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The objective of this study is to continue and extend previ-
ous studies in evaluating the extent to which current assurance
practices promote transparency and accountability to stake-
holders. This is carried out by conducting an empirical analysis
of the content of assurance statements accompanying a sample
of non-financial reports short-listed for the Association of
Chartered Certified Accountants (ACCA) U.K. Sustainability
Reporting Award and the CERES-ACCA Sustainability Report-
ing Award from 2006 to 2008.

The findings of this study show that several new trends in
social, environmental and sustainability assurance can be ob-
served. Firstly, accountants tend to limit their intended reader-
ship to management only and state a disclaimer for other
potential readers. This diminishes the transparency and stake-
holder accountability of the reporting. Secondly, there is even
stronger evidence that management has the control over the
scope of the assurance engagement and over what information




GadjahMada International Journal of Business, January-April 2010, Vol. 12,No. 1

gets publicly disclosed. The evidence is shown in the fact that in
many assurance Statements prepared by accountants, only
selected parts of the reports are being assured, with no indica-
tion that it is not management who selects these parts. Finally, the
recent practices of assurance engagements represented by the
sample in this study have not improved the transparency and
stakeholder accountability of social, environmental and sus-
tainable reporting. Similar to the two previous studies, we assert
that a generally accepted standard is needed to promote assur-
ance statements that add meaningful values to the reliability of
social, environmental and sustainability reporting.
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Introduction

Corporatereporting on non-finan-
cial performance is not a new phenom-
enon. Academic studies on corporate
social and environmental reporting can
be traced back to the 1970s. Further-
more, the number of companies world-
wide producing stand-alone reports on
their social and environmental perfor-
mance has experienced stable growth
since 1993 (O’ Dwyer and Owen 2005).
One of the most comprehensive stud-
ies of this reporting practice is the
KPMG@G’s tri-annual survey, which cov-
ers the top 250 companies of the Global
Fortune 500 and the largest 100 com-
panies in 22 countries. The latest ver-
sion reveals that in 2008, 79 percent of
these companies had issued such a
report, which was a substantial in-
crease from 52 percentin 2005 (KPMG
2008). Although Japanese, British and
American companies are the leaders in
producing non-financial reports, those
in many European nations are steadily
catching up (Chua et al. 2009).

A similar upward trend, albeit to a
lesser extent, has been shown by the
percentage of these reports that in-
cluded third-party assurance. Accord-
ing to the same survey by KPMG, the
amount rose from 30 percent in 2005 to
40 percent in 2008 (KPMG 2008). It is
proposed that this is driven by stake-
holders’ increasing demand for cred-
ibility in reporting and the assumed
association between the third-party as-
surance and the credibility (O’Dwyer
and Owen 2005). Thus, in spite of its
voluntary nature, the demand for this
particular audit serviceis rising (Power
1991).

However, the general finding of
studies on social and environmental
auditing is that it has so far failed to
secure public trust innon-financial cor-
porate disclosure (Dando and Swift
2003). There is a concern about man-
agement control over the assurance
process, which results in doubts con-
cerning the success of assurance in
holding corporations accountable to
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their constituencies (Adams 2004; Ball
et al. 2000; Belal 2002; Brorson and
Park 2004; Chua et al. 2009; Dando
and Swift 2003; O’Dwyer and Owen
2005; O’Dwyer and Owen 2007;
Power 1991; Maltby 1995; Zadek
2004).

For instance, Adams (2004) and
Belal (2002) critique that in many cases,
management determines the audit’s
scope and design, thus effectively re-
stricting the assuror’s access to the
true picture of the organization’s per-
formance. Ball et al. (2000) adds that
this, combined with the fact that the
assuror is often appointed by manage-
ment (the agent) instead of stakehold-
ers (the principal), means that the as-
suror independence from the company
is questionable (2000). Furthermore,
Maltby’s (1995) study shows that some
assurors report their findings to man-
agement or address management as
the intended reader in their assurance
statement. Therefore, it is foreseeable
that management may only disclose
audit findings that will enhance their
image, instead of giving a realistic pic-
ture of the corporate performance
(Maltby 1995; O’Dwyer and Owen
2007). The implication of this perceived
‘managerial capture’ is, of course, the
lacks of credibility and transparency
and doubts that assurance adds a mean-
ingful value to social and environmen-
tal disclosure (O’Dwyer and Owen
2007; Brorson and Park 2004). Inthe
light of these issues and the growing
prevalence of non-financial reporting,
the time is ripe for an analysis of the

success of recent assurance practices
in fulfilling their intended purposes.

The Objective of the Study

As mentioned previously, the is-
sue addressed by this study is the lack
of success of current assurance prac-
tices in enhancing the transparency
and accountability of non-financial cor-
porate disclosure. This paper aims to
continue and extend those of Ball et al.
(2000) and O’Dwyer and Owen (2005)
in evaluating the extent to which cur-
rentassurancepractices promote trans-
parency and accountability for stake-
holders. This is done by conducting an
empirical analysis of the content of
assurance statements accompanying a
sample of non-financial reports that
were short-listed for the Association of
Chartered Certified Accountants
(ACCA) U.K. Sustainability Report-
ing Award and the CERES-ACCA
Sustainability Reporting Award from
2006 to 2008. Both awards are seen as
the leading schemes of their kind:
ACCA UK. in the United Kingdom
and CERES-ACCA in North America.
Besides being the first scheme in the
world, the ACCA U.K. Award has
also been used as an example for later,
similar awards (Ball etal. 2000). Thus,
reports short-listed by these schemes
can be reasonably expected to be the
leaders of the reporting practice
(O’Dwyer and Owen 2005), at least in
the British and North American per-
spectives. Since this study aims at
drawing conclusion on the success of
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assurance practices in enhancing the
credibility of non-financial reporting,
these leading examples are suitable for
this study.

Similar to the study conducted by
O’Dwyer and Owen in 2005, this study
will use prevalent non-financial report-
ingand auditing standards, specifically
the elements related to stakeholder
accountability, as abasis for evaluating
the assurance statements. These stan-
dards are those issued by Account-
Ability, Global Reporting Initiative (GRI)
and Federationdes Experts Comptables
Europeens (FEE). The problem state-
ment is as follows: Based on the stan-
dards set out by AccountAbility, GRI
and FEE, to what extent do assurance
practices in United Kingdom and North
America enhance the transparency and
accountability of leading non-financial
corporatereporting? Underpinning this
study is a concern that third-party as-
surance fails to promote stakeholder
empowerment (Ball et al. 2000).

Literature Review

Non-financial Reporting

The term non-financial reporting
inthis study refers to substantial, stand-
alone corporate disclosure on social,
environmental and sustainability (here-
after, SES) performance. Environmen-
tal reporting has especially enjoyed a
long history since the 1970s. Social
reporting then follows, although envi-
ronmental reporting remains the most
common type of non-financial disclo-

sure. The term of sustainability report-
ing, however, has caught on relatively
recently (O’Dwyer and Owen 2005).
Indeed, the ACCA U.K. Sustainability
Reporting Award was initially called
ACCA UK. Environmental Report-
ing Award (emphasis added) when it
was founded in 1991 (Ball et al. 2000).
This initial name remained until 2001
when it was changed to ACCA U.K.
Sustainability Reporting Award in or-
der to include the broadened scope of
non-financial reporting that now com-
prises not just environmental and social
issues, but also sustainability matter
(Steckel 2002).

Althoughsustainability specifically
concerns ‘the fair distribution of re-
sources and opportunities between the
current generation and between the
present and future generations,” cur-
rent sustainability disclosure does not
necessarily report this (O’Dwyer and
Owen 2005). Instead, this term is often
used to encompass all kinds of reports
on corporate efforts in complying with
ethical or legal standards, albeit in the
social or environmental area (O’ Dwyer
and Owen 2005). ‘Sustainability’ has
thus become a catchall term for all
kinds of non-financial reporting. How-
ever, the misuse of this term does not
affect the data used in this study — both
‘sustainability disclosure’ that actually
provides a report on sustainability and
that which does not are suitable for this
study, as long as they report the corpo-
rate efforts on social or environmental
issues.
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Also noteworthy is O’Dwyer and
Owen’s assertion that the inclusion of
sustainability issues innon-financial dis-
closure has broadened the scope of not
just non-financial accounting but also
non-financial assurance (2005). It has
also expanded the list of stakeholders
that depend on non-financial assur-
ance to hold companies accountable
(O’Dwyer and Owen 2005). Thus, it is
now even more important to evaluate
the success of this assurance service in
fulfilling its intended purposes.

Social, Environmental and
Sustainability Assurance

SES assurance is often referred to
as the third-party verification or audit-
ingservice. Individuals carrying out the
service are often called assurors, veri-
fiers or auditors. The term auditor here
is potentially misleading since not all
individuals performing non-financial as-
surance are certified public accoun-
tants. In the lack of generally accepted
standards in this particular field,
assurors can be environmental con-
sultants, non-profit organizations or
certified public accountants (Ball et al.
2000). This has an important implica-
tion which will be covered later in this
study.

Regardless of the type of profes-
sion carrying out the assurance ser-
vice, the definition of the assurance
practice per se is the same. According
to the International Federation of Ac-
countants (IFAC), third-party assur-
ance is “a process in which a practitio-
ner expresses a conclusion designed to

enhance the degree of confidence that
intended users can have about the
evaluation or measurement of a sub-
ject matter that is the responsibility of a
party, other than the intended users or
the practitioners, against criteria”
(Brorson and Park 2004).

Unlike the financial auditing, the
SES auditing is voluntary and does not
have a framework that is commonly
agreed (Belal 2002). The assurance
provider can choose to follow one of
the established standards or create its
own set of auditing principles (Brorson
and Park 2004). As such, there are also
no commonly agreed key performance
indicators, and assurance providers can
choose from a large variety of quanti-
tative and qualitative indicators
(Brorson and Park 2004). This is in
stark contrast with financial auditing,
which has a set of generally accepted
quantitative key performance indica-
tors.

Findings of Previous Studies

As explained in the introduction
section, previous literature in a similar
strand generally finds that there is an
overriding management control over
the assurance process which reduces
the transparency and accountability to
stakeholders and renders the assur-
anceservicenot credible (Adams 2004;
Ball et al. 2000; Belal 2002; Brorson
and Park2004; Chua etal. 2009; Dando
and Swift 2003; O’Dwyer and Owen
2005; O’Dwyer and Owen 2007;
Power 1991; Maltby 1995; Zadek
2004). Maltby asserted in 1995 that
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initially, environmental audit was con-
ducted not for external stakeholders
but for management. It was a way for
management to assess their own envi-
ronmental performance and whether it
had complied with the company’s envi-
ronmental policies and planning, and
possibly with statutory regulations
(Maltby 1995). Thus, during that time,
environmental auditing was a ‘mana-
gerial tool,” and its scope and process
were determined by management
(Maltby 1995). Existing studies on SES
assurance find that these circumstances
have not necessarily changed today.
Since external and internal report read-
ers need ‘fundamentally different’ types
of corporate information, this casts
doubts on the value-adding properties
of the assurance service (Power 1991).

The same finding is also proposed
by Ball et al. (2000) and O’Dwyer and
Owen (2005), the two studies on which
this paper is based. Ball et al. (2000)
seek to empirically test the claim made
by Power in 1991 that environmental
audit has a managerialist approach that
diminishes corporate transparency and
stakeholder empowerment (2000).
Power (1991) asserts that without gen-
erally accepted standards, the
company’s environmental control sys-
tems will be the focus of the audit,
instead of the environmental perfor-
mance per se. Ball et al. (2000) evalu-
ate the verification statements of envi-
ronmental reports short-listed for the
ACCA U.K. Environmental Reporting
Award, and find that Power’s claim
indeed has a substance (Ball et al.
2000). Their research questions as-

suror independence and critiques the
dominant focus on environmental man-
agement systems in the audit (Ball et
al. 2000). They also find that the ‘de-
gree of rigor’ applied to the assurance
process is not satisfactory (Ball et al.
2000).

O’Dwyer and Owen (2005) use
reporting and auditing standards set out
by AccountAbility, FEE and GRI in
their study. These standards contain
‘key accountability-focused elements,’
and the study measures the extent to
which they are used in SES reports
short-listed for the ACCA U.K. and
European Sustainability Reporting
Awards in 2002 (O’Dwyer and Owen
2005). Although this study observes a
more robust approach to auditing,
greater assuror independence and a
greater focus on environmental perfor-
mance than the findings of Ball et al.
(2000), it admits that SES assurance in
general still demonstrates a ‘manage-
rial turn’ (O’Dwyer and Owen 2005).
The lack of stakeholder engagement in
the assurance process and assurors’
reluctance to address specific con-
stituencies in their assurance state-
ments indicate such a managerial con-
trol, and the study calls for a more
robust assurance standard that ad-
dresses these issues (O’Dwyer and
Owen 2005).

Management control is also evi-
dent in the fact that management often
appoints the assurance provider, deter-
mines the scope and design of the audit
and the degree of access to internal
information provided to the assurors
(Adams 2004; Belal 2002). Assurors
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thus cannot be fully independent from
management. Having an assuror from
the accounting profession does not
necessarily guarantee independence
either. Ball et al. (2000) observe that
firms do not always hire accountants
as the assurance provider because they
would like to benefit from the degree of
independence associated with the fi-
nancial audit profession.

The lack of stakeholder engage-
ment in the assurance process is an-
other point that is criticized by studies in
this field, since stakeholder engage-
ment is especially important in setting
the boundaries for an assurance pro-
cess that will address all issues that are
material to stakeholders (O’Dwyer and
Owen 2005; O’Dwyer and Owen
2007). Without consulting stakehold-
ers, some important issues may fail to
be addressed in the assurance state-
ment (Adams 2004). Moreover, the
lack of stakeholder involvement com-
bined with the managerial control over
audit scope may result in the audit
scope being defined in very narrow
terms (Brorson and Park 2004). This
could result in both materiality and
completeness problems (Adams 2004).
Indeed, O’Dwyer and Owen critique
that in many cases, the approach is
overly focused on merely the accuracy
of data while a more holistic, broader
approach similar to that applied in fi-
nancial auditing would be far more
desirable (2005). Completeness prob-
lem would diminish the credibility of an
assurance statement in holding a firm
accountable to its constituencies
(Adams 2004; Dando and Swift 2003).

As such, it can be concluded that the
lack of stakeholder involvement shows
the low importance placed on account-
ability in the assurance process
(O’Dwyer and Owen 2005).

Besides leading to materiality and
completeness issues, a narrowly de-
fined audit scope limits assurors in
providing a high level of assurance
(O’Dwyer and Owen 2005). Assurors
from the accounting profession seem
reluctant to provide a high level of
assurance (Dando and Swift 2003). By
taking a cautious approach and intro-
ducing extensive limitations to the audit
scope, accountant assurors can only
provide selective disclosure of the cred-
ibility of the SES report being examined
(Belal 2002). O’Dwyer and Owen
(2005) criticize the trend among ac-
countant assurors to provide only a low
level of assurance.

Even when stakeholder engage-
ment is present, one should be cautious
as to the extent to which management,
whose power is often greater than that
of stakeholders, exerts its views on
stakeholders dominantly (Adams 2004).
Insucha case, a company could use its
communications and involvement with
stakeholders as a ‘legitimizing tool” to
justify its efforts towards accountabil-
ity (Adams 2004).

Concern over assuror’s reluc-
tance to address specific stakeholder
groups in assurance statements is also
rampant (Ball et al. 2000; Dando and
Swift 2003; O’Dwyer and Owen 2005;
O’Dwyer and Owen 2007). Unlike in
financial auditing, numerous SES as-
surance statements do not clearly men-

81



GadjahMada International Journal of Business, January-April 2010, Vol. 12,No. 1

tion to whom the statements are ad-
dressed, which is peculiar since SES
reports most likely address a clearly
stated variety of constituencies
(O’Dwyer and Owen 2005).

Ball et al. (2000) and Maltby
(1995) compare another aspect of SES
auditing with financial auditing. Maltby
points out in 1995 that since the assur-
ance provider can come from a variety
of professions and disciplines, there is
no guarantee that every provider shares
a set of common and standardized
background knowledge to be employed
in the audit process. In financial audit-
ing, certified public accountants can be
expected to bring the same know-how
and experiences into the audit. How-
ever, since in SES audit this is not the
case, it is important that the assuror
includes a clear description of his or her
competencies and prior experiences in
assurance. Unfortunately, both Ball et
al. (2000) and Maltby (1995) report
that this is still lacking in the sample sets
of their studies.

In the light of these findings, it can
be concluded that assurance service
does not seem to have brought about
greater levels of transparency and ac-
countability among companies report-
ing their SES performance. Given this
concern, my key objective in this paper
is to examine whether this trend still
continues in British and North Ameri-
can contexts in recent years.

Research Framework

The framework for this study is
based on three recent and high-profile

assurance reporting and auditing stan-
dards that are also used in the study of
O’Dwyer and Owen (2005). These
standards are released by Account-
Ability, GRI and FEE.

AccountAbility is anon-profit think
tank that aims to ‘promote accountabil-
ity for sustainable development’ (Ac-
countability 2003). Its framework is
called the AA1000 series (Account-
Ability 1999). It first published a stan-
dard for ‘social and ethical accounting,
editing and reporting’ in 1999 (Ac-
countAbility 1999), then issued a re-
vised version with a separate Assur-
ance Standard in 2003 (O’Dwyer and
Owen 2005). Of the three standards
employed in this study, this is perhaps
the one that places the greatest impor-
tance on stakeholders (O’Dwyer and
Owen 2005). Its core principles in-
clude materiality, completeness and
responsiveness, while stakeholder en-
gagement, inclusivity and complete-
ness, continuous improvement and in-
dependent third-party verification also
receive muchattention (AccountAbility
2003). O’Dwyer and Owen (2005)
note that it also requires assurors to
include a clear statement of their com-
petencies, independence from the
auditee and impartiality towards stake-
holders. Due to all of these stake-
holder-focused elements, the same
authors predict that AA1000 is the
most challenging standard of all three
to follow, for both preparers and audi-
tors of the SES reports (O’Dwyer and
Owen 2005).

FEE (Federation des Experts
Comptables Europeens), a representa-
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tive of the European accounting pro-
fession, issued a Discussion Paper titled
‘Providing Assurance on Sustainability
Reports’ (FEE 2002). It exhibits an
approach that is more cautious than
AA1000 in order to prevent an ‘expec-
tation gap’ between the users’ expec-

tation of the level of assurance pro-
vided and the true level of assurance
(FEE 2002). Its emphasis on stake-
holders is less than that of AA1000,
although it does aim to guide assurors
wanting to provide a high level of as-
surance (O’Dwyer and Owen 2007).

Figure 1. Recommended Minimum Contents of Assurance Statements
Based on AA1000, FEE and GRI.

ContentofReport

AA1000 FEE GRI

Title

Addressee

Name and location of assuror

Scope and objective of the engagement

Respective responsibilities of reporter and assuror

Competencies of assuror

Independence of assuror fromreporting organization

.

Criteria used to assess evidence and reach conclusion

Assurance standards used

Extent of stakeholder participation in the assurance process

Impartiality ofassuror towards stakeholders

Conclusion/opinion:

Materiality (from a stakeholderperspective)

Completeness

Responsiveness to stakeholders

Performance

Reporting onreservations/qualifications

Additional commentary:

Progress inreporting and assurance since last report

processes

Suggestions forimprovements ininteresting reporting and

The report date

Source: O’Dwyer and Owen (2005)
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Although it shares similarities with the
standard issued by the Global Report-
ing Initiative (GRI), GRI is more de-
manding on the assurance provider
concerning a number of issues: (1) the
requirement of a clear statement about
the independence of assuror, (2) the
extent of stakeholder engagement in
the assurance process (and any limita-
tion in it), and (3) the requirement that
the conclusion of the assurance should
deal with the SEA report’s ‘accuracy,
completeness andreliability’ (O’Dwyer
and Owen 2007). GRI, whose stan-
dardis called the Sustainability Report-
ing Guidelines, is a non-profit organiza-
tion purporting to develop sustainability
reporting guidelines that can be applied
and accepted worldwide (GRI 2002).
It is also known for involving multiple
stakeholders across different fields and
disciplines in developing its guidelines
(O’Dwyer and Owen 2005). Unfortu-
nately, although it does putan emphasis
on stakeholder engagement in the as-
surance process, it does little to explain
as to how this should be carried out
(O’Dwyer and Owen 2005).

Figure 1 is adapted from O’Dwyer
and Owen (2005). It lists the possible
contents of assurance statements, and
indicates whether these are required
by each standard (O’Dwyer and Owen
2005). A grey-shaded box indicates
that it is required while a black one
indicates that it may be included but is
not a requirement. As can be inferred
from the Figure 1, AA1000 is the most
‘demanding’ of all three.

Methodology

Research Design

This paper employs an empirical,
content analysis of assurance state-
ments accompanying a series of SES
reports deemed to be leading ‘best-
practice’ reports due to their short-
listings for the ACCA U.K. and
CERES-ACCA Sustainability Report-
ing Awards. The statements will be
judged against the accountability-fo-
cused elements of the standards ex-
plained above. The analysis is com-
prised of locating each statement in
each report, reading it, looking for the
recommended minimum contents laid
out in the table above, analyzing the
extent to which they are applied and
how clearly they are explained in the
statement, and looking for similar find-
ings and trends spotted by previous
literature to see whether these con-
tinueto bepresent inthe current sample.
This study also look at the Judges’
Reports, which are reports made by
the judging committee of the ACCA
U.K. Sustainability Reporting Award.
Besides listing out the SES reports
short-listed for that year’s award, the
Judges’ Reports also give a general
opinion of the quality of that year’s SES
reports and the areas that need im-
provements. As it can be quite critical,
the commentary in these reports is also
valuablein this analysis. Finally, a con-
tent analysis will be guided by a set of
key questions that will be elaborated on
later in this study.
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This method is chosen as it is the
method used in the two studies from
which this paper stems, and also in
other research in a similar strand. The
publicly released assurance statements
are also the only sources available for
analyzing the assurance of SES re-
ports, unless in-depth case studies in-
volving interviews with auditors per-
forming real life SES assurance are
conducted. Although such studies
would provide more insights into the
assurance process, it is not foreseeable
to conduct such research given the
limited opportunities and resources to
do so. Hence, the content analysis is
the only available way of conducting
this study.

The author fully accepts that such
an approach has limitations. As ex-
plained in the first section of this paper,
such an approach is inherently subjec-
tive. However, with thoroughness and
care in carrying out the analysis, we
contend that there are still values in
suchan analysis, and it can still provide
a valuable starting point in understand-
ing the current SES assurance service.
For example, the studies by Ball et al.
(2000) and O’Dwyer and Owen (2005)
employ the same research method and
are often used and cited by other simi-
lar studies in this field.

Data Collection Method

Data used in this study are ac-
quired from the ACCA U.K. and
CERES-ACCA Sustainability Report-
ing Awards during the period of 2006-
2008. In their websites, ACCA U.K.
and CERES-ACCA publish the

awards’ Judges’ Reports for each year,
and each lists out the SES reports
short-listed for that year’s awards. We
then go to the website of each com-
pany whose report was short-listed,
and retrieve the report, usually from
the report or download archives. Al-
though it is highly unusual that the
report is not available on the website, in
some occasions where that is the case,
we could retrieve it from the
sustainability report online databases
such as Corporate Register (http://
www.corporate-register.com), Global
Reporting (http://www.globalreport
ing.org) and EnviroReporting (http://
www.enviro-reporting.com). These
can be accessed by the general public.
If the report is assured by a third-party
verifier, the assurance statement is
normally included in the report or made
available on the company’s website. It
is these assurance statements that fi-
nally comprise the data used in this
study.

This sample is chosen for the fol-
lowing reasons. First, ACCA U.K. and
CERES-ACCA are two of the largest
SES reporting award schemes in the
world. ACCA U.K. is the first of its
kind and has been used as an example
by later schemes. It is therefore con-
tended that the SES reports short-listed
by these awards can be expected to
exhibit ‘best practices,” and could thus
show us the extent to which leading
SES reports inthe world promote trans-
parency and accountability. Second,
although the two studies on which this
paper is based only use the ACCA
U.K. Sustainability Reporting Award,
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this paper alsouses the CERES-ACCA
award in order to expand the scope of
the previous studies. As already men-
tioned by the research of Chua et al.
(2009), United Kingdom, United States
and Japan are currently the most
‘heavily represented’ countries in the
field of SES reporting. Including the
CERES-ACCA award in this study
allows the results to better reflect this
fact, since ACCA U.K. is for compa-
nies in the United Kingdom whereas
CERES-ACCA is for those in North
America. Japan is not included in this
study due to time constraint and the
possibility ofa language barrier. Third,
since this research aims to continue
those of Ball et al. (2000) and O’Dwyer
and Owen (2005), the data used must
be more current than those used in their
studies. As such, the period of 2006-
2008 is chosen. Instead of O’Dwyer
and Owen (2005), who use data from
one year only, this study employs data
from three years.

Data Analysis Method

The analysis is guided by four
things: (1) the list of recommended
minimum contents in the table adapted
from O’Dwyer and Owen (2005), (2)
the findings and trends spotted by pre-
vious studies cited in the literature re-
view, (3) the Judges’ Reports of the
ACCA U.K. Sustainability Reporting
Award which include commentary on
the quality of the reports and their
shortcomings, and (4) a series of key
questions. Each assurance statement
in the data is read and analyzed based
on these four criteria. In order to mini-

mize errors and omissions while read-
ing the assurance statements, each
statement is checked at least three
times (at different times and by differ-
ent reseachers) against each criterion.
Similar to the studies of Ball et al.
(2000) and O’ Dwyer and Owen (2005),
the different approaches or presenta-
tions of accountant assurors and envi-
ronmental consultant assurors, if any,
are noted and analyzed. Any variations
are compared to those spotted in the
previous studies.

The key questions guiding this
study are a combination of those guid-
ing Ball et al. (2000) and O’Dwyer and
Owen (2005). Hence, they are more
comprehensive than the questions posed
in this study (see Appendix C).

Results and Discussion

The sampleused in this study com-
prises assurance statements accom-
panying the SES reports short-listed
for the ACCA U.K. and CERES-
ACCA Sustainability Reporting
Awards from 2006 to 2008. There are
59 reports in total. 50 reports, or 85
percent of the sample size, were as-
sured by a third-party. This is a signifi-
cant increase from the percentages in
the studies of Ball et al. (2000) and
O’Dwyer and Owen’s study (2005),
which were 60 percent and 59 percent,
respectively. Two inferences can be
made from this fact: (1) the trend to use
an assurance provider among SES re-
porters is still rising and (2) as noted by
Balletal. (2000), higher-quality report-
ing seems to go hand in hand with the
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third-party assurance. These 50 assur-
ance statements make up the final
sample in this study.

The studies in2000 and 2005 made
a distinction between assurance state-
ments prepared by certified public ac-
countants and those by consultants.
Consultants may include a wide range
of occupations, and in this study they
are environmental consultancy com-
panies, verification companies and even
individuals with experiences inthe SES
reporting field. The reason for this
distinction is that they find distinctively
different approaches taken by the two
professions in their assurance engage-
ments. In general, accountants seem to
favor a cautious approach that prohib-
its them from providing a high level of
assurance, whereas consultants are
more likely to focus on the value-
adding measures of completeness, fair-
ness and overall balance of the SES
reporting (Ball et al. 2000; O’Dwyer
and Owen 2005). This study utilizes the
same distinction in the observation of
results.

Table 1 shows how the 50 sample
reports are divided into those prepared
by consultants and those by accoun-
tants. It also compares these percent-
ages with those observed in O’Dwyer
and Owen’s study in 2005.

In the study conducted by
O’Dwyer and Owen, assurance state-
ments by accountants made up a slightly
larger proportion than those by consult-
ants. In this study, this situation is
clearly overturned, with consultants
making up a significantly higher per-
centage. Although this observation
cannot immediately be extended to the
world of SES reporting and assurance
in general, this may be the trend spotted
among better-quality reports. One sug-
gested cause for this is accountants’
general reluctance to provide a high
level of assurance, which is arguably
more meaningful and promising for
stakeholders. This general reluctance
will soon be seen from the results of
this study. The results are arranged
based on the questions listed in the
Data Analysis Method sub-section.

Table 1. Types of Assurance Providers for Sample Analyzed

Current Study (2009)

O’Dwyer and Owen (2005)

Consultant 31 reports 62% 46%
Accountant 19 reports 38% 54%
Total 50 reports 100% 100%
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Information on Assurance
Providers

This study is interested in certain
information about the assurance pro-
viders, namely information on the
assuror’ssalary, theassuror’sand SES
report preparer’s responsibilities, and
the assuror’s competencies, back-
grounds and past experiences. Each
information provides an insight into the
extent to which assurance statements
can add value to SES reports.

No accountant assuror mentions
in the statement the fee he or she
receives for performing the tasks. This
is in stark contrast to financial auditing,
where the fee level is always declared
in order to give further information to
the readers about the company-auditor
relationship, including the assuror inde-
pendence from the company. Four
consultant assurors or 13 percent of
the whole consultant sample give an
indication of fee level. This is one
example of the more informative ap-
proaches taken by consultants in gen-
eral. Although miniscule, it is already
an improvement from the sample sets
observed by Ball et al. (2000) and
O’Dwyer and Owen (2005), where no
assuror mentioned their fee levels.

Similar to the observation in
O’Dwyer and Owen (2005), accoun-
tants are more likely than consultants
to provide clear information on the
responsibilities of the assurors and the
reporting company in an assurance
engagement. In this study, all accoun-
tants provide such information, com-
pared to only 31 percent by consult-

ants. Perhaps this can be explained by
the fact that accountants are accus-
tomed to stating the responsibilities of
parties involved when conducting a
financial audit. This type of information
is important for the report readers to
understand further the relationship be-
tween the assuror and the reporting
company. It can give an insight into the
assuror independence from the com-
pany and how stakeholder-centered an
assurance statement is.

For example, Pricewaterhouse-
Coopers’ assurance statement for
Anglo American’s Report to Society
2007 states that the company’s direc-
tors’ responsibilities include “the prepa-
ration and presentation of the identified
selected KPIs in accordance with in-
ternal corporate policies and proce-
dures,” while PricewaterhouseCoopers
is obliged to “express to the directors
an opinion on the selected KPIs.” From
this description of responsibilities, sev-
eral things can be inferred:

¢ The assurance statement is limited
to “selected KPIs,” instead of the
wholereport. Accordingto AA1000
AS, one of the assurance standards
used in this study, an assurance
statement must be stakeholder-cen-
tered for it to be value-adding to
stakeholders. Ifthe assurance state-
ment only attests to certain parts of
the report while ignoring the rest, it
may not be fully value-adding to
stakeholders who may be interested
in other parts of the report.

¢ The wording of the responsibilities
does not suggest that the KPIs are
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selected by the assuror. Usually,
when the assuror determines the
scope of the assurance, this is men-
tioned clearly in the assurance state-
ment. The unclear wording may
suggest that the KPIs are selected
by the company directors, in which
case the assurance scope is then
determined by the company. In other
words, instead of the assuror ana-
lyzing the report based on the stake-
holder concerns, the assuror is do-
ing so predicated upon the manage-
rial interest or perspective. This can
further diminish the value added by
the assurance to the report.

¢ It is mentioned that the directors
must prepare the KPIs “in accor-
dance with internal corporate poli-
cies and procedures.” Thus, instead
of preparing them with the stake-
holder concerns in mind, which is
what the AA1000 AS requires, the
directors are to ensure that the KPIs
are in accordance with company
policies only. This has an adverse
impact on the value of the assur-
ance statement for the stakehold-
ers.

* Since the assuror is obliged to ex-
press an opinion “to the directors,”
it can be inferred that the intended
reader of the assurance statement
is the company management rather
than the stakeholders. An assur-
ance statement created with the
stakeholders in mind and that cre-
ated for the corporate management
will definitely have a different di-
rection and provide different values
for the stakeholders.

As can be seen from the points
above, a clear description of the re-
sponsibilities of assuror and the com-
pany can provide a useful insight into
the extent to which the assurance state-
ment can promote transparency and
stakeholder accountability. This is why
it is important to have these responsi-
bilities spelled out in details. Those who
do describe the responsibilities of in-
volved parties generally mention that
the company must prepare and provide
the SES report or selected parts of it,
and that the assuror must attest to the
provided information. Two of the con-
sultants who do not provide this infor-
mation only mention theresponsibilities
of the company, which gives an incom-
plete picture of the assuror-company
relationship. Theseresults substantiate
those of O’Dwyer and Owen in 2005.
In this study, all but one accountant
mention the responsibilities of parties
involved, while consultants in general
mention the responsibilities of only one
of the parties.

Information on the assuror’s com-
petencies gives the readers an idea of
the assuror’s capability of carrying out
his or her tasks. As mentioned in pre-
viously, there has yet to be generally
accepted standards governing the field
of SES assurance. This means, unlike
financial auditing, that there is neither a
standard of the qualifications required
for an assuror nor the type of occupa-
tion qualified to be an assuror. As a
result, a variety of occupations may
perform an SES assurance, bringing
different sets of knowledge, skills and
competencies into the field. Since it is
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inevitable that these skills and compe-
tencies vary in depth and quality, the
resulting work may also vary in quality.
Thus, anassuror’s competencies should
be of great interest to the report read-
ers. Clear information on the compe-
tencies may allow readers to infer the
quality of the assurance.

O’Dwyer and Owen (2005) note
that the Big Four accountants seem to
rely on their company names to imply
that they are capable of carrying out
the assurance work responsibly and
effectively. This paper observes the
same phenomenon. None of the ac-
countants in the sample clearly states
his or her competencies and in suffi-
cient details. For instance, the accoun-
tants from Ernst and Young mention in
their assurance for BHP Billiton’s 2007
Sustainability Report that “our team
has acquired competencies and expe-
riences for this engagement” without
specifying what competencies and ex-
periences they refer to. Pricewater-
houseCoopers and Deloitte and Tou-
che even do not mention anything re-
motely related to competencies in their
assurance statements. Similarly, con-
sultants from Lloyd’s Register Quality
Assurance’s verification for BT s 2008
Sustainability Report mentions that their
team is “multidisciplinary” and that it
has gone through “a rigorous appraisal
of qualifications and experiences.”
From a stakeholder’s point of view,
when assertions such as these are not
supported by more details, they seem
to add little value.

However, in general, consultants
are more likely to provide greater de-

tails in this regard than accountants.
SGS U.K., in providing assurance for
GlaxoSmithKline’s 2006 Corporate
Responsibility report, states that the
company is experienced in “manage-
ment systems and service certifica-
tion; environmental, social and ethical
auditing and training; environmental,
social and sustainability report assur-
ance.” Six other reports or a total of 23
percent of the consultant sample de-
scribe their competencies along these
lines. This is a decline from 48 percent
observed by O’Dwyer and Owen
(2005).

When it comes to information on
backgrounds and past experiences,
however, accountants seemto be catch-
ing up with consultants. The percent-
age of consultants disclosing their rel-
evant backgrounds and past experi-
ences is still high (54%), similar to the
O’Dwyer and Owen’s (2005) study,
where the percentage was also close
to half (48%). However, the percent-
age of accountants disclosing this type
of information has increased from 11
percent to 56 percent. For example,
Ernst and Young mentions in their
assurance statement for BHP Billiton’s
2007 Sustainability Report that “our
team includes specialists from the glo-
bal environmental and sustainability
networks, which undertake similar en-
gagements with a number of Austra-
lianand international businesses.” Simi-
lar tones have been employed by the
other consultants in the sample who
also disclose this type of information.
Although the percentage of disclosing
accountants and consultants are nearly
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the same, consultants are more likely to
declare the number of years in which
they have been providing the assur-
ance service for a particular company.

Information on Intended
Readership

Clear information on the intended
users of an assurance statement gives
an insight into the focus of the state-
ment. An assurance statement which
is clearly addressed to stakeholders
can at least be expected to discuss and/
or prioritize stakeholder concerns. This
is the type of assurance that will en-
hance an SES report’s transparency
and accountability, and thus its value to
stakeholders.

O’Dwyer and Owen (2005) find
that assurors often do not mention the
intended constituencies in details (only
27%) or mention stakeholders that are
not the same as those addressed by the
SES reports. This is different from
financial auditing, where both the fi-
nancial and the audit reports are in-
tended for the same sets of users.

In this research, a new trend is
observed. Interestingly, and indeed
alarmingly, noreport mentions specific
stakeholder groups. All accountants
address management as the only in-
tended user of the assurance state-
ment, and present a disclaimer for
other potential users. A typical ex-
ample is shown by Ernst and Young’s
assurance for British American
Tobacco’s 2002 Sustainability Report
(see Appendix D1).

This is alarming since eliminating
stakeholders as parties who can ben-
efit from the assurance statement im-
mediately diminishes the transparency
and stakeholder accountability of the
assurance statement. It also raises
doubts about the value of the assur-
ance to stakeholders, since an assur-
ance intended only for management
may not cover all stakeholder con-
cerns. It is apparent that explicitly lim-
iting the intended readership to man-
agement and proclaiming a disclaimer
concerning other users are meant to
limit accountants’ responsibility. This
is in line with the generally cautious
approach of accountants to performing
SES assurance engagements. It also
suggests that management may have a
control over the assurance scope and
methods, and over what information
gets publicly disclosed. This manage-
rial turn is suggested by both Ball et al.
(2000) and O’Dwyer and Owen (2005),
who fear that in such cases, assurance
engagement may only be “an added
bonus, spun off from a management
exercise.”

When it comes to consultants, simi-
lar to the findings of Ball et al. (2000)
and O’Dwyer and Owen (2005), they
generally do not mention the intended
readership atall, simply using the terms
“stakeholders” or “readers” in their
statements. One consultant states a
disclaimer for users other than man-
agement. This approach of not ad-
dressing any specific stakeholder also
raises doubts as to whether the assur-
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ance statements are intended to ad-
dress all matters material to stakehold-
ers.

Information on Assuror
Independence

Assuror independence, is ex-
tremely crucial for the transparency
and accountability of a report. This
research is interested in three things:
(1) if the assuror makes a reference to
independence, (2) if the assuror has
relationships other than the assurance
engagement with the company which
may compromise the independence,
and (3) if the assuror recognizes any
consequence of less-than-full indepen-
dence in the assurance engagement.

Inthis study, 80 percent of assurors
refer to their independence from the
reporting company, which is a signifi-
cant increase from the 46 percent ob-
served by O’Dwyer and Owen (2005).
The same study observes that accoun-
tants seem to be satisfied with simply
stating that they are independent from
management without providing further
details. Although 100 percent of ac-
countants do state their independence,
this research shows that most of them
(84%) also state that they comply with
the International Standards for Assur-
ance Engagements 3000 (ISAE 3000)
issued by the International Auditing
and Assurance Standards Board
(IAASB), which requires them to be
independent from management. A high
percentage (89%) also explains that
they do not have any other engagement
with the management which can com-
promise their independence and objec-

tivity. For instance, it can be seen in
Appendix D2 (the Ernst and Young’s
statements in their assurance for Brit-
ish Petroleum’s 2007 Sustainability
Report). Similar to O’Dwyer and Owen
in 2005, this paper also observes that it
can be easily inferred from the descrip-
tion of responsibilities provided by ac-
countants that they are indeed inde-
pendent from management.

On the other hand, only 68 percent
of consultants clearly state their inde-
pendence. The other 31 percent simply
do not refer to independence at all. Of
those 68 percentor 21 out of 31 reports,
two may be the cases of “dissociated
consultancy” discussed by Ball et al.
(2000) (Appendix D3). In 2007, the
consultant indeed made suggestions of
amendments which were all followed
by the preparer (Appendix D4). Thus,
the consultant was basically verifying
his or her own suggestions. In the other
case, individual assurors for Shell in
2007 also participated in reviewing and
commenting on chosen topics to be
covered in Shell’s SES report, the re-
port outline and content, and the first
drafts. This may compromise the ob-
jectivity of the assurors. These two
statements (Appendices D3 and D4)
are the only ones that should recognize,
in their statements, the consequences
of less-than-full independence from
management. However, no such rec-
ognition could be inferred or seen from
their assurance statements. Nonethe-
less, similar to the findings of O’Dwyer
and Owen (2005), less-than-full inde-
pendence is far from common among
SES assurors. Both the percentages of
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accountants and consultants making a
reference to independence have also
increased since Ball et al. (2000), and
O’Dwyer and Owen (2005).

Information on Assurance
Processes and Methods

Clear information on the assur-
ance scope, standards and criteria is
important in analyzing the extent to
which assurance promotes report trans-
parency and stakeholder accountabil-
ity. All but one assuror describe the
engagement scope, and 50 percent
clearly and specifically mention the
aspects of the report that are not as-
sessed, a rise from 37 percent found in
O’Dwyer and Owen’s (2005) study.
For example, URS Verification states
in their assurance statement for
Xstrata’s 2006 Sustainability Report
that the assurance scope only includes
four elements of the report, namely
safety, health, environment and com-
munity. Ernst and Young, in their as-
sessment of British American
Tobacco’s2007 Sustainability Report,

also specifies that “The scope of our
work was limited to activities at head-
quarters. We did not visit any of the
operating companies.” Consultants
(82%) are more likely than accoun-
tants (18%) to state what their engage-
ment scope has left out.

All but one assuror mention the
standards and criteria used in analyzing
the SES report. AA1000 Assurance
Standard is by far the most commonly
used, with 96 percent claiming to focus
on the standard’s materiality, com-
pleteness and responsiveness principles.
The Global Reporting Initiative’s G3
guidelines are a close second. This is a
clear improvement from the percent-
age of assurors making a reference to
a specific standard, which are 27 per-
centin Balletal. (2000) and 29 percent
in O’Dwyer and Owen (2005). This is
perhaps due to the increasing empha-
ses on materiality, completeness and
responsiveness issues raised by sev-
eral latest standards, especially the
AA1000 Assurance Standard.

Table 2. Types of Work Undertaken During Assurance Process

Percentage of assurors Current O’Dwyer & Ball et al.
conducting... Study Owen (2005) (2000)
Data review and validation 86% 93% 70%
Systems and processes review 64% 85% 43%
Site visits 64% 56% 32%
Stakeholder interview 5% 10% NA
Stakeholder engagement 5% NA NA
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Only 23 percent of assurors do not
make a clear description of work un-
dertaken in the assurance process.
Consultants (31%) are more likely than
accountants (11%) not to provide this
information. Table 2 presents the per-
centage of assurors performing certain
types of work during their engagement,
compared to the percentages from the
two previous studies where available.
When theinformationis not availablein
the previous study, it is marked as NA.

In general, although O’Dwyer and
Owen observe “a discernible improve-
ment in the extent of work undertaken
by assurors” when they compare their
results to those of Ball et al. (2000), a
general feeling of improvement is not
seen from the results of this study. For
example, although data review and
validation seems like the most obvious
task that needs to be carried out in an
assurance engagement, only 86 per-
cent of assurors make a clear refer-
ence to this (Appendix D5).

Even less percentage of assurors
(64%) claim to have carried out the
systems and processes review. This is
an important type of review where the
management control systems and pro-
cesses which are in place for creating
the SES report are examined. There is
a slight increase of assurors undertak-
ing site visits (from 56% in 2005 to
64%), but the extent of stakeholder
interview and engagement, which is
heeded as crucial by the AA1000 As-
surance Standard, remains negligible.
Although assurors attempt to provide
information onstakeholder involvement
in the assurance process, the wording

of the information is generally very
broad and vague. Crucial details are
often left out. As an example, Lloyd’s
Register Quality Assurance’s assess-
ment of BT’s 2008 Sustainability Re-
port states that LRQA conducted their
own “independent analysis of stake-
holder issues” but does not provide
further information as to how this was
done and whether stakeholders were
involved in the independent analysis.
The assurors of British Petroleum’s
2007 Sustainability Report state that
“our stakeholder engagement activi-
ties were limited to attendance in two
events.” However, no detail is given
about what the events were, why those
events were chosen as their stake-
holder engagement activities, what the
assurors did during the events and how
they involved the stakeholders. As such,
report readers have no way of judging
whether the stakeholder engagement
activities are sufficient to ensure that
material stakeholder concerns have
been considered and included in the
report.

This is precisely the problem; with-
out sufficient information on the extent
of work undertaken by assurors, read-
ers have no way of assessing whether
the assurance can then promote trans-
parency and stakeholder accountabil-
ity. In other words, readers have no
way of knowing whether they can rely
on the assurance statement in provid-
ing a clear and objective picture of the
quality of the company’s SES report
(Ball et al. 2000). What value, then,
would the assurance statement pro-
vide for the report’s readers?
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In a nutshell, since the percentage
of assurors making reference to data
review, systems and processes review,
site visits, stakeholder interview and
stakeholder engagement is significantly
below 100 percent, it can be concluded
that the rigor of work undertaken in the
assurance process is not well por-
trayed in general.

Information on Performance
Dimension

Both studies providing the basis
for this research place importance in
distinguishing the assessments of data
accuracy and performance. It is im-
portant that assurors assess whether
data in the report give a fair picture of
reality (data accuracy), but it is even
more important that they assess
whether the company has done enough
concerning their social responsibilities
(performance). Stating that the data in
the SES reports are accurate is not
sufficient since this does not say
whether the company has fulfilled all of
its responsibilities towards its stake-
holders. Ball et al. (2000) rightfully
reveal that a valuable comment on
performanceis “arguably the most fun-
damental criterion for assuring an ex-
ternal constituency.”

In this research, 36 percent of
assurors make a reference to perfor-
mance per se, compared to 15 percent
observed by O’Dwyer and Owen and
13 percent by Ball et al. (2000) All 36
percent are consultants. An unparal-
leled example is Reassurance Net-
work’s assessment of Camelot’s 2007
Responsibility Report. The consultant

goes as far as stating how Camelot has

performed according to each perfor-

mance indicator.
Twenty eight showed positive move-
ments, 12 wereneutral and 16 showed
a negative trend. There has been a
marked positive movement in energy
use, CO, emissions, employee morale
and sustainable paper sourcing...
Most negative trends were not
significant...Camelot should be com-
mended for developing and consoli-
dating its responsible business per-
formance.

The last sentence of the example
above shows that the consultant also
measures the acceptability of
Camelot’s performance. Assurors
must not only describe what compa-
nies have performed in order to fulfill
their social responsibilities, but also
examine whether these are accept-
able. In other words, assurors must
clearly state the bottom-line conclusion
of their assessment of performance.
Only 7 (39%) of those assurors who
assess performance state whether the
performance is acceptable, which is
quite an improvement from O’Dwyer
and Owen’s (2005) study, which finds
that only one assuror makes such a
statement.

Performance must also be as-
sessed against something. In order to
make performance assessment mean-
ingful to stakeholders, performance
must be assessed against stakeholder
demands and preferably also against
best practices. Of all the assurors who
make a reference to performance, 50
percent assess performance against
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stakeholder demands and 39 percent
against the best practice [compared to
11% in Ball et al.’s (2000) study]. For
instance, Appendix D6 shows the as-
surance statement for GlaxoSmith
Kline’s 2007 Corporate Responsibility
Report.

Interestingly, only half of the
assurors that assess performance also
clearly mention the weaknesses in per-
formance, and only one of these
assurors describes what the conse-
quences of the weaknesses are. The
rest either do not mention any weak-
ness at all or briefly mention them in
vague and broad wording. Deloitte and
Touche, for example, mentions in its
assessment of Vodafone’s 2007 Cor-
porate Responsibility Report that the
company should improve in the future
concerning ‘“‘customer services man-
agement including customer complaints
and satisfaction.” No information is
provided on the company’s specific
failings in its current customer services
management.

Clear and specific recommenda-
tions concerning performance are also
crucial for external constituencies to
be able to judge a company’s perfor-
mance. 32 percent of assurors make
recommendations concerning perfor-
mance, nearly 90 percent of whom are
consultants. Although this is an im-
provement from the percentage in Ball
etal. (2000)in2000 (14%), very few of
these recommendations are specific
and clear. This is also parallel to the
findings of the two previous studies.

The comparison of two recom-
mendations is presented in Appendix

D7. The first is made by Reassurance
Network’s assessment of Camelot’s
2007 Corporate Responsibility Report,
and is decidedly clearer and more spe-
cific since it explains what the problem
to be addressed is. The second is made
by the same consultant for the same
company, but in the previous year. It
only mentions areas that need improve-
ment, but not specifically what the
problems in the areas are. Moreover, it
explicitly states that the details on rec-
ommendations are available to man-
agement only. This shows a potentially
managerialist approach where man-
agement may have the control over
information to be publicly disclosed.
Needless to say, this does not promote
transparency and stakeholder account-
ability. Unfortunately, this is the ap-
proach taken by quite a number of
assurors to providing recommendations.
On top of recommendations,
assurors who have provided assurance
for the same companies in the previous
year(s) are also expected to provide
feedbacks concerning how the compa-
nies have responded to their previous
recommendations. It is logical to in-
clude such feedbacks in the assurance
statement if the assuror truly aims to
provide a clear and fair picture of the
company’s social performance. Of all
the assurors who are not first-time
assurors, 80 percent provide somekinds
of feedbacks (compared to 29% in Ball
et al. 2000). Feedbacks tend to be
couched in fairly general terms, and
assurors often fail to explain the extent
to which the previous year’s recom-
mendations have been acted on.
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A typical feedback is similar to the
one provided by LRQA for its assess-
ment on BT’s 2007 Sustainability Re-
port, “Recommendations made in as-
surance statements by LRQA for pre-
vious BT corporate social responsibil-
ity reports have been addressed.” The
feedback which was closest to be spe-
cific and detailed is the one provided by
Camelot’s assuror in 2008: “Camelot
have achieved or partly achieved 28 of
their 29 next step commitments made
last year, and have responded to 11 of
the 16 recommendations in our assur-
ance statement.” However, there is no
mention of which recommendations
havebeen and have not been addressed,
or what “partly” means. The assuror
also does not explain to what extent
Camelot has successfully fulfilled the
recommendations that they have re-
sponded to. This is the same as the
findings of Ball et al. (2000), who label
the feedback given as “opaque and
broadly-termed.”

Information on Company
Policies, Control Systems and
Processes

Besides assurance standards,
stakeholder demands and the best prac-
tice, an assurance statement must also
examine companies based on their own
social responsibility policies. Ball et al.
(2000) find that 18 percent of assurors
make a reference to policy review,
while this study observes 24 percent.
In other words, only a miniscule im-
provement is observed. On the other
hand, 64 percent claim to have re-

viewed the control systems. In general,
these assurors claim that the available
systems and processes are adequate to
ensure accurate reporting, but further
improvement can be made. In fact, 78
percent of assurors make recommen-
dations concerning the control sys-
tems.

Both the assessments and the rec-
ommendations made are again couched
in broad terms. For example, BT’s
assuror in 2006 states that, “While
some progress has been made, BT
needs to develop further its guidance
and processes that control the mea-
surement and reporting of non-UK
data.” The general observation is that,
despite the percentage of assurors
making a reference to control systems
[from 41% in Ball et al. (2000) and
39% in O’Dwyer and Owen (2005) to
64% 1in this study], the reference made
has still not improved in clarity or de-
tails. Another interesting observation is
that both Ball et al. (2000) and this
study observe a curious phenomenon:
the percentage of assurors making rec-
ommendations about the control sys-
tems is higher than that of assurors
stating weaknesses in the control sys-
tems. In other words, some assurors
see the room for improvement for the
company’s systems, but fail to specify
what the weaknesses are. This does
not help ensure stakeholders that
assurors’ best interests lie in the provi-
sion of a clear and just picture of the
company.

Eighty six percent of assurors
claim to have reviewed the processes
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taken by companies in creating their
SES reports. This is a clear improve-
ment from 22 percent in Ball et al.’s
(2000) study. However, recommenda-
tions made about processes are again
termed in broad and vague words. In
general, assurors are likely to mention
what needs to be improved, but not
how it should be improved, which is
arguably more important. An example
of better recommendations can be seen
in SGS U.K. Ltd.’s suggestions for
GlaxoSmithKline in 2006 (Appendix
Dg).

Information on Assurance Level

In all sample observed, only 14
percent of assurors, all consultants, do
not explicitly state the assurance level
provided. These reports, which are the
exception in this sample, simply do not
offer any final opinion on the SES
reports assessed. Shell’s assurors in
2006, for example, simply state that,
“The Company has prepared its 2006
Report with seriousness of purpose
and openness to our questions and
concerns.”

The majority that do state the level
of assurance provided, however, make
it generally clear to readers. Accoun-
tants are especially so, stating whether
“limited assurance” or “reasonable as-
surance” is pursued. These two levels
of assurance are common among ac-
countants. Several accountants pro-
vide limited assurance for certain as-
pects of the report and reasonable
assurance for the rest. The general
rationale for this is that they need to
conduct more rigorous assurance

methods or obtain more data in order to
assure certain aspects of a report, and
due to various constraints they are not
able to do so. Hence, they are only able
to apply limited assurance to these
aspects. Again, this portrays accoun-
tants’ general caution against putting
too much liability on themselves, mak-
ing their attestation less reassuring for
report readers.

This can also be seen from the
guarded and terse wording in their
opinions. For example, Pricewater-
houseCoopers states in their assur-
ance statement for Anglo American’s
2007 Report to Society that “...the
KPIs selected for reasonable assur-
ance for the year ended 31 December
2007 have been prepared, in all mate-
rial respects, in accordance with cor-
porate policies and procedures and are
free from material misstatements.”
Most of the other accountants apply an
opinion in very similar wording.

Consultants are generally more
willing to apply a higher level of assur-
ance. For example, Camelot’s consult-
antassuror in2007 explicitly states that
a high level of assurance is pursued.
CSR Network’s assurance for Coop-
erative Group’s 2008 Sustainability
Report states an opinion that the report
provides a “fair and balanced” view of
the company’s performance. For Traid
Craft’s 2008 Report, Just Assurance
consultant states that, “On the basis of
the work undertaken...we believe the
Social Accounts properly describe Traid
Craft’s relationships with its stake-
holders.”
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There are four aspects of assur-
ance level that this study analyzes. The
first is whether a “true and fair view”
is used in stating the final opinion on the
report. This approach, which is often
used in financial audits, suggests “the
completeness of the reporter’s version
of economic events” (Ball et al. 2000).
The application of this opinion means
that readers can rely on the SES report
in order to form a balanced opinion on
the company’s performance. Although
no assuror in this sample employs this
approach — a phenomenon that is also
observed in the two previous studies —
consultants are more likely to use opin-
ions that use the term “fairness and
balanced,” which are words that ac-
countants try to avoid in general. Ac-
countants are more likely to limit their
assurance to the properness of data,
whereas consultants tend to go further
and provide assurance for the
company’s performance as well. Need-
less to say, the approach taken by
consultants in general is more reassur-
ing.

The second aspect is whether the
assuror provides an opinion on the
accuracy of data. Besides two assur-
ance statements for Shell’s SES re-
ports in 2007 and 2008, all other state-
ments also provide this opinion. Indeed,
data accuracy is what most accoun-
tants resolve to when it comes to pro-
viding an opinion, both in this paper and
in the two previous studies.

The third aspect is whether the
assuror provides an opinion on the
reliability of the SES report. In other
words, this is an opinion as to whether

readers can rely on what the report
says about the company. 54 percent of
assurors do attest to the reliability of
the report, with accountants (21%)
being less likely to do so than consult-
ants (77%). For example, Camelot’s
consultant assurors in 2008 state that,
“We are satisfied that the content is
representative of Camelot’s perfor-
mance throughout the reporting period
and that there are no misrepresenta-
tions of data or performance.”

The fourth aspect is whether the
assuror provides an opinion on the
balance of the report. In other words,
this is an opinion on whether the report
is a fair portrayal of reality by providing
information about both the strengths
and the weaknesses of the company’s
socialresponsibility performance. Only
18 percent of assurors, all of whom are
consultants, make a clear reference to
the balance of reporting. This echoes
theresults ofthe previous studies, which
state that consultants in general are
more likely to attest to a report’s accu-
racy, reliability and balance, and there-
fore providing an opinion on the com-
pleteness of reporting.

Besides data accuracy, reliability
and balance of report, there are three
other aspects which must exist in a
stakeholder-centered assurance state-
ment. These are the important prin-
ciples that govern the AA1000 Assur-
ance Standard. They are covered in
more details as follows.
¢ Materiality. The materiality prin-

ciple demands assurors to state
whether the report includes all per-
formance-related information that
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is required by the company’s

stakeholders (AccountAbility

2003). 65 percent of assurors (com-

pared to 32% in O’Dwyer and

Owen’s (2005) study) make a ref-

erence to materiality, but in broad

wording. They do not explain what
exactly they mean by materiality or
what materiality levels have been
set in their assurance engagement.

A typical wording of this type of

reference can be seen in the assur-

ance statement accompanying BT’s
report in 2008. The statement says,

“We are not aware of any material

aspects concerning BT’s sustaina-

bility performance that have been
excluded from the report.”

Also, although these assurors make

a reference to materiality, their

definition of materiality may not al-

ways be the same as that of the

AA1000 Assurance Standard. A

typical example is British American

Tobacco’s assurance statement for

its SES report in 2007 (Appendix

D?9). Several things can be inferred

from this statement:

¢ [t is management, instead of
stakeholder groups, who deter-
mines the material topics to be
included in the report.

+ Management makes this decision
based on what is deemed impor-
tant “to the readers of the report”
and to the company’s business.
Stakeholder concerns are there-
fore not the main reference in
determining the material topics to
be covered by the report.

+ The assuror can only attest that
topics material to the company,
as opposed to stakeholders, have
not been left out from the report.

As such, it is imaginable that not all
stakeholder concerns might have
been included in the report. As a
result, the assuror has not fulfilled
the AA1000 Assurance Standard’s
materiality definition.
Only 25 percent of assurors make a
specific reference towards materi-
ality that is based on stakeholder
concerns. Although this is an in-
crease from 5 percent figure ob-
served in O’Dwyer and Owen’s
study in 2005, itisstill a low percent-
age. An example is a statement
made by CSR Network’s assur-
ance for Cooperative Group’s 2008
Report, which asserts that, “We
believe the report identifies the is-
sues material to the Group’s
stakeholders...such that stakehold-
ers are able to make informed judg-
ments on the basis of its contents...
Level of detail and transparency is
to be commended.” Another ex-
ample is made by Enviros Consult-
ing Ltd. in its assurance engage-
ment with Thames Water Utilities in
2007. It declares that, “We are con-
fident that Thames Water has thor-
oughly identified the issues of mate-
riality to its stakeholders and tailored
the report to best cover these is-
sues.” The remaining 10 percent of
assurors do not make any reference
to materiality at all.
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¢ Completeness. The completeness
principle set out by the AA1000
Assurance Standard requires
assurors to analyze the extent to
which the reporting company “can
identify and understand material
aspects of its sustainability perfor-
mance” (AccountAbility 2003). The
majority of assurors (50%) make a
reference to the issue of complete-
ness, but do not provide specific
details about the extent to which the
reporting company can do what is
required by the completeness prin-
ciple. 40 percent make a reference
that all information is provided to
enable stakeholders to make in-
formed judgments, which is four
times as much as the figure ob-
served in the O’Dwyer and Owen’s
(2005) study. The remaining 10 per-
cent make no reference to com-
pleteness at all.

€ Responsiveness. Responsiveness
principle in the AA1000 Assurance
Standard states that assurors must
evaluate whether the reporting com-
pany has “responded to stakeholder
concerns, policies and relevant stan-
dards, and adequately communi-
cated these responses in its report”
(AccountAbility 2003). In order to
do this, stakeholders must be en-
gaged in the assurance process, and
their opinions on the responsiveness
of the reporting company must be
asked. This inclusivity is indispens-
able in determining the extent of a
company’s responsiveness.

Manurung & Basuki—An Analytical Assessmentof Assurance Practicesin Social Environmentalan...

In the sample of this research, 64
percent of assurors make no refer-
ence to the company’s responsive-
ness. The remaining 36 percent
(compared to 29% from Ball et al.”s
(2000) study) include a specific ref-
erence that explains the extent to
which the reporting company has
responded to stakeholders and re-
ported about this. The assurance
statement companying Camelot’s
2008 Report is again a good ex-
ample for this. It elaborates on the
stakeholder dialogues, surveys and
forums used by Camelot in acquir-
ing and understanding stakeholder
inputs and concerns. It states clearly
that Camelot’s responses to stake-
holders are deemed good against
the best practice, and that processes
to ensure responsiveness to stake-
holders are “well-embedded” in the
company. In conclusion, it asserts
that Camelot has “demonstrated a
high level of responsiveness to is-
sues raised by stakeholders across
all areas of business.” A detailed
example can be seen from Just
Assurance’s assessment of Traid
Craft’s 2008 Social Accounts (Ap-
pendix D10).

The low portion of assurors making
a specific reference to responsive-
ness is parallel to the low portion of
assurors claiming to have involved
stakeholders in the assurance pro-
cess. Thisresult is similar to those of
the previous two studies.
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The Scope and Limitations of
the Research

This research is based on a com-
bination of studies conducted by Ball et
al. (2000) and O’Dwyer and Owen
(2005). As further elaborated in part
two, these studies share the same re-
search purpose as this paper. How-
ever, we combine the key questions
fromboth studies (thereare some varia-
tions), and apply them to this paper.
This paper also extends and updates
those studies in the sense that we use
the same type of data but from a more
recent period (2006- 2009). Ball et al.
(2000) used the data from the period of
1991-1998 while O’Dwyer and Owen
(2005) used the data from 2002. Fur-
thermore, we expand the scope of this
study to also cover companies in North
America, as opposed to just British
companies as those two studies did.

The scope of this study covers
assurance statements accompanying
non-financial corporate reports pro-
duced by British and North American
companies and short-listed for the
ACCA U.K. and ACCA-CERES
Sustainability Reporting Awards from
2006 to 2008. The study then has a
distinct British and North American
contexts, and its findings may not be
directly translatable to similar assur-
ance practices in other countries. The
study of Chua et al. (2009) supports
this view since it finds that the assur-
ance practice has country-specific fac-
tors. Moreover, the data used are also
limited to a particular sample from a
particular time period. This should be

kept in mind when viewing the results
of this study.

The research methods, also intro-
duce further limitations to this study.
Since this study deduces assurance
levels only based on whatever assur-
ancestatements arepublished publicly,
its approach is inherently subjective. A
content analysis of assurance state-
ments allows us to infer about the
processes behind the assurance to a
certain extent, but in-depth case stud-
ies involving auditors performing an
assurance engagement would allow
moreinsights. Thus, althoughtheanaly-
sis is done with utmost thoroughness
and care, my own value judgments
cannot be separated from the analysis.
However, the findings of this study can
still present a valuable and noteworthy
starting point towards understanding
the current practices of non-financial
audits in the United Kingdom and North
America, the same way that the stud-
ies of Ball et al. (2000) and O’Dwyer
and Owen (2005) have provided schol-
ars in the field a valuable insight into a
similar topic.

Summary and Conclusion

The objective of this study is to
continue and extend the studies of Ball
et al. (2000) and O’Dwyer and Owen
(2005) in evaluating the extent to which
current assurance practices promote
transparency and accountability to
stakeholders. This is carried out by
conducting an empirical analysis of the
content of assurance statements ac-
companying a sample of non-financial
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reports short-listed for the Association
of Chartered Certified Accountants
(ACCA) U.K. Sustainability Report-
ing Award and the CERES-ACCA
Sustainability Reporting Award from
2006 to 2008. To guide the empirical
analysis, the principles of materiality,
completeness and responsiveness em-
bedded in several recent assurance
standards are utilized. These include
AccountAbility’s AA1000 Assurance
Standard, an assurance guide released
by the Federation des Experts
Comptables Europeens and Global
Reporting Initiative’s G3 guidelines;
nevertheless, the first standard is the
main criteria used. Besides these prin-
ciples, this study is also concerned
about several other types of informa-
tion provided in the assurance state-
ments, namely information on the as-
surance provider, the intended reader-
ship, the assuror independence, the
assurance processes and methods, the
performance dimension, the company
policies and control systems and pro-
cesses, and the assurance level. All
this information can provide valuable
insights into the transparency and stake-
holder accountability of social, envi-
ronmental and sustainability reporting.

Based on the sample of this re-
search, several new trends in social,
environmental and sustainability assur-
ance can be observed. The first is that
accountants tend to limit their intended
readership to management only and
state a disclaimer for other potential
readers. This diminishes the transpar-
ency and stakeholder accountability of
thereporting. Italsoraises doubts about

the assuror independence since the
assuror is supposed to assess the work
of the company and report the assess-
ment results to the company as well. In
several cases, the assuror even has to
assess the company’s work based on
the company policies and procedures
instead of stakeholder concerns and
perspectives. As such, this is even a
more extreme example of assurance
being a spun off managerial practice,
as observed by Balletal. (2000) in their
ownresearchin2000. Concerning con-
sultants, they tend not to address spe-
cific constituencies, which also raises
doubts about the extent to which the
assurance process is stakeholder-cen-
tered. The omission of stakeholder in-
volvement in the assurance process
may result in not all stakeholder con-
cerns being taken into consideration. In
a nutshell, both the approaches of the
accountants and the consultants re-
duce the value that the assurance state-
ment can add to the company report-
ing.

The second trend is that there is
even stronger evidence that manage-
ment has a control over the scope of
the assurance engagement and over
what information gets publicly dis-
closed. The evidence is shown in the
fact that in many assurance statements
prepared by accountants, only selected
parts of the reports are being assured,
with no indication that it is not manage-
ment who selects these parts. Other
evidence is the fact that detailed rec-
ommendations about the company’s
performance are often reserved for
management only, and the assurance
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statement only vaguely lists what areas
of the company’s performance need
improvements. This is also evident in
the fact that quite a number of reports
are being assessed mainly based on
company policies and procedures.

All these have implications on the
assuror independence. Although most
assurors declare their independence
from the reporting company and en-
sure that they do not have other rela-
tionships with the company that could
impair their objectivity, they still seem
to be appointed by the management
instead of the stakeholders. Moreover,
as mentioned before, the accountant
assurors often limit their responsibili-
ties to management only. As a result,
they cannot be said to be fully indepen-
dent in spite of their independent dec-
laration. Less-than-full independence,
as also observed by the two previous
studies, can result in the lack of value-
adding attestation elements, and in the
sample of this research, this too has
been observed. More details about this
are provided below. Consultants in
general appear to be more indepen-
dent, with only two cases of dissoci-
ated consultancy.

When it comes to assuror infor-
mation, the percentage of assurors pro-
viding full information on their fee lev-
els, responsibilities, competencies,
backgrounds and past experiences is
still significantly below 100 percent. In
relative terms, there is not much im-
provement from the previous two stud-
ies, although several consultants obvi-
ously put great efforts in trying to
comply with the prevalent assurance

standards concerning the provision of
assuror information. In absolute terms,
plenty of improvement and transpar-
ency is still needed in this area. There
is a significant improvement, compared
to the two previous studies, in terms of
the provision of information on assur-
ance scope and criteria used. How-
ever, the sample of this study does not
show a significant increase in the per-
centage of assurors conducting the
assurance methods more rigorously. In
other words, the robustness of the
assurance methods has not improved
much. This cripples the report readers’
abilities in judging how the assurors
come to their conclusion about the
company’s performance and report-
ing.

Only consultants in general make
an improvement in assessing and mak-
ing a reference to the company’s so-
cial, environmental and sustainability
performance. Accountants fail greatly
in this regard by not making any refer-
ence to performance per se and by
focusing mainly on data accuracy, con-
trol systems and processes. This shows
that accountants generally avoid con-
ductinga first-order audit. Several con-
sultants attempt to be more extensive
in their performance assessment by
assessing the acceptability of perfor-
mance, gauging the performance
against stakeholder demands and the
best practice, and providing the expla-
nations of performance weaknesses
and recommendations for improvement.
However, their wording tends to be
opaque and broad, with only a few
consultants attempting to go beyond

104



Manurung & Basuki—An Analytical Assessmentof Assurance Practicesin Social Environmentalan...

that. Thus, it can be said that the
percentage of assurors assessing vari-
ous aspects of performance has in-
creased, but the quality of the assess-
ment itself has not necessarily im-
proved. The same can be said about
the reviews of company policies, sys-
tems and processes, and also of feed-
backs provided by assurors concerning
the extent to which the company has
responded to previous years’ recom-
mendations. This may result from the
lack of robustness of assurance meth-
odology, which diminishes theassurors’
abilities to come to an informed opinion
on the reporting company’s perfor-
mance. Thus, in a nutshell, the rigor of
the work undertaken is still far from
sufficient, and this reduces the value of
the assurance statements even fur-
ther.

Similar to the results of the two
previous studies, consultants are more
likely to provide a higher level of assur-
ance, which is more valuable and reas-
suring for report readers. They are
more likely to go into the details of the
accuracy, reliability and balance of the
report, and of the completeness of
reporting. Accountants are mainly fo-
cused on the accuracy of data, refrain-
ing from expressing an opinion on the
extent to which the company reports
are reliable and balanced. Compared
to the previous studies, more consult-
ants in this sample explicitly or implic-
itly state that a high level of assurance
is pursued. This difference in approach
can also be seen from the differences
in wording used by the two profes-
sions. While accountants use restric-

tive and terse vocabularies, consult-
ants are more likely to use positive
terms.

Another interesting trend is that
more and more assurors are trying to
comply with the AA1000 Assurance
Standard’s principles of materiality,
completeness and responsiveness, but
failing greatly in their attempts. Most of
the assurors observed in this sample
mention explicitly that they intend to
focus on these three principles in their
assurance statements. However, they
fail since they do not apply the defini-
tions in the AA1000 Assurance Stan-
dard. For instance, they state that they
have assessed the materiality of the
company report, but based on the
company’s own policies and proce-
dures, whereas the Standard requires
them to base their assessments on the
stakeholder demands. In other words,
similar to the issue of performance
assessment, the percentage of assurors
attempting to measure the materiality,
completeness and responsiveness has
increased, but the quality of the mea-
surement is still low.

Stakeholder engagement or
inclusivity, which is the center of the
AA1000 Assurance Standard that is
predominantly used by the assurors in
this sample, is still minimal. Similar to
the cases above, more and more
assurors are trying to provide more
proofs of stakeholder involvement in
their assurance process. However, they
do not provide enough details about
what types of stakeholder involvement
activities are conducted, what types of
stakeholders are involved, what they
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do during these activities and what
feedbacks they receive from the stake-
holders. As such, the information pro-
vided is simply empty information that
does not add any value to the reliability
of the reporting. This cannot be ex-
pected to increase the readers’ confi-
dence in the report and the accompa-
nying assurance statements.

The bottom line conclusion of this
study is clear. Perhaps due to the
increasing critiques directed at the as-
surance process and the increasing
pressure for companies to comply with
theprevalent assurance standards, more
and more assurors are attempting to
include the principles of these stan-
dards in their assurance engagements.
However, while the quantity of these
attempts has increased, the sample of
this study shows that the quality has
not. By reading the fine prints of assur-
ance statements, much can be inferred
that points to the lack of rigor, transpar-
ency and stakeholder accountability in
the assurance process. In other words,
the recent practices of assurance en-
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APPENDIX A. Companies Short-Listed for the ACCA UK Sustainability
Reporting Awards

The First Year:
2006

The Second Year:
2007

The Third Year:
2008

Anglo American

BHP Billiton

BP Plc
BT Group Plc

Co-operative Financial
Services

Centrica Plc

Guardian Newspaper
Limited

Shell International Limited

Thames Water Utilities
Limited

Vodafone

Xstrata

FRC Group (SME)

Share Interest
Society Ltd (SME)

Traid Craft (SME)

Workspace Group
Plc (SME)

Anglo American

BHP Billiton

BP Plc
BT Group Plc

Camelot

GlaxoSmithKline

Island Water Services
(SME)

Shared Interest (SME)

Shell International BV

Thames Water Utilities
Ltd

The Body Shop
International

Traid Craft (SME)

Unilever

Vodafone

Xstrata Plc

Anglo American

British American
Tobacco Plc

BHP Billiton
BP Plc

BT Group Plc

Camelot Group Plc

GlaxoSmithKline

REAP

Royal Dutch Shell Plc
The Cooperative
Group

Traid Craft

Unilever

Vodafone Group Plc

Xstrata Plc

108



Manurung & Basuki—An Analytical Assessmentof Assurance Practicesin Social Environmentalan...

APPENDIX B. Companies Short-Listed for the CERES-ACCA
Sustainability Reporting Awards

The First Year: The Second Year: The Third Year:
2006 2007 2008
Vancity Group Ford Motor Co. General Electric
Bristol-Myers Squibb The Timberland Co. Seventh Generation
Green Mountain Squibb Suncor Energy, Inc. Ball Corporation
Mountain Equipment Co-op.  Dell, Inc. Symantec
VANOC

Dell, Inc.
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APPENDIX C

Thekey questions guiding this study are a combination of the key questions guiding
Ball et al. (2000) and O’Dwyer and Owen (2005). Hence, they are more
comprehensive than the questions posed in this study. The questions are as follows:

Information on Assurance Provider:

Does the SES report have a third-party assurance statement?

What is the profession of the assuror?

Is there an indication of fee levels for the service provided?

Is the type of statement stated?

Are the responsibilities of assuror and reporter clearly laid out?

Are the assuror’s competencies, background and past experience in the
assurance service provision clearly described?

Information on Intended Readership:

Does the assurance statement clearly address specific stakeholder groups as
their intended readers?

Are the addressed stakeholder groups the same as those addressed by the SES
report that is verified by the assurance statement?

Information on Assuror Independence:

Does the assuror appear to be independent of the corporate management?
Does it provide other services to or engage in business deals with management,
whether currently or in the past?

Is the degree of assuror independence made clear in the statement?

Does the assuror recognize the implication of less-than-full independence from
the reporting company?

Information on Assurance Process and Methods:

Is the assurance scope, criteria and standards used clearly explained?
Which standards are they?

Is it mentioned clearly and in details whether only parts of the standards are
used in the assurance process?

Does the assuror clearly describe the work undertaken in the assurance?
Are data provided in the SES report validated in any way?
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Is data review undertaken?

Is management control systems review undertaken?

Are site visits undertaken?

Are interviews with company stakeholders undertaken?

To what extent is stakeholder engaged in the assurance process?
Are restrictions on this clearly described?

Information on Performance Dimension:

Is there any reference to performance per se?

Is there any reference to performance in terms of what is required by
stakeholders?

Is the company’s performance assessed against best practice?

Is there any reference to acceptability of performance?

How is the wording of the report concerning the four previous questions?
Are weaknesses in performance clearly identified?

Is there a discrepancy between a perceived weakness in performance and a
perceived weakness in the management control system?

Are risks or consequences associated with the identified risks mentioned?
Are concrete recommendations made?

How is the wording of the weaknesses and recommendations?

Is there feedback about how the company has improved against last year’s
recommendations, if any?

How is the wording of the feedback?

Does the assuror clearly and in concrete terms mention what kind of progress
is expected from the company?

Information on Company Policies and Control Systems:

Is the company’s environmental policy assessed and the result clearly
explained?

Does the assuror link the attestation to the company policy?

Are the underlying processes, systems and reporting procedures assessed?
Are weaknesses and recommendations in this area clearly stated?

How is the wording of the weaknesses and recommendations?
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Information on Assurance Level:

Is the level of assurance provided?
Does the assuror use the phrase ‘true and fair view’?
In what form are opinions stated?

Do conclusions reached on the report address issues such as accuracy,
completeness, reliability and balance as called for in the GRI guidance?

e To what extent do statements address the core assurance principles of
materiality, completeness and responsiveness emphasized in AccountAbility’s
AA1000 assurance standard?
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APPENDIX D

Appendix D1

A typical example is shown by Ernst and Young’s assurance for British American
Tobacco’s 2002 Sustainability Report.
Our responsibility in performing our assurance activities is to the management of
British American Tobacco plconlyandin accordance with theterms ofreference agreed
with them. We do not therefore accept or assume any responsibility for any other
purpose or to any other person or organization.

Appendix D2

For example, Ernst and Young states the following in their assurance statement for
British Petroleum’s 2007 Sustainability Report:
We confirm annually with BP whether there have been any events including the
provision of prohibited services that could impair our independence or objectivity.
There were no such events or services in 2007.

Appendix D3

This term refers to a situation where :
the third-party statement writer is clear that a consultancy relationship exists with the
reporter. However, the verification statement leaves the reader with the sense that the
verifier has temporarily cuthim/herself off from this association in order to express an
opinion on thereport more independentlythan the degree of intertwining implies (Ball
etal.2000).

Appendix D4

In one case (Reassurance Network’s verification for Camelot’s 2007 Corporate
Responsibility Report), the assuror clearly states that,
Ourrole...has been torecommend amendments where we felt information was insuf-
ficiently accurate, may have been misleading or was incomplete. Under our agreement
with Camelot, any subsequent changes to the web-based Report will be notified to the
Reassurance Network and will be subject to verification and assurance before publi-
cation.
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Appendix D5

Data review and validation seems like the most obvious task that needs to be
carried out in an assurance engagement, only 86 percent of assurors make clear
reference to this. Those that do not include the assurors for Shell’s Sustainability
Reports, which simply explain their assurance method as follows:
In autumn 2007, we commented on Shell’s initial choice of issues to address in the
report. Wereviewed and commented on the Report outlinein late 2007, and successive
reportdrafts in Januaryand March 2008. . .Our in-person meetings involved interviews
with senior management, including the Chief Executive and the Board’s Social
Responsibility Committee.

Appendix D6

For example, Bureau Veritas states in its assurance statement for
GlaxoSmithKline’s 2007 Corporate Responsibility Report that,
Feedback from stakeholders indicates that GSK is performing well in relation to
vaccines; differential pricing; PPPs, R&D; and the Accelerating Access Initiative
which illustrates a partnership approach to healthcare and provides information on
directimpacts.

Appendix D7

Comparison of two recommendations:
There is a need to monitor the effectiveness of important communications — despite
major improvements, there are still some examples of communications not being
received. Monitoring and measurement ofreach and understanding on allkey commu-
nications is important and currently missing.
(Reassurance Network’s assessment of Camelot’s 2007 Corporate Responsibility
Report)

We have made a number of detailed recommendations for further improvement in a
confidential report to management and the external Advisory Panel for Social
Responsibility...It includes the following areas: Continued progress in employee
management, communication and the integration of corporate responsibility; Devel-
opments in environmental management, including the recycle of Point-of-Sale mate-
rials; Better use of informal channels for dialogue with external stakeholders; A
broadening of the management of responsible practices within Camelot’s supply chain.
(Reassurance Network’s assessment of Camelot’s 2006 Corporate Responsibility
Report)

Notes: The first one is made by Reassurance Network’s assessment of Camelot’s 2007
Corporate Responsibility Report and is decidedly clearer and more specific, since
itexplains what the problem to be addressed is. The second one is made by the same
consultant for the same company, but in the previous year.
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Appendix D8

An example of better recommendations can be seen in SGS U.K. Ltd.’s

suggestions for GlaxoSmithKline in 2006, which state that the company should:
Consider incorporation of an internal audit of data and data management systems
alongside corporate EHS audits; Ensure training is undertaken when key individuals
are replaced to ensure consistency and full understanding of systems and require-
ments; Ensure that, when sites submit data, comments are included to explain
estimations, calculations and any significant changes.

Appendix D9

A typical example is British American Tobacco’s assurance statement for its SES
report in 2007. It is stated that,

The application of materiality process has required a significant degree of judgment
by management on the relevance of particular topics to the readers of the Report and
the significance to British American Tobacco’s business. We are not aware of any key
topics considered most material by British American Tobacco through this process
that were not included in the Report.

Appendix D10

A detailed example of the assessment of the company’s responsiveness towards
its staff (Just Assurance’s assessment of Traid Craft’s 2008 Social Accounts):

We found that concerns staff had identified in previous staff surveys regarding the
way some new HR policies were introduced have been addressed and that while some
scores in the 2007/8 staff survey were lower, we accept the validity of the explanations
in the commentary. Some issues staffhad have been addressed through a comprehen-
siveand on-going ‘Rights and Responsibilities’ training program for all staff. This has
hadreal benefits for staffin improving their work environment and resolving sometimes
long standing problems. We recognize the strong, developing role of the Traid Craft
Staff Association in supporting the staff as a whole and in counseling individuals.
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