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Abstract 

 

This study explores the use of Social and Environmental Performance Indicators 

(SEPIs) by European companies, starting from the premise that little is known about 

how companies internally plan, implement, and monitor their Corporate Social Re-

sponsibility (CSR) initiatives. More specifically, given the increasing critiques 

raised against companies’ CSR practices and the related CSR-washing debate, this 

study investigates the extent to which firms use SEPIs by distinguishing between 

internal (i.e., decision-making and control) and external (i.e., disclosure) types of 

use. It also examines the organizational factors associated with such different uses 

(namely, size, industry, and compliance to social or environmental certification 

standards). Empirically, the study is based on a survey conducted across a sample of 

129 European firms. This work contributes to the social and environmental account-

ing literature by collecting and analyzing large-scale empirical evidence that pro-

vides a better understanding of the relationships between external and internal uses 

of indicators, as well as of the influence of firm characteristics on such uses, across 

both the social and the environmental dimension of the CSR domain.  
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1. Introduction 

 

Increasing attention and concern over the social and environmental im-

pact of business has led a number of companies to account for and manage 

their Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)1 practices (Adams and Frost, 

2008; Arjaliès and Mundy, 2013; Mio, 2005). CSR has also gained im-

portance following a growing recognition that it offers companies the poten-

tial to achieve a competitive advantage (Porter and Kramer, 2011). 

In line with such developments, social and environmental accounting re-

search has flourished and extensively investigated companies’ environmen-

tal, CSR or sustainability reporting practices (see, e.g., Adams, 2002; Bisio, 

2015; Cho et al., 2012; Owen, 2008; Rusconi, 2013). As a more recent de-

velopment in the field, integrated reporting has also attracted increasing 

scholarly attention over the last few years (García-Sánchez and Noguera-

Gámez, 2017; Perego et al., 2016; Sierra-García et al., 2015). However, there 

remains concern about the completeness and credibility of these reports 

(Adams, 2004; Milne et al., 2009). Indeed, it has been widely recognized that 

they may represent ‘impression management’ (Stacchezzini et al., 2016), 

‘green-washing’ (Delmas and Cuerel Burbano, 2011; Iraldo and Melis, 2012) 

or ‘CSR-washing’ (Boiral et al., 2017; Pope and Wæraas, 2016) phenomena 

aimed at improving corporate image, but with little or no effects on the in-

ternal functioning of organizations (Milne et al., 2006; Tregidga et al., 2014).  

Given that social and environmental accounting  literature is motivated 

by a desire to see improvement in the social and environmental performance 

of organizations (Adams and Larrinaga-Gonzalez, 2007), there has been sur-

prisingly little research into the internal mechanisms by which firms plan, 

implement, and monitor their CSR initiatives (Adams and Frost, 2008; 

Ditillo and Lisi, 2016; Perego et al., 2016). Indeed, disclosing Social and 

Environmental Performance Indicators (from now on, SEPIs) to external 

stakeholders in CSR reports is supposed to be ineffective if these data are not 

also used for internal control and decision-making purposes (Adams, 2002; 

Cinquini et al., 2016; Mio et al., 2016). In this respect, the management con-

trol literature has started to discuss the potential role of specific performance 

measurement and control systems in supporting companies’ CSR initiatives, 

with a nearly exclusive focus on the environmental dimension (see, e.g., 

                                                 
1 According to the classical definition by the European Commission (2001), CSR consists 

of a set of social and environmental activities that companies implement on a voluntary basis 

in order to address the social and environmental impact of their business and the expectations 

of their stakeholders. 
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Ferreira et al., 2010; Frey, 1995; Henri and Journeault, 2010; Lisi, 2015; 

Marelli, 2015; Mio, 2001; Perego and Hartmann, 2009; Rea and Stella, 2012) 

to the detriment of the social dimension (Crutzen and Herzig, 2013; Passetti 

et al., 2014). More specifically, it has been suggested that CSR performance 

indicators are important in order to: coordinate and communicate CSR pri-

orities, identify emerging threats and opportunities, facilitate CSR decision-

making by managers, and promote goal congruence between the individual 

and the organization (see, e.g., Arjaliès and Mundy, 2013; Henri and 

Journeault, 2010; Virtanen et al., 2013). Yet, the actual realization of these 

positive effects may be less straightforward than often claimed, due to the 

specificities of the CSR domain and the related commensuration problems. 

Indeed, the technical challenges implied in the measurement of many social 

and environmental impacts are well recognized (Gallhofer et al., 2011; 

Unerman and Chapman, 2014). If SEPIs are perceived to have low control-

lability or technical validity, their use for internal decision-making and con-

trol can be hindered or even have dysfunctional effects (Virtanen et al., 

2013). Therefore, managing and controlling CSR initiatives through the use 

of SEPIs may be particularly complex. 

Based on these premises, this study aims at shedding light (i) on the extent 

to which companies use SEPIs for a variety of purposes pertaining to both 

the internal (i.e., decision-making and control) and the external (i.e. disclo-

sure) dimensions of accounting information use, as well as (ii) on the organ-

izational characteristics associated with such different uses. The organiza-

tional characteristics considered are size, industry, and compliance to social 

or environmental certification standards. Indeed, their potential influence has 

been discussed by previous research, yet no clear empirical evidence has 

been provided and contrasting theoretical arguments can be advanced to ar-

gue the presence or absence of relationships among these three factors and 

SEPIs uses (Henri and Journeault, 2008). 

To answer these research questions, a web survey was administered to a 

target sample of European firms, resulting in 129 returned questionnaires. 

The results offer nuanced insights on the different internal and external uses 

of SEPIs by companies, and on the differential impact of the investigated 

organizational factors on such uses. 

This study contributes to the social and environmental accounting re-

search with large-scale empirical evidence on the use of CSR performance 

indicators (i) not only for external disclosure but also for internal decision-

making and control, and (ii) in relation not only to the environmental dimen-

sion but also to the social one. By simultaneously exploring both internal and 

external types of use, this study also contributes to the academic literature on 
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CSR-washing, which remains an emerging and under-researched topic not-

withstanding the increasing diffusion of CSR-washing claims (Boiral et al., 

2017; Pope and Wæraas, 2016). In particular, this work offers novel insights 

on the degree of coherence among companies’ external (and potentially cer-

emonial) activities like CSR disclosures, and internal decision-making and 

control processes. It also analyses whether the different types of use, as well 

as their degree of coherence, depend on some organizational dimensions 

such as size, industry and certifications, and if these relationships vary in the 

social as opposed to the environmental dimension. 

The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. The next section re-

views the literature. Section 3 describes the research method (in terms of data 

collection, variable measurement and data analysis) and provides some de-

tails on sample composition. Section 4 presents and discusses the findings. 

The final section summarizes the main results and concludes the paper by 

identifying contributions, limitations, and avenues for future research.   

 

 

2. Theoretical background 

 

2.1 SEPIs – definition, importance, and challenges  

 

SEPIs represent numerical measures, financial or nonfinancial, that pro-

vide key information about social and environmental impacts, regulatory 

compliance, stakeholder relations, and organizational systems (Henri and 

Journeault, 2008). They represent the quantification of the effectiveness and 

efficiency of social and environmental action with a set of metrics (Balluchi, 

2013; Farneti et al., 2017; Passetti et al., 2014). An exemplary list of SEPIs 

is provided by the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) guidelines, the most 

widely adopted standard for CSR reporting (KPMG, 2015). In particular, ac-

cording to the GRI (2006), SPIs cover performance related to labor practices 

(i.e., occupational health and safety), human rights (i.e., child labor), society 

(i.e., relations with local communities), and product responsibility (i.e., cus-

tomer health and safety), whereas EPIs cover performance related to inputs 

(e.g., materials, energy, water), outputs (e.g., emissions, effluents, waste), 

biodiversity, environmental compliance, and other relevant information such 

as environmental expenditures and the impacts of products and services. If 

we instead refer to the six capital model proposed by the International Frame-

work for Integrated Reporting (International Integrated Reporting Council, 
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2013), SPIs would mainly fall within the Human and the Social Capital com-

ponents, while EPIs would be principally categorized under the Natural Cap-

ital component.   

Several reasons justify the importance of SEPIs. First, organizations are 

under increasing scrutiny for their social and environmental responsibilities, 

as reflected by the growing number of laws, regulations, and penalties in this 

area (Arjaliès and Mundy, 2013; Perego and Hartmann, 2009). Conse-

quently, organizations are now obliged – to varying extent – to measure, con-

trol, and disclose their social and environmental performance. Second, relia-

ble SEPIs are necessary to supply information for decision making, while 

ensuring the attainment of social and environmental objectives (Epstein and 

Widener, 2010; Songini and Pistoni, 2012). Lastly, although no definite evi-

dence has been provided yet, a few recent empirical studies has started to 

suggest that SEPIs – like performance measurement systems more in general 

– may also have the capacity to improve corporate performance (Henri and 

Journeault, 2010; Lisi, 2016). 

Yet, measuring CSR is a challenging task (Epstein and Widener, 2010) 

and there are reasons to expect that, in the social and environmental context, 

the introduction of formal performance measurement systems may be partic-

ularly problematic due to various technical and knowledge problems 

(Virtanen et al., 2013). Indeed, sufficiently established measurement prac-

tices are still lacking for many environmental impacts such as those associ-

ated with carbon emissions or water use (Hartmann et al., 2013; Unerman 

and Chapman, 2014). If environmental performance measures are perceived 

to have low controllability or technical validity, their use – particularly when 

linked with internal decision-making and control – can be hindered. Alterna-

tively, companies could focus their efforts on easily quantifiable environ-

mental measures (i.e., energy consumption) and overlook other – potentially 

more critical but harder to quantify – aspects such as carbon emissions or 

biodiversity (Arjaliès and Mundy, 2013). These commensuration challenges 

are even exacerbated if we consider the social dimension, which tends to be 

broader, softer and less quantifiable than the environmental one (Bansal et 

al., 2014; Gallhofer et al., 2011). Indeed, a variety of different topics are 

included under the label ‘social,’ such as labor practices, human rights, rela-

tions with local communities, and product responsibility (GRI, 2006). More-

over, social initiatives and social performance are generally less technical 

and thus less prone to exact quantification than their environmental counter-

parts, which focus on material objects that can be – at least in principle – 

technologically measured and controlled (Bansal and Knox-Hayes, 2013). 
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In sum, while the literature has suggested the introduction and use of per-

formance indicators as a way to integrate social and environmental issues 

into business practice and to improve performance, the manifestation of these 

positive effects may be actually less straightforward than often claimed, par-

ticularly in the social (as opposed to the environmental) domain.   

 

 

2.2 SEPIs - internal and external uses 

 

Notwithstanding significant interest in the different uses of performance 

indicators in the management accounting literature (Ittner et al., 2003), scant 

attention has been devoted to the various types of SEPIs use in the social and 

environmental accounting literature (Passetti et al., 2014). Indeed, despite a 

considerable body of literature focusing on CSR or integrated reporting prac-

tices (see, e.g., Adams, 2002; Cho et al., 2012; Owen, 2008; Perego et al., 

2016) and an emerging - but relatively limited - research stream examining 

the global and undifferentiated use of various SEPIs, the specific manner in 

which those indicators are used by managers as control mechanisms, moti-

vation tools, or communication devices has been overlooked empirically 

(Henri and Journeault, 2008). 

An aspect which has been particularly neglected is the relationship or de-

gree of coherence among companies’ external and internal uses of SEPIs 

(Bouten and Hoozée, 2013; Cinquini et al., 2016). This is particularly unfor-

tunate, especially in light of the aforementioned CSR-washing debate (Lyon 

and Montgomery, 2015; Pope and Wæraas, 2016). Indeed, social and envi-

ronmental data collected by organizations for external disclosure purposes 

does not ensure that managers will make decisions which appropriately bal-

ance social, environmental or economic impacts or appropriately prioritize 

the various stakeholders’ claims (Adams and Frost, 2008). However, the as-

sociation or degree of coherence among external reporting and internal man-

agement is key to the discussion on companies’ approaches to CSR, as the 

integration of these two dimensions is seen by several researchers as the final 

stage in the evolution of a system to assist strategic thinking within the firm 

(Burritt and Schaltegger, 2010; Contrafatto and Burns, 2013; Mio et al., 

2016). More specifically, the presence of a positive relationship between ex-

ternal disclosure activities and internal decision-making and control pro-

cesses should be indicative of the idea according to which companies may 

achieve real benefits by means of a substantial commitment to CSR issues 

and by communicating such commitment to their stakeholders (Frey, 1995). 
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On a similar line of reasoning, Mio and colleagues (2016) argue that the in-

ternal implementation of integrated reporting principles can help overcome 

some of the traditional limitations of firms’ management control systems 

(e.g., high costs, lack of strategic and cultural fit, lack of focus on leading 

and non-financial indicators), making companies better equipped to manage 

complexity. On the contrary, the absence of a relationship between external 

reporting and internal decision-making and control could be evocative of a 

rather ceremonial approach towards CSR primarily aimed at enhancing cor-

porate reputation and legitimacy (Milne et al., 2009). 

However, as previously mentioned, relatively few studies have to date 

specifically focused on the relationship or degree of coherence between the 

external and the internal dimension. More specifically, a few papers have 

developed some theoretical typologies (two-by-two matrices) based on the 

different possible relationships between external reporting and internal prac-

tices, with reference to environmental issues (Delmas and Cuerel Burbano, 

2011) or sustainability issues more in general (Pérez‐ López et al., 2015). 

Mio and colleagues (2016) propose a possible evolutionary path of internal 

management control and external reporting integration, where the ‘Internal 

Integrated Reporting’ construct represents the most advanced stage of inte-

gration. The characteristics and benefits of this construct are also discussed.  

In terms of empirical evidence, there have been a few studies examining 

whether the data collected for sustainability or integrated reporting are being 

used also for performance evaluation, corporate planning, and decision-mak-

ing (see, e.g., Adams and Frost, 2008; Bouten and Hoozée, 2013; Cinquini 

et al., 2016; Mio et al., 2016). However, such studies are generally focused 

on environmental reporting and environmental management systems, while 

the social dimension is nearly neglected. This is problematic, in light of the 

aforementioned peculiarities of the social (as opposed to the environmental) 

domain. In addition, these studies are mainly qualitative papers analyzing in 

depth a very limited number of cases, or quantitative pieces based on rather 

restricted samples (30-40 observations).  

The present study enriches this emerging research stream by collecting 

large-scale empirical evidence on the relationship between external disclo-

sure and internal decision-making and control across both the social and the 

environmental dimension of CSR. More specifically, this paper investigates 

twelve uses of SEPIs (seven for internal decision-making and control and 
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five for external disclosure). In so doing, this study also adopts a more spe-

cific and comprehensive operationalization of SEPIs use than those em-

ployed in previous research2.  

 

 

2.3 SEPIs use and firm characteristics 

 

This study examines the relationships among SEPIs use and three organ-

izational factors, namely size, industry, and compliance to social or environ-

mental certification standards. Two purposes motivate the choice of these 

factors. First, while numerous studies have examined the relationships 

among those factors and various organizational practices, systems or routines 

(see, e.g., Boiral et al., 2012; Ervin et al., 2013; Melnyk et al., 2003; 

Williams and Schaefer, 2013), scant attention has been devoted to their spe-

cific association with SEPIs use. Secondly, from a theoretical perspective, 

opposite viewpoints can be provided to argue the presence or absence of re-

lationships among the three firm characteristics and SEPIs use.  

For instance, regarding size, larger organizations may have more re-

sources to invest in the development of SEPIs (Brammer et al., 2012). Being 

subject to higher public scrutiny, they may also experience stronger stake-

holders’ pressures with respect to CSR issues (Ervin et al., 2013; Henri and 

Journeault, 2010). Therefore, larger firms could be expected to make a more 

intensive use of SEPIs as a means to improve their alignment with stakehold-

ers’ concerns and to achieve legitimacy in their eyes (Bansal and Roth, 2000; 

Deegan, 2002)3. Small and medium-sized firms may also have strong moti-

vations to engage with CSR, yet. For example, owner-managers in smaller 

companies often have greater freedom of decision-making than managers in 

large firms and their personal values and motivations are important in the 

strategic direction of the business, which can lead to greater engagement with 

social and environmental issues (Testa et al., 2016; Williams and Schaefer, 

2013).    

                                                 
2 For example, Perego and Hartmann (2009) focus on decision-control exclusively, Pas-

setti et al. (2014) consider mainly decision-making, whereas Henri and Journeault (2010) refer 

to a broad, single item for internal decision-making together with other generic uses of envi-

ronmental indicators (namely, monitoring compliance with policies and regulations, motivat-

ing continuous improvement, and providing data for external reporting). 
3 However, with reference to internal use, one could also argue that, in the absence of 

specific mandatory regulations, perceived pressures from stakeholders are quite weak and lead 

to superficial responses detached from companies’ internal functioning (Boiral et al., 2012; 

Ervin et al., 2013). In this case, we could observe no relationship between size and internal 

SEPIs use. 
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Industry is also considered an important variable driving the type and de-

gree of pressures organizations are facing with respect to CSR issues and 

therefore it can alter firms’ use of SEPIs (Adams, 2002). For example, com-

panies operating in highly polluting industries such as manufacturing 

(Melnyk et al., 2003), being exposed to higher future environmental costs, 

are more likely to foresee potential cost savings in relation to environmental 

matters and therefore could make a more intensive use of environmental per-

formance indicators (Ervin et al., 2013; Henri and Journeault, 2010). Yet, as 

shown by Cheung et al. (2013), performing well in the CSR domain may be 

important also in the service sector where firms, producing a service rather 

than an end product, have to be particularly interactive with, and attractive 

to, customers and people more in general. 

Finally, considering certifications, firms implementing social or environ-

mental certification standards (such as OHSAS 18001, SA8000, ISO 14001 

or EMAS) may have the organizational resources and structure to more ef-

fectively collect and report social and environmental practices data (Henri 

and Journeault, 2008). Indeed, social (environmental) standards specify the 

need for a social (environmental) management system that represents a struc-

tured approach to setting and attaining social (environmental) objectives and 

targets, and demonstrating that they have been achieved by management 

(Melnyk et al., 2003). However, a firm may have developed various SEPIs 

and used them intensively while not implementing any certification stand-

ards. Similarly, such certification standards do not warrant an extensive 

SEPIs use for various purposes either, and some authors have also discussed 

the possibility of adopting them as a ceremonial behavior largely detached 

from a company’s daily practices (Boiral, 2007; Boiral et al., 2017). 

In sum, there is a need to collect and analyze empirical evidence to pro-

vide a better understanding of the associations among the three firm charac-

teristics and SEPIs use. 

 

 

3. Research method  

 

3.1. Sample selection and data collection 

 
This study is based on a cross-sectional survey. The survey was adminis-

tered in collaboration with the Italian branches of two of the world’s leading 

bodies in the field of management systems certification services - Bureau 

Veritas and DNV GL Business Assurance – because the endorsement of a 

‘legitimate authority’ can increase the survey response-rate (Dillman, 2000). 
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More specifically, data were collected using a web-based questionnaire 

administered to a target sample of European organizations extracted from the 

client databases of Bureau Veritas and DNV GL Business Assurance. Con-

sistently with the newness of the topic under investigation, the target sample 

was identified through a non-random purposive sampling strategy which 

considered two criteria. First, only companies above a hundred employees 

were selected because they were expected to have more sophisticated man-

agement accounting techniques (Henri and Journeault, 2010). Second, we 

chose to limit the scope of our analysis to companies located in Italy, UK, 

France, Germany, and Spain4. The final target sample resulted in 1,446 po-

tential respondents (443 from Italy and 1,003 from the remaining European 

countries).  

It was explicitly requested that the company’s CSR/Sustainability man-

ager (or, in absence, the person most responsible for social and environmen-

tal aspects within the firm) be involved in the survey. Such a profile was, 

indeed, considered the most knowledgeable respondent about the central 

topic object of study, i.e. the use of SEPIs. In some instances, respondents 

were senior officers from the CSR/Sustainability or HSE functional areas, in 

others they were general managers, quality, HR, manufacturing or financial 

managers. They generally had a medium-to-high level of seniority, which 

offers some assurance regarding respondents’ ability to provide valid and 

reliable subjective assessments of the variables under investigation. 

The survey was administered using a slightly modified version of the 

four-step procedure recommended by Dillman (2000): a pre-notice mail to 

alert about the study two days before the first mailing; a first mailing con-

taining the link to access the web-based platform for questionnaire comple-

tion; and two follow-ups (made respectively two weeks and six weeks after 

the initial mailing).  

Of the 1,446 distributed questionnaires, 171 were received (12%). Of 

these returned questionnaires, twenty-one were dismissed since the respond-

ent declared the issues investigated were not applicable to the company. 

Moreover, twenty-one incomplete questionnaires were also excluded from 

the analyses. This resulted in a complete data set of 129 responses (83 from 

Italian companies and 46 from the remaining European countries). There-

fore, the final response rate is nearly 19% on the Italian sub-sample and 5% 

                                                 
4 On the contrary, in order to reduce sample selection bias as much as possible, we decided 

not to limit the target sample to companies with certified social or environmental management 

systems. Thus, the decision on whether the issues investigated were pertinent to the company 

was left to the personal judgment of each respondent.  
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on the European sub-sample. The Italian response rate is similar to those re-

ported in recent accounting surveys and it is considered satisfactory given 

the length and complexity of the questionnaire and the quite novel nature of 

this study (Moores and Yuen, 2001). The European response rate is instead 

rather low. The sensible difference among the Italian and the European re-

sponse rates can be ascribed, at least partly, to language difficulties5. While 

we decided to present results also with respect to the European sub-sample 

for completeness reasons, it is necessary to interpret them in light of this low 

response rate.  

Table 1 provides some details on sample composition by country, size, 

main industry and certifications.  

 
Table 1 – Sample composition (n = 129) 

(Panel A) Sample composition by country 

 N  %  

Italy 83  64.3  
United Kingdom 18  14.0  

France 12  9.3  

Germany 8  6.2  
Spain 8  6.2  

(Panel B) Sample composition by size 

 N  %  

Medium-sized companies (n. empl. < 250) 64  49.6  
Large companies (n. empl. ≥ 250) 65  50.4  

(Panel C) Sample composition by industry (SIC code) 

 N  %  

Manufacturing 62  48.1  

Services 31  24.0  
Construction 11  8.5  

Wholesale and retail 9  7.0  

Transportation 5  3.9  
Utilities  4  3.1  

Other 7  5.4  

(Panel D) Sample composition by certifications 
 N  %   

OHSAS 18001 49  38.0  

SA8000 19  14.7  

ISO 14001/EMAS 80  62.0  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
5 Indeed, the questionnaire was administered in Italian for domestic companies and in 

English for European ones. In this respect, it is interesting to notice that the response rate for 

English companies is 10%, whereas for French, Spanish and German firms redemption rates 

are 5%, 4.5% and 2% respectively.  
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3.2 Variable measurement 
 

Table 2 presents the instruments used to measure the various constructs 

as well as the descriptive statistics. Given the absence of established scales 

for several of the study variables, measurement items were often newly de-

veloped by adapting instruments used in prior survey studies. However, to 

increase content validity, the questionnaire was validated by a four-member 

panel of academics with substantive or psychometric expertise and was pre-

tested by four professionals from the two survey sponsors and three manag-

ers (not part of the sample) for clarity, understandability, ambiguity, and face 

validity (Dillman, 2000). 

Respondents were asked about the extent of SEPIs use for a wide variety 

of different internal control and external reporting purposes. To ensure that 

respondents uniformly understood questions and their responses were com-

parable, a definition of Social Performance Indicators (SPIs) and Environ-

mental Performance Indicators (EPIs) was provided in the introductory sec-

tion of the study’s questionnaire, based on the Global Reporting Initiative 

G3 guidelines (GRI, 2006)6.  

 
Table 2 - Measurement of variables and descriptive statistics (n = 129) 

(Panel A) SPIs internal use 

Items (note: 1 = not at all,  7 = totally) Mean SD Min Max 

Evaluate managers’ performance 3.71 1.45 1 7 

Incentivize and reward managers 3.45 1.52 1 7 

Establish formal strategic objectives 4.53 1.36 1 7 

Evaluate and approve capital expenditures 4.43 1.53 1 7 

Make product decisions (e.g.: product price, product mix) 4.28 1.57 1 7 

Define standards for the selection/retention of external sup-

pliers 
4.57 1.27 1 7 

Daily management and operational decisions (e.g.: assess 

make-or-buy alternatives) 
4.28 1.36 1 7 

     

Mean SPIs internal use 4.17 1.12 1 6.57 

(Panel B) SPIs external use 

Items (note: 1 = not at all,  7 = totally) Mean SD Min Max 

Prepare and issue the corporate financial and/or sustainabil-

ity report 

4.27 1.74 1 7 

Disclose information to the public through the firm website, 

conference calls, press releases 

4.24 1.64 1 7 

                                                 
6 More details on the specific social and environmental issues covered by the GRI G3 

guidelines are provided at the beginning of sub-section 2.1. The choice of relying on this 

specific framework for defining SEPIs was motivated by the fact that the GRI guidelines rep-

resent the de facto global standard for CSR reporting (KPMG, 2015) and offer, through a set 

of Indicators Protocols, specific definitions, compilation guidance, and other information to 

assist report preparers (GRI, 2006). These characteristics of GRI SEPIs can therefore be ex-

pected to increase data validity and reliability by enhancing the consistency in the interpreta-

tions by survey participants and the comparability of their responses.  
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Provide information to analysts and/or rating agencies 3.41 1.82 1 7 

Provide information to government officials for compliance 

to legislation 

4.71 1.67 1 7 

Provide information to local communities and non-govern-

mental organizations 

3.74 1.70 1 7 

     

Mean SPIs external use 4.08 1.35 1 7 

(Panel C) EPIs internal use 

Items (note: 1 = not at all,  7 = totally) Mean SD Min Max 

Evaluate managers’ performance 3.19 1.52 1 7 

Incentivize and reward managers 2.81 1.52 1 7 

Establish formal strategic objectives 4.17 1.51 1 7 

Evaluate and approve capital expenditures 4.05 1.53 1 7 

Make product decisions (e.g.: product price, product mix) 4.09 1.52 1 7 

Define standards for the selection/retention of external sup-

pliers 

4.09 1.42 1 7 

Daily management and operational decisions (e.g.: assess 

make-or-buy alternatives) 

3.94 1.39 1 7 

     

Mean EPIs internal use 3.76 1.19 1 6.71 

(Panel D) EPIs external use 

Items (note: 1 = not at all,  7 = totally) Mean SD Min Max 

Prepare and issue the corporate financial and/or sustainabil-

ity report 

4.09 1.80 1 7 

Disclose information to the public through the firm website, 

conference calls, press releases 

3.96 1.73 1 7 

Provide information to analysts and/or rating agencies 3.25 1.83 1 7 

Provide information to government officials for compliance 

to legislation 

4.39 1.79 1 7 

Provide information to local communities and non-govern-

mental organizations 

3.56 1.68 1 7 

     

Mean EPIs external use 3.85 1.45 1 7 

(Panel E) Size     

 Mean SD Min Max 

Number of employees (log) 5.95 1.78 1.95 11.29 

(Panel F) Industry     

 N  %  

Manufacturing 62  48.1  

Non-manufacturing 67  51.9  

(Panel G) Certifications     

 N  % a  

Social Certification (OHSAS 18001 or SA8000) 68  54.4  

No Social Certification 57  45.6  

Environmental Certification (ISO 14001 or EMAS) 80  64.0  

No Environmental Certification 45  36.0  
a Computed as a percentage of valid (non-missing) responses 
 

SPIs (EPIs) use for both internal decision-making and control and for ex-

ternal disclosure is measured over a seven-point fully anchored Likert scale 

that asks the respondent to rate to what extent (ranging from 1 = not at all to 

7 = totally) his/her firm uses SPIs (EPIs) for a variety of purposes (see Table 

2, panels A-D). More specifically, for internal use, seven items were devel-

oped based on Ittner and Larcker (2001), Perego and Hartmann (2009) and 

Gerdin (2005). Regarding external use, five items were partly adapted from 

Ittner et al. (2003) and partly constructed specifically for this study.  
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With respect to the CSR-washing phenomenon, there is no clear agree-

ment in the literature concerning the definition and operationalization of this 

construct (Lyon and Montgomery, 2015). Definitions have ranged from quite 

narrow ones focused on the gap between a company’s communicated and 

actual CSR performance (Delmas and Cuerel Burbano, 2011)7 to broader 

conceptualizations variously implying a contradiction between “talking” and 

“walking”, i.e. between the symbolic and the substantive levels (de Vries et 

al., 2015; Schons and Steinmeier, 2016). For example, Boiral and colleagues 

(2017) define CSR-washing as a “disconnect between the positive image 

projected to stakeholders with regard to CSR and a company’s actual internal 

practices in this area” (page 57). In this study, consistently with a broad un-

derstanding of the concept as suggested by Lyon and Montgomery (2015), 

we consider CSR-washing to be reflected in companies placing more empha-

sis on external reporting activities over internal decision-making and control 

ones. Therefore, we computed two gap variables for both the social and the 

environmental dimensions of CSR. More specifically, the variable ‘SPIs ext-

int gap’ was obtained by subtracting from the mean score of SPIs external 

use the mean score of SPIs internal use. The variable ‘EPIs ext-int gap’ was 

computed in an equivalent manner. As a result, higher values for such varia-

bles denote larger differences between the external and the internal use (i.e. 

a predominance of the external communication dimension over internal de-

cision-making and control). In this sense, these gap variables can be consid-

ered proxies of the CSR-washing phenomenon as previously defined. Similar 

approaches for measuring CSR-washing through difference variables can be 

found in Kim and Lyon (2015) and in Schons and Steinmeier (2016).   

Size is measured using the natural log of the number of employees (Henri 

and Journeault, 2010), as derived from the Amadeus database. Industry is 

measured as a dummy variable distinguishing between manufacturing (US 

SIC codes 20–39 inclusive) and non-manufacturing firms (Melnyk et al., 

2003). Companies’ industrial codes were also derived from the Amadeus da-

tabase. The presence of a certified social management system is measured 

through a dummy variable based on the respondents’ answers to a question 

asking them whether the majority of their firms’ facilities are certified ac-

cording to the SA8000 or OHSAS 18001 standards. Analogously, the pres-

ence of an environmental certification is measured through a dummy varia-

ble based on the respondents’ answers to a question asking them whether the 

                                                 
7 More specifically the authors, focusing on the environmental dimension only, define 

greenwashing as “the intersection of two firm behaviors: poor environmental performance 

and positive communication about environmental performance” (page 65).   
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majority of their firms’ facilities are certified according to the ISO 14001 or 

EMAS standards. 

 

 

3.3. Data analysis  

 

Two types of analysis are used to examine the associations among the 

three organizational factors (i.e., size, industry, and certification) and the ex-

tent of SEPIs use. First, a correlation matrix is used to provide preliminary 

evidence of the relationship between constructs. Then, analyses of variance 

(ANOVAs) are performed to compare the mean score of SPIs (EPIs) use 

across two groups for each organizational factor: larger or smaller size (i.e. 

above or below the median); manufacturing or non-manufacturing firms; so-

cial (environmental) certification or not. 

 

 

4. Results 

 

4.1. Descriptive results 

 
Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics on the extent of SEPIs use for a 

variety of internal control and external disclosure purposes. By looking at 

the mean ratings for both types of use (i.e., internal vs external) and CSR 

dimensions (i.e., social vs environmental), it can be firstly noticed that re-

spondents tend to indicate a balanced use among internal and external pur-

poses. It is also interesting to highlight that the mean use of SPIs is rated 

higher than the mean use of EPIs with respect to both internal and external 

use. More specifically, considering the social dimension of CSR, companies 

indicate a moderate use of SPIs for both internal control and decision-making 

(mean rating = 4.17) and external disclosure (mean rating = 4.08). Consider-

ing the environmental dimension of CSR, instead, results indicate a small-

to-moderate use of EPIs for both internal control and decision-making (mean 

rating = 3.76) and external disclosure (mean rating = 3.85). 

In general terms, these data seem to suggest that the CSR-washing con-

cerns that have been raised over the last few years against companies’ social 

and environmental disclosures do not find strong empirical support, given 

that the external use of SEPIs tends to be associated with an internal use of 
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the same indicators of similar intensity8. However, while a ‘good new’ 

emerged with respect to the CSR-washing debate, the ‘bad new’ is that com-

panies’ CSR practices (both in terms of external disclosure and internal de-

cision-making and control) are still rather underdeveloped. Indeed, respond-

ents indicate a small or at best moderate use of SEPIs for both internal and 

external purposes. This state of affairs is particularly evident for the environ-

mental component of CSR; indeed, EPIs use is rated, on average, lower than 

use of SPIs with respect to both categories of use. In general terms, these 

empirical findings confirm the idea that there is still a large room for im-

provements with respect to companies’ CSR disclosure practices and internal 

planning and control mechanisms (Cinquini et al., 2016; Passetti et al., 

2014). 

More fine-grained observations can be made if we consider how respond-

ents rated the extent of SEPIs use for individual categories of internal and 

external uses. Starting with the social dimension, Table 2 indicates that com-

panies make the most intense use of SPIs: 

- on the internal side, for selecting/evaluating suppliers (signaling that ap-

propriate social performance indicators are perceived as particularly im-

portant in helping companies reduce supply chain risks); 

- on the external side, for providing information to government officials 

for compliance to legislation. 

On the contrary, the lowest rated category of internal use is represented 

by rewarding. On the external use side, the lowest rated category of use is 

providing information to analysts/rating agencies (not surprisingly, given 

that the majority of firms in the sample is not listed).   

With reference to the environmental dimension, Table 2 indicates that 

companies make the most intense use of EPIs: 

- on the internal side, for establishing strategic objectives; 

- on the external side, for providing information to government officials 

for compliance to legislation. 

Again, the lowest rated categories of use are represented by rewarding, 

for the internal side, and providing information to analysts/rating agencies, 

for the external side. 

  

 

 

 

                                                 
8 This empirical finding, which appears in contrast with the idea that CSR-washing is 

rampant (Pope and Wæraas, 2016), is discussed in depth in the final section.   
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4.2 Comparative results 

 

Table 3 presents the correlation matrix between SEPIs use and 

organizational characteristics, while Table 4 presents the results of 

ANOVAs. 
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Table 3 – Correlation matrix (n = 129) 

(Panel A) Social dimension 
 SPIs internal use SPIs external use Size Industry Soc. certif. SPIs ext-int gap 

SPIs internal use 1           
SPIs external use 0.528*** 1         

Size 0.060 0.386*** 1       

Industry 0.093 -0.071 -0.110 1     

Soc. certif. 0.055 0.202** 0.160* -0.073 1   

SPIs ext-int gap -0.332*** 0.626*** 0.368*** -0.164* 0.176** 1 

(Panel B) Environmental dimension 
 EPIs internal use EPIs external use Size Industry Env. certif. EPIs ext-int 

gap 

EPIs internal use 1           

EPIs external use 0.647*** 1         
Size 0.056 0.370*** 1       

Industry 0.154* -0.029 -0.110 1     

Env. certif. 0.287*** 0.407*** 0.281*** 0.108 1   
EPIs ext-int gap -0.219** 0.602*** 0.419*** -0.198** 0.224** 1 

*, ** and *** denote significance at the 0.1, 0.05 and 0.01 levels 
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Table 4 – ANOVAs results (n = 129) 
(Panel A) SPIs internal use Size Industry Soc. certific. 

 Larger Smaller Sig. Manuf. Non-manuf. Sig. Yes No Sig 

Evaluate managers’ performance 3.95 3.55 n.s. 3.68 3.74 n.s. 3.79 3.65 n.s. 

Incentivize and reward managers 3.78 3.1 ** 3.55 3.36 n.s. 3.50 3.42 n.s. 

Establish formal strategic objectives 4.68 4.3 n.s. 4.47 4.58 n.s. 4.68 4.38 n.s. 

Evaluate and approve capital expenditures 4.51 4.38 n.s. 4.68 4.19 * 4.49 4.44 n.s. 

Make product decisions 4.36 4.22 n.s. 4.48 4.08 n.s. 4.26 4.34 n.s. 

Define standards for the selection/retention of external suppliers 4.61 4.50 n.s. 4.55 4.58 n.s. 4.69 4.46 n.s. 

Daily management and operational decisions  4.30 4.24 n.s. 4.55 4.03 ** 4.32 4.24 n.s. 

          

Mean SPIs internal use 4.30 4.05 n.s. 4.28 4.07 n.s. 4.24 4.12 n.s. 

(Panel B) SPIs external use Size Industry Soc. certific. 

 Larger Smaller Sig. Manuf. Non-manuf. Sig. Yes No Sig 

Prepare and issue the corporate financial and/or sustainability report 4.89 3.67 *** 3.90 4.61 ** 4.68 3.81 *** 

Disclose information to the public through the firm website, confer-

ence calls, press releases 
4.64 3.76 *** 4.16 4.31 n.s. 4.45 4.02 n.s. 

Provide information to analysts and/or rating agencies 3.75 3.03 ** 3.23 3.58 n.s. 3.68 3.16 n.s. 

Provide information to government officials for compliance to leg-

islation 
5.00 4.36 ** 4.84 4.60 n.s. 4.89 4.54 n.s. 

Provide information to local communities and non-governmental 

organizations 
3.97 3.47 n.s. 3.76 3.72 n.s. 4.05 3.47 * 

          

Mean SPIs external use 4.45 3.66 *** 3.98 4.17 n.s. 4.35 3.80 ** 

(Panel C) SPIs ext-int gap Size Industry Soc. certific. 

 Larger Smaller Sig. Manuf. Non-manuf. Sig. Yes No Sig 

SPIs ext-int gap 0.15 -0.39 ** -0.30 0.09 * 0.10 -0.32 ** 

(Panel D) EPIs internal use Size Industry Env. certific. 

 Larger Smaller Sig. Manuf. Non-manuf. Sig. Yes No Sig 

Evaluate managers’ performance 3.28 3.10 n.s. 3.40 2.99 n.s. 3.50 2.60 *** 

Incentivize and reward managers 2.89 2.76 n.s. 2.89 2.75 n.s. 3.00 2.47 * 

Establish formal strategic objectives 4.21 4.04 n.s. 4.27 4.08 n.s. 4.65 3.30 *** 

Evaluate and approve capital expenditures 4.07 4.07 n.s. 4.40 3.71 ** 4.22 3.76 n.s. 

Make product decisions 4.18 4.00 n.s. 4.39 3.82 ** 4.34 3.73 ** 

Define standards for the selection/retention of external suppliers 4.15 4.00 n.s. 4.19 4.00 n.s. 4.34 3.71 ** 
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Daily management and operational decisions  3.97 3.84 n.s. 4.11 3.77 n.s. 4.14 3.60 ** 

          

Mean EPIs internal use 3.82 3.69 n.s. 3.95 3.59 * 4.02 3.31 *** 

(Panel E) EPIs external use Size Industry Env. certific. 

 Larger Smaller Sig. Manuf. Non-manuf. Sig. Yes No Sig 

Prepare and issue the corporate financial and/or sustainability report 4.72 3.38 *** 3.87 4.30 n.s. 4.73 2.91 *** 

Disclose information to the public through the firm website, confer-

ence calls, press releases 
4.43 3.43 *** 3.82 4.09 n.s. 4.45 3.05 *** 

Provide information to analysts and/or rating agencies 3.62 2.81 ** 3.24 3.25 n.s. 3.71 2.49 *** 

Provide information to government officials for compliance to leg-

islation 
4.69 4.03 ** 4.47 4.31 n.s. 4.65 3.82 ** 

Provide information to local communities and non-governmental 

organizations 
3.79 3.29 n.s. 3.62 3.51 n.s. 3.90 2.98 *** 

          

Mean EPIs external use 4.24 3.39 *** 3.80 3.89 n.s. 4.29 3.05 *** 

(Panel F) EPIs ext-int gap Size Industry Env. certific. 

 Larger Smaller Sig. Manuf. Non-manuf. Sig. Yes No Sig 

EPIs ext-int gap 0.43 -0.30 *** -0.15 0.30 ** 0.26 -0.26 ** 

*, ** and *** denote significance at the 0.1, 0.05 and 0.01 levels
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By having a look at Table 3, it is first of all possible to notice a positive 

and strongly significant correlation between the external and the internal use 

of indicators for both the social (0.528, p < 0.01) and the environmental di-

mension (0.647, p < 0.01). This result seems to additionally confirm our pre-

vious observation regarding the overall absence of marked CSR-washing 

strategies on the side of companies.  

 

SEPIs use and size. In general terms, the correlations reported in Table 3 

indicate that size is not significantly correlated with the internal use of indi-

cators for neither the social (0.060, p > 0.1) nor the environmental dimension 

(0.056, p > 0.1). This is confirmed by the ANOVAs results (Table 4, panels 

A and D). Indeed, neither the mean score for SPIs internal use nor the mean 

score for EPIs internal use appear to differ significantly between larger and 

smaller companies9. If we consider the individual types of internal use, we 

notice that the only statistically significant difference regards the extent to 

which SPIs are use to reward managers, a control mechanism in which re-

spect larger companies appear more advanced than smaller ones (3.78 vs 3.1, 

p < 0.05). Overall, these results seem to indicate that the challenges and per-

ceived benefits of integrating social and environmental concerns into a com-

pany’s internal decision-making and control processes do not significantly 

vary according to size. This contrasts with the idea that small firms lag be-

hind larger firms in terms of environmental management practices due to 

lack of financial resources and knowledge (Brammer et al., 2012). On the 

contrary, it provides support for Williams and Schaefer’s (2013) argument 

that smaller firms compensate the lack of financial resources and knowledge 

with a relatively stronger top management commitment and personal engage-

ment towards CSR, and are therefore comparable to larger companies with 

respect to the integration of social and environmental concerns into decision-

making and control processes. 

Size does instead makes a difference as far as external disclosure is con-

cerned. Indeed, as shown in Table 3, size has a strong and positive correlation 

with both SPIs external use (0.386, p < 0.01) and EPIs external use (0.370, p 

< 0.01). In addition, as shown in Table 4, the external use of SPIs and EPIs 

is significantly higher for larger firms both if we consider the mean score and 

the various individual types of use (with the unique exception of providing 

information to local communities and non-governmental organizations). As 

larger firms are more visible to external stakeholders such as environmental 

                                                 
9 To the purposes of ANOVAs, organizations situated above the median size are consid-

ered larger, whereas those situated below the median size are considered smaller. 
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interest groups, the community and governments (Ervin et al., 2013; Henri 

and Journeault, 2010), they can be expected to make more extensive use of 

SEPIs for external disclosure  as a means to achieve legitimacy in their eyes 

(Deegan, 2002). 

As a result of its insignificant effect on internal use and its strong influ-

ence on external use, size appears to be significantly correlated with our gap 

measures for both the social and the environmental dimension (0.368 and 

0.419, p < 0.01). Also, both gap variables turn out to be significantly higher 

for larger companies (see Table 4, panels C and F). Therefore, it seems pos-

sible to suggest that larger firms are relatively more inclined to CSR-washing 

attitudes than smaller firms. However, it should be noted that both these gap 

measures are nevertheless rather low, in absolute values, also in the sub-

sample of large companies (only 0.15 for SPIs and 0.43 for EPIs on a 7-point 

scale).  

  

SEPIs use and industry. The correlations reported in Table 3 indicate that 

industry (i.e., manufacturing vs non-manufacturing firms) is not significantly 

correlated with SPIs internal use (0.093, p > 0.1). Interestingly, however, a 

slightly significant correlation emerges with respect to EPIs internal use 

(0.154, p < 0.1). The ANOVAs results also suggest that the mean score for 

SPIs internal use does not differ significantly between manufacturing and 

non-manufacturing firms (see Table 4, panel A), but that manufacturing 

firms use EPIs for internal control and decision-making to a higher extent 

than firms from other industries (3.95 vs 3.59, p < 0.1). Considering the in-

dividual types of internal use, significant differences emerge with respect to 

the use for evaluating capital expenditures and for making daily operational 

decisions, on the social side, and to the use for evaluating capital expendi-

tures and for making product decisions, on the environmental side. Overall, 

these findings suggest that manufacturing firms tend to integrate environ-

mental concerns into their internal decision-making and control processes to 

a greater extent than non-manufacturing firms. This is consistent with the 

idea that manufacturing firms, as they operate in an industry characterized 

by a greater impact on the environment (Melnyk et al., 2003), are more likely 

to use environmental management control systems because they will enjoy 

more material benefits (Ferreira et al., 2010). On the contrary, manufacturing 

does not seem to make a difference as far as the social dimension of CSR is 

considered. 

With respect to the external disclosure use, industry membership does not 

appear to exert any significant influence. Indeed, the correlation coefficients 

shown in Table 3 are close to zero and statistically insignificant for both the 
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social and the environmental dimension. In addition, the ANOVAs results 

(see Table 4, panels B and E) do not indicate any significant difference nei-

ther for the social nor for the environmental dimension, with the unique ex-

ception of a significant higher use of SPIs for preparing and issuing the cor-

porate financial or sustainability reports by non-manufacturing firms. This is 

somehow surprising, given that industry is an important variable driving the 

type and degree of external pressures organizations are facing with respect 

to CSR issues (Adams et al., 1998; Banerjee et al., 2003) and thus it could 

be expected to influence firms’ external reporting practices (Adams, 2002). 

To provide a more thorough analysis of this odd result, some additional 

checks were performed by considering alternative and more fine-grained op-

erationalizations of industry. Results provide confirmatory evidence for a 

positive relationship between industry membership and environmental dis-

closure for firms belonging to particularly environmentally sensitive (and 

heavily regulated) industries10. 

Finally, industry is negatively correlated with our proxies for CSR-wash-

ing for both the social (-0.164, p < 0.1) and the environmental dimension (-

0.198, p < 0.05). Moreover, both gap variables appear to be significantly 

lower for manufacturing companies in comparison with non-manufacturing 

firms (see Table 4, panels C and F). Therefore, CSR-washing seems rela-

tively less manifest within the manufacturing industry. As already noted, 

however, the two gap measures are low, in absolute terms, also in the sub-

sample of non-manufacturing companies (only 0.09 for SPIs and 0.30 for 

EPIs on a 7-point scale). 

  
SEPIs use and certifications. By looking at the correlation coefficients 

between the internal use of SPIs (EPIs) and the presence of a certified social 

(environmental) management system, it is possible to notice that distinct 

patterns emerge (see Table 3). On the social side, in fact, it appears that the 

internal use of indicators is not significantly correlated with compliance to a 

standard (SA8000 or OHSAS 18001). Yet, on the environmental side, the 

correlation coefficient between internal use and  ISO 14001 (or EMAS) com-

pliance is positive and strongly significant (0.287, p < 0.01). These results 

are confirmed by the ANOVAs (see Table 4, panels A and D). Indeed, with 

                                                 
10 More specifically, mining, chemicals, petroleum, and utilities sectors are traditionally 

considered as particularly environmentally sensitive (Banerjee et al., 2003; Frost and 

Wilmshurst, 2000) and as such they tend to be intensively regulated (e.g., Testa et al., 2012; 

Wickert et al., 2016). By adopting this specific criterion for dichotomizing firms, we observed 

a positive and statistically significant correlation between industry membership and EPIs ex-

ternal use (0.195, p < 0.05).  
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respect to the social dimension, neither the mean score nor the various indi-

vidual types of internal use differ significantly according to the presence of 

a social certification. For the environmental dimension, yet, both the mean 

internal use score and all of the individual types of internal use are signifi-

cantly higher for certified firms (with the unique exception of the use for 

evaluating capital expenditures). In sum, these findings suggest that environ-

mental certifications do make a difference on the extent to which indicators 

are used for internal decision-making and control, while social certifications 

do not11. 

Considering the external disclosure use of SEPIs, instead, certifications 

do appear to exert a significance influence in both the social and the environ-

mental domain. Indeed, as shown in Table 3, the presence of a certified man-

agement system is positively and significantly correlated with the external 

use of indicators for both the social (0.202, p < 0.05) and the environmental 

dimension (0.407, p < 0.01). Moreover, the ANOVAs results indicate that 

the external use of EPIs is significantly higher for certified firms if we con-

sider both the mean score and the various individual types of use (see Table 

4, panel E). Considering the social side (see Table 4, panel B), significant 

differences between certified and non-certified firms also emerge with re-

spect to the mean score of SPIs external use, as well as for two individual 

types of use (i.e., preparing and issuing the corporate financial and/or sus-

tainability report, and providing information to local communities and non-

governmental organizations). 

Finally, the presence of a certified management system is positively cor-

related with our proxies for CSR-washing for both the social (0.176, p < 

0.05) and the environmental dimension (0.224, p < 0.05). Moreover, both 

gap variables appear to be significantly higher for certified companies (see 

Table 4, panels C and F). Thus, CSR-washing seems relatively more evident 

across certified firms. Once again, however, we observe that the two gap 

measures are definitely low, in absolute terms, also in the sub-sample of cer-

tified companies (only 0.10 for SPIs and 0.26 for EPIs on a 7-point scale). 

 

 

5. Discussion and conclusion 

 

Starting from the premise that little is still known about how companies 

internally control, monitor, and discipline their CSR initiatives (Ditillo and 

Lisi, 2014), this study aimed at providing a snapshot of companies’ actual 

                                                 
11 An in-depth discussion of these different result patterns is offered in the final section. 
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practices with respect to their use of social and environmental performance 

indicators. In particular, given that CSR has increasingly become subject to 

the critiques of researchers – some not hesitating to expose CSR-washing 

attitudes on the side of companies (Boiral et al., 2017; Pope and Wæraas, 

2016) – this study explored the different uses companies are making of SEPIs 

by differentiating among internal and external types of use. It also examined 

the organizational factors associated with such different uses (size, industry, 

and compliance to social or environmental certification standards). The re-

sults, which were described and briefly commented in the previous section, 

offer nuanced insights on companies’ external reporting and internal deci-

sion-making and control practices in the CSR domain, as well as on the even-

tual influence of various organizational factors. In this section, we now turn 

to the discussion of the two most noticeable aspects that emerge out of our 

analyses, i.e. (i) the apparent lack of marked CSR-washing behavior, and (ii) 

the different result patterns observed in relation to the social – as opposed to 

the environmental – dimension. 

With respect to the first point, our results seem to suggest that CSR-wash-

ing attitudes play at best a minor role. Indeed, our sample companies indi-

cate, on average, a balanced use of SEPIs among internal control and external 

reporting purposes, as SEPIs external use tends to be coupled with an internal 

use of the same indicators of similar intensity. Thus, our data seem to indicate 

that the CSR-washing claims which have mushroomed over the last few 

years against companies’ CSR disclosures and CSR initiatives more gener-

ally (Lyon and Montgomery, 2015) do not find a strong empirical support. 

This confirms Pope and Wæraas’s (2016) recent and somehow provocative 

argument that CSR-washing is probably rarer than is commonly perceived 

because it is a complex and fragile outcome requiring the joint occurrence of 

numerous highly contingent conditions (such as, for example, the fact that 

consumers and stakeholders value CSR activity, are actually aware of com-

panies’ CSR claims, and cannot separate true CSR statements from false). 

Given the increasing number of avenues by which stakeholders can monitor 

CSR performance (i.e., CSR rating agencies or watchdog groups), false or 

misleading claims will be more probably detected and punished, raising the 

risks of CSR-washing (Pope and Wæraas, 2016). 

Within this general picture, nevertheless, our results do signal a prefer-

ence for the external reporting dimension over the internal decision-making 

and control one (and thus a CSR-washing attitude, according to our concep-

tualization) across larger firms, firms from non-manufacturing sectors, and 

certified firms. The major emphasis placed by larger companies on the ex-
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ternal use of SEPIs offers empirical support to the cost argumentations theo-

rized by Wickert et al. (2016)12. Economic arguments may similarly explain 

the preference for external (rather than internal) use of SEPIs across non-

manufacturing companies13.  

The result patterns for certified firms are instead more intriguing, as they 

relate to a broader debate in the literature on the effectiveness of such certi-

fication schemes, whose impact on organizational activities remains contro-

versial (Lyon and Montgomery, 2015). Some studies depict such schemes 

are effective tools in substantively improving CSR performance (Melnyk et 

al., 2003), others conclude that certifications may be, in some circumstances, 

superficially adopted for reputational purposes exclusively (Boiral, 2007; 

Boiral et al., 2017). Our results are somehow in-between these two positions 

and, to some extent, can help reconciling them. More specifically, our find-

ings show that certifications can indeed stimulate a more intensive use of 

indicators for internal decision-making and control (particularly for the en-

vironmental dimension), and thus contribute enhancing companies’ CSR 

performance. At the same time, however, social and environmental certifi-

cations appear to stimulate the external use of indicators even more than the 

internal use, which results in an overall moderate level of CSR-washing. As 

an explanation for this finding, one could argue that social and environmental 

certifications may act, to a certain extent, as a substitute of stakeholders’ di-

rect scrutiny, giving certified firms some room of maneuver which non-cer-

tified firms do not have. In this sense, certifications could be considered as 

‘supporting devices’ for CSR-washing. 

With respect to the second noticeable aspect that emerges out of our work 

(i.e. different result patterns between the social and the environmental di-

mension), the most striking findings are related (once again) to the certifica-

tion theme. Indeed, as described in the previous section, environmental cer-

tifications seem to make a difference on the extent to which indicators are 

used for internal decision-making and control, while social certifications do 

                                                 
12 According to the authors, large firms will tend to ‘talk’ but not ‘walk’ CSR because 

implementing CSR is for them relatively more costly (compared to small firms) due to the 

necessity of coordinating and controlling largely decentralized activities across divisions, 

functions, and value chains. At the opposite, for small firms communicating CSR will be rel-

atively more costly, and thus they will tend to ‘walk’ but not ‘talk’ CSR (Wickert et al., 2016). 
13 Non-manufacturing firms, which operate in industries generally characterized by rela-

tively low social and environmental impacts (Melnyk et al., 2003), can be expected to be more 

inclined to CSR-washing given that they will likely have an incentive to externally communi-

cating CSR information (in an effort to derive reputational benefits), but not to use this infor-

mation for internal decision-making and control because they won’t enjoy substantial material 

(economic) benefits.  
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not. As observed by Marshall and Brown (2003) and by Henri and Journeault 

(2008), the presence of a certified environmental management system could 

suggest a higher level of top management commitment to environmental is-

sues, and a greater likelihood that the firm will establish goals for environ-

mental impact reduction and will place more importance on the use of EPIs 

to monitor internal compliance with policies and regulations. Interestingly, 

however, the same argument does not seem to hold for the social dimension 

of CSR. One possible explanation for this difference could be linked to the 

peculiarities of the social domain, which is broader, softer, and less easily 

quantifiable than the environmental one (Bansal et al., 2014). Indeed, social 

practices and social performance are generally less technical and therefore 

less prone to exact quantification than their environmental counterparts, 

which focus on material objects that can be technologically measured and 

controlled (Bansal and Knox-Hayes, 2013). As a result, it may be that a cer-

tified social management system, while likely fostering the collection of so-

cial indicators, is per se insufficient in stimulating the use of such indicators 

for internal decision-making and control because of an inherent lower quality 

(Abernethy and Vagnoni, 2004) of social indicators in comparison with en-

vironmental ones. Alternatively, one could also speculate that social prac-

tices tend to be hardly observable by external stakeholders, as their exact 

definition and quantification remain rather elusive. If stakeholders have dif-

ficulties in distinguishing a substantive commitment from façade activities, 

companies may be relatively more inclined to adopt social (as opposed to 

environmental) certifications in a superficial manner consistent with the 

CSR-washing argument (Boiral et al., 2017). As a result, social certifications 

could be primarily used to create an impression rather than to improve CSR 

practices. These reflections find some support if we consider the external 

disclosure use of SEPIs. Indeed, as detailed in the previous section, the pres-

ence of a certified management system fosters the external use of indicators 

for both the social and the environmental dimension. These results are con-

sistent with the argument that certified firms likely posses the organizational 

resources and structure to more effectively collect environmental and social 

data (Henri and Journeault, 2008), which can then be used for external com-

munication purposes rather easily for both dimensions, independently of 

their quality. Indeed, the measurement challenges and the inherent lower 

quality of social performance indicators noted above can be reasonably con-

sidered irrelevant in relation to external reporting purposes, still such exter-

nal use may be motivated by the desire to improve a company’s reputation 

and legitimacy (Deegan, 2002).  
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This study is not free of limitations, which should be taken into consider-

ation while interpreting the aforementioned results. First, using the survey 

method to collect data can create a potential bias due to common response 

and social desirability. However, in order to reduce common response bias, 

survey data were complemented with archival data whenever available (for 

example in the case of size and industry information). Considering social 

desirability bias, we tried to minimize it through a careful construction of the 

questionnaire and the pilot tests. In addition, the relatively low response rate 

(in particular for non-Italian companies) should be taken into consideration.     

Notwithstanding these limitations, this study contributes to the literature 

in several ways. First, it enriches social and environmental accounting re-

search with large-scale empirical evidence on the use of CSR performance 

indicators (i) not only for external disclosure but also for internal decision-

making and control, and (ii) in relation not only to the environmental dimen-

sion but also to the social one. More specifically, by simultaneously investi-

gating the use of both SPIs and EPIs, this study offers novel empirical and 

theoretical insights on the specificities of measuring and using performance 

indicators in the two different CSR domains (social and environmental). In 

addition, by simultaneously investigating both external and internal uses, this 

work contributes to the emergent – yet still rather fragmented – CSR-wash-

ing literature (Pope and Wæraas, 2016). This literature offers today limited 

empirical evidence on the extent of CSR-washing and on its drivers and out-

comes (de Vries et al., 2015; Lyon and Montgomery, 2015), particularly as 

far as the social dimension of CSR is concerned (Boiral et al., 2017; Schons 

and Steinmeier, 2016). These limitations can be explained in various ways, 

in particular by the under-theorization of the CSR-washing issue and by the 

measurement challenges related to its operationalization (Boiral et al., 2017; 

Lyon and Montgomery, 2015). This study contributes to this literature by 

developing an approach to measure the extent of CSR-washing, providing 

empirical support for the view that CSR-washing is in the end a rare practice 

in the real world (Pope and Wæraas, 2016). It also offers empirical and the-

oretical insights on three possible drivers of CSR-washing.  

This study has also business implications. In particular, our results con-

cerning the strong influence of environmental certification standards (ISO 

14001 or EMAS) on EPIs use for internal decision-making and control sug-

gest that environmental certifications do represent effective means to im-

prove companies’ CSR planning and monitoring mechanisms. As such, mar-

ket trends or regulations stimulating companies to adopt certified environ-

mental management systems could represent an valuable way to enhance the 



Exploring the use of Social and Environmental Performance Indicators 

81 

(nowadays still quite low) degree to which environmental concerns are actu-

ally integrated within companies’ internal processes. 

This study opens several avenues for future research. In particular, this 

work encompasses three organizational factors influencing SEPIs use by 

firms. Several other firm characteristics - such as organization life cycle, 

presence of a CSR leader in the organization, pressure from stakeholders, 

and global strategy of the organization could be investigated to determine 

their influence on SEPIs internal and external uses, and on their degree of 

coherence. In addition, other dimensions of SEPIs such as information qual-

ity could also be examined to determine how they are influenced by firm 

characteristics and how they influence, in turn, SEPIs use. Finally, the most 

counterintuitive results coming out of this research could be further investi-

gated through more sophisticated analytical techniques or through in-depth, 

qualitative approaches. For example, it could be particularly interesting to 

examine in greater depth the reasons behind the different results obtained 

while studying the influence of social (as opposed to environmental) certifi-

cations on firms’ internal practices.    
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