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THE USEFULNESS AND USE OF SOCIAL REPORTING INFORM ATION

MEINOLF DIERKES and ARIANE BERTHOIN ANTAL 
Science Center Berlin

Abstract

This article presents a stepwise process for evaluating the usefulness and use of corporate social reporting 
information. Drawing on surveys conducted in Germany and Switzerland of readers and potential users of 
social reports, it discusses the stage of development of this information tool and it suggests qualitative con­
siderations for assessing its impact on business behaviour.

One of the disturbing aspects about the history 
of social accounting and reporting is the dearth 
of information on which to base an assessment of 
the usefulness of this tool (cf. Preston, 1982, 
p.174). Like other information media, corporate 
social reporting is neither a goal in itself nor an 
exercise to satisfy academic research interests. It 
is intended to serve as a basis for the formulation, 
execution, and control of business social policy 
by management, and as a data base for dialogue 
with constituencies of the business corporation 
interested in the performance of the company in 
the social arena (Johnston, 1979, pp-113—114). 
Therefore, the critical questions in evaluating 
social reporting concepts experimented with 
thus for are not only whether or not social 
impacts can be measured and reported on in 
a methodologically sound manner, but also 
whether the information published in social 
reports is perceived to be useful, and, moreover, 
whether it is used ■— internally by management 
and externally by the various stakeholder 
groups. And finally, is the use of the information 
actually changing behaviour? Is corporate social 
reporting an effective mechanism for achieving 
social responsiveness?

The development of corporate social report­
ing has been propelled by a conceptual view: the 
need to document corporate social responsibil­

ity and to publicly disclose this information as a 
basis for dialogue with business’ constituencies. 
A great deal of work has been done on 
operationalizing the general idea. But astound- 
ingly little attention has been paid to answering 
the basic questions related to determining use­
fulness and use, although one of the authors, 
among others, has argued for research in this 
field on several occasions over the years (e.g. 
Dierkes, 1979, p.82; Dierkes & Hoff, 1981, p.65). 
In practice, key individuals in business and 
academics in particular have postulated informa­
tion needs and determined how to meet them, 
with almost no attempts to obtain inputs and 
feedback from the potential target groups.

The measurement of the usefulness and use of 
social reporting information is a stepwise pro­
cess. In the case of such a relatively new con­
cept, the assessment must start at the earliest 
stages of perception, because the process of dis­
covering usefulness and uses is not yet as fully 
developed, explored, and internalized by man­
agement and constituency groups as can be 
expected of more traditional information tools, 
such as financial reporting.

The minimum level of perception is the indi­
cation of interest in such a concept by the target 
groups. Do they see any purpose in the idea of 
collecting and publishing information on corpo­
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rate social performance? Is the concept of busi­
ness social responsibility important to them at 
all?

Second, it is necessary to ascertain whether 
the way in which the concept is operationalized 
is considered useful. Assuming interest in princi­
ple, do the target groups consider the informa­
tion which is actually collected to be useful?

The third step in assessing the usefulness of 
social reporting information is the specification 
of the extent to which the information needs 
perceived by the target groups are met in the 
social reports. What kinds of information do 
management and stakeholders feel to be signific­
ant for their decision-making, and are these 
needs satisfied in the social reports?

Fourthly, it is necessary to investigate 
whether the report is considered usable. This is 
a two-pronged question (Sorg, 1979, p.59). Is 
the information perceived to be reliable and 
trustworthy? And is it presented in such a way 
that the target groups can use it?

Finally, the ultimate test for the usefulness of 
social reporting information is its impact on 
decision-making. There are two aspects of this 
question: the direct and the indirect impacts of 
corporate social reporting. On the one hand, 
how much do the target groups actually use the 
information provided in social reports? Does it 
directly influence their policies and positions? 
On the other hand, to what extent does the 
actual process of collecting and publishing the 
information influence the policies and decisions 
of management? How does the very existence of 
the document indirectly impact behavior?

Clearly, there are good reasons for first having 
concentrated all efforts on the conceptual and 
methodological aspects of social reporting, 
rather than on the development of a data base on 
the information needs to be met. One key reason 
is the fact that it is difficult for most people to 
envisage the potential usefulness and uses of a 
new concept until it has been developed to a 
certain extent. In most cases the awareness of 
needs follows rather than precedes the availabil­
ity of models for the potential satisfaction of 
those needs. It therefore has been necessary for 
the pace-setters in the business and academic

communities to focus first on developing con­
cepts before confronting a larger community of 
constituencies with the new instrument.

A second reason was and still is the difficulty 
of collecting, evaluating, and integrating the 
divergent information needs of such diverse 
groups as shareholders, social activists, manage­
ment, employees, local community groups, and 
government. There are a number of aspects to 
this problem: the identification of target groups 
and of their spokespersons; the level of problem 
awareness in the groups, allowing for the articu­
lation of concrete information needs; and the 
integration into a single document of diverse 
and potentially conflicting information needs. 
While some target groups are obvious and well- 
organized, so that business can recognize their 
existence, the legitimacy of their information 
claims, and the spokesperson to deal with (e.g., 
government and unions), other groups are dif­
fuse and insufficiently organized, so that their 
claims for information are less well aggregated 
and articulated (e g,, consumers). Some groups, 
particularly management, and more recently 
employees’ representatives, have a relatively 
clear-cut sense of their information needs, while 
others, such as consumers and local groups seem 
to be at an earlier stage of problem awareness in 
which the specific articulation of information 
needs is still underdeveloped. To the problem of 
identifying information needs is added that of 
aggregation and integration: the information 
required by shareholders most likely has a 
limited amount in common with that of environ­
mentalists. The interests of the different con­
stituencies not only vary significantly, they can 
also conflict seriously on certain issues, so that 
the publication of data for these distinct publics 
is a delicate matter.

The manner in which this information should 
be presented so as to be useful to the various 
constituencies may also differ. For example, a 
document considered readable and useful by 
shareholders or management may be unintelligi­
ble for employees. In sum, the process of iden­
tifying information needs in a specific way and 
responding to them in a useful form is therefore 
not only an extremely important but also a very
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difficult research task.
Two approaches can be taken to identify infor­

mation needs: the most effective is to survey the 
stakeholders directly, obtain inputs and feed­
back through questionnaires or interviews. A 
second approach would entail reviewing, com­
piling, and integrating the indicators proposed 
for external audits by activist groups, research 
teams, or the media (Dierkes & Ullmann, 1979; 
Preston et aL, 1978;Schredelseker, 1981, p.12). 
The very feet that attempts have been made by 
different stakeholder groups to formulate 
demands shows that their interest in the concept 
is high. Therefore a major research effort should 
be undertaken to examine this as yet largely 
untapped resource; however, since such work is 
beyond the scope of this article, it has to rely on 
efforts which have been conducted to survey the 
information needs of constituencies directly.

Amongst the most important, though quite 
limited, pilot studies are those conducted in 
1979 and 1981 by Gehrmann, 1979,1981, and 
1982 by Deutsche Shell AG, and in 1982/3 by the 
Migros Genossenschaftsbund. The research con­
ducted by Gehrmann focused on the percep­
tions of employees regarding social reporting by 
surveying first 100 workers with no previous 
knowledge of social reports, then 199 members 
of worker councils, of which half belonged to 
companies with no social reporting experience 
and the other half to companies having pub­
lished at least one social report. The purposes 
were to take a first cut at determining the gen­
eral categories of employees’ information needs 
which were perceived as possible central com­
ponents of a social report, to clarify the potential 
significance of social indicators in such a report, 
to get a feeling for the possible role of social 
accounts in bargaining with unions, and also to 
obtain feedback on the mode of presentation of 
information.

While the Gehrmann studies were conducted 
by an academic on the potential of social reports, 
the other two efforts were undertaken by com­
panies with years of comprehensive reporting 
experience and were directed at the readers of 
specific reports. The Deutsche Shell survey was 
based on die 1979 combined annual report/

social report. 440 responses were received to 
the short questionnaire from employees, busi­
ness school students, and representatives of gov­
ernment agencies, business associations and the 
media. The questions posed aimed at establish­
ing whether the readers found the concept of 
social reporting as operationalized by the com­
pany useful, whether the presentation of infor­
mation was effective, whether the information 
was considered valuable, and what other topics 
should be included.

A more comprehensive feedback survey was 
organized by Migros in 1982/3 on its 1980 
report. Responses from four target groups 
(employees; personnel committees; associates 
of the cooperative; and organizations, business 
and government agencies) were surveyed in 
written and oral form. The aim was fer-reaching: 
to obtain reactions to the content and format of 
the 1980 report in order to improve the next 
one, and to obtain information on the general 
communication policy of the company regard­
ing the social impact of its decisions. Migros also 
must be noted for another aspect of using social 
reporting information. In preparing the 1982 
report it invited representatives of major 
stakeholder groups (unions, consumer protec­
tion groups, environmentalists) as well as the 
media (representatives of major newspapers and 
TV) to comment on the 1980 report, to assess its 
validity, comprehensiveness, and ability to pro­
vide the information needed. They were also 
asked to state information demands and expecta­
tions on what should be included in the forth­
coming report. This process represents one of 
the very few attempts to integrate constituen­
cies actively into the process of defining the 
scope of the reports, and — moreover — the 
goals which should be a focus for policy and a 
basis for the reporting as suggested in the con­
cept of goal accounting and reporting.

While these various surveys are based on rela­
tively small samples and represent only very 
rough first steps toward obtaining useful feed­
back, some interesting general observations can 
be derived. All show that the concept of social 
reporting, the underlying philosophy of social 
responsibility, and its public documentation are
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strongly supported. The minimum level of per­
ception identified above is definitely reflected in 
the response.

As regards the second step in determining use­
fulness, the surveys reveal that although the 
respondents consider the information published 
to be useful in that it provides more comprehen­
sive knowledge about the companies’ activities, 
there appears to be a general feeling that some 
of the information is not of priority significance 
while more important areas are left uncovered. 
In other words, a level of instrument recognition 
has been reached whereby the respondents can 
conceive of uses to which social reports can be 
put and can thereby judge whether the informa­
tion provided is actually useful. The problem, as 
stressed by Gehrmann, is that the perception of 
usefulness is highly specific to the target group, 
so that the establishment of priorities in useful­
ness will differ according to responding groups. 
Gehrmann’s own respondents, for example, as 
was to be expected, stressed the priority sig­
nificance of work-related issues and perceived 
other information to be less useful. In fact, it is 
interesting to note that even between work 
council representatives and employees there 
was an important divergence in the ranking of 
issues (quality of life at the workplace: ranked 
second and third by the two groups of work 
council representatives, but below tenth by the 
employees) showing the degree of target- 
groups’ specifity of priority ranking (Gehrmann, 
1981, p.7). In judging existing reports, both 
Shell and Migros respondents expressed a cer­
tain amount of criticism on the coverage of 
sensitive topics which were perceived either as 
having been played down or left out altogether.

The third step in determining perceptions of 
usefulness is closely related to the second: once 
target groups are able to evaluate the usefulness 
of the material provided, they can proceed to 
identify further information needs. Shell and 
Migros asked about information needs not pre­
sently covered in reports. Of the Shell respon­
dents, about a third of the readers from major 
social institutions, half the students, and a sixth 
of the employees felt that some necessary and 
useful information was missing. Some of the

additional information needs are listed by all 
three groups (e.g. environmental pollution 
caused by Shell, alternative energy resources, 
and the relationship between Deutsche Shell 
and the other companies in the Shell group), but 
as was to be expected, others are target group 
specific.

It is probably unrealistic to expect companies 
to ask whether their readers feel that the infor­
mation is reliable and trustworthy and readers to 
provide a valid and reliable answer. So in dealing 
with the fourth question, which focuses on usa­
bility, there is little data to base an assessment of 
the first part of the issue on. It is, however, 
impossible for reliability and trustworthiness to 
be perceived to be guaranteed until an external 
audit of social reports is provided for. This is too 
complex a conceptual and methodological issue 
to treat in the framework of this article — a few 
pros and cons are beginning to be heard (e.g., v. 
Wysocki, 1981; Fischer-Winkelmann, 1980); a 
great deal more work and innovation is required 
here. As to the second part of this question (is 
the information presented in a way which is per­
ceived to be useful?), somewhat more feedback 
has been collected. Gehrmann’s respondents 
confirmed that the more specific the informa­
tion, the more obvious its relevance to the 
interests of the reader, the better; and that the 
use of social indicators should be increased. A 
strong warning was expressed against develop­
ing too scientific an approach to the presenta­
tion of information, thereby seriously reducing 
its potential usability by the key target groups. 
Shell concentrated more than half of the survey 
questions on the presentation of the information 
(attractiveness, clarity of structure, balance bet­
ween text, graphics, photographs, and language) 
and received good to very good ratings on all 
points.

Without question, the results of these few 
surveys are sketchy at best, and clear specific 
guidelines for the development of more useful 
reports probably cannot be derived from them. 
Suffice for now, however, to conclude from 
these various forms of feedback that target 
groups perceive the concept of corporate social 
responsiveness to be significant and relevant,
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and see social reporting as a promising instru­
ment in implementing this concept.1 Its opera­
tionalization is largely judged positively. The 
studies also reveal that the level of concept 
awareness has developed far enough in certain 
target groups to permit the identification of 
information needs which could be satisfied by 
social reports, showing that the time has come 
for more specific and comprehensive research 
on detailing these needs.

If, as seen, it is difficult to measure the ultimate 
usefulness of social reporting at this point in 
time, it is almost impossible to measure the 
actual use. Of course, the entire exercise of 
social reporting is sterile if it has no real impact 
on behaviour. But how can decisions and actions 
be attributed to the report? Some insights can be 
gained from statements made by management 
and by stakeholders. For example, managers 
confirm that the process of putting together a 
social report is useful for exploring fiiture policy 
(Bauer, 1973; Migros, 1978; Welbergen, 1978, 
p.10). And they find the social report useful 
for internal performance evaluation, particularly 
when based on the concept of goal accounting

(Brennan, 1979, p.150; Migros, 1978, 1980; 
Welbergen, 1978, p. 11).

Over and above such statements, however, 
the indirect impact of social reporting is of cent­
ral importance. While this is impossible to mea­
sure, die significance of this aspect should not be 
underestimated. It is logical that the very fact 
that companies collect and publish information 
on their social impacts influences their behavior. 
The actual process of preparing the report and 
the act of making it available to the public in 
itself have an impact on business decision-mak­
ing. In this sense, the social report functions 
similarly to the traditional financial report — its 
existence serves to monitor and control busi­
ness behavior, even without extensive and 
detailed use by the majority of target groups. Do 
shareholders really read conventional annual 
reports? Probably most do not, but the fact that 
they could and that the media can analyse the 
data has an important impact on business 
behavior. This impact cannot be quantified, but 
it must be borne in mind in evaluating the useful­
ness and actual use of social reports and in 
developing strategies for their future.
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