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	Outline of Topic with Rationale for doing it:
The objective of this research study is to determine whether the European Commission’s mandatory Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) is likely to lead to an improvement in sustainability reporting or whether it will ultimately be seen as a ‘tick-box’ exercise. 

The rise in reporting on environmental and social issues grew exponentially in the 1990s following growing pressure from consumers and NGOs (Kolk, 2003). However, while the number of companies recognising the importance of reporting on sustainability issues grows (KPMG, 2022), there remains a gap between the information needed by stakeholders and the information that is provided by businesses (European Commission, 2022). 

Sustainability reporting is the disclosure of information on social and environmental impacts and while similar to financial reports (Griseri and Seppala, 2010), determining an organisation’s impacts on environmental and social issues is more difficult (Crane, et al. 2019). 

This is due in part due to the lack of established standards for sustainability reporting compared to that of financial reporting (Griseri and Seppala, 2010) which are based on principles of independence, objectivity, and competence (Qooling, 2023). 

There exist many guidelines for sustainability reporting, including the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI, 2024), the International Organization for Standardisation (ISO, 2024) and the International Sustainability Standards Board (Vaessen, 2023), which all provide guidelines for measuring and reporting on social and environmental impacts. Indeed, by June 2021 there were reported to be 600 Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) reporting standards globally (EY, 2021). 

However, the absence of a globally aligned reporting standard (Picard, 2023) presents a barrier for businesses (EY, 2021). Lynch, Lynch and Casten (2014) argue that the absence of a ‘single set of generally accepted CSR measures and reporting principles’ needs to be addressed if CSR reporting is to achieve the same level of reliability as financial reporting. 

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) consist of 17 integrated goals and 169 targets which set out ambition to address the global challenges facing the world (United Nations, 2023). Both the GRI (GRI, 2023) and the ISO (ISO, 2023) incorporate the SDGs into their reporting standards (Frey, 2023). 

A report by the United Nations (2023) shows that while progress on around half of the SDGs is ‘weak’, overall reporting on corporate sustainability has increased. However, despite this increase, the European Commission questioned the credibility of current reporting and cited evidence that it does not always address major areas of sustainability (European Commission, 2022). 

The Commission identified a requirement for a ‘robust and affordable reporting framework that is accompanied by effective auditing practices to ensure the reliability of data and avoid greenwashing and double counting’ (European Commission, 2022). 

In 2023, the European Commission introduced the CSRD. Under the Directive the Commission was required to introduce a set of standards for what a reporting entity must disclose about its material risks and opportunities on issues relating to ESG (European Commission, 2023). 

The aim of the CSRD and the ESRS is to improve transparency on sustainability reporting to provide investors with access to information around a corporation’s impact on social and environment issues, which in turn aims to enable better financial decision making (European Commission, 2023), guiding investment towards ensuring the EU meets its goals under the European Green Deal (L, 2023). 

This is not the first time the Commission has introduced mandatory reporting on sustainability. In 2014 the Commission introduced the European Directive on Non-Financial Reporting Directive (NFRD) 2014/95/EU (EU Commission, 2017). 

However, there is evidence that suggests that the NFRD didn’t lead to increased sustainability outcomes.  Cuomo, Gaia et al. (2022) argue that mandatory CSR reporting ‘did not play any significant role in the promotion of CSR transparency and performance’. While Wagner (2018) argue that too much flexibility and a lack of strong verification processes mean that the Directive was unlikely to bring about better reporting overall. 

Despite the wider scope of the ESRS compared to the previous NFRD, the most recent publication of ESRS has already seen the weakening of some measures that were in the original draft therefore potentially undermining the effectiveness of the CRSD (Ducoulombier, 2023) and denting investor confidence (WWF, 2023). 

Ultimately though the CSRD is argued to be transforming the sustainability landscape (KPMG, 2023) and has led to other countries, most notably the US, adopting their own mandatory reporting measures (US Securities and Exchange Commission, 2022). 

The introduction of the CSRD in 2023 presents a gap in current research into sustainability reporting and the aim of this research study is therefore to identify whether the Directive is likely to deliver a fundamental improvement in sustainability reporting. While it is too early in its implementation to predict fully the future impact of the CSRD, the author will draw upon relevant literature from past initiatives and academic research in sustainability reporting to present an argument on whether mandating reporting through the CSRD is likely to improve sustainability outcomes. 
 
The research study will attempt to answer the following question:  The Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive – An exercise in compliance or a meaningful driver for improvement in sustainability reporting?

To answer the overall 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? 
· Does the move of sustainability reporting into the legal responsibility highlight that corporations are not fulfilling their ethical duty towards stakeholders? 



	Indicative Literature (Theoretical ideas being used or tested e.g. circular economy)):

This research study is concerned with reporting on sustainability, specifically the mandating of reporting. While there is a wealth of academic research which provide deep analysis on the role of sustainability reporting (see Benvenuto, Aufiero and Viola, 2023), research into whether mandatory reporting delivers a fundamental improvement in sustainability and reporting is still limited (Cuomo, et al. 2022). 

Doni, et al. (2020) acknowledge that while mandatory reporting can lead to an improvement in reporting practices, they argue that CSR has been defined as a voluntary practice and therefore reporting should remain voluntary. Griseri and Seppala (2010) also argue that voluntary measures are preferred by governments due to their flexibility. 

However, the principles of effective auditing (Qooling, 2023) can be difficult to achieve under a voluntary reporting approach, which could see reporting being led by the discretion of the manager (Doni, et al. 2020). Conversely though, the likelihood of a ‘tick-box’ exercise, and the absence of external assurances are often viewed as weaknesses of a mandatory approach to reporting (Krasodomska, Michalak, and Świetla, 2020).

The link between the ethical responsibility of corporations and sustainability is increasing (Crane, Matten, Glozer and Spence, 2019) and its effectiveness is reliant on the ability of stakeholders to assess and evaluate performance. The ability to account for environmental performance is one area where stakeholders evaluate the ethical performance of corporations (Crane, Matten, Glozer and Spence, 2019). 

And while Al-Shaer and Hussainey (2022) share this view and argue that society demands a sign that companies view their responsibilities seriously, they also argue that it is difficult to identify truly sustainably responsible organisations due to the lack of a focus on the ethical aspects of sustainability reporting. 

While the use of sustainability reporting by corporations is growing incrementally (KPMG, 2022), this could be attributed to the introduction of government regulations, which have been brought in to encourage the increase of sustainability reporting (Griseri and Seppala, 2010) rather than through a corporation’s view of its ethical responsibilities. 

This research study will therefore draw upon existing theoretical arguments around the ethical responsibility of business through deontological (based on duty), teleology (based on consequences), and virtue theory (a balance between the two extremes) (Fisher, Lovell, and Valero-Silva, 2013). 

However, as ethics is intrinsically related to the harm or good done to people (Fisher, Lovell, and Valero-Silva, 2013) it is therefore vital within any study on the effectiveness and relevance of sustainability reporting to include a discussion around stakeholder theory. 

Stakeholder theory argues that ethical and business decisions are not to be viewed separately and that most business decisions ultimately have an ethical content (Freudenreich, Lüdeke‑Freund, and Schaltegger, 2019). Indeed, Freudenreich, Lüdeke‑Freund, and Schaltegger (2019) argue that any behaviour viewed as unethical can result in stakeholders withdrawing their support and threaten the continued operation of the business. 

By expanding on stakeholder theory, the author will explore the role of sustainability reporting in addressing stakeholder needs through by drawing on legitimacy theory and the role of a ‘social contract’. 

Legitimacy theory argues that organisations are part of a wider social structure, and that access to resources are not a given right. However, legitimacy theory has its limitations and as Deegan (2018) argues, strategies will be implemented to address a legitimacy gap and while this often focusses on disclosing information to the public, such as reporting on sustainability initiatives, these disclosures are frequently made for ‘survival’ reasons as opposed to any sense of responsibility. 

By using the theories outlined above, the Author aims to add an important contribution to the growing discussions around corporate sustainability reporting and by focussing on the European Commission’s CSRD, will aim to bring research up to date. 



	Proposed Methodology and methods:

Most research projects take either a quantitative or qualitative approach with each approach offering different benefits. While a quantitative approach offers the researcher the benefit of objectivity and logical reasoning, a qualitative approach offers the benefits of more meaningful and values drive research (O'Dwyer and Bernauer, 2016). 

Ultimately the approach taken should support the objective of the research project and the research methodology should be guided by the research question that is being addressed throughout the project (O'Dwyer and Bernauer, 2016). 

Therefore, as a qualitative approach enables the Author to examine the experiences and perspectives of those with knowledge of the subject area (Savin-Baden, and Howell Major, 2013), it has been determined that this is the best approach for this research project. 

While the author recognises that qualitative research has differing demands compared to quantitative research, such as increased demands on time, effort and analysis (O'Dwyer and Bernauer, 2016), the less static approach that can be achieved through a qualitative approach will enable the researcher to develop a greater understanding of the subject area through ‘observing, listening and discussion’ (O'Dwyer and Bernauer, 2016).

Interviews form the most frequently used strategy within a qualitative research project (DiCicco-Bloom and Crabtree 2006) and due to the credibility of interviews, along with the ability to gather in-depth information and views, the Author has chosen to carry out interviews as part of the qualitative research (Savin-Baden and Howell Major, 2013). 

The Author will use a semi-structured approach with the use of some pre-determined questions, but with the ability to include some additional questions based around the responses of those being interviewed (Savin-Baden and Howell Major, 2013)

As opposed to quantitative research, which uses a larger sample of respondents, qualitative research is often focussed on a smaller group of participants (O’Dwyer and Bernauer, 2016). According to research carried out by Hennink and Kaiser (2022) the decision over the number of interviews to carry out is less about the numbers and ‘more about the ability of data to provide a rich and nuanced account’ of the area being studied. They argue that small sample sizes are effective for qualitative research due to the ability to reach saturation – the point where there are no further insights to be gained by any further interviews (Hennink, and Kaiser, 2022). Therefore, the author will be seeking a sample pool of around ten interviewees. 

Although most of the interviewees will be pre-identified due to their experience with sustainability reporting and the CSRD, there is the likelihood that some interviewees will be recommended by participants through ‘snowball’ sampling (British Research Methodology, 2023). However, the Author aims to minimise any ethical concerns around ‘snowballing’ by ensuring that most interviewees are selected in advance (Statistics How To, 2023). 

The sample group will include representatives from a range of areas all with experience of sustainability reporting and the CSRD, including: 
· Sustainability professionals from the energy sector 
· Representatives from the sustainability consulting sector 
· ‘Green’ financial investors 
· People with experience of the Commission and the development of the CSRD. 

Data analysis is described by Savin-Baden and Howell Major (2013) as one of the most ‘critical’ parts of qualitative research. As opposed to quantitative research analysis, which usually follows a formula procedure, qualitative research analysis involves a more intuitive approach to analysing data (Rucker, 2016). For this research study, it is proposed that the Author will use a thematic analysis where patterns within the data will be identified, analysed and reported (Savin-Baden and Howell Major, 2013). 

The nature of qualitative research means that ethical implications of the research must be considered (Savin-Baden and Howell Major, 2013). The Author has carried out and completed a full review of all ethical considerations, including around informed consent, potential risks and benefits, the selection of participants, transparency, and confidentiality (Savin-Baden and Howell Major, 2013). As the CSRD is a European initiative, special attention has been given to the ethical considerations of participants from outside of the UK. 

A timeline for each milestone to be achieved is below: 
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