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ABSTRACT  

 
Environmental and sustainability measurement and reporting is a growing reality in major 
private organizations worldwide and is becoming one of the essential criteria for assessing the 
environmental and social responsibilities of organizations. Thus, many organizations (private or 
public), irrespective of their activity sector and their economic dimension will measure and 
communicate their sustainability performance. This paper assesses how sustainability 
measurement and reporting practices have been adopted in the organizations which operate in 
Portugal. A national survey was carried out, involving a representative sample of firms, 
specifically the member companies of the Business Council for Sustainable Development 
Portugal. The questionnaire survey was mainly designed to assess: (i) the use of environmental 
management systems and environmental performance evaluation frameworks and (ii) practices 
connected with environmental and sustainability performance reporting, namely: report formats; 
regularity; key target audiences; reporting driving forces; guidelines; and future intentions. 
Overall results indicate that EMS is a well accepted environmental management tool and, in 
addition, more than half of the companies surveyed have adopted EPE frameworks. Corporate 
sustainability reporting, which covers social, environmental and economic considerations, is a 
growing issue in a number of major organizations. Most organizations produce annual reports, 
in accordance with GRI guidelines. Despite the increasing interest among organizations in the 
adoption of environmental and sustainability measurement and reporting practices, this issue is 
quite new and mainly confined to larger companies. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Environmental and sustainability measurement and reporting is well known as a current 
strategic priority among the major private organizations worldwide, with growing interest at an 
international level, and is increasingly seen as one of the essential criteria for assessing the 
environmental and social responsibilities of organizations. Thus, various organizations (private 
and public), irrespective of their activity sector and their economic dimension, will measure and 
communicate their sustainability performance. As stressed by Kolk (2004), though clear 
differences between countries and sectors can be noted, reporting continues to rise, and there 
is a clear trend towards the inclusion of societal, and sometimes also financial, issues. 

Measuring, reporting and communication practices are usually connected with organizations 
that have already implemented other environmental management practices, in many cases 
under an EMS (Environmental Management Systems) or related with an EPE (Environmental 
Performance Evaluation) framework. With the publication of the international standard ISO 
14031, the role of EPE was clarified and emphasized as a process of selecting indicators, 
collecting and analysing data, assessing information against environmental performance 
criteria, and also strengthening reporting and communication practices. Several international 
initiatives on environmental and sustainability reporting guidelines (e.g. the GRI (Global 
Reporting Initiative), one of the best known) also play an important role in increasing this 
practice among different organizations worldwide. White and Zinkl (1999) state that more than 
30 organizations have produced corporate reporting guidelines for environmental or 
sustainability issues (e.g. GRI (2002), Fondazione Eni Enrico Mattei (2002), Willamson and 
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Carolin (2001), DEFRA (2001), EA (2000), Verfaillie and Bidwell (2000), CERES (1999), EEA 
(1998), Ford (1998), ACBE (1997), and ICC (1991), PERI (1993), CEFIC (1993) fide Davis-
Walling and Batterman (1997)). Some of these guidelines are mainly oriented towards business 
objectives and interests, lacking fundamental aspects. Additionally, various countries have 
mandatory regulations reporting environmental and/or sustainability information (see the 
examples presented by KPMG, 2005). 

Since the 1970s, various organizations have been developing a suite of environmental reporting 
systems and techniques. Over the past two decades environmental reporting has been evolving 
as a discipline. It was first developed by governments and non-governmental organizations, but 
industry is now becoming an important participant in the development and use of environmental 
reporting. Environmental reports are being expanded to show the interconnections among 
environmental, economic and social issues, thus increasingly reflecting integrated 
environmental reporting and sustainability reporting. Public participation in designing and 
producing reports is making them more user-friendly. Environmental reporting is being built into 
decision-making systems (Keating, 2001). Corporate reports are becoming more focussed on 
the organizations’ objectives and targets and stakeholders’ interests, thus being seen less and 
less as basic data compendiums or “documents of good intentions”.  

However, as stressed by Kolk (2005), a critical issue in reporting is whether companies really 
implement (and internalise) the things they include in their reports, and how far real 
performance matches the words in the reports. The objectivity of the reports is frequently fair, as 
shown in the study conducted by Niskanen and Nieminen (2001), though the environmental 
reporting of the sample firms cannot be considered objective, since the proportional share of 
negative events reported is negligible compared to the positive events. The standardization of 
reports, with standard performance indicators and independent external verification, can be 
considered fundamental steps towards reporting quality, robustness and credibility. 

Nevertheless, it should pointed out that the proportion of reports verified by independent third 
parties is rising. KPMG (2002) underlines the fact that about a quarter of the reports are 
checked by third parties, with 65% of these verifications being performed by the major 
accountancy firms. 

Various pieces of research work have surveyed and identified environmental performance 
evaluation and reporting practices by organizations (e.g. Gallego, 2006; KPMG, 2005; Kolk, 
2004; Niskanen and Nieminen, 2001; Kolk et al., 2001; Noci, 2000; KPMG, 1999; Jones, 1999; 
Perry and Sheng, 1999; Wilson and Sasseville, 1999; Ranganathan, 1998; Davis-Walling and 
Batterman, 1997; UNEP/SustainAbility, 1997; Lober et al. 1997; Epstein, 1996). Some of the 
work intends to survey the quality of the reports, benchmark the reports producers, and define 
and discuss standardized guidelines and indicators for reporting; other research aims to survey 
a certain area of reporting practice. Despite the significant amount of work conducted in this 
area, much of the research work analyses small samples and is essentially aimed at large 
multinational enterprises and countries with better environmental practices, as underlined by 
some authors (e.g. Kolk et al., 2001; Noci, 2000). 

Despite the great experience of business in environmental performance communication, the 
credibility of performance self-assessment and the related environmental reporting is a quite 
recent and under-explored issue. Organizations tend to pass the best possible environmental 
image to interested parties. Hughes et al. (2000) stated that the disclosure of environmental 
performance by organizations does not reveal the complete scenario, and stakeholders 
frequently criticize the information reported, as mentioned by Ilinitch et al. (1998). 

Corporate social responsibility and environmental management is a relatively new concept in 
Portugal. The involvement of companies is generally lower than in many countries of Europe, as 
seen in the survey on European attitudes towards corporate social responsibility, published by 
CSR Europe (2000). There are also various initiatives involving corporate EPE, including 
measurement, communication and reporting. Some Portuguese firms already publish their 
environmental and sustainability reports, in analogical format and an internet version. According 
to ACCA (2004), Portugal represents 0.9% of the total environment-related reports produced in 
the whole of Europe (based on a sample of 1964 reports produced between 2001 and 2003). 
However these values should be read with particular care, since the different sizes of the 
countries and the different business situations produce different results.  
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Regarding the particular area of environmental accounting, Portugal has adopted the European 
Commission Recommendation of 30 May 2001 (2001/453/EC) on the Recognition, 
Measurement and Disclosure of Environmental Issues in the Annual Accounts and Annual 
Reports of Companies. This proposes the publication of a regulation on national environmental 
accounts by the Portuguese accounting standards authority. Accordingly, the Directriz 
Contabilística nº 29 – Matérias Ambientais of the Comissão de Normalização Contabílistica 
came into force for accounts closed after January 1 2006. 

Some authors are starting to analyse the Portuguese situation regarding environmental and 
sustainability reporting, using distinct approaches and focusing on different objectives. Ferreira 
(2004) evaluates environmental reporting in Portuguese companies from an accounting 
perspective. The annual reports and accounts of ten organizations, from 1997 to 2001, were 
analysed and showed that general environmental concerns were presented in the reports 
analysed. Delloite (2003) conducted a survey on sustainable development practices in the 
Portuguese business sector, surveying 35 companies, mainly members of BCSD Portugal. 
Although this study did not particularly focus on sustainability reporting, some general data was 
also gathered under this subject. According to the results of this work the Portuguese scenario 
on sustainability reporting registers a poor performance, despite several significant initiatives. 
Regardless of these initiatives, there is a dearth of scientific literature that analyses 
sustainability reporting and related performance evaluation practices in Portugal, when a 
comparison is made with current international experience and trends. 

The main goal of the present research was to assess how sustainability measurement and 
reporting practices have been adopted in the organizations that operate in Portugal. This paper 
assesses the extent to which a variety of environmental and sustainability reporting practices 
have been adopted in companies, on a self-assessment basis. To accomplish this general aim 
a national survey was carried out. 

 

2. METHODOLOGY 

A national questionnaire survey was carried out, involving a representative sample of firms. The 
aim of this survey was to evaluate the environmental and sustainability measurement and 
reporting practices adopted in the organizations that operate in Portugal. The questionnaire 
survey was mainly designed to assess: (i) the use of EMS and EPE frameworks; (ii) practices 
connected with environmental and sustainability performance reporting (Table 1). 

To produce the representative working population in the Portuguese business sector for the 
survey context, a single criterion was used: it considers all the member companies of the 
organization representing Portugal at the World Business Council for Sustainable Development 
(WBCSD) – BCSD Portugal. On this basis, the entire population was surveyed. It should be 
pointed out that the criterion used to define the statistical population (belong to BCSD Portugal), 
although restricting the scope of the survey, was an essential prerequisite to ensure a 
reasonable level of response credibility and operationalization. This is particularly justified for a 
scenario in which the majority of the business organizations are SMEs (Small and Medium-
Sized Enterprises), spread over the national territory, with few qualified resources and, 
generally, a distant relationship with environmental and sustainability practices.  

The structure of Portuguese business essentially includes companies classified as SMEs. In 
fact, Portugal has about 275,000 companies, of which 99.6% are SMEs. They account for more 
than 3/4 (76%) of the employment created by national companies and for more than half (58%) 
of the national turnover (IAPMEI, 2006). 

As reported by INE (2003), the Portuguese business structure is mainly characterised by 
companies in the tertiary economic sector (74%), which includes activities associated with trade 
and services. The secondary sector (manufacturing) represents 24% of activities in Portugal, 
while the primary sector (agriculture, forestry, hunting, fishing and mining) only represents 3%. 

The data analysis was conducted according to the size of the organizations, which was 
established using two main criteria: the number of employees and the turnover (total sales for a 
given company). Companies classified as SMEs have a turnover of less than 50 million euros 
and fewer than 250 employees, according to the European Commission definition (EU, 2003). 
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The questionnaire was mailed in October 2005 to the 69 private and public, national and 
multinational target-organizations in the different sectors. Altogether 41 companies returned 
usable responses to the questionnaire, which represents a response rate of about 60%. 

Various sets of variables were considered in the survey questionnaire developed by the 
academic research team. These variables were organized into three main categories (Table 1). 
The questionnaire had a total of 21 questions (open and closed-end) about environmental and 
sustainability measurement and reporting practices, drawn from practical and theoretical 
scientific, technical and business information. A summary of the questions is shown in Table 1. 
Most questions have closed-end response choices.  

Table 1. Summary of questions to evaluate the environmental and sustainability measurement and 
reporting practices in the Portugal 

Category Specific issue addressed 

Staff: number of personnel employed by the company (or site); 
Turnover: total value of sales minus cost of materials; 

General  
characterization 

Activity sector: defined by a NACE code, at the 3 and 4 digit classification level; 
Environmental management system (EMS) – implementation according to EMAS or ISO 14001; 
Environmental Performance Evaluation (EPE) framework – implementation by ISO 14031 or 
another; 
Impetus behind introduction of EPE; 

Environmental  
performance 
background 

Another performance evaluation framework implemented – financial/economic, social, health, 
quality, sustainability; 
Environmental and/or sustainability information communicated through formal reports; 
Total amount of environmental and/or sustainability reports produced; 
Regularity – frequency of reporting; 
Report format/platform – support used to communicate the report information (e.g. analogical 
format, internet and intranet, mailing-lists, CD-ROM) 
Report scope – organization level targeted; 
Impetus behind environmental and/or sustainability reporting 
Reporting guidelines – guidelines (e.g. GRI) and criteria taken into account for the report 
development; 
Target stakeholders – explicit reference to the main groups of interested parties; 
Reasons for the non-reporting on environmental and/or sustainability issues;  

Environmental 
 and sustainability 

measuring 
 and reporting 

Future intentions of non-reporters. 

A pre-test to the questionnaire was applied to a set of selected individuals. It was conducted to 
assess the overall quality of the draft questionnaire, which was especially designed for 
questionnaire clarity, comprehensiveness and acceptability, as proposed by Rea and Parker 
(1997). In this way, the necessary adjustments to poorly understood questions were identified. 

In the case of serious doubt, in particular where additional data explanations were required, 
follow-up telephone calls to respondents were made. Additionally, the missing cases (non-
responses) were dealt with in accordance with the recommendations of Rea and Parker (1997), 
by means of their identification for each response category and the adjustment of frequencies. 

 

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 

3.1. General profile of the organizations: size and main activity sectors 

Respondent companies were divided into two main classes, according to their size, SMEs or 
large. The majority (87%) were classified as large, with about 13% of the respondents being 
SMEs.  

Respondent companies are from different economic activities, namely: (i) manufacturing and 
construction; (ii) trade and retailing; (iii) transport and communication and (iv) services (activities 
related to finance, insurance, operations with property and services provided, other activities 
involving community, social and personal services, and energy and water production and 
supply). The manufacturing and construction sector is the most representative (46%), followed 
by services (26%) and transport and communication (18%); trade and retailing (10%) is the 
least significant activity sector. 
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It should be stressed that the respondent group does not include any companies from the 
primary sector. Nevertheless, this particular area of activity is mainly represented by SMEs that 
are far-removed from environmental practices. 

 

3.2. Environmental performance background 

This section gives a general characterization of the respondent companies, in terms of the 
implementation of environmental management systems (the Eco-Management and Audit 
Scheme (EMAS) and ISO 14001), the implementation of environmental performance evaluation 
frameworks (ISO 14031 or another), the driving forces for environmental performance 
evaluation, and the presence of other performance evaluation frameworks. 

The majority of the respondent companies (71%) have an EMS, with approximately half of them 
(45%) recognizing that they have an EMS implemented and 26% stating that they are in the 
course of implementing this environmental management tool. EMS is apparently a well 
accepted environmental management tool in the organizations analysed, though this recognition 
is quite recent and the concept is still unusual in the majority of the Portuguese companies 
operating, especially SMEs, as stated by Dias-Sardinha et al. (2002). 

ISO 14001 has been adopted in all the companies that have implemented or are implementing 
an EMS. In these companies, 53% had already implemented and certified their management 
system. For the surveyed companies that do not have an EMS, 58% plan to implement ISO 
14001 in the near future and 42% report that implementation is not expected. The majority of 
the companies adopted only one standard, namely the ISO 14001. 

The implementation of EMAS is unusual; only 13% stated that they have adopted an EMS 
supported by this regulation and this environmental management tool is a complement to the 
ISO 14001 already implemented. Additionally, the majority (63%) state that they do not intend to 
implement this standard. 
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Figure 1. Adoption of EMS, by: a) organization size and b) activity sector. 

The adoption of an EMS is most common in companies classified as large (76%) and less 
common in SMEs (40%) (Figure 1a). Despite the few companies with EMAS implemented, it is 
possible to observe that only large companies have already adopted this regulation (13%). 
None of the SMEs have implemented EMAS. 

Trade and retailing (100%) and manufacturing and construction (89%) are the main activity 
sectors which have already adopted ISO 14001. In spite of the low number of companies that 
have adopted EMAS, it is possible to observe that those companies are included in the sectors 
transport and communication (20%), manufacturing and construction (15%), and services (11%) 
(Figure 1b). 

The EMS implemented can include the organization as a whole (56%) or may include only part 
of the organization (15%), e.g., factory/facility, department/operating sector (Table 2). 
Companies usually do not have several EMS’s – in fact only 26% have more than one. 
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Table 2. EMS distribution among the overall organizations which have an EMS implemented. 

Absolute frequency Relative frequency  Category 
(number) (%) 

One EMS 19 70 
(1) 15 56 
(2) 4 15 

Several EMS’s 7 26 
(3) 4 15 
(4) 3 11 

Another 1 4 
Responses 27 

Nonresponses 14 

(1) One EMS which covers the whole organization; (2) One EMS which covers only part of the organization; (3) Several 
EMS’s that cover all the different operating units of the organization; (4) Several EMS’s that cover only part of the 
different operating units of the organization. 

More than half of the companies have adopted EPE frameworks. Even so, only a tiny proportion 
(5%) of these companies adopted ISO 14031 exclusively and 5% of them adopted ISO 14031 
as well as another EPE. In fact, most companies (51%) selected other frameworks to perform 
the EPE. 

Most companies that do not have an EPE have assumed that plan to implement this practice in 
the near future. In spite of this general trend towards EPE, this practice is still unfamiliar to the 
majority of SMEs and it is almost exclusively used as a tool in large companies. Nevertheless, 
these results are confined to the restricted number of SMEs that accepted the survey 
questionnaire invitation and they should be confirmed with a more representative sample. 

Table 3. Main drivers of EPEs in companies, as identified by respondents. 

     Absolute Relative  
 Category     frequency  frequency 
      (number) (%) 
To improve image and reputation   10 43 
To become a sector benchmark    11 48 
To adopt an innovative form of management   9 39 
To prove commitment to social responsibilities   13 57 
To identify and mitigate environmental impacts 15 65 
To promote greater participation among shareholders 4 17 
To save costs     6 26 
To encourage similar organizations   6 26 
To increase mission/service/product efficiency   7 30 
To respond to pressure from politicians   0 0 
To improve transparency     13 57 
To respond to a request from the public    1 4 
To respond to a request from investors   2 9 
To respond to a request from finance and insurance organizations 1 4 
To supply information to support decisions    12 52 
To accomplish the legal requirements   10 43 
To guard against a public health risk    6 26 
To facilitate the implementation of an EMS   3 13 
To support the assessment of policy, objectives, goals and targets established in the EMS 14 61 
To facilitate assessment of the EMS benefits   14 61 
To improve support from internal stakeholders   11 48 
To improve support from external stakeholders   11 48 
    Responses 23  
    Nonresponses 18 

When Dias-Sardinha et al. (2002) surveyed 18 Portuguese industrial and service organizations 
about their strategic environmental objectives, their practices, and their environmental 
performance evaluations, the research showed that EPE is common among the larger industrial 
organizations surveyed but SMEs do not seem to practise EPE formally. 

The main stimuli identified by the companies surveyed for implementing EPE were the 
identification and mitigation of environmental impacts generated by the organization’s activities 
(65%), support for the assessment of the policy, objectives, goals and targets established in the 
EMS (61%) and the fact that EPEs facilitate assessment of the EMS benefits (61%) (Table 3).  

However they also stress that pressure from decision-makers or politicians does not represent 
one of the main stimuli to adopt EPE in Portuguese companies. Moreover, the lack of 
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interest/requests from the public, investors or finance/insurance organizations does not 
encourage EPE practices in Portuguese companies. International trends in this field register the 
opposite, since consumers, shareholders and stakeholders are increasingly demanding 
products and services from responsible companies and thus it is becoming increasingly 
important for organizations to demonstrate that their operations are sustainable. 

Table 4. Other performance evaluation frameworks adopted, by companies. 

Absolute frequency Relative frequency  Category 
(number) (%) 

Economic/Financial 26 65 
Social  8 20 
Quality 26 65 
Health and Safety 19 48 
Sustainability 11 28 
Other 5 13 
None 4 10 
Responses 40 
Nonresponses 1 

Companies also adopt other performance evaluation frameworks in concert with EPE (Table 4). 
Economic/financial and quality performance evaluations are the most common performance 
systems (65%). Nevertheless, health and safety (48%) and sustainability (28%) have becoming 
more frequent. The quantitative differences between large companies and SMEs are generally 
not relevant. Even so, large companies have a more heterogeneous group of performance 
evaluation systems, since the group includes social performance evaluation and other types of 
performance evaluation (e.g. collaborators performance evaluation). 

With regard to other performance evaluation systems adopted according to a company’s sector 
of activity, manufacturing and construction is the one that has adopted the most performance 
evaluation frameworks. In addition, it should be stressed that sustainability performance is 
mentioned by companies from almost activity sectors. 

 

3.3. Practices of environmental and sustainability performance reporting 

Environmental communication and reporting is one of the main objectives of performance 
assessment practice. However, in practice, it could be carried out independently of other 
environmental management practices or tools, namely EMS or EPE, despite the advantages of 
combining them. Sustainability performance disclosure is the most frequent report category that 
is produced by the respondent organizations as a whole. About 64% of the companies surveyed 
disclose their environmental/sustainability performance in reports. In the case of Portuguese 
context, 34% present their environmental and/or sustainability performance information in 
sustainability reports, and only 10% present this information in environmental reports (Table 5). 
Similar results were obtained in other research surveys performed for other countries at an 
international level (KPMG, 1999; Noci, 2000; KPMG, 2002; UNEP/SustainAbility, 2002; DEH, 
2005, KPMG, 2005): they state that sustainability reports are the most common type of report. 
Worldwide, 48% of reports are sustainability reports (based on a sample of the top 100 publicly 
listed companies in 16 countries), followed by environmental/social reports, and 
environmental/health and safety reports (KPMG, 2005). 

Table 5. Reporting practices with relation to sustainable and environmental performance information. 

 Absolute frequency Relative frequency  Category 
  (number) (%) 

Environmental Report 4 10 
Sustainability Report 14 34 
Other Report   8 20 
Presented once   4 10 
Never presented 11 27 
  Responses 41 
  Nonresponses 0 

Overall, companies which disclose their environmental and sustainability performance mainly 
publish stand-alone environmental/sustainability reports instead of thematic sections within 
annual reports and websites. However, sustainable and environmental performance information 
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is often included in sections of other reports (20%), e.g. management reports, social 
responsibility reports and financial reports (Table 5). 

Sustainable and environmental performance reporting is mainly carried out by large companies 
(70%), and approximately half of those large companies adopted the sustainability report  
(36%) (Figure 2a). Regarding the SMEs, they are still hesitant about engaging in environmental 
and/or sustainability reporting, as has been stressed by various authors (e.g. Hezig, 2005; GRI, 
2004). About 40% of respondent SMEs communicate their sustainable and environmental 
performance in a stand-alone report. Furthermore, SMEs produce sustainability reports (50%) 
and other reports (50%) (Figure 2a). However, this result should be read with particular care, 
since it is certainly not representative of SMEs as a whole, if account is taken of the relatively 
limited number of SMEs in the respondent organizations and in the group of respondents to this 
question in particular. Even so, in the Portuguese case, SMEs are still almost imperceptible in 
environmental matters. This behaviour may be related to the fact that SMEs do not feel under 
pressure from the public or decision makers. They assume that they do not produce significant 
environmental impacts. Generally speaking, SMEs tend to be less environmentally aware. 
Portuguese SMEs, mainly the ones with limited economic and qualified human resources, 
primarily need more environmental education and need their awareness to be raised, since that 
is the first step towards improving the current scenario and reaching a better environmental 
profile.  

The largest numbers of companies reporting sustainable and environmental performance are 
from the manufacturing and construction sector. For the 18 companies included in that sector, 
72% produce reports and 33% of those reports are sustainability reports (Figure 2b). 
Companies in this sector of activity may have been more disposed to undertake sustainability 
reporting because of the higher level of public environmental controversy and regulatory 
inspection of their activities. These results agree with other studies (e.g. Kolk et al., 2001; 
KPMG, 2002) which suggest a relationship between the direct environmental impact of a sector 
and the degree of environmental and sustainability reporting.  

For the services sector (10 responses), which include finance institutions, only 40% produce 
reports but all the reports published by this sector, with sustainable and environmental 
performance information, are sustainability reports. It is well known that finance institutions, 
such as banks, do not produce hazardous chemicals or discharge toxic pollutants into the 
environment. However, it has been increasingly recognised that, through their practices, banks 
are strongly linked to commercial activity that can generate significant environmental impacts 
(Thompson & Cowton, 2004). Therefore, the sustainability reporting practices of finance 
institutions have increased significantly worldwide. 
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Figure 2. Reports published with environmental/sustainability information, by: a) organization size and b) 
activity sector. 

Another important figure was that the majority of respondent companies (73%), which only 
display environmental performance in their reports, consider the possibility of adopting the three 
fundamentals aspects of sustainable development in their reports (environmental, social and 
economic topics). Therefore, the main reporting trend, centred on sustainability reports, will be 
confirmed for the entire Portuguese business sector in the near future.  
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Despite the growing interest in and practice of sustainability reporting, the results illustrate that 
this reporting practice is fairly new (Table 6). The majority of companies which publish reports 
had no more than 2 years’ experience of publishing (71%), and 3 to 5 years’ experience of 
publishing environmental reports (47%). Environmental reporting is a more established practice, 
since 20% of companies with environmental reports had more than 6 years’ experience of 
publishing. In contrast, only 7% of companies with sustainability reports had more than 6 years’ 
experience of publishing. 

Table 6. Experience (number of years) of environmental and sustainability reporting.  

Environmental Reports   Sustainability Reports 

Absolute frequency Relative frequency   Absolute frequency Relative frequency 
Category 
(years) 

(number) (%)   (number) (%) 

≤ 2  5 33   10 71 
3 - 5 7 47   3 21 
≥ 6 3 20   1 7 

Responses 15   14 
Nonresponses 24   24 

For the companies which had already published information on their environmental and 
sustainability performance, 33% had already published environmental reports and sustainability 
reports. The main results indicate that only a few companies started reporting their 
environmental and sustainability performance via individual environmental reports – the majority 
started their reporting practice with sustainability reports. In general, the fall in the number of 
environmental reports and the increase in sustainability reporting is mainly due to an increased 
focus on social considerations, as stated by Cerin (2002).  

In the Portuguese context, this finding may depend on the BCSD Portugal requirements for 
member companies, since there is no explicit requirement to publish separate corporate reports 
in Portuguese law. BCSD Portugal requires its member companies to report their environmental 
and sustainability performance in environmental reports (for a maximum period of 3 years after 
they join BCSD) and to aspire to extending their reporting to cover all three pillars of sustainable 
development - economic, social and environmental.  

In addition, the increase in environmental/sustainability reporting in Portugal in recent years 
may be related to certain fundamental reasons, e.g., the high level of regulation on 
environmental issues, increasing Community attention and the general question of corporate 
image and reputation, to become a benchmark on environmental and sustainable practices. 

Though still a minority, some countries have started to impose legal obligations on companies 
to report their environmental and sustainability performance (Kolk, 2005; DEH, 2005; Hezig, 
2005; Park & Brorson, 2005; Kolk, 1999; Holland & Boon Foo, 2003). Nevertheless, regulation 
has merely been an indirect incentive, since the explicit requirement to publish separate 
corporate reports has been lacking in many cases. However, it is obvious that, in France, the 
specific legislation has given a direct impetus to reporting: it has raised companies’ awareness 
of the importance of accountability in environmental and social issues (Kolk, 2005; Herzig, 
2005). 

Due to the increase in society’s interest in the environment, it has become important over recent 
years for companies to disclose their environmental and sustainability performance to their 
stakeholders. More recently, companies have started to notice that improved environmental 
performance can be an advantage in corporate competition and provide new market 
opportunities (GRI, 2002). Even so, environmental reports are still seen as a primary benefit to 
stakeholders, with small direct benefit to the company (Herremans, et al. 1999). 

Table 7 summarizes the main reasons behind environmental and sustainability reporting. 
Despite various likely reasons identified by respondent companies, some unexpected results 
were also obtained. Companies generally do not see environmental and sustainability reporting 
as an advantage for new market opportunities (only 7% of respondents identify this option) or 
recognize that a request from investors or finance and insurance organizations can motivate 
reporting. Main reasons for reporting are to improve transparency (85%), become a sector 
benchmark (78%), improve support from external stakeholders (70%), improve overall 
environmental performance (59%) and improve support from internal stakeholders (59%). 
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Table 7. A company’s reasons for environmental and sustainability reporting. 

Absolute frequency Relative frequency Category 
(number) (%) 

To provide new market opportunities 2 7 
To improve overall environmental performance 16 59 
To improve environmental information management 7 26 
To improve transparency 23 85 
To improve support from internal stakeholders 16 59 
To improve support from external stakeholders 19 70 
To promote greater participation among shareholders 12 44 
To respond to a request from the public  2 7 
To respond to pressure from politicians 1 4 
To respond to a request from investors 1 4 
To respond to a request from finance and insurance organizations 1 4 
To become a sector benchmark  21 78 
To meet regulatory demands 7 26 
Other reasons 2 7 

Responses 27 
Nonresponses 14 

The majority of companies produces reports with an annual frequency (93%) and publishes 
their reports (mainly) on paper (93%). The internet is the second medium for disclosing reports 
(63%), followed by the organization’s intranet (52%), mailing-lists (22%) and CD-ROM (30%). 

Despite the large number of companies that publish their reports on paper, it appears that 
companies take the cost of document printing into account, since internet, intranet and 
multimedia disclosure formats are fairly significant as disclosure mediums. Internet-based 
reporting allows 24-hour access to information, improved information and communication 
management, more frequently updated information (Isenmam, 2005 fide Hezig, 2005), and 
substantially reduced printing costs. In general, stakeholders consider a short printed version 
(less than 30 pages) as the most suitable means of reporting, though they have started to 
accept the internet as a satisfactory medium for disseminating reports (Clausen et al., 2001). 

About 44% of the reports are compiled for the whole corporate group (multiple companies within 
one or more areas of economic activity). These are followed by reports at the level of the 
company (one or more sites) (26%), factory/facility (22%) and department/operating sector 
(7%). None of the companies surveyed reports at the product/service level. These results are 
consistent with those previously obtained with regard to sustainability reporting in Portugal (on 
the basis of report content analysis), since the majority of the reports were also compiled for the 
whole corporate group (Cecílio & Ramos, 2006). 

Disclosure of the average data for an entire corporate group allows an assessment of how a 
company has performed at a country or international level, but may mask the low environmental 
performance of certain operating sites. Thus, the aggregation of data may contribute to the less 
significant disclosure of indicators for stakeholders that would like to understand in detail the 
environmental performance of the different corporate activities. Additionally, it is important to 
mention that a corporate group generally includes several areas of economic activity, with 
specific characteristics and, consequently, different economic, social and environmental 
impacts. Investors and stakeholders in general may, therefore, be concerned that environmental 
disclosures do not reflect the company’s actual environmental activities (Hughes et al., 2001). 

Reporting guidelines assist reporting organizations and their stakeholders in articulating and 
understanding the contributions of the reports to sustainable development. They also guarantee 
the principles of sustainability, namely, transparency, inclusiveness, auditability, completeness, 
relevance, context, accuracy, neutrality, comparability, clarity and timeliness (GRI, 2000). 
Companies that publish environmental and sustainability reports in accordance with a 
recognized set of guidelines can benefit from an improvement in their reputation. In some 
European countries, there are several sets of guidelines related to the development of 
environmental, social and sustainability reports (Herzig, 2005). 

Of the 27 companies that produce stand-alone reports, the majority use guidelines to produce 
them (81%). The results indicate that large companies (82%) more commonly adopt guidelines 
than SMEs (67%).  

The majority (63%) of the companies mentioned prepare their reports in accordance with GRI 
guidelines. This option is followed by the EMAS guidance (19%) and the ISO 14031 (11%). It is 
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important to stress that in some reports more than one set of guidelines were adopted within 
reports, as ascertained by Cecílio & Ramos (2006). The results obtained for Portugal are similar 
to those for other countries (KPMG, 2005), since the report content is commonly decided on the 
basis of GRI guidelines. 

Reports alone offer little value if they do not succeed in informing stakeholders. Thus one of the 
primary targets of reporting is to contribute to an ongoing stakeholder dialogue. In addition, an 
important benefit cited by several companies is the communication with stakeholders and the 
effect on the commitment of staff (DEH, 2005). Discussion with stakeholders is the best way to 
identify stakeholder perceptions and expectations about how to structure credibility (GRI, 2000). 
Generally, the most common stakeholders are employees, customers and consumers, the 
media and the authorities (DEH, 2005; Perrini, 2005; Kolk, 2004; GRI, 2002; Clausen et al., 
2001; Kolk, 1999). For the respondent companies, employees and other personnel are the main 
stakeholder group (96%), followed by customers (85%), suppliers (65%) and shareholders and 
investors (62%) (Table 8).  

Table 8. Main stakeholders identified by companies. 

Absolute frequency Relative frequency  Category 
(number) (%) 

Employees and other personnel 25 96 
Suppliers 17 65 
Customers 22 85 
Shareholders and investors 16 62 
Local community 14 54 
Public authorities 14 54 
Local government 9 35 
Non-governmental organizations 14 54 
General public 12 46 
Others 6 23 

Responses 26 
Nonresponses 15 

Most companies mention that they include the main stakeholders’ interests in their reports 
(96%) and those interests are previously defined on the basis of meetings/workshops with 
stakeholders (48%), surveys (24%), response mechanisms for reports (14%), and interviews 
(10%).  

Several companies (38%) declared that the main stakeholders’ interests are considered on the 
basis of reports by other mechanisms, e.g. registered claims, clarification questions received 
and public sessions. Previous studies at the international level revealed that only 21% of the 
reports analysed mentioned stakeholder consultation (KPMG, 2005). Thus, this self-assessment 
produced by the Portuguese respondent companies should be interpreted with particular care. 
Results probably reflect an over-optimistic self-assessment and may possibly be partially 
explained by the need to convey their high performance and rigour. 

Table 9. Companies’ main reasons for non-disclosure.  

  Absolute frequency Relative frequency  Category 
  (number) (%) 

Lack of staff resources 3 21 
Lack of significant environmental impacts 5 36 
Lack of legal requirements 1 7 
Lack of internal stakeholders demand 1 7 
Lack of external stakeholders demand 3 21 
Lack of competitive advantages 1 7 
Others   7 50 

 Responses 14 
 Nonresponses 27 

About 37% of overall respondent companies do not disclose their environmental and 
sustainability performance. The responses suggest that there are three main reasons for non-
disclosure: the absence of significant environmental impacts generated by the company’s 
activities (36%), the lack of staff resources to support the preparation of reports (21%) and the 
lack of external stakeholder demand (21%) (Table 9). Similar results were obtained by Perry & 
Sheng (1999), where it is stated that the Singapore companies surveyed do not report 
environmental information because, e.g. company activities do not generate significant impacts, 
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there is a lack of interest/demand from shareholders and potential investors, and there are 
insufficient resources to report matters that are not a legal requirement. 

Despite the relatively high fraction of companies that do not disclose their 
environmental/sustainability performance, the majority (82%) indicate that they will produce 
reports in the near future. Most of them mention that they will produce stand-alone reports, with 
sustainability reports as the first option (60%). About 27% will firstly incorporate their 
environmental/sustainability performance into other reports. 

This trend could indicate that, in the near future, significant improvements can be expected in 
environmental and sustainability measurement and reporting practices in Portugal. 
Nevertheless, this self-assessment produced by the Portuguese respondent companies should 
be interpreted with particular care, since responses probably reflect the companies’ desired 
profile instead of their realistic profile. 

 

4. CONCLUSIONS  

Corporate environmental performance background shows that EMS is a well accepted 
environmental management tool and, in addition, more than half of the companies surveyed 
have adopted EPE frameworks. ISO as 14001 is adopted in all companies which have an EMS 
implemented or are in the course of implementing, but EMAS is an uncommon environmental 
management tool. Although this general trend on EMS and EPE, this practices are still 
unfamiliar to the majority of SMEs and it is almost exclusively used as a tool in large companies. 
Companies also adopt other performance evaluation frameworks beyond EPE, namely 
economic/financial and quality performance. 

Sustainable and environmental performance reporting is mainly carried out by large companies 
and approximately half of those large companies adopted the sustainability reports. SMEs are 
still hesitant about engaging in environmental and/or sustainability reporting. The majority of 
companies state that produces their reports in accordance with the GRI guidelines, and 
publishes their reports mainly on paper copy. Nevertheless, it appears that companies take the 
cost of document printing into account, since internet, intranet and multimedia disclosure 
formats are fairly significant as disclosure mediums. 

Most companies that reports sustainable and environmental performance are from 
manufacturing and construction sector, since companies in this sector of activity may have been 
more disposed to undertake sustainability reporting because of the higher level of public 
environmental controversy and regulatory inspection of their activities. Despite the growing 
interest and practice on reporting, this practice in fairly new: the majority of companies which 
publish reports had no more than 2 years’ experience of publishing and in contrast 
environmental reporting is a practice with more experience. 

In the majority of companies, reports include average data for an entire corporate group, which 
allows assessing how a company performs at a country level or at international level, but may 
cover a low environmental performance of some operating sites.  

The responses suggest that non-disclosure is mainly related with: (i) the absence of significant 
environmental impacts generated by the company activities, (ii) the lack of staff resources to 
support the reports preparation; and (iii) the lack of external stakeholder’s demand. 

Despite the relative high fraction of companies that do not disclose their 
environmental/sustainability performance, the majority indicate that they will produce reports in 
the near future. Most of them mention that they will produce stand-alone reports, with 
sustainability reports as the first option. 

This study provides a picture on how sustainability measurement and reporting practices have 
been adopted in the organizations which operate in the Portuguese territory, mainly represented 
by large companies. Further developments should include a larger sample, beyond the limits o 
BCSD Portugal, in order to obtain the data related with the small and medium companies. 
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