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Abstract Social sustainability and, in particular, its measurement and reporting are
gaining importance in society, politics and business but are facing major challenges.
This is because there are no standardized and uniform approaches or frameworks.
The existing approaches cover social issues, but no systematic presentation has been
proposed. Moreover, there is no approach that can be applied in both management
accounting and financial reporting. The aim of this paper is to present a catalog of
criteria for addressing this issue and thus to close the research gap. For this purpose,
frameworks utilizing catalogs of criteria for social sustainability assessment and
reporting are analyzed and critically reviewed. One major weakness found is that all
frameworks are oriented around only socially protected values in their catalogs. As
social sustainability is focused on the impact on stakeholders, these are frequently
missed. One solution to this problem is to adopt a 1:1 ratio of socially protected
values to stakeholders, which is developed and described in this paper via a catalog
of criteria. Furthermore, a systematic presentation of social issues using a four-level
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structure is proposed. Social indicators are, in turn, assigned to subcategories, to
supercategories, and finally to stakeholders. This not only improves transparency
and comprehensibility but also simplifies decision-making. A procedure model for
the application of the catalog is also suggested. Such a catalog has not been described
in previous research.

Keywords Social sustainability assessment · Catalog of criteria · Social
sustainability reporting · SLCA · Social sustainability framework comparison ·
Global Reporting Initiative

1 Introduction

Measuring, assessing and reporting on sustainability are becoming increasingly im-
portant for companies. This is mainly because a growing number of stakeholders are
interested in transparent sustainability-related information to obtain a better overview
of the situation of either the company or of society (Tkaczyk et al. 2014; Duque-
Grisales and Aguilera-Caracuel 2021; Wen and Deltas 2022). Therefore, companies
endeavor to accurately assess sustainable opportunities and risks as part of their
planning process. Additionally, companies intend to satisfy stakeholders and to pro-
vide them with concrete information through their sustainability reports (Schaltegger
and Hörisch 2017; Gangi and D’Angelo 2016; Benoit-Norris et al. 2019). Further-
more, since 2017, large European listed companies have been obligated to publish
information related to corporate sustainability (European Commission 2014). This
is attributed to the Directive of the European Union on nonfinancial reporting, which
was published in 2014 and revised in 2022. The new Corporate Sustainability Re-
porting Directive was published in December 2022 and is set to be applied in fiscal
year 2024. In this context, a new common European concept for unified sustainabil-
ity reporting is being developed (European Commission 2022).

In particular, the social dimension of sustainability is a major challenge for com-
panies in terms of their assessment and reporting (Benoit-Norris et al. 2012; Wei-
dema Pedersen 2018). In contrast to environmental and economic sustainability, the
social dimension often involves many stakeholders, issues and data that are diffi-
cult to quantify (Gawenko et al. 2020). There is also a strong dependence on the
scope of use; e.g., different user groups have different intentions and goals (Jør-
gensen et al. 2009). A systematic presentation of social issues and stakeholders can
be leveraged to resolve these challenges. These should be structured in such a way
that supports reporting as well as assessment (for planning, preparing decisions and
maintaining control). Although some social approaches exist, they are neither fully
developed nor standardized (UNEP 2020; Gawenko et al. 2020; Goedkoop et al.
2018; WBCSD 2016; Schmidt et al. 2004; McElroy 2008). Furthermore, there is
no social approach that can be used in both management accounting and financial
reporting, although taking such an approach could avoid the duplication of work
and divergent interpretations in companies.

Based on this, the main aim of this paper is to present a systematic structuring of
social issues and stakeholders. This is done by developing a catalog of criteria.
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In the development process, as part of our literature review, we first searched
for the existing approaches to social sustainability assessment and reporting. We
noted that there are frameworks that include a catalog of criteria for measuring
and/or reporting social sustainability. Then, we compared the contents and conducted
a critical review based on the specific requirements for these frameworks and their
catalogs. Such a procedure has not yet been applied in the literature but seems to be
highly relevant in identifying the strengths and weaknesses of the existing catalogs.1

Using the results of the analysis as a basis, we then developed and described our
own catalog of criteria. As mentioned above, it offers a systematic presentation
of social issues and stakeholders for companies. It can be used for sustainability
assessment for planning, decision-making and control (management accounting) and
for sustainability reporting to stakeholders outside the company (as an extension
of financial reporting) (European Commission 2022). Thus, the catalog contains
relevant information for both internal and external stakeholders. This consequently
simplifies the assessment of social sustainability and improves the transparency of
those social impacts caused by corporate actions. To clarify the application of the
catalog, a procedure model is also proposed. Previous studies have not (concretely)
taken this aim.

Furthermore, there are different definitions for social sustainability, and they can
be systematized in regard to the purpose and perspective considered. In this paper, we
address this problem, and based on the findings, we provide our own, more detailed
understanding of social sustainability. In particular, the catalog of criteria (and its
procedure model) is aimed at more specifically and transparently operationalizing
the ambiguous concept of social sustainability, including its social issues, indicators
and stakeholder groups to form the conceptual basis for sustainability assessment
and reporting. Thus, this paper advances a further theoretical contribution.

For these purposes, the work is structured as follows: In Sect. 2, we illustrate
the theoretical background and provide our own definition of social sustainability.
Section 3 deals with the analysis of assessment and reporting frameworks and their
catalogs of criteria, thus laying the foundation for Sect. 4, where we present, critically
discuss and describe a systematic way of applying our catalog of criteria. Section 5
provides a brief conclusion.

2 Theoretical Background and Current State of Research

The term sustainability was first used in 1713 by Carl von Carlowitz, who was
the head of the Saxon mining authority, in his work about the long-term use and
preservation of raw wood material in the field of forestry, Sylvicultura Oeconomica.

1 Only the framework of the World Business Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD) presents
a brief comparison of the content of some of these frameworks, and this is in tabular form. However,
there is no critical review (WBCSD 2016). Jørgensen et al. 2009 also conducted a review comparing
SLCA approaches. However, that study deals with approaches published before 2008 and only covers
methodological differences.
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By his definition, the number of trees logged should be limited to the number of
trees projected to grow again (von Carlowitz 1713).

Currently, there are various understandings of what sustainability means (Valdivia
et al. 2021; Moore et al. 2017). However, the definition of the United Nations World
Commission on Environment and Development is widely accepted. According to
the Brundtland Report of 1987, development is sustainable if “[..] it meets the needs
of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their
own needs” (UN 1987). Sustainable development concerns economic, environmental
and social goals, which can be understood as the three pillars (dimensions) of
sustainability (Purvis et al. 2019; Azapagic et al. 2016). To achieve sustainable
development, companies should align their activities with these three dimensions.
These dimensions should not be considered in isolation from one another (Hinz
2014).

The economic dimension represents the economic activities of companies under-
taken with the aim of securing economic continuity (the going concern) (Müller and
Pfleger 2014; Correia Salome 2019). The environmental dimension addresses the
responsible use of natural resources; hence, this dimension concerns the impact of
corporate actions on the environment. Topics such as water and energy consump-
tion, CO2 emissions, and biodiversity belong to this dimension (Correia Salome
2019; Vezzoli 2018). Compared to the economic and environmental dimension, the
social dimension is the least developed, but in recent years, an increasing number
of studies have been discussing the term social sustainability (Lee and Jung 2019).
Nevertheless, no common understanding of it has been established. There are several
reasons for this: on the one hand, the field of social sustainability is a dynamic one,
and this dynamism is partly due to attitudes toward social sustainability as well as
changes of society and/or in legal norms. At the beginning of its emergence, the un-
derstanding of social sustainability primarily covered protecting livelihoods in rural
areas. Over the past decades, an increasing number of additional social issues have
been identified. In particular, human, employment and intercommunity issues have
become more important. In the last few years, the assessment of social sustainability
has emerged more prominently (Lee and Jung 2019).

On the other hand, when considering the existing studies that deal with social
sustainability, it is notable that the definitions of social sustainability can be system-
atized in terms of the purpose of the study and the perspectives in question. From
this perspective, studies can be theory-based, practical and/or empirical, so different
definitions of social sustainability can arise. Furthermore, the common adoption is
either of a general view regarding the well-being of society (e.g., McKenzie 2004)
or a corporate view where social sustainability is defined as “[..] the relationship
between a firm and the (broader) community the company operates within” (Sisson
2020).

The purpose of this study is to contribute to the methodology for measuring
the (positive and negative) impacts of corporate actions through the use of specific
indicators, so the corporate view is adopted. This should, among other things, clarify
our understanding of social sustainability.

Therefore, we use the following self-developed and specific definition in this
paper: social sustainability means attaining the social well-being of the stakeholders
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of a company, who are socially affected by the company’s actions. Companies must
act in such a way that satisfies their stakeholders. It should be noted that social well-
being includes the subjective perceptions of stakeholders, which in turn have to be
included in the assessment process. Additionally, the perception of when and to what
extent satisfaction/social well-being is achieved is a subjective one. Conflicts among
objectives may arise in the decision-making process; in particular, the maximization
of the social well-being of one stakeholder may be achieved at the expense of
another (Cap et al. 2023). As a result, trade-offs are probably unavoidable and have
to be considered in decision-making processes (see the suggested procedure model
in Sect. 4.2.).

This definition and these insights serve as the basis for the catalog of criteria
developed in Sect. 4.

There are already assessment approaches for measuring economic and environ-
mental sustainability. Some of them are even standardized and partly applied by
companies in practice (Gawenko et al. 2020). Examples include life cycle assess-
ment (LCA) (ISO 2006a) and carbon footprint (Günther 2008) for the environmental
dimension and life cycle costing (LCC) (Götz 2010) for the economic dimension.

To obtain an overview of the social dimension, we searched for social approaches
to sustainability assessment and synonyms in all the available literature databases
(Google Scholar, Science Direct, EconBiz and EBSCOhost). We identified that the
most well-known approaches in the literature are social footprint, SEEbalance and
social life cycle assessment (SLCA). These approaches were mentioned in approx-
imately 80% of the studies found. The remaining 20% include approaches such as
social value, social return on investment and value to society. Notably, these ap-
proaches have not yet been standardized or established in practice (UNEP 2020).
This is mainly due to the challenge of assessing and reporting social issues, which
are mostly represented qualitatively and need to be quantified for decision-making
and reporting purposes.

The social footprint was first described by McElroy in his publication in 2008.
Thereby, McElroy proposed transferring the ecological footprint to the social dimen-
sion. Even though he describes a procedure model for the evaluation of the social
footprint, only a few social issues are considered in this method. Weidema presents
a further developed and compressed method for assessing the social footprint but
does not propose any criteria for assessing social impacts (Weidema Pedersen 2018).
The SEEbalance approach was developed by Schmidt et al. and is used by BASF SE.
It covers socioeco-efficiency but does not assess pure social sustainability (Schmidt
et al. 2004).

The social life cycle assessment (SLCA) is primarily the most considered ap-
proach in the literature. It was first presented by Benoit et al. 2007 (Benoit et al.
2007). The idea in SLCA is to transfer the standardized LCA to the social dimen-
sion. Thus, the stages of SLCA are basically based on those of LCA, namely, (1)
goal and scope definition, (2) inventory analysis, (3) impact assessment and (4) in-
terpretation. Each of these stages can be described as follows (ISO 2006a; UNEP
2020):
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1. Determination and definition of the goal, functional unit, system boundaries, af-
fected stakeholders and impact categories of the social assessment.

2. Preparation of a social life cycle inventory, with data identification and collection
for all unit processes within the system boundaries. The impact categories and
indicators are determined.

3. Evaluation of the social impacts of a product throughout its life cycle (resulting
from company activities and product use). For this, the results of the life cycle in-
ventory are applied. The links between impact categories and indicators are iden-
tified, and measurements are made.

4. Interpretation of the results from stages 2 and 3 and the subsequent derivation of
recommendations for improvements.

The main focus of SLCA is on recording the impact of the company’s actions on
the affected stakeholders (UNEP 2020).

This SLCA approach of Benoit et al. was adapted by some organizations in
their frameworks and further developed. These organizations include Guidelines for
Social Life Cycle Assessment of Products of the United Nations Environment Pro-
gramme (UNEP Guidelines, UNEP 2020), Roundtable Handbook for Product Social
Impact Assessment by Goedkoop and Indrane and de Beer (Roundtable Handbook,
Goedkoop et al. 2018) and Social Life Cycle Metrics for Chemical Products of
the World Business Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD Social Metrics,
WBCSD 2016).

A framework is considered a stand-alone concept that provides a structured tem-
plate for applying an assessment approach or reporting to achieve a specific objective
(European Commission 2017; IASB 2018). The structured template is usually pre-
sented in the form of a so-called catalog of criteria. A catalog of criteria is a list of
criteria that can be structured through the use of different categories. Social sustain-
ability includes various social issues and stakeholders. It provides indicators for the
considered social issues that can be used to assess the social impact of companies.
Such a catalog is therefore important for a transparent sustainability assessment.
Accordingly, only those studies that contain a catalog of criteria are relevant for the
purpose of this paper. These are:

� UNEP Guidelines,
� Roundtable Handbook,
� WBCSD Social Metrics.

Therefore, in Sect. 3, we analyze these frameworks, and the results are used as
the basis for developing our own catalog (Sect. 4). Since these frameworks include
assessment approaches, they are referred to as “assessment frameworks” throughout
the manuscript. Furthermore, primarily in external reporting, there are some frame-
works that contain a catalog of criteria but do not describe an assessment approach.
These frameworks enable transparent reporting on social sustainability, among other
things. They are aimed at providing stakeholders with relevant information about
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the company. Among them, the most extensive and commonly used frameworks by
companies worldwide2 are further considered in detail in this paper as follows:

� The standards of the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI)
� The standards of the Sustainability Accounting Standards Board (SASB).

In the following, these are referred to as “reporting frameworks.”

3 Social Sustainability Framework Analysis

3.1 Framework Description and Comparison

We start our analysis with a description and comparison of these frameworks.
Three assessment frameworks, namely, UNEP Guidelines, Roundtable Handbook
and WBCSD Social Metrics, are considered first, followed by the GRI and SASB re-
porting frameworks. The comparison includes the basic characteristics of the frame-
works, including their target, conceptual foundation, reference object and considered
stakeholders. Thereafter, the structure and content of the catalogs of criteria of the
frameworks, with subdivisions into (number of) level divisions, supercategories,
subcategories, indicators and stakeholder assignment, are examined. We perform
a comparison from general to specific features to achieve a comprehensible presen-
tation.

3.1.1 Basic Characteristics

The UNEP, Roundtable Handbook and WBCSD frameworks present a methodology
for measuring social sustainability related to products. WBCSD refers especially
to chemical products. The UNEP framework may be considered the first to com-
prehensively address SLCA (UNEP 2020). It is based on the ISO 14040 life cycle
assessment standard (ISO 2006a) and has been adapted to the social sustainability
dimension. The first version was published in 2009, and it was revised in 2020
(UNEP 2020). In addition to the framework, so-called Methodological Sheets were
published in 2010 (and updated in 2013 and 2021) to complete these guidelines.
According to UNEP, the framework and the Methodological Sheets are to be used
together when carrying out SLCA (United Nation Environment Programme and So-
ciety of Environmental Toxicology and and Chemistry (UNEP SETAC) 2013). The
Roundtable Handbook was published in 2014 and has been updated several times.

2 Based on a stand-alone analysis of the largest companies worldwide (measured by market capitalization)
by Thomson Reuters in 2021 and a study by KPMG in 2022 (KPMG International 2022). Due to the new
Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD), the European Union intends to publish a stand-alone
framework. The first part of drafts was adopted by EFRAG in November 2022, as the so-called European
Sustainability Reporting Standard (ESRS). Since the full version is expected to be published in summer
2024, it will not be considered further. The first (general) set was adopted by the European Commission
in July 2023 and has still to be approved by the European Parliament and the European Council. When
accepted, it is expected to be used by companies for their sustainability reports of the financial year starting
on or after January 1, 2024.
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The current version is from 2018 (Goedkoop et al. 2018). The WBCSD Social Met-
rics were published in 2016 and have not yet been revised (WBCSD 2016). It is
worth mentioning that the Roundtable Handbook and the WBCSD Social Metrics
refer to the 2009 UNEP Guidelines (Goedkoop et al. 2018; WBCSD 2016), and
the WBCSD Social Metrics rely on the first version of the Roundtable Handbook
published in 2014 (WBCSD 2016). Therefore, there are connections between all
three frameworks.

According to all three assessment frameworks, the potential impacts on concrete
stakeholders need to be measured or recorded. The frameworks consider different
numbers and groups of stakeholders. The UNEP framework generally differentiates
six types of stakeholders: workers, local communities, value chain actors, society,
consumers and children (UNEP 2020). The Roundtable Handbook addresses four
stakeholder groups: workers, local communities, small-scale entrepreneurs and users
(Goedkoop et al. 2018). The WBCSD is limited to only three stakeholders: workers,
local communities and consumers (WBCSD 2016).

The GRI and SASB reporting frameworks are structured differently than the
other frameworks, as their target is to present standards and indicators for corporate
sustainability reporting. The GRI Standards have been developed over time, and the
current version is from 2022. The SASB standards were first published in 2015. Over
the years, new standards were added, and the latest version is from 2022. It should
be mentioned that the SASB was taken over by the ISSB in August 2022. They
are currently developing their own framework that will replace the existing SASB
standards. In contrast to the UNEP, Roundtable Handbook and WBCSD frameworks,
the reference object of reporting frameworks is the corporate level (GRI 2022; SASB
2022). Furthermore, these frameworks consider all three dimensions of sustainability
and thus address a wide range of stakeholders, such as business partners, civil
society organizations, consumers, etc (GRI 2022). However, the SASB does not
explicitly name stakeholders, who can only be derived from the indicators listed in
the respective standards.

The basic characteristics of the considered frameworks are summarized in Table 1.

3.1.2 Structure and Content of the Catalogs of Criteria

To measure the impact on individual stakeholders, social issues are identified in
all three assessment frameworks but are only partially grouped into categories and
quantified by indicators. Moreover, the frameworks differ in terms of how they
classify these social issues, which results in structure and content differences among
the assessment approaches.

When analyzing the catalogs of criteria of the assessment frameworks, we identi-
fied that there are either two- or three-level divisions. These can be superordinated as
indicators, subcategories and supercategories. However, they are named differently
among the respective frameworks. This is visually summarized in Fig. 1.

The UNEP Guidelines use three levels when measuring social impact (UNEP
2020), differentiating between six impact categories (as supercategories), 40 sub-
categories and some inventory indicators. The subcategories include specific key
social issues and are measured using inventory indicators (UNEP 2020). However,
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Fig. 1 Structure of considered catalogs of criteria of the assessment frameworks

subcategories are not assigned to supercategories, and indicators are only mentioned
in a few examples.

Similar to the UNEP, the WBCSD also has three levels, although it uses different
terminology (WBCSD 2016). Here, a distinction is made between the five social
areas used as supercategories, the 25 social topics used as subcategories and the few
exemplary indicators (WBCSD 2016). Furthermore, all the categories are assigned
to each other.

In contrast, the Roundtable Handbook considers only two levels by classifying
21 social topics and several performance indicators. There are no supercategories as
in the UNEP Guidelines or the WBCSD Social Metrics (Goedkoop et al. 2018).

It is noticeable that in the assessment frameworks, stakeholders are assigned, but
only to the subcategories. For example, in the catalog of criteria of WBCSD, the
subcategories fair wages and no child labor are assigned to the stakeholder group
worker. The subcategory respect for indigenous rights is assigned to the local com-
munity and has a direct impact on the basic needs of customers. However, these
subcategories are related to the supercategory basic rights and needs and exert an
impact on three different stakeholder groups. The supercategories thus affect sev-
eral stakeholders, and the social impacts on individual stakeholders are not clearly
separated.

As mentioned above, in comparison to assessment frameworks, the structure
and content of the GRI and SASB catalogs of criteria differ. Rather than using
supercategories and subcategories, these use so-called standards. The GRI standards
are structured into three series: universal, sector and topic specific. The standards
of the latter two series contain numerous indicators (GRI 2022). GRI 1, 2 and 3
are universal standards that describe basic information, general information and
material information. The GRI sector standards focus on sector-specific reporting
and highlight concrete economic, environmental and social issues for the respective
industry. However, at present, there exist only three sector standards concerning oil,
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coal and the agriculture, aquaculture and fishing sectors (GRI 11, 12, 13). According
to the GRI, other sectors will follow over the next few years (GRI 2022). The topic-
specific standards are categorized into three areas according to the dimensions of
sustainability: economic (200), environmental (300) and social (400) (GRI 2022).
The standards of the series 400 include certain essential social issues that companies
are required to report. These social issues are listed under GRI standard headings.
Indicators for reporting on them are proposed (e.g., GRI 404 considers the social
issue training and education and presents relevant indicators).

The SASB has published 77 sector-specific standards, which generally share the
following structure: these standards start with an introduction that describes the
SASB and the objectives and purposes of sustainability reporting according to the
SASB. Subsequently, the sustainability disclosure topics, accounting metrics, tech-
nical protocols and activity metrics are presented. For each standard, approximately
two to twelve topics are listed, and these topics include quantitative and qualitative
indicators. The topics concern the economic, environmental and social dimensions
of sustainability. It is noticeable that the included social topics are very limited.

A summary of the descriptions and comparisons of the structure and content of
the catalogs of criteria for all frameworks is given in Table 2.

Overall, all considered frameworks have certain strengths and weaknesses, which
are examined in more detail below.

3.2 Critical Review of the Frameworks

To achieve a transparent and holistic assessment of the social impacts on stakehold-
ers (Rudolph et al. 2021) and the reporting of social issues (GRI 2022), a catalog
of criteria should at least meet the requirements of relevance, timeliness, applicabil-
ity and consistency. These have emerged from a literature review dealing with the
requirements for assessment approaches and standards, including among other stud-
ies, Becker et al. (2012), Schmidt (2014), Bach (2009), Rudolph et al. (2021), GRI
(2022) and UNEP (2020).3 We selected the requirements that were most frequently
mentioned and considered as important. Additionally, we combined requirements
that had overlapping content. Overall, these requirements enable a consistent analy-
sis of the existing frameworks. Together with the results of the analysis, they formed
the basis for developing our own catalog of criteria in Sect. 4.

3.2.1 Relevance

According to Becker et al., a model is relevant when it includes all material factors
or elements (Becker et al. 2012). A model for assessing social impacts should be
useful for decision-making, should affect decisions and should have a high level of
significance.

3 The literature databases Google Scholar, Science Direct, EconBiz, EBSCOhost and Emerald Insight
were searched for requirements for assessment approaches. It should be noted that the requirements in the
standards refer to implementation in companies rather than referring to reviews of the approaches per se.
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This is achieved by covering both social issues and stakeholders. Moreover, such
social issues must be categorized, linked to each other and to the stakeholders, and
quantified by indicators. If they are not categorized, assigned and quantified, then
the significance of the model is limited.

When analyzing the frameworks, differences were found in the nomenclature,
level of detail and number of social issues and stakeholders.

The UNEP Guidelines contain the most detailed classification of social issues
(40 subcategories) and stakeholders (six stakeholders are listed, and five are specifi-
cally considered in the catalog of criteria) and therefore cover more relevant groups
than the other frameworks. Additionally, the social issues are divided into supercat-
egories and subcategories. However, only the subcategories are assigned to stake-
holders. Furthermore, indicators are not proposed for each subcategory. This limits
its significance and therefore its relevance for decision-making.

The Roundtable Handbook presents the fewest social issues and considers four
stakeholders. It is notable that it lists small-scale entrepreneur as a stakeholder, as it
is not mentioned in any other framework. This group includes independent persons
who can be seen as suppliers on a small scale (Goedkoop et al. 2018). However,
the group of suppliers as a whole is not considered as a stakeholder, not is its
exclusion explained. As mentioned above, the Roundtable Handbook is the only
framework that applies a simple two-level division. Thus, decision-making can be
hindered, as social topics (as subcategories) are not summarized in supercategories
and additional calculations are needed to assess the overall social impact. However,
subcategories are linked to stakeholders, and several indicators for all the subcat-
egories are provided. The significance is higher in this context than in the other
frameworks.

In the WBCSD framework, only three stakeholders are covered. Suppliers, who
can be seen as affected stakeholders (Crane et al. 2019), are not mentioned at all.
Furthermore, no justification is given for this decision. However, in comparison to
other frameworks, the WBCSD provides a detailed presentation of supercategories
and subcategories, and they are assigned to another. This increases the relevance
of the model. However, as is the case for the UNEP Guidelines, indicators are
not provided for all subcategories, and there is no assignment of stakeholders to
supercategories.

The GRI and SASB standards mention numerous social issues and stakeholders,
but they do not categorize them. This can negatively affect the decision-making
process. However, a broader perspective on customers is included in the reporting
frameworks. While the assessment frameworks only refer to stakeholder consumers
(UNEP 2020; WBCSD 2016) and users (Goedkoop et al. 2018), in the sense of
end users, and thus only address the business-to-consumer perspective, the GRI and
SASB standards are the only ones that include stakeholder customers and business
partners. Therefore, they refer to the business-to-consumer (B2C) and business-to-
business (B2B) perspectives (GRI 2022, SASB 2022).

The SASB standards also list indicators, but most of them concern environmental
issues (SASB 2022). In contrast, and similar to the Roundtable Handbook, the GRI
standards list numerous social indicators. In comparison, however, the indicators in
the GRI standards are mostly quantitative and somewhat more detailed and concrete
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than those in the Handbook, as the latter more often use qualitative (descriptive)
indicators (yes/no indicators). In contrast to the Handbook, the GRI standards do
not assign indicators to stakeholders (GRI 2022). Overall, the indicators of the
GRI standards are the most significant and therefore the most relevant for decision-
making.

Moreover, it is remarkable that in the UNEP, Roundtable Handbook and WBCSD
assessment frameworks, the categories (supercategories/subcategories) are oriented
toward socially protected values. Socially protected values are intangible social as-
sets of society that should remain unharmed (Bundesamt für Bevölkerungsschutz
und Katastrophenhilfe website, viewed on 30.03.2023). For example, the WBCSD
addresses the socially protected values of health and safety, basic rights and needs,
etc., and specifies them as supercategories. The problem with this procedure is that
the impacts on each stakeholder cannot be directly and clearly identified. This is be-
cause the supercategories (socially protected values) impact different stakeholders.
The impacts on stakeholders that arise from changes in the behavior of companies
are not directly recognizable. In this case, the stakeholders and the socially protected
values are not clearly related to each other. Among other effects, this reduces the
significance and complicates the process of finding information, thereby compromis-
ing decision-making in general. The UNEP addresses the socially protected values
of health and safety, human rights and cultural heritage; however, these also cover
several stakeholders. For example, in the catalog of criteria of the UNEP, health and
safety has an impact on the following stakeholders: workers, consumers and local
communities. Working condition is the only supercategory that refers to only a sin-
gle stakeholder, namely, workers (UNEP 2020). In the Roundtable Handbook, there
is no subdivision into supercategories and subcategories, but some subcategories
also cover several stakeholders, so the social impact on each stakeholder cannot be
directly derived. In the reporting frameworks, an orientation of the standards toward
socially protected values can be only partly identified.

3.2.2 Timeliness

Timeliness is another important requirement for a catalog of criteria. Here, it de-
scribes whether the frameworks have been revised in the last few years due to the
increasing importance of sustainability and the related development in companies
and society, especially those due to legal requirements. It indicates that these frame-
works are thus not outdated (GRI 2022). Timeliness is assessed through date of
publication and references to other published works. The UNEP Guidelines, GRI
and SASB standards are the latest publications, but the UNEP refers to outdated
Methodological Sheets from 2013. These sheets were only updated in 2021, and
therefore they have not yet been taken into account in the latest UNEP Guidelines.
It would make more sense to publish both documents without a significant delay.
The Roundtable Handbook has been updated several times, and the latest version
was released in 2018. Nevertheless, the latest edition refers to the old version of the
UNEP Guidelines (UNEP 2009). The current version of the WBCSD Social Metrics
is from 2016. However, this version refers to old editions of the UNEP Guidelines
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(UNEP 2009), the Roundtable Handbook (Roundtable for Product Social Metrics
2014) and the GRI standards (GRI 2014) and therefore appears outdated.

3.2.3 Applicability

Applicability indicates the extent to which the catalog of criteria can be used to make
rational decisions. This means that a catalog of criteria should be presented clear
to reduce time and financial expense and should be flexible to facilitate adaptation
to changing conditions (e.g., sector-specific, regulatory, etc.) (Schmidt 2014). Thus,
applicability is primarily determined by flexibility and clarity (Rudolph et al. 2021).

Flexibility describes a model’s adaptability (Schmidt 2014). The catalogs of crite-
ria of the UNEP and the Roundtable Handbook are flexibly applicable to the assess-
ment of the social impacts of products across all sectors. Furthermore, the UNEP
explicitly mentions that a SLCA can be used either in isolation or in combination
with an LCA (UNEP 2020). In contrast, the WBCSD framework is specifically
designed for products in the chemical industry only. Adapting this framework to
products from other sectors seems to be rather difficult, so the application scope is
limited.

The GRI standards are meant only for financial/nonfinancial reporting. However,
they can be applied by companies in all sectors. Additionally, they can be used
in accordance with two different options. On the one hand, companies can claim
that their reports are prepared according to GRI standards. In this case, the com-
pany must comply with nine requirements in the Standards (e.g., apply the reporting
principles, report disclosures in GRI 2, determine material topics, etc.). Reporting
according to GRI standards provides a comprehensive picture of companies’ actions
in the sustainability dimensions (GRI 2022). Nevertheless, the use of this option
limits flexibility. However, it is possible to omit certain disclosures (with the ap-
propriate justifications) and still use this option (GRI 2022). On the other hand, the
GRI standards can be partially applied by companies; in this case, the phrase in
reference to the GRI standards is used. However, companies must comply with three
requirements: they must publish a GRI content index, provide a statement of use and
notify the GRI that the standards have been used (GRI 2022). This option allows for
more flexibility than the previous option. The SASB standards can be voluntarily
applied by companies in the 77 considered sectors. They must select their relevant
standards and choose the disclosure topics as well as the accounting metrics that
are important to them. This means that they have greater flexibility than the GRI
standards. However, their use is also intended for financial/nonfinancial reporting
only.

Clarity refers to the simple readability of a model and a comprehensible, trans-
parent and traceable presentation of the information it contains (Becker et al. 2012).
For each framework, we evaluated how clearly the respective catalog of criteria is
displayed and explained. In particular, we examined the structure of the catalog. For
example, the division of social issues (e.g., three levels recommended by UNEP)
has an impact on the traceability and transparency of information. Subsequently,
we investigated the assignment of categories. Maintaining links between categories
and stakeholders is important for good clarity. We also examined the extent of the
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definitions and explanations and the covered/affected stakeholders for each category
(supercategories, subcategories, indicators).

With regard to the clarity of the structure itself, the UNEP provides no assignment
of subcategories to supercategories. This limits the transparency of the information
presented. In addition, UNEP considers the supercategories as important and men-
tions them but does not define them. Therefore, it is not clear what exactly they
mean by the term. Subcategories are also mentioned but only partially explained. In
addition, UNEP refers to the outdated Methodological Sheets from 2013 for detailed
definitions of the subcategories (UNEP 2020). In this context, it is important to note
that the current UNEP Guidelines contain new subcategories that are not included or
defined in those outdated Methodological Sheets. Definitions for those subcategories
were published only afterward in the Methodological Sheets from 2021.

In comparison to UNEP, the Roundtable Handbook does not consider any super-
categories. Thus, the clarity of the information is reduced. Only subcategories are
presented (so-called social topics), which are then assigned to stakeholders. How-
ever, in comparison to the UNEP, the subcategories are described in greater detail.
As stated above, the stakeholder group small-scale entrepreneur is mentioned only
in this framework. Although a brief definition of this stakeholder group is provided,
it is not obvious what is truly meant. Furthermore, it is not precisely explained why
this stakeholder group in particular and not others (such as suppliers or value chain
actors) is included in this framework.

As noted, there are three levels in the WBCSD Social Metrics and the assignments
among them. In this context, however, it is not clear why certain subcategories that
could fit into the employment category were assigned to other supercategories (e.g.,
fair wages were assigned to basic rights and needs). Neither is it explained why
employment was included as a separate supercategory, as it overlaps with other cat-
egories. Furthermore, the assignment of some subcategories to relevant stakeholders
is not clear. For example, the WBCSD links the subcategory job creation to the
supercategory employment but states that it has an impact on the local community
as a stakeholder. It is not clear why it has no impact on workers as stakeholders.
Against this, it should be emphasized that the WBCSD Social Metrics provide defini-
tions for all subcategories. Furthermore, the supercategories (so-called social areas)
are defined, for the most part, in the WBCSD Social Metrics, and thus, generally,
they provide a higher level of comprehensibility than the UNEP or the Roundtable
Handbook. Nevertheless, the supercategory employment is not properly explained
and not precisely distinguished from other categories.

As mentioned above, there are no categories in the GRI standards. However, they
contain a list of significant social issues, particularly the GRI 400 series. For each
social issue, the standards include requirements and recommendations (for financial/
nonfinancial reporting) that use specific indicators. Furthermore, there are guidance
sections for each standard containing background information, explanations and
examples provided for better understandability (GRI 2022). However, these guidance
sections seem incomprehensible and imprecise in some places, and the exact purpose
of some sections is not clear.

There are also no categories used in the SASB standards. However, accounting
metrics (indicators) are given for each disclosure topic and are described in detail.
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Although only a few social topics are considered (as mentioned above), these topics
are all described clearly.

3.2.4 Consistency

Consistency is present when there are no contradictions (Bach 2009). Thus, the
information presented in the examined frameworks should be uniform rather than
contradictory. In particular, we analyzed whether the descriptions and the use of
categories and stakeholders are consistent within the frameworks.

This is not the case in the UNEP regarding the stakeholder group children. At
the beginning, the UNEP names six stakeholders (including children); however, this
grouping is not treated consistently. Thus, children are mentioned in some places as
an extra stakeholder (e.g., UNEP 2020) but omitted in other sections. As a result, only
five stakeholders appear to be relevant. The reasons for this inconsistent approach
are not given.

Furthermore, UNEP uses the term health and safety as both a supercategory and
a subcategory. Consequently, there is no precise delimitation of these categories. In
addition, the supercategories are regarded as groups of subcategories (UNEP 2020),
but there is no precise assignment between them.

In the Roundtable Handbook, terminology is used inconsistently across some sub-
categories. For example, it lists the following three categories individually: health,
safety and health and safety. Only when assigning these categories to stakeholders is
it possible to understand and distinguish the content of these categories; e.g., the sub-
categories health and product safety are related to users. Whereas, the subcategory
health and safety is related to three stakeholder groups (workers, local communities
and small-scale entrepreneurs). However, it is unclear why health and safety are
divided when assessing the social impact on users and not divided when assessing
the social impact on other stakeholders.

In the framework of the WBCSD, no significant inconsistencies were identified.
In the GRI topic-specific standards, in addition to the GRI 400 series, which in-

cludes all social issues, some parts of the GRI 200 series (economic issues) should
also be considered in regard to social sustainability. For example, standard 205-3
addresses anticorruption, which is also an important social issue, but it is not men-
tioned in the standards of the GRI 400 series. In the SASB standards, social issues
(as disclosure topics) are not applied consistently. There is no explanation as to
why some social issues (e.g., data privacy, workforce health and safety) are only
described in certain industries, even though they should be important in all/many
sectors.

A summary of the critical review of the frameworks and their catalogs of criteria
is presented in Table 3.
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4 Catalog of Criteria and Its Application

4.1 Presentation of the Developed Catalog of Criteria

The analysis presented in Sect. 3 shows that the existing catalogs of criteria used
in the considered frameworks have some weaknesses. Therefore, in this section,
we present our own catalog for assessing social sustainability, which retains the
advantages of the existing frameworks and introduces additional positive aspects.
Therefore, the focus is on the third phase of SLCA, i.e., impact assessment. Ac-
cordingly, the social impacts on stakeholders can be assessed. This can be done at
either the company or product level. The entire catalog of criteria is shown in the
Appendix in Figs. 5, 6, 7 and 8.

As mentioned in Sect. 1, a catalog that considers the objectives from a bilat-
eral perspective (management accounting and financial reporting) does not yet exist.
However, such a catalog would help to avoid duplication of work in companies
and provide more concrete information that could be used for internal assessment
as well as external reporting to material stakeholders. Accordingly, the catalog of
criteria proposed in this section is intended to be used for both management ac-
counting and financial reporting. Among other effects, the use of this catalog should
increase transparency, traceability and comprehensibility in the assessment of social
sustainability and external reporting. When developing the catalog, we also con-
sidered the requirements of the models presented in Sect. 3.2. Furthermore, this
catalog can serve as a basis for coping with the problem of socialwashing4 in the
context of external reporting because it provides reliable and relevant information
to stakeholders.

In comparison to the considered frameworks, we divide our catalog of criteria
into four interconnected and interdependent levels (see Fig. 2). Thus, in our case, the
stakeholders form an own level. This is because the impacts on stakeholders are mea-
sured directly. This four-level division enables greater transparency and traceability
and avoids the overlapping of social issues. The top level involves the impacts on
stakeholder groups. Determining these is the main objective of social sustainability
assessment (UNEP 2020). Then, there are the supercategories (second level), which
represent the grouping of social issues (third level). The social issues themselves,
which are constituted as subcategories, are measured by indicators (fourth level).
These levels and the interdependencies among them are discussed in greater detail
below.

4.1.1 First Level: Stakeholder Groups

As already explained in Sect. 3, the analyzed assessment frameworks pursue the
goal of measuring the social impact on stakeholders. However, when grouping so-
cial issues, they are oriented toward so-called socially protected values (e.g., health
and safety, human rights). Thus, there is no clear (transparent) stakeholder assign-

4 Socialwashing is a term that describes companies portraying themselves and/or their products as more
socially responsible/friendly than they actually are (Lenzi 2021; Rizzi et al. 2020).

K



608 Schmalenbachs Zeitschrift für betriebswirtschaftliche Forschung (2023) 75:587–626

stakeholder 
group

supercategory

subcategory I subcategory II …

indicator 
I

indicator 
II … … …

2nd level

3rd level

4th level 

1st level  

Fig. 2 Structure of the developed catalog of criteria

ment, and the stakeholder reference is accordingly somewhat weakened. To avoid
this problem, we propose that the grouping of social issues should primarily be
based on stakeholders and their relationships with the company rather than on so-
cially protected values. This would enable the assessment of social impact to have
a stronger stakeholder orientation.

When defining stakeholder groups, the focus was basically on those who are
affected by social sustainability or the social actions of companies. Stakeholders
that had been considered in other concepts, particularly in the related literature
(for example, Töpfer 2007; Crane et al. 2019), were included. As in the UNEP
framework, more stakeholder groups are covered to avoid any overlapping. Unlike
the frameworks of the Roundtable Handbook andWBCSD, this enables a transparent
delimitation.

Overall, the proposed catalog of criteria considers four main stakeholder groups:
workers, business partners, local community and governmental and nongovernmental
actors, while the stakeholder group business partners can be split into suppliers,
other cooperation partners, customers and competitors. These stakeholder groups are
defined against the background of concrete relationships with companies. A similar
classification of stakeholders can be found in Töpfer (2007). These four stakeholder
groups exhibit different four types of relationships with companies.

Workers describes the group that has a work-contract relationship with the com-
pany.

The stakeholder group business partners represent the business relationship main-
tained by the company. Suppliers and other cooperation partners are groups in the
procurement area. Cooperation indicates the existence of a relationship among sev-
eral companies in which the economic independence of these companies is limited
in those areas affected by the cooperation while it is in effect. The legal indepen-
dence of each of the cooperation partners, however, remains completely unaffected
(Franz Xaver et al. 2011). Cooperation can be divided into three types: vertical,
horizontal and lateral. If the companies operate in the same industry but along dif-
ferent stages of the value chain, they are engaged in vertical cooperation (e.g., an
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automotive parts manufacturer delivers tires to a car manufacturer). In horizontal
cooperation, the companies cooperate in the same industry and at the same stage of
the value chain (e.g., one car dealer cooperates with another). In lateral cooperation,
the companies belong neither to the same value chain nor to the same industry (e.g.,
a car manufacturer cooperates with a charging station manufacturer) (Friese 1998).
In comparison to the analyzed frameworks, we more comprehensively consider co-
operation. On the one hand, we include suppliers as a separate stakeholder group
(vertical cooperation), which is also the case in other frameworks. This emphasizes
the high importance of suppliers (i.e., due to the Act on Corporate Due Diligence
Obligations in Supply Chains 2021). On the other hand, we also consider the stake-
holder group of other cooperation partners, which includes those engaged in either
horizontal or lateral cooperation. This is not considered in other frameworks. Cus-
tomers are groups in the sales area. Customers can be end consumers (business-to-
consumer) and/or businesses at various trade levels (business-to-business) (Töpfer
2007). Unlike other assessment frameworks, this catalog allows for full considera-
tion of this group. Competitors are defined as rivals for the same customers (Töpfer
2007).

The local community is indirectly connected to companies on a local level, i.e.,
they have a local relationship (Töpfer 2007). The local community is a group of
people residing in the neighborhood of the company, and it is affected by its ac-
tivities. Local represents a limited geographical area, and this area is understood in
different ways. Therefore, no common definition exists. Rather, the distance radius
must be defined individually by each company, but it should not extend outside
of the company’s own region (e.g., federal state). The local community includes,
for example, citizens, municipalities, and organizations in the neighborhood area
(Goedkoop et al. 2018; Crane et al. 2019).

Governmental and nongovernmental actors are the group with a remote social
relationship with the company. These actors are indirectly affected and do not reside
in the neighborhood. In addition to the government, this group includes NGOs and
other communities that may be socially affected (Töpfer 2007; Crane et al. 2019).

4.1.2 Second Level: Supercategories

Similar to the UNEP Guidelines and the WBCSD Social Metrics, we propose the
grouping of social issues into supercategories. Basically, the supercategories offer
a transparent illustration of social issues as a structuring system rather than for
assessment per se. For a pure assessment, it is also possible to consider social issues
without grouping them into supercategories, as is done in the Roundtable Handbook.
However, due to the transparency of the presentation, the ease of comprehensibility
and the quick pace of the information gathering (in the context of reporting), we
recommend utilizing supercategories. As mentioned above, supercategories should
be linked to stakeholder relationships and thus to specific stakeholder groups. This
is done to avoid overlapping and to develop a stronger stakeholder reference.

On the top of the catalog there are therefore the, stakeholder groups, and they
are characterized by their specific relationships with companies. Based on the stake-
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Fig. 3 Stakeholder groups, stakeholder relationships and socially protected values

holder groups, the socially protected values are defined and set as supercategories
(described below), as illustrated in Fig. 3.

As seen in Fig. 3, stakeholder groups and socially protected values in the pro-
posed catalog are in a 1:1 ratio. Each supercategory represents a socially protected
value. These can be assigned to a stakeholder group. It should be noted that the
stakeholder group business partners should be categorized in greater depth (suppli-
ers, other cooperation partners, customers and competitors) to reach a higher level
of transparency and detail. This serves as an extension of the other frameworks.

To define the supercategories, we evaluated the examined frameworks and the
UN Global Compact, OECD Guidelines and ISO 26000.5 This was because these
frameworks and standards describe important socially protected values. Overall,
this procedure resulted in four categories: working conditions, the social interests
of business partners, local well-being and the social interests of governmental and
nongovernmental actors.

Working conditions refers to social impacts in the context of the work contract
relationship, i.e., in relation to the employees. This category measures the company’s
commitment to the well-being of its employees. The social interests of business
partners encompass the business relationships of an organization and thus are used
to describe the responsibilities of suppliers, other cooperation partners, customers
and competitors.6 This category is used to measure the extent to which correct and

5 UN Global Compact, OECD Guidelines and ISO 26000 are considered important in the context of sus-
tainability worldwide. They address certain social issues, but do not represent social sustainability ap-
proaches (UN 2000; OECD 2011; ISO 2010).
6 The new GRI Standards also use the terms business partner and business relationship. However, this
paper takes a broader perspective by considering consumers as business partners as well, with the aim of
including B2B and B2C transactions in their entirety (GRI 2022).
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transparent information is published and the fair settlement of transaction contracts
is carried out. Local well-being addresses social issues at the local level for groups
with indirect relationships to the company. That is, it measures the strength of the
company’s contribution to local sustainability. In contrast to local well-being, the
social interests of governmental and nongovernmental actors involve social impacts
on a nonlocal level. However, the nature of the relationship is also indirect.

The advantage of including these supercategories is that they enable the most
important social issues to be grouped under one heading, thus making it possible
to find information more quickly. As the supercategories are assigned to actual
stakeholders or stakeholder relationships, the social impacts on stakeholders can be
directly assessed based on the supercategories. For example, the supercategory well-
being that is used in the WBCSD Social Metrics covers several stakeholders, making
the impact on the individual specific stakeholder groups unable to be distinguished.
In the catalog of criteria presented here, the category local well-being, for example,
covers several social issues and shows the impact on the local community as a single
stakeholder group (see Fig. 7 in the Appendix).

The supercategory social interests of business partners addresses a single type of
relationship with four stakeholder groups; thus, it is important to subdivide it accord-
ing to these stakeholders, for example, by starting with suppliers, then proceeding
to other cooperation partners and customers and finally moving on to competitors.
Therefore, the social impact on all of these stakeholder groups can also be derived
directly (see Fig. 6 in the Appendix).

4.1.3 Third Level: Subcategories

Subcategories represent social issues. Similar to supercategories, subcategories were
developed based on the evaluation of all the considered frameworks as well as the
UN Global Compact, the OECD Guidelines and ISO 26000. In the course of the
evaluation, duplicated names and of social issue contents were removed to avoid
overlapping and overloading in the catalog of criteria. In addition, the identified
social issues in the catalog are dependent on the previously presented supercategories
and defined stakeholders.

Overall, as shown in the Appendix, the catalog of criteria contains 36 social issues
grouped under the abovementioned supercategories. These 36 social issues can vary
and be expanded depending on the sector of the company. In reporting, omitting
specific social issues is possible, but such an omission must be explained (as with
the comply or explain approach used in financial reporting).7 The subcategories are
listed in Figs. 5, 6, 7 and 8 in the Appendix.

4.1.4 Fourth Level: Indicators

Indicators are used to measure the impact of social issues on stakeholders. The
presented list of indicators is primarily based on those of the GRI because, as the

7 For example, the proposed social issues do not apply to all sectors, so it is possible to omit them with
appropriate justification (Bundestag 2016; Inwinkl et al. 2015).
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previous analysis showed, these are the most specific ones. Furthermore, indicators
from the Roundtable Handbook are also included so that there is an almost com-
prehensive catalog (see Figs. 5, 6, 7 and 8 in the Appendix). Extensions are also
possible.

4.1.5 Interdependencies

The structure of the levels with their interdependencies is illustrated in Fig. 2 and
in Figs. 5, 6, 7 and 8 in the Appendix. As shown in Figs. 5, 6, 7 and 8, the
individual subcategories are grouped into supercategories. Each supercategory refers
to a single stakeholder group and thus directly reflects the impact on that particular
stakeholder group. The supercategory social interests of business partners refers to
four stakeholder groups. The stakeholder assignment can be identified by order
and/or color. In the illustration in Fig. 6, suppliers are on the left side and colored
a bright shade of violet, cooperation partners and customers are in the middle in
a darker shade, and competitors are on the right in the darkest shade of violet.

The social issues for each stakeholder group are presented, creating a transparent
and clear structure. The arrows represent the links between stakeholder groups,
supercategories, subcategories and indicators.

In the following chapter, we describe a procedure model that shows how the
developed catalog can be adapted and applied for specific assessment and reporting
tasks in individual companies.

4.2 Procedure Model for the Application of the Developed Catalog of Criteria

The catalog of criteria developed and described above is generic and includes stake-
holders, supercategories, subcategories and indicators that are not tailored to a spe-
cific industry or even a specific company. However, in specific industries and com-
panies, some of the criteria included may not be relevant for a given assessment or
reporting task. In contrast, the high relevance of specific criteria or interests of stake-
holders might induce the need to extend or refine the catalog through the addition
of further criteria. Furthermore, over time, changes in the perception and relevance
of social issues will raise the need to adapt criteria.

For these reasons, the catalog of criteria should be understood as a basic structure
that can or even should be concretized and adapted for specific cases of application.
To support this adaptation process and the systematic and structured application of
the catalog of criteria, the use of a procedure model is suggested.

Procedure models have been developed in different scientific fields, including
IT, engineering and economics. A procedure model represents a systematic and
coordinated process for realizing complex tasks or projects. In this process, subjects
are subdivided into single steps. These steps are connected by feed-forward and
feedback loops (Leihmeister 2015).

The usefulness of procedure models is already reflected in some of the existing
approaches for assessing and reporting social sustainability. The UNEP suggests
a four-step procedure for SLCA (see Sect. 2), which is based on the standardized
LCA of the ISO standard 14040 (UNEP 2020, ISO 2006a). It can be understood as
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Fig. 4 Procedure model

(1) definition and analysis of goal, 
scope and requirements 

(3) review and adaptation of criteria 

(2) identification, definition and 
analysis of stakeholder groups 
and stakeholders

(4) application of the adapted 
catalog of criteria 

(5) control and revision of the 
catalog of criteria 

supercategories

subcategories

indicators

a comprehensive generic procedure model. McElroy suggested a five-step procedure
model in the context of his Social Footprint method (McElroy 2008). Furthermore,
procedure models have been suggested for the similar task of developing ratio sys-
tems in an economic context or ratio systems in the production sector (Götze et al.
2010). Additionally, the Multi Actor Multi Criteria Analysis (MAMCA) is a method
that describes a procedure model with seven steps. This method involves the interests
of stakeholders in the decision-making process (Macharis and Baudry 2018).

These approaches are used here to suggest a procedure model that is tailored to
the assessment and reporting of social sustainability based on the catalog of criteria.
The procedure model contains five steps, which are illustrated in Fig. 4.

In the first step, as in the procedures for LCA and SLCA, the goal and scope as
well as requirements should be analyzed and clarified (ISO 2006a, b). Concerning
the goal of the application of the catalog of criteria, it might be relevant to know
whether it is the assessment tasks, the reporting tasks or both that are focused.
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Furthermore, the intended result can be the outcomes of indicators or categories
solely or one quantitative value reflecting the total impact on stakeholders. The scope
might comprise the social impacts of the entire company or those of specific products
or value chain activities. Additionally, the time frame has to be defined. Furthermore,
the target system of the company should be regarded to answer the question which
criteria are relevant. An analysis of the as-is-state of target achievement and the
satisfaction of stakeholders might also provide insights for relevant criteria. Based
on that, the generic requirements described in Sect. 3.2 should be specified with
respect to the format and content of the catalog of criteria for a specific case of
application (ISO 2006a, b).

The second step concerns the identification, definition and analysis of relevant
stakeholder groups and stakeholders (Töpfer 2007). First, whether all stakeholder
groups are relevant for a specific sector, company and situation needs to be assessed
(see the 1st level in the structure of the catalog of criteria in Fig. 2). The omission
of stakeholder groups that are not significantly relevant simplifies the catalog and its
application. Then, the remaining stakeholder groups can be analyzed regarding their
homogeneity and the question of whether they should be additionally differentiated
in the further process of adapting and applying the catalog (e.g., the local community
can be subdivided (like the stakeholder business partners) depending on the situation)
(Macharis and Baudry 2018). Afterward, the relevant stakeholders in the single
stakeholder groups should be identified and clearly defined. Finally, interviews,
surveys and workshops can be used to identify the needs and wishes of stakeholders
(Macharis and Baudry 2018; UNEP 2020). This is relevant for the next step.

In the third step, the supercategories, subcategories and indicators are reviewed,
adapted, extended and specified with respect to the defined stakeholder groups and
stakeholders. Therefore, a top-down approach with feedback loops starting with the
stakeholder group-specific supercategories, selecting and revising the subcategories
for the supercategories and finally defining the indicators for the subcategories (see
the 2nd, 3rd and 4th levels in the structure of the catalog of criteria in Fig. 2) is
suggested. The review and adaptation should consider the specifics of industries,
companies and the present situation, e.g., hot topics of a sector or the common
indicators of a sector or company. Since the criteria are used to assess and report the
social impacts on stakeholders, they should be formulated from the perspective of
stakeholders (Macharis and Baudry 2018). Therefore, the inclusion of stakeholders
and/or the persons that are responsible for the stakeholder relationships in a company
seems to be mandatory (Töpfer 2007). The indicators at the lowest level of the
catalog have to be measurable and therefore operationalized in an adequate way.
Finally, the criteria should be clearly defined to ensure a common understanding.

In the fourth step, the adapted catalog of criteria is applied for assessment and/or
reporting purposes. This requires measures for the indicators, at the least. If the
intended result is a single quantitative value that reflects the total impact on stake-
holders, an aggregation procedure is necessary to condense the values of indicators
to outcomes regarding social impacts for each of the subcategories, supercategories
and stakeholders. Additionally, weightings might be necessary to include the differ-
ent relevance of the indicators, subcategories and supercategories (and thereby the
stakeholder groups). For weighting and aggregation, the following scoring models
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and multicriteria methods can be used: utility value analysis, analytic hierarchy pro-
cess, multiattribute utility theory, PROMETHEE and the Refinitiv ESG score (Götze
et al. 2015; Refinitiv 2021). Here, the stakeholders should be reinvolved. The results
of the aggregation procedure indicate the social impacts for the single subcategories,
supercategories, and stakeholder groups as well as the total social impact. There-
fore, the social impacts on stakeholder groups are depicted explicitly. In this step,
it should be noted that trade-offs can arise, which should be considered in the de-
cision-making process. For instance, maximizing the well-being of one stakeholder
group may result in the expense for another stakeholder group. As a final part of
this step, these results should be interpreted, reviewed, edited for presentation and
documented.

In the final step, the adapted catalog of criteria is controlled and revised. Based
on the insights and experiences from application, the catalog as a whole and its
single criteria are critically reviewed with respect to the usefulness, applicability
and fulfilment of specified requirements. Furthermore, whether changes in the policy
and/or in the situation of the company, its social environment or even its assessment
or reporting requirements might motivate adaptations of the catalog is scrutinized.
For such adaptations, the first three steps can be conducted again.

4.3 Critical Review of the Developed Catalog of Criteria

The proposed catalog of criteria describes a structure for transparent mapping for
reporting and assessing social impacts on stakeholders. All of the requirements
described in Sect. 3.2 are considered.

Relevance is achieved by addressing all the social issues and all of the stake-
holder groups who are socially affected by a company’s actions. In addition, we
carried out a categorization and established a link between each social issue and
the corresponding stakeholder groups. Further, we proposed indicators for quanti-
fying each social issue. In comparison to the other catalogs of criteria used in the
frameworks analyzed, we comprehensively considered the stakeholder group coop-
eration partners. We included not only suppliers but also other cooperation partners,
representing both horizontal and lateral cooperation. Furthermore, we also covered
the stakeholder group governmental and nongovernmental actors. The stakeholder
groups thus represent society as a whole.

Our catalog is newly developed and considers all of the current versions of the
analyzed frameworks; thus, the criterion of timeliness is met. Accordingly, it can be
adjusted over time.

Furthermore, the catalog is flexible, as it can be used in all industrial sectors,
as well as for products and companies as a whole. In addition, depending on the
company’s target, the catalog can form the basis for sustainability assessment and/or
reporting. We present a clear structure and linkages and provide short, clear def-
initions for all considered categories and levels. When considering the developed
catalog of criteria, it is also notable that, compared with other frameworks, there is
a 1:1 ratio of stakeholder groups to socially protected values (as described above).
This approach in particular allows for greater transparency and clarity in the pre-
sentation of results and the direct derivation of social impacts. Consequently, the

K



616 Schmalenbachs Zeitschrift für betriebswirtschaftliche Forschung (2023) 75:587–626

effort involved in the assessment of social impacts is reduced. Contrary to the other
frameworks, in our catalog of criteria, the social issues human rights and health and
safety are not considered as their own supercategories. Instead, they are subordi-
nated to other categories (working conditions, social interests of business partners,
and local well-being).8 This is done because these two social issues affect several
stakeholders; therefore, the 1:1 ratio cannot be maintained. Due to the flexibility and
clear structure of the catalog, the applicability criterion is met. The criterion is also
supported by the procedure model presented in Sect. 4.2.

To meet the criterion of consistency, we sought a uniform description of the
catalog and its components to avoid contradictions. It is noticeable that the stake-
holder group business partners is categorized in greater depth. For a more consistent
procedure, the supercategory social interests of business partners could be divided
into four individual supercategories: the well-being of suppliers, the well-being of
other cooperation partners, the well-being of customers and the well-being of com-
petitors. However, this leads to the bloating of the catalog. Thus, a division of this
supercategory is unnecessary and in contradiction to the criterion of clarity. Further-
more, the nomenclature business relationship indicates that these can also be aimed
at economic sustainability. Accordingly, there may be overlaps between social and
economic impacts. Within our catalog of criteria, we have consistently ensured that
only those indicators that are aimed at capturing social impacts are recorded. For
example, the subcategory fair social competition concerns social anti-competitive
behavior. Rather than economic factors such as price regulation, only social factors
such as false statements or negative publicity toward competitors are regarded as
important.

In addition to the fulfilment of the requirements, the aggregation of social impacts
into one quantitative value reflecting the total impact on stakeholders is not further
addressed in this paper. This is only mentioned briefly in the description of the
procedure model (Sect. 4.2) in the fourth step, where some of the methods used for
aggregation and weighting are listed. In general, the challenge with aggregation is
that qualitative and quantitative data have to be combined and weightings have to
be defined. For an aggregation, a clear structure of the social issues is important, as
proposed in this paper.9

Nevertheless, the proposed catalog of criteria has the advantage that information
can be found more quickly based on the clear structure of stakeholder groups, super-
categories and subcategories. In the context of external reporting, such a structure
could be transferred to sustainability reports or nonfinancial statements. The su-
percategories can be used as section headings presenting the information on social
issues. This facilitates the traceability of social issues for external stakeholders. For
example, issues related to employees are listed within the working conditions su-
percategory, which has the advantage of preventing disclosure overload by keeping

8 Any resulting duplications of indicators have been eliminated.
9 In the assessment frameworks of the UNEP, Roundtable Handbook and WBCSD, aggregation is only
partially and incompletely described, and a clear structure of the criteria is often missing. Generally, the
frameworks propose a scoring model, but this is only superficially applied.
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information under one heading rather than spreading it out and repeating it several
times. This results in time savings for readers.

Furthermore, it should be stated that the catalog is generic and can be applied
for reporting and assessment. However, regarding usage, no specific differentiation
is made between reporting or assessment, which can be seen as a limitation of the
catalog. The catalog provides a coherent presentation that covers the information
required for meeting both purposes. However, this limit is weakened by the procedure
model described in Sect. 4.2.

5 Conclusion

The first aim of this paper was to analyze the assessment and reporting frameworks
in use currently, including their catalogs of criteria. It was revealed that the analyzed
catalogs do not meet all the requirements of a social sustainability assessment model.
Therefore, as the second aim of this paper, we developed a catalog of criteria that
meets all of these requirements. From a stakeholder orientation, a novel four-level
approach to structuring and assessing social issues that has not yet been considered
in the literature is proposed.

In addition, the procedure model presented in Sect. 4.2 suggests a structured
way to apply the catalog from a company’s point of view. The catalog can be
used in management accounting and financial reporting to avoid duplication of
work and assure consistency of internal and external reporting. This catalog should
facilitate social sustainability assessment and increase the level of transparency. The
proposed structure of social issues and indicators can increase the comprehensibility
of reporting and improve the process of finding information.

The catalog can be used as a proposal for revising the structure of the topic-
specific GRI 400 standards as well as the SASB standards. In addition, the forth-
coming sets of the European Sustainability Reporting Standards (ESRS) and their
continuous revision can potentially be inspired by the proposed catalog.

The presented catalog (particularly the indicators) refers to both the product and
company levels. Extending the catalog to the process and resource levels is possible
and can be considered in more detail in further research. In addition, adaptations
based on other perspectives (e.g., politics) are conceivable since the catalog was
created from the point of view of companies. Moreover, the catalog can be applied
to specific sectors (e.g., agriculture, IT); however, adjustments would be needed to
facilitate this application.

In addition to its practical contributions, this paper also offers several theoretical
contributions. We identified the fact that the existing definitions of social sustain-
ability can be systematized in terms of purpose and perspective. This was followed
by the introduction of our own definition of social sustainability, which formed
the basis for this paper. To operationalize the concept of social sustainability more
specifically and transparently and to enable assessment, we presented the catalog
of criteria, including its social issues and indicators. It is worth mentioning that the
catalog, which serves as the basis for measuring social sustainability, can be em-
bedded in a comprehensive sustainability assessment and reporting (based on Life
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Cycle Sustainability Assessment, LCSA). This is intended to eliminate the excessive
focus on one sustainability dimension and to handle the conflicts that arise between
the different dimensions. Furthermore, a uniform/consistent database and consistent
system boundaries contribute to reducing the effort and enhancing the significance
of sustainability assessment (Schramm et al. 2020; Klöpffer 2008).

In further studies, a specific assessment should be carried out using a concrete
example, and aggregation methods should be examined in more detail and then
refined.

Overall, the paper contributes to improving the assessment and reporting of social
sustainability, which will become increasingly important in the future.

6 Appendix
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stakeholder
group

super-
category

sub-
categories

community engagement anti-corruption

involvement in the aiffairs of the society; actions to promote
technical progress

evidence and
prevention of

abuse of entrusted
power for self-
advantage

indicators

refers to social issues of governmental and nongovernmental actors;
adresses how strong the company's contribution to broader community is

-no incidents harming society
-company or facility provides a grievance mechanism or other
feedback loop for the society
-percentage of operations with implemented society
engagement
and/or development programs
-operations with significant actual and potential negative
impacts on society
-donations to nongovernmental actors
-infrastructure investments (commercial, in-kind or pro bono)
and services supported
-contribution of the
product/service/organization to economic progress (revenue,
gain, paid wages, R+D costs in relation to revenue, etc.)
-tax payments to government

-total number and
nature of confirmed
incidents of
corruption
-total monetary
value of financial
and in-kind political
contributions made
directly and
indirectly
by the organization

governmental and nongovernmental actors

social interests of governmental and nongovernmental actors
(remote social relationship)

community engagement

rerr feff rsrr to sociaii l isii sues of govevv rnrr mental and nongovevv rnrr mental actorsrr ;
adrdd err sses how strorr ngg the companyy's' contrirr bii utioii n to brorr adedd r com

anti-corruption

munitii yyt isii

Fig. 8 Catalog part IV (for stakeholder group: governmental and nongovernmental actors)
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