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Abstract 

Post-modern businesses are operating predominantly under economic premises, however, 

recent catastrophes have emphasized the importance of environmentally and socially sus-

tainable business conduct. Claims to equally focus on all three aspects “people, planet, 

profit” have been promoted in scientific and public debates for the past 40 years. 

This Master’s thesis connects Ulrich Beck’s theory of the post-modern World Risk Society 

with the current literary claims for more sustainable business practices. Beck’s theory is 

extended to attribute major responsibilities and power to corporations for the mitigation of 

the negative effects that are threatening today’s world risk society. Accentuating especially 

the implementation of effective sustainability management, social accounting is identified 

as a practical tool that can assist companies to account for their exposure to imminent so-

cial, environmental and economic risks. 

A qualitative analysis of the corporate social reporting of the three leading companies in 

the sportswear industry is conducted to analyze their proficiency as best practice examples 

of sustainability reporting and management. Even though the case companies exemplarily 

report on their environmental and social compliance, it is found that more meaningful 

quantitative social performance indicators will have to be incorporated to complement the 

qualitative descriptions of their social sustainability performance. 

Having assured the case companies’ eligibility as best practice examples, the case analysis 

also investigates how social accounting is currently deployed in their internal controlling 

processes. Several examples are identified that illustrate how social accounting helps to 

capture and assess the global risks, and how it facilitates sustainability management. 

The analysis unfolds that collaboration with stakeholders will help companies to better 

manage the threats that result from unbalanced economic growth aspirations and the com-

petitive pressures of globalization. Particularly the engagement with suppliers and in-

volvement of factory workers in operational optimization projects is stressed as essential to 

strengthen companies’ social sustainability and to improve working conditions in develop-

ing countries. 

Finally, this Master’s thesis concludes that a systemic approach will be crucial to compre-

hensively entrench sustainability in business, governance and society.  
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1 Introduction 

“To die for? How throwaway fashion is costing lives”- “Building collapse in Bangla-

desh leaves scores dead”- “After Rana Plaza: business as usual?” 

These quotations are examples of the newspaper headlines1 that still today refer to the mo-

mentous building collapse of Rana Plaza, one of the major Bangladeshi manufacturing 

sites of several multinational fashion companies, in April 2013. The aim to secure lucrative 

production orders had dominated concerns about mediocre building security standards and 

expedited manufacturing, even though the construction of the building facilities had not 

been properly completed. The catastrophic collapse of Rana Plaza, which caused the deaths 

of more than 1,000 garment workers, is one of the multiple examples of the devastating 

impacts that companies’ sole focus on economic performance might have. Even though 

economic growth is essential for nations’ development and prosperity, excessive exploita-

tion of cheap production in developing countries, which is characterized by less regulated 

labor and safety standards, and the boundless consumption of natural resources or emission 

of toxic substances, impose serious risks on the well-being of nature and society. 

The sociologist Ulrich Beck significantly shaped this discussion on the implications of 

post-modern development. Beck introduced his theory of the World Risk Society which is 

subjected to incalculable interconnected and global risks. In his works, Beck primarily ad-

dresses national governments to take action and cooperate beyond national borders. 

Meanwhile, the prevalent sustainability debate has increasingly centered on corporations’ 

responsibilities to advance not only legal but also ethical business conduct. Popular con-

cepts like Corporate Social Responsibility and sustainable business management have been 

promoted for several decades, and multiple suggestions for relevant concepts and tools to 

implement more sustainable business demeanor have been made. Calls upon companies to 

account for their Triple Bottom Line – namely their economic, environmental and social 

performances – and to equally present all aspects in their annual performance reports have 

found increasing attention. 

Even though Beck’s theory has been adopted for a variety of issues, literary discourse has 

not established any link to the debate around the implementation of better sustainability 

                                                 
1 Quotation of Aquila Magazine (17 November 2014), New York Times magazine (24 April 2013), Social 
Europe Journal (7 November 2014) 
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management, accounting and reporting. This Master’s thesis sets out to fill the gap in prev-

alent literature and to emphasize the connection of both claims. Extending Beck’s theory to 

also recognize the power and potential of globally operating companies to assist in the mit-

igation of post-modern risks, companies’ roles to restrain the environmental and social 

risks that result from unsustainable business conduct are accentuated. Introducing social 

accounting as a practical tool to manage these unaspired negative “side effects” of eco-

nomic growth, the following research question will be discussed throughout this thesis: 

“How can social accounting help corporations account for the negative effects resulting 

from today’s world risk society?” 

In this regard, the use of the verb can will include the assessment of how corporations al-

ready respond, but also what they still need to improve in order to exhaust the full benefit 

of social accounting. Hereby, the following discussion mainly refers to large multinational 

corporations and does not necessarily apply to small and medium-sized enterprises. 

This Master’s thesis will follow a logical sequence to find answers to the posed research 

question. Chapter 2 provides the methodological foundation of this thesis, explaining the 

underlying research philosophy and research approach. Chapter 3 introduces the central 

themes of this thesis and highlights their thematic interrelation. The first part discusses the 

questions of what are the features of the world risk society and of who is responsible to 

mitigate the global risks that result from it. The second part shows how corporations aim to 

manage the risks that are imposed on today’s global society. Relevant sustainability terms 

are clarified to ensure their universal interpretation throughout this thesis. Moreover, cur-

rent sustainability practice is put forward, including a compilation of current sustainability 

management tools, related global guidelines and frameworks. Finally, the fundamental 

shortcomings of both corporate social reporting and social accounting are highlighted, 

which form the basis for the latter analysis and discussion. Chapter 4 outlines the case 

analysis of this thesis. It introduces the sportswear industry and its three leading companies 

– adidas, Nike and PUMA – and justifies their selection for this case study. Furthermore, 

the structure and intentions of the qualitative analysis of the case companies’ corporate 

social reporting and social accounting are delineated. The results of the case analysis are 

detailed and evaluated in Chapter 5. Chapter 6 recapitulates the central statements and 

discusses supplementary topics that are relevant for the future advancement of sustainabil-

ity management. Finally, Chapter 7 concludes with the essential findings of this thesis. 
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2 Methodology 

This chapter will elucidate the theoretical foundation of this thesis

on the nature of reality (ontology) and t

ter distinguishes the basic convictions that characterize the underlying research philosophy. 

The clarification of the philosophical assumptions will assist readers to follow the metho

ological approach and taxonomy, and will substantiate the logical reasoning and concl

sions that are drawn in this thesis. The second part of this chapter will further describe the 

research strategy which is chosen for the data collection and analysis.

rizes the underlying methodological 

view. 

2.1 Research philosophy

“ Old or young lady? Or both?!

This thesis is based on the assumption that different viewers will 

give differing answers for this popular example of an

illustration. Likewise, this simple example can b

illustrate the elementary attitude of this thesis, namely the belief 

that different participants in public and academic life necessarily 

perceive differing realities. 

Referring ontology to the fundamental “ideas about the existence of and relationship b

tween people, society and the world in general

influenced by subjective values and perceptions of reality 

p.13). Rather than advocating the existence of one reali

stance. Hereby, individual perceptions of reality are held to be informed by personal exp

riences and value criteria that

true. Hence, this thesis views reality as being “socially constructed” rather than obje

definable (Saunders et al. 2012, p.132)

Transferring the argument to the epistemological level, this thesis pursues an interpretivist 

approach. Knowledge is regarded as contextual and is based on subjective interpreta

of the issues at hand. The interpretivist 

versal truths and solutions. Instead, it concentrates its understandings on the specific r
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search objects and their environments, as well as the respective norms and conventions that 

are characteristic for these specific examples (ibid., p.137). Acknowledging the complexity 

of the respective research context, this thesis assumes that problems can only be solved in a 

subjective manner, recognizing situational realities and meanings. 

These theoretical convictions about the nature of reality and of human knowledge are evi-

dent in many fundamental decisions throughout this thesis. Examples can be seen in the 

formulation and interpretation of the research question, the discourse with pertinent litera-

ture, analytical methods chosen, or the conclusions drawn (Crotty 1998). 

Establishing a linkage between the two broad topics of the world risk society and the cur-

rent sustainability debate, this thesis serves to connect these closely related themes and, 

therewith, aims to close the current gap in literature that has been overlooked heretofore. 

Clarifying and justifying this thematic connection with the conclusion that social account-

ing can help companies account for the existing global risks, this thesis does not contend 

that this assumption is universally true or exclusive. Instead, this thesis identifies social 

accounting as one effective corporate management tool that can assist companies in ad-

vancing their sustainability performance, and, consequently, in mitigating the negative 

effects that result from unsustainable corporate conduct and that are endangering the world 

risk society. Framing the research question “How can social accounting help corporations 

account for the negative effects resulting from today’s world risk society?” by using the 

verb “can,” it shall be conveyed that the conclusions reached are based on one of the mul-

tiple possible interpretations of the issue and solutions to the global risks that are prevalent 

in the post-modern society.  

Focusing on the example of social accounting as one useful tool to mitigate global risks, 

the further analysis deliberately confines the analytical options and consequent results, 

which are presented in this thesis, to a manageable scale. 

Building on these ontological and epistemological rationales, the detailed motivations for 

the research strategy and analysis will be described in the following chapter. 
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2.2 Research strategy 

This chapter gives a general overview of the research strategy of this thesis. Further infor-

mation on the analysis of the case company data will be provided in chapter 4.3. 

Principally, the data collection and analysis of this thesis entails two basic elements. 

The first element is a comprehensive and thorough literature review. It serves to investigate 

the fundamental themes of this thesis in order to create a general understanding of the na-

ture of global risks, and to provide the knowledge base to determine who is responsible for 

their outbreak and management. It also aims to illustrate the link to the current sustainabil-

ity debate. Realizing that especially global businesses play a major role in the causation 

and mitigation of the global risks, the literature research extends to analyzing how global 

businesses can successfully manage these risks by implementing more sustainable business 

practices.  

Referencing pertinent secondary literature like academic books and journal articles, rele-

vant studies and surveys, selected newspaper articles and tertiary material like established 

sustainability definitions from the Sustainability Encyclopedia, this thesis intends to gather 

and assess a broad base of knowledge and information about current sustainability man-

agement frameworks and tools, and related areas of improvement. What is more, consult-

ing renowned sustainability accounting and business ethics journals, like the Accounting, 

Auditing & Accountability Journal, Accounting, Organizations and Society, The Account-

ing Review, or the Journal of Business Ethics, is regarded as useful to capture relevant – 

similar and divergent – trends in prominent literature (Bonner et al. 2006, p.663; Moser 

2012, p.846). The critical literature review yields the informed conclusion that social ac-

counting can serve as one example to mitigate global risks. This realization shall be exam-

ined further in a subsequent analysis in order to find meaningful indications for answering 

the research question as to how social accounting can be helpful for companies to account 

for the global risks that characterize today’s post-modern society. 

This analysis is the second element and subject of the latter part of this thesis. In chap-

ter 4, the above-mentioned conclusion will be verified with best practice examples of the 

leading companies in the sportswear industry – adidas, Nike and PUMA. The sportswear 

industry received severe criticism in the 1990s and has remarkably improved its sustaina-

bility standards to become one of the most sustainable industries. While the selection of 
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this commendable business sector aims to reflect (potentially) state-of-the-art examples of 

how social accounting can help companies account for the global risks incurred by the 

post-modern society, it will be emphasized that the sportswear industry and its solutions 

are single examples of advanced corporate sustainability management. 

The analysis of the sustainability practices of the case companies adidas, Nike and PUMA 

is based on their recent sustainability reports and other relevant sustainability publications, 

and will be compared to current external assessments and rankings. Even though the deci-

sion to conduct a “multiple case study” – as opposed to analyzing a single case – intends to 

attain a broader representation of current corporate social accounting and, thus, aims to 

ensure more valid conclusions, it is undeniable that this limited representation of three best 

practice examples does not suffice for a generalization of the results (Yin 2014, p.239). 

The investigation of the case companies’ corporate sustainability management involves a 

qualitative data analysis of the statements made in their sustainability publications. The 

relevance of CSR communication on the internet is acknowledged and publicly available 

sustainability reports of the three case companies are used as valid sources of information 

about the case companies’ sustainability engagement and performance (Kim & Rader 

2010; Parguel et al. 2011, p.20). However, being aware that CSR communication on the 

internet is also targeted at conveying an aspired company image to a wide range of website 

users and often serves as a means of “impression management”, the analysis involves 

computer-assisted qualitative research methods to ensure a reliable interpretation of the 

published sustainability data (Guimarães-Costa & e Cunha 2008, p.51). The qualitative 

data analysis software NVivo10 will be utilized to assist the evaluation of the descriptive, 

and sometimes complex, sustainability statements made in the companies’ CSR reports. 

Again, the interpretivist nature of the analysis is obvious, since ambiguous or unclear in-

formation will be contextualized in a case-sensitive manner to facilitate relevant interpreta-

tions of the companies’ sustainability management and performance. 

For the effective analysis of the qualitative sustainability information the coding technique 

will be employed. This involves the identification and aggregation of the major topics of 

the sustainability reports by establishing “codes” as “tags or labels for assigning units of 

meaning to the descriptive or inferential information compiled during a study” (Miles & 

Huberman 1994, p.56). Corbin and Strauss (2008, p.66) describe the process of coding as 

“taking raw data and raising it to a conceptual level.” Hence, the use of coding will permit 
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the classification of the qualitative sustainability information in comprehensible and man-

ageable textual units. The coding facilitates an interpretivist handling of the CSR infor-

mation, allowing to scrutinize and reorganize the codified data (Dey 1993; Saunders et al. 

2012, p.549). Also, the importance and interrelationships of certain themes will be more 

clearly assessable. 

This coding technique forms part of an overall inductive data analysis approach. Inductive 

content analysis refers to conceptualizing the identified sustainability topics and perfor-

mance levels to a more general conclusion. Patton (2002, p.1) summarizes this qualitative 

data analysis approach as allowing qualitative inquirers “to find meaning” in the reported 

data. In this respect, the data analysis will contain an initial evaluation of whether the 

shortcomings, which were identified in the literature research, equally exist in the three 

best practice examples. Moreover, a scoring method will be used to quantify and rank the 

overall proficiency of the case companies’ sustainability reporting. The individual scores 

will be compared with other assessments of the three companies’ sustainability reporting. 

Finally, benefiting from the enhanced functionality of computer-based data analysis op-

tions, other relevant topics and thematic interrelationships will be identified and investigat-

ed further. The computer-based data analysis functions are instrumental in validating the 

ambiguous meanings that are implied in qualitative sustainability reporting in order to infer 

valid interpretations to answer the research question. 

Again, this thesis aims to optimize the chosen research strategy in a way that the inductive 

logic does allow for a more valid interpretation of how social accounting can assist these 

particular companies in addressing global risks, but it does not suggest the universal and 

exclusive applicability for every other case example. Still, this thesis assumes that the so-

cial sustainability measures and performances of these three best practice examples could 

be adopted by other business sectors that are aspiring for the mitigation of global risks.  

In conclusion, the attained results are interpreted as valuable indications of how social ac-

counting can help companies account for global risks, yet, without claiming that these re-

sults are the only solution to this research question.  
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Delimitation 

For the literature review in chapter 3, predominantly publications from the past 20 years, 

which were written in the English language, are selected to give an overview of the perti-

nent literature on the world risk society and on sustainability. Consequently, other relevant 

literature that was published in earlier years or other languages might not be included in 

the literature review, which could have provided additional meaningful insights for the 

formulation of the research question or the analysis of this thesis. 

As this Master’s thesis is written as an individual thesis, a resulting researcher bias might 

be left unchallenged throughout the paper. This researcher bias might be specifically evi-

dent in the performed qualitative case analysis. Regular consultation and dialogue with 

colleagues, other knowledgeable practitioners who are active in the concerned business 

fields and the Master’s thesis supervisor aim to restrain the researcher bias to a minimum. 

In order to generate representative findings to respond to the research question, this thesis 

includes an analysis of the three leading companies in the sportswear industry. The recent 

sustainability advances within the sportswear industry were seen as qualifying this particu-

lar business sector for deeper analysis. However, limiting the analysis to only one focal 

business sector clearly leaves aside meaningful insights from other industry sectors. Also, 

the decision to limit the analysis to three case examples is merely subjective, and was 

made in order to correspond to the formal requirements regarding page count and content-

based validity.  

In order to maintain an equal and objective stance on all of the case companies, a single 

work collaboration with any of the three companies is discarded as unfeasible. Conse-

quently, the analysis does not benefit from access to company-internal data, and only pub-

licly available sustainability reporting can be assessed. The difficulty to infer valuable in-

sight into the case companies’ internal management tools from analyzing external reports 

is acknowledged. However, emphasizing the need to assess the companies’ internal sus-

tainability management to derive meaningful answers to the posed research question, a 

computer-assisted data analysis was deployed to assure the highest possible validity for the 

chosen approach. 
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3 Setting the context – critical review of pertinent literature 

Ulrich Beck’s theory of the World Risk Society describes the context, in which current 

business, governance and the post-modern society are embedded; unbalanced economic 

growth aspirations have undermined health and well-being of nature and society. Beck’s 

theory also forms the background for the discussions of this Master’s thesis. The following 

literature review sets out to recognize Beck’s claims in contemporary literature, and to 

highlight relevant linkages in order to derive possible solutions for the mitigation of the 

imminent global risks. Pertinent sustainability accounting and business ethics literature 

provides relevant insights into current CSR strategies and discusses effective corporate 

tools that foster the implementation of sustainability management. The critical review of 

all pertinent literature will finally lead to the derivation and justification of the research 

question of this thesis. 

3.1 The world risk society and its implications 

In this chapter the characteristics of the world risk society will be introduced. Besides de-

scribing the major risks that are borne by the post-modern society, responsibilities for their 

cause and mitigation shall be discussed. In this regard, the dominant role of companies will 

be inferred. It will be assessed as to what extent Beck’s theory is recognized in pertinent 

sustainability and business ethics literature, and potential congruencies and discrepancies 

will be distinguished. 

3.1.1 Basic characteristics of the world risk society 

The notion of the “risk society” was first introduced by the German sociologist Ulrich 

Beck in 1986 with his book Risikogesellschaft: auf dem Weg in eine andere Moderne, and 

was published in the English language as Risk Society: Towards a New Modernity in 1992. 

This book laid the foundation for a new perception of the characteristics of today’s post-

modern society and of the implications for the world population, science and politics. Over 

time, Beck continued to refine his theory, integrating more aspects of the post-modern so-

ciety’s emerging global dangers such as terrorism, climate change or the Global Financial 

Crisis. 
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According to Beck, today’s post-modern society is facing risks that differ essentially from 

the risks of previous ages. While formerly, risks predominantly encompassed hazards as-

cribed to scarcity and undersupply, in contrast, today’s society is confronted with “risks of 

modernization” as a result of the “development of human and technological productivity” 

and accelerated economic development (Beck 1992, pp.19–21). Beck introduces the con-

cept of “reflexive modernization” to emphasize the new character of risk as “a systematic 

way of dealing with hazards and insecurities induced and introduced by modernization 

itself”  (ibid., p.21). 

The concept of the “risk society” was mainly discussed in sociological literature and be-

sides Beck also the British sociologist Anthony Giddens had a decisive impact on its pro-

motion. Drawing on Giddens’ definition of the “risk society” as an “industrial society 

which has come up against its own limitations,” the notion of “manufactured risk” – in-

duced by human development and the progression of science and technology – is intro-

duced to refer to the above-mentioned development in the post-modern era (Giddens 1999, 

pp.4–6). 

Another decisive distinction of the post-modern society lies in its changed contextual dy-

namics. Due to the globalization of economies, politics and trade, the post-modern society 

is facing risks of a global (rather than a regional) dimension. Globalization has confounded 

the distribution of power and the notion of risks. While global risks have severely impaired 

the lives of a majority of the post-modern society, some industrialists have remodeled 

those new global risks as opportunities for “big business” (Beck 1992, p.23), aiming to 

exploit them as a “prime factor for economic boom” (Beck 1990, p.61). 

3.1.2 Perpetrator and victim – the dual role of corporations in the risk society 

Beck’s observation that companies exploit global risks to promote their businesses is anal-

ogous to claims in pertinent sustainability and business ethics literature. Even though these 

literary claims do not specifically refer to Beck’s works, striking parallels in their argu-

ments can be found. 

With the occurrence of recent economic crises such as the Global Financial Crisis, the cap-

italist system and companies’ mere focus on financial returns were severely criticized. 

What is more, new insights related to devastating ecological destruction, global warming, 
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exorbitant pollution due to increased production, agricultural cultivation or international 

transportation, have ignited debates about the relevance of sustainability. Contemporary 

sustainability accounting literature specifically addresses “economic activity in general and 

corporate and financial growth and success in particular” as “primary sources of un-

sustainability” (Gray 2010, p.59). The Millennium Ecosystem Assessment report, which is 

based on the judgment of 1,360 global experts, confirms that “[h]uman activity is putting 

such strain on the natural functions of Earth that the ability of the planet’s ecosystems to 

sustain future generations can no longer be taken for granted” (Millenium Ecosystem 

Assessment 2005, p.5). Acknowledging that “[c]rises are no longer an aberrant, rare, ran-

dom, or peripheral feature of today’s society,” the criticism has extended the primarily 

scientific debate to a broader societal scrutiny of the profit-dominated pursuit of organiza-

tional interests (Mitroff 2000, p.5). 

Besides the destructive ecological impact, organizations’ dominant focus on economic 

values also bears harmful implications for the social stability and health of society. 

Aslaksen et al. (1999, p.80) juxtapose the benefits and dangers of economic growth in 

claiming that: “Economic growth has increased the potential for a materially more ful-

filling life. But economic growth has a price: It undermines the contributions of house-

holds, communities, and nature, on which all economic activity depends.” Beck (1992, 

p.25) deplores this tendency as “a loss of social thinking” in a highly developed society. As 

a result of the subordination of social considerations, the people who are living in this 

globalized world have limited potential to withstand or escape from the pressures that eco-

nomic and technological expansion impose on them (Smith 2005, p.546). 

Prevalent sustainability and business ethics literature coincides with Beck’s criticism that a 

myopic economic focus impairs the balance of nature and the world society. Welford 

(2002, p.2) amplifies the predominance of economic investment, growth, and competition 

as the mantra of the globalized society and suggests their primacy even above “fundamen-

tal human rights.” The transnationalization of corporate value chains and the outsourcing 

of production as a result of the quest for ever cheaper labor and materials seem to legiti-

mize a subordination of health and safety standards to more compelling economic value 

criteria. Reimer (1998, p.116) claims that “for an increasing number of workers, a new, 

insecure and even 'high risk' labour market has emerged.” Besides lax regulatory systems 

in many developing countries, who, therewith, aim to attract international business, the 
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lack of transnational governance structures often serves as a facilitator for economic ex-

ploitation (Cassel 2001). Welford’s (2002) conclusion that globalization has led to an ex-

acerbation of global inequality and discrimination is supported by Tandon (1999) who ob-

serves that such inequality might especially pertain to a risk of decreased human rights in 

developing countries.  

Beck describes the strategic shift of hazardous production to Third World “cheap labor” 

countries as a “systematic ‘attraction’ between extreme poverty and extreme risk,” which 

is attributable to “a ‘higher acceptance’ of an unemployed provincial population of ‘new’ 

(job-creating) technologies” (Beck 1990, p.59; Beck 1992, p.41). In Beck’s later publica-

tions he typifies the global power imbalances by contrasting the “decision-making nations 

of the centre” with the “victim regions of the so-called Third World” (Beck 2009b). 

While the major harm supposedly lies with the workers in the developing countries, 

Ackroyd and Murphy (2013, p.350) remind of the additional negative consequences of 

outsourced production for the home economy, “the detriment of the working class at 

home.” Increased competition and job insecurity put severe psychological strains on every-

body’s lives. 

Finally, even the global corporations themselves are affected by the “systematic causes that 

coincide with the motor of progress and profit” (Beck 1992, p.40). Specific examples of 

such new business-related consequences have become visible in the agglomeration of eco-

nomic crises, industry or market collapses, resulting in additional costs, legal proceedings, 

reputational losses, or devaluation of capital, to name a few. 

Beck specifies companies’ positions in two ways. On the one hand, Beck substantiates the 

common criticism of corporations’ activities as a primary source of risk in claiming that 

“with the economic exploitation of the risks it sets free, industrial society produces the 

hazards and the political potential of the risk society” (Beck 1992, p.23). On the other 

hand, his theory extends beyond the mere assignment of corporate guilt. Postulating a new 

“distributional logic” of the modern risks, Beck asserts that the contemporary global con-

text effects a breaking up of patterns of class or national boundaries. According to Beck, 

the modern risks induce a “boomerang effect”: Risks are not confined to the targets of eco-

nomic exploitation, but “[r]isks of modernization sooner or later also strike those who pro-

duce or profit from them” (ibid., p.23). Thus, corporations become producers and victims 

of their own exploitative operations (Beck 2006b, p.336). 
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3.1.3 Causation requires mitigation – who manages the global risks? 

Unavoidably, the question arises of who should be responsible for managing those risks 

that, if they are ignored, could potentially lead to catastrophic future scenarios.  

In his recent publications, Beck has explicitly called upon governmental action to handle 

the issues of the post-modern age (Beck 2009b; Beck 2009a, p.18; Beck 2008a, p.80; Beck 

2006a; Beck 2005; amongst others). Strikingly, Beck does not directly address corpora-

tions to account for the risks that are faced by the global risk society.  

Contemporary literature on sustainability, however, often addresses corporations as the 

primary aide in combating global imbalances. In the first instance, Blindheim and 

Langhelle (2010, p.109) refer to the duty to mitigate the risks incurred by the corporations’ 

own business practices: “(…) they [business organizations] are – according to the principle 

– responsible for solving problems they have caused and for helping to solve problems and 

issues related to their business operations and interests.” Examining their role on a more 

superordinate level, corporations are often cited as “not only major risk ‘producers’, but in 

the age of globalization, they increasingly count among the most powerful economic and 

political actors” (Matten 2004, p.395). Corporations’ power mainly derives from their 

transnational organizational structure which allows them to enlarge their direct influence 

over the rules of employment, taxation, regulatory controls or environmental standards, 

and ultimately extends their power to the political sphere (Hertz 2001). National govern-

ments, especially those of developing countries, might respond with “a race to the bottom” 

(President Clinton, cited in Scherer & Smid 2000, p.369) in regards to labor standards or 

environmental protections, as they are inclined to attract more international business in 

order to augment employment and tax payments for the sake of their national economy and 

growth (as it was the case in the introductory example of the collapse of Rana Plaza in 

chapter 1). Thus, multinational businesses come to be the center of power and influence 

(Korten 2001). 

Accordingly, corporations could make use of their authority to amend not least their own 

position as “victims of globalization” and become influential actors in repelling global ca-

tastrophes, if they decided to pursue more sustainable business practices. Giving in to soci-

etal pressures, companies have started to realize such potential. Unfortunately, it seems 

that the corporate actions are more symbolic than effectual, in that they merely tackle the 
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“risk cosmetics,” for instance, by assembling additional purifying filters to reduce emis-

sions of pollutants, rather than addressing the origins and root causes (Beck 1990, p.62). 

Power (2007) confirms that such managerial approaches of companies towards the issues 

of global risks are widespread and seem to be an indicator of a lack of moral commitment. 

Drawing on Beck (2009b, p.8) who denunciates the incapability of modern society to con-

trol the dangers induced by itself “not because of its omissions and defeats but because of 

its triumphs,” it occurs that continuous development and economic growth impede corpo-

rations’ commitment towards more sustainable practices as long as they are sufficiently 

successful. The structural mismatch of companies’ economic benefits as opposed to the 

external costs that their own operations impose on society has already been recognized 

almost half a century ago. It was thematized in 1968 in Hardin’s The Tragedy of the Com-

mons: “The rational man finds his share of the cost of the waste he discharges into the 

commons is less than the cost of purifying his wastes before releasing them. Since this is 

true for everyone, we are locked into a system of ‘fouling our own nest’ so long as we be-

have only as independent, rational, free-enterprisers” (Hardin, cited in Uecker-Mercado & 

Walker 2012, p.270). Despite this apparently early awareness of the need for change, 

Matten (2004a, p.373) criticizes: “Companies in general have taken quite a long time to 

recognize their political responsibility and still are in many respects far from assuming an 

active political role in handling environmental risk.” 

Addressing mainly national governments in his “cosmopolitan imperative—cooperate or 

fail!” Beck postulates that “transnational reflexivity, global cooperation, and coordinated 

responses” will be required to handle the “manufactured uncertainties” borne by the world 

risk society (Beck 2011, pp.1349–1352). International agreements and alliances will bring 

about adequate solutions for the interconnected and interdependent concerns of the world 

population (Beck 1992, p.48). In this context, “cosmopolitanism” shall serve as the “new 

master concept” to subsume and reconcile the diverging national interests, the incongrui-

ties from different cultures, languages, or legal standards (Beck 2008b, p.801). Storm and 

Rao (2004) remind that this “pressure to cooperate” also comprises a continued “emancipa-

tion” of the developing countries in order to pursue a more equitable and democratic future 

(Beck 2011, p.1353).  

Contemporary sustainability and business ethics literature agrees that concerted efforts for 

change might be required to master the intricate nature of the global risks. Matten (2004b, 
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p.394) claims that there is “an increasing demand for democratically legitimated institu-

tional control over corporations.” Besides politics, also science, various non-governmental 

organizations and the broader public community could assist by acting “in a reflexive 

manner to make a better (meaning a less risky) society” (Lidskog 1993, p.403). Welford 

(2002, p.3) agrees that the consolidated efforts of an “invigorated” civil society and “a 

more sophisticated state” are imperative; “[o]therwise, corporations really will rule the 

world.” 

The aim of this chapter was to identify the parallels and divergences of prevalent sustaina-

bility and business ethics literature, and Beck’s sociological theory. The juxtaposition of 

the arguments confirmed that both streams of literature discuss the perils of post-modern 

society’s global risks, and attribute major responsibility for their outbreak to corporate ac-

tivity. Interestingly, even though there are striking parallels in argumentation, contempo-

rary sustainability and business ethics literature does not directly refer to Beck’s works.  

Secondly, it was stressed that – unlike popular sustainability and business ethics literature 

– Beck’s works do not explicitly refer to corporations to mitigate the global risks. This 

Master’s thesis aims to emphasize the necessity to extend Beck’s cosmopolitan imperative 

to include corporations’ co-responsibility. As has been claimed in the sustainability debate, 

companies’ increasingly dominant roles in global contexts render their efforts to be of cru-

cial importance for the management of global risks. In this context, the pursuit of more 

sustainable business practices will be paramount to adjust the exclusively profit-oriented 

business conduct towards less risk-incurring business models. 

The following chapter resumes this claim and will focus on how organizations currently 

aim to account for the global risks that are borne by their activities.  
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3.2 Current sustainability management – theory and practice 

After having contemplated the negative effects of the world risk society and having identi-

fied corporations’ dominant roles to manage the imminent global risks, this chapter will 

examine the current management tools and frameworks that are employed in order to en-

sure more balanced and sustainable business practices. Critical shortcomings will be identi-

fied that currently decelerate the effectiveness of sustainability management. Ultimately, 

the insight gained from pertinent literature will be used to inform the research question of 

this thesis. 

3.2.1 Overview of the basic sustainability vocabulary 

The following chapter serves to elucidate the cornerstones of the sustainability debate and 

to introduce relevant definitions of the fundamental sustainability terminology in order to 

ensure a common understanding of the central sustainability terms throughout this thesis.  

The definition of the term sustainable development was coined by the United Nations 

World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED) in its 1987 Brundlandt 

Report Our Common Future and has often been referred to in contemporary literature 

(Ameer & Othman 2012, p.61; Gray 2006, p.67; Marrewijk 2003, p.101; Robins 2006, p.3; 

amongst others). 

 

Notably, there are multiple definitions of sustainability in use, rendering it an ambiguous 

term that is “very difficult to define” (Lo 2010, p.311; Korhonen 2003, p.36). Welford as-

cribes this to the fact that sustainability should be understood as a “process rather than a 

tangible outcome” (Welford 2000, p.69). 

The concept of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) has also suffered from an abun-

dance of interpretations (see, for example, Dahlsrud (2008), whose analysis identified 37 

differing definitions of CSR that were published between 1980 and 2003). 

Sustainable development is defined as “development that meets the needs of the pre-

sent without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” 

(WCED 1987, p.43) 
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Also other definitions emphasize the concurrent focus on the three dimensions – economic, 

environmental, and social sustainability – meaning that a business is regarded as sustaina-

ble if it attains “improvements in its economic performance while simultaneously reducing 

its use of natural capital and reducing its negative social impacts” (Ameer & Othman 2012, 

p.61; Lo 2010, p.312; Korhonen 2003, p.29). More specifically, environmental perfor-

mance typically assesses the “amount of resources a firm uses in its operations (e.g. ener-

gy, land, water) and the by-products its activities create (e.g. waste, air emissions, chemical 

residues etc.),” whereas social performance refers to the company’s impact on society, 

namely its “impact on employees, customers, suppliers, creditors, shareholders, govern-

mental units and the public” (Hubbard 2009, p.180; Jensen et al. 1975, p.84). Particularly 

Fisk’s (2010) claim to companies to base their operations on the "three pillars of sustaina-

bility" – people, planet, profit – has often been cited in pertinent sustainability literature. 

Throughout the years the three dimensions of sustainable business performance received 

alternating attention. While in the 1960s public debate was primarily devoted to determin-

ing companies’ roles in society, in the 1970s the topic of social accounting came to the fore 

(Epstein 2003, pp.4–10). In the 1980s public and scientific debates centered more around 

the advocacy of environmental accounting and the methodological advancement of scien-

tific analysis, leading to an “almost complete displacement of the social dimension” (Owen 

2008, p.243). The recurring “high profile corporate crises (Shell and human rights in Nige-

ria; Nike and ‘sweatshops’ in Asia)” in the 1990s roused global interest in broader social 

issues – apparent in, for instance, the various campaigns to end child labor – and conse-

quently put social compliance back on the corporate agenda (Geibler et al. 2006, p.336; 

Elkington 1998, p.22). Yet, even though companies have realized the reputational and op-

erational benefits of reduced risks due to diminished negative social impacts, it is often 

criticized that the reinforcement of social measurement and reporting frameworks “still has 

not surpassed the progress made in the 1970s” (Epstein 2003, p.11). Epstein imputes this to 

According to the European Commission CSR is “a concept whereby companies 

integrate social and environmental concerns in their business operations and in their 

interaction with their stakeholders on a voluntary basis.” 

 (Amaladoss & Manohar 2013, p.66) 
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the continued primacy of economic targets, and claims that the recent globalization and 

global capital market trends have corroborated the preeminence of shareholder value (ibid., 

p.3). What is more, Burritt (2012, p.385) blames a mismatch in theoretical and practical 

appreciation for the discrepancy so that “sustainability and sustainable development be-

came the academic mantra while practitioners continued with their business as usual.” 

Still, as the considerations of chapter 3.1 point out, companies’ public roles and responsi-

bilities have substantially increased in comparison to former decades, so that now “corpo-

rations are not only expected to operate in a responsible manner, but are increasingly asked 

to demonstrate this publicly” in extended financial and non-financial reporting (Brink & 

Woerd 2004, p.190). According to the latest 2013 KPMG Survey, corporate (social) re-

sponsibility reporting is now “undeniably a mainstream business practice worldwide, un-

dertaken by almost three quarters (71 percent) of the 4,100 companies surveyed in 2013” 

as compared to 2011 when not even two thirds of the companies surveyed published CSR 

reports (KPMG International 2013, p.11). Furthermore, 93 percent of the world’s largest 

250 companies currently engage in corporate responsibility reporting (ibid.). 

In contemporary sustainability accounting literature corporate social reporting (CSREP) 

has often been described as the ‘‘practical side” of corporate social responsibility (Gond & 

Herrbach 2006, p.363). Since the mid-1990s, CSREP has been intertwined with the notion 

of the Triple Bottom Line (TBL), which integrated Spreckley’s (1981) claim for compa-

nies’ corequisite adherence and reporting of their three – social, environmental and finan-

cial – bottom lines. The TBL was coined by John Elkington in 1994 and later popularized 

in his book Cannibals with forks: The Triple Bottom Line of 21st century business 

(Elkington 1997). 

CSREP is notably reliant on companies’ ability to record and track their sustainability per-

formance. According to Peter Drucker’s (1954) well-established business management 

mantra of “what gets measured gets managed,” sustainability strategies and reporting will 

have to be based on effective internal measurement tools that help to translate the over-

arching goals into measurable tasks and milestones. These tools will be the focus of the 

following sub-chapter. 

Assuming that the aforementioned explanations have contributed to establishing a common 

understanding of the major sustainability terms and developments, the categorial use of the 

highlighted terminology will be performed consistently for the remainder of this thesis. 
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3.2.2 Status quo of sustainability management 

Following on from the main conclusions drawn in chapter 3.1, this chapter acknowledges 

the accentuated role of corporations in effectuating sustainable global living and working 

conditions. As a consequence, this chapter will take the corporate perspective center stage 

and will distinguish the current sustainability management practices in their company-

internal and external application. It will also present the various existing global reporting 

frameworks that were developed to further advise and guide on effective corporate sustain-

ability performance management. 

3.2.2.1 Company-internal sustainability management 

As it was pointed out in chapter 3.2.1 effective corporate sustainability management es-

sentially relies on the successful implementation of internal sustainability management 

tools. 

Social accounting is appreciated as a practical example that enables the adequate “monitor-

ing, exploration and interpretation” of social and environmental sustainability information 

(Gond & Herrbach 2006, p.364). 

 

Social accounting represents “one of the tools that captures the process and procedures 

through which an organization becomes aware of its activities, choices, and responsibili-

ties” (ibid., p.2168). 

Social accounting is integral for the adequate disclosure of particularly nonfinancial infor-

mation in CSREP, thus, filling “the information gap” of general financial accounting 

(Torrecchia 2013, p.2168). What is more, social accounting aims to capture the company-

internal costs and benefits, as well as the externalities that a company imposes on society. 

Based on the widespread appraisal of social accounting as a practical internal sustainability 

management tool, the thesis will deliberately limit its focus to this single example. Howev-

er, it is acknowledged that there are also other successful internal sustainability manage-

The Encyclopedia of Corporate Social Responsibility defines social accounting as a 

“very important tool to use in measuring the performance of any entity in terms of its 

social responsibilities” including its direct impact on “society, environment, and 

economic performance.”           (Torrecchia 2013, p.2168) 
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ment tools, such as the Sustainability Balanced Scorecard (SBSC), a prominent example of 

a more stakeholder-oriented internal performance measurement system that is derived from 

Kaplan and Norton’s (1992) Balanced Scorecard (BSC) (Yongvanich & Guthrie 2006; 

Schaltegger & Wagner 2006; Searcy 2012; Woerd & Brink 2004, p.174); environmental 

footprint analyses, which respond to increasing regulatory requirements to record and 

evaluate companies’ emission levels or their usage of natural resources (Dechant & Altman 

1994, pp.7–8; Lee & Hutchison 2005; Mazurkiewicz 2004; Pérez et al. 2007; Rivera-

Camino 2001); or the Social Footprint Method (SFM), which was introduced by McElroy 

et al. (2008) to advance the calculation of companies’ social sustainability performance. 

Further prominent internal sustainability management tools are the Life Cycle Assessment, 

which captures a company’s environmental impact that is incurred in each of the specific 

stages of a product’s life (materials acquisition, materials processing, manufacturing, as-

sembly, packaging, transportation/distribution, product use, recycle/reuse/disposal), or the 

calculation of a company’s Social Return on Investment, which contrasts a company’s non-

financial value generated with its resources invested (Emerson & Cabaj 2000; Finnveden et 

al. 2009; ISO 2006; Millar & Hall 2013). 

3.2.2.2 Company-external sustainability management 

Prevailing sustainability requirements, which are postulated outside companies’ scopes of 

influence, range from governmental regulation to socially responsible investing (SRI) indi-

ces and rankings to third-party audits and assurance practices. 

A recent example of governmental enforcement of sustainability requirements is the Euro-

pean Union’s Europe 2020 Strategy, which distinctly premises sustainable (corporate) 

growth (The European Union 2013).  

Additionally, several national governments have constituted supplementary laws and regu-

lations for companies’ CSREP. Denmark, for instance, passed the Environmental Accounts 

for Denmark, a law that requires companies to report on environmental factors such as 

their use of natural resources, waste generation, and pollution levels (Statistics Denmark 

2013). Also Australia’s Corporations Act 2001 requests detailed information on several 

environmental, social and ethical criteria in companies’ annual reports (Parliament of 

Australia 2006). South Africa issued (and has consistently updated) its King Report on 

Corporate Government in 2003, a corporate governance code which requires annual dis-
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closure of sustainability information (Institute of Directors in South Africa 2009). This 

report has also been adopted as a listings requirement by the Johannesburg Stock Exchange 

and for several corporate laws (The South African Institute of Chartered Accountants 

2013). Similar examples are the stock exchanges in Hong Kong, Singapore, Malaysia, 

Shanghai, or London, which also amended their listings requirements to include environ-

mental and social reporting clauses (KPMG International 2012; KPMG International 

2013). In the United States, the Sustainability Accounting Standards Board (SASB) was 

established in 2011 to design accounting standards that will, as of 2016, obligate more than 

80 industries in 10 sectors to disclose material sustainability issues in their mandatory SEC 

filings, such as the Form 10-K and 20-F (SASB 2014; Lydenberg et al. 2010). 

Another trend has been the creation of several third-party company benchmarks and rat-

ings that rank companies’ reporting quality (Morhardt 2010; Parguel et al. 2011, p.17). 

Consultancies or rating agencies aggregate internal company data with generic benchmarks 

from approved sustainability frameworks such as the Global Reporting Initiative or 

SA8000 in order to assign companies an integrated and objective sustainability score 

(Brink & Woerd 2004, pp.189–190). 

Furthermore, several sustainability performance indices that aim to support SRI have been 

developed such as the Dow Jones Sustainability indices, the MSCI KLD 400 Social indices, 

or the FTSE4Good indices, which, for instance, assess companies' social and environmen-

tal sustainability performance in the five categories “environmental sustainability, relation-

ships with stakeholders, attitudes to human rights, supply chain labor standards and the 

countering of bribery” (Collison et al. 2009, p.39; Collison et al. 2008; Ho et al. 2012). 

Finally, third-party assurance of CSREP disclosures and corporate sustainability audits 

represent another form of company-external sustainability management (Dando & Swift 

2003). Such audits are employed to inspect and evaluate multinational companies’ operat-

ing and working conditions at the manufacturing sites, which are often located in develop-

ing countries. The typical agenda of a labor condition audit includes on-site inspections of 

the production facilities and conditions, interviews with both management and workers, as 

well as a critical review of relevant documentation, working registers, and system descrip-

tions (Kortelainen 2008, p.435). The overall findings are recorded in a final report and crit-

ical findings, that require corrective action, are highlighted. Labor condition audits in com-

panies’ manufacturing sites are sometimes commissioned internally, however, in most cas-
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es they are performed by independent non-governmental auditors or private monitoring 

companies (Locke et al. 2007). 

3.2.2.3 Current sustainability reporting frameworks 

Current sustainability management practices are informed by a multiplicity of codes of 

practice. As an example, the corporate policies on human rights include, for instance, the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which was adopted by the United Nations Gen-

eral Assembly in 1948, the International Labour Organisation (ILO) Conventions, the 

OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises, the SA8000 standard, Amnesty Interna-

tional’s Human Rights Principles for Companies, or the guidelines of several interdiscipli-

nary initiatives such as the Ethical Trading Initiative Base Code (Preuss & Brown 2012, 

p.291). 

Companies’ CSREP is addressed by the voluntary Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) 

framework (Belal & Owen 2007; Dobers 2009). According to the 2013 KPMG Survey of 

Corporate Responsibility Reporting the GRI represents the most widely used reporting 

framework, “far exceeding the use of national standards and other guidelines,” and is ap-

plied by 78 percent of the reporting companies surveyed worldwide (KPMG International 

2013, p.31;12). Pursuing its vision to create a “sustainable global economy where organi-

zations manage their economic, environmental, social and governance performance and 

impacts responsibly, and report transparently,” the GRI provides general and sector-

specific sustainability reporting guidelines and suggests relevant metrics for measuring 

sustainability-related impacts and performance (Gallego 2006; GRI 2014a; Robins 2006). 

Aiming to establish an integrated reporting standard that is linked to companies’ internal 

strategic management and decision making, the GRI strives to firmly entrench sustainabil-

ity in corporate reporting practices (Burritt 2012; Global Reporting Initiative 2013).  

Yet, the GRI has been criticized for its voluntary nature, lacking the necessary legal back-

ing for successful establishment (Mathews 2004, p.41). Furthermore, the GRI’s content-

related requirements have been dismissed as slack for several reasons. First of all, the GRI 

encourages, but does not require, disclosure of companies’ performance indicators based 

on their materiality and categorization as “core” as opposed to “additional” (Hess 2008, 

p.455). Secondly, even though companies are expected to indicate their overall level of 

compliance by selecting an application level of A, B or C, a large number of companies do 
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not make such a declaration (Legendre & Coderre 2013). Thirdly, the GRI’s multitude of 

possible sustainability indicators has been deplored as confusing for companies, providing 

insufficient guidance for selection, and finally allowing companies to “handpick” those 

indicators that they consider as important or as beneficial to be publicly disclosed (Brink & 

Woerd 2004, p.193; Sridhar 2012, p.92; Sridhar & Jones 2013, p.108). 

The SA8000 sustainability framework represents one the most prominent standards that 

specifically addresses social sustainability implementation. SA8000 was established in 

1997 as a voluntary global standard. Corporate social compliance is assured in site-specific 

certification by third-party verification (SAI 2014). Based on the statutes of the UN Decla-

ration of Human Rights and the ILO, as well as on other international human rights norms 

and national labor laws, SA8000 focuses on expediting adequate working conditions, like 

workplace health and safety, compensation, or the absence of child labor and discrimina-

tion, throughout companies’ supply chains (Göbbels & Jonker 2003; Hess 2001; SAI 

2014). Certification of the compliant production facilities is restricted to a three-year peri-

od, thus, aiming to ensure continued efforts to maintain sustainable employment standards 

(Gilbert & Rasche 2007; Leipziger 2002). 

All of these various examples of sustainability management tools and relevant frameworks 

confirm that current efforts have to be directed towards adequate and effective implementa-

tion – instead of merely advocating the idea – of sustainability management in order to 

comply with Drucker’s (1954) maxim of “what gets measured gets managed.” Beck (1992, 

p.27) confirms the need for “sensory organs of science – theories, experiments, measuring 

instruments” in order to identify and manage the global hazards of the world risk society. 

Besides enabling companies to assess their sustainability performance and to derive their 

individual risk exposure, the sustainability management requirements and tools also help to 

inform and reassure company-external stakeholders about companies’ progress and will-

ingness to promote sustainability. Referring specifically to capital market participants, 

Matsumura et al. (2014, p.697) claim that environmental disclosures allow the assessment 

of companies’ risk management capabilities and exposure to environmental risk. 
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3.2.3 Shortcomings of current sustainability management 

Even though the implementation of CSREP and social accounting has found increasing 

attention, the following chapter will delineate major shortcomings that are debilitating the 

effectiveness of current sustainability management efforts to minimize global risk. Struc-

tural issues such as the misalignment of companies’ basic motivations or the multiplicity 

and inadequacy of current sustainability measurement tools are highlighted. Moreover, 

especially the problematic of social sustainability metrics will be accentuated. 

3.2.3.1 Companies’ motives for sustainability reporting 

As indicated in chapter 3.1.3, companies’ incentives to enforce sustainable operations are 

oftentimes antagonistic. In principal, companies are endowed with a special ability to ef-

fect economic stability and social progress, and to promote the sustainable use of resources 

(Filios 1984, p.307; Gallego 2006, p.95). Moreover, Cooper and Morgan (2013) allude to 

the power of corporate reporting to influence the general perception of relevant topics in 

public discourse. Thus, choosing to report on certain topics over others will direct the pub-

lic focus to particularly these topics and will eventually have an impact on “the culture of 

society” (ibid., p.419). 

Despite such remarkable potential, however, companies’ interest in the “business case” 

seems to be dominating their engagement in CSREP (Gray 2006, p.72; Searcy 2012, p.239; 

Wood 2010, p.60). Common “business case” arguments include market-related factors like 

increased customer loyalty, additional sales from entering new markets and attaining new 

“green” customers, competitive advantages through product differentiation and/or premi-

um pricing capability as well as through capitalizing on the increasing importance of in-

tangible assets, such as enhanced reputation and brand image, increased human or intellec-

tual capital due to better talent attraction and retention, and better partnerships with stake-

holders in general, which will eventually lead to higher sales, continuous work assign-

ments, better performance, secured long-term capital, and favorable financing conditions 

(Brown & Fraser 2006, p.104). Operational considerations include cost reductions due to 

increased material and energy efficiency, lower costs of staff turnover, savings in regulato-

ry costs, better performance thanks to improved management systems, better risk manage-

ment due to higher risk awareness which ultimately informs risk reduction, reduced expo-

sure to the “campaign risk” of being targeted by external activist groups, continuous im-
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provement and innovation of more sustainable products and services, and potentially high-

er employee engagement and productivity due to increased work morale (Amaladoss & 

Manohar 2013, p.67; Gallego 2006, pp.79–80; Székely & Knirsch 2005, pp.628–630; 

Wood 2010, p.60). 

As mentioned in chapter 3.1.3, companies’ engagement in sustainability management has 

also largely been influenced by diverse external pressures, such as increased regulatory 

requirements, non-governmental pressure groups, competitive market pressure, elevated 

stakeholder expectations, or explicit internal pressure from employees (Islam & Deegan 

2010, p.143; Morhardt et al. 2002, p.217; Uecker-Mercado & Walker 2012, p.274; Székely 

& Knirsch 2005, p.630). Again, companies’ implementation of CSREP as a response to 

such pressures has rather been associated with their ambition to manage reputational risks 

rather than a sincere interest in pursuing ethical values (Legendre & Coderre 2013, p.184). 

The fact that predominantly large, as opposed to small and medium-sized, companies are 

engaging in CSREP indicates that large companies are not only more likely to obtain the 

necessary financial means to implement new sustainability management tools but that large 

companies are also more prone to increased public pressure (Morhardt 2010). In conclu-

sion, companies’ commitment to CSR is often condemned as mere “window dressing” to 

successfully manage public relations rather than reflecting genuine ethical interest and mo-

tivation (Eabrasu 2012, p.432; Epstein 2003, p.12; O’Rourke 2006, p.902). Such a motiva-

tional bias obviously provides “a very shaky foundation” for implementing sustainability 

management practices that are subjected to true accountability (Owen & Swift 2001, p.7). 

3.2.3.2 Major shortcomings of current CSREP 

Even though, as pointed out in chapter 3.2.1, CSREP has become “a mainstream business 

practice worldwide” the increase in reporting has not been accompanied with growing con-

fidence in companies’ aptitude and propensity to effectively manage their sustainability 

performance (Dando & Swift 2003, p.195; KPMG International 2013, p.11). 

Current sustainability reports have been severely criticized for their incompleteness and 

lack of reliable information (Adams 2004; Lee & Hutchison 2005, p.93). 

One of the reasons for these allegations is that companies limit their CSREP to portray 

exclusively positive information that is favorable to the company (Cerin 2002; Jones et al. 

2005). Realizing the devastating effects of negative information for companies’ reputation, 
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companies exploit the non-binding character of the prevalent sustainability frameworks to 

selectively report only those performance indicators that are positive enough to not harm 

their brand value (Parguel et al. 2011). This bias, which is self-serving and inappropriate to 

exhibit companies‘ real sustainability performance, has been referred to as “greenwashing” 

(Hess & Dunfee 2007, p.6; Laufer 2003; Neu et al. 1998). Furthermore, companies have 

been accused of strategically deploying stakeholder dialogue. Consulting stakeholders not 

with the intention to involve them in the reporting process to concertedly identify relevant 

sustainability indicators, companies rather aim to investigate critical topics of stakeholders’ 

concerns to exclude potential negative performance disclosures on those topics in their 

reporting (Hess 2008, p.464; Parker 2002, p.157). 

Another contributor to the perceived incompleteness of current CSREP is the difficulty for 

companies to define the scope of their reporting. In this respect, it seems especially chal-

lenging for companies to set boundaries between them and their context, that are inclusion-

ary enough to embrace sufficient information on companies’ value chains in their reporting 

(Archel et al. 2008, p.107). According to KPMG’s 2013 Survey of Corporate Responsibil-

ity Reporting the coverage of supplier based and value chain related information represents 

one of the key areas for improvement in current CSREP (KPMG International 2013, p.13). 

A third criterion for the incompleteness of CSREP is the imbalance of the information on 

the respective bottom lines. Besides the wide recognition of a corporate focus on financial 

performance criteria, also environmental accounting seems to dominate over companies’ 

reporting on social issues (Hess & Dunfee 2007, p.7; Parker 2005). Sharma and Ruud 

(2003) find social sustainability topics underrepresented in both corporate practice and in 

prevalent accounting research. This observation might be related to a lack of interest in 

social issues. However, as chapter 3.2.1 suggests, especially the human rights and sweat-

shop scandals in the 1990s have influenced corporate priorities considerably and have di-

rected companies’ focus to a greater appreciation of social sustainability topics. Alterna-

tively, the World Business Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD) attributes the 

subordination of social aspects to the fact that it seems easier to record measurable and 

quantifiable economic and environmental performance data; companies and researchers are 

struggling to account for the intangible and more ambiguous nature of social factors in 

CSREP (Watts & Holme 1999, p.20). This issue will be taken up again for discussion in 

the following sub-chapter 3.2.3.3. 
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The unreliability of current CSREP might also be related to contextual deficiencies as well 

as the lack of stringent reporting frameworks and standards. 

Epstein (2004, p.25) emphasizes the importance of an “institutionalization of governance, 

measurement, and reporting systems” for the continuous establishment of sustainability 

values in the post-modern society. Such an institutionalization would require legal en-

forcement and strict corporate commitment to sustainability regulations. However, the vol-

untary nature of the existing frameworks might result in companies’ disinterest to link en-

vironmental and social information to corporate mission statements and strategic decision-

making. Due to a lack of binding sustainability indicators, information might either be dis-

closed selectively based on subjectively beneficial criteria, or in its other extreme, by fol-

lowing the so-called "carpet bombing approach” of overwhelming stakeholders with CSR 

reports that contain numerous pages of relevant and irrelevant data (Alnajjar 2000, p.164; 

Hess 2007, p.466; Hess & Dunfee 2007). Hence, the introduction of compulsory sustaina-

bility reporting standards and indicators would help overcome the existing inertia of ac-

counting practitioners to refine their sustainability management tools and would facilitate 

better corporate responsiveness to societal needs (Gray 2006, p.78; McMurtrie 2005, 

p.129; Steen 2009). 

Such an advancement could also help to commit CSREP to illustrating actual sustainability 

performance criteria instead of reporting on companies’ general policies and attitudes to-

wards certain sustainability topics, as it is often practiced today (Cho et al. 2012, p.23; 

Hess 2008, p.464; Kolk 2003, p.288). What is more, the tendency of narrative information 

to be misused for imprecise or euphemistic statements could be countered by requiring 

supporting quantitative performance metrics (Alnajjar 2000, p.189). In this regard, howev-

er, the focus should be on valuing the quality of these metrics, replacing the current pre-

ponderance of a mere quantitative appraisal that simply favors the volume of corporate 

social disclosures. Thus, limiting the supporting performance metrics to an adequate num-

ber would allow for a meaningful representation of companies’ performances. This would 

also improve the judgment of stakeholders, since, according to Cho et al. (2012, p.23) and 

Morhardt et al. (2002, p.229), even the rating agencies currently base their assessment on 

companies’ range and amount of disclosures rather than on their actual performance data 

and quality thereof. 
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Finally, the issue of unreliable CSREP can be extended to a general debate about the ab-

sence of one standardized CSREP framework. Suffering from an overwhelming number 

and variety of recommendable sustainability frameworks that “each have their own spin on 

accountability, business conduct, corporate governance, community involvement, human 

rights, and environmental responsibility,” companies are struggling to narrow down their 

reporting options (Adams & McNicholas 2007, p.397; Brink & Woerd 2004, pp.187–188). 

The lack of a commonly established reporting standard consequently increases the com-

plexity for companies to identify relevant sustainability indicators amongst the competing 

frameworks (Durden 2008, p.672; Hubbard 2009, p.177). Even though the frameworks are 

similar in nature they might vary considerably in their respective details, and thus, can im-

pact the reported performance results (O’Rourke 2006, p.906).  

This issue of simultaneously conforming to similar but competing frameworks is also high-

ly relevant for the suppliers of multinational corporations. Many globally operating com-

panies have subjected their manufacturing sites, which are often located in developing 

countries, to strict codes of conduct and subsequent compliance audits. The manufacturers, 

however, often fabricate products for several different multinational contractors in one 

factory. Consequently, manufacturers are forced to perform “compliance limbo” to ac-

commodate the inconsistent buyer-specific code requirements that often go as far as to 

specify exact positions of fire extinguishers, thus, requiring manufacturers to rearrange the 

positioning of security equipment depending on which compliance code applies to the re-

spective audit at hand (Locke et al. 2007, p.6). The establishment of several, redundant 

systems is another example of such inefficiencies that result from complying with multiple, 

differing standards (ibid.). 

Concludingly, practitioners and researchers are called upon to cooperate in order to enforce 

a “system approach” towards more effective CSREP (Brink & Woerd 2004, p.189). What 

is more, the involvement of other stakeholders would prove useful to further enhance the 

value and acceptance of the CSREP concept (Geibler et al. 2006, p.337; Jordan & Messner 

2012, p.561; Wouters & Wilderom 2008, p.512). One binding framework should be estab-

lished that demands information on specific performance indicators. Ultimately, such a 

revised sustainability reporting framework would serve the pressing need of the industry, 

scientific research, global monitoring bodies and governments alike, for an “integrated 
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assessment of risk” that captures the positive and negative performance in each of the triple 

bottom lines and their potential interrelations (Buys et al. 2014, p.184). 

3.2.3.3 Major shortcomings of current social accounting 

Acknowledging the importance of effective sustainability measurement for the establish-

ment of more balanced business conduct, this sub-chapter will explore the current corpo-

rate social accounting practices and highlight potential shortcomings that still need to be 

overcome. 

Even though social accounting was identified as an effective corporate sustainability man-

agement tool in chapter 3.2.2.1, there are still some difficulties that impede current sus-

tainability performance measurement. The complexity to fully capture companies’ sustain-

ability performance is visible in several instances, such as the quantification of intangible 

aspects like reputation or risk behavior, the general reference of sustainability to future 

occurrences, and the difficulty to perform future-based assessments of, for instance, re-

source availability or prices, as well as regulatory changes (Ehrenfeld 2000, p.232; Styles 

et al. 2012, p.135). Contemporary sustainability debates have often criticized the deficien-

cy of companies’ account of environmental and social performance and the limited re-

search on relevant performance indicators (Adams et al. 2004, p.22; Bennett et al. 1999, 

p.45; Berns et al. 2009, p.8; Elkington 1998, p.19; Hubbard 2009, p.180). In this respect, 

especially the inadequacy of social sustainability measurement was emphasized (Geibler et 

al. 2006, p.336; Sridhar & Jones 2013, p.109). Székely and Knirsch (2005, p.632) describe 

the different levels of sophistication in the performance measurement of each of the triple 

bottom lines as follows: “[w]hereas economic performance can be measured easily by in-

ternationally accepted standard measures, and environmental performance can be evaluated 

through input-output measurements, it is difficult to measure social performance and the 

intangible assets of a company.” As pointed out in sub-chapter 3.2.3.2, social sustainabil-

ity measurement is underdeveloped, as compared to economic and environmental sustaina-

bility measurement, due to companies’ struggle to quantify social sustainability issues and 

social performance success (Elkington 1997; Morimoto et al. 2005, p.320; O’Dwyer & 

Unerman 2007, p.463). Since businesses and their stakeholders seem to “put a premium on 

hard, objective measures,” the predominantly descriptive nature of social sustainability 

disclosures seems unsatisfactory to provide a precise evaluation of companies’ social sus-
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tainability performance (Clarkson et al. 2008, p.309). The popular claim to complement 

those descriptive accounts with quantitative performance figures, which would allow com-

panies and stakeholders to measure and compare their social sustainability performance “in 

a meaningful format,” seems difficult to realize (Székely & Knirsch 2005, p.644). 

The problem lies in identifying a measurable “common currency” of social sustainability 

that is free from subjective value judgments and that would allow the calculation of an 

overall “net social bottom line” (Norman & MacDonald 2004, pp.249–252; Robins 2006, 

p.8). 

The use of monetary values has been suggested to serve as such a “common currency.” A 

quantification based on monetary units would enable corporate managers, financial ana-

lysts and other stakeholders to better understand and recognize social impacts, and facili-

tate the integration of social figures into companies’ operational and strategic investment 

decisions (Epstein 2003, p.17). In this respect, existing techniques that are used to quantify 

qualitative values in monetary terms, such as contingent valuation or willingness to pay 

methods, would have to be combined with additional new approaches to monetize social, 

and also environmental, sustainability performance (ibid., pp.20-24). 

Yet, the “financialization” of social and environmental sustainability has been severely 

criticized in literary discourse (Norman & MacDonald 2004, p.250; Cooper & Morgan 

2013, p.425; Hines 1991). Financial concepts like the calculation of social revenues, assets 

or liabilities, and the offsetting of social profits with losses to determine a “net social sum” 

can hardly be applied, and might be difficult to implement in the broader societal or regula-

tory context due to conflicts with social conventions and generally accepted social goals 

(Norman & MacDonald 2004, p.250; Ramanathan 1976, pp.516–525). What is more, it has 

been criticized that assigning monetary values to social or environmental resources like 

human lives, clean air or water, would necessarily be imprecise and incomplete, as it mis-

takenly suggests the commodification and the delimitation of such resources (Hines 1991, 

p.28; Wackernagel & Rees 1997, p.14). Undisputedly, monetary indicators might be ap-

propriate to express certain facts, like company donations, or the respective acquisition, 

implementation or damage costs that are related to companies’ adoption of sustainability 

measurement practices (Dobers 2009, p.188). However, it is necessary to complement 

monetary indicators with other, non-monetary indicators, in order to account for the heter-

ogeneity of social and environmental performance criteria (Korhonen 2003, pp.32–34). As 
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an example, common social sustainability indicators pertain to a range of issues including 

human rights, labor practices, wages, health and safety conditions, skill development and 

training, employee and customer satisfaction, employment and rights of minorities, com-

munity relations, corporate philanthropy, supplier standards and screening, product respon-

sibility, and accountability (Elkington 1998, p.22; Hubbard 2009, p.185; Mathews 2004, 

p.40; Székely & Knirsch 2005, p.643; Wood 2010, p.73). Moreover, the prevalent social 

sustainability metrics are continuously evolving in order to accommodate shifting internal 

or external priorities, to integrate new insights, or to optimize existing shortcomings. Such 

shortcomings are, for instance, the lack of feasibility or ability to quantify qualitative per-

formance indicators or to contextualize the standardized indicators for the respective or-

ganizational or local context (Hubbard 2009, p.188; McElroy et al. 2008, p.224; Searcy 

2012, p.250; Székely & Knirsch 2005, p.643). 

As a consequence, the use of one single (monetary) indicator to express companies’ social 

or environmental sustainability performance, let alone to enunciate one overall triple bot-

tom line, is dismissed as oversimplifying, and thus, incapable of capturing companies’ 

proper sustainability performance (Hess 2007, p.468). 

In conclusion, social accounting seems to bear great potential to adequately measure sus-

tainability performances. Contemporary critics agree that, notwithstanding the complexity 

to comprehensively measure all relevant sustainability parameters, social accounting will 

have to be refined and promoted in order to fulfill its powerful role to capture and manage 

existing global risks (Gray 2001, p.12) (ibid., p.14). Emphasizing the importance of mak-

ing continuous efforts to advance social accounting, Catasús et al.’s (2007) elaboration on 

Drucker’s management adage is suitable. Inferring that not only "what gets measured gets 

managed" but rather “what gets mobilized gets managed, especially if it gets measured,” 

corporations are called upon to “mobilize” and harness their forces to develop adequate 

sustainability measurement systems and indicators to expedite the management of the 

global risks and to improve their respective sustainability performance.  
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Interim conclusion: Promoting the link between Beck’s theory of the global risks and the 

prevailing sustainability debate, the use of effective internal sustainability management 

tools seems to be a crucial success factor for companies to account for the negative impli-

cations of today’s world risk society. The reasonings in this chapter conclude that social 

accounting can be an effective tool to ensure companies’ effective management and report-

ing of the global risks. Based on the proclaimed need for a refinement of current social 

accounting practices, the question arises of how the potential of an advanced social ac-

counting tool can be realized to mitigate the global risks that are threatening post-modern 

society. 

Ultimately, the observations from the literature review lead to the central research question 

of this Master’s thesis: “How can social accounting help corporations account for the 

negative effects resulting from today’s world risk society?” 

Chapter 4 will assess the sustainability management practices of widely acclaimed sus-

tainability leaders. Assuming that these sustainability leaders will also exhibit best practice 

examples of advanced social accounting, which is the essential basis for their effective 

CSREP, a case analysis will be deployed to answer to the posed research question. 
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4 Analysis 

Based on the preliminary conclusions drawn from the literature research in chapter 3, the 

following analysis will assess the proficiency of sustainability management for selected 

company examples. In this respect, the sportswear industry serves as a case in point. After 

having received severe criticism for its unsustainable social and environmental business 

performance, the sportswear sector has revamped its sustainability approach to an extent 

that it is now considered one of the most sustainable industries overall. Analyzing the cur-

rent CSREP practices of the leading sportswear companies, their particular stance on social 

accounting shall be construed. Furthermore, potential best practices shall be identified, and 

will be discussed afterwards as to how these approaches qualify to account for the global 

risks that are threatening the post-modern society. 

4.1 Sustainability in the sportswear industry 

In the wake of increasing international competition due to the globalization of corporate 

value chains, the exploitation of sweatshop labor has become subject to fierce public 

debate. Even though the issue of sweatshops had already emerged as a consequence of 

economic globalization by the 1980s, global attention to poor working conditions in 

manufacturing sites, that had commonly been shifted to the developing countries, peaked 

in the latter half of the 1990s (Esbenshade 2004, p.33; Islam & Deegan 2010, p.139). 

Topics of particular concern were the use of child and forced labor, hazardous conditions 

at the supplier factories, workplace accidents, verbal and physical abuse of workers, 

excessive work hours, and poor wages (Locke et al. 2007, p.4; Islam & Deegan 2010, 

p.131). 

Characterized by heavy price competition, as well as time and quality pressure, the highly 

labor-intensive apparel industry became the centre of criticism (Neu et al. 2014, p.323; 

Oka 2010, p.179). Driven by a quest for cheap labor, multinational apparel companies, 

including popular sportswear brands, strategically relocated their manufacturing processes 

to environments of limited government scrutiny and enforcement of workers’ rights (Firoz 

& Ammaturo 2002, p.29). Thus, extreme power asymmetries arose, that allowed the multi-

national companies to pass along their competitive pressures to their buyer intermediary or 

directly to their suppliers (Neu et al. 2014, p.338). In order to maintain the business rela-

tionship and to retain orders, the supplying companies had to correspond to these pressures 



Master’s thesis: The role of CSR in the context of today’s world risk society         page 37 

by adding shifts and increasing work hours for their factory workers. Overall, working 

conditions deteriorated, since suppliers’ limited capacities to account for the increased pro-

duction needs and costs often resulted in retrenchments in other areas, such as substandard 

conditions of production facilities, cutbacks on work breaks or unpaid overtime. 

Major progress has been made over the course of the last 15 years as a consequence of the 

increased public pressure on apparel and sportswear companies to stop the exploitation of 

sweatshop labor and to improve manufacturing conditions in their supply chains. Multina-

tional companies have adopted international policies on workers’ rights, formulated by 

institutions such as the ILO, and implemented voluntary “Codes of Conduct” (CoC) that 

outline regulations for critical topics of worker protection (Ahmed & Peerlings 2009, 

pp.661–662). Those CoCs are presented to new suppliers as a basis for entering into the 

work relationship, and compliance with the described work standards is strictly required 

and monitored in periodic labor condition audits, as outlined in chapter 3.2.2.2. Due to a 

limited ability or disinterest of many developing countries’ governments to enforce stricter 

labor laws in their national regulatory system, corporate implementation and monitoring of 

labor rights currently represents the principal means of addressing poor working conditions 

in global supply chain factories (Locke et al. 2007, p.4; Oka 2010, p.154). According to a 

recent report by Oxfam, progress is visible in certain “extreme violations” such as aban-

donment of child or forced labor, whereas other areas like fair remuneration, warranty of a 

“living wage,” non-discrimination, freedom of association, or the provision of written em-

ployment contracts, are still inadequately addressed (Oxfam International 2010, p.4). Fur-

thermore, inefficiencies due to a lack of trust in the business relationship, poor internal 

communication, late decision-making or frequent changes in product or order size specifi-

cations by the buyer companies are still imposing additional costs and risks on the suppli-

ers, preventing long-term improvements of their labor standards (ibid., p.11). Multinational 

companies, also within the sportswear industry, have acknowledged these criticisms and 

are striving for improvements, for instance by amending their internal planning processes 

and by ensuring transparency about supply chain labor practices as a basis to encourage 

better management (Doorey 2011, pp.587–600).  
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4.2 The case companies 

The case analysis will focus on three of the leading companies in the sportswear industry – 

adidas, Nike and PUMA. The three companies’ dominance in economic figures has been 

confirmed in several statistical investigations. According to Statista (2014), the three com-

panies are the leading Sportswear / Sporting goods companies ranked by worldwide reve-

nue in 2013/2014 (in billion U.S. dollars) (Appendix 2). Factiva (2014) identifies them as 

the currently leading Sports Goods companies by sales in million U.S. dollars (Appendix 

3). Moreover, all three companies were ranked as leaders in Global market share athletic 

footwear / apparel 2011 in Sporting Goods Intelligence’s Market Facts (2012). 

Notably, the three companies’ supremacy also extends to the sustainability domain. Vari-

ous sustainability performance rankings have mentioned one or more of the three case 

companies as leading examples of sustainable business conduct. The following table illus-

trates a selection of recent nominations of the three companies in global sustainability 

rankings. 

Sustainability ranking adidas Nike PUMA 

2014 Green Global 100 

(Newsweek) 

17 21 42 

2014 Best Global Green Brands 

(Interbrand and Deloitte) 

8 29 — 

2014 Global 100 Index 

(Corporate Knights) 

8 — — 

2013/2014 Sustainability Leaders 

(GlobeScan and SustainAbility) 

— Top 10 Top 10 

2012 Global Sustainability Leaders  

(EIRIS Sustainability Report) 

— — 1 

Besides these rankings, which are performed by professional research institutions and sus-

tainability consultancies, the European brand-comparison website Rank-a-Brand lets con-

sumers evaluate popular consumer brands’ sustainability performances in the categories 

                                                 
2 Refers to Kering, PUMA’s parent company 
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environment, climate, labor issues, and transparency. Strikingly, the three case companies 

are ranked as the top three performers in the category Sustainable sportswear and sports 

shoes. While, for the most part, all three companies score evenly, especially with regards to 

their social sustainability performance, particularly PUMA’s environmental performance 

stands out. 

The following sub-chapters shall provide a brief overview of the individual case compa-

nies, systematically focusing on their approach to sustainability. This overview is aimed to 

provide relevant background information to facilitate the later analysis and contextualiza-

tion of the analysis results. 

4.2.1 adidas 

The adidas Group (“adidas”) was founded in 1949 in Germany. Consolidating the brands 

adidas, TaylorMade, Reebok, and Rockport, it operates in 160 countries and currently has 

more than 50,700 employees. 

Since 2001, adidas has been listed in the Dow Jones Sustainability Index and was named 

industry leader for the tenth time in 2013. It is also listed in the FTSE4Good Index since 

2008. adidas is one of the founding members of the Fair Labor Association (FLA) and en-

gages in several industry initiatives that aim to promote sustainable business practices, 

namely the Better Cotton Initiative (BCI), Zero Discharge of Hazardous Chemicals 

(ZDHC), Leather Working Group (LWG), Global Social Compliance Programme (GSCP), 

Sustainable Apparel Coalition (SAC), ILO Better Work, and Fair Factories Clearinghouse 

(FFC). 

adidas commenced its increased commitment to sustainable supply chain management by 

introducing its supplier CoC under the name Workplace Standards in 1999 (adidas revised 

it in 2001 and 2006 in consultation with labor rights organizations). Modeled after perti-

nent international labor rights conventions and human rights laws by the OECD and the 

ILO, the supplier CoC serves as a fundamental basis for safeguarding the rights of the 

workers of adidas’ supplier companies. Upon initiation of a business relationship, all sup-

pliers are required to sign a Manufacturing or Supplier Agreement, which confirms their 

commitment to adhere to adidas’ supplier CoC. A company-internal global inspection team 

Social and Environmental Affairs (SEA) oversees the implementation and compliance with 

the supplier CoC in both announced and unannounced monitoring visits of the manufactur-
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ing sites. In case of findings of non-compliance, the SEA assists the supplier companies in 

the development and execution of corrective action plans. Moreover, the SEA provides 

supply chain trainings with three emphases: the fundamental training provides introductory 

information on CoC specifications, operating guidelines and performance data entries; the 

performance training deepens specific labor, health and safety, or environmental issues, 

and explains elementary assessment methods; the sustainability training further educates 

on relevant performance indicators and rating tools, compliance planning and supplier self-

assessment methods. In 2013, adidas claimed that nearly 3,000 employees and suppliers’ 

staff were trained in 148 training sessions. 

This year, adidas published a separate 2013 Green Company Performance Analysis report, 

which includes detailed performance statistics on adidas’ environmental performance. In-

terestingly, no such report is published for its social sustainability performance. 3 

4.2.2 Nike 

Nike Inc. (“Nike”) was founded in 1971 in the United States of America. It consolidates 

several brands such as Nike, Converse, Hurley, and Jordan. Nike conducts its business in 

120 countries, with more than 56,000 direct employees and more than 1 million workers in 

its contract factories. 

Nike is listed in the Dow Jones Sustainability Index and the FTSE4Good Index. Nike is 

also a founding member of the FLA and further engages in sustainability initiatives such as 

the BCI, LWG, SAC, ZDHC, and the Ceres Company Network. 

Within the course of the past 25 years, Nike’s attitude towards sustainability issues has 

changed tremendously. In the early 1990s, Nike was one of the main corporate targets of 

the above-mentioned sweatshop debate (see chapter 4.1). Nike was confronted with severe 

public protests, which deplored dire working conditions at its manufacturing sites in devel-

oping countries. The first public media article that significantly criticized Nike’s supply 

chain practices was published in 1992 by Jeff Ballinger, Country Program Director for the 

Asian-American Free Labor Institute in Indonesia (Lim & Phillips 2007, p.145). His criti-

cism found support from several international NGOs, student organizations, and the media, 

                                                 
3 Note: All cited company information is derived from adidas’ Sustainability Report and corporate website, 
its supplier CoC, its Policy on Forced Labour, and adidas’ Human Rights and Responsible Business Practices 
Frequently Asked Questions document. 
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whose campaigns endured for several years. Many protestors regarded Nike’s exploitation 

of sweatshop labor as a striking example of “the perils of globalization” (Banjo 2014, p.4). 

Initially, Nike’s CEO Philip Knight rejected the heavy criticism by stressing that Nike did 

not directly own its supplier factories, and thus, could not be held responsible for related 

labor and safety issues (ibid.). However, Nike was also concerned about maintaining its 

positive public image and also responded by introducing a supplier CoC in 1992. Although 

Nike managed to achieve improvements in its manufacturing processes and even hired an 

external auditor to assess its overseas manufacturing operations in 1997, scandals about 

critical topics such as the use of child labor or poverty wages persisted (Spar & La Mure 

2003, pp.90–91). Nike’s reservation to unconditionally engage in its sustainability mission 

was still obvious from its 1997 Annual Report, in which it stated: “Nike is not here to cre-

ate a new world order. We are not here to eliminate poverty and famine or lead the war 

against violence and crime. Our critics say that the world is going to hell in a Nike sports 

bag. Then, again, our critics, for the most part, aren’t athletes” (Nike Inc. 1997, p.29). 

However, the year 1998 marked a clear change in Nike’s course. In a public speech at the 

National Press Club, Nike’s CEO Knight regretted that “[t]he Nike product has become 

synonymous with slave wages, forced overtime and arbitrary abuse” (Hess 2001, p.323). 

Switching its management strategy from resistance to active engagement to establish sus-

tainable business conduct, Nike announced significant reforms of its manufacturing prac-

tices, such as raised minimum age levels, improved indoor air quality standards in all pro-

duction sites, extended internal and external monitoring, and increased loan and training 

programs for factory workers (Lim & Phillips 2007, p.147). Nike also overhauled its exist-

ing CoC and augmented its commitment to provide more educational programs for its 

global staff and increase company donations to promote improvements of labor conditions 

in global manufacturing sites. 

In 2001, Nike established its Corporate Responsibility committee and published its first 

Sustainability Report (Paine et al. 2013, p.6). This helped Nike to further restore its public 

image and to emphasize its environmental and social performance (Hummels & Timmer 

2004, p.81). In 2005, Nike was the first company to publicly release all names and loca-

tions of its global suppliers (Doorey 2011, p.588). This was appreciated as a remarkable 

achievement, not only due to the difficulty of tracing back the oftentimes convoluted and 

multi-leveled supplier relationships, but also due to the competitive risks related to publi-
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cizing Nike’s strategic sourcing partners. Until today, Nike has invested heavily in estab-

lishing industry partnerships and collaborations in order to enhance supply chain transpar-

ency. Over time, Nike established a refined system of regular announced and unannounced 

factory audits and rankings, that are differentiated in basic environmental, safety and health 

audits, more in-depth management and working conditions audits, and periodic inspections 

of the FLA (Locke et al. 2007, p.9). Nike’s audits focus particularly on high-risk factories 

and suppliers with which it aims to develop long-term relationships. Moreover, Nike has 

focused on those issues that relate to inefficiencies of its own planning and communication 

processes, which are root causes for tighter manufacturing schedules and overtime produc-

tion (Paine et al. 2013, p.6). Furthermore, Nike has strengthened the strategic and opera-

tional integration of sustainability criteria into its organizational structure and operational 

procedures, fostering internal cooperation for the development of more sustainable prod-

ucts and processes, or incorporating sustainability metrics for the performance evaluation 

of executives. 

In its most recent Sustainability Report FY12/13 Sustainable Business Performance Sum-

mary, Nike addresses its shifting appreciation of sustainability “from reputation manage-

ment to innovation opportunity” as a major driver for its present and future growth.4 

4.2.3 PUMA 

PUMA SE (“PUMA”) was founded in 1948 in Germany. It consolidates the brands PU-

MA, Cobra Golf, Tretorn, Dobotex and Brandon. Since 2007, PUMA has been a member 

of the French Kering Group. It currently operates in 120 countries and has more than 

10,000 employees worldwide. In 2013, PUMA experienced a shift in management, with 

Björn Gulden as its new CEO. 

In 2005, PUMA was listed in the FTSE4GOOD and Dow Jones Sustainability Index. PU-

MA engages in several sustainability initiatives, such as the FLA, LWG, SAC, FFC, 

ZDHC, ILO Better Work, and the Textile Exchange. What is more, PUMA emphasizes 

stakeholder engagement by conducting joint meetings and annual roundtables with its 

global suppliers to facilitate knowledge exchange and establish more personal work rela-

tionships, discuss relevant sustainability issues and to provide updates on recent develop-

                                                 
4 Note: Unless otherwise indicated, all cited company information is adopted from Nike’s Sustainability 
Report, corporate website, its 2014 Annual Report, Nike’s Code of Conduct, as well as its Code of 
Leadership Standards. 



Master’s thesis: The role of CSR in the context of today’s world risk society         page 43 

ments in compliance policies. PUMA also organizes annual meetings with its external 

stakeholders, the so-called Talks at Banz, where several interest groups such as Green-

peace, WWF, the FLA, Save the Children, Transparency International, the Awaj Founda-

tion Dhaka, UNEP, and the SAC are invited to discuss PUMA’s sustainability strategy and 

performance. 

PUMA commenced its commitment to sustainable supply chain management already in 

1993 with the introduction of its Code of Conduct. In 1999 and again in 2010, PUMA 

adapted its CoC to integrate relevant international ILO regulations and FLA standards. In 

1999, PUMA also published its first handbooks on social and environmental standards for 

all of its global suppliers, including a binding Restricted Substances List, and introduced 

its supplier auditing system. Suppliers’ compliance with the CoC is monitored on a regular 

basis both by PUMA’s internal audit team as well as by external auditors from the FLA 

and ILO. According to PUMA, monitoring serves as its main enforcement tool of suppli-

ers’ CoC compliance. Thus, PUMA assures to audit 100% of its Tier 1 suppliers, with 

higher audit frequency for higher non-compliance levels. Findings of non-compliance are 

addressed with social and environmental capacity building projects and trainings. 

The year 2010 represented a milestone in PUMA’s sustainability history: PUMA an-

nounced carbon neutrality of its own operations, completely offsetting its CO2 emissions. 

Moreover, PUMA managed to commit its strategic suppliers to sustainability reporting and 

was recognized for its own sustainability reporting by the UN. PUMA received particular 

attention for its 2010 Environmental Profit and Loss Account, which calculates the impact 

of PUMA’s operations on the environment and identifies major impact categories and pro-

duction phases. In total, PUMA quantified its external environmental impact with 145 mil-

lion Euro. 

As opposed to its industry peers, PUMA consolidates its 2013 Business and Sustainability 

Report in its 2013 Annual Report, thus highlighting full integration of sustainability report-

ing into its conventional annual business report.5  

                                                 
5 Note: All cited company information is derived from PUMA’s Business and Sustainability Report, its 
corporate website, Code of Conduct, Health and Safety Manual, and its handbooks on Environmental 
Management, Chemical Management and Social Standards. 
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4.3 Case analysis 

The previous chapters were aimed to illustrate the particular relevance of sustainability for 

the sportswear industry and its major players. Furthermore, the preceding sections provide 

an overview of the favorable developments within the sportswear industry and trace the 

respective companies’ paths towards more sustainable business conduct. 

Based on these explanations the subsequent case analysis shall investigate further as to 

what extent the three case companies have implemented their sustainable mission into rel-

evant CSREP and social accounting practices. Upon reviewing pertinent sustainability lit-

erature in chapter 3.2, several shortcomings were identified that are currently decelerating 

the progress towards successful sustainability management. The following five issues were 

accentuated: 

1) Current CSREP is biased – only positive developments are reported in CSR reports, 

negative information is withheld or euphemized. 

2) The scope of prevalent CSREP is lacking sufficient inclusion of information on 

corporate supply chains and suppliers’ sustainability performances. 

3) Current CSREP does not provide a balanced review of the corporate performance 

in the three domains of economic, environmental, and social sustainability; usually, 

economic and environmental CSREP outweigh accounts of social performance. 

4) Current CSREP overvalues the importance of high quantities of provided sustaina-

bility information as opposed to selectively presenting meaningful descriptions of 

companies’ actual sustainability performances. 

5) Current social sustainability reporting predominantly relies on qualitative descrip-

tions, which can easily be misused for imprecise or euphemistic performance ac-

counts; meaningful quantitative indicators to capture social sustainability perfor-

mance are lacking. 

This case analysis aims to apply the literary debate to the practical realities of current 

CSREP examples. Hence, this case study concurs with Yin’s (2014, p.237) definition to 

represent “a study that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth and in its real-

world context.” Taking a “multiple case study” approach, the case analysis aims to find out 

whether these five major issues are equally apparent in the CSREP of publicly acclaimed 

sustainability leaders. Based on the public acknowledgement as well as the case compa-
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nies’ achievements which are reflected in chapter 4.2, their adequacy to serve as best prac-

tice examples is examined. While the interpretivist nature of this research renders it unde-

niable that the specific results of the case companies can only provide an individual ac-

count of their respective performances, this analysis shall give an idea of how (some) sus-

tainability leaders are handling the critical topics of sustainability management. 

Following multiple examples of other qualitative research projects, this analysis adopts the 

most popular qualitative research approach to analyze secondary sources (Taneja et al. 

2011, p.352); in this endeavor, the three case companies’ corporate websites are screened 

for relevant sustainability material, with a specific focus on the case companies’ CSR re-

ports. As a result of the public pressures on multinational companies to publicize their sus-

tainability performances, this analysis benefits from the enhanced access to corporate sus-

tainability information via the internet (Brown & Fraser 2006, p.112). Containing a “vast 

majority” of relevant documents that are appreciated as “public information,” corporate 

websites are denoted as reliable and adequate sources of companies’ sustainability infor-

mation by many scientific researchers (Gallego 2006, p.86; Preuss & Brown 2012, p.292; 

Rahman & Post 2011, p.312). What is more, the CSR reports represent a good basis for a 

comparative analysis of the three case companies’ CSREP, since CSR reports oftentimes 

follow a similar, standardized structure and are issued in similar time intervals. Targeting 

especially the assessment of the case companies’ social sustainability performance, the 

analysis also encompasses the respective supplier Codes of Conduct as well as other rele-

vant materials (Mamic 2005, p.81). This comprehensive consideration of related company 

data is expected to facilitate a meaningful analysis and comparison of the three case com-

panies’ sustainability performances. 

Subsequently, a content analysis of all relevant sustainability publications is performed in 

order to evaluate as to how the five shortcomings are apparent in the three cases. Accord-

ing to Holsti (1969), a content analysis is useful in answering questions about the “who, 

why, when and what,” and thus is applicable to answering this thesis’ research question of 

how social accounting can help corporations account for the negative effects resulting from 

today’s world risk society. Qualitative research has often been criticized as being impaired 

by the researcher’s focus on subjective impressions, which prevents reproducibility, clarity 

and objectivity of the analytical outcome (Burns 2014, p.72; Samkin & Schneider 2008, 

p.208). Aiming to counter such accusations, this analysis deploys a computer-assisted con-
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tent analysis in order to limit the tendency of generating biased research results. In line 

with other contemporary research examples, which also used content analyses to analyze 

corporate social and environmental disclosures, the software NVivo10 is deployed to in-

crease the validity of this qualitative data analysis (Archel et al. 2008, p.111; Crofts & 

Bisman 2010). The combination of human and computer-assisted coding mutually allows 

delving into deeper analyses of meanings and interpretations of the textual material, and 

further enables an enhanced computer-assisted identification of thematic interrelationships 

of the comprehensive qualitative data. 

As a first analytical step, the content analysis combines a concept-driven coding approach, 

which tries to categorize the analyzed material into useful contributions to the five issues, 

with emergent “in vivo” coding, which flexibly identifies additional key issues. 

The analysis of issue no.1 includes an overall assessment of the nature of the provided sus-

tainability information. It is supported by an analysis of the 200 most frequently used terms 

identified in NVivo. The terms are categorized as neutral, positive, or negative words, and 

their respective relative frequency within the CSR report is compared to each other. Issue 

no.2 is addressed by a qualitative and quantitative verification in NVivo to what extent 

supplier information is included in the three case companies’ CSREP. Issue no.3 involves a 

simplified quantitative assessment of how much information is included in the CSR reports 

for each of the three sustainability pillars: “people, planet, profits.” Issue no.4 is investigat-

ed by determining the informative value of the CSREP and assesses whether performance 

data is specified with absolute values and further put into relation with relative values to 

delineate trends of the companies’ sustainability performance. 

Issue no.5 targets particularly the companies’ social sustainability performance. As men-

tioned before, the companies’ commitment to safeguard workers’ rights is fundamentally 

determined in their respective supplier CoCs. Thus, especially the case companies’ CSR 

reports and CoCs are scrutinized for inclusion of all focal themes of social compliance. In 

this respect, the widely acclaimed SA8000 standard is adopted as a benchmark, being des-

ignated as a “credible policy” by several critics (Oxfam International 2010, p.15). The 

SA8000 specifies nine social sustainability criteria, namely rejecting child labor, forced or 

compulsory labor, assuring adequate health and safety, freedom of association and the right 

to collective bargaining, non-discrimination, abstaining from disciplinary practices, ade-
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quate regulation on working hours, and on remuneration, as well as the existence of an 

effective management system. 

Even though companies are increasingly shifting their attention from respecting to protect-

ing human rights, is has been criticized that their commitment is merely superficially ad-

dressed in their CSREP. A recent study of the CSREP of the companies that are listed in 

the FTSE 100 Index has determined that even though most of the companies obtain CSR 

tools, human rights topics are hardly included in these. More precisely, the study has found 

that almost 43% of the surveyed companies’ CSREP does not address human rights at all. 

Interestingly, even those companies, who do report on their human rights policies, only 

report on particular topics, such as discrimination, the right of association, or prohibition of 

slavery. Other issues like freedom of movement, the right to social security, the right to 

leisure, or equal pay for equal work (addressing gender-based inequality) were neglected 

by most of the surveyed companies (Preuss & Brown 2012, pp.293–297). As a response to 

this observation, this analysis aims to determine whether these observations are equally 

applicable to the three case companies. Relying on public consensus that the implementa-

tion of the SA8000 serves as a meaningful benchmark to assess companies’ commitment to 

ensuring adequate labor conditions and to protect the human rights of their extended sup-

ply chain workers, assessing the implementation of the nine SA8000 criteria for the three 

case examples seems to provide a meaningful indication of their social sustainability per-

formance (Ciliberti et al. 2009, p.118). 

In a second analytical step, the proficiency of the three case companies’ sustainability re-

porting shall be determined and compared in a most objective manner. Thus, the respective 

CSREP information for each of the five issues is evaluated on a numerical basis using a 

simple point scale (Alnajjar 2000, p.183). Following other examples of pertinent qualita-

tive data analyses, 0 points are given if the critical issue applies to the company, 1 point is 

given if an issue is rather non-applicable due to relevant information touched upon by the 

company, 2 points are given if an issue is refuted by a company’s specified information on 

how it is countering the respective issue, and 3 points are given if the critical issue clearly 

does not apply to the company and supplementary performance data is provided (Al-

Tuwaijri et al. 2004, p.454; Amaladoss & Manohar 2013, p.71; Morhardt et al. 2002, 

p.221). Finally, the individual scores for each of the five categories are aggregated into a 

total case company reporting score (Ameer & Othman 2012, p.67). Following Gelb and 
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Strawser’s (2001, p.11) conclusion that companies’ sustainability performance is positively 

correlated with the extent of providing informative and extensive disclosure about their 

performance, a high total reporting score is seen as indicative of the case companies’ true 

sustainability leadership.  

In order to confirm this analysis’ results for the companies’ reporting proficiency, the total 

scores are compared with other reporting evaluations, namely the companies’ GRI applica-

tion level. According to the GRI (2014b), the GRI application level indicates to which ex-

tent the GRI reporting guidelines have been applied in companies’ sustainability reporting. 

Three different levels A, B, or C are distinguished, with level A representing the highest 

level of consideration of the GRI guidelines. Again, also the GRI application level does not 

express any direct evaluation of a company’s sustainability performance – it rather pro-

vides an indication of how transparently the CSREP addresses the relevant criteria of the 

GRI guidelines. Companies are required to assess and justify their own application level, 

which can later be confirmed by the GRI’s Application Level Check. Even though this 

analysis acknowledges that a GRI application level A does not necessarily denote superior 

sustainability performance, it is still appreciated as a sign of advanced candor and aware-

ness of a company’s strengths and weaknesses of its CSREP, and thus, understood as a 

first step towards more sustainable business conduct. 

After having assured the eligibility of the case companies as best practice examples, the 

third analytical step aims to find answers to the research question. In this respect, various 

functions of the NVivo software are applied in order to assure an extensive appraisal of the 

case company material. Computer-based word frequency counts point toward particular 

emphases in the respective CSREP. The focus on words as the object of analysis is in-

formed by popular research examples, and is highly correlated with other relevant units of 

analysis, such as sentences, or percentages of pages dedicated to specific disclosure themes 

(Hackston & Milne 1996, p.93; Islam & Deegan 2008, p.859; Islam & Deegan 2010, 

p.138; Weber 1990, p.22). Subsequently, the most frequently used terms are substantiated 

by deeper analyses into potential thematic relationships. Furthermore, the analysis includes 

an additional consultation of statements of risks and opportunities in the three case compa-

nies’ CSREP to assess whether the companies establish and acknowledge a connection 

between the themes of sustainable business conduct and the mitigation of global risks. 

Chapter 5 will illustrate the analysis results for each of the three case companies. 
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5 Results 

The following sub-chapters will reproduce the results of the performed analysis for the 

three case companies adidas, Nike and PUMA. The presentation of the case study results 

will follow the same structure as suggested in the logical reasoning for the sequence of the 

three analytical steps in chapter 4.3. Appendices 4, 5 and 6 contain further information 

on the most frequently used terms, quantitative calculations, as well as the company report-

ing scores. 

5.1 adidas 

Analytical step 1: assessment of whether the major issues that are identified in perti-

nent literature are also apparent in adidas’ sustainability reporting 

Issue 1: Current CSREP is biased – only positive developments are reported in CSR re-

ports, negative information is withheld or euphemized. 

Observation: The coded material gives the impression of a very successful sustainability 

performance. The information for all sustainability categories are predominantly focused 

on adidas’ achievements and convey a very optimistic tone with regards to adidas’ social 

and environmental sustainability performance. Notably, adidas’ 2013 Sustainability Pro-

gress Repot (CSR report) carries the title “Fair Play,” and this theme is continuously re-

ferred to throughout the report. This impression is confirmed in the relative frequency 

analysis of the 200 most commonly used terms in adidas’ CSR report. Out of these 200 

most frequently used words, those terms that are categorized as neutral represent 27% of 

the total words used in adidas’ CSR report. The relative coverage of the terms that are cat-

egorized as positive cover 7%, compared to 0.7% for the terms that are labeled as negative. 

These results were even further substantiated by merely focusing on the 100 most frequent-

ly used terms, with coverage of 20% for neutral, 6% for positive, and only 0.2% for nega-

tive terms. With regards to the absolute frequency of the positive compared to the negative 

words, the ratio among the 200 most frequently used words is 10:1, and 27:1 for the 100 

most frequently used words. 

Overall point score: 1 
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Issue 2: The scope of prevalent CSREP is lacking sufficient inclusion of information on 

corporate supply chains and suppliers’ sustainability performances. 

Observation: In adidas’ CSR report supplier information represents an integral part of the 

chapter on People, with 8 out of 12 total pages specifically devoted to discuss the situation 

in adidas’ supplier factories. Within the coded material, strategic or direct suppliers are 

variably addressed. Besides providing descriptive information on adidas’ activities to im-

prove labor conditions, like extending its current worker complaint system, investments in 

health and safety measures and trainings, fair wages assessments, or conducting a worker 

representation project in its supplier factories in China, adidas additionally presents rele-

vant target performance criteria for its suppliers and indicates the respective progress and 

future milestones. Furthermore, adidas includes information on particularly its strategic 

suppliers’ environmental performance and reports on relevant buyer-supplier collabora-

tions to create more sustainable products. The specific performance data chapter includes 

information on the number of supplier factories sub-divided in the respective regions and 

countries, the number of factory audits per audit category and region, social and environ-

mental compliance performances by supplier rating category, number of warning letters 

and contract terminations per region, as well as the number of environmental certifications 

of footwear suppliers.  

Overall point score: 3 

Issue 3: Current CSREP does not provide a balanced review of the corporate perfor-

mance in the three domains of economic, environmental, and social sustainability; 

usually, economic and environmental CSREP outweigh accounts of social perfor-

mance. 

Observation: adidas’ CSR report is published in addition to its Annual Report. Thus, 

adidas’ sustainability report focuses less on its economic performance. A mere quantitative 

evaluation of the thematic coverage in adidas’ CSR report demonstrates an even balance 

between social and environmental performance data. A general delineation of adidas’ envi-

ronmental sustainability covers 13 pages, its social sustainability covers 12 pages, plus 2 

additional pages about corporate governance. The presentation of adidas’ performance data 

exhibits an emphasis on its social performance, devoting 7 pages to adidas’ social compli-

ance audits and trainings, 4 pages to its general social performance, and 1 page to adidas’ 

corporate governance, compared with 1 page on adidas’ environmental compliance audits, 
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and 4 pages on its general environmental performance. A final reconciliation with the the-

matic breakdown of the sustainability chapter in adidas’ Annual Report supports the im-

pression of an equal balance between social and environmental topics. 

Overall point score: 3 

Issue 4: Current CSREP overvalues the importance of high quantities of provided sus-

tainability information as opposed to selectively presenting meaningful descriptions of 

companies’ actual sustainability performances. 

Observation: It is debatable whether adidas’ CSREP selectively addresses relevant per-

formance information instead of aiming to convey the impression of adidas’ extensive 

commitment to sustainability. The main chapters of adidas’ CSR report contain general 

descriptions of selected social and environmental sustainability initiatives, which are sup-

ported by sporadic, most commonly absolute, performance figures. Clearly, these descrip-

tions provide interesting insights into adidas’ main activities to promote sustainability 

throughout its entire supply chain, however, they also seem motivated by the strategic aim 

to impress the reader. In the latter part of the CSR report, adidas devotes an entire chapter 

to providing concrete performance data. However, this information oftentimes merely in-

cludes total amounts (of supplier factories, audits/factory visits, training sessions, warning 

letters), which is arguably informative but not particularly meaningful performance infor-

mation. Positively, 3-year trend figures for the years 2011-2013 are added for certain sus-

tainability topics, and provide insight into adidas’ relative sustainability performance and 

recent development. Specifically focusing on adidas’ social compliance information, about 

3 of the 7 pages (43%) on adidas’ social compliance audits contain quantitative supplier 

performance data. Unfortunately, the reporting of the suppliers’ performance is rather su-

perficial and mostly does not provide any yearly trend data. Lastly, adidas concretizes the 

suppliers’ ten major areas of non-compliance by assigning relative weights of their com-

parative occurrence. While this certainly facilitates an understanding of suppliers’ relative 

social compliance focus and potentials for development, it would be relevant to see not 

only how often certain non-compliances occurred in comparison to other main problem 

areas, but also to see how suppliers’ performance in the particular issues has developed 

over time. Overall, the coded material contains broad information about the nature and 

multitude of adidas’ sustainability initiatives. However, it is oftentimes difficult to assess 

adidas’ relative development, as meaningful quantitative comparisons to previous years’ 
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performances are missing, which would provide insight into adidas’ relative progress on its 

ongoing path towards sustainability. 

Overall point score: 2 

Issue 5: Current social sustainability reporting predominantly relies on qualitative de-

scriptions, which can easily be misused for imprecise or euphemistic performance ac-

counts; meaningful quantitative indicators to capture social sustainability performance 

are lacking. 

Observation: In order to obviate the obfuscating effect of overly extensive descriptive 

qualitative performance statements, the coverage of all relevant social sustainability topics 

is verified by examining the inclusion of the nine SA8000 criteria. The analysis shows that 

all of adidas’ relevant sustainability documents (CSR report, CoC, website, supplementary 

documents) address 100% of the SA8000 criteria. Particularly, adidas’ Guidelines on Em-

ployment Standards, the Health and Safety Guidelines from February 2010, its Labour 

Rights Charta from May 2011, and adidas’ Enforcement Guideline from November 2013 

offer a very extensive description of adidas’ internal policies and applicable labor rights 

standards. They discuss suppliers’ potential areas and reasons for non-compliance, provide 

advice on good management practices and clarify these with best practice examples. De-

spite this thorough theoretical explanation, the suppliers’ actual performance is presented 

fairly simply and imprecisely. Even though adidas’ CSR report identifies current hotspots 

of suppliers’ non-compliances, relative performance data in the form of annual trends for 

the respective non-compliance issues is missing. Furthermore, the comparable underdevel-

opment of a refined assessment of adidas’ social compliance, as opposed to its environ-

mental compliance measurement, becomes obvious as only two pages of adidas’ CSR re-

port are devoted to its social compliance measurement. Within this section, adidas men-

tions its key performance indicator model that measures suppliers’ social performances. It 

includes six fundamental performance indicators, namely suppliers’ management commit-

ment and responsiveness, effectiveness of their management systems, worker-management 

communication and industrial relations, compliance training for workers and management, 

transparency in communication and reporting, as well as their compliance performance. 

Unfortunately, the performance scores are only presented as overall averages and not per 

individual rating category. While the 3-year trend data from 2011-2013 does give a relative 

performance development indication, further explanations about the results per supplier 
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category or the relative weighting of the six indicators are omitted. Also adidas’ Annual 

Report only provides superficial explanations of its social accounting tools. Altogether, 

adidas provides basic quantitative metrics to describe its social sustainability performance. 

However, these will have to be refined and complemented with further meaningful social 

performance indicators. 

Overall point score: 2 

Analytical step 2: summary of adidas’ total reporting score and comparison with GRI 

application level 

adidas’ total reporting score: Overall, adidas achieves a total assessment score of 11 out 

of optimally 15 points. Please refer to Appendix 6 which summarizes and compares the 

individual company reporting scores. 

This result seems in line with other evaluations of its CSREP. As an example, adidas’ self-

assessment concludes the achievement of GRI application level B. Please note that this 

self-assessment is neither verified by the GRI nor assured by external auditors. As a final 

remark, adidas commonly provides commentary and justifications to support its GRI self-

assessment. Unfortunately, for 80% of the unreported issues no explanations are given as 

to why they are not addressed. Criteria that are only partially or not addressed amount to 

about 40%. 

Analytical step 3: answering the research question 

After having analyzed the proficiency of adidas’ CSREP, a more thorough investigation 

into relevant themes for answering the research question shall be performed. 

Benefitting from various data queries, graphical functions such as word trees or word 

clouds, and the facilitated analysis of the main features and thematic relationships of the 

coded material in NVivo, the thematic relatedness of the concepts of “risk” and “sustaina-

bility” can be assessed and elaborated further in order to find answers to the research ques-

tion of this thesis. 

Observation: The thematic interrelation of risk and sustainability management is con-

firmed in adidas’ CSR report and supplementary documents. Also its Risks and Opportuni-

ties chapter of the 2013 Annual Report comprehends a strategic analysis and impact as-

sessment of adidas’ major business risks and opportunities and, interestingly, contains sev-

eral references to focal sustainability topics. In fact, social and environmental risks are 
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mentioned within the category of Legal and Compliance Risks, and their probability of 

occurrence is stated as likely, bearing a moderate potential impact. More specifically, the 

impact of natural hazard risks on adidas’ business conduct – “reflecting the fundamental 

and devastating consequences of natural disasters or terrorist acts” – is acknowledged as 

being of major concern, and the likelihood of these risks is seen as possible. adidas’ dis-

cussion of imminent Operational Risks includes an evaluation of its supplier risks, and 

even though they are regarded as unlikely, their potential impact is estimated as significant. 

With regards to assessing how exactly social accounting helps adidas to account for those 

openly acknowledged risks, particularly the document Human Rights and Responsible 

Business Practices Frequently Asked Questions contains valuable information. adidas con-

tends that the protection of human rights is considered as a key component in its general 

risk management approach. Every time before embarking on a new supplier relationship, 

due diligence is performed as “an integral part of [adidas’] business decision-making and 

risk management systems” by its SEA department. A range of legal, political and human 

rights risk factors are assessed. This includes country risk assessments for each of the 

sourcing destinations, and the consultation of relevant institutions such as embassies, gov-

ernment agencies, or local NGOs, as well as other sources like the US State Department’s 

annual Country Report on Human Rights Practices. Also after entering into the business 

relationship, country risks are continuously monitored, and suppliers’ actual and potential 

human rights impacts are assessed. Relevant social accounting mechanisms include risk 

mapping, compliance monitoring, and remediation. Suppliers’ adherence to social compli-

ance policies are monitored by various departments, such as adidas’ Group Internal Audit 

team, its Human Resources department, and in particular its SEA staff, and is regularly 

reported to the Executive Management team and the Supervisory Board. Adequate internal 

communication and monitoring tools are used to support supplier engagement and to en-

courage open and active dialogue, especially with regards to mitigating human rights risks. 

In order to account for the environmental risks within adidas’ supply chain a Supplier Risk 

Assessment Tool and an Environmental Assessment Tool assist adidas in evaluating and 

ranking its suppliers according to their level of environmental risk. Finally, adidas makes 

use of web-based communication in order to inform and update the “wider public, interest 

groups and investors” about relevant sustainability issues and to encourage stakeholder 

engagement. 
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To conclude, adidas clearly acknowledges a close relationship between its sustainability 

initiatives and the mitigation of imminent social and environmental risks. What is more, 

adidas addresses several facets of its social accounting framework that serve as best prac-

tice examples to answer the research question of this thesis, namely how social accounting 

can help to account for the negative effects resulting from today’s world risk society. 

5.2 Nike 

Analytical step 1: assessment of whether the major issues that are identified in perti-

nent literature are also apparent in Nike’s sustainability reporting 

Issue 1: Current CSREP is biased – only positive developments are reported in CSR re-

ports, negative information is withheld or euphemized. 

Observation: Even though Nike’s coded material does include many positive examples of 

its successful strategic and operational implementation of essential sustainability aspects, it 

still provides a realistic account of existing challenges and areas for improvement. For in-

stance, critical topics of environmental and social performance, such as achieving ambi-

tious internal sustainability goals for its new products (i.e. 100% bronze ranking or better 

in the Apparel Sustainability Index) or the assurance of fair wages, are addressed in a real-

istic manner and potential difficulties to reach relevant benchmarks are openly admitted. 

The general theme of Nike’s CSR report is to focus on innovation and cooperation as strat-

egies that enable both growth and sustainability. Hence, potential misalignments of par-

ticularly economic growth and sustainability intentions are acknowledged. However, Nike 

presents its innovation and cooperation strategies as powerful solutions to overcome these 

misalignments, and thus, presents this dichotomy in a positive light. The quantitative anal-

ysis of a potential positive bias in Nike’s CSREP reveals similar results as for adidas. The 

relative frequency of those terms among the 200 most frequently used words that are cate-

gorized as neutral amounts to 24% of the total word count in Nike’s CSR report. Words 

categorized as positive cover slightly more than 7%, and negative words only 0.7%. This 

breakdown is confirmed with the relative coverage of the 100 most frequently used terms, 

where the neutral words constitute 18% of the total words used in Nike’s CSR report, the 

positive words cover 5%, and the negative words only 0.3%. The ratio of positive to nega-

tive terms is 10:1 for the 200 most frequently used terms, and 21:1 for the 100 most fre-

quently used terms. Altogether, the quantitative analysis confirms a predominantly positive 
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tone of Nike’s CSREP, even though Nike also provides realistic appraisals for certain is-

sues. 

Overall point score: 2 

Issue 2: The scope of prevalent CSREP is lacking sufficient inclusion of information on 

corporate supply chains and suppliers’ sustainability performances. 

Observation: Nike’s CSR report provides comprehensive information on sustainability 

initiatives that involve its entire corporate supply chain. Notably, 7 out of Nike’s 11 strate-

gic performance targets demand advances in suppliers’ sustainability performances. Refer-

ring to a recent life cycle assessment, Nike claims that major drivers for its environmental 

footprint lie in high emissions, energy and water consumption, predominantly during the 

early product design stage. Furthermore, Nike designates labor conditions in its supply 

chain as one of its “greatest areas of human impact and opportunities to help bring about 

real change,” referring to a social footprint of 2.5 million people across its value chain and 

more than 1 million people in the contract factories Nike sources from directly. Improve-

ments in suppliers’ sustainability performances are claimed to be Nike’s “highest priorities 

for progress” and enforcing suppliers’ compliances with Nike’s CoC shall guide the deci-

sion-making in factories and bring about “positive, systemic change” for the workers with-

in Nike’s supply chain. Nike’s operational targets and respective performances which are 

presented in the environmental (Climate and Energy, Chemistry, Water, Waste) and social 

(Labor) chapters, as well as the sections about Innovation and Manufacturing, also include 

supplier performance information. The provided sustainability information merely ad-

dresses so-called “contract factories” and does not provide any information on indirect 

suppliers.  

Besides these references, Nike also discusses its goal of advancing its manufacturing pro-

cesses. Lean 2.0 is presented as a new manufacturing approach that will promote more 

automation of the manufacturing processes and a transformation towards higher-skilled 

labor. According to Nike, Lean 2.0 will result in more proficient and more motivated staff, 

and thus reduce turnover.  

Overall point score: 3 

Issue 3: Current CSREP does not provide a balanced review of the corporate perfor-

mance in the three domains of economic, environmental, and social sustainability; 
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usually, economic and environmental CSREP outweigh accounts of social perfor-

mance. 

Observation: Like adidas, Nike also communicates its sustainability performance in a 

separate document, independent of its traditional Annual Report. Thus, information on 

Nike’s economic sustainability performance is not apparent from Nike’s coded material. 

The quantitative assessment of Nike’s CSR report confirms an equal balance of environ-

mental and social sustainability topics. Differences lie only within the individual chapters. 

The introductory business overview chapter focuses more on general strategic topics, and 

promotes environmental sustainability as a crucial element of Nike’s product development. 

The second chapter discusses Nike’s actual sustainability performance and provides equal 

information on environmental (15 pages) and on social (8 pages on labor, 6 pages on cor-

porate governance) topics. The final, more future-oriented chapter puts an emphasis on 

social sustainability (13 pages) as compared to product- and environmental sustainability 

information (5 pages). Also the respective content and supplementary performance metrics, 

which are included in the social and environmental performance accounts, feature an equal 

quality. 

Overall point score: 3 

Issue 4: Current CSREP overvalues the importance of high quantities of provided sus-

tainability information as opposed to selectively presenting meaningful descriptions of 

companies’ actual sustainability performances. 

Observation: Nike’s CSREP contains a clear focus on strategic and future-oriented per-

formance targets. The descriptions of these targets are very informative and provide a good 

overview of Nike’s sustainability path, general sustainability approach and its future ambi-

tions. Notably, these descriptions are rather qualitative and only contain selected quantita-

tive performance metrics as supplementary information.  

Yet, 32 out of 89 pages (36%) of its CSR report are specifically devoted to illustrating Ni-

ke’s current sustainability performance. In the chapters on environmental sustainability, 

Nike provides relevant performance data on climate impacts and CO2 emission levels, on 

savings in water consumption and waste.  

In order to address Nike’s own social sustainability performance, donations are expressed 

as a fixed percentage of its annual pre-tax income and absolute corporate governance fig-

ures (amount of US dollars and number of hours donated) are also provided. It is possible 
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to derive the metric “training per employee” (result: 4.74 trainings per employee last year), 

since both absolute information are given (absolute numbers of web trainings and instruc-

tor-led sessions, number of employees).  

Also, in its chapters on Labor and Manufacturing Nike’s social sustainability is supported 

with quantitative performance data. Absolute figures (i.e. number of factory workers per 

region, number of factories per rating category) are oftentimes compared for the years 

2011-2013. What is more, relative values are used to specify the relevance of absolute per-

formance data (for instance, absolute and relative number of factories that violate compli-

ance regulations, or absolute number of worker trainings and percentage of contract facto-

ries that received worker trainings). However, there are insufficient specifications on year-

ly developments for some of the relative data (for instance, percentage of factories visited 

or audited in internal or external audits). Moreover, information on the top 7 issues of non-

compliance is only presented as a relative comparison with other non-compliance issues. 

This certainly enables the understanding of which compliance topics are difficult to im-

plement, but gives no indication on how many occurrences there are per type of incident, 

or what the relative development in these problem areas is. Even though the top 5 issues of 

health, safety and environmental non-compliance among contract factories are compared 

for the years 2011-2013, only average scores are provided for the measurement of facto-

ries’ compliance, performance and risk mitigation efforts. Interestingly, the rating scores 

for the contract factories are illustrated twice in Nike’s CSR report, which could either be a 

sign of importance, or due to a lack of other relevant social performance data.  

Descriptive information about selective sustainability initiatives are rather contained in the 

chapter on Corporate Governance, and there is only one “in focus example” in Nike’s La-

bor chapter, which refers to the recent catastrophe in Rana Plaza (introduced in chapter 1) 

and clarifies Nike’s provisions to confirm adequate fire, safety and structural audits for its 

own factories in Bangladesh. Nike mentions various scoring methods and index tools, such 

as its Sustainable Business Roadmap, Manufacturing Index, Materials Sustainability Index 

or the Business and Environmental Scenario Tool. Yet, Nike predominantly explains the 

components and intentions of these tools. Only the Sourcing and Manufacturing Sustaina-

bility Index, which informs Nike’s sourcing selection and supplier performance evaluation, 

is quantified in Nike’s CSREP. 

Overall point score: 2  
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Issue 5: Current social sustainability reporting predominantly relies on qualitative de-

scriptions, which can easily be misused for imprecise or euphemistic performance ac-

counts; meaningful quantitative indicators to capture social sustainability performance 

are lacking. 

Observation: The overall analysis of all coded material confirms the coverage of 100% of 

the nine SA8000 categories. Particularly Nike’s CoC entails expectations and rules for 

each of the nine topics. It is assisted by Nike’s Code of Leadership Standards, which fur-

ther outline Nike’s social compliance standards, definitions of fundamental terminology, 

Nike’s requirements and reasons for refusal of certain practices, as well as suggestions for 

good management to the factory owners. The coded material also contains concrete stand-

ard metrics like productivity, turnover, absenteeism, worker engagement or results of em-

ployee well-being surveys. Lower-performing factories are encouraged to enhance their 

sustainability performances by requiring them to pay for their own audits and to remediate 

any issues found. If non-compliances persist, order volumes are decreased or entirely with-

drawn from the supplier factory. As has been indicated under Issue 4, all SA8000 topics 

are also included in the CSR report, however, more detailed quantitative information is 

necessary to evaluate absolute social performances and relevant developments. Yet, Nike 

acknowledges this and emphasizes its plans to expand and refine the existing metrics to 

better measure its sustainability impacts. 

Overall point score: 2 

Analytical step 2: summary of Nike’s total reporting score and comparison with GRI 

application level 

Nike’s total reporting score: Overall, Nike achieves a total assessment score of 12 out of 

optimally 15 points. Please refer to Appendix 6 which summarizes and compares the indi-

vidual company reporting scores. 

This result seems in line with other evaluations of its CSREP. As an example, Nike assigns 

GRI application level B in its self-assessment. Please note that this self-assessment is nei-

ther verified by the GRI nor assured by external auditors. The Guidelines and Principles 

Index on Nike’s website details its reporting for the individual components of the GRI 

guidelines. About 37% of the criteria are not or only partially reported. Notably, especially 
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Nike’s social sustainability seems to be less reported on and there are no explanations giv-

en which provide reasons for its non-reporting or non-compliances. 

Analytical step 3: answering the research question 

Also for Nike, a more thorough investigation into other relevant themes of its CSREP was 

performed to find an answer to the research question of this thesis. Various data queries 

and corresponding graphical exemplifications, such as word trees or word clouds, in 

NVivo helped to assess the main features and thematic relationships of the coded material. 

Observation: The thematic interrelation of “risk” and “sustainability management” is con-

firmed in several sources of Nike’s coded material. As an example, Nike mentions the 

danger of inadequate sustainability conditions at the manufacturing sites as an explicit risk 

factor in its 2013 10-K. At several points, sustainability accounting is identified as a suc-

cessful means to understand critical environmental and social sustainability issues of Ni-

ke’s own processes and within its supply chain. A Risk Index helps to assess the particular 

risk of unsustainable business conduct in its supplier factories. It considers critical ele-

ments such as political risk, social or compliance risk, economic risk and infrastructure and 

climate risk. Sustainability reporting allows Nike to publicize relevant aims and progress 

to its stakeholders. 

Sustainability management receives strategic importance at Nike. It has developed from 

merely responding to potential risks and managing efficiency to representing an opportuni-

ty for value creation and innovation. This new approach is apparent from Nike’s manage-

ment of environmental change risks. Nike deploys elaborate meta-trend analyses (of cli-

mate change, water scarcity, energy shortages, population growth, etc.) and future-castings 

in order to understand the complexities and uncertainties with regards to future impacts. In 

this respect, Nike claims that its goal is not to only “avoid known risk” but to “turn risks 

into innovation opportunities” to ensure long-term growth. In this endeavor, Nike engages in 

business collaborations, where it receives access to new sources of knowledge which will 

foster creativity and raise additional capital sources to accelerate and scale sustainability 

innovations. Nike reasons that “[a]fter all, risk is interconnected so solutions must be col-

laborative.” 

The strategic importance of the two concepts of innovation and collaboration is empha-

sized throughout various parts of the coded material. Nike confirms the thematic related-
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ness to sustainable risk mitigation in its CSR report by claiming that Nike regards “stake-

holder engagement as a key enabler of both risk mitigation and innovation.” Thus, Nike 

interacts with several key stakeholders on a regular basis, i.e. through memberships in in-

dustry networks or collaborations with government institutions, civil society organizations, 

or by reaching out to its consumers and shareholders. Also during the preparation of its 

CSR report Nike called together a Stakeholder Review Panel, a group of experts who pro-

vided feedback on relevant issues such as materiality, completeness, tone, performance and 

the future of Nike’s sustainability reporting. As a response, Nike amended the CSR report 

to integrate critical points of the expert feedback and to increase the quality and credibility 

of its CSREP. 

Collaboration is particularly crucial in Nike’s social sustainability strategy. Nike’s compa-

ny-internal experts from its Materials Science Innovation department or the Sustainable 

Business & Innovation team are seeking continuous knowledge exchange and support from 

other “global influencers,” such as the UNGC, NGOs, and other industry leaders, to ad-

vance Nike’s performance in critical topics of human rights, labor, environmental and 

health protection standards. Furthermore, Nike has shifted its focus from merely monitor-

ing strategic suppliers to working together to build long-term relationships. Nike claims 

that buyer-supplier relationships should not be based on mere punishment of failures, 

which encourages suppliers to conceal non-compliances, but should focus on tackling the 

root causes of existing issues. Thus, Nike aims to increase knowledge exchange and train-

ings for factory workers and management. Compliance audits were transformed to a model 

that rewards factories for their management practices, adequate performance controls and 

commitment to continuous improvement. Aiming to build business partnerships that are 

characterized by long-term, trust-based, and transparent interactions, Nike also recognizes 

that factory workers will have to be recognized and trained better, and fairly compensated, 

in order to uphold worker engagement and well-being, and increase productivity. 

To conclude, Nike emphasizes the usefulness of social accounting to manage risks and to 

identify strengths and weaknesses of its sustainability performance. According to Nike, 

this will provide opportunities to innovate and grow, and to collaborate and promote posi-

tive, systemic change for workers within Nike’s supply chain and in the entire industry. 
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5.3 PUMA 

Analytical step 1: assessment of whether the major issues that are identified in perti-

nent literature are also apparent in PUMA’s sustainability reporting 

First of all, it is important to highlight that, unlike adidas and Nike, PUMA publishes its 

sustainability performance in a combined document with its traditional annual report. Yet, 

in order to ensure comparability to the other two case examples, the observations to the 

following issues only refer to those passages in PUMA’s report which discuss PUMA’s 

sustainability performance (unless otherwise indicated). 

Issue 1: Current CSREP is biased – only positive developments are reported in CSR re-

ports, negative information is withheld or euphemized. 

Observation: Generally, the coded material is characterized by a neutral and honest tone. 

As an example, PUMA reports both its sustainability “issues and highlights” in its overall 

sustainability performance summary and explicitly mentions critical incidents, such as 

child labor in one its supplier factories in China. Referring to its environmental perfor-

mance, PUMA admits very forthrightly “[w]e have realized savings in some areas such as 

paper and waste, although efforts to reduce our water consumption have been less effec-

tive.” The shift in PUMA’s senior management in July 2013 involved a reformulation of 

the company’s mission statement from formerly to “become the most desirable and sus-

tainable sport lifestyle company” to adopting its new brand mission of becoming “the fast-

est sports brand in the world.” This adjustment clearly raises doubts whether sustainability 

still remains a fundamental component of PUMA’s corporate identity. In fact, this concern 

is openly addressed and refuted in PUMA’s sustainability reporting, claiming that “sus-

tainability remains a key value of the PUMA brand: [f]aster is how we are working to-

wards a more just and sustainable future, accelerating positive change in the industry and 

the world.” A sign of the continued sustainability focus might be the fact that PUMA’s 

Annual and Sustainability Report remains explicit about PUMA’s sustainability perfor-

mance. Even though the sustainability chapter decreased in numbers of pages in compari-

son to last year, this decrease is explained by PUMA’s deliberate focus on relevant topics 

of interest, that were identified in its materiality assessment. The quantitative assessment of 

the relative frequency of the 200 most commonly used words confirms this impression. 

Those terms that are categorized as neutral represent 22% of the entire word count, which 

is similar to the results for adidas and Nike. The relative coverage of the positive words, 
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however, merely amounts to 3%, which is about half compared to the results for the other 

two cases. In return, the relative coverage of the words that were categorized as negative is 

1.5% – more than double of that for the other cases. This result is even fortified for the 100 

most frequently used terms, with 16% coverage of the neutral terms (similar to the other 

two cases), but 2.4% of the positive words (less than half compared to the other cases) and 

1% of the negative words (more than triple in comparison to adidas and Nike). Hence it is 

not surprising that the ratio of positive to negative terms is about 2:1 for both the 200 and 

the 100 most frequently used terms. Notably, the term “risk” occurs as item no.38 on the 

word frequency list, as compared to no.150 for adidas, and no.116 for Nike. Altogether, a 

CSREP bias is not confirmed in the case of PUMA. 

Overall point score: 3 

Issue 2: The scope of prevalent CSREP is lacking sufficient inclusion of information on 

corporate supply chains and suppliers’ sustainability performances. 

Observation: PUMA’s CSREP provides comprehensive information on suppliers’ sus-

tainability performances. In a note on the chosen “reporting boundaries in the sustainability 

section” PUMA explains that suppliers’ compliances with the relevant social and environ-

mental standards receive high priority, since internal impact analyses (PUMA’s Environ-

mental P&L, or life cycle assessments) highlighted major impacts in PUMA’s early pro-

duction stages. Furthermore, PUMA contracted an external consultancy to conduct a mate-

riality assessment, in which stakeholders were surveyed to highlight focal areas of interest 

for PUMA’s CSREP. The resulting Materiality Map proves the high importance of social 

compliance issues for PUMA’s stakeholders, and several supply chain criteria are amongst 

the dominant areas of concern. Notably, the chapter on PUMA’s sustainability perfor-

mance provides explanations for the categorizations into Tier 1-3 suppliers, and presents 

sporadic performance data for all categories. However, specific performance results are 

mostly provided for strategic (Tier 1) suppliers and data for sub-suppliers are only included 

“where feasible.” PUMA also refers to the independent sustainability reports that are is-

sued by some of its key suppliers.  

Overall point score: 3 
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Issue 3: Current CSREP does not provide a balanced review of the corporate perfor-

mance in the three domains of economic, environmental, and social sustainability; 

usually, economic and environmental CSREP outweigh accounts of social perfor-

mance. 

Observation: PUMA’s general aim to balance its economic, environmental, and social 

goals is stressed in the introductory chapter of its Annual and Sustainability Report: “PU-

MA could not be competitive without a cost efficient supply chain. However, we are com-

mitted to working towards a more just and sustainable future.” Yet, a more thorough analy-

sis of the remaining chapters confirms the predominance of economic and environmental 

CSREP. PUMA’s economic performance is summarized over 44 pages in the Financial 

Statements section, whereas the application of the GRI criteria is merely addressed over 13 

pages. Even though PUMA has fostered the integration of environmental protection and 

social responsibility criteria into PUMA’s core business areas in order to reconcile these 

two pillars of sustainable development with its economic development, PUMA admits that 

current initiatives will have to be expanded to reach the aspired balance. The dominant 

focus on PUMA’s environmental sustainability also becomes visible in the fact that its 

Environmental P&L does not entail any ambitions to conduct a similar account for its so-

cial impact. Moreover, PUMA’s current Sustainability Scorecard only includes one metric 

(out of all 15 product, company, and factory metrics) that captures PUMA’s social perfor-

mance; the remainder addresses its environmental performance. Yet, PUMA is planning to 

amend its current Sustainability Scorecard for its 2014 reporting. Also the quantitative 

assessment of PUMA’s Annual and Sustainability Report confirms the dominance of envi-

ronmental (10 pages) over social (5 pages) criteria. 

Overall point score: 2 

Issue 4: Current CSREP overvalues the importance of high quantities of provided sus-

tainability information as opposed to selectively presenting meaningful descriptions of 

companies’ actual sustainability performances. 

Observation: Based on the results of its materiality assessments, PUMA mainly focuses 

its CSREP on the identified significant areas of stakeholder interest. Thus, PUMA main-

tains a focus on relevant instead of multiple topics, and even though it claims to also con-

tinue its efforts for the less critical factors, it does not extensively report on these. In the 

section on PUMA’s social sustainability performance, absolute and relative information is 
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equally provided, i.e. for its audit results per region and per supplier category (Tier 1-3), or 

for the factory improvement rate in the case of re-audits during 2013. Furthermore, the 

most common issues of strategic (Tier 1) suppliers’ non-compliances are illustrated in a 

detailed matrix, which includes the number of absolute non-compliances per individual 

issue and per supplier ranking category. An additional relative ranking that compares the 

rates of occurrence for the respective issues, which is similar to the basic comparisons 

found for the other two case companies, is also performed. Additionally, 3-year trend data 

for the years 2011-2013 is presented for the absolute and relative resolution rates of zero 

and critical tolerance issues that were raised in workers’ complaints. 

PUMA also provides yearly trend data for all performance metrics that are presented in the 

environmental chapter. Furthermore, all environmental performance metrics are stated in 

absolute and relative terms, and are accompanied by relevant ratios. Examples include 

yearly comparisons (2012 versus 2013) of the absolute and relative number of failures to 

eliminate chemicals that are listed as “restricted substances” per product division and fail-

ure items, PUMA’s own and suppliers’ absolute and relative CO2 emissions, energy and 

water consumption per m2, per employee, or per product category for the years 2011-2013. 

Finally, a 10-year trend comparison of PUMA’s targeted versus its actual use of volatile 

organic compounds illustrates PUMA’s sustainability development. Overall, PUMA’s cod-

ed material provides insightful and relevant accounts of its social and environmental sus-

tainability performance. 

Overall point score: 3 

Issue 5: Current social sustainability reporting predominantly relies on qualitative de-

scriptions, which can easily be misused for imprecise or euphemistic performance ac-

counts; meaningful quantitative indicators to capture social sustainability performance 

are lacking. 

Observation: PUMA’s coded material covers 100% of the nine SA8000 topics. Its Code 

of Ethics entails both PUMA’s CoC and the Group Suppliers Charta of Kering, PUMA’s 

parent company. Both documents contain regulations for all nine elements. PUMA’s 

Handbook of Social Standards specifies adequate conduct for all nine topics by clarifying 

relevant policies, requirements, and examples of good and bad practices. It also suggests 

relevant metrics for suppliers to assess their social performances in these critical topics. 

Examples to assess workers’ well-being are: calculation of retention or turnover rates, ab-
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senteeism rates, percentage of employees trained on orientation on the required health and 

safety precautions, overall number of employees trained and individual hours of training, 

ratio of average employee wages in comparison to minimum wages, number of grievances 

received and resolved, average overtime hours worked per employee per year, production 

rates during peak periods, number of employees per dormitory room, or number of disci-

plinary actions taken. As illustrated under Issue 4, PUMA also presents its individual per-

formance for each of the nine SA8000 topics in its Annual and Sustainability Report. 

Overall point score: 3 

Analytical step 2: summary of PUMA’s total reporting score and comparison with 

GRI application level 

PUMA’s total reporting score: Overall, PUMA achieves a total assessment score of 14 

out of optimally 15 points. Please refer to Appendix 6 which summarizes and compares the 

individual company reporting scores. 

This result seems in line with other evaluations of its CSREP. PUMA reports the optimal 

GRI application level A+, meaning that it not only self-assessed application level A but, as 

symbolized by the additional “+”, that this was confirmed both by an external auditor and 

reconfirmed by the GRI. A copy of the GRI Application Level Check certificate is includ-

ed in PUMA’s report. PUMA remarks that all its reports since 2007 achieved GRI applica-

tion level A+. Interestingly, about 48% of the GRI criteria are either not or only partially 

included in its report, however PUMA (mostly) provides transparent explanations for why 

the relevant GRI criteria were included or excluded. Thus, it becomes obvious that receiv-

ing application level A+ does not refer to PUMA’s excellent sustainability performance but 

rather recognizes PUMA for the validity of the provided sustainability information and its 

focus on true and relevant reporting. 

Analytical step 3: answering the research question 

In accordance with the other two cases, PUMA’s CSREP was scrutinized for more relevant 

themes in order to derive meaningful explanations to answer the research question. Various 

data queries and corresponding graphical exemplifications, such as word trees or word 

clouds, in NVivo helped to assess the main features and thematic relationships of the coded 

material. 
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Observation: It becomes obvious from PUMA’s coded material that the change in man-

agement will bring about various realignments and new initiatives to further strengthen 

PUMA’s new mission to become “the fastest sports brand in the world.” In this regard, 

PUMA’s unaltered focus on sustainability integration is continuously stressed. 

Having suffered from a particularly unsuccessful business year, PUMA’s stance on ac-

counting for imminent business risks seems highly topical. Interestingly, PUMA refers to 

the situation of increasing globalization as both a potential risk factor but also a business 

opportunity. The need to rapidly and adequately respond to emergent risks shall be miti-

gated by effective monitoring systems that capture all internal and external risks. More 

specifically, PUMA mentions its group-wide internal audits and its extensive reporting and 

controlling system as essential components of its risk management approach. Courses of 

actions are constantly assessed against set targets, allowing to promptly identify potential 

deviations or negative developments and to initiate necessary countermeasures at an early 

stage. Notably, the discussion in PUMA’s Risk and Opportunities chapter merely ad-

dressed the positive impact of adequate risk management procedures for its economic suc-

cess. 

Extending its risk monitoring also to its suppliers, PUMA uses an environmental data col-

lection and reporting tool to track and hold suppliers accountable for their environmental 

performances. What is more, PUMA encourages its strategic suppliers to publish their own 

sustainability reports and to disclose environmental impacts to the public, in order to give 

local residents the opportunity to assess these reports for any implied health and safety 

risks that might impact their own well-being. PUMA also cooperates with the GRI in the 

Global Action Network for Transparency in the Supply Chain project, which trains suppli-

ers to measure their sustainability performances and supports them with the preparation of 

their own sustainability reports. Participating suppliers cite a better understanding of the 

concept of sustainable development and compliance requirements, as well as a better inter-

action with local stakeholders and communities, as major benefits that result from their 

own sustainability reporting. 

Finally, sustainability objectives are also acknowledged and evaluated in PUMA’s annual 

employee performance appraisals and form part of the incentives for its senior manage-

ment. 
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Generally, PUMA’s account of the thematic relationship of “risk” and “sustainability man-

agement” resembles those of the other two case companies. However, the difference to 

Nike’s collaborative approach towards its strategic suppliers becomes obvious in PUMA’s 

chapter on potential business risks and opportunities, when PUMA specifies the risk of 

external events for its procurement process. Interestingly, besides the risks of political un-

rest, natural disasters, changes in taxes, customs duties, or trade restrictions, PUMA’s 

overdependence on individual manufacturers was mentioned as another critical source of 

external risks. 
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6 Discussion and suggestions for future development 

This chapter will highlight the essential knowledge gained from the case analysis. Moreo-

ver, the main features of the CSREP and social accounting of the three case examples 

adidas, Nike and PUMA shall be discussed as to how they provide meaning for answering 

the research question of this thesis. Finally, other relevant factors that might have an im-

pact on the effectiveness of current and future sustainability management will be suggest-

ed. 

6.1 Findings from the case analysis 

The analysis results for each of the three case companies that are presented in chapter 5 

underline their advanced sustainability reporting and their eligibility as best practice exam-

ples. All three case companies achieve high sustainability reporting scores: PUMA scores 

14 out of possible 15 points, Nike obtains 12 points, and adidas achieves 11 points. 

The assumption that advanced CSREP is indicative of superior sustainability management 

can generally be upheld. Even though particularly PUMA’s case showed that excellent 

reporting does not always imply excellent sustainability performance, at least its increased 

awareness of the relevance of sustainable business conduct was obvious. 

A general conclusion from the case analysis is clearly that superior sustainability manage-

ment is possible alongside economic growth and success. As an example from the case 

analysis, Nike firmly established this correlation in its business practices by determining its 

corporate governance efforts as a fixed percentage of its financial success. Thus, financial 

growth will always be accompanied with increasing social contributions. 

The analysis also reveals certain concerns that will need to be considered in the future. 

With reference to Issue 1, a rather positive tone of the CSREP was identified as character-

istic for almost all of the three case examples. Only PUMA stands out with its particularly 

neutral and honest tone. Yet, this observation seems to be in line with any kind of public 

company representation, which naturally intends to present the company in the most favor-

able light. Presumably, it will be difficult to establish rules that require corporate publica-

tions and marketing materials to adopt a neutral attitude. Thus, distinguishing between the 

tone and the actual content of a company’s publication will remain a challenge for the 

readers of CSREP. Nevertheless, PUMA’s honest account of its sustainability performance 
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finds notable public approval, which might encourage more companies to follow this best 

practice example. 

Referring to Issue 2, supplier information is pervasive in the CSREP of all three case ex-

amples. However, this information is mostly limited to strategic or direct suppliers. Indi-

rect suppliers are only sporadically included in the companies’ CSREP, even though vari-

ous impact analyses such as Nike’s life cycle assessment or PUMA’s Environmental P&L 

have shown that the biggest impacts are incurred at Tier levels 3-4. All three case compa-

nies also confirm their awareness of this discrepancy and each aver their increased efforts 

to include indirect suppliers into their sustainability management and reporting practices. 

Although it will not be easy to obtain all relevant indirect supplier data, the future broaden-

ing of companies’ CSREP to a scope that also includes suppliers from earlier stages of the 

production process represents an important aspect of future development in CSREP. 

Interestingly, the observations for Issue 3 demonstrate that all three companies, which were 

severely criticized for their low social compliance standards, are now directing major at-

tention to social issues in their CSREP. Hopefully, this increased consideration among the-

se best practice examples will also incite other companies, even those who have not been 

that seriously affected by public campaigns, to follow this trend and improve their social 

compliance reporting. 

With regards to Issue 4, only adidas tends to present plentiful descriptive examples of sus-

tainability initiatives in its CSR report. In contrast, Nike and PUMA focus more on exhibit-

ing selected sustainability metrics and delineating their progress in achieving annual sus-

tainability targets. PUMA’s CSREP is limited to those topics that were highlighted as rele-

vant in its materiality assessment. Recent developments of the GRI guidelines have also 

promoted the focus on selectivity. Responding to stakeholder feedback that criticized the 

GRI guidelines for containing too many performance indicators, “causing unnecessary 

burden for reporting organizations and difficulties for report readers in extracting essential 

information,” the new GRI G4 guidelines require companies to only report material sus-

tainability information (Global Reporting Initiative 2014, p.11). This limitation on relevant 

economic, environmental, and social impacts is expected to provide more focused and 

more credible CSR reports. 
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Finally, the limitation of CSREP to merely presenting material performance elements 

could provide an effective alternative solution to the literary debate about the aggregation 

of social criteria into one index (Atkisson & Hatcher 2001, p.512). Circumventing the 

problem of simplifying and averaging different performance metrics into one overall indi-

cator, which might not be specific enough to display companies’ multifarious advances or 

regressions, the focus on material sustainability developments would still be successful to 

communicate a sense of the “big picture” of companies’ overall sustainability performance 

trends. 

Lastly, the observations for Issue 5 underline the advances of the case companies to in-

clude social sustainability considerations into their overall sustainability performance man-

agement. However, all cases also confirm the need for more meaningful quantitative social 

sustainability performance indicators, which are still underrepresented in comparison to 

economic and environmental performance criteria. 

The case companies combine several methods to capture their social sustainability perfor-

mances, such as benchmarking, employee surveys, social accounting including relevant 

measurement indicators, indices and monitoring, or obtaining accreditations for global 

standards and codes. Yet, the remaining difficulty to develop adequate social accounting 

metrics raises the question of whether all social sustainability aspects can actually be 

measured in quantitative terms. Despite the general preference for quantitative or monetary 

values, which is also implied in Drucker’s business adage of “what gets measured gets 

done,” qualitative descriptions might be more appropriate to express social performance 

when items cannot be measured reliably or would have to be based on rough assumptions, 

estimates, and approximations (Luke et al. 2013, p.242). Moreover, Drucker’s adage also 

bears the risk for companies to only measure and manage “the performance numbers” ra-

ther than their actual business conduct (Catasús et al. 2007, p.507). For instance, in the 

case of worker trainings, companies might be aiming to demonstrate high numbers of 

workshops and trainings for their employees or factory workers. However, the mere quan-

tity of trainings does not provide any insights into the quality and effectiveness of the train-

ings. Hence, managing the number of worker trainings will not be sufficient to achieve real 

progress. As a result, quantitative CSREP performance accounts will have to be accompa-

nied with qualitative descriptions, which provide a transparent and honest account of the 

companies’ social sustainability performance. 
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Obviously, CSREP needs to be based on a sound accounting basis to provide meaningful 

quantitative and qualitative social performance representations. Social accounting will 

have to be refined to assist companies to effectively capture and track their social sustaina-

bility performances, to identify critical or successful performance trends and instigate pro-

gress, to compare own sustainability performances against other companies and bench-

marks, and to recognize imminent business risks or potential strategic opportunities 

(Marginson et al. 2010, p.355; Schwarz et al. 2002, pp.60–63). An effective social account-

ing system would optimally be linked to the performance accounting for environmental 

and economic factors, and would be composed of relevant present and future-oriented met-

rics, which are feasible, robust and non-perverse, understandable, reproducible and con-

sistent, comparable, complementary to pertinent initiatives, stackable along the supply 

chain, scalable for multiple boundaries of analysis, informative, and relevant for manage-

ment decisions and the business (Schwarz et al. 2002, p.58; Székely & Knirsch 2005, 

pp.641–643; Tanzil & Beloff 2006, pp.45–52). Such a refined social accounting system 

would distinctly enhance the identification of relevant sustainability performance devel-

opments and their reflection in companies’ CSREP. 

The case analysis also bears meaningful findings in relation to the research question of this 

Master’s thesis. Specifically addressing how social accounting can help corporations ac-

count for the negative effects resulting from today’s world risk society, several examples 

became apparent from the case analysis. 

All case companies discuss the relation of risk and sustainability in their CSREP. Specific 

risks, such as environmental or climate risks, social or human rights risks, supplier or 

country risks, are identified as imminent business risk factors. Notably, all of the three best 

practice examples have demonstrated that the mere acknowledgment and reporting of such 

risks is not sufficient. Instead, adidas, Nike and PUMA have implemented various tools 

and processes to help them account for these risks. Social accounting is mentioned in all 

three cases as one effective example of such tools. Social accounting comprehends various 

elements such as compliance monitoring, meta-trend analyses, future scenario castings, 

risk mapping, or the calculation of risk indices, and provides the basis for internal reporting 

and auditing, as well as external reporting and stakeholder communication. Thus, social 

accounting can help companies not only to capture this new kind of previously unaccount-

ed global risks, but also to assess their development. What is more, social accounting facil-
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itates companies to understand the contribution of such risks to their overall business risk, 

and helps companies account for their impacts on their business performances. 

Clearly, companies that are aware of all imminent business risks are better prepared for 

their prevention or mitigation. However, due to the complexity of those risks, corporations 

will have to engage in collaborations to develop adequate mechanisms and integrate rele-

vant insights from other business areas. Hence, in accordance with Beck’s cosmopolitan 

imperative to “cooperate or fail,” social accounting also promotes cooperation between 

corporations, as well as with governmental, scientific, societal and non-governmental initi-

atives. Finally, it was seen in the case analysis that social accounting does not only con-

tribute to better understanding and management of the global risks but that it also creates 

the foundation for seizing business opportunities. Investigating as to how those global risks 

will affect its business performance, Nike transforms its social accounting to inspire busi-

ness innovation, which not only tackles existing global risks but also converts superior risk 

mitigation into sustainability leadership. As a result, social accounting promotes the inte-

gration of sustainability considerations into companies’ immediate business focus. 

6.2 Additional topics for future development 

With reference to Catasús et al.’s (2007) elaboration on Drucker’s management adage 

(chapter 3.2.3.3), the case analysis elucidates additional factors that need to be “mobi-

lized” to facilitate better sustainability management. 

One of such factors is the establishment of adequate communication between buyers and 

suppliers. Nike indicates in its CSREP that better communication helps to track suppliers’ 

social and environmental challenges and performances, and also enhances the information 

flow between Nike’s in-house designers and the manufacturing teams. Risks of non-

compliances with Nike’s labor regulations like excessive overtime, which result from inef-

ficient planning or ad hoc production orders, could be detected on time and prevented by 

revising underlying work schedules, or distributing unmanageable production orders to 

other supply factories. 

Better communication will also significantly enhance the relationship between buyers and 

supplying companies. Collaborative relationships are a critical factor of business success 

and development. Stable relationships reduce companies’ costs related to employee turno-

ver, to lack of commitment, or the need to constantly monitor suppliers’ adherence to rele-
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vant compliance regulations. They also significantly contribute to the improvement of 

workplace conditions as a result of increased understanding of critical safety issues, which 

were identified in workplace audits, and of increased commitment towards the related la-

bor codes (Frenkel & Scott 2002, p.44; Lim & Phillips 2007, p.143; Locke et al. 2007, 

p.19; Oxfam International 2010, p.7). In this respect, the involvement of factory workers 

into optimization projects could provide relevant insights for the identification of potential 

root causes of non-compliances and spur suppliers’ development. What is more, they could 

offer valuable insights into local conditions and values, and could prevent companies from 

merely “imposing Western norms on developing countries” by facilitating knowledge ex-

change and prompting mutually beneficial compromises (Gilbert & Rasche 2007, p.188). 

Thus, employee involvement would instigate a feeling of responsibility, participation and 

empowerment amongst the factory workers by “making [them] agents and not subjects of 

development” (Human Rights Watch 2014, p.37; Oka 2010, p.178). 

Acknowledging that audits and controls alone will not be sufficient to enhance suppliers’ 

sustainability performances, the case companies have demonstrated successful initiatives to 

promote long-term relationships with their suppliers and to improve worker productivity. 

Nike’s Lean 2.0 initiative represents one example that aims to create better manufacturing 

processes. Alongside the improvement of workers’ physical labor conditions, increases in 

worker productivity could generate lasting effects that positively affect the development of 

the developing economy as a whole (Ahmed & Peerlings 2009, p.667). 

Improvements in companies’ buyer-supplier relationships will have to be accompanied 

with better implementation of sustainability targets in companies’ internal controls and 

planning. Besides these, also company-wide employee sustainability training, monitoring, 

leadership commitment and adequate incentives will help to further enhance sustainability 

integration throughout companies (Frenkel & Scott 2002, p.44; Székely & Knirsch 2005, 

p.629). 

As it was seen in the case analysis, collaboration will have to expand to a more superordi-

nate level. Continuous engagement with various stakeholders like governments, NGOs, 

researchers, society groups, or the media, will promote advances towards better sustaina-

bility management and implementation of effective measurement and reporting tools. This 

observation extends Beck’s cosmopolitan imperative. Based on Beck’s (1992, p.29) claim 

that “[t]here is no expert on risk,” collaboration should also include knowledge and cost 



Master’s thesis: The role of CSR in the context of today’s world risk society         page 75 

sharing amongst competitors from the same industry to find adequate ways to account for 

the global risks. 

Governments should be responsive to these developments by establishing more stringent 

regulatory frameworks and guidelines, which entail equal incentives for companies to 

promote and transparently report on their progress of implementing sustainable develop-

ment in developed and developing countries. 

Improved third-party assurance or company rankings, which reward quality rather than 

quantity of CSREP disclosures, will close the circle of enhanced sustainability implemen-

tation. 
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7 Conclusion 

This Master’s thesis aimed to close the gap between Beck’s theory of the World Risk Soci-

ety and the literary debate about the establishment of sustainability considerations into the 

conduct of businesses, society, and governance. 

The review of pertinent literature in chapter 3 provided the basis for the research question 

of this Master’s thesis. Tracing the origins of the imminent global risks to predominantly 

unsustainable business conduct, corporations’ dominant role for the mitigation of the glob-

al risks was identified. 

Consequently, pertinent sustainability literature was reviewed further to find prominent 

examples of effective corporate sustainability management. Social accounting was deter-

mined as one useful sustainability management tool that can help companies account for 

the negative effects resulting from today’s world risk society. 

The analysis of samples of sustainability reporting in one of the most progressive indus-

tries – in terms of the implementation of sustainable business management – in chapters 4 

and 5 confirmed the eligibility of the three companies adidas, Nike and PUMA as best 

practice examples. Valuable insights could be generated as to how social accounting can 

serve as a sound basis to understand, capture, and track the impacts of global risks. Such a 

sound accounting system is indispensable for reliable and strategic internal and external 

reporting. 

Ultimately, the discussion in chapter 6 translated the supplementary findings from the 

case analysis into a systemic approach that comprises relevant enhancements in several 

company-internal and external aspects. It was suggested that the refinement of social ac-

counting and CSREP will have to be accompanied by material improvements in the organ-

izational and also the political domain. 

All suggestions are essentially predicated on all parties’ willingness to engage in more sus-

tainable conduct. However, this thesis has emphasized that mere willingness is not suffi-

cient and will have to be accompanied with increased commitment for the successful im-

plementation of sustainability into the value criteria of the post-modern society. 

Finally, collaboration of all actors will have to be promoted in order to induce significant 

improvements of global standards and relations, so that doing good will lead to doing well. 
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Appendix 4: List of the 100 most frequently used words and their overall word fre-
quencies in the three case companies’ CSR reports 
Top100 adidas 

word / word frequency 
Nike 

word / word frequency 
PUMA 

word / word frequency 
Top 1 suppliers 181 sustainability 474 report 525 
Top 2 factory 169 factories 301 managing 356 
Top 3 group 164 businesses 279 product 298 
Top 4 sustainable 155 products 251 company 291 
Top 5 product 154 manufacturing 247 financial 235 
Top 6 performing 137 using 223 annual 234 
Top 7 report 122 materials 221 statements 226 
Top 8 fair 109 performance 215 group 212 
Top 9 data 99 innovative 204 assets 205 
Top 10 number 92 reports 187 brands 203 
Top 11 progress 87 works 183 sustainable 198 
Top 12 people 86 water 161 board 190 
Top 13 play’ 85 contract 143 values 183 
Top 14 management 82 impact 138 cash 182 
Top 15 employees 81 brand 135 consolidation 182 
Top 16 partnership 79 changing 134 previous 176 
Top 17 approach 79 improve 128 amount 175 
Top 18 environmental 77 managers 120 sales 174 
Top 19 planet 77 new 120 shares 168 
Top 20 audits 76 designs 117 result 162 
Top 21 compliance 72 employees 117 income 158 
Top 22 contents 70 chain 113 business 155 
Top 23 use 69 workers 113 using 153 
Top 24 achieved 69 development 111 employees 143 
Top 25 CEO 69 footwear 110 performed 141 
Top 26 statement 68 sourcing 108 liabilities 137 
Top 27 systems 68 index 106 administrative 134 
Top 28 working 68 process 106 new 134 
Top 29 target 61 apparel 98 development 133 
Top 30 workers 61 energy 98 financial 128 
Top 31 sites 60 summary 98 changing 127 
Top 32 assessments 59 waste 98 sports 525 
Top 33 initial 50 systems 97 expenses 126 
Top 34 ratings 49 global 96 rating 126 
Top 35 new 48 help 95 market 124 
Top 36 region 46 making 93 current 123 
Top 37 global 45 provide 92 operations 121 
Top 38 centre 44 value 91 risk 120 
Top 39 company 44 continuous 89 indirect 117 
Top 40 training 44 engagement 87 directors 115 
Top 41 issues 42 company 86 taxes 114 
Top 42 better 41 assess 85 world 113 
Top 43 improve 40 informed 85 works 113 
Top 44 licensee 39 progress 80 currency 109 
Top 45 business 39 areas 79 well 108 
Top 46 safety 38 end 79 account 106 
Top 47 support 37 data 77 materials 106 
Top 48 increase 36 industry 77 audits 104 
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Top 49 Americas 36 ratings 77 capital 102 
Top 50 continue 36 environmental 75 terms 99 
Top 51 programme 36 times 75 international 97 
Top 52 develop 34 measuring 73 plans 95 
Top 53 EMEA 34 targets 73 costs 88 
Top 54 reduce 34 lean 71 accordingly 88 
Top 55 distribution 33 community 70 key 86 
Top 56 KPI 33 better 69 continuously 84 
Top 57 community 33 opportunities 69 directly 84 
Top 58 Asia 32 team 69 program 82 
Top 59 brands 32 create 68 pension 82 
Top 60 energy 32 tools 68 global 81 
Top 61 activities 31 approach 67 increase 81 
Top 62 chain 31 labor 67 interest 80 
Top 63 ISO 31 committed 64 adjustments 79 
Top 64 sports 31 reduce 63 position 79 
Top 65 14001 30 driving 61 suppliers 78 
Top 66 cotton 30 organizations 60 consumers’ 78 
Top 67 milestone 30 issues 59 date 76 
Top 68 conducting 29 strategy 59 members 76 
Top 69 end 29 achieved 58 overview 76 
Top 70 fully 29 activity 58 relations 75 
Top 71 Germany 29 footprint 58 one 74 
Top 72 health 29 understanding 58 rights 74 
Top 73 practices 29 well 58 factory 73 
Top 74 supply 29 supply 58 corporate 72 
Top 75 wage 29 increase 57 fully 72 
Top 76 green 28 program 57 improving 72 
Top 77 one 28 growth 57 impact 71 
Top 78 process 28 resources 55 investments 70 
Top 79 water 28 scoring 54 receives 70 
Top 80 following 27 launched 54 strategy 70 
Top 81 implement 27 efficient 53 trainings 70 
Top 82 offices 27 focus 53 effect 69 
Top 83 reduction 27 participation 52 follows 69 
Top 84 compares 26 reduction 51 ments 69 
Top 85 make 26 one 50 fairly 69 
Top 86 results 26 part 50 compensation 68 
Top 87 creating 25 plans 50 design 68 
Top 88 project 25 ways 50 earnings 68 
Top 89 score 25 world 49 units 68 
Top 90 social 25 trainings 48 years’ 68 
Top 91 direct 25 believe 48 compared 67 
Top 92 footwear 25 dyeing 48 equity 67 
Top 93 timely 25 pilot 48 issues 67 
Top 94 China 24 collaborative 47 significant 67 
Top 95 materials 24 integration 47 controlling 67 
Top 96 plan 24 challenges 47 items 67 
Top 97 savings 24 available 45 codes 66 
Top 98 tool 24 key 45 provided 66 
Top 99 visits 24 made 45 committee 66 
Top 100 industry 24 people 45 systems 66 
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Appendix 5: Calculation of the supporting quantitative figures for the qualitative case 

analysis  

Data adidas Nike PUMA 

200 most frequent words Total occurrence in CSR report 

Sum of neutral terms 5,410 9,752 14,019 

Sum of positive terms 1,330 2,996 1,934 

Sum of negative terms  135 294 886 

Overall sum of all terms 6,875 13,042 16,839 

100 most frequent words Total occurrence in CSR report 

Sum of neutral terms 3,990 7,300 9,805 

Sum of positive terms 1,127 2,249 1,503 

Sum of negative terms  42 106 648 

Overall sum of all terms 5,159 9,655 11,956 

Total word count 19,766 41,032 63,109 

Source: Qualitative analysis of adidas’, Nike’s and PUMA’s current Sustainability Reports in NVivo10 
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Appendix 6: Summary and comparison of the individual reporting scores for the three 

case companies adidas, Nike and PUMA 

Case company reporting scores adidas Nike PUMA 

Point score for Issue 1 1 2 3 

Point score for Issue 2 3 3 3 

Point score for Issue 3 3 3 2 

Point score for Issue 4 2 2 3 

Point score for Issue 5 2 2 3 

Total case company score 11 12 14 

 


