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Abstract 

Social and Environment (SE) reporting 

frameworks for examining the discharge of 

social and environmental accountabilities 

tend to be of a generalised nature and do not 

address industry-specific issues. This study 

attempts to address this limitation by 

developing an industry-specific corporate 

social reporting (CSR) framework for the 

Australian Food and Beverage Industry, and 

applies it, using content analysis, to the 

annual reports and corporate websites of a 

sample of companies. It finds that the 

companies reported more on industry-

specific issues than CSR issues provided by 

the Global Reporting Initiative‘s 2002 

Sustainability Guidelines (GRI, 2002). 

Further, this study finds that the companies 

tended to utilise corporate websites for their 

CSR reporting more so than annual reports, 

indicating the need for researchers to also 

consider corporate websites and other 

reporting media. 
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Corporate social responsibility (CSR) policy 

and reporting requirements vary from 

industry to industry because social and 

environmental impacts vary greatly across 

industries. A recent study
2
 (Guthrie, 

Cuganesan and Ward, forthcoming) 

explored the social and environmental 

reporting of one industry, the Australian 

food and beverage industry.  

The research 

The motivation for the research was the 

widely acknowledged criticism that 

traditional financial reporting no longer 

provides a complete account of a firm‘s 

activities and the discharge of its 

accountabilities
3
. As companies seek to 

embrace the notion of sustainability, various 

alternative reporting frameworks were 

developed to take account of a corporation‘s 

social and environmental achievements as 

well as its financial results. However, these 

reporting frameworks are mostly of a 

general nature. The Global Reporting 

Initiative
4
 has recognized that ‗a one-size-

fits-all approach‘ is limited. 

Previous studies have assessed the quantity 

and/or quality of voluntary CSR reporting 

by companies both within Australia and 

overseas, many of them criticising the 

reporting practices adopted
i
. These studies 

have tended to focus on examining the 

extent and type of disclosures across and 

between industries. A case study of one 

industry is a useful exercise. Not only do 

social and environmental impacts vary 

greatly from industry to industry but 

corporate requirements, the needs of 

stakeholders and mandatory reporting 

requirements also differ. The social and 

environmental performance of a corporation 

cannot be properly assessed without 

consideration to the concerns and issues 

prevalent in that particular industry. 
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This research took the form of an empirical 

analysis of the issues specific to the 

Australian food and beverage industry. The 

researchers developed a framework, 

illustrated in Figure 1, based on the Global 

Reporting Initiative‘s Sustainability 

Reporting Guidelines
4
 supplemented with 

industry-specific items relevant to the 

industry. They drew these industry-specific 

items from a range of publicly available 

material, including indicators from the 

Reputex global social responsibility rating 

system, company annual reports, 

environmental and social reports, websites, 

government reports and media releases. 

 

 

 

The framework was then applied to the 

annual reports of companies located in the 

Australian top 500 companies (ranked by 

market capitalization) as reported in the 

IBIS World (2004) in the Business Review 

Weekly in May 2004. Nineteen companies 

made up the sample and included two 

brewers, four distillers and vintners, one soft 

drink company, five packaged food 

companies and seven agricultural 

companies. For each company the latest 

annual report was collected and the sections 

of corporate websites relating to CSR issues 

were analyzed. 

 

 Figure 1: Food and Beverage Industry Specific Issues 

Category Element Sub-element (where relevant) 

Environment Packaging management  

Supply chain management 

of environmental issues 

 

Social Animal welfare  

Product 

responsibility 

Food safety Product safety and quality controls on food safety 

Supply chain management and value chain 

Livestock and crop exotic diseases and pest control 

Customer health and well-being Variety of products for consumer choice 

Healthy and low-fat product options 

Energy and nutritional labelling 

Food allergies and intolerances 

Cultural considerations 

Use of GM ingredients 

Health supplements and nutrition and benefits 

Organics 

Accurate labeling of sources of ingredients 

Use of fertilizers, chemicals and pesticides 

Low-alcohol content product options 

Appropriate labeling of alcohol products 

Responsible marketing Responsible promotion of products, engagement in 

consumer education, awareness raising of potential 

negative impacts of products 

Signatory to codes and guidelines on responsible 

promotion of products 
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However, over the past decade, many 

organisations have increasingly published 

their environmental and social information 

in separate environment and social reports. 

And with the advent of technology, 

organisations are increasingly making use of 

the Internet for posting social and 

environmental information. The relevance of 

the annual report as the primary avenue for 

reporting on sustainability issues has been 

called into question.  

Some researchers believe that all forms of 

data reaching the public domain can be 

considered part of the accountability- 

discharge activity of an organisation. This 

would include advertising, house magazines 

and press notices, for example, and means 

that ideally all communications by an 

organisation should be included in research 

of CSR reporting. However, for the purposes 

of this study, only annual reports and 

corporate websites were examined, due to 

the still emerging nature of these other 

means of communication and the 

impossibility of knowing whether all 

methods of communication had been 

included.  

The industry 

The researchers chose to focus on the 

Australian food and beverage industry 

because it is under increasing pressure to 

manage a number of contemporary social 

and environmental issues such as obesity, 

food safety, alcohol abuse and package 

management issues. While these issues are 

of specific concern to this industry, they are 

representative of the kinds of unique 

concerns that are faced by every industry. 

The findings 

The research yielded some interesting 

results. The study found that the group of 19 

companies reported more on industry-

specific issues than general CSR issues and 

this is demonstrated in Table 1. This 

indicates that the companies recognise the 

importance of reporting on industry-specific 

issues and highlights the need for industry- 

specific CSR reporting guidelines. Only by 

developing industry-specific guidelines will 

it be possible to capture the issues unique to  

that industry. Social and environmental 

reporting will be more robust and useful 

when placed in this context. 

For example, obesity and diet-related 

disease is an important issue facing the 

Australian food and beverage industry, with 

60 percent of Australian men and 50 percent 

of Australian women being overweight. A 

recent study has found that obese adults 

have more chronic health problems than 

smokers, heavy drinkers or those living in 

poverty, and that obesity almost doubles the 

incidence of chronic health problems, 

compared to people of normal weight. 

Obesity is linked to not only a greater risk of 

illness such as heart and liver disease and 

various cancers, but more recently it has 

been linked to Type 2 diabetes. The health 

and obesity issue was ignited internationally 

when the World Health Organisation 

declared overweight and obesity a global 

epidemic in 2002.  

 

 

Table 1: Frequency of Disclosure 

Category/element Frequency of disclosure 

 GRI CSR Guidelines Industry specific 

Environmental performance 23.7 37 

Social performance/society 20.5 0.3 

Product responsibility - 44.6 

Total 44.2 81.9 
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The obesity issue impacts the industry by 

putting it under pressure to produce healthier 

products (such as reduced energy, reduced 

fat, reduced salt and high-fibre foods), and 

to provide better nutritional labelling on 

food packaging. 

The food industry has been working with 

governments as part of the industry‘s 

commitment to addressing this problem. It 

has accelerated the provision of foods lower 

in fat, salt and sugar so that consumers have 

a wider range of products they can choose 

from to follow a balanced diet. The industry 

has also committed to providing labelling on 

all packaged foods with information about 

energy and nutrient content. These pressures 

mean that the sample companies are likely to 

want to inform consumers about their 

performance on these issues. Surprisingly 

only two companies in the sample chose to 

report on these. 

The finding also highlights the need for 

researchers examining for CSR disclosures 

to consider incorporating industry-specific 

items into their reporting frameworks. This 

study used a process for identifying 

industry-specific variables that is easily 

adaptable by other researchers (see, Guthrie, 

Cuganesan and Ward, forthcoming, for more 

details). 

Interestingly, the researchers also found that 

companies favored corporate websites for 

their CSR reporting over annual reports (see 

Table 2). This suggests that companies may 

use the annual report and the corporate 

website for reporting different types of 

information, and that using either reporting 

medium as a sole source of information may 

not provide the full picture of a company‘s 

CSR. Specifically, this analysis suggests that 

the annual report alone may provide only 

limited insights into environmental and 

social issues and that the corporate website 

may be a better source of some types of CSR 

information. This reinforces the notion that 

the Internet has become an increasingly 

important in corporate communication.  

There is no doubt that CSR is likely to be a 

feature of contemporary corporate reporting. 

This research has provided some indication 

of the direction in which it may head, as its 

adoption becomes more widespread. The 

shape and medium of this kind of 

stakeholder communication is still in its 

infancy but its future is assured.  
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Abstract 

The carbon disclosures project is founded on 

a simple idea – if corporations are asked to 

disclose greenhouse gas related information, 

a number of benefits should ensue. Most 

importantly, firms will build greenhouse gas 

related strategies into their planning and it is 

hope this will have positive environmental 

outcomes. The project has grown 

significantly, and in 2007 firms have been 

asked specifically about their greenhouse 

gas accounting systems. Although, the 

results of this new information request 

haven‘t been published, this paper considers 

how this may help enhance the legitimacy of 

the information corporations are disclosing. 

Introduction 

Although climate change science has 

produced evidence of the effect carbon 

emissions have on atmospheric conditions 

since the 1970‘s, global strategizing on the 

issue has been incredibly difficult. In 

Australia, it has taken until 2006 for the 

government to prioritize climate change as 

one of the most significant challenges facing 

policy makers nationally and internationally. 

Even so, Australia has continued to resist 

ratifying the Kyoto Protocol, instead 

insisting on its own national policies to 

address a global issue.  

This is not to say that the Australian 

government hasn‘t been working on climate 

issues, in 1994, the Commonwealth 

Government announced the establishment of 

the National Greenhouse Advisory Panel 

(NGAP) foreshadowed in the National 

Greenhouse Response Strategy. During 

1997 and 1998, the latter was revised, and 

the new National Greenhouse Strategy was 

released in November 1998. The Federal 

government also operates a Greenhouse 

Challenge and a Greenhouse Friendly 

Initiative, both of which are largely 

voluntary. In 2001 a Mandatory Renewable 

Energy Target was established, and although 

this target has been reached it has not been 

increased in the six years since its inception. 

State governments have stepped in to some 

extent, providing State based regulatory 

arrangements such as the NSW Greenhouse 

Gas Abatement Scheme. 

However, the reluctance to address climate 

issues as part of a global community (let 


