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Abstract: It is well known that today, in addition to already established financial reporting, multi-
national companies are paying more and more attention to non-financial reporting on social, eco-
nomic, environmental and governmental issues. Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) reporting 
is still predominantly voluntary, and it is not standardized. However, there are various international 
organizations which have been developing frameworks and voluntary standards for non-financial 
reporting. Those organizations have been putting a sizable amount of effort, time, and knowledge 
in order to offer some specific solutions to interested organizations preparing CSR reports. Pro-
posed standards, guidelines, and frameworks serve as tools for simplifying CSR reporting. In that 
sense, the most important providers of sustainability reporting guidance, such as GRI, OECD, 
United Nations Global Compact, International Organization for Standardization, certainly stand 
out. A significant contribution to promoting the importance of sustainability reporting was also 
made by the Non-Financial Reporting Directive (2014/95/EU) which obliged large public interest 
companies with over 500 employees to disclose certain non-financial information. According to 
the analysis of the content and scope of the most important frameworks and standards of sustain-
ability reporting, it can be confirmed that they have certainly contributed to improving the quality 
of non-financial reporting.

Keywords: CSR reporting, Global Sustainability Frameworks, Global Sustainability Standards, OECD 
Guidelines, GRI, SDGs, UN Global Compact Principles.
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2.1. Introduction to voluntary standards  
and reporting frameworks 

CSR reporting on social, economic, environmental, and governmental issues is 
still on a voluntary basis for a majority of companies. There are some examples of 
regulated non-financial reporting, but they refer only to a part of large companies 
(see more in chapter 3). Since CSR reporting is on a voluntary basis for a major-
ity of companies, it is not standardized. In contrast to the standardized financial 
statements and prescribed financial reporting standards, either international or 
national, there is no standardized form of the non-financial statement/CSR report 
nor prescribed non-financial/CSR reporting standards. Despite that, there are 
various international organizations which have been developing frameworks and 
voluntary standards for non-financial reporting. Those organizations have been 
putting a lot of effort, time, and knowledge in order to offer some specific solutions 
to interested organizations preparing CSR reports. Numerous eminent members, 
whether individuals or communities, with a huge experience endeavour to simplify 
the CSR reporting via proposed standards, guidelines, and frameworks.

“Major providers of sustainability reporting guidance include: 
1) GRI (GRI’s Sustainability Reporting Standards);
2) The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD Guide-

lines for Multinational Enterprises);
3) The United Nations Global Compact (the Communication on Progress);
4) The International Organization for Standardization (ISO 26000, International 

Standard for social responsibility)” (GRI, 2020b).
The Sustainable Development Goals provided by the UN are also an inevitable 

part of that list. Although each of the above reporting standards and guidelines can 
be used separately, it is not uncommon that their providers call for their common 
use as they complement each other.

2.2. GRI Sustainability Reporting Standards
“Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) is the independent international organization—
headquartered in Amsterdam with regional offices around the world—that helps 
businesses, governments and other organizations understand and communicate 
their sustainability impacts” (GRI, 2020a). GRI has developed the GRI Sustainabil-
ity Reporting Standards (GRI Standards) in 2000 which represent the first global 
and the world’s most commonly used standards for sustainability reporting1. The 

1 According to the KPMG Survey of Corporate Responsibility Reporting (2017), the GRI frame-
work is used by 63% of N100 and 75% of G250. The N100 refers to a worldwide sample of 4,900 
companies comprising the top 100 companies by revenue in each of the 49 countries researched 
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GRI Standards are organized as sets of standards and are divided in two main parts: 
Universal Standards and Topic-Specific Standards. There are three universal stand-
ards under the 100 series “applicable for every organization preparing a sustain-
ability report. They guide reporters in using the Standards, reporting an organiza-
tion’s relevant contextual information, and reporting how its material topics are 
managed” (GRI, 2020d). The rest of series refers to the topic-specific Standards. 
The 200 series consists of 7 Standards, the 300 series consists of 8 Standards, and 
the 400 series consists of 19 Standards making it the greatest set among the GRI 
Standards. The reporting process using the GRI Standards is presented in  
Figure 2.1.

Figure 2.1. The reporting process applying the GRI Standards

Source: (GRI, 2020e). 

In order to make sustainability reporting apply the GRI Standards easily, there is 
a GRI Standards Glossary explaining the terms and definitions used in the Stand-
ards. The GRI Standards are available online free of charge meaning that every 
organization willing to prepare its sustainability report applying the GRI Standards 
is allowed to use them. The sole responsibility for setting the GRI Standards is on 
the Global Sustainability Standards Board (GSSB) established under the auspices 

in this study, while the G250 refers to the world’s 250 largest companies by revenue based on the 
Fortune 500 ranking of 2016. 
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of GRI as an independent operating entity (GRI, 2020c). The GSSB continuously 
reviews and updates the GRI Standards in order of their development and adap-
tion to current changes in the global environment. The structure of each of the 
topic-specific Standards is presented in Figure 2.2. 

Figure 2.2. Structure of the topic-specific Standards

Source: Created by the authors according to GRI (2020d).
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The total length of the universal Standards is 94 pages while the topic-specific 
Standards have 451 pages, which gives a total of 545 pages of GRI Standards. Com-
paring the GRI Standards with the International Financial Reporting Standards, 
the world’s most widespread accounting standards for financial reporting, there 
is not significant difference in their length. Thus, it can be concluded that the GRI 
Standards have a lot of potential to become mandatory for CSR reporting in the 
future because of their wide application and reporting areas.

2.3. OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises 

The Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) within 
the key aim of building better policies for better lives adopted the first interna-
tional legal document on corporate responsibility addressed by governments to 
multinational companies. “In 1976, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD) adopted the OECD Guidelines for Multinational En-
terprises as part of the Declaration on International Investment and Multinational 
Enterprises. Since then, the Guidelines have been updated five times” (Bonucci & 
Kessedjian, 2018), in 1979, 1982, 1984, 1991, and the last time at the Ministerial 
Meeting of 27 June 2000, containing clarifications, comments, and explanations 
on the Guidelines (Oldenziel, 2000, p. 9). The OECD Guidelines for Multinational 
Enterprises are the most comprehensive international standards on Responsible 
Business Conduct (RBC), which is about integrating the management of environ-
ment, people and society risks within the core of business activities (OECD, 2020). 

“RBC principles and standards set out the expectation that businesses—regardless 
of their legal status, size, ownership or sector—contribute to sustainable develop-
ment, while avoiding and addressing adverse impacts of their operations includ-
ing throughout their supply chains and business relationships” (OECD, 2020). 
Accordingly, the OECD Guidelines “cover all key areas of business responsibility, 
including human rights, labour rights, environment, bribery, consumer interests, 
as well as information disclosure, science and technology, competition, and taxa-
tion” (OECD, 2020). 

The OECD Guidelines are divided in two parts. The first part refers to the recom-
mendations for responsible business conduct in a global context (standards), while 
the second part refers to the implementation procedures of the OECD Guidelines, 
(OECD Guidelines, 2011). There are approximately 50 pages of the guidelines mak-
ing them relatively simple for application. The structure of the OECD Guidelines 
(the first part) is presented in Figure 2.3.

According to the OECD Watch (2020), a global network of civil society organi-
zations whose key aim is to inform and advise the global NGO community on 
how to use the OECD Guidelines, “what makes the OECD Guidelines unique are:
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1) international and extraterritorial scope;
2) clear recognition of supply chain responsibility;
3) broad coverage of issues and business sectors;
4) backing by government; and
5) grievance mechanism for resolving conflicts regarding alleged corporate mis-

conduct”.

Figure 2.3. Structure of the OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises

Source: (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2020).

Each adhering country shall set up a National Contact Point (NCP) “to further 
the effectiveness of the Guidelines by undertaking promotional activities, handling 
enquiries and contributing to the resolution of issues that arise relating to the im-
plementation of the Guidelines in specific instances, taking account of the attached 
procedural guidance” (OECD Guidelines, 2011, p. 68). In September 2020, there 
were 49 NCPs around the world.
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2.4. UN Sustainable Development Goals

The continuous progress of the human race, which causes many harmful conse-
quences such as increase of greenhouse gases emission and excessive environmental 
pollution, has led to a point at which each person must think about his/her be-
haviour when it comes to environmental and social issues. More than individuals, 
companies have to control their impact on the society and environment. In that 
context, after more than two decades of preparations, all United Nations Member 
States have adopted the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development with its 17 Sus-
tainable Development Goals (SDGs) at the UN Sustainable Development Summit 
in New York in September 2015. The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
provides a shared blueprint for peace and prosperity for people and the planet while 
its 17 SDGs stand for an urgent call for action by all countries—developed and 
developing—in a global partnership (UN, 2020b). “Today, the Division for Sustain-
able Development Goals (DSDG) in the United Nations Department of Economic 
and Social Affairs (UNDESA) provides substantive support and capacity-building 
for the SDGs and their related thematic issues, including water, energy, climate, 
oceans, urbanization, transport, science and technology, the Global Sustainable 
Development Report (GSDR), partnerships and Small Island Developing States” 
(UN, 2020b). The list of all SDGs is presented in Figure 2.4.

Figure 2.4. The Sustainability Development Goals

Source: (The Global Goals, 2020b).
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Each goal has a specific target or more targets to be achieved over the 15 years 
from their adoption, until the 2030. “They recognize that ending poverty and other 
deprivations must go hand-in-hand with strategies that improve health and edu-
cation, reduce inequality, and spur economic growth—all while tackling climate 
change and working to preserve our oceans and forests” (UN, 2020b). An example 
of goal targets for the SDG 13—Climate action is presented in Figure 2.5.

Figure 2.5. The SDG 13—Climate action targets

Source: (The Global Goals, 2020a).
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There are also indicators for each target to enable organizations to track settled 
and achieved goals. For example, the first target of the SDG 13 has three indica-
tors (UN, 2020a):
1) number of deaths, missing persons and persons affected by disaster per 100,000 

people;
2) number of countries with national and local disaster risk reduction strategies;
3) proportion of local governments that adopt and implement local disaster risk 

reduction strategies in line with national disaster risk reduction strategies.
In order to facilitate reporting on the SDGs, there is a three-step process pre-

sented in Figure 2.6.

Figure 2.6. The three-step process to embed the SDGs in reporting processes

Source: (GRI & UNGC, 2018, p. 5).

Even though it is about newly adopted goals, “SDGs have resonated strongly with 
businesses worldwide in less than two years since their launch” (KPMG, 2017, p. 39). 
According to the KPMG 2017 survey, 39% of N100 and 43% of G250 (see footnote 1) 
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linked their corporate responsibility activities with the SGDs. Furthermore, accord-
ing to the official SDGs report, OECD countries represent most countries in the top 
20 in 2020 with three Nordic countries in the top 3 (Sachs et al., 2020, p. 25). The 
SDG index calculated in the official SDGs reports represents a country’s position 
between the worst (0) and the best or target (100) outcomes. Table 2.1 presents the 
first 42 and the least 41 countries SDG 2020 index. 

Table 2.1. SDG 2020 index

Source: (Sachs et al., 2020, pp. 26–27).
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“Since 2015, the world has seen the most rapid progress towards SDG 1 (No 
Poverty), SDG 9 (Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure), and SDG 11 (Sustain-
able Cities and Communities)” (Sachs et al., 2020, p. 29). Unfortunately, Covid-19 
will probably slow the progress of all goals and even decrease some positive trends, 
but organizations as well as countries and unions have to strive to reach the long-
term objectives of the 2030 Agenda. 

2.5. UN Global Compact Communication  
on Progress

The United Nations Global Compact (hereafter UN Global Compact) is one of 
the largest corporate sustainability initiatives in the world, launched in 2000. 
It stands for “a call to companies everywhere to align their operations and 
strategies with ten universally accepted principles in the areas of human rights, 
labour, environment and anti-corruption, and to take action in support of UN 
goals and issues embodied in the Sustainable Development Goals” (UN Global 
Compact, 2019, p. 2). There is the Communication on Progress (hereafter: COP) 
within the UN Global Compact which “is intended as a mechanism to inform 
company stakeholders (e.g. investors, consumers, civil society, governments) on 
progress made in implementing the ten principles” (UN Global Compact, 2019, 
p. 5). There is a linkage between the 10 Principles of the UN Global Compact 
and 17 SDGs (Figure 2.7) making it clear that global sustainability principles, 
standards, and frameworks should be commonly used to enhance the overall 
reporting process. 

There is a minimum content requirement of the COP, respectively, “each COP 
must contain the following three elements:
1) a statement by the chief executive expressing continued support for the Global 

Compact and renewing the company’s ongoing commitment to the initiative 
and its principles; 

2) a description of practical actions (e.g. disclosure of any relevant policies, proce-
dures, activities) that the company has taken (and plans to take) to implement 
the Global Compact principles in each of the four issue areas (human rights, 
labour, environment, anti-corruption);
Note: In cases where a COP does not address one or more of the four issue areas, 
an explanation must be provided (‘report or explain’). 

3) a measurement of outcomes (i.e. the degree to which targets/performance indi-
cators were met, or other, qualitative or quantitative, measurements of results)” 
(UN Global Compact, 2019, p. 5).
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Figure 2.7. The linkage between the 10 Principles of the UNGC and 17 SDGs

Source: (SDG services, 2020).

There is also a differentiation programme manifested through three levels of 
reporting: GC Active, GC Advanced, and GC Leadership2. 

2.6. ISO 26000—Guidance on social responsibility

The International Organization for Standardization (hereafter ISO) launched the 
ISO 26000:2010, Guidance on social responsibility (hereafter ISO 26000) in 2010. 
ISO 26000 is one of the more than 21,500 ISO Standards which “provides guidance 
to all types of organizations, regardless of their size or location, on:
1) concepts, terms and definitions related to social responsibility; 
2) the background, trends and characteristics of social responsibility; 
3) principles and practices relating to social responsibility;

2 See more in (UN Global Compact, 2019).
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4) the core subjects and issues of social responsibility;
5) integrating, implementing and promoting socially responsible behaviour 

throughout the organization and, through its policies and practices, within its 
sphere of influence;

6) identifying and engaging with stakeholders; and
7) communicating commitments, performance and other information related to 

social responsibility” (ISO, 2010).
A systematic and overall overview of ISO 26000 is provided in Figure 2.8.

Figure 2.8. Schematic overview of ISO 26000

Source: (ISO 26000, 2020).

Since the ISO 26000 does not provide requirements but rather guidance as well 
as examples of social responsibility to organizations, it is not intended for certifi-
cation purposes unlike most ISO standards. Organizations may use guidelines of 
the ISO 26000 while implementing and applying the GRI Standards, UN SDGs, 
OECD Guidelines, and UN Global Compact Principles.3 Comparing the definition 
of ISO 26000 with other most popular global standards and guidelines for social 
responsibility, the main difference is in the range of organizations to which the 
guidelines or standards are intended, but they all have a similar main aim which 
is to contribute to sustainable development in general. 

3 See more in (ISO, 2018; ISO & GRI, 2014; ISO & OECD, 2017; UN Global Compact, 2010).
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2.7. Other frameworks for CSR reporting
In the previous chapters, some of the most commonly applied standards on sus-
tainability reporting have been elaborated. However, in addition to them, there is 
a number of other significant global organizations which provide guidelines and 
frameworks that seek to help a range of users (stakeholders) in ensuring transparent 
sustainability reporting, reporting environmental and climate related information 
as well as in adopting socially responsible business practices.

Whereas there are many sustainability reporting frameworks, different interna-
tional organizations seek to offer solutions that will be more specialized and that 
can be differentiated from existing ones. In this regard, an independent standard-
setting body, the Sustainability Accounting Standards Board (SASB) in 2018 
issued sustainability disclosure standards focused on reporting on “financially 
material information covering a range of industry-specific sustainability areas, 
including environmental and social topics and the governance of those topics” 
(SASB, 2020c). In other words, the concept of materiality has been adopted as the 
most important determinant that differentiates them from other sets of sustain-
ability standards. There is a total of 77 standards that are “providing a complete 
set of globally applicable industry-specific standards which identify the minimal 
set of financially material sustainability topics and their associated metrics for the 
typical company in an industry” (SASB, 2020b). The importance and relevance 
of these standards is confirmed by leading companies that use these guidelines in 
sustainability reporting, such as Yamaha, Adobe, Caterpillar, Ford, Cemex, eBay, 
Arch and many others (SASB, 2020a). 

Moreover, a leading global sustainability framework developer and standards 
setter AccountAbility issues an AA1000 series of Standards that include “simple, 
practical, and easy-to-use frameworks for:

 – developing, analysing, and implementing sustainability initiatives (AA1000AP, 
issued in 2018);

 – creating and conducting inclusive sustainability-related stakeholder engagement 
practices (AA1000SES, issued in 2015);

 – assuring credibility in reporting on progress toward sustainability goals 
(AA1000AS v3)” (AccountAbility, 2020b).
The prevalence of the application of these standards worldwide is shown by the 

fact that “over 25 years, AccountAbility has served businesses, investors, govern-
ments, and multi-lateral organizations across North America, Europe, the Middle 
East, Asia, and Africa” (AccountAbility, 2020a). Their clients are leading companies 
from various industries like Shell, Bayer, The Coca-Cola Company, Walmart, Nestle, 
Mc Donald’s and many others (AccountAbility, 2020a).

Given the requirements of the Non-Financial Reporting Directive (2014/95/
EU) large public interest companies with over 500 employees are obliged, inter 
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alia, to disclose environmental and climate change related information. In this 
regard, in 2019 the European Commission has published guidelines on reporting 
climate-related information which are a supplement to the general non-binding 
guidelines on non-financial reporting issued in 2017 (European Commission, 
2019a). These new guidelines on climate reporting contains “explanations of key 
concepts in relation to reporting climate information under the Non-Financial 
Reporting Directive, including materiality, climate-related risks, opportunities, and 
natural capital dependencies as well as proposals for what to report regarding the 
climate under each of the reporting areas identified in the Non-Financial Reporting 
Directive (business model, policies, outcomes, risks and indicators)” (European 
Commission, 2019b).

Climate Disclosure Standards Board (CDSB) in December of 2019 issued 
a Framework for reporting environmental and climate change information as 
a method of compliance with environmental reporting legislation (CDSB, 2019). 
The following data demonstrate the widespread application of the CDSB Framework: 
“74 companies4 across 32 countries5 are currently using the CDSB Frameworks; 
with companies across 10 sectors6 using the frameworks, their approach provides 
consistency and comparability for investors and other stakeholders; CDSB Frame-
works are currently referenced in 7 stock exchanges across the world, covering all 
continents” (CDSB, 2019). 

Finally, based on the analysis of the most important global principle-based re-
porting frameworks, it can be said that there is a good basis for compiling quality 
non-financial reports. Additionally, good preconditions for quality sustainability 
reporting which benefit a wide range of users (investors, employees, customers, 
suppliers, regulators and other public and private organizations) have been achieved.

Questions / tasks

1. List the most commonly used social responsibility reporting standards and the 
organizations that have developed them.

2. Describe the structure of the GRI Standards.
3. Which of the topic-specific GRI Standards series is the most comprehensive?
4. Explain the differences between the first and the second part of the OECD 

Guidelines.
5. Specify the key areas the OECD Guidelines cover.
6. Describe the structure of the SDGs.

4 Among them are: BT Group, Nestle and Coca cola HBC (CDSB, 2019).
5 Top 5 Countries: UK, Japan, South Africa, USA, South Korea (CDSB, 2019).
6 Top 10 sectors: Industries, Finance, Consumer Discretionary, Materials, Consumer Staples, Information 

Technology, Utilities, Energy, Health Care, Telecommunication Services (CDSB, 2019).
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7. Provide at least five SDGs.
8. Determine the minimum content elements of the Communication on Progress 

within the UN Global Compact.
9. What is the main difference between the ISO 26000:2010 and most other ISO 

standards?
10. Which generally accepted accounting principle differentiates the SASB standards 

among other social responsibility reporting standards?
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