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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

As organisations acknowledge that they operate within a broader social and biophysical 

environment, and need to embrace a wider system of sustainability concerns, accordingly, 

their reporting practices need to change. In response, integrated reporting, a new reporting 

practice encompassing financial and nonfinancial (environmental, social and governance) 

performance in a single document (Eccles & Krzus, 2010) formally emerged with the 

creation of the Integrated Reporting Framework by the International Integrated Reporting 

Council (IIRC) in 2013 (IIRC, 2013).  

Integrated reporting demonstrates how an organisation creates societal value by 

highlighting the environmental and social impacts of its actions. This helps to shed light on 

the relationship between financial and nonfinancial performance to identify the sources of 

long-term value creation (EY, 2014). Integrated reporting stimulates organisations to adopt a 

more holistic thinking perspective, which can act as a catalyst to more sustainable outcomes. 

Some experts argue that it can act as a major driver behind organisational change (Eccles and 

Krzus, 2010).   

Few researchers have studied the relationship between integrated reporting and 

internal change and as such, managers may not be aware of whether and in what way 

integrated reporting can serve as a tool to drive change. The purpose of this thesis is to 

investigate how integrated reporting can act as an internal change mechanism. It analyses the 

integrated reporting practices of Dutch organisations to delineate the dynamics that foster or 

impede this mechanism. 

This exploratory research paper utilises an interpretive mode of inquiry. It aims to 

build up an understanding of how integrated reporting can act as an internal change 

mechanism. The analysis is grounded in empirical data to explore how this mechanism 

influences change in organisations. The sample consists of 16 interviews conducted with 

representatives of large organisations, integrated reporting assurance providers and 

consultants working in this field. While these interviews revealed large variations in the 

maturity of the Dutch integrated reporting practices, it can in general be said that integrated 

reporting is relatively well developed in The Netherlands.  

The data collection and simultaneous content analysis for the internal change 

mechanisms sparked by integrated reporting crystallised into the following four key themes: 

i) coordinating function, ii) connecting and aligning departments, iii) integrated thinking, and 

iv) integrated decision-making. The findings suggest that integrated reporting can act as an 
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internal change mechanism in these four aspects. First, it provides organisations with the 

tools to coordinate the organisation’s business strategy with materiality, stakeholders and 

value creation. Second, it connects and aligns departments due to the input needed for the 

compilation of the report and articulating an integrated story of the organisation. Third and 

fourth, it sparks integrated thinking throughout the organisation, which in turn stimulates 

integrated decision-making.  

The findings of the interviews suggest that integrated reporting has the potential to 

foster organisational change. Contrary to the findings of Stubbs and Higgins (2014), this 

thesis identified changes to the interpretive schemes of an organisation, i.e. its core values, 

beliefs or structures. One organisation has transformed its mission and business strategy 

entirely, implying that integrated reporting can stimulate profound changes within an 

organisation. In addition, this thesis uncovered novel insights: integrated thinking and 

integrated decision-making initiated by the practice of integrated reporting. Although this is 

consistent with the IIRC (2013, 2016), which denotes integrated thinking as the engine or 

philosophical backbone of integrated reporting and recognises the cyclical nature of 

integrated thinking and reporting, there is no empirical evidence to support this connection.  

The contribution of this research paper is not exclusive to academic literature. First, it 

may serve as a guide for managers that intend to commence with integrated reporting. 

Contrary to the beliefs of Eccles and Krzus (2010), the findings of this thesis suggest that 

integrated thinking is not a prerequisite for starting the integrated reporting journey due to 

their cyclical nature (IIRC, 2016). Moreover, in several cases integrated reporting was the 

driving force behind the integrated thinking process. Second, this thesis gives managers 

insights into the integrated reporting practices of other organisations in The Netherlands by 

distilling the factors that have intensified their internal integration and alignment. The broad 

range of industries represented in this thesis demonstrates the ability of integrated reporting 

to even initiate internal change in the ‘inherently unsustainable’ industries, which is 

exemplified by the construction organisation represented in this thesis.  

The single-country focus and limited sample of the organisations present the major 

limitations of this thesis. While the single-country focus provides an in-depth analysis of the 

integrated reporting practices in The Netherlands, it limits transferability of results to other 

contexts. With regards to the sample, the majority of interviewees were representatives of the 

sustainability departments of the organisations, which gives a one-sided perspective on 

internal change. In addition, the sample consisted of almost exclusively large organisations, 



V. J. SYDRY – INTEGRATED REPORTING AS AN INTERNAL CHANGE MECHANISM 

5	

	

whilst 97% of organisations worldwide are SMEs (NEMACC, 2013), which severely limits 

the transferability of the findings to SMEs. Finally, qualitative interviews could potentially 

threaten the credibility of the findings due to their susceptibility to bias and inaccuracy 

(Crane, 1999). 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Over the last two decades, the world has observed a profound paradigm shift in the 

determinants of corporate success and, consequently, in the constituents of corporate 

reporting. Organisations acknowledge that they operate within a broader social and 

biophysical environment and that they need to embrace a wider set of sustainability concerns. 

Accordingly, the accountancy profession has expanded its conventional reporting practices to 

encompass social and environmental performance (Joshi & Li, 2016).  

At present, 95 per cent of the Global 250 issue some kind of sustainability report (EY, 

2016). This global trend of disclosing non-financial information has been touted as a 

stepping-stone towards more sustainable business practices. Countering this position, some 

proponents of sustainability dismiss these reports as standalone documents that do not 

adequately represent an organisation’s internal alignment, but instead serve the needs of a 

functional silo or act as PR tool in order to gain stakeholder legitimacy (Schaltegger, 2012) or 

act as an impression management strategy (Melloni, Caglio & Perego, 2017). Others criticise 

them as a redundant addition to the already extensive library of corporate reports (Flower, 

2015). Recently, a new reporting practice has emerged: integrated reporting encompassing 

financial and nonfinancial (environmental, social and governance) performance in a single 

document (Eccles & Krzus, 2010). 

Extensive literature focuses on the antecedents of integrated reporting (Brown and 

Dillard, 2014; Eccles and Serafeim, 2015; Higgins, et al. 2014), the consequences related to 

implementation (Stubbs and Higgins, 2014) and the use of integrated reporting as an external 

communication tool. Furthermore, the literature is centred on publicly available information 

and documents. There is a general consensus that empirical studies around integrated 

reporting have largely been under-explored and academic research remains in its embryonic 

stage (Perego, Kennedy & Whiteman, 2016; de Villiers, 2014). Considerably less thought has 

been devoted to the study of internal change and as such, managers are not aware of whether 

and in what way integrated reporting can serve as a tool to drive change. The existing 

literature does not capture the potential of integrated reporting to initiate internal changes. To 

date, it remains ambiguous whether integrated reporting has the potential to foster 

organisational change (de Villiers et al, 2014; Steyn, 2014).  

The purpose of this thesis is to investigate how integrated reporting can act as an 

internal change mechanism. It will analyse the integrated reporting practices of a number of 

Dutch organisations to delineate the dynamics that foster or impede this mechanism. The 
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significance of this research is of global a nature as the integrated reporting practice is rapidly 

gaining momentum. The aim of this thesis is to provide organisations, practitioners, 

academics and legislators involved in integrated reporting with valuable insights on the 

internal changes that integrated reporting may initiate. 

This thesis utilises a qualitative approach to study integrated reporting and internal 

change. First, it will discuss corporate sustainability and organisational change. Second, it 

will draw on the existing body of academic literature to discuss the emergence of integrated 

reporting, its contribution to corporate reporting and the challenges of implementation. Third, 

it will analyse internal change caused by or relating to integrated reporting. Fourth, it will 

examine the emergence of integrated thinking and its potential to foster organisational 

change. Finally, it will outline the results of an empirical study with the goal of answering the 

following research question: How can integrated reporting act as a mechanism for internal 

organisational change? 

The ensuing section provides a comprehensive literature review on corporate 

sustainability (chapter II), integrated reporting (chapter III) and internal change (chapter IV), 

underpinned by qualitative studies on integrated reporting with an emphasis on integrated 

reporting as an internal change mechanism (chapter V). Subsequently, the methodology 

utilised to collect, analyse and evaluate the data is described (chapter VII). The findings 

(chapter VIII) are categorised into four core themes: i) coordinating function, ii) connecting 

and aligning departments, iii) integrated thinking, and iv) integrated decision-making, which 

is ensued by a discussion (chapter X). The final section provides concluding remarks, sheds 

light on the limitations of this thesis and proposes an agenda for future research. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



V. J. SYDRY – INTEGRATED REPORTING AS AN INTERNAL CHANGE MECHANISM 

9	

	

2 CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY AND ORGANISATIONAL CHANGE 

Corporate sustainability is gaining momentum in the domain of organisational theory and 

practice. It represents a novel management paradigm that lies “at the interface of economic 

contribution, environmental performance, and social responsibility” (Székely and vom 

Brocke, 2017). Based on the Brundtland (1987) definition of sustainable development1 and 

its application to the business context, Dyllick and Hockerts (2002) define corporate 

sustainability as “meeting the needs of a firm’s direct and indirect stakeholders (such as 

shareholders, employees, clients, pressure groups, communities etc.), without compromising 

its ability to meet the needs of future stakeholders”. This comprises not only the integration 

of the economic, environmental and social capital, but also devotion to embed sustainability 

in the political realm. This section will focus on delineating existing conceptual models and 

theories around corporate sustainability to gain an understanding of its scope, associated 

challenges and relation to organisational change. 

2.1 CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY 

Despite the divergence in the constituents of the concept and pathways to achieve it, many 

scholars perceive a link between an organisation’s cultural orientation and the pursuit of 

corporate sustainability values (Linnenluecke and Griffiths, 2010; Epstein, Buhovac & 

Yuthas, 2010). The authors argue that a prerequisite for adequately addressing environmental 

and social challenges are profound changes and transformations in an organisation’s cultural 

orientation (Stead and Stead, 1992, Post and Altman, 1994). In other words, a sustainability-

oriented organisational culture needs to be developed in the pursuit of corporate sustainability 

(Crane, 1995; Epstein, 2010). Conversely, organisational culture is frequently cited as a 

major hindrance to the implementation of organisational change mechanisms (Linnenluecke 

and Griffiths, 2010).  

Linnenluecke and Griffiths (2010) denote corporate sustainability as a multifaceted 

approach, which requires internal and external alignment on different levels. The surface 

level, which provides the context for adopting sustainability-oriented practices, as it 

incorporates the adoption of technical solutions, disclosure of sustainability (integrated) 

reports and the incorporation of sustainability in employee performance assessments, reward 

systems and trainings. The value level, which encompasses the alignment of the employees’ 
																																								 																					
1 “Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability 
of future generations to meet their own needs” (Brundtland, 1987). 
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sets of values and beliefs towards more ethical, responsible and sustainability-oriented 

principles. Finally, the underlying level, which requires a profound transformation of the 

values throughout the entire organisational structure and the recognition of the inextricable 

link between economic, human and natural capital (Linnenluecke and Griffiths, 2010).  

Epstein (2008) proposes the Corporate Sustainability Model, which provides a 

method to assess, measure and manage key performance drivers underpinned by the inputs 

and processes for the pursuit of corporate sustainability. An illustration of the model is 

provided below. Epstein identifies four drivers (inputs): i) external context (regulative and 

geographical considerations), ii) internal context (organisational culture and structure, 

mission), iii) business context (industry-, customer- and product-related considerations), and 

iv) human and financial resources at disposal for sustainability purposes. These factors 

provide the foundation for the formulation of an adequate sustainability strategy, 

sustainability structure, systems and programmes, which can be translated into action. Each 

of these processes requires an adequate metric – such as a link to financial performance, but 

not necessarily – to reflect its value for assessment and monitoring purposes. In addition, 

costs and benefits of the sustainability strategy need to be included in the managers’ decision-

making processes. The resulting outputs are sustainability performance and stakeholder 

reactions, which can be either positive or negative. These ultimately affect long-term 

financial performance (outcomes). Committed leadership is at the core of the model and 

engagement with stakeholders is reflected in the feedback loop.  

 

 

Figure 1: Epstein’s Corporate Sustainability Model 
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2.1.1 Challenges to implementing corporate sustainability 

Epstein and Buhovac (2010) outline three challenges associated with the implementation of 

corporate sustainability, namely: measurability, financial inventive pressures and stakeholder 

reactions. First, the implementation of sustainability presents an organisation with a different 

set of challenges than traditional strategies. Typically, clear goals and intermediary stages can 

be envisioned. For sustainability, nonetheless, these stages and final results are not clearly 

reflected on the balance sheet of an organisation (Eccles, 2014). Second, the vision of short-

term financial gains prevails among managers at all levels. Third, there is considerable 

uncertainty of the various stakeholders’ reactions (especially shareholders) to the 

implementation of sustainability measures. In addition, yet arguably most significantly, 

organisational culture (Epstein, 2008; Linnenluecke and Griffiths, 2010). Organisational 

culture can act as an enabler or a barrier to the implementation of technological or managerial 

innovations. In fact, organisational culture is often perceived to be an impediment for 

organisational change. It is argued, that while the tools, strategies and techniques for change 

are at hand, the process of organisational change fails due to the core values underpinning an 

organisation’s culture remaining unaltered. Consequently, the success of achieving corporate 

sustainability lies in the underlying value system of an organisation’s culture (Linnenluecke 

and Griffiths, 2010). 

2.2 ORGANISATIONAL CHANGE TOWARDS CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY 

Many researchers of corporate sustainability perceive organisational culture as a key, if not 

decisive determinant of the change process. Epstein, Buhovac and Yuthas (2010) draw on a 

study of the Foundation for Applied Research of the Institute of Management Consultants, 

which investigates the integration and management of the triple bottom line (Elkington, 

1994) in the daily decision-making processes of four leading organisations.  The aim of the 

study was two-fold. First, to delineate the practices of balancing the seemingly paradoxical 

economic, social and environmental impacts by perceived frontrunners in sustainability. 

Second, to gain a deeper understanding of hard (formal organisational structures, budgets, 

programmes and strategies) and soft (intangibles and informal structures) implementation 

systems of sustainability. Although formal systems assist embedding sustainability into an 

organisation’s functioning, the authors consider it of secondary importance. The internal 

context, i.e. organisational culture, leadership and human resources provide the foundation 

for successfully managing the trade-offs managers encounter on a daily basis, which is then 
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ensued and complemented by the implementation of hard systems. Interestingly, the 

interviews of the authors uncovered, that decisions requiring the aforementioned trade-offs 

are perceived as a non-zero sum game by the managers due to the long-term ability to both 

capture and create value, which reaches beyond the costs. The effectiveness of a beneficial 

sustainability strategy heavily relies on the leadership’s ability to implement a sustainable 

vision within the informal systems of an organisation, which will then ideally cascade 

throughout the organisational structure (Epstein, Buhovac and Yuthas 2010). 

 

In summary, both Linnenluecke and Griffiths (2010), and Epstein, Buhovac and Yuthas 

(2010) examined the link between corporate sustainability and organisational culture. 

Although Epstein et al. explicitly state the paramountcy of organisational culture over other 

formal (hard) systems; Linnenlucke and Griffiths appear to consent to this view. Both parties 

agree on the integral role of leadership in this process. Epstein maintains that the formal 

systems in place that drive employee behaviour represent a critical tool, but only when two 

conditions are fulfilled. First, a measurable, objective and fair method to capture 

sustainability impacts is present. Second, these drivers operate within the broader set of 

values of an organisation – the organisational culture. In contrast, Linnenluecke and 

Griffith’s findings reveal that due to the existence of organisational rigidities and subcultures 

within organisations, the implementation of a sustainability-oriented approach might affect 

the surface level of an organisation, however, leave the underlying covert values and beliefs 

unaltered. They perceive the establishment of an organisational context contributory, yet not 

decisive, to the achievement of corporate sustainability. The authors conclude by stating that 

the commitment to integrating corporate sustainability practices in the form of sustainability 

disclosures or sustainability indicators in employee assessments can catalyse the 

implementation of corporate sustainability principles by individual members of the 

organisation as well as external stakeholders. Integrated reporting, which is perceived to be a 

possible tool for internal change, will be discussed in the ensuing section. 
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3 INTEGRATED REPORTING  

Despite the infancy of integrated reporting, its rapidly expanding use has resulted in a 

significant pool of academic literature, albeit often with limited insights. The purpose of this 

chapter is to distil the existing integrated reporting literature to provide background 

information on this rapidly evolving practice. First its evolution will be discussed, ensued by 

its associated benefits and challenges on the micro level. Last, this section provides insights 

into the key integrated reporting research findings. 

3.1 SUSTAINABILITY REPORTING AND INTEGRATED REPORTING 

The practice of social and environmental reporting has evolved over time. Sustainability 

reporting can be traced back to the 1970s, where primary social reports were published. The 

practice of sustainability disclosures almost entirely diminished by the 1980s only to re-

emerge in the form of environmental disclosures in the late 1980s (Kolk, 2010). The 1990s 

marked the commencement of sustainability reporting. As increasing salience was attached to 

sustainability and sustainable business practices, sustainability disclosures gained separate 

stand-alone reports to satisfy the information needs of stakeholders (Cho et al, 2009). Over 

the last two decades, the perception of value creation has undergone fundamental changes. 

Intangible – or more accurately, unmeasured – assets, such as research and development, 

intellectual capital, natural and human capital gained equal importance as tangible assets. It 

became evident, that financial performance is inextricably linked to nonfinancial 

performance. A seismic shift in the value paradigm required an adequate reporting practice to 

highlight the impact the two have on each other.  

Integrated reporting formally emerged with the creation of the principles-based 

International Framework for Integrated Reporting by the International Integrated Reporting 

Council (IIRC) in December 2013 (IIRC, 2013). The increasing interest in integrated 

reporting is reflected in the number of voluntary reporting standards. Including the IIRC, 

three main bodies exist that guide the development of an integrated report: the Global 

Reporting Initiative (GRI) and the Sustainability Accounting Standards Board (SASB). Each 

body operationalises its own definition of materiality, highlights different aspects and target 

audience within the extensive environmental, social and governance (ESG) universe. The 

IIRC is a principles-based framework for integrated reporting that advocates value creation 

grounded in six capitals: financial, manufactured, social and relationship, intellectual, human 

and natural capital to ensure long-term viability of the organisation. It focuses on forward-
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looking information and aims to shed light on the relationship between financial and non-

financial information to create long-term value (IIRC, 2013). The GRI G4 guidelines provide 

the standard for sustainability reporting and base materiality on multi-stakeholder dialogue. 

The GRI and IIRC are of international nature, whereas the SASB’s scale is limited to the 

United States. It has an investor and legal-centric focus and its scope is industry-specific. 

Despite the differences in the frameworks, all share the underlying assumption that 

organisations need to widen their scope beyond financial concerns reflected in the common 

goal of advancing corporate sustainability reporting (SASB, n.d.).  

The increasing interest in integrated reporting and ESG information has resulted in an 

increasing complexity around voluntary and mandatory sustainability disclosures. The GRI 

acknowledges the existence of 400 mandatory and voluntary sustainability disclosure 

instruments in 64 countries (Kennedy, 2016). South Africa is the first country to denote 

integrated reporting as an essential constituent of corporate reporting and deem it a listing 

requirement, underpinned by the King IV Report on Corporate Governance. The European 

Commission adopted the European Union Directive on the disclosure of non-financial and 

diversity information in December 2014, which states that all EU member states are obliged 

to incorporate nonfinancial reporting in their national legislation by December 2016. 

Directive 2014/95/EU concerns large organisations of more than 500 employees, which 

amounts to approximately 6,000 organisations within Europe. The directive will formally 

enter into force in 2018, when the first reports will be published (on the financial year of 

2017) (European Commission, 2016). The enforcement of such law represents a significant 

steppingstone towards the creation of a robust legal and regulatory framework around 

integrated reporting.  

An increase in the number of sustainability and integrated reports generated is 

reflected in the growth of the body of academic literature. Researches particularly focus on 

antecedents of integrated reporting (Jensen and Berg, 2012; Frias-Aceituno et al., 2014; 

Higgins et al., 2014), the benefits of integrated reporting (Frias-Aceituno et al., 2014; Cheng 

et al., 2014), and the consequences related to implementation (Eccles & Krzus, 2010). In 

order to provide an understanding of the concept of integrated reporting, it is of vital 

importance to briefly discuss its meaning and purpose, to outlay its contribution to reporting 

practices, and to discuss the associated benefits and difficulties with regards to its 

implementation. 
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3.2 THE PURPOSE AND MEANING OF INTEGRATED REPORTING 

The output of integrated reporting is an integrated report, which acts as a substitute of an 

organisation’s annual report. According to the IIRC, an integrated report can serve the 

purpose of an organisation’s ‘primary reporting vehicle’ (IIRC, 2012), highlighting its 

potential to also replace a sustainability report, however, this is a contentious issue (Flower, 

2015; Rowbottom and Locke, 2016). Traditionally, it is argued that financial reporting serves 

more of an information function, whereas sustainability reporting is said to have a 

transformative function. Eccles and Serafeim (2015) argue that integrated reporting is an 

attempt to have both. With regards to integrated reporting, the information function centres 

around external reporting and responds to demands for greater transparency and openness by 

the provision of tailored information to satisfy the stakeholders’ information needs (Kennedy, 

2016). Internally, it allows for organisations to benchmark and compare their performance to 

peers and inform their resource allocation process. The transformative function improves the 

decision-making process by incorporating stakeholder engagement. The effectiveness of the 

transformative function is reliant on continuous engagement with stakeholders (Eccles and 

Serafeim, 2015). In addition, it exposes the capital dependencies, advances the emergence of 

integrated thinking within the organisation, unveils opportunities with regards to value 

creation and assists the risk management process (Kennedy, 2016).  

The practice of integrated reporting is not merely a reporting exercise, which consists 

of publishing a single report containing both financial and nonfinancial performance of an 

organisation (Jensen and Berg, 2012). Integrated reporting serves the purpose of 

demonstrating how a company creates societal value by incorporating the environmental and 

social impacts of its actions. A holistic perspective of an organisation’s value creation helps 

to shed light on the relationship between financial and nonfinancial performance to identify 

the sources of long-term value creation (EY, 2014). Integrated reporting stimulates 

organisations to adopt a more holistic thinking perspective, which can act as a catalyst to 

more sustainable outcomes. Some experts argue that it can act as a major driver behind 

organisational change (Eccles and Krzus, 2010).   

Eccles and Krzus (2010) refer to an integrated report as One Report, which carries a 

two-dimensional meaning. In its narrow – yet equally important – sense, key financial and 

nonfinancial information is communicated to all stakeholders to demonstrate the 

organisation’s holistic approach to all of their interests, regardless of their complementarity 

or competition. Value is created for shareholders and at the same time it caters to the 
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information needs of other stakeholders. This aspect is commonly known as corporate social 

responsibility or corporate citizenship. In its broader sense, One Report exhibits the 

relationship between financial and nonfinancial information by exposing the levels of how 

the former for shareholders perpetrates externalities on other stakeholders. Here the authors 

highlight the utilisation of the Internet and other technological advances to facilitate 

stakeholder dialogue and engagement. The connection of financial stability and sustainability 

is to result in an increasingly resilient global economy (IIRC, 2013). Moreover, integrated 

reporting is to inspire organisations to incorporate sustainability risks into their decision-

making process and implement sustainable practices and processes to contribute, in the long 

term, to a more sustainable society (Steyn, 2014). As the levels of internal integration vary, 

the company embarks on a pathway of continuous improvement and alignment (Eccles and 

Krzus, 2010). 

3.3 THE BENEFITS OF INTEGRATED REPORTING 

Integrated reporting benefits a wide spectrum of involved parties, ranging from the 

organisation itself, over the providers of financial capital to the broader category of 

stakeholders. Eccles and Saltzman (2011) categorise the benefits of integrated reporting from 

an organisational perspective into i) internal benefits, ii) external market benefits and iii) 

managing regulatory risks.  

 Internal benefits concern the organisation itself. Integrated reporting sheds light on 

how an organisation creates and sustains societal value by exposing the environmental and 

social impacts of its actions. It assists the identification of the sources of long-term value 

creation by exhibiting the relationship between financial and nonfinancial information. 

Internally, integrated reporting creates an understanding of the organisation’s value creation, 

improved articulation of the business model and strategy, raises awareness within the Board 

(IIRC, 2012; Black Sun, 2012), and facilitates connections between departments and the 

creation of a common intra-organisational language enhancing cross-department 

collaboration (IIRC, 2011). This allows the organisation to adopt a more holistic thinking 

perspective, which greatly enhances the decision-making process concerning resource 

allocation (Frias-Aceituno et al., 2013). The holistic thinking perspective further manifests 

itself in addressing the interests of all stakeholders. Demonstrating how value is created in 

the long run for shareholders, and simultaneously, catering to the information demands of 

other stakeholders and the broader society, contributes to intensified engagement with these 
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parties (Eccles and Krzus, 2010). Greater engagement, in turn, allows for clarification of 

expectations, enhancement of mutual understanding and finding innovative solutions to 

complex problems that involve multi-stakeholder dialogue (Steyn, 2014). In addition, it 

demonstrates an inclusive and responsible attitude towards stakeholders (Eccles and 

Saltzman, 2011).  

 The second category concerns external market benefits. Aside from satisfying the 

information needs of investors, who demonstrate an interest in an organisation’s ESG 

performance, it also grants them a profounder understanding of an organisation’s strategy 

enhancing confidence in the long-term viability of the business model (IIRC, 2013). 

Integrated reporting exposes the broader risks an organisation may encounter and links it to 

expected performance. Additionally, an organisation practising integrated reporting will 

appear on sustainability indices and rankings. Improved corporate transparency serves as an 

enhancement tool for an organisation’s reputation, which consequently decreases reputational 

risk (Steyn, 2014). In fact, Steyn’s study of South African companies concluded that the 

major benefit they derived from the [mandatory] integrated reporting practice was enhanced 

corporate reputation. Furthermore, NEMACC’s (2013) survey found that especially for 

granting loans banks require a holistic picture of an organisation, which can be achieved via 

practising integrated reporting. 

The last category concerns managing regulatory risk. This category does not limit 

itself to staying ahead of potential waves of new regulations (the European Union Directive 

on disclosure of non-financial information being a relevant example here) and adjustment 

towards the standards of stock exchanges, but also securing a say in the development of the 

frameworks (Eccles and Saltzman, 2011). Higgins et al. (2014) investigate the role of early 

adopters of integrated reporting in the institutionalisation process, which is elaborated on 

later in this thesis. Interestingly, NEMACC observes that integrated reporting and the IIRC 

framework mainly address multinationals for which small- and medium-sized enterprises 

(SMEs) fall out of scope, whilst they comprise of 99% of the Dutch firms and 97% of the 

firms worldwide. Nonetheless, their survey suggests that integrated reporting can also benefit 

SMEs by i) strengthening the internal organisation, ii) improving the relationship with 

stakeholders, iii) better insight in risks and opportunities, iv) competitive advantages in 

comparison to other SMEs, v) facilitating innovation, and vi) building trust with stakeholders 

(NEMACC, 2013). 
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The increase in the number of integrated reports is mirrored in the development of 

different frameworks to assist the formulation of the “basis […] to explain what really 

matters” (IIRC, 2010, p. 10). Nonetheless, to date integrated reporting lacks global 

institutional legitimacy and a standardised framework, which represents the root cause of 

several criticisms directed towards the practice integrated reporting.  

3.4 THE CHALLENGES OF INTEGRATED REPORTING 

Contrary to the regulatory framework on how to disclose financial information, there is no 

consensus on the disclosure of nonfinancial information. Commonly articulated challenges 

around integrated reporting evolve around the regulatory framework – the IIRC in particular, 

and fuzzy concepts and definitions in general, which are elaborated on in greater detail 

below.  

The linguistic dispute around integrated reporting is largely due to a lack of a unitary 

regulatory framework (Eccles & Krzus, 2010; Adams, 2015; Brown and Dillard, 2014). In 

fact, Rowbottom and Locke (2016) note that the higher the number of frameworks in one 

field, the harder the establishment and viability of one standard.  

Considering that several frameworks provide the guidelines for practising integrated 

reporting, such as the IIRC, GRI and SASB, the diffusion of integrated reporting remains a 

complicated endeavour. Rowbottom and Locke (2016) analyse the emergence of integrated 

reporting in light of the IIRC framework. The authors perceive a divergence in the actual 

practices of organisations and the understanding of the IIRC in the form of: positioning 

within the reporting standards, audience and length of integrated reports. Similarly, Flower 

(2015) applies a critical lens on the IIRC’s International Framework for Integrated Reporting. 

His critique is threefold.  

First, he criticises the function the IIRC attributed to an integrated report – a single 

document serving as an organisation’s primary report. The author states that the IIRC 

covertly retreated from that view, simply due to the lack of viability and enforcement to 

create such a report (Rowbottom and Locke, 2016). In this light, an integrated report serves 

as standalone report – yet another report to be disposed on the pile of numerous reports 

contributing to the ‘reporting landscape of confusion, clutter and fragmentation’, which the 

IIRC categorically condemned. According to Flower, this revealed the incompatibility of one 

of the guiding principles of the IIRC – conciseness – with the view that one report would 

have the capability to capture all relevant information (Flower, 2015). This is reflected in the 
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current tensions between two of the guiding principles of the framework, namely: 

completeness (covering all positive and negative material matters) and conciseness 

(providing sufficient information and excluding less important information) (IIRC, 2013). 

Following this train of thought, Melloni, Caglio and Perego (2017) applied impression 

management studies to examine specific performance determinants to delineate the factors 

that affect conciseness, completeness and balance in integrated reports. Interestingly, the 

authors found that early adopters of integrated reporting may engage in quantity and 

syntactical reading ease and thematic content manipulation. Nonetheless, they conclude their 

study by stating that albeit organisations’ struggle with delivering a report that is concise, 

complete and balanced; integrated reporting may act as a catalyst to rethink their existing 

reporting systems (Melloni, Caglio & Perego, 2017).  

Second, Flower questions the IIRC’s conception of value. According to the IIRC, 

integrated reporting serves an explicative function of value creation ‘to the providers of 

financial capital’, i.e. for investors, rather than society as a whole (Rowbottom and Locke, 

2016). This is mirrored in the IIRC’s definition of value as ‘value to the firm’, which Flower 

denotes as value to investors. While Mio, Marco and Pauluzzo (2016) and Adams (2015) 

support this view by ascribing sustainability reporting a wider range of stakeholders and 

integrated reporting as serving the information needs of primarily providers of financial 

capital, Eccles and Krzus (2010) maintain the perception that it is a wider range of 

stakeholders that constitutes the audience of integrated reporting. Interestingly, Steyn (2014) 

found that South African managers give prominence to the legitimising effect of integrated 

reporting in enhancing corporate reputation and catering to stakeholders’ needs rather than 

merely satisfying the information needs of the providers of financial capital, as outlined by 

the IIRC. Rowbottom and Locke (2016) argue that the prioritisation of the providers of 

financial capital by the IIRC may alienate other stakeholders and subsequently make them 

turn to other reporting frameworks. 

When assessing the IIRC’s conceptions of the different capitals, Flower criticises the 

framework’s narrow, unilateral standpoint centring around the organisation and issues 

material to its own operations coupled with rejections of wider stewardship responsibilities, 

unless it concerns inputs to its productive processes (financial capital). Rowbottom and 

Locke (2016) denote this as “reporting value creation rather than accountability to those 

affected by an organisation’s actions” (p. 108). This is consistent with Brown and Dillard 

(2014) who claim that integrated reporting (also in light of the GRI) fails to address the 
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decision-making and accountability needs of the broader stakeholder group. The authors state 

that stakeholder engagement primarily concerns stakeholder management, rather than 

demonstrating accountability to the stakeholders and allowing for critical reflections. 

Nonetheless, Rowbottom and Locke (2016) perceive the shareholder focus of the IIRC as a 

potential attempt to gain support and resources from those prioritising the interests of the 

providers of financial capital. Interestingly, Stubbs et al. (2014) examined the demand side of 

integrated reporting and found that during the conducting of the study the IIRC framework 

lacked acceptance among Australian investors.  

Last, according to Flower, the framework allows for substitutability of capitals, which 

undermines the fundamental values sustainability stands for. In a nutshell, Flower argues that 

the framework fails to meet its fundamental objective: report on sustainability. He highlights 

the IIRC’s denial of a potential conflict between the wellbeing of an organisation and 

wellbeing of society. Brown and Dillard (2014) attribute this problem to the framework being 

rooted in the same assumptions as the current reporting regime: shareholder primacy and neo-

classical economics, which “fail to accommodate perspectives beyond the business case, and 

are unlikely to open up outputs to wider governance debates” (Brown and Dillard, 2014, p. 

1136).  

On a concluding note to this section, Rowbottom and Locke (2016) attribute the 

success of the IIRC to timing: as a response to the financial crisis and the calls for a 

framework that adequately incorporates ESG information, which allowed for its 

establishment as a widely recognised integrated reporting framework. The authors argue that 

the framework may circumvent national legislation by becoming a globally accepted 

reporting standard. 

3.5 INTEGRATED REPORTING RESEARCH FINDINGS 

The increasing interest in integrated reporting is reflected in the pool of academic literature 

on integrated reporting. This section is dedicated to review the existing qualitative studies on 

integrated reporting. 

Higgins, et al. (2014) explore the contribution of the early adopters of integrated 

reporting in Australia to the institutionalisation process of integrated reporting. The authors 

argue that the rationale behind voluntary reporting is ambivalent; whether it is driven by 

strategic objectives or individual organisational factors remains unclear. Applying an 

institutionalist lens voluntary reporting is the outcome of expectations collectively generated 
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by social actors, which require a response from managers, coupled with peer pressure. By 

interviewing the managers of 15 organisations, they discover that integrated reporting 

consists of two simultaneously enacted narratives: telling the organisation’s story and 

meeting expectations, each underpinned by differences in responsibilities and management 

agency. The former narrative concerns resolving strategic communication challenges with 

regards to the organisation’s strategy while protecting the interests of investors, whereas the 

latter focuses on integrated reporting as a disclosure method that complies with a new global 

reporting framework. In order to reduce the tension between these two narratives and 

continue moving forward, managers were found to utilise so-called inter-narratives: time, 

strategy and engagement. The natural evolution of time and the communication of the 

organisation’s strategy would eventually create coherence and resolve the tensions between 

the two narratives, whereas engagement with stakeholders and committees would trump 

complexity and inconsistency problems. The authors utilise institutional theory to examine 

how framing the narratives and inter-narratives by early adopters of integrated reporting can 

shape the picture of integrated reporting and its enactment. Distinct responsibilities and 

agencies are assigned to the organisational actors. The CEO’s responsibility is to set the 

strategy, whereas implementation rests lower down the hierarchy. The reporting managers, in 

turn, are ascribed agency in the selection of adequate reporting approaches. Significantly, the 

authors note the unlikelihood of reporting managers to become agents of change in breaking 

down silos, establishing the connection between strategy and operational objectives, or 

shifting the organisational mind-set towards the future, based on the responsibility and 

agency assigned to them. In addition, the probability of them getting others on board, 

particularly the financial departments is equally low. 

Higgins et al. (2014) conclude their study by stating that the institutionalisation process 

of integrated reporting is unveiling with a likelihood of isomorphism. The authors find that 

integrated reporting assists the organisations in telling their story about value creation and the 

way they conduct business. Nonetheless, they do not uncover evidence for this process to 

profoundly change organisational operations, and the manner in which integrated reporting 

will be practised is likely to be based on the narratives and actions of the early adopters of 

integrated reporting by ‘producing a tangible artefact’.  

Van Bommel (2014) provides an interesting account on the Dutch integrated reporting 

landscape to investigate the position of integrated reporting in light of the multiplicity of 

views on it. The author perceives the emergence of integrated reporting to create 
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controversies, for which the so-called orders of worth (legitimacy) need to be determined. 

The renegotiation of compromises forms the basis for the management of legitimacy 

concerns and similarly, this is the case for collective dialogue regarding the interpretations of 

the valuation of integrated reporting. The essence of the paper is a conceptualisation of the 

process through which integrated reporting attempts to reach a legitimate compromise 

between financial and sustainability reporting. Van Bommel utilises Boltanski and 

Thévenot’s sociology of worth framework (1999, 2006) to examine the manner in which 

legitimacy struggles are resolved in heterogeneous environments. The merit of this 

framework is, according to the author, its ability to capture, aside from the complex nature of 

integrated reporting, the plurality of views and coexistence of different value sets in a modern 

society. By the means of 64 semi-structured interviews, Van Bommel unveils the legitimacy 

struggles resulting from the emergence of integrated reporting, which he translates into 

legitimacy struggles between classes of worth, such as managers, providers of financial 

capital, policymakers, civil society organisations and NGOs. These subsequently translate 

into industrial, market, civic and green orders of worth. Reconciliation of the differences and 

thereby reaching of a legitimate compromise is enabled through common interest creation, 

the avoidance of clarification and maintenance of ‘ambiguity and plasticity’.   

Similarly to Stubbs and Higgins (2014) and Higgins et al. (2014), the paper of Brown 

and Dillard (2014) provides a critical assessment of the value of integrated reporting as a 

change agent to promote sustainable business practices. In this conceptual assessment, Brown 

and Dillard (2014) rely on dialogic and polylogic accountings, i.e. a broad and open 

approach, and thereby utilise social and environmental reporting literature, but combine this 

with research of natural sciences and technology nature. The authors contend that IIRC 

guidelines for integrated reporting are unilateral and limiting business case framings of social 

and environmental reporting and thereby neglecting the possibility for alternative 

perspectives, which might impede achieving sustainability goals. Brown and Dillard (2014) 

stress the significance of recognising a multitude of perspectives and information, developing 

alternative business case framings. While doing so, a more holistic approach and the 

utilisation of a diversity of appraisal methods enables a critical reflection to prevent narrow 

and incomplete forms of appraisal. Subsequently, the authors propose a threefold of 

solutions, which are categorised in three themes. First, divergent socio-political perspectives 

should be acknowledged as currently the approach is rather monologic. Second, 

acknowledging the uncertainty and subjectivity, which is inherently present in calculations 
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and information in order to explain the relation between accounting methods and the 

contextual socio-political situation. Third, an interdisciplinary team should be responsible for 

the integrated report and engage in a dialogue with all stakeholders to collect information 

from more sources. 

In summary, Stubbs and Higgins (2014), Higgins et al. (2014) and Brown and Dillard 

(2014) apply a critical lens on the ability of integrated reporting to act as a change agent to 

more sustainable outcomes. Nonetheless, the aspect of internal change has been 

underexplored. The ensuing section provides insight into the internal change environment of 

an organisation and the potential of reporting to stimulate organisational change.  
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4 INTERNAL CHANGE  

In order to assess integrated reporting as an internal change mechanism, the internal 

mechanisms require exploration. Limited literature exists on the examination of the internal 

mechanisms of integrated reporting (Adams, 2015), however, a few studies focused on the 

internal mechanisms of sustainability reporting (Adams, 2002; Adams and McNicholas, 

2007). These studies are elaborated below.   

 Adams (2002) examines the internal contextual factors of an organisation that, aside 

from corporate characteristics and general contextual factors, influence the nature and extent 

of sustainability reporting. The author interviews 7 British and German organisations from 

the chemical and pharmaceutical industry to investigate the variables that influence the 

extensiveness, quantity, quality and comprehensiveness of the report. Adams’ (2002) findings 

uncover that benchmarking against competitors enhances the extent of reporting as these 

comparisons shed light on potential areas of improvement, alternative media sources are 

utilised to diffuse sustainability information internally and externally, and attitudes in the 

form of public pressure and recognising the benefits of integrated reporting, in turn, affect the 

extent and nature of reporting. 

Adams and McNicholas (2007) study the factors that foster or impede the 

development of integrated reporting and its potential to influence the organisational context 

and thereby catalyse change. The authors assist an Australian case study organisation for a 

period of 8 months in their journey on including a sustainability report in their annual report. 

They argue that through organisational culture, relationships between organisational actors 

and communication, change towards increased transparency for enhanced sustainable 

outcomes reaching deeper than just the surface-level can be achieved. In light of Lewin’s 

(1951) field theory, the authors suggest the reassignment with regards to balance and strength 

of the general contextual factors – for instance, external pressure or a shift in perception of 

the benefits associated with integrated reporting may initiate an increase in reporting. With 

regards to group dynamics, they perceive it unlikely for change to occur by changing 

individuals’ behaviour in solitude due to group pressure, therefore effort should be devoted to 

challenging and encouraging individuals in groups to change. In this aspect, the authors draw 

on an example of the sustainability department, which may potentially alter individual 

perspectives and contribute to change. This view is contrary to the findings of Higgins et al. 

(2014) who argue that the reporting managers are unlikely to initiate change in the mind-set 
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of others. Stakeholder engagement is perceived as a particularly influential driving force for 

change, as it challenges the organisation’s environmental and social performance.  

Adams and McNicholas (2007) observe a divergence in views on the layout and 

content of the sustainability report as a result of lacking understanding and knowledge of the 

sustainability reporting process and its constituent parts. In fact, the authors perceive this as a 

major impediment for the development of the sustainability report. The differences in 

understanding the process and significance of sustainability reporting internally was resolved 

by the application of best practices of other organisations’ sustainability reports, primarily in 

the same sector. Moreover, the lack of knowledge from the managers’ side was reduced by 

the application of action research, by taking action and generating knowledge about that 

action. 

From an organisational perspective, the organisation under investigation perceived 

sustainability reporting as a tool to reinforce the significance of sustainability throughout the 

organisational structure and to embed sustainability into the strategic planning process, 

thereby improving their sustainability performance. This process was supported by the CEO 

from the beginning who shaped the organisational culture. Although the development of a 

sustainability reporting agenda sparked some change, the major contributor to change was the 

incorporation of sustainability into planning and decision-making, as well as the focus on 

newly introduced KPIs. The sustainability vision of the organisation transformed the primary 

“cloudy form of a dream or wish” through the setting of targets and objectives into a clarified 

picture of the organisation’s goals, whereas stakeholder engagement, internal and external, 

the establishment of targets and monitoring processes around them assist the determination of 

“the path to the goal” and “strategy of action” (Burnes, 2004 in Adams and McNicholas, 

2007). The reporting piece, in turn, contributed to catalysing the organisational change 

process.  

In summary, Adams and McNicholas (2007) find that integrated reporting can 

catalyse the process of organisational change, which is driven by: the owner and CEO of the 

organisation to strive for greater accountability, the managers responsible for the 

implementation of the sustainability reporting practice, the utilisation of guidelines, and last, 

other organisations in Australia that lead the sustainability reporting practice. Consequently, 

the impediment for organisational change rests on time constraints and lack of resources, 

which resonates in a lack of engagement internally and verification of the sustainability 

report.  
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Adams (2015) draws on her earlier studies to investigate the potential of integrated 

reporting to change the thinking paradigm of organisational actors to enhance the 

embeddedness of sustainability actions and impacts into organisational strategic planning and 

decision-making. The author suggests that the potential of integrated reporting to effectuate 

organisational change relies on the extent to which it generates dissonance that alters the 

thinking process of managers within the boundaries of profit maximisation. 

Adams (2015) praises integrated reporting for encouraging the financial departments 

to adopt a holistic way of thinking, and thereby consider long-term value creation, its 

meaning and constituent responsibilities. She recognises the significance of having the board 

on board, to revisit their business strategy in light of long-term value creation, align their 

material issues with risk management and strategy, which forms the basis for organisational 

change. Most significantly, to improve the alignment between societal well-being and profit 

maximisation.  

The author concludes by stating that committing to integrated reporting should 

advance changes in the organisation’s decision-making process, informal and formal 

communication, materiality and risk management. Paramount to this is the comprehension of 

the extent of the changes in seeing the value of integrated reporting, which will shape future 

guidance, policy-making and regulatory processes. The abovementioned studies suggest that 

reporting has the potential to foster internal change. The potential of integrated reporting, 

specifically, to act as an internal change mechanism will be explored in the ensuing chapter. 
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5 INTEGRATED REPORTING AS AN INTERNAL CHANGE MECHANISM 

Having established an understanding of an organisation’s internal control environment and 

the diffusion mechanisms of corporate sustainability within an organisation, the purpose of 

this section is to delineate the effect of integrated reporting on these matters. First, it will 

discuss the term integrated thinking – the subject of global discussions and a development 

widely perceived to be attributable to integrated reporting. And second, it will outline 

existing empirical studies that investigate the potential of integrated reporting to foster 

internal organisational change. 

5.1 INTEGRATED THINKING 

Integrated thinking is the philosophical backbone of integrated reporting, which serves as a 

tool to ensure organisational sustainability in the long run through sustained value creation 

for all stakeholders. The IIRC defines integrated thinking as “the active consideration by an 

organisation of the relationships between its various operating and functional units and the 

capitals that the organisation uses or affects. Integrated thinking leads to integrated decision-

making, which subsequently translates into integrated actions that consider the creation of 

value over the short, medium and long turn” (IIRC, 2013, p. 2). In other words, integrated 

thinking – by encompassing a broader set of resources – is the major engine that drives 

integrated reporting, determining its effectiveness and quality. The IIRC (2016) 

acknowledges the cyclical nature of integrated reporting and integrated thinking: 

“Individually, each element has its strengths and brings valuable benefits. Applied in 

combination, they can be transformational” (IIRC, 2016). From the IIRC’s definition of 

integrated thinking it can also be deduced that integrated thinking initiates integrated 

decision-making. The Global Development Research Centre (GDRC) defines it as the 

integration of environmental and social considerations as well as the participation of a wider 

spectrum of stakeholders in business decisions (GDRC, n.d.). Despite the IIRC’s strong 

emphasis on the reliance on integrated thinking in order to effectively practice integrated 

reporting, no clear guidelines on how to achieve integrated thinking are unveiled. This is 

related to the novelty of the concept and results, calling for the need to investigate the 

enablers and barriers to the emergence of integrated thinking within an organisation.  

According to Eccles and Krzus (2010), a prerequisite for companies practising 

integrated reporting is sustainability ingrained in an organisation’s business strategy and 

operations. Integrated reporting serves the purpose of externally communicating internal 
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integration, as well as guaranteeing the commitment to sustainability. In other words, it is 

both a tool and an assurer. The authors maintain, that integrated reporting can act as a catalyst 

to blur the disparities between shareholders and stakeholders, and assist the adoption of a 

more holistic perspective on an organisation’s performance by all stakeholders. The authors 

conclude their analysis by stating that this type of reporting will change behaviour and drive 

organisational change. To date, a few research studies focused on investigating integrated 

reporting as an internal change mechanism. These were conducted by Stubbs and Higgins 

(2014), Lodhia (2015) and Mio, Marco and Pauluzzo (2016). 

Stubbs and Higgins (2014) investigate the internal mechanisms utilised by the early 

adopters of integrated reporting. The authors provide an account on the integrated reporting 

practices in the Australian context based on Laughlin’s model of organisational and 

environmental change.  

Their findings reveal that integrated reporting fostered incremental changes in the 

organisations’ structures and operations, inter alia, by the creation of cross-functional teams 

in attempts to abandon silo thinking, and the negotiation of an integrated story. Nonetheless, 

the DNA of the organisation – the core business activities and values – remained unaltered. 

The most influential mechanism they observed in three organisations is the ‘push approach’, 

in which integrated reporting serves as a tool for internal change by ‘pushing’ or embedding 

sustainability in the core activities of the organisation. A pull approach, in contrast, deems 

integrated reporting as a reflection of an already integrated organisation. Furthermore, they 

did not uncover evidence for a shift in ownership of the integrated reports, i.e. from the 

sustainability or communications department to the financial department.  

Stubbs and Higgins perceive integrated reporting to be an incremental next step of 

sustainability reporting rather than a revolutionary transformational innovation. Hence they 

refute Eccles and Krzus’ (2010) notion that integrated reporting can act as a major driver for 

organisational change. Nonetheless, the authors acknowledge that this may be due to the 

infancy of integrated reporting and the lack of extensive standards, which further impedes 

widespread adoption of integrated reporting. Nonetheless, their single-country study focus 

severely limits generalisability and applicability to other countries. Although the focus of this 

thesis is similar to the study of Stubbs and Higgins (2014), the scope is far more 

encompassing by exploring the dynamics that foster or impede the diffusion of internal 

change. Furthermore, the practice of integrated reporting has significantly evolved over the 

course of the last three years, for which new empirical studies need to be conducted.  
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Lodhia (2015) investigates the transition to integrated reporting of a customer-owned 

bank to identify the driving forces of this change. First and foremost, the bank recognised the 

potential value of integrated reporting, stemming from its background with sustainability 

reporting and thereby understanding of the significance of economic, environmental and 

social indicators. In addition, the employees acknowledged that the ‘real’ reflection of their 

performance was rooted in the sustainability reports rather than the annual report. Although 

the sustainability report provided detailed insight on the organisation’s ESG performance, 

this was compromised by the numerous compliance-focused frameworks, an issue of 

conciseness and lack of linkage between the ESG performance to the creation of shareholder 

value, which was consequently communicated through the annual report. As a result, 

integrated reporting was perceived to be the means to connect these aspects in an integrated 

story. It allowed the bank to demonstrate its business model, mission and strategies in light of 

responsible banking. Hence the IIRC has marked the path of the bank to integrated reporting.  

The spread of the responsible banking philosophy was further fuelled by a strong tone 

at the top and therefore embodied in the organisational values of the entire organisational 

structure by having a tailored practical understanding of the notion for each department. In 

fact, the customer-owned context is said to have been critical in the development of 

integrated reporting and the cultural orientation decisive in the emergence of integrated 

thinking. These factors largely contributed to the implementation of integrated reporting. 

After having revisited the organisation’s strategy, aligned the cultural values and created a 

shared ownership for the integrated report across departments, integrated reporting allowed 

for the provision of a clear, concise and integrated story of the organisation’s performance 

with a clear link to value creation. Although the IIRC’s framework was utilised as a 

guideline, it was not perceived as all encompassing – the bank played with innovative 

disclosure mechanisms, such as providing additional information on the organisation’s 

website or in videos. In sum, Lodhia suggests that an understanding of the value of integrated 

reporting, the existence of guidelines, integrated thinking being enabled through the 

organisational structure and operations which in turn required alignment with the 

organisation’s strategy, are factors that needed to be in place for the adoption of the 

integrated reporting practice. 

Mio, Marco and Pauluzzo (2016) criticise the narrow view on integrated reporting, 

largely focusing on external reporting rather than internal implementation. The authors 

studied integrated reporting from a different perspective, by focusing more on hard than soft 
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control systems, i.e. how the internal implementation of integrated reporting can advance 

management control systems (MCS) and act as a catalyst to overcome (or mitigate) the 

challenges associated with MCS. Their findings reveal that integrated reporting can do so in a 

few ways. The four identified challenges and respective effects of integrated reporting on 

MCS will be outlined in the following fragment.  

First, the implementation of MCS is a rather costly endeavour. The authors assume 

that internal implementation of integrated reporting and thereby creation of critical synergies 

will positively affect this challenge in two ways. First, by integrating external reporting and 

MCS, the basic framework for internal reporting is already in place. The alignment of KPIs 

and other performance indicators with the internal integrated reporting will result in drastic 

cost reductions of establishing and monitoring different sets of indicators for both MCS and 

external reporting. Second, conciseness, being one of the guiding integrated reporting 

principles (IIRC, 2013) may encourage organisations to simplify KPIs and procedures 

leading to a cost reduction in the long run. The authors did not find evidence for internal 

integrated reporting enhancing conciseness.   

Second, the authors perceive a discrepancy between traditional MCS on one hand, 

and an organisation’s strategy and organisational culture on the other, i.e. a lack of strategic 

and cultural fit respectively. This manifests itself in a mismatch between an organisation’s 

strategy and its constituent structures, procedures and values. De Villiers et al. (2014) found 

that MCS may be a distinct factor from an organisation’s culture resulting in a lacking 

cultural fit thereof. Both parties agree on the significance of consistency in an organisation’s 

strategy, structures, procedures and cultural values. Mio, Marco and Pauluzzo (2016) 

hypothesise, that the internal application of integrated reporting may catalyse the reduction of 

this discrepancy. The authors maintain, that the adoption of internal integrated reporting 

fostered the alignment of MCS and corporate strategy. Moreover, it informed the formation 

of corporate values and culture as well as their application in practice. Stubbs and Higgins 

(2014), in contrast, did not detect any changes in an organisation’s core values after the 

implementation of integrated reporting.   

Third, MCS do not allow to fully grasping cause-effect relationships (in general, the 

organisation’s operations). Internal integrated reporting is said to have facilitated the 

comprehension of cause-effect relationships stemming from integrated thinking, enhanced 

stakeholder engagement and trust. Last, MCS do not focus on non-financial indicators and 

acknowledge their coexistence with financial indicators. Integrated reporting was found to 
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highlight the importance of non-financial indicators and its relation to financial matters, in 

addition to the finding that integrated reporting can enhance long-term thinking and thereby 

mitigate short-termism, which is largely in favour of the integrated reporting objective of 

long-term value creation.  

The abovementioned research studies suggest, that integrated reporting may foster 

some kind of internal change, however, the extent of this effect is considerably 

underexplored. The single-country focus of all the studies and limited sample of two of them 

severely limits transferability to other contexts. An overview of the qualitative research 

studies that focused on integrated reporting as an internal change mechanism to date, and 

their respective findings, are synthesised in the table below. 

 

Table 1 
  

Research findings: integrated reporting as an internal change mechanism   

 Author (Year) 
Methodology 

Key findings 

 Stubbs and Higgins (2014) Qualitative: 23 
interviews with 15 early 
adopters of integrated 
reporting in Australia 

Integrated reporting fostered incremental changes in the 
organisations' structures and operations by the creation of cross-
functional teams and the negotiation of an integrated story. 
However, the core business activities and values remained 
unaltered 

 Lodhia (2015) Qualitative: case study 
on an Australian 
customer-owned bank 

An understanding of the value of integrated reporting, the 
existence of guidelines, integrated thinking being enabled 
through the organisational structure and operations which in 
turn required alignment with the organisation’s strategy, are 
factors that needed to be in place for the adoption of the 
integrated reporting practice. 

 Mio, Marco and Pauluzzo (2016) Qualitative: case study 
on an Italian insurance 
company 

Integrated reporting increased alignment between strategy and 
organisational culture, highlighted the importance of 
nonfinancial indicators and provided a better understanding of 
cause-effect relationships with regards to MCS. 
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6 LITERATURE REVIEW SUMMARY 

Having analysed the existing body of academic research around integrated reporting, the 

following conclusions can be drawn. First, integrated reporting is a rapidly expanding 

reporting practice, underpinned by recent developments in the regulatory environment, such 

as the EU Directive on the disclosure of non-financial and diversity information. Second, it 

assumes an information function to cater to the information needs of all stakeholders and 

inform the decision-making process, and a transformative function by incorporating 

stakeholder dialogue resulting in integrated thinking, integrated decision-making and 

improved risk management. Third, integrated reporting represents a dynamic learning process 

for organisations, both in terms of internal alignment for more sustainable outcomes (Eccles 

& Krzus, 2010) and disclosure quality (Melloni, Caglio & Perego, 2017). Fourth, the 

usefulness of integrated reporting has been under scrutiny (Flower, 2015; Rowbottom and 

Locke, 2016). This is reinforced in the number of frameworks that can be adopted for 

integrated reporting. Last, researchers explicitly express the need for more applied research in 

the domain of the internal implementation of integrated reporting (Mio, Marco and Pauluzzo, 

2016; de Villiers, 2014). To date, few empirical studies on integrated reporting as an internal 

change mechanism exist and the question whether integrated reporting can act as an internal 

mechanism for organisational change remains unanswered. The contribution of this thesis is 

not exclusive to academic literature. It may also serve as a guide for organisations that intend 

to implement the contents of their integrated reports internally. In addition, it gives 

organisations insights into the integrated reporting practices of other organisations in The 

Netherlands that are perceived to be the frontrunners in the domain of integrated reporting. In 

contrast to existing empirical studies on integrated reporting, this thesis provides a 

multidisciplinary perspective on integrated reporting comprising insights of organisations, 

practitioners and experts in the integrated reporting field, both in the assurance, advisory and 

consulting practice as well as the academic realm. It aims to bridge the gap between the 

academic and practitioner’s perspective on integrated reporting.  
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7 METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of this thesis is to investigate integrated reporting as an internal change 

mechanism. This exploratory research paper utilises an interpretive mode of inquiry. 

Conceptual ideas around integrated reporting exist and state that it equals improved 

sustainability performance. Nonetheless, there is limited empirical evidence for this 

connection, rendering the nature of this paper exploratory. This paper aims to build up an 

understanding of how integrated reporting can act as an internal change mechanism. The 

analysis is grounded in the empirical data to explore how this mechanism influences change 

in organisations. The purpose of a grounded approach is to utilise an inductive orientation to 

generate theories from the data. This requires the researcher to commence the research 

journey with an open mind and minimal preconceived ideas on the expected findings. It is not 

linear, but allows for directing and managing data collection (Charmaz, 2014). Qualitative 

research is particularly well suited to approach this research question, as it allows for crossing 

the borders of the known and stepping into the world of the informants, applying their lens 

and thereby making observations and discoveries that will generate empirical knowledge 

(Corbin and Strauss, 2008). Insights for this study were gained from persons directly 

involved in the practice of integrated reporting through in-depth interviews (Crane, 1999).  

7.1 DATA SOURCES 

In order to provide an answer to the objective of this thesis, multiple sources of evidence 

were compiled, comprising interviews with organisations and experts in the field of 

integrated reporting, which were supplemented with document analysis. In-depth interviews 

lend themselves perfectly towards grounded theory, as both methods are “open-ended yet 

directed, shaped yet emergent, and paced yet unrestricted” (Charmaz, 2006: 28). Their 

complementarity manifests itself in the flexibility and control inherently present in in-depth 

interviews greatly enhancing the analytic edge of the subsequent analysis.  

All interviews were of a semi-structured nature, implying that a large share of the 

questions was predetermined, however, simultaneously the informant was given freedom to 

address any issue of their interest with relation to the purpose of this research. The total 

number of the sample contains 16 interviews and 18 interviewees. The interviews varied in 

length from 30 to 60 minutes, amounting to a total of 610 minutes. Two group interviews 

were conducted as the person initially contacted stated that someone else from the 

organisation is the ‘integrated reporting expert’ and both could complement each other’s 
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knowledge and experience. Similarly, two individuals from the same assurance provider were 

consulted to share their insights due to the difference in their responsibilities and experience. 

Purposeful sampling was utilised to select informants who are directly involved in the 

integrated reporting process of the organisation or closely related to the field, from an 

assurance, advisory or consulting perspective. One interviewee stems from the academic 

world and has been involved in organisational change and corporate communication. In total, 

14 face-to-face and 2 telephone interviews of 30 to 60 minutes were conducted over the 

period of May to July 2017. The sample comprises 11 organisation representatives, three 

members of different assurance providers, two consultants for integrated reporting and one 

academic of corporate communication and organisational change. All interviews were 

recorded and subsequently transcribed in order to ensure accurate quotation of the statements. 

Moreover, minor corrections were made in the order or grammar of the utterances, without 

having altered the meaning. An example interview protocol can be found in Appendix 1. 

The primary source of evidence consists of in-depth semi-structured interviews 

conducted with representatives of organisations, which issue an integrated report at varying 

stages of the integrated reporting practice to gain an understanding of the underlying change 

mechanisms. Almost half of the organisations interviewed were in the top 10 of the 

Transparency Benchmark 2016, which indicates commitment to content and quality of their 

sustainability disclosures. The interviews were primarily conducted at the contact person’s 

office face-to-face (14), or alternatively over the phone (two). The interviews probed the 

organisations’ history and process of compiling an integrated report, the benefits and 

challenges experienced, as well as the changes within the organisation in terms of inter alia, 

the organisational structure, internal communication, awareness and integrated thinking. For 

supplementation purposes, the integrated annual reports disclosed on the organisation’s 

website were consulted to support the obtained information. These reports classify as extant 

texts according to Charmaz, as their construction lies outside the influence of the researcher 

(Charmaz, 2006). 

Second, semi-structured interviews with experts in the integrated reporting field were 

conducted. The interviewees comprise the assurance providers and consultants for integrated 

reporting, as well as an academic more broadly related to the corporate reporting field with 

an expertise on organisational change. Although the professor is not a typical professional 

‘in-the-field’ who experienced the integrated reporting implementation in a real-world 

organisation, his insights proved valuable in analysing the potential of integrated reporting to 
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initiate organisational change from a communication perspective. All remaining interviews 

were conducted face-to-face and probed the individual’s experience with regards to the 

development of integrated reporting over the years and its potential to foster internal 

alignment within organisations. The table below represents the interviewee table. The names 

of the interviewees and the respective organisations are kept confidential to uphold ethical 

standards and the integrity of the research process (Baez, 2002). 

	

Table 2 
  Interviewee table     

 Function Interviewee reference Sector 

 Head Business Advisory, Reporting & 
Stakeholder Management 

Interviewee-bank Financial 
Services 

 Project Manager CSR Interviewee-construction Construction 

 Sustainability Consultant  Interviewee-financial 
services 

Financial 
Services 

 Senior Strategy Controller Interviewee-development 
finance-I Development 

Finance  Manager Integrated Reporting Interviewee-development 
finance-II 

 Assistant Sustainability Reporting Manager Interviewee-FMCG FMCG 

 Manager Policies & Procedures Interviewee-transport Transport 

 Head of Sustainability Reporting Interviewee-lighting Lighting 

 Project Manager Annual Report Interviewee-distribution Distribution 

 Strategic Advisor Corporate Affairs Interviewee-air transport Air transport 

 CSR Policy Advisor Interviewee-electricity Electricity 

 Manager Sustainability Interviewee-dredging Dredging 

 Consultant Interviewee-consulting-I 

Consulting  Consultant Interviewee-consulting-II 

 Manager Interviewee-assurance-I 
Assurance  Executive Director Interviewee-assurance-II 

 Senior Manager Sustainability & 
Responsible Governance 

Interviewee-advisory Assurance 
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  Professor Corporate Communication and 
Management 

Interviewee-
communication 

Academia 

	

7.2 DATA ANALYSIS 

The existing theories and literature around integrated reporting, organisational change and 

corporate sustainability, served as guidance for the formulation of the interview questions, 

whereas qualitative coding techniques were utilised to analyse the content of the interviews 

(Strauss and Corbin, 1998). The obtained interview data was synthesised through qualitative 

coding in order to obtain an analytic comprehension of the data. The purpose of this process 

is to distil and organise data into analytical tentative categories by attaching a label to certain 

segments and detecting emerging themes. This allows for comparisons between different 

sections of the data and identifying relationships. As consecutive levels of analysis are 

performed, the data consolidates and becomes more theoretical to form a conceptual 

understanding of the studied experience (Charmaz, 2006).  

A prime characteristic of grounded theory is data collection taking place 

simultaneously to data analysis. This allowed for slight amendments and adjustments of the 

interview questions over the course of the interview process as a result of the first round of 

interviews and subsequently obtained findings. In addition, this allowed for following up on 

emerging lines of inquiry. All interviews were fully transcribed. 

The Atlas software laid the foundation for data analysis. Two rounds of coding for all 

interview transcripts were completed. First, open coding, i.e. line-by-line coding was utilised 

to create tentative labels and categories for the collected data. The first round of coding 

assisted the identification of recurrent themes and the establishment relationships between 

them. Second, focused coding was utilised to selectively code the data according to the 

identified core themes and subthemes. Several codes were amended to either sharpen or 

broaden the theme, and two codes were merged in the end, as they appeared to be 

overlapping and could not be clearly distinguished from each other. Coding screenshots can 

be found in Appendix 2. 

The content analysis for the internal change mechanisms sparked by integrated 

reporting crystallised into the following four key themes: i) coordinating function, ii) 

connecting and aligning departments, iii) integrated thinking, and iv) integrated decision-

making. Each of these concepts is elaborated on in the ensuing chapter. 
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7.2.1 Research Quality 

In order to establish rigour and trustworthiness in this qualitative thesis, efforts to ensure 

credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability based on Guba and Lincoln’s 

construct (1985) and other scholars (Shenton, 2004) are synthesised in the table below. 

Table 3 
    

Strategies to ensure rigour and trustworthiness     

 

Strategy Criteria Realisation in the thesis 

 
     

 

Credibility Prolonged engagement The researcher interned at the assurance provider 
of the majority of organisations investigated in 
this thesis and participated in activities deepening 
her knowledge on integrated reporting 

 

 

 Member checking Utterances were confirmed with the informant 
after each interview 

 

   

Interview transcriptions were provided for the 
participant for additional confirmation 

 

  

Debriefing sessions The supervisors of this study frequently evaluated 
the process of the research project 

 

 

 Peer scrutinity Peers and colleagues in the field evaluated the 
findings 

 
 

 Referential adequacy Audio recordings of the interviews are available 
 

 

 Triangulation Findings were validated with existing evidence, 
such as theories, reports, prior findings etc. 

 

 

 Thick description A comprehensive description of the data 
collection methods was provided 

 

 

Transferability Background information A comprehensive description of contextual 
information and the interviews was provided 

 

 

Dependability In-depth methodological description A comprehensive description of the research 
methodology was provided 

 

 

 Peer examination Findings were reviewed by other experts in the 
field 

 

 

Confirmability Confirmability audit Supervisors aware of the data collection process 
confirmed the objectivity of the research 

 

  

Audit trail A comprehensive step-by-step description of the 
decisions made and procedures taken was 
provided 

 

 

 Bracketing The researcher demonstrated openness towards 
the obtained results and findings 

 

		

  Triangulation Validation of the findings with existing theories, 
reports, prior studies 

		

 

Credibility considers internal validity, which refers to the congruence of the findings with 

reality. The efforts to ensure credibility were the following. First, the criterion of prolonged 

engagement was reflected in spending time in the integrated reporting field, i.e. the 

researcher interned at the assurance provider of most organisations investigated in this thesis. 
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There, the researcher informed herself about the organisations’ different stages of integrated 

reporting by familiarising herself with the integrated reports and talking to the persons 

involved in the assurance/advisory processes of the specific organisations prior to conducting 

the interviews. Moreover, the researcher further deepened her understanding of the field by 

participating in the Transparency Benchmark, workshops and webinars on the integrated 

reporting frameworks, recent developments and the future with regards to integrated 

reporting. Second, member checking was conducted by confirming ambivalent information 

and definitions used by the interviewee to avoid miscommunication. In addition, every 

statement used for the purpose of this thesis was digitally sent to each interviewee for 

confirmation to ensure an accurate portrayal of the interviewee’s views and experience. To 

further ensure credibility, the supervisors of this thesis frequently evaluated the progress of 

this thesis, whereas peers and colleagues evaluated the subsequent findings. This is 

particularly significant as the researcher’s proximity to the thesis often inhibits the ability to 

challenge the results. Triangulation was applied when evaluating the findings in light of 

existing evidence, such as theories, prior studies and reports. Last, a thick description of the 

data collection process was provided. This offers insight into the observations and context the 

researcher was in to enable interpretations of the credibility of the researcher’s 

interpretations.  

Transferability concerns external validity and thereby the applicability of the findings 

and conclusions to other contexts: times, circumstances, settings and people. This was 

ensured by the provision of a comprehensive description of contextual information and the 

interviews (number of interviewees, length of interviews, period of data collection, 

methodology employed) in order to allow for comparisons to other studies to be made.  

Dependability refers to reliability, which establishes the consistency, stability and 

repeatability of the research. This was ensured by the provision of a thick description of the 

data collection, data analysis and findings, as well as their evaluation by other experts in the 

field.  

Last, confirmability relates to the objectivity of the thesis. This was ensured in four 

ways: by obtaining an objectivity confirmation from the thesis supervisors, the provision of 

an audit trail, demonstration of openness towards the results and triangulation to diminish the 

investigator bias.       
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8 FINDINGS 

This chapter attempts to evaluate the interview results. First, it provides an enquiry of the 

internal change mechanisms that crystallised out of the content analysis. Second, within each 

core theme it analyses the dynamics that foster or impede the diffusion of this mechanism, 

which can be classified as internal and external drivers.  

The aim of this research paper is to analyse how integrated reporting can spark internal 

change within organisations, i.e. become an agent of change in the existing internal processes 

and structures. Interviewee-communication explains: “Integrated reporting sees 

communication as much more performative or constitutive, meaning that if I communicate – 

even at the level of aspirations, or a vision that I have, or some trajectory of how I engage my 

stakeholders in some form of joint creation – that creates reality. So, it is not just about 

communicating about a reality that already exists, but it is about creating it”. The findings 

offer that integrated reporting has been used as a mechanism for internal change, but this was 

not the case in all the organisations. Interviewee-FMCG explicitly stated that the 

implementation of integrated reporting has not initiated any kind of changes within the 

organisation. The rationale behind this statement was two-fold. First, sustainability was 

embedded in the organisation’s purpose and business strategy before integrating reporting 

became mainstream during 2012 and 2013. Second, there is a strong sustainability-nuanced 

tone from the top, which cascades throughout the organisation through the organisational 

values, reinforced by trainings, internal communication and other awareness-raising 

activities.  

The themes that crystallised out of the content analysis were organised into the 

following classification: i) coordinating function, ii) connecting and aligning departments, iii) 

integrated thinking, and iv) integrated decision-making. The data classification realised in 

this thesis serves the purpose of organising the interview findings into categories to illustrate 

most effectively how integrated reporting effectuates internal change. Following the analysis 

of the interviews, this categorisation seems most logical and clear in light of the literature and 

prior studies, and was based on the coding frequency and significance attached by the 

interviewees. In addition, several sub-themes were included due to their novelty and potential 

managerial implications. Alternative classifications, such as based on corporate 

characteristics (the nature, size or industrial grouping of the organisation) were deemed 

insufficient in capturing a comprehensive, complex, yet understandable image of internal 

change in order for it to be executed by organisations. 
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The findings are synthesised and explained in the table below, coupled with the 

dynamics that foster and impede the diffusion of these mechanisms (i.e. the subthemes), 

supported by illustrative comments. The table is ensued by a detailed description of the 

findings. 

 

Table 4 
 

 
Illustrative comments supporting interview findings 
  

    

 Core theme Sub-theme Explanation Key representative comments Reference 

 Coordinating 
function 

 Integrated reporting provides the 
tools for a structured approach 
towards an organisation's 
business strategy and aligning 
that with materiality, 
stakeholders and value creation.  

“The disciplinary role of reporting and 
non-financial reporting, of structuring your 
non-financial and financial data in the way 
that integrated reporting is supposed to be, 
that helps to improve all kinds of 
processes within an organisation or the 
bank” 

Interviewee-
bank 

  Different levels of 
understanding, 
ambition and 
priorities 

The differences in understanding 
the value of integrated reporting 
and thereby its underlying values 
results in a divergence in 
ambition and priorities, thereby 
hindering the process of internal 
change. 

“The difference in mind-set, knowledge, 
education, awareness of what it actually 
could mean for the company is one of the 
barriers” 

Interviewee-
bank 

  Capturing 
stakeholder dialogue 

Developing adequate tools to 
capture stakeholder dialogue  
largely contributes to greater 
alignment between business 
strategy, materiality and 
stakeholders. 

“Coming up with the right mechanism to 
capture that and to distribute that 
information stream to management, I think 
that is a big challenge for companies. And 
more and more, they are trying to 
individualise that information need, so 
also capturing that information will 
become more and more important” 

Interviewee-
advisory 

  Industry-wide 
reforms 

Industry-wide reforms act as an 
external driver for internal 
change by setting reporting 
standards.This also enhances 
comparability across reports and 
exposes the differences between 
organisations, which acts as an 
additional driver. 

“By having that agreement in the industry 
body, they all accepted to agree on it. I see 
that in the aviation industry as well, for 
example, within the ICAO (International 
Civil Aviation Organisation) specific 
agreements are made to monitor fuel 
efficiency of flights based on revenue, 
passenger kilometres, just to make sure it 
is easy to compare across airlines”  

Interviewee-
advisory 

  Standardised 
approach 

Organisations engage in mix- 
and matching of frameworks 
when compiling their integrated 
reports, which severely limits 
comparability across reports. 
Legislative changes could 
potentially lead to a 
standardisation of integrated 
reporting.  

“It is still important for some level of 
comparability between companies, sectors, 
countries etc. So you should do that on the 
most important themes for society. If you 
look at that it is probably CO2 emissions, 
water, waste, human rights, diversity etc. 
which are addressed in the EU Directive as 
well. So that already helps, at least, from 
the European perspective to focus on the 
same elements, then companies still have 
the ability to choose this framework over 
that framework”  

Interviewee-
advisory 

 Connecting 
and aligning 
departments 

 Integrated reporting facilitates 
communication and 
collaboration across departments 
for compiling the report, and by 
creating one integrated story of 
the organisation it aligns 
departments. 

“A lot of bridges had to be built between 
departments that normally necessarily 
don’t interact that much”  

Interviewee-
lighting 
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  “What we see, due to integrated reporting 
that all these stories fit more and more 
together, we are walking towards one goal, 
one <organisation name>”  

Interviewee-
distribution 

 Integrated 
thinking 

 Integrated reporting advances or 
initiates the process of integrated 
thinking within the organisation 
and across departments. 

“I see that happening almost every week. 
People asking themselves the question 
within their business line: how can we 
create more value, on what topics should 
we create more value, what would be 
relevant for stakeholders and take the 
company forward. It took a lot of time, but 
I see a lot of evidence of this process”  

Interviewee-
bank 

  Organisational 
structure 

The organisational structure of 
an organisation has an impact on 
the diffusion of the integrated 
story of the organisation. 

“I don’t think the people running the trains 
read our integrated report. When you have 
a more flat organisation, then you have 
more involvement. If you go down to 
operations, where most people are 
working, and if you go down the ladder – I 
don’t think they read out integrated report”  

Interviewee-
transport 

  Leadership A sustainability-oriented 
leadership assists the diffusion 
of integrated thinking throughout 
the organisation, in the form of 
the organisational culture or by 
incorporating it in the business 
strategy and setting targets to 
achieve this strategy. 

“We have the same view on <organisation 
name> and the future. The view comes 
down from the top, but it is also in our 
cultural value, that we say we have to 
work towards – we call it – 
one<organisation name>, so it’s not all 
the segments, but one company, and I 
think that those kinds of messages really 
help and it is the way our board is 
managing <organisation name>” 

Interviewee-
distribution 

  Internal 
communication 

Internal communication 
facilitates the diffusion of the 
integrated reporting values, 
tailoring the message and 
rendering it applicable to the 
targetted department proves 
efficient. 

“We are now creating something like a 
toolkit or a roadmap to translate the 
difficult message of the integrated 
reporting value creation process into: what 
does it mean to you? As a professional, as 
a function and translate it into tangible 
action, with a short introduction to the 
story”  

Interviewee-
construction 

 Integrated 
decision-
making 

 Integrated reporting facilitates 
integrated decision-making by 
higlighting the significance of 
non-financial information and 
shedding light on the 
relationship between financial 
and non-financial information 

“Environmental and social aspects are 
discussed in the boardroom meeting, that 
is what integrated reporting does. This is 
the aim of it: to act integrated”  

Interviewee-
electricity 

  Stakeholder pressure External stakeholders can 
pressure and enhance the process 
of change within organisations.  

“If the pressure is focused towards 
sustainable operations and also clearly 
linking that to value creation that would 
definitely help”  

Interviewee-
advisory 

  Benchmark 
organisations 

Organisations that prove the 
success of integrated decision-
making and deriving value from 
it act as an external driver for 
change. 

“Some good examples of companies that 
actually clearly are able to link that 
nonfinancial performance to financial 
performance and show how to create value 
from it”  

Interviewee-
advisory 

    Continuous reporting The provision of real-time 
information allows for a more 
dynamic and holistic decision-
making process, for which 
decisions are made with the 
information of today, rather than 
yesterday, to avoid basing 
decisions on outdated 
information. 

“Having insight especially for companies 
that are using sustainability to create value 
and also to create financial value, for them 
it is becoming more important to actually 
be able to monitor that on a day-to-day 
basis and also be able to provide that 
transparency on a day-to-day basis” 

Interviewee-
advisory 

 



V. J. SYDRY – INTEGRATED REPORTING AS AN INTERNAL CHANGE MECHANISM 

42	

	

8.1 COORDINATING FUNCTION 

The IIRC and the GRI assist organisations in structuring an integrated report by the provision 

of guidelines and concepts. Integrated reporting is attributed to create an understanding of the 

organisation’s value creation and improved articulation of the business model and strategy 

(IIRC, 2012; Black Sun, 2012). The majority of the interviewees acknowledge the 

coordinating function of integrated reporting, underpinned by the guidance, concepts and 

definitions it provides. It structures the strategy direction, activities of the organisation, 

material issues, stakeholders and value creation by stipulating each step of the process. 

Subsequently integrated reporting effectuates alignment between the aforementioned 

corporate aspects. Essentially, this supports the validity of the GRI and IIRC frameworks in a 

number of ways.  

The findings suggest that integrated reporting assists the strategy determination 

process through encouraging reflection on the added value of the organisation, as highlighted 

by interviewee-air-transport: “You are reflecting, in a way, on how you’re doing business”. 

This includes customising the strategy to relevant trends and developments. Furthermore, 

interviewee-transport points out that integrated reporting provides a structure for the business 

strategy by fostering the reflection on your purpose and operating licence in society based on 

discussions with stakeholders. Within the strategy, integrated reporting assists the 

identification of material issues to the organisations. Interviewee-bank states that “The 

disciplinary role of reporting and non-financial reporting, of structuring your non-financial 

and financial data in the way that integrated reporting is supposed to be, that helps to improve 

all kinds of processes within an organisation or the bank”. He continues, that it structures and 

assists the process of determining material issues, by the definition and management 

approach, and the creation of meaningful KPIs, which concretises these aspects. Interviewee-

development-finance-II supplements this view by attributing a more structured and all-

encompassing overview of stakeholders to the materiality matrix, which assists taking all 

stakeholders, their interests and expectations into account.  

Integrated reporting structures and improves several processes within an organisation 

by encouraging reflection on these issues. This, in turn, raises awareness of the organisation’s 

performance. Interviewee-communication perceives integrated reporting as a tool for change 

by the provision of a standard for systematically tracking and updating the organisation on its 

progress and also for stakeholders to be able to compare organisations, which is particularly 

useful from an accountancy or governance perspective. Interviewee-advisory is convinced 
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that raising awareness it the most significant change integrated reporting contributes to by 

providing insight into the actual impact of an organisation. Interviewee-air-transport adds to 

this view that integrated reporting provides an organisation with an actual overview of its 

impact: “The real stories, the real facts, the real accountable data”. The outcome may be 

contrary to expectations, she adds.  

The preceding statements underline that the majority of interviewees recognise the 

merits of the frameworks around integrated reporting. Although interviewee-FMCG 

acknowledges the existence of the frameworks and has integrated some of their underlying 

ideas: “We do use the ideas underpinned by integrated reporting, so long-term thinking to 

enhance our own thinking”, the interviewee perceives difficulties with interpreting the lexical 

features of the frameworks, as they are “very theoretical”. 

In short, the tools, instruments and concepts stipulated by the GRI and IIRC serve as 

means to guide an organisation through producing an integrated report and thereby assist the 

alignment between the strategy and other aspects such as the operations, material issues and 

stakeholders, as interviewee-construction states: “Integrated reporting, for me, is the means to 

bundle these information streams and reflect on your strategy – how you want to create more 

value for your end user, but also for shareholders, supply chain partners etc.” The 

interviewees also recognise the dynamics that foster and impede the integration of these 

aspects. The primary challenge identified by the interviewees concerns the differences in 

understanding of the added value of integrated reporting and thereby its underlying concepts. 

On the other hand, industry-wide reforms, a standardised approach and capturing stakeholder 

dialogue may foster the alignment. 

 

Different levels of understanding, ambition and priorities 

Considering the novelty of integrated reporting, its added value is not equally recognised by 

all organisational actors. Interviewee-bank describes “The difference in mind set, knowledge, 

education, awareness of what it could actually mean for the company” as a major barrier in 

the internal diffusion of the ideas underlying integrated reporting. Interviewee-dredging 

complements this view by stating: “We, of this department, are ahead of the team, because 

we see it is the latest development in the field of reporting and it offers opportunities for 

taking the next step towards integrated thinking and acting”. He highlights the efforts and 

energy dedicated to convincing the board of the added value of integrated reporting.  
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The differences in recognising the added value of integrated reporting, and thereby its 

underlying concepts, result in further divergence in ambitions and priorities set by the top of 

the organisation. Interviewee-development-finance-II acknowledges that the introduction of 

integrated reporting does not necessarily equal understanding and support from senior 

management. He states that although the board is supportive, it becomes evident in business 

plan discussions, that financial capital is still prevalent over other capitals. This indicates that 

despite the fact that integrated reporting has highlighted the significance of non-financial 

matter, it is still not considered equally important on the board level.  

Lack of recognition of the significance of non-financial indicators by the board is 

further reflected in the budget allocated to the development of these matters, as interviewee-

advisory puts it: “Companies are spending millions of euros to implement SAP systems, but 

if you look at the non-financial side, they have a budget of 100,000 euros a year. The balance 

is completely off”. The lack of recognition of the value of integrated reporting results not 

only in a lack of resources, but also lack of engagement from employees. An interviewee that 

preferred to express the following in confidentiality, stated: “There is one thing: capacity and 

commitment from the board. We are talking about one full time equivalent. If I see the board 

is not committed, I will also not commit, because it is only one of my five commitments”.  

 

Capturing stakeholder dialogue 

The findings suggest that integrated reporting assists the alignment between the 

organisation’s strategy and other aspects such as materiality and stakeholders. Most of the 

interviewees state that their organisation conducts stakeholder dialogue on an annual, 

biannual or triennial basis, in the form of inviting the major stakeholders at one instance and 

facilitating a discussion. This is reflected by interviewee-transport: “We do stakeholder 

analysis every 2 years and what we do there is just inviting the major stakeholders we have, 

and put them in one meeting and to discuss what they think is important for the company”. 

Although this approach provides valuable insights and allows for a combination of the 

different stakeholder views at one instance, and thereby allowing the management to derive 

new ideas, interviewee-distribution disagrees: “We did the last one 2 years ago, not last year 

because we did not see a value from this. So now we are trying to come up with something 

that adds value, and how do we get the outside-in view on what stakeholders believe are 

important topics. We don’t know, but we want to do something this year and we are now 

thinking about it. Integrated reporting has enhanced stakeholder engagement, as we will do it 
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differently, because of this process”. Stakeholder engagement is done at so many different 

layers of the organisation during the entire year, highlighted by interviewee advisory: 

“Coming up with the right mechanism to capture that and to distribute that information 

stream to management, I think that is a big challenge for companies. And more and more, 

they are trying to individualise that information need, so also capturing that information will 

become more and more important”. Interviewee-assurance-II advocates the incorporation of 

stakeholder engagement into investor relations, procurement and the departments that have 

frequent contact with stakeholders. Documentation and coordination are key in driving this 

process: “A lot of people think: organise a big stakeholder meeting once a year and discuss a 

lot of things, but the key stakeholder engagement is within those core functions. You 

integrate those perspectives in their discussions with the key stakeholders. And then, what 

doesn’t happen so much is that those departments report back to for example the 

sustainability department or whoever is responsible for the stakeholder engagement. But by 

doing so you have the more holistic views, you can combine them and validate them through 

stakeholder meetings” (interviewee-assurance-II). In summary, more effective stakeholder 

engagement would greatly enhance the coordinating function of integrated reporting by 

further aligning the strategy determination process with the most relevant material issues for 

stakeholders. 

 

Industry-wide reforms 

An increasing amount of industries are creating their own set of standards in terms of 

reporting. In The Netherlands, this is exemplified by the construction industry. Interviewee-

advisory observes that the majority of construction organisations have adopted the CO2 

Prestatieladder to report on their greenhouse gas emissions. Although these organisations 

cannot be compared to organisations that report based on the Greenhouse Gas Protocol, he 

recognises value in providing that insight in the industry standard and shedding light on the 

differences with common practices globally – “By having that agreement in the industry 

body, they all accepted to agree on it. I see that in the aviation industry as well, for example, 

within the ICAO (International Civil Aviation Organisation) specific agreements are made to 

monitor fuel efficiency of flights based on revenue, passenger kilometres, just to make sure it 

is easy to compare across airlines” (interviewee-advisory). Harmonisation of standards within 

and across industries can act as a major external driver for organisational change, as it 
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coordinates the reporting activities across organisations by exposing the differences in 

performance and impacts of certain organisations. 

 

Standardised approach 

Although the IIRC and GRI provide guidelines on the structure and content of an integrated 

report, organisations engage in mix- and matching, which severely limits comparability 

across reports. The interviews suggest that a standardised approach for integrated reporting 

could either result from legislation or the provision of a global framework. Legislative 

changes could potentially lead to a standardisation of integrated reporting. An interesting 

observation is made by interviewee-assurance-II, as she perceives the Dutch culture similar 

to that of South Africa, where integrated reporting is mandated. She praises the strong 

governance in both countries that is required to govern integrated reporting and adds that the 

first steps in The Netherlands have already been taken – reflected in the amendment of the 

Dutch code of corporate governance with the addition of long-term value creation. 

Interviewee-assurance-II is confident that further steps will follow soon: “Right now in The 

Netherlands, the Authority of the Financial Markets (AFM) is already interested, they do 

those researches, I am in the Advisory Committee of the AFM myself for the topic of 

integrated reporting. There is really appetite from investors, and appetite is not only for the 

reporting, but also the true reporting, those that report in such way, have a different mind-set, 

so in the end it also increases the quality of financial reporting”. Interviewee-advisory 

advocates the adoption of a global standard: “Best would be to have one global gap, which 

includes both financial and nonfinancial matter. That is easiest for everyone, but I don’t think 

that will happen soon”. These statements highlight the significance of legislation or the 

provision of a global framework that would standardise the integrated reporting practices and 

simultaneously act as an external driver for internal organisational change.   

8.2 CONNECTING AND ALIGNING DEPARTMENTS 

Findings offer that the ability to align departments is another core strength of integrated 

reporting – and to connect departments to a lesser degree. The interviewees discussed their 

experience, reflected in the statement of interviewee-distribution: “Cross-department 

communication was always the case, it has not changed with integrated reporting”. The 

evidence for the impact of integrated reporting on connecting departments, entailing 
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enhanced communication and collaboration, is ambivalent. Nonetheless, integrated reporting 

as a driving force of inter-department alignment is more widely recognised. 

 First, with regards to connection among departments, on the one hand, in line with 

interviewee-distribution, interviewee-development-bank-I, argues that they conducted non-

financial data collection prior to integrated reporting, for which these communication streams 

were already established. In addition, interviewee-financial-services points out that her team 

was the spider in the web defining targets and collecting data from each department, whilst 

increased communication or collaboration between departments has occurred to a limited 

extent. On the other hand, interviewee-lighting states: “A lot of bridges had to be built 

between departments that normally necessarily don’t interact that much”. Interviewee-

construction consents to this view by claiming that integrated reporting has broken down the 

silo structure and connected different departments closer together. Prior to the integrated 

report, the sustainability report would usually be the effort of one department whereas the 

compilation of an integrated report, touching on multiple disciplines and telling one story of 

the organisation, enhances cross-department collaboration. Interviewee-construction is 

convinced that this has improved the quality of the organisation’s reports. Interviewee-

assurance-I has observed similar trends at the organisations that she advised or provided 

assurance for. Hence integrated reporting is a joint effort that combines all these disciplines 

together. 

 Second, the interviewees tend to agree that integrated reporting is a driver for internal 

alignment between departments by creating an integrated story about the organisation and 

exhibiting the relationship between departments and their consecutive strategies. Although 

interviewee-distribution refutes the notion of integrated reporting enhancing cross-

department communication, he acknowledges its positive influence on internal organisational 

alignment: “What we see, due to integrated reporting is that all these stories fit more and 

more together, we are walking towards one goal, one organisation-distrubtion”. 

Subsequently, departments across the organisation tell the same story. Interviewee-transport 

confirms this view by stating that: “Now there is a link between strategy, goals and our 

sustainability goals included, there is now one story in the annual report”. In contrast to 

having a separate sustainability report, integrated reporting will combine the former with the 

annual report and thereby tell one story. This is highlighted in the statement of interviewee-

air-transport: “When reading an environmental report, it is one story of the company. When 

reading an annual report, it tells another. As if it were two different companies”. These 
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insights underline that the interdisciplinary nature of integrated reporting effectuates 

alignment between departments, and to a lesser degree, inter-departmental collaboration and 

communication.  

8.3 INTEGRATED THINKING 

Integrated thinking is perceived to be the major driver behind integrated reporting (Eccles 

and Krzus, 2010). In practice, however, the collected evidence suggests the opposite. This is 

reflected in the shift in the thinking paradigm of employees and the board, reflected in 

increasing interest in the concepts of integrated reporting and more holistic discussions 

within the board. Interviewee-communication maintains that the medium of an integrated 

report lends itself towards triggering change in an organisation in terms of “How you think 

about your business, how you engage with stakeholders and equally you would hope that the 

employees would start to look at the business differently.” Interviewee-consultant-I and 

interviewee-consultant-II are convinced that integrated reporting can act as a catalyser for 

integrated thinking.  

Following this train of thought, interviewee-bank notices an increasing interest 

amongst colleagues in value creation, materiality as well as thinking integrated on creating 

value for a range of stakeholders and their material issues – “I see that happening almost 

every week. People asking themselves the question within their business line: how can we 

create more value, on what topics should we create more value, what would be relevant for 

stakeholders and take the company forward. It took a lot of time, but I see a lot of evidence of 

this process”. This view is supported by interviewee-dredging, who observes an increasing 

amount of questions from various departments on how to incorporate sustainability into their 

operations: “Not the question why should we do it, but how can we do it”. Other interviewees 

notice changes on the executive level. Interviewee-electricity states: “The other day, I had a 

meeting with a colleague that has worked for 10 years at organisation electricity. She gave 

me the following compliment: In the past I have never heard the board speaking of the 

environment. Never. Nobody cared about it at all. And now I have a statement that we say: 

our commitment to nature can come with a cost above the compliance level. She was 

impressed”. Interviewee-construction argues that integrated reporting drives the thinking 

process and thereby renders sustainability more tangible both on the ground and project level, 

as he argues: “It is translating the corporate story into a tangible and actionable programme 
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for people on site. In the end, it should lead to cascading this information down to the supply 

chain and make your supply chain more sustainable”.  

The evidence suggests that integrated reporting sparks changes in the thinking 

paradigm within organisations. The interviewees attribute these changes to an array of 

different factors. Interviewee-air-transport’s reasoning is two-fold. First, integrated reporting 

provides an organisation with an actual overview of its impact: “the real stories, the real facts, 

the real accountable data”. Second, integrated reporting highlights the significance of non-

financial information, or as she calls it ‘pre- or extra-financial’ to indicate their equal 

importance. The latter argument is supported by interviewee-electricity. Others ascribe this 

shift to the ideas underlying integrated reporting. Reporting on long-term value creation, 

interviewee-distribution argues, assists the realisation of integrated thinking by guiding the 

process of making further steps and thereby further alignment. In addition, interviewee-

financial-services attributes target and ambition setting to change. All these statements 

underline that integrated reporting creates commitment, as highlighted by interviewee-

communication: “It is not just announcing that they are going to do something, but they 

pledge and commit themselves to a particular course of action. That is binding, because it 

creates expectations in the eyes of your employees and external stakeholder groups”.  

From the preceding statements it can be deduced that there is a general consensus 

among the interviewees concerning the infancy of integrated thinking; however, they 

acknowledge its commencement and the decisive or contributory role played by integrated 

reporting. Nonetheless, two interviewees (interviewee-lighting, interviewee-FMCG) disagree. 

They maintain that in their organisations the integrated thinking process was initiated prior to 

integrated reporting, as sustainability has always been embedded in the organisation’s 

strategy and purpose, supported by a sustainability-oriented tone at the top.  

Regardless of the starting point of integrated thinking, the interviewees recognise the 

interconnectivity between integrated reporting and integrated thinking. “It’s a circle. 

Reporting makes you realise what you have to improve, and integrated thinking will have an 

effect on reporting. Both will strengthen each other” as interviewee-assurance-I recognises. 

Interviewee-assurance-II complements this view by stating: “Through the end, you stimulate 

the beginning of the process. Of course it is a two-way street”. Nonetheless, in order to 

ensure the diffusion of integrated reporting throughout the entire organisational structure, the 

organisations need to be creative and explore innovative solutions. Interviewee advisory 

states that in order to ensure that integrated thinking cascades throughout the entire 
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organisational structure – ranging from board levels to people working on the construction 

sites or train drivers, organisations need to “Come up with the right tools to actually help 

realise the integrated strategy, by making sure that all the employees look at the operations in 

an integrated way”. There are different pathways to spread the message; through leadership 

embodied in the cultural organisational values or effective internal communication. These 

may have the potential to overcome the hurdles posed by the organisational structure. 

 

Organisational structure 

Evidence from the interviews suggests that the degree of diffusion of integrated thinking is 

contingent on the organisational structure. Interviewee-transport claims: “I don’t think the 

people running the trains read our integrated report. When you have a more flat organisation, 

then you have more involvement. If you go down to operations, where most people are 

working, and if you go down the ladder – I don’t think they read out integrated report”. The 

challenge lies in rendering integrated thinking tangible for employees working down the 

supply chain, which is exemplified by interviewee-construction: “Integrated thinking is still 

relatively immature. How can you make such a complicated story into an understandable, 

tangible and actionable story. That is what it is all about. In our maturity that would be the 

next step, to get this message to the lower levels of the organisation”. 

 

Leadership 

A sustainability-oriented leadership is, according to the interviewees, the simplest way of 

spreading integrated thinking in the organisation through the cultural values. Nonetheless, the 

evidence for the necessity of a sustainability-oriented leadership for the diffusion of 

integrated thinking is ambivalent. Nonetheless, there is a general consensus on the positive 

impact of a sustainability-oriented board on the internal alignment of the organisation by 

embedding these values not only in the cultural orientation, but also in the strategic objectives 

of the organisation. As interviewee-distribution observes: “We have the same view on the 

company and the future. The view comes down from the top, but it is also in our cultural 

value, that we say we have to work towards – we call it – one <organisation name>, so it’s 

not all the segments, but one company, and I think that those kinds of messages really help 

and it is the way our board is managing <organisation name>”. These views are supported 

by interviewee-lighting: “I think with that strong tone at the top, it is quite automatic that a lot 

of people also get on board” and interviewee-FMCG: “It means there is more opportunities 
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that can be looked at, more projects, different ways of functioning, all sorts of things. The 

opportunities are endless”. Hence a supportive leadership provides a broader set of resources 

to tackle sustainability-related matters, also in terms of finance and time. Interviewee-

assurance-II advocates the board to keep employees engaged and committed: “You need to 

create the appetite and awareness why it’s important and what is the vision of your 

organisation”. Furthermore, she adds that a dedicated board is a major determinant of the 

internal integration in the organisation by providing sufficient support for very profound 

reporting processes and internal controls around it. By integrating sustainability into the core 

function of an organisation – its strategy and risk management, supported by the knowledge 

of the sustainability department, “It is easier to achieve change, because in the end it is about 

achieving change through value creation. You have much more success through the 

embeddedness in changing the organisation” (interviewee-assurance-II). 

 

Internal communication 

The majority of interviewees consider the role of internal communication paramount to the 

diffusion of the underlying ideas of integrated reporting by telling the organisation’s value 

creation story. The factors that assist this process concern the person spreading the message, 

adequate framing and tailoring. Instead of having one department responsible for the 

sustainability-reporting piece, interviewee-advisory advocates: “Having people embedded 

throughout the organisation can help you preach the right story within the organisation. And 

that way, act as an accelerator to have this integration throughout the organisation”. This is 

the case in most of the organisations, as the creation of an integrated report is a joint effort. 

The first success factor concerns the person spreading the message. Interviewee-

transport argues that often individuals with a sustainability background tell the organisation’s 

story: “That’s the problem, because they have an aura around them, which is different”. 

Following this train of thought, he recognises an advantage in himself telling the story to 

financials, considering his financial background granting credibility. Moreover, presenting 

data, which is auditable renders the message stronger than it was before: “You can level with 

finance people – not telling a nice, high-level story, I show them some calculations, how it 

works and then you can level it up and show what we are doing with that. And it is 

successful” (interviewee-transport). This highlights the significance of presenting the 

message in an understandable manner for the receiving end. Interviewee-dredging made 

similar observations: “It started last year, when we were doing the true value analysis for a 
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project, and when we published the results internally and externally. And then a lot of 

colleagues said: ‘oh that is what you mean with value creation, so that is value creation!’ – in 

other words, we expressed ourselves in a language that is organisation understands: money. 

Money talks”. The true value analysis, he continues, “Helps to express it smartly – in terms 

of money, in amount of employees, in terms of environmental impact”.  

The second success factor concerns framing the message – the interviewees’ 

perspectives on this aspect are ambivalent; some believe in a recognisable message, whereas 

others advocate a tailor-made approach. Interviewee-dredging advocates the usage of a 

message that is recognisable and applicable by everyone across the organisation: “Our 

current sustainability programme is the same as that of four years ago and we want to keep it 

that way as we are seeing that our workforce is recognising it. It has proven to be a very 

powerful message as it concerns four key points that you can apply on our value chain and 

thereby are recognisable both internally as externally”.  

On the other hand, interviewee-bank advises tailoring the message depending on the 

receiving end: “I think what helped us was endlessly talking about materiality and value 

creation topics, but always trying to make the connection between what it could do to the 

department you are talking to. There is a different story on integrated reporting when talking 

to risk, or when talking to corporate banking or investor relations. There is all kinds of 

stakeholders in this process, they all have a different benefit from integrated reporting or 

integrated thinking, and the lesson that we learnt quite quickly is that it helps to make it 

relevant to the specific person or department you are talking to”. In addition, the explication 

of concepts such as materiality, integrated thinking and value creation is most effective, when 

applying a different perspective than the sustainability lens: “You need to use a material topic 

that is most relevant to the department you are talking to and try and explain materiality and 

integrated thinking based on that trail of thought. You need to make integrated thinking and 

reporting relevant for the business you are talking to” (interviewee-bank). Interviewee-

assurance-II agrees with this statement based on her experience, as she observed lack of 

commitment when first initiating CSR within the organisation: “It is because they like to 

make their own decisions. So rather than making this whole plan I just deleted it and came 

back to them and said: within your particular area what do you think is important. So I took 

them along in the journey. You need to take them along in the journey to achieve the end 

result. In the end we still achieved our goal, but they all felt they were part of the process”.  
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Concerning reaching the lowers levels of the organisation, interviewee-construction 

acknowledges: “Integrated thinking is still very hard to make tangible working on our 

construction sites. That is still a journey we have to go on, that is really becoming part of 

everyone at <organisation name>, and you can’t expect everyone to be as involved as we are 

in the sustainability department”. The challenging part is framing a clear and straight 

message, to have everyone consider not only the financial side, but also other indicators. This 

approach is also illustrated by interviewee-distribution: “We don’t have everyone on board, 

especially in operations, but of course all our drivers know about safety. So they don’t know 

about other initiatives and don’t really understand sustainability, but they know what is 

important in their area”.  

 In summary, the findings suggest that the organisations are exploring innovative 

solutions to get everyone in the organisation on board of the integrated thinking ship, as 

interviewee-bank states: “The next step is trying to think with us, and within your team, 

department or business line. How, from a materiality and integrated thinking approach, you 

can create more value”. Similarly, interviewee-construction claims: “We are now creating 

something like a toolkit or a roadmap to translate the difficult message of the integrated 

reporting value creation process into: what does it mean to you? As a professional, as a 

function and translate it into tangible action, with a short introduction to the story”. The 

preceding statements highlight the significance of framing an adequate message when telling 

the organisation’s story of value creation and rendering it applicable to the receiving end. In 

order to facilitate this, the interviewees utilise alternative ways to transmit the information 

internally, through the internal newsletter, quarterly revenants, or posters.  

8.4 INTEGRATED DECISION-MAKING 

According to the IIRC (2013), integrated thinking stimulates integrated decision-making. 

Integrated decision-making can be defined as the active consideration of environmental and 

social matters (GDRC, n.d.). Interviewee-electricity fully supports this claim: “Environmental 

and social aspects are discussed in the boardroom meeting, that is what integrated reporting 

does. This is the aim of it: to act integrated”.  

The findings suggest that integrated reporting sheds light on the relationship between 

financial and non-financial information, which enables integrated decision-making. 

Interviewee-advisory, argues that <organisation name> exemplified integrated decision-

making in their calculation of the societal cost of their new asphalt, compared to conventional 
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asphalt, as: “They used all kinds of recycling techniques, lowered the temperature in the oven 

to make the asphalt. As a result, less energy was consumed, less greenhouse gasses were 

emitted and less waste was produced”. The result in the form of the net benefits to society per 

kilometre of asphalt was subsequently presented in the report. Another exemplification of 

integrated decision-making was presented in an anecdote from interviewee-distribution: “A 

couple of years ago we decided to use scooters for mail transport, as it was more efficient and 

reduced CO2 emissions. But considering fine particles, we said: let’s do electric scooters. 

And then everything seemed to be solved. However, with scooters you have more accidents. 

We don’t only have the CO2 reduction target, but also fewer accidents. So, while 

concentrating on one target, we were missing another. Therefore we decided that if we were 

to reduce our carbon footprint with scooters, then we would also have to give more attention 

to health and safety”. Hence integrated reporting assists the identification of the effect of a 

decision on the different plans and targets. This allows for re-aligning goals and prioritising 

resources. Organisations producing an integrated report and applying integrated decision-

making are able to combine different information elements – financial and non-financial 

matter. This facilitates optimisation, and thereby creates added value to the organisation. As 

interviewee-assurance puts it: “That way, you can create a better balance in what you are 

willing to invest versus what you are expecting to get out of it”.  

The majority of interviewees acknowledge that they are currently in the transition 

process with regards to integrated decision-making. Although integrated reporting sheds light 

on the societal and environmental impact of their decisions and allows for making a 

conscious decision, most organisations still tend to adhere to the traditional decision-making 

process, i.e. silo thinking. External stakeholders and industry partners are thought to play a 

significant role in accelerating the shift to integrated decision-making. In addition, a novel 

development – continuous reporting – has the potential to maximise the benefits of integrated 

decision-making and thereby widen and consolidate its applicability within organisations. 

 

Stakeholder pressure 

Integrated thinking is not solely driven intrinsically, to a large extent it is also stimulated by 

external drivers, i.e. pressure from various stakeholders, such as shareholders, clients and 

NGOs. Interviewee advisory recognises the power of shareholders and their influence on an 

organisation’s decision-making process. He complements this statement by claiming that: “If 

the pressure is focused towards sustainable operations and also clearly linking that to value 
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creation, that would definitely help”. On the other hand, interviewee-dredging mentions a 

different range of stakeholders: “I truly believe that our people are very sustainability-

minded, but we don’t know yet what the difference is we can make with sustainability. That 

is why the ‘how’ question is very important. That is driven intrinsically, but also driven by 

our clients and by critical NGOs. Both are helping to take the next steps with sustainability”. 

He adds that several customers have specific requirements concerning environmental and 

social impact, which ‘forces’ organisations to consider these issues. Similar observations are 

made by interviewee-construction, who goes a step further by claiming that clients can not 

only stimulate integrated decision-making, but also more formal industry reforms: “It is also 

how clients evaluate the bits we do on projects. I also see that as a driving force, if we have to 

stimulate clients to pay attention to sustainability or qualitative criteria, then the entire 

industry is going to change”. In contrast to the preceding statement, consultant-I considers 

the role of customers decisive in any kind of change taking place: “I don’t think change will 

come unless customers ask for it”.  

 

Benchmark organisations 

Another aspect that is perceived to be an accelerator for organisational change are benchmark 

organisations – “Some good examples of companies that actually clearly are able to link that 

nonfinancial performance to financial performance and show how to create value from it” 

(interviewee-assurance). <Organisation construction> appears to be such an organisation for 

<organisation dredging>, as interviewee-dredging states: “They are well ahead of us as they 

are connecting SDGs with company goals, KPIs etc. With them you have a benchmark”. 

Benchmark organisations within the same sector appear to be significant drivers for 

organisations. Consequently, not having a benchmark or being the benchmark may result in 

lack of further engagement. Interviewee-transport states that while being a frontrunner in The 

Netherlands: “a partner with whom you can develop things together” would greatly enhance 

the organisation’s decision-making process. “We are hesitant what our next step should be, if 

everyone isn’t there”.  

 

Continuous reporting 

An emerging trend in the field of integrated reporting is continuous reporting, i.e. the 

provision of real-time information. Interviewee-advisory describes it as: “Basically, when I 

push the button online right now, I can get an overview of the greenhouse gas emissions to 
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date for this year, have a real-time insight into the performance of a company”. Financial 

reporting is conducted quarterly, semi-annually and presented in several reports. In contrast, 

non-financial reporting is typically conducted once a year. “Having insight especially for 

companies that are using sustainability to create value and also to create financial value, for 

them it is becoming more important to actually be able to monitor that on a day-to-day basis 

and also be able to provide that transparency on a day-to-day basis” (interviewee-advisory). 

This would allow for the selection of intervals in time to compare indicators, which is 

especially of use to analysts to combine different indicators and thereby formulate their own 

set of views.  

Although integrated reporting sheds light on the relationship between financial and non-

financial indicators, the correlation is not always visible. Having such information instantly 

provides insight also in the financial performance of an organisation and the direction it is 

heading to. In addition, this allows for investors to make more balanced investment decisions. 

Interviewee-advisory perceives great potential in continuous reporting, as he notes: “The 

need for real-time information is continuously growing and with data analysis that is 

available now on big data, it is becoming increasingly relevant to have that”. Some 

organisations have already been experimenting with real-time information. Interviewee-

financial-services affirms that her organisation also included non-financial indicators in their 

internal financial reports on a monthly or quarterly basis, depending on the sustainability 

target and its regular tracking possibility. As opposed to having such insight once a year, this 

allows for continuous monitoring of an organisation’s performance. The major result for the 

organisation of interviewee-financial-services was that non-financial indicators became part 

of the normal reporting cycles, rendering sustainability more embedded in the employees’ 

minds and acting as a conversation driver with regards to sustainability. With regards to 

future developments in the field of integrated reporting, interviewee-financial-services 

mentions another interesting concept: “More frequently reporting on progress. You would 

want to have a sort of dashboard, so I open up my laptop, go to the company’s website and 

my department, and I see the metrics: you are on green or not, you are on track or not”. In 

summary, the provision of real-time information allows for a more dynamic and holistic 

decision-making process, for which decisions are made with the information of today, rather 

than yesterday, to avoid basing decisions on outdated information. 
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9 FINDINGS SUMMARY 

Having analysed the key findings of the interviews in how integrated reporting can act as an 

internal change mechanism, the following conclusions can be drawn. First, integrated 

reporting assists organisations in coordinating their strategy with their process of value 

creation, materiality and stakeholder analysis. In other words, integrated reporting provides 

the tools to approach these aspects in a structured manner. In some organisations, the 

interviewees attribute a difference in understanding of the value of integrated reporting and 

its underlying values to different ambitions and priorities, which hinder the diffusion of 

internal alignment. On the other hand, a standardised approach and industry-wide reforms 

would highlight the importance of integrated reporting and greatly enhance comparability 

across organisations, and thereby act as an external driver of internal change. Exploring 

innovative methods to capture stakeholder dialogue can further enhance the alignment 

between these aspects.  

Second, although limited evidence has been uncovered to support the claim that 

integrated reporting connects departments, and thereby enhances cross-department 

communication and collaboration; it has been a driving force for alignment between 

departments by creating an integrated story of the organisation’s value creation.  

Third, the findings suggest that integrated reporting has advanced integrated thinking 

within several organisations. All interviewees recognise the interconnectivity between 

integrated reporting and integrated thinking, as both strengthen and reinforce one another. 

Nonetheless, the organisational structure is perceived to be an impediment in spreading 

integrated thinking to all levels of the organisation. On the other hand, evidence suggests that 

these differences can be tackled by raising awareness through internal communication and 

tailoring the message to the receiving end – to demonstrate the relevance to them. 

Furthermore, a sustainability-oriented leadership largely contributes to the diffusion of 

integrated thinking through the organisational culture and by the embeddedness of 

sustainability into the organisation’s objectives and strategy.  

Finally, the interviewees observe integrated decision-making stemming from integrated 

reporting by shedding light on the relationship between the financial and non-financial 

indicators. External drivers, such as stakeholder pressure and benchmark organisations that 

demonstrate the added value of integrated decision-making are perceived to be accelerators in 

the process. Finally, continuous reporting is a development that may greatly enhance the 

integrated decision-making process for organisations.  
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In summary, although the degree of these changes varies across organisations and is still 

relatively immature, the collected evidence suggests that integrated reporting had a 

contributory, if not decisive role in these processes. A visual representation of the core 

findings underpinned by the dynamics that foster and impede the diffusion of internal change 

are represented in the graphic below. 
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10 DISCUSSION 

This section aims to provide an analysis of the discussed interview results in light of the 

existing theories, concepts and research studies presented earlier in this paper. The purpose of 

this thesis was to explore the internal change mechanisms sparked by integrated reporting, 

underpinned by the dynamics fostering and hindering diffusion across the organisational 

structure. The interviews uncovered evidence for changes in coordination of the business 

strategy with other corporate aspects, connection and alignment between departments, 

integrated thinking and integrated decision-making. This section is structured in accordance 

with the core themes.  

 

Coordinating function 

The first core finding of this thesis illustrates that the majority of interviewees ascribe a 

coordinative function to integrated reporting by providing a structured approach to the 

determination of the organisation’s strategy, which is in line with other objectives, and 

incorporates issues such as materiality and stakeholders. Despite the criticisms directed 

towards the integrated reporting frameworks (Flower, 2015; Rowbottom and Locke, 2016) 

and confusion around its concepts, this was not overly evident in the interviews. Except for 

the interviewee-FMCG, the interviewees expressed general to high satisfaction with the 

concepts and structures these frameworks provide resulting in improved articulation of the 

business model and strategy. This is consistent with the IIRC (2012), Black Sun (2012), 

Higgins et al. (2014) and Lodhia (2015) who investigated the transition of a customer-owned 

bank to integrated reporting. The author found that integrated reporting provided the bank 

with the tools to demonstrate its business model and mission. Findings also offer that 

integrated reporting has raised awareness of the actual performance of organisations by 

shedding light on the actual performance of an organisation. This has, in some cases, 

facilitated an understanding of the value of integrated reporting.  

The process of rethinking an organisation’s business model and value creation with 

regards to society and the environment can be initiated by the issuance of an integrated report 

(interviewee-construction; interviewee-transport). This, in turn, assists the determination of 

an adequate business strategy, which takes into account the sustainability matters the 

organisation operates in and has an impact on. Stubbs and Higgins (2014) made similar 

observations, which they identified as the push approach, reflected in three organisations that 

rethought their business strategy based on the creation of an integrated story of the 
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organisation. Nonetheless, the authors emphasise that this change has not affected the core 

aspects, i.e. interpretive schemes of the business, inter alia, the organisational purpose, 

beliefs, values. In contrast, this thesis found, based on the experience of interviewee-

construction. The organisation has profoundly revisited its mission, as he stipulates: “I have 

been working on establishing a new strategy for organisation-construction on sustainability 

in line with our corporate strategy, which has a period of 2016 to 2020 and we integrated a 

sustainability strategy within that corporate strategy”.  

Stakeholder dialogue is a significant aspect of integrated reporting. Most 

organisations hold an annual, biennial or triennial stakeholder dialogue meeting for the major 

stakeholders to discuss the material issues with regards to the organisation. Brown and 

Dillard (2014) dismiss this approach as stakeholder management, rather than demonstrating 

accountability to stakeholders and allowing for critical reflections. Eccles and Serafeim 

(2015) argue that the effectiveness of change is dependent on continuous engagement with 

stakeholders, which is also visualised in Epstein’s (2008) Corporate Sustainability Model. 

This perception is also supported by the interviews (interviewee-distribution, interviewee-

assurance-I-a and interviewee assurance-II) who agree that the current process of 

stakeholder dialogue is insufficient to capture the different stakeholder perceptions of all 

organisational levels and subsequently use them as input in strategic planning and decision-

making, for which they are exploring innovating ways to tackle this issue. Contrary to Eccles 

and Krzus’ (2010) perception of integrated reporting being contributory to intensified 

stakeholder engagement, this has not been detected in the interviews, as stakeholder 

engagement has taken place prior to starting with integrated reporting.    

 

Connects and aligns departments 

The second core finding suggests that integrated reporting connects and aligns departments. 

Consistent with the finding of Stubbs and Higgins (2014) cross-functional teams are 

responsible for the compilation of the integrated report, as almost all interviewees call it a 

‘joint effort’, which is also in line with Brown and Dillard (2014) who advocate for an 

interdisciplinary team to be responsible for the integrated reporting. Stubbs and Higgins 

(2014) observe the connection of multiple disciplines enhanced by internally communicating 

about the value of integrated reporting and creating similar levels of understanding among 

different departments. Similarly, the alignment effectuated by the negotiation of one 

organisational story was also detected by the authors. However, some interviewees 
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(interviewee-lighting, interviewee-FMCG, interviewee-development) claim there is no 

evidence for change in enhanced cross-department communication resulting from integrated 

reporting, as its existence predates the integrated report. 

 

Integrated thinking 

The novel insights of this thesis are integrated thinking and integrated decision-making 

stemming from integrated reporting. The IIRC (2013) denotes integrated thinking as the 

engine or philosophical backbone of integrated reporting and recognises the cyclical nature of 

integrated thinking and reporting, however, there is no empirical evidence to support this 

connection. Traditionally, it was believed that integrated thinking precedes integrated 

reporting and thereby integrated reporting serves as a tool to externally communicate internal 

integration (Eccles and Krzus, 2010), the pull approach, as Stubbs and Higgins (2014) refer 

to it. Except for three organisations, where sustainability has been closely aligned to the 

organisation’s purpose and strategy prior to practising integrated reporting, this was not 

necessarily the case. Interviewee-bank remains undecided on this aspect stating that 

integrated thinking may have preceded integrated reporting in the organisation in the form of 

employees’ lack of awareness of their practice of integrated thinking, indicating that the IIRC 

merely gave it a name. Nonetheless, all interviewees acknowledge the interconnectivity 

between integrated reporting and integrated thinking, and some argue that integrated 

reporting advanced the integrated thinking process within the organisation. Three 

interviewees acknowledge that sustainability matters were not considered in the organisation 

or boardroom prior to the implementation of integrated reporting and the entire architecture 

around it, at all. This supports the claim of the IIRC (2012) and Black Sun (2012) that 

integrated reporting raises awareness within the board.  

The change in thinking that integrated reporting sparks is attributable to two factors: 

integrated reporting providing insight into the actual performance of an organisation and 

highlighting the significance of non-financial information. The latter is echoed in Mio, Marco 

and Pauluzzo’s (2016) findings, who studied the internal implementation of integrated 

reporting and detected its ability to highlight the significance of non-financial matter and 

shed light on the relation to financial matter. Nonetheless, the interviews suggest that 

although integrated reporting highlights the significance of non-financial indicators, these are 

still not considered of equal importance as financial indicators. 
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In line with Linnenluecke and Griffiths (2010) and Epstein, Buhovac and Yuthas 

(2010), the interviewees acknowledge the important role of leadership in the pursuit of 

corporate sustainability. A sustainability-oriented leadership fosters the spread of integrated 

thinking through the cultural values (interviewee-FMCG, interviewee-lighting) and the 

embeddedness of sustainability in the targets and strategy (interviewee-financial services). 

This was further confirmed by interviewee-distribution who argued that sustainability was 

more embedded in the organisation when it was a board priority and therefore incorporated in 

the strategy; however, this practice was discontinued right after the instalment of a new 

board, which did not consider sustainability a top priority.  

The interviews suggest that the effect of integrated thinking cascading throughout the 

organisation can be stimulated by internal communication. This is in accordance with Adams 

and McNicholas (2007) who attribute the failure of organisational change to a lack of 

communication. Internal communication can be rendered most effective when tailoring the 

message of value creation to the receiving end to make it relevant to them (interviewee-bank, 

interviewee-assurance-II). Another determinant of the effectiveness of internal 

communication is the person communicating the message. As interviewee-transport 

observes, this is mostly the responsibility of the sustainability department: “That’s the 

problem, because they have an aura around them, which is different”. This statement echoes 

Higgins et al. (2014), who highlight the unlikelihood of reporting managers to become agents 

of change, break down silos or shift the organisational mind-set. Similarly, the authors denote 

the unlikelihood of getting particularly the financial department on board, which resonates in 

interviewee-transport’s statement on the benefits of him telling the story considering his 

financial background granting credibility.  

In addition, by utilising alternative instruments to transmit information the message 

reaches more levels of the organisation. This is consistent with Lodhia’s (2015) findings who 

found that although the IIRC’s framework was utilised as a guideline for the bank 

transitioning to integrated reporting, the report itself was not perceived as a holy grail, which 

is reflected in the exploration of innovative disclosure mechanisms, such as providing 

additional information on the organisation’s website or in videos. This view is also echoed in 

Melloni, Caglio and Perego (2017) who claim that integrated reporting may catalyse the 

rethinking process of the organisations’ reporting systems.  

The impediment to integrated thinking cascading through the organisation can be the 

organisational structure, which is reflected in the statement of interviewee-transport: “When 
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you have a more flat organisation, then you have more involvement. If you go down to 

operations, where most people are working, and if you go down the ladder – I don’t think 

they read out integrated report”. This is in line with Linnenluecke and Griffiths (2010) who 

maintain that the existence of organisational rigidities within organisations impedes the 

change of values and perceptions.   

 

Integrated decision-making 

Last, the evidence suggests that integrated reporting has, in some cases, stimulated integrated 

decision-making (interviewee-distribution, interviewee-transport, interviewee-construction). 

The IIRC (2013) states that integrated thinking sparks integrated decision-making, which is 

then manifested in integrated action. This approach was exemplified by the organisation-

distribution adopting electric scooters and consequently investing more in safety, as 

integrated reporting provided an overview of the targets and their relationships. Despite the 

fact that the environmental and social impact of an organisation’s activities is exposed; this 

does not necessarily render these aspects decisive in, for instance, investment decisions. In 

fact, in most organisations this is not the case and traditional decision-making is still 

maintained. This indicates that in light of the IIRC (2013) integrated reporting advances 

integrated decision-making, but not integrated action. This may be attributable to different 

priorities on the board level. Nonetheless and most significantly, integrated reporting allows 

for organisations to make conscious decisions and through the means of integrated reporting 

justify these decisions (interviewee-electricity). The dynamics that foster integrated decision-

making have been identified as stakeholder pressure, benchmark organisations and 

continuous reporting. Stakeholder pressure can be exerted by clients (interviewee-

construction interviewee) or shareholders (interviewee-advisory), which can potentially 

stimulate integrated decision-making.  

Benchmark organisations play a significant role in this process as they demonstrate 

the effectiveness of integrated decision-making. This is consistent with Eccles and Serafeim 

(2015) who argue that benchmarking allows for comparisons to other organisations, which 

improves the resource allocation process. Last, continuous reporting would greatly enhance 

integrated decision-making, as it allows for capturing the correlation between financial and 

non-financial information.  

To conclude this section, the majority of interviewees acknowledge that integrated 

reporting is not a static process; it is a process of continuous adjustment and alignment, as 
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stipulated by Eccles and Krzus (2010). In addition, integrated reporting is being 

experimented with by exploring innovative disclosure mechanisms, investigating different 

solutions to capture stakeholder engagement and increasingly incorporating these in the 

management processes. The findings of this thesis are consistent with earlier studies and the 

ideas of the IIRC on integrated reporting. The novel findings of this thesis are integrated 

reporting sparking integrated thinking and integrated decision-making. Although conceptual 

ideas behind these processes exist, there are no empirical findings that examine this link, 

which is most probably due to the infancy of the integrated reporting practice.    
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11 CONCLUSION 

This thesis has explored the internal change mechanisms sparked by integrated reporting, a 

largely underexplored research area. 16 interviews with 18 interviewees representing 15 

different organisations were conducted. While these interviews revealed large variations in 

the maturity of the Dutch integrated reporting practices, it can in general be said that 

integrated reporting is relatively well developed in The Netherlands.  

The interviews revealed that integrated reporting provides organisations with the tools 

to revisit their business strategy and model in order to better align it with the process of value 

creation, materiality and stakeholders. One organisation has transformed its mission and 

business strategy entirely, implying that integrated reporting can stimulate profound changes 

within an organisation. This finding is contrary to the study of Stubbs and Higgins (2014), 

who did not identify any changes to the interpretive schemes of an organisation as a result of 

integrated reporting. An integrated report is the result of a joint inter-departmental effort and 

the negotiation of one story of the organisation creates alignment among these departments. 

Although integrated reporting is primarily advocated by the IIRC (2013) as a reflection of 

integrated thinking within the organisation, the evidence suggests otherwise. In fact, more 

than a third of the interviewees interviewed for this thesis claimed instead that integrated 

reporting initiated the integrated thinking process. Furthermore, by shedding light on the 

relationship between financial and non-financial indicators, it assisted organisations in 

integrated decision-making. Over the long term, continuous reporting appears to be a 

promising development, which would greatly enhance the process by clearly exhibiting the 

correlation between financial and non-financial indicators.  

The contribution of this research paper is not limited to academic literature. It is also 

intended to serve as a guide for managers who intend to implement integrated reports in their 

organisation or embed the contents of their integrated reports internally. Contrary to the 

beliefs of Eccles and Krzus (2010), the findings of this thesis suggest that the practice of 

integrated thinking does not need further refinement in order to help organisations start the 

integrated reporting journey, as one reinforces the other, and in several cases integrated 

reporting was the driving force behind the integrated thinking process. In addition, this thesis 

provides managers insights into the integrated reporting practices of other Dutch 

organisations that are frontrunners in the domain of integrated reporting by distilling the 

factors that have facilitated their internal integration and alignment. The broad range of 

industries represented in this thesis demonstrates the ability of integrated reporting to initiate 
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internal change even in organisations that operate in an inherently unsustainable industry or 

environment, which is exemplified by the construction organisation presented in this thesis.  

This thesis has limitations, which require acknowledgment. The single-country focus and 

limited sample of the organisations present the major limitations. While the single-country 

focus provides an in-depth analysis of the integrated reporting practices in The Netherlands, 

it limits transferability of results to other contexts. With regards to the diversity of the 

sample, it is acknowledged that the majority of interviewees were representatives of 

sustainability departments of the participating organisations, which gives a one-sided 

perspective on internal change. In addition, the sample consisted of almost exclusively large 

organisations, whilst 97% of organisations worldwide are SMEs (NEMACC, 2013), which 

severely limits the transferability of the findings to SMEs. Finally, qualitative interviews 

could potentially threaten the credibility of the findings due to their susceptibility to bias and 

inaccuracy (Crane, 1999).  
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12 FUTURE RESEARCH 

Drawing on the findings of this thesis, several proposals for future research have been 

identified. First, it would be interesting to study the interviewed organisations over a longer 

period of time by the utilisation of longitudinal studies. This would enable to track 

developments and changes with regards to the internal changes effectuated by integrated 

reporting.  In order to gain a complete picture of integrated reporting and internal change, 

future studies are advised to include a larger and more diverse sample of internal stakeholders 

from other departments, particularly finance, to explore their perception on the internal 

change mechanisms sparked by integrated reporting. Furthermore, interviewing the 

representatives of SMEs would shed light on the similarities and differences of internal 

change mechanism sparked by integrated reporting between large organisations and SMEs. 

Studies on South Africa (Steyn, 2014) suggest that the primary driver of integrated reporting 

is the legitimising effect of integrated reporting. Considering the voluntary nature of 

integrated reporting in The Netherlands, it would be interesting to study the rationale behind 

integrated reporting here. As it may be driven intrinsically in this case, this could explain the 

extent of internal change discovered in this thesis. Similarly to Lodhia’s (2015) study, it 

would be interesting to assist an organisation in its implementation of integrated reporting by 

the utilisation of the dynamics that contribute to the diffusion of internal change across the 

organisation to test their effectiveness. Adams (2015) ascribes the potential of integrated 

reporting to initiate organisational change to the board level. Although the findings of this 

thesis suggest that in some cases, integrated reporting effectuated integrated thinking on the 

board level, further studies are required to distil the extent of this phenomenon by 

interviewing members of the boards of organisations. Last, continuous reporting appears to 

be a promising development in the field of integrated reporting, which could maximise the 

effect of integrated decision-making. Future researchers could focus on the distillation of the 

internal benefits of providing real-time information by the utilisation of a case study 

organisation that is in the process of exploring this novel development.   
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14 APPENDICES 

 

Appendix 1: Example interview protocol 

1. What is your experience with the organisation? 
2. What is your experience with integrated reporting so far? 
3. Who is in charge of making the integrated report? Which department? 
4. Why did the organisation decide to practise integrated reporting in the first place? 
5. What benefits did you derive from integrated reporting? 
6. What barriers did you encounter while practising integrated reporting? 
7. Did the implementation of integrated reporting require any changes within the 
organisation? 

8. How do you manage the trade-off between economic, social and environmental 
objectives and goals? 

9. How is sustainability implemented in your daily decision-making process? 
10. Is there a sustainability-oriented culture within your organisation? 
11. How can a company grow in harmony with sustainability? 
12. Are there diverging views on sustainability among different departments within your 
organisation? 

13. What has changed within the organisation since the implementation of integrated 
reporting? 

14. What are the next steps in the organisation with regards to integrated reporting? 
15. Are there any other issues you would like to address? 
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Appendix 2: Coding screenshots 
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