
1 Introduction

CSR is a holistic term for “actions of firms that
contribute to social welfare, beyond what is required
for profit maximization” (McWilliams, 2015, p. 1).
Integrating sustainable actions into the core busi-
ness comes into focus and is frequently discussed
as the business case for sustainability (Dyllick and
Hockerts, 2002; Epstein and Roy, 2003; Salzmann
et al., 2005; Schaltegger and Hasenmüller, 2005).
CSR is supposed to cover the so-called triple bot-
tom line including the dimensions economic, envi-
ronmental and social sustainability (Elkington, 1997;
GRI, 2011). The implementation of standards in each
of these dimensions becomes more and more
important for companies, particularly in Western
countries (McWilliams and Siegel, 2001; McWilliams
et al., 2006; Potts et al., 2014). While many guide-
lines concerning economic and environmental sus-
tainability have been introduced over the past
decades, e.g. for the chemical industry (Gladwin et
al., 1995; Hart, 1997; Hoffman, 1999), the implemen-

tation of social sustainability is still seen as chal-
lenging by the industry (CEFIC, 2014; VCI, 2013). 

“Social elements relate to employment charac-
teristics (e.g. diversity of people employed, labor
rights, training) and community relations” (Epstein
and Roy, 2003, p. 84) and thus address the internal
staff on the one hand and the external society on
the other. These aspects are of particular impor-
tance for the chemical industry (CEFIC, 2014). The
safety and working conditions for the internal staff
are crucial to ensure the employability of the work
force (VCI, 2013). Further, it is an important asset in
recruiting new employees, where chemical com-
panies face a strong competition for skilled work-
ers within and across industries (CEFIC, 2014). On
top of protecting their human capital, chemical
companies invest in further education of their staff
(Robertson and Nicholson, 1996). The gap in gen-
der equality among the workers of chemical com-
panies is an additional field that needs to be
addressed by organizations within their CSR initia-
tives.
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At the same time, the chemical industry needs
to build and maintain trust among the public to
secure their license to operate (Hoffman, 1999). In
addition to their environmental activities such as
reducing the pollution caused by their products
and processes and their economic activities pro-
viding secure employment and contributing to ini-
tiating local economic growth, chemical compa-
nies also need to show social engagement. There-
by, they can improve their image as an employer
or business partner and create acceptance in the
local society. To communicate sustainable activi-
ties effectively, many companies use reporting as
an instrument. CSR reports have the advantage of
documenting contents of sustainability activities
in detail and presenting intangible social aspects
of a company’s behavior (Porter and Kramer, 2006).

While research on CSR reports often discusses
the overall advantages and disadvantages of sus-
tainability activities and their reporting, the two
questions addressed in this paper concentrate on
the specific nature of social sustainability report-
ing:

1. Which social sustainability aspects are most
relevant for companies and why?

2. How do social sustainability reports differ and
what influence results on stakeholder benefits?

In order to discuss these questions, 14 CSR reports
are analyzed with regard to social sustainability
indicators suggested by the GRI. To shed light on
the question of relevance of social sustainability
reporting for German chemical companies, the
potential motivations as well as the goals of sus-
tainability management reported by the compa-
nies are gathered and compared to the reported
indicators. Further, the usage of guidelines and par-
ticipating in initiatives is analyzed.

The second question addresses the differences
in social sustainability reporting across companies
and the benefits of social sustainability reporting
for stakeholders. In order to respond to the ques-
tion, the content and scope of reported sustain-
ability aspects are first analyzed qualitatively. The
companies’ CSR reports are summarized according
to their fulfillment of single performance indica-
tors suggested by the GRI guidelines. Furthermore,
identified gaps in reporting are critically discussed
based on the reasoning given in companies’ reports
and in order to highlight the problems for stake-
holders in interpreting social responsibility reports.

2 Theoretical background

In order to understand the background and
analysis of the posed questions, it is necessary to
characterize the concept of sustainability from a
business perspective. Therefore, the following sec-
tion describes the principle and different elements
of sustainability at a corporate level. Subsequent-
ly, the special position of the social dimension is
depicted and sustainability reporting is presented
as a key instrument of sustainable activities.

2.1 Defining sustainability at the corporate level

Sustainability is a holistic concept that applies
to politics and society as well as industry (Clausen
and Loew, 2009; Loew and Rohde, 2013). According-
ly, the principle of sustainability is used at the macro
level as well as the micro level. The latter repre-
sents the company level and thus the contribution
of enterprises and in particular their CSR initiatives
to sustainable development (Clausen and Loew,
2009) as illustrated in figure 1.

Sustainable development refers to the overall
impact of sustainable action and was initially only
characterized as responsible use of natural resources
(Beddoe et al., 2009; Jahn et al., 2013). Discussions
on sustainability are still shaped by the definition
presented within the so-called Brundtland Report
of 1987: “Sustainable development is development
that meets the needs of the present without com-
promising the ability of future generations to meet
their own needs.” (UNGA, 1987, Chap. 2, §1). The con-
cept addresses the three dimensions economy, ecol-
ogy and society, also referred to as the triple bot-
tom line indicating the dimensions to be interlinked
and implemented together (Elkington, 1997). On
the company level, this means that all three levels
should be integrated into operations and handled
equally.

From a business perspective, enterprises shape
the ecological and social environment with their
economic actions (GRI, 2013). In addition to opera-
tionalizing their business goals, aspects of sustain-
ability need to be considered and integrated with
various functional areas. In particular, this includes
risk management, human resources management,
innovation management and strategic manage-
ment (Figge et al., 2002; Loew and Braun, 2009;
Schaltegger et al., 2007). An entrepreneurial model
of sustainability can only be effectively implement-
ed if the sustainable concept is anchored in core
business. The top management should be encour-
aged to make a business case for sustainability to
increase financial performance and competitive
advantages in the long term (Salzmann et al., 2005;
Weber, 2008). Sustainable measures oriented



toward economic goals are seen to be the key to
significantly contribute to corporate success (Orl-
itzky et al., 2003; Salzmann et al., 2005; Weber, 2008).

2.2 Corporate social sustainability

The implementation and organization of sus-
tainability-related management approaches
requires a comprehensive understanding of the
dimensions of sustainability as well as their respec-
tive risks and opportunities (Dyllick, 2003; Haasis,
2008). In this context, it is often criticized that insuf-
ficient attention is put on the social level of CSR
and that it is rather unconsciously involved in strate-
gic measures (Boström, 2012; Dyllick and Hockerts,
2002; Heins, 1998; Vallance et al., 2011; Wagner and
Henle, 2008). In many companies, ecological activ-
ities still constitute the focus of sustainable activ-
ities. However, the increasing pressure from exter-
nal stakeholders urges firms to more social respon-
sibility at all levels in order to ensure safety. Partic-
ularly the chemical industry is obliged to include
aspects of social sustainability in their business
strategies and activities. This presents a challenge
for enterprises as social sustainability is mainly
based on intangible components and includes
aspects that cannot or rarely be visualized by indi-
cators (Jörissen et al., 1999). This fact complicates
to control for social aspects and to measure their
impact.

Social behavior is anchored in social norms and
values and aims to assure socially relevant needs.
Human dignity, justice and prosperity are the foun-
dation of social sustainability in order to ensure
better living and labor conditions in the future (Bun-
destag, 1997). Major issues of corporate social sus-
tainability are for example ensuring diversity and

equal opportunities, health and safety, fair compe-
tition, and preventing forced or child labor and cor-
ruption. Enterprises are encouraged to address all
social spheres of activity, i.e. labor practices, human
rights, product responsibility and society in its enti-
ty (GRI, 2011).

Social sustainability measures need appropri-
ate resources. These resources mainly emanate
from the intangible capital of social and human
values that must be generated and accumulated
by enterprises (Dyllick and Hockerts, 2002; Span-
genberg and Bonniot, 1998). Thereby, social capital
sets the society as a whole into focus, while human
capital refers to the single individual. Thus, the
employees and the social environment compose
the center of business operations (Goodland, 2002;
Spangenberg and Bonniot, 1998). 

Overall, the challenge for enterprises is to sat-
isfy social needs resulting in social acceptability
and legitimacy (Perrini and Tencati, 2006; Porter
and Kramer, 2006). Enterprises can thus benefit
from living social sustainability, particularly through
an improved reputation and image.

2.3 Guidelines for and reporting of sustainability
aspects

In the European Union, CSR is based on a vol-
untary approach and can be integrated into busi-
ness activities and practiced in various forms (Com-
mission of the European Communities, 2001). Com-
panies are confronted with many different guide-
lines and initiatives for their sustainable activities.
Regulations and assistance for the implementa-
tion and fulfillment of CSR measures exist at both
national and international level and are established
by different organizations. In addition to widely

Journal of Business Chemistry 2015, 12 (3) © 2015 Institute of Business Administration 87

The benefits of social sustainability reporting for companies and stakeholders –
Evidence from the German chemical industry

Figure 1 Relationship between corporate sustainability and sustainable development, according to Clausen and Loew, 
2009, p. 19.
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recognized guidelines for sustainability reporting,
e.g. by the GRI, there are also international docu-
ments challenging companies for corporate respon-
sibility in terms of human rights or labor safety. For
the chemical industry, sector-specific initiatives
focusing on corporate social and ecological respon-
sibility, safety and sustainability are also relevant.
Table 1 shows the most important guidelines and
initiatives affecting the German chemical indus-
try.

Although companies can choose of a variety of
guidelines, the social aspects and practices of sus-
tainability often remain neglected as their econom-
ic benefit is often not visible or measurable, at least
not in the short-term (Jörissen et al., 1999; Schal-
tegger et al., 2007). Hence, seized CSR measures
mostly result from a sense of moral or legal obli-
gation. The increasing force from external stake-
holders drives companies to more social responsi-
bility and a social culture. At the same time, corpo-
rate actions provoke reactions from stakeholders
and influence them in turn. Epstein and Roy (2003)
describe this relationship as follows: “[...] sustain-
ability performance and actions are drivers of stake-
holder reactions. It is through stakeholder reac-
tions that managers can accurately translate actions
and performance into the resultant costs and ben-
efits. Furthermore, stakeholder reactions provide
feedback to revise corporate strategy [...].” (Epstein
and Roy, 2003, p. 82).

Therefore, the stakeholder concept introduced
by Freeman (1984) attracts specific interest in the
field of CSR. It describes the reciprocal relationship
between businesses and societal stakeholders. All
stakeholders have a common interest in trans-
parency and an open communication of the imple-
mented sustainability measures and performance
of companies (Perrini and Tencati, 2006). The involve-
ment of stakeholders’ interests in sustainable deci-
sion-making processes is of fundamental impor-
tance (GRI, 2011; Perrini and Tencati, 2006) in order
to minimize wrong choices at an early state, increase
corporate success and ensure authenticity and
acceptability (Hauth and Raupach, 2001; Hentze
and Thies, 2014).

Reporting can be considered as an essential
instrument of sustainability communications
(Hentze and Thies, 2014). CSR reports enable com-
panies to satisfy information requirements of rel-
evant stakeholders and at the same time involve
the stakeholders actively in their business decision-
making processes (Perrini and Tencati, 2006). The
economic benefit of a CSR report consists in both
controlling and exerting a positive influence on the
employees. These reports are as well supposed to
facilitate benchmarking between companies.

Summing up, the internal benefits of sustain-

ability reporting according to GRI (2014) are:

developing vision and strategy on sustainabi-
lity

improving management systems, internal
processes and setting goals

identifying strengths and weaknesses

attracting, motivating and retaining employ-
ees.

External motivations and potential benefits are:

enhancing reputation, achieving trust and
respect

attracting funding

increasing transparency and dialogue with
stakeholders

achieving competitive advantage and leader-
ship.

An overall goal of sustainability reporting for
companies, especially in B2B markets, is a good sus-
tainability rating (as provided by different sustain-
ability rating providers, i.e. by Johnson Controls Inc.
or EcoVadis SAS) to satisfy the demands of cus-
tomers, suppliers (Foerstl et al., 2010; Freeman and
Velamuri, 2008; Lamberti and Lettieri, 2009) and
institutional investors (Campbell, 2006; Wahba,
2008). However, besides these externally motivat-
ed goals there are further goals companies pursue
by their sustainability reporting. Especially for the
social sustainability activities in the chemical indus-
try, these internal motivations are of higher impor-
tance and at the same time not as clear as ecolog-
ical or economic motives.

For preparing and implementing a CSR report,
companies primarily rely on the GRI guidelines. The
GRI specifies those reports as follows: “Sustainabil-
ity reporting is the practice of measuring, disclos-
ing, and being accountable to internal and exter-
nal stakeholders for organizational performance
towards the goal of sustainable development.”
(GRI, 2011, p. 3). Besides the successful implemen-
tation of sustainability strategies, the disclosure of
shortcomings and complications should be part of
a transparent report. It should be a balanced and
reasonable representation of the sustainability per-
formance (GRI, 2011).
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Table 1 Guidelines and initiatives of (social) sustainability.

Guidelines and initiatives
for CSR reports and/or
sustainable action

Aim and content Source

DNK (Deutscher 
Nachhaltigkeitskodex)

“Der Nachhaltigkeitskodex ist nicht nur ein Instrument
zur Berichterstattung, […], sondern gibt Ihnen auch Ori-
entierung zum Nachhaltigkeitsmanagement. Mit sei-
nen 20 Kriterien für nachhaltiges Wirtschaften, [...], hilft
der DNK den Unternehmen klarzusehen, was mit dem
Begriff Nachhaltigkeit gemeint ist, den Fokus auf das
Wesentliche zu bewahren und zugleich ihre Verantwor-
tung für Umwelt und Gesellschaft wirksamer und ehr-
geiziger wahrzunehmen.”

RNE (2014),
p. 4

GHS (Globally Harmonized 
System of Classification and
Labelling of Chemicals) 

“Given the reality of the extensive global trade in che-
micals, and the need to develop national programs to
ensure their safe use, transport, and disposal, it was
recognized that an internationally-harmonized approach
to classification and labelling would provide the foun-
dation for such programs.”

UN (2013), 
p. 3

GPS (Global Product 
Strategy)

“The International Council of Chemical Associations
(ICCA) launched the Global Product Strategy (GPS), in
2006, to advance the product stewardship performance
of individual companies and the global chemical indus-
try as a whole.”

ICCA (2006)

GRI Guidelines

“The GRI Reporting Framework is intended to serve as
a generally accepted framework for reporting on an
organization’s economic, environmental, and social per-
formance. It is designed for use by organizations of any
size, sector, or location. […] The GRI Reporting Framework
contains general and sector-specific content that has
been agreed by a wide range of stakeholders around the
world to be generally applicable for reporting an organi-
zation’s sustainability performance.”

GRI (2011),
p. 3

ILO (International Labour
Organization) Declarations

“The main aims of the ILO are to promote rights at work,
encourage decent employment opportunities, enhance
social protection and strengthen dialogue on work-rela-
ted issues.”

ILO (2009)

ISO (International 
Organization for 
Standardization) 26000

“ISO 26000 provides guidance on how businesses and
organizations can operate in a socially responsible way.
This means acting in an ethical and transparent way
that contributes to the health and welfare of society.”

ISO (2011)
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Guidelines and initiatives
for CSR reports and/or
sustainable action

Aim and content Source

OECD Principles

“The mission of the Organisation for Economic Co-ope-
ration and Development (OECD) is to promote policies
that will improve the economic and social well-being of
people around the world. [...] We work with governments
to understand what drives economic, social and envi-
ronmental change. We measure productivity and glo-
bal flows of trade and investment. [...] We set interna-
tional standards on a wide range of things, from agri-
culture and tax to the safety of chemicals.”

OECD (2015)

OHSAS 18001 (Occupational
Health and Safety Assess-
ment System)

“OHSAS 18001 is an Occupation Health and Safety Assess-
ment Series for health and safety management systems.
It is intended to help an organizations to control occu-
pational health and safety risks. It was developed in
response to widespread demand for a recognized stan-
dard against which to be certified and assessed.”

OHS Group
(2007)

RC (Responsible Care) 

“Responsible Care is the global chemical industry’s envi-
ronmental, health and safety (EHS) initiative to drive
continuous improvement in performance. […] It focuses
on new and important challenges facing the chemical
industry and global society, including the growing public
dialogue over sustainable development, public health
issues related to the use of chemical products, the need
for greater industry transparency, and the opportunity
to achieve greater harmonization and consistency among
the national Responsible Care programs currently imple-
mented.”

ICCA (2010),
p. 4

SA8000

“The intent of SA8000 is to provide an auditable, volun-
tary standard, based on the UN Declaration of Human
Rights, ILO and other international human rights and
labour norms and national labour laws, to empower and
protect all personnel within an organisation’s control
and influence who provide products or services for that
organisation, including personnel employed by the orga-
nisation itself and by its suppliers, sub-contractors, sub-
suppliers and home workers.”

SAI (2014),
p. 4

UNGC (United Nations 
Global Compact)

“Corporate sustainability starts with a company’s value
system and a principled approach to doing business. [...]
By incorporating the Global Compact principles into stra-
tegies, policies and procedures, and establishing a cul-
ture of integrity, companies are not only upholding their
basic responsibilities to people and planet, but also set-
ting the stage for long-term success.”

UN (2015)
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Companies Number of
employees 2013

Sales 2013 
(€ million)

Altana AG 5,700 1,765

Aurubis AG 6,600 12,346

BASF SE 112,000 73,973

Bayer AG 113,000 40,157

Brenntag AG 13,000 9,769

Evonik Industries AG 33,500 12,874

H. C. Starck GmbH 3,000 900

Henkel AG & Co. KGaA 47,000 16,355

K+S AG 14,400 3,950

Lanxess AG 17,000 8,300

Merck KGaA 39,000 10,700

Messer Group GmbH 5,400 1,027

Symrise AG 6,000 1,830

Wacker Chemie AG 16,000 4,479

Table 2 Basic data on the chemical companies in the sample, according to companies’ annual reports of 2013.

3 Empirical evidence

3.1 Research approach

A sample of 14 CSR reports from German
chemical companies for the year 2013 is col-
lected from the GRI database (GRI, 2015).
These reports have been submitted accord-
ing to the sustainability reporting guide-
lines (version 3.0 and 3.1) issued by the GRI.
For companies that publish reports in a two-
year rhythm, the most recently available
publication has been selected. The CSR
reports are first investigated qualitatively
regarding their contents and then quanti-
tatively based on their fulfillment of social
performance indicators by the GRI. Infor-
mation on the companies is provided in
table 2.

3.2 Discussing the results regarding qual-
itative content analyses

The CSR reports of the 14 companies are
firstly compared according to their extent

and structure. Table 3 provides an overview about
different attributes and specific social topics includ-
ed in the table of contents in the reports of the ana-
lyzed companies. The analysis of the reporting struc-
ture, i.e. the table of contents, does not allow draw-
ing conclusions on the absence of any sustainabil-
ity issues in the full report. However, as the table
of contents gives a quick outline for interested read-
ers where to find relevant information, it makes
the report an easy to use document for stakehold-
ers.

It can be seen that many CSR reports miss to
address certain social topics in their table of con-
tents. For instance, substantial attributes recom-
mended within the GRI guidelines are partly absent.
Further, a materiality matrix is missing in 6 of 14
reports. A materiality matrix is the graphical pres-
entation of essential sustainability aspects which
companies identify for themselves as relevant and
are willing to report. Thus, reports are not consis-
tent in their composition across companies. Addi-
tionally, only 6 of the 14 reports have received an
external audit by a third party.

The reports have as well been examined in terms
of being in conformity with the different guide-
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Table 3 Overview of the contents of the CSR reports.
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Figure 2 Guidelines and initiatives used in the CSR reports.

93

lines and initiatives for corporations displayed in
table 1. Figure 2 shows the frequency of application
of the different guidelines detected by a keyword
search within the CSR reports. Due to the data
source, all reports use the GRI guidelines and most
of them include voluntary commitments, such as
the chemical industry’s RC initiative mentioned in
12 of 14 cases. More than 70% of the companies
state that they commit themselves to the 10 prin-
ciples on human rights, labor standards, environ-
mental protection and fight against corruption
codified in the UNGC. Concerning the responsibil-
ity for products and services, half of the companies
follow the GHS or GPS. Only little use is made of
the ISO 26000, SA 8000 and the German sustain-
ability codex (DNK).

The usage of different guidelines might result
from the various goals the reporting companies
want to achieve with their reporting. Therefore, a
closer look is taken on the purposes stated in the
CSR reports. Unfortunately, not all of the 14 com-
panies state their aims of sustainability manage-
ment as recommended by the GRI guidelines.

3.3 Results concerning the fulfillment of social
indicators

Ten companies comply with the GRI classifica-
tion of relevant sustainability topics. Nine of those
reports also list the goals of their company’s sus-
tainability management. Table 4 shows the preva-
lence of topics and goals among German chemi-
cal companies. The topics work safety and social

commitment are named in every report of the sam-
ple and therefore seem to play a central role in
social sustainability management. The reduction
of work accidents and support of social projects
are some of the most mentioned goals. Overall, the
goals and major topics named in the CSR reports
seem to be aligned in all reports in the sample.
Goals like the support of social projects are dis-
played in the report when elaborating on social
commitment like sponsoring and local responsi-
bility. The same is true for responsible supplier man-
agement, fostering diversity and equal working
opportunities and the further training for employ-
ees.

Table 5 provides an overview about the fulfill-
ment of indicators organized by categories accord-
ing to the GRI guidelines (only indicators that are
included in both version 3.0 and 3.1 are analyzed).
Definitions for every indicator are included in the
appendix and sorted by the categories labor prac-
tices and decent work, human rights, society and
product responsibility. The most frequently fulfilled
indicators for each category are highlighted in grey
in the respective columns.

It has to be kept in mind that some indicators
are core indicators (bold) and some indicators are
designated as additional indicators (italic). The
analysis shows that core indicators are more often
fulfilled than additional indicators, which are reflect-
ing emerging practices or topics only affecting some
organizations. However, it is striking that none of
the core indicators is met by all 14 companies in
the sample. Another issue is that “fulfillment” of
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Table 4 Topics and goals named in companies’ reports.

Sustainability topics
Frequency
of 
occurence

Goals of sustainability
management

Frequency
of 
occurence

Occupational safety and health
protection 10 Reduction of occupational acci-

dents 8

Social commitment1 10 Support of (local) social projects
and social responsibility 5

Education, further training and
employee development 7 Development and expansion of a

responsible supplier management 5

Compliance (fight against cor-
ruption and fair competition) 7 Increase of the female share 5

Megatrends2 7 Increase of product performance
and product security 4

Human rights 6 Trainings for employees 3

Diversity and equal opportunity 6 Compliance training 2

Responsible supplier manage-
ment 6 Talent Management 2

Product responsibility and pro-
duct security 6 Increase of the employee satisfac-

tion 1

Employee satisfaction 4 Support of diversity 1

Job security 3 Development of a compensation
system 1

Trust and reputation as well as
transparency and credibility 3 Increase of the job attractiveness 1

Cooperation (communication)
with stakeholders 3 Expansion and receipt of

employee‘s know how 1

Youth development and perso-
nal commitment 3 Increase of life quality 1

Attractiveness of the employer 2 Improvement of working conditi-
ons 1

Compensation 1 Flexibility of working hours 1

Increasing regulations 1

Increasing consumption 1

∑ 86 ∑ 42

1 Social commitment includes fundraising/sponsoring, social progress, sustainable value creation 
for the society, health and security for the population, local responsibility.

2 Megatrends include urbanization, demographic change, population growth, poverty, globalizat-
ion.



an indicator is not necessarily enabling a valuation
of a company or pointing to a “good” social per-
formance, but only indicating the provision of the
required information.

From a total of 350 core indicators in the sam-
ple, 65% are fully reported. The percentage of report-
ed additional indicators (n= 210) sums up to only
34%. More than half of the additional indicators
(60%) are not considered in the social sustainabil-
ity reports under analysis. The share of reported
core indicators in relation to the total number of

indicators (n= 560) is 40% and 13% for fulfilled addi-
tional indicators. The low values indicate that the
additional social indicators have little relevance for
companies.

Figure 3 shows the fulfillment of 40 social per-
formance indicators by company. There is a differ-
ence between a total, partial and non-fulfillment.
As can be seen, results range from 31 fulfilled and
2 unfulfilled indicators for Aurubis to Brenntag with
only 8 fulfilled and 30 unfulfilled performance indi-
cators. It is obvious that there are major differences
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Number of companies
fulfilling the indicators

Performance indicators of the category:
Labor practices & decent work

LA1 LA2 LA3 LA4 LA5 LA6 LA7 LA8 LA9 LA10 LA11 LA12 LA13 LA14

fulfilled 9 7 5 9 11 5 8 12 4 3 9 8 7 7

partly fulfilled 4 5 - 1 - 1 6 1 1 7 - 3 6 3

not fulfilled 1 2 9 4 3 8 - 1 9 4 5 3 1 4

Performance indicators of the category:
Human rights

HR1 HR2 HR3 HR4 HR5 HR6 HR7 HR8 HR9

fulfilled 5 6 4 12 10 10 10 3 4

partly fulfilled 3 3 4 1 - 2 2 1 -

not fulfilled 6 5 6 1 4 2 2 10 10

Performance indicators of the category:
Society

SO1 SO2 SO3 SO4 SO5 SO6 SO7 SO8

fulfilled 11 11 12 8 12 6 8 9

partly fulfilled 1 2 - 3 1 - - 1

not fulfilled 2 1 2 3 1 8 7 4

Performance indicators of the category: 
Product responsibility

PR1 PR2 PR3 PR4 PR5 PR6 PR7 PR8 PR9

fufilled 10 2 12 2 6 9 1 4 7

partly fulfilled 1 - 2 - 3 2 - - -

not fulfilled 3 12 - 12 5 3 13 10 7

Table 5 Fulfillment or lack of the GRI’s social indicators in companies’ reports.



in the scope of addressed fields. Companies fulfill-
ing more indicators give a deeper insight into their
social responsibility management and can be seen
as a positive example in relation to other compa-
nies. However, the scope does not always directly
reflect the status of social responsibility manage-
ment within a company.

Reasons for not fulfilling or rather not report-

ing individual social indicators are only rarely stat-
ed in the CSR reports. In the majority of cases, the
non-fulfilled indicators are not listed in the GRI
index at all. Justifications for non-fulfillment can
only be found in the reports of Altana, BASF, Evonik,
K+S and Merck and are summarized in table 6.
Repeatedly stated reasons for non-fulfillment are
a high effort for the acquisition of appropriate data
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Figure 3 Fulfillment of social indicators by company.

fulfilled
partly
fulfilled
not 
fulfilled

Influences and reasons for not complying with the
GRI guidelines Performance indicators (company)

Too high/inadequate effort LA1, LA2, LA3, LA4, HR3, SO1 (Altana)
Implementation and registration does not present an improve-
ment potential LA6, PR1 (Altana)

Requirements are not asked resp. are not known
LA10, HR 8 (Merck)
HR2, PR6, PR9 (K+S)
HR8, PR2, PR4, PR7, PR8 (Altana)

The result of the indicator is not significant and/or too global LA5, LA10, LA14, HR4 (Altana)

Indicator is not relevant (e.g. due to the business activity in the
B2B-sector)

LA9, HR7, HR9, SO6 (Altana)
PR6 (K+S)
PR7, PR8, PR9 (BASF)

For reasons of trust
HR1 (Evonik)
HR1, SO8 (K+S)
SO4 (Altana)

Information is placed elsewhere (e.g. annual report)
SO7, SO8, PR2, PR4 (BASF)
SO7, SO8, PR9 (Evonik)
PR2, PR4, PR7 (Merck)

Table 6 Influences and reasons for non-fulfillment of social indicators.
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or lacking relevance for the own company. Some
social indicators are also published in other docu-
ments such as annual reports. The only reason men-
tioned for fulfilling indicators is that there are no
incidents within the company and therefore the
indicator is fulfilled. These statements are utilized
by Aurubis, Lanxess and Merck.

4 Discussing implications and conclud-
ing remarks

The analysis of CSR reports by German chemi-
cal companies has shown that the social dimen-
sion is seen as an essential part of sustainable devel-
opment in terms of their strategies and goals. The
reporting of social aspects is preferably based on
the GRI guidelines. Still, many other guidelines are
referred to as well when preparing reports. How-
ever, the results indicate a high discrepancy in social
sustainability reporting relating to the scope and
focus of social topics or performance.

4.1 Which social sustainability issues are most rel-
evant for companies and why?

Although not all companies analyzed have clear-
ly stated their sustainability issues or objectives in
their reports, some social elements seem to have
a higher priority and are reported more often. Occu-
pational health and safety as well as social com-
mitment are most frequently listed, and play there-
fore a central role in social sustainability manage-
ment. The goals of CSR measures named in the
reports are consistent with the frequency of appear-
ing topics in CSR reports as companies primarily
intend to reduce work accidents and to support
(local) social projects. These CSR activities can help
companies to gain decisive competitive advantages,
as both, the internal and external corporate level
are addressed. Overall, the abovementioned aspects
aim to enhance the company’s attractiveness and
thereby facilitate recruiting new employees and
protecting existing human capital. Particularly in
the chemical industry, ensuring safety is of high
importance due to handling hazardous materials
and operating highly complex technological sys-
tems.

Further, the education and training of employ-
ees as well as fostering diversity and equal oppor-
tunities are frequently presented as social sustain-
ability goals. This shows that motives of social
actions aim to increase the working atmosphere
and employee satisfaction in order to strengthen
its own competitive position. In addition, social
commitment generates trust and credibility. Social
sustainability measures allow companies to coun-
teract the unpleasant image of chemical compa-

nies in the public and to cooperate with their envi-
ronment. Still, the activities within the sample are
mainly directed towards employees and therefore
have an internal character.

4.2 How do social sustainability reports differ and
what influence results on stakeholder benefits?

GRI indicators are divided into four categories
in order to give companies a structural guideline
to measure and report social aspects. The analysis
of the reports shows that the degree of fulfillment
between individual performance indicators differs
strongly (see figure 3). Even within the narrow sam-
ple of German chemical companies, large differ-
ences between reported indicators can be observed.
Furthermore, there is no single indicator which is
fulfilled by all of the companies.

It is striking that the category of product respon-
sibility is overall the field with the fewest fulfilled
indicators. With regard to the industrial sector, this
empirical evidence seems rather unexpected since
many chemical products or their production process-
es provide a rather high risk potential. However,
due to the different interpretation by companies,
it is not identifiable if the reporting of indicators
should be assessed positively or negatively. For
example the content of unfulfilled GRI indicators
in the product sector partly includes incidents of
disrespect regarding the product safety. On the one
hand, not reporting those indicators could imply
that the company has not recorded any incidents
or on the other hand, that it does not want to report
about incidents. Furthermore, a fulfillment of these
indicators does not automatically mean that neg-
ative incidents within the company are present as
fulfilling an indicator occurs by giving a positive or
negative feedback. Therefore, an assessment and
adequate comparability cannot solely be based on
the GRI Index. Especially for stakeholders, the com-
parison of social sustainability activities will be
affected if the company has not reported any rea-
sons for non-fulfilled indicators. The transparency
and accountability of social sustainability reports
is thus limited. Companies should enhance the
credibility of reporting by also declaring their weak-
nesses or shortcomings concerning the social indi-
cators. A mere listing of reported guidelines and
initiatives provide stakeholders just a rough view
of the orientation of policies, but state little about
whether and how they are implemented within
the company. This is also referred to as bluewash-
ing (Voegtlin and Pless, 2014).

In summary, the benefits achieved through
reporting on the social dimension of sustainabili-
ty are mostly non-monetary, at least in the short-
term. Transparent and detailed reports can lead to
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improved reputation of the company among stake-
holders. These advantages enable companies to
expand and secure their social and human capital
and provide an enhanced competitive position, for
example in the field of employer attractiveness.
However, a reliable analysis and comparability of
CSR reports is hardly possible as reported guide-
lines and indicators as well as the content of the
CSR reports presented by companies differ widely. 

It can be concluded that social sustainability
reports could create more transparency and pres-
ent a good tool for communication towards stake-
holders in general. However, until reliable guide-
lines which are more straightforward and clear in
their content emerge, the usability of these reports
for companies, stakeholders, experts and inter-com-
pany comparison is rather limited. The next step is
already introduced by the GRI’s G4 guidelines which
further structure and improve the existing guide-
line. It will be highly interesting to see to which
extent future CSR reports will adopt this guideline
and if it is capable to increase comparability of
social sustainability reporting.
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Category I: Labor practices and decent work

Aspect: Employment
LA1 Total workforce by employment type, employment contract, and region, broken down by gender.

LA2 Total number and rate of new employee hires and employee turnover by age group, gender, and region.

LA3 Benefits provided to full-time employees that are not provided to temporary or part-time employees, by significant
locations of operation.

LA15* Return to work and retention rates after parental leave, by gender.

Aspect: Labor/Management relations
LA4 Percentage of employees covered by collective bargaining agreements.

LA5 Minimum notice period(s) regarding operational changes, including whether it is specified in collective agreements.

Aspect: Occupational health and safety

LA6 Percentage of total workforce represented in formal joint management–worker health and safety committees that
help monitor and advise on occupational health and safety programs.

LA7 Rates of injury, occupational diseases, lost days, and absenteeism, and total number of work-related fatalities, by
region and by gender.

LA8 Education, training, counseling, prevention, and risk-control programs in place to assist workforce members, their
families, or community members regarding serious diseases.

LA9 Health and safety topics covered in formal agreements with trade unions.

Aspect: Training and education
LA10 Average hours of training per year per employee by gender, and by employee category.

LA11 Programs for skills management and lifelong learning that support the continued employability of employees and
assist them in managing career endings.

LA12 Percentage of employees receiving regular performance and career development reviews, by gender.

Aspect: Diversity and equal opportunity

LA13 Composition of governance bodies and breakdown of employees per employee category according to gender, age
group, minority group membership, and other indicators of diversity.

Aspect: Equal remuneration for women and men

LA14 Ratio of basic salary and remuneration of women to men by employee category, by significant locations of operati-
on.

Table 7 Definitions of GRI indicators in the guidelines version 3.1, according to GRI, 2011, pp. 31-39. *Indicators not included 
in version 3.0 are marked.

The benefits of social sustainability reporting for companies and stakeholders –
Evidence from the German chemical industry



Journal of Business Chemistry 2015, 12 (3)© 2015 Institute of Business Administration

Category II: Human rights

Aspect: Investment and procurement practices

HR1 Percentage and total number of significant investment agreements and contracts that include clauses incorpora-
ting human rights concerns, or that have undergone human rights screening.

HR2 Percentage of significant suppliers, contractors, and other business partners that have undergone human rights
screening, and actions taken.

HR3 Total hours of employee training on policies and procedures concerning aspects of human rights that are relevant
to operations, including the percentage of employees trained.

Aspect: Non-discrimination

HR4 Total number of incidents of discrimination and corrective actions taken.

Aspect: Freedom of association and collective bargaining

HR5 Operations and significant suppliers identified in which the right to exercise freedom of association and collective
bargaining may be violated or at significant risk, and actions taken to support these rights.

Aspect: Child labor

HR6 Operations and significant suppliers identified as having significant risk for incidents of child labor, and measures
taken to contribute to the effective abolition of child labor.

Aspect: Forced and compulsory labor

HR7 Operations and significant suppliers identified as having significant risk for incidents of forced or compulsory labor,
and measures to contribute to the elimination of all forms of forced or compulsory labor.

Aspect: Security practices

HR8 Percentage of security personnel trained in the organization’s policies or procedures concerning aspects of human
rights that are relevant to operations.

Aspect: Indigenous rights

HR9 Total number of incidents of violations involving rights of indigenous people and actions taken.

Aspect: Assessment

HR10* Percentage and total number of operations that have been subject to human rights reviews and/or impact assess-
ments.

Aspect: Remediation

HR11* Number of grievances related to human rights filed, addressed and resolved through formal grievance mechanisms.
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Category III: Society

Aspect: Local communities

SO1 Percentage of operations with implemented local community engagement, impact assessments, and development
programs.

SO9* Operations with significant potential or actual negative impacts on local communities.

SO10* Prevention and mitigation measures implemented in operations with significant potential or actual negative
impacts on local communities.

Aspect: Corruption

SO2 Percentage and total number of business units analyzed for risks related to corruption.

SO3 Percentage of employees trained in organization’s anti-corruption policies and procedures.

SO4 Actions taken in response to incidents of corruption.

Aspect: Public policy

SO5 Public policy positions and participation in public policy development and lobbying.

SO6 Total value of financial and in-kind contributions to political parties, politicians, and related institutions by country.

Aspect: Anti-competitive behavior

SO7 Total number of legal actions for anticompetitive behavior, anti-trust, and monopoly practices and their outcomes.

Aspect: Compliance

SO8 Monetary value of significant fines and total number of non-monetary sanctions for noncompliance with laws and
regulations.
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Category IV: Product responsibility

Aspect: Customer health and safety

PR1 Life cycle stages in which health and safety impacts of products and services are assessed for improvement, and
percentage of significant products and services categories subject to such procedures.

PR2 Total number of incidents of non-compliance with regulations and voluntary codes concerning health and safety
impacts of products and services during their life cycle, by type of outcomes.

Aspect: Product and service labeling

PR3 Type of product and service information required by procedures, and percentage of significant products and ser-
vices subject to such information requirements.

PR4 Total number of incidents of non-compliance with regulations and voluntary codes concerning product and service
information and labeling, by type of outcomes.

PR5 Practices related to customer satisfaction, including results of surveys measuring customer satisfaction.

Aspect: Marketing communications

PR6 Programs for adherence to laws, standards, and voluntary codes related to marketing communications, including
advertising, promotion, and sponsorship.

PR7 Total number of incidents of non-compliance with regulations and voluntary codes concerning marketing commu-
nications, including advertising, promotion, and sponsorship by type of outcomes.

Aspect: Customer privacy

PR8 Total number of substantiated complaints regarding breaches of customer privacy and losses of customer data.

Aspect: Compliance

PR9 Monetary value of significant fines for noncompliance with laws and regulations concerning the provision and use
of products and services.


