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SUMMARY  

Over the past few years, the expectations of stakeholders regarding Sustainable De-
velopment have strengthened the importance of CSR or Sustainable Development 
practices in companies. Companies tend to improve their CSR policies by setting ac-
tion plans, objectives, and publishing dedicated reports.  Subsequently, to assess their 
performance, companies need to design specific indicators in order to measure envi-
ronmental, social and societal information.  

This thesis will explore current practices of CSR or Sustainable Development report-
ing and more specifically the use of indicators in the private sector as well as their 
limitations and areas for improvement. 

The methodology adopted for this study is based on both quantitative and qualitative 
research. The framework for collecting and analyzing the data is based on a literature 
review, the construction of a case study and an interview. In particular, the case-study 
is designed as an audit as, in practice, this is how companies have their report verified.  

A few indicators have already appeared to be essential and constitute a basis of tradi-
tional indicators. Among them are found environmental (such as energy production 
and consumption, share of renewable energy, greenhouse gas emission, Environ-
mental management system), social (the frequency rate of occupational accidents, the 
severity rate of accident, the share of women employees) and societal ones (Goods 
production conditions, responsible management). 

Many limitations to the system of indicators have been identified. No international 
framework ensures the harmonization of reporting practices: The GRI is only a start 
and should be more detailed in the definition of indicators and perimeter calculation. 
Moreover, a large number of sustainable development indicators can be found; they 
are not easy to compare and difficult to analyze without a clear reference framework. 
In addition, this trend of publishing many indicators goes against the limited resources 
dedicated to such matters.  External audit by specialized audit firms can ensure the re-
liability of published data through different assurance levels. 

Sustainability reports are rarely consulted and indicators often unknown to the general 
public. In France, external verification was not mandatory before 2012. The laws 
Grenelle I and II try to solve this by extending the scope of companies that are re-
quired to meet this reporting obligation.  

It is therefore essential to reduce the issue of CSR indicators to a few indicators, 
widely recognized and publicized to make reporting more intelligible. External audit 
by specialized audit firms can ensure the reliability of published data through different 
assurance levels. 
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SWEDISH SUMMARY  

Under de senaste åren har olika intressenters förväntningar avseende hållbar 
utveckling förstärks när det gäller betydelsen av  strategier för hållbar utveckling i 
företag (CSR). Företagen tenderar att förbättra sin CSR-politik genom att publicera 
handlingsplaner och mål i särskilda rapporter.  Därefter, för att bedöma deras 
prestationer och följa upp målen behöver företagen utforma särskilda indikatorer för 
att mäta miljömässiga, sociala och samhälleliga uppgifter. 

Denna uppsats undersöker nuvarande praxis för företagens arbete med hållbar 
utveckling.  Studien fokuserar  mer specifikt på användningen av indikatorer i den 
privata sektorn samt deras begränsningar och förbättringsområden. 

De metoder som används för denna studie bygger på både kvantitativa och kvalitativa 
undersökningar. Den ram för insamling och analys av data är baserad på en 
litteraturgenomgång,  en fallstudie och en intervju.  Fallstudien är utformad som en 
revision som, i praktiken, är det tillvägagångssätt som  företagen genomgår för att  
deras arbete ska verifieras. 

I arbetet finns ett antal indikatorer som utgör en grund för verifieringen.. Bland dem 
finns miljömässiga (t.ex. energiproduktion och konsumtion, andel förnybar energi, 
utsläpp av växthusgaser, Miljöledningssystem), sociala ( frekvensen av arbetsolyckor,  
graden av olyckor, andelen kvinnliga anställda) och samhälleliga  (varuproduktion 
villkor, ansvarig förvaltning). 

I studien har flera  begränsningar för systemet med indikatorer  identifierats. Det 
saknas ett  internationellt ramverk som säkerställer harmoniseringen av 
rapporteringen. Enligt den praxis som vuxit fram är  Global Reporting Initiative  bara 
en början och bör vara mer detaljerad när det gäller  definitionen av indikatorer och 
parameter beräkning. Dessutom finns  ett stort antal indikatorer för hållbar utveckling  
och de är  inte lätt att jämföra och analysera olika indikatorer  utan en tydlig 
referensram. Vidare är det en  trend att publicera många indikatorer mot de 
begränsade resurserna för sådana frågor. Extern revision av specialiserade 
revisionsföretag kan säkerställa tillförlitligheten av publicerade data genom olika 
säkerhetsnivåer. 

Hållbarhetsredovisningar rådfrågas sällan och indikatorerna är ofta  okända för 
allmänheten. I Frankrike var extern verifiering inte obligatorisk förrän 2012. Lagarna 
Grenelle I och II försöker lösa detta genom att utvidga omfattningen av företag som 
är skyldiga att uppfylla denna rapporteringsskyldighet. 

 Den här studien visar att det är  viktigt att reducera  antalet CSR indikatorer till ett 
fåtal indikatorer och att göra dessa indikatorer allmänt erkända och att kommunicera 
indikatorerna så att   rapporteringen blir mer begripligt. Extern revision av 
specialiserade revisionsföretag kan säkerställa tillförlitligheten av publicerade data 
genom olika säkerhetssäkringsnivåerna. 
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ABSTRACT 

Over the past few years, the expectations of stakeholders regarding Sustainable De-
velopment have strengthened the importance of CSR or Sustainable Development 
practices in companies. In France, NRE laws and more recently the Grenelle Envi-
ronment Forum required from companies to disclose and publish information on en-
vironmental, social and societal issues. On the international level, the Global Report-
ing Initiative gives a framework for CSR reporting. Companies tend to improve their 
CSR policies by setting action plans, objectives, and publishing dedicated reports.  
Subsequently, to assess their performance, companies need to design specific indica-
tors in order to measure environmental, social and societal information. It is all the 
more challenging that intangible information, such as biodiversity or human capital, 
are very difficult to evaluate. Still, when comparing the performance of companies, 
even in the same sector of activity, it appears that indicators are actually very hetero-
geneous and do not allow to perform a proper comparison. This thesis will explore 
current practices of CSR or Sustainable Development reporting and more specifically 
the use of indicators in the private sector as well as their limitations and areas for im-
provement.  A mutli-method approach, including a literature review, a case-study and 
an interview, has been used to perform the research.  

Key words: Corporate Social Responsibility; Sustainable Development; Indica-
tors; Reporting; Global Reporting Initiative; Grenelle. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

The concept of sustainable development was officially defined in 1987 
by the WCED, which produced the famous Brundtland Report (WCED, 
1987). If, in 1968, the Club of Rome was the first institution to question 
the model of infinite economic development (more particularly with the 
well-known “the Limits to Growth” report, 1972), the theme of Sustain-
able Development has been occupying center stage for the past twenty-
five years. Climate Change has made this growing awareness possible by 
becoming a topic of discussion everywhere, widely relayed by the media, 
public authorities, companies and NGOs. The alarming report of the In-
tergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC, 2007), Al Gore's film 
"An Inconvenient Truth" (Jakobsen, 2010) and more specifically in 
France the launch of the Grenelle Environment Forum were among the 
factors accelerating the growing awareness of the public. 

The private sector is no exception to the rule and the expectations of 
stakeholders regarding Sustainable Development have strengthened the 
importance of CSR practices in companies. CSR stands for Corporate 
Social Responsibility and is defined by the European Commission as fol-
lows: “to fully meet their social responsibility, enterprises should have in 
place a process to integrate social, environmental, ethical and human 
rights concerns into their business operations and core strategy in close 
collaboration with their stakeholders”. Companies are becoming aware 
of their responsibility with regard to the environment and the improve-
ment of social conditions. But this movement also has its flaws: the ad-
jectives "sustainable" or "green" are improperly used, multinationals are 
guilty of "greenwashing" by pretending to be exemplary in terms of envi-
ronmental protection when they actually do the bare minimum (Font et 
al., 2012). The environment has become a marketing product that helps 
to sell; in the absence of regulation, companies are tempted to invest in 
hollow political communication rather than actual environmental and so-
cial measures.  
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However, transparency about environmental and social issues is a signifi-
cant worldwide and historical trend, as evidenced by the 70% of the 
Global Fortune 500 which report voluntarily, for the most of them, non-
financial information and the 30% of them that have it verified (EY, 
2012). Obligations of non-financial reporting and verification already ex-
ist in several countries such as South Africa (2010, KING III), Denmark 
and Sweden (2009), Spain (Public Company, 2011) and at the European 
Union (Directive of October 2003 establishing the Emissions Trading 
Scheme) (EY, 2012). 

Companies build their Sustainable Development reports on indicators 
designed to assess their performance. Indicators have been used to “di-
agnose the health of ecosystems” and to provide a tool to “monitor en-
vironmental conditions and changes over time” (Jorgensen, 2005). Envi-
ronmental indicators are the core of the reporting mechanism. 

Current financial statements do not allow for giving value to the intangi-
ble, such as human capital, "nature" capital, reputation, etc… which ac-
tually constitute an important part of the value of companies. The chal-
lenge is to build efficient indicators to measure the value of sustainable 
development actions for the benefit of both the company and the socie-
ty. 

2. AIM OF THE STUDY 

This thesis will explore current practices of Corporate Social Responsi-
bility or Sustainable Development reporting and more specifically the 
use of indicators in the private sector, mostly in France. 

The research question is: How are Sustainable Development indicators 
and reporting used and perceived in companies and subsequently, what 
are the major trends? 

Answering this question entails meeting different research objectives, 
which are: 

 To describe the state of the art of CSR, including definitions, type 
of indicators, regulatory pressure and common pressure. 

 To identify and analyse the main trends in CSR reporting and the 
use of indicators 

 To describe and analyse audit methods 

 To identify shortcomings and possible improvements in methods of 
reporting CSR  

3. METHODOLOGY  

This section aims to present the research procedure and methodology 
that has been used to answer the research question. The research strategy 
and design are presented and  the framework for collecting and analyzing 
the data, including a literature review, the construction of a case study 
and an interview, is detailed.  

3.1. Research Strategy and Design 
The methodology adopted to perform this research is designed accord-
ing to the commonly accepted methods defined by Yin (2011) and Alan 
Bryman (2008).  

The strategy is a mix of quantitative and qualitative research as the main 
objective of the study is to give a global picture of the current situation 
on CSR reporting (using statistics for instance) but also understand the 
logic and stakeholders’ state of mind behind it. 
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The design is based on both literature review and case study methods. 
Indeed the scope covers CSR reporting in France but also international 
perspectives. Such a broad framework calls for an important literature 
review. However, due to the rapid evolution of CSR practices in recent 
years, it is necessary to challenge earlier trends to what has actually been 
performed very recently, which will be studied in the case study. As stat-
ed by Yin (2008), “Compared to other methods, the strength of the case 
study method is its ability to examine, in-depth, a “case” within its “real-
life” context” and “The overall idea is that different research methods 
serve complementary functions. Your study might even use multiple 
methods that include the case study”.  

3.2. Literature Review 
The wide scope of the study requires an important literature review to 
embrace the different trends and evolutions in Sustainable Development 
Reporting.  

The criteria used for literature search were key words and phrases (cov-
ering the themes of indicators, reporting, Corporate Social Responsibil-
ity…), and dates (the matters under consideration are fairly ‘new’ and re-
cent publications are more relevant). 

In accordance with the case study and the audit method adopted, studies 
performed by consulting and audit companies (‘The Big Four’, that is to 
say the four largest international accountancy and professional services 
firms which are Ernst & Young, KPMG, Deloitte and PwC) were firstly 
targeted as well as academic references. 

The literature includes Studies, Sustainable Development/CSR Reports, 
Websites (online versions of CSR reports) and academic articles. 

3.3. Case study: Audit - Method of assessment and verification 
of Sustainable Development indicators 

The company chosen for the case study is Veolia Environnement, which 
is a French multinational, world leader in community services. It is com-
posed of four sub-companies dedicated to four complementary areas: 
Water management, Waste management and recovery, energy manage-
ment and Transport. 

Veolia has published and made verified its Sustainability report for more 
than a decade and gives a good overview of the evolution of reporting 
practices. 

The data shown in the case study is derived from a benchmark conduct-
ed in 2012 and is not confidential as it has been published in 2011 re-
ports. 

The law on new economic regulations (NRE – detailed in the literature 
review section) requires the French listed companies to disclose envi-
ronmental and social information in their report. More and more im-
portant groups such as Veolia Environment have seized this opportunity 
to also publish reports specifically dedicated to environment and sustain-
able development matters. External audit by audit firms used to be done 
on a voluntary basis by companies such as Veolia which sought to give 
its environmental data credibility in the same way they did with financial 
data. The audit of CSR data verification results in the publication of an 
assurance opinion in the sustainability report. 

Audit work is regulated, regardless of its nature (financial or non-
financial) and should be conducted within the framework of professional 
standards to which are subject Statutory. These norms are defined by the 
following texts: 
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 International auditing standard IFAC (International Federation of 
Accountant) 

 ISAE 3000 "Assurance Engagements other than audits or reviews 
of historical data" published in December 2003 and applies to re-
ports of assurance opinion issued after January 1, 2005 

3.3.1. Methodology and preparation of CSR audit 

In this section, the key steps followed during a CSR audit and the case-
study are presented. Every audit begins by issuing an engagement letter 
to the customer to recall regulatory requirements and the framework of 
the audit. 

Key steps of audit of sustainable development data 

The following steps are generally common to any type of financial audit 
firm. However, some points may be absent or optional as non-financial 
audit does not follow a process as rigorous as the financial audit. In gen-
eral, the audit of indicators follows the following standard protocol: 

 A preliminary review, meeting with the client, to organize the 
course of the mission and review scope changes from one year to 
the next one (assurance level, new indicators to verify, new acquisi-
tions, transfers, relocations, major events). 

 A review of the appropriateness of the frame of reference: this doc-
ument aims to define all published indicators and the reporting pro-
tocol followed by the company. It is challenged each year as it is the 
cornerstone of indicator reporting. An example is given in appen-
dix1. 

 A benchmark (optional) in order to compare the reporting practices 
of other companies/competitors: relevance of the selected indica-
tors, main issues, sector trends, report forms, etc. 

 Sampling: selection of sites and operational entities to audit accord-
ing to certain criteria. 

 An analytical review to highlight the major changes in figures from 
one year to the other, justifying any significant change is a good way 
to detect reporting errors. 

 The on-site verification of compliance and reliability of indicators 
reported by comparing the data with published internal documents 
and invoices. 

 Consolidation of data from different activities and subsidiaries. 

 Writing of an audit report to communicate observation points and a 
global assessment concerning the audit. 

 The closing meeting to present to the client the conclusions of the 
audit and to highlight areas for improvement. 

 The issuance of an opinion published in the Sustainable Develop-
ment Report which indicates a level of assurance. 

Definition of the level of assurance 

The purpose of an audit is to investigate, by running tests, the data pub-
lished by the company. In other words, the auditor cannot in a reasona-
ble time cover comprehensively the data that he must certify. That is 
why an auditor uses survey and sampling techniques. Similarly, any dis-
crepancy detected between published data and real data cannot be sys-
tematically corrected: it should be if the difference between the two data 
is considered significant (generally greater than 2%). Therefore, the risk 
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of non-detection of an anomaly cannot be totally eliminated. This ex-
plains why the auditors cannot provide assurance that all material weak-
nesses in the reporting system and internal control have been identified. 
In addition, the wording of the opinion of the auditor is very cautious. 

The level of assurance to which the audit procedure should lead is speci-
fied in the engagement letter. According to the lexicon of normative ref-
erence CNCC (2004), the "assurance" is defined as the "Satisfaction of 
the auditor in relation to the quality of information produced by a person 
and intended to be used by another person, assessed in relation to the 
identified criteria. The nature and degree of assurance are related to the 
nature and extent of diligences implemented and their result.“ 

There are 3 different levels of assurance defined by the CNCC and as-
signed depending on the scope covered by the audit: 

 Definition of reasonable assurance: The "reasonable assurance" 
is a "high but not absolute assurance that the verified information 
does not contain material misstatements” 

 Definition of limited assurance: The "moderate assurance" is an 
"assurance weaker than reasonable assurance, due to diligences less 
extensive than those implemented during an audit, not allowing to 
detect all anomalies that may have a significant impact "on the veri-
fied information. 

 Definition of agreed procedures: Agreed procedures include the 
work that does not allow to have an assurance in the sense defined 
in the profession, especially when they are considered insufficient to 
provide a level of assurance, even limited. In this case, procedures 
and findings are described, without any conclusion or opinion. 

Sampling of sites and operational units audited - example of Veolia Environnement 

Given the large number of business units and subsidiaries of a multina-
tional such as Veolia Environnement, indicator verification cannot cover 
all sites. The professional practice requires a sampling among the opera-
tional entities and sites that will be subject to verification. This method is 
similar to the one used for statistical studies. 

For the example of Veolia environment, the main factors to select a 
sampling entity are based on the following three criteria: 

 Contribution of the entities to the selected indicators: 

o The 80/20 rule applies in the case of VE, since less than 
20% of the entities concentrate over 80% of the selected in-
dicators. 

o In addition, less than 10% of the operational entities repre-
sent in average more than 50% of total environmental indi-
cators. 

 The risk of error, depending on several factors such as: 

o History within the group (recent acquisitions imply potential 
risks) 

o Geographical proximity (the risk is higher for entities locat-
ed far away or in countries with very different cultures) 

o The level of centralization and internal control of the entity 
(the more centralized the entity is and the more internal 
control is performed, the lower the risk is) 

 Historical trust of auditor in the Division, the country or the 
entity reporting:  It is pointless to audit an entity every year and it 
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is more profitable to check reporting methods of different subsidi-
aries or entities. Thus, the auditor, year after year, aims at increasing 
its scope audited within a company. 

This risk analysis is then conducted at the Divisions and theme by theme 
in order to ultimately choose which indicators will be audited on which 
site of which division. This work is carried out so as to justify the final 
level of insurance chosen by the group. 

3.3.2. Verification of the reliability and completeness of CSR indicators 

This section presents the work carried out during audits to ensure the re-
liability, the suitability of the reporting standards and completeness of 
indicator reporting. The key points of the verification will be illustrated 
through the verification of the sustainability report of Veolia 
Environnement. 

Preliminary review and sampling 

To spread the workload during the audit and to anticipate difficulties 
that may occur during the data verification, it is common practice to car-
ry out preliminary work prior to the annual closing of the accounts of 
the audited company. 

The auditors investigate methods of data processing in each business 
unit to identify the risk of error and to guide the work. In the case of 
Veolia Environnement , each of the four divisions of the company (Veo-
lia Water, Dalkia Energy, Veolia propreté and Veolia TransDev) is audit-
ed by a different team in order to adhere strictly to the tight schedule of 
reporting: it takes only 3 months between data gathering and the publica-
tion of the final report. 

Once this preliminary work is done, the sampling can be carried out, the 
data reported by different entities are analyzed to determine, according 
to the factors discussed previously, which sites auditors will visit. 

Verification of the suitability of reporting standards 

The objective of this step is to check if the reporting standards devel-
oped and used by the company is always appropriate and in compliance 
with the criteria defined by the professional practice. The adequacy is a 
necessary prerequisite to obtain a level of assurance. 

The criteria presented in table 1 can be used to determine the suitability 
of the reporting standards of a client. 

Verification of indicators and data consolidation 

The verification of indicators and the consolidation of data from differ-
ent sites of an Operational Entity (EO) follow several procedures. The 
findings of the audit are then summarized in a final report. 

The various verification steps are described below: 

 The perimeter review validates that all relevant entities under reporting 
are covered. It is performed by crossing the perimeter covered with 
external sources (Finance, technical department, etc.) 

 The data consolidation review challenges the data reported by subsidiar-
ies against data used for the consolidation. In other words, it vali-
dates the transfer of data. 

 The review of data gathering challenges data used for the consolidation 
against the data of the recovery sites / entities audited. 

 The analytical review identifies possible reporting errors from sites and 
explains the significant variations with the previous year. 
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Table 1: criteria used to assess the suitability of reporting 

standards. 

Criteria Definition (professional practice) 

Relevance "The standard is relevant if it contributes to make 
findings that contribute to decisions of intended users 
and to the goals that are set by the company: a 
relevant framework to track the actual performance 
and aims to improve the quality of the subject under 
consideration (Professional Practice) " 

Comprehensiveness "The standards are comprehensive when relevant 
elements that could affect the conclusions, with 
regard to the objectives and the best technical 
knowledge at the date of its execution, are not 
omitted" 

Neutrality "The standards are neutral if it leads to conclusions 
that are not likely to be biased" 

Clarity "The standards are understandable when it leads to 
issuing clear, complete conclusions and are not 
subject to different interpretations.” 

Reliability "The standards are reliable if it provides reasonably 
coherent assessments or measures and leads, under 
similar circumstances, to the presentation of similar 
findings and similar conclusions by other accounting 
professionals with similar qualifications" 

 
The methodology detailed above is a standard methodology. It is not ex-
haustive and varies depending on the type of mission and customers au-
dited, but it allows understanding the reporting system and thus the real 
nature of indicators published by companies. 

After explaining the methodology of CSR data verification, necessary to 
understand the reporting system of indicators, it is necessary to look 
more particularly into the detailed review of relevant indicators by major 
issues. 

3.3.3. The benchmark: a comparative review of reporting practices 

Scope of comparison and variability of profiles: a benchmark example made for Veo-
lia Environnement 

A benchmark is a comparative review for a specific sector of reporting 
practices. The objective is to assess the company’s confidence in the rel-
evance of indicators by comparing them to initiatives and practices of 
other companies in the same sector. The feedback from the sustainable 
development approach led large groups such as Veolia Environnement 
to yearly review some non-financial indicators in order to improve their 
relevance. This can require new definitions or new titles and to update 
reporting methodologies. 

This type of exercise refines the assessment of the relevance and com-
pleteness of reporting. We illustrate our discussion with a benchmark 
performed in 2012. 

The scope of comparison chosen for this benchmark gathers companies 
of the water and waste sector. The method consisted in reviewing sus-
tainability and annual reports and websites when available (the data 
source is mentioned in table 2 and in the reference list as ‘other refer-
ences’). 
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A profile is drawn up for each company with the type of activities, work-
force and turnover so as not to bias the comparison (Fig. 1). Indeed, as a 
group, Veolia Environnement has several types of activities and cannot 
be strictly compared to a company like Biffa whose core business is lim-
ited to waste management. For the sake of relevance, it is more logical to 
compare Veolia Environmental Services (waste management subsidiary) 
with Biffa or compare each subsidiary of a company with the same activ-
ity. 

The graphs (Fig. 2 and 3) illustrate the differences in profiles in terms of 
turnover and workforce that may exist between the companies included 
in the scope of comparison. 

On the graph 'Turnover', we see that Veolia Environnement generates a 
turnover of approximately 40 billion Euros. The difference is obvious 
with specialized companies like Saur or Biffa. 
 

 

 
Figure 2: Turnover (benchmark). 
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Figure 1: Companies’ profiles (benchmark). 
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On the graph ‘Workforce’, Veolia Environnement is the most important 
with more 300,000 employees. It is important to take account of these 
differences, in particular for the comparison of social indicators relating 
to employment conditions and safety. 

These profile variations must be taken into account when comparing re-
porting practices, in order not to bias the study. 

Focus on the theme of safety 

After identifying the scope of comparison and the profile of the sur-
veyed companies for the sector-specific review, the next step is to re-
view the priority themes and issues addressed in the reports of the re-
spective companies. This thorough reading aims at identifying new 
indicators reported by competitors. This study demonstrates the hetero-
geneity of practices in reporting of a company to another, with different 
calculation methods, titles, reporting perimeters, units and differences in 
mentality. 

Among the four themes identified for the benchmark (Table 2), the 
theme of resources and environmental challenges are considered a classic 
of environmental reporting.  

 

Table 2: Social and Societal themes and priorities (benchmark). 

Theme Priority issue 

Resources and Circu-
lar Economy 

- waste recycling and recovery rates 

- yield of drinking water networks 

Innovation to respond 
to environmental 
challenges 

- greenhouse gas emissions (GHG) 

- energy efficiency 

- Increase and promote renewable energy 

- Incorporate biodiversity in site management 

Empower employees 
as actors of Sustaina-
ble Development 

- Foster professional knowledge 

- Health and safety in the workplace 

- Diversity 

Stakeholders involve-
ment 

- Dialog with our stakeholders 

- Local sustainable development 

- Provide regular and easily accessible information about 
our sustainable development actions 
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Figure 3: Workforce (benchmark). 
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Focus on the indicator 'material recovery' 

The data presented on figure 3 is taken from the 2011 sustainability re-
ports of Veolia, Saur, Suez Environnement, Biffa and FCC 
Environnement. 

The values correspond for each company to the ‘global’ rate of material 
recovery. However, the definition and the information reported may dif-
fer from one company to another: 

 (1) For Veolia, this value is the consolidation of 11.7% material re-
covery, 19.3% energy recovery from the storage industry and 17.6% 
energy recovery sector of the incineration. Veolia is the only com-
pany of this benchmark that clearly separates the different types of 
recovery; 

 (2) Saur, Suez Environnement and FCC Environnement only report 
material recovery (without energy); 

 (3) Biffa actually takes into account both material and energy recov-
ery but does not give the details. 

 GDF Suez is not included in this graph because it does not indicate 
the rate of recovery. They only communicate about the amount of 
waste handled for recycling, but it cannot be compared to another 
company if we want to assess the recovery efficiency. 

This comparative review on the subject of recovery attests to the general 
will of reporting on this issue. However, it is more relevant, as stated 
above, to use a ratio (the common denominator here being the total 
amount of handled waste). The indicator reported by GDF is not very 
relevant to assess the efficiency. 

3.4. Interview  
 In order to gain further insight and expand upon what has been studied 
through the literature review and the audit, an interview with Philippe 
Aubain has been carried out. Philippe is a senior manager in the 
Cleantech and Sustainability department at Ernst & Young France. He is 
an expert in verification of CSR indicators, specialized in the sectors of 
water, waste and transport. 
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Figure 4:  Material Recovery (benchmark). 
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The methodology adopted consists in a ‘semi-structured interview’, 
which falls within the qualitative research approach. Semi-structured in-
terviews are more “conversational, people-oriented and sensitive in al-
lowing participants to use their own words to express themselves” (Val-
entine, 2005). The participant is given a chance to raise unanticipated 
issues and go further into the matters addressed with the initial ques-
tions. 

4. LITERATURE REVIEW  

4.1. Definitions and goals of CSR (corporate social responsibility) 
and Sustainable development indicators reporting 

4.1.1. General Definitions of Sustainable Development and CSR 

Definition of Sustainable Development 

The first and official definition of Sustainable Development (SD) can be 
considered as the one  provided in the Brundtland report ,  published in 
1987 by the World Commission on Environment and Development 
(WCED): “Sustainable development is development that meets the 
needs of the present without compromising the ability of future genera-
tions to meet their own needs" (WCED, 1987),. This definition relies on 
two key ideas: 

 The concept of "needs",  particularly the basic ones 

 The idea of limitations caused by the state of technology and social 
organization and our “finite” environment 

If 1987 marked the first international appearance of the notion of sus-
tainable development, the concept really became a reality in 1992 with 
the publication of Agenda 21 at the Earth Summit in Rio (Jakobsen et 
al., 2008). The text of Agenda 21 (UN, 1992) has been adopted by 178 
governments: it defined the main lines of progress to follow with regard 
to economic and social development and respect for the environment. 
Signatory states had committed at that time to integrate the guidelines set 
by Agenda 21 into national laws. The history of the notion of "Sustaina-
ble Development" underlines that this concept is clearly very recent. 

Efforts have been made to apply the concept of Sustainable Develop-
ment to companies, which led to the creation of the "Triple Bottom 
Line" (TBL) idea. This is highlighted in the ORSE report (ORSE, 2009), 
which states that "the World Commission on Sustainable Development 
highlights the idea of "Triple Bottom Line", which leads to evaluate the 
performance of the company under three perspectives”: 

 Environmental: compatibility between business activity and the 
maintenance of ecosystems. It includes impact analysis of the com-
pany and its products in terms of resource consumption, waste 
production, emissions... 

 Social: Social consequences of the company activity for all its 
stakeholders who are employees (working conditions, salary level, 
non-discrimination ...), the suppliers (code of conduct), customers 
(safety and psychological impacts of products), local communities 
(pollution, respect for cultures) and society in general. 

 Economic: not only the “classic” financial performance that im-
pacts the market value of the company but also the ability to con-
tribute to the economic development of the settlement area of the 
company and the stakeholders, the principles of healthy competi-
tion (no corruption,  understanding, dominance ...) 
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As explained by F. Vanclay (2004), the triple bottom line has become 
more and more incorporated in impact assessment using varied tools:” 
Over time, the EIAs have been able to incorporate social impact assess-
ments (SIA) and cost benefit analysis (CBA) which are all part of TBL 
mainly applicable to assess project reliability or feasibility. The new 
trends are that impact assessments are moving upstream to policy level 
through development of SEA”.  

For the first time, companies are given a goal that is not purely economic 
but also aiming to preserve the environment and improve the social and 
community conditions of stakeholders. This will lead to the creation of 
the CSR concept. 

Definition of CSR 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), sometimes called corporate con-
science, corporate citizenship, social performance, or sustainable respon-
sible business, is defined by the European Commission as follows: “to 
fully meet their social responsibility, enterprises should have in place a 
process to integrate social, environmental, ethical and human rights con-
cerns into their business operations and core strategy in close collabora-
tion with their stakeholders” (European Commission, 2011). CSR is ac-
tually an application of sustainable development principles to companies, 
integrating the three environmental, social, and economic pillars. It was 
on the agenda of the Earth Summit in Johannesburg in 2002. 

CSR therefore aims to take into account the expectations of all stake-
holders in the company while promoting the concept of sustainability. 

4.1.2. Objectives and challenges of sustainable development indicators  

Sustainable development indicators have several functions for a compa-
ny that uses them: they serve for management, performance assessment, 
risk management tools and communication media for all the stakehold-
ers of the company. 

However before discussing the indicators themselves, it is necessary to 
address the major sustainable development issues that will form the basis 
for reporting and choices of indicators. 

The main environmental issues 

Environmental issues vary from one sector to another, depending on the 
type of activity. It would be highly challenging to provide an exhaustive 
list of environmental issues which the companies face as they cover a 
very large scope: water consumption, waste production, renewable ener-
gy consumption or discharge of pollutants into the atmosphere and so 
on. Facing this multitude of issues, many companies choose to demon-
strate their commitment by setting up "environmental management sys-
tems” (EMS) which ensure an integrated management of environmental 
issues. Lozano (Lozano et al., 2007) sates that “We can define an EMS as 
“the part of the overall management system that includes organizational 
structure, planning activities, responsibilities, practices, procedures, pro-
cesses and resources for developing, implementing, achieving, reviewing, 
and maintaining the environmental policy”. That is to say, its purpose 
consists of putting into practice the environmental policies of the respec-
tive organization. Therefore, this system should know and value both the 
environmental effects of the activities, products and services of the or-
ganization, and those effects which would take place due to incidents, 
accidents and emergency situations”. As such, the ISO 14001 norm certi-
fies the implementation of environmental procedures on a standard level 
as part of an EMS. Companies can obtain certificates showing that the 
risk of pollution of any type is controlled in their industrial facilities. 
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Nevertheless, there is a cross-cutting theme that most companies cannot 
avoid: climate change, mainly due to two factors (Herva et al., 2011): 

 Direct emissions of greenhouse gases (GHGs) 

 Energy consumption 

In terms of the direct GHG emissions, the transport sector, for instance, 
is an important GHGs emitter and contributed in 2007 up to 34% of the 
total emissions in France and 23% in the EU-27 (EC, 2010). Cement, 
steel factories or waste management activities are also highly emitting 
and therefore directly concerned with global warming. 

The energy production sector is an important direct GHG emissions 
contributor as well. Thus, any energy consumption by a company is con-
sidered as an indirect source of GHG emissions since it requires energy.  
The "climate and energy package" adopted in January 2008 (EC, 2008 
and 2012) by the European Commission demonstrates the importance of 
energy demand management. The European Union’s objective was to 
create a common energy policy to meet the challenges of energy supply, 
consumption and management and the consideration of environmental 
issues. Through this set of guidelines, the European Union sets out the 
main lines of European energy policy with the of “20/20/20” targets 
that are to be achieved by 2020: 

 Raising the share of EU energy consumption from renewable 
sources to 20% 

 A 20% reduction in EU greenhouse gas emissions compared to 
1990 levels 

 A 20% improvement in the EU's energy efficiency 

These issues related to climate change strongly encourage companies to 
communicate on energy and GHG emissions themes. The second part 
will describe what reporting indicators can be used in such cases. 

The main social and societal issues 

As with the environmental impacts, there are plenty of social and societal 
themes and issues, depending on the area and the type of activity. Never-
theless, in the context of CSR, some themes are recurrent in sustainable 
development reports (CFIE, 2012): 

 Occupational Health and Safety 

 Conditions of employment and remuneration – Permanent con-
tracts, turnover, etc. 

 Diversity and equality at work (proportion of women in leadership, 
insertion of disabled workers etc.). 

Thus, we see that the Corporate Social Responsibility directly involves its 
employees, and must ensure a safe and stable working environment, 
while avoiding employment discrimination in order to be an actual re-
flection of the society in which the company operates. However, the so-
cial responsibility of the company goes beyond the scope of its employ-
ees and its shareholders: it extends in particular to the choice of suppliers 
that comply with these social norms. These issues come under the "soci-
etal" aspect, which seeks to determine what the contribution of the 
company is regarding not only its operations, but the entire society in 
which it operates. To do so, more and more companies perform social 
audits of their suppliers and adopt "green" or "sustainable" procurement 
policies or even create foundations that fund projects carrying the values 
of the company (KPMG, 2011). 
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The economic component: a sustainable growth 

Promoting a sustainable growth represents the third axis or line (of the 
“Triple Bottom Line”) of Sustainable Development. Economic viability 
is an equally important feature for the company and sacrificing it in favor 
of social and environmental aspects does not make sense. Under the per-
spective of SD, it is crucial to integrate the time dimension and the ob-
jective is to allow the company to follow a sustainable growth. This eco-
nomic aspect is already well integrated into management and business 
objectives. Companies already have many tools to manage their perfor-
mances and ensure their sustainability. 

A CSR approach cannot be done without a proper balance and the con-
sideration of the three pillars of sustainable development mentioned 
above. 

The concept of Sustainable Management 

The concept of sustainable business management is nothing but the real-
ization of principles of sustainable development and the implementation 
of the major theories. This concept is developed by Paul De Backer 
(2005) who defines a simple and pragmatic sustainable management as 
"Solving and financing problems from the past so that the present solu-
tions do not become the problems of the future. ";"The application of 
sustainable management must be based on a costs / benefits analysis in 
the short, medium and long term." Paul de Backer certifies that the fi-
nancial indicators of Sustainable Development should integrate the past, 
present and future dimensions by modeling the economic costs associat-
ed with the consideration of these dimensions in the short, medium and 
long term. A legitimate question is how to implement these principles in 
a capitalist system which greatly favors the short-term gains and does not 
really care (or at least, much less) about environmental and social conse-
quences of corporate action. A solution advocated by De Backer can be 
a stable shareholding which aims to apply CSR principles. For example, 
the Danish company Novo Nordisk, global pharmaceutical giant special-
ized in diabetic treatment has introduced a very efficient policy of sus-
tainable management and CSR. The company has been engaged in a 
process of social and environmental progress over the past twenty years. 
Each year, the company has decreased by 5% its water and energy con-
sumption per unit of output and treatments are sold in developing coun-
tries five times as cheap as ‘usual’ prices. Its director Lise Kingo (Darnil 
et al., 2005) states: "The freedom to maneuver of the group, which was 
financially very interesting, was made possible by the stability of the 
shareholding." The company is owned by a foundation that allows giving 
priority to long-term achievements. 

4.2. Reporting indicators of Corporate Social Responsibility: 

4.2.1. Definition and function of an indicator 

Paul de Backer (2005) defines an indicator as" the observation at a time 
T or a period P, on a given scale, of the activity, state and/or impact of 
an organization, duly quantified, recorded and traceable. The chosen 
scale assumes the existence of a frame of reference of which bases are 
clearly stated and verifiable. ". 

This definition of financial indicators is applicable to non-financial indi-
cators used in CSR reporting, although there are many differences be-
tween these two types of indicators. Some clarifications need to be made: 
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 Units: usually monetary for financial indicators, they differ much 
more in the case of non-financial indicators. They can be expressed 
as a percentage, energy unit, area or volume, CO2 equivalent, etc. 

 Regarding the reporting scope: for the sake of comparability, it is 
important to make the distinction between companies with stable 
activities (including locally based and of which the core business is 
reduced to a limited number of activities), and large industrial com-
panies whose activity can change rapidly with the creation or acqui-
sition of subsidiaries or relocation. 

 The calculation method of an indicator must always be indexed on 
the basis of a clear, comprehensive, reliable, and comparable frame 
of reference. In addition, companies must establish a reporting pro-
tocol to ensure a proper data gathering, from the smallest site to the 
headquarters of a multinational. 

An indicator has two main functions. 

First of all, it is a management and risk management internal tool, risk 
management internally. It is an alert indicator of the status of business 
operations and can be used to set performance targets for a company. 

It is also a communication tool, both internal and external, as it is gener-
ally published in the sustainability reports of the company. These indica-
tors are consulted by all the stakeholders, investment banking or nota-
tion agencies that assess the corporate environmental and social 
performance. 

4.2.2. The different types of indicators 

A wide range of indicators can be used, depending on the subject and 
the desired objective. 

A study by the Observatory on Corporate Social Responsibility (ORSE, 
2009) 

Identifies different kinds of indicators: 

 “Process indicators, for example the number of audits performed 
over the year, 

 Outcome indicators: survey data for example which is often ex-
pressed as a percentage 

 Performance indicators, designed to assess the progress made 

 Comparison indicators to compare countries, sectors, etc. 

These indicators need to be used with great caution and a good 
knowledge of the context in order to interpret the differences, especially 
between countries. “ 

The ORSE also makes a distinction depending on the nature of indica-
tors: quantitative, qualitative, progress or monitoring: 

 A quantitative indicator allows quantifying the data and generalizing 
the results of a sample to the whole population in relation with the 
number of employees observed. Data collection is structured and 
data analysis is statistical 

 A qualitative indicator implies that the data analysis is not statistical 

 A progress indicator compares the results and the objectives 

 A monitoring indicator assesses the evolution of the results 

Audit of indicators and comparative studies on reporting practices from 
various sectors show that indicators expressed as ratios are the most rel-
evant ones as they are reduced to a common unit and make it possible to 
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compare companies of different sectors and different sizes. If it is im-
possible to compare the energy consumption of an SME and a Multina-
tional from the same sector, it is however relevant to compare the energy 
consumption by tire produced (in the case of tires production indus-
tries). Moreover, it is interesting to underline that the process indicators 
(in the sense defined by the ORSE) can account for resources allocated 
(in terms of money, time, etc.) to the achievement of sustainable devel-
opment objectives, e.g. the number of safety and prevention trainers, the 
number of meetings between the unions to promote social dialogue, the 
budget for the implementation of a training policy, etc. 

Other indicators are used to report at a macro level but these are beyond 
the scope of this study reporting the CSR indicators: 

 The HDI-Human Development Index 

 GPI - Genuine Progress Indicator 

 The ecological footprint 

 Green GDP 

4.3. The selection criteria of CSR indicators – regulatory pressure 
and international frameworks 

Reporting practices are widespread in Europe as a result of strong pres-
sure from various sources. The first source was the consumers them-
selves, willing to have information on the companies of which they are 
customers. Naturally, the legislation has followed the tendency by impos-
ing a certain transparency to European entrepreneurs. 

4.3.1. The regulatory environment in France 

 The ‘NRE’ law 

The law on New Economic Regulations (“Nouvelles Régulations 
Economiques” – NRE in French) stipulates that French companies 
listed on the CAC 40 have to publish environmental and social data re-
flecting the impact of their activities in their annual report to the Board 
information. Thus, the companies are legally required to publish not only 
their economic data but also social and environmental. It gives an incen-
tive to take into account the 'Triple Bottom Line' of sustainable devel-
opment. That legislation was the first of its kind in 2002. 

The environmental and social information required in the report by the 
NRE law are listed below (NRE, 2002): 

Social information required by the NRE law: 

 Workforce, number of persons hired (with a distinction between 
permanent and fixed term contracts), analysis of potential difficul-
ties in recruitment, dismissal and the reasons, etc. 

 When appropriate, information on downsizing plans and safeguard-
ing employment, reclassification efforts, rehiring and accompanying 
measures 

 The organization of working time, the duration of full-time and 
part-time, absenteeism 

 Wages and their variation, social taxes, equality between women and 
men- 

 Professional relations and collective agreements 

 Health and safety 

 Training 
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 Employment and integration of disabled workers 

 Social work 

 The importance of outsourcing 

Environmental information required by the NRE law: 

 Water, energy and raw materials consumption and, when applicable, 
measures to improve energy efficiency and renewable energy use, 
land use, emissions to air, water and soil seriously affecting the en-
vironment, noise or odor and waste 

 Measures taken to limit damage to the ecological balance, natural 
environments, protected species 

 Assessment approaches or certifications with regard to the envi-
ronment 

 Measures taken, if necessary, to ensure compliance of the compa-
ny's activity to applicable laws and regulations 

 Expenses incurred to prevent the consequences of the company’s 
activity on the environment 

 The existence within the company of internal environmental man-
agement, training and communication, the resources devoted to re-
ducing environmental risks and the measures put in place to deal 
with pollution accidents having consequences beyond the compa-
ny’s facilities 

 The amount of provisions and guarantees for environmental risks 
unless this information is likely to cause serious harm to the com-
pany 

 Penalties paid during the year for environmental damages 

 All the elements of the objectives set by the company to its subsidi-
aries abroad regarding points 1 to 6 above 

These points constitute a minimum basis for the environmental report-
ing of enterprises. This law is intended to promote corporate transparen-
cy regarding information on the impacts of their activities in terms of 
CSR. The NRE law encourages companies to report indicators but im-
poses no framework, no protocol and does not require an external verifi-
cation. 

Ethicity, a consulting firm in sustainable development strategy, conduct-
ed a study on the compliance with NRE of the reporting of French 
companies listed on the CAC 40 (Ethicity, 2010). The methodology of 
this study consists in evaluating 40 CSR reports according to an assess-
ment grid of 53 questions divided according to 5 criteria. It is design to 
evaluate the response of firms to the NRE law in terms of completeness, 
quality and relevance of the indicators. 

The five evaluation criteria used in the study are: 

 The social criteria 

 Finance, governance and transparency 

 Civicism 

 Environment 

 Report format 
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Figure 5 details the scores of CSR reports compliance with the NRE law. 

 86% of CAC 40 companies (that is to say 34 companies) publish social 
information in accordance with the text of the NRE law and consider 
the elements listed above under the heading "Environmental information 
required by the NRE law." 

Similarly, only 62% of companies publish a report that complies with re-
port formatting advocated by the NRE law. 

The Ethicity study gives an overview of the major trends in CSR report-
ing, in particular on quality, completeness and relevance of the indica-
tors. However, it gives no indication of the reliability, clarity of the scope 
under consideration, the relevance of standards and protocols. 

Legislation has undoubtedly placed CSR at the center of the concerns of 
the major French companies. However, the NRE law puts too little pres-
sure and the study carried out by the ORSE (2009) points out some in-
herent drawbacks or shortcomings of this law: 

"The decree of February 20th 2002 casts considerable uncertainty, espe-
cially because it does not describe how companies should perform their 
reporting and what indicators they should use. 

Indeed, companies that already have an environmental policy do not 
have necessarily consolidated it at a world level. 

Similarly, the social global indicators do not necessarily have the same 
meaning or take into account the same measurement criteria. The defini-
tion of relevant global indicators appears increasingly necessary. “ 

The Grenelle I and II 

The “Grenelle Environnement” or Grenelle Environment Forum or 
Round Table has been instigated in 2007 by Nicolas Sarkozy (the French 
president) in order to define the key points of government policy on eco-
logical and sustainable development issues for the following years (See 
appendix 2 for a quick overview of the process). It helped initiate a pro-
cess of consultation with all parties involved in environmental issues: 
State, NGOs, local authorities, trade unions and businesses. After the 
first consultation in 2007, 268 commitments had been selected by the 
President of the Republic. Subsequently, 34 operational committees have 
been set up to propose concrete actions to implement these commit-
ments. Then, the Grenelle was declined in two laws: the ‘Grenelle 1’ and 
‘Grenelle 2’ (MEEDDAT - Ministry of Ecology, Energy, Sustainable 
Development and land management). 

More particularly, the first program of the group 6 of the Grenelle Envi-
ronment ‘Promoting ecological development modes favorable to com-
petitiveness’, focuses on the theme of Sustainable Development indica-
tors - "Improving and disseminating sustainable development indicators" 
(MEEDDAT). 

These initiatives from the MEEDDAT aim at disseminating and com-
municating about the environmental and social impact of public policies 

Figure 5:  Results of EThicity’s study. 
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and on the other hand building management tools to support govern-
ment strategies in environment and sustainable development. 

The Grenelle defines 5 actions to improve its program-level indicators of 
the nation: 

 "Action 1: Develop aggregated indicators related to the environ-
ment and Sustainable development by choosing a green GDP or an 
adjusted net domestic product of the environment, an indicator of 
human development and a footprint indicator ecological, which 
measures how much land and water necessary  to produce re-
sources or assimilate waste" 

 "Action 2: Develop and disseminate in the Parliament and  to the 
public a dashboard of indicators of the Nation Sustainable Devel-
opment state" 

 "Action 3: Improve the dissemination of indicators in the parlia-
mentary debate" 

 "Action 4: Improve the  dissemination of indicators to the general 
public through a sustainable development book and a dedicated 
website" 

 "Action 5: Develop a system of relevant indicators depending on 
the type of area (region, department, municipality and project terri-
tory)" 

The first law on the implementation of the Grenelle Environment Fo-
rum called "Grenelle 1" was promulgated on 3rd, August 2009. It advo-
cates, through 57 items, measures affecting the energy and construction 
sectors, transport, biodiversity and natural environments, governance 
and finally environmental risks and health. 

It intends to promote and accelerate the inclusion of these new challeng-
es by all stakeholders to ensure the society and economy sustainable op-
eration and maintain over time the purchasing power of the French. 

 

The Grenelle 1 law reflects the commitments of the Grenelle and com-
pletes some of the proposals made by the committees set up after the 
Grenelle and provides budget estimates. 

Here is an example for the construction and energy sector (Confirmation 
of all guidelines for energy efficiency, development of renewable energy 
and the fight against climate change): 

 Factor 4: Division by four of greenhouse gas emissions by 2050, 

 23% renewable energy in the context of the  "20/20/20" European 

 Building Plan, including the confirmation of the standard 50 
kWhPE/m²/year expressed in primary energy. 

 The wish that the emergency plan for youth employment addresses 
first the building sector 

The law on "national commitment to the environment" called Grenelle 2 
has been promulgated on 12 July 2010. It strengthens the commitments 
of the Grenelle project through 248 articles. 

The article 225 is the keystone of the law with regard to transparency. It 
extends the obligation for companies to publish in their annual report in-
formation on the "social and environmental impacts their activity and 
their social commitments in favor of sustainable development". 

The main changes compared to the NRE are: 
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Table 3: Themes to be addressed according to the NRE law. 
Environment Community Social 

• Overall policy on envi-
ronment 
• Pollution and waste 
management 
• Sustainable use of 
resources 
• Climate change 
• Biodiversity protection 

• territorial, economic and 
social Impact of the 
company’s activities 
• Relations between 
individuals or organiza-
tions involved or affected 
by the company’s activity 
• Subcontracting and 
suppliers 
• Loyal practices 
• Human Rights 

• Employment 
• Work organization 
• Social relationships 
• Health and Safety 
• Training 
• Diversity and Equal 
Opportunity / Equal 
Treatment 
• Promotion and compli-
ance with the ILO’s 
fundamental conventions 

 

 Gradual extension of obligations for listed companies with an aver-
age number of employees exceeding 500 

 Slight widening of the themes on which companies must publish in-
formation (accidents, equal treatment, respect for ILO Conven-
tions, including fair practices) 

 Reporting obligation on the consolidated financial perimeter incor-
porating foreign subsidiaries 

 Verification obligation by an independent third party with proof of 
presence of information and opinion on their sincerity. 

More precisely, Companies have to report on the issues presented in ta-
ble 3. 

This information can be translated into qualitative assertions or quantita-
tive indicators following existing recommendations for the most mature 
sectors; for example, the Cement Sustainability Initiative, sector supple-
ments of the Global Reporting Initiative and other initiatives of associa-
tions or federations  in collaboration with stakeholder panels. 

4.3.2. The issue of comparability: 

Comparability is very important since it is necessary to assess the per-
formance of a company. Indeed, for the readers of sustainability reports 
that are not familiar with the orders of magnitude of an indicator, an easy 
and efficient way to get an idea of the performance is to compare it with 
a competitor’s report. 

From the company’s point of view, it is also very important because it 
gives the possibility to see what competitors are doing, how efficient 
they are, to identify good practices or interesting measures. 

The sustainability reports are generally communication media chosen by 
companies seeking to report CSR indicators. Some companies include a 
section on Sustainable Development in their annual reports which is of-
ten less expanded and less relevant than other sections. Still, over the 
past few years the integration of environmental and social indicators has 
become widespread for the companies that have a sustainability or CSR 
department integrated in their management. This is the case for compa-
nies like Veolia Environnement, GDF Suez and EDF. 

The CR Reporting Awards (2012) publishes the number of environmen-
tal reports published by year and geographical area (Fig. 6). 
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It shows the evolution of CSR reporting from 1992 to 2011. The num-
ber of reports tends to increase for all countries, with a clear domination 
of European countries, much ahead of North America and Asia. 

In 1992, almost no company published environmental or social data in 
relation with its activity. In Europe, in 2000 500 companies publish Sus-
tainable development reports against 3000 or so in 2011. 

Nevertheless, in France, the practices of non-financial reporting tend to 
become widespread and standardized. Three main reasons are: 

 Awareness of internal stakeholders in charge of the reporting (par-
ticularly due to a stricter legislation) 

 Guarantee of a more precise control of the performance 

 Greater credibility of the information provided to stakeholders 

Figure 7 illustrates trends in CSR reporting companies of the CAC 40 
France in 2008 (EY, 2007) 

In 2007, all CAC 40 companies published information with regard to 
sustainable development: 92% of them publishing more than 15 pages 
and 60% via a specific publication (often called “sustainability report’). 
Others only publish pages in the Annual Report or Document of Refer-
ence.  

Moreover, it is clear from this study that the scope of reporting is in-
creasingly global: data reported by most companies cover more than 
80% of their direct activities in the world. 

 

 

Figure 6: Reporting output per year by region (CRRA, 2012). 

Figure 7: Types of Environmental reports published by 
companies of the CAC 40 
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4.3.3. The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) – a will to standardize international 
practices in reporting 

 The GRI was established in 1997 by the CERES (Coalition for Envi-
ronmentally Responsible Economies). This initiative meets the needs of 
global standardization regarding the reporting system of environmental 
and social indicators. The GRI reporting framework is the most known 
and most widely used today by companies. GRI's mission is to draw up 
"guidelines for sustainability reports," in partnership with the United Na-
tions Environment Programme (UNEP). The third version of the GRI 
was published in 2008 (the fourth one is in progress). Working groups 
determine the economic, environmental and social indicators in order to 
establish a set of harmonized indicators that facilitate comparison on the 
international level. 

However companies do not really put into practice the GRI. Indeed, it 
does not give any indication about the methods of calculation of indica-
tors companies can use indicators that do not allow for comparison. 

Figure 8 is an extract on environmental indicators related to energy 
(GRI, 2006). It shows five separate energy indicators into 2 categories: 
"CORE" for key indicators in the description of a company’s activity and 
"ADD" (additional) for complementary indicators. Each indicator has a 
definition and a code which aims to be the standard for all sustainability 
reports. 

The GRI considers that even if the quantitative indicators are preferred, 
especially ratios, it is nevertheless necessary to report qualitative data as 
well for some issues - for example, the level of employees’ satisfaction. 
Qualitative indicators are considered essential to complete the infor-
mation difficult to quantify. 

The GRI lists criteria that are to be respected for the development of in-
dicators published in sustainability reports. They are often taken as refer-
ence criteria for the verification of environmental and social data: 

 

Figure 8: GRI 
- Energy 
indicators. 
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 Transparency 

 The context of sustainable development 

 Completeness 

 Relevance 

 Interactivity 

 Consistency 

 Accuracy 

 Comparability 

 Clarity 

 Opportunity 

 Neutrality 

 Frequency 

 Verifiability 

For the time being, only regulatory pressure actually encourages compa-
nies to publish environmental and social indicators in a dedicated sus-
tainability report. The NRE law 2002, though imperfect, was a break-
through for companies on the theme of sustainable development. 
However, in order to ensure comparability indicators, a harmonization 
of indicators title, definitions and their calculation is necessary. The GRI 
framework sets out criteria and indicators depending on different envi-
ronmental, social and economic themes, but it does not formulate calcu-
lation methods or accurate perimeters. A real homogeneity of CSR re-
porting practices is still far from being achieved. 

5. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION :   THE PUBLICATION OF CSR  

INDICATORS ,  LIMITATIONS AND AREAS FOR 

IMPROVEMENT  

The objective of this section is to provide a critical look at the imple-
mentation of the publication of CSR indicators in companies. First, indi-
cators will be further studied and propose a classification depending on 
the issues at stake (social, societal and environmental) will be proposed. 
In addition, limits that are inherent to the system of CSR indicators re-
porting will be analyzed. This reflection is strengthened with the aid of 
interview results. Furthermore, the study will focus on areas for im-
provement of indicators. 

5.1. Detailed Review of indicators classified by major challenges 
This section presents the environmental, social and societal indicators by 
major types of issues, usually reported by companies. 

This study focuses firstly on environmental indicators reported by envi-
ronmental services sectors (water, energy, transport and waste). The 
main themes are illustrated by the indicators published by Veolia 
Environnement. 

5.1.1. Traditional environmental indicators 

Major environmental issues of CSR currently reported by companies are 
climate change, preservation of natural resources and the preservation of 
biodiversity. 

 Regarding climate change: 

o Energy production and energy consumption and the share of renewable 
energy: For example, Veolia Environnement reports the indi-
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cator "Share of renewable and alternative energies produced 
in the total energy production" 

o Greenhouse gas emission - Methane biogas CO2: For example, Ve-
olia Environnement reports the indicator "direct GHG 
emissions in million tons CO2 equivalent, per division " 

o Air emissions, other pollutants in the air: NOx, SOx, dusts: 
For example, Veolia Environnement, for its subsidiary Veo-
lia Environmental Services, reports the indicator 
“SOx/NOx emissions from hazardous and non-hazardous 
waste incineration plants per metric ton of waste incinerat-
ed” 

o Environmental performance of transport: For example, Veolia 
Environnement postpones the indicator "share of electric 
vehicles". However, the indicators reported in the transport 
sector usually indicate the part of vehicles complying with 
the Standards EURO 3, EURO 4 and EURO 5.  These Eu-
ropean standards provide information on the pollution lev-
els of vehicles. 

o Environmental management system (EMS) and environmental audits: 
For example, Veolia Environnement reports the indicator " 
EMS deployment rate (including ISO 14001 certified facili-
ties) for relevant activities in % of relevant revenues " 

o The management of health risks-Legionella, dioxins, drinking water 
quality: For example, Veolia Environnement reports the in-
dicators " Waste treated in incinerators with dioxin emis-
sions lower than 0.1 ng/Nm3 (all plants)" and "overall com-
pliance rate of drinking water quality" 

An example adapted from Veolia’s report can be found in figure 9. 

 Regarding  resources conservation: 

o Water- Treatment Performance, treatment of leachate, water consump-
tion and resource protection: For example, Veolia 
Environnement reports the indicator “overall compliance 
rate of the sanitary quality of drinking water” 

o Waste -  Treated waste Recovery of waste treated: For example, Ve-
olia Environnement, Veolia Environmental Services for its 
subsidiary, postpones the indicator "recovery rate of waste 
treated,%" 

o Energy – energy demand management and reduction: For example, 
Veolia Energy (subsidiary of Veolia), reports the indicator 
"share of contracts including an approach to reduce the en-
ergy intensity of final users  

 

 
 

Figure 9: Example – Source: Adapted from Veolia's report (2011) 
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 Regarding biodiversity: 

To date, there are very few indicators on the subject of bi-
odiversity. The approaches adopted by companies are still 
insufficient and inadequate in terms of reporting. This 
might be caused by a too low understanding of the problem 
by the general public or even sustainability managers but al-
so the fact that the actions implemented to preserve the bi-
odiversity are difficult to quantify. However, some compa-
nies have set biodiversity conservation plans and allocate 
dedicated budgets to support local associations, but these 
actions remain marginal. 

5.1.2. Traditional Social indicators  

Major social issues of CSR currently reported by companies are related 
to health / safety, conditions of employment, Gender and employability. 

 Regarding health and safety at work: 

o The frequency rate of occupational accidents: For example, Veolia 
reports the indicators "Total number of occupational acci-
dents leading to sick leave” and “Total number of calendar 
days lost through occupational accidents “ 

o The severity rate of accidents: For example, Veolia reports the 
indicator "Accident severity rate" 

 Regarding  gender equality and social integration: 

o Social integration: For example, Veolia reports the indicator 
"Number of apprentices or of foreign origin from priority 
neighborhoods "and" Number recruitment managers or su-
pervisors of foreign origin or from priority neighborhoods " 

o The integration of people with disabilities: For example, the Veolia 
reports the indicators "Number and employment rate of dis-
abled persons (%)"and" quota of disabled employees (%) by 
country " 

o The share of women employees and the share of women in 
the management team: For example, Veolia reports the indi-
cator "Share of women in the workforce by category and by 
country" 

The figure 10 is an extract of the dashboard of indicators published in 
Veolia’s annual report. 

 Regarding employment conditions: 

o Stability of employment, as basic need of the employee: For example, 
Veolia reports the indicator Share of employees in the work-
force under permanent contracts by subsidiary" 

o Turnover, critical indicator of human resource management: For ex-
ample, Veolia reports the indicator " Turnover of employees 
under permanent contracts" 

 

 
Figure 10: Extract of Veolia's annual report - example of social 
indicators. 
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o Training: For example, Veolia reports the indicator «Average 
hours of training per year per employee "and" Percentage of 
employees trained (%) " 

5.1.3. Traditional societal indicators 

Societal indicators must show the involvement of the company to im-
prove society. In practice, it is mainly carried out through three major 
themes: audit of suppliers, fair trade and sponsorship. 

 Goods production conditions and responsible management : For 
example, Veolia reports the indicator "Number of social audits of 
suppliers conducted” 

 Fair Trade: For example, Veolia reports the indicator "Number of 
references certified fair trade" 

 Sponsorship: Veolia does not publish indicators but the group car-
ries out solidarity actions with local communities and supports hu-
manitarian organizations (Red Cross, Restaurants of the Heart ...)  

Other distribution groups publish indicators on the share of the budget 
dedicated to solidarity actions or the number of sponsorship actions 
made during the year. 

This study of major environmental, social and societal issues focused 
more particularly on the sector of environmental services (Veolia 
Environnement), shows the variety and heterogeneity of indicators re-
ported in sustainable development reports. This profusion of indicators 
makes it difficult to compare performances and CSR practices of com-
panies, even within a given sector. A potential improvement would be to 
limit the number of indicators and homogenize the title, calculation 
methods and perimeters. 

5.2. The limitations of CSR indicators: 
This section is mainly based on the outcome of the interview with 
Philippe Aubain, senior manager in the Cleantech and Sustainability de-
partment at Ernst & Young and expert in verification of CSR indicators 
(appendix 3). The questions were established according to the issues 
identified while performing the literature review. 

The companies that actually report on Sustainable Development matters 
establish, in more or less effective way, Sustainable development policies. 
For the biggest companies, a dedicated department or committee (using 
many labels, such as sustainability, environment, CSR, HSE – Health, 
Safety and Environment – managers)  is in charge of designing such pol-
icies, setting action plans, defining a range of indicators and so on. This 
study suggests that the system of indicators is based on six objectives: 

1. “In France, the reporting complies with the legislation: the NRE law  
and the Grenelle laws 

2. it is used to set goals, enhance the environmental dashboard and 
identify potential improvements 

3. Reporting outside France is usually not required by the legislation 
and mainly used for communication purposes 

4. They serve as internal management tools 

5. Their objectives are: risk management, cost control, security of facili-
ties, safety of people and the acceptance of priority sites by local 
residents 

6. Identify opportunities, trends in the long term, and new services and 
products. “ 
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In order to be useful and actually serve these objectives, indicators must 
efficiently assess and evaluate the issue under consideration. More par-
ticularly, an efficient method of evaluation can be to compare the per-
formance of different companies having the same kind of activities. In 
other words, indicators need to allow a comparative analysis of CSR 
practices of companies. As supported by P. Aubain, 

"Until 2012, the reporting of CSR indicators has not made possible a good compari-
son of companies’ practices. 

Companies used to be free in their reporting methods; there was no external control or 
legislation.” 

It is true that a few common or traditional indicators are universally 
used. International organizations such as the ILO (International Labour 
Organization) have sufficient influence to make an indicator become a 
common practice. This is the case for the frequency rate of occupational 
accidents. Another example is specific sectors;  

P. Aubain takes the case of “the cement sector and important GHG emitters that 
demonstrate a natural and common commitment across the profession to report their 
CO2 emissions in a standardized manner. “ 

Even if companies are dealing with same issues, they use different ac-
counting methods. It is not surprising since, until 2012, companies in 
France were not subject to external verification or any legislation that 
would require the use of specific and clear indicators. As seen in the lit-
erature review, the GRI is a common and well-spread basis for reporting. 
Nevertheless, it does not set adequate guidelines or standards. P. Aubain 
explains that  

"The GRI is a good start in defining landmarks of the reporting system. But one can 
find two weaknesses: 

The GRI is too vague, and considered only as a guide because it is not mandatory. 
The GRI rating system is more or less reliable (A, B, ...) 

The implementation of sector-specific protocols would be a plus.” 

Companies follow the GRI more in the form than in the content. They 
use it to define the issues to address rather than use the standardized 
guidelines. P. Aubain advocates sector-specific indicators. Indeed com-
panies face the problem of limited resources compared to the number of 
indicators they want to publish and it appears to be necessary to select a 
limited number of indicators which obviously are directly linked to the 
activity.  

Furthermore, limits that are inherent to currently used reporting systems 
are hard to cope with. For instance many indicators can be found in Sus-
tainable reports whereas they do not seem always relevant, as comments 
P. Aubain:  

“The indicators can be used to identify internal areas for improvement. When trying to 
communicate on all subjects, companies lose sight of prioritization. Reporting should 
not be disconnected from the objectives and challenges of the company. In addition, 
some very important issues are not easily or adequately measured (e.g. the stress, the 
human environment ...).” 

Intangible capital is clearly very hard to evaluate. For instance, Biodiver-
sity is a very recurrent issue in public concerns and there is currently no 
indicator that efficiently attests of the reality at the company level as 
many different sites with very different features are generally concerned. 
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5.3. Possible improvements on the approach of sustainable develop-
ment using indicators 

The study of the limits of the CSR indicators system leads us to think 
about areas for improvement in reporting methods and types of indica-
tors. Indeed, other indicators exist to account for CSR practices, finan-
cial Indicators of sustainable development for example. Furthermore, on 
a macroeconomic level, institutional indicators are used by governments 
or public policies. In France, a reflection began with the “Grenelle” on 
sustainable development indicators. What are these indicators? Which 
methods of calculation are they based on? What progress can be made?  

5.3.1. How to improve reporting practices? 

 

The interview with Philippe Aubain clearly shows that the system of 

CSR indicators, although necessary and quite promising for a start, is 

limited in its scope of application. It appears that the conditions for an 

effective reporting system would be: 

 A detailed framework and reporting standards by industry/sector 
universally recognized and applied by companies to ensure compa-
rability - sector-specific standards or an improved GRI. 

 A regulatory requirement for some reporting indicators with an ex-
ternal verification 

 P. Aubain states that “experience shows that reporting standards 
and the framework must be audited to be improved; yet, external 
audit is not required and is performed only on voluntary basis.” 

 A list of relevant  indicators (about fifteen would sufficient) uni-
formly calculated 

Here is a potential list of indicators advocated by P. Aubain: 

“For the social pillar: 

 Frequency rate of occupational accidents 

 Equality between men and women - executives, managers, workers 

 Diversity - nationalities and ethnicities - disabilities 

 Training  

 Workforce (basic indicator) 

 Turnover - leave rate 

For the environmental pillar: 

 Environmental Management System, ISO 14001 

 Energy and greenhouse gas emissions 

 Air Pollution 

 Impacts on water - consumption and emissions 

 Waste – production and recovery with a segmentation hazard-
ous/non hazardous waste 

For the economic pillar: 

Profiles indicators are rarely published in the Sustainable Development Report, more 
generally in the annual activity report. 

For societal pillar: 
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Indicators remain unclear but they tend to question the economic model of the company 
under consideration. 

 Local economic development -  for large companies or industries 
that are likely to have an impact on the local economic environment 
(mines, hospitals ...) 

 Access to services and products in developing countries - imple-
mentation of differentiated rates (e.g. telephone operators, banking, 
pharmaceuticals industries…)” 

 Extending the publication of these indicators to other media than 
sustainable development report only (internal-external) 

A study on Corporate Responsibility performed and published by the 
Observatory 2007 of Environment and Sustainable Development De-
partment of Ernst & Young entitled "How to change the reporting of 
sustainability performance?” This highlights the areas for improvement 
of CSR reporting: 

 "A sector-specific adaptation to address relevant issues” We 
must welcome the initiatives of some sectors that have worked to 
develop sector reporting standards (Cement Initiative WBCSD1, 
IPIECA2, TOI3, ASFA4 ...)  

 "Gross indicators reported in homogeneous units in order to 
compare the performance” The legislation could encourage com-
panies from one sector to find a consensus on the calculation of the 
denominator (production units) so that the performance ratios are 
consistent and become comparable. 

 “A data accuracy and reliability requirement” The usefulness of 
non-financial reporting must be indisputable and it is essential for 
the company to provide reliable and accurate information, targeting 
the same standards as the financial reporting. 

 "Contextual information to understand and judge objectively" 

These elements are consistent with the successive analyzes of the previ-
ous parts of this study. Sector -specific adaptation allows a more appro-
priate approach depending on the type of industries, more or less pollut-
ing, or companies with social. The necessity for calculating the indicators 
using homogeneous units of production is essential to ensure compara-
bility. Requirements in accuracy and reliability are, in turn, a necessary 
basis to ensure extra-financial reporting credibility among stakeholders. 
However, qualitative indicators may be required, as a barometer of opin-
ion. Finally, the data must be considered in its context, it is clear that 
some industries are polluting by nature - cement, for example - and 
compare them to services activities in terms of CO2 emissions would 
not make sense. 

A stricter regulation could contribute to the improvement of reporting 
practices among the biggest companies. Social and environmental re-
sponsibility often exceeds the scope of the company’s activity (its finan-
cial scope). It is therefore desirable that companies gather data from the 
entire industry by integrating their suppliers, set up internal satisfaction 
surveys and carry out opinion surveys among their stakeholders. The 
consideration of all these factors would accelerate the integration of is-
sues related to sustainable development in the overall strategy of the 
company. 
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5.3.2. The financial indicators of sustainable development 

Can indicators of the national sustainable development policy be applied to companies? 

A program of the Grenelle called 'Promoting ecological development 
modes favorable to competitiveness’, focuses on the theme of Sustaina-
ble Development indicators - "Improving and disseminating sustainable 
development indicators". These initiatives from the MEEDDAT (Minis-
try of Ecology, Energy, Sustainable Development and land management) 
aim at disseminating and communicating about the environmental and 
social impact of public policies and on the other hand building manage-
ment tools to support government strategies in environment and sus-
tainable development. In practice, it has been led to the publication of 
two laws (see section 1). 

These approaches developed by the Grenelle do not provide many inno-
vations compared to existing practices as regards environment. They 
emphasize tools of dissemination and communication to the public. 
These indicators of sustainable development and measures of diffusion 
remain consistent at the macroeconomic level, but appear to be difficult 
to implement at the company level, because the indicators are too gen-
eral.  

Nevertheless, the social and societal themes are more developed and 
emphasized than what is currently done in companies.  

In addition, the Statistic and Observation Service (Service de 

l'observation et des statistiques – SOeS, 2012) published an overview 
of 10 key indicators of the environment. These indicators cover national 
scope but their definition coincides more with the microeconomic issues 
of social responsibility of the company. The ten indicators cover a wide 
range of environmental issues already mentioned in Part 2 of this report: 

 Climate - Greenhouse effect - Emissions 

 Economy – environmental employment 

 Energy - Renewable Energies 

 Opinion - French Concerns 

 Air - Air pollution in urban areas 

 Biodiversity - Common Birds 

 Resources - Consumption of raw materials 

 Water - Pollution 

 Land Use – artificialization  

 Waste – municipal waste 

These indicators could complete the basis for reporting, through which 
companies could inform and communicate to stakeholders their envi-
ronmental impacts. 

The qualitative indicator "Opinion" (Fig. 11) still little used by compa-
nies today is among the innovative practices. Indeed, achieving a satisfac-
tion survey or a survey of the expectations of employees in internal poli-
cy of sustainable development would enable companies to address more 
adequately their responses with targeted strategies. 



Beyond Corporate Social Responsibility Reporting and Indicators 

 

 31 

 
Financial indicators integrate a ‘risk over time’ approach 

If non-financial indicator reporting has a number of limitations already 
mentioned above, it is legitimate to question the relevance and effective-
ness of financial indicators of sustainable development. 

Indeed since ‘money’ is currently a very efficient tool to drive a compa-
ny’s performance, it seems interesting to integrate this ‘money’ factor in-
to the design of indicators. 

According to the theory of de Backer (2005), the financial aspect is not 
taken into account in the Brundtland definition of sustainable develop-
ment, as well as the time, technological and ideological dimensions. The 
price to pay for the control of social, societal, economic and environ-
mental aspects of past, present and future are not taken into considera-
tion by companies and are never treated. Indeed, risk management and 
compliance issues represent a cost that is necessary to take into account 
in the balance sheet of a company, as well as expenses and other finan-
cial costs. These costs can be generated in various occasions: mitigating 
pollution of the past, developing new, cleaner technologies, improving 
the work conditions of employees or implementing local plans to pre-
serve biodiversity. 

At the same time, this cost analysis should be compared with the analysis 
of the mutual benefits generated by actions in favor of sustainable devel-
opment. 

For example, de Backer (2005) refers to financial indicators that take into 
account the cost / benefits of: land and equipment restoration, the social 
or environmental policy of a company or organization, the analysis of 
the life cycle of products and services and investment in research and 
development. 

De Backer provides some practical examples to support his claim and 
present in this case following a financial indicator for CO2 emissions 
(Table 4).  

 

 
 

Figure 11: 'Opinion' indicator – SOeS, 2012. 
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Table 4: Example of a cost analysis indicator for CO2 emissions. 

CO2 Emissions(industrial case study) 

Original 

CO2 

measure-

ment - 

factory X 

TGAP* 

cost 

Invest-

ment cost 

for filtres 

Amortiza-

tion over 

5 years 

Mainte-

nance 

costs 

Balance of 

the first 5 

years 

Balance after 

five years 

CO2 

meas-

urement 

after 5 

years 

500 mg/m3 220 

000 € 

2 000 

000 € 

400 000 

€ 

120 000 

€ 

Costs : 520 

000€ 

Costs: 120 

000€ 

30 

mg/m3 

Difference 

TGAP: 190 

000€ 

Difference 

TGAP: 190 

000€ 

Balance: 330 

000€ 

Balance: 70 

000€ 

TGAP : General taxes for polluting activities 

 

The monetary analysis of the CO2 indicator provides information on the 
original rate measurement, the cost of investment and maintenance, and 
the final measurement after 5 years. The transformation of these 
measures to a monetary unit allows the company and its officers to per-
form a cost / benefit analysis. In the case presented by De Backer, the 
use of filters leads to a decrease in CO2 emissions, and as a consequence 
in taxes for polluting activities. Considering that the filters are amortized 
after 5 years (that is to say a cost of € 400 000 per year over the first five 
years), the yearly balance of the first five year is a cost of € 330 000, and 
then a saving of € 70 000. These economic arguments (which are the key 
arguments) can be enough to help convince leaders to accept the medi-
um-term implementation of actions for the environment. 

Nowadays, a common practice in the area of financial transactions is to 
perform DUE DILIGENCE to assess the value of a company according 
to environmental criteria prior to a merger or acquisition. DUE 
DILIGENCES usually have the objective to assess, in monetary terms, 
environmental liabilities of an industrial or polluted soils. Auditors 
should take into account the 'past' dimension by identifying earlier pollu-
tion, the 'present' dimension by evaluating the state of the site and the 
‘future’ dimension by taking into account the next measures that will be 
set to comply with future regulations. Essentially, DUE DILIGENCES 
give the company a monetary and financial dimension to the challenges 
of sustainable development. 

In the end, it appears that the financial indicators of sustainable devel-
opment can facilitate understanding of the need to take into account sus-
tainable development issues. In addition, currently, only the monetary 
unit is universal and ensures the comparability of indicators.  

6. CONCLUSION  

While in France, the CAC 40 companies are required by the regulations 
to publish information on the social, environmental and economic im-
pact of their activities (NRE laws in 2002 and the Grenelle 2 in 2012), no 
international law is in force at the present time and reporting practices 
appear to be very heterogeneous. Also, the reporting of CSR indicators is 
far from being systematized for international and listed companies. 
Much more than a communication tool, the publication of indicators 
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serves several purposes: internal performance and management tools, 
risk management, tools to detect trends and market opportunities. 

There are many limitations to the system of indicators. First, there is no 
international framework that ensures the harmonization of reporting 
practices: The GRI is only a start and should be more detailed in the def-
inition of indicators and parameters calculation. Moreover, a large num-
ber of sustainable development indicators can be found; they are not 
easy to compare and difficult to analyze without a clear reference frame-
work. Thus, only the external audit by specialized audit firms can ensure 
the reliability of published data. Assurance level is then assigned based 
on the level of reliability of reporting indicators, detailed in an external 
opinion. In addition, audit firms provide support in the selection of rele-
vant and consistent indicators through sector-specific benchmark. 

While the concern about the environment keep rising, sustainability re-
ports are rarely consulted and indicators often unknown to the general 
public. Since external verification was not mandatory before 2012, many 
companies have kept their efforts to the bare minimum. The laws 
Grenelle I and II try to solve this by extending the scope of companies 
that are required to meet this reporting obligation. Specifically, the 225 
of the Grenelle II published in April 2012 extends the reporting obliga-
tion to unlisted companies whose turnover exceeds 100 million and 
whose headcount is more than 500 employees. Even more restrictive, 
companies must make verify the data they publish by an external organi-
zation. The implementation of these measures will be phased and will 
primarily address the largest companies in terms of revenue and head-
count. 

It is therefore essential to reduce the issue of CSR indicators to a few in-
dicators, widely recognized and publicized to make reporting more intel-
ligible. Strong candidates for such a role could be the indicators used at 
the macro level indicators and developed by the UNEP (United Nation 
Environment Programme), the SOeS (Statistics and Observation Service) 
and the MEDDE (Ministry of Environment, Sustainable Development 
and Energy). In the search for uniformity and comparability of indica-
tors, a common unit is advocated by some scholars like de Backer 
(2005): money. It would suppose a reporting system where every envi-
ronmental, social or societal action would be judged by its cost / benefit 
ratio. Then raises the problem of determining the value of certain activi-
ties or of certain things: the value of the loss of animal species, the value 
of the happiness of its employees or the value of a potential environmen-
tal catastrophe. 

In the end, even if the reporting system of sustainable development indi-
cators remains imperfect, companies are brought in to take in considera-
tion corporate social responsibility’s issues and improve their practices in 
the field of sustainable development. That is actually the whole point of 
environmental reporting imposed to large companies in France: the best 
way to pressure and to enforce environmental and social policies to 
companies is to force them to communicate their results to the general 
public. If the government must be a trigger for this essential movement 
of progress towards Sustainable Development, it is likely that other 
changes need to be made, as supported by Doane (2005): “Ultimately, 
the future of ethical business will rely on an acknowledgement that sev-
eral pressures, beyond the business case, need to come together to bring 
about more substantial change—from regulation, to behavioural 
change”. 
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7. FUTURE STUDIES  

This study has given an overview of the current CSR practices in com-
panies in France and identified limitations as well as recommendations or 
improvements. 

In particular, as explained previously and stated by some scholars such as 
Paul de Backer, it would be interesting and probably efficient to adapt 
the objectives of national policies to companies by integrating a cost-
benefit analysis into the design of indicators. This topic has so far been 
very little studied so far. 

The law ‘Grenelle II’ entails a gradual extension of publication and veri-
fication obligations regarding CSR information. By 2016, companies 
whose turnover exceeds 100 M€and whose workforce exceeds 500 em-
ployees will be concerned. In other words, the number of companies re-
quested by the law to publish such information and have it verified will 
significantly increase. Then, it would be interesting to perform a similar 
study in 2017 or 2018 and more particularly assess the impact of the 
‘Grenelle II’. 

This study suggests that few universally used indicators need to be de-
signed. This task is highly challenging and definitely requires much fur-
ther study. In addition, only organizations with an important influence 
and expertise can be suitable. Strong candidates for such a role could be 
the UNEP (United Nation Environment Programme), the SOeS (Statis-
tics and Observation Service) and the MEDDE (Ministry of Environ-
ment, Sustainable Development and Energy) as they are already in-
volved. 
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APPENDIX 1:  EXAMPLE OF AN INDICATOR DEFINITION –  

FRAME OF REFERENCE  

Adapted from Veolia’s Protocol for the Measurement and Reporting of 
Environment Indicators 2011 
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APPENDIX 2:  THE GRENELLE ENVIRONMENT FORUM 

PROCESS  

Adapted from MEDDAT’s website 

Step 1
July 15 to September 25, 2007

Dialogue and development of proposals for an 
action plan

Phase of consultation between the government, 
local authorities, companies,

unions and NGOs divided in 6 thematic groups.

Step 2
September 28 to October 29, 2007

Public Consultation

Two months of national consultation: 19 regional 
meetings, 8 internet forums, two debates at the 
Parliament, 31 advisory bodies consulted: a total 

of over 30,000 participants.

Step 3
October 24, 25 and 26, 2007
Negotiations and Decisions

Two and a half days of negotiations in the form 
of four roundtables chaired by the Minister of 

State to come to an agreement on268 
commitments carried by the President of the 

Republic.

Step 4
operational implementation

Since December 2007, 34 operational 
committees have been initiated with the 
mission to propose concrete actions to 
implement the selected commitments.

Step 5
legislative implementation

“Parliament time” with:
• the final adoption of the so-called Loi Grenelle 1 on July 23, 

2009 and promulgation on August 3, 2009.
• the final adoption of the so-called Grenelle 2 on June 29, 

2010 and promulgation on  July 12 2010.
• the adoption, by the end of 2008, the tax package greening 
of the law, both in the Finance Act 2008 and corrective in the 

Finance Act 2009
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APPENDIX 3:  QUESTIONS OF THE INTERVIEW WITH 

PHILIPPE AUBAIN 

Question 1: On what sustainable development objectives is based the sys-
tem of sustainable development indicators? 

Question 2: To what extent do indicators allow a comparative analysis of 

CSR practices of companies? 

Question 3: Does the GRI set adequate guidelines or standards? 

Question 4: How can reporting contribute to promote awareness and im-

prove sustainable practices? 

Question 5: What are the 10 most relevant indicators according to you? 

Question 6: What are the limits inherent to reporting system? 


