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Abstract
Objective: To present the evolution of the sustainability 
development and sustainability concept over the years by means 
of a literature review, as well as the research trends focused on 
the intersection between accounting and sustainability. 
Method: The study was developed through a literature review of 
the Brazilian and international literature on sustainability and its 
relationships with accounting. The selection of the investigated 
literature prioritized more recente publications; a mixture between 
empirical research and literature review; journals with some 
impact factor and Brazilian journals qualified in Qualis Capes.
Results: Studies have advanced particularly in two foci: a) 
disclosure – many studies aim to verify the quantity and 
quality of disclosure on sustainability, including suggested 
models like Integrated Reporting; and b) search for a relation 
between practices and sustainability indicators with companies’ 
economic-financial performance. The results have often revealed 
controversies, which opens room for new and more robust 
research with more consistent underlying theories.
Contributions: Research on the theme sustainability is 
recent and has gained intensity in the past 20 years, making it 
importante to develop a study that aims to reflect on how these 
research findings have evolved, mainly in matters on which no 
consolidated results exist yet. Hence, this article contributes 
by structuring the construction of scientific knowledge on 
sustainability and, thus, highlight gaps that need further research 
in future studies.
Key words:  Sustainability; Integrated Reporting; Sustainability 
Indicators.

What has Been Investigated on Corporate 
Sustainability and its Disclosure?
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1. Introduction

The idea of sustainable development lies at the heart of humanity’s aspirations in this century. This 
is confirmed by the exponential growth of studies related to the theme, and by the rapid acceptance of 
movements such as the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals and the Millennium Development Goals, 
due to the urgent need for practices that do not harm the environment and also offer social and economic 
sustainability (Allen, Metternicht & Wiedmann, 2016; Campbell, 2017; Griggs, Stafford-Smith, Gaffeny, 
Rockström, Ohman, Shyamsundar & Noble, 2013; Sachs, 2012).

The emergence of the Sustainability concept is intertwined with that of Sustainable Development, 
which emerged from a context of concerns about the impacts of human production and actions in the en-
vironment, the scarcity of natural resources and the future in the world, expressed in documents such as 
the wellknown report issued by the World Commission on Environment and Development (1987). In this 
report, sustainable development is defined as “development that satisfies the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (Bruntland, 1987, p. 8). Other 
documents, such as the World Charter for Nature (1982) and Agenda 21 of the Earth Summit (1992) also 
express the concept of sustainable development (Assembly, 1982; Brundtland, 1987; Hák, Janoušková, & 
Moldan, 2016; Kopnina, 2015; Redclift, 2005; Summit, 1992; Wood, 1985).

Several inquiries originate in the proposed definition. For example, to prevent the satisfaction of 
present needs from compromising future generations, it is necessary to know the needs and abilities of the 
new generations. But if mankind faces many difficulties in developing a global consensus on the needs of 
the present generation, what is the possibility of developing this same consensus for future generations? 
Thus, the suggested definition lacks applicability and cannot be the hallmark of political and business de-
cisions (Marshall & Toffel, 2005).

The difficulty to conceptualize sustainability stems from the nature of the problems in this area, be-
ing complex systems with variables from several areas of knowledge, non-linearly correlated. For example, 
the economic mainstream says that the key to sustainable development lies in the Social Welfare Econom-
ics approach. Other scientists with different views, such as biologists, institutional and ecological econ-
omists, tend to disagree, bringing concepts and theories from their respective bakground areas (Arrow, 
Dasgupta, Goulder, Daily, Ehrlich & Summer, 2004; Ayres, 2008; Bithas, 2011; de Vries & Petersen, 2009; 
Goodland & Ledec, 1987; Saunders, 2014; Solow, 1993; Stavins, Wagner & Wagner, 2003; Wagner, 2006).

In the literature, approaches diverge in relation to the method, but they share, even if basically, the 
same concern that, if they are not protected, future generations will live in a more hostile environment 
than was experienced in the past or present. Thus, a new area of research emerges, the Science of Sustain-
ability, characterized by its approach to the problems of complex systems of correlated factors linked to 
sustainability and sustainable development in a transdisciplinary way (Brandt, Ernst, Gralla, Luederitz, 
Lang Newig & Von Wehrden, 2013; Campbell, 2017; Caniglia, Schäpke, Lang, Abson, Luederitz & Von 
Wehrden, 2017; Leal Filho, 2000; Gerlagh, 2017; Hellwig, 2005; Jerneck, Olsson, Ness, Anderberg, Baier, 
Clark & Person, 2011; Kajikawa, 2008; Komiyama & Takeuchi, 2006; Mikhailova, 2004; Miller, Armim, 
Sarewitz, Robinson, Olsson & Loorbach, 2014; Pappas, Pappas, & Sweeney, 2015; Phillis & Andriantiat-
saholiniaina, 2001; Sala, Farioli, & Zamagni, 2013; Vallance, Perkins, & Dixon, 2011).

Thus, the objective of this study is to present the evolution of the sustainable development and 
sustainability concept over the years and the trends in research focusing on the intersection between ac-
counting and sustainability.

The study was developed through a review of the Brazilian and international literature on sustain-
ability and its relationships with accounting. The investigated literature selection prioritized more recent 
publications; a mix between empirical research and literary reviews; journals with some impact factor and 
Brazilian journals qualified in Qualis / Capes.
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Considering that research on the theme sustainability is recent and has gained momentum in the 
last 20 years, it is important to have a study that reflects how the findings of this research are evolving, es-
pecially in issues that have not yet been consolidated. Thus, the contribution of this article comes as a way 
of structuring the construction of the scientific knowledge about Sustainability and, with this, to highlight 
gaps that still need to be studied without future research.

2. Sustainability and Sustainable Development

The approach of  this topic begins with a brief description of the history of the concepts of Sustain-
ability and Sustainable Development, highlighting the main events in time that led to the evolution of the 
Sustainable Development concept. Next, the different approaches to the concept are discussed and final-
ized with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) proposed by the United Nations.

2.1. Brief History of the Concept

The roots of the sustainability concept can be traced back to Ancient Greece, but it gains promi-
nence in the history of humanity with new issues brought about by technological development, the mas-
sive increase in energy consumption and the exponential growth of the population since the First Indus-
trial Revolution (Du Pisani, 2006; Wrigley, 2013).

The term “Sustainability” was coined by Carlowitz and Rohr (1732), in Sylviculture Oeconomica. 
In understanding that wood was the main input of the eighteenth century, used for both fuel and civil and 
naval construction, etc., Carlowitz proposes the sustainable use of forests, that is, the existence of a suffi-
cient number of young trees should be ensured to replace the firewood used in the economy’s productive 
processes (Carlowitz & Rohr, 1732; Du Pisani, 2006; Grober, 2007; Klöpffer, 2003).

Another prominent author in the literature on sustainable development was Thomas R. Malthus, 
who developed an analytical model of population growth and the consequence of this growth rhythm for 
the scarcity of resources and food (Malthus, 1798).

In Principles of Political Economy (1848), John Stuart Mill devotes a short chapter to the concept 
of “stationary state”, in which the author argues that cultural and moral development was a separate con-
dition of development and economic growth, confronting the contemporary idea that human society 
could only advance if the economy expanded. Therefore, the author diverges from the idea of continuous 
growth, arguing that there would be a stationary condition of generation of wealth, consumption, capi-
tal and population mass, but not of human development (Mill, 1848 apud Caradonna, 2014; Du Pisani, 
2006; Wagner, 2006).

In Man and Nature (1864), Marsh (1965) describes how human intervention has affected differ-
ent aspects of the environment, and how these disturbances may end up transforming the planet into an 
uninhabitable place, and may even lead to the extinction of the human race. Marsh’s argumentation was 
meant to show that humanity would not have continuity without caring for the environment (Marsh, 
1965, Padua, 2010).

The growth in mineral exploration in the nineteenth century also entailed a growing concern with 
the energy issue. In The Coal Question (1866), Stanley Jevons argued that the overuse of resources could 
consume the British coal reserves in about a century (Jevons, 1866 apud Caradonna, 2014, Clark & Fos-
ter, 2001). The twentieth century brought a mix of pessimism and optimism regarding the development 
of humanity and sustainability. The good omens brought about by scientific and technological develop-
ment resulted from the economic crises and world wars of the first half of the century but, in the second 
half, the debate about sustainable development gains strength and global importance (Caradonna, 2014).
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There was, for example, a divergence within economic doctrine about the role and how economics 
should approach the Sustainability problem. Then came two main currents: the Environmental Econo-
my and the Ecological Economy. The first applies the framework of the theory of externalities to analyze 
problems of scarcity and allocation of natural resources, and therefore has a more unidisciplinary and het-
erodox bias; while the second current has a transdisciplinary approach among economics, ecology, phys-
ics, etc., considering the economic system as a part of the ecological system (Costanza, 1989; Costanza, 
Cumberland, Daly, Goodland, Norgaard, Kubiszewski & Franco, 2014; Cropper & Oates, 1992; Du Pisani, 
2006; Field & Field, 1997; Goodland, 1995; Illge & Schwarze, 2009; Romeiro, 2010).

At that time too, several commissions, conferences and agreements took place as part of an effort 
in pursuit of sustainable development. Table 1 summarizes some of the main events that took place: 

Event Description

1972, Stockholm, UN 
Conference on the Human 
Environment and “Stockholm 
Declaration”

Is considered a landmark in the history of international cooperation on 
environmental issues. The United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) was created. 
In addition, a decree was published to safeguard the environment and social issues. 
In addition, the UN starts to discuss the relation between air pollution from human 
actions and the consequente global climate changes.

1980, UNEP – World 
Conservation Strategy

Document created by the International Union for Conservation of Nature, involving 
scientists and researchers of different nationalities. Supposedly the first international 
document to use the term “sustainable development”. 

1982, General Assembly of the 
UN, “World Charter for Nature”

Argues that humanity is part of nature and that life depends on the uninterrupted 
functioning of natural systems. Appoints that humanity can change nature and even 
extract natural resources through its actions or consequences, but that it should also 
maintain the stability and quality of nature and preserve the natural resources.

1983–1987, World Commission 
on Environment and 
Development and “Our 
Common Future”

Also known as the Brundtland Commission, the proposition was to create a 
conceptual structure for global sustainable development. The document produced 
was called “Our Common Future”, in which the commission argues that the 
current generations should use nature without compromising the ability of future 
generations to provide for its own needs. 

1992, Rio de Janeiro, UN 
Conference on Environment 
and Development

Eco-92 or the Earth Summit was a large conference in which several global leaders 
and NGO’s participated. The “Rio Declaration” contains 27 guiding principles of the 
environment and development policy. The “Agenda 21” offers a detailed framework 
for the implementation of sustainable development. 

1997, Kyoto Protocol

An environmental treaty adopted in 1997 and which came into force in 2005, 
determining that developed countries that adopted the treaty reduce their 
greenhouse gas emission levels. Covers two emission reduction periods:  2008–2012 
and 2013–2020. Thirty seven countries signed the treaty, including exceptions like 
the USA and Canada. The treaty established new systems and carbon credits for 
countries that fund emission reduction programs in the developing world.

2009, Copenhagen, UN Climate 
Change Conference

The disastrous conference was an indicator of developed and developing countries’ 
inability to converge towards a consensus on how to advance in climate change 
issues. No agreement or action plan was adopted at this conference.

2012, Rio de Janeiro, UN 
Conference Rio +20 and “The 
Future we Want”

Many of the discussions during Rio+20 addressed the failed efforts to implemente 
some kind of global convergence towards sustainable development, idealized in 
1992. The report “The Future we Want” presentes this same tone of failure and 
argues in favor of a renewed political commitment.

Picture 1. Conferences, Commissions and Global Agreements in favor of Sustainable Development.
Source: adapted from Caradonna, 2014; Waas, Hugé, Verbruggen & Wright, 2011 

The main events described in Table 1 show the effort in search of sustainable development. The 
evolution of the sustainable development concept has  presented different approaches though, which will 
be discussed in the next topic.
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2.2. Sustainable development

The definition of sustainable development suggested by WCED (1987) is taken as a starting point 
for the current discussion about the concept of sustainable development. Nevertheless, more than one 
concept exists, as the expression deals with a juxtaposition of two concepts, “Development” and “Sustain-
ability”, which are also constantly developing in the literature reviewed. While the first term can be gen-
eralized as the search for a more advanced state of some specific dimension, be it economic, social, insti-
tutional, environmental, spiritual, technological, etc.; the second concept is addressed in a complex and 
transdisciplinary way (Leal Filho, 2000; Mebratu, 1998; Waas et al., 2011). Thus, the concept of sustain-
able development has evolved in accordance with the new discoveries and new conceptual structures, be-
ing a field of study that can be approached from several angles and fields of knowledge. Table 2 presents 
some of the different approaches to the concepts proposed in the literature on sustainable development:

Definition Author

“Development which meets the needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (p. 8) (Brundtland, 1987)

“Sustainable development involves devising a social and economic system, which 
ensures that these goals are sustained, i.e. that real incomes rise, that educational 
standards increase, that the health of the nation improves, and that the general 
quality of life is advanced.” (p. 1)

(Pearce, Markandya & Barbier, 
1989)

“Improving the quality of human life while living within the carrying capacity of 
supporting eco-systems” (p. 10)

(Munro, Holdgate & Prescott-
Allen, 1991)

“Sustainability is the ability of a human, natural or mixed system to withstand or 
adapt to endogenous or exogenous change indefinitely”(p. 14) (Dovers & Handmer, 1992)

“Sustainability is a relationship between dynamics human economic systems and 
larger dynamics, but normally slower-changing ecological systems, in which (a) human 
life can continue indefinitely, (b) human beings can flourish and (c) human cultures 
can develop.” (p. 8)

(Costanza, 1992)

“Sustainable development involves the simultaneous pursuit of economic prosperity, 
environmental quality and social equity.” (p. 397) (Elkington, 1997)

“Sustainable development is a social constructo, referring to the long-term evolution 
of a hugely complex system – the human population and economy embedded within 
the eco-systems and biogeochemical flow of the planet.” (p. 7)

(Meadows, 1998)

“Sustainable development representes a shift in understanding of humanity’s 
place on the planet, but it is open to interpretation of being anything from almost 
meaningless to of extreme importance to humanity.” (p. 13)

(Hopwood, Mellor & O’Brien, 
2005)

“Sustainable development is a normative value system, on a par with human rights, 
democracy and freedom (and it is closely interlinked with all these systems). Thus, 
sustainable development is essentially a strong ethical, or moral, pronouncement as 
to what should be done.” (p. 3)

(Holden, Linnerud, & Banister, 
2017)

Picture 2. Sustainable Development Concepts
Source: Adapted from Chang, Zuo, Zhao, Ziççante, Gan and Soebarto (2017) and Duran, Gogan, Artene & Duran (2015).
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The most classic and widespread model is the Sustainability Tripod (Elkington, 1997), in which 
actions are classified by three dimensions: social, environmental and economic. The approach that this 
model suggests is the reflection of how actions can be economically viable, socially just and environ-
mentally responsible.

Some of the different concepts that are not included in this first approach end up having a direct 
influence on development though, and the detriment of these concepts in the set of sustainable devel-
opment dimensions results in an incomplete analysis. Several studies aim to analyze the dimensions of 
sustainability (Ayres, 2008; Blewitt, 2008; Duran, Gogan, Artene, & Duran, 2015; Gowdy, 2005) and 
with the development of scientific knowledge in the area, the literature adopts other dimensions besides 
the three most disseminated, such as: Ethics and Morality: (Aguinis & Glavas, 2012); Political and In-
stitutional: (Acemoglu, Johnson, & Robinson, 2005; Mavragani, Nikolaou, & Tsagarakis, 2016; Ostrom, 
Schroeder, & Wynne, 1993); Technique: (Pawłowski, 2008; Weitzman, 1997); Culture: (Blewitt, 2008; Lo-
rek & Spangenberg, 2014; Soini & Birkeland, 2014); Sprituality: (Campante & Yanagizawa-Drott, 2015; 
Carroll, 2004; Rodrigues, 2010)

The concepts and actions that relate to sustainable development can be organized hierarchically, as 
proposed by Glavic and Lukman (2007), in which the authors use the environmental, economic, social 
and political dimensions to organize the concepts in the following hierarchical order:

Principles: fundamental concepts for the establishment of a more complex system. They refer to 
only one action or method and are at the base of the hierarchy;

Approaches: set of principles related to the same topic, building a more complex system. The ap-
proaches are broader than the principles;

Sub-systems: consists of a set of approaches. They “introduce strategies that have to be met to 
achieve full preservation of the environment and contribute to human well-being in the short and long 
term.” (Glavič & Lukman, 2007, p.7);

Sustainable Systems: A system is a set of subsystems that work in synergy. Therefore, a sustainable 
system is the highest level of activities to progress towards sustainable development. These arrangements 
are accompanied by a change in the lifestyle and mind-set of society.

2.3. Sustainable Development Goals

In the year 2000, the United Nations General Assembly proposes, in the so-called Millennium Dec-
laration, the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). The new method, consisting of eight objectives 
and 22 measurable and well-defined goals, summed up the efforts and agreements that were made among 
different countries. This new approach, with quantitative and measurable indicators, is trackable and thus 
effective, and the MDGs achieved a positive balance (Assembly, 2000, 2015).

In December 2015, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) were launched in the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development, considered an evolution in relation to the MDGs. The SDGs are 17 objectives, 
broken up into one 169 goals, which are even more ambitious because they embrace more dimensions of sus-
tainable development (Campbell, 2017; Leal Filho, Azeiteiro, Alves, Pace, Mifsud, Brandli & Disterheft, 2017).

Table 3 shows the evolution in the global vision and cooperation towards sustainable development.
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Millennium Development Goals (2000) Sustainable Development Goals (2015)

1. Eradicate extreme Poverty and Hunger
2. Achieve Universal Primary Education
3. Promote Gender Equality and Empower Women
4. Reduce Child Mortality
5. Improve Maternal Health
6. Combat HIV/Aids, Malaria and Other Diseases
7. Ensure Environmental Sustainability
8. Global Partnership for Development

1. No Poverty
2. Zero Hunger
3. Good Health and Well-Being
4. Quality Education 
5. Gender Equality
6. Clean Water and Sanitation
7. Affordable and Clean Energy
8. Decent Work and Economic Growth
9. Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure
10. Reduced Inequalities
11. Sustainable Cities and Communities
12. Responsible Consumption and Production
13. Climate Action
14. Life below Water
15. Life on Land
16. Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions
17. Partnerships for the Goals

Picture 3. MDGs and SDGs
Source: elaborated based on Assembly (2000), Campbell (2017) and Mundo (2016).

The current literature on the theme focuses on assessing existing indicators and developing better 
indicators, which are quantitative and more measurable (Costanza, Fioramonti, Giovannini, Kubiszews-
ki, Mortensen & Wilkinson, 2016; Engebretsen, Heggen & Ottersen, 2017; Hák et al., 2016; ICSU, 2015). 
The SDGs can increasingly be aligned in the development of these indicators.

3. Sustainability in the Corporate World

In this topic, we aimed to describe the main indicators of sustainability and business reputation 
that are used in the research, as well as to evidence research results that relate practices and sustainabili-
ty indicators with the economic-financial performance of companies. Finally, we intended to discuss re-
search that shows the evolution of sustainability disclosure forms, especially on the new disclosure pro-
posal through Integrated Reporting.

3.1. Sustainability Indicators and Corporate Reputation

Although there are difficulties to obtain a single, unbiased definition, the market has found ways 
to signal corporate sustainability practices, linking sustainability to corporate reputation, and the most 
recent research seeks to understand the impact of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) on the financial 
performance of companies in the light of these indices. Among the sustainability and business reputation 
indicators, the Corporate Sustainability Index (CSI) - BMF & BOVESPA; the Down Jones Sustainability 
Indices (DJSI); the FTSE4Good of the London Stock Exchange; in addition to the international standard 
series ISO 14000 and 26000 and the MERCO Reputation Ranking (ABNT, 2004; BOVESPA, 2012; Finch, 
2005; Group, 2010; GVces, 2016; INDEXES, 2006; Knoepfel, 2001; Melo & Gomes, 2007; MERCO, 2016). 
In Picture 4, some of the main sustainability and reputation indices are displayed.
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Index Description

Domini 400 Social Index Consists of a selection of 400 North American companies, 250 of which figure on the S&P 
500. Founded in 1990 by Kinder, Lydenberg Domini Co.

Dow Jones Sustainability 
Indices

Calculated and analyzed similarly to the Dow Jones Global Indices, and further characterized 
in two indices: The DJSI World and the DJSI STOXX, the later representing a mix of European 
companies. Founded in 1999 by the Dow Jones and Sustainable Asset Management Group

FTSE4Good
Designed to measure the performance of companies that demonstrate strong Governance, 
Social and Environmental Accountability practices. Founded in 2001 by the British Corporate 
Group.

Ethibel Sustainability 
Index (ESI)

Consists of four regional indices: ESI Global, ESI Americas, ESI Europe, ESI Asia Pacific. 
Founded in 2002 by Standard & Poor’s.

Socially Responsible 
Investment (SRI) Index

Launced in South Africa, is considered the first sustainability index in an emerging country. 
Founded in 2004 by the Johannesburg Stock Exchange.

Calvert Social Index Consists of 680 companies selected among 1000 of the largest publicly traded companies in 
the USA. Founded in 2005 by Calvert Co.

Corporate Sustainability 
Index (CSI)

Originally founded by the International Financial Corporation (IFC), the private-sector branch 
of the World Bank. It is “a tool for the comparative performance analysis of companies listed 
on BM&FBOVESPA, considering corporate sustainability based on economic efficiency, 
environmental balance, social justice and corporate governance”. It was designed by GVces 
and founded by BMF&Bovespa in 2005.

MERCO Reputation 
Ranking

The MERCO Reputation Ranking started in 2004 and was constructed using a scale from 0 to 
10000, aiming to measure the multidimensional concept of corporate reputation, involving 
measures of economic-financial results, information quality, the company’s commitment 
to society, product-service quality, respect for consumer right, commitment to employees, 
information disclosure quality and quality in management and innovation. The MERCO ranks 
the reputation of companies active in the G-20, focusing on Spanish-speaking countries. The 
countries in which the MERCO verifies the reputation indices are: Colombia, Chile, Argentina, 
Equador, Bolivia, Mexico, Peru, Germany, Mexico and Brazil since 2013 (Pinto, 2015; MERCO, 
2016). 

Picture 4. Sustainability Indices
Source: Elaborated based on MERCO (2016), Orsato, Garcia, Mendes-Da-Silva, Simonetti & Monzoni (2015) and Pinto, Freire & Dos Santos (2015).

In the literature, there are studies that search for determinants for the participation of companies 
in sustainability indices and for the disclosure of social information through financial statements. Thus, 
some studies find evidence that the companies’ characteristics can influence the inclusion in sustainability 
indices. For example, results suggest that companies with a higher growth potential have higher Corpo-
rate Social Responsibility (CSR), as they have more opportunity to adopt sustainable actions in their op-
erations (Artiach, Lee, Nelson & Walker, 2010; Belkaoui & Karpik, 1989; Nunes, Teixeira, Nossa & Galdi, 
2010). Another result that is robust, even when analyzing different companies, indices, periods and meth-
ods, is that the size of the company can influence the decision to include it in sustainability indices. The 
argument is that larger companies are more subject to stakeholder scrutiny, and it is a strategic decision 
to signal corparative social responsibility and concern with sustainable development. Thus, an important 
factor that leads companies to take voluntary sustainability initiatives is the intangible value created such 
actions create, including access to new knowledge, innovation, and reputation gains (Andrade, Bressan, 
Iquiapaza & de Melo Moreira, 2013; Artiach et al., 2010; Nunes et al., 2010; Orsato et al., 2015).
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3.2. Sustainability and Economic-Financial Performance of Companies

Although there was already some discussion about the relationship between business and society, 
the concept of CSR is relatively new in the literature, and many authors consider Howard Bowen’s work 
Social Responsibilities of the Businessman (1953) as the first theorization on the subject, proposing that 
businessmen should make decisions and follow guidelines that meet the objectives and values of society 
they are part of. This line of arguments was the main focus of the literature in the 1950s and 1960s (Bow-
en, 1953; Carroll, 1979; Lee, 2008; Wartick & Cochran, 1985).

Approximately in the period from 1970 to 1980, the self-interest of the economic agents had the sole 
social responsibility of the company related to the increase of returns for shareholders. In the 1980s, a first 
model was developed that proposed four categories of social responsibility (economic, legal, ethical and phil-
anthropic) as a natural way to respond to criticisms regarding the lack of analytical rigor. In the 1990s, the 
Stakeholder theory, which addresses the pressures companiees undergo from different social groups and CSR 
as part of the company›s strategic management gain momentum (Carroll, 1979; Edward, 1984; Freguete, Nossa 
& Funchal, 2015; Friedman, 1970; Jones, 1995; Lee, 2008; Matten & Moon, 2008; Wartick & Cochran, 1985).

Despite this evolution, the divergences are still present. A study by Dahlsrud (2008) proposed to analyze 
the different conceptions of CSR used in the literature. The author identified 37 definitions. By comparing their 
differences and similarities, he constructed a classification containing the following dimensions of responsibil-
ities of company actions: Stakeholders, Society, Economy, Environment and Volunteering (Dahlsrud, 2008).

By proposing that companies are in a context in which they are under pressure from different social 
actors, Stakeholder theory predicts that these companies’ exercise of CSR can positively influence better 
financial results of the companies that practise it, qualified by technical standards and indices.

The empirical results on the costs and benefits of participating in indices such as those cited are still 
contradictory, and there is no consensus in the literature. Several studies suggest that, in the short term, the 
presence or not of companies in sustainability indices does not indicate a higher financial return (Bansal 
& Hunter, 2003; Darnall, 2006; Delmas, 2002; Delmas & Montes-Sancho, 2011; Gilbert & Rasche, 2007; 
King & Lenox, 2001; King, Lenox & Terlaak, 2005; Russo & Fouts, 1997). Many of these studies conclude 
in their research that they found no relationship between sustainability and financial performance or pos-
itive shareholder perception of stock prices. These authors also point out that companies seek to disclose 
that they are committed to certification or participate in sustainability indices or even reputation due to 
external forces. Thus, companies invest in sustainability not only because this entails financial results, but 
rather for survival, depending on the activity area, due to the pressure coming from clients, suppliers and 
other stakeholders in the process, the legitimacy of the certification and the internal capabilities involved.

Although there is some evidence that sustainability has no positive correlation with better financial 
performance, as already pointed out in other studies, there are studies that found a positive relation be-
tween sustainability and financial performance and stock market perception on sustainability and stock 
prices (Allouche & Laroche, 2005; Arimura, Hibiki & Katayama, 2008; Darnall & Edwards, 2006; Dar-
nall, Jolley & Ytterhus, 2007; Endrikat, Guenther & Hoppe, 2014; Heras-Saizarbitoria, Molina-Azorín & 
Dick, 2011; Lu, Chau, Wang & Pan, 2014; Melnyk, Sroufe & Calantone, 2003; Montabon, Melnyk, Sroufe 
& Calantone, 2000; Nakano & Managi, 2006; Orlitzky, Schmidt & Rynes, 2003; Perez, Amichai‐Hamburg-
er & Shterental, 2009; Potoski & Prakash, 2013; Zhao, 2008).

The studies that support the thesis of a positive relationship between sustainability and financial 
performance suggest that the relationship between the variables is two-way and simultaneous. In other 
words, the good financial performance of the firm signals a good opportunityto the investors, granting 
companies more capacity to improve their environmental and social performance. Consequently, the re-
duction of agency costs and the reduction of informational asymmetry influenced by CSR actions posi-
tively impact financial performance and shareholder perception of the stock market (Cheng, Ioannou & 
Serafeim, 2014; Jo & Harjoto, 2012; Luo, Wang, Raithel & Zheng, 2015; Mishra & Suar, 2010; Orlitzky et 
al., 2003; Preston & O’bannon, 1997; Scholtens, 2008).
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The complexity of conceptualizing sustainability implies a difficulty in defining and measuring the 
indicators of this concept though, which is a strong point of criticism in the literature. It is worth noting 
that the disclosure of sustainability through the Social Balance Sheet, GRI, corporate websites, financial 
statements, Integrated Reporting, etc. can influence the stakeholders’ perception of sustainability and 
company performance. It was verified in the literature that different sources and information were used 
to measure sustainability. In addition, different methodological scopes were used, and it is known that 
several methods can influence the research results, often due to the absence of relevant variables in the es-
timation and unified parameters. In addition to the complexity of the phenomenon, the theory is hardly 
consistent and vague. As a result of these characteristics, the method used is another factor that influences 
the relationship among the variables (Borba, 2005; Korhonen, 2003; Van Beurden & Gössling, 2008). Al-
though some research results find empirical evidence that there is no relation between sustainability and 
economic-financial indicators, it is noted that the initiative of an institution to worry about sustainability 
is by itself a positive factor for its continuity. In any case, there is room for more robust new research with 
more consistent baseline theories.

3.3 Integrated Reporting: a new form of accounting disclosure

The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) has been considered the most widespread sustainability re-
porting model in the corporate world. The GRI initiated this movement in 1998 and had as its mission “to 
disseminate globally applicable Sustainability Reporting Guidelines for voluntary use by organizations in 
reporting on the economic, environmental, and social dimensions of their activities, products and services.” 
(GRI, 2000, p.3). Over the years, the GRI reporting model and guidelines have been evolving and have con-
tributed to improved guidance for the development of sustainability reports by companies (GRI, 2000).

In 2010, a new international debate began around a new form of sustainability disclosure and which 
was named Integrated Reporting (IR). The initiative comes from the International Integrated Reporting 
Council (IIRC), which brings together members from various countries (including the GRI) and is led by 
His Royal Highness the Prince of Wales.

The content elements of Integrated Reporting depart from the following innovative principles, ac-
cording to Mio (2016, p.5): strategic focus and future orientation; information connectivity; stakeholder 
relationships; materiality; conciseness; responsibility and integrity; consistency and comparability; orga-
nizational vision and external environment; governance; business model; risks and opportunities; strate-
gy and allocation of resources; performance; perspective and basis of preparation and presentation. Also 
according to Mio (2016), the idea of Integrated Reporting is guided by the integration based on a process 
that starts with the strategy and restructures the entire corporate disclosure system, according to an inte-
grated thought perspective.

Haller (2016) points out that the main concept of Integrated Reporting is the creation of value gen-
erated for the various capitals (financial, manufactured, intellectual, human, natural, social and relation-
ship) evidenced to the stakeholders, shareholders and other users.

Some companies around the world were invited by the IIRC to start developing Integrated Report-
ing. In Brazil, Ricardino Filho & Carvalho (2016) present the cases of Itaú Unibanco and Natura as the 
first to adopt this new reporting format. The adoption of Integrated Reporting is expected to bring down 
the companies’ cost of capital. Carvalho and Murcia (2016, p.35) argue that a lower cost of debt in the me-
dium and long terms can result from two factors: “(i) the adoption of a sustainable business model due 
to integrated thinking and (ii) reduced information asymmetry caused by greater transparency, permit-
ting more accurate forecasts, both leading to positive returns for investors and creditors in the long term”.
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Research on Integrated Reporting is still in an incipient stage, considering the recent creation of 
the model, and still lacks a robust conceptual structure. Dumay, Bernardi, Guthrie & Demartini (2016) 
conclude in their study that, although it seems too early to do research on this topic, it is most welcome, 
especially because the subject has reached a stage where concept harmonization is possible, which may 
depend on the creation of international communities bringing together professionals, policymakers and 
thought leaders around the world, as has happened in the GRI project over the past two decades. Dumay 
et al. (2016) also point out that most research on Integrated Reporting is normative, and this can be seen 
as natural, considering the different stages in which a research evolves. And this can be a starting point 
to develop an understanding of the impact of these new technologies on practice through future empir-
ical research.

Also considering the challenges of Integrated Reporting in practice, de Villiers, Rinaldi, & Unerman 
(2014) argue that the rapid development of the integrated reporting policy and the onset of its develop-
ment in practice present theoretical and empirical challenges because of the different ways in which the 
integrated reports are understood and enacted in institutions. The author also points out that this opens 
space for new academic research to guide the evolution of policies and practice.

Concerning the audit of Integrated Reporting, in the research by Oprisor (2015), it was conclud-
ed that a high (or reasonable) level of security is difficult to achieve in the case of integrated reporting in 
view of the lack of audit regulations, the specific characteristic of the integrated reporting company and 
key performance indicators for non-financial information. These are also gaps for the development of re-
search on the subject. 

4. Final Considerations

The emphasis on the concept of sustainable development began more strongly in the 1980s and 
1990s, especially with regard to social and environmental issues, now reaching the UN’s Sustainable De-
velopment Goals (ODS). This has raised the pressure of the organized society, particularly in relation to 
the corporate world. Thus, companies started to incorporate concepts related to sustainability that were 
not previously part of their operations.

In this sense, a process was started to create sustainability indicators with a view to issuing signals 
to the market regarding companies that incorporated sustainability concepts into their practices. From 
this point of view, researchers began to develop research relating companies’ sustainability practices and 
indicators with their economic-financial performance. The results of these surveys have followed different 
directions, often controversial, in some cases due to the adoption of different methods.

The disclosure form of sustainability has also been evolving over the years. The current debate re-
volves around Integrated Reporting, which is aimed at reporting information in an integrated way and 
which presents added value for its users and, mainly, aim to reduce information asymmetry in relation 
to business sustainability.

It should be noted, therefore, that there are many gaps in the sustainability theme that still need ad-
vances in research, especially in relation to its measuring and disclosure and its relationships with com-
pany performance.

Finally, some limitations of this literature review are highlighted, considering that the idea was to 
describe the evolution of the sustainability concept and some interfaces with accounting, without any 
claim on performing a critical analysis of the entire sustainability and accounting literature with all of its 
methodological aspects.
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