger of the publicly 

listed firms.  Very little work has been undertaken which examines the 

characteristics and CSR reporting behaviours of small to medium scale 

organisations, or for organisations in sectors where profit is not the primary 

goal.  Where information is being disclosed, it has tended to be dominated 

by environmental issues, although human resource and community 

engagement issues were present in reports.  These observations lead to the 

identification of two further issues in respect to CSR. 

 

 

Issue 5: Few studies have explored government and not for profit 

organisations, with the research to date dominated by organisations 

with primary goals of profit-making and shareholder wealth 

maximisation. 

 

Issue 4: There is a lack of studies exploring CSR in the context of small 

to medium size enterprises. 
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Studies of the content of reports prompted investigations into the purpose of 

the reporting, with concerns that reports appeared to be a tool for managing 

the reputation of the organisation.  The following section looks more closely 

at the motivations for reporting and outlines the major theoretical 

perspectives that have been proposed for the implementation and reporting 

of CSR strategies and outcomes. 

While the literature reveals a number of studies that have explored the 

motivations behind reporting social and environmental impacts, even 

linking the motivation to stakeholders, few of the studies have explored the 

needs of the stakeholders for the information, particularly in connection 

with stakeholders who are not involved in the management of the 

organisation. 

2.6 Theoretical Frameworks 

The previous section examined the type of organisations reporting social 

and environmental information in an arena that does not require mandatory 

reporting.  One view of the increasing interest in CSR arises from a belief 

that pressure is placed from financial markets to send risk management 

signals.  However, an alternative view is that the underlying motivations are 

much more complex (Spence, 2007).  Attempts to explain the phenomena of 

increased voluntary social reporting have been drawn from at least nine 

theoretical bases, as presented in Table 2.1.  A discussion of the theories is 

contained in Appendix 2 with the discussion in this section restricted to the 

theoretical underpinnings relevant within the context of the study reported 

in this thesis. 

While contributions to the literature can be seen to be embedded in one or 

the other of the theoretical bases summarised in Table 2.1, to an extent this 

may be an exercise in attempting to find the perfect theory to explain the 

particular phenomena.  The reality is that there is some overlap in the 

theoretical underpinnings.  For example, the link between the stakeholder 

and legitimacy theory perspectives is that they are both concerned with 

mediation, modification and transformation, but each are approached from a 

different perspective (Gray et al., 1995a, p.52).  It is thus suggested that the 
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different theoretical perspectives need not be seen as competing 

explanations, but as sources of interpretation of different factors at different 

levels of resolution (Gray et al., 1995a; Wilmshurst, 2004).  In this sense, 

legitimacy theory and stakeholder theory enrich, rather than compete, as 

explanations in understanding corporate social disclosure practices.  In 

arriving at a theoretical base for the current study nine theories were 

considered, and stakeholder theory was determined to be the most suitable 

theoretical framework to identify and rank the criteria used by stakeholders 

to measure social outcomes.  This was particularly appropriate in the context 

of the credit union sector, where the approval of member stakeholders is 

critical to an organisation‟s continuity.  

In examining the range of theoretical bases overviewed in Table 2.1, the 

adoption of an agency theory perspective would infer that the benefit of a 

CSR strategy is not for the organisation or shareholders, but rather the 

benefit is for the manager who can use it as a tool to advance their own 

career or personal agenda.  In the context of credit unions, with an 

underlying goal to support society, any use of credit union resources for the 

support of a CSR strategy would align with and satisfy the goals of credit 

union organisations. 



48 

Theoretical Base Premise Key Literature Sources 

Agency theory  Explains increased disclosure from a market based perspective.  

 Grounded in the premise that participants are self-interested.   

 Reporting strategy chosen by an organisation would be aimed at maximising the wealth of the organisation‟s 

management (agent), and not necessarily the wealth of the shareholder (principal). 

(Donaldson & Preston, 1995; 

Friedman, 1970; Gray et al., 

1995a) 

Business case  Business will respond and make changes to procedures and processes purely where profitable to do so.  

 Driver for participation in the SEA agenda is the impact on profit. 

(Bebbington, 2001; López, 

Garcia, & Rodriguez, 2007; 

Mathews, 2003) 

Political economy of 

accounting theory 

 Involves analysis of both the exchanges within institutional frameworks, and also the relationships between social 

institutions such as the government, law, and property rights. 

(Gray et al., 1995a; Jackson, 

1982) 

Critical Approach  Stems from the classical branch of political economy theory.  

 Rejects existing social structures. 

(Gray et al., 1996; Milne et 

al., 2008) 

Marxism  Owners of capital in society have accumulated this wealth by the exploitation of the labour market.  

 Assumes a fundamental inequality in the buying and selling of resources. 

(Cooper, Taylor, Smith, & 

Catchpowle, 2005; Tinker, 

2005) 

Institutional theory  Organisations will have to comply with society‟s norms, values and cultures. 

 Organisations are linked by a symbiotic relationship that can create pressure on organisations to limit the set of 

choices firms can make in demonstrating their legitimacy. 

(Carpenter & Feroz, 1992; 

Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Oliver, 

1990, 1991) 

Social Contract  Corporations have an obligation to act as community citizens. (L. P.Hartman et al., 2007; 

Matten & Crane, 2005) 

Legitimacy theory  Survival of the firm requires it to operate within society‟s values and norms. 

 Requires the existence of a reputation that must be retained for longer term profit. 

(Dowling & Pfeffer, 1975; 

O'Donovan, 2002a, 2002b) 

Stakeholder theory  Sees the world from the perspective of the management of the organisation. 

 Support of stakeholders critical to the continuity of the firm.  

 Approval from the stakeholders crucial and firm seeks to engage stakeholders and the organisation in dialogue. 

(Deegan, 2007; Freeman & 

Reed, 1983; Gray et al., 1996) 

Table 2.1: Common theoretical bases motivating CSR reporting 
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An alternative to the self interested perspective to explain management‟s 

support of CSR is embedded in an extended stakeholder model which 

acknowledges the variety of constituents managers must satisfy (Freeman, 

1984).  This position argues that it is not sufficient to consider only the view 

of the financial stakeholders, a point expanded in Appendix 2 in the 

discussion of stakeholder theory.  A further argument to counter the priority 

claims of financial stakeholders (Friedman, 1970) is presented by those 

concerned with the moral and ethical dimensions of CSR.  The stewardship 

theory asserts that managers have a moral imperative to do what is right, 

irrespective of how such a decision will affect a firm‟s financial 

performance (Donaldson & Preston, 1995).  Hence, rather than being an 

agency problem, adoption of CSR strategies could be seen as a response to a 

notion of social contract (see Appendix 2).  Reporting the dimensions of 

CSR would have the potential to increase a firm‟s reputation and 

subsequently profit.  In the case of credit unions, enhanced reputation can 

potentially increase the membership and deposit base, thus permitting the 

organisation to continue to provide benefits to members and the community 

as per the credit union‟s goals. 

It could be argued that the reporting of CSR initiatives by entities in the 

credit union sector could be a response to the high profile and 

comprehensive number of reports by institutions like Westpac Bank 

(O'Donovan, 2002b).  The adoption of CSR reporting by Westpac Bank 

could be seen in the context of a political strategy in order to maintain a 

competitive advantage by the creation of an environment to impose CSR 

practices on rivals, resulting in competitor costs increasing and thus the 

maintenance of a cost advantage for an initiating firm (McWilliams et al., 

2006). 

Spence (2007) argued that the business case, rather than being an isolated 

theory of explanation, provided a context for understanding the various 

theories currently presented to explain the motivation behind CSR reporting.  

Spence argued that the frames of reference have changed over the last 

twenty years.  The question is no longer whether business should be 

responsible, but rather the degree to which responsibility can be taken on by 
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business.  If it is accepted that there exists a fundamental conflict between 

corporate economic activity and socio-welfare, then there are limits on the 

level of responsibility that business can accept (Spence, 2007).  The 

question of whether such conflicts arise in the credit union sector features in 

the discussion of the goals of credit unions in Chapter 3. 

Critical theorists would debate the ability of organisations adopting a 

business case perspective to forward the cause of CSR.  They profess that 

traditional measures of performance based on economic criteria are of 

secondary concern to criteria founded on social and ecological values 

(Milne et al., 2008).  Within the framework of credit union ideals, the focus 

of the traditional capitalist system on profit, arguably at the sacrifice of the 

natural environment and society, does not sit comfortably.  Profit is not the 

driver, but rather it is the betterment of members and society that is the 

driver.  The concern is that betterment is translated as financial betterment, 

hence the importance of a reporting framework which supports all aspects of 

performance.  The commercial banks in the Australian banking sector, 

unlike credit unions, lie squarely within a capitalist, profit-oriented structure 

typified by professional boards of management and shareholders seeking 

financial returns.  Rather than taking a critical view demanding change to 

the system, a clearer understanding of the needs of the stakeholders within 

the credit union sector, and who have already opted out of traditional banks, 

would enhance our understanding of the social and ecological values.  

Traditional accounting models which focus on profit become a powerful 

tool to those in control of the capital by both enhancing and protecting the 

power and wealth held by the minority.  Marxism argues that this power is 

held by the minority who need to defend the position of power (Cooper et 

al., 2005; Tinker, 2005).  Again it could be argued that the exploration of 

CSR and the reporting of activities relating to the environment and society 

from a Marxist perspective would be inappropriate.  The argument for 

change to accounting systems and reporting is not being driven from the 

vantage that existing systems survive due to an imbalance in power, which 

in turn is driven by a perception that profit will be maximised by the 

exploitation of resources.  Rather, the driver of change is embedded in a 
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notion of accountability to stakeholders that aligns with the explicit goals of 

credit unions. 

Institutional theory holds that organisations will have to comply with 

society‟s norms, values and cultures, and is based on the premise that 

organisations are linked by a symbiotic relationship that can create pressure 

on organisations to limit the set of choices firms can make in demonstrating 

their legitimacy (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Oliver, 1991).  Carpenter and 

Feroz (1992) noted that an implication of institutional theory is that the 

interests, objectives and actions of those internal to the organisation will 

have critical importance in understanding accounting choice. 

Within the banking and finance sector there has been an increase in social 

and environmental reporting by commercial banks (McGrath, 2003), 

following the trend by other large companies across industrial sectors.  

However, there is no evidence of a consistent and accepted reporting format 

across sectors or within sectors.  No research has been undertaken to 

determine the reporting habits of organisations in the credit union segment.  

In the following chapter the structure of the regulatory bodies in the credit 

union sector is discussed, including the role of Credit Union Services 

Corporation (Australia) Ltd (CUSCAL).  Institutional theory, while 

supporting the notion that firms will be required to comply with social 

norms, values and culture (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983), argues that the 

symbiotic relationships linking organisations is the source of the pressure 

for the organisation to make choices (Meyer & Rowan, 1977).  Such 

pressure is not evident at this time through the actions of government or 

other regulators associated with the credit union sector.  Neither group have 

made a move to regulate social and environmental reporting in the finance 

or credit union sectors, or indeed in any sector.  The choice to publish 

information would appear to be at the discretion of the individual credit 

union.  While CUSCAL has produced the CSR Toolkit reviewed in Chapter 

3, there is no evidence of pressure on credit unions to use the tool and, as 

noted in Section 3.10.3, there has been little uptake of the tool by credit 

unions. 
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The goals of the credit union sector clearly articulate a link to community 

and social goals as one of three goals of credit unions (Australasian Mutuals 

Institute, 2007).  The social contract, the obligation to act as a community 

citizen (see Appendix 2), may help to explain the motivation for reporting 

by organisations without an explicitly articulated social goal based on the 

notion of an obligation arising from an ethical or citizenship perspective (L. 

P.Hartman et al., 2007).  However, both legitimacy or stakeholder theory 

provide stronger arguments for motivation to report in the credit union 

sector seeking to confirm goal achieving activity. 

The discussion of legitimacy and stakeholder theory is often presented as 

two separate approaches, although there are a number of similarities 

between the two theories.  Gray et al. (1995a) suggest that rather than being 

two distinct and competing theories, they should be viewed as overlapping 

theories.  Legitimacy theory considers the larger view of society and 

society‟s expectations of organisations‟ behaviour and their role in society.  

In a broad sense it could be argued that the adoption of a CSR strategy by 

credit unions could be in response to the expectations of society.  However, 

as social goals are embedded in the mission of credit unions this was not 

considered to be the pivotal impetus to the adoption of CSR.  

The thesis adopts a theoretical framework that asserts that stakeholder 

theory is an extension of legitimacy theory.  Stakeholder approval is sought 

and actions and activities are directed to ensure that approval/legitimacy is 

granted.  This approval will only be granted if the organisation operates 

within society‟s values and norms.  This view of stakeholder theory lies 

within a branch of ethical stakeholder theory (Appendix 2) which adopts a 

normative approach, whereby the organisation should consider all parties 

affected by its activities.  The entity will use the reporting model as a tool to 

disclose the activities of the organisation in order to manage the pressure 

placed on it by the stakeholders (O'Donovan, 2002a, 2002b).   

Fundamental to legitimacy theory is the premise that the firm has a 

reputation to protect and that a failure to protect that reputation will result in 

long-term loss of profit (O'Donovan, 2002a, 2002b).  Credit unions are built 

on a reputation that distinguishes them from other organisations within the 
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financial services sector.  In particular, the focus of their mission is serving 

the community, which is a clearly stated social goal of the credit union 

movement (ABACUS, 2006).  The reputation of credit unions to work for 

their members and the community, and not be driven by a mandate to 

generate profit at all costs, highlights the importance of non-financial 

information in building and maintaining their reputation.  Consequently, the 

imperative of the reporting mechanism, to adequately disclose the activities 

of the organisation, is significant and is the tool by which the message is 

conveyed to stakeholders.  Credit unions, when publishing information 

regarding the social and environmental dimensions of their operations, are 

assumed to be seeking to manage the pressure from the various stakeholders 

to act in a way consistent with the stakeholders‟ expectations of how a co-

operative organisation in this sector should behave. 

Long-established accounting reporting models have been based on 

assumptions that the only stakeholders are those with a financial interest in 

the firm.  Traditional stakeholders have no direct influence on the firm's 

actions, only indirectly influencing actions via investment decisions.  

Boards of Management, while central to the decision-making process, are 

not recognised as stakeholders in traditional reporting models.  Employees, 

creditors, community and the like, while clearly having a vested interest in 

the firm performing well, were also not captured under the stakeholder 

group as having a financial interest. This historical position only recognises 

stakeholders as those with a contractual relationship with the entity. 
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By way of contrast, the model developed for this study adopts a 

contemporary view that contends that there is a broader stakeholder group. 

The expanded stakeholder group (depicted in italics in Figure 2.2) 

recognises those parties without a contractual financial relationship. The 

definition of stakeholder adopted within this study thus acknowledges the 

stakeholder‟s influence on the firm‟s actions and their role as users of 

published reports.  Recognising that the different stakeholder groups 

influence the firm in different ways, the stakeholders have been divided into 

three categories on the basis of the type of influence they have.  An 

expanded stakeholder group with interests beyond the purely financial 

suggests a broader base of reporting is required. 

While acknowledging a broad and diverse range of stakeholders identified 

in the literature, the focus in this study is on those with close connections to 

the organisation.  

 This approach to defining stakeholder groups is in accordance with  the 

approach of the Co-operative Financial Service (2003) organisation  in the 

Sustainability Report 2003.  The study thus seeks to engage a spectrum of 

stakeholders to determine their needs for information.  

2.7 Drivers of CSR Research 

Gray, Kouhy and Lavers (1995a) identified three broad theories that attempt 

to place the empirical investigation of CSR into a theoretical context: 

 Decision-usefulness 

 Economic theory 

 Social and political theory. 

Decision-usefulness studies have examined the use of social and 

environmental information in terms of its effect on share price behaviour 

and the perceived importance of the various accounting data presented.  The 

main problem with this segment of studies is that CSR is not viewed as 

being motivated predominantly by the "needs, wants and whims of financial 
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participants" (Gray et al., 1995a, p.50) who are the individuals intimately 

involved in the decision-making process.  

Economic theory studies have been segmented into economic agency theory 

and positive accounting theory.  Research in this area was not concerned 

with 'what should be', but assumed a free market which is counter to the 

fabric of social accounting (Gray et al., 1995a).  Indeed it is the matter of the 

failures of the market that are of such concern to CSR. 

Social and political theory studies are an area considered to provide the most 

interesting and insightful theoretical perspectives, in particular stakeholder, 

legitimacy, and political economy works (Gray et al., 1995a).  It has been 

argued by Gray et al. (1995a) that these three perspectives could be viewed 

as two overlapping theories (stakeholder and legitimacy theories), rather 

than competing theories, set within a framework of the political economy. 

Such a perspective was represented in Figure 2.1. 

2.8 Summation of Prior Studies 

In summary, the literature reveals two broad categories – studies examining 

what drives the organisation to report, and studies of the outputs of the 

reporting process.  The outputs research addresses issues pertaining to the 

nature of the reported information, the common characteristics of 

organisations most likely to publish a report, and the content of reports 

(Figure 2.3). 
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Figure 2.3: Representation of literature  

However, as noted, few of the studies have been in the context of small to 

medium enterprises and nor has there been extensive work exploring 

reporting in the non-profit sector.  It is also noted that there has been limited 

work engaging stakeholders in the context of ethical stakeholder theory.  

Research which explores the reporting needs of stakeholders and which 

recognises the impact of an entity‟s activities on all stakeholders, 

irrespective of the perceived power of the particular stakeholder, is an 

approach that reflects the reporting requirements inherent in the activities of 

credit unions. 

2.9 Conclusion 

This chapter has presented a discussion of relevant CSR literature, providing 

a historical and contemporary overview of the state of social and 

environmental accounting and reporting.  What has emerged from this 

analysis of the literature is that there exists a variety of reporting practices 

and a range of explanations for why organisations report, although no clear 

consensus has been reached as to how reporting should be enacted.  
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Five issues emerged from the review of the literature: 

1. There is a need for research to develop models of reporting which 

provide a consistent and independent reporting framework to report 

on the dimensions captured by CSR. 

2. There is a need to address the imbalance in research focusing on the 

social versus the environmental dimensions of CSR. 

3. There is a need for continued and increased engagement with 

organisations in respect to CSR. 

4. There is a lack of studies exploring CSR in the context of small to 

medium size enterprises. 

5. Few studies have explored government and not for profit 

organisations, with the research to date dominated by organisations 

with primary goals of profit-making and shareholder wealth 

maximisation. 

The paucity of studies which have examined CSR in the context of small to 

medium enterprises, and those which utilise fieldwork research methods, 

provides an opportunity to develop the knowledge base by addressing both 

issues through the adoption of a case study method in the setting of a small 

to medium entity.  As noted in Sections 2.3 and 2.4, not only does a case 

study approach assist in gaining contextual knowledge, but it also improves 

engagement with the business community. 

The review presented in this chapter has also identified the need to explore 

the purpose of reporting, particularly in respect to the needs of the 

stakeholders for which the reports are being prepared.  Specifically, further 

research is warranted in order to tease out: 

 the criteria stakeholders use to measure social outcomes,  

 whether or not stakeholders‟ criteria to measure social outcomes for 

annual reporting can or should be prioritised, and  
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 if a dialogue between key stakeholder groups informs the literature 

surrounding reporting. 

The knowledge thus gained can lead to the development of a best practice 

model conceptual framework for social accounting.  In developing this 

model for reporting social and environmental impacts, a critical evaluation 

of the currently available range of guidelines and reporting principles is 

necessary.  The following chapter provides a discussion of these reporting 

practices and includes a critique of guidelines currently under development.  
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CHAPTER 3  – CURRENT REPORTING 

GUIDELINES 

Organisations adopt a multiplicity of practices in reporting social and 

environmental impacts.  Coupled with this plethora of reporting practices is 

an assortment of explanations justifying why organisations report.  

However, no clear consensus has emerged to date about how the reporting 

should be enacted.  While there are arguments both for and against the 

mandatory reporting of social and environmental impacts, there is no 

mandatory requirement for such information to be comprehensively and 

collectively reported under current Australian accounting standards or, 

indeed, any other standards or laws. 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter provides an examination of the requirements for organisations 

to report, albeit on a limited basis, their social and environmental activities, 

and overviews commonly adopted guidelines for reporting.  The discussion 

commences with a consideration of mandatory requirements under current 

laws and regulated standards.  This is followed by a précis of a number of 

suggested guidelines for general use and for the specific use of organisations 

in the banking and credit union sector.  

Environmental impacts are acknowledged, to some extent, in the legislative 

requirements of corporation law and in legislation pertaining to government 

organisations and the financial services sector.  The focus within the 

legislation is restricted to the entity‟s environmental impacts, with no 

reference made to social impacts.  Further, the reporting requirements are 

restricted in coverage to a limited number of specified events. 

While currently not legislatively driven, other reporting guidelines have 

been developed reflecting the increase in interest in CSR.  Six commonly 

cited mechanisms used by organisations to reflect on their performance in 

terms of their social and environmental impacts are reviewed in this chapter.  
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A range of aspects are explored when examining the mechanisms currently 

available, including factors such as the goals embedded in the mechanism 

by the formulating organisations or bodies, and the style and content of 

information required to be reported according to each of the mechanisms.  

In doing so, a clearer picture emerges as to the ability of each of the 

mechanisms to service the needs of a diverse stakeholder base.  Coverage of 

reporting areas can be restrictive, such as in the case of two of the 

commonly noted guidelines, the Social Accountability 8000 (SA 8000) and 

the Institute of Social and Ethical Accountability (AA 1000) (ISEA 1999) 

standards.  The approach adopted by these two standards is one which deals 

exclusively with human resource issues or audit processes.  In contrast, the 

Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), while subject to criticisms as to its 

coverage in the early iteration, and more recently to criticism that it 

promotes unsustainable practices (Milne et al., 2008) and a lack of structure 

or explicit underlying philosophy (Mathews, 2008a), has developed into a 

guideline that covers a range of both social and environmental dimensions.  

Prior to a closer examination of the current social and environmental 

reporting options available, the purpose and approaches to reporting are 

discussed.  This is followed by an examination of the current laws and 

mandatory reporting standards in Australia before a critical review of the six 

commonly used guidelines and frameworks for reporting is presented.  

3.2 Reporting for the User 

Why prepare financial or social and environmental reports?  The implied 

assumption behind the preparation of reports is that the information 

contained within the report has value to the reader.  Traditional financial 

reports are purported to be prepared in order to convey to the reader some 

understanding of the financial wellbeing of the organisation.  If increasing 

readership is an indication of the value of the report to the reader, then 

evidence suggests that demand for social and environmental reports is 

increasing.  A survey undertaken across Australia, North America and 

Europe found approximately 50% of the sample of international participants 
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had either looked at, or read a CSR report and were influenced by the report 

in their decision making (GlobeScan, 2004). 

Alternatively, reporting could be viewed as a responsibility arising from the 

notion of the ethics of accountability.  An ethic of accountability requires 

any moral act to be carefully considered in its physical and historical context 

(Dillard, 2007).  By accepting fiduciary responsibility over society‟s 

economic resources, an organisation is also accepting that it will be held 

accountable, thus establishing an ethic of accountability (Dillard, 2007).  To 

satisfy this notion of accountability, organisations must provide quality 

information, with particular reference to relevance and understandability, in 

order for an evaluation of performance to be undertaken.  Such an 

evaluation would require the establishment of the criteria which reflects the 

norms and values of society (Dillard, 2007). 

3.2.1 Criticisms of Traditional Reporting 

Financial accounting critics argue that financial reporting, in the traditional 

sense, does not take into account externalities caused by the reporting entity 

(Deegan, 1999).  The focus of traditional financial reporting is on the 

information required for resource allocation decisions and is embedded in 

the needs of those with a financial interest in the reporting organisation 

(Deegan, 1999).  Consequently, the information thus provided needs to be 

of a financial or economic nature that must be measurable.  This 

conventional, financial based view of accounting is but one view and is 

bounded by a process that is exclusively numerically based and dollar-

denominated (Boyce, 2000) and which fails to consider events not triggered 

by a financial event of the entity. Further, as noted by Schaltegger and 

Burritt, environmentally related financial accounting (ERFA), which  

attempts to cost accounting of on-going environmental management 

activities is not simple with accountants still struggling with the problem of 

cost allocation (Schaltegger & Burritt, 2000).   

In addition to the focus of attention on the entity, a cornerstone of 

accounting standards and the entity‟s resource allocation decision processes 

is the requirement to ignore events that do not directly impact on the 
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organisation.  This approach only recognises costs and expenses that can be 

controlled by the entity.  Other conventional accounting concepts and 

standards may also affect the extent of non-traditional reporting.  For 

example, in a review of British disclosures of environmental expenses, Gray 

et al. (1998) found that the low level of disclosure about environmental 

expenses was attributed to a notion of immateriality.  Under accounting 

standards there is no requirement to disclose what is deemed by the 

organisation not to be material.  The decision on whether something is 

material is left to the judgement of the accountant, although accounting 

bodies have provided guidelines on determining materiality.  These 

guidelines tend to be couched in terms of quantity, for example in the 

Australian standard AASB 1031.  The implication of this approach is that if 

something cannot be quantified then it cannot be considered material.  The 

complexity and nature of social and environmental disclosures often do not 

lend themselves to quantification.  It could be argued that the current 

climate change debate is a reflection of this complexity, manifested in 

frustration at the deficiency in forward movement and criticisms of wishful 

thinking and hidden agendas. 

In summary, the criticisms with respect to traditional financial reports 

include:  

 a focus restricted to stakeholders with a financial interest;  

 an entity assumption which ignores transactions or events that do not 

have a direct impact on the entity;  

 a definition of expenses such that they exclude the recognition of any 

impacts on resources not controlled by the entity or in respect of fines or 

other cash flow results;  
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 that for a transaction to be recorded it must be measurable with 

reasonable accuracy – by their nature externalities rely on estimates and 

guesstimates, thus precluding them from the financial accounts 

(although the treatment and inclusion of depreciation, payables and 

receivables and amortised revaluations reserves are exceptions) 

(Deegan, 1999); and, 

 a narrow view of the definition and subsequent reporting of information 

that is material. 

3.2.2 Regulatory Requirements  

There is no mandatory requirement to report social and environmental 

information under current Australian accounting standards.  While 

Statement of Accounting Concepts No 2 (SAC 2 paragraphs 16 to 20) 

recognises an expanded group of stakeholders (resource providers inclusive 

of employees, lenders, creditors, suppliers and investors, recipients of goods 

and services, and parties performing a review or oversight function) as users 

of general purpose accounts, SAC 2 does not expand this group to include 

the environment or society in general.  This expanded definition is not 

universal and can, for example, be compared to New Zealand's Financial 

Reporting Standard 2 (FRS 2) which does not require disclosure of non-

financial information and restricts the definition of users to those with a 

financial interest in the company. 

 

Some limited reporting, restricted to environmental issues, does occur as a 

consequence of Section 299(1)(f) of the Corporations Act 2001, which 

requires the annual directors‟ report to detail compliance with 

environmental regulations.  Environmental issues are also recognised in the 

Intergovernmental Agreement on the Environment, Commonwealth Act 

1992, which requires local, state and national government bodies in 

Issue 6: Further work, adopting an ethical stakeholder perspective, is 

required in exploring the needs of stakeholders in respect to CSR. 
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Australia to adopt the concept of ecologically sustainable development.  In 

terms of the financial sector, the Financial Services Reform Act 2001 simply 

requires acknowledgment that issues surrounding labour standards, 

environmental, social or ethical dimensions have been considered, but has 

no requirement for the reporting of the impact of operations.  Further 

discussion of current accounting standards and laws is included in  

Chapter 3. 

Internationally, the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI, 2002, 2006) sets out a 

comprehensive list of possible reporting categories for social and 

environmental reporting.  The indicators were developed in order to support 

the ten Valdez Principles formulated by the Coalition for Environmentally 

Responsible Economies (CERES).  

The absence of mandatory indicators to benchmark performance, and thus 

the provision of a best practice measure against which organisations and 

external parties may judge the validity of ethical claims, is a failure in the 

current reporting environment (Mathews, 2002).  Discussion of the 

advantages and disadvantages of mandatory reporting is included in 

Appendix 3. 

Persuasive arguments have been mounted for both mandatory and voluntary 

reporting and the literature remains divided on which avenue may provide 

the best outcome.  Despite the absence of a legal requirement to report, a 

growing number of organisations have voluntarily taken the responsibility to 

prepare reports that address the range of issues captured in accounting for 

environmental and social impacts.  The definition of social responsibility 

provided by the Commission of European Communities (2001, p.6) states it 

is a “concept whereby companies integrate social and environmental 

concerns in their business operations and in their interaction with their 

stakeholders on a voluntary basis”.  While this definition, with its emphasis 

on voluntary participation, may have represented the views of communities 

in 2001, the introduction of a number of regulatory requirements in respect 

to environmental impact measures, such as the National Greenhouse and 

Energy Reporting Act 2007 (NGER), and increasing community and 
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governance expectations, echo a less than voluntary approach to current 

views of social responsibility. 

While the debate regarding mandatory reporting of social and environmental 

information continues, it should be noted that the development of common 

international financial accounting standards is still to be concluded.  The 

process to develop a single international standard for mandatory financial 

reporting has now extended over a decade.  The significant driver for a 

single international standard in the latter part of the last decade has also 

been linked to risk.  Increasing pressure has been placed on US regulators to 

move away from current reporting models as the US standards “rely on 

strict rules of application, thereby rendering them subject to circumvention” 

(Langmead & Soroosh, 2009, p.18).  The failure of the current standard to 

lessen the risk of corporate collapses, such as Enron and WorldCom, 

prompted the shift to a principles-based accounting system (Greenspan & 

Hartwell, 2009).  Arguably, the development of reporting mechanisms for 

CSR should also be principles-based to avoid problems encountered by the 

rule of application model of the current US accounting standards. 

3.2.3 The Corporate Report 1975 

The Corporate Report was prepared by the Accounting Standards Steering 

Committee (UK) (ASSC) and major accounting bodies with the aim to 

consider the usefulness of financial statements for users.  The report focused 

only on the financial aspects of a corporation‟s performance, but made it 

clear that the objective of reporting was about resources and how the entity 

used resources, and that reports must be provided to those with reasonable 

rights to that information. 

It was the issue of the rights of the users that was a significant focus of the 

Report.  Operating under a Social Contract perspective (discussed in Section 

2.6), the Report argued that as the community gave an organisation 

permission to operate, then the organisation had an obligation to be 

accountable to society.  Accountability included an expectation that 

organisations would report to the community.  Although the Report was not 

generally accepted at the time, the extended notion of who had rights to 
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information has now been accepted.  This extended notion captures 

stakeholders beyond those with a financial interest in the organisation.  The 

right to information of the extended stakeholder group is a fundamental 

aspect of social and environmental reporting under ethical stakeholder 

theory (refer to Section 2.6).  Societal impacts and environmental impacts, 

by their very definition, impact on stakeholders beyond those who merely 

have a financial interest.  

 

3.2.4 Corporate Governance and External Reporting 

Undisputedly, reporting in the Australian corporate sector includes the 

published financial reports prepared in accordance with accounting 

standards and the Corporations Act, together with disclosures required by 

the ASX Principles of Good Corporate Governance (PGCG).  Principle 3 of 

the PGCG promotes ethical and responsible decision-making, with the latest 

version of the principles giving even greater prominence to issues 

surrounding ethical behaviour.  The principles support the notion of good 

corporate citizenship, and which is defined as an approach by organisations 

which “integrates social, ethical, environmental, economic and philanthropic 

values in the core decision-making processes” (Zappala, 2003, p.3).  

Criticisms of this approach adopt a legal argument based on an ultra vires 

notion that the resultant social agenda actions would be in conflict with the 

interests of shareholders (Grossman, 2005).  Such a notion is heavily 

embedded in a conservative Friedmanite view of stakeholders as being only 

shareholders, with the sole concern of increasing financial wealth 

(Friedman, 1970).  

An alternative perspective states that economic value is created by 

individuals coming together to co-operate and improve each person‟s 

circumstances.  By fashioning communities, all striving to give their best, 

Issue 7: Does the narrow definition of the concept of „material‟ limit 

information reported and therefore have an impact on users‟ ability to 

evaluate how the entity utilises financial and non-financial resources to 

satisfy a notion of accountability to society? 
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value is created.  Shareholders are an important component, and profit an 

important element in the co-operative arrangement.  However, rather than 

being the sole purpose, profit is viewed as a result, but not the driver of the 

process of value creation (Freeman, Wicks, & Parmar, 2004).  Relations 

with stakeholders becomes a critical part of the ongoing operations of the 

organisation (Freeman et al., 2004).  The single profit objective view of a 

firm assumes ethics and values can be separated from economic activities.  

Freeman et al. (2004, p.364) argue that this “is a narrow view that cannot 

possibly do justice to the panoply of human activity that is value creation 

and trade”. 

External reporting models respond to the need to provide information to 

stakeholder groups, but risk creating a narrow interpretation of what is a 

„good‟ organisation by focusing attention only on the profit dimension of an 

organisation‟s performance (Hines, 1991, p.313).  This emphasis on 

economic performance as the only criteria, and represented by the financial 

accounting practices, creates a skewed construction of the social world by 

ignoring many of the social and environmental impacts attributed to the 

organisation‟s activities (Hines, 1991).   

Parker (2007) explored the financial and external reporting research being 

undertaken from the perspective of corporate governance.  In this paper he 

makes a number of salient comments about the direction of research on 

reporting, in particular noting a preoccupation with “modelling predictive 

relationships between inputs and outputs” with the aim of maximising value 

to the investor (Parker, 2007, p.52).  Three cautions are noted regarding the 

concern with  this approach to research in that it could lead to a loss of 

significance of the questions and findings over time, restrict relevance only 

to compatriots in the narrowing research field and, thirdly, will not result in 

policy change but will instead be accepting of the failures of current 

reporting practices (Parker, 2007).   

Reporting CSR issues, being the non economic values referred to by 

Zappala (2003), is an important tool that can ensure corporate transparency 

required to support the concept of corporate governance.  The transparency 

offered by reporting social and environmental issues is necessary for 
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engagement with stakeholders (Hess, 2007).  While social and 

environmental accounting (SEA) research has grown to be a significant 

subject of the financial and external reporting literature (Beattie, 2005), it 

remains a relatively small component which is focused in its attention.  

There has been concern expressed regarding the apparent focus on „what is‟ 

in the social and environmental literature (Parker, 2007), with much of the 

research to date in this field concentrated on the perspective of the firm and 

its agents.  Studies have particularly examined the motives for reporting and 

the nature of the information provided by the organisation, rather than 

exploring the needs of stakeholders.   

The social and environmental research mirrors the general trend in 

international accounting research on financial and external reporting noted 

in Parker‟s paper, “which is focused on actual present practices and 

behaviour, rather than focusing on what is possible, probable or desirable” 

(2007, p.44).  In response, there have been increasing calls for normative 

studies (Mathews, 1997b), especially those that include researcher 

engagement with corporate reporting practices (Gray, 2002; Parker, 2005) 

and those examining governance structures (Adams, 2002).  These concerns 

lead to the identification of two further issues connected to the investigation 

of CSR. 

 

 

3.2.5 Disclosures Beyond the Financial Reports 

Saudagaran and Meek (1997) observed that while research has focused on 

annual reports and earnings announcements, other forms of disclosure, such 

as press releases, web based reports, and information for analysts, may be 

overtaking traditional reporting formats as a source of information for 

Issue 8: What type of information on CSR would satisfy the needs of 

stakeholders? 

Issue 9: Can current accounting systems support the information 

needs of stakeholders with respect to CSR dimensions? 



 69 

stakeholders.  The growth of website utilisation was reported by Craven and 

Marston (1999) who found that by the late 1990‟s almost 90% of the top 

100 Fortune Global 500 companies and over 90% of United Kingdom (UK) 

and Finnish companies had a website.  These researchers further postulated 

that changing attitudes to stakeholders may provide an explanation for 

increased internet disclosures.  Emerging with the increased use of the 

internet will be implications for research and practice, including corporation 

management, control and regulations, the structuring of data and the format 

of reports with the development of electronic reporting standards, assurance 

practices and avoidance of tampering, potential for supply and demand of 

disaggregated data, new approaches to external reporting, real time 

reporting, and potentially greater volumes of information (Lymer, 1999). 

Accounting to employees 

One of the stakeholder groups that has experienced changing attitudes over 

time has been employees. A key stakeholder group of an organisation is its 

employees and these individuals have both a direct vested interest in the 

organisation through their employment, and an indirect interest as members 

of the community.  Research exploring reporting to this group has waned 

since the late 1980‟s and Parker (2007) suggests this could be attributable to 

the increased casualisation of the workforce in western countries.  Parker 

posits that this change in the pattern of employment may be signalling a new 

attitude whereby employees are no longer considered a key stakeholder 

group, but are instead viewed as a disposable, temporary external resource.  

This, he acknowledges, contradicts the growth in interest in intellectual 

capital research, but can be explained by a view that “knowledge is to be 

accounted for as a valuable asset, but as increasingly temporary outworkers, 

they are no longer to be accounted to” (Parker, 2007, p.46).  However, if 

one adopts the extended stakeholder view, then employees, be they existing, 

future, past or casual, are an important stakeholder group. The value of 

employees rests in their representation as a resource in demand by 

organisations.  For credit unions, operating often in locations from which 

banks have withdrawn services – such as in regional areas of Australia, 
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employees are a valuable and often difficult to replace resource due to 

shortages of qualified personnel in regional areas. 

3.2.6 Traditional Reporting and the Decision-Making Process  

The role of accountants is well entrenched in the decision-making process.  

The limitations on the information provided by the traditional financial 

reporting process arise as accountants ignore or overlook non-economic 

costs on the basis that these costs are not directly quantifiable in monetary 

terms.  Such costs are left as noted items and are considered as secondary 

qualitative issues (Robson, 1991).  

A limitation of this model of decision-making is that it provides only a 

single dimension to the organisation.  It implies profit is the only 

determinant of success.  In order for social and environmental impacts to be 

acknowledged as elements of performance, the impact on society and the 

environment must be included as a primary part of the decision-making 

process.  The addition of social and environmental aspects moves the 

organisation from the consideration of a single dimension entity to a three 

dimensional, sustainable organisation (Figure 3.1).  

As noted by Lopez et al. (2007), social and environmental elements are 

increasingly present in corporate strategies and are significant elements in 

Figure 3.1: Three dimensional view of an organisation, sometimes 

referred to as the Triple-bottom-line (Elkington 1997)  
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management.  However, what is missing is the link between economic 

performance and social and environmental impacts in decision-making 

(Ullman, 1985).  Clear indicators of the expectation that accountants would 

use their role within organisations to bring about change in the manner of 

costing activities emerged from the European Union‟s document Towards 

Sustainability.  One of the suggestions which arose was that accountants 

implement a change to costing systems to acknowledge and internalise 

environmental costs (European Commission, 1992) however, as noted by 

Deegan, (2007) this call has been ignored. 

 

 

3.2.7 Demand for Social and Environmental Information 

The actions of investors and the growth in socially responsible investment 

funds speak to the notion that some stakeholders have expectations beyond 

the profit line (Adams & Frost, 2003; Adams et al., 1998; Deegan & 

Rankin, 1997; Epstein & Freedman, 1994; Gamble, Hsu, Kite, & Radtke, 

1995; O'Donovan, 2002a). 

“The increasing concern with stakeholders, growing anxiety about 

business ethics and corporate social responsibilities and the 

increasing importance of ethical investment have all raised the need 

for new accounting and accounting methods through which 

organisations and their participants can address such matters. But 

probably the most important of all the influences has been the 

dawning realisation that environmental issues – especially when 

examined within the framework of sustainability – cannot be 

separated from social issues and the accompanying questions of 

justice, distribution, poverty and so forth. Social accounting in all its 

guises is designed to deal exactly with these issues” (Gray, Collison, 

& Bebbington, 1998, p.303).  

A number of studies have explored the question of whether stakeholders use 

the information disclosed by corporations.  These studies have examined the 

impact of disclosures from the firm, and from external bodies evaluating the 

actions of organisations.  Deegan and Rankin (1997) found that 

environmental information was used in decision making and the primary 

Issue 10: There is a lack of understanding of how the constructs of CSR 

are incorporated into organisational decision-making. 
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source of such information was the annual report.  A strong demand for 

information about product safety and quality, in addition to environmental 

activities, was established by Epstein and Freedman (1994) in their survey 

of the usefulness of annual reports to corporate shareholders.  Supporting 

the assertion that stakeholders use the information reported in respect to 

environmental and social impacts are studies exploring the effect on share 

price of published information.  These studies have looked at disclosures by 

organisations and at disclosures by external monitoring organisations 

(Belkaoui, 1976; Freedman & Stagliano, 2002).  

Acknowledgement of the need for organisations to report on the three 

dimensions, and that these dimensions are all essential elements of good 

business practice (Ballou et al., 2006), has resulted in the emergence of a 

range of report styles and approaches to manage the reporting of social and 

environmental impacts.  The Triple-Bottom-Line (TBL) approach attributed 

to Elkington (1997) exhorts organisations to seek the highest level of 

performance and report on that performance.  Two criticisms of this 

approach are that there is no means to balance performance between one 

dimension and another, and that there is no basis by which to judge a level 

of acceptability for each dimension (Gray, 2006). 

3.2.8 Factors Influencing Social Reporting Practices  

Despite the growing interest in social and environmental reporting in 

Australia, the practice of reporting has not shown an overwhelming rate of 

growth.  A KPMG report found that only 23 percent of Australia‟s top 100 

companies had a CSR report of some nature (CPA Australia, 2005).  

Internationally, Australian organisations failed to be listed in the top 50 

rankings as reported by the internationally recognised annual ranking 

exercise conducted by AccountAbility (CPA Australia, 2004).  On a 

proportional basis, state government business enterprises (GBE) have 

displayed the greatest adoption rate for reporting across industry sectors in 

Australia (Jones et al., 2005).  At the federal level only one organisation, 

Telstra, had adopted a stand-alone reporting strategy.  More disappointing is 

the failure to exhibit substantive growth in reporting in the corporate sector, 

with only 24 of the top 500 listed companies reporting.  The Jones et al. 
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(2005) report went further to predict that there was little likelihood of rapid 

growth, with only four newcomers reporting in 2004. 

Political pressure, or the absence of pressure, has been identified by Stirling 

Habbitts of KPMG as being a key inhibitor to growth in reporting, 

specifically the failure of the Howard government to ratify the Kyoto 

Protocol.  This is in contrast to the UK position where the government has 

been active in its attempts to legislate reporting (CPA Australia, 2005).  

3.3 Reporting Approaches  

Two distinctly different approaches to CSR Reporting research have 

emerged from the literature.  Firstly, CSR Reporting can be treated as an 

addendum to conventional accounting activity.  This assumes that the 

principal users are the financial community, and would thus limit the 

usefulness of CSR reports to that which can be articulated within the 

confines of conventional accounting.  An alternative approach would require 

a re-examination of the traditional role of reported organisational 

information (Gray et al., 1995a).  Somewhere between these two approaches 

is Mathews‟ (1997a) mega-accounting theory.  Mega-accounting theory 

adopts accounting-type standards and audit principles for reporting, but 

separates the financial and the social and environmental aspects. 

In examining the literature, the author notes that where they are formally 

prepared, reports to date fall into one of two configurations – Corporate 

Social Reports (also referred to in some literature as Corporate Social 

Disclosure) and Sustainability Reports. Corporate Social Reports have been 

viewed as content specific, reporting only on the social dimensions and 

excluding the financial aspects.  Sustainability Reports (a name adopted by 

reporting entities) incorporate all three aspects of performance – financial, 

social, and environmental.  A review of Canadian companies revealed a 

trend towards the adoption of Sustainability Reports, with organisations 

moving from reporting solely on environmental performance to the 

inclusion of social and economic factors (Stratos, 2001). 
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A second dimension to reports lies in the message a report sends to users.  

Hartman et al. (2007) undertook a cross-cultural analysis of the underlying 

theme in the message communicated by reports in Europe and the United 

States (US).  The study found that European companies were more 

systematically engaged in sending out a sustainability message compared to 

US companies.  While US companies were less systematic, these companies 

showed a trend towards financial justification for CSR compared to 

European organisations where both financial and sustainability justifications 

were evident (Hartman et al., 2007).  As the predominant focus of previous 

studies has been on organisations with a wealth or profit focus, the 

extension of the research base to focus on not-for-profit (NFP) organisations 

in Australia opens the opportunity for exploration beyond the financial 

justification.  The emphasis in this research is on the NFP organisations, 

where the primary goal is not to make a profit although a surplus is needed 

to continue operations.  This is compared to non-profit organisations such as 

charitable funds set up for the purpose of provision of philanthropic 

services.  Thus, in the context of the study reported in this thesis, it is the 

European perspective that is adopted, reflecting the desire of credit unions to 

report on their performance within the context of the mission and goals of 

the sector. 

It is also noted that there is a disparity in the content and format of the 

actual reports.  Reporting formats can include those focused on qualitative 

rather than quantitative information, and those adopting a stand alone print 

report versus those adopting web based approaches. 

A number of studies have examined the format of reports, principally in the 

arena of environmental reports, and have found them to be predominantly 

descriptive (Deegan & Gordon, 1996; Fowler, Hart, & Phillips, 1999; 

Gamble et al., 1995; Gray et al., 1995a; Kreuze et al., 1996; Stratos, 2001).  

Other studies have examined the medium of reporting (Lodhia, 2003), 

finding an increased use of the internet for both the publication of reports 

and as a mechanism for engagement with stakeholders (Deegan, 2007).  An 

examination of reporting practices of firms listed on the Australian Stock 

Exchange found that higher levels of disclosure were evident in discrete 
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reports and websites, with the end of year financial reports the least utilised 

medium (Frost et al., 2005). 

The increased use of a variety of formats and media by organisations to 

provide information has laid the foundation for third party construction of 

social and environmental accounts from the information made freely 

available by organisations.  Such a form of accounting for social and 

environmental impacts has been referred to as silent accounting or shadow 

accounting (hereafter referred to as silent accounting).  Authors using this 

approach have included Boyce (Boyce, 2000), Collison et al. (2007) and 

Dey (2007). 

3.3.1 Silent Accounting Reporting 

Silent accounting (Boyce, 2000; Dey, 2007), as a method, has emerged in 

the literature reflecting attempts to account for macro level socio-economic 

performance.  Approaches to accounting and reporting social and 

environmental impacts have been predominantly researched at the micro or 

organisational level and the expansion into the macro levels suggests a 

wider acceptance of the importance of the discipline area.  The impetus for 

this thread of research has been growing criticism of currently accepted 

measures of performance of countries (Collison, Dey, Hannah, & 

Stevenson, 2007; Dey, 2007).  This criticism revolves around the perception 

of high performance in developing countries measured by financial 

dimensions, such as Gross Domestic Product, when evidence indicates 

continuing and unresolved social problems such as high infant mortality 

rates or low life expectancy (Collison et al., 2007; Dey, 2007).  

Silent accounting attempts to use different sources of information, such as 

infant mortality rates, the subject of the Collison et al. (2007) paper, to 

produce an alternative or shadow set of accounts to systematically verify 

performance.  Three approaches have been identified to gauge quality of 

life: an ideological standpoint; relationship to material possessions; and 

enjoyment.  The ideological approach uses ideological traits, such as those 

embedded in religion, that prescribe what constitutes a good person 

(Collison et al., 2007).  The second approach adopts a utilitarian perspective 
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underpinned by neo-classical economic theory and assumes a person‟s 

quality of life is positively correlated to the possession of material goods 

(Collison et al., 2007).  The third approach requires some determination of 

quality of life assessed by an individual‟s “happiness and self actualisation” 

(Collison et al., 2007, p.4). 

Boyce (Boyce, 2000) reconstructed a proposal which evaluated sites for a 

hazardous chemical storage facility on an internationally recognised coastal 

wetland area.  By undertaking an analysis of the information provided by 

the Victorian State Government using shadow accounting techniques a more 

transparent account was created.  From this process of reconstruction he 

concluded that any attempt to include social and environmental aspects must 

necessarily involve accountants, as well as involving them in non-traditional 

domains (Boyce, 2000). 

More recent studies have used silent accounting to question the veracity of 

various CSR reports.  Ruffing (2007) used information primarily from the 

Financial Times to shadow the reported social and environmental 

performance of BHP. The conclusion was that the organisation‟s 

Sustainability Report failed to give an accurate measure of environmental 

and social performance.  Despite collecting relevant SEA information, 

because this information was reported globally and did not report on 

specific regions, it did not reveal problems with the American operations.  

Six recommendations were given to overcome the problems that contributed 

to the under-performance identified in the study.  The first two were in 

respect to the information disclosed – recommending greater emphasis on 

the quantitative information, including normalisation and comparison to 

industry averages, and secondly that an expanded explanation be provided 

when the indicators of performance showed a deterioration.  The final 

recommendations were to reduce the number of core indicators for 

consistency and significance; for management to use the information in the 

reports; a greater level of engagement of the public in the analysis; and 

finally, to overcome the gap in subsidiary governance. 

Management‟s failure to use the information was considered by Ruffing 

(2007) to be the most important finding from the study of BHP and can be 
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identified as a serious flaw in current reporting mechanisms.  The focus of 

current reporting mechanisms, discussed later in this chapter, is on the 

disclosure of information to stakeholders in order to meet sustainability 

goals, but the mechanisms do not provide a connection to the broader 

organisational goals, nor a process to entrench activities in the 

organisation‟s decision-making processes.  Such an approach would clearly 

involve accountants and require the profession to re-examine the role 

accountants play and the information they utilise in informing management. 

Ruffing (2007) identifies management‟s omission to use the reports as a gap 

in the reporting process, but this is also a gap in the CSR literature.  To date 

there has been little work on the extent to which organisations use published 

reports for internal management, as opposed to managing stakeholders.  

Further, there is opportunity for exploring how organisations can utilise 

existing data collection systems to assist them in the generation of reports 

regarding the social and environmental impacts of organisations and thus 

generate information in a timely and useful way for decision-making.  If 

current systems can be utilised, then this may provide some indication of the 

ability to align CSR Reporting with financial reporting and thus provide 

insight into the question (see research aims Section 1.2.2) concerning what 

is the most appropriate conceptual framework model for reporting. 

3.3.2 Mega-Accounting Theory 

Mathews (1997a) proposed a model for reporting that attempted to integrate 

the social and environmental reports with financial reports.  The premise of 

the model is “to give equal status to the different forms of information, 

which means a redefinition of accounting to be the discipline concerned 

with providing audited information about the entity, regardless of whether 

or not this involves measurement in financial terms” (Mathews, 1997a, 

p.284).  Nine underlying principles were suggested for the model, as 

detailed in Figure 3.2, and which would require conceptual frameworks for 

each of the key areas of financial, social, and environmental. 



78 

In the Mega-accounting theory model the content of the reports was not 

defined, but was restricted to areas of possible disclosure.  The model was 

presented as exploratory and sought to recognise existing social structures, 

rather than involving a radical rethink of current accounting systems.  

However, the model does not provide any further insight into the type of 

information useful to readers of the individual reports and restricts any 

connectivity between the three dimensions to those that can be translated 

into financial terms.  
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1 Information provided to all parties in recognition of the SOCIAL 

CONTRACT OF BUSINESS WITH SOCIETY. 

2 The annual report as a COMPREHENSIVE INFORMATION SYSTEM 

including separately reported economic, social and 

environmental aspects. 

3 STAKEHOLDERS are defined as all members of society who have 

RIGHTS TO INFORMATION about those entities which are deemed 

to be significant and liable to public report. 

4 A CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK would be required for each area 

until integration is possible (if ever). 

5 LEGALLY BACKED STANDARDS would be required for each area 

until integration is possible (if ever). 

6 Statement components would have equal status in terms of 

AUDIT. 

7 Leading to the production of three individual reports which 

together make up the report of the entity, to the other parts of 

the social and economic system in which they are situated. 

8 Each report would contain appropriate financial data, plus non-

financial data and would be used in the social and 

environmental accounting reports.  This could include raw data. 

9 Any transfer of financial information from one report to another 

would be permitted, i.e. an offset to income could be permitted 

if the impact from social or environmental actions could be 

reliably determined in financial terms. 

 

3.3.3 Sustainable or Full Cost Accounting 

Sustainable or full cost accounting is an approach where the externalities 

caused by organisations are costed and deducted from or added to profit in 

an attempt to calculate the „real‟ profit.  Two cost elements are included in 

the calculation – input costs which ensure that inputs into the organisation 

Figure 3.2: The Basic Underlying Principles of the Mega-accounting 

Theory Model, sourced from Mathews 1997 (p. 285). 
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have no adverse impacts, and costs to remedy any environmental impacts 

(Bebbington & Gray, 2001).  The adoption of this approach reflects the 

concept of a Pareto optimum allocation of resources, where the optimum 

position is one where it is not possible to better reallocate the resources 

without disadvantaging someone (Estes, 1972).  

3.4 Current Accounting Standards and Laws  

International Accounting Standards do not recognise events or activities that 

do not have an economic consequence for an organisation.  The thrust of 

accounting standards is to report only on those events that have a clearly 

measurable financial impact.  Accounting standards were originally 

developed with the aim of reporting to financial stakeholders, that is, the 

shareholders of the organisation.  The International Financial Reporting 

Standard (IFRS) conceptual framework continues this financial stakeholder 

user base, stating that the objective of financial statements is to provide 

information about the financial position, performance and changes in 

financial position that is useful to a wide range of users in making economic 

decisions.  However, the Statement of Accounting Concepts No 2 (SAC 2), 

retained for application to Australian standards, reflects a movement away 

from this initial position.  SAC 2 now recognises that users of general 

purpose accounts are resource providers inclusive of employees, lenders, 

creditors, suppliers and investors, recipients of goods and services, and 

parties performing a review or oversight function.  Such a view 

acknowledges an expanded definition of stakeholders, although the 

definition of stakeholder is yet to explicitly identify the ecological 

environment or society.  

While accounting standards are yet to recognise social and environmental 

reporting, there has been some recognition of the need to disclose 

environmental impacts by virtue of legislation relating to corporate 

reporting and also captured under the jurisdiction of industry specific 

legislation.  Such legislation in Australia includes the Corporations Act 

2001 and the industry specific legislation of the Intergovernmental 
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Agreement on the Environment, Commonwealth Act 1992 and Financial 

Services Reform Act 2001.   

Section 299(1)(f) of the Corporations Act 2001 requires the annual 

directors‟ report to detail compliance with environmental regulations.  

However, the legislation only requires general information about the entity‟s 

activities when its operations are subject to particular and significant 

environmental regulation.  No guidance is provided within the legislation 

about what is particular or significant.  Further, when it is established that 

such reporting is required, the specific information to be included is not 

made explicit, requiring only that the organisation give details on 

performance in relation to the particular environmental regulation.  

In terms of environmental reporting, the importance of governments in 

influencing the future development of reporting an organisation‟s impact on 

the environment cannot be underestimated.  It is at the local government 

level that the majority of development decisions in respect to the 

environment are made, and thus it is at this level that the greatest potential 

for environmental accounting exists (Burritt, 1999).  The Intergovernmental 

Agreement on the Environment, Commonwealth Act 1992 requires local, 

state and national government bodies in Australia to adopt the concept of 

ecologically sustainable development.   

The National Greenhouse and Energy Reporting (NGER) Act 2007, which 

became effective from 1 July 2008, requires the reporting of greenhouse gas 

activities for large to medium sized firms.  It is believed that the 

introduction of the NGER Act is the first stage in the creation of a regulatory 

setting for environmental reporting (Tarrant, 2008).  Thus, while there may 

be no accounting standard acknowledging environmental impacts, an 

obligation for management does exist to both comply and report on such 

compliance.   

Financial sector organisations have also been subject to limited mandatory 

reporting requirements under the Financial Services Reform Act 2001.  

Section 10 13 DA requires the preparation of Product Disclosure Statements 

(PDS).  The PDS details the extent to which labour standards, environment, 
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social or ethical considerations are taken into account in the selection, 

retention or realisation of the investment.  The approach taken is that these 

social and environmental issues will be reflected upon in the decision-

making process.  Disclosure is required to explain why the organisation 

does not follow this process of inclusion of social and environmental 

concerns in decision-making.  

3.5 Social and Environmental Reporting 

Mechanisms 

Where organisations report beyond the limited environmental issues 

required in the legislation discussed in the previous sections, six key bodies 

and the mechanisms developed by these bodies are evident.  The 

mechanisms are separate to the financial reports required and prepared in 

accordance with accounting standards.  They do not seek to realign current 

accounting practices nor to integrate SEA with financial accounting, as 

suggestive of mega-accounting theory (Mathews, 1997a).  The most 

commonly adopted mechanisms for reviewing and reporting social and 

environmental impacts by organisations include:  

 World Business Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD), 

 Sustainability Integrated Guidelines for Management Project 

(SIGMA), 

 Institute of Social and Ethical Accountability AA 1000, 

 Social Accountability 8000 (CEPAA 2000) – US Council on 

Economic Priorities, 

 International Organisation for Standardization  ISO 14000, 

 Environmental Management and Audit Scheme (EMAS), 

 Carbon Disclosure Standards Board (CDSB), and 

 Global Reporting Initiative (GRI). 
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The following sections outline and critique these guidelines and frameworks 

and, in view of the strength of adoption of the GRI, pay particular attention 

to this mechanism.   

3.5.1 World Business Council for Sustainable Development 

One of the earliest groups to encourage sustainable development, the 

WBCSD was formally created in 1995.  The group was initially composed 

of CEOs representing business at the Rio Earth Summit in 1992.  While not 

formed specifically to develop a reporting standard, the WBCSD published 

a guide to reporting in 2002 (Heemskerk et al., 2002).  The WBCSD has 

been subject to criticism in terms of its motivations – that it is largely a 

lobby group for industry, rather than a supporter of social and 

environmental accountability (Gray & Milne, 2002).  The WBCSD 

document promoted the value of reporting to improve a firm‟s competitive 

position and thus the bottom line.  This argument is centred on the business 

case (see Section 2.6).  The argument also concludes that such reporting 

may be mandatory in the future and, therefore, adopting a reporting strategy 

early will provide a competitive advantage and place the reporting 

organisation in a strong market position.  

Four key areas are identified by the WBCSD report – stakeholders and their 

needs, a framework for reporting, a guide to reporting, and a portal for 

reporting.  The first area explores the needs of stakeholders, with a 

particular focus on the financial stakeholders.  Preparing reports for the 

financial community requires the report to show how the organisation‟s 

sustainability strategy will improve financial performance.  Identifying and 

reporting to stakeholders beyond those with a financial concern is less 

straightforward.  The approach taken for this group acknowledges that the 

report cannot address the many concerns of the myriad stakeholder groups 

with a non-financial interest in the organisation.  Rather, the approach of the 

WBCSD is to leave responsibility for determining the audience for whom 

the report is relevant to the organisation.  To assist this process a 

stakeholder matrix is presented with two elements – level of influence of the 

stakeholder, and level of interest.  The main target is thus the stakeholders 

with the highest level of interest and influence. 
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The second area presents a discussion of the properties of a framework and 

the dilemmas faced by those developing a sustainability strategy.  In 

discussing the development of a framework the WBCSD report 

differentiates between a reporting guideline and a standard, exhorting the 

need for caution in the development of standards to avoid the premature 

development of binding standards. 

Guidance on reporting addresses two critical areas, being the management 

process and the reporting process.  This approach highlights the critical need 

for reporting to be a part of the total management system.  In particular, the 

report notes the linkage needed between reporting and management to create 

value. 

“Whatever the starting point, the end-result should be an integrated 

management and reporting process as this integration will create 

real value.  Information in itself does not lead to action or a change 

of behaviour unless it is relevant and connected to management 

systems” (Heemskerk et al., 2002, p.34). 

The final area of the report provides parameters for planning, collecting 

data, and preparing and disseminating the report.  This section attempts to 

provide exemplars of good reporting practice and is supported by a web site.  

The purpose of the portal is to provide a dynamic environment for evolving 

practice and to encourage idea development and inspiration. 

The WBCSD contribution to the development of a reporting guideline is 

thus less about presenting a single acceptable framework than it is about 

encouraging organisations to reflect on the needs of stakeholders for a report 

and the value of a sustainable goal to the business. 

3.5.2 Sustainability Integrated Guidelines for Management 

Project 

Unlike other guidelines, the SIGMA project was developed to be used in 

conjunction with existing frameworks.  The purpose of the project was to 

effect change and to encourage organisations to respond to and meet the 

challenges of sustainability goals.  The SIGMA guidelines have three 

components – the guiding principles, a management framework, and a 
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toolkit.  The principles are concerned with the management of capital 

(including human, manufactured, financial, social and natural) and secondly, 

with accountability to stakeholders.  The management framework has four 

phases, with the first three centred around planning, development and 

delivery to assist the organisation to implement a sustainability agenda.  The 

final phase provides guidance on reporting, reviewing and monitoring 

performance.  The toolkit supports the management framework by 

providing useful information about how to implement the four management 

phases, but is not actually a toolkit for reporting. 

While the SIGMA project makes available a „how to‟ for implementing a 

sustainability strategy, offering a comprehensive implementation 

framework, it does not provide a guide to reporting activities.  In addition, 

unlike other guidelines, it acknowledges and incorporates other developed 

guidelines. 

3.5.3 Institute of Social and Ethical Accountability AA 1000 

The Institute of Social and Ethical Accountability‟s (ISEA) AA 1000 

(AccountAbility, 1999, 2008) also provides guiding principles for 

benchmarking performance and a best practice measure against which 

organisations and external parties may judge the validity of ethical claims 

(Mathews, 2002).  The vision of AA 1000 is to guide the processes relating 

to the establishment of social and ethical accounting and auditing systems.  

The report prepared focuses on the level of achievement of defined targets 

established to meet ethical and social goals.  Like the GRI and SA 8000, a 

high level of emphasis is placed on the process to engage stakeholders in 

order to build trust in the organisation and in the ethical claims being made 

(AccountAbility, 1999).  

Accountability is the focus of reporting and reflects the influence of the 

principles of financial accounting.  In addition to the accounting principles 

of transparency, responsiveness and legal compliance is the concept of 

inclusivity.  Inclusivity refers to the requirement for the reports to reflect the 

needs and concerns of the stakeholders.  Awareness of these needs, and the 

resulting requirement to engage with stakeholders, underpins the AA 1000 
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five stage model.  The model articulates the necessity for planning, 

including the defining of the objectives of the strategy, and requires the 

scope, including performance targets, to be set.  The third and fourth phases 

relate to the preparation and dissemination of the report to stakeholder 

groups, and the final phase reflects on the embedding of the strategy into the 

process, systems and structures of the organisation.  While the AA 1000 

gives valuable guidance to the process underpinning a social and 

environmental strategy, it does not provide any guidance as to what should 

be contained within reports. 

3.5.4 Social Accountability 8000 

Social Accountability 8000 (SA 8000) (Social Accountability International, 

2001) provides guidelines for benchmarking performance and a best 

practice measure against which organisations and external parties may judge 

the validity of ethical claims (Mathews, 2002).  The guideline was aimed at 

emerging economies and multinationals that operate in developing nations.  

The SA 8000 clusters social aspects into nine elements:  Child Labour, 

Forced Labour, Health and Safety, Freedom of Association and Right to 

Collective Bargaining, Discrimination, Disciplinary Practices, Working 

Hours, Remuneration and Management Systems.  The standard was 

designed to focus on two aspects – policy development, maintenance and 

enforcement, and the demonstration that the policies, procedures and 

practices conform to the standard. 

The development of SA 8000 has been an evolving process with input from 

a range of interested parties and has been designed for application across 

geographic regions, industry sectors, and organisations of all sizes.  A 

particular focus of SA 8000 is on issues associated with the labour force.  

Such a focus is reflected in the recognition of the principles captured in a 

number of the International Labour Organisation (ILO) instruments.  In 

addition, it articulates respect for the principles of the Universal Declaration 

of Human Rights, The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 

Child, and the United Nations Convention to Eliminate All Forms of 

Discrimination Against Women. 
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The standard pursues an expectation that organisations will not support the 

use of child or forced labour and that the workplace shall be safe and free 

from discrimination, coercion or abuse, with adherence to labour laws in 

respect of remuneration and working conditions.  The responsibility to meet 

the standard is vested in senior management, with an expectation that the 

organisation‟s policies support the requirements of SA 8000.  However, 

there is also an expectation that there will be input from non-management 

employees.  Further, SA 8000 concerns itself with activities of suppliers and 

sub-contractors, requiring the evaluation of appropriate suppliers and 

maintenance of records and evidence of compliance by the suppliers.  

However, the standard lacks any explicit direction in terms of the reporting 

of an organisation‟s adherence to the standard.  While Section 9 (Social 

Accountability International, 2008) directs that the organisation will 

investigate any concerns raised in respect of the standard and implement 

remedial action, the access to information to verify activities is limited to 

those with a contractual relationship. Reporting is required to be regular, 

aimed at the identified interested parties, and to be in relation to 

performance against the standard.  However, no structure for the report, 

identification of information, or reporting period is mentioned in the 

standard. 

Criticisms of SA 8000 have revolved around this issue of access to reliable 

data and also the comparability across international borders (Grafe`-

Buckens & Jankowska, 2001).  There is a suggestion that the SA 8000 

requirements are not sensitive to the needs of developing nations.  It has 

been noted that in the first two years of operation approximately 90% of 

organisations who adopted the guidelines were from the developed western 

nations (Grafe`-Buckens & Jankowska, 2001). 

SA 8000 is less a reporting guideline than a standardised approach to an 

audit of social impacts.  A key component of the audit process is an 

understanding of the views of stakeholders.  Auditors are required under 

Section 9.12 of the standard to consult with interested parties, employees, 

trade unions, local non-government organisations and local residents on a 

regular basis in order to keep abreast of stakeholders‟ needs.  
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3.5.5 ISO 14000 

ISO 14000 is an environmental practice standard.  With specific reference 

only to environmental impacts, it is not viewed as a reporting mechanism 

but rather as a source of information for sustainability, including the GRI 

based reports (Tarrant, 2008).  The standard aims to encourage 

organisations to achieve continual improvement in terms of 

environmental performance via a path to minimise the harmful effects on 

the environment caused by its activities (International Organisation for 

Standardization, 2004).   

In promoting the ISO 14000 series, the International Organisation for 

Standardization (IOS) clearly articulates that the standards do not 

specify a level of expected performance, noting that to do so would 

require a standard specific to each business activity.  Rather, the 

intention is to provide for a “framework for a holistic, strategic approach 

to the organization's environmental policy, plans and actions” 

(International Organisation for Standardization, 2008).  Two standards 

assist the organisation to adopt acceptable practices with respect to the 

environment – ISO 14001:2004 gives the generic requirements for an 

environmental management system, and ISO 14004:2004 provides 

guidelines on the elements of the system, its implementation, and 

discussion of the principal issues involved in implementing the system 

(International Organisation for Standardization, 2008).  The intent is 

thus to establish a common reference for communicating environmental 

management issues to stakeholders on the premise that there is a 

commitment to compliance with relevant environmental laws and 

regulations. 

Like the WBCSD, the developers of ISO 14000 exhort the benefit to the 

organisation from a business case perspective.  Financial benefits to the 

organisation from reduced costs of waste management, savings in 

consumption and payment for energy and materials, and lower 

distribution costs are used to support the adoption of the standard.  In 

addition, management advantages such as improved corporate image 

among regulators, customers and the public, and the establishment of a 
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framework for continual improvement of environmental performance, are 

also mooted.  

A clear shortcoming of ISO 14000 as the preferred tool for reporting on 

actions to meet sustainability goals is its focus only on environmental 

issues.  Further, despite its name, it does not provide a standard as it lacks 

direction and consensus regarding the type and format of information for 

inclusion in a report. 

3.5.6 EMAS 

The Environmental Management and Audit Scheme (EMAS) was 

developed in 1993 to encourage voluntary improvement in environmental 

performance (European Commission, 2009b).  The incentive for adoption 

was imbued in the right to use an eco-logo for organisations who had 

complied with the requirements, which included an audit of their processes.  

While originally restricted to the industrial sector, it has opened the door to 

all industry sectors since 2001.  This opportunity is embedded in Regulation 

(EC) No 761/2001 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 19 

March 2001 (European Commission, 2009a). 

The application of EMAS requires four steps.  The first step is to conduct an 

environmental review.  This review considers all environmental aspects of 

the organisation‟s activities, its products and services, including the methods 

used to assess them, its legal and regulatory framework, and existing 

environmental management practices and procedures.  The second step 

requires the establishment of an effective environmental management 

system (EMS) designed around the findings of the review.  The purpose of 

the EMS is to achieve the organisation‟s goals as set by the environmental 

policy of management.  The management system needs to set 

responsibilities, objectives, means, operational procedures, training needs, 

and monitoring and communication systems.  

An environmental audit is required in the third step for assessing the 

management system in place and conformity with the organisation‟s policy 

and program, as well as compliance with relevant environmental regulatory 
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requirements.  Finally, a statement of its environmental performance is 

prepared. This statement documents the results achieved against the 

environmental objectives and the future steps to be undertaken in order to 

continuously improve the organisation‟s environmental performance.  

However, in order to be able to use the EMAS logo, the environmental 

review, EMS, audit procedure and the environmental statement must be 

approved by an accredited EMAS verifier (European Commission, 2009b, 

EMAS regulation). 

Like ISO 14000, EMAS restricts itself to reporting on environmental issues.  

While it provides a set of tools and case study examples to assist 

organisations to adopt an EMAS program, it does not provide a standard for 

reporting.  Its usefulness lies in its contribution to the design of 

environmental policy. 

3.5.7 Climate Disclosure Standards Board 

The Climate Disclosure Standards Board (CDSB) is a consortium group of 

seven business and environmental organisations. CDSB was formed in 2007 

to develop a framework for reporting on climate change within mainstream 

annual reports.  An exposure draft was released in May 2009 (Climate 

Disclosure Standards Board, 2009).  Due to the timing of the release of the 

exposure draft, aspects of the CDSB were not considered in the preparation 

of this thesis.  

3.5.8 Global Reporting Initiative 

The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) (Global Reporting Initiative, 2006a) 

sets out a comprehensive list of possible categories for social and 

environmental reporting.  Of the currently available guidelines, the GRI is 

the most commonly utilised by the top 500 internationally listed companies 

(Global Reporting Initiative, 2007).  In 2006 approximately 850 

organisations reported using the guidelines (O'Conner, 2008).  The 2006 

version, also referred to as G3, has been developed over six years under a 

consultative program.  The indicators formulated and contained in the GRI 

guidelines were developed in order to support the ten Valdez Principles 
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articulated by the Coalition for Environmental Responsible Economies 

(CERES), with the following ten principles. 

1. Protection of the biosphere. 

2. Sustainable use of natural resources. 

3. Reduction and disposal of waste. 

4. Wise use of energy. 

5. Risk reduction. 

6. Marketing of safe products and services. 

7. Damage compensation. 

8. Disclosure. 

9. Environmental directors and managers. 

10. Assessment and annual audit (GRI, 2002). 

The GRI is an ongoing project with development based on a multi-

stakeholder, consensus based approach.  Version One of the guidelines was 

released in 2000 and was followed by a second version, G2, in 2003 and the 

latest version, G3, in 2006.  The guidelines present two groups of indicators 

– core and additional.  Core indicators are those considered to be of interest 

to most stakeholders and to be material generally to all industries, while 

additional indicators deal with emerging issues or are considered to be 

material only in the context of specific organisations (GRI, 2006).  In 

addition to the nuclear indicators, industry supplements have been prepared 

for a number of sectors, including the Financial Services Sector, which 

reflect the specific needs of the segment as determined by the GRI 

developers.  The supplementary requirements are additional to, and not a 

replacement for, the general requirements.  A list of the core, additional and 

Financial Services Sector supplementary indicators are provided in 

Appendix 4.  

The GRI guidelines have been developed by a network of stakeholders that 

span international borders.  Established initially in Boston as the NFP group 
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Coalition for Environmentally Responsible Economies (CERES), the 

organisation received United Nations recognition in 2002 and moved its 

base to the Netherlands.  Management of the GRI is achieved via a board of 

directors drawn from across national borders (Global Reporting Initiative, 

2008).  The stakeholder network supporting the development of the 

guidelines is reported to be 30,000 individuals and organisations (Global 

Reporting Initiative, 2008). 

The diversity of the stakeholder groups drawn from geographically 

dispersed locations and sectors including business, investment, accountancy, 

the public sector, academic and NFP groups, has become increasingly 

complex (Richards & Dickson, 2007).  It is this complexity that provides a 

diversity of perspectives and leads to a shared understanding and ownership 

of the outcome (Richards & Dickson, 2007) that has arguably provided for 

the increasing level of acceptance of the GRI. 

Unlike SA 8000, AA 1000 and ISO 14000, the GRI guidelines are a 

framework for reporting on three dimensions of an organisation‟s 

performance – economic, environmental, and social, presenting reporting 

principles and specific content to guide the preparation of organisation level 

sustainability reports.  While the GRI guidelines provide guidance on the 

nature of information to report, there is care to explicitly identify what they 

do not provide.  The guidelines are not a code or set of principles of 

conduct, nor a performance standard (such as an emissions target for a 

specific pollutant), or a management system.  Further, they do not provide 

instruction for designing an organisation‟s internal data management and 

reporting system or methods for preparing reports for performance 

monitoring or the verification of reports.   

A single accepted reporting framework is yet to be identified, regardless of 

the GRI having gained international acceptance (Antoni & Hurt, 2006).  

Even with the amount of detail contained in the GRI 2000, supported by 

ISO 14000, Morhardt, Baird and Freeman (2002) found that the 40 largest 

global companies scored poorly in their evaluation of published reports.  

The published reports failed to meet the standards set under the guidelines, 

indicating a significant gap in what the companies considered appropriate to 
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report and what the GRI and ISO 14000 signal as serving the purpose of 

reporting.  The development of a universally accepted reporting format 

would allow for quality and comparability in the preparation of reports, and 

also in the process of assurance (Antoni & Hurt, 2006; Dando & Swift, 

2003).  

While the GRI is acknowledged as being „unusually‟ influential (Gray, 

2006), it could be argued that the GRI is still well short of being universally 

accepted.  World-wide only 768 organisations used the GRI guidelines, of 

which only 149 companies claimed to report in accordance with guidelines 

in 2001 (Kolk, 2003).  There is argument that the GRI is too closely 

embedded in a European context, reflecting the primary geographic home of 

the GRI movement in the Netherlands.  The difficulties encountered are 

attributed to factors unique to specific countries, reflective of the impact of 

cultural differences (Perera & Mathews, 1990) and the mismatch with 

developing, underdeveloped, and developed countries.  This mismatch has 

resulted in the need for additional indicators or, alternatively, some would 

argue that the rudiments of the indicators are irrelevant (Antoni & Hurt, 

2006).  Additionally, the guidelines are centrally constructed.  The design of 

the report does not provide for site specific indicators which would address 

issues arising in specific operating environments (Simons, 2004).  

The GRI provides a guide to principles and a list of specific indicators, but it 

does not provide a structure for those organisations adopting the principles.  

This lack of structure may also prevent comparison between reports, be it 

between organisations or for an organisation over a period of time.  In 

addition, the lack of consistency in the theme of the report permits 

additional themes to be included.  While this further aggravates the issue of 

comparability, it is argued that this enhances the report by permitting it to be 

tailored for its audience and to be relevant in context (Antoni & Hurt, 2006), 

thus providing a richer texture. 
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The basis of the GRI comprises the core and additional indicators, but they 

are not mandatory and so companies can be selective with regard to the 

indicators they include.  The guidelines make some attempt to distinguish 

reports which include all of the required aspects from those that do not, by 

the use of the term in accordance.  Unfortunately, those studies that have 

explored the adoption of the GRI have provided no clear direction that the 

uses of this term inform the readers of the reports. 

As mentioned previously, the core and additional indicators are not 

accompanied by comparative standards.  Consequently, the reports do not 

provide any mechanism or requirement to benchmark performance against 

an industry standard.  This may be a development for the future when 

sufficient data is available.  The need for continued work to standardise the 

data being reported was acknowledged by Ernst Ligteringen, Chief 

Executive of GRI. 

“The GRI has an essential role to play in ensuring there is constant 

and reliable information on sustainability performance available to 

the financial markets. Without standardised information, investors 

and the financial markets will be unable to integrate environmental 

and social factors into their decision making” (O'Conner, 2008, 

p.49). 

To date, not all sectors have had supplementary guidelines completed or 

adopted and there has been stagnation in the development of further sector 

supplements.  A key reason for the delay is that it provides for a period of 

time to generate examples and identify problems with existing supplements 

(Antoni & Hurt, 2006). 

As the most commonly adopted of the current mechanisms, the GRI was 

used as a starting point for the analysis of potential reporting topics.  

Chapter 6 reports on the analysis of its potential as a reporting tool and of 

the range of reporting areas covered by its indicators. 

 

Issue 11: Do current CSR reporting mechanisms satisfy the needs of 

stakeholders? 
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3.6 Assurance of Reports 

As noted in Section 2.5 of this thesis, there has been increasing interest in 

CSR and some growth in the number of published reports addressing 

environmental and social dimensions.  What has also been evident is the 

number of reports being published with assertions of independent 

verification (Deegan, Cooper, & Shelly, 2006a, 2006b).  This increase has 

been attributed to a desire to defray accusations of the reports simply being 

a green-washing exercise (Ramus & Montiel, 2005).  The credibility of the 

organisation is called into questioned amid concerns that the reports being 

prepared are an attempt to construct an image, rather than reflecting the 

reality of being green (environmentally conscious) and responsible (Kallio, 

2007). 

The perception of a credibility gap and the resultant reduction in confidence 

placed on the reports and the organisations preparing them is attributed to 

the growing trend towards assurance of reports and the growth in this sector 

(Dando & Swift, 2003; Owen & O'Dwyer, 2004).  Owen and O‟Dwyer 

(2004) offer some positive reflections on the quality of assurance 

statements, finding an apparent improvement in the rigour of the assurance 

work undertaken.  However, a significant caution was injected into their 

findings by the identification of an absence of stakeholder engagement in 

the assurance exercise, implying the assurance is intended to only offer 

value to management (Owen & O'Dwyer, 2004).  Ruffing‟s (2007) 

examination of BHP reports and the preparation of a shadow report using 

public information from the media points to the ability, under current 

reporting regimes, to manipulate the message sent in published reports of 

environmental and social impacts.  Without an accepted and workable 

reporting framework it is difficult to develop comprehensive standards of 

assurance.  

In more recent years there appears to have been an increase in the level of 

involvement of stakeholders in the assurance process, however, as noted by 

Owen (2007), there also appears to have been no transfer of power which 

would result in the establishment of accountability to the stakeholders.  The 
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focus on management could be, at its most generous interpretation, a 

reflection of a situation where internal assurance is being sought, rather than 

an external assurance.  Alternatively, a pessimistic perspective could be that 

the focus on management reflects a situation of management capture which 

undermines the assurance process. 

While the level of rigour in the assurance process is high, the concern is that 

management has a significant amount of influence over the process (Owen 

& O'Dwyer, 2004).  This is despite the development of assurance standards 

and procedures for all three of the main reporting guidelines.  The 

Federation des Experts Comptables Europeens (FEE) 2002 Discussion 

Paper (Owen & O'Dwyer, 2004) detailed the required elements of an 

assurance statement. Three possible approaches were considered in the 

provision of an assurance on sustainability reports prepared under AA 1000 

(discussed in Section 3.5.3), being accountancy, social audit and 

consultancy.  The accountancy approach, which is considered to provide the 

comprehensive assurance process advocated, clearly distinguishes between 

the roles of preparer and assurer.  The assurer adopts a structured approach 

to the examination of the information and analyses risk and appropriate 

procedures on which to base the assurance report.  This approach also 

dictates the format by which the assurance report will be communicated, 

adopting the IFAC International Standard on Assurance Engagement (ISA 

100) template. 

The GRI guidance on what is expected to be included in an independent 

assurance report is similar to the FEE recommendations, but may be 

considered more robust in its requirement for a statement supporting the 

notion that the assurance provider is independent and free from bias.  Such a 

statement on independence is optional under FEE.  The GRI further requires 

inclusion of a description of how the evidence for the conclusion was 

obtained, including identification of the different categories of stakeholders 

involved in the process.  Finally, the GRI gives direction as to the wording 

of the conclusion. 

Credit unions are subject to regulation by a number of bodies (see Section 

3.10), and while they are required to provide assurance statements on 



 97 

reports of financial performance, there is not the same requirement for 

statements regarding CSR practices at this time.  The research project 

reported in this thesis does not explore the development of standards of 

assurance, but it does acknowledge movement toward an acceptable 

reporting framework for the credit union sector, thus providing a basis to 

assist in the future development of assurance standards. 

3.7 Comparing the Adoption of Common 

Reporting Mechanisms 

In 2005 a research report commissioned by CPA Australia, titled 

Sustainability Reporting Practices, Performances and Potential, was 

published and sought to identify current reporting practices in Australia 

(Jones et al., 2005).  Comparisons of three sectors were presented – 

corporations, government business enterprises, and local councils.  The 

report found no overwhelming adoption of any particular reporting 

mechanism, with only ten of 24 companies adopting a recognised reporting 

framework, with a similar lack of adoption by the government enterprises 

and councils.   

The report found only 24 of the top 500 listed companies in Australia had 

discrete reports that covered more than one sustainability issue, however it 

was noted that several companies did provide “extensive information” on 

social and environmental issues either within annual reports or in supporting 

material (Jones et al., 2005, p.6).  The analysis of the nature of the reported 

information showed a high level of inconsistent use of the reporting 

indicators of the GRI.  Use of the indicators ranged from zero to 91.67% 

and varied between the three reporting media of annual reports, discrete 

reports, and websites (Jones et al., 2005).  The most commonly reported 

categories aligned with the GRI categories EN16 and LA7 (Jones et al., 

2005).  EN16 provides an indication of incidents and fines for non-

compliance with environmental regulations and is a reportable item under 

the Corporations Act. Category LA7 reports on health and safety, indicating 

injuries, lost days, and absenteeism and fatalities.  This information is also 

reportable under various Australian State and Commonwealth laws.  A clear 
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preference was also revealed in terms of the medium of reporting with an 

average of only 7.06% of companies reporting in the annual report 

compared to 17.7% in a discrete report and 15.94% on websites (Jones et 

al., 2005).  Further, the authors noted that website disclosures were more 

extensive and different in composition than for the two report formats, with 

evidence of a more balanced approach to the inclusion of GRI indicators 

with no apparent dominant indicators. 

Despite this increase in reporting activity, there are still questions about the 

quality of the information reported.  McElroy (2006) found that information 

reported by NSW local government was predominantly geared to 

communicating how the councils were responding to the environment, 

rather than reporting on the state of the environment or the pressures being 

placed on the environment by actions of the councils.  It was noted by 

Ruffing (2007, p.9) that despite “CSR reports have[ing] become very 

polished, the relevancy of the information is often questionable so that PR 

„puff‟ still abounds after 15 years of work”.  Ruffing (2007) expressed 

particular concern that while the quality of reports has made small 

improvement, the image being portrayed and captured in various awards for 

environmental and sustainability performance implies significant moves 

forward.  There appears to be an inconsistency with organisations with poor 

environmental and social performance still being the recipients of awards 

for reporting (Ruffing, 2007). 

3.8 Corporate Social Reporting in the Banking 

Sector 

3.8.1 Introduction 

Credit unions operate as financial organisations within the banking sector.  

This sector includes member based organisations, such as credit unions and 

building societies, and shareholder based organisations including merchant 

and commercial banks.  A credit union is a cooperative financial institution, 

owned and controlled by the members who use its services (WOCCU, 

2007). 
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The banking sector, by its nature, requires elements of corporate 

responsibility in terms of the processes it uses to provide services (Decker, 

2004).  Banks and financial institutions play a unique role in the market for 

information in terms of their role as facilitators between buyers and sellers 

of information and financial products, and as holders of fiduciary 

responsibility to prudentially manage customers‟ funds.  As facilitators of 

the process to manage, save and invest funds they play a „key role in 

sustainable economic and social development‟(Decker, 2004, p.716).  

The following discussion of current attempts to report social and 

environmental impacts first reviews the activities generally undertaken 

across the sector, before examining the reporting undertaken specifically in 

the shareholder sector dominated by commercial banks.  This is followed by 

an overview of activities in the member based credit union sector, and 

regionally based credit unions in particular. 

3.8.2 Overview of the Sector 

Banking and financial services are provided by banks and non-banking 

institutions.  Regulation of the sector is primarily the domain of the Banking 

Act 1959 (Cwlth) and the Australian Prudential and Regulatory Authority 

(APRA, 2006), and is supported by other legislation and commercial 

regulatory bodies such as the Australian Corporations Act and Australian 

Stock Exchange. 

Credit unions are distinguished from commercial banks in terms of the 

variety of services they are able to offer, but in particular by the ownership 

structure.  In Australia commercial banks are operated as corporate entities 

owned by shareholders, whereas credit unions are co-operative, member 

based organisations.  It is the latter feature that has most resonance with this 

study as it permits a focus on a unique set of stakeholders, the members who 

have an involvement with credit unions that are not founded solely on the 

maximisation of financial wealth.  Further, this sector is grounded in goals 

which specify the role required to be played by credit unions in the 

community.  Such a community role is not an explicit feature of commercial 

banks. 
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During the 1980‟s and 1990‟s the financial services sector was exposed to 

significant changes.  The Wallis Report (Wallis, 1997) reviewed the sector, 

in particular the deregulation of the sector, and concluded that the impact of 

service rationalisation in the finance industry had been more severe in 

smaller towns (Rogers & Ryan, 2001).  Changes in rural financial service 

provision since the 1990‟s has seen the closure of bank branches and the 

reduction in banking services, along with decline in regional services 

including non-bank financial services, government agencies, and health 

services.  While bank branch openings and closings have traditionally 

reflected changes in economic development and population changes 

(Ralston & Beal, 2000), the effect of the deregulated financial services 

sector has been a focus on efficiency (Wallis, 1997).  

The changes in the sector, resulting in the closure and reduction of services, 

provide an opportunity for those remaining to develop as niche providers by 

following a process of disintermediation, marginalisation, reintermediation, 

and reinventing.  Disintermediation is the process of eliminating traditional 

intermediate vendors, the middleman to financial transactions (Fingleton, 

1997).  This can occur from both the perspective of a supplier of services 

and a consumer of services and has the potential to lead to a separation of 

the traditional services provided and requires re-evaluation of the traditional 

ways of conducting business.  The process of reintermediation effectively 

reinvents the business, with the transformation going beyond repackaging or 

minor modification and involving an evaluation of the organisation and the 

services offered by the organisation, and extends to the role that the 

organisation plays within the community.  This re-evaluation in a climate of 

greater focus on the environment and society could explain the increase in 

reporting of social and environmental aspects in the banking sector. 

SEA, while not mandatory in Australia, is being addressed by Australian 

banks and credit unions.  The approach adopted commonly in the 

commercial banking sector tends to be a formal statement included as part 

of the prescribed end of year reporting, with the key placement of comments 

in respect to social performance on the web-site of the organisation 
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(McGrath, 2003), whilst the credit union sector adopts a less structured 

approach.  

3.8.3 Commercial Banks 

The Australian Bankers Association (ABA) (Australian Bankers 

Association, 2003) mission statement is to "Improve the economic 

wellbeing of Australia by fostering a banking system recognised as one of 

the safest, dynamic and most efficient in the world".  The ABA released a 

Code of Banking Practice, revised in 2004, committed to a review of the 

code which incorporates a consultative forum approach to take into account 

community views about banking (Australian Bankers‟ Association, 2004).  

In addition the ANZ, NAB and Westpac have committed to financial 

industry benchmarks for determining, assessing and managing social and 

environmental risk in project financing by adoption of and reporting in 

accordance with the "Equator Principles" (The Equator Principles, 2010).  

However, the focus of activities on banks remains in the arena of financial 

well-being. 

Despite this focus on financial performance, social and environmental 

activities are being reported by commercial banks.  The UK SustainAbility 

organisation, when evaluating reporting performance, considered the 

Australian bank Westpac to be a good example of TBL reporting.  However, 

despite being a good example, Westpac failed to be ranked in the top 50 

internationally in 2003 (Rice, 2004).  An examination of the approaches 

adopted by Australian banks to report social and environmental activities 

revealed that statements regarding the banks‟ actions were being made 

(McGrath, 2003).  This finding correlated with earlier Canadian experiences 

of reporting (Zeghal & Ahmed, 1990).  However, in the context of 

Australian banks, these statements were not disclosed as part of the formal 

end of year reporting mechanism in all cases (McGrath, 2003).   

The McGrath (2003) exploratory study sought to capture a snapshot of the 

extent of reporting by commercial banks in Australia.  A simplified content 

analysis approach was adopted in the study and each incidence reported in 

each of the categories was counted.  The study identified a range of 
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reporting categories, but no evaluation was made of the importance 

attributed to each of the reported categories.    

Unlike the Guthrie and Mathews (1985) study which assessed the volume of 

disclosure, thereby creating a proxy measure of importance using volume as 

the indicator, the McGrath (2003) study sought only to identify if social 

accounting was being reported, and the method and format of such 

reporting.  It was found that the placement of comments in respect to social 

performance was largely via the web-site rather than in formalised reports.  

Further, at the time of the study very few of the banks examined 

incorporated a reference to social accounting or social responsibility within 

the mission statement or goals of the organisation.  While two of the banks 

examined had a Social Policy Statement, this was not integrated into the 

global mission statement. 

Chan and Welford (2005) suggest that increased concern with matters 

associated with environmental impacts in the US can be attributed to the 

introduction of the Superfund Act.  The Superfund Act was introduced to 

retrospectively legislate responsibility, and without need for proof of fault, 

for the clean-up costs of environmental damage.  In response, the US 

financial markets have become cautious about investment in industrial 

enterprises operating in environmentally risky areas.  Further, it has become 

increasingly common for banks to reject loan applications where potential 

borrowers are viewed to have high levels of contingent environmental 

liabilities (Xiao & Li, 2002).  Other countries, including Australia, have 

introduced compensation legislation with similar effects to the Superfund 

Act, with the potential for global roll-out over the next decade with the 

expectation of increasing concerns globally with respect to the environment. 

A case study of the Scandinavian retail bank Swedbank is one of the few 

studies that, rather than investigating reporting practices, instead examined 

the strategy and practices of the bank branches with regard to CSR (Enquist, 

Johnson, & Skålén, 2006).  This paper sought to understand CSR in terms of 

value creation for a range of stakeholders, with the shareholder being one of 

the stakeholders.  The adoption of CSR in Swedbank was guided by a 

social-harmony strategy which is underpinned by a view that it is impossible 
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to disconnect business from ethics.  The paper focused on how the practices 

within the organisation changed when four CSR initiatives were adopted.  

The authors demonstrate the importance for Swedbank of linking, in a 

proactive and responsive manner, stakeholder thinking to CSR in order to 

bring about value creation (Enquist et al., 2006).  The study did not explore 

the effectiveness of the GRI reporting tool and ISO 14001 certification 

utilised by Swedbank to report on the CSR initiatives.  

Decker (2004) investigated the shift to adopt a CSR strategy in the UK retail 

banking sector.  The impact of the attention to CSR issues has been the 

manifestation of efforts to create a competitive advantage out of CSR 

strategies.  The difficulty of this approach in the banking sector, and other 

service sectors, is that the services cannot be patented and are easily copied, 

thus providing opportunity for competitor entry.  Partnerships between retail 

banks and mutuals such as credit unions were identified as a key strategy to 

address the challenges of CSR in the UK (Decker, 2004).   

3.9 Recent Changes in the Banking Sector  

Responsibility for the regulation of credit unions was transferred from 

Australian states and territories to the Commonwealth on 1 July 1999.  The 

regulatory authority for the sector now lies with the Banking Act and the 

Corporations Act.  Significant changes have continued to be a feature of the 

sector.  In recent times the driver of change has been corporate collapses in 

Australia and internationally and the focus on terrorism, in particular the 

financing of terrorist activities.  This has led to the introduction of more 

expansive audit and disclosure requirements for commercial entities.  

Subsequent to the more general changes to the Corporations Act have been 

reforms within the banking sector with the introduction of Basel II and the 

Anti-Money Laundering and Counter Terrorism Financing Act.  The 

following sections briefly outline the changes that have occurred and the 

impacts on the credit union sector.  
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3.9.1 CLERP 9 

The Corporations Law Economic Reform Program (Audit Reform and 

Corporate Disclosure Act) was enacted in response to a review of corporate 

regulation and to the findings and recommendations of the Wallis Report.  

The Wallis Report into the structure and regulation of the Australian 

financial system found that it was fragmented and varied, driven by the 

particular industry sector and products being provided (Wallis, 1997).  The 

major recommendations from the Report provide the underpinning 

objectives to the changes in corporate regulation with respect to the 

financial services sector.  The four factors are a single licensing regime, 

standard competencies for financial sales, advice and dealings, consistent 

and comparable financial product disclosure, and a single authorisation 

procedure for financial exchanges and clearing and settlement facilities. 

Implementation of the changes was introduced over a two-year transitional 

period commencing on 11 March 2002.  While it is not the purpose of this 

overview to detail the implications of the changes, it is noted that during 

what has been previously identified as a growth period for disclosure of 

social and environmental reporting generally, that the credit union sector, 

primarily managed under voluntary directorships, was subject to significant 

changes.  These changes included elements of licensing of the credit union 

as an Australian Financial Services Licensee, provision of appropriate 

training of staff and authorised representatives, establishment of internal and 

external dispute resolution processes, and disclosure and conduct 

requirements.  The significance of the reforms did not just arise from the 

changes to regulations and how credit unions undertook compliance 

requirements, but also in the retraining and education of staff and directors 

and the subsequent impact on the prioritisation of non-mandatory activities 

such as reporting on social and environmental impacts.  

3.9.2 Basel II 

Prudential supervision within the banking sector is centred on the 

identification and management of risk.  The prudential regime adhered to in 

Australia is based upon the standards established by the Basel Committee of 
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the Bank for International Settlements.  The Basel Committee on banking 

supervision was established by the Central Bank Governors of the Group of 

Ten countries in 1975 (Bank for International Settlements, 2009).  The 

Committee consisted of senior representatives of bank supervising 

authorities and central banks from Belgium, Canada, France, Germany, 

Italy, Japan, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Sweden, Switzerland, the UK 

and the US.   

The measure of prudential adequacy is based on the concept of the 

maintenance of sufficient capital as measured against risk-weighted assets, 

control of liquidity risk, credit risk, market risk and operations risk (Bank 

for International Settlements, 2006).  The 1988 Basel Capital accord 

prescribed a minimum of 8% to be the benchmark of sufficient capital 

across all deposit taking institutions (Bank for International Settlements, 

2006).  To assist organisations to meet prudential requirements a set of 16 

standards have been in place.  The standards cover areas including, but not 

restricted to, capital adequacy, liquidity, credit quality, risk management 

across services offered, business continuity, audit and governance (Bank for 

International Settlements, 2006).   

A review of the Basel Capital Accord led to the adoption of the Basel II 

Capital Accord on 1 January 2008.  A significant change arising from the 

revision is the removal of the prescribed minimum holding level of capital 

of 8% (Basel Committee on Banking Supervision, 2009).  This new 

approach is based on three pillars – a base for assessing minimum capital 

adequacy, a supervisory review process, and market monitoring.  The first 

pillar has required the preparation of new prudential standards on credit risk 

and operational risk.  The new standards were prepared with a view to 

providing a robust and relevant assessment of the risk of each individual 

institution.  The second pillar requires institutions to have processes and 

plans in place for assessing and maintaining capital levels.  The final pillar 

promotes a market based review by requiring appropriate disclosure to the 

market in order to create an environment of peer assessment of capital and 

risk profiles (Basel Committee on Banking Supervision, 2009).   
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One could expect that the revision and subsequent adoption of this new 

approach to prudential supervision has had an impost on entity resources.  

This would include additional time devoted to regulatory requirements to be 

provided by the voluntary directors of institutions in the credit union sector 

in order to gain an understanding of these modifications and for preparation 

to implement these changes. 

3.9.3 Anti-Money Laundering and Counter Terrorism 

Financing Act 

Immediately prior to the introduction of Basel II in January 2008 the sector 

had seen the introduction of the Anti-Money Laundering and Counter-

Terrorism Financing Act 2006 (AMLA).  The introduction of the Act was 

staggered over two years, commencing 12 December 2006.  The purpose of 

introducing legislation of this nature was to bring Australia into line with 

international best practices to deter money laundering activities and the 

financing of terrorism.   

The significant difference between the previous Financial Transaction 

Reports Act 1988 (FTRA) and the new AMLA lies in the focus of the 

legislation.  The FTRA imposed regulations on particular types of 

institutions whereas the AMLA regulates particular types of activities.  Thus 

the AMLA captures a larger range of institutions.  The core obligations 

arising from the AMLA include verifying customers‟ identity, reporting 

suspicious matters and high value transactions, maintaining internal 

processes to identify and adhere to anti-money laundering and counter 

terrorism financing, and to produce and retain appropriate records. 

3.9.4 Impacts on Credit Unions 

The enacting of changes to the Corporations Act, and the introduction of 

Basel 11 and the AMLA have had implications for the operation and 

management of credit unions.  As could be expected, these changes have 

required the need for modification to systems and processes, education of 

staff and directors, and alteration to reporting practices.  Credit unions have 

limited resources and rely on members to volunteer for positions on their 
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Boards of Directors.  The implication of enacting the new legislative 

requirements in a resource restricted environment is a need to prioritise 

actions.  While there has been a move towards greater reporting of social 

and environmental impacts in the banking and finance sector, and generally 

across organisations, the pressure of enacting statutory changes would take 

priority over non-mandatory reporting practices.  This could be construed to 

explain the lack of take-up of reporting, including the adoption of the Credit 

Union Sustainability Toolkit (discussed below in Section 3.10.3). 

3.10  The Credit Union Sector 

In the UK, structural changes to the finance sector have produced evidence 

of growth in the number of people unable to access financial services 

(Decker, 2004).  In the late 1990‟s the UK government, in an attempt to 

reverse the financial exclusion trend, focused on three areas – increasing the 

role of post offices and other organisations to deliver financial services to 

communities in disadvantaged areas, widening the availability of insurance 

services, and the scope for greater development of credit unions (Decker, 

2004). 

A similar concern had been raised regarding the restructuring of the 

Australian financial sector.  Evidence arising from the post deregulation 

period indicates access to financial services has been polarised against 

customers from lower socio-economic groups, and in particular those in 

regional communities (Argent & Rolley, 2000; McDonnell & Westbury, 

2001).  An increased presence of credit unions in regional areas was 

identified as a potential solution, noting that “with a different corporate 

structure it may well be that their operations will be determined to be 

profitable where a bank‟s would not be” (McDonnell & Westbury, 2001, 

p.17).  In addition, it was postulated that the customer loyalty garnered by 

credit unions could bolster long-term financial viability of the credit union 

and the economies of regional areas (McDonnell & Westbury, 2001). 
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3.10.1 The Ethos of Credit Unions 

Credit unions distinguish themselves from corporate banking institutions by 

the nature of the banking services they provide.  Credit unions provide many 

of the same financial services that banks do, such as savings and cheque 

accounts, youth and senior accounts, loans and insurance, however the focus 

of their mission is on serving the community in which they operate, whether 

it is a town or suburb, or a workplace or industry (WOCCU, 2007).  As 

mutuals, credit union customers are the owners, resulting in a focus on 

members and benefits for the member, with no emphasis on generating 

profit for external shareholders.  The premise is that any earnings in excess 

of operational costs are returned to the members in the form of increased 

interest on savings, decreased rates on loans, or other new and improved 

services.   

Three features typify credit unions – a democratic structure, service to 

members, and social goals.  The democratic structure of the organisation is 

reflected in both its membership base and control.  Membership is open to 

all within the common bond of association (for example industry group or 

geographic region) with equal rights to voting.  Elected office bearers are 

members taking on voluntary duties for which they may receive 

reimbursement of expenses, but for which no salary is paid for services.  

Fundamental to membership, voting and elected office bearers is the 

requirement that there be no discrimination based on age, sex, religion, race, 

nationality or politics (Australasian Mutuals Institute, 2007). 

Service to members requires that activities should be directed to improving 

the economic and social well-being of all members.  Members are 

encouraged to be „thrifty‟, fostered by the provision of a fair interest rate on 

savings.  Any surpluses arising from operations are applied for the benefit of 

all members, ensuring no member group is benefited to the detriment of 

another group. Critical to ensuring members‟ services for the future is the 

acknowledged need to “build the financial strength, including resources and 

internal controls, that will ensure continued service to its members” 

(Australasian Mutuals Institute, 2007, p.6).  
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The final feature addresses the social goals in three ways – on-going 

education, co-operation among co-operatives, and social responsibility.  The 

education of members and the public about the self-help principles of credit 

unions is the central theme of educational strategies.  Such a strategy 

recognises the duality of social and economic characteristics through the 

encouragement of thrift and wise use of credit, along with the rights and 

responsibilities of members.  The effectiveness of a co-operative group of 

credit unions at the national and international level is considered to provide 

the best means to achieve service and social goals enacted for the members 

and their communities (Australasian Mutuals Institute, 2007). 

The remaining feature of social goals particularly encapsulates the role 

credit unions play in the broader community.  Social responsibility captures 

themes around human and social development and social justice and weaves 

together the needs of members and the community.  The Australasian 

Mutuals Institute (2007, p.7) notes that “decisions should be taken with full 

regard for the interest of the broader community within which the credit 

union and its members reside”.  The potential power to contribute to 

securing a sustainable future for regional communities by the adoption of 

social and environmental strategies was identified by Rogers and Ryan 

(2001).  This observation provides an argument for the important role credit 

unions can play in geographically defined regions of Australia. 

3.10.2 Development and structure of credit unions in Australia  

Originating from the self help movement in eighteenth century England, the 

first member based organisation formed was a building society founded in 

Birmingham in 1775 (Australasian Mutuals Institute, 2007).  The 

cooperative movement spread and was introduced into Australia by Kevin 

Yates who was exposed to the credit union movement during his air force 

training in Canada.  In 1946 the first Australian credit union was established 

by Yates and a group of Catholic laymen (Australasian Mutuals Institute, 

2007).  

Strong foundations had been established by the mid 1950‟s with state-based 

associations formed to provide a forum for the exchange of ideas and to 
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monitor and inform the development of legislation impacting on the 

operations of the credit unions.  A national body was established in the early 

1990‟s known today as the Credit Union Services Corporation (Australia) 

Ltd (CUSCAL).  The sector has displayed consistent growth and there are 

currently 150 credit unions operating throughout Australia, which together 

hold more than $5.4 billion in assets (CUSCAL, 2008). 

The credit union sector today is influenced and regulated by a number of 

key bodies, including CUSCAL (Figure 3.3).  The organisations play two 

broad functions.  Regulatory roles are provided by the Australian Prudential 

Regulation Authority (APRA) and the National Credit Union Association 

Inc. (NCUA).  Operational and strategic support at a local and international 

level is provided by the World Council of Credit Unions Inc. (WOCCU), 

CUSCAL, Association of Building Societies & Credit Unions (ABACUS) 

and Credit Union Foundation Australia (CUFA).  

Figure 3.3: Structure of the Australian Credit Union Sector 
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Operationally, the WOCCU is the international advocate, providing a 

platform for knowledge exchange and a development agency for credit 

unions.  The Australian member organisation is CUSCAL (WOCCU, 2007).  

CUSCAL adopts a partnering approach in its provision of wholesale and 

transactional banking services to credit unions (CUSCAL Ltd, 2006).   

ABACUS is the industry body for Australian credit unions and mutual 

building societies.  Working with an institutional membership of 150 

(ABACUS, 2006), its role is to promote the role of mutuals, building 

societies and credit unions domestically. 

CUFA is the development agency for the Australian Credit Union 

Movement.  The Australian Credit Union Movement is part of a worldwide 

credit union movement, which is aligned under the International Credit 

Union Operating Principles.  CUFA‟s primary function is to support 

Australian credit unions to achieve and promote the international principles 

of sustainable corporate, economic, social and environmental practice 

(Credit Union Foundation Australia, 2006b).  Internationally, CUFA plays a 

key role in the growth of community access to affordable financial services 

for developing nations in the Asia Pacific region.  The support to credit 

unions is provided by a number of programs and services.  These include: 

programs which seek to add value to their member communities by 

providing financial literacy and educational material for their use; enabling 

credit unions to improve and report their corporate responsibility 

performance with the CSR Toolkit; developing access to affordable 

financial services for communities in poorer Asia Pacific nations; and 

supporting the credit union movement with direct and in-principle support 

of industry and professional development programs such as Development 

Education and Insight (Credit Union Foundation Australia, 2006a). 

The first of the regulatory support bodies is the National Credit Union 

Association Inc. (NCUA) which is responsible for representing the interests 

of its member credit unions to the appropriate governmental departments, 

authorities and members of parliament (National Credit Union Associations, 

nd).  The organisation also has a communicative role taking on the task of 

advising members of appropriate legislative and related developments and 
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requirements.  Specific activities undertaken include provision of guidance 

and compliance manuals/procedures on all major legislative requirements; 

legislative monitoring; provision of key information through bulletins and 

briefings; lobby action; industry representation to government 

authorities/departments (for example to APRA and ASIC); treasury; public 

affairs and media relations activities; and providing access to an external 

dispute resolution scheme (National Credit Union Associations, 2007).  

The Australian Prudential Regulation Authority (APRA) is the prudential 

regulator of the Australian financial services industry.  Its role is to oversee 

credit unions, banks, building societies, general insurance and reinsurance 

companies, life insurance, friendly societies, and most members of the 

superannuation industry (Australian Prudential Regulation Authority, nd).  

APRA is an industry funded organisation established on 1 July 1998 in 

order to bring together the prudential supervision functions of the Reserve 

Bank of Australia, the Insurance and Superannuation Commission and  

the Financial Institutions Scheme (Australian Prudential Regulation 

Authority, nd).  The powers of APRA are drawn from five Commonwealth 

Acts – the APRA Act 1998, Banking Act 1959, Financial Sector 

(Shareholdings) Act 1998, Financial Sector (Transfer of Business) Act 1999, 

and Financial Sector (Collection of Data) Act 2001.  The establishment of 

APRA was a response to the Wallis Report (Wallis, 1997) which 

recommended a single regulator across all classes of organisations that 

conducted the business of banking.  Currently APRA supervises institutions 

holding approximately $3.4 trillion in assets for 21 million Australian 

depositors, policyholders and superannuation fund members (Australian 

Prudential Regulation Authority, nd). 

3.10.3 Credit Union Sustainability Toolkit 

A CSR toolkit has been developed by CUFA to assist credit unions to report 

on their social and environmental activities.  The toolkit in itself does not 

present a guideline or standard for reporting, but rather provides a series of 

explanations and a step by step guide to reporting social and environmental 

impacts, primarily adopting the reporting categories of the GRI.  The 

purpose of the CSR Toolkit is to enable credit unions to demonstrate their 
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attributes of community focus, social responsibility and mutual interest 

through the reporting and disclosure of sustainability and corporate 

responsibility activities
1
.  

3.11  Summary  

This chapter has provided an overview of the current options for reporting 

on an organisation‟s CSR activities.  The discussion explored the purpose of 

reporting and approaches to reporting and contrasted the commonly used 

formal mechanisms by which reports on the different dimensions of the 

CSR construct are prepared. 

There is no one, commonly accepted mechanism to report on the social and 

environmental impacts of an organisation, and what is evident in the 

approaches is that there are significant overlaps in the categories of 

information to be included. Further, the extent of information is not 

restricted to measures of output, but also requires reporting on the processes 

by which the decision to adopt a policy is made and implemented.   

Six issues additional to the five identified in Chapter 2 emerged from the 

review of literature in this chapter in respect to current CSR reporting: 

1. Further work, adopting an ethical stakeholder perspective, is 

required in exploring the needs of stakeholders in respect to CSR. 

2. Does the narrow definition of the concept of „material‟ limit 

information reported and therefore have an impact on users‟ ability 

to evaluate how the entity utilises financial and non-financial 

resources to satisfy a notion of accountability to society? 

3. What type of information on CSR would satisfy the needs of 

stakeholders? 

                                                 

1
 The CSR Toolkit is available to credit union members. Further information on the role of 

CUFA, a copy of the latest Sustainability report and contact information is available at 

www.cufa.com.au   
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4. Can current accounting systems support the information 

needs of stakeholders? 

5. There is a lack of understanding of how the constructs of CSR 

are incorporated into organisational decision-making. 

6. Do current CSR reporting mechanisms satisfy the needs of 

stakeholders?   

Credit unions have clearly defined social goals embedded into the fabric of 

their creation.  Despite the explicit requirement to ensure decision making 

recognises the interests of both members and the wider community, there is 

no uniform framework to ensure that impacts on the community are 

integrated into the decision-making process and, in particular, there is no 

framework whereby the impacts of decisions made by credit unions on the 

community are reported.  Thus it was identified that further research was 

needed to gain an understanding of how the constructs of CSR are 

incorporated into organisational decision-making in this sector. 

Clearly there is a need for the development of a reporting framework for 

both internal and external stakeholders to support the goals of credit unions.  

In doing so, greater clarity is required in relation to the type of information 

to be reported in order for stakeholders to judge the performance of credit 

unions in terms of their social goals.  The design of the research project by 

which this information was obtained, and the mechanism by which a 

reporting model was developed, are presented in the following chapter.  
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CHAPTER 4 – RESEARCH DESIGN 

In any research there should be a close fit between the research question/s 

and the research method/s adopted to investigate the question/s.  Punch 

(2005) argues that this fit is best achieved by the research methods being 

selected based on an understanding of the type of question being posed, 

although this is not to say that research methods do not indirectly influence 

research questions by placing limitations on what can be studied.  These 

limits can arise from both the availability of data and the resources available 

to collect and analyse the data (Punch, 2005). 

The discussion of the literature presented in the previous two chapters 

directed the need for future research to examine particular issues according 

to three themes – reporting models and mechanisms, stakeholder needs and 

reporting dimensions, and engagement with business, particularly in 

reference to small to medium and NFP organisations, and specifically in the 

credit union sector in regional locales.  Arising from the identification of 

these issues and the resulting questions, the research design was constructed 

to bring together all component parts of this project, with the methods 

chosen for use in response to the type of question being explored. 

4.1 Introduction 

The theoretical frame of the study is based on an ethical stakeholder 

perspective within a critical realist paradigm.  The critical realist approach 

to the study is underpinned by a notion that one single theory or research 

approach is not applicable for a study driven by expectations of multiple 

stakeholders in a complex environment.  The adoption of a stakeholder 

perspective to explore the demand for reported information about an 

organisation‟s social and environmental dimensions reflects the need for a 

reporting tool which recognises the dual goals embedded within the credit 

union ethos, being to operate for the benefit of credit union members and 

society.  The literature review established that there exists a variety of 

reporting practices, but no clear consensus as to how reporting should be 

enacted. 



116 

The current chapter begins with the eleven key issues identified in the 

previous two chapters, and synthesises these issues into the five questions 

investigated in this thesis.  This is followed by a discussion of the research 

approach and strategy.  The multiple methods of data collection are then 

described and justification for each method is provided.  Included in the 

discussion is a description of the process of data collection and analysis and 

the strengths and weaknesses of each method.   

4.2 Research Questions 

Drawing on the 11 issues raised in the review of the literature in Chapters 2 

and 3, this research project sought to answer the following questions in the 

context of a small to medium sized organisation in the credit union sector.  

The themes were constructed from the clustering of the issues into three 

identified areas: a reporting model, the stakeholders‟ needs for information, 

and the need for engagement with business (Table 4.1).   

The issues grouped as stakeholders‟ needs for information included matters 

pertaining to the categories and relevance of information reported and the 

need for consistency in the reporting of the dimensions of CSR.  There was 

also an identified need for engagement with business, particularly in the 

small to medium sized and NFP sectors.   

Also apparent from the literature review was that a number of the themes 

were linked by the issues raised (Table 4.1).  The Reporting Model theme 

was linked to Stakeholder Information Needs in four of the issues raised, 

clearly indicating that models for reporting need to be constructed around 

stakeholder informational needs.  Engagement was only linked to 

Stakeholder Information Needs under one theme, being the lack of studies 

involving government and not for profit organisations.  While less strong in 

the number of issues it touches upon, it does reveal a serious gap in the 

literature to date and highlights the need for research in a sector, such as the 

credit union sector, where profit is not a driving force.   
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Table 4.1: Thematic clustering of issues derived from the literature review 

 

Identified Issue from Literature 

Themes 

Reporting 

model 

Stakeholder 

Information 

needs 

Engagement 

1 
There is a need for research to develop 

models of reporting which provide a 

consistent and independent reporting 

framework to report on the dimensions 

captured by CSR. 

* *  

2 
There is a need to redress the imbalance in 

research focusing on the social versus the 

environmental dimensions of CSR. 

 *  

3 
There is a need for continued and 

increased engagement with organisations 

including greater utilisation of field studies. 

  * 

4 
There is a lack of studies exploring CSR in 

the context of small to medium size 

enterprises. 

  * 

5 
Few studies have explored government 

and not for profit organisations, with the 

research to date dominated by 

organisations with primary goals of profit-

making and shareholder wealth 

maximisation. 

 * * 

6 
Further work, adopting an ethical 

stakeholder perspective, is required in 

exploring the needs of stakeholders in 

respect to CSR. 

 *  

7 
The narrow definition of the concept of 

material limits reporting and users‟ ability to 

evaluate how the entity utilises financial 

and non-financial resources to satisfy a 

notion of accountability to society. 

* *  

8 
What type of information on CSR would 

satisfy the needs of stakeholders? 
 *  

9 
Can current accounting systems support 

the information needs of stakeholders? 
 *  

10 
There is a lack of understanding of how the 

constructs of CSR are incorporated into 

organisational decision-making. 

* *  

11 
Do current CSR reporting mechanisms 

satisfy the needs of stakeholders? 
* *  
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What was not evident was any link between engagement and reporting. 

Similarly, the issues drawn from the literature do not indicate any 

relationship between all three themes.  While it could be argued that this 

may represent that these areas are well served in the literature, it could also 

be posited that these linkages have yet to be articulated and represent areas 

for further exploration.  In the context of this study it is not possible to fully 

explore the reason for the lack of identified interrelationships, rather the 

objective was to draw together a set of questions gleaned from the issues 

raised.  

The two principal questions distilled from the issues identified in the 

literature review were in respect to the first two themes:  

 What criteria do stakeholders use to measure social outcomes relevant 

to the credit union sector?  

 What is the most appropriate model for a conceptual framework for 

social accounting in the credit union segment of the banking sector? 

Stemming from these two questions are the following secondary questions: 

 Are stakeholder criteria to measure social outcomes able to be ranked? 

 How does the model developed for social accounting in the credit 

union sector align with the current conceptual framework for financial 

accounting and current reporting mechanisms for benchmarking and 

good practice? 

 Does the model developed have application in the broader banking 

sector? 

The choice to explore these issues in the context of the credit union sector 

responds to the identified gap in research on CSR in the small to medium 

and NFP sectors. 
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4.3 Research Approach 

The research is embedded in a critical realism paradigm distinguished from 

„new realism‟ by Bhaskar (1989).  Critical realism extends beyond 

reflecting and accommodating new capitalism, but rather conceives “the 

world as being structured, differentiated and changing” (Bhaskar, 1989, 

p.2).  This approach explicitly adopts a view that the structure of society 

shapes all that goes on within it (Cooper & Sherer, 1984; Mathews, 1987; 

Tinker, 1980).  Realism provides a perspective on society and helps guide 

enquiry into the structures which generate social phenomena (Bhaskar, 

1989).  While „new realism‟ reflects and adjusts to new and changing 

structures it does not recognise the enduring structures underlying social 

change.  However, within critical realism, it is argued that it is by 

identifying the structures that generate change that we can better understand 

the social world (Bhaskar, 1989). 

Critical realism can be viewed as located between the positivist and the 

interpretivist research approaches (Figure 4.1).  At the extremes, positive 

research is concerned with providing generalised laws in which the 

individual and context is of no significance.  Whilst the interpretivist 

research approach recognises the existence of a social world (Tilt, 1994) and 

offers answers within context, it lacks the benefit of generalisation (Bisman, 

2002). 
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Figure 4.1: Characteristics of the qualitative-quantitative research 

continuum (Source: Bisman, 2002) 

The positioning of critical realism between the extremes of interpretivism 

and positivism neither accepts nor rejects the existing structure of society.  

However, the acceptance of existing societal structure does not endorse the 

desirability of the existing state (Gray et al., 1987).  In the context of this 

study, by accepting the capitalist structure of the finance sector, rather than 

attempting to change underpinning structures, the research will engage those 

within the sector.  Such engagement will potentially increase the likelihood 

of change.  

In order to investigate social events, the individualist approach has been to 

draw explanation from the principles governing the behaviour of the 

individual. However this approach has been criticised based on definitional 

arguments of what is social.  Social, argues Bhaskar (1989), is not about 

mass or group behaviour, but is concerned with the relationships between 
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individuals and groups.  Alternatives are offered by the collectivist and the 

realist approaches.  Collectivists approach the explanation for social events 

from the premise that enduring relationships are reconstructed from 

collective phenomena.  The realist approach takes the view that the 

collective phenomena are primarily the expressions of enduring 

relationships. 

In exploring the development of a reporting model for social and 

environmental activities in the credit union sector in Australia, the 

relationships of the various stakeholders to the organisation and the sector, 

as presented in Figure 2.2, are acknowledged.  Insight into the reporting 

expectations of the stakeholder groups assumes the existence of the 

relationships identified in Figure 2.2 and that expectations regarding the 

reporting outputs are functions of the relationships and reflect the 

multiplicity of users of organisational disclosures.  

Critical realism recognises the value of applying multiple research methods, 

as adopted in the current project where both qualitative and quantitative 

methods were incorporated into the research design and in the Multi-criteria 

Decision Analysis technique included in the research strategy (discussed in 

Section 4.7.3).  The research plan is deductive in its approach (Neuman, 

2003), beginning with the premise that information on a firm‟s social and 

environmental impacts is as necessary to stakeholders as financial 

information, and builds to the model via the collection of evidence and, 

finally, testing of the evolved model.  The first stage of the research project 

required a qualitative and quantitative approach in order to arrive at an 

understanding of the criteria used by stakeholders to evaluate social 

performance.  The model developed is then subject to scrutiny and testing 

for reliability at a later stage.  

The decision to explore the research questions using both approaches stems, 

in part, from the complexity of the social interactions which are an explicit 

dimension of the social and environmental strategy which calls for 

organisations to act within community‟s expectations (Deegan, 1999).  The 

nature of qualitative research derives from the researcher being intrigued by 

the complexity of social interactions and this takes the researcher into the 
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natural settings of organisations, rather than laboratories, and further fosters 

the use of multiple methods for exploring a topic (Marshall & Rossman, 

2006, p.2). 

Marshall and Rossman (2006) argue that qualitative research has value, 

particularly in the following five domains – firstly, where there are multiple 

construed realities in situations of the type encountered in this study.  In 

these circumstances, with multiple stakeholders, qualitative approaches 

allow the study to locate individual informational needs with a view to 

developing an holistic report to satisfy those multiple stakeholders (Marshall 

& Rossman, 2006).  Secondly, it has value in situations where tacit 

knowledge and subjective understanding and interpretations are required.  

Such a situation arises in the first phase of this project, which sought to 

explore stakeholder understanding and knowledge needs (Marshall & 

Rossman, 2006).   

Closely linked to this second situation is the third domain, where there are 

complexities and processes involved in answering the research question 

(Marshall & Rossman, 2006).  As identified in the literature review and 

earlier in this section, societal expectations are complex.  While it has been 

argued that environmental issues are less complex (O'Donovan, 2002a), 

there is no argument about the complexity of the relationship between 

organisations and society and the complexity of the measurement of impacts 

of the organisation on society and the environment (Hackston & Milne, 

1996).   

The fourth circumstance where qualitative methods are useful is when a 

study seeks to explore where and why policy and local knowledge and 

practices are at odds with each other (Marshall & Rossman, 2006).  Despite 

the literature indicating a growth in the reporting of social and 

environmental information, the development of some reporting formats, and 

a clear demand for information about social and environmental impacts, the 

practice at the credit union level does not indicate the cohesive development 

of a reporting framework within the sector.  The final situation, applicable to 

the case in this project, is where research has informal and unstructured 

linkages and processes in organisations and thus does not lend itself to 
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experimentation for practical or ethical reasons (Marshall & Rossman, 

2006). 

Three distinct strategies are identified for designing qualitative research 

projects – those strategies that focus on individual lived experiences, those 

that focus on a group or society, and those with a focus on language 

(Marshall & Rossman, 2006).  Studies focusing on the individual‟s lived 

experience typically rely on in-depth interview strategies, while those 

seeking to focus on society, be it in a group, program or organisational 

setting, typically adopt a case study approach, and studies focusing on 

language or communication usually require the involvement of 

microanalysis or textual analysis (Marshall & Rossman, 2006, p.55).  The 

research presented in this thesis is focused on society and the expectations 

of members concerning the reporting of CSR and thus a case study approach 

was deemed appropriate. 
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4.4 Research Strategy 

4.4.1 Overview of Strategy 

The research strategy embraced a four phase approach. The specific aims of 

the research were addressed in the following stages: 

 Phases 1 and 2: Prioritise stakeholders‟ criteria to measure the social 

outcomes for annual reporting by credit unions. 

 Phases 3 and 4: Develop a framework for reporting the social accounting 

performance of firms in the credit union sector. 

The overall strategy is modelled in Figure 4.2 and consists of four major 

components identified as: 

C1 Review of literature and current reporting models to identify 

issues and develop themes; 

C2 A case study of a credit union implementing a CSR strategy; 

C3 A survey of stakeholders; and,  

C4 A series of structured and semi-structured interviews with 

stakeholders both within and external to the case study 

organisation. 



 125 

Figure 4.2: Research Strategy 
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As shown in Figure 4.2, Phase 1 of the research involved the exploration of 

the literature and the development of the primary and secondary research 

questions.  The second phase of the study involved a detailed examination 

of CSR Reporting in the context of the case study organisation and included 

archival analysis of historical documents concerning the organisation, 

interviews with management of the organisation, and a survey of individuals 

both internal and external to the case study organisation.  The analysis of the 

survey responses was undertaken by applying the Analytical Hierarchy 

Process (AHP) to each stakeholder group in order to establish a ranking of 

factors for each group. The AHP technique was rerun in order to combine 

the preferences of individual stakeholder groups in ascertaining a set of 

acceptable global criteria to form the basis of the reporting framework.  

A model for a reporting framework was then developed and an evaluation of 

the effectiveness of the framework for stakeholders was undertaken in Phase 

3.  The outcome of Phase 3 informed the final model, and necessary 

modifications were implemented before presentation of the reporting 

framework in Phase 4.  The model developed was tested via exposure to 

management and other stakeholders of four other credit unions in Australia, 

who responded to the request to participate and were organisations which 

had similar characteristics to those of the case study organisation.  From this 

series of interviews the emergent reporting framework for CSR was 

fashioned. 

The collection of data from stakeholder groups can be achieved in a number 

of ways, with the choice of method taking into consideration the rationale 

for the data collection.  In this project the purpose for data collection at each 

stage of the project was linked to the data dimension and the strengths and 

weaknesses of the dimension (Gillham, 2002, p.3) as a means to identify the 

most efficient and effective means to collect data.  Figure 4.3 represents the 

options available for data collection.  
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  Characteristi

cs 

Advantages Disadvantages Purpose 
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s 

U
n

st
ru

c
tu

re
d

  
  

 

Listening to 

other people‟s 

conservations; 

verbal 

observation 

Less intrusive; allows for 

immersion within culture 

Time consuming; can 

result in large body 

of data unrelated to 

problem; high cost 

time; lacks 

anonymity; potential 

interview bias 

n/a 

 

Using „natural‟ 

conversation to 

ask research 

questions 

Less intrusive; overcomes 

literacy or jargon 

problems 

Time consuming as 

less focused; high 

cost time; lacks 

anonymity; potential 

interview bias 

n/a 

„Open-ended‟ 

interviews; just a 

few key open 

questions 

Greater level of 

discovery with open-

ended questions 

Open-ended 

questions more 

difficult to analyse; 

high cost time; lacks 

anonymity; potential 

for interview bias 

Explore 

reporting 

needs and 

categories 

Semi-structured 

interviews, i.e. 

open & closed 

questions 

Allows clarification of 

response; reduced risk of 

interview bias 

Time consuming and 

difficult to cover 

large number of 

respondents; lacks 

anonymity 

Ascertain 

usefulness of 

model and 

its 

functionality 

Recording 

schedules: in 

effect verbally 

administered 

questionnaires 

Simple with specified 

range of responses; 

moderate cost – time & 

money; access to large 

number of respondents; 

analysis more 

straightforward; 

standardised questions; 

lack of interview bias 

Motivation – boring 

&/or frustrating for 

respondent; element 

of discovery 

reduced; quality 

issues – potential for 

false responses 

n/a 

S
tr

u
c

tu
re

d
 

Structured 

questionnaires: 

simple, specific, 

closed 

questions 

Simple with specified 

range of responses; low 

cost – time & money; 

access to large number 

of respondents; analysis 

more straightforward; 

less pressure on 

respondent for 

immediate response; 

standardised questions; 

lack of interview bias; 

respondents anonymous 

Motivation – boring & 

frustrating for 

respondent; element 

of discovery 

reduced; 

misunderstandings 

cannot be 

corrected; quality 

issues – potential for 

incomplete or false 

responses; typically 

low response rates 

Identify and 

rank 

information 

needs 

 Figure 4.3: Characteristics of data collection methods (adapted from Gillham, 2002, p.3)  

Three methods were chosen to collect data – interview, postal survey, and 

document review, and the purpose of these chosen methods in terms of the 

current study are noted in Figure 4.3.  Interviews in the initial phase were 

chosen in order to explore the needs of stakeholders from their own 

perspectives.  At the early stage the approach of the researcher was designed 

to explore and ascertain the environment and needs of the users of the 
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reports.  The various reporting regimes available and the broad social and 

environmental reporting literature were then compared to the participants‟ 

responses and which were then used to inform the survey which sought to 

fine-tune the important issues and rank their relative importance. 

Researcher‟s role  

When deciding on the method of data collection, consideration was also 

given to the role the researcher would play.  When collecting data from a 

case study organisation the role of the researcher within the organisation can 

range from full participation, effectively taking on a role within the 

organisation, to a role as simply an observer who has no engagement with 

the organisation (Marshall & Rossman, 2006).  The approach adopted was 

as an engaged or participant observer, as defined by Marshall and Rossman 

(2006, p.100).  The decision to adopt an observer perspective was 

imperative to ensure that the researcher was not captured by the organisation 

and to maintain the independence of the study.  This approach also sought to 

allow participants in the various stages of data collection to be comfortable 

to express their own views on the actions of the organisation or their 

personal requirements in respect to social and environmental issues.  

However, complete disengagement was not considered an option as it was 

felt that this would be too difficult to maintain in a small community and 

over the extended period of time entailed in conducting the study.  Also, 

adopting the role of a disengaged observer may not have provided as great 

an insight into the „why‟ of participants‟ responses.  The adoption of an 

approach which would build a relationship with the organisation and 

individuals was deemed appropriate in order to produce a better quality of 

response. 

All participants were advised of the nature of the research project as 

required by the University‟s Ethics in Human Research Committee.  More 

importantly, this was considered to be an integral and critical element of the 

engagement process.  Engagement is more likely where clear parameters 

about the nature of the research are set, along with the boundaries as to the 

areas of investigation, noting Patton‟s (1987, p.273) view that „people are 

seldom deceived or reassured by false or partial explanations‟. 
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4.4.2 Design Justification 

The research was undertaken utilising a case study and multiple methods of 

data collection, including in-depth interviews with participants both within 

and external to the case study organisation, and through the utilisation of 

postal surveys.  This approach features triangulation, which refers to the use 

of multiple investigators, multiple theories, accessing multiple sources of 

data, use of multiple research methods, or any combination of these (Patton, 

1987).  The triangulation approach has developed as a response to the need 

to complement quantitative research methods with qualitative approaches to 

enhance the validity of research findings (Eisenhardt, 1989; Modell, 2005). 

Triangulation 

Triangulation is embedded in the notion that it is better to examine 

something by more than one method, thereby providing the opportunity to 

see more aspects of a research issue or problem (Neuman, 2003).  Four main 

forms of triangulation are generally found in the literature – method, 

data/measure, investigator, and theory triangulation (Modell, 2005; 

Neuman, 2003).  

One form of triangulation of method occurs when there is a mix of 

qualitative and quantitative styles of research either sequentially or 

simultaneously (Neuman, 2003, p.139).  As the two styles have different 

and often complementary strengths, the use of both can result in a higher 

quality study (Neuman, 2003).  The choice of method for each phase of this 

research project was determined by reference to the purpose of the phase 

and thus, in the early stage of Phase 2 where an understanding of the terms 

and expectations of the stakeholder was the focus of the study, a qualitative 

approach was adopted.  However, in the last stage of Phase 2, which sought 

the opinion of stakeholders on the importance of identified reporting topics, 

a quantitative approach was adopted. 

Data or measure triangulation is considered the most common of the 

triangulation methods and involves multiple measures of the same 

phenomena (Neuman, 2003, p.138).  In the process of developing a 
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reporting model, stakeholders were given multiple opportunities to identify 

reporting categories via initial group interviews, the written survey, and 

individual interviews.  Within the survey (Appendix 7) two discrete sections 

were developed, with both aiming to reveal the importance of the reporting 

categories to respondents, firstly by indicating a level of importance, and 

secondly by a relative ranking which required the identification of the 

importance of the reporting category relative to other categories. 

The third form of triangulation, investigator triangulation, is concerned with 

the person undertaking the research.  This method utilises multiple 

researchers in the collection of data which may be through interview or 

observation (this method is also referred to as triangulation of observers).  

The essence of this form of triangulation is that any limitations of the 

individual researcher become limitations of the study (Neuman, 2003).  

Multiple researchers provide alternative perspectives, background and social 

characteristics which can mitigate the limitations of a single researcher and 

may yield a more complete picture of the social phenomena under study 

(Neuman, 2003).  The project was a personal journey by the researcher and 

while only a sole researcher was involved in the collection of data, the 

findings at each stage were presented and discussed in a number of public 

fora which provided opportunities for alternative perspectives to be 

identified and considered. 

4.4.3 Validity and Reliability  

Judging validity in the context of critical realist research requires an 

understanding of the concepts of consensus and coherence.  When there is 

general group agreement consensus theory asserts that the observed is thus 

true.  Coherence theory states that the observation is defensible when it is 

provable within a theory, thus truth is coherence within a system (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985).  The identification, observation and documentation of 

harmonious emergent themes and patterns within the context of underlying 

theories establish coherence and consensus (Bisman, 2002).  The research 

detailed in this thesis was undertaken using both qualitative and quantitative 

methods which are able to be judged on the basis of replicability, coherence 

and consensus.   
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In reference to the qualitative aspects of the study, Rossman and Rallis 

(2003) suggest several strategies to ensure credibility and rigour in 

undertaking qualitative research.  Research methods which incorporate 

triangulation in the research approach, as discussed in Section 4.4, help to 

ensure a more complete coverage of complex issues.  Further, prolonged 

and longitudinal engagement within the research setting assists in 

overcoming the propensity to gain a snapshot view of the phenomena under 

investigation.  Participant validation, checking back with participants, can 

have the advantage of authenticating the data and also elaborating on the 

emerging findings.  The use of a „peer debriefer‟ (Rossman & Rallis, 2003, 

p.69) or a critical friend, such as supervisors, academic mentors, and using a 

„community of practice‟ (Rossman & Rallis, 2003, p.69), are further 

strategies to assist in the development of a balanced academic explanation.  

All five strategies were adopted as part of the triangulation approaches 

addressed earlier in this section.   

The study extended over a period of five years (2003–2008) and involved a 

number of site visits and multiple interviews with staff within the case study 

organisation.  The extended contact with the organisations and participants, 

coupled with reviews of events in the credit union sector over the period, 

provided occasion for engagement and respondent validation (Rossman & 

Rallis, 2003).  A number of papers, involving the presentation of the 

findings at the different stages, were workshopped within academic and 

business forums, and at national and international refereed conferences.  The 

project development and analysis of outcomes have benefited from the 

constructive and critical comments received from this exposure. 

As noted by Neuman (2003), it is rare to have perfect reliability, however by 

clearly conceptualising constructs, using precise levels of measurement, and 

using multiple indicators and pilot tests, the reliability of measures can be 

increased.  In designing the quantitative survey, constructs such as the social 

and environmental were separated and broken down into a number of 

subsidiary indicators of performance.  These were teased-out based on 

understanding garnered from the review of literature and the initial round of 

interviews.  Further, the analytical hierarchy process (AHP) utilised in the 
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analysis of the mailed survey required the constructs to be clearly defined in 

the design stage.  The measurement scales used for the quantitative phases 

were established scales (see Section 4.7.3) and pilot testing of the 

instrument was undertaken.  The adoption of the triangulation method which 

results in multiple indicators of performance overcomes the data-set or 

investigator survey biases that can be introduced by using only one research 

method (Oppermann, 2000).  

4.4.4 Sampling 

The choice of sampling methods sought to ensure that participants in the 

sample group studied using each method were comparable and 

representative of the stakeholder population.  Sampling groups were 

selected for each of the phases using stratified random, systematic, stratified 

quota, convenience and elite sampling methods and these sampling methods 

are further discussed in the following sections which describe the three 

primary data collection methods.  

4.5 Case Study 

4.5.1 Purpose and Justification 

Irrespective of the label, a key characteristic of the case study/field work 

approach is that, unlike purely survey or experimental work, the subject 

matter is studied within its natural environment (Yin, 1989).  Consequently, 

the researcher has a greater depth of understanding as a result of increased 

time spent within the environment and with respondents (Punch, 2005; 

Rossman & Rallis, 2003; Yin, 1989).  This greater depth of understanding 

arises from the multiple sources and types of data collected, providing a 

wider perspective, having the additional benefit of overcoming potential 

limitations of specific data collection and analysis techniques.  Particularly 

for this study, there is no need to have and be constrained by structured 

hypotheses as the hypotheses and design may change over the research 

period (Punch, 2005; Rossman & Rallis, 2003). 
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Case studies allow the selection of a case or cases to illustrate an issue and 

to analytically study the issue in detail and in context (Neuman, 2003; Yin, 

1989).  In undertaking case study research two approaches are commonly 

found.  The first involves a single case study and the second, multiple case 

studies (Punch, 2005).  Single case study approaches can be categorised as 

„intrinsic‟, where the research aims to better understand a particular case, or 

„instrumental‟ when the purpose is to study an issue or theory and the 

particular case can provide insight (Punch, 2005).  The second approach 

aims to extend knowledge of an issue or theory, but in this approach the 

case study plays an instrumental role and the focus moves across other 

cases.  The former approach was adopted for this study. 

While research in accounting, and in the SEA and CSR sub-discipline areas, 

has been drawn from a cross section of approaches, a significant gap in case 

study and interview research methods has emerged in the accounting 

literature in general.  Beattie (2005), in examining the methodology utilised 

in a study of the literature, identified that the adoption rate for case or field 

studies comprised less than 10% of methodologies employed.  This low 

level of adoption was in contrast to the growth in market based studies 

which has resulted in a focus on predictive models and analysis of inputs 

and outputs, but with no understanding of the intervening processes of 

financial reporting, usage and decision-making (Beattie, 2005).  Beattie 

(2005) noted that the analytical modelling commonly found in the typical 

research adopts simplifying assumptions that cannot capture the 

complexities of actual practice and thus often has no direct relevance to 

policy.  The apparent predisposition of researchers to utilise familiar 

research tools in search of short-term publishable works comes at the 

expense of prioritising issues of importance to business, government and 

public policy (Beattie, 2005).   

The utilisation of a case study method in the study reported in this thesis 

allowed for the exploration of what could be and responds to the criticism 

that much accounting research is focused on actual practices and 

behaviours, rather than on what is possible, probable or desirable (Gernon 

& Wallace, 1995, p.60; Parker, 2007).  Given the absence of a universally 
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accepted model to report CSR, complicated by the multitude of drivers for 

reporting, further research adopting the case study approach had clear 

potential to enhance the understanding of what is both possible and 

desirable for business adoption.  

A case study method is considered to be best suited for this project as it 

serves the dual purposes of theory development and replication (Eisenhardt, 

1989).  The research in the initial phases utilised a case study (Figure 4.3) to 

assist in the development of a reporting framework.   

While the literature reveals a number of studies that have explored the 

motivations behind reporting social and environmental impacts, including 

linking the motivation to stakeholders, few studies have explored the needs 

of the stakeholders for the information.  In particular, there has been little 

research into the needs of stakeholders who are not involved in the 

management of the organisation.  Further, there has been limited work on 

the extent to which organisations can utilise existing data collection systems 

to assist them in the generation of reports concerning the social and 

environmental impacts of those organisations.  In adopting a case study 

approach it is critical to clarify the importance of the research question 

(Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007).  The fundamental assumption behind 

previous studies which have looked at motivations to report, characteristics 

of organisations that do report, and methods by which the information can 

be reported, is that the information is useful. However, there is a lack of 

studies exploring the assumption of usefulness.  The project reported in this 

thesis specifically examined this assumption and sought to better understand 

the needs of stakeholders.  Researchers in the field (Parker, 2007; Tinker & 

Gray, 2003) lament the lack of engagement by organisations in the process 

of reporting and the lack of progress in the acceptance of reporting within 

industry.  This study intends, by entrenchment in a case study organisation, 

to help bridge this gap by engaging organisations in the research and by 

providing a model with the potential for application within the case and 

other organisations. 
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4.5.2 Case Selection 

The primary case study organisation, WAW Credit Union (see Section 5.3), 

is a regional Australian financial provider that expressed a desire to 

incorporate social reporting into its annual reports.  Of particular importance 

to the selection was the fit of this organisation to the concerns and identified 

issues arising from the literature review.  Specifically, the choice permitted 

a focus on issues two to five, being closer attention to social aspects of CSR, 

research into a sector under-represented in the literature, and the need to 

adopt a case study approach in researching the not-for-profit sector.  The 

selection of WAW Credit Union as the case study organisation also allowed 

daily access by the researcher, to the case organisation combined with the 

organisation‟s willingness to allow the researcher access to staff, operations, 

internal documents, and members.  The agreement by the organisation to 

allow the researcher access to stakeholder groups provided an opportunity to 

identify membership of the individual stakeholder groups and to access the 

members.  

The participating credit unions in the confirmatory interview phase were  

self selected from a subset of credit unions that matched the case study 

organisation, including the criteria that these organisations were regionally 

based and of a similar size.  The organisations that chose to participate 

included those with a history of CSR, as well as  

those without a history and with no immediate plans to adopt a CSR 

strategy.  The range of CSR participation levels was important to minimise 

the risk of bias towards CSR adoption.  Further detail on the methods used 

to identify, select and contact participating organisations and individuals is 

provided in Section 4.6.2.  

4.5.3 Data collection 

This project explored social and environmental reporting as a societal 

phenomenon, seeking specifically to understand the needs of stakeholder 

groups within society, including organisations and members of 

organisations.  The approach identified by Marshall and Rossman (2006) is 
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the most complex strategy and may entail multiple methods including 

interviews, observation, document analysis, and survey.  

In addition to seeking the views of the stakeholder groups, an understanding 

of the sector and the case study organisation was important to emplace the 

study in context.  Document analysis of print materials from the case study 

organisation, websites of the organisation and regulatory bodies in the credit 

union sector was undertaken.  The documents included published financial 

and other reports, regulatory documents, other publicly available 

information including newsletters and websites, strategic planning 

documents, minutes of directors meetings, and other internal confidential 

documents.  Thematic analysis of the documents was used to draw out 

matters relevant to the 11 issues identified in the literature review.  The 

purpose was to gain an understanding of the stage of development, or lack 

of development or acknowledgement of CSR in the case study credit union. 

In developing the research strategy, practical considerations also needed to 

be acknowledged to ensure that the approach would result in informational 

adequacy and efficiency, while retaining ethical soundness (Marshall & 

Rossman, 2006; Punch, 2005).  In designing the research, care was taken 

and permission sought from the case study organisation, and University 

ethics approval was gained to ensure the research was undertaken without 

harming or disrupting the participants or the organisation to which they 

were affiliated.  Multiple data collection methods and collection of the data 

at different stages throughout the project sought to ensure relevant data was 

collected.  In choosing the data collection methods, as detailed in Section 

4.4.1, constraints of time, financial resources and costs to the participants 

were considered.  Finally, in accordance with University ethics 

requirements, participants were not identified in any transcripts or survey 

documents. 

4.5.4 Strengths and Weaknesses 

In addition to addressing the practical considerations of undertaking the 

research, potential limitations of the study need also to be acknowledged.  

Marshall and Rossman (2006) classify potential limitations into three areas 
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– limitations of the study, limitations arising from the choice of method, and 

limitations arising from the researcher.  Limitations of the study include that 

the primary case study unit is a regional organisation with a defined 

geographical boundary; that within the industry sector the focus is on one 

type – co-operative organisations; that the focus of the study is on 

organisations with embedded community based goals rather than purely 

profit-making goals; and that the study is industry specific, being restricted 

to the credit union sector.   

The second group of limitations refers to the methods for undertaking the 

study.  Each phase is distinctive in having a different method of data 

gathering and analysis, with each method having its own advantages and 

limitations.  The multiple stages of the study add to the time required to 

undertake the research and changes occurring during this time in social and 

environmental reporting practices and events impacting the industry sector 

further complicated the study.   

Finally, the assumptions and values of the researcher can limit the research, 

arising from the ability of the researcher to engage participants in order that 

they provide open and honest responses (Marshall & Rossman, 2006).  

Implicit to the engagement process was the practical value to the industry, 

the case study organisation, and respondents, which is assumed by the 

researcher. 

Case studies seek, via an intensive examination of a specified instance, to 

understand observable fact evident in a larger environment (Rossman & 

Rallis, 2003; Yin, 1989).  Because of this focus on the case study 

organisation, case studies are described as context-dependent and the 

outcomes of such studies can be criticised for a lack of generalisability 

(Punch, 2005; Rossman & Rallis, 2003; Yin, 1989).  The context-

dependency of case study research approaches, which rationally assume no 

two organisations are identical, implies that conclusions reached can only be 

applied to the case study organisation (Punch, 2005).  This criticism is 

particularly relevant to the single case study approach.  Within this thesis, 

the initial findings in Phase 1 of the research from data collected from the 

case study organisation were compared to theory and the findings then 
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informed by input from other participants in the credit union sector.  The 

results from further phases were then compared to theory and modifications 

to the emerging understanding of CSR reporting were made (Wollin, 1996).  

A further measure of rigour in theory building resulted from the application 

of both quantitative and qualitative methods across the phases of the study 

(Wollin, 1996).  

The greater detail and opportunities to explore in depth complexities 

revealed in undertaking case study research can be the basis for an argument 

for generalisability in instances where the purpose of the research is to 

conceptualise or develop propositions (Punch, 2005).  Conceptualising aims 

to enable the researcher to develop a concept which can explain some aspect 

of the research (Punch, 2005).  Alternatively, the development of 

propositions aims to link concepts or factors within the case study (Punch, 

2005).   

Offering a different perspective, Rossman and Rallis (2003, p.105) suggest 

that the breadth of description afforded by case study research allows the 

application of „reasoning by analogy‟ to argue for the generalisability of 

results.  The concept of reasoning by analogy permits the outcomes 

resulting from the study of one population, or set of events or organisation, 

to be applied to other populations, events or organisations holding 

sufficiently similar characteristics (Rossman & Rallis, 2003). The 

implications of these limitations to the model developed, and the findings of 

the study, are further discussed in Chapter 5. 
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4.6 Interviews 

4.6.1 Purpose and Justification 

The approaches to interviewing can be categorised as informal or 

conversational interview, general guided interview, or standardised, open-

ended interview (Patton, 1987).  The initial group interviews in Phase 2 

adopted a general guided approach with a view to keeping participants 

focused on the topic and yet ensuring opportunities for all to express their 

views and with sufficient latitude for participants to give their own meaning 

to the topic area.  Interviews in Phases 3 and 4 adopted the more structured 

approach of the standardised open-ended interview.  This group of 

interviews was conducted on a one-to-one basis with associates of the case 

study organisation (in Phase 3) and participants drawn from other credit 

unions (in Phase 4). 

The purpose of the interviews in Phase 2 was to explore the construct of 

CSR and to gain an insight into the expectations of CSR reporting for the 

stakeholder groups.  The interviews in Phases 3 and 4 were focused on the 

development of the reporting model and included both open-ended and 

closed questions. 

Focus groups Phase 2 

The focus group method of interviewing utilised in Phase 2 assumes that an 

individual‟s attitudes are formed by the people and events around them and 

that this often involves a need to listen to others to form their own opinions 

and understandings.  In this respect, one-on-one interviews would provide 

less depth as the „participants do not have the time to reflect‟ on the topics 

(Patton, 1987, p.114).  

The intention of the group interview was to develop the researcher‟s 

knowledge of expectations concerning reporting CSR issues, including the 

type of information desired by stakeholders.  The data collected was then 

fed into the following stages of the research and, in particular, assisted in the 
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development of the postal survey administered to all the stakeholder groups 

in the last stage of Phase 2. 

One-on-one interviews 

The first round of one-on-one interviews was undertaken within the case 

study organisation and, as indicated, adopted a standardised open-ended 

interview style.  The intent was to elicit explicit responses to issues about 

the CSR reporting process and to inform the development of the model for 

reporting to be presented to participants drawn from other credit unions in 

Australia. 

The final set of interviews in Phase 4 also adopted the more structured 

approach of a standardised open-ended interview.  The intention of the 

interview was to elicit a response to the proposed model from a number of 

participants in defined areas with a view to confirming or not confirming the 

concept and workability of the proposed model.  Specifically, the interview 

style was what Marshall and Rossman (2006, p.105) referred to as „elite 

interviewing‟, with the choice of participants focusing on a particular type 

of interviewee.  The participants invited to take part in this stage of the 

research were those considered to be well-informed members of the credit 

union sector with knowledge of the operations and regulatory environment, 

and with an understanding of other member and external stakeholders‟ 

needs in the case of directors.  

4.6.2 Data Collection 

As previously indicated, two styles of interviews were conducted, focus 

group and one-on-one interviews.  In accordance with CSU Ethics Approval 

requirements, all participants and organisations were provided with an 

Information Statement for Research Participants, which described the 

research project, and an Individual Consent Form indicating the 

interviewee‟s agreement to take part in the research project (copies of these 

documents are included in Appendix 7).  The focus groups were planned to 

take no longer than one-hour and thirty-minutes.  All were completed within 

this time constraint.  The one-on-one interviews were also structured to take 
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one-hour and thirty-minutes, and ranged in duration from one-hour and 

fifteen minutes to one-hour and forty-five minutes. 

Focus groups  

Group interviews were conducted at both the main office site of the case 

organisation and at centres in the surrounding areas, providing a mix of 

participants from the major city centre of Albury-Wodonga as well as the 

smaller, satellite regional communities.  Composition of the group 

interviews distinguished senior management from other stakeholders in 

order to encourage open and honest responses and thus avoid potential 

constraints arising from power relationships that could inhibit participants 

from expressing their own views (O'Dwyer, 2005).  

Stratified quota sampling was utilised in Phase 2 in order to provide for 

appropriate representation of the identified stakeholder groups (Gillham, 

2002) for the group interviews.  The quota aspect was selected to ensure 

numbers did not exceed 15, which, based on the notion of theoretical 

saturation (Straus 1987), the researcher considered to be the maximum 

number of participants for effective data collection.  The key stakeholder 

groups were identified and print-based invitations were extended to these 

groups, sent to members in a letter from management which was included 

with the case organisation‟s quarterly newsletter.  An invitation was also 

sent by the case study organisation with correspondence to their suppliers.  

Responses to the invitation did not exceed 15 for any of the stakeholder 

groups and therefore no quota was required to be applied.   
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Stakeholder 

group 

Number of 

participants 

Characteristics of group 

Board of Directors 

& senior 

management 

11 Nine males and two females. Estimated 

average age of respondents 40+ years. 

Participants included six directors. 

Other employees 9 Seven males and two females. Three 

staff from head office and six from 

service centres. Ages ranged from 

approx. mid 20‟s to mid 40‟s. 

Members 6 Four males and 2 females, all estimated 

to be over 40 years of age. 

External  12 Equal mix of males and females. 

Estimated ages ranged from 20‟s to 

60‟s. This group was not associated with 

the WAW credit union directly or 

indirectly i.e. family members 

employed, and participants were 

sourced via the researcher through 

family and network contacts. 

Table 4.2: Focus group participants 

Group interviews were able to be organised utilising existing processes 

within the organisation.  Specific processes included regular scheduled 

meetings with members at locations around the region, attendance at 

scheduled directors‟ meetings, and access to staff within branch sites when 

scheduled to attend functions such as training and meetings at the main 

office site.  Four focus group sessions were conducted (Table 4.2), one each 

for directors and senior management staff, other staff, members of the credit 

union, and members of the public not associated with the credit union 

(external).  None of the suppliers responded to the request to participate in 

the study. 

One-on-one interviews 

The conceptual model developed as a result of prior stages in the research 

project was presented to other organisations within the credit union sector to 

explore its usefulness on the basis of the arguments for generalisation and 

reasoning by analogy (see Section 4.5.4).  In this final phase of the study 

elite sampling was adopted in order to obtain the views of the group, namely 

management, directors and regulators, which would be most closely 



 143 

involved in using the model developed in the particular setting of the credit 

union sector.  Having developed a model, it was critical for ultimate 

adoption of the model to be workable and some time was spent in the 

interviews ascertaining the availability of the required information under 

current data collection systems in the participants‟ organisations.  

For consistency, autonomous credit unions of a similar size and with two 

primary characteristics, being geographically based and regional, were 

selected to seek feedback on the model.  A list of all credit unions satisfying 

these criteria, and located in three states of mainland Australia, were 

identified from website information (Appendix 6).  The decision to restrict 

potential participating credit unions to Queensland, New South Wales and 

Victoria was made purely for ease of access by the researcher.  Of the total 

of 131 credit unions identified in these three states, 35 qualified to be 

approached for interviews, based on their size and regional focus.  

Telephone calls, and email where phone contact was unsuccessful, were 

used to seek participation in the interviews.  Four organisations were able to 

provide access to a member of the management team and one director who 

was not a member of the management team for the interviews.  Two of the 

organisations who agreed to participate had a social and environmental 

agenda, although neither had published a report in the past year and the 

other two did not report, and had not reported at any time in the past.  A 

member of one of the supporting bodies of the credit union sector also 

agreed to be interviewed.  The option to adopt elite sampling was founded 

on the belief that the views of the group most closely involved in using the 

model to prepare the reports would have the most to offer in critically 

evaluating the proposed model.   

The interviews were semi-structured, and thus while focused on the model, 

they allowed the exploration of issues raised and provided flexibility in the 

way respondents approached their evaluation of the model, with some 

opting for a top down approach while others focused on particular aspects of 

the model.   
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4.6.3 Analysis 

The interviews in all phases of the project were taped with the permission of 

the participants and transcribed by the researcher. Copies of the interview 

protocols are included in Appendix 8.  The transcripts of the interviews 

were analysed using content analysis, a technique for examining written 

material objectively and systematically (Liu & Chen, 2005) and considered 

to be useful for exploring and explaining research (Neuman, 2003).  The 

content analysis technique identified common themes in the understanding 

of social and environmental impacts, methods of current reporting, 

categories to be reported, and the effectiveness of the proposed model to 

meet the needs of the organisation to report.  A phrase (rather than a word) 

was used as the unit of analysis for the purposes of the content analysis in 

order to identify themes and to best capture the concepts of CSR. 

As noted in Section 2.2, CSR is a multidimensional construct with an array 

of terms used to define the concept.  As the construct does not have a 

universal definition, it was important to consider an array of terms and 

phrases that could be used by participants from a diverse knowledge base.  

Thus, in the analysis of the transcripts, a phrase was chosen as the unit of 

measure.  A phrase or sentence  rather than a single word has also been 

adopted in other studies to ensure depth of understanding (see Hackston & 

Milne, 1996). 

4.6.4 Strengths and Weaknesses 

Focus groups  

The advantages of the focus group style of interview is that by its nature it is 

socially oriented, thus providing a more natural and relaxed environment 

than a one-on-one interview.  In addition, this format allows the researcher 

the flexibility to explore unanticipated issues that may arise during the 

discussion.  The method is readily understood and the cost can be relatively 

low, while providing quick response time and a potentially larger sample 

size by permitting more people to be interviewed at a time (Patton, 1987; 

Rossman & Rallis, 2003).   
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However, there are also disadvantages associated with this approach, 

primarily the issue of power dynamics both between the researcher and the 

group and within the group, as well as in relation to the skills of the 

researcher to both observe and moderate the conversation.  In addition, the 

mechanics of the technique can cause problems, including time wasting 

from irrelevant issues being discussed, recording of the conversations, and 

the set up of the room (Patton, 1987).  

One-on-one interviews 

Limitations of one-on-one interviews include personal interaction, skills in 

listening and personal interactions, and access to potential participants 

(Marshall & Rossman, 2006).  To overcome these limitations various 

strategies were put in place, including locating the interviews in a place that 

ensured participants were physically comfortable and that their privacy and 

conversation were protected (Patton, 1987), such as ensuring off site 

interviews, closed doors, and selection of members of the group that would 

not be in conflict, for example keeping separate the different levels of 

management and employees.  Also, endorsement from the CEO of the 

primary case study organisation was utilised to sanction the study and to 

identify and make contact with potential participants for the elite interviews 

(Marshall & Rossman, 2006). 

4.7  Survey 

4.7.1 Purpose and Justification 

A postal survey was considered to be the most efficient medium to gather 

data from a diverse range of stakeholders.  The postal survey was aimed at 

gaining an appreciation of the relative importance of the reporting 

components of the model and was administered to a sample of just over 

2,000 participants drawn from both internal and external stakeholder groups. 

As the research was seeking to find explicit views of the participants on 

specified topic areas, a structured, written survey best served the purpose of 

eliciting ranked responses.  Survey research is useful where inquiry is being 
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made about a large group of people, in this case credit union members and 

other stakeholders, by inference from a smaller number of members of the 

group. In particular, surveys have an advantage where, as in this phase of 

the project, the goal was to obtain quantitative data (Marshall & Rossman, 

2006, p.126).  The advantages of surveys include accuracy, provision of a 

physical record of responses recorded by respondents, and the potential for 

future replication.  

Consideration was given to direct contact with participants at shopping 

areas adjacent to the credit union‟s service centres, however the number of 

questions and the need for participants to consider ranking preferences 

outweighed the perceived advantages of the personal and direct approach.  

In order to encourage high participation the survey was sent to members and 

staff of the credit union with a letter from the CEO endorsing the study, 

along with the information required by the University to explain the project 

(Gillham, 2002).  Participants were also given the option to return the 

survey directly to the researcher via an enclosed post paid return envelope 

(Gillham, 2002) or to drop the completed survey in a box located at their 

local credit union service centre.  Additional copies of the survey were made 

available at the service centre for other members to complete during the 

mail out period.  All covering letters were personally signed by the 

researcher and postage stamps rather than prepaid postage envelopes were 

used in an attempt to personalise the study.  

4.7.2 Survey Development 

Convenience sampling (Gillham, 2002) was adopted to generate the 

selection of the participants to pilot the mail survey.  While this method has 

the disadvantage of limiting the generalisability of the sample to the total 

population, it was felt to be appropriate for the purpose of pilot testing the 

survey instrument.  The pilot group consisted of participants with expertise 

in survey design and also those who were representative of the membership 

and employment base of the credit union.  The inclusion of individuals in 

the pilot group representative of the expected participants in the survey was 

important as they were able to attest to the readability and understandability 

of the language of the survey.  Twenty-two potential participants were 
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forwarded the pilot survey and 16 responses were elicited, representing a 

response rate of 73%.  As a result of the pilot administration of the survey, 

minor editing changes were made to the language for consistency and to the 

structure of the survey to highlight the different sections and to ensure the 

survey was no longer than four pages in length.  The undertaking of this 

pilot study assisted in ensuring operational clarity of the instrument and the 

conceptual and content validity of the final survey. 

The strategy adopted for administering the final survey questionnaire was 

designed to ensure a representative, random sample of the identified 

stakeholder groups.  The principal steps included: 

 identification of key stakeholder groups; 

 procedures to identify population databases; 

 establishment of appropriate sample size; 

 determination of methods to distribute the survey questionnaire to 

gain the best response rate and representation of all stakeholder 

groups; 

 selection of appropriate follow-up techniques to improve the 

response rate; and, 

 testing for non-response bias. 

Key stakeholder groups 

The key stakeholder groups for this project were drawn from the literature 

and identified in Chapter 2 (Section 2.6).  The stakeholders included both 

internal stakeholders, members, management, suppliers and regulators, and 

external stakeholders.  The external stakeholders were defined as individuals 

and the community, where community encompasses the social and 

environmental communities.  While the environment is an element of the 

external stakeholder group, practically the interests of this stakeholder group 

can only be reflected in the response of human participants. 
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Population databases 

Internal stakeholders were accessed from the records of the case study 

organisation and from contact with the key regulator for the sector, 

CUSCAL.  However, it was much more difficult to establish a database for 

the external stakeholder group. The Telstra White Pages directory was the 

primary source to identify potential external stakeholders within the region 

covered by the case study organisation.   

The length of the survey instrument and the nature of the questions which 

required participants to make a choice between two options in the second 

section of the survey precluded the adoption of an intercept survey strategy. 

Intercept surveys involve stopping shoppers and inviting them to participate 

in a interview and is a technique that grew in adoption during the 1980‟s 

(Bush & Hair Jr., 1985; Hornik & Ellis, 1988).  Despite a vulnerability to 

haphazard sampling and high non-response rates (Hornik & Ellis, 1988) 

they have proved to be as effective as telephone surveys and for this reason 

were considered as a possible alternative to contact via telephone.  

However, the nature of the survey was such that potential participants 

identified using intercept techniques would still be required to take away the 

survey for completion.  The researcher felt that there would be a greater 

incidence of accepting the survey without the intent to complete or that the 

survey would be placed into bags and forgotten.  With the adoption of the 

mail option following telephone contact, it was anticipated that the receiver 

may have been more likely to deal with the survey when it arrived.  
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Sample size 

The determination of an appropriate sample size required consideration of 

five factors: 

 representation of the population, noting that the larger the sample 

size the more representative the responses would be to the 

population; 

 population size, which in this study represented the total population 

of the region covered by the case study organisation; 

 nature of the study, which in this phase of the research was 

quantitative; 

 data collection method, which was a mailed survey for the purposes 

of ease and maximum access to individuals; and, 

 type of data and the analysis techniques, which required sufficient 

participants to enable analysis of responses for each stakeholder 

group. 

The case study organisation has approximately 23,000 members across the 

Albury–Wodonga and Wangaratta regions it services (WAW Credit Union, 

2003b).  The population of these three centres at the time of the survey was 

approximately 140,000 (ABS, 2004).  In calculating a sample size the 

relevant population was considered to be the total population and not merely 

the membership base.  Calculation of the sample size assumes a large 

population (over 100,000) and is determined by the following formula
2
 (Rea 

& Parker, 1997): 

 

                                                 

2
 Where:   Z  = Z score for various levels of confidence ( ) 

 Cp = confidence intervals in terms of proportions 
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Table 4.3 portrays the calculated required sample size under a range of 

confidence levels and intervals. 

 Sample Size 

Confidence interval 

(Margin of error) 

95% 

Confidence 

99% 

Confidence 

+/- 3 1,068 1,844 

+/- 4 601 1.037 

+/- 5 385 664 

+/- 6 267 461 

+/- 7 196 339 

Table 4.3: Minimum sample size calculations  

In determining the level of confidence it is noted that adopting a 95% level 

represents a reasonable balance of the risks associated with making a 

decision based on the data (Type I risk) and not acting by adopting a very 

conservative approach (Type II risk) (Rea & Parker, 1997, p.126).   

The calculation of the sample number was based on a 95% confidence level 

and a mid range interval error of +/- 5, requiring 385 participants across the 

five stakeholder groups of members, employees, management, suppliers, 

and external parties.  It was not possible to obtain an equal number of 

participants across each of the stakeholder groups as not all groups were 

equally represented.  For example, the list of suppliers for the organisation 

was less than 50, as was the number of individuals who were classified as 

management.  To ensure a strong potential for representation of the 

suppliers and external stakeholders, all suppliers were sampled in the study 

and at least one-fifth of the sampled participants (77 participants) were 

external participants.  As discussed in the following section on survey 

distribution, 86 individuals not aligned with the credit union agreed to 

participate in the survey.   



 151 

Typically, response rates for accounting research conducted via survey 

questionnaires have ranged between 15% and 50% (Collier & Wallace, 

1992; Wallace & Mellor, 1988).  Further, there is some evidence to suggest 

a declining response rate over time (Wallace & Mellor, 1988).  In 

determining the number of surveys to distribute it was assumed that the 

return rate would be at the lower end of the scale – approximately 20%.  

Based on this assumption, the total number of surveys to be distributed was 

determined to be 1,925.  The case study organisation was willing to support 

a mail-out of up to 2,000 surveys and agreed to the calculated figure of 

1,925 (and which included all of its suppliers).  

Survey distribution methods 

The revised survey was forwarded to a stratified random sample of members 

of the case study organisation and randomly selected individuals not 

associated with the case study organisation.  Typically, quantitative methods 

recognise two main types of sampling – probability sampling and 

convenience sampling (Maxwell, 2005).  Probability sampling, such as 

random sampling, assumes each potential participant in the total population 

has a known nonzero probability of being chosen, thus allowing a statistical 

generalisation from the sample to the wider population.  Convenience 

sampling occurs when the participants are selected on the basis of 

availability, ease of access, or other „convenient‟ means and has the 

disadvantage of limiting the generalisability of the sample to the total 

population.  Maxwell (2005, p.88) identified a third category, purposeful 

selection, which represents the common method of sampling for qualitative 

research.  This strategy of sample selection takes into account the particular 

setting, people or activities to ensure the required information can be 

obtained.  The opportunity to identify stakeholders implicitly requires that 

the members of the stakeholder groups become the focus of the sample 

selection.  In Phase 4 of the study elite sampling was utilised in order to 

obtain the views of a particular group of people in a particular setting.   

For the survey, a stratified sample was chosen to ensure representation of 

the key stakeholder groups.  The organisation was unable, due to its privacy 

policy, to permit open access to the membership base.  The case study 
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organisation utilised internal software to draw out a sample of members to 

participate.  The organisation was able to stratify the sample via postcode, 

thus ensuring a cross section of members on a regional/geographic basis, but 

was unable to further stratify the sample by characteristics such as age or 

gender. Consequently, the sample may be limited in terms of 

representativeness of the characteristics of the total membership base. 

Non-member participants were identified by phone contact.  The private 

telephone numbers of potential participants were generated using systematic 

sampling from Telstra Whites Pages for the geographic region covered by 

the credit union.  The telephone contact numbers were taken from the 2005 

directory and drawn from the last entry on every tenth page.  Potential 

participants were canvassed about their membership of the WAW Credit 

Union and, where they stated they were not a member of the organisation, 

they were invited to participate and forwarded a survey and supporting 

information along with a postage-paid return envelope.  The initial 

telephone contact was made outside business hours in an attempt to ensure 

the sample was not limited to adults at home during the day and thus who 

were retired and/or not working.  The survey was posted to 86 individuals 

who met the external criteria, i.e. were not associated or employed by the 

WAW credit union, nor with a spouse or immediate family associated or 

employed with WAW, and who had agreed to participate.  As the survey 

was anonymous, the only method of tracking the response rate was by the 

participant indicating on the returned survey that they were not a member or 

employee of the WAW credit union.  Based on this response, the return rate 

on surveys posted was 36%. 

Follow-up techniques 

In order to increase the response rate, follow-up procedures were applied, 

including a further letter to the members‟ group provided as part of a 

general mail out to members from the credit union six weeks after the 

survey was initially posted.  The letter advised members that the survey was 

being undertaken and invited those members who had not responded to 

complete the survey.  The letter also invited those members who had not 

received a survey to complete one available from the service centres.  
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Overall, very few completed surveys were collected or lodged at the service 

centres, indicating the vast majority of respondents were part of the initial 

mail-out.  Few additional responses resulted from the reminder letter and so 

further follow-up was not instigated.   

Non-members generated from phone records were sent a generic follow-up 

letter four weeks after the initial contact.  The letter thanked those 

individuals who had responded to the request to participate and reminded 

those who had not responded to complete the survey.  This reminder letter 

resulted in the receipt of only two additional responses from non-members.   

While Gillham (2002) recommends a further follow-up contact, the case 

study organisation was unwilling to send another reminder feeling that those 

respondents who were interested would have replied.  As the non-member 

group had already had a telephone call, initial letter, and a follow-up letter, 

it was felt a further letter after these three contacts would be excessive and 

produce little, if any, further responses.  

Final responses for each category are presented in Table 4.4, indicating an 

uneven distribution of respondents and a disappointingly lower than 

expected overall response rate of 10%. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 4.4: Number of useable response rates for each stakeholder group 

 

Respondent category 

Number of 

responses 

Member 95 

Supplier 2 

Board Member 0 

Staff: Non Management 35 

Staff: Management 5 

No relationship 31 

Total 168 
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Non-response bias  

Such a low response rate introduces the possibility of non-response bias 

which occurs when the characteristics of the non-respondents differ from 

those of respondents.  Non-response bias can arise from questionnaire non-

response and item non-response.  The effect of questionnaire non-response 

is to negatively impact on the external validity and generalisability of the 

survey analysis (Argyrous, 2005).  Item non-response occurs when 

respondents fail to answer survey questions and can render the analysis 

meaningless by reducing the volume of data for a particular variable 

(Argyrous, 2005; Gillham, 2002).  Item non-response was not an issue and it 

is assumed that this reflects the value of the pilot survey.  

As the survey was anonymous it was not possible to test for validity of the 

responses to the non-response group. Thus the approach taken to test for 

non-response bias was to compare the late responses to the earlier responses 

for significant differences between the two groups.  A little less than 80% of 

the responses were received within the first four weeks after mail-out, with 

the balance received in the next four weeks.  Of the latter responses, only 

five were received at such a time that the respondent may have been 

influenced by the follow-up correspondence.  No significant differences 

were detected in the responses of early and late respondents or in tests of 

early and late responses for each of the stakeholder groups.   

4.7.3 Data Analysis Techniques 

 Data was collected in Phase 2 pertaining to the reporting criteria 

required by each of the stakeholder groups.  The main thrust of this 

phase was to elicit from participants a ranking of reporting category 

preferences.  The survey data was collected in two sections. The first 

section asked if particular information categories were important, but 

provided no opportunity to rank these against other information.  

The latter part of the survey introduced the opportunity for 

respondents to rank information and reporting practices against other 

types of information and practices.  The ranked preferences were 

analysed using the Analytic Hierarchy Process (AHP), one of a suite 
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of Multi-criteria Decision Analysis techniques and which is 

considered an effective tool for evaluating ranked responses (Muller 

& Fairlie-Clarke, 2001; Pun & Hui, 2001).  The unranked 

preferences were analysed using simple mean scores to compare to 

the outcome of the ranked responses. 

AHP was chosen as the analytical tool as it lends itself to the investigation 

of the preferred reporting frameworks for social accounting where 

conflicting interests of stakeholders are involved.  It was expected that the 

stakeholder groups, with a range of decision-making requirements and foci 

and with differing influences on the decision-making process, might find it 

difficult to accurately determine the various factor weights.  The most 

widely used multi-criteria methods include AHP, multi-attribute utility 

theory (MAUT), multi-criteria value functions (MCVF), outranking theory 

and goal programming.   

The MAUT has shortcomings, including those identified in the findings of 

Russel et al. (2001) concerning mixed empirical evidence about the success 

of MAUT techniques in improving the internal consistency of preference 

surveys.  MAUT also assumes that decision alternatives follow a known 

probability distribution.  By way of contrast, AHP, developed by Saaty 

(1980), is a mathematical method for analysing complex decisions and has 

been widely applied for preference analysis in complex, multi-attribute 

problems (Varis, 1989), particularly in research in the settings of the forest 

and natural resource sectors.  AHP is a general theory of ratio scale 

measurement based on mathematical and psychological foundations 

(Kangas, 1993) and is not grounded in any specific theoretical basis such as 

neo-Paretian welfare theory.  What it does is to aggregate the separate 

performance indicators into an integrated performance indicator.  AHP 

facilitates a rigorous definition of priorities and preferences of decision 

makers and is useful in analysing decisions when many stakeholders are 

involved, each entertaining multiple objectives (Saaty, 1980).  For this 

reason, AHP was considered a suitable tool for examining stakeholder 

preferences within this study.  Further, the adoption of this particular tool 
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adds a new technique to the current suite of techniques adopted within the 

CSR literature.  

AHP enables decision makers to structure a problem in the form of a 

hierarchy of its elements and to capture decision preferences through a 

series of pair-wise comparisons of relevant factors or criteria.  AHP is 

relatively easy to use, allows for rapid replanning, can incorporate 

qualitative and subjective factors, uses a psychometric scale to quantify 

judgments, and provides a method to measure the consistency of these 

judgments (Saaty, 1982).  

There are essentially five steps in AHP: 

1. structuring the decision hierarchy; 

2. collecting data by pair-wise comparisons; 

3. checking consistency of judgments; 

4. applying the eigenvector method to compute weights; and  

5. aggregating the weights to determine a ranking of decision 

alternatives  (Saaty, 1980, p.28). 

AHP is based upon the construction of a series of „pair-wise matrices‟ from 

the decision preferences.  The matrix permits a comparison of each of the 

criteria to each of the other criteria (Saaty, 1980).  Selected stakeholders are 

asked to carry out the pair-wise comparisons of the identified criteria and 

sub-criteria and each cell reveals the relative importance of an attribute 

compared to another based on stakeholder responses.  The quantitative 

weights for criteria are based on the decision makers‟ qualitative 

comparison of all pairs of criteria.  This provides a ranking or weighting of 

each of the criteria that describes the importance of each criterion to the 

overall objective.  Weights to these sub-attributes are assessed using pair-

wise comparisons.  The method is interactive, where a stakeholder or a 

group of stakeholders indicate their preferences to the analyst.  In this 

approach the objectives of stakeholders are identified (for example, in 

relation to information categories and style of reporting), and may be further 
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subdivided into a number of sub-criteria with the pair-wise comparison 

repeated for each level of the hierarchy (Saaty, 1980).  

In AHP, data are obtained from the decision makers through pair-wise 

comparisons among the elements at one level of the hierarchy with respect 

to an element in the next higher level.  In making the comparisons, it is a 

question of which of the two attributes is more important and how much 

more important.  The decision maker has the option of expressing his or her 

intensity of preference on a nine-point scale (Table 4.5).  If two criteria are 

of equal importance, a value of 1 is given in the comparison, while a value 

of 9 indicates the absolute importance of one criterion over the other (Saaty, 

1980).  Within each hierarchy there are three types of comparisons: (a) 

major categories are compared with each other; (b) criteria within these 

categories are compared to each other with respect to the categories; and (c) 

alternatives are compared to each other with respect to each criterion (Saaty, 

1980).  The overall weight for each alternative is computed from the priority 

vectors of individual comparison matrices (Saaty, 1980). 

AHP can deal with qualitative attributes as well as quantitative attributes.  

When applying AHP a hierarchical decision schema is constructed by 

decomposing the decision problem into its decision elements.  Numerical 

techniques are used to derive quantitative values from verbal comparisons 

(Kurttila, Pesonen, Kangas, & Kajanus, 2000). 
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Intensity of relative 

importance 

Definition 

1 

3 

5 

7 

9 

2, 4, 6 and 8 

Equal importance 

Weak importance of one over the other 

Essential or strong importance 

Demonstrated importance 

Absolute importance 

Intermediate values between two 

adjacent judgments 

Table 4.5: Measurement Scale of AHP (Source: Saaty, 2000, p.73) 

Saaty (1980) sets out the process for determining the matrix. To test for 

consistency, pair-wise comparison data can be analysed using either 

regression methods or the eigenvalue technique.  In the eigenvalue 

technique, the reciprocal matrices of pair-wise comparisons are constructed.  

Using these pair-wise comparisons, the parameters can be estimated.  The 

right eigenvector of the largest eigenvalue of matrix A constitutes the 

estimation of relative importance of attributes where b1 is the importance or 

desirability of decision element I (Eq.1).  In the AHP approach the 

eigenvector is scaled to add up to 1 to obtain the weights. 

        

        I  b1/b2 …. b1/bn 

        b2/b1 I …. b2/bn  

 A = (aij) =       .  . …. ..  (1) 

         .  . …. .. 

         bn/b1 bn/b2 …. I    

 

Based on properties of reciprocal matrices, a consistency ratio (CR) can be 

calculated.  Saaty (1980) has shown that the largest eigenvalue, max, of a 
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reciprocal matrix A is always greater than or equal to n (number of rows or 

columns).  If the pair-wise comparisons do not include any inconsistencies,   

then max = n.  The more consistent the comparisons are, the closer the 

value of computed max to n. A consistency index (CI), which measures  

the inconsistencies of pair-wise comparisons is given in the following 

equation (2). 

 

  CI = ( max – n) /(n-1)     (2) 

 

A consistency ratio (CR), given in Equation (3), measures the coherence of 

the pair-wise comparisons:  

 

  CR = 100 (CI/ACI)     (3) 

 

Where ACI is the average consistency index of the randomly generated 

comparisons.  As a rule of thumb, a CR value of 10% or less is considered 

as acceptable.  

The decision problem was cast as one involving the choice of the best 

reporting categories to reflect the organisation‟s overall performance.  Two 

goals of equal importance were identified, to determine information 

categories and to determine the style of the report based on the nature of the 

information provided.   

4.7.4 Survey Questionnaire 

The survey (Appendix 12) was designed in three parts.  In the first section 

respondents were asked to identify their relationship, if any, to the WAW.  

The second section requested participants to indicate on a five point scale, 

the importance of reporting each category of information.  The third section 

of the survey asked participants to rank the importance of one aspect of 

reporting over another aspect of reporting.  The purpose of the latter two 
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parts was to validate the importance attributed to the identified reporting 

topics.   

The decision hierarchy which formed the basis of the questions was 

developed from data collected in the structured interviews with participants 

from each of the four identified stakeholder groups.  The hierarchy was 

further influenced by the informational categories and processes for 

reporting identified by the Global Reporting Initiative (2006) guidelines, 

Social Accountability 8000, and ISEA standard AA 1000, as outlined in 

Chapter 3.  Three areas of information were identified, being human 

resource performance, community engagement and environmental 

performance, and general organisation performance.  

As the research was exploring the ranking of the importance of the 

information in these areas participants were asked to compare the three 

areas of information to be collected.  This led to the construction of 

questions asking for the relative importance of human resource issues 

compared to community interaction, financial performance, and 

environmental performance.  In accordance with the second step of the five 

step AHP process described in Section 4.7.3, one of the identified three 

areas was compared to another area to determine an intensity of importance 

such as Question 9 of Part C Reporting Frameworks (Appendix 12) which 

compared human resource performance with financial performance.  The 

degree of importance offered was in accordance with the measurement scale 

defined in AHP and presented in Section 4.7.3.   

The next step was to determine the criteria to reflect performance under 

each of the identified areas of concern to be used in the construction of the 

survey ranking the relative importance of criteria to each other.  An example 

of the process which was applied to the development of the survey questions 

is provided for human resource issues.  This was an area of concern that was 

identified by all of the focus groups and was thus an area for enquiry.  The 

sentiment is captured in the following quote from a participant in the focus 

group. 
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“As well as looking at bottom financial we need to ensure all staff have a 

good work place, [that they are] happy in the employment and that there 

personal goals are met as well as credit union overall goals.” 

The existing reporting mechanisms, including the Global Reporting 

Initiative (2006) guidelines, Social Accountability 8000, and ISEA standard 

AA 1000 were then reviewed to establish if aspects of human resources 

were included in the mechanism and, if so, how data was collected.  The 

common areas covered included breakdown of workforce by region (i.e. 

local versus non-local), employee turnover rates, employee conditions and 

training and employee policies and procedures.  A question was included in 

Section B of the survey asking participants to indicate how important each 

of these dimensions of human resource performance were to the respondent 

(refer to Appendix 12, Part B, Questions 11 to 14). 

In addition the survey sought to understand how dimensions of human 

resources were ranked. For example, key criteria for human resource 

performance, elicited from the focus groups and the various reporting 

mechanisms, were turnover and retention, and remuneration to staff.  These 

two criteria were then used in the ranking questions comparing intensity of 

importance in Part C of the survey.  For example, participants were asked if 

the number of staff and payments to employees was more important  

than staff turnover in Question 4 of Part B Reporting Frameworks (see 

Appendix 12). 

 The survey also examined the preference of the respondents to the way 

performance was reported, specifically as to whether there was a preference 

for numerically based information or non-numeric information.  The survey 

canvassed opinions in respect to both traditional financial information, as 

well as social and environmental information.  The choice to explore the 

area of traditional financial reports acknowledged the inclusion in financial 

reports of information beyond the three financial statements, including, for 

example, directors‟ reports and notes to the accounts.  

Finally, participants were also asked to indicate preferences for how 

information is reported.  The options provided in the survey included single 

reports versus separate reports for financial information, summaries versus 
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comprehensive reports, written versus other engagement strategies, and 

externally audited reports versus non-audited reports.  These options reflect 

the myriad of CSR reporting approaches currently in practice and covered in 

Chapter 3 (see Section 3.3).   

The unranked importance of the information to the respondent was based on 

a five point Likert scale: 

 

1 No importance 

2 Moderate importance 

3 Strong importance 

4 Very strong or demonstrated importance 

5 Extreme importance 

The ranked responses also adopted a Likert scale, but in accordance with 

Saaty‟s (1980, p.73) model participants were asked to rank the relative 

importance based on the nine point scale detailed below: 

 

1 Equal or of no more importance 

2 Weak importance 

3 Moderate importance 

4 Moderate plus importance 

5 Strong importance 

6 Strong plus importance 

7 Very strong or demonstrated importance 

8 Very, very strong importance 

9 Extreme importance 
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4.8 Conclusion 

This chapter commenced with an overview of the research paradigm 

underlying the study.  This discussion was followed by a detailed 

consideration of the research approach, methods and strategy.  The research 

design was based on ensuring the best fit possible between the research 

questions and the research methods adopted. 

The decision to use multiple methods of data collection was justified based 

on the nature of the questions and underlying research paradigm, and the 

benefits of gathering and analysing both qualitative and quantitative data.  

This multiple method strategy also aided in reducing bias, which may be 

introduced by relying on one data source, as well as tapping the potential of 

the multiple methods strategy as a means to mitigate the effects of the 

limitations resulting from reliance on any one method.  

An ethical stakeholder perspective within a critical realism paradigm was 

adopted to explore the demand for reported information on an organisation‟s 

social and environmental dimensions.  This decision reflects the need for a 

reporting tool which will echo the dual goals embedded within the credit 

union ethos – to operate for the benefit of both credit union members, and 

society.   

The next chapter introduces the case study organisation, the focus of  

Phase 2 of the research, and presents the analysis and results of the survey 

responses.  The history of the organisation and its adoption of a CSR 

strategy are described in order to present the findings of the survey in the 

context of the case study organisation. 
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CHAPTER 5 – CASE STUDY ANALYSIS 

In seeking to understand the reporting needs of stakeholders in the credit 

union sector, a case study approach presented an appropriate method to 

examine CSR reporting in the context of this industry.  The selection of the 

WAW Credit Union (WAW) as a strategy for exploring CSR was based on 

four characteristics of the organisation – that it is member based, regionally 

focused, in the NFP sector and is considered a small to medium sized 

organisation.  Identified in the literature review were the following three 

issues (identified as Issues 4 and 5 in Section 2.10 and Issue 6 in Section 

3.11). 

 There is a lack of studies exploring CSR in the context of small to 

medium size enterprises. 

 Few studies have explored government and NFP organisations, with 

the research to date dominated by organisations with primary goals 

of profit-making and shareholder wealth maximisation. 

 Further work, adopting an ethical stakeholder perspective, is required 

in exploring the needs of stakeholders in respect to CSR. 

The WAW was able to provide a base for the development of a reporting 

model in the context of a NFP, small to medium sized entity with a social 

goal orientation.  The social goal orientation reflects the adoption of an 

ethical stakeholder perspective in the credit union philosophy.  This 

philosophy requires consideration of social responsibility themes concerning 

human and social development, social justice, and the weaving together of 

the needs of members and the community.  The reporting model arising 

from the study of the WAW has potential for application by the case 

organisation and for adoption by other organisations within the sector. 
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5.1 Introduction  

In order to develop a comprehensive understanding of the organisation, data 

was collected from both internally and externally available reports and from 

communication with members, employees and directors over the period of 

the study.  The document analysis was combined with interview responses 

and survey outcomes to inform the building of the model for reporting. 

As described in the method section and presented in Figure 4.2, four phases 

were identified for the project.  This chapter of the thesis will describe the 

findings from Phase 2 of the research strategy which focused on the case 

study organisation and the reporting needs of its stakeholders.  The chapter 

commences with a description of the characteristics of geographically based 

credit unions before introducing the case study organisation.  Included in the 

discussion of the primary case study organisation, WAW Credit Union, are 

the steps undertaken and influences which moved WAW to arrive at a 

business approach with a focus on financial, social and environmental goals.  

The particular characteristics of the case organisation are described, 

followed by a presentation of the data from the group interviews and survey.  

The analysis discussed in this chapter provided the foundation for the initial 

reporting model which was the focus of attention in Phases 3 and 4 of the 

research which are discussed in Chapter 6. 

5.2 Geographically Based Credit Unions 

The case study organisation was chosen because of its willingness to 

participate in the study and by a need to concentrate on credit unions with a 

specified geographic focus, rather than an industry or Australia wide focus.  

The choice of geographic focus builds on the notion that the problems faced 

by regional communities, such as the shrinkage of professional and other 

services and the degradation of the environment, are best solved by local 

information and solutions (refer to Section 2.4 of Chapter 2).   

The social goals, as previously described in Section 2.2 of this thesis, were 

considered by the researcher to be more easily articulated by stakeholders in 



166 

the model development stage where the organisation has embedded links to 

the community.  Industry or special interest based groups and 

geographically dispersed organisations in the credit union sector, while 

having the same social goals embedded in their organisational philosophies, 

do not have the same level of focus to a geographically defined community.  

Thus these groups were excluded from the study in order to concentrate on 

those organisations that have developed within a bounded geographic 

community. 

Geographically based credit unions play an important role within the 

communities in which they are located.  This responsibility is clearly 

articulated in the mission statement of the overarching credit union industry 

body, requiring these organisations to serve the community (refer to 

previous discussion of the credit union sector in Chapter 3, Section 3.10).  

Credit unions operating in regionally based centres have the capacity to 

make valuable contributions to regional communities by the adoption of 

social and environmental strategies and, therefore, to secure a sustainable 

future (Rogers & Ryan, 2001).   

Three types of credit unions were identified as operating within Australia.  

The first group are those that have an industry base and operate nationally.  

Included in the second group are those that are non-industry specific, 

identifying instead with a geographically defined area but which have been 

amalgamated with other geographically based credit unions and are 

administered by a central board of directors, often from a metropolitan base.  

The final group are those credit unions that are geographically based, but 

with a local board of management.  It is the third type that were the subject 

of interest in the current study and are listed in Table 5.1.   

As noted in the review of the literature in Chapters 2 and 3, there has been 

an absence of studies exploring stakeholders‟ needs (Section 3.2.4) and the 

practices of small to medium, not for profit organisations (Section 2.5).  For 

the selected group of credit unions, the stakeholders are generally contained 

within geographic boundaries and the credit unions maintain close 

community links and connections to such discrete stakeholder groups of 

individuals and organisations within their operating area.  The credit unions 
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listed in Table 5.1 have their size constricted by their choice to retain a 

specific geographic focus and potential market.  The views of the 

stakeholders are explored within the context of the core concept of the credit 

union body, which calls for human and social development “expressed 

through people working together to achieve a better life for their community 

and themselves” (Membership Council of the World Council of Credit 

Unions, 1984, p.2). 
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NSW 
Bananacoast Community Credit Union 

Ltd 
Y N Y Y 

NSW Berrima District Credit Union Ltd N N Y Y 

NSW 
Blue Mountains & Riverlands Community 

Credit Union Ltd 
N N Y Y 

NSW Broken Hill Community Credit Union Ltd Y N Y Y 

NSW Calare Credit Union Ltd (First Choice) N N Y Y 

VIC Central Murray Credit Union Ltd N N Y Y 

NSW Central West Credit Union Ltd Y N Y Y 

NSW Coastline Credit Union Ltd Y N Y Y 

NSW Companion Credit Union Ltd Y N Y Y 

NSW Country First Credit Union Ltd Y N Y Y 

NSW Eurobodalla Credit Union Ltd N N Y Y 

VIC 
Goulburn Murray Credit Union Co-

Operative Ltd 
N N Y Y 

Qld Gympie Credit Union Ltd N N Y Y 

Tas Heritage Isle Credit Union Ltd Y N Y Y 

NSW Holiday Coast Credit Union Ltd Y N Y Y 

NSW Horizon Credit Union Ltd Y N Y Y 

NSW 
Hunter United Employees' Credit Union 

Ltd 
Concise N Y Y 

NSW Macarthur Credit Union Ltd Y N Y Y 

Qld 
Maleny and District Community Credit 

Union Ltd 
Y Y Y Y 

NSW New England Credit Union Ltd Y N Y Y 

NSW Northern Inland Credit Union Ltd N N Y Y 

NSW Orana Credit Union Ltd N N Y Y 

NSW Orange Credit Union Ltd Y N Y Y 

VIC RegionalOne Credit Union Ltd N N Y Y 

NSW Shoalhaven Credit Union N N Y Y 

NSW South West Slopes Credit Union Ltd N N Y Y 

NSW Southern Cross Credit Union Ltd Y N Y Y 

VIC 
South-West Credit Union Co-Operative 

Ltd 
Y N Y Y 

VIC 
St Marys Swan Hill Co-Operative Credit 

Society Ltd 
Y N Y Y 

NSW Summerland Credit Union Ltd Y N Y Y 

NSW Wagga Mutual Credit Union Ltd N N Y Y 

Qld Warwick Credit Union Ltd N N Y Y 

VIC WAW Credit Union Co-Operative Ltd Y N Y Y 

Key: Y = Yes, N = No 

Table 5.1: Regional based credit unions on East Coast of Australia 
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Table 5.1 displays whether each of the credit unions prepares an annual 

report which was available on the internet and whether or not a discrete 

report of social and environmental impacts was prepared.  A „discrete 

report‟ was defined as either a stand-alone report or a discrete section of the 

annual report.  Paragraphs devoted to issues concerning CSR included in 

sections of the annual report, such as the report prepared by the CEO or 

Chairman, were not considered to be a discrete report.  Table 5.1 was 

constructed from data for 2005/2006 as this was the most recent time frame 

for the availability of comprehensive information during the data collection 

phase.  Some data was available for 2007, but there was an apparent delay in 

the information appearing on websites where it was not prepared 

contemporaneously with financial reports. 

5.2.1 Credit Unions – Internal Organisational Structure 

The internal structures of credit unions reflect their status as mutuals by 

virtue of being member focused organisations, conducting business for the 

benefit of members.  Boards of Management guide policy and strategic 

direction whilst operations are the domain of Chief Executive Officers 

(CEO).  While CEOs are employed to oversee the operational functions, the 

Boards of Management are elected by the members to develop strategy and 

monitor the activities of the CEO and the organisation.  

The role of Boards of Management in corporate and NFP settings has been 

approached in the literature from a normative perspective, prescribing rather 

than describing behaviour (Miller, 2002).  Fama and Jensen (1983) promote 

the separation of control and management arguing that it is the Board that 

ultimately answers to the owners and other stakeholders.  Thus the Board is 

responsible for monitoring operations and setting strategic direction in the 

organisation to meet the expectations of the owners and other stakeholders.  

While there is a perception of Boards having a controlling role in 

organisations, Miller (2002) noted that among NFP organisations the CEO, 

rather than the Board of Management, was credited with having the vision 

to move organisations forward.  In such organisations the relationship 

between the CEO and the Board of Management was based less on a 

supervisory or control basis than on a foundation of trust and mutual 
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respect.  Further, it was suggested that even where it was apparent that there 

should be more diligence in the role of the Board, the default position was 

one of deference to the CEO (Miller, 2002). 

While there is a potential for discord between the members (ownership) and 

management in influencing the Board of Management, the situation within 

the credit union sector is not that different from profit based corporations.   

Where profit is important to the voting members of a credit union, pressure 

is placed on the Board to maximise wealth via the process of elected office.  

The process of elections based on three year tenure, typical for the sector, 

has the potential to cause goal conflict if such voters make election choices 

based on short term performance.  While the purpose of this study is not to 

examine the relationship of the Board of Management to the CEO, the 

position each plays within the organisation, and the potential power each 

has to influence reporting of social and environmental impacts, is 

recognised in the selection of key stakeholder groups. 

In Section 3.8 explanations were provided for increased levels of reporting 

of social and environmental actions across the financial services sector.  One 

argument posited is that the increase could stem from a change in the way 

business is being undertaken in the financial services sector as a result of 

institutional changes.  An alternative argument for the increase in reporting 

is attributed to legitimacy theory.  It is not the intention of this study to 

explore the reasons why an organisation reports, rather, the focus is on the 

framework by which to report.  However, some level of understanding of 

the possible reasons for reporting is important in enriching the context of the 

study.  

It was noted in Section 3.8 that few credit unions were reporting their social 

and environmental impacts utilising a comprehensive discrete social or 

sustainability report, instead preferring a less structured approach to 

reporting.  This observation is supported in the analysis of reporting 

practices provided in Table 5 1.  Those credit unions that did formally report 

tended to have an inclusive report, incorporating both social and financial 

information.  However, all had a strong web presence.  This trend continued 

over the timeframe of the study from 2003 to 2009.  During this period it is 
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noted that no singular reporting framework has been adopted.  Few credit 

unions have adopted the Credit Union Toolkit (discussed in Section 3.10.3), 

although it is still a relatively new tool in terms of its availability.  However, 

what is apparent is that even those involved in trialling the Toolkit are not 

utilising it for reporting. 

Commercial banks, as noted in Chapter 3, have shown increased reporting 

of CSR, arguably as a means for legitimising their actions, which could be 

viewed as challenging an extended notion of accountability (Deegan, 1999).  

Credit unions have been well placed to respond to the perceived negative 

actions of commercial banks by moving into the gaps left by these actions, 

including regional bank closures (Decker, 2004).  By nature of their 

underlying philosophy of serving the community, credit unions have 

integrated the extended notion of accountability that is largely yet to be 

embedded into commercial banks.  What is clear is that the challenge 

remains to identify an acceptable reporting framework that reflects the 

community impacts that are an integral part of operations of credit unions. 

5.3 WAW Credit Union 

The primary case study organisation was the WAW Credit Union (WAW).  

This organisation was utilised in Phase 2 of the research to explore 

stakeholder needs and to develop the initial model for reporting, with data 

from additional credit unions incorporated into the study in later phases.   

The WAW has been operating in various guises in North-East Victoria and 

Southern NSW for over 50 years.  The current organisation is the result of a 

series of amalgamations of smaller, regionally based credit unions over this 

period.  The merging in 1976 of the Wangaratta and Wodonga Credit 

Unions, and the opening of a new branch in Albury, laid the foundation for 

the newly titled WAW Credit Union.  Since this time further amalgamations 

have occurred, effectively expanding the geographic coverage of the WAW 

to the outlying border regional communities of Beechworth, Chiltern, 

Corryong, Myrtleford, Moulamein, Tallangatta, Walwa and Yackandandah 

in Victoria, and Lavington and Walla Walla in NSW.  The Credit Union has 

established 13 service centres in these communities and in the regional 
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centres of Albury-Wodonga and Wangaratta, and currently services 

approximately 23,000 members. 

Management of WAW is via a Board of Directors and a management team 

led by the CEO.  The Board of Directors comprises up to eight members; 

seven members are elected representatives and one is appointed by the 

Board (WAW Credit Union Co-operative Limited, 2003).  The following 

sections describe the transition of the WAW Credit Union in adopting a 

social and environmental strategy. 

5.3.1 WAW’s Development of CSR Focused Strategic Goals  

Prior to the 1999/2000 financial year, the WAW, in both its reporting and 

operations, adopted an internal focus.  Key reporting was traditional, 

concentrating on financial and prudential compliance and reflected a focus 

on the organisation‟s immediate survival in the industry.  In more recent 

times there has been a shift in focus to external aspects, starting initially 

with the recognition of staff (in terms of well-being), Credit Union 

members, and the community as separate stakeholders, but quickly moving 

to a formula to combine the internal capabilities and the external 

environment with a view to making a difference for all involved. 

The beginning of the process, which shifted the strategic focus of the 

WAW, occurred upon the appointment of General Manager Peter Challis.  

This appointment, at the end of a period of senior management turnover 

including six changes in Directors and four General Managers over the 

course of 30 months, signalled the beginning of a period of consolidation, 

economic growth, and the acknowledgment of social responsibility as a core 

value for the credit union. 

In 1991 Peter Challis attended the World Council of Credit Unions 

conference, taking on board that:  

“…credit unions are more than banking, they are about lifestyle 

organisations with the ability to influence others, improve life, 

provide self-esteem and self-sufficiency” (Challis, P.K. 2003, pers. 

comm., 4 March). 
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It was with this view of the potential for credit unions to play a broader role 

in the community that he approached his appointment to the WAW.  Crucial 

to the shift toward an organisation focused on sustainability was the 

identification of a continuous improvement process (Figure 5.1) to be 

implemented by the organisation.  Since 1997 the WAW has attributed 

increased levels of performance, measured by increasing deposits, extended 

member benefits, business growth and increased market share, to this 

change in orientation.  The organisation‟s management believes the positive 

results are directly linked to the four priority areas of people orientation, 

improved value to members, productivity improvement, and impact on the 

community.   

 

 

The process adopted by the organisation was based on identifying key 

stakeholders on which to focus actions.  However, an important aspect of 

the change model was the interaction between the actions and the results.  

The model is cyclic in its orientation, thus acknowledging the continuous 

change required to move the organisation forward.  As each goal is met, 

further goals are identified.  The desire for a sustainable organisation is 

Figure 5.1: Continuous Improvements Process (Challis, P. K. 

2003, pers. comm., 4 March) 



174 

drawn from this change process and the need for an effective reporting 

mechanism for social and environmental actions has consequently emerged. 

In order to achieve the identified results, business decision-making and 

processes have been re-engineered to lead to greater involvement in decision 

making by staff and members.  To promote greater levels of member 

involvement, processes were put in place which require the members of the 

Board of Directors and senior management to host community forums and 

schedule meetings with members across the regions within which the WAW 

operates.  Education of staff and directors was also seen to be a critical 

component of quality improvements.  Consequently, a number of staff have 

been, and continue to be, supported to undertake formal education and 

directors are now required to undertake graduate studies in Financial 

Services specifically in the area of Credit Union Directorship (WAW Credit 

Union Co-operative Limited, 2008).  

Initially, given the state of the organisation, it was felt that it would take five 

years before the organisation could embark on a Corporate Social Reporting 

(CSR) initiative (Challis, P.K. 2003, pers. comm., 4 March).  Figure 5.2 

provides an overview of the process for the implementation of a social and 

environmental approach to the strategic goals of the WAW from 1996 to 

2003.  The timeline was compiled by the researcher from strategic planning 

documents, annual reports and Directors‟ minutes pertaining to the period. 

Prior to the 1999/2000 period the focus of the organisation was on 

profitability and prudential compliance.  At this time the organisation was in 

some financial difficulty and was uncompetitive in the market.  Services 

were poorly priced, set at approximately 0.7% above competitors, term 

deposits were not competitive, and the Credit Union had not experienced 

any growth for the preceding three years.  Capital needed to be built upon, 

but at the same time it was evident profit would be reduced as pricing 

needed to be adjusted in order to deliver value to members.  To compound 

management problems, staff compensation levels were out of date – in 85% 

of cases staff payments were below award rates and/or levels appropriate for 

the tasks being performed. 
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Year Focus 

1996/1997 Financial – profitability and prudential. 

1997/1998 Financial – profitability and prudential. Last year of a $1.2 

million write-off from a 1989 merger. 

Introduced reporting on key operational areas: 

Performance Measurement, Human Resources, Marketing 

and Prudential. 

1998/1999 Performance of the four key operational areas established 

as a reporting tool. 

Community-centric market presence adopted. 

1999/2000 Community business strategy continued. 

Introduced “The WAW Credit Union Difference – Local 

Decisions – International Convenience” tool for economic 

growth. 

Staff salary rate in line with market conditions. 

2000/2001 Appointment of Community Development Manager. 

Development of Community Link Program. 

Foundations of Social and Environmental strategy 

introduced within management processes. 

Seven goals and actions adopted by the Board of 

Management to address Financial, Social and 

Environmental areas. 

Received Waste-Wise accreditation. 

2001/2002 Review of Mission Statement to include community benefits. 

Introduced Social and Environmental reporting at the Board 

level. 

2002/2003 Financial, Social and Environmental focus introduced into 

strategic goals. 

2006/2007 Introduction of the fourth dimension, Member Mutuality. 

. 

 

Figure 5.2: Timeline: Implementation of Social and Environmental focus 

into strategic goals 
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A strategic plan was developed to provide clear direction to the year 2001. 

The plan was based on the following mission statement which included the 

organisation‟s first reference to operating sustainably. 

“To operate a responsive, values-driven, co-operative financial 

institution that provides financial benefit to members and the 

region in a sustainable manner” (WAW Credit Union, 1996). 

A core values statement (WAW 2001) was prepared, reflecting the ethical 

principles by which the credit union would operate and included the core 

values of Cooperation, Moral Integrity, Trust, Financial Prudence, Caring 

for Members, and Social Responsibility.  The statement requires social 

responsibility to be demonstrated at three levels.  Firstly, to do business in a 

socially responsible manner through the provision of services that enhance 

members' ability to become financially responsible; secondly, to access 

financial information to the member‟s advantage; and thirdly, involvement 

with the community (WAW 2001). 

The values statement clearly identified the future direction in 

acknowledging social responsibility as a core activity.  A re-engineering of 

internal reporting saw the introduction of formal operational area reports in 

1997/1998 (WAW Credit Union, 1998).  Four key areas were identified: 

Performance Measurement, Human Resources, Marketing, and Prudential.  

These areas continue to be reflected in current management reports to the 

Board of Directors.  The focus, however, remained on achieving a 

strengthened financial position, in particular reducing bad debts, minimising 

costs, improving interest margins, and enhancing staff competency.  During 

this early period the first steps were made to connect back to the community 

with the launch of the „Local Decisions – International Convenience‟ 

branding and the establishment of the Members Relations Committee. 

The market share of the organisation was examined during 1998 and 1999 

as the focus of planning shifted to gaining improved knowledge of the 

market segments (WAW 1999).  The market was divided into geographic 

regions and socio-economic groups were identified to gain a greater 

understanding of the individual communities in which the organisation 

operated.  Community meetings and director visits commenced.  The 
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purpose of the meetings was to gain feedback and exchange information 

within the localised geographic communities.  Despite the belief in 1996 

that it would take five years for a corporate social responsibility initiative to 

be embarked upon, during this time the foundation was being laid for the 

partnership between the organisation and the community.  However, the 

Business Plan (WAW Credit Union, 1999) continued to reflect a focus on 

strengthening the organisation‟s financial position and the efficiency and 

technical skills of staff. 

The Corporate Plan for 1999/2000 (WAW Credit Union, 2000) saw the first 

documented integration of aspects of social responsibility, including 

development of a positive employee culture, and recognition of the role the 

Credit Union plays in regional economic growth.  Salary rates came in line 

with market conditions and formal training programs for all levels were in 

place.  The value of employees was acknowledged as being crucial to the 

long-term sustainability of the Credit Union.  The Community Business 

strategy continued and new products were introduced to better serve the 

needs of members and the community.  One such product, introduced with 

the aim of developing a cooperative culture of people helping people, was 

the Mutuality Benefits Program (MBP).  This program provides benefits for 

members who support the WAW, with the provision of extended services as 

a reward.  The addition of „The WAW Credit Union Difference‟ to the 

„Local Decisions – International Convenience‟ branding emphasised the 

vision of the Credit Union as:  

"…more than a banker for the community, but more importantly a 

vibrant tool for the regional economy to grow" (WAW 2000). 

The appointment of a Community Development Manager in 2000/2001 and 

the creation of seven goals and an action plan to integrate financial, social 

and environmental areas at the board level were the first steps in formally 

adopting a corporate social reporting initiative.  These steps also 

acknowledged the importance of social responsibility to the Credit Union as 

a sustainability tool.  The foundations of the strategy were introduced within 

management processes encouraging managers to think beyond the technical 

scope of their jobs.  Managers were also encouraged to attend regional 
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meetings and to become involved in community activities.  Incrementally, 

the management reports to the Board have included more and more 

information about social and environmental aspects.  The Community Link 

program was established and the organisation received Waste-Wise 

accreditation, an important step in the recognition of its environmental 

responsibilities which have developed in line with social responsibilities. 

A review of the Mission Statement was undertaken during the 2001 to 2002 

period to ensure that a sharper focus on community benefits was reflected, 

and a revised mission statement was created to acknowledge the broader 

community stakeholder status: 

"To operate a responsive, values-driven, co-operative financial 

institution that provides financial benefit and community benefits to 

members and the region in a sustainable manner" (WAW Credit 

Union, 2002, p.5). 

Finally in 2002/2003, an integrated financial, social and environmental 

strategy was introduced at the Board Level and included as part of the WAW 

Credit Union – Policy and Procedures.  While there was concern about the 

costs associated with adopting a socially responsible approach, an internal 

survey of members indicated that members were supportive of the Credit 

Union in its endeavours, with 92.5% of members in 2003 agreeing that the 

credit union should play a role in the community (WAW Member Survey, 

2002).  Additional discussion of the members‟ responses to the social 

responsibility initiative is detailed in Appendix 9.  During 2002/2003 a 

review of strategic goals was undertaken to further direct the management 

of the Credit Union and reflect the position the Credit Union was taking in 

the community.  This resulted in the development of six core values: Co-

operation; Moral Integrity; Trust; Financial Prudence; Caring for Members; 

and Social Responsibility. 

One of the goals in the process of reform for WAW is to implement an 

ongoing social/environmental/financial audit plan.  Whilst this is a long-

term goal, the journey towards this goal is seen as important in 

understanding the information needs of the organisation and stakeholders.   
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Past annual reports have gradually included more information pertaining to 

environmental and social impacts.  

The WAW Credit Union actively sought opportunities to create value and 

has implemented a number of activities to support this strategic business 

viewpoint.  These activities are perceived as ‘sustainable’ business practices 

for WAW, when considering a five to ten-year future of banking practices, 

technology, and changes in cultural behaviour. 

Examples of activities undertaken by the WAW Credit Union include: 

Community Meetings – conducted across the membership area each 

year; 

Director Visits – providing opportunities for members to meet one 

on one with their elected representatives; 

Community Care and Special Care accounts – designed for special 

interest groups; 

Green Team – a group of staff who meet regularly to maintain the 

organisation’s Waste-Wise Business accreditation, and seek new 

opportunities to support local environmental activities; 

Aggregation of electricity user group – following deregulation of the 

electricity industry, aimed at empowering rural and regional 

communities to strike better deals with electricity companies; 

Staff engagement – regular staff meetings and continuous 

improvement processes to involve staff in the triple-bottom-line 

(TBL) process; and, 

Sponsorship of local hospital fundraising appeal – LATIPSOH Day 

is an annual telethon that raises money for bush nursing hospitals 

and regional public hospitals and has become an integral part of the 

community support of the WAW for health services. 
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The adoption of a social responsibility strategy was well received by both 

members and staff of the WAW.  Appendices 9 to 11 provide a summary of 

the responses of these two stakeholder groups.  The responses were drawn 

from an internally prepared survey to which all staff were invited to 

participate and for which a random selection of members were engaged by 

telephone.  The telephone survey was based on a structured set of questions 

administered by casual staff employed solely for the purpose of data 

collection. 

5.3.2 Current Strategic Position 

The WAW Credit Union has continued to implement social and 

environmental initiatives, but as evidenced by published reports is yet to 

find a satisfactory reporting methodology.  Recent years have seen the 

maintenance of the four dimension strategy, including social and 

environmental accounting (SEA), however the focus of the Board of 

Management and senior management has been on regulatory requirements.  

Regulations for financial services (see Section 3.9) have raised the need for 

the implementation of operational changes arising from changes to the 

Corporations Act, and the introduction of Basel II and the Anti Money 

Laundering and Counter Terrorism and Financing Act (WAW Credit 

Union, 2003b). 

The strategic plan for 2005-2010 (WAW Credit Union, 2004b) articulated 

the organisation‟s framework for its TBL approach.  Titled Triple Bottom 

Line Approach – Caring for the Community and the Environment, the 

strategic plan describes the balance required between the three dimensions 

of Economic, Social and Environmental responsibilities within a stated 

context of stakeholder empowerment and engagement.  The specific areas 

identified to be of concern by the WAW Credit Union are presented in 

Table 5.2. 
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Economic 

Long-term sustainability 

Financial results that respect co-

operative (not just profit) principles 

Controlled growth 

Value for members 

Social 

Community engagement 

Stakeholder involvement 

Employee wellbeing 

Buy Local approach 

Health and safety education 

Corporate governance approach 

Environment 

Waste-Wise accreditation 

Green Team process 

Community engagement 

 Table 5.2: WAW Credit Union‟s Triple Bottom Line framework  

Four strategies, performance measurement, human resources, prudential and 

marketing, are identified to achieve performance goals (WAW Credit 

Union, 2004b).  The first three have implications for the identified TBL 

strategy.  Performance measurement calls for measurable outcomes and key 

performance indicators to be established (WAW Credit Union, 2004b, p.9).  

However, the indicators and the format of reports are not articulated, 

suggesting a lack of clarity in the formation of the strategy.  Human 

resources include the components of training and development, 

organisational structure, performance management, and succession planning 

(WAW Credit Union, 2004b, p.10).  The areas covered make no reference to 
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anti-discrimination or poor labour practices which are generally found as 

categories in the reporting guidelines which were discussed in Chapter 3.  

Such an omission may suggest that in Australia issues of this nature are not 

of critical importance.  This approach, it could be argued, reflects the 

maturation of social issues surrounding fair working conditions in Australia. 

The final strategy with implications for social and environmental reporting 

lies with prudential activities.  The strategy articulates compliance with 

relevant legislation and codes of operation and also adherence to the 

Australian Credit Unions‟ six core values of co-operation, moral integrity, 

trust, financial prudence, caring for members and social responsibility 

(WAW Credit Union, 2004b).  The difficulty for any credit union at this 

time to commit to social responsibility is the failure to find a universally 

accepted definition and reporting framework.   

The marketing strategy offers no explicit focus on social or environmental 

impacts.  However, it could be extrapolated that the marketing strategy 

could have impacts in two directions.  Firstly, the method of marketing and 

promoting the Credit Union could have environmental impacts, depending 

on the approach chosen, such as recyclable paper for reports or by the 

choice of philanthropic projects to sponsor.  The second area is in the 

development of products that resonate with community expectations of low 

environmental impact.  An example would be the decision to focus on the 

development of green products, such as loan products designed to encourage 

environmentally responsible practices or products designed to assist those 

members who are disadvantaged.  However, the strategy as it is expressed in 

the strategic plan offers no reference or explicit link to a CSR agenda. 

5.3.3 Current Reporting Approach 

The WAW Credit Union, while having spent considerable time on the 

development and implementation of a CSR strategy over a number of years, 

does not have a clearly developed reporting strategy to identify and report 

on progress and outcomes.  Rather, current reporting has been linked to its 

Community Link Program and the communication of initiatives enacted to 

date included in the newsletter sent to members.  This publication is 
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forwarded to members in print format and is also available electronically 

from the Credit Union‟s website.  The printed publication is prepared two or 

three times per year.  A recent addition has been the Smartlink eNewsletter 

initiated in late 2008.  The Smartlink eNewsletter is published on a monthly 

basis with regular environment and community news and is available to 

both members and non-members from the WAW website. 

The format of the information reported in the existing publications is 

exclusively qualitative and frequently themed around current activities.  The 

annual reports over the past five years have contained reference to social 

and environmental issues, but no comprehensive CSR report is prepared.  In 

the period 2004 to 2007 the title of the annual report was „Financial, Social 

and Environmental Report‟, however the non-financial aspects largely 

comprised strategic statements of the organisation‟s commitment to the four 

pillars of Environmental Responsibility, Member Mutuality, Community 

Support and Financial Reliability (WAW Credit Union, 2004a, 2005, 2006, 

2007). 

5.4 Determining the Reporting Requirements of 

Stakeholder Groups 

A survey, informed by three sources, was constructed in order to garner an 

appreciation of the potential reporting requirements of the credit union 

stakeholders.  The bases for building the survey included the literature 

concerning CSR reporting, further input regarding the informational 

requirements revealed in the focus group interviews that were conducted, 

and usage of the criteria reported by the commonly used CSR mechanisms.   

Concerning the latter source, the reporting schemas most commonly cited at 

the time the project was commenced included the GRI (2002)
3
, AA 1000 

(AccountAbility, 1999), and the SA 8000 standard (CEPAA, 2000).  These 

mechanisms were critiqued and comparisons made with the views of the 

                                                 

3
 It should be noted that the 2006 version was released subsequent to the development of 

the survey. 
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focus group interviewees.  In the following sub-sections these two aspects 

of the study are presented and, based on this analysis, a list of commonly 

addressed issues was derived for further assessment and analysis via the 

survey instrument. 

5.4.1 Stakeholder Group Interviews 

The role of the initial group interviews, which adopted a general guided 

approach to extracting the views of the stakeholders, was discussed in 

Section 4.6.1.  The focus of the discussion was around five central themes: a 

definition for social and environmental reporting, the type of information to 

report, how the information should be reported, the format or style of the 

report, and the type of assurance (see Appendix 8 for interview protocols).  

The intent at this stage was to explore the interviewees‟ conceptual 

understanding of SEA.  The initial phase of each group interview was 

focused on drawing out a definition of the concept and the terms commonly 

used.  This was purposely done to provide the researcher with an 

understanding of the participants‟ knowledge of this area and to set the 

scene and context for further discussion.  While participants were provided 

with a statement about the purpose of the research, this was expressed in 

general terms (see Appendix 7) without providing definitions of key terms, 

thus allowing participants to give their own meaning to the topic area.  The 

implicit assumption with the group method of interviewing was that an 

individual‟s attitudes are formed by the people and events around them.  

Listening to the views of others assists in the formation of our own opinions 

and understandings.  This was evident in the group interviews which 

frequently had the flavour of a conversation between the participants, with 

the researcher as an observer to the debate, but also with the responsibility 

to rein in the conversation in order to keep the discussion relevant to social 

and environmental issues.  

Each of the group interview sessions was taped and transcripts of the 

conversations prepared by the researcher.  The transcripts were then 

analysed adopting content analysis for recurring themes under the five 

discussion points.  The unit of analysis was a phrase or set of statements 

from which emergent themes were identified for each of the five discussion 
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points.  The transcripts of the interview sessions were examined by the 

researcher.  The responses were segregated into the five areas covered in the 

interview (see Appendix 8).  From each of these areas common phrases and 

statements were extracted. On completion of the analysis of each interview 

the first interview analysed was reviewed for consistency with later analysis.  

Table 5.3 presents the identified themes and the number of statements made 

by all participants for each theme.   

Focus/Total No. Emergent Themes No. 

Definition 
Community 2 

Responsibility 3 

10 Societal 5 

Type of information 

Quantitative measure 3 

Donation/Philanthropic 1 

Financial 32 

Human Resource 8 

Goal oriented 3 

Ethical/governance 2 

Other Financial 1 

Company profile 3 

How to engage with stakeholders 1 

64 Community/Society 10 

How reported 

Financial Report based 8 

Textual 6 

Numeric based other than traditional 

Finance i.e. not necessarily expressed 

as dollars but using a quantitative value 6 

Other 7 

Employee 6 

36 Goal orientated 3 

What format 

Annual Financial report 8 

Website 4 

Newsletter 3 

Promotion/marketing 2 

23 Other 6 

Type of assurance 

Independent audit 8 

Don't know 1 

Recognise Limitations 1 

11 Benchmark 1 

Table 5.3: Emergent themes from focus groups 

Responses to the first question regarding the definition of social and 

environmental reporting and activities (Table 5.4) did not illicit a robust 

discussion.  Typically, a response was made by one or two members of each 

group from which murmurs of agreement were made by other participants.  

The exception was the external stakeholder group who provided no response 
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and the researcher consequently needed to provide a general explanation to 

move the interview forward.  The explanation to this group was that it was 

about “identifying and reporting the effect of actions by the organisation on 

society and the environment”.  The minimal response could be attributed to 

either a general or vague understanding of the term, or may reflect the initial 

tentative participation of the members of the group. The final discussion 

point on assurance also had less discussion than other points covered (Table 

5.4), and while it may have been due to discussion fatigue it was felt that 

participants may have been comfortable in opting for the traditional 

financial accounting assurance requirements as the few comments made 

were linked to mention of the financial reports. 

Focus Emergent Themes No. 

Breakdown by 

Stakeholder group No. 

Definition 

Community 2 Management 1 

   Other internal 1 

Responsibility 3 Management 1 

   Employees 2 

Societal 5 Employees 1 

   Other internal 2 

   External 2 

Type of 

assurance 

Independent audit 8 Management 2 

   Employees 1 

   Other internal 1 

   External 4 

Don't know 1 Other internal 1 

Recognise Limitations 1 External 1 

Benchmark 1 External 1 

Table 5.4: Emergent themes for definition and assurance identified by 

stakeholder type 

Financial Reporting proved to be a strong theme across the discussion of 

reporting requirements.  While the purpose of the study was to explore the 

reporting of social and environmental issues, this was not presented as 

exclusive of other dimensions of reporting.  A breakdown of the responses 

between the stakeholder groups in Table 5.5 indicates that the financial 

aspects figured strongly in the discussion by external stakeholders (non-

members and non-employees of WAW) and by other internal stakeholders 

(members, but not employees or management).  Reflecting on this 
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difference within the groups, several options may explain the dissimilar 

responses according to the perspectives of communication and importance 

of the issue.  From a communication perspective the divergence could be 

explained by a greater awareness of social and environmental impacts and 

attempts to report them by management and staff of WAW.  Given the 

actions by WAW over the past years (see Section 5.3.1), such an awareness 

level from staff and managers was to be expected.  This response, however, 

could further be interpreted as a failing, under current methods, to 

effectively report on these aspects to the members and external stakeholders.  

Alternatively, the emphasis in the discussion could be explained as simply 

reflecting the primary concern – that of financial well-being for these 

stakeholder groups.  As prior studies have provided little insight into the 

views of stakeholders and their need for information, it is not possible to 

gain an appreciation of which, if any, of the above explanations has greater 

resonance.   

A number of issues arising in connection to the question of how to report 

and the format that the report should take could not be grouped under the 

emergent themes.  Comments included references to SWOT analysis, 

continuous reporting, supplier impacts, that it was about more than merely 

dollars spent, or the need to be proactive about current community issues, 

and also about the difficulty of articulating and measuring the activities.  

While difficult to analyse thematically, these areas were deemed important 

for the purposes of developing the survey questionnaire and the model for 

reporting. 
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Focus Emergent Themes No. Breakdown by 

Stakeholder group 

No. 

Type of 

information 

Quantitative measure 3 Management 1 

   Employees 2 

Donation/Philanthropic 1 Management 1 

Financial 32 Management 1 

   Employees 1 

   Other internal 24 

   External 6 

Human Resource 8 Management 1 

   Employees 5 

   Other internal 2 

Goal oriented 3 Employees 1 

   Other internal 1 

   External 1 

Ethical/governance 2 External 2 

Other Financial 1 Other internal 1 

Company profile 3 Other internal 1 

   External 2 

How to engage with 

stakeholders 

1 External 1 

Community/Society 10 Other internal 5 

   External 5 

How 

reported 

Financial Report based 8 Management 1 

   Employees 2 

   Other internal 5 

Textual 6 Management 2 

   Employees 2 

   External 2 

Numeric based other than 

traditional financial 

6 Other internal 4 

 External 2 

Other 7 Other internal 3 

   External 4 

Employee 6 Other internal 6 

Goal orientated 3 External 3 

What 

format 

Annual financial report 8 Management 1 

   Employees 1 

   Other internal 3 

   External 3 

Website 4 Management 1 

   Employees 2 

   External 1 

Newsletter 3 Management 1 

   Employees 2 

Promotion/marketing 2 Employees 1 

   External 1 

Other 6 Employees 3 

   Other internal 1 

   External 2 

Table 5.5: Emergent themes for information type, how to report, and 

format of report identified by stakeholder type 
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While the intent of the interviews was to draw out the meanings attributed 

by participants to the concept of social and environmental issues and to 

identify the type of information needed by participants to judge an 

organisation‟s performance, it was common to find that the respondents 

associated with WAW discussed initiatives undertaken by the organisation 

rather than the practice of reporting. 

“Should be issues about promoting WAW as a bank community, as a 

community of staff we should be out promoting what we do and 

making people aware of our responsibility within the community” 

(Employee).  

 

“Value of hours spent on social actions e.g. meals on wheels, not 

recorded in annual report anywhere but obviously there is a cost to 

WAW and benefit to community. This is a value and cost that members 

are sharing” (Employee). 

 

“Involve description of events like Latipsoh Day”
4
 (Management). 

One notion which emerged from the interviews was the importance of 

telling the story.  The significance lay in talking about what the organisation 

was doing, in particular, that “reporting was not just about measurable 

outcomes” (Manager).  Such a view mirrors the meaning articulated by 

Woller (2007) in his discussion of social performance in microfinance.  In 

this paper Woller based his discussion on a definition of social performance 

drawn from SEEP‟s Social Performance Glossary.  Social performance was 

defined as “the effective translation of an organisation‟s social mission into 

practice” (Woller, 2007, p.16).  Social performance, it is argued by Wollner, 

is “not just about measuring outcomes but also about the actions and 

corrective measures that are being taken to bring about those outcomes” 

(2007, p.16). 

                                                 

4
 Initiative of the WAW (hospital spelt backwards); an annual fund raiser which organises 

business, community groups and individuals to raise funds for hospitals within the regional 

footprint of the WAW.  Participants can choose to allocate funds directly to a local hospital 

or to allow allocation of funds by the Latipsoh organising body.  It has been so successful 

that it has evolved into an autonomous annual event sponsored by a number of local and 

national organisations. 
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5.4.2 Analysis of Common Reporting Mechanisms 

A critical review of the guidelines and frameworks discussed in Chapter 3 

was also undertaken during this phase of the study.  Each of the frameworks 

was reviewed against a range of dimensions, and a summary of the findings 

is included in Tables 5.6 to 5.8 (see Appendix 5 for a breakdown by specific 

mechanism).  Three broad aspects were identified within which the criteria 

could be grouped – coverage, stakeholder engagement, and underlying 

principles.  The criteria were synthesised from the literature (Adams & 

Narayanan, 2007; Tilt, 2001) and Sustainability Reporting Awards criteria 

(ACCA, 2004; Dow Jones Sustainability Index, 2006b; Environmental 

Protection Agency, 2006).  
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Dimensions 

Number of 

mechanisms 

which 

include 

dimension 
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P
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e
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Sustainability 

Agenda 

Goals 3 

Training 1 

Responsibility 2 

Reporting 

Goals 3 

Training 3 

Responsibility 3 

Dissemination 2 

B
re

a
d

th
 

Reporting 

Categories 

(Prescribed 

*) 

Social 

Human resources 2 

Community 1 

Environmental 

Direct 1 

Indirect 1 

Governance 

Formal 1 

Informal - 

Financial 

Accounting - 

Other 1 

Data types 

Quantitative 

Monetary 2 

Non-monetary 1 

Qualitative   1 

Assurance 

Internal 1 

External 5 

Table 5.6: Areas covered by commonly used CSR reporting mechanisms 

Analysis of the coverage aspect sought to establish if the mechanism 

addressed issues concerning the process of establishing a sustainability 

agenda, as well as a process to support the reporting of social and 
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environmental impacts.  The breadth of coverage was also analysed to 

determine if all the dimensions of environment, social, governance and 

financial were addressed.  The review also considered if the content of the 

report was prescribed.  This analysis appears in Table 5.6, revealing that, for 

most of the criteria identified for this project, few of the six frameworks 

provide a relevant coverage of issues. 

In Table 5.7 stakeholder engagement was also examined to determine if the 

frameworks and mechanisms explicitly identified stakeholder groups, if a 

process of engagement was articulated, and how focused the mechanism 

was on stakeholders‟ needs versus other goals.  This last criterion offered a 

means for assessing if the mechanism could truly provide an impetus for 

organisations to adopt a sustainability agenda.  This required an agenda 

which sought to minimise negative environmental impacts and to conform 

with society's expectations (Deegan, 1999), rather than for the reporting 

organisation to simply be seeking a competitive advantage.  

Dimensions 

Number of 

mechanisms 

which 

include 

dimension 

E
n

g
a

g
e

m
e

n
t 

re
q

u
ir
e

m
e

n
ts

 

P
ro

c
e

ss
 Stakeholder identification 

Identified 4 

Not identified - 

Not required 1 

Stakeholder engagement 

Identified 1 

Not identified 1 

Not required 1 

B
re

a
d

th
 

Range of stakeholders 
Required 1 

Not required 4 

Ranking of stakeholders 
Required 1 

Not required 3 

Table 5.7: Stakeholder engagement in commonly used CSR reporting 

mechanisms 

 

The analysis of underlying principles, as displayed in Table 5.8, sought to 

capture the flavour of each of the mechanisms and what they promise to the 

users and to the readers of reports produced under the mechanism.  

Usefulness and materiality were the most common principles addressed by 
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the mechanisms.  While membership and ability to adopt the mechanism 

varied, in most situations the development of the mechanisms was open for 

public input.  

Dimensions 

Number of 

mechanisms 

which 

include 

dimension 
P

ri
n

c
ip

le
s 

o
f 

g
u

id
e

lin
e

 s
e

tt
e

r 

P
ro

c
e

ss
 

Focus of  mechanism's 

goals 

Business 2 

Stakeholders 5 

Membership  
Open 3 

Closed/restricted 4 

Consultation in 

development 

Open 5 

Closed/restricted 2 

None - 

B
re

a
d

th
 o

f 
p

ri
n

c
ip

le
s 

Materiality Definition 3 

Transparency Definition - 

Completeness Definition 2 

Credibility Definition 1 

Inclusivity  Definition 3 

Balance Definition  1 

Accuracy Definition 1 

Assurance 
Provided 2 

Definition 1 

Usefulness 

Relevance 1 

Reliability 2 

Comparability 2 

Flexibility 1 

Definition 6 

Clarity Definition 1 

Timeliness  Definition 1 

Responsiveness Definition  2 

Not Identified - 

 

While it was evident that each mechanism has something to offer, it was 

noted that the GRI appeared to satisfy most of the criteria and is arguably 

the most favoured by those who provide reports.  A review of the latest 

Table 5.8: Underlying principles of commonly used CSR reporting 

mechanisms 
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iteration of the GRI (2006), published after commencement of the project, 

supports this finding.  The following discussion commences with an 

overview of the GRI guidelines and then a discussion of reporting criteria 

with particular attention given to the GRI (2002) which was current at the 

time of the interviews is provided.  The GRI mechanism was chosen to 

inform the survey as this reporting tool, unlike AA 1000 (AccountAbility, 

1999) and SA 8000 (CEPAA, 2000), identified specific reporting categories.  

The AA1000 and SA8000 guidelines focus particularly on the process of 

reporting, an approach which is embedded in the GRI (2002, 2006).  

5.5 Ranking Reporting Requirements of 

Stakeholders 

The choice of reporting topics for inclusion in the survey instrument was 

teased out of the responses from the group interviews conducted with the 

stakeholder groups and the core indicators adopted by the GRI (2002).  

While the GRI (2002) covered a range of social and environmental issues, it 

was not surprising, given that the case study organisation is a service sector 

organisation, that few of the indicators relating to direct environmental 

impacts were identified by the stakeholder focus groups of WAW as desired 

information.  However, many of the themes identified from the analysis of 

the group interviews aligned with indicators set out in the GRI for social 

dimensions.  As presented in Table 5.3, the most important issues for 

reporting were financial, community, and human resource.  These three 

areas were the focus in extracting indicators of performance from the core 

GRI (2002) indicators.  Goal oriented information was also identified as a 

theme, and thus policy and process dimensions were also included in the 

survey. 

Two methods were utilised to analyse the survey responses.  In the first of 

the two sections of the questionnaire which asked respondents about 

reporting criteria, the survey sought to elicit preferred information type.  As 

previously discussed, the purpose of the first section of the survey was to 

validate the weighted rankings to be determined in the second section of the 

survey instrument.  The average mean score for each item of information 
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was considered sufficient to provide a rough indication of the importance of 

the information type and to provide a tentative ranking of the importance of 

the information type to the stakeholder group. The results from this section 

were then compared to the second section of the survey for validation of the 

resulting rank of importance. 

In the last section of the survey the respondents were asked to rank their 

preferences for information based on the hierarchical structure shown in 

Table 5.9.   

As noted in Chapter 4 (Section 4.7.4), the development of the hierarchical 

structure was based on the focus group interviews and was influenced by 

current reporting guidelines.  The information synthesised from these 

sources formed the sub-goals and led to the identification of the criteria for 

measurement of the sub-goals.  From the criteria for measurement, the 

survey questions were formulated based on the pair-wise ranking necessary 

for AHP analysis, as discussed in Section 4.7.3. 
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Table 5.9: Goal hierarchy for reporting 

 

AIM GOALS SUBGOALS CRITERIA 

REPORTING 

CATEGORIES 

INFORMATION 

CATEGORIES 

Human Resource 

Performance 

Turnover and 

retention 

Payments to staff 

Community 

Engagement and 

Environmental 

Performance 

Community 

engagement and 

environmental issues 

and activities 

Organisation 

Performance 

Human resources 

issues and policies 

Community 

interaction activities 

Financial 

performance 

STYLE OF 

REPORT 

Traditional 

Financial 

Reporting 

categories 

Financial measure 

Non-financial 

measures 

Social and 

Environmental 

categories 

Numeric measures 

Non-numeric 

measures 
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5.5.1 Analysis of Survey Responses  

Importance of reporting topics to stakeholders 

As described in Section 4.7.4, a five point scale ranging from 1 (indicating 

no importance) to 5 (signifying the item is of extreme importance) was 

utilised in the section of the survey for a non-preferential measure of an 

item‟s importance to the respondent.  Table 5.10 presents the responses 

ranked by strength of interest, based on the mean response of participants 

(expanded summary available in Appendix 13).  Based on responses, the 

areas of strongest interest in this section of the survey were those associated 

with supporting local business, customer issues of satisfaction, product 

policies, breaches of consumer privacy, and employment issues.  

Performance and financial issues such as net sales, cost of goods (COGS) 

and payroll were less highly ranked, with a mean response indicating they 

were only of moderate to strong importance.   

Reporting criteria N Mean Std. Dev. 

Breach consumer privacy 166 3.65 1.22 

Occupational policies * 168 3.43 1.227 

Product information policies * 167 3.38 1.254 

Customer satisfaction * policy 165 3.34 1.161 

Buy local 168 3.33 1.26 

Environmental impact 168 3.29 1.16 

Employee conditions * 168 3.2 1.265 

Donations 168 3.1 1.114 

Employee policies * 168 3.07 1.244 

Non compliance OH&S 166 3.04 1.216 

Awards for SEA 168 2.96 1.247 

Loans paid in terms 166 2.92 1.201 

Employee turnover * 165 2.9 1.376 

Advertising policies * 168 2.9 1.101 

Native habitats 166 2.86 1.226 

Net sales 165 2.75 1.167 

COGS 167 2.41 1.153 

Workforce by region 164 2.41 1.079 

Payroll 167 2.4 1.125 

Customer location * 168 2.39 1.061 

Mining activities 165 2.12 1.202 

* Indicates significantly different responses between the three stakeholder groups. 

Table 5.10: Reporting topics ranked in order of importance 
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An analysis of variance, presented in Table 5.11, of the three stakeholder 

groups of members, employees and others indicated statistically significant 

differences for eight of the reporting criteria.  Four of the areas were in 

respect to policy and an examination of the means indicated that 

management found this group to be of higher importance than other 

stakeholder groups.  However, employee conditions were of significantly 

more importance to non-management employees.  These differences could 

be attributed to the focus of management on setting policy and the direct 

impact on employees of their working conditions.  Overall, however, the 

areas identified as of importance to respondents aligned with the areas 

identified for reporting in the GRI.  Of note, however, is the relative 

importance of the identified areas to the stakeholders, revealing a clear 

preference for the non-financial areas with financial information ranked in 

the lower half of the ranked criteria.  This would appear to conflict with the 

emphasis placed on the identified themes derived from the focus group 

interviews. 
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Sum of 

Squares Df 

Mean 

Square F Sig. 

COGS Between Groups .076 2 .038 *.028 .972 

  Within Groups 220.415 164 1.344     

  Total 220.491 166       

Payroll Between Groups .648 2 .324 .254 .776 

  Within Groups 209.472 164 1.277     

  Total 210.120 166       

Donations Between Groups .111 2 .056 *.044 .957 

  Within Groups 207.169 165 1.256     

  Total 207.280 167       

Net sales Between Groups 5.660 2 2.830 2.106 .125 

  Within Groups 217.649 162 1.344     

  Total 223.309 164       

Customer 

location 

Between Groups 
6.851 2 3.425 3.123 .047 

  Within Groups 181.000 165 1.097     

  Total 187.851 167       

Loans paid in 

terms 

Between Groups 2.861 2 1.431 .992 .373 

  Within Groups 235.121 163 1.442     

  Total 237.982 165       

Buy local Between Groups 1.425 2 .713 .445 .641 

  Within Groups 263.908 165 1.599     

  Total 265.333 167       

Environmental 

impact 

Between Groups 1.554 2 .777 .575 .564 

  Within Groups 223.154 165 1.352     

  Total 224.708 167       

Mining activities Between Groups 4.212 2 2.106 1.467 .234 

  Within Groups 232.600 162 1.436     

  Total 236.812 164       

Native habitats Between Groups .940 2 .470 .310 .734 

  Within Groups 246.874 163 1.515     

  Total 247.813 165       

Workforce by 

region 

Between Groups 
5.378 2 2.689 2.350 .099 

  Within Groups 184.250 161 1.144     

  Total 189.628 163       
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Sum of 

Squares df 

Mean 

Square F Sig. 

Employee turnover Between Groups 36.141 2 18.071 10.672 .000 

  Within Groups 274.307 162 1.693     

  Total 310.448 164       

Employee 

conditions 

Between Groups 26.981 2 13.491 9.269 .000 

  Within Groups 240.138 165 1.455     

  Total 267.119 167       

Employee policies Between Groups 38.447 2 19.224 14.429 .000 

  Within Groups 219.832 165 1.332     

  Total 258.280 167       

Awards for SEA Between Groups 1.684 2 .842 .538 .585 

  Within Groups 258.101 165 1.564     

  Total 259.786 167       

Occupational 

policies 

Between Groups 14.577 2 7.289 5.081 .007 

  Within Groups 236.703 165 1.435     

  Total 251.280 167       

Non compliance 

OH&S 

Between Groups 6.688 2 3.344 2.299 .104 

  Within Groups 237.095 163 1.455     

  Total 243.783 165       

Breach consumer 

privacy 

Between Groups 2.267 2 1.133 .759 .470 

  Within Groups 243.468 163 1.494     

  Total 245.735 165       

Customer 

satisfaction policy 

Between Groups 8.149 2 4.075 3.101 .048 

  Within Groups 212.845 162 1.314     

  Total 220.994 164       

Advertising 

policies 

Between Groups 
13.185 2 6.593 5.747 .004 

  Within Groups 189.291 165 1.147     

  Total 202.476 167       

Product 

information 

policies 

Between Groups 10.482 2 5.241 3.428 .035 

  Within Groups 250.752 164 1.529     

  Total 261.234 166       

Table 5.11: The analysis of variance based on three key stakeholder groups, 

members, employees and others 

 



 201 

The third section of the survey requested respondents to indicate the type of 

information and the preferred measurement type as a comparative choice in 

order to establish a weighting of stakeholder preferences.  The Expert 

Choice Computer Model was used to analyse the pair-wise comparisons.  

The consistency ratios for both goals were less than 10%, within the 

acceptable range, thus indicating coherence of the pair-wise comparisons. 

The type of information was categorised as – Human Resource Issues, 

Community Engagement and Environmental Issues, and Organisation 

Performance.  The Human Resource Issues category captured items 

specifically associated with remuneration and retention of staff.  

Community Engagement and Environmental Issues were reflected in 

questions concerning sponsorship, community based programs and supports, 

environmental practices, and SEA awards.  The final category of 

Organisation Performance captured data specific to reporting items under 

GRI (2002) in the areas of human resources, community engagement, and 

financial performance.  The style of the report was considered based on two 

alternatives – quantitative or qualitative styles of information.   

The weighted hierarchy established for the categories is reported in Table 

5.12.  The L represents the eigenvector which is scaled to add up to 1.  This 

value provides the relative weighting of that factor compared to other 

factors on that level of the hierarchy. For example turnover and retention is 

of higher importance at .773 compared to payments to staff at .227.  

Combined these two factors add to 1. 
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Issues to report 

1. Human Resource Performance (L: .651)  

 1.1. Turnover and retention (L: .773)  

 1.2. Payments to staff (L: .227)  

2. Community Engagement and Environmental Issues (L: 

.245)  

3. Organisation Performance (L: .104)  

 3.1. Human resource issues (L: .651)  

 3.2. Community interaction (L: .247)  

 3.3. Financial performance (L: .102)   

Style of reporting 

1. Traditional Financial Reporting Categories (L: .791)  

 1.1. Financial measures (L: .797)  

 1.2. Non Financial Measures (L: .203)  

2. Social and Environmental categories (L: .209)  

 2.1. Numeric measures (L: .796)  

 2.2. Non-numeric measures (L: .204)   

Table 5.12: Weighted Hierarchy of Information Type and Reporting Format 

The matrices for each of the pair-wise comparisons are given in Tables 5.13 

and 5.14.  The tables are constructed to show the relative importance of the 

row item to the column heading, thus it can be seen in Table 5.13 that 

Human Resource Performance is just over two and half times more 

important to the respondents than Community Engagement and 
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Environmental Performance, and over six times more important than 

Organisation Performance.  Alternately, it can be seen that Organisation 

Performance is approximately one sixth as important as Human Resource 

Performance and one half as important as Community Engagement and 

Environmental Performance.  

Table 5.13: Pair-wise Comparison of Information Categories 

In terms of the research questions it is concluded that stakeholders do have 

opinions and desires concerning the criteria by which they would like to see 

CSR activities reported.  Further, stakeholders are able to express and 

articulate preferences to rank the criteria.  In undertaking a ranking of the 

criteria there was a clear preference for criteria associated with human 

resource issues.  This supports the importance of employees to the 

organisation and implies support for the notion of employees as a key 

stakeholder group as discussed in Section 3.2.4. 

The results for the style of reporting appear, however, to be problematic 

when considered in conjunction with the previous weighted demand for 

non-financial information.  Respondents (Table 5.14) clearly indicated a 

preference for quantitative traditional financial reporting, being nearly four 

times as important as the categories associated with Social and 

 Human 

Resource 

Performanc

e 

Community 

Engagement 

and 

Environmental 

Performance 

Organisatio

n 

Performanc

e 

Human 

Resource 

Performance 

1 2.66/1 6.26/1 

Community 

Engagement 

and 

Environmental 

Performance 

1/2.66 1 2.35/1 

Organisation 

Performance 

1/6.26 1/2.35 1 
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Environmental Issues.  A preference was evident for a style similar to 

traditional financial reports, adopting a numeric base for the report.  This 

preference supports the recommendations of Ruffing (2007) who found that 

a greater emphasis on quantitative information, rather than on the qualitative 

dimensions of policies and performance, would provide a better view of 

performance. 

Table 5.14: Pair-wise Comparison of Style of Report Options 

The cause of the apparent inconsistency, it is postulated, could be due to two 

factors.  The first is the comfort level respondents may have with the 

established information style represented by the traditional numeric 

financial reports.  This explanation would appear to be supported by the 

preoccupation in the focus group discussion on financial aspects.  The 

second element may be due to the recognition that the less defined 

categories, inherent in reporting social and environmental issues, may have 

led to confusion and uncertainty by respondents as to what it is that is 

actually being reported.  Consequently, the model to be proposed based on 

the survey and interview responses must address the acceptance of the 

current format for traditional reports and seek to integrate the established 

format for financial reporting into the conceptual framework.  Thus, there 

would appear to be some support for the secondary question (Section 1.2.2) 

concerning whether the model developed for social reporting in the credit 

union sector can align with the current conceptual framework model for 

financial accounting. 

 Traditional 

Financial 

Reporting 

categories 

Social and 

Environmental 

categories 

Traditional Financial 

Reporting categories 

1 3.78/1 

Social and 

Environmental 

categories 

1/3.78 1 
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5.6 Conclusion 

The choice to utilise a case study for the initial phases of the research 

approach was designed to produce a rich and contextual understanding of 

the reporting needs of stakeholders in the credit union sector.  It was 

construed as important to understand stakeholder needs in the context of the 

financial sector, and specifically the credit union sector, given the unique 

nature of the underpinning characteristics of mutual organisations.  

Regionally based credit unions provide an avenue to explore direct links to 

the communities within which they operate.  The selected case study 

organisation had the advantage, in terms of this study, of already having 

enacted a strategy to integrate CSR into its policy and operational processes, 

but lacked a defined strategy to report comprehensively on the outcomes of 

the adoption of this strategy. 

The current chapter has provided both an overview of the financial sector 

within which the credit union operates and a snapshot of the case study 

organisation.  In presenting the overview of the financial sector, recent 

sectorial changes which have impacted on credit union operations were also 

discussed.  The discussion of the case study organisation revealed a 

developed strategy to embrace the goal of sustainability, but a gap existed in 

the reporting process to communicate the results of the organisation‟s 

activities to stakeholders. 

As the basis for developing a reporting model, stakeholder expectations of 

reporting categories were canvassed by interview and written survey 

questionnaire.  The survey of stakeholders integrated current reporting 

categories drawn from what was considered the most comprehensive of the 

contemporaneously available mechanisms for CSR reporting.  It was 

concluded that the stakeholders displayed a preference for the reporting 

criteria, but expressed a desire for a reporting format that echoes traditional 

financial reporting.   

The outcomes of Phase 2 of the research design respond to the first aim of 

this research project by providing an understanding of the criteria 
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stakeholders consider important in relation to CSR.  The following chapter 

explores the development and evaluation of a model for reporting social and 

environmental impacts which was based on the analysis of results of 

stakeholder needs and preferences discussed in this chapter.   
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CHAPTER 6 – PROPOSED REPORTING 

MODEL 

A single, universally accepted reporting model for social and environmental 

reporting is yet to emerge, despite the increasing interest in the adoption and 

reporting of social accounting.  To date, organisations, particularly those in 

the credit union sector, have retained the traditional accounting reporting 

model, with the disclosure of social and environmental information reported 

on a fragmentary and ad hoc basis (Adams et al., 1998, p.296).  The 

problems identified with the current reporting mechanisms are the tendency 

to be either prescriptive in content, therefore ignoring the composition of 

reported areas which appear subject to change across time and place (Gray 

et al., 1996), or addressing issues of process only.  The GRI (2002, 2006), 

while addressing the issue of prescription, still has shortfalls in terms of 

quality of the disclosures and, in particular, criticisms in regard to 

independence, materiality and reliability. 

This chapter proposes a model which will seek to improve the 

accountability of organisations by establishing, under a conceptual 

framework, a reporting mechanism for social accounting for credit unions.  

The model developed retains the qualitative attributes of financial 

accounting information in accordance with the Australian Accounting 

Standards Board (AASB) Framework, namely understandability, relevance, 

reliability and comparability (CPA Australia, 2007). 

6.1 Introduction 

Chapter 5 explored the reporting criteria and reporting formats preferred by 

the four stakeholder groups who participated in this project.  The current 

chapter delves further into the requirements for social accounting 

information by management associated with the case study organisation and 

other comparable credit unions.  A reporting model for this industry group is 
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developed and scrutinised by the participants as described in Phases 3 and 4 

of the research strategy (refer to Section 4.4). 

The model proposed overcomes the criticisms of traditional financial 

reporting by integrating a focus on the often ignored or overlooked non-

economic impacts.  A limitation of the model of decision-making based on 

traditional financial reports is that it provides only a single dimension to the 

organisation, thereby implying that profit is the only determinant of success 

(see discussion in Section 3.2.1).  The proposed model takes the view that 

sustainability is a long-term perspective and requires an integrated financial, 

social and environmentally aware focus (Deegan, 1999). 

The proposed conceptual framework for reporting presented in this chapter 

was developed based on data captured from three sources; survey, focus 

group interviews, and individual interviews.  As discussed in the 

methodology section (see Section 4.5), a case study was chosen for the 

research in order to assess the specific content and format attributes for 

reporting to be explored in the administration of the survey.  The three 

sources sought to capture the requirements of all stakeholders of an 

organisation within the credit union sector, including members, staff, and 

external interested parties.  A more focused attention to stakeholder needs 

arises from the desire for change displayed by stakeholder groups (Pedrini, 

2007)
5
.  The survey and focus groups were undertaken to gauge the type and 

style of information that would meet the respective stakeholder group‟s 

needs for information and were reported in Chapter 5.  The interviews in the 

final phase were used to explore the responses by management and directors 

to the model and its usability.  These responses are presented in the current 

chapter.   

This chapter begins with the presentation of a model for reporting which 

was constructed based on the findings presented in the previous chapter.  

                                                 

5
 Pedrini (2007) attributed the increased interest in CSR to six forces grouped into three 

areas, socio–economic, regulatory, and increased attention to CSR. Further discussion can 

be found in Appendix 2. 
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The model is described and the comments from members of the industry 

sector are presented before the revised model arising from their responses is 

presented.  The chapter concludes with a comment on additional findings of 

interest to CSR reporting revealed in the research process. 

6.2 Developing the Proposed Conceptual 

Framework Model 

John Purcell, CPA Australia‟s policy adviser on corporate regulation, argues 

that non-financial reporting should run alongside traditional financial 

reporting models (Tarrant, 2008).  Further, Purcell argues that there is a 

significant role for accountants to play in the reporting function (Tarrant, 

2008).  While this view was not a prime impetus to the development of the 

model, the model nevertheless acknowledges the synergies of an integrated 

financial and non-financial reporting framework.  The following two 

sections discuss the challenges and inherent assumptions of the developed 

model, followed by a description of the components of the model.  In the 

discussion of the model, extant criticisms of current reporting practices are 

acknowledged and the potential for the model to overcome such 

shortcomings is documented. 

6.2.1 Stakeholder Needs 

As reported in Chapter 5, the stakeholders canvassed in this study indicated 

a preference for non-financial information regarding the performance of the 

organisation.  In addition, the stakeholders also expressed a level of comfort 

with traditional financial reporting models.  The data collected from 

stakeholders in Phase 2 of the research, and reported in the previous chapter, 

addressed the first aim of this thesis (see Section 1.2.2), to: 

 Understand the criteria stakeholders consider important to measure 

social outcomes for decision making and annual reporting in the credit 

union sector. 



210 

The views of the stakeholders were integral to the development of the model 

and specified as part of the second aim to: 

 Develop a framework for reporting social accounting performance by 

credit unions which has incorporated dialogue between key 

stakeholder groups and the reporting entity. 

During the interviews with WAW management it was clear that information 

available and reported, needed to ensure readers would be able to assess the 

effectiveness of the actions of the organisation to efficiently manage 

resources in accordance with regulatory requirements. As noted by one 

manager: 

“Stewardship of investors‟ funds [is] still [a] primary concern with 

[the] role of APRA restrictive”. 

A recurring theme was the need to integrate social and community actions 

into the everyday activities of the organisation. 

“…adopting social reporting activities to change policy and practices 

including a review of practices to identify possible [future] areas.” 

Further that there is pressure from the community to effect such change in 

the way business is conducted. 

“As a local organisation there is a feel that they need to demonstrate 

providing something back”. 

The effect of these comments was to focus attention, in the design of the 

reporting model, on the objective of reporting and how this would be 

integrated into the potential model.  As noted in the following discussion of 

the components of the model in Section 6.2.4, there is an emphasis in the 

objectives on decision-making that incorporates the three dimensions of the 

construct of CSR – social, environmental, and financial impacts – that 

responds to the comments by management.  A clear criterion that emerged 

to measure social outcomes was how organisations integrate the dimensions 

of CSR to manage resources allocations. The design of the model thus  
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responded to the two principal questions of the research in relation to 

criteria to measure social outcomes and the components of an appropriate 

model. 

The opinions of the stakeholders were based on the results of a survey 

informed by reporting mechanisms available at the time however, 

subsequent to the administration of the postal survey and analysis of the 

responses, the third iteration of the GRI (G3) was published.  In addition to 

an updated version, a supplement was published specifically for operation in 

the financial services sector.  The earlier version of the GRI contained broad 

indicators of performance and lacked a specific interpretation for the 

financial sector.  The Financial Services Sector Supplement provides 

indicators of performance (Appendix 4) relevant to the credit union sector 

and thus overcomes some of the criticisms of the earlier version of the GRI 

(2002).   

6.2.2 Reporting Elements and Performance Indicators in the 

G3 

An examination of the G3 (2006) report format reveals three key areas to be 

included in a report – Strategy and Profile, Management Approach, and 

Performance Indicators.  A summary of each of the key areas is presented in 

Table 6.1.  In addition to identifying the components, the table also provides 

a brief description and outline of the purpose of each component, including 

an overview of the content of the key reporting areas.  A more detailed 

discussion of each of the performance indicator groups is presented in the 

next section. 
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Key Area Purpose Inclusions 

Strategy and 

Profile 

Sets the context for 

understanding the 

performance.  

Should provide insight into 

strategy rather than be a 

summary of performance. 

 Statement of relevance of sustainability to 

organisation 

 Description key impacts, risks and 

opportunities 

 Organisational profile 

 Report parameters including reporting 

period, cycle, and the report‟s scope and 

boundary 

 GRI Content indicator 

 Assurance policy and practice 

 Governance details and stakeholder 

engagement practices 

Management 

Approach 

Overview of management‟s 

approach to aspects of 

performance covered by 

indicators in order to set 

context for Performance 

Indicators. 

 How the organisation is dealing with risks 

and opportunities 

 Statement attached to each Reporting 

Indicator category 

Performance 

Indicators 

Reports on core and 

additional defined indicators 

of economic, environmental 

and social performance 

deemed to be material to the 

organisation. 

 Trend data: current year plus 2 prior years 

and future targets 

 Both ratio/normalised data plus absolute 

 Use generally accepted international 

metrics 

 Use protocols which accompany each of 

the GRI indicators 

Table 6.1: G3 key performance areas 

While the G3 combined with the Financial Services Sector Supplement 

would service the identified reporting criteria needs of the stakeholders, 

there remains the problem associated with its ability to respond to all the 

requirements of a reporting framework.  These requirements were identified 

in Chapter 3 (Section 3.5) and included the lack of a set of principles of 

conduct, the lack of performance standards, no guidance for designing 

internal data management systems, and no system for reporting.  

The performance indicators are grouped under three sections covering the 

economic, environmental, and social dimensions of sustainability.  The 

developers of the GRI (2006) maintain that this grouping is based on the 

conventional model of sustainable development and is intended to aid users 

of the guidelines.  However, limiting performance indicators to these three 

categories may not fully capture the performance of an organisation for a 
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number of reasons.  For example, the three categories are not independent 

and subsequently changes in one aspect of economic, environmental, or 

social performance often results in changes to other aspects of sustainability.  

For example, a decision to adopt a green fleet for an organisation‟s transport 

needs may, in the implementation stage, require a large financial investment 

associated with research, change over of assets and re-education of staff.  

The benefits may not be reflected in economic performance initially, but 

could flow through in subsequent years by virtue of reduced transport costs 

plus the potential for increased market acceptance of the organisation‟s 

products and services. 

This lack of independence is also evident in the way sustainability strategies 

often use one area of sustainability as a reference point when defining goals 

for another area.  The decision to reduce paper consumption and the 

associated cost of paper is presented as a green or environmental goal linked 

to cutback paper usage for the benefit of rainforests.  Strategies are thus 

designed to encourage recycling and the reduced use of paper based 

activities with the environmental strategies acting as the reference for 

economic goals.   

Such interdependency is further evident in the requirement to coordinate 

movement across a set of performance measurements, rather than random 

improvement within the full range of measurements in order to advance 

sustainable development.  There can be conflict between the three 

dimensions captured under CSR in the GRI.  A decision to buy local may 

involve additional costs, but may provide community economic benefit and 

social benefits by assisting in the retention of local business and 

employment.  Management of the trade-off between economic cost and 

positive societal impacts is required to effect sustainable improvement. 

Therefore, in addition to the economic, environmental, and social 

dimensions, a fourth dimension, integrated performance, is required for an 

effective framework.  An integrated dimension recognises the unique 

relationship of each organisation to the economic, environmental, and social 

systems within which it operates.  The G3 (2006) notes the importance of 

reporting on integrated performance but does not identify a standardised set 
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of integrated performance indicators.  While the G3 encourages reporting 

organisations to consult with stakeholders and develop an appropriate 

shortlist of integrated performance indicators to include in the organisation‟s 

reports, the failure to provide guidance is viewed as a flaw in the currently 

developed guidelines.  Further, there has been no explicit attempt within the 

literature to guide reporters on how best to overcome this limitation.  

The economic dimension of sustainability concerns an organisation‟s 

impacts on the economic circumstances of its stakeholders and on economic 

systems at the local, national and global levels.  Economic impacts can be 

divided into direct and indirect impacts and may be viewed as either 

positive or negative.  Broadly speaking, economic performance 

encompasses all aspects of the organisation‟s economic interactions, 

including the traditional measures used in financial accounting, as well as 

intangible assets that do not systematically appear in financial statements.  

While acknowledging the economic impacts, the format of reporting under 

GRI makes no attempt to integrate the traditional financial reports, rather the 

economic indicators are reported independently and may duplicate 

information available in the traditional financial reports and associated 

material.  This lack of a formal integration process occurs despite the 

acknowledgment of linkages explicitly referred to within the Indicator 

Protocols (Global Reporting Initiative, 2006b; GRI, 2006). 

The conclusion reached is that the G3, and in particular the Financial 

Services Sector Supplement, provides an effective suite of indicators of 

performance.  However, on its own it does not provide sufficient guidance 

on integration of the dimensions, nor on the governance processes to 

support an integrated systems approach to the implementation of a CSR 

strategy for which the report seeks to inform the stakeholders. 

6.2.3 Challenges and Assumptions of the Proposed Model 

In presenting a framework model it is acknowledged that this approach 

ideally should be generic and have application across all entity structures 

and industry sectors and be equally of value to both profit and NFP groups.  
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In the context of this study, the model developed has application specifically 

to small to medium mutual organisations. 

The proposed conceptual framework model assumes a political economy 

perspective, acknowledging that the reports are social, political and 

economic documents.  It particularly adopts Gray, Owen and Adams‟ (1996, 

p.47) „bourgeois‟ stream of political economy, viewing the world as having 

many classes of stakeholder with the power to influence.  The model also 

adopts a legitimacy perspective strongly relying on the notion of a social 

contract between the organisation and the society in which it operates (see 

discussion in Section 2.6 and Appendix 2).  This mirrors both the literature 

where writers such as Tinker and Neimark (1987) and Mathews (1993) 

advocate a move away from profit as the key measure of performance and 

industry practice.  This position is supported by the increased number of 

organisations providing social and environmental reports (Hackston & 

Milne, 1996).  An example of industry practice in the broader banking 

sector is noted by the comments of David Morgan, CEO of Westpac (The 

Age 18 August 2005), where the importance of the social contract in the 

affairs of Westpac was made explicit.  The model presented seeks to 

integrate the financial and social reports, but does not necessarily advocate a 

single report.  Rather, it attempts to ensure consistency in the principles 

adopted across the financial and non-financial aspects of the operations of 

the entity. 

A key challenge in designing the model was the need to keep the model 

flexible.  The model does not seek to explain the reasoning behind the 

adoption of a CSR strategy, but attempts to provide a reporting model that is 

useful irrespective of the reason for reporting.  By their very nature, 

legitimacy and social contract theories require an understanding of society‟s 

expectations which are dynamic.  Failure to accommodate the dynamic 

nature of such expectations would inevitably lead to a discord between the 

organisation and the stakeholders.  Such a discord would ultimately lead to 

the legitimacy gap identified by Sethi (1978). 



216 

The model also acknowledges stakeholder theory, accepting Gray, Kouhy 

and Lavers‟ (1995a) view that stakeholder theory and legitimacy theory 

provide overlapping explanations of motivation.  The model adopts an 

ethical stakeholder approach (see Section 2.6) which acknowledges that 

there may be conflict between stakeholders, leading to the situation where 

the interests of one group are sacrificed for the interests of another.  Ethical 

stakeholder theory is one of two approaches to stakeholder theory.  The 

diversity of needs of the many stakeholders associated with an organisation 

gives rise to the issue of the power of each of the stakeholder groups to 

influence the organisation.  Management may address the concerns of the 

group it perceives to be the  most powerful (Gray et al., 1996), referred to as 

managerial stakeholder theory, or ignore the relative power of each 

stakeholder group and consider the impact of the organisation on the 

stakeholder that is of most concern (Deegan, 2007).  Ethical stakeholder 

theory asserts that all stakeholders have a minimum right that must not be 

violated, including the right to information about how the organisation‟s 

actions affect them. 

Legitimacy theory would contend that the action of the firm should reflect 

what society views as the right thing to do by the many stakeholders 

(Wilmshurst, 2004).  While legitimacy theory considers this larger view of 

society and society‟s expectations of organisations‟ behaviour and their role 

in society, stakeholder theory drills down to the different stakeholder 

groups.  Ethical stakeholder theory could thus be construed to overlap with 

legitimacy theory, and the model developed must appreciate both societal 

expectations and stakeholder expectations.  

Further, the model also seeks to overcome critics of the concept of social 

and environmental reporting who would argue that it is green-washing the 

public.  The inclusion of a corporate governance performance dimension in 

addition to social and environmental performance stemmed from the need 

for the model to ensure that the philosophy of social responsibility is 

embedded into the organisation‟s goals and decision making processes.  

This fourth dimension to the accepted social, environmental and economic 

dimensions was noted by Woodward, Woodward and Val (2004, p.8) as 
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being the „umbrella‟ to hold the other three dimensions.  This perspective 

was also mooted by Parker (2007) for its potential to provide a unifying 

framework and as a means for framing accounting policy debate and 

development.  

The model does not disregard the indicators and standards developed under 

GRI (2006), SA 8000 (CEPAA, 2000), or AA 1000 (AccountAbility, 1999).  

The value of each of these publications, in terms of the focus on specific 

dimensions of performance, are included as inputs to the model.  The 

adoption of a reporting framework incorporating all three dimensions will 

strengthen the reporting regime when tied together under a common set of 

information characteristics.   

The GRI (2006) reports are based on core indicators, those of interest to 

most stakeholders under an assumption of „materiality‟, and additional 

indicators, which consist of emerging practices or issues specific to an 

industry or context, but not material for the majority of readers.  As noted in 

Chapter 3 (Section 3.5.8), problems arise regarding the selectivity of what is 

to be included in respect to both the core and additional indicators.  This 

selection dilemma is not overcome by the reporting principles and 

qualitative characteristics provided in the GRI guidelines, which have some 

similarity with the qualitative characteristics of financial reporting.  Thus, 

while claiming to be prepared in accordance with the GRI guidelines, the 

ability to selectively include items in the report calls into question the 

veracity of the reports ultimately prepared.  An examination of the GRI 

categories reveals a lack of recognition of the externalities of doing 

business, such as fleet vehicles emissions, greenhouse gases from electricity 

production, and societal costs, including but not limited to emotional health 

and job retraining, for retrenched employees.  Estes (1972, p.284) defines 

external diseconomies as the damages or negative effects inflicted on parties 

outside the entity by its activities which are not recognised as costs and for 

which there is no compensation provided. 
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The Council for Economic Priorities SA 8000 limits its reporting 

requirements to matters concerned with human rights and the rights of 

children (CEPPA, 2000).  The standard requires the benchmarking of 

performance in these areas against the United Nations Declaration of 

Human Rights, the International Labour Organisation conventions, and the 

United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child.  While providing a 

minimum benchmark there is no requirement to address issues specific to 

the reporting entity. 

The third commonly cited reporting standard, AA 1000 published by the 

Institute of Social and Ethical Accountability (ISEA), presents guidelines 

for a system of reporting rather than specifying benchmarks or reporting 

indicators (AccountAbility, 2008).  AA 1000 provides guidance in setting 

goals and targets and the measurement of performance against the targets 

with a key component being consultation with stakeholders 

(AccountAbility, 1999).  

Each of the above commonly cited reporting mechanisms, plus others 

discussed in the literature in Chapter 3 (see Section 3.5) were compared for 

coverage of the areas identified from the participants‟ responses (see Section 

5.4.2 and Appendix 5).  This comparison highlights the strengths of each of 

the mechanisms and demonstrates those areas where the mechanisms 

overlap, as well as revealing gaps in coverage.  It is argued that a synthesis 

of the mechanisms would respond to the needs of the stakeholders in terms 

of categories covered. 

6.2.4 Components of the Model 

In constructing the model (Figure 6.1) the current conceptual framework 

utilised by Australian and International accounting standard setters (CPA 

Australia, 2007), and proposed in the International Accounting Standards 

Board (IASB) discussion paper „Preliminary Views on an Improved 

Conceptual Framework for Financial Reporting: The Objective of Financial 

Reporting and Qualitative Characteristics of Decision-useful Financial 

Reporting Information‟ (IASB, 2006) provided the basis for development.   
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Figure 6.1: Proposed Conceptual Reporting Framework for Credit Unions 

The following description of the model will address each of the identified 

components [A] to [I] in Figure 6.1. 

The primary objective of reporting [A] reflects the objectives as set out in 

paragraph 1 of SAC1 of the Australian Accounting Standards and Chapter 1 

of the International Accounting Standards Board discussion paper (CPA 

Australia, 2007; IASB, 2006).  While expressed in the language of 

accounting standards, the objective still reflects the notion of sustainability 

with the inputs to the goal including environmental, social and financial 

dimensions.  The model focuses the attention of the users on a decision 
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making process that incorporates the three dimensions and thus moves the 

decision model from one focused on maximising profit to one recognising 

broader stakeholders and intergenerational needs.  The focus on the decision 

making process responds to the needs idenitified in the foucus groups and 

reported in Section 5.4.  This focus also supports the notion of good 

corporate citizenship, bringing together the core social, ethical, 

environmental, economic and philanthropic values as defined and discussed 

in Section 3.2.6 of this thesis. 

In order to support the primary objective as noted above, the information 

coverage is required to include all dimensions of the entity‟s performance 

[B].  The information expected to be included should thus enable users to 

assess stewardship, a requirement idenitifed by respondents iand reported in 

Section 6.2.1, cash flow, economic resources held and claims against those 

resources, and also the management of social and environmental 

externalities.  The explicit inclusion of social and environmental 

information seeks to initiate a response by organisations to reduce the 

dominance of economic interests which is required in order to move towards 

sustainability.  The extensive nature of the proposed coverage reflects the 

mix of financial and non-financial indicators of performance revealed in the 

focus group interviews conducted in Phase 2. 

The Corporate Governance Report [C]
 
will be informed by the Australian 

Stock Exchange (ASX) Principles of Good Corporate Governance and Best 

Practice Recommendations (Australian Stock Exchange) in order to provide 

evidence of a:  

”…system by which companies are directed and managed‟ in order to 

display that the structures in place „encourage companies to create value 

(through entrepreneurism, innovation, development and exploration) 

and provide accountability and control systems commensurate with the 

risks involved”. 
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The report will be aided by reference to AA 1000 (AccountAbility, 1999) 

and the guidance it provides in setting goals and targets and in the 

measurement of performance against those targets, incorporating the key 

component of consultation with stakeholders.  Stakeholders participating in 

the initial focus groups were concerned that the stated objectives to provide 

a balance of social, environmental and financial aspects to the management 

of the entity were actually reflected in the operations of the enterprise. 

Social and Environmental reports [D] would be prepared as a matrix of the 

GRI (2006) and SA 8000 (CEPPA, 2000).  The report would provide 

information using a mix of qualitative and quantitative information.  The 

analysis of the stakeholders‟ needs in the initial phase of the survey, and 

reported in Section 5.4, indicated that the topics covered in the GRI 

framework were sufficient in terms of the type of information required by 

stakeholders.  Analysis of the focus group responses indicated a need for an 

element of assurance in the model that the concept of social responsibility 

was a part of the decision making process and this would be reflected in the 

adoption of SA 8000 guidelines.  

The Directors Report
 
[E] would be prepared in accordance with ss. 298-

300A of the Corporations Act.  Statutorily required information includes 

details such as the names and remuneration of directors, principal activities 

of the company, a review of operations during the year, significant changes 

in the position of the company, likely future developments, significant post-

balance day events, and details of compliance with environmental laws.  

The information format includes both qualitative and quantitative styles and 

also non-financial information.  The information requirements set out by the 

Corporation‟s Act would service the needs of the stakeholders, where as in 

the proposed model a broad interpretation of operations of the organisation 

is adopted.  An expansion of the traditional view, with its focus on the 

financial operations, could capture the additional dimensions of social and 

environmental aspects.  It could be argued that changes introduced as a 

result of the Corporate Law Economic Reform Program (Audit Reform and 

Corporate Disclosure) Bill (CLERP 9), requiring information to be 

disclosed that would reasonably allow informed assessment of the 
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operations, financial position and future strategies of the organisation would 

encourage information beyond financial information to be reported.  The 

choice to pursue a goal of sustainability and the associated strategies around 

social and environmental, as well as economic, initiatives would, under both 

stakeholder and legitimacy theory, be required to be reported.  

Current requirements for financial reports [F] will be maintained.  The 

financial reports would continue to be prepared in accordance with current 

accounting standards.   

Rather than two distinct sets of information characteristics, the model 

acknowledges the similarities between characteristics developed for social 

and environmental information and financial information.  As a 

consequence, the model premises a set of fundamental characteristics to be 

applied in the context of social, environmental and financial information.  

The characteristics of the information [G1] and [G2] are defined by the 

Conceptual Framework discussion paper of the IASB (2006) and US 

Financial Accounting Standards Board (FASB) (2006) which seeks to 

establish a common conceptual framework.  The model builds on the 

existing financial accounting frameworks and is consistent conceptually 

with the GRI (2006) reporting principles.  Further, the characteristic of 

materiality contained within the principles of AccountAbility‟s AA 1000 

Assurance Statement aligns with the current accepted definition ascribed 

within accounting standards.  AA 1000 requires the information prepared to 

be sufficient such that the “omission or misrepresentation in the Report 

could influence the decisions and actions of the Reporting Organisation‟s 

stakeholders” (AccountAbility, 1999, p.15).  

A fundamental component of the model is the congruence [H] between the 

social and environmental information and the financial information to be 

included in the respective reports.  When considering information to 

include, based on the information characteristics, the model promotes a view 

that if an activity is sufficiently relevant to be reported then the impact of 

the action on all aspects should be reflected within the published reports.  

For example, if philanthropic activity is of such a level or of such 

importance to the community, then the extent of financial support for such 



 223 

activity would also be relevant.  Similarly, if environmental damage is to be 

remedied, the cost of such remedial action should be identifiable in the 

financials as well as in the social and environmental reports.  Where 

externalities are identified in the social and environmental activities, the 

impact on assets and liabilities, now and in the future, should be noted.  It is 

not suggested that such impacts be reflected in the bottom line profit but, 

guided by the current accounting standards, would appear as a note to the 

financials.  The model thus seeks to respond to criticisms with regard to the 

lack of linkages between financial information and strategic decisions 

incorporating social and environmental information (Ullman, 1985). 

It is expected that in adopting this approach there will, at times, be conflict 

between the outcomes for each of the dimensions of financial, social and 

environmental.  For example, in choosing recyclable resources, expenses 

may increase and profit in the current year may be reduced.  Alternately, if a 

decision is made to ignore the demand for the adoption of recycled 

resources, the impact on the environment would need to be noted.  It is 

argued that this aspect of the model will respond to criticisms of current 

approaches to reporting sustainability (Gray, 2006). 

Ultimately, the benefit from providing the information must justify the costs 

to obtain and prepare it [I].  The justification lies in how material the 

information is to the stakeholders as users of the reports, and is a matter to 

be considered by the preparers of the reports, taking into account both the 

nature of the item under consideration and the financial impost.  Referring 

to the previous example of philanthropic activity, its materiality and thus 

subsequent reporting would not be dependant solely on the amount.  Indeed, 

based on the amount, it could be suggested that only a few of these activities 

would be deemed material.  However, if due to the nature of the activity it 

has a significant societal impact in terms of relations between the 

organisation and the broader community, for example, the wellbeing of the 

organisation‟s workforce or sustainability of health services, then the 

activity is material, and is commonly reported under social activity.  On the 

basis that it is material, it should be specified in both the financial and social 

and environmental reports.  This of course would be subject to the 
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information not being too costly.  It is noted that much of the financial and 

non-financial data for reporting is currently collected (refer to later 

discussion in Section 6.3.3).  It may be that adjustments to traditional 

reporting systems need to be enacted to extract the information, rather than 

imposing cost burdens to collect additional information.  

6.3 Reactions to the Model from the Credit 

Union Sector 

The proposed conceptual framework model was taken to three credit union 

stakeholder groups – directors, management and a representative of the 

regulatory bodies.  Contact was made with the participating organisations to 

set up the interviews and to ensure that participants were drawn from both 

management and directors in the credit union sector.  

Participation in this phase of the research was restricted to stakeholders 

associated with a credit union with similar characteristics to the case study 

organisation.  These characteristics included size and regional focus (see 

Section 4.5).  Eligible organisations represented 26 percent of the total 

credit unions across Queensland, New South Wales and Victoria.  Despite 

email and telephone appeals for participation, only four organisations 

volunteered to participate.  Despite this low response, the respondents 

included two organisations that had some experience in reporting CSR and 

two organisations with no experience.  Due to the low sample size it was not 

possible to analyse responses by sub groups such as directors and managers 

or reporters and non-reporters. 

6.3.1 Evaluation of the Model 

Three strong issues were identified from the interviews – that the model was 

static, congruence between the social and environmental information and the 

financial information was critical, and that the model would assist 

transparency and thus mitigate risk which was identified as a significant 

issue within the sector. 
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It was suggested that the model should be more strategic, as captured in the 

following interviewee comments: 

[The] “Model implies static reporting but Governance is dynamic”. 

[The] “Model needs to be dynamic, possibly a strategic planning link 

into model”.   

It was suggested by two participants that the goals and mission of the 

organisation should feed into the primary objective.  This would ensure that 

all dimensions of performance were reflected in the resources allocation 

decision.  It was further suggested that the goals be linked to the report 

preparation process to reinforce the purpose of reporting.  Upon 

consideration of the comments made by participants and reflecting on the 

model, as first presented, it was felt that acknowledging the goals of the 

organisation would improve the model.  The model, in its first iteration, 

was not explicit in identifying that profit was not the single underlying goal 

of decision making.  The inclusion of the organisation‟s goals would ensure 

profit capture was not taken as the easy option, and reflects the move 

towards the vision of stewardship identified as one of the nine strategies for 

sustainability by Davis (1991).  Further, the inclusion of the goals of the 

organisation would reflect the identified need for change in the way goals 

of organisations are perceived (López et al., 2007).  As predicted by López 

et al. (2007, p.296) “Only if CSR practices are integrated into the strategic 

decisions taken in business will positive consequences be achieved”. 

The lack of congruence in current reporting was identified by all 

respondents as an issue of concern.  The value of the model was seen in the 

allowance for a linkage between the financial, social and environmental 

dimensions:  

“Congruence is essential as pure focus on financial says greatest 

purpose is profit, which is not the only measure.  For example buy 

local requires 30% of our spending cost of office expenses, maybe 

more i.e. greater than 10% but by focusing local we may lose profit 

but are giving local support.” 

This organisation was prepared to lose profit and felt that this was an 

important message to send to the community, but this was lost in current 
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reporting models that did not link community actions with the financial 

reports.  

The congruence aspect of the model prompted one of the respondents to 

reflect on current practice and ask:  

“…question is, do we tell our members how much it is actually costing 

us to be green”. 

Another respondent felt that: 

“…(we) currently have congruence required by [our] governance 

model but not explicit”.   

It would appear that this aspect of the model has resonance with current 

practice.  The clear desire to link aspects of social and environmental 

performance with financial reporting implies that annual reporting is an 

appropriate mechanism for reporting, but also that it is important that the 

linkages are clearly articulated.  This contradicts the findings in Deegan and 

Rankin (1997) who found a preference for separate reporting of financial 

and CSR aspects in their panel of experts. 

Acknowledging that the congruence element highlights the potential trade-

off between the constructs of CSR noted by Brown et al. (2005), the model 

seeks to ensure the interconnectivity of the elements which was a criticism 

of the TBL approach.  The model does not prescribe how to manage the 

elements, but is built on the argument that the balancing of the elements 

should be transparent. 

There were two aspects of transparency raised by the respondents with the 

most common concerning the importance of showing that what you say is, 

in fact, what you are doing: 

“I think it is important it is transparent ... saying you‟re ethical, doing 

all your social accounting and environmental accounting then surely 

the underlying thing is transparency as well to your membership”. 
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The other aspect revolved around the responsibilities of directors in respect 

to decision making and the transparency of the decision making process 

when integrating social and environmental impacts: 

“Directors need to have some liability [pause] – responsibilities are 

dumbed-down as a result of compliance risk and can thus avoid this 

perspective and this is not helpful if going to let social and 

environmental blossom and become meaningful”. 

The issue of the responsibilities of management and directors as an element 

of corporate governance was raised as an area of concern.  In particular, the 

concern that there was a danger that: 

 “it will be recited as a mantra without regard to its real import. The 

tendency will be for those who have to pay regard to it to develop a 

„tick the box‟ mentality”.  

Incorporating governance into the model was perceived as a way to ensure 

that responsibility was maintained. 

The theoretical perspective adopted in the design of the model was centred 

on stakeholder theory, and that the model would serve the needs of 

management and stakeholders to bring congruence in reporting objectives.  

However, an underlying theme of the interviews identified as an important 

element was the commercial imperative to adopt and report on CSR 

activities.  This underlying theme mirrored Spence‟s (2007) findings in his 

UK study.  Spence (2007) found that the business case as the driver of 

reporting was pervasive among the business managers interviewed.  Nine of 

the 25 interviewees who were drawn from large commercial organisations in 

the UK indicated that peer pressure played an important role in decisions 

regarding reporting of CSR (Spence, 2007).   

6.3.2 Revised Model 

Overall there was support for the model and only one change (shown in bold 

italics and in the shaded box) was introduced in respect to goals and 

missions in the Revised Reporting Framework presented in Figure 6.2. 
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Figure 6.2: Revised Conceptual Reporting Framework for 

Credit Unions 
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6.3.3 SEA Information Availability in Current Collection 

Systems 

When interviewees were questioned about the usefulness of the information 

drawn from the GRI indicators and the availability of the information in 

current data recording and collection systems, there was overwhelming 

agreement about the usefulness of the data for decision-making (see Tables 

6.2 to 6.4).  Furthermore, the perception was that a significant amount of the 

information was currently available, or could be available, even if not 

currently extracted and used in the formal reporting process.  All 

respondents identified reporting of some activities via newsletters, in either 

print or web formats, but no respondents indicated that their organisation 

had entered into a regular and formalised reporting regime.  This lack of 

reporting was despite the availability of the CUFA Toolkit. 
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Regulatory compliance: Adherence and penalties in respect of 

Laws and Regulations           

  
Value of fines and the number of legal actions and sanctions in 

respect of product and services provided 100 100 nil nil nil 

  Compliance with general laws and regulations           

    
Where financial assistance provided, adherence to conditions 

of support. 60 90 30 10 10 

    Preventative measures to ensure compliance           

      
Programs and training to ensure adherence to laws and 

regulations 100 100 nil nil nil 

      Corruption action and risk analysis 100 100 nil nil nil 

    Measures of compliance           

      
Adherence to labour laws and regulations including 

wages, conditions and superannuation 100 100 nil nil nil 

      

Value of fines and the number of legal actions and 

sanctions in respect of breaches to laws not in respect to 

the environment 100 100 nil nil nil 

Table 6.2: Availability and usefulness of GRI indicators: regulatory 

compliance 
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Policy: Indicators that cover policy development and 

adherence           

  Policy relating to internal stakeholders           

    Affirmative action           

      Hire local policy 100 100 nil nil nil 

      

Industrial relations policies, including right to union 

representation, actions against child and forced 

labour 90 100 10 nil nil 

    

Demographics of workforce: Includes remuneration, 

total equivalent number of employees and break-up by 

minority segments, turnover 100 100 nil nil nil 

    Professional development 100 100 nil nil nil 

    
Governance procedures to ensure consideration of 

social and environmental impacts 80 100 20 nil nil 

  Policy relating to external stakeholders           

    
Public policy positions and participation in public 

policy development and lobbying 50 80 20 20 30 

    Practices related to customer satisfaction 100 100 nil nil nil 

    

Description of policy and procedures to implement 

policy to assess and reduce risk to the environment 

from core business           

      

Processes and parameters applied to assess and 

mitigate environmental impacts from within 

organisation 70 100 30 nil nil 

      

Description of policy and procedures to implement 

policy to assess and reduce risk to the environment 

from clients and suppliers 70 100 30 nil nil 

    

Description of policy and procedures to implement 

policy to identify and assess performance in respect of 

organisations core social values from core business 80 100 20 nil nil 

Table 6.3: Availability and usefulness of GRI indicators: policy indicators 
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Indirect impacts: Indirect social and environmental impacts of 

the organisation           

  
Indirect environmental impacts characterised by: Water, 

energy, greenhouse gas emissions and biodiversity 30 100 70 nil nil 

  Initiatives to reduce indirect impacts on environment 80 90 20 10 nil 

  

Nature, scope, and effectiveness of any programs and 

practices that assess and manage the impacts of operations 

on communities 40 90 50 10 10 

Direct impacts: Direct social and environmental impacts of the 

organisation           

  Arising from Operations           

    Percentage materials used from recycled sources 70 100 30 nil nil 

    Environmental impacts of transport 60 100 40 nil nil 

    Other environmental expenditure 50 100 50 nil nil 

    Buy local policy: staff and materials 100 100 nil nil nil 

    Products designed with social and environmental criteria 90 100 10 nil nil 

  Arising from Staff activities           

    Human rights training and incidents of violations 70 90 nil 10 30 

    

Provision of, development and training with respect to 

personal and skill development across all categories of 

employees 100 100 nil nil nil 

  Cash and in kind support for community and not-for-profit           

    Infrastructure for public benefit 100 100 nil nil nil 

    Philanthropic 100 100 nil nil nil 

    Political party nil nil nil 100 100 

Table 6.4: Availability and usefulness of GRI indicators: operational 

impacts 

Human rights issues were important to the respondents, but it was also noted 

that this type of information was not applicable in the Australian context as 

there existed strict laws embedding appropriate behaviour into the conduct 

of business.  Similarly, for compliance to labour laws, this category was felt 

to be useful and though data were not available in organisations, 
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respondents universally commented that it was implicit in the conduct of the 

organisation that regulations and laws were adhered to as part of the 

governance process (Table 6.2). 

The areas all respondents identified as having little or no data available 

included public policy development and political lobbying (Table 6.3), with 

mixed views on the usefulness of this information.  It should also be noted 

that there was unanimous agreement that cash and in-kind support for 

political parties was irrelevant (Table 6.4) and reflects a view that it is not 

the role of the credit union to become involved in political matters, although 

some participants felt that it was necessary for the credit union to be 

involved in policies related to the community, such as access to health 

services. 

While policy and procedures to assess and reduce the risk to the 

environment from the core business were considered useful aspects by the 

respondents they felt that data regarding the processes was not universally 

available in current data capture systems (Table 6.3).  This was consistent 

with the level of availability of data documenting the direct impacts from 

operations, apart from activities associated with a buy-local policy. 

The indirect impacts (Table 6.4) on society and the environment were 

important, but perceptions were that this type of information was not 

collected and thus unavailable.  This is in contrast to initiatives to reduce 

impacts.  The theme of responses exploring this area indicated that a number 

of the organisations had programs in place to reduce power consumption by 

turning off lights or creating products to encourage clients to be conscious 

of their environmental impacts, such as green loans.  However, no action 

had been taken to ascertain the effectiveness of the initiatives. 

As evidenced in Tables 6.2 to 6.4, a significant component of the reporting 

requirements of the GRI (2006) applicable to the credit union sector are 

perceived to be currently able to be generated from existing internal 

systems.  Some caution should be exercised regarding the veracity of this 

assumption as no examination was made of the data collection or reporting 

systems of the respondents‟ organisations.  However, for a number of the 
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items respondents were able to identify an internal report or discussion 

paper that made reference to the information on which to base an assertion 

that there was an existing source of information.  For many of the 

respondents, the extent of currently available information came as a surprise 

as not all the organisations from which the participants had been drawn were 

involved in regular or consistent reporting of their social and environmental 

impacts.   

The lack of reporting was attributed to perceptions that it would require 

resources already tied up in other priority areas of the organisation.  This 

was true even for organisations that had prepared reports in previous years.  

The extent of the dollar cost was not able to be articulated by any of the 

respondents, but it has been acknowledged that reporting is not an expense-

free exercise (CPA Australia, 2005).  The scarce resources alluded to by the 

organisations involved in this study were predominantly time constraints of 

both employees and management.  The respondents had clearly articulated 

the importance of integrating CSR strategies and reports on performance 

when discussing the proposed model.  Their responses to the usefulness of 

the information, provided by a reporting framework such as the GRI, 

supported a notion of information value to this group of decision makers. 

6.3.4 Other Comments 

While the focus of the interviews was on the model, the semi-structured 

nature of the interview, as previously discussed, allowed respondents to 

reflect on the process of reporting that was, or was not, taking place at their 

organisation.  Of particular interest were the following comments made by 

participants when discussing the constraints component of the model.  

While not specific comments on the model, their views do provide further 

insight into the challenges faced by these organisations in moving social and 

environmental reporting forward. 
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 Firstly, recognition that training and education is required: 

“…skill set really needs to change and the culture of today to adopt a 

broader issues approach”. 

 The need for resources and to maintain focus: 

[we were] “at the forefront when it all started, but it probably hasn‟t 

kept up to speed and it hasn‟t kept up with all the changes and best 

practice”. 

 The need for some systems change: 

“Social and environmental bookkeeping system needs better 

development and allow better data collection”. 

6.4 Conclusion 

This chapter presents the development of a conceptual framework model for 

reporting in the credit union sector which integrates social and 

environmental information with financial information.  The model is based 

on the results of a survey which explored stakeholder needs for social 

accounting information, represented by directors, members and 

management.  

The proposed conceptual framework model has the potential to improve the 

accountability of organisations by establishing, under a conceptual 

framework, a reporting mechanism for social, environmental and financial 

accounting.  The model builds on existing reporting models, and yet retains 

the qualitative attributes of financial accounting information.  



236 

CHAPTER 7 – RESULTS, CONTRIBUTIONS 

AND CONCLUSIONS 

The attention from theorists and the practical application within industry of 

corporate social responsibility (CSR) recognises the growing importance 

over the past decade of an appreciation of the impact of organisations on 

society and the environment.  This attention has persisted despite the lack of 

a concrete definition for the construct of corporate social responsibility and 

the lack of a single preferred method of reporting the social and 

environmental impacts of organisations.   

7.1 Introduction 

In Chapter 2 (Section 2.2) a definition of CSR used for this thesis was 

presented and distinguished the term from another commonly used term, 

that of sustainability.  CSR was defined as the umbrella term to represent all 

actions undertaken and reported which aim to capture all dimensions of a 

firm‟s activities, while sustainability represents the goal to which the actions 

are directed.   

Chapter 2, in addition to setting a definition for CSR, provided a brief 

historical overview of the development of the literature pertaining to CSR.  

The review of the literature established the existence of a number of 

theoretical perspectives that have been used to help explain both the 

imperative to adopt CSR (the „why‟ question), and how to report CSR.  The 

literature presented and reviewed in Section 2.5 also revealed an industry-

wide growth in the uptake of CSR strategies.  However, what was evident 

was the lack of a single accepted theory to explain the increasing adoption 

of CSR reporting strategies and the lack of a single accepted framework for 

CSR reporting.  Further, the literature suggested a strong focus of the 

existing research on large corporations, with relatively little work exploring 

case studies and employing case methods, and particularly so in terms of the 

CSR activities of small to medium and NFP organisations. 
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Current reporting practices have been influenced by a number of guidelines 

and mechanisms which were described in Chapter 3.  The literature 

indicates that organisations have and are adopting aspects of some 

mechanisms, but there is no overarching support for one method of 

reporting and no clear reporting leader within the banking and financial 

services sector.  From the literature 11 issues were revealed and led to the 

identification of the need for greater understanding of the information needs 

of stakeholders in order to inform and develop a framework for reporting.  

The literature review also signified a need for greater understanding of the 

construct of CSR and, in particular, how to integrate CSR into decision 

making.  The construct of CSR has both environmental and social 

dimensions and the literature also pointed to a genuine scarcity of studies 

focusing on the social dimension.   

In response to the issues revealed in the review of the literature, a reporting 

framework model was developed within the Australian credit union sector.  

In the process of developing the model for the credit union sector, the 

research undertaken responded to the issues raised, and in particular 

redressed the deficit of case study research and research in the small to 

medium and NFP sectors.  

The research provided the means to develop, build and refine theory, 

resulting in a proposed conceptual framework model.  The model 

incorporates the concerns of stakeholders regarding the categories of 

information that should be included in CSR reports and also recognises the 

preferred format of reports.  The research into stakeholders‟ information 

needs utilised the Analytic Hierarchy Process (AHP) method to rank the 

preferences of the stakeholders.  The adoption of AHP for this study adds a 

new research analytical technique to the current suite of techniques adopted 

within the CSR literature. 

The current chapter presents the findings relating to the research questions 

which were drawn and distilled from the issues identified in the literature.  

The findings are embodied in the model developed and refined in Chapter 6.  

The findings at each stage of the research provide the basis for discussion of 

the implications of the research in terms of theory, practice and policy and 
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which are outlined in the following section.  This chapter then closes with a 

review of the limitations of the research presented in this thesis and makes 

several suggestions for future research in the topic area. 

7.2 Findings  

Eleven issues were identified from the critical review of literature presented 

in Chapters 2 and 3.  Table 7.1 provides a summary of the findings relative 

to each of the issues identified.  This section commences with a summary of 

these findings prior to discussing the outcomes of the research in the context 

of the specific research questions. 

Three themes emerged from the issues identified in the literature review (see 

Chapter 4, Section 4.2) and are identified in Table 7.1.  Four issues, 

numbered one, seven, ten and eleven, related to reporting models and also to 

stakeholder information needs.  Issues two, six, eight and nine related solely 

to stakeholder information needs.  Issue five was relevant to both 

stakeholder information needs and engagement with industry.  The final 

group, comprising Issues three and four, related only to engagement with 

industry.  The following discussion of the research outcomes is structured 

around these themes in order to articulate both the research outcomes and 

the contribution of this thesis to the literature. 
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Identified issue from literature 

Themes 

Summary of findings 
Reporting 

model 

Stakeholder 

information 

needs 

Engagement 

7 

Does the narrow definition of the concept 

of „material‟ limit information reported and 

therefore have an impact on users‟ ability 

to evaluate how the entity utilises financial 

and non-financial resources to satisfy a 

notion of accountability to society? 

* *   

The quarantining of the concept of material to individual aspects of the 

construct of CSR focuses only on what is material from a single 

perspective. This fails to recognise the interrelationships that exist 

between the financial, environmental and social aspects.  A key 

outcome of model is to provide a perspective on 'material' that spans 

financial and non-financial aspects of organisations‟ operations. 

8 
What type of information on CSR would 

satisfy the needs of stakeholders 
  *   

 Established a ranked preference for categories of information desired 

by stakeholder groups.  

9 
Can current accounting systems support 

the information needs of stakeholders 
  *   

Potential for current information systems to satisfy expanded 

information needs of stakeholders. 

10 

There is a lack of understanding of how the 

constructs of CSR are incorporated into 

organisational decision-making 

* *   
No structured or consistent process was articulated to reveal that CSR is 

incorporated into decision-making in practice. 

Identified issue from literature 

Themes 

Summary of findings 
Reporting 

model 

Stakeholder 

information 

needs 

Engageme

nt 

1 

There is a need for research to develop 

models of reporting which provide a 

consistent and independent reporting 

framework to report on the dimensions 

captured by CSR 

* *   

Reinforced need for:  

 objectives to provide a balanced CSR approach to the management 

of the entity and which were reflected in the operations of the entity;  

 audit or verification of reports; and  

 linkage of aspects of social and environmental performance with 

financial reporting. 

2 

There is a need to address the imbalance in 

research focusing on the social versus the 

environmental dimensions of CSR 

  *   
Focus of this research on the credit union sector with its emphasis on 

society. 

3 

There is a need for continued and increased 

engagement with organisations in specific 

industry sectors such as the credit union sector 

including greater utilisation of field studies 

    * 

This study has engaged with credit unions and stakeholders in the credit 

union sector to gain an understanding of the relevant reporting 

requirements and has revealed inhibitors to the reporting and integration 

of CSR strategies within regionally based credit unions.  

4 
There is a lack of studies exploring CSR in the 

context of small to medium size enterprises 
    * 

This research focused on regionally based credit unions which are 

restricted in size due to the localised communities they serve.  

5 

Few studies have explored government and 

not-for-profit organisations, with the research 

dominated to date by organisations with 

primary goals of profit seeking and to 

maximise shareholder wealth 

  * * Case study limited to organisations which are in the not-for-profit sector. 

6 

Further work, adopting an ethical stakeholder 

perspective, is required in exploring the needs 

of stakeholders in respect to CSR. 

  *   

Underlying assumption of the research was that decisions regarding the 

ability of the organisation to manage the social, environmental and 

financial dimensions are based on the notion of good corporate 

citizenship. 
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11 

Do current CSR reporting mechanisms 

satisfy the needs of stakeholders 
* *   

No uniform acceptance of one mechanism. Individually the current 

mechanisms do not provide a model that integrates financial aspects 

with social and environmental dimensions and which was identified in 

Phase 4 as an important aspect of a reporting model.   

Table 7.1 Summary of research findings 
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7.2.1 Reporting Model 

Issue 1: There is a need for research to develop models of reporting which 

provide a consistent and independent reporting framework to report on 

the dimensions captured by CSR. 

Stakeholders participating in the initial focus group interviews (Phase 1) 

were concerned that the stated objectives, to provide a balance of social, 

environmental and financial aspects to the management of the entity, were 

reflected in the operations of the enterprise.  Stakeholders in the elite 

interviews (Phase 4) identified the need for an audit or process of 

verification of reports.   

The clear desire to explicitly link aspects of social and environmental 

performance with financial reporting provides a foundation for the view 

that, firstly, annual reporting is both an appropriate mechanism for reporting 

CSR, but also that it was important for stakeholders that the linkages 

between the dimensions of CSR were clearly articulated.  While this does 

not necessarily contradict Deegan and Rankin (1997) who found a 

preference for separated reporting of financial and CSR aspects in their 

panel of experts, this finding does suggest that if separate reports are 

prepared, then stakeholders require consistency in reporting evident in a 

strong level of congruence between the information being reported in the 

financial and CSR reports. 

Issue 7: Does the narrow definition of the concept of ‘material’ limit 

information reported and therefore have an impact on users’ ability to 

evaluate how the entity utilises financial and non-financial resources to 

satisfy a notion of accountability to society? 

The framework developed in this thesis builds on the existing financial 

accounting frameworks and is conceptually consistent with the GRI (2006) 

reporting principles.  Respondents identified the importance of congruence 

between financial and social and environmental information.  The 

congruence aspect of the model was based on a notion of materiality which 

was required to be consistent across all dimensions of CSR reporting.  This 
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consistency was vital in order to overcome potential conflict between the 

dimensions (refer to Chapter 6, Section 6.2 and Section 0).  Extending the 

definition of the concept of „material‟ to a consistent definition that spans 

both financial and non-financial aspects of organisations‟ operations would 

have a positive impact on report users‟ ability to evaluate organisational 

performance. 

Issue 10: There is a lack of understanding of how the constructs of CSR 

are incorporated into organisational decision-making. 

The thesis has added to understandings of how CSR strategies are 

incorporated or, as this study found, are not incorporated into decision-

making in credit unions.  Stakeholders participating in the initial focus 

groups (Phase 2) were concerned that the stated objectives, to provide a 

balance of social, environmental and financial aspects to the management of 

the entity, were reflected in the operations of the enterprise.  This was 

confirmed in the final round of interviews with participants from elsewhere 

in the credit union sector (Phase 4), resulting in an amendment to the initial 

model to include the incorporation of the goals and mission of the 

organisation as an integral component of the model.  Without the specific 

integration of goals and mission into the model there was a concern 

expressed that CSR would not be included in the decision-making process.  

Respondents in this study indicated that under current decision-making 

processes, based predominantly on traditional financial information, there 

was no consistency in the incorporation of the CSR construct in decision-

making.  Rather, it was revealed that a champion within the organisation is 

needed in order for CSR constructs to be considered in the decision process.   

The implication of this finding is that accountants could take a leading role 

in promoting attention to CSR through the provision of a broader base of 

information.  Further, the adoption of the proposed model, which builds on 

accepted financial reporting, would replicate the implementation success 

evidenced in the primary case study organisation and which was in contrast 

to the findings of O‟Dwyer (2005) who found systematic stakeholder 

silencing resulted in a curbing of the required organisational change (see 

Section 5.3.1). 
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Issue 11: Do current CSR reporting mechanisms satisfy the needs of 

stakeholders? 

Current reporting mechanisms do not satisfy the needs of the stakeholders.  

No uniform acceptance of one mechanism was evident in either the 

literature or in the organisations who participated in this study.  While the 

GRI (2006) provides coverage of many of the key areas identified as 

important by the stakeholders, it did not satisfy all the needs of stakeholders, 

including facets of process development.  The model proposed advocates an 

integrated approach which captures attributes such as the information 

disclosure categories for aspects such as human resources and community 

engagement, but with clear links to financial reporting.  This approach 

responds to the criticism that current mechanisms lack interconnectivity 

between the constructs of CSR (Brown et al., 2005).  

7.2.2 Stakeholder Information Needs 

Issue 2: There is a need to address the imbalance in research focusing on 

the social versus the environmental dimensions of CSR. 

The focus of this thesis was on the credit union sector.  The ethos of credit 

unions articulates a mission to serve society (refer to Section 3.10.1).  This 

study, set in the context of this sector, rather than in mining or other 

industries with direct environmental impacts, broadens the literature on the 

social dimensions of CSR.   

O‟Donovan (2002b) suggested that environmental reporting was more 

advanced than social accounting; a lack of development which may be 

attributed to added complexity in the measurement of social versus 

environmental dimensions.  The application of the AHP as a tool to analyse 

stakeholders‟ needs in a socially oriented organisation provided a basis to 

determine ranked preferences for information, as well as yielding further 

insight into the social dimension of CSR.  The outcomes of the analysis 

indicated a strong preference for human resource related information above 

community engagement, environmental performance, and organisational 

performance information.  The impact of the organisation on the quality of 
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the employees‟ working environment was the most important aspect, 

revealing a particular focus on the human aspect of the social dimension. 

Issue 6: Further work, adopting an ethical stakeholder perspective, is 

required in exploring the needs of stakeholders in respect to CSR. 

The approach in this study was to explore the adoption and reporting of 

CSR as an element of the decision-making process.  It was assumed that the 

purpose of reporting was for stakeholders to make decisions regarding the 

ability of the organisation to manage the social, environmental and financial 

dimensions of the CSR construct, based on a notion of good corporate 

citizenship (as defined and discussed in Section 3.2.4 of this thesis).  This 

study has extended the literature exploring the CSR information needs of 

stakeholders adopting an ethical perspective where the right to information 

is not driven by the power of the stakeholder group (Deegan, 2007; Gray et 

al., 1996).  This study has also extended the literature exploring the CSR 

information needs of non-powerful stakeholders who are not associated with 

multinational corporations (Gray, 2002) and responds to the existing 

criticisms of the literature which has focused on environmental issues and 

drivers of report preparation (O'Donovan, 2002b; Parker, 2007).  The 

stakeholder groups included in this research were based on an ethical 

stakeholder theory perspective (see Section 2.6 and Appendix 2) which 

considers the needs of all parties affected by the activities of the 

organisation.  Based on this group of stakeholders the information needs are 

identified and discussed under Issue 8. 

Issue 8: What type of information on CSR would satisfy the needs of 

stakeholders? 

A fundamental component of the refined model is the congruence between 

social and environmental information, on the one hand, and financial 

information on the other, in the manner in which this information is to be 

included in the respective reports.  The research was able to capture the 

categories of information desired by stakeholder groups and delved into 

their ranked preferences to provide a deeper understanding of the 

importance of the information categories to the stakeholder groups.  As 
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discussed above under Issue 2, the stakeholders revealed a strong preference 

for human resource based issues, which supports previous findings 

exploring the nature of items being reported (Hackston & Milne, 1996; 

Tsang, 1998).  The respondents also indicated that political party support 

was outside the domain of credit unions.  Based on the extended notion of 

materiality encapsulated in the model, it is suggested that, in accordance 

with the responses received in this study, information of this type and which 

is required under GRI (2006), for example, should potentially be excluded. 

Issue 9: Can current accounting systems support the information needs of 

stakeholders? 

The proposed framework integrates financial accounting frameworks with 

social and environmental reporting principles.  The perceptions of the 

directors and management of the case organisation were that current 

information systems provide, or had the capacity to satisfy, the expanded 

information needs of stakeholders.  This view was supported by examples of 

information being provided to stakeholders through media such as 

organisational websites or newsletters.  It was concluded that while some 

changes are necessary for CSR data collection within organisations, the 

greatest inhibitor to reporting was access to the data and the resources 

needed to effect that reporting.  Mathews (1997a) suggested a mega-

accounting approach and the findings of this research suggest that this 

approach has resonance with participants in this study but current systems 

are not able to meet the required information needs. 

7.2.3 Engagement 

Issue 5: Few studies have explored government and NFP organisations, 

with the research dominated to date by organisations with primary goals 

of profit seeking and to maximise shareholder wealth. 

The model developed in this thesis focuses the attention of the users on the 

decision making process and incorporates recognition of organisational 

goals.  The integration of the three dimensions of CSR moves the decision 

model from one focused on maximising profit, to one recognising broader 
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stakeholders and intergenerational needs.  This focus is in contrast to many 

of the previous studies (Adams et al., 1998; Cormier & Magnan, 1997; 

Deegan & Gordon, 1996; Deegan, Rankin, & Tobin, 2002; Hackston & 

Milne, 1996; Kreuze et al., 1996) based on shareholder based entities.  What 

has been revealed in this study is a potential for organisations in the credit 

union sector to choose actions that will benefit local society at the expense 

of profit.  This action was justified on the basis that profit is not the only 

measure of performance.  However, there was a concern that the message 

that profit was not the primary purpose was lost in current reporting models.  

This study has revealed a dimension to reporting, and which is of concern in 

practice, that there is a need to consider more than profit and that this has 

been identified as missing in the academic literature (see Section 3.2.) 

(Boyce, 2000; Deegan, 1999; López et al., 2007). 

Issue 3: There is a need for continued and increased engagement with 

organisations including greater utilisation of field studies. 

Despite the growth and refinement in the number of CSR reporting 

guidelines, there remains a slow adoption rate and underutilisation of 

existing reporting guides, including the Credit Union Sustainability Toolkit.  

This study has engaged with credit unions and stakeholders in the credit 

union sector in order to better understand the reporting requirements.  This 

responds to Gray‟s (2002) call for continued and increased engagement with 

business.  The engagement process has resulted in two outcomes.  Firstly, 

the model developed from the research incorporates the views of 

stakeholders and their needs for CSR information for decision-making.  

Secondly, the research has re-engaged the participating organisations with 

CSR as a strategy.   

It was noted in Chapter 3 (Section 3.9) that significant regulatory changes 

were evident in the credit union sector over the past few years and which 

were revealed as functioning to inhibit the reporting and integration of CSR 

strategies within regionally based credit unions.  Participants in the 

interviews in Phase 4 of the research acknowledged that the importance of 

reporting on CSR had diminished during this time, including a decline in 

importance even for those organisations that had reported in the past.  
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Further, this contraction in focus presented an element of concern to the 

participants.  While it is not suggested that participation in this research 

study will lead to drastic change in the operations of the participating 

entities, the engagement process has served, at least, to place CSR back on 

the agenda for this group.   

Issue 4: There is a lack of studies exploring CSR in the context of small to 

medium size enterprises. 

The choice to embark on a study of regionally based credit unions, restricted 

in size to the localised communities they serve, expands the knowledge base 

concerning attitudes to CSR and the reporting of CSR in small to medium 

size organisations.  Typically, prior studies (Deegan & Gordon, 1996; 

Deegan et al., 2002; Hackston & Milne, 1996; Kreuze et al., 1996) have 

focused on publicly listed corporations and multi-nationals (see Chapter 2 

Sections 2.5 to 2.8).  The analysis of the interviews in Phases 2 and 4 of the 

research revealed a sector with limited resources which has been stretched 

by the imposition of new regulatory regimes.   

Despite the restrictions on the ability to report, there was a clear 

commitment by the case organisation to the ideal of CSR.  This commitment 

was evident in the responses from both management and directors.  In 

addition, respondents displayed a strong understanding of the goals of credit 

unions and the social issues relevant to their local communities.  The 

importance to the respondents of the incorporation of organisational goals 

and missions into the model to capture the dynamic nature of governance, 

which was linked to reporting, displayed a maturity of understanding about 

the need for CSR to be integrated into strategic decision-making.  This 

perspective supports the contention of Lopez et al. (2007) that positive 

consequences will only be achieved if CSR practices are integrated into 

business decisions.  
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7.3 Specific Conclusions to Research 

Questions 

Based on the 11 issues, as discussed above, five questions were elicited as 

the focus for this thesis and the following specific conclusions were drawn: 

What criteria do stakeholders use to measure social outcomes relevant 

to the credit union sector?  

 Current reporting is limited, indicating no clear criteria for the 

measurement of performance. 

 Quantitative measures of performance had stronger resonance with 

respondents. 

 Integrated information which recognises the interconnectivity of the 

dimensions of the construct of CSR was critical. 

 Criteria to measure performance need to be related to the goals and 

mission of the organisation.  

 Corporate governance performance dimensions, in addition to social 

and environmental performance, were acknowledged as a requirement.  

This stemmed from the need for the model of reporting to ensure the 

philosophy of social responsibility is embedded into the organisation‟s 

goals and decision making processes. 

Are stakeholder criteria to measure social outcomes able to be ranked? 

 Stakeholders in the credit union sector do express a preference for 

information content. 

 Ranking of responses indicated a clear preference for criteria 

associated with human resource issues.  The results of ranking of the 

three key areas led to the finding that matters relating to human 

resource were preferred to those in respect of community engagement.  
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Information on community engagement, however, outperformed the 

preference for information concerning organisational performance.  

What is the most appropriate model for a conceptual framework for 

social accounting in the credit union segment of the banking sector? 

 The proposed model suggested for the credit union sector reflects the 

needs as identified by the stakeholders.  These information needs 

included integration of credit union goals, coverage of reporting 

categories, and connections between the constructs of CSR.  The 

model responds to each of these requirements.  

How does the model developed for social accounting in the credit union 

sector align with the current conceptual framework model for financial 

accounting and current reporting mechanisms for benchmarking and 

good practice? 

 Respondents indicated a preference for a quantitative, traditional style 

of reporting, similar to that used in conventional financial reports, and 

the desirability of adopting a numeric base to report was evident.  

 The model is based on the financial accounting conceptual framework 

and integrates elements of current CSR reporting mechanisms.  The 

elements of governance and congruence in the model add to current 

practice and present a new perspective on reporting.  

Does the model developed have application in the broader banking 

sector? 

 The choice to explore these issues in the context of the credit union 

sector responds to the identified gap in research on CSR in the small 

to medium and NFP sectors. 

 The model is based on the concept of an ethical stakeholder, rather 

than on the limited notion of traditional financial stakeholders.  

However, the integration of the goals of the organisation in the model 

potentially permits the adoption of the model by the broader banking 
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sector.  The goals could reflect a stronger focus on shareholder wealth 

than was evident in the concerns of stakeholders in the credit union 

sector.  

7.4 Contribution of the Research 

This thesis makes a unique and timely contribution to understanding the 

CSR information needs of stakeholders and the requirements for reporting 

CSR.  The thesis specifically explored and developed a model in the context 

of credit unions.  Credit unions are an important group within the banking 

and finance sector as evidenced by the growth in assets and the membership 

base of these organisations, as discussed in Section 3.10.  This research has 

the capacity to expand theory, practice and policy for credit unions and also 

the broader banking and finance sector.  

7.4.1 Theory 

In the post-1990s, there emerged a number of suggested indicators and 

benchmarks of performance in respect to CSR (see Section 3.5), however 

there has been no singularly accepted and adopted reporting framework 

developed.  Research at this time has been focused on social and 

environmental reporting practices and attempts to explain the adoption of 

reporting in a non-regulatory environment.  The literature revealed little 

research undertaken on the development of a conceptual framework for 

reporting.  The research reported in this thesis has further developed and 

informed debate on social accounting by: 

 engendering and reflecting on dialogue between stakeholders and 

enterprises –  a dimension that has been missing from the CSR debate 

to date (Adams, 2002); 

 further informing the discourse on the information requirements of 

stakeholder groups;  

 providing future directions for applied and conceptual research in the 

area of social reporting, particularly as it applies to the financial 

services sector (Gray, 2002; Parker, 2007); 
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extending research and laid further foundations for applied and 

conceptual research exploring the adoption of CSR strategies in the 

NFP sector; and, 

 expanding the range of research methodologies that can be applied in 

CSR research, with the adoption of AHP tools to rank stakeholder 

preferences (Parker, 2005).  

7.4.2 Practice 

Community and business awareness of social and environmental issues is 

evident in both the increased levels of disclosure of social and 

environmental information and the increasing level of legislative 

developments.  Despite the increasing interest in social accounting, 

companies have retained the traditional model of accounting with the 

disclosure of social and environmental information reported on a 

fragmentary and ad hoc basis (see Section 2.5). 

Problems with the current definitions and thus the CSR reporting 

mechanisms suggested to date, and discussed in Chapter 3 (Section 3.2), 

include the tendency to be either prescriptive in content, therefore ignoring 

the composition of reported areas which appear subject to change across 

time and place (Gray et al., 1996), or addressing issues of process only 

(Mathews, 1997a, 1997b).  In addition to rectifying definitional problems is 

the need to improve the quality of the disclosures – improving content, 

independence, and reliability (Mathews, 1997a, 1997b).   

The research presented in this thesis was set in the credit union sector, 

specifically in the context of geographically based credit unions.  The credit 

union sector is founded on the goals of operating for the benefit of members 

and to act with social responsibility.  In this regard credit unions are unique 

within the deposit and loan sector of the industry in that, unlike banks, there 

is a clearly articulated social goal.  While credit unions function to make a 

surplus, any surplus is applied to the benefit of members and so 

management is not focused on generating profit and thus wealth for 

shareholders as the owners of the entity.  This underlying social 
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responsibility requirement means credit unions are well placed to focus 

attention on CSR strategies and reporting.  The strength in market position 

based on assets held and the strong presence in communities creates the 

potential for credit unions to take a leadership role in the establishment of a 

reporting regime that would be relevant to the broader banking and finance 

sector.   

Specific to practice, the research has:  

 drawn on the framework established for financial reporting and 

provided a link between current reporting practices and future reporting 

practices; and, 

 proposed a CSR reporting model for application in the credit union 

sector which has the potential for adoption across the broader banking 

and finance sector under the leadership of the credit union sector. 

7.4.3 Policy 

This research will improve the accountability of credit unions by 

establishing a reporting mechanism for CSR which is embedded within a 

conceptual framework.  The development of this conceptual framework for 

CSR reporting also informs the debate regarding mandatory CSR reporting 

and the recent ethical corporate responsibility debate in the wake of the 

global financial crisis (Ciulla, 2009).  Criticisms of CSR reporting include 

the lack of a system and the predisposition of organisations to report on only 

those aspects that positively reflect on the organisation.  From a policy 

perspective, the research provides a basis for: 

 the conceptual framework for the credit union sector to be used for 

future policy developments in this area; and, 

 a possible solution to the criticism of the current ad hoc arrangement 

whereby CSR reports are biased and self-laudatory (Deegan & 

Rankin, 1997; Gray et al., 1995a, 1995b; Laufer, 2003; Ramus & 

Montiel, 2005). 
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7.5 Limitations 

Several limitations and assumptions relating to the underlying research 

paradigm and research methods were considered in the discussion of 

theoretical frameworks provided in Chapter 2 and in respect to the research 

methodology as detailed in Chapter 4.  The research presented in this thesis 

was concerned with preferences for reporting and information to be reported 

in respect to CSR in the credit union sector.  The organisations involved in 

the study were regional organisations with a defined geographical boundary.  

Within the credit union sector this group represents only one type of credit 

union.  The study is thus sub-sector specific and the findings could therefore 

be potentially restricted in terms of the transference of outcomes to other 

types of credit unions or organisations outside the credit union sector. 

Finally, a particular concern was the low response rate across the study for 

both the interview and survey phases, and also in relation to some specific 

groups of stakeholders (such as suppliers).  Strategies were put in place to 

test for non-response bias, and were discussed in Chapter 4, however it is 

acknowledged that the low response has implications which may function to 

restrict the generalisability of the findings. 

7.6 Future Research 

Directors and managers articulated a desire for CSR information, as 

reported in Chapter 6.  However, the lack of current information meant that 

there was no insight available into how this information would be used in 

decision making.  Dillard (2007) noted the tension between the practical 

approach that the concept of triple-bottom-line (TBL) advocates and the 

development of a theoretical underpinning.  This tension reflects an urgency 

to move forward before deterioration of natural and social systems is 

irrecoverable.   

An interesting aspect of the introduction of a social responsibility strategy in 

this case study was its infiltration at all levels of the organisation, 

operational through to the Board, indeed addressing the operational aspects 

and incorporating the strategy into management practices (Figure 5.2).  
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Building the strategy around processes already developed may have assisted 

in the success of the implementation.  This is in contrast to the finding of 

O‟Dwyer (2005) of systematic stakeholder silencing which resulted in a 

curbing of required organisational change.  As suggested by O‟Dwyer 

(2005), the integration of mechanisms to ensure impact on corporate 

decision making by, for example, key performance indicators incorporating 

social and environmental aspects and formal member/board engagement 

activities, reduces the power of Boards to undermine the process.  Further 

investigation is clearly indicated to document how organisations respond to 

the continuing call for the adoption and reporting of CSR and how 

stakeholders use this information.   

A number of issues were drawn from the interviews in Phase 4 which gave 

insight into challenges faced by these organisations to move forward in the 

area of social and environmental reporting.  The first area identified which 

is worthy of future research concerns the need for training and education 

within organisations.  How organisations prioritise and structure this 

training could assist in understanding rates of adoption of CSR strategies. 

Closely aligned to the topic of training and education is the need for 

resources to be allocated to implement CSR and CSR reporting strategies.  

Further research exploring the inhibitors and impetus to adopt CSR 

strategies by organisations in the government and NFP sector, and those in 

the small to medium size range, is warranted.  Specifically in the credit 

union sector, research exploring the impact of the global financial crisis and 

the subsequent impact on resources and the adoption and expansion of CSR 

strategies would be valuable. 

Finally, closer attention to the need for systems and process changes to 

support reporting of CSR is suggested.  Within this study the perceptions of 

the availability of data within current data systems was touched upon in the 

final phase of the study as an extension to the understanding of the 

categories of information that would be useful.  The study did not attempt to 

explore why the information was considered useful, nor was the basis for 

these perceptions explored.  A concern emerging from this study was the 

resources that are or would be needed to monitor and report on CSR 
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dimensions.  A greater knowledge of the potential to utilise or adapt current 

data collection systems would provide an insight into the reporting costs of 

a CSR strategy and potentially allay fears as to the extent of resources 

needed to report.  

7.7 Conclusion  

This thesis proposes a conceptual framework for reporting which integrates 

social and environmental information with financial information.  Within 

the credit union sector, stakeholders indicated the proposed framework has 

merit as a reporting model.  The model built on research which had 

documented the requirements for social and environmental accounting 

information by members and management associated with the credit union 

sector and, as such, limits itself to that sector.  It is the added understanding 

of the views of stakeholders that is a primary contribution of this thesis. 

The proposed model arising from understanding the needs of stakeholders 

has the potential to improve the accountability of organisations by 

establishing a reporting mechanism, located within a conceptual framework 

which retains the qualitative attributes of financial accounting information – 

a basis which has been lacking for social, environmental and financial 

accounting to date. 
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Appendix 1: Précis of papers reviewing academic 

literature on CSR 

The following précis of papers follows a chronological order to best reflect 

the historical development of the literature.  There is considerable literature 

before 1995, however this review starts in 1995 as this period is considered 

to be most relevant for the literature discussion. Within the literature review 

mention in made of the work of Buhr (2007), Gray (2001), Mathews (1985, 

1997b) and Thomson (2007), all of whom have provided useful summaries 

of the history and development of this field of research. 

The review of the literature in the paper by Gray et al. (1995a) features a 

discussion of changing trends in the reporting activities of UK companies 

and the possible causes of the shift in the emphasis on social information.  

The paper highlighted the need for a consistent and independent reporting 

framework to tease out strategies of 'distracting attention' and political 

favour.  This need is still evident over a decade later, and the deficiency 

continues to hamper the development of standards for reporting and 

auditing.   

Mathews (1997b) compiled a frequently cited review of the social and 

environmental accounting research literature over a twenty-five year period 

from 1970 to 1995.  The original review of the literature was later updated 

for the period 1995 to 2000 (Mathews, 2002) and was presented utilising a 

matrix structure in 2004 (Mathews, 2004).  In these papers the discussion of 

the literature is focused on the type of research undertaken.  The 

contribution to the literature of each paper reviewed was classified by its 

nature according to whether it was best described as empirical, 

philosophical, normative, regulatory or teaching materials.  Mathews (2004) 

built on the earlier review, but introduced an additional dimension based on 

the apparent philosophical basis of the research. The intent was to explore 

what appeared to be the value system underlying the research effort and to 

present a multi-dimensional reflection on the literature.  The extended two 

dimensional model combined the underlying research philosophies, from 

critical theories through to the „Business Case‟, with the nature of the 
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research, which extended across empirical studies to regulatory frameworks 

and other reviews (Mathews, 2004). This matrix model has been further 

developed into a three dimensional model by recognising the influence of 

time and the national origin of the research (McGrath & Mathews, 2008).  

This set of papers, while providing a comprehensive reference list, also 

clearly displays the diversity of research approaches and underlying 

philosophies.   

Mathews‟ (1997b) paper concluded with seven directions for future 

research. The areas were focused on the practice of reporting, linking 

research with teaching, and contributions of other disciplines and other 

groups of professionals.  The practice of reporting included four 

suggestions: continuing to document and analyse current reporting; to 

reactivate an interest in the area of social accounting that, at the time, 

appeared to have fallen behind environmental accounting; further 

exploration of the reasons why management authorised reporting when 

professional bodies showed little interest at the time; and finally, to 

reactivate the normative/philosophical research which led to early model 

building attempts.  In the following discussion of the CSR literature there is 

strong evidence of research into the first three elements of the practice of 

reporting, although there was found to be less evidence of model building, 

linkages to education and curriculum development, and in particular co-

operation with other discipline areas and professionals.   

Gray‟s (2002) paper provides a review of the development of the literature 

with a focal point being the role played by the journal Accounting, 

Organizations and Society (AOS).  The paper adopted a broad view of the 

term social accounting including “all forms of accounts that go beyond the 

economic and for all the different labels under which it appears” (Gray, 

2002, p.687).  This is a definition that sits comfortably with the previous 

definition of sustainability drawn from the Brundtland Report (1987) and 

the definition developed for this thesis.  Gray‟s paper offered a descriptive 

look at the literature for the last 25 years of the twentieth century, but did 

not have the structured approach adopted by the initial Mathews matrix 

(Mathews, 2004) and the extended matrix model (McGrath & Mathews, 
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2008).  Gray (2002) acknowledged the personal perspective of such a 

review and further conceded the difficulty inherent in documenting the 

development of this discipline.  By its nature this area of research is not 

homogenous, a characteristic that “is probably both the source of its 

continued vibrancy and one of the root causes for its (perceived?) lack of 

coherence” (Gray, 2002, p.688).   

Gray (2002) identified a number of themes he perceived in the literature 

published by AOS over the last quarter of the 20
th

 century.  Firstly there was 

the group of papers in the 1970‟s that provided a systematic analysis that 

had been missing in earlier corporate disclosure papers.  The papers at this 

time also examined events outside the traditional US context.  Other themes 

identified included; corporate characteristics, labour and human resource 

disclosure, environment, and theory.  The paper thus reflects on the variety 

of constructs in CSR.  Two aspects of the literature are noted over the 

period, the dominance of environmental studies and the maintenance of an 

engagement theme (Gray, 2002).  

Environmental issues gained a priority position in the research literature 

during the 1990‟s; a focus that did not come without some concern that it 

was at the expense of social issues (Owen, Gray, & Bebbington, 1997).  

However, as well as finding some resurgence in the later years, Gray notes 

that interest in environmental issues brought with it new and „vibrant‟ 

theoretical perspectives (Gray, 2002, p.696). 

In addition to providing a review of the literature this paper also offers a 

timely reflection on the term „social accounting‟ and the social accounting 

project.  Gray presents a view that social and environmental accounting 

encourages the emergence of “new accountings – accountings which 

supplant, complement or challenge more conventional accountings” (Gray, 

2002, p.692).  The project is thus about engagement, interaction and 

challenge.  Social accounting needs to be tackled at multiple levels via 

committees, reporting awards, field work, and conversations with 

accountants (Gray, 2002).  The caution lies in the propensity for 

developments to be captured by business to some degree.  However, in 

order to have engagement there is an expectation of „buy-in‟ by the 
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organisation, or why would they work with advocates of CSR?  It is the 

degree of capture (Gray, 2002) that is critical – capture that stifles 

independent research will not provide the critical perspective needed to 

continue to advance the discipline of CSR. 

Gray (2002) noted the dominance of studies involving corporate entities in 

the literature which he attributed to the power and influence of multinational 

corporations. The absence of small to medium enterprise, the not-for-profit 

sector, and government entities creates potential opportunities for research.  

Indeed, the role of government as a regulator across many aspects of 

business, coupled with its presence at local and national levels in the 

community, was identified as one of potential power to influence 

sustainability accounting, yet was an area  not yet developed (Ball, 2004). 

A matrix approach was adopted by Ball (2004) to provide a foundation on 

which to identify alternative approaches to the question of why 

sustainability accounting has not developed in the UK local government 

sector.  The mapping process was tested for its usefulness in such an 

exercise and found to be of value, “like a geographical map, abstracted from 

reality, the result is a number of „pointers‟ to help in negotiating the work 

available, and to locate a frame of reference” (Ball, 2004, p.1032).  The map 

depicted two dimensions; the interaction of the social and natural world and 

the society.  Four alternative positions emerge in which to locate the 

literature and proved useful in positioning the major theoretical 

perspectives, although failing in an attempt to similarly locate ecological 

accounting.   

Garriga and Melé (2004) offered a theoretical underpinnings approach to the 

classification of the theories underlying CSR research.  A discussion of the 

dominant theoretical bases is presented in Appendix 2 with discussion in 

this section restricted to the classification schema proposed by Garriga and 

Melé (2004).  The theoretical underpinnings were sorted into four groups 

based on the assumption that CSR theories focus on social reality, 

economics, politics, social integration or ethics.   
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The first group are those theories which assume the sole social 

responsibility of the organisation is wealth creation and these are labelled 

instrumental theories.  The understanding of CSR implied by this group of 

theories is that CSR is purely a means to the end position of more profit 

(Garriga & Melé, 2004).  Studies adopting the Business Case and Agency 

Theory perspectives would be grouped in this category.   

The second group of political theories emphasises the social power of the 

organisation.  This group focuses on the interactions and connections 

between business and society and the inherent responsibility of the 

organisation (Garriga & Melé, 2004).  Studies within this group include 

those concerned with political analysis and corporate citizenship. 

Theoretical themes would include Social Contract and Political Economy of 

accounting theory. 

Integrative theories are a group which considers that business ought to 

integrate social demands (Garriga & Melé, 2004).  This argument rests with 

the notion that business depends on society for its continued existence and 

has aspects of Social Contract, Institutional Theory, Stakeholder Theory and 

Legitimacy Theory, which are discussed in Appendix 2.   

The final group, branded ethical theories, envisions CSR from an ethical 

perspective with firms expected to accept social responsibilities as an ethical 

obligation, above any other consideration (Garriga & Melé, 2004).  

Normative Stakeholder Theory is an example of a theory fitting within this 

group. 

A more recent exposé of the CSR literature by Parker (2007) concluded that 

the predominant focus of the literature up to this time had been on observing 

the production of reports and user behaviour and preferences, rather than 

developing models and frameworks for future practice.  Whilst social and 

environment research has become a significant subset of the contemporary 

financial and external reporting research literature, it is still being ignored 

by the majority of accounting researchers and, as suggested by Parker 

(2007, p.46), also by leading research journals.  Parker confirmed previous 
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comments on the imbalance in research between studies focusing on the 

environmental impacts and those exploring social impacts (O'Donovan, 

2002b) with the trend appearing to favour environmental issues.  Parker 

(2007) further observed, as a positive development, that a wide range of 

research methodologies were being utilised by researchers in this field.  This 

was in contrast to an earlier paper where Parker (2005) had called for a 

broadening of research methods, having noted the favouring of content 

analysis in empirical studies during the period from 1988 to 2003.  An 

example of this change in research approaches can be found in Guthrie and 

Abeysekera (2006) who offered as a strategy for future direction the 

broadening of the base of documents subjected to content analysis.  They 

further suggested combining content analysis with other methods to 

overcome the weaknesses inherent in content analysis and to yield a richer 

insight and complexity to the normative models being developed.  

In the most recent review of the CSR literature Thomson (2007) pursued a 

different approach to organising the sustainability literature, adopting visual 

mapping.  Visual mapping techniques, he argued, can help contextualise and 

assist in making sense of material that can be large in volume and 

complexity (Thomson, 2007).  While providing a method to explore an 

array of classifications of the literature, the maps are limited in that they 

providing only a uni-dimensional perspective and suffer from deficiencies in 

any attempt to cross reference the classifications.  The paper‟s value is in the 

extent of coverage of themes within CSR which adds to the understanding 

of the complexity of the literature and, while acknowledging the personal 

and subjective nature of the classification undertaken, provides clear 

indicators of trends within the literature. 
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Appendix 2: Theories underlying CSR research 

The nine theoretical bases used to explain the phenomena of increased 

voluntary social reporting in Section 2.6 comprised:  

  Agency theory  

 Business case 

 Political economy of accounting theory 

 Critical theory 

 Marxism 

 Institutional theory 

 Social Contract 

 Legitimacy theory 

 Stakeholder theory.  

While contributions to the literature can be seen to be embedded in one or 

the other of the above theoretical bases, to an extent this may be an exercise 

in attempting to find the perfect theory to explain the particular phenomena.  

The reality is that there is some overlap in the theoretical underpinnings.  

For example, the link between the stakeholder and legitimacy theory 

perspectives is that they are both concerned with mediation, modification 

and transformation, but each are approached from a different perspective 

(Gray et al., 1995a, p.52).  It is thus suggested that the different theoretical 

perspectives need not be seen as competing explanations, but as sources of 

interpretation of different factors at different levels of resolution (Gray et 

al., 1995a; Wilmshurst, 2004).  In this sense, legitimacy theory and 

stakeholder theory enrich, rather than compete, as explanations in 

understanding corporate social disclosure practices.  In arriving at a 

theoretical base for the current study, the nine bases were considered and 

stakeholder theory was determined to be the most suitable theoretical 
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framework in the context of the specific research questions and particular 

industry sector being examined. 

A2.1 Agency theory 

Agency theory is an attempt to explain increased disclosure from a market 

based perspective.  An agency relationship exists whenever one person or 

entity does something on behalf of another.  In this context it would be the 

corporation and its management acting as the agent for the stakeholders (the 

principals in the relationship).  Agency theory is grounded in the premise 

that participants are self-interested.  Agency theory would suggest that the 

reporting strategy chosen by an organisation would be aimed at maximising 

the wealth of the organisation‟s management (agent), and not necessarily the 

wealth of the shareholder (Gray et al., 1995a).   

In discussing CSR and agency theory it would be remiss to exclude the 

perspective of Milton Friedman (Friedman, 1970) that the existence of CSR 

was a signal of agency problems within the firm.  The implication is that 

adopting a CSR approach would be a misuse of corporate resources.  

Instead, these resources should be focused on value-adding internal projects 

or returned to shareholders (Friedman, 1970).  In adopting an agency theory 

perspective the benefit of a CSR strategy is not to the organisation or 

shareholders, but rather the benefit is for the manager who can use it as a 

tool to advance their own career or personal agenda.  This approach does not 

take into consideration the long-term benefits the adoption of a CSR 

strategy can have for the organisation by reflecting in the firm‟s actions the 

expectation of society to act with responsibility.  However, in the context of 

credit unions, the goal is to support society and thus any use of resources for 

CSR purposes would be to align with and satisfy the goals of the 

organisation. 

Counter to the argument that CSR is a misuse of resources, is the resource 

based view of the firm (RBV).  RBV assumes that firms are comprised of 

heterogenous resources and capabilities that are perfectly mobile.  If these 

resources are valuable then they can constitute a competitive advantage to 

the organisation (Barney, 1991).  CSR can thus be an integral element of an 
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organisation‟s differential strategy and should be considered to be a form of 

strategic investment rather than a tool for management (McWilliams et al., 

2006).  This strategic position establishes a strong business case for the 

adoption of CSR and is further discussed below in Section A2.2. 

A more positive view of management‟s support of CSR, rather than the self 

interested perspective, is also embedded in an extended stakeholder model 

which acknowledges the variety of constituents managers must satisfy 

(Freeman, 1984).  This position argues that it is not sufficient to consider 

only the view of the financial stakeholders, a point expanded in Section 

A2.9 on stakeholder theory.  A further argument to counter Friedman‟s 

(1970) view is presented by those concerned with the moral and ethical 

dimensions of CSR.  The stewardship theory asserts that managers have a 

moral imperative to do what is right, irrespective of how such a decision 

will affect a firm‟s financial performance (Donaldson & Preston, 1995).  

Hence, rather than being an agency problem, adoption of CSR strategies 

could be seen as a response to a notion of social contract (see Section A2.7), 

and reporting would have the potential to increase a firm‟s reputation and 

subsequently profit.  In the case of credit unions the adoption of a CSR 

strategy potentially can increase the membership and deposit base thus 

permitting the organisation to continue to provide benefits to members and 

the community as per the credit unit goals. 

A2.2 Business Case 

The business case, positioned in the positivist philosophy, argues that 

business will respond and make changes to procedures and processes purely 

where it is profitable to do so.  The driver for participation in the SEA 

agenda is the impact on profit evidenced by the reduction in waste and 

associated costs, and the maintenance of organisational legitimacy.  The 

business case is not driven by any notion of „doing the right thing‟ 

(Mathews, 2003).  Bebbington (2001) linked investment, according to 

sustainability principles, to the creation of long-term value.  In a similar 

vein the economic or enlightened self interest model argues for CSR from a 

competitive market advantage perspective (Hartman et al., 2007) . 
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This long-term perspective to investment advocated by Bebbington was 

confirmed by Lopez et al. (2007) who found that while a negative impact on 

performance was present in the short-term, it was self correcting, resulting 

in the negative impact on performance declining over time.  This study 

compared the performance of two sets of European firms, all of which had 

displayed similar performance indicators prior to the creation of the Dow 

Jones Sustainability Index (DJSI).  The firms studied comprised one set 

which had been included in the DJSI from its inception while the 

comparison set had belonged to the Dow Jones Global Index (DJGI) for the 

same period, but had never been included in the DJSI.  The impact of the 

introduction of sustainability practices resulting in a negative impact on 

performance indicators was postulated to arise from increased expenses 

associated with the introduction of sustainable practices (López et al., 2007).  

The authors could not unequivocally state that the adoption of sustainable 

practices had a positive impact on performance, but they were able to assert 

that the differences in performance between the groups diminished over 

time (López et al., 2007).  While the negative impacts may influence the 

adoption of sustainable practices by other firms, the authors noted that 

society is increasingly demanding CSR initiatives.  The increasing demand 

for CSR initiatives will lead to a different perspective in understanding the 

goals of business (López et al., 2007).  The argument for the business case 

in the credit union sector is, however, less strong, as those within the sector 

would argue it is part of core business. 

The adoption of CSR as a competitive advantage strategy has been argued 

to be a short-term strategy, effective only if competitors can be prevented 

from imitating the strategy (Reinhardt, 1998).  Lobbying to create a 

regulatory environment to impose CSR practices on rivals can raise 

competitor costs and thus maintain a cost advantage for an initiating firm 

(McWilliams et al., 2006).  It is thus in the context of a political strategy 

that competitive advantage can be maintained (McWilliams et al., 2006).   
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A2.3 Political economy and accounting theory 

Political economy, unlike agency theory, goes beyond the market.  It 

involves an analysis of both the exchanges within institutional frameworks 

and also the relationships between social institutions, such as the 

government, law and property rights (Jackson, 1982). Political economy 

was defined by Jackson as: 

"the study of the interplay of power, the goals of power wielders and 

the productive exchange system. As a framework, political economy 

does not concentrate exclusively on market changes. Rather it first of all 

analyses exchanges in whatever institutional framework they occur and, 

second, analyses the relationships between social institutions such as 

government, law and property rights, each fortified by power and the 

economy, ie the system of producing and exchanging goods and 

services " (1982, p.74). 

The criticisms and confusion of the literature based on political economy 

theories can be solved by defining two forms of political economy – the 

"bourgeois or vulgar political economy", and the "classical political 

economy" (Gray et al., 1995a, p.53).  The classical form is strongly linked 

to Marxism, whereby the "sectional or class interests, structural inequity, 

conflict and the role of the state" are at the heart of the analysis.  In the 

context of social and environmental disclosures, increasing disclosures 

would be seen, on the surface, as a response to the demand for the 

information, but in fact would be corporations taking control of the agenda.  

The classic political economy is one where power rests with the few.  By 

taking control corporations can thus maintain the status quo.   

This is in comparison to the diametrically opposite, and thus irreconcilably 

different, bourgeois political economy which "ignores these elements and 

perceives the world as essentially pluralistic" (Gray et al., 1995a, p.53).  The 

bourgeois political economy is not concerned with the process that causes 

the mediation that it accepts as part of the relationships between self interest 

groups.  It is concerned with interactions between the various stakeholder 

groups, that is, environmental groups, government and corporations, as the 

corporation seeks to be confirmed as a legitimate organisation.  This 

pluralist approach sees mediation as the story, whereas the classical political 
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economist views the systematic issues that construct the relationship, or the 

structural inequities, as the key issues.  

Thus legitimacy theory and stakeholder theory are derived from the 

bourgeois branch of political theory and, not unexpectedly, there is overlap 

in the theories. 

A2.4 Critical Approach 

Unlike stakeholder and legitimacy theory, critical theory stems from the 

classical branch of political economy theory.  Critical theorists reject 

existing social structures.  They would argue that the bourgeois branch of 

political economy goes beyond simply accepting existing social structures, 

rather, by the absence of any criticism, it endorses these structures (Gray et 

al., 1996). 

Subsequently, critical theorists would debate the ability of organisations 

adopting a business case perspective to forward the cause of CSR.  Milne et 

al. (2008, p.5) argued that sustainability “requires the subordination of 

traditional economic criteria to criteria based on social and ecological 

values”. 

A2.5 Marxism 

Linked to critical theory is the Marxist production-based call for structural 

change that, in the context of social accounting, argues that the capitalist 

system exploits workers.  Marxism is founded in a view that the owners of 

capital in society have accumulated this wealth by the exploitation of the 

labour market (Cooper et al., 2005).  Marxist economics assumes a 

fundamental inequality in the buying and selling of resources.  From a 

labour market view the workforce, the seller of labour, is disadvantaged as 

they must sell to survive (Tinker, 2005).  Buyers, represented by capital, 

have no comparable personal involvement (Tinker, 2005).  Power rests with 

the minority who will defend the power, wealth and privilege that come to 

them via the capitalist system.  Marxism argues that the need to defend this 

power arises from social unrest and thus indicates a system that is unstable 

(Cooper et al., 2005).  Traditional accounting models with a focus on profit 



 291 

become a powerful tool to those in control of the capital by both enhancing 

and protecting the power and wealth held by the minority.   

A2.6 Institutional theory 

Institutional theory argues that organisations will have to comply with 

society‟s norms, values and cultures, but is based on the premise that 

organisations are linked by a symbiotic relationship that can create pressure 

on organisations to limit the set of choices firms can make in demonstrating 

their legitimacy (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Oliver, 1990, 1991).  Carpenter 

and Feroz (1992, p.620) noted that an implication of institutional theory is 

that the interests, objectives and actions of those internal to the organisation 

will have critical importance in understanding accounting choice. 

A2.7 Social contract theory  

Social Contract theory is based on the notion that corporations have an 

obligation to act as community citizens.  This obligation arises from an 

ethical or citizenship perspective (Hartman et al., 2007) .  The influence of 

this perspective is still to be established firmly and consistently, despite a 

trend in the CSR discourse to include terms such as corporate citizenship 

(Matten & Crane, 2005). 

A2.8 Legitimacy theory  

In some of the literature legitimacy theory is seen as being concerned with 

organisation-society negotiation, reflecting a bourgeois political economy 

(Dowling & Pfeffer, 1975).  Other literature (Patten, 1992) focuses on the 

systematic responses, as well as intra-system mediations, placing this area 

of the literature at the classical end of the political economy spectrum 

(Figure A2.1). 
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Legitimacy theory maintains that in order to survive a firm must operate 

within society‟s values and norms (Dowling & Pfeffer, 1975).  A company 

uses publicly disclosed information to manage the pressure placed on it to 

deal with social and environmental responsibilities, public image and 

legitimacy (O'Donovan, 2002a, 2002b).  Legitimacy requires a reputation 

that must be retained, and further, that if the company is seen to be 

illegitimate, then at best profits are short-term (O'Donovan, 2002a, 2002b).  

Legitimacy is thus driven by what society views as the right thing to do by 

the many stakeholders, depicting a normative approach (Wilmshurst, 2004).  

Legitimacy theory also provides insight from the normative perspective in 

respect to how management responds in order to enhance the ability of the 

firm to reach its goals (Wilmshurst, 2004). 

The discussion of legitimacy and stakeholder theory is presented as two 

separate approaches; however, there are a number of similarities between 

the two theories.  Gray et al. (Gray et al., 1995a) suggest that rather than 

two separate and competing theories, they should be viewed as overlapping 

theories.  Legitimacy theory considers the larger view of society and 

Figure A2.1: Theory development 
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society‟s expectations of organisations behaviour and role in society.  

Stakeholder theory drills down to the different stakeholder groups and the 

different views these stakeholder groups have about the role and impact of 

organisations.   

A2.9 Stakeholder theory 

Stakeholder theory sees the world from the perspective of the management 

of the organisation, where management are concerned with the continued 

existence of the organisation and see the support of stakeholders as crucial 

to the continuity of the firm.  Management seek approval from the 

stakeholders and, as such, CSR from their perspective seeks to engage 

stakeholders and the organisation in dialogue.  Different stakeholders will 

have differing views about issues and the way organisations should conduct 

operations and, as a consequence, there will be a multitude of social 

contracts negotiated for the different stakeholder groups (Deegan, 2007).  

Stakeholder approval is thus sought and the activities and actions of the 

organisation adjusted to ensure that approval is gained (Gray et al., 1995a).  

This notion of stakeholder engagement in the reporting process is extended 

within this study to gauge stakeholder views on the criteria to be included in 

reports.  

Stakeholders were defined by Freeman and Reed (1983, p.91), and it is this 

definition that is adopted in this study, with stakeholders being “any 

identifiable group or individual who can affect the achievement of an 

organisation‟s objective, or is affected by the achievement of the 

organisation‟s objectives”.  It is important to note the duality in the 

definition of those that can affect, or be affected by, the organisation.  The 

implication of such a view of stakeholders is that it does not just concern the 

stakeholders of today, but also those in the future.  Thus the definition aligns 

with the definition of CSR (previously provided) which underpins the 

research reported in this thesis. 

Why stakeholders demand CSR information has been attributed to concerns 

about the environment and as a means of risk management (Ballou et al., 

2006).  However, Ballou et al. (2006) raised the spectre of the risk of 
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capture, based on a study which found that many corporations commitment 

to SEA was self-serving – the dominant reason for commitment to SEA 

being to increase profit and manage stakeholders, rather than managing for 

stakeholders in a transparent manner. 

Two approaches to stakeholder theory have been identified, being 

managerial stakeholder theory and ethical stakeholder theory.  With many 

potential stakeholders, each having their own view of the obligations of the 

organisation, arises the issue of the power of each of the stakeholder groups 

to influence the organisation.  Under managerial stakeholder theory the 

organisation will address the concerns of the group it perceives to be the  

most powerful (Gray et al., 1996).  By way of contrast, the relative power of 

the stakeholder is not the primary concern under the ethical approach to 

stakeholder theory, rather it is the impact of the organisation on the 

stakeholder that is of most concern (Deegan, 2007).  All stakeholders would 

have a minimum right that must not be violated, and the right to information 

about how the organisation‟s actions affect them.  Unlike managerial 

stakeholder theory there is no requirement that the information provided be 

used by the stakeholder group, implied in the power dimension, rather that it 

is an entitlement to be treated fairly by the organisation (Gray et al., 1996). 

The increased interest in social and environmental aspects under the 

auspices of stakeholder theory has been attributed by Pedrini (2007) to six 

forces in three areas, socio-economic, regulatory, and increased attention to 

CSR. The socio-economic macro-phenomena are those impulsions which 

push organisations to take on social needs that had previously been the 

responsibility of government.  These include globalisation, ecological 

problems, financial market integration and recent scandals that have brought 

irresponsible business behaviour to the attention of the public (Pedrini, 

2007). Increased regulation has arisen, in part, as a response to recent 

scandals, and includes initiatives such as the Sarbanes–Oxley Act.  In 

addition to the regulatory changes there has also been an increase in the 

number of external self regulatory designations including the Social 

Accountability 8000 (SA 8000) and the International Organisation for 
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Standardization (ISO) 14000 certifications which are the subject of 

discussion in Chapter 3 (Pedrini, 2007).   

The final three forces identified by Pedrini (2007) relate specifically to 

attention being diverted to social responsibility.  There has been greater 

attention focused on the social performance of organisations through the 

ratings systems within the financial markets as a response to ethically 

sensitive shareholders.  At the same time there has been an increase in 

research activity by both academic and organisational networks.  Finally, 

there has been the impetus from consultancy companies which have 

identified the new business opportunities available from the provision of 

services to support organisations in the adoption of a social responsibility 

stance. 

Corporate scandals, attempts at self-regulation, pressure for better formal 

regulation, and the growth in the market for ethical investment indicated in 

the above responses to CSR by stakeholder groups, point clearly for a 

response to a call for greater transparency by organisations in this area.  

Stakeholder groups have displayed their desire for change in the six forces 

detailed by Pedrini (2007).  This suggests a more focused attention to 

stakeholder needs.  McWilliams et al. (2006) noted the impact of different 

institutional environments in framing stakeholder expectations in terms of 

the inclination for firms to engage in issues related to CSR that has emerged 

from recent research.   
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Appendix 3: Mandatory versus voluntary CSR 

disclosures 

Mandatory disclosures 

The advantages of having a statutory mechanism to require reporting 

include that: 

 most of the information is extractable from existing internal accounting 

and information systems and would be virtually costless to produce; 

 it avoids the problem of trying to persuade individual companies to be 

the first to make voluntary disclosures, as all companies would be subject 

to the same commencement date; 

 the disclosures would be substantially uniform and comparable amongst 

companies; and, 

 the standardised disclosures could be used by researchers to determine 

whether, in fact, social responsibility information is used by interested 

parties (Eddie, 1983). 

Burritt (2002) offers the following arguments in support of mandatory 

reporting: 

 the voluntary system has left Australia behind best international practice 

in respect of environmental reporting;  

 mandatory reporting adds little cost if companies make the information 

available in electronic form, the information is already gathered for other 

regulators; and 

 the list of countries with mandatory reporting is growing. 

Perhaps the strongest argument for mandatory reporting, and a strength that 

is not diminishing, lies in the magnitude of the potential environmental risk 

(Chan & Welford, 2005).  Indications are that firms tend to underestimate 

environmental impact liabilities; a condition that will be mitigated by 
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regulated reporting.  However, it is not expected that disclosures would be 

easy to implement as the list includes sensitive information and it could be 

expected that some organisations and their managers would resist 

publication. Any resistance adds to the argument that current voluntary 

disclosures are really public relations statements. Deegan (2002) was 

apprehensive because studies consistent with legitimacy theory indicated 

that unless specific concerns are raised then no accountability appears to be 

acknowledged. Unless community concerns were raised (perhaps as a result 

of a major social or environmental incident attracting media attention), there 

will be little or no corporate disclosure.  The study of Australian firms‟ 

disclosure reaction to five major social incidents supports this view.  The 

firms‟ responses indicated that stakeholders are more likely to receive 

information from the organisation when management perceives a threat to 

the organisation‟s legitimacy (Deegan et al., 2000).  The current climate 

change debate is an example of community concern that has found 

resonance in the media and, according to legitimacy theory, will result in 

increased levels of corporate disclosure. 

Voluntary disclosure 

Support for a mandatory reporting process would appear to contradict the 

ideology of western democratic governments in encouraging globalisation 

and free markets: 

"In a political climate with a government that has demonstrated its 

belief in minimising as much as possible the amount of social 

responsibility and accountability legislation, it is obviously in the 

interest of both government and business to demonstrate that further 

legislation is not necessary. Thus, voluntary disclosure has little to do 

with social responsibility and accountability, but may be seen as a 

useful way of re-inforcing the Government's 'free-market' ideology and 

anti-legislative stance" (Adams et al., 1998, p.17). 

Arguments against a mandated reporting system include that: 

 there are no safeguards against liability claims based on disclosure;  
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 the directors‟ report is inappropriate. This argument presupposes that the 

purpose of the directors‟ report is to comment on financial matters only. 

If a broader view of reporting is adopted then the directors‟ report should 

encompass all activities that impact on the company. Currently it is 

common for non-financial matters to be included in the company reports 

as part of the directors‟ comments and/or in statements on the future 

direction of the organisation; 

 organisations must already disclose material information that affects the 

prices or value of securities, leading to the question of how the concept 

of materiality is defined; 

 it adds unnecessary cost and there is no evidence that voluntary reporting 

is not working; 

 those interested in information about social and environmental impacts 

can gain that information from other sources, potentially more 

informative than the conventional reports commonly provided. Quaak et 

al. (2007) argue that Sustainability Reporting does not improve CSR and 

is thus not relevant to demonstrating social and environmental actions; 

 there are existing drivers, as identified by the Business Council of 

Australia, including: employee recruitment, motivation and retention; 

learning and innovation; reputation management; risk profile and risk 

management; competitiveness and market positioning; operational 

efficiency; and investor relations and access to capital (Business Council 

of Australia, 2005). These drivers are similar to the business case 

arguments discussed in Section A2.2; and 

 a license to operate was also identified by the Business Council of 

Australia as being a driver to report (Business Council of Australia, 

2005).  

To date, reporting has remained a voluntary exercise in terms of what is 

reported and how it is reported.   
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Appendix 4: GRI core and additional indicators 

 

Core or 
Additional 

INDICATOR TYPE AND PERFORMANCE ASPECT 

    Economic Performance Indicators 

    ASPECT: ECONOMIC PERFORMANCE 

Core EC 1 

  

Direct economic value generated and distributed, including revenues, 

operating costs, employee compensation, donations and other community 

investments, retained earnings, and payments to capital providers and 
governments. 

Core EC 2 
  

Financial implications and other risks and opportunities for the organization‟s 
activities due to climate change. 

Core EC 3   Coverage of the organization‟s defined benefit (retirement) plan obligations. 

Core EC 4   Significant financial assistance received from government. 

    ASPECT: MARKET PRESENCE 

Core EC 5 
  

Range of ratios of standard entry level wage compared to local minimum 

wage at significant locations of operation. 

Core EC 6 
  

Policy, practices, and proportion of spending on locally-based suppliers at 

significant locations of operation. 

Core EC 7 
  

Procedures for local hiring and proportion of senior management hired from 
the local community at locations of significant operation. 

    ASPECT: INDIRECT ECONOMIC IMPACTS CORE 

Core EC 8 
  

Development and impact of infrastructure investments and services provided 

primarily for public benefit through commercial, inkind, or pro bono 
engagement. 

Add EC 9 
  

Understanding and describing significant indirect economic impacts, including 

the extent of impacts. 

    Environmental Performance Indicators 

    ASPECT: MATERIALS 

Core EN 1   Materials used by weight or volume. 

Core EN 2   Percentage of materials used that are recycled input materials.  

    ASPECT: ENERGY 

Core EN 3   Direct energy consumption by primary energy source. 

Core EN 4   Indirect energy consumption by primary source. 

Add EN 5   Energy saved due to conservation and efficiency improvements. 

Add EN 6 
  

Initiatives to provide energy-efficient or renewable energy based products and 

services, and reductions in energy requirements as a result of these initiatives. 

Add EN 7   Initiatives to reduce indirect energy consumption and reductions achieved.  

    ASPECT: WATER 

Core EN 8   Total water withdrawal by source. 

Add EN 9   Water sources significantly affected by withdrawal of water. 

Add EN 10   Percentage and total volume of water recycled and reused.  
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    ASPECT: BIODIVERSITY 

Core EN 11 
  

Location and size of land owned, leased, managed in, or adjacent to, protected 

areas and areas of high biodiversity value outside protected areas. 

Core EN 12 
  

Description of significant impacts of activities, products, and services on 

biodiversity in protected areas and areas of high biodiversity value outside 
protected areas. 

Add EN 13   Habitats protected or restored. 

Add EN 14 
  

Strategies, current actions, and future plans for managing impacts on 

biodiversity. 

Add EN 15 
  

Number of IUCN Red List species and national conservation list species with 

habitats in areas affected by operations, by level of extinction risk. 

    ASPECT: EMISSIONS, EFFLUENTS, AND WASTE 

Core EN 16   Total direct and indirect greenhouse gas emissions by weight. 

Core EN 17   Other relevant indirect greenhouse gas emissions by weight. 

Add EN 18   Initiatives to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and reductions achieved. 

Core EN 19   Emissions of ozone-depleting substances by weight. 

Core EN 20   NO, SO, and other significant air emissions by type and weight. 

Core EN 21   Total water discharge by quality and destination. 

Core EN 22   Total weight of waste by type and disposal method. 

Core EN 23   Total number and volume of significant spills. 

Add EN 24 
  

 Weight of transported, imported, exported, or treated waste deemed 

hazardous under the terms of the Basel Convention Annex I, II, III, and VIII, 

and percentage of transported waste shipped internationally.  

Add EN 25 
  

Identity, size, protected status, and biodiversity value of water bodies and 

related habitats significantly affected by the reporting organization‟s 
discharges of water and runoff. 

    ASPECT: PRODUCTS AND SERVICES 

Core EN 26 
  

Initiatives to mitigate environmental impacts of products and services, and 

extent of impact mitigation. 

Core EN 27 
  

Percentage of products sold and their packaging materials that are reclaimed 
by category. 

    ASPECT: COMPLIANCE 

Core EN 28 
  

Monetary value of significant fines and total number of non-monetary 

sanctions for non-compliance with environmental laws and regulations. 

    ASPECT: TRANSPORT 

Add EN 29 
  

Significant environmental impacts of transporting products and other goods 

and materials used for the organization‟s operations, and transporting 
members of the workforce. 

    ASPECT: OVERALL 

Add EN 30   Total environmental protection expenditures and investments by type. 
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Core or 
Additional 

INDICATOR TYPE AND PERFORMANCE ASPECT 

    Labor Practices and Decent Work 

    Performance Indicators 

    ASPECT: EMPLOYMENT 

Core LA 1   Total workforce by employment type, employment contract, and region. 

Core LA 2   Total number and rate of employee turnover by age group, gender, and region. 

Add LA 3 
  

Benefits provided to full-time employees that are not provided to temporary or 
part-time employees, by major operations. 

    ASPECT: LABOR/MANAGEMENT RELATIONS 

Core LA 4   Percentage of employees covered by collective bargaining agreements. 

Core LA 5 
  

Minimum notice period(s) regarding operational changes, including whether it 

is specified in collective agreements. 

    ASPECT: OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH AND SAFETY 

Add LA 6 
  

Percentage of total workforce represented in formal joint management–worker 

health and safety committees that help monitor and advise on occupational 
health and safety programs. 

Core LA 7 
  

Rates of injury, occupational diseases, lost days, and absenteeism, and number 

of work related fatalities by region. 

Core LA 8 
  

Education, training, counselling, prevention, and risk-control programs in 

place to assist workforce members, their families, or community members 
regarding serious diseases. 

Add LA 9   Health and safety topics covered in formal agreements with trade unions. 

    ASPECT: TRAINING AND EDUCATION 

Core LA 10   Average hours of training per year per employee by employee category. 

Add LA 11 
  

Programs for skills management and lifelong learning that support the 

continued employability of employees and assist them in managing career 

endings. 

Add LA 12 
  

Percentage of employees receiving regular performance and career 

development reviews. 

    ASPECT: DIVERSITY AND EQUAL OPPORTUNITY 

Core LA 13 
  

Composition of governance bodies and breakdown of employees per category 

according to gender, age group, minority group membership, and other 
indicators of diversity. 

Core LA 14   Ratio of basic salary of men to women by employee category. 
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Core or 
Additional INDICATOR TYPE AND PERFORMANCE ASPECT 

    Human Rights Performance Indicators 

    ASPECT: INVESTMENT AND PROCUREMENT PRACTICES 

Core HR 1 
  

Percentage and total number of significant investment agreements that include 
human rights clauses or that have undergone human rights screening. 

Core HR 2 
  

Percentage of significant suppliers and contractors that have undergone 
screening on human rights and actions taken. 

Add HR 3 
  

Total hours of employee training on policies and procedures concerning 

aspects of human rights that are relevant to operations, including the 

percentage of employees trained.  

    ASPECT: NON DISCRIMINATION 

Core HR 4   Total number of incidents of discrimination and actions taken. 

Core HR 5 
  

Operations identified in which the right to exercise freedom of association and 

collective bargaining may be at significant risk, and actions taken to support 
these rights. 

    ASPECT: CHILD LABOR 

Core HR 6 
  

Operations identified as having significant risk for incidents of child labor, 
and measures taken to contribute to the elimination of child labor. 

    ASPECT: FORCED AND COMPULSORY LABOR 

Core HR 7 
  

Operations identified as having significant risk for incidents of forced or 

compulsory labor, and measures to contribute to the elimination of forced or 

compulsory labor. 

    ASPECT: SECURITY PRACTICES 

Add HR 8 
  

Percentage of security personnel trained in the organization‟s policies or 

procedures concerning aspects of human rights that are relevant to operations. 

    ASPECT: INDIGENOUS RIGHTS 

Add HR 9 
  

Total number of incidents of violations involving rights of indigenous people 
and actions taken. 
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Core or 
Additional 

INDICATOR TYPE AND PERFORMANCE ASPECT 

    Society Performance Indicators 

    ASPECT: COMMUNITY 

Core SO 1 
  

Nature, scope, and effectiveness of any programs and practices that assess and 

manage the impacts of operations on communities, including entering, 
operating, and exiting. 

    ASPECT: CORRUPTION 

Core SO 2 
  

Percentage and total number of business units analyzed for risks related to 
corruption. 

Core SO 3 
  

Percentage of employees trained in organization‟s anti-corruption policies and 
procedures. 

Core SO 4   Actions taken in response to incidents of corruption. 

    ASPECT: PUBLIC POLICY 

Core SO 5 
  

Public policy positions and participation in public policy development and 
lobbying. 

Add SO 6 
  

Total value of financial and in-kind contributions to political parties, 

politicians, and related institutions by country. 

    ASPECT: ANTI COMPETITIVE BEHAVIOR 

Add SO 7 
  

Total number of legal actions for anticompetitive behavior, anti-trust, and 

monopoly practices and their outcomes. 

    ASPECT: COMPLIANCE CO 

Core SO 8 
  

Monetary value of significant fines and total number of non-monetary 
sanctions for non-compliance  with laws and regulations 
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Core or 
Additional 

INDICATOR TYPE AND PERFORMANCE ASPECT 

    Product Responsibility Performance Indicators 

    ASPECT: CUSTOMER HEALTH AND SAFETY 

Core PR 1 
  

Life cycle stages in which health and safety impacts of products and services 

are assessed for improvement, and percentage of significant products and 
services categories subject to such procedures. 

Add PR 2 
  

Total number of incidents of non-compliance with regulations and voluntary 

codes concerning health and safety impacts of products and services during 
their life cycle, by type of outcomes. 

    ASPECT: PRODUCT AND SERVICE LABELING 

Core PR 3 
  

Type of product and service information required by procedures, and 

percentage of significant products and services subject to such information 
requirements. 

Core PR 4 
  

Total number of incidents of non-compliance with regulations and voluntary 

codes concerning product and service information and labelling, by type of 
outcomes. 

Add PR 5 
  

Practices related to customer satisfaction, including results of surveys 
measuring customer satisfaction. 

    ASPECT: MARKETING COMMUNICATIONS 

Core PR 6 
  

Programs for adherence to laws, standards, and voluntary codes related to 

marketing communications, including advertising, promotion, and 
sponsorship. 

Add PR 7 
  

Total number of incidents of non-compliance with regulations and voluntary 

codes concerning marketing communications, including advertising, 
promotion, and sponsorship by type of outcomes. 

    ASPECT: CUSTOMER PRIVACY 

Add PR 8 
  

Total number of substantiated complaints regarding breaches of customer 

privacy and losses of customer data.  

    ASPECT: COMPLIANCE 

Core PR 9 
  

Monetary value of significant fines for non-compliance with laws and 

regulations concerning the provision and use of products and services. 
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Appendix 5: CSR reporting – underlying principles of 
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Appendix 6: List of credit unions in Eastern states of 

Australia 

Credit Union Name and home Australian 
State (as at 16 July 2007) 

Annual 
Report 

available on 
internet 

Geographic 
restriction 

Regional 

Australian Credit Unions – Located in NSW 

NSW AMP Employees' & Agents' Credit 
Union Limited  N N 

NSW Australian Country Credit Union 
Limited  N N 

NSW Australian Defence Credit Union 
Limited  N N 

NSW AWA Credit Union Ltd  N N 

NSW Bananacoast Community Credit 
Union Ltd Y Y Y 

NSW Bankstown City Credit Union Ltd  Y N 

NSW Berrima District Credit Union Ltd N Y Y 

NSW Blue Mountains & Riverlands 
Community Credit Union Ltd N Y Y 

NSW Broadway Credit Union Ltd Closed pending liquidation  

NSW Broken Hill Community Credit Union 
Ltd Y Y Y 

NSW Calare Credit Union Ltd N Y Y 

NSW CAPE Credit Union Limited Y N N 

NSW Capital Credit Union Limited  N N 

NSW Central West Credit Union Limited Y Y Y 

NSW Circle Credit Co-Operative Limited  N N 

NSW Coastline Credit Union Limited Y Y Y 

NSW Community Alliance Credit Union 
Limited  N N 

NSW Community CPS Australia Limited  N N 

NSW Community First Credit Union 
Limited  Y N 

http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802355.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802355.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802391.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802391.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802397.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802397.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803136.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/704328.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/704328.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802155.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802101.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802259.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802259.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802813.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802377.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802377.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802318.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802273.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802243.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802394.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803152.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/704189.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802249.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802249.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/805022.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802038.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802038.html
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NSW Companion Credit Union Limited Y Y Y 

NSW Comtax Credit Union Limited  N N 

NSW Country First Credit Union Ltd Y Y Y 

NSW Credit Union Australia Ltd  N N 

NSW Croatian Community Credit Union 
Ltd  N N 

NSW CSR and Rinker Employees Credit 
Union Limited  N N 

NSW Defence Force Credit Union Limited  N N 

NSW ENCOMPASS Credit Union Limited  Y N 

NSW Eurobodalla Credit Union Ltd N Y Y 

NSW Family First Credit Union Limited  N N 

NSW Fire Brigades Employees' Credit 
Union Limited  N N 

NSW First Option Credit Union Limited  N N 

NSW Ford Co-Operative Credit Society 
Limited  N N 

NSW Gateway Credit Union Ltd  N N 

NSW Gosford City Credit Union Ltd    

NSW Hibernian Credit Union Limited  N N 

NSW H.M.C. Staff Credit Union Ltd  N N 

NSW Holiday Coast Credit Union Ltd Y Y Y 

NSW Horizon Credit Union Ltd Y Y Y 

NSW Hunter Mutual Limited 
 

Not 
Available 

Not 
Available 

NSW Hunter United Employees' Credit 
Union Limited Concise Y Y 

NSW Illawarra Credit Union  Y N 

NSW Industries Mutual Credit Union 
Limited  N N 

NSW Intech Credit Union Ltd  N N 

NSW Karpaty Ukrainian Credit Union 
Limited  N N 

http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802386.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802821.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802097.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/804050.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802450.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802450.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802822.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802822.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803205.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802184.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802344.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802207.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802825.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802825.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802876.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803199.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803199.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802816.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802128.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802835.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802068.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802214.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802124.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/704241.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/704419.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/704419.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/ca_802249.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802399.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802399.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802351.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802334.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802334.html
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NSW Laboratories Credit Union Limited  N N 

NSW Latvian Australian Credit Co-
Operative Society Ltd  N N 

NSW Lithuanian Co-Operative Credit 
Society "Talka" Ltd  N N 

NSW Lysaght Credit Union Ltd  N N 

NSW Macarthur Credit Union Ltd  Y Y 

NSW Macquarie Credit Union Limited  N N 

NSW Manly Warringah Credit Union 
Limited  N N 

NSW Maritime Workers of Australia Credit 
Union Ltd  N N 

NSW Mecu Limited  N N 

NSW Memberfirst Credit Union Limited  N N 

NSW New England Credit Union Ltd   Y Y 

NSW Newcom Colliery Employees Credit 
Union Ltd  N N 

NSW Northern Inland Credit Union Limited   Y Y 

NSW Nova Credit Union Limited  N N 

NSW NSW Teachers Credit Union Ltd  N N 

NSW Orana Credit Union Ltd  Y Y 

NSW Orange Credit Union Limited  Y Y 

NSW Phoenix (N.S.W.) Credit Union Ltd  N N 

NSW Police Department Employees' 
Credit Union Ltd  N N 

NSW Power Credit Union Limited  N N 

NSW Qantas Staff Credit Union Limited  N N 

NSW Queensland Country Credit Union 
Limited  N N 

NSW Resources Credit Union Limited  N N 

NSW R.T.A. Staff Credit Union Limited  N N 

NSW Savings and Loans Credit Union 
(S.A.) Limited  N N 

http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802841.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/704723.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/704723.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803724.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803724.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802403.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802388.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802126.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802147.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802147.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802884.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802884.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803140.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802091.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802292.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802195.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802195.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802298.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802118.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802194.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802234.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802129.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/704431.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/815000.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/815000.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802415.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/704865.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/704640.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/704640.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802058.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802847.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/805023.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/805023.html
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NSW Security Credit Union Limited  N N 

NSW Select Credit Union Limited  N N 

NSW Service One Credit Union Ltd  Y N 

NSW SGE Credit Union Limited  N Y 

NSW Shell Employees' Credit Union Ltd  N N 

NSW Shoalhaven Credit Union   Y Y 

NSW South West Slopes Credit Union Ltd   Y Y 

NSW Southern Cross Credit Union Ltd   Y Y 

NSW Summerland Credit Union Limited   Y Y 

NSW Sutherland Credit Union Ltd  Y N 

NSW Sutherland Shire Council Employees' 
Credit Union Ltd  N N 

NSW Sydney Credit Union Ltd  N N 

NSW TAFE and Community Credit Union 
Ltd  N N 

NSW Tartan Credit Union Limited  N N 

NSW Wagga Mutual Credit Union Ltd  Y Y 

NSW WAW Credit Union Co-Operative 
Limited  Y Y 

NSW Western City Credit Union  Y N 

NSW Woolworths Employees' Credit Union 
Limited  N N 

NSW Wyong Council Credit Union Ltd  N Y 

Australian Credit Unions – Located in QLD 

Qld 
Australian Defence Credit Union 
Limited  N N 

Qld 
Bananacoast Community Credit 
Union Ltd  Y Y 

Qld Big Sky Credit Union Ltd  N N 

Qld CAPE Credit Union Limited  N N 

Qld 
Capricornia Credit Union Ltd 

 
Not 
Available  

Qld Circle Credit Co-Operative Limited  N N 

http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802389.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802103.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/801009.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802035.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802820.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/ca_802411.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802367.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802185.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802222.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802330.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802244.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802244.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802084.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802877.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802877.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802337.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/704877.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803070.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803070.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/ca_802395.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803161.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803161.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802143.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802397.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802397.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/704328.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/704328.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803228.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802273.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/704049.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803152.html
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Qld Credit Union Australia Ltd  N N 

Qld Defence Force Credit Union Limited  N N 

Qld Discovery Credit Union Ltd  Y N 

Qld Electricity Credit Union Ltd  N N 

Qld Gympie Credit Union Ltd  Y Y 

Qld 
Karpaty Ukrainian Credit Union 
Limited  N N 

Qld 
Maleny and District Community 
Credit Union Limited  Y Y 

Qld 
Maritime Workers of Australia Credit 
Union Ltd  N N 

Qld Mecu Limited  N N 

Qld Qantas Staff Credit Union Limited  N N 

Qld 
Queensland Community Credit 
Union Limited  N N 

Qld 
Queensland Country Credit Union 
Limited  N N 

Qld 
Queensland Police Credit Union 
Limited  N N 

Qld 
Queensland Professional Credit 
Union Ltd  N N 

Qld 
Queensland Teachers' Credit Union 
Limited  N N 

Qld Queenslanders Credit Union Limited  N N 

Qld Railways Credit Union Limited  N N 

Qld Uni Credit Union Ltd  N N 

Qld Warwick Credit Union Ltd  Y Y 

Australian Credit Unions – Located in TAS 

Tas Heritage Isle Credit Union Ltd  Y Y 

Tas MyState Financial  Y N 

Australian Credit Unions – Located in VIC 

VIC Austral Credit Union Limited  N N 

VIC 
Australian Defence Credit Union 
Limited  N N 

http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/804050.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803205.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/804051.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/804019.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/704032.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802334.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802334.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/704606.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/704606.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802884.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802884.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803140.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/704865.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/804011.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/804011.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/704640.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/704640.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/704052.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/704052.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/704604.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/704604.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/804002.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/804002.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/804059.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/804056.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/804083.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/704687.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/807001.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/807007.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803187.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802397.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802397.html
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VIC AWA Credit Union Ltd  N N 

VIC Big Sky Credit Union Ltd  N N 

VIC CAPE Credit Union Limited  N N 

VIC Central Murray Credit Union Limited  Y Y 

VIC Circle Credit Co-Operative Limited  N N 

VIC Credit Union Australia Ltd  N N 

VIC 
Croatian Community Credit Union 
Ltd  N N 

VIC Defence Force Credit Union Limited  N N 

VIC 
Dnister Ukrainian Credit Co-
Operative Limited  N N 

VIC 
Ericsson Employees Credit Co-
Operative Limited  N N 

VIC Esso Employees' Credit Union Ltd  N N 

VIC 
Firefighters & Affiliates Credit Co-
Operative Ltd  N N 

VIC First Option Credit Union Limited  N N 

VIC 
Fitzroy & Carlton Community Credit 
Co-Op Limited  Y N 

VIC 
Ford Co-Operative Credit Society 
Limited  N N 

VIC 
Geelong & District Credit Co-
Operative Ltd  Y N 

VIC 
GMH (Employees) Q.W.L. Credit Co-
Operative Limited  N N 

VIC 
Goulburn Murray Credit Union Co-
Operative Limited  Y Y 

VIC 
Industries Mutual Credit Union 
Limited  N N 

VIC Intech Credit Union Ltd  N N 

VIC 
La Trobe Country Credit Co-
Operative Limited  Y N 

VIC 
Lithuanian Co-Operative Credit 
Society "Talka" Ltd  N N 

VIC 
Macaulay Community Credit Co-
Operative Limited  Y N 

http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803136.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803228.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802273.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803188.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803152.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/804050.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802450.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802450.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803205.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/704235.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/704235.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803151.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803151.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802254.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803209.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803209.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802876.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803226.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803226.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803199.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803199.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803110.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803110.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803232.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803232.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803078.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803078.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802399.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802399.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802351.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803092.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803092.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803724.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803724.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803223.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803223.html
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VIC 
Maritime Workers of Australia Credit 
Union Ltd  N N 

VIC Maroondah Credit Union Ltd  Y N 

VIC Mecu Limited  N N 

VIC 
Melbourne University Credit Union 
Limited  N N 

VIC 
Old Gold Credit Union Co-Operative 
Limited  N N 

VIC Plenty Credit Co-operative Limited  Y N 

VIC 
Police Association Credit Co-
Operative Limited  N N 

VIC Pulse Credit Union Ltd  Y N 

VIC Qantas Staff Credit Union Limited  N N 

VIC RegionalOne Credit Union Limited  Y Y 

VIC SGE Credit Union Limited  N N 

VIC 
South-West Credit Union Co-
Operative Limited  Y Y 

VIC 
St Marys Swan Hill Co-Operative 
Credit Society Ltd  Y Y 

VIC 
Transcomm Credit Co-Operative 
Limited  N N 

VIC Victoria Teachers Credit Union Ltd  N N 

VIC 
WAW Credit Union Co-Operative 
Limited  Y Y 

VIC 
Woolworths Employees' Credit Union 
Limited  N N 

 

http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802884.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802884.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803012.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803140.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803143.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803143.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803174.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803174.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803054.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/704230.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/704230.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803216.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/704865.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803021.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/802035.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803073.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803073.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803053.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803053.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/704165.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/704165.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/704191.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803070.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803070.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803161.html
http://www.abacus.org.au/credit_unions/find/803161.html
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Appendix 7: Information for participants  

INFORMATION STATEMENT FOR RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS 

Researcher/investigator: Host Institution: 

 Dianne McGRATH  
Charles Sturt University 

 
Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) degree 

candidate  
Panorama Avenue  

   
BATHURST NSW 2795 

Research Project Title: 

Social Accounting: A reporting model incorporating stakeholder 

dialogue in the credit union sector. 

Research Purposes: This research investigates how credit unions address 

the needs of stakeholders (eg the community & employees) in 

measuring and reporting social outcomes (such as support of community 

programs, fair and equitable access to services and employee welfare) in 

their annual reports and aims to develop a framework for credit unions 

to report on their social performance, recognising stakeholder needs and 

establishes stakeholder dialogue protocols. 

Research Procedures: The research is based on case studies of social 

accounting and reporting in Australian Credit Unions and the social 

accounting needs of the communities they serve. The research will 

include individual interviews with management and members of the 

Board of Management, focus group meetings with members and 

community participants and anonymous surveys involving participants 

drawn from management, Boards of Management, members, employees 

and community participants. 

Participant Requirements: During the project the researcher will make a 

number of visits (up to one hundred (100) hours) to each case study 

organisation at mutually convenient times. Subject to the express 

consent of the organisation and relevant individuals the researcher will 

conduct interviews and distribute survey forms which will ask 

participants their opinion of the type of social information that should be 

disclosed by credit unions. An interview will normally take one to one 

and one half (1 to 1.5) hours. Where an individual consents, the 
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interview may be audio taped. Postal surveys distributed to other 

participants outside the case study organisation will take approximately 

twenty (20) minutes to complete. 

Participants are able to withdraw at anytime from the interview process 

and data collected will be destroyed. 

Risks: The nature of the research is such that participants are unlikely to 

suffer any risks or side effects. Participants will not be required to 

disclose any personal financial information and are assured of 

confidentiality and anonymity. 

Usage of data: The data collected during the course of the research will be 

collated and will be used only for academic purposes. The primary 

purpose of the research is to provide data necessary for writing my PhD 

thesis. A secondary purpose is to provide data for the writing of other 

papers suitable for presentation and publication in scholarly 

publications. 

Confidentiality: Neither the organisations nor any individual participant 

will be named nor will they be readily identified through other means in 

the thesis or other papers or publications resulting from the research. 

Participating organisations may consent (expressly and in writing) to be 

named if they so desire. Where the data collected is not identifiable it 

will be sealed and stored in the researcher‟s office at CSU. Any material 

that allows participant identification ie audio-tapes will be sealed and 

stored in locked cabinets in the researcher‟s office for the required five 

years at which time the records will be shredded and  audio tapes will be 

wiped and then destroyed. 

Agreement to participate: Participation by organisations and individuals is 

voluntary and confidential, and participants are free to withdraw from 

the project at any time. You can agree to participate in this project by 

reading and signing the Consent form attached. 
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NOTE: This project has been approved by Charles Sturt University‟s Ethics in 

Human Research Committee. If you have any complaints or reservations about 

the ethical conduct of this project, you may contact the Committee through the 

Executive Officer: 

The Executive Officer 

Ethics in Human Research Committee 

The Grange  

Charles Sturt University   Tel: 02 63 684 628 

Bathurst NSW 2795    Fax 02 63 384 194 

Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated fully and you 

will be informed of the outcome. 
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INDIVIDUAL CONSENT FORM 

Research Project Title: 

 

Social Accounting: A reporting model 

incorporating stakeholder dialogue in the 

credit union sector. 

 

Name, Address and Phone 

No of Principal Investigator: 

 

Dianne McGRATH 

School of Accounting 

Charles Sturt University 

Bathurst NSW 2795 

Phone: 0409583842 Fax : 0260269303 

 

1. I,         (your name), 

 

consent to my participation in the research project titled “Social 

Accounting: A reporting model incorporating stakeholder 

dialogue in the credit union sector”. 

 

2. I understand that I am free to withdraw my participation in the 

project at any time. 

 

3. The purpose of the research has been explained to me and I have 

read and understood the Information Statement for research 

participation given to me. 

 

4. I do/do not (strike out whichever is inapplicable) permit the 

investigator to audio tape record my interview/s as part of this 

project. 

 

5. I understand that any information or personal details gathered in 

the course of this research about me are confidential and will be 

used only for academic purposes, and that neither my name nor 

any other identifying information will be used or published 

without my written permission. 
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6. This study has been approved by Charles Sturt University’s Ethics 

in Human research Committee. I understand that if I have any 

complaints or concerns about this research I can contact: 

 

The Executive Officer 

Ethics in Human Research Committee 

The Grange  

Charles Sturt University   Tel: 02 63 684 628 

Bathurst NSW 2795   Fax 02 63 384 194 

  

 

 

Signed by: 

 

Date: 
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ORGANISATION CONSENT FORM 

Research Project Title: 

 

Social Accounting: A reporting model 

incorporating stakeholder dialogue in the 

credit union sector. 

 

Name, Address and Phone 

No of Principal Investigator: 

 

Dianne McGRATH 

School of Accounting 

Charles Sturt University 

Bathurst NSW 2795 

Phone: 0409583842 Fax : 0260269303 

 

1. On behalf of       (name of 

organisation), 

 

I/we       (name/s of duly 

authorised officers of the organisation), 

 

consent to the participation of the organisation in the research 

project titled “Social Accounting: A reporting model 

incorporating stakeholder dialogue in the credit union sector”. 

 

2. I/we understand that the organisation’s participation in the 

project can be freely withdrawn at any time. 

 

3. The purpose of the research has been explained to me/us and I/we 

have read and understood the Information Statement for research 

participation given to me/us. 

 

4. I/we understand that any information or details gathered in the 

course of this research about the organisation are confidential and 

will be used only for academic purposes, and that neither the 

organisation’s name nor any other identifying information will be 

used or published without my/our written permission. 
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5. This study has been approved by Charles Sturt University’s Ethics 

in Human research Committee. I/we understand that if I/we have 

any complaints or concerns about this research I/we can contact: 

 

The Executive Officer 

Ethics in Human Research Committee 

The Grange  

Charles Sturt University   Tel: 02 63 684 628 

Bathurst NSW 2795   Fax 02 63 384 194 

  

 

Signed by: 

 

Date
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Copy of ethics approval and most recent extension letters 
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Appendix 8: Copies of interview protocols 

 

Framework for focus groups  

 

Introduction and ensure copies of consent form completed 

 

Describe you understanding of the term corporate social responsibility 

reporting 

 

 

Provide a working definition based on responses –  

 

 

What type of information should be included in reports to satisfy definition? 

 

 

How should the information be reported? 

 

 

What format should the report take and what medium should be used? 

 

What type of assurance, if any, should be provided in respect of the reports?  
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Framework for semi structured confirmatory interviews 

 

Introduction and ensure copies of consent form completed 

 

 

What is your understanding of the term social and environmental 

accounting? 

 

 

 

What is your understanding of the how this is reported currently in your 

organisation? 

 

What is the format of the report? 

 Qualitative 

 

 

Quantitative 

 

 

 Provide copy of model: 
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Refer to model – is the model clear 

 

 

What comments would you make on the model? 

 

 

Are you familiar with the GRI? 

 

For the following information items indicate if you believe the data is 

currently available within your organisation and also if you believe the 

information would be useful
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PROPOSED REPORTING FRAMEWORK 

 

A
 The primary objective reflects the objectives as set out in paragraph 1 of SAC1 of the 

Australian Accounting Standards and chapter 1 of the International Accounting Standards 

Board discussion paper „Conceptual Framework for Financial Reporting: Objective of 

Financial Reporting and Qualitative Characteristics of Decision-useful Financial Reporting 

Information‟. 

B
 In order to support the primary objective information coverage is required to cover all 

dimensions of the entity‟s performance.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Characteristics of information (relevant, faithful representation, 

comparability and understandability). 
7 

Primary Objective: To provide information that is useful in 

making resource allocation decisions. 
A
 

Information to enable users to assess 

stewardship, cash flow, economic resources held 

and claims against those resources, and 

management of social and environmental 

externalities. 
B
 

Governance Report. 
C
 

Directors 

Report. 
E
 

Social and 

Environmental 

Reports. D 

Context of Social & 

Environmental 

information. 
G1 

Context of Financial 

information. 
G2

 
Congruence in 

areas identified. 
H
 

Constraints (materiality, cost). 
I
 

Financial 

Reports. 
F 
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C
 The Corporate Governance Report will be informed by the Australian Stock Exchange 

(ASX) Principles of Good Corporate Governance and Best Practice Recommendations in 

order to provide evidence of a „system by which companies are directed and managed‟ in 

order to display that the structures in place that „encourage companies to create value 

(through entrepreneurism, innovation, development and exploration) and provide 

accountability and control systems commensurate with the risks involved‟.  The report will 

be aided by reference to AA 1000 and the guidance it provides to setting goals, targets and 

measurement of performance against those targets incorporating the key component of 

consultation with stakeholders. Stakeholders were concerned that the stated objectives to 

provide a balance of social, environmental and financial aspects to the management of the 

entity were reflected in the operations of the enterprise. 

D
 Social and Environmental reports prepared as a matrix of the GRI and SA 8000. The 

report will be a mix of qualitative and quantitative information.  

E 
Directors report prepared in accordance with International Accounting Standards. 

F
 Financial reports prepared in accordance with International Accounting Standards. 

Characteristics of the information are defined by the Conceptual Framework discussion 

paper of the IASB and US Financial Accounting Standards Board (FASB) which seeks to 

establish a common conceptual framework. The framework builds on the existing financial 

accounting frameworks and is consistent conceptually with the GRI reporting principles.  

G1
 & 

G2 
Rather than two distinct sets of information characteristics, the model acknowledges 

the similarities between characteristics developed for social and environmental information 

and financial information and seeks to have a set of fundamental characteristics to be 

applied in the context of social, environmental and financial information. 

H
A fundamental component of the model is the congruence between the social and 

environmental information and the financial information to be included in the respective 

reports. When considering information to include based on the information characteristics if 

an activity is sufficiently relevant to be reported then its impact on all aspects should be 

reflective. For example if philanthropic activity is of such a level or importance to the 

community the extent of financial support would also be relevant, or if environmental 

damage is to be remedied the cost of such remedial action should be identifiable in the 

financials. Where externalities are identified in the social and environmental activities the 

impact on the assets and liabilities now and in the future should be noted. It is not required 

that such impacts be necessarily reflected in the bottom line profit but guided by the 

accounting standards might appear as a note to the financials.  
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I
 Ultimately the benefit from providing the information must justify the costs to obtain and 

prepare. The justification lies in how material the information is to the users and is a matter 

to be considered by the preparers of the reports taking into account both the nature of the 

item under consideration and the amount.  Referring to the previous example of 

philanthropic activity, its materiality and thus subsequent reporting would not be dependant 

solely on the amount.  Indeed if based on the amount spent few of these activities would be 

deemed material.  However if the nature of the activity is such that it has a significant 

impact on the community, relations with community, happiness of workforce etc then the 

activity is deemed to be material.  As such it is commonly reported under social activity but 

if should be specified in both the financial and social and environmental reports. This of 

course would be subject to the information not being too costly. 
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Appendix 9: Summary of members’ responses to  

implementation of social responsibility activities in 

2002 

 

Members responses  
% 

Members 

Agreed that it was important for WAW to play a role in the 

community  

92 

Member who felt it was relatively to very important to 

maintain involvement in community programs 

80 

Number of members who could identify specific community 

activities  

79 

Members who believe WAW Credit Union is helping them to 

reach financial goals 

83 

Members who have changed banking arrangements in favour 

of the WAW Credit Union in the past year.  

78 

Members who were generally satisfied with the range of 

services currently offered by WAW Credit Union  

97 

Support WAW Credit Union playing a role in managing our 

natural resources – such as:  

 

Recycling 94 

Waste Minimisation 93 

Litter Clean-up  91 

Buy local policy 84 

Greening activities  66 



330 

Appendix 10: Staff support social responsibility 

activities in 2002 

 

 

 

Activity/ Performance indicator Level of staff support 

Recycling policy 95% 

Fundraising projects (direct contribution or 

support) 

80% 

Attendance at staff information evenings 

(unpaid) 

80% 
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Appendix 11: Member and staff comments on the 

introduction of CSR strategy by the WAW 

Members‟ response to the introduction of the CSR strategy 

The benefits to external stakeholders of the adoption of a CSR strategy has 

been the introduction of products and services which meet the specific needs 

of user groups.  In addition there has been an indirect benefit to 

communities in the retention of hospital services and development of an 

annual awareness and financial support program.  Other businesses in the 

region have gained a case study organisation on which they can base a 

social and environmental strategy.  The WAW Credit Union invites 

enquiries from other organisations and regularly reports on its activities on 

its web site and NewsLink newsletter for members.  

A member survey was undertaken by the WAW Credit Union in November 

2002 following the implementation of the strategy (WAW Credit Union, 

2003a).  Responses from members are summarised in Appendix 9.  The 

members gave overwhelming support to the activities undertaken with over 

90% of respondents confirming the findings of the earlier Millennium Poll 

study (Environics International Ltd, 1999) by agreeing that it was important 

for the organisation to play a role in the community.  

The organisation had identified three levels of social responsibility, doing 

business in a socially responsible manner, services that enhance members' 

ability to become financially responsible and to access financial information 

to their advantage, and involvement with their communities.  As indicated in 

the responses there was recognition of the importance of the organisation 

being involved with the community, support of local business and a sense of 

achievement in reaching financial goals, indeed members have shown high 

levels of satisfaction reflected in a change in banking habits by 78% of 

members.  Support was high for both socially responsible activities and 

those associated with managing the natural resources. 
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Staff response to the introduction of the CSR strategy 

A survey of staff undertaken by the Credit Union in 2002 also indicated 

strong support for the initiatives (Appendix 10), although it is noted that 

activities reviewed only included recycling and fundraising.  A more 

interesting outcome was the high attendance by staff, on their own unpaid 

time, at information sessions in respect to the CSR initiative.  A high 

proportion of staff were supportive indicating a high level of participatory 

support, reflecting a willingness to personally engage with the initiative. 

WAW staff were also given the opportunity to make further general 

comments as part of the survey.  It was noted when reviewing the data 

collected by WAW that comments from staff tended to relate to the benefit 

the initiative derived for the organisation: 

"Community participation great for profile, creates a good image for 

community" (Anonymous staff member). 

However the CEO was of the view that the adoption of a social 

responsibility initiative had intrinsic benefit to the employees: 

"The approach has really lifted the level of pride about the place of work 

for many staff. The initiatives are very visual, allowing staff to see what 

the projects are all about, and be recognised as employees of the credit 

union contributing to the broader community by family and friends". 

(Challis, P.K. 2003, pers. comm., 4 March). 

This view, that a positive employee culture had emerged, appeared to be 

supported by comments from the members extracted from the member 

survey.  Examples of the type of comments in respect to the professional 

and friendly service provided by staff included: 

"WAW very friendly and happy" 

"...staff very friendly and always have a smile" 

"...wanted to compliment the friendly, helpful & informative service"  
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Real value to the organisation has emerged from productivity increases 

directly ascribed by management (Challis, P.K. 2006, pers. Comm., 30 

January) to the adoption of key performance indicators incorporating both 

financial and social and environmental aspects.  Productivity improvement 

under a continuous improvement process has led to positive impacts on the 

community, improved value to members and ultimately business growth and 

member benefits.  The business growth is evident in the membership 

growth, increased asset base, capital adequacy targets being met, increased 

deposits and loan growth (WAW 2005). 
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Appendix 12: Postal survey 
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Appendix 13: Analysis of survey responses: 

importance of information type. 

The following tables provide an overview of the results for each type of 

information including the number of responses for importance (1 No 

importance – 5 Extreme importance) and the percentage of responses. To 

assist interpretation the percentage of responses is also presented graphically 

for each information type. 
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Payroll

45 26.8 26.9 26.9

43 25.6 25.7 52.7

53 31.5 31.7 84.4

19 11.3 11.4 95.8

7 4.2 4.2 100.0
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1 .6

168 100.0

1

2

3

4

5

Total

Valid

SystemMissing

Total

Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative

Percent

 

Payroll

Payroll

54321

P
e
rc

e
n

t

40

30

20

10

0

 

Donations
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Donations
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Net sales

22 13.1 13.3 13.3

58 34.5 35.2 48.5
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Customer location

34 20.2 20.2 20.2

67 39.9 39.9 60.1

43 25.6 25.6 85.7

16 9.5 9.5 95.2

8 4.8 4.8 100.0

168 100.0 100.0
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Loans paid in terms
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Loans paid in terms
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Buy local

16 9.5 9.5 9.5
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Environmental impact

8 4.8 4.8 4.8

39 23.2 23.2 28.0

49 29.2 29.2 57.1

40 23.8 23.8 81.0

32 19.0 19.0 100.0

168 100.0 100.0
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Mining activities

65 38.7 39.4 39.4

52 31.0 31.5 70.9

21 12.5 12.7 83.6
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3 1.8
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Native habitats

23 13.7 13.9 13.9

48 28.6 28.9 42.8

44 26.2 26.5 69.3

31 18.5 18.7 88.0
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Workforce by region

34 20.2 20.7 20.7

63 37.5 38.4 59.1

40 23.8 24.4 83.5

20 11.9 12.2 95.7
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Employee turnover

36 21.4 21.8 21.8

30 17.9 18.2 40.0

39 23.2 23.6 63.6

34 20.2 20.6 84.2

26 15.5 15.8 100.0
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Employee conditions

22 13.1 13.1 13.1

27 16.1 16.1 29.2

41 24.4 24.4 53.6

51 30.4 30.4 83.9
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Employee policies

26 15.5 15.5 15.5

25 14.9 14.9 30.4

50 29.8 29.8 60.1

46 27.4 27.4 87.5

21 12.5 12.5 100.0
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Awards for SEA

21 12.5 12.5 12.5

46 27.4 27.4 39.9

42 25.0 25.0 64.9

37 22.0 22.0 86.9

21 12.5 12.5 99.4
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Awards for SEA
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Occupational policies

14 8.3 8.3 8.3

24 14.3 14.3 22.6

43 25.6 25.6 48.2

50 29.8 29.8 78.0

36 21.4 21.4 99.4

1 .6 .6 100.0
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Non compliance OH&S

16 9.5 9.6 9.6

46 27.4 27.7 37.3

44 26.2 26.5 63.9

37 22.0 22.3 86.1

22 13.1 13.3 99.4

1 .6 .6 100.0

166 98.8 100.0

2 1.2

168 100.0
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Breach consumer privacy

9 5.4 5.4 5.4

21 12.5 12.7 18.1

44 26.2 26.5 44.6

38 22.6 22.9 67.5

53 31.5 31.9 99.4

1 .6 .6 100.0

166 98.8 100.0

2 1.2
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Breach consumer privacy

Breach consumer privacy
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Customer satisfaction policy

13 7.7 7.9 7.9

24 14.3 14.5 22.4

51 30.4 30.9 53.3

48 28.6 29.1 82.4

29 17.3 17.6 100.0
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Advertising policies

15 8.9 8.9 8.9

50 29.8 29.8 38.7

54 32.1 32.1 70.8

34 20.2 20.2 91.1

15 8.9 8.9 100.0

168 100.0 100.0
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Product information policies

12 7.1 7.2 7.2

32 19.0 19.2 26.3

46 27.4 27.5 53.9

36 21.4 21.6 75.4
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