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Abstract: The paper refers to the involvement of business organizations in
“sustainable development (SD)”, and it aims to contribute to the knowledge on the
organization's frameworks of action and reporting related to sustainability. The
paper presents: a brief history of approaching SD in organizations from a
managerial perspective; an overview of the frameworks for reporting and
disclosing company performance considering environmental, social and
governance aspects, a comparative analysis of the main frameworks for
addressing social responsibility in organizations and the new sustainability
reporting standards of the European Union, respectively, and the conclusions. The
paper is useful for academics and researchers, providing a basis for future works
aimed at improving company frameworks for sustainability management and
reporting.
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1. Introduction

The global community is facing a challenging task regarding the transition towards a
sustainable future. The focus on sustainability became the central axis of society's
development a few decades ago, gaining wide attention after the publication of the so-
called Brundtland Report by the “World Commission for Environment and Development
(WCED)” in 1987. The report defines "sustainable development (SD)" as “development that
meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to
meet their own needs” (WCED, 1987, p.41). Subsequently, several global programs for SD
were developed, culminating with the common framework of action launched through the
“United Nations (UN)” resolution 70/1, “Transforming our World: The Agenda 2030 for SD”
(UN, 2015), to which all UN member states joined.

The promotion of SD is of broad interest and manifests itself in different forms in
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governments at all levels, civil society, and organizations. The present work refers to the
involvement of businesses and the private sector in SD, and it aims to contribute to the
knowledge on the company’s SD frameworks of action and reporting. The focus on this topic
is justified considering the critical role that companies have in achieving sustainability,
related to environmental, social and economic issues (UN Development Programme, 2024).
In distinct sections, the paper presents: a brief history of approaching sustainability issues
from the perspective of organizational management, an overview on frameworks for
reporting and disclosing the organization's performance related to environmental, social and
governance aspects, the analysis of the alignment of core issues from the main frameworks
for SD management, and from the new “European Union (EU)” standards of reporting and
disclosing sustainability in businesses, respectively, and the conclusions.

The paper’s methodology consists of the analysis of publications in the topics addressed.

The knowledge and conclusions presented by the authors are useful to academics and
researchers, providing the basis for future works on the company responsibility and
commitment to SD, and achieving the 2030 Agenda.

2. Overview of Approaching Sustainability Issues in Business Organizations

In the common perception, the mission of business organizations is to achieve products
and services under conditions of economic efficiency. But this vision has changed since the
last decades of the 20" century, numerous events and actions causing businesses to have a
stronger commitment to the environment, people, and sustainability. The evolution of the
concepts and approaches related to sustainability in organizations is briefly described below.

1) Interms of environment, the first measures taken in organizations in the 1980s aimed
at reducing the consumption of resources and the emissions related to the processes carried
out. The environmental actions of the organizations were guided by specific standards and
laws, which stipulated compliance with the obligations established by the legislator, and
possible sanctions applied in case of non-compliance with the regulations. Starting from the
1990s, a broader approach from a managerial perspective became dominant:
“environmental management systems (EMSs)” are beginning to be implemented, which
have created the framework for planning, controlling and continuously improving the
environmental performance of organizations in a systematic manner (ISO 14001, 2021).
Alongside this orientation, the environmental approach at the product level was carried out,
aiming to manage the product effects on the environment. This approach goes beyond the
boundaries of the organization, being centred on the product life cycle, which includes
“consecutive and interlinked stages of a product system, from raw material acquisition or
generation of natural resources to the final disposal” (ISO 14040, 1997, p.2.). The promotion
of these integrated approaches of environment in organizations was supported by the
emergence of international guidelines and standards, such as the ISO 14000 standard family
for EMSs, and the I1SO 14040 to 14049 standards for Environmental Management - Life Cycle
Assessment, etc. In addition, voluntary third part audits for EMSs and environmental
product certifications have been introduced, in order to control their compliance with the
external and internal regulatory requirements.

According to the latest ISO survey, more than 500,000 organizations worldwide are 1SO
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14001 certified (I1SO, 2022). Many publications show that the implementation and effective
functioning of EMS allow the company not only to improve its environmental performance,
but also to increase its efficiency and competitiveness (Goerger, 2021; Sebo, Prester, and
Sebova, 2023). However, aspects related to the assessment of the environmental, economic
and social performance of companies adopting an EMS are less addressed (Fagioli, Paolotti,
and Boggia, 2022). It is to note that the EMS implementation in business organizations is not
mandatory, and does not exclude other environmental standards and laws.

2) Alongside with the environmental management, the broader concept of “corporate
social responsibility (CSR)” has received an increased attention in the organization’s
management. There is no single, universally accepted definition of CSR. According to
Fordham and Robinson (2018), CSR is an evolving concept that reflects various viewpoints
and approaches regarding the organization relationships with society. Initially, the CSR was
associated to voluntary actions of companies aimed at contributing to a better society and a
cleaner environment (Commission of the European Communities, 2001, p.5). In the current
formulation, CSR is simply “the responsibility of enterprises for their impact on society”
(European Commission, 2011, p. 6). This definition leads to a paradigm shift, eliminating the
voluntary component and focusing on the responsibility of companies for their impact on
society and environment. Reckmann (2023) considers CSR a management concept that
describes how a company contributes to the well-being of communities and society through
environmental and social measures. This depiction presents the CSR as a part of the
organization’s management, addressing the social and environmental impacts of a
company's operations. Some tools have been launched to support the implementation of
social responsibility in organizations, the most known being the standard I1ISO 26000 —
Guidance on social responsibility (ISO, 2010), which seeks to promote a common
understanding of corporate responsibility. It is to note that this standard provides guidance
rather than requirements, as the CSR system cannot be certified. However a large number of
companies use the ISO 26000 as a way of managing their social responsibility actions.

Official data on the implementation of ISO 26000 do not exist, but there are many surveys
on the organizations’ social responsibility actions and performance, e.g.: the Deloitte
Global’s societal impact survey (2019), the survey conducted by Retail TouchPoints in
partnership with Amazon Web Services on retailers’ CSR strategies and performance
(Amazon Web Services, 2021), the Forbes survey on addressing CSR in small business (Segal,
2022), etc. As it results from these surveys, there is a continuously growing interest in the
responsible approach to businesses. This idea also appears in different papers related to
CSR, e.g.: the paper by Lizarzaburu and del Brio (2016) states that today most large
companies and even “small and medium enterprises (SMEs)” feature CSR reports, have
managers, departments or at least CSR projects, the responsibility being increasingly
promoted as a central area of management. Halcos and Nomikos (2021) remark that CSR
has became an urgent strategic tool for companies rather than an option. According to
Jankalova (2016, p.581), the CSR implementation also requires adequate tools to measure
the organization's performance in this area, and the I1SO 26000 standard can be a starting
point in this regard.

It is worth noting the existence of an alternative concept to CSR, namely "responsible
business conduct (RBC)". RBC is a term introduced by the “Organization for Economic Co-
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operation and Development (OECD)”, defined as "making a positive contribution to economic,
environmental and social progress with a view to achieving SD and avoiding and addressing
adverse impacts related to an enterprise's direct and indirect operations, products or services"
(OECD, 2024). Risk-based due diligence - a process through which businesses identify, prevent
and mitigate their adverse impacts - is a key element of RBC. There are two OECD guidelines
on RBC, which assist policymakers and relevant stakeholders in designing and implementing
policies that enable and promote responsible businesses, namely the “OECD Guidelines for
multinational enterprises” (OECD, 2023), firstly launched in 1976, and reviewed several times,
and the “OECD Due diligence guidance for RBC” (OECD, 2018).

As an OECD survey shows, RBC guidelines are currently more applied in large enterprises
than in SMEs, but a strategic and systemic approach to RBC in enterprises is essential for
doing business, contributing to resilience and sustainability (OECD, 2021, p.16). It is to note
that, basically, the concept of RBC is similar to CSR, both reflecting a new philosophy on the
company's mission, according to which it should take into account the impact of its
operations (including the supply chains and business relationships), on people, planet and
society as part of the business.

The decision to implement sustainability-oriented models in businesses and the
coordination of the actions carried out for this purpose are the responsibility of the
organization's management. Public authorities have also an important role to support and
encourage companies in their efforts to conduct the business responsibly. At country level
there are specialized structures, specific laws and other regulations, which impose or guide,
and support businesses to promote sustainability. The situation is different from country to
country, reflecting the country’s specificity, but also depends on the international and
regional frameworks related to sustainability. Fopr example, the situation in the EU, whose
engagement in promoting sustainability is significant, will be shortly described next. Among
the most important EU acts can be mentioned: the Commission Green Paper on promoting
an European framework for CSR (Commission of the European Communities, 2001), and the
renewed strategy for company responsibility, which combines horizontal approaches to
promote CSR/RBC with more specific approaches for individual sectors and policy areas
(European Commission, 2011). Following up on its strategy, the European Commission
published a staff working document (European Commission, 2019), which gives an overview
of the Commission's and the European External Action Service's progress implementing
CSR/RBC, and also business and human rights regulated by the UN (2011). More recently,
the European Commission established new framework documents for supporting the
implementation of CSR/RBC taking into account the UN 2030 agenda for SD. The new
regulations focus on the sustainability reporting of the EU companies, aspect that is
presented in section 3.

In closing this section, it should be said that both EMSs and CSR requirements are
implemented in businesses and also in public organizations all around the world, their
functioning and results being systematically controlled and described in internal documents.
But today, this way of managing and controlling sustainability issues in organizations is not
enough. Increasingly, companies are being required by stock markets and government
bodies to provide sustainability disclosure with a regulate reporting. In the next section, an
overview on the existing SD reporting and disclosing frameworks is presented.
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3. Overview on the Reporting and Disclosing Framework of Sustainability in Organizations

The orientation towards sustainability has brought to the fore the requirement that
companies control and disclose information related to a wide array of “environmental,
social, and governance (ESG)” issues of the business. Stakeholders including investors,
bankers, and consumers are using the ESG information to make their investing and
purchasing decisions. This reporting framework first came to prominence in a 2004 report,
which was a joint initiative of financial institutions and the UN (UN, 2004); by 2023, the ESG
movement had grown from a UN corporate responsibility initiative into a global
phenomenon.

The ESG reporting supposes a framework and criteria to measure the sustainability of a
company or an investment in relation to the ESG issues. Nowadays, there are several
international, national and regional ESG reporting frameworks and standards. International
and European non-financial reporting frameworks include, among others, the Global
Reporting Initiative, the Sustainability Accounting Standards Board Sustainability Accounting
Standards Board, the International Integrated Reporting Framework, the UN Guiding
Principles Reporting Framework, the UN Global Compact, the OECD guidelines for
multinational enterprises, and 1SO 26000 (European Parliament, 2021, p.3). These reporting
frameworks are classified in two large categories: voluntary and mandatory reporting,
respectively.

¢ In the voluntary category, the “Global Reporting Initiative (GRI)” is the most known
sustainability reporting framework, helping organizations report on their economic,
environmental, and social impacts (GRI website, 2024). The GRI was established in 1997 by
the “UN Environment Programme (UNEP)” and the “Coalition for Environmentally
Responsible Economies (CERES)”. The GRI framework includes specific standards and
reporting criteria, which are reviewed every three years.

It is to note that adopting the GRI standards is difficult to perform in SMEs. In addition,
there is also no certainty that GRI reporting is correct. To increase the credibility, interested
parties can request an independent audit, but this is expensive. However, according to the
last KPMG survey report (2022), the GRI model is used by a majority of the companies
surveyed in all regions: over 10,000 companies participate in GRI reporting across more than
100 countries. The companies’ interest in this reporting model is also illustrated in several
recent papers on the GRI diffusion, e.g.: Halcos and Nomikos, 2021, de Villiers, La Torre and
Molinari, 2022, Giannarakis et al, 2023, etc.

As stated, there are many other recognized organizational frameworks for sustainability
reporting and disclosure, with their own requirements and indicator systems, and some of
them with scoring and rating systems, but their presentation is not the subject of this paper.

* Mandatory ESG reporting

Across the globe, each country or region has its own set of ESG disclosure requirements.
Some countries have introduced regulations or guidelines that require or encourage
organizations to report on their sustainability performance using recognized frameworks.
For instance, in the United States, the “Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC)” requires
companies to report on information that may be useful for investors (SEC, 2024). In the
“United Kingdom (UK)” there are several regulations, like the Streamlined Energy and
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Carbon Reporting (Government of UK, 2024a), which mandates certain companies to report
their energy usage and carbon emissions, and the Sustainability Disclosure Requirement,
which requires companies and financial institutions to report their environmental and
societal impacts (Government of UK, 2024b), etc.

In the EU, common reporting rules were established through the "Non-Financial Reporting
Directive (NFRD)" of the European Parliament and European Commission (2014), which
requires large companies to disclose information on ESG issues, and recommends the use of
recognized reporting frameworks (such as the GRI Standards, I1SO 26000 etc.). There is
currently a new legislation in force from 5% of January 2023, the “CSR Directive (CSRD)”,
which requires EU companies to disclose by public reports their environmental and social
impact, and how their ESG actions affect their business (European Parliament and European
Commission, 2022).

The new directive extends the ESG reporting to a wider set of EU companies, including all
large companies as well as SMEs (except listed micro-enterprises). Also, some non-EU
companies (which generate more than €150 million in the EU market) will also have to
report. In addition, a common reporting framework was defined, the “European
Sustainability Reporting Standards (ESRS)”, which refers to the metrics that companies must
report, and how to report them to comply with CSRD disclosure requirements (European
Financial Reporting Advisory Group and GRI, 2023). The ESRS-based reporting covers both
the organization's impact on the environment and people (inside-out position), as well as
developments and events related to sustainability that create risks and opportunities for the
organization (outside-in position). It is also to note that the CSRD requires third-party
auditing to ensure that the sustainability information and data included in the report are
correct.

The CSRD is implemented in several steps to ensure that companies are adequately
prepared and apply the new requirements effectively. As the authors say, the CSRD aims to
improve the disclosure process, giving investors and consumers the opportunity to better
understand an organization's ESG impact and make more informed decisions based on
sustainability data. Longer term, the overarching goal of the CSRD is to improve
organization’s sustainability and EU overall sustainability.

The new reporting regulations have aroused a wide interest: in addition to debates and
official documents aimed at clarifying the requirements and the way of implementation,
there are already several research papers on this topic, e.g. Odobasa and Marosevic, 2023;
Hummel and Jobst, 2024; Farkas and Matolay, 2024; Pantazi, 2024, etc.

Concluding this section, it should be said that controlling and disclosing ESG information
have become important issues of organizations oriented towards sustainability. There are
many different reporting and disclosing frameworks, which are continuously improved. The
improvement is primarily aimed at providing correct information, but also at simplifying the
reporting process, considering the current trend of extending the reporting obligation to
SMEs. An essential aspect in this regard is the harmonization of the reporting framework
with the managerial framework for approaching SD in organizations. The following section
aims to analyse the alignment between the new EU regulations regarding the ESG reporting
and the most popular guidelines for the implementation of responsible conduct practices in
organizations.
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4. Overview of the Alignment of the new EU reporting standards with the CSR frameworks

As stated, disclosing SD performance of companies is required by external stakeholders,
but, at the same time, analysing and reporting of SD actions and results are important
management processes associated to a responsible business conduct. An honest and correct
SD report should include information related to the company’s SD performance and also
related to the management system for SD - the structure, strategy and approach to ESG
issues. Therefore, the harmonization of SD reporting and disclosure framework with the
organization’s SD action framework is necessary, helping to achieve the common goal of
promoting responsible management practices within organizations.

So far, several comparative analyses have been performed on different guidelines for
CSR/RBC, namely the 1SO 26000 and the OECD guidelines for multinational enterprises (ISO,
2017), and on four international guidelines for CSR, respectively, including ISO 26000 (Danish
Business Authority, 2015). There are also comparative analyses regarding the new EU
reporting standards (ESRS) and other reporting models, such as GRI (GRI and EFRAG, 2023),
sustainability reporting standards, and the CDP questionnaire aligned with the climate
standards, developed by the “International Sustainability Standards Board (ISSB)” (EFRAG
and IFRS, ISSB, 2024). This section aims to analyse the alignment of ESRS and the most
applied frameworks to approach social responsibility in business organizations, namely the
ISO 26000 and OECD Guidelines, considering the core issues to which they refer.

The ESRS include several standards (Table 1): two mandatory cross-cutting standards,
which establish foundational requirements for the CSRD compliance (the ESRS1 sets general
requirements, and the ESRS2 specifies essential information for managing and disclosing the
sustainability statement); and ten topical standards that provide specialized frameworks for
comprehensive disclosure in specific ESG areas.

The content of the ISO 26000, OECD guidelines and ESRS

Table 1

ISO 26000
Social Responsibility (SR)

OECD guidelines (part 1)

ESRS

1. Scope

2. Terms and definitions

3. Understanding SR

4. Principles of SR

5. Recognizing SR and engaging
stakeholders

6. Guidance on SR core subjects
7. Guidance on integrating SR
throughout an organization.

1. Concepts and principles

2. General policies

3. Disclosure

4. Human Rights

5. Employment and Industrial
Relations

6. Environment

7. Combating bribery and other
forms of corruption

8. Customer interests

9. Science, Technology and
Innovation

10. Competition

11. Taxation

1. Cross-cutting standards
ESRS 1 — General information
ESRS 2 — General disclosures

2. Topical standards

-environmental standards
ESRS E1 + ESRS ES

- social standards
ESRS S1 + ESRS S4

- governance standards
ESRS G1
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As one can see, the majority of ESRS delve into the three specific ESG topics. These
standards cover the full range of environmental, social, and governance issues, including
climate change, biodiversity and human rights. They provide metric and targets for specific
topics and sub-topics, relevant for the evaluation of the sustainability statement. ESG areas
are also presented in ISO 26000 (clause 6), and in OECD guidelines (chapters 4 to 8, 10 and
11), but there are some differences in their number and structure, as results from Figure 1.
The OECD guidelines also present some requirements distinctly, such as disclosure, and
scientific research and technological innovation in organizations, respectively, considered
key areas of the business responsibility.

150 26000 - 5R EU Reporting Standards OECD Guidelines
(E3R3) |part 1)
Ch.4 __ General principles and .| Concepts and principles
Principles of SR - ‘A disclosures
General Palicies
Chb
. Environmental ]
Crganizational Disclosura
Governance
Human Rights
Human rights Social: workforce,
affected communities,
Labor practices consumers and users Employment and
industrizal relations
Fair operating -
practices : 3 Enviromment
Governance: business
Customer iszues conduct i ;
Combating bribery!
Environment corruption
Community Consumer interests
Imeolvement
Seience, technology and
Ch.7 mnovation
Integrating SR in -
organization Taxation

Fig.1. Correlation of ISO 26000, OECD Guidelines and EU reporting standards: SD core issues

Developing effective SD regulatory practices and management systems that foster a
relationship of trust between enterprises and also from the societies in which they operate
is included as a requirement in Chapter 2, General policies of the OECD guidelines (2023,
p.14). A distinct OECD guidance (2018) focuses also on embedding RBC into policies and
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management systems through specific due diligence processes, namely: analysing adverse
impacts associated with the enterprise’s operations, products or services; acting to prevent,
mitigate or eliminate adverse impacts; tracking implementation and results; and
communicating how impacts are addressed. ISO 26000 refers to these aspects in Clause 7,
which provides guidance to the organization to integrate social responsibility into its
decisions and activities, namely: policy making; developing strategies and operations;
building internal competency for social responsibility; undertaking internal and external
communication on social responsibility; and regularly reviewing actions and practices related
to social responsibility. Aspects related to the responsible governance system define the red
thread for all ESRS, which present disclosing requirements regarding: governance structure;
the strategy; impact, risk and opportunity management; and metrics and targets (European
Commission, 2023). These elements appear in specific forms in ESRS2 and ESRS-G1, but also
in all other topical standards, which include requirements for the description of the
undertaking’s governance and organization in relation to each specific sustainability issue.
Although brief, the above analysis illustrates differences between the two most used
models regarding the SD approach in companies, regarding principles and key components
of SD governance/management. The components of the governance system also appear in
the ESRS, which creates a unitary framework for analysis and reporting on sustainability
governance, setting disclosure requirements that enable an understanding of the
governance processes, controls and procedures set in place to monitor, manage and oversee
sustainability matters. The objective of these standards is to specify disclosure requirements
which shall enable both internal and external stakeholders to understand the company’s
strategy and approach, as well as its performance in respect of business conduct. It is also
worth noting that ESRS do not explicitly refer to the 2030 Agenda and “SD Goals (SDGs)”.

5. Conclusion

This paper focuses on the frameworks related to sustainability in business organizations,
its objectives being to show the current situation, and respectively the challenges and trends
of change in the field addressed. This topic is justified considering the critical role that the
private sector has to play in achieving sustainability and advancing the global development
depicted by the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs.

The first section of the paper presents two models used for several decades, SMEs and
CSR, which are still the most agreed tools for a systematic approach to sustainability in
business organizations, and also in public organizations. Although many publications
emphasize the benefits of these systems, we appreciate that there are still many
impediments to their implementation and efficient operation. We take into account the fact
that each system has its own objectives, processes, resources, and tools that are difficult to
manage, especially in small businesses. The possibility of their integrated approach and their
integration in the general management system of the organization, respectively, remain
topics of study.

The summary analysis of the most well-known action models for SD in companies - the
CSR based ISO 26000 and OECD requirements - illustrates differences in the description of
SD core issues and their approach in organizations. In our opinion, it is necessary to develop
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a generic model for the management of sustainability in organizations, to help organizations
systematically plan, control and improve SD performance.

It is worth noting that the above presented models widely used in business sector include
analytical ESG indicators, but they do not refer explicitly to the SDGs. Nowadays, shifting to a
different way of managing SD in organizations focused on specific goals and targets aligned
with the SDGs at higher levels has become a necessity. In this regard, a new concept has
been introduced, namely “organizational SDG engagement”, which can be considered as “a
new approach to sustainability, specifically focused on pursuing the SDGs and thus explicitly
aiming at improving the organization’s contribution to SD” (Mestdagh, Van Ledekerke, and
Sempiga, 2024). This is another topic of study, aimed at improving SD management
processes and tools, and finally, the SDGs engagement of organizations.

A distinct section refers to reporting and disclosing sustainability, which are components
of the organization’s management system for SD. As stated, there are many disclose
frameworks used today, their application being generally voluntary. There are also
mandatory disclose requirements in certain regions or countries, for large, multinationals
companies, respectively. The current trend is to extend the obligation of disclosure
regarding sustainability actions and performance to SMEs. The brief history of the actions
taken at the EU level in this regard shows the continuous concern for the improvement of
the reporting systems and adequacy to new requirements. The last EU directive (CSRD)
requires that organizations publish annual reports, with detailed information on risks and
opportunities and on impacts related to ESG issues, respectively. The reporting is based on
unitary standards (ESRS), whose application aims to increase the economic flow towards
more sustainable business models throughout the EU. It must be said that the ESRS do not
refer explicitly to the SDGs, but to a system of indicators centred on ESG issues. In our
opinion, establishing the correspondence between ESG issues and SDGs is necessary, being
itself a topic of study. Another research direction is related to the CSRD implementation in
the EU member countries — a complex action in which the government has a major role,
starting by the CSRD adoption through national laws, and other supporting actions, aiming
to develop systems for data processing, verification of information, staff training, etc.

To conclude, it must be said that this paper reviews, without details, the models related to
sustainability currently used in businesses and the changes in the last decade. This
knowledge is useful for academics and researchers to better understand the situation and
trends in this field in the context of the 2030 Agenda, providing a basis for future research
aimed at improving the sustainability management system and the company SDG
engagement. Some directions of study are indicated above, but the list of proposals is not
exhaustive.
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