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Abstract
In 2019 the European Commission announced their ambition to become the first climate—neutral continent with the introduction of the European Green Deal (European Commission, 2021). The European Green Deal was described as a plan to ‘transform’ the European Union (EU) into a modern economy focussing on three key areas: reducing greenhouse gas emissions to zero by 2050, decoupling economic growth from resource use, and ensuring no one or nowhere would be left behind (European Commission, 2021). 
A key part of the Green Deal was the introduction of the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) which would enable investors and stakeholders to ‘evaluate the sustainability performance of companies’, by placing a requirement on all companies that fall within scope to report on the risks and opportunities around social and environmental impacts (European Commission, 2024). 
The CSRD is a new piece of legislation, with the first companies within scope reporting to the framework in 2025, there is therefore limited research to date on its potential impacts on sustainability. With around 50,000 businesses falling in scope of the CSRD at the initial stage (Holzheuser, S., Hairabedian, J., and de Valence, J., 2023), it is an important piece of legislation that could pave the way for a fundamental change in the way that sustainability is reported and the outcomes it delivers. 
With compliance being a key driver following the introduction of any new regulations (Avyse Partners, 2024), this research project is aimed at answering the question of whether the CSRD will deliver change or whether it will become a tick-box exercise for companies that are within scope.  It also addresses the question on whether companies have an overall duty to report on sustainability regardless of what regulations are in place. 
The research used a qualitative approach with semi-structured interviews identified as the most appropriate strategy. A number of experts within the field of policy making, sustainability, and climate change were chosen in order to gather information to address the research question, and the data was analysed using thematic analysis to identify reoccurring themes by drawing upon the experiences of participants. 
Due to the relative infancy of the CSRD, there is to date limited research on what outcomes the CSRD will ultimately deliver. The findings of this research project are therefore a valuable contribution to the study of sustainability reporting and show that while initially the CSRD is likely to be viewed as a compliance exercise, over time the comprehensiveness of the framework, the focus on the value chain and the link to financial reporting, could change the sustainability reporting landscape, reduce greenwashing and set the standard for a global reporting initiative. However, it also recognises that delivering the required outcomes will not be done through a reporting framework alone and will depend on the political will of regulators and the desire of businesses to build a sustainable future. 
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[bookmark: _INTRODUCTION]1. Introduction
In 2023 the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) warned that action to tackle climate change so far was ‘insufficient’ leading to ‘more frequent and more intense extreme weather events that have caused increasingly dangerous impacts on nature and people in every region of the world’ (IPCC, 2023). According to the International Rescue Committee (IRC), nearly 3m people globally are currently in humanitarian need, more than a fourfold increase between 2014 and 2023 (IRC, 2023). 
The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), introduced in 2015, are a set of 17 goals and 169 targets to ‘transform our world’ by ending poverty, protecting the planet and fighting inequalities (United Nations, 2020). Yet despite unanimous agreement from 193 countries to support the SDGs, a 2024 report setting out current progress painted a grim picture with the recognition that only 17 percent of the goals are currently on track (United Nations, 2024). 
The role of business in building a sustainable future is vital and action needs to be taken to encourage investment in green finance, build more sustainable supply chains, and improve social innovation (Bejjani, 2020). Sustainability reporting has an important role to play in achieving this. Not only does reporting enable transparency but it also aids companies to be better equipped in identifying risks, develop adaptive business models, and build a strategy focussed on a sustainable future (Anderson, 2024).
However, despite more than 96% of the world’s largest 250 corporations providing some form of external report on sustainability (KPMG, 2022) there is a concern that reporting does not necessarily translate into action. 
Without effective measurement, it is difficult to tell whether better outcomes are being delivered or to identify where the gaps are (Cohen, 2023) therefore to address this many countries are looking at the role of mandatory sustainability reporting to ensure disclosure on Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) practices is effective (Tang et al., 2021). 
In 2019 the European Commission announced their ambition to become the first climate—neutral continent (European Commission, 2021). The European Green Deal was described as a plan to ‘transform’ the EU into a modern economy focussing on three key areas: reducing greenhouse gas emissions to zero by 2050, decoupling economic growth from resource use, and ensuring no one or nowhere would be left behind (European Commission, 2021). 
To help investors and stakeholders assess a company’s sustainability performance, the Commission introduced the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD), placing a requirement on all companies within scope to report on the risks and opportunities around social and environmental impacts (European Commission, 2024). 
As the CSRD is a new piece of legislation, with the first companies within scope reporting to the framework in 2025, there is limited research to date on its potential impacts. With around 50,000 businesses falling in scope of the CSRD at the initial stage (Holzheuser, S., Hairabedian, J., and de Valence, J., 2023), it is an important piece of legislation that could pave the way for a fundamental change in the way that sustainability is reported. 
With compliance being a key driver following the introduction of new regulations (Avyse Partners, 2024), this research project is aimed at answering the question of whether the CSRD will be a driver of change or whether it will become a tick-box exercise for companies.  

[bookmark: _1.2_Structure_of]1.1 Structure of the dissertation
The following chapter presents an overview of existing literature on sustainability reporting laying the foundations for the research project. This includes a review of corporate sustainability reporting, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the Non-Financial Reporting Directive (NFRD), the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) and the European Sustainability Reporting Standards (ESRS). The literature review will also include a discussion of the ethical duty of business, stakeholder theory, greenwashing, and the role of auditing.
Chapter three highlights the methodology and sets out the chosen research strategy. This is then followed by a presentation of the empirical results in chapter four before a discussion and conclusion are presented in chapter five. Finally, the author revisits the research question in chapter six before setting out the limitations and areas of further research in chapter seven. 	



[bookmark: _2.0_Literature_Review]2.0 Literature Review 
The literature review draws upon the theoretical arguments around sustainability reporting. The aim is to provide an overview of the CSRD, the reason for its introduction, its role in relation to other reporting initiatives and how it impacts the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and greenwashing. The literature review also draws upon the theoretical ethical arguments in relation to the role of business in society today and in relation to the auditing of sustainability reports. 
[bookmark: _2.1_The_United]2.1 The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals and the UN Global Compact 
First introduced in 2015 (United Nations, 2024), the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) were intended as a mechanism to drive business towards delivering a sustainable future (KPMG International, 2022). Their aim being to address global challenges, tackle climate change, and bring about peace and justice (KPMG International, 2022). 
According to KPMG (2022) three quarters of the world’s largest 250 companies align their sustainability initiatives with the SDGs, however, the ability to select which SGDs to report against means that only one third of companies consider both positive and negative impacts and only ten percent of companies were found to report on all 17 SDGs (KPMG International, 2022).
In 2023 the United Nations released a report showing that progress towards meeting the goals was weak and insufficient on over 50 percent of the targets and had stalled or gone into reverse on 30 percent of the targets. This included meeting key targets around climate change, poverty, and hunger (United Nations, 2023). 
Recent crises such as the Covid pandemic and geopolitical events have put progress behind schedule (United Nations, 2023), however, Filho et al (2020) argue that the vagueness of the goals, lack of collaboration, existing conflicts between the goals, and lack of accountability are some of the reasons why progress is being hindered. 
While Bexell & Jönsson (2021) argue that the responsibility for achieving the SDGs lies with political institutions and governments, the United Nations Development Programme (2024) highlight that collective action from across society, including the private sector, is needed. Indeed, they describe the private sector as ‘indispensable’ (United Nations, 2024). 
To aid the private sector in meeting the SDGs, the United Nations Global Compact sets out ten guiding principles that businesses should adopt with the requirement that participating companies publish an annual Communication on Progress (United National Global Compact, 2024). Signing up to the Global Compact is voluntary in nature and by 2024 there were over 24,000 participants from 167 countries, however, the United Nations Global Compact admit that they do not have the ‘mandate or resources to monitor or measure participant’s performance’ (United National Global Compact, 2024). 
And despite the number of companies signing up to the Global Compact and increasingly aligning their sustainability reporting to the SDGs (Crane et al, 2019), Crane et al (2019) argue that while the impact of the SDGs on social and sustainability reporting and accounting should not be underestimated, there is still some work to be done in clarifying exactly how the SDGs inform sustainability especially in relation to reporting and accounting. 
[bookmark: _2.2_The_EU]2.2 The EU Directive 2014 
At the time of its introduction in 2014, the then Internal Market and Services Commissioner, Michel Barnier, described the EU Directive 2014/95/EU on Non-Financial Reporting (NFRD) as ‘modernising’ the disclosure of non-financial information by providing increased transparency for investors (European Commission, 2014). 
The NFRD applied to companies with over 500 employees, equating to around 6,000 companies when it was first introduced (Tsagas and Villiers, 2020). The regulations ensured that reports covered areas around social responsibility; human rights; diversity; business models; and risks and risk management (European Parliament, 2021). In 2017 the Commission published a set of guidelines with the aim of enhancing transparency on environmental and social issues by ensuring reporting is more consistent and comparable (European Commission, 2017). And in 2019 additional guidelines were introduced to cover reporting on climate related information (European Parliament, 2021).  However, the inclusion of a ‘comply or explain’ rule meant companies were able to provide minimal disclosure (Tsagas and Villiers, 2020). 
In 2020 a report by Climate Disclosure Standards Board argued that the NFRD was not delivering the desired outcomes and that despite an increase in the number of non-financial reports published, the information within those reports would need to be improved if it was to be of use for investors and wider stakeholders (Climate Disclosure Standards Board, 2020). 
Others too have highlighted flaws within the Directive including Wagner (2018) who argued that its lack of coverage, the lack of reporting standards, failure to implement an effective penalty regime, and too much flexibility, have all counted towards the failure of the Directive in delivering its aims. Similarly, others argued that the NFRD did not deliver the desired outcomes due to the lack of a ‘standardised and comprehensive disclosure regime’ (Ringe and Gözlügöl, 2022). 
When the NFRD was introduced, there was a belief that it could lead to increased standardisation and simplification of reporting (Monciardini, Mähönen and Tsagas, 2020). However, the opposite seems to be true and according to Monciardini, Mähönen and Tsagas (2020) under the NFRD there were more than 21 different standards that companies could use for compliance. 
However, not all research points to a failure with the implementation of the NFRD. Indeed, Tsagas and Villiers (2020) argue that the NFRD, due to the fact that it came closest to addressing sustainability challenges, could have offered a way forward in moving companies towards more effective sustainability reporting. And even more fundamentally, despite its shortcomings, the NFRD played an important role in the move to mandatory reporting (Tsagas and Villiers, 2020). 
Ultimately though, concerns over the effectiveness of the NFRD led to many EU authorities to call for a set of international standards on ESG disclosure (Monciardini, Mähönen, and Tsagas, 2020). 

[bookmark: _2.3_The_European]2.3 The European Commission’s Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) 
In 2019 the European Union announced plans to become the first climate-neutral continent by 2050 (KPMG, 2023) and in 2021 the European Commission set out its proposals to meet this target under the European Green Deal (European Commission, 2023). 
As part of this commitment, the Commission introduced the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) a requirement on companies to report on both environmental and societal impacts (KPMG, 2023). 
According to the European Commission’s own website, the CSRD ‘modernises’ and ‘strengthens’ rules around sustainability reporting (2024) ensuring that investors and stakeholders can assess impacts on people and the environment while highlighting risks associated with climate change (EU Commission, 2024). The Value Reporting Foundation (2021, quoted in Baumüller and Grbenic, 2021) describe the CSRD as ‘nothing short of a revolution’. 
The CSRD replaces the NFRD and as well as bringing into scope more companies (KPMG, 2023), the new rules also include a requirement on the auditing of reports. Under the NFRD companies were required to seek confirmation from auditors that non-financial reporting was included within the management report, however, auditing of the contents of the sustainability report was not required (Cleary Gottlieb, 2021). The CSRD brings in a requirement for an independent audit or assurance to take place to ensure it meets the requirements set out in the CSRD (Cleary Gottlieb, 2021). 
However, one of the most substantial changes is that the CSRD also required the Commission to develop a set of standards which cover the areas that a reporting entity must disclose (Gibson Dunn, 2023). Companies subject to the CSRD will now have to report according to the European Sustainability Reporting Standards (ESRS) (European Commission, 2024).
[bookmark: _2.4_European_Sustainability]2.4 European Sustainability Reporting Standards (ESRS) 
A report by the European Parliament (2021) found that many organisations believed that introducing a set of universal standards would ultimately improve the comparability, reliability and relevance of non-financial sustainability reporting and highlighted the role that the EU could play in bringing forward a set of common standards.    
In July 2023, the European Sustainability Reporting Standard (ESRS), which were a requirement of the CSRD, were formally adopted by the European Commission (European Commission, 2023). The ESRS place a requirement on companies within scope of the CSRD to report on: governance and strategy in addressing material sustainability topics; impacts, risks and opportunities; and quantitative measures and targets (KPMG, 2023). 
According to KPMG (2023) the ESRS are ‘ambitious’ and they describe them as having a ‘significant impact’. This can partly be put down to the ‘double materiality’ requirement meaning companies will not only have to outline their impact on people and the environment but also how environmental issues can create risks for the company (Gibson Dunn, 2023). 
However, Monciardini, Mähönen, and Tsagas (2020) suggest that past experience shows that the EU does not necessarily embrace ‘substantive and radical’ change. Indeed, the final set of ESRS reduced both the number of disclosures required and the number of both qualitative and quantitative data points (Gibson Dunn, 2023), substantially weakening the measures from the original proposals (WWF, 2023). 
The move to less strict reporting requirements was aimed at reducing the burden placed on companies subject to the CSRD (Lewis, 2023). However, according to the WWF (2023) the move puts a ‘significant dent’ in access to reliable and comparable data on sustainability and could lead to companies failing to report harmful impacts (Lewis, 2023). 
And while the Commission argues that the introduction of the ESRS is to contribute to the development of a global framework for sustainability reporting (European Commission, 2023), while the EU’s reporting standards relate only to companies within the EU, there is a risk that it fails to become relevant on a global scale (Baumüller and Grbenic, 2021). 
[bookmark: _2.5_Corporate_Sustainability]2.5 Corporate Sustainability Reporting 
The first social reports can be traced back as early as before World War I, but as awareness of environmental issues developed in the 1960s, the number of companies that started to report on non-financial issues also grew (Blowfield and Murray, 2014). 
Despite requirements coming from the European Eco-Management and Audit Scheme in the 1980s, the decade saw an overall decline in reporting following changes in the political environment and the growth of free market economics, most notably in the UK and the US (Blowfield and Murray (2014). 
A turning point came in the 1990s with the growth of more quantifiable, verifiable (Tschopp and Huefner, 2015) and widespread reporting (Blowfield and Murray, 2014) following the introduction of the ‘triple bottom line’ framework covering environmental, social and governance (ESG) reporting (Pucker, 2021) and subsequent action from European legislators which enabled companies to voluntarily ‘evaluate, report, and improve’ their environmental performance (eurostat, 2023). This then followed in the late 90s and early 2000s with a number of voluntary reporting initiatives such as the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) (Monciardini, Mähönen, and Tsagas, 2020) and the United Nations Global Compact (United Nations Global Compact, 2020). 
While early reports typically formed part of an organisation’s annual report, the widespread move to standalone reporting emerged following the publication of the Brundtland Report in 1987 and the Rio de Janeiro Earth Summitt in 1992 (Gray, Adams, and Owen, 2014). 
Although it has to date mostly remained a voluntary practice (Blowfield and Murray, 2014), according to a report by UK accounting firm KPMG, more than 96% of the world’s largest 250 corporations provide some form of external report on sustainability (KPMG, 2022). However, there is some disagreement over whether the increase in sustainability reporting has also coincided with a greater quality of reporting and ultimately improved outcomes. 
While research by Alghamdi and Agag (2023) highlighted that sustainability reporting led to an increase in the adoption of environmentally friendly policies, there is growing evidence that the growth of reporting has not actually led to the outcomes that academics, NGOs and regulators expected (Pucker, 2021). Indeed, the growth in sustainability reporting has also coincided with a growth in carbon emissions, accelerated environmental harm and rising social inequalities (Pucker, 2021). 
One of the main areas of concern over current reporting often highlighted is around the lack of comparability, consistency, and reliability and without addressing these concerns it is unlikely that sustainability reporting will become a mechanism for driving change (Tschopp and Huefner, 2015). 
Further concerns were argued by Tsagas and Villiers (2020) whose exploration of the role of sustainability reporting found that while the amount of non-financial reporting may have increased, the diverse nature of the information required by stakeholders has in fact lead to ‘information overload’. Furthermore, research by Blowfield and Murray (2014) found inadequacies with current sustainability reporting, arguing that reporting has been judged as being ‘incomplete or inadequate’.  
According to a report by the European Parliament (2021) ‘the disclosure of non-financial information is considered as vital for managing change towards a sustainable global economy by combining long-term profitability with social justice and environmental protection.’ However, there are many barriers that need addressing if reporting on sustainability is likely to lead to better outcomes and ultimately address environmental and social concerns. 
[bookmark: _2.6_The_Ethical]2.6 The Ethical Duty of Business	
Within the business environment, ethics can be defined as a ‘framework of rules, principles, and values’ which guides businesses towards the adoption of ethical policies and strategies which build improved relationships between the corporation its stakeholders, society, and the environment (Singh and Mishra, 2018). However, this doesn’t mean that ethics is static, indeed there is evidence that ethical approaches change over time. According to Morrison et al (2018) ‘ethics, as a social construction, can be thought of as what is most acceptable within certain social situations, at particular points in time. As such it is irrevocably reflected in the actions and discursive practices of that society, including in conventions such as those reflected in accounting and reporting practices’ (Morrison et al., 2018). 
Research by Schaverien (2018) points to a changing tide on society’s expectation of business with consumers preferring to buy goods and services from ethically responsible companies. Furthermore, Reichheld et al. (2023) argue that we are fast approaching a ‘tipping point’ where sustainability becomes a baseline requirement for consumers and a recent report which analysed consumer spending on products with positive ESG found that over a five-year period consumer spending contributed to an average 28 percent cumulative growth (McKinsey, 2023). 
However, when looking at the role of business in society, Gray, Adams, and Owen, (2014) argue that it is unclear whether organisations have a moral freedom when it comes to areas such as corporate social responsibility and philanthropy unless it is clearly in the interests of the business. 
Discussions around whether a corporation can be morally responsible for its actions are not new and there has been much written about this already. Today, the debate has moved on from earlier writings by Milton Friedman who argued that only human beings can have a moral responsibility for their actions and that the sole responsibility of business is to act in the interests of shareholders (Friedman, 1970). And despite others sharing Friedman’s view (see Ladd, quoted in Goodpaster and Matthews, 1982) it is now widely accepted that corporations do have some level of moral responsibility that extends wider than profit making (Crane et al, 2019). Indeed, Crane et al, 2019 argue that today’s corporations are powerful entities who should use their power and resources responsibly. 
Business isn’t disconnected from the sustainability issues facing the planet and Crane et al. (2019) highlight the impacts that business has on society and argue that there is an expectation on corporations to have a moral responsibility in relation to the negative externalities that they cause (Crane et al, 2019). 
Ultimately, as sustainability has continued to be widely promoted by governments such as the EU, it has become increasingly important to evaluate how the role of ethical practices align with sustainability and the role of sustainability reporting (Crane et al, 2019). However, there have been challenges to date in attaching an appropriate theoretical base to business ethics and the two approaches most often cited are consequentialism and deontological ethical theory (Singh, and Mishra, 2018). 
[bookmark: _2.6.1_Consequentialist_ethics]2.6.1 Consequentialist ethics 
There are two main forms of consequentialist ethics theory, ethical egoism and utilitarianism (Crane et al, 2019). There has been a lot of debate about the role of ethical egoism in modern ethical studies due to its focus on self-interest (Crane et al, 2019). Indeed, the focus on the individual and the theory that ‘no person has a moral obligation to others beyond things which serve their own interest’ mean that the theory is often left out of debates on business ethics (Crane et al, 2019). 
Utilitarianism is an ethical theory based on the principle that an action is deemed morally right if it results in the greatest good for the greatest number of people. Deriving from the works of philosophers Bentham and Mill, it is a widely used theory in modern economies and it differs from egoism ethical theory in that it focuses on ‘collective welfare’ (Crane, Matten, Glozer, and Spence, 2019). It is a theory that can often be found within business and government decision making where the balance is between costs and benefits and evaluating potential outcomes (Morrison et al., 2018). 
However, while a utilitarian approach can be compatible with business ethics due to the quantitative methodology within economics, it can present a more different and ultimately more problematic approach when looking at sustainability in areas where measurement is difficult. While putting a value on issues such as equality, wage growth and poverty are easier to measure and value, putting a value on externalities, such as pollution, greenhouse gas emissions and biodiversity loss, has been deemed as more difficult, especially when attempting to quantify future impacts (Blowfield and Murray, 2014). 
Furthermore, determining the outcome and impacts of decision making where there is no ‘value’ is often dependent on the subjectivity of the person determining the outcome (DesJardins and McCall, 2000). This difficulty in deciding which action will produce the greater good could be problematic, for example it could provide a justification for polluting when the benefit would be for current generations set against the difficulties in predicting future consequences (DesJardins and McCall, 2000). 
To address issues around consequences, utilitarians have ultimately restricted their theory to consequences that can be measured (Blowfield and Murray, 2014). However, Blowfield and Murray (2014) argue that as accountants can place a value on other ‘intangibles’ the difficulty argument is now starting to lose support. Regardless of the difficulty in placing a ‘value’ on the outcomes of decision making, a determination of the potential impacts of decisions, such as around the impact on employment, equality, safety of employees, environmental quality, and trade-offs can be taken and this is where a utilitarian approach is deemed as appropriate (Crane et al, 2019). 
Ultimately though, critics of the utilitarianism theory argue that consequentialist ethics misses important ethical principles around duties, rights and justice and therefore advocate for a different approach (DesJardins & McCall, 2000). 
[bookmark: _2.6.2_Deontological_Theory]2.6.2 Deontological Theory 
Deontological ethics, based on the Greek word for ‘duty’ is a ‘principle-based’ theory that mostly derives from the work of German philosopher Immanuel Kant (crane et al. 2019). It differs from a consequentialist theory approach in that, whereas the consequentialist theory is based upon the outcome of an action, deontological theory is based upon a rule-based system (Donaldson, 1993). 
Deontology is based on Kant’s argument that humans are ‘rational actors’ with ‘free will’ to make decisions (Crane et al, 2019) and that if something is a duty of one person, it will be a duty for all (Griseri and Seppala, 2010).
While Xu & Ma (2016) have argued that the connection between the role of business and deontological ethics has been limited, Crane et al (2016) disagree and argue that the Kantian theory of ethics has been examined extensively within business ethics. Indeed, we can often see a deontological approach on acting within a ‘rule-based’ system through regulations, which can be applied to a number of different situations (Morrison et al., 2018). 
With 96% of the world’s largest 250 corporations providing some form of external report on sustainability (KPMG, 2022), it is easy therefore to argue that the growth of sustainability reporting and the introduction of mandatory reporting is reflective of a deontological approach to business ethics (Morrison et al., 2018) where reporting has become a ‘rule’ or a ‘duty’ within the ethical responsibility of a corporation.
However, a utilitarian approach isn’t without its own set of challenges. Due to its focus on duty and a rules-based approach, the theory fails to value the motivation behind certain acts and also undervalues the outcomes of each action (Crane et al, 2019). For example, within sustainability, although it is widely recognised that acting in an ethically sustainable way reduces harms towards the environment, society, and communities, it is also recognised that companies themselves benefit from acting sustainably such as through increased competitive advantage, higher profits, the mitigation of risks, and an improved reputation (Chladek, 2019). 
Furthermore, critics of deontological theory argue that there are questions unanswered around what makes an action right. If a moral act is based on a duty, rather than the outcome, what is it that makes someone motivated to act in a certain way (Timmermann, 2015). 
There could be an argument, which has been put forward in terms of economics  (Donaldson, 1993), that a balance could be achieved between both the sustainability outcomes (utilitarian theory) and the duty to act in a sustainable way (deontological theory). However, according to Donaldson (1993) both deontological and utilitarian theories present issues in deciding whether an action is right (deontological) or beneficial (utilitarian). Ethical decision making in business situations is arguably therefore more challenging and complex than many people face individually due to challenges when dealing with a multitude of stakeholders and organisations (Crane, Matten, Glozer, and Spence, 2019). To address this, Stark (1994, quoted in Crane, Matten, Glozer, and Spence, 2019) argues that the most popular and influential theory to emerge out of business ethics is the role of stakeholder theory. 

[bookmark: _2.7_Stakeholder_theory]2.7 Stakeholder theory 
Stakeholder theory identifies the interconnected relationships between a corporation and its stakeholders – investors, consumers, employees, suppliers, and local communities. The theory is based around a principal that a corporation has a duty towards more than just its shareholders (Stakeholder Theory, 2018). 
Stakeholder theory was developed in the 1980s by R. Edward Freeman whose approach was to gain a deeper understanding of the responsibility of business, and he focussed on understanding the wider groups that a corporation has a responsibility to (Crane, Matten, Glozer, and Spence, 2019). The theory was in stark contrast to earlier theoretical arguments, such as those by Friedman highlighted earlier, as its principal argument was that corporations have responsibilities other than to their shareholders alone (Crane, Matten, Glozer and Spence, 2019). 
While the role of stakeholders in relation to corporate governance and sustainability has often been contested, many are now of the view that organisations do indeed need to be accountable to multiple stakeholders even though they may not have any financial interests in the company (Blowfield and Murray, 2014). Therefore, while a corporation’s responsibility towards its shareholders remains, the corporation must also consider other stakeholders in order to ensure its continued long-term survival (Crane, Matten, Glozer and Spence, 2019). 
However, there are still those that argue against a stakeholder theory. As DesJardins & McCall (2000) highlight, critics question what claim non-shareholders have on corporation’s assets and why non-shareholders are entitled to benefits beyond those negotiated in the marketplace. While critics highlight the difficulty in making decisions that weigh up the interests of non-shareholders, proponents of the stakeholder theory argue that understanding the views of non-shareholders is itself a ‘basic moral goal’ (DesJardins & McCall, 2000). 
[bookmark: _2.8_Greenwashing]2.8 Greenwashing 
As awareness around environmental and social issues has continued to grow, so has the number of companies keen to highlight their sustainability credentials (Groves, 2024). However, not all companies are seen to be reporting on sustainability in an honest and credible way, leading to accusations of greenwashing (Groves, 2024). 
According to the United Nations (2024) greenwashing is defined as actions that are ‘misleading the public to believe that a company or other entity is doing more to protect the environment than it is’. 
The role of senior management in relation to sustainability reporting is to assure stakeholders that their impacts and risks are being managed effectively, however, there is evidence that companies may be reluctant to highlight areas which are not positive for the company or find ways to lessen the impact (Epstein and Buhovac, 2014) putting at risk global efforts to address fundamental issues such as climate change by damaging public trust, reducing ambition, and undermining positive action (United Nations, 2024). 
According to Poll (2023) there are many factors that can lead to claims of greenwashing including compliance with existing regulations, the suitability of the organisations data, and non-alignment between financial and non-financial reporting.  However, Delmas and Burbano (2011) argue that rises in greenwashing are related to a lack of regulation, the different approaches taken across different jurisdictions and the lack of any punitive measures enforced by governments and regulators. 
While reporting on environmental and other areas of sustainability performance remains a voluntary undertaking, it remains difficult to deter greenwashing. Increased transparency through mandatory reporting would enable regulators, investors, NGOs and consumers to make comparisons across different organisations, potentially reducing claims of greenwashing (Delmas & Burbano, 2011). 
[bookmark: _2.9_Voluntary_versus]2.9 Voluntary versus mandatory reporting

[bookmark: _2.9.1_A_voluntary]2.9.1 A voluntary approach
Historically the growth of reporting on environmental and social issues has remained a voluntary activity (Crane, Matten and Spence, 2019). However, a voluntary approach often means that reporting is left to the discretion of the organisation, it can be challenging for stakeholders to assess the effectiveness of reports, and comparison across different organisations is difficult (Crane, Matten and Spence, 2019). 
This is a view supported by Blowfield and Murray (2014) who argue that the information provided by a company will largely depend on what activities it chooses to report and those that it does not, leading to companies to ‘cherry pick’ issues which show the organisation in a positive light. A continued voluntary approach could therefore ultimately lead to a failure to gain public trust, a failure to build credibility, and increased accusations of greenwashing (Sethi, Martell et al. 2015). 
Gray, Adams, and Owen, (2014) argue that the overall completeness and adequacy of reporting within a system which is largely based on a voluntary rather than mandatory disclosure, can be called into question. However, one reason why reporting has largely remained as a voluntary practice is due to the difficulty for legislators to bring forward tailored mandatory reporting that accounts for the wide array of areas that fall within sustainability and the differences between companies and the industries that they operate within (Tsagas and Villiers, 2020). 
It has increasingly been recognised that effective reporting can only be achieved if it is accompanied by a set of standards and a framework that guarantees accountability (Villiers and Tsagas, 2020). The introduction of a set of standards is therefore a key mechanism in enabling comparable, consistent, and reliable disclosure (EY, 2021). Over recent decades an increasing number of initiatives to standardise sustainability reporting have appeared. However, instead of bringing about an improvement in reporting, it is argued that the introduction of these frameworks and standards caused further confusion and inconsistent disclosure (Laidlaw, 2021). 
The difficulty in developing an overarching, universal and comparable, reporting regime has been one of the main reasons why the landscape around sustainability reporting has become confused and chaotic (Tsagas and Villiers, 2020). To date there are reported to be around 600 different standards worldwide with the number almost doubling in the last five years (EY, 2021). 
However, not all argue that the diverse array of sustainability reporting is necessarily a bad thing. Zadek, Pruzn and Evans (quoted in Crane, Matten and Spence, 2014) state that the flexibility and different approaches enable organisations to identify the right approach for them. Furthermore, Monciardini, Mähönen, and Tsagas, (2020) argue that regulation is seen as an administrative burden for business which risks innovation and should therefore be as limited as possible instead allowing businesses to choose the right approach.  
[bookmark: _2.9.2_Existing_Frameworks]2.9.2 Existing Frameworks
To date, the most widely used global reporting standard is the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) which was introduced with the aim of emulating financial reporting standards (Mähönen, 2020). According to KPMG (2022) 78% of the world’s leading 250 companies use the GRI. 
And while there are many advocates who describe the GRI as one of the most important voluntary standards (Hahn & Kuhnen, 2012) it isn’t without its problems. Indeed, Crane, Matten and Spence (2014) argue that in an attempt to be inclusive, provisions within the GRI were reduced in order to reach agreement. Furthermore, Mähönen (2020) argues that management discretion means the GRI fails to ensure companies report on areas such as human rights and social equity. Research by Gray, Adams, and Owen (2014) support this view with their argument that while the environmental indicators within the GRI are ‘coherent and thorough’, there have been a number of challenges surrounding the development of economic and social indicators including issues around the subjectivity of what is reported. 
However, these limitations aren’t solely problems facing the GRI alone, indeed there are arguments that they are faced by many reporting initiatives, both voluntary or mandatory (Gray, Adams, and Owen, 2014). 
In addition to the GRI, other organisations leading on bringing forward sustainability reporting standards include AccountAbility, the Global Compact, International Standards Organisation (ISO), and the World Business Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD) (Gray, Adams, and Owen, 2014). However, regardless of which reporting standard a company is using, one of the main criticisms facing all of these voluntary standards is that by placing the emphasis on process as opposed to effective measurement and verification, they ultimately become ineffective (Tschopp and Huefner, 2015; Sethi, Martell et al. 2015). 
[bookmark: _2.9.3_Mandatory_Reporting]2.9.3 Mandatory Reporting 
In the early days of financial reporting, regulators pushed a voluntary approach with the threat of regulations if organisations failed to comply (Tschopp and Huefner, 2015). The threats were not taken seriously and in 1933 the first mandatory regulations on financial disclosure and auditing were introduced (Tschopp and Huefner, 2015). 
Unlike financial reporting, reporting on sustainability has predominantly remained a voluntary practice. However, as we once saw with financial accounting, regulators are now beginning to challenge this approach (Crane, Matten and Spence, 2014). Denmark’s Green Accounts legislation, passed in 1995, mandated reporting for around 3,000 businesses where a significant environmental impact had been identified and in 1998 Norway passed legislation that required companies to disclose environmental impacts within their annual reports (Tschopp and Hueffner, 2015). 
However, not all mandatory reporting requirements have been effective. According to Monciardini, Mähönen, and Tsagas (2020) the ‘random and arbitrary’ requirements under the EU’s earlier NFRD and the many reporting initiatives actually led to ‘less’ rather than ‘more’ transparent reporting practices. Furthermore, Gray, Adams, and Owen, (2014) highlight that a review of France’s New Economic Regulations (NRE), whereby all companies listed on the stock exchange were required to include social and environmental information within their management reports, found that compliance was low. In Sweden, compliance with a mandatory requirement for all state-owned companies to produce a sustainability report, was also reported to be low (Gray, Adams, and Owen, 2014). 
Baumüller and Grbenic (2021) argue that instead of improving reporting on sustainability, the introduction of tighter reporting practices actually leads to a ‘tick-box mentality'. Furthermore, research by Al-Shaer and Hussainey (2022) highlights how mandatory reporting can lead to companies losing sight of the big picture on sustainability due to a focus on compliance. 
[bookmark: _Hlk159616404]Yet, while evidence shows that mandatory reporting doesn’t always lead to better outcomes, Gray, Adams, and Owen (2014) argue that the information being disclosed cannot be relied upon to tell an accurate story unless there is change in how social and environmental disclosures are regulated. Historically governments have been happy to believe that corporations are acting in a transparent manner in regard to reporting on sustainability and that voluntary reporting is adequate, however, it is clear that a voluntary approach is failing to deliver sustainable results (Tsagas and Villiers, 2020). 
Furthermore, for mandatory reporting to be effective, governments and regulators must be willing to apply much more stringent enforcement (Gray, Adams, and Owen, 2014).  Villiers and Tsagas (2020) argue that the lack of enforcement means that companies feel no threat to their activities. Their research shows that while mandatory reporting can address some of the issues around self-regulation, the lack of regulatory enforcement fails to address irresponsible activities. 
[bookmark: _2.10_Auditing_of]2.10 Auditing of non-financial reporting 
Despite increasing risks to natural, human and social capital through the depletion of natural resources, inequality and insecurity, which are being pushed to the brink due to the continued drive for economic growth (Blowfield and Murray, 2014) and notwithstanding evidence that external verification is one of the most important factors affecting the reliability of sustainability reports (Epstein and Buhovac, 2014), there has been to date limited requirements for the verification of sustainability reports. 
To be considered as an accurate and reliable form of reporting, sustainability reports should be subject to the same form of auditing as financial reporting (Crane, Matten and Spence, 2014). There are, therefore, those that argue that to bring sustainability reporting in line with financial reporting and address areas of concern such as the lack of comparable reporting, the way forward is to introduce mandatory assurances and auditing comparable with that of financial auditing (see for example Scholten, Lambooy, Renes, and Bartels, 2019). 
Furthermore, Delmas & Burbano (2011) argue that verification, auditing, or assurances forms an essential part of the introduction of mandatory sustainability reporting. Indeed, they further argue that having mandatory reporting without any form of auditing or monitoring, could actually incentivise companies to make exaggerations in their reports. This can be highlighted with the example of the EU’s NFRD where concerns were raised over the lack of auditing requirement, which effectively reduced the reliability of the information that was disclosed (Ringe and Gözlügöl, 2022). 
However, not everyone shares the same view. Indeed, Sonnerfeldt and Pontoppidan (2020) do not advocate for mandatory assurances on sustainability reporting, arguing that it would lead to a ‘compliance exercise', which would result in resources being directed away from sustainability initiatives, ultimately creating barriers to increased trust and improved reporting.  
However, despite the reservations of some, it is clear to see that the drive for more external assurances on sustainability reporting has in part, been driven by concerns over the amount of discretion given to management to determine what is included in sustainability reports (Sonnerfeldt and Pontoppidan, 2020). ACCA and Corporate Register.com (2004, quoted in Gray, R., Adams, C.A., and Owen, D., 2014) argue that as the demands from stakeholders increase, assurance marks the next stage in the development of sustainability reporting, without which concerns over an organisation’s credibility will be raised. Tschopp and Huefner (2015) support this view in arguing that in the future sustainability reporting is likely to become ‘a key part of the overall accounting reporting framework’. 
However, there are clear barriers that need addressing before this change takes place. The degree of uncertainties within reporting on climate change and risk management are often in conflict with accounting practices and there are no existing standards on auditing for forward looking accounts, such as climate change (Scholten et al., 2019). In their research, Sonnerfeldt and Pontoppidan (2020) highlight the difficulties assurance providers face in dealing with qualitative rather than quantitative data, the issues with looking at future-scenarios, and the problems that arise from not having a globally comparative reporting standard. 
Furthermore, Monciardini, Mähönen, and Tsagas (2020) argue that there is currently a lack of understanding from financial accountants and auditors on climate change and biodiversity and that the multidisciplinary approach will require expertise from outside of the accounting profession. A view shared by Scholten, Lambooy, Renes, and Bartels (2019) who argue that the reasons that assurances and auditing within sustainability are not as effective as they should be is due to the lack of knowledge of assurance providers. 
However, what is clear is that with a move towards mandatory reporting and the introduction of the CSRD, with additional assurance requirements, the number of companies that will be seeking to have their sustainability reports audited is likely to grow. 















[bookmark: _3.0_Research_Methodology:]3.0 Research Methodology: 
The aim of this research project is to provide a deeper understanding of the potential impacts of the introduction of the CSRD within sustainability reporting and ultimately to answer the question on whether it is likely to be effective in bringing about a fundamental change. 
When carrying out a research project it is important to remember that the ultimate aim is to generate knowledge around a particular issue (Bell et al., 2022). The introduction of the CSRD is still in its infancy with the first companies publishing their reports in 2025 (European Commission, 2024), meaning there is to date limited research on the potential impacts of the CSRD. This presents an opportunity to bring current research on sustainability reporting up to date. 
This chapter sets out the design of the research, the strategy that will be implemented alongside information on the proposed data analysis. In addition, the importance of considering the ethical risks associated with carrying out a research project will be addressed. 
[bookmark: _3.1_Research_Question]3.1 Research Question 
The research question being asked within this study is to identify whether the introduction of the CSRD will likely lead to better outcomes or whether it will ultimately be seen as a compliance exercise. It will address the role of mandatory reporting in addressing sustainability and limiting greenwashing, the role of assurance and also whether businesses have an ethical duty of their own to report on their environmental and sustainability impacts. 
To answer the research question, several supplementary questions will be addressed within the research: 
· Does the increasing climate crisis mean that current sustainability reporting is not effective in driving improvements? 
· Should reporting on sustainability remain voluntary or will a mandatory approach lead to better reporting and ultimately better outcomes? 
· Do companies have an ethical duty to report how they are delivering on sustainability? 
· What does success and failure look like for the CSRD? 
[bookmark: _3.2_Design_of]3.2 Design of the research
Social research is based on the two principles of ontology and epistemology (Jupp, 2009). While epistemology is concerned with how we know what we know (Seale, 2018) and what should be regarded as acceptable knowledge (Jupp, 2009) ontology deals with the things that exist in our society (Jupp, 2009) and what it is that the researcher is trying to examine (Warwick University, 2017). 
According to O'Gorman & MacIntosh (2015) there are five steps to take when planning out a research methodology and the first stage of any research project begins by identifying which research paradigm it will follow (O'Gorman & MacIntosh, 2015) ultimately whether the ontological paradigm the research will follow is either from an objective or subjective perspective. 
Taking an objective view of ontology means dealing with things that are ‘objects’ and ‘facts’ in our society (Seale, 2018). On the other hand, a subjective view deals with social facts – those things that are created by people (Seale, 2018), Therefore, while one could argue that the CSRD might be described as a ‘thing’ it only exists because it was created and ultimately, it will cease to exist if it is decided at some point that it is irrelevant (Seale, 2018). Subjectivism ontology deals with the ‘perceptions and actions’ of social actors (British Research Methodology, 2024) making it relevant to this research project. 
Following on from this, the next stage is to determine how the knowledge will be obtained, and this is where epistemology is used to determine whether a research project will follow a positivist, critical, realist, action research or an interpretivist position (O'Gorman & MacIntosh, 2015). While the author acknowledges the value that can be brought from each of these positions, the nature of a subjective ontology naturally follows the interpretivist paradigm as it draws upon the experiences of experts to develop a deep understanding of what is being studied using the views of those with experience (University of Nottingham, 2024). 
There are two main methods within academic research, a quantitative or qualitive approach. Business research is grounded within the academic field of social sciences, an area of research that has historically been dominated by quantitative research methods (Leavy, 2020). However, it has become more widely acknowledged that a qualitative method has an important contribution to make in academic research, particularly when looking to study some of the important issues facing society (Leavy, 2020). 
A quantitative research strategy typically tests a hypothesis through objectivity, logical reasoning, and verification bringing together a set of measurements and tests to draw conclusions (O'Dwyer & Bernauer, 2016). It is widely acknowledged that some research projects need to follow a different approach, an approach that is based upon the use of words rather than numbers (Bell et al., 2022). Leavy (2020) argues that a qualitative research approach is fundamentally about ‘collecting data that contribute to the development of the kind of deeper understandings of the experiences of the participants needed to effect meaningful change’. 
Ultimately when outlining the research strategy, it is important that the approach taken is the one that meets the aims of the research itself (O'Dwyer & Bernauer, 2016). A qualitative research strategy lends itself to a project where there is limited existing data which can be tested and measured, and where the answer to a research question can be found by drawing upon the experiences of participants. 
As the author has identified, the CSRD is in its infancy with the first companies reporting on the CSRD in 2025. Therefore, there is currently limited data which could be measured in order to draw conclusions as to its overall effectiveness. While more data will be become available as the CSRD becomes more widely used and reported on, this research project has taken a qualitative approach which uses the experiences of participants to draw upon their knowledge and experience to determine whether the introduction of the CSRD is likely to change the sustainability reporting landscape. It has been determined as the preferred approach due to the ability of qualitative research to draw out a ‘richer and more comprehensive understanding’ of the research subject through the use of ‘listening and discussion’ (O'Dwyer & Bernauer, 2016). 
3.3 Research strategy
Interviews are the most commonly used method of data collection in a qualitative research project as they enable the researcher to develop a deeper understanding of the interviewee’s perspective (Bell et al., 2022) therefore providing richer data than what might be obtained through other methods. 
And while some argue that interviews within qualitative research are open to individual interpretation and subjective views, (Bell et al., 2022), Leavy (2020) argues that interviews are in fact the most objective method of research as they enable the researcher to draw upon the experiences, human interactions and discussion that is frequently missing in other forms of research strategies. 
In this research project, a semi-structured interview approach was chosen to enable the researcher the opportunity to build upon issues and theories that are raised as the interview is conducted. Indeed, semi-structured interviews are the most commonly used interview techniques within qualitative research (Brinkmann, 2022). Leavy (2020) highlights the benefits of using a semi-structured interview arguing that it enables the interviewer to ‘make better use of the knowledge’ and can ultimately direct the interview in a way that focusses the discussion on the areas of most importance to the research project. 
Any researcher also needs to be mindful of potential biases of both the interviewer and the interviewees. Biases such as confirmation bias, whereby the interviewers can determine information based on pre-existing ideas (Bos, 2020), or unconscious bias, whereby decisions are based on our previous experiences (Office of Diversity and Outreach, 2024) can exist in any research project, however, they can be mitigated (Bos, 2020). 
In this research project, the researcher aimed to mitigate any confirmation bias and ensure the validity of the research by analysing the data to ensure the most appropriate outcome and whereby any findings were not as predicted, this was presented as so (Bos, 2020).  In order to prevent any unconscious bias, all participants were selected based on their pre-existing experience of sustainability, sustainability reporting, policy making, and the CSRD and were from a variety of different industries, including: 
· Sustainability professionals from the energy sector
· Sustainability professionals from the transport sector
· Representatives from the sustainability consulting sector 
· People with experience of the European Commission and the development of the CSRD
· People with experience of policy making within the EU and other jurisdictions. 
When deciding on the number of people to interview for any qualitative research project it is argued that you do not get more reliable results the more people you interview. Indeed, the number of participants in a study should reflect the number needed to obtain the right information (Brinkmann, 2022). 
The participants were chosen for this research study due to their experience within sustainability reporting and the number of interviews carried out provided the level of detail needed to answer the research question – the aim not being a statistical analysis but rather in-depth knowledge of the subject area (Brinkmann, 2022). A list of participants is included within Appendix 3.  
[bookmark: _3.4_Data_Analysis]3.4 Data Analysis 
One of the difficulties with using interviews as part of a qualitative research project is around the vast quantities of data that needs to be analysed from the transcripts and how to ensure that this is adapted into a relevant, credible form of data analysis (Leavy, 2020).  Bell et al., (2022) argues that despite the ‘richness’ that can be gained from qualitative research, many researchers find it difficult to find a way through the data and therefore extract the most relevant information. 
However, while there may be no ‘well-established’ or ‘accepted rules’ that govern how qualitative data should be analysed (Bell et al., 2022), there are a number of different strategies that can be adopted. 
The two most widely used strategies to analyse qualitative data are thematic analysis and grounded theory (Bell et al., 2022). Both of these approaches use qualitative data to identify patterns, however, a grounded theory approach is based around the use of constant comparisons within social research and the exploration of social relationships with the aim of developing a theory (Calman, 2024). 
In contrast a thematic analysis approach enables the researcher to identify patterns and meanings within data sets (Finlay, 2021) through the identification of ‘repetitions, metaphors and analogies, transitions, and similarities and differences’ (Bell et al., 2022). 
Although thematic analysis can also be a fundamental part of grounded theory due to the identification of themes, a thematic approach does not rely on the development of a theory and a lack of pre-existing research (Bell et al., 2022).
The aim of carrying out a research project related to the effectiveness of the CSRD relies on the experiences, opinions and knowledge or participants of past sustainability reporting initiatives, therefore lending itself to a thematic analysis approach which enables the researcher to recognise common themes throughout the data by drawing upon existing literature and the lived experiences of participants. 
This research project followed the six stages outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006, quoted in Bell et al., 2022) of familiarisation, coding, identifying common themes, reviewing themes, defining the themes, and producing the final conclusions. 
In analysing the data, transcripts from each interview were analysed with the identification of recurrence and links between a set of keywords and phrases. The data was then coded by using a system identifying repetition using a number of keywords which are relevant to the research or by way of identifying similarities within phrases. A sample of the content analysis is included in Appendix 4. 
[bookmark: _3.5_Ethical_considerations]3.5 Ethical considerations
The importance of ethical considerations when carrying out a research project should not be underestimated. As argued by Silverman (2022) considering ethical considerations ahead of any research project is not just what he described as a ‘moral matter’ but will also ensure that the research project is more likely to achieve its desired outcomes. 
Bell et al., (2022) highlight a number of ethical considerations that must be considered before carrying out a research project, including the avoidance of harm, ensuring the informed consent of participants, protecting the privacy and confidentiality of participants, and the prevention of deception. 
Silverman, (2022) goes further by arguing for a number of additional considerations including how qualitative research should be voluntary and participants should have the right to withdraw at any point. Furthermore, they argue that researchers should carry out an assessment to cover any potential risks to participants alongside potential benefits. 
This research project has considered all the ethical considerations highlighted above. All participants were informed that the study was voluntary, confidential and that they were able to withdraw their consent at any point. Appendix 1 outlines the agreement made with participants. 




















[bookmark: _4.0_Empirical_Findings]4.0 Empirical Findings 
This chapter will present the empirical results gathered from the interviews and will link to the findings presented in the earlier literature review. This chapter begins by looking at the NFRD before moving onto the opportunities and the challenges that the CSRD presents. Following this, the findings related to the ethical duty of business, the role of stakeholders, greenwashing and finally the need for assurance will be presented. 
The NFRD
When analysing the results, the first objective was to look at the reasons why the previous reporting mechanism, the NFRD, had not delivered the anticipated outcomes. The findings supported the earlier research with participants highlighting the complicated and complex nature of the NFRD and that ultimately companies didn’t take the NFRD seriously enough. One participant described the NFRD as a reporting mechanism that asked companies to: 
‘Look at yourself and to say how sustainable are the economic activities that generate my revenue, that I’ve spent capital expenditure on and the operational expenditure, but it’s too complex for some firms’ (Participant C).
Others highlighted that the NFRD’s requirement for a separate disclosure report, the number of frameworks that companies could report to and the lack of requirement for reports to be audited, all led to a lack of consistent and comparable information.  
Sustainability and Reporting
When asked about sustainability and reporting in general participants highlighted that the introduction of the CSRD is not solely related to a failure with previous reporting standards and argued that not all companies are taking their role in sustainability seriously. Indeed, one participant said that many companies complain about the need to report on sustainability by claiming that the action that they take should be enough but that in their experience companies are not taking the action required. 
Furthermore, another highlighted that reporting doesn’t necessarily translate into action:
‘It’s what you do with the data, do you just put it in an annual report and store it in some kind of draw or do you do something with it?’ (Participant E).
While it was widely acknowledged that not all businesses are doing enough on sustainability, the ability of companies to secure their long-term future and address threats from climate, water and biodiversity was highlighted. According to participants, the role of reporting is vital in enabling businesses and regulators to build a full picture of sustainability in different regions, without this it is difficult to have a full picture of where interventions are needed: 
‘Before you can start to fully see where you can do interventions, this ‘x-ray’ is able to give information to investors, innovators and governments on where they need to do interventions. Basically, without it it’s like which hold do you plug first?’ (Participant C).
Voluntary versus Mandatory 
When asked about the reasons behind the introduction of stronger mandatory reporting standards, participants highlighted that failure to deliver on previous objectives has ultimately led the Commission to introduce a strengthened reporting framework through the CSRD: 
‘I get the sense with regulators that they’re a bit like, well we gave you voluntary and you didn’t do it, so we’re slapping you with mandatory because we need action’ (Participant D).
According to participants, one of the issues raised over a voluntary approach was around the ability to ‘pick and choose’ what to disclose - a mandatory approach is more prescriptive and forces companies to disclose certain topics. This supports earlier findings in the literature review where the ability of companies to ‘cherry pick’ what they report on was highlighted as a concern. 
Participants were asked specifically around mandatory reporting and whether it leads to a compliance exercise rather than as a driver of change and the majority of participants agreed that it could, at least in the early stages be seen as a compliance exercise. 
However, one participant highlighted that while it is possible that some companies will see mandatory reporting as a tick-box exercise, this is less likely with companies that are already leading on sustainability despite it potentially being a burden initially. 
And while nearly all participants agreed with the introduction of mandatory reporting, one participant reasoned that companies should also have some freedom in the way they do business and although they believed it was necessary overall to introduce some form of mandatory reporting, they argued that the freedom for businesses to choose was still important. 
The CSRD
The need for a global standard
The CSRD goes some way to addressing some of the earlier issues highlighted with the NFRD according to participants. Overall, the participants agreed on the need for a global reporting standard highlighting difficulties that arise when attempting to make direct comparisons between different jurisdictions. The view that a global reporting standard would also make the process of reporting easier within companies was raised, in particular because it would end the difficulties businesses face when having to report to different standards within different regions. 
When looking at the current linkage between the CSRD and other reporting frameworks, while there is a degree of alignment between some of the reporting standards, participants highlighted that the lack of full alignment made direct comparisons difficult. However, one highlighted that the CSRD is currently the most onerous of all reporting standards, therefore meaning that businesses that report to the CSRD are likely to be in a good position to report into other standards. 
During the interviews, participants with experience of policy making were asked on whether it is likely that other countries will adopt the same measures as the EU on sustainability reporting.  Overall, there was no conclusive evidence that this would take place. One participant highlighted that in the UK, unless it came to the attention of regulators either from businesses directly or by the UK’s own reporting standards not delivering the desired outcomes, then it is unlikely that the UK will prioritise a new reporting framework: 
‘The way it would come to government attention will be that businesses in the UK, who perhaps are international businesses, will say that this is working really well, what you’ve got at the moment isn’t working as well. And it’s at this point where government feels like there is enough representation to say you haven’t got the best solution here or it’s not working’ (Participant B)
Another participant didn’t think that other countries are on the same path as the EU and highlighted the political backlash against ESG and sustainability in the US which they claimed means that there isn’t a desire to put in place any enhanced reporting requirements. Meanwhile, another was more hopeful and argued that they believe there are discussions already taking place in other countries and highlighted the role of the International Sustainability Standards Board (ISSB). 
However, ultimately many participants agreed that regardless of an international standard, companies that are not yet subject to the CSRD are likely to report to the framework due to a number of reasons such as:
‘Most companies have subsidiaries in the EU and are going to try and report on it at a group level from day one because they are going to have to reporting on it by a certain date anyway. It’s out compared to the other standards, it’s the gold standard’ (Participant C).
‘It’s the most comprehensive mandatory [framework], but I also wonder whether companies are going to be kind of indirectly caught anyway. There’s a lot of talk about companies within supply chains that whether they like it or not, they’re kind of indirectly going to have to get their ducks in a row with sustainability reporting. So, I wonder if it’s also we’re going to have to do it, so we may as well be aligned’ (Participant D).
The value chain
One of the positives of the CSRD raised by a participant was around the value chain and how the CSRD is more than just reporting on emissions:
‘‘I think there’s a real need to look at the value chain going forward. We’ve done lots on emissions, everyone gets that, but we’ve never really forced companies to report on the value chain to this extent, or if we have it’s been a separate report, the CSRD is hopefully bringing it all together’ (Participant G).

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
With the focus on the value chain, overall the participants agreed that the CSRD could lead to better outcomes on the SDGs. One participant described the CSRD as the x-ray before surgery in that it’s a way to identify where the gaps are before action is taken and that when the CSRD is enforced it will be impossible to ignore, and that this itself will lead to improved outcomes. Another participant described the CSRD as being developed with the SDGs in mind, however, did also argue that this won’t automatically lead to action being taken, that still rests with the companies themselves. 
However, while it was widely acknowledged that the CSRD could lead to better outcomes in reaching the SDGs, one participant highlighted that although this might be the result, it is likely through the drive to greener investment rather than the primary goal itself: 
‘I think that’s ultimately their aim and that’s why there’s such a focus on the value chain, but I’m not sure that’s their primary aim. I think they’re aiming to drive green investment and that might deliver better outcomes on the SDGs. I think it will take time and it’s not something that we’ll see immediately’ (Participant F).
Other participants were more cautious around the SDGs and improved outcomes. One participant highlighted that the CSRD is ultimately a reporting framework and a company doing badly on a particular issue isn’t necessarily a breach. Indeed, other participants highlighted that their biggest fear is that the information is reported on, but action is limited, while another highlighted current backlashes, both in the EU and outside, towards other pieces of legislation which could result in a lack of progress on meeting the SDG targets. 
One participant highlighted that the CSRD is part of the EU’s desire to become the first carbon-free continent, but warned that reviews of policy are carried out regularly in the EU which means that:
‘I think they will review it in five years’ time. They will have a lot to improve on. We already see now that things are being postponed because they were too ambitious, and that’s a sign that they were overburdening business’ (Participant E).
Challenges of delivery with the CSRD
Many of the participants highlighted potential difficulties in the delivery of the CSRD including around tight deadlines, lack of resources, pressures with data collection, the regional versus global discrepancies, and issues around the supply chain. 
Overall, the issue of the CSRD being a ‘burden’ on business was raised and that initially there was strong pushback to regulators which resulted in a delay to the reporting deadlines. One participant highlighted the 1142 data points, and while companies don’t need to report on all the data points, the majority are included according to another participant. 
Concerns over the overall number of regulations that the EU have introduced was raised as an issue for businesses, with one participant highlighting the Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM), the Deforestation Act, and the CS Triple D requirement on human rights and environmental due diligence. 
However, while participants might have agreed on the burden placed on business, one highlighted that this is sometimes being used as an excuse for not taking action and that it’s actually an ‘inability to formalise any action plan to do any fundamental change and it’s a very easy way for companies to hide behind a report burden’. They described the narrative nature of around 70 percent of the reporting being information that a company should already hold or being capable of producing as it is related to the company directly:
‘70% of all data points that need to be reporting on is narrative text, you can’t source that information from anywhere. Which means you have to produce it, which means that if that’s a burden for you to produce information about your own company you need to start looking at yourself and asking why you don’t know what we’re doing’ (Participant C).
When asked specifically on whether the CSRD will be a compliance exercise, participants all agreed that, at least in the early stages, it will be a tick-box exercise for most businesses: 
‘It’s going to be a tick-box exercise the first year because it’s a new thing. It’s so hard, so big, that it’s hard to do with the purpose of saying this is our new strategy, this is our whole new way of operating’ (Participant C).
However, one participant said that it is normal with a new reporting framework that the initial years are more a tick-box exercise than a driver of change: 
‘I think this is quite normal for a new reporting. You need to collect one, two, three years figures to derive trends. If you already have a target, then you can observe performance against a target. You can check where you have bigger issues, where you don’t and maybe where the issues are smaller than you anticipated. So yes, I think in maybe year one it’s a tick-box exercise’ (Participant E).
And while another argued that to address this the EU are giving short, medium and long-term targets to work towards so companies are able to stagger their disclosure, their biggest fear was that in five years’ time the CSRD will become another compliance exercise. 
Success for the CSRD
There were a range of views expressed on what success for the CSRD will look like. One participant highlighted the issue around enforcement and said that ultimately, success will be determined by how it’s enforced and how the reputational aspect will be considered by stakeholders. Others highlighted more simply success being defined by whether the Commission has issued everything that they pledged and if they have a clear view on the strengths and weaknesses of the CSRD. 
The ability of the CSRD to drive investments into green projects was highlighted as an area that would define success for the CSRD. Participants highlighted how the financial sector is being judged on what they invest in and that the CSRD could create transparency to further guide those investment streams. Furthermore, the CSRD could also force companies to rethink their internal strategy to align with sustainability, ultimately driving internal investments into more in sustainable activities. 
One participant highlighted that the CSRD could lead to companies taking a longer-term view of both the resilience of the company and the strengths and opportunities they face which could force them to change their business models:
‘The CSRD is kind of like the initial snowball that starts rolling down the hill and helps companies drive forward the transition. So, I hope it sparks the chain of transition that forces companies to look more long-term and try to ultimately look at their business role and strategy in line with sustainability’ (Participant D).



Ethical Duty of Business 
When asked about the ethical duty of business to report on their activities relating to sustainability, while participants all agreed that businesses should act ethically regardless of the regulations in place, there were a range of thoughts put forward. While some took a more deontological approach and focussed on the ‘duty’ of reporting, other participants took a more consequentialist approach, highlighting findings in the earlier literature review which argued around the relevance of both approaches within business ethics. 
One participant highlighted that the world is now more interconnected and that it is harder to have an ‘out of sight, out of mind’ approach with consumers taking on a more active role on issues around sustainability. 
Another highlighted that duty of business is about looking after their communities and the planet to ensure that their continued survival, while one said that companies should be motivated by themselves to act more sustainably. Another highlighted that although businesses should have an ethical duty to act sustainably, not all do due to the shareholder duty, however, they argued that it feels like this is changing and businesses are realising that there is value to be gained from adopting a stakeholder approach. 
Stakeholders 
When looking at the role of and importance of stakeholders, participants agreed that pressures from external stakeholders will be of key importance in relation to the future of sustainability reporting. 
One participant said that in their experience stakeholders were looking for increased transparency around what a company is doing and not doing around sustainability. Another highlighted the investment angle and the need for information from wider stakeholders, including investors. 
Another participant said that ignoring stakeholders was not an option - as more and more people become focussed on sustainability, and to ignore that would impact on businesses bottom line. However, while another agreed on the pressure from investors, customers and NGOs for increased transparency around sustainability reporting, they argued that this may take some time to fully materialise: 
‘I think there will be pressure at some point…from the external world to act on reporting, although I think this will take some time because this is the first year for everybody’ (Participant E).
The importance of the ability to compare and contrast between businesses was highlighted by a number of participants as one of the most important changes brought in with the CSRD. 
‘By having these frameworks, you can start comparing and contrasting and that’s the key point behind this, we want to be able to give people the ability to compare one company to another’ (Participant C).
Greenwashing 
Participants highlighted the difficulty in eradicating greenwashing altogether, but most did say that the CSRD could lead to less incidents of corporate greenwashing. This is due to the ability of stakeholders to hold companies accountable with to the vast amount of public information that will be available on a company’s complete Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) profile rather than a selection of topics.  
The role of auditing of reports was also highlighted as a reason why there may be a reduction in the number of companies called out for greenwashing. One participant said that:
‘I always think that having someone take a look at your report and say yes this is accurate, is really important. It provides transparency and enables people to know that they’re viewing something that has been assured and isn’t a document claiming things that aren’t accurate’ (Participant F).
However, others highlighted that it will be difficult to gauge the impact on greenwashing initially as there is a lack of benchmarks from other companies, no history on a lot of the topics covered and because it’s a new regulation that is still needing to be fully implemented. 



Assurance 
There was overall a range of views presented on role of assurance and although some participants highlighted its importance, others were more sceptical around the role in the early stages: 
‘I think assurance companies are also battling with what everything means and how they’re actually supposed to assure it, so I think it’s a work in progress. I’m not sure how much assurance is going to be weighted until the few years once they kind of get their ducks in a row and understand more about what needs to be assured and how they should assure it’ (Participant D).
However, one participant highlighted the role of assurance in picking out those companies that are taking a compliance only approach to reporting: 
‘Some companies are like, OK this is a tick-box exercise, let them get on with it. They will fail straight away and that will be picked up by the analysts, so your auditors are going to fail you. The analysts are going to fail you and then you lose your reputation and liability risk is massive’ (Participant C).
Furthermore, once it firmly has a place within sustainability reporting, participants highlighted the importance of assurance and the corresponding scrutiny.   
Alignment with financial reporting 
All of the participants agreed that aligning the CSRD with financial reporting is a positive step forward and one of the most important changes brought in with the CSRD. One described it as:
‘the most sense ever, because it’s the only way to bring it up to the same level of importance, which the NFRD didn’t do’. (Participant C)
Others agreed and added that putting financial reporting in line with sustainability reporting makes sense due to the fact that it is the finance departments that have responsibility for managing sustainability reporting in a lot of companies today: 
‘I think it’s right to bring it in line because I think there’s a lot of robustness around the financial reporting and I think that’s where a lot of companies put their sustainability reporting, under their finance departments, because of the robustness that they’ve already got within that department’ (Participant D)
This alignment will also lead to a change in how sustainability reports are presented. One participant highlighted that there will be a move from a non-financial sustainability report, which is quite slim and is seen as more akin to a marketing brochure, to a sustainability statement which will include a lot of text, figures, data and legal language. However, this move will take time according to another who highlighted that people are impatient for this to take effect, and that while it won’t take the same time as it took for harmonised standards in financial reporting, achieving the same with sustainability reporting is likely to take more than three to five years: 
‘I think it’s good that we lift up the non-financial reporting to the same level as financial reporting, but I think it takes time...It took us several hundreds of years in financial accounting to come to a harmonised standard and I think this will be the way forward for sustainability topics as well. It will not take 300 years, I think it will come faster, but it will also take more than three to five years’ (Participant E).










[bookmark: _5.0_Discussion_and]5.0 Discussion and conclusion 
Both the literature review and the research has shown that complexity, the lack of a standardised framework, too much discretion, and the lack of assurance, all contributed to the failings with the NFRD. However, while the CSRD has gone some way to address the challenges with the NFRD, most notably with the introduction of the ESRS, there are still some challenges that remain. 
The move to a strengthened mandatory reporting framework appears to be addressing issues around a voluntary approach, mostly by addressing concerns around the ability to pick and choose which areas of sustainability were reported. However, one of the main challenges with the delivery of the CSRD, at least initially, is the increased burden. And while there is some evidence from the research that the ‘burden’ is sometimes used an excuse, details around the number of regulations that companies are subject to following the introduction of the EU’s Green Deal make it hard to see how an additional reporting framework does not add to an increased burden. Since the introduction of the European Green Deal in 2019 the Commission has introduced more than 100 additional pieces of legislation, including a Circular Economy Action Plan, European Climate Pact, proposals on carbon storage, a nature protection package, stronger rules for cleaner air and water, social climate fund, new rules on emissions trading, the Critical Raw Minerals Act, and a package of measures on the use of natural resources (European Commission, 2021). 
The view around the CSRD being a ‘burden’ on business is highlighted in a recent survey carried out by Workiva (2024) where they identified some of the challenges in meeting the expectations of the CSRD, including the volume of requirements that they must adhere to in order to be compliant (Workiva, 2024). In a recent webinar hosted by PWC (Horn, 2024) participants highlighted that although some companies are looking at the risks and opportunities related to sustainability, many are focussing solely on compliance with the CSRD – the risk being that the burden of reporting is diverting specialists away from the delivery of strategic sustainability outcomes (Horn, 2024). 
The burden on business from the reporting framework has been identified as a legitimate concern of regulators and in early 2024 an agreement was reached which saw the delay to the adoption of sector specific ESRS which will cut reporting requirements by 25 precent, reducing the burden on companies (European Commission, 2024). However, it is important that any further delays and changes do not undermine the success of the CSRD in the longer term. 
While in its infancy the CSRD might be seen as more of a compliance exercise, the CSRD builds in a standardised reporting framework for all companies operating within the EU, which could eventually lead to better reporting on sustainability. A recent article Cozzi, (2024) supported this view by arguing that addressing the growing climate crisis demands a ‘unanimous’ reporting initiative that focuses on ‘more effective, realistic, and efficient environmental performance’. 
The reason why a standardised reporting framework could help lead the way towards better outcomes can be defined by one of the participants who described the CSRD as the ‘x-ray before surgery’ in that by carrying out a full, comparable, audit of sustainability businesses, NGOs and policy makers are able to identify those areas where action is lacking and needs to be taken urgently. 
When it comes to the Sustainable Development Goals, while the general view is one of optimism that the increased requirements from the CSRD could lead to better outcomes, there is little evidence that this will be achieved by a reporting framework alone. In 2020 a report looking at the progress in reaching the SDGs found that, similarly to sustainability reporting, delivering real change needs companies to put strategies in place, rather than simply stating their commitment to the principles (United Nations Global Compact, 2020). 
However, while it is has been acknowledged that sustainability reporting isn’t necessarily itself about solving the issues facing society today (Moneva, J.M., Archel, P., and Correa, C., 2019), with the CSRD placing such importance on areas within the value chain especially around products, services, and business relationships (Hennaux, 2024) as opposed to previous voluntary reporting requirements where businesses could focus on ‘just a few goals’, we could see the CSRD playing a vital role in identifying and addressing those areas where action is currently lacking. 
Furthermore, there are indications that after the initial first few years of reporting, when businesses start to see the CSRD as less of a reporting burden and develop their capabilities around the new reporting framework, that they may start to adopt new business models that are further aligned to the SDGs and deliver altogether better outcomes (Horn, 2024). This view is supported by a recent report from PWC (2024) which found that the preparation of reports for the CSRD is leading to companies to give more weight to sustainability within their business making decisions and that three quarters of businesses are now factoring in sustainability to a greater extent. The ability to look at the value chain as a whole, and identify the risks and opportunities they face, should enable companies to take a longer-term view of their strategy and business models going forward. 
However, it’s worth noting that a recent report by EFRAG highlighted that in more than 90 percent of companies studied, the value chain is currently the least developed area (EFRAG, 2024) meaning that it is likely to take some time before any improvements are felt. 
It’s also important to remember that the CSRD is a reporting framework and as such doing badly on a particular issue isn’t a breach of the standards. However, the demand for sustainability disclosure does not solely come from regulators, it is increasingly coming from stakeholders directly and businesses that have robust reporting in place can benefit from increase in market share (Bamrud & Sandal,2024), increased shareholder confidence, enhanced recruitment and retention and credibility (Bioregional, 2024).  
The research highlighted the important role of stakeholders in relation to the future of sustainable reporting. Therefore, one of the most important parts of the CSRD is increased transparency and the ability to ‘compare and contrast’ between businesses, something that, due to the number of reporting frameworks a company could choose to use, was not always possible previously.  
Ultimately, the ability to compare and contrast, alongside the vast amount of information that will now be accessible, could lead to less greenwashing as companies are more likely to be challenged on any unsubstantiated claims. This is also strengthened with the addition of assurance within the CSRD which is likely to play a key role in also reducing claims of greenwashing. However, as with other parts of the CSRD, the role of assurance is likely to take some time to fully develop as the auditing companies also get to grip with the new regulations, but once it’s fully in place, the role of assurance has a vital role to play in ensuring company sustainability reports stand up to scrutiny. 
However, while the research has shown that the CSRD could bring about a fundamental change in the reporting on sustainability, it has also shown that businesses should act ethically regardless of whether regulations are introduced. This is not only because it is viewed in deontological terms as the ‘duty’ of business but looking also from a consequentialist approach it is clear that businesses have a vital role to play in protecting people and the plant for future generations and that involves being open and transparent about sustainability. By taking seriously the role of reporting on sustainability, businesses are able to show their commitment to all aspects of ESG (Erturk, 2023). 
Success for the CSRD will also be dependent on the ability to drive investments into green projects, both in terms of which projects investors are willing to support, and also by driving internal investments into more sustainable projects. Internally, companies are already adopting or are proposing to adopt internal control techniques similar to those adopted in financial reporting (EFRAG, 2024). It is, therefore, the alignment to financial reporting that was missing in previous standards, that have led many to described the CSRD as a ‘game-changer’ in sustainability reporting, and although it will take many years of reporting to the CSRD – the move to global financial reporting took decades to achieve – it is this outcome that is likely to see the CSRD as leading the way on sustainability reporting and could lead to other countries strengthening their own requirements to align more closely with the EU. 
Sustainability is a global issue and throughout the research one area that has continued to be highlighted as an area of concern is over the lack of a globally aligned reporting standard. Although there are many companies that will find themselves within scope of the CSRD, even if they are not based within the EU, there are many that will still find themselves reporting to a variety of different frameworks due to the company structure, causing an increased burden and with no ability for compare and contrast. 
And while there is increasing linkage between the CSRD and other reporting frameworks, such as the GRI and the ISSB (see: GRI, 2024 and ISSB, 2024), having a globally aligned reporting framework will not only make it easier for companies operating across jurisdictions, but will also increase the ability to compare and contrast reports across global business. However, despite companies that are not yet subject to the CSRD choosing to report to it, there is no evidence that this will lead to a global reporting framework. 
Indeed, the EU is not alone in introducing mandatory reporting. Other countries such as Japan, Brazil, Switzerland and India (Silveira, 2024), have introduced their own form of regulations on climate-related reporting which is likely to add to the complex nature of reporting for companies operating across many jurisdictions.  
However, the introduction, and ultimately the success or failure, of environmental and sustainability regulations depends on political will and alignment with the values of policymakers, without this, policies will often fail (Cheung, H et al., 2023). However, gathering political will for environmental issues can be difficult when competing on areas such as economic growth and social issues (Cheung, H et al., 2023).  
While GlobeScan’s 2024 Sustainability Leaders report highlighted that the expansion of sustainability legislation and the update of new reporting frameworks and standards are the most positive developments in the sustainability landscape over the past year, they also highlighted how there is a growing and significant backlash against the sustainability agenda. The backlash was felt most in North America, but other countries are not immune, and 59 percent of respondents say there is also a significant backlash in Europe (GlobeScan, 2024). This can be evidenced by recent reports from Germany where regulators faced criticism over plans to ban gas boilers in homes (Chazan, 2023) and in 2024 radical farmer groups urged voters in the European elections to support those candidates who would reverse the EU’s Green Deal (Brzezinski, 2024). 
And while the signs are at the moment that continued investor demand for environmentally and socially responsible investments in Europe are enabling politicians to withstand the political pressure to backtrack on ESG initiatives, politicians in the US have been successful in diluting EGS disclosures (Jessop et al., 2024). 
The recent European elections, where climate sceptic parties were elected, could see similar moves happen in Europe over the next few years (Financial Times, 2024). Indeed, changes already made to the CSRD, including through allowing extra time for compliance, could be seen as the start of a weakening of sustainability reporting measures (Jessop et al., 2024).




[bookmark: _6.0_Revisiting_the]6.0 Revisiting the research question 
The aim of this research project was to answer the question on whether the CSRD will drive meaningful change in sustainability or whether it will ultimately be seen by business as a compliance exercise. 
The research has shown that in the first years of the CSRD the focus of businesses and regulators is primarily on compliance. However, once the CSRD is fully adopted by businesses and becomes less of a burden it could lead to fundamental changes within the sustainability reporting landscape.
While the number of businesses brought into scope by the CSRD has increased, ultimately the success of the CSRD will be due in part to its comprehensive reporting standards, which has led to many companies not in scope still choosing to voluntarily report to the CSRD. In addition, the role of assurance and the focus on the value chain could play a key role in bringing improved outcomes for the SDGs and the hope that the CSRD will eventually lead to alignment with financial reporting could fundamentally change the reporting landscape over time.  However, delivering change in both reporting and sustainability overall needs action from business alongside the political will of regulators and ultimately a long-term commitment to the aims of the CSRD from both regulators and businesses. 










[bookmark: _7.0_Limitations_and]7.0 Limitations and areas of further study
Every research project has a number of limitations that need to be considered. When beginning this research project, there was awareness of the practical considerations that could limit the outcomes of the research. For example, it is known that a qualitative research study based upon semi-structured interviews is time consuming, both in terms of carrying out the interviews and then analysing the data (Seale, 2018). There are also issues to be addressed in terms of the availability and willingness of people to be interviewed which can limit the findings of a research project (Seale, 2018).
To enable the author to draw conclusions around the potential effectiveness of the CSRD, an approach was needed that drew up the experiences of experts with the field of sustainability reporting. Participants for the study were drawn from a wide range of sectors, including policy makers, business leaders, consultants, and sustainability experts. However, this still reflects a limited pool of participants and therefore, there is an opportunity for future research to bring together a wider group of experts bringing in additional viewpoints.  
It is also important to note that the CSRD is still in its early stages with companies first reporting on the CSRD in 2025, this means that the research study relied upon participants early experiences and therefore interpretations of the CSRD. As both more data on the CSRD becomes available and the experiences of experts within the field grow, this presents an opportunity to revisit the research to see if the CSRD is delivering on its aims. 
According to (Tang et al., 2021) there has been relatively little research carried out on the links between mandatory reporting requirements and improved outcomes. Therefore, there is the opportunity for future research to look specifically at the role of the CSRD to see if the enhanced reporting requirements and the focus on the value chain, is delivering better outcomes on the SDGs. 
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Appendices 
Appendix 1: Sample Interview Agreement 
[image: A black background with white text

Description automatically generated] 
Participant Name __________________________________ 
Interviewer Name _________________________________ 
Interviewer Programme of Study ______________________________________ 
Research Supervisor Tutor ________ Dr Roisin Mullins, UWTSD _______________ 
Participation Agreement to be interviewed:  
I agree to participate in the research concerning sustainability reporting.  I understand that the purpose of this study is to examine my experiences of sustainability reporting and the introduction of the CSRD.  I understand that this will involve me in a short 20–30-minute semi-structured interview. 
I understand that this interview will be recorded and transcribed for use only in Victoria Pattison’s dissertation at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David. 
I understand that my name or any reference to my identity will be kept anonymous in this study and for any subsequent publications I will be asked again for my consent.  I understand that use storage of the recordings and transcriptions relating to this interview will be anonymous; not be used for any other purpose than this study and will be subsequently destroyed after the use intended here. 
I understand that I may withdraw from the study at any point with all records of my contribution removed without having to provide a reason.  
Interviewee Signature:  
Interviewer Signature:  
Date of Interview: 
A copy of this agreement should be retained by both interviewer and interviewee. 



Appendix 2: Interview Questions 
Sample Range of Interview Questions
· The number of companies reporting on sustainability has continued to increase, yet there’s a growing climate crisis. Why does reporting not translate into action? 
· The NFRD was described as ‘modernising’ the reporting landscape. Where do you think it failed? 
· How does the CFRD differ from the NFRD and ultimately, will it bring a fundamental change in sustainability reporting?
· What do you think has driven the EU Commission to strengthen the rules around mandatory reporting?
· What are your overarching views on the introduction of the CSRD? Do you agree that reporting requirements need to be tighter?
· Overall, do you agree with the move to mandatory reporting? Or does making reporting mandatory take away the legitimacy of reporting overall?
· Is there a risk that mandating reporting could lead to more greenwashing? Or do you believe that mandating reporting will lead to greater transparency? 
· How important is assurance in regard to the CSRD? What difference will assurance make to reporting on sustainability?
· How important is it that sustainability reporting is brought in line with financial reporting? 
· Do you feel that the CSRD/ESRS align more closely with the SDGs than other reporting standards? 
· Do you believe that by mandating reporting more progress towards the SDGs will be achieved? 
· People describe the CSRD as ‘game-changing’ - do you see this succeeding where other reporting frameworks have failed?
· A recent PWC briefing highlighted how businesses currently view the CSRD as burdensome, do you agree?
· If so, is there a concern that businesses are focussed on complying with the new standards rather than delivering/improving on sustainability initiatives? 
· Do you think as businesses get used to reporting using the new standards that it will deliver change? 
· Why do you think companies who are not subject to the CSRD might be using it as a reporting framework? 
· What do you think success will look like for the CSRD?
· Do you see other countries following the EU and strengthening their reporting mandates?
· What do you think failure will look like for the CSRD? 
· It is widely acknowledged that businesses have a responsibility, a duty, to be more sustainable, do you feel that their ethical duty also relates to reporting on their sustainability? 
· Again, if business has a ‘duty’ to report on sustainability, is there a concern that this becomes the focus rather than delivering better, more sustainable, outcomes?
· How much relevance do businesses pay to stakeholders when looking at sustainability reporting? 
· If I really want to understand whether the introduction of the CSRD is a fundamental change in sustainability reporting, is there anything that I should have asked but didn’t?

Appendix 3: List of participants
	Participant A 
	Policy Expert (EU) 
	Energy Sector 

	Participant B 
	Policy Expert (UK) 
	UK Government and Energy Sector 

	Participant C 
	CSRD Expert 
	Reporting software company 

	Participant D
	ESG Lawyer
	Transport Company 

	Participant E 
	Sustainability Lead 
	Energy Company 

	Participant F
	Sustainability Professional 
	Energy Company 

	Participant G
	Sustainability & Climate expert 
	Consultancy 

	Participant H 
	Sustainability Expert
	Energy Sector 



Appendix 4: Sample Coding Framework 
Thematic coding: Sample interview responses 
	Theme 
	Sub-theme 
	Illustrative quote
	Extracted codes 

	Perceptions around sustainability and the link to reporting 
	View of how companies are tackling sustainability  
	‘For companies, it’s what you do with the data, do you just put it in an annual report and store it in some kind of draw or hide it on your webpage. Or do you do something with it? (Participant E). 

‘By creating shareholder value, you also have to obviously make sure that you’re still there and a way to make sure you’re still there for long term in this current environment we operate in is to identify the issues with the climate that impacts you and to make sure you can mitigate or adapt it so that you can continue to actually operate. The first step is to get the information out there’ (Participant C). 

‘Let’s be honest about this – if companies were already doing all they could on sustainability and reporting it, then there wouldn’t be a need for regulations. The fact is that not all companies are taking it seriously, and that’s why we need regulators to step in and make them do it’ (Participant F). 
	Companies complaining about reporting; should just take action; companies have already done their carbon report; companies can start taking action; companies don’t want to take action; time constraints; money constraints;  excuses for not taking action; action from the sustainability report; hide it away, do something with it; Need to create shareholder value; long-term sustainability of the business; identity climate impacts; mitigation and adaptation; continue to operate; get the information out there; secure the future of the business; threats such as climate, water, biodiversity; struggle to continue to operate.

	Overall perception of the CSRD 
	The CSRD and the value chain
	‘[companies] have an understanding of where they stand on scope 1 and 2 emissions, scope 3 then becomes the footprint for the value chain, which is what I think if you look at the CSRD as a framework, is what it’s sort trying to get at by forcing a view of the value chain, not just on the carbon side’ (Participant C).

‘The value chain is the most important aspect of the CSRD from my perspective. Overall lots has been done on climate and emissions – we’ve got the CDP and others – but what’s been missing this whole time is more focus on wider impacts. And this is where I think the CSRD will really come into its own’ (Participant F). 

‘I think there’s a real need to look at the value chain going forward. We’ve done lots on emissions, everyone gets that, but we’ve never really forced companies to report on the value chain to this extent, or if we have it’s been individual report, the CSRD is hopefully bringing it all together’ (Participant G). 
	Emissions reporting happening in every country; reporting more than just emissions; scope 3 footprint for the value chain; CSRD forcing a view of the value chain; not just carbon; social aspect; companies unwilling to report on value chain. 

	
	The need for a global standard  
	‘When you have that direct comparison between the reporting standards in the European market versus, for example the United States or somewhere else…it just makes business dealings in the US level or in Europe a lot more cumbersome’ (Participant A). 

‘Across the globe there isn’t a set standard, so although the CSRD and the EFRAG standards are kind of widespread in or forced in Europe, you’ve got various other standards and they sort of align, but they’re not quite aligned so I think if we can get a global reporting standard that everybody, like they’ve done in finance, so that you can properly compare apples and apples that would be really helpful’ (Participant D). 

‘There needs to be a global standard, but I’m not sure if it’s something that we will achieve instantly. I think it will take some time, but if we get to a place where there’s a global standard, then that will be a huge achievement in sustainability reporting’ (Participant F). 

‘Yes there needs to be a global standard. It’s what’s been lacking in my opinion. I don’t know if we’ll ever get there, different countries have different views and priorities, but we have to aim for a global standard and I think the CSRD is a very good starting point on the path to global alignment’ (Participant H). 
	Makes global dealings more cumbersome; isn’t a set standard; not aligned; need a global reporting standard; global standard would mean less work within companies; report on CSRD likely to tick boxes for other reporting standards; 

	Challenges with the CSRD 
	Burdensome  
	‘The pushback was severe. The answer has been to delay, push back the deadlines. It’s coming our way and it is just giving people more time to prepare, but it’s there’ (Participant A). 

‘Of course it’s burdensome. We’re talking about 1142 data points that they potentially have to report on’ (Participant C). 

‘70% of it is narrative text and if that’s burdensome then you just haven’t engaged with people internally. It’s a massive framework and it’s going to take a lot but if you don’t put enough effort and people on it, yeah of course it’s going to be even worse for you.’ (Participant C).

‘I think part of the issue of the burden is that within Europe there is so much coming at us. You know, were grappling with the CBAM and the deforestation act at the moment and while I know the EU, it’s all interconnected, so you know there’s some sort of overlap like CS Triple D, they say if you’re reporting under CSRD then it’s that you don’t have to do a certain report, but there’s just so much in the holistic picture that I think there’s a feeling of just, it’s just too much and CSRD covers so much’ (Participant D). 
	Severe pushback against the regulations; delays; pushback deadlines; more time to prepare; unnecessary bureaucracy; not good for business; Burdensome; 1142 data points; not all the data is reportable to; material topics; majority is included; 70% narrative text; lack of engagement internally; massive framework; needs effort; too comprehensive; difficulty is the data; all-encompassing; too much regulation; all interconnected; overlap on regulations; CSRD covers so much; burdensome to deliver; cost of compliance outweighs the goal; smaller companies will struggle; complicated; complex language; too ambitious;

	
	Excuse for not taking action
	‘Companies are hiding currently behind this increased scope of disclosure requirements put on them and basically hiding behind that to say, well we have so much to do that we don’t have enough information, we don’t have the right data to be able to take action’ (Participant C). 

‘There’s always going to be some companies that use the burden as an excuse for not complying, but I think there’s a role to play here in enforcement both from regulators and also the pressure from NGOs etc.’ (Participant G).

	Inability to formalise action plans; inability to do any fundamental change; hide behind reporting burden; hide behind data burden; hiding behind increased scope of disclosure requirements; 

	
	The CSRD is a tick-box exercise 
	‘It’s going to be a tick box exercise the first year because it’s a new thing. It’s so hard, so big that it’s hard to do it with the purpose of basically saying this is our new strategy, this is our whole new way of operating. That’s why they’re giving you the short, medium, and long term timeline targets to work towards. Just so you can stagger it yourself as well so you don’t go under because at the end of the day, if you’re a public company you have to create shareholder value’. (Participant C). 

‘I think this is quite normal for a new reporting that you introduce. You need to collect maybe 1/2/3 years figures. You can then derive trends, but you can also observe. If you already have a target, you can observe performance against a target or not. You can check where you have bigger issues, where you don’t, maybe where the issues were smaller than you anticipated. So I think, yes, maybe in year one it’s a tick-box exercise’ (Participant E). 

	Going to be a tick-box exercise; it’s new; it’s difficult; short, medium and long-term timeline targets; stagger the reporting; quite normal for a new reporting standard; mid-term is where changes are likely; 

	
	The CSRD will fail if it becomes tick-box exercise
	‘I’m scared that we’re going to sit in five years’ time and basically it’s just another compliance exercise. If this is just flavour of the week and then it’s gone in five years’ time, we as a society have failed because then we haven’t taken the biggest threats to us as serious as we need to, and obviously climate being a massive one, but the social aspect is humungous’ (Participant C). 

‘I think it’s fair to say that it will fail if it becomes just a tick-box exercise. But then I think it’s important to think about what the CSRD is trying to achieve. If it’s about reporting and changing businesses approach to sustainability, then yes it will fail if businesses aren’t using it correctly. If the CSRD is more about driving investment then I think it doesn’t matter whether it’s a tick-box, ultimately those companies will then fail to attract external investment, so it’s really not going to be worth their while in the long run’ (Participant F). 
	Just another compliance exercise; gone in five years’ time; will have failed; not taken seriously biggest threats; 

	
	The effectiveness of the CSRD will depend on how it’s enforced
	‘I think also whether it’s effective or not I think will partly in my view rely on, or be related to, how it’s enforced and how reputationally it will kick-in’ (Participant D).

‘It becomes just a sort of compliance tick-box and that’s why I say I think you know it’s the reputational piece and whether the company is going to be hauled up, because you could disclose what your emissions are in your plan, but a lot of the data points are just narrative and there’s no set target for it, so I wonder whether companies are going to be hauled up and held to account’ (Participant D).  

‘Enforcement will play a key role, but ultimately this is left to regulators to ensure enforcement stands up to scrutiny, if not then it’s really not a deterrent for non-compliance’ (Participant G). 

	Enforcement is key; holding companies to account; 

	
	Implementation  
	‘Success would be if what they planned is also implemented because we are see already now that things are being postponed because they were way too ambitious’ (Participant E).

‘Success would be if they have issued everything that they’ve promised and they have the companies reporting to it that were in the plan, in their stage plan each year and if they also have a clear view on the strengths and weaknesses, maybe fed back by the auditors. It will be interesting to see what they can take from it as improvements as well because there are a lot of unclarities at the moment on how to report things, what you want to say with that’ (Participant E). 
	Implementation is an indicator of success; companies within scope reporting to the CSRD; clear view on its strengths and weaknesses; consider improvements; tackle the unclarities that exist; 

	Success for the CSRD 
	Driving investment into greener projects
	‘You can basically see does that make sense or not, and then you can from that take an investment decision and say these are the ones we want to work with and this is where the key point comes right because the investor will also have to report on what they put their money into’ (Participant C). 

‘With the CSRD you don’t only have to disclose, but you also have to disclose how you reach you targets, so they are forcing indirectly also the companies to do something about the ESG profile and at the end it’s about creating transparency to guide financial streams, to guide investors’ (Participant E). 


	Pressure on investors; pressure on financial services; disclosure how you reach targets; forcing companies to act on ESG; creating transparency; guide investment; opens up to more green investments; 

	
	A driver of change
	‘I really hope that it actually drives changes within business because I think sustainability comes up against a lot of issues with just the capitalist model and you know shareholders and that will drive shareholder returns and that’s the very short-term view of companies and profit. Sustainability needs to be looked at much more long-term. So I guess one of the things with the CSRD is whether it actually pushes companies to look more longer term at both the resilience of the company and the opportunities and strengths of the companies and to shift their business models’ (Participant D). 

‘The CSRD is kind of like the initial snowball that starts rolling down the hill that helps companies drive forward the transition, so I hope it sparks the chain of transition that forces companies to look more long-term and try to ultimately look at their business role and strategy in line with sustainability’ (Participant D). 

‘I’d like to look back in a few years’ time and see that we’ve actually delivered change, that we’ve made things better both in terms of the environment and also in terms of lifting people out of poverty etc etc. Reporting has a role to play in this, the CSRD has a role to play in this’ (Participant G). 
	Driver of change; shareholder value; push for a longer-term view; look at resilience; identify strengths and opportunities; shift business models; drive the transition; role and strategy in line with sustainability. 

	Perceptions of the NFRD 
	Complicated  
	‘The sustainability disclosure requirement was a separate report, didn’t have to be audited and it was a number of frameworks to report on. Which means you can’t compare and contrast between companies.’ (Participant C). 
	Too complex for some companies; didn’t take it seriously; separate report; cannot compare and contrast; number of frameworks; 

	
	Failure to align with financial reporting 
	‘By putting it together with the financial results it makes the most sense ever because it’s the only way to bring it up to the same level of importance for anyone reading it, which the NFRD didn’t do’ (Participant C).

‘I think it’s right to bring it [CSRD] in line because I think there’s a lot of robustness around the financial reporting and I think that’s where a lot of companies stick sustainability reporting under their finance departments because of that, that sort of financial control because of the robustness that they’ve already got within that function’ (Participant D).  

‘I think it’s good that we lift up the non-financial reporting to the same level as financial reporting, but I think it takes time and people are a bit impatient on this one’ (Participant E). 

	putting together with financial report makes most sense; same level of importance; robustness around financial reporting; finance departments leading on sustainability reporting; sustainability report will be a lot of text, figures, tables and legal language; several hundred years to reach standardised financial reporting; take more than three to five years; 

	Perceptions around mandatory reporting
	The voluntary system didn’t work 
	‘I get the sense with regulators that they’re a bit like, well we gave you voluntary and you didn’t do it, so we’re slapping with mandatory because we need action. I don’t think enough companies did the voluntary and then I think also with voluntary there’s always a sense that you can pick and choose a little bit more of what you disclose because it’s voluntary’ (Participant D). 

‘I think it’s clear that previous reporting standards haven’t worked – there was just too much leeway in what companies were reporting on and didn’t. I’m not sure if it was a case of businesses not taking it seriously enough, but clearly the EU have said OK it didn’t work so what can we do to make it stronger.’ (Participant F). 
	Voluntary reporting didn’t work so bringing in mandatory; need action; not enough companies did voluntary; pick and choose with voluntary; mandatory much more prescriptive; disclose certain topics with mandatory; 

	
	Mandatory reporting as a tick-box exercise 
	‘The first year is a compliance exercise, no questions asked. It’s going to be a tick-box exercise. Make sure you can report on what it is you have to report on, no questions asked. Do that and that’s probably going to be year one or year two sometimes’ (Participant C). 

‘There are some companies that don’t really care about sustainability, they’re like ‘it is what it is’ and I don’t think the CSRD is going to do anything to change that, but there’s just going to be more reports saying that’ (Participant D). 

‘Failure of the CSRD would be if it becomes just a tick-box exercise. Everybody’s a bit like “we’re drowning under compliance” and then it becomes we just need to comply without thinking more holistically about the picture’ (Participant D). 

‘While I think it’s possible that some companies will see mandatory reporting as purely a tick-box exercise, I think that’s the same companies that are unlikely to be doing anything on sustainability anyway. The companies that are actually acting in a sustainable way, making changes to their business models etc etc, won’t or shouldn’t be concerned with mandatory reporting. In fact, they’re likely to be fine with it as they’ll be reporting anyway. The issue just comes over the increased burden that they face in meeting the actual requirements, rather than the actual reporting per se’ (Participant F). 
	Some companies see mandatory as a tick-box exercise; companies that see mandatory as a tick-box will fail; failure will be picked up by the analysts; auditors will fail companies that just tick the box; reputational risk; first year a compliance exercise; make sure you can report on what you have to; don’t think the CSRD will change companies that don’t care about sustainability; just more reports overall; tick-box as companies drowning under compliance; comply without thinking holistically; 

	
	
	
	

	Aligning sustainability reporting with financial reporting 
	Positive step forward 
	‘You have to have it in your annual account, meaning you are literally taking it away from being seen as lesser to being seen as equal to your financial recording, which historically has been what you so assess companies or all of a sudden you’re bringing it up to the same level, which means that you cannot hide anymore’ (Participant C). 

‘Alignment with financial reporting is a hugely important part, it’s saying that reporting on sustainability is as important, and that’s a positive step-forward. I’m not entirely sure if it’ll happen overnight, I think seeing them both equally may take some time, but it’s definitely the way forward’ (Participant F). 

‘This is basically the EU stating the importance of the CSRD, we’re going to ensure that sustainability reporting is aligned to financial reporting because you all believe that financial reporting is vital, and we believe that sustainability reporting is equally important – it’s a good move’ (Participant H). 
	Financial standards enabled compare and contrast; moving to alignment with financial reporting gives same level of importance; less ability to hide; private credit market early adopters due to requirements from institutional investors; 

	Sustainability reporting and the Sustainable Development Goals 
	Improved outcomes on the SDGs
	‘The CSRD is like the x-ray for a surgeon before the surgery. You cannot do the surgery without the x-ray, which means the CSRD the disclosure is the x-ray before you can do anything. With carbon you have already done the x-ray because you’ve already done that work, so why don’t you act on it?’ (Participant C). 

‘If companies take action and improve, yes. There is mapping and the standards were developed with the sustainable goals in mind’ (Participant E). 

‘Look I think that’s, that’s ultimately their aim – that’s why there’s such a focus on the value chain. But, what I would say is that I’m not sure it’s their primary aim. I think they’re aiming more to drive green investment and that may ultimately deliver better outcomes on the SDGs, but who knows? I think it’s something that will take time, it’s not something we’ll see immediately’ (Participant F). 
	CSRD disclosure highlights sustainability gaps; impossible to ignore; will see action taken; ultimately the aim; focus on the value chain; not immediate; focus on driving green investment; lead to better outcomes eventually; 

	
	There’s a concern that a backlash against the reporting burdens could lead to a lack of progress on the SDGs
	‘You do hope that it [CSRD] would drive better alignment to the SDGs, but I do wonder whether, because there’s a lot of backlash at the moment within Europe and outside of Europe of some of these legislation pieces. For example, the deforestation Act – a lot of countries were pushing for a delay or an amendment and I wonder whether there’ll be more of a backlash against this overburden and compliance because CSRD is going to take a lot of work’ (Participant D). 

‘Politics always plays a role, after all they are regulations imposed by politicians and when politicians change, regulators and ambition can change. However, that’s less likely with a system that’s in place and working well – after all there’s no real cost to regulators on this, most of the cost burden lies with the businesses and if it drives growth in local economies then I don’t think they’ll be minded to change it much’ (Participant H). 
	Backlash in EU; backlash outside EU; delays; amendments; overburden; politics; regulators. 

	Ethical duty of business 
	Duty to report on sustainability
	‘As a company now, if we look at the world and the state of the world and then how far we’ve gotten from where we could solve mass produced things in situations where the standard of living was so bad, but no one really cares because you know, out of sight out of mind. It’s not the world we live in anymore, the world is much smaller because of the news flows which means the end consumer is so much more aware of what they want and what they don’t want and what they consider to be OK and not OK that the company has to respond’ (Participant C). 

‘I think there is a duty for companies to look after communities in the broader sense, and the planet. Because ultimately if companies don’t do something and don’t act ethically then we won’t have a planet and we wont have communities’ (Participant D). 

‘Shouldn’t it be the case that companies are motivated by themselves yeah? That everybody understands why we should be doing that and I think that’s a balance between sending out regulation and trying to make it attractive from a business perspective. But, we are investing a lot of resources in creating this report but at the end when we publish our report next year, we haven’t improved the world really’ (Participant E). 

‘Without a doubt. If I think about my children and future grandchildren, then surely we have an ethical duty. What sort of parent would I be if I just gave up and left it to future generations. The evidence is right in front of us, therefore it’s our duty to do something’ (Participant G). 

	Smaller world; information flows; duty; communities; planet; future generations; identify risks. 

	Perception of other reporting frameworks 
	Alignment with the CSRD 
	‘The ISSB will work to incorporate more and more standards. Will we then cover more and more topics? In my opinion, that’s where it’s going I believe. The ISSB have already come out with a paper saying this is how we can apply to social. They are trying to work on getting aligned with the CSRD because it’s so much more detailed, prescribed, detailed disclosure requirements than the ISSB’ (Participant C). 

‘There’s some work on alignment going on right now, but ultimately what I would say is that this still means that we have lots of different reporting mechanisms – we need one we need a global one, whether that’s ultimately the CSRD or the ISSB time will tell, but I do think that other frameworks aligning to the CSRD shows which one is the most relevant right now’ (Participant H). 
	CSRD detailed disclosure; country alignment; complexity; different reporting mechanisms; relevance.

	Assurance
	Importance of assurance 
	‘Again, with the assurance on top of that, you cannot just make it up and say, oh we’re going to be carbon neutral or water neutral by next year. It doesn’t work like that. It’s basically taking it from a way of saying we can, we can push the envelope at bit’ (Participant C). 

‘I always think that having someone take a look at your report and say yes this is accurate, is really important. It provides transparency and enables people to know that they’re viewing something that has been assured and isn’t a document claiming things that aren’t accurate’ (Participant F). 
	Audited; scrutiny; unable to make up content; transparency; accuracy.

	
	Assurance is a work in progress and needs to develop over time
	‘I think assurance companies are also battling with what everything means and how they’re actually supposed to assure it, so I think it’s a work in progress. And I’m not sure how much assurance is going to be weighted until the few years once they kind of get their ducks in a row and understand more about what needs to be assured and how they should assure it’ (Participant D). 

‘We have full speed only for one year, just to not only get the content but also because it’s audited to get all the processes documented, in place and signed off. It’s not only writing a report, it’s also getting the auditors stamp on the whole system’ (Participant E). 
	Work in progress; deeper understanding.

	Greenwashing 
	Holding companies to account 
	‘That’s what the CSRD is there to do right? Give you the backing to be able to say and prove that this is what you plan and how you’re going to get there’ (Participant C). 

‘Potentially over time, I think it’s going to be easier for third parties to hold companies to account on the greenwashing front because you’re disclosing a vast amount more public information than you ever have before. I think it’s just going to take time and I don’t know how much of an immediate impact it’s going to have apart from a lot of compliance work’ (Participant D). 
	Accountability; corporate citizen; role of third parties; greenwashing; calling-out; backing; public information; compliance work; drive improvements. 

	
	Minimising incidents of greenwashing 
	‘You can never get away from it, even now we find areas where auditors are being called out for sort of colluding with companies. But if it’s going to minimise it and I truly believe it will because you cannot just make a statement’ (Participant C). 

‘I think this goes back to the assurance point. If you have someone looking at a report and saying that it’s accurate then it’s less likely that companies will be greenwashing. I don’t think you can ever get rid of greenwashing, there will always be companies that make claims that maybe can’t fully stand up to scrutiny, but I think we’ll see less of it’ (Participant F). 
	Never eradicate completely; minimise; reputational risk; limit greenwashing; regulations; reduction in over exaggerated claims; assurance.

	The importance of stakeholders 
	Compare and contrast  
	‘So I think about stakeholders, I think it would be helpful because otherwise you’re comparing apples and pears’ (Participant D).

‘Yes, but I’m not sure if consumers will go to a webpage and look at their sustainability statement. I think they are much more attracted to logos and certificates on their products’ (Participant E) 


	Key point of the CSRD; compare one company to another; role of digital; investment community.
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