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FINANCIAL ECONOMICS | RESEARCH ARTICLE

Sustainability reporting in pandemics: Theoretical 
development of guidelines for improved 
reporting
Anneke Maré Moolman1*, Jaco Paulus Fouché2 and Verona Leendertz2

Abstract:  Given the pervasive effects that COVID-19 and previous pandemics had 
on companies, the purpose of this study was to develop pandemic-related sus
tainability reporting guidelines to improve corporate reporting. Pandemic-related 
reporting was found to be a necessary part of companies’ sustainability disclosure. 
However, this is not required by any South African or international sustainability 
framework scrutinised by the researchers. Literature proves the wide-ranging 
effects of pandemics on companies’ sustainability, though current reporting prac
tices are lacking. The researchers consequently developed corporate reporting 
guidelines that specifically require and formalise pandemic-related disclosure, 
through applying grounded theory. With the lack of pandemic-related reporting 
requirements in existing corporate sustainability frameworks, this study is the first, 
according to the researchers’ knowledge, to propose corporate reporting guidelines 
to inform stakeholders of companies’ sustainability regarding pandemics. 
Framework setters could use these guidelines by incorporating it into existing 
reporting requirements. The guidelines serve to encourage pandemic-related dis
closure by companies with a genuine interest in sustainability. Such disclosure 
would provide important information for stakeholders, especially given the recurring 
yet unprecedented nature of pandemics.

Subjects: Planning and Sustainability; Corporate Finance; Corporate Governance 

Keywords: sustainability reporting; pandemics; reporting guidelines; corporate 
sustainability frameworks

1. Introduction
COVID-19 shocked the global economy in a faster and more severe manner than the 2008 
financial crises, the Second World War, and the Great Depression (Roubini, 2020). The pandemic 
and ensuing lockdown resulted in an unparalleled stock market crash (Albuquerque et al., 2020). 
With every component of demand in an unprecedented freefall, the US market plummeted by 20% 
within 15 days, the fastest decline in history (Roubini, 2020). The fiscal stimulus to companies and 
individuals introduced by policymakers amidst the global financial crises that took around three 
years to implement was implemented within a month during COVID-19 (Hassan et al., 2021). 
COVID-19 has, however, also presented several opportunities, such as shifting business models 
(Seetharaman, 2020) and realising the value of supplementing business with virtual strategies 
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(Nguyen et al., 2020) and sustainable production (Rowan & Galanakis, 2020). Furthermore, COVID- 
19 emphasised the interdependency between people, the planet and profits, shifting attention 
towards social and environmental matters (Adams & Abhayawansa, 2022).

Similarly, previous pandemics have had both positive and negative effects on companies’ 
sustainability, which sometimes take several years to play out (Jordá et al., 2020; Littman & 
Littman, 1973; Quantec, 2020). Literature consequently evidences the vast effects of pandemics 
on companies’ sustainability (Moolman et al., 2023a).

With numerous pandemics occurring from as early as 429 B.C. (Cirillo & Taleb, 2020), one would 
think that pandemics would be expected every so often. Indeed, though it is hard to predict the 
onset of a pandemic, experts have repeatedly warned against it (Pinner et al., 2020) and data are 
available to assess and prepare for this risk (Pegram, 2020). However, COVID-19-inflicted chaos 
emphasised that companies are not prepared for pervasive global risks and consequently, mitiga
tion strategies have had little to no consideration (Abhayawansa & Adams, 2022).

Furthermore, with biodiversity loss through land used for agricultural or urban purposes, the 
likelihood of zoonotic infectious diseases in humans increases (Gibb et al., 2020). Species are being 
lost 1 000 times faster than ever before and several species are on the brink of extinction (United 
Nations, 2019). Further loss in biodiversity and extinction of species is considered to be one of the 
greatest threats to the planet (Roberts et al., 2021) and human activity is the key driver thereof 
(Atkins et al., 2018). However, biodiversity loss is merely one of the current sustainability issues.

Further issues include climate change, poverty and inequality. In 2015, all United Nations 
Member States adopted the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, which sets out 17 sustain
able development goals (SDG) (United Nations, 2015), which work towards a more sustainable 
future. Sustainability is a global challenge that has attracted enormous attention in recent 
decades (He et al., 2018; Nobanee et al., 2021). Sustainable development became a key environ
mental concern during the 1980s and 1990s (Tregidga et al., 2014). In 1987, sustainability was 
defined as “meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future genera
tions to meet their own needs” (United Nations, 2022). Sustainability consists of four components: 
financial, as well as environmental, social and governance (ESG). This is as sustainability has both 
financial and non-financial paradigms (Tregidga et al., 2014), where non-financial matters gen
erally refer to ESG matters (Hayat & Orsagh, 2015). Furthermore, sustainability has been linked to 
the interplay between people, the planet and profit (Adams & Abhayawansa, 2022).

As part of the drive towards sustainability, companies’ disclosures on ESG matters have expo
nentially increased in recent years (KPMG, 2017; Mattison et al., 2022; Solomon & Maroun, 2012). 
This signals a shift from reporting exclusively on financial performance to how companies create 
sustainable value (Chinn et al., 2021). Companies’ awareness of the impact their operations have 
on ESG and economic issues, as well as communicating and addressing these issues, have been 
dubbed with the term corporate social responsibility (CSR) (Hughen et al., 2014). Stakeholders are 
increasingly relying on non-financial data for decision-making and are pressuring companies to 
promote CSR (Chinn et al., 2021; Hughen et al., 2014; Mattison et al., 2022). While the limitations of 
non-financial reporting are realised, it has driven companies’ consciousness towards sustainable 
operations (Atkins et al., 2018; Higgins & Walker, 2012).

However, there is the concern that companies whose survival has pervasively been threatened 
by the pandemic-related crisis may abandon expensive environmental sustainability initiatives, 
undermining nature (Amankwah-Amoah, 2020). Yet, globally, companies that were environmen
tally responsible and transparent regarding sustainability activities during the indefinite COVID- 
19 period reaped the rewards, including reduced risk exposure and stock volatility and increased 
investment and stock returns (Adams & Abhayawansa, 2022; Broadstock et al., 2021; Whieldon 
et al., 2020). Furthermore, social responsiveness has been associated with long-term profits 
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(Hassan et al., 2021): amidst COVID-19, the portfolios of companies with strong ESG performance 
significantly outperformed the rest of the market while experiencing lower return volatility 
(Albuquerque et al., 2020; Broadstock et al., 2021; Whieldon et al., 2020). Literature therefore 
evidences the benefit of strong ESG performance, which is communicated to stakeholders through 
these companies’ CSR reporting.

The social element of CSR reporting considers the effect of a company’s operations on all its 
stakeholders, aligning with the principles of the stakeholder theory (Elson & Goossen, 2017; 
Roberts, 1992). The stakeholder theory necessitates value-creation for all stakeholders through 
obtaining a balance between ethics and capitalism (Parmar et al., 2010). Furthermore, in line with 
the legitimacy theory, CSR reporting is also used by companies to display that they operate in 
accordance with societal norms, which grants them a social license to operate and access to 
resources that they would otherwise not be entitled to (Deegan, 2002, 2019; Ehnert et al., 2016; 
Lanis & Richardson, 2013).

Communication forms a key part of CSR (Hughen et al., 2014) and is also vital in reducing 
uncertainty (Maruping et al., 2019; Redmond, 2015). Furthermore, communication forms part of 
disaster risk management (Coppola, 2011). Given the unprecedented nature of pandemics and the 
uncertainty of their effects, it would, therefore, be expected that companies would report exten
sively on pandemics.

Numerous frameworks (internationally and in South Africa) exist regarding CSR disclosure, 
providing companies with guidelines regarding corporate sustainability reporting. The researchers 
scrutinised several of these (the International Integrated Reporting Framework (IIRF) 
(International Integrated Reporting Council [IIRC], 2021), the King Code (Institute of Directors 
South Africa, 2016), the Financial Times Stock Exchange/Johannesburg Stock Exchange (JSE) 
Responsible Investment Index Series (Financial Times Stock Exchange Russell, 2020), the Global 
Reporting Initiative (GRI) Standards (GRI, 2020), the Dow Jones Sustainability Indices (S&P Dow 
Jones Indices, 2019), the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 
Guidelines (OECD, 2011), the Communication on Progress (United Nations, 2008), ISO 26,000 
(International Organization for Standardization, 2010) and International Financial Reporting 
Standards 7 (International Accounting Standards Board, 2020)), yet none provide pandemic- 
related reporting guidelines. Considering the severe effect of pandemics on companies’ sustain
ability and that businesses have been considering pandemics as a material risk since 2006 (World 
Economic Forum, 2021) pandemic-related reporting would be expected as part of CSR disclosures. 
Disregarding this lack of guidelines and without following a formal structure, companies included 
extensive COVID-19-related reporting in their annual reports after the pandemic’s outbreak, but 
pandemic-related reporting prior to the outbreak was severely lacking (Abhayawansa & Adams,  
2022; Moolman et al., 2023b).

Furthermore, Abhayawansa and Adams (2022) noted a gap in research and devoted reporting 
guidance on pandemic-related disclosure. Though they commence to address this, their recom
mendations are limited to risk disclosures, without providing guidelines on the detail that compa
nies should disclose (Abhayawansa & Adams, 2022). Adams et al. (2020) also provided 
recommendations for SDG disclosure, explicitly addressing the communication of consequences 
for and impact on achieving the SDG. These recommendations were informed by the recommen
dations of the Taskforce on Climate-related Financial Disclosure, the GRI Standards (GRI, 2020), 
and the IIRF (IIRC, 2021), but still do not address pandemic-specific disclosure. The authors 
consequently aimed to develop pandemic-related sustainability reporting guidelines to improve 
corporate reporting.

Given the lack of pandemic-related reporting requirements in existing CSR disclosure frame
works, this study proposes one overarching disclosure requirement, as well as ten disclosure 
guidelines, serving as guidance to companies to achieve the overarching disclosure requirement. 
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All these guidelines can be applied by companies in the presence of a current pandemic, but 
certain guidelines are also specified for application in the absence of a pandemic, given its 
frequent and recurring nature. Such disclosure would provide important information for stake
holders, especially given the recurring yet unprecedented nature of pandemics. Framework setters 
could use these guidelines by incorporating it into existing CSR reporting requirements. The guide
lines serve to encourage companies with a genuine interest in sustainability towards the inclusion 
of pandemic-related disclosure as part of their CSR reporting.

In the remainder of this article, the methods employed in developing the pandemic-related 
sustainability reporting guidelines are set out in part 2, followed by a discussion of the results, the 
developed guidelines, in part 3. Part 4 concludes with the findings of the study, as well as its 
contribution, limitations and future research avenues.

2. Methods
In this article, grounded theory was used to compile the reporting guidelines as it was developed 
inductively through systematically collecting and analysing related data (Flick, 2011; Merriam & 
Tisdell, 2016).

2.1. Sample
This article used a combination of extant literature and annual reports of companies listed on the JSE. 
EDS, the foremost directory service of libraries, was used to identify relevant extant literature. On 
1 March 2021, a keyword search on abstracts was conducted (Williams, 2019) using the following 
search string: pandemic OR epidemic; AND company OR entity OR organisation OR institution; AND 
sustainability; AND impact. Given the topical nature of pandemics, the only limits specified were for 
English and full-text records. After removing duplicate records and examining the records for rele
vance (Kauppi et al., 2018; Vrontis & Christofi, 2019), 30 relevant records remained.

Furthermore, annual reports of large companies immediately prior to and one year into, COVID- 
19 were included. Large companies were focussed on as their emancipatory disclosure is generally 
more (Abhayawansa & Adams, 2022). Similar to Marx (2008) and Coetzee (2010), this study 
selected the top 40 JSE-listed companies and scrutinised them per industry to ensure that at 
least the two largest companies per industry were included. This was done to ensure the repre
sentation of all sectors in the data. The sector JSE classification (the ICB) was used. The JSE 
confirmed that there was only one company in the “Additional” industry and none in the 
“Utilities” industry (personal communication, JSE, 2021). Consequently, the sample consisted of 
45 companies (Table 1).

2.2. Data and analysis
The grounded theory method generally applies inductive analysis, where the research process 
commences with data collection and repeated observation, allowing for inferences to be formed 
(Bowen, 2006; De Villiers, 2015; Saunders et al., 2019). Inductive reasoning is suited to theory 
building as it uses established principles to generate unproven conclusions (Saunders et al., 2019). 
The grounded theory method requires recurrent interplay between the collection and analysis of 
data, leading to theory building (Bowen, 2006). Hence, a constant comparative method was used 
to identify patterns, similarities and differences.

Following Glaser (1965), the researchers followed four stages in conducting the constant com
parative method: “(1) comparing incidents applicable to each category, (2) integrating categories 
and their properties, (3) delimiting the theory and (4) writing the theory”.

2.2.1. Stage 1: Comparing incidents applicable to each category
Using the selected records, the researchers focussed on pandemic-related data (pandemics, 
epidemics and COVID-19) as incidents. Through open coding (Kolb, 2012), incidents were coded 
to all applicable analysis categories, and while coding, it was compared with previous incidents in 
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the same category. Therefore, incidents linked to the same code name were compared to one 
another, and soon, theoretical characteristics of the category emerged (Glaser, 1965). The 
researchers’ thinking regarding a category was broadened to include consideration of the circum
stances that trigger the category and the related consequences, its dimensions and its relation to 
other categories. In a time where conflict in thought was experienced, it was not coded. Still, time 
was taken to reflect on thinking and the ideas were recorded in a memo to capture the research
ers’ theoretical notions. This systematic recording allowed the researchers to return to the data for 
further coding and comparison (Glaser, 1965).

2.2.2. Stage 2: Integrating categories and their properties
Whereas the constant comparative units commenced from comparing incidents, it evolved to 
comparing incidents to characteristics of the category through the use of axial coding (Kolb, 2012). 
In time, the diverse characteristics of the category became integrated with other categories, 
allowing the researcher to piece data together in new ways (Glaser, 1965). Consequently, reason
able deductions could be made after through consideration of the data and the findings from the 
narrative literature review (Bowen, 2006).

2.2.3. Stage 3: Delimiting the theory
The final stage of coding, selective coding, allows the theory to be delimited, as it requires the core 
category to be established (Kolb, 2012), which took place at two levels. Firstly, the theory solidified 
as significant changes reduced while comparing the incidents of a category to the characteristics 
thereof. In time, modifications rather related to clarifying the categories and the details of their 
characteristics with interrelated categories and reduction followed. Reduction reveals concepts 
based on finding underlying similarities in the information to the researcher (Kolb, 2012). These 
concepts were, in turn, used to write the theory, thereby establishing its terminology. This reduc
tion process and resulting generalising required by constant comparisons consequently led to the 
achievement of two key theory requirements: definition parsimony (short and exact definitions to 
avoid confusion) and generalisability (Wacker, 2008). Secondly, this stage delimits the initial list of 
proposed categories. As the researcher interrogated the data, the analysis became more focussed 
and time was dedicated to constantly compare the incidents to a smaller set of categories. 
Theoretical saturation, which is necessary to confirm that sufficient information has been gathered 
to draw appropriate deductions (Kolb, 2012), also assisted to establish the initial list of proposed 
categories. Incidents were hence only coded and compared if they pointed to a new feature of the 
category due to it not having further value to generating the theory.

Table 1. Company sample

Industry name
Number of companies within 

the top 40
Sample selected by 

researchers
Additional 0 1

Oil and Gas 0 2

Basic Materials 15 15

Industrials 1 2

Consumer Goods 3 3

Health Care 1 2

Consumer Services 4 4

Telecommunication 2 2

Utilities 0 0

Financials 12 12

Technology 2 2

Total number of companies 40 45
Source: personal communication, JSE, 2020; personal communication, JSE, 2021. 
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2.2.4. Stage 4: Writing the theory
The captured memos provided detail behind the categories, which were the theory’s fundamental 
concepts. The drafting of the theory commenced by collating, summarising and further analysing 
the memos on each category, followed by writing about it. The coded data served to validate and 
provide illustrations regarding the theory. The drafted reporting guidelines (the theory) form 
a conceptual framework, being the result of a qualitative process of theorisation (Jabareen,  
2009).

2.3. Trustworthiness of developed reporting guidelines
As described, a systematic process was followed in developing the reporting guidelines. In addi
tion, after developing the guidelines, the guidelines were sent to industry experts on sustainability 
for their opinion and input. Purposive sampling, which is often used in qualitative research and 
involves deliberately choosing appropriate participants based on knowledge, experience and will
ingness (Etikan et al., 2016), was used to select the industry experts. Feedback was received from 
industry experts of three different accounting firms: an international firm with more than 200 000 
staff members globally, a regional firm with two branches and 58 staff members (including seven 
partners) and another regional firm with two branches and 22 staff members (including four 
partners). The feedback received was incorporated into the developed guidelines to enhance the 
quality of the findings and the contribution of the study.

2.3.1. Ethical considerations
A study approval number (NWU-00884-20-A4) was awarded to this study by the North-West 
University’s Economic and Management Sciences Research Ethics Committee. The data used in 
this study involve only publicly available data, as well as comments from industry experts on 
sustainability. Consent for the use of the comments was obtained from the industry experts.

3. Results
The concepts included in this study formed the conceptual framework and, therefore, the pan
demic-related sustainability reporting guidelines to improve corporate reporting. The reviewed 
data indicated that the core theoretical argument is that pandemics profoundly affect companies’ 
sustainability in various ways and that these effects result in certain responses by companies (and 
require specific disclosure in line with CSR).

Figure 1 displays the core theoretical argument, and that, should a pandemic’s overall negative 
effect be more significant than the appropriate responses introduced by a company, the com
pany’s sustainability will be threatened. Contrarily, should a company’s appropriate responses be 
greater than the overall negative effects introduced by the pandemic, the company’s sustainability 
will be improved. This is in line with Isaac Newton’s third law of motion, stating that, for every 
action, there is an equal and opposite reaction (Britannica, 2022).

Furthermore, the core theoretical argument is informed by the fact that pandemics have 
a recurring nature (Cirillo & Taleb, 2020). The disclosure guidelines, therefore, serve to achieve:

● Forward-looking, proactive disclosure relating to risk mitigation given the possibility of future pan
demics (addressed in Disclosure guideline 1 to 6).

● Disclosure relating to present pandemics (addressed in all ten of the disclosure guidelines).

Figure 1. Pandemics affect the 
sustainability of companies and 
these effects result in certain 
responses by companies.

Source: Own research
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The overarching disclosure requirement is outlined in Table 2.

Figure 2 provides a visual representation of this article’s conceptual framework. While still 
displaying the study’s core theoretical argument, the figure also includes the seven concepts or 
categories identified by the researchers, which underpin the core theoretical argument. The first 
concept relates to companies’ responses, whereas the latter six concepts relate to pandemics’ 
effects. These seven underpinning concepts are subsequently discussed, followed by disclosure 
guidelines. These disclosure guidelines serve as guidance to companies to achieve the overarching 
disclosure requirement.

3.1. Companies’ responses to pandemics relate to the four phases of disaster risk 
management: prevention or mitigation, preparedness, responses and recovery
Pandemics are sources of harm or danger (Canadian Centre for Occupational Health and Safety,  
2020; Collins Dictionary, 2020) that evolves into disasters if the community’s responses thereto are 
insufficient (Coppola, 2011; Federal Emergency Management Agency, 2006). Pandemics conse
quently require disaster risk management, which is defined as “the application of disaster risk 
reduction policies and strategies to prevent new disaster risk, reduce existing disaster risk and 
manage residual risk, contributing to the strengthening of resilience and reduction of disaster 
losses” (United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction [UNDRR], 2015). The four phases of 
disaster risk management are generally referred to as prevention or mitigation, preparedness, 
response and recovery (Albris et al., 2020; Ihlen et al., 2011):

● Though discussing how companies prevent or mitigate pandemics may seem controversial, research 
shows that unsustainable practices are vital in driving pandemics (Jones et al., 2008; McKinsey and 
Company, 2022; Osterholm, 2005; Poudel, 2020). Consequently, disclosure of companies’ focus on 
sustainable practices and linking it to pandemics may inform stakeholders that the company is, at 
the very least, not driving the occurrence of pandemics.

● Disclosure of companies’ preparedness for pandemics forces companies to consider the related risks 
and develop strategies to mitigate pandemics’ negative effects should they occur (Abhayawansa & 
Adams, 2022).

● Effective responses to pandemics reduce the negative effects of pandemics on companies’ sustain
ability (UNDRR, 2015) and grant companies the prospect of capitalising on opportunities that 
pandemics may bring (Rowan & Galanakis, 2020; Seetharaman, 2020).

Table 2. Overarching disclosure requirement
Overarching disclosure requirement:
A company should describe current and future pandemics’ effects on the company’s sustainability, including 
its responses thereto.

Source: Own research. 

Figure 2. Conceptual frame
work for reporting guidelines to 
inform stakeholders of compa
nies’ sustainability regarding 
pandemics.

Source: Own research

Moolman et al., Cogent Economics & Finance (2023), 11: 2246321                                                                                                                                   
https://doi.org/10.1080/23322039.2023.2246321                                                                                                                                                       

Page 7 of 21



● The recovery phase after a pandemic provides companies with an opportunity to “Build Back Better” 
(UNDRR, 2015).

Consequently, Table 3 sets out Disclosure guideline 1.

3.2. Pandemics affect all four components of companies’ sustainability: financial, ESG
The effects that pandemics have on companies are on all components of sustainability, being 
financial, ESG. The combination of financial, ESG matters provides a comprehensive perspective on 
sustainability (Kannenberg & Schreck, 2019). Environmental issues involve matters around climate 
change, pollution and deforestation; social issues involve matters around diversity, client satisfac
tion and staff; and governance issues involve matters around board composition and committees 
and political contributions (Hayat & Orsagh, 2015). Previous studies identified several sustainability 
elements of companies that are affected by pandemics, which were categorised to the four 
components (Moolman et al., 2023a, 2023b). Effects on the financial component include changes 
in commodity demand and prices. Effects on the environmental component include the improved 
environmental impact due to decreased operations and companies that increased their awareness 
of their effect on the environment. Effects on the social component include threats to socio- 
economic rights and stakeholder engagement. Effects on the governance component include 
changes in board and shareholder meetings, as well as companies’ strategies. These effects 
have been encapsulated in Disclosure guideline 2 (Table 4).

3.3. Pandemics’ effects comprise the effects of the pandemic itself, as well as the effects 
due to governmental interventions
Pandemics itself is a pervasive global threat. For example, COVID-19 was declared a global public 
health emergency (World Health Organisation [WHO], 2020a), automatically affecting companies’ 
stakeholders. COVID-19 did not only lead to the loss of more than six million lives (Worldometer,  
2022) but had severe mental effects and significantly altered working environments (Giorgi et al.,  
2020; Kontoangelos et al., 2020). Previous pandemics also severely affected humankind (e.g., Cirillo 
& Taleb, 2020). On the other hand, governments intervene by providing fiscal support and introdu
cing regulations to manage pandemics’ effects (e.g., Glencore, 2020). The International Monetary 
Fund (IMF, 2021) tracked the policy responses to COVID-19 of 197 economies. For example, the 
South African government assisted companies and employees through the Unemployment 
Insurance Fund and Industrial Development Corporation programmes (IMF, 2021). Regulations 
were also implemented to address, prevent and combat the spread of COVID-19 in terms of the 
Disaster Management Act 57 of (2002) (2002), including several requirements regarding the 
restriction on the movement of persons and goods, screening and testing programmes for con
tinuing operations, prohibition on evictions and contact tracing. Some consider these government- 
imposed restrictions as being primarily responsible for the economic contraction (BHP Group, 2020) 

Table 3. Disclosure guideline 1
Disclosure guideline 1:
In describing the company’s responses to a current and future pandemic, a company should disclose its 
disaster risk management strategies in the four phases: prevention or mitigation, preparedness, responses and 
recovery.

Source: Own research. 

Table 4. Disclosure guideline 2
Disclosure guideline 2:
In describing the effects of current and future pandemics on a company’s sustainability, it should be 
considered that pandemics affect all four components of sustainability: financial, ESG.

Source: Own research. 
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and disruptions to companies’ operations (Azam et al., 2021). Quarantine, isolation and similar 
interventions to restrict the movement of persons and goods have been implemented during 
pandemics since 1374 (Alfani & Murphy, 2017; Correia et al., 2020). Table 5, therefore, sets out 
Disclosure guideline 3.

Though this guideline applies to current and future pandemics, it would not be possible for 
companies to foresee the specific governmental interventions of future pandemics, especially 
given that certain interventions can be considered irrational, like the tobacco ban that was 
implemented in South Africa during the lockdown (Egbe & Ngobese, 2020). Though companies 
would, therefore, only be able to describe specific government interventions for current pandemics, 
it is still recommended that companies disclose their awareness that government-imposed inter
ventions may follow future pandemics.

3.4. Pandemics affect a company’s sustainability in the short, medium and long term
Though the short, medium and long term is not defined in the IIRF, it sets out considerations to 
determine it. Specifically, the IIRF states that time frames differ depending on the industry or 
sector, as well as the nature of outcomes (IIRC, 2021). Markgraf (2019) explains that the short 
term is within 12 months, medium term is one to four or five years, and long term is thereafter. 
Literature has evidenced that pandemics have effects in all of these time frames. For example, 
some companies liquidate within a few months after a pandemic (Stats, 2021) (short term), 
whereas the global economy may be detrimentally affected within two years subsequent to 
a pandemic (Goodman, 2020) (medium term). Furthermore, Jordá et al. (2020) noted pandemics’ 
effects for more than 20 years after the pandemic started (long term). Consequently, Disclosure 
guideline 4 is set out in Table 6.

3.5. Pandemics’ effects on companies’ sustainability can be negative, positive or neutral
Abundant literature evidences the negative effects of pandemics on companies. These include loss 
in lives and livelihoods of companies’ stakeholders (McKinsey and Company, 2022), extensive 
financial pressures (Amidei et al., 2020) and an increase in waste and pollution due to masks 
and additional packaging material used during the pandemic (Sarkodie & Owusu, 2020). Positive 
effects noted after pandemics include opportunities brought forward (PR Newswire, 2020) and 
a drop in real interest rates (Jordá et al., 2020). On the other hand, some changes are neutral. This 
includes the increased need for support and communication by stakeholders due to the uncertain
ties introduced by pandemics (Gow & Grant, 2010; Macaninch et al., 2020). Disclosure guideline 5, 
therefore, follows (Table 7).

Though this guideline is applicable to current and future pandemics, it would not be possible for 
companies to foresee especially the positive and neutral effects of a future pandemic, as it is likely 

Table 5. Disclosure guideline 3
Disclosure guideline 3:
In describing the effects of current and future pandemics on a company’s sustainability, it should be 
considered that pandemics’ effects comprise the effects of the pandemic itself, as well as the effects of 
government-imposed interventions.

Source: Own research. 

Table 6. Disclosure guideline 4
Disclosure guideline 4:
In describing the effects of current and future pandemics on a company’s sustainability, it should be 
considered that pandemics affect a company’s sustainability in the short, medium and long term.

Source: Own research. 
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to depend on the type of pandemic and governments’ reaction thereto. Though companies would, 
therefore, be able to describe the detailed negative, positive and neutral effects of current pan
demics, it is still recommended that companies disclose their awareness that negative, positive 
and neutral effects may follow future pandemics and that the company is, as far as possible, 
prepared to mitigate negative effects, capitalise on positive effects and implement neutral 
changes.

3.6. Pandemics are to be expected, yet unique, and increase a company’s risk exposure in 
the presence, and in the absence, of pandemics
Though future pandemics can be expected, it is, by nature, unprecedented and involves high 
uncertainty (Nkengasong, 2021). Pandemics, therefore, introduce new or increase existing risks 
for companies (Abhayawansa & Adams, 2022; Moolman et al., 2023b). These risks include:

● Strategic risk—This is the risk that an incident intervenes with a company’s business model, hinder
ing its value proposition (AccountingTools, 2022).

● Liquidity and credit risk—Liquidity risk refers to the inability of a company’s assets to be converted 
into cash swiftly (Kenton, 2021), often manifesting in credit risk, pointing to the possibility of 
a company defaulting on its liabilities (Harper, 2021).

● Legal risk—The potential of loss due to not applying or incorrectly applying the law (Larkin, 2022).
● Reputational risk—The likelihood of a negative public perception, negative publicity or an event that 

adversely affects a company’s reputation (Sickler, 2019).
● Fraud risk—The potential of loss due to an act of deliberate deception to take advantage of a victim 

(Chen, 2022).
● Cyber risk—The risk of loss due to a failure of a company’s information technology systems (Institute 

of Risk Management, 2022).
● Health and safety risk—The potential for an individual to suffer harm or an adverse health effect 

through exposure to a hazard (SafetyWallet, 2021).
● Retention and attraction risk—The likelihood that an entity cannot retain or attract the necessary 

human resource talent (SIAPartners, 2021).
● Succession risk—The potential that a vacancy in a key role cannot be filled appropriately within an 

acceptable period (State Service Authority, 2015).

The following serves as an example to explain how these risks are triggered during a pandemic:

A pandemic threatens people’s health, especially the already vulnerable (Vahia et al., 2020; 
World Health Organization [WHO], 2020b) (triggering health and safety risks). Governments con
sequently introduce laws and regulations during a pandemic, e.g., the Disaster Management Act 57 
of (2002) (2002) (non-compliance triggers legal and reputational risks). These government- 
imposed restrictions limit the movement of persons and goods, and companies that require on- 
site employees cannot continue with or uphold production (Anglogold Ashanti, 2020) (triggering 
strategic risk). Furthermore, while limiting employees’ exposure to the pandemic, these restrictions 
may interfere with set occupational health and safety regulations, e.g., hindering emergency 
services (BHP Group, 2020) (triggering health and safety risk). Pandemics trigger an increase in 
competition for critical skills (Firstrand, 2020) (triggering retention risk) and also limit companies’ 
ability to recruit necessary employees (Vodacom Group, 2020) (triggering attraction and 

Table 7. Disclosure guideline 5
Disclosure guideline 5:
In describing the effects of current and future pandemics on a company’s sustainability, it should be 
considered that pandemics’ effects on a company’s sustainability can be negative, positive or neutral. In 
describing the company’s responses thereto, a description of how a company mitigates negative effects, 
capitalises on positive effects and implements neutral changes, should be included.

Source: Own research. 
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succession risk). Companies consequently utilise digitisation to continue operations (Brown, 2020; 
Macaninch et al., 2020) but are then required to protect the movement of sensitive and confiden
tial information (Amidei et al., 2020) (triggering legal, cyber, reputational and fraud risks). 
Companies also apply for external funding to secure additional cash flow and liquidity to alleviate 
the pandemic’s financial consequences (Sarkodie & Owusu, 2020) (triggering liquidity and credit 
risks).

Pandemics also drive further uncertainties regarding assets’ value, affecting provisions and 
impairments (Barloworld, 2020). The pervasive threat to a company’s sustainability also threatens 
its ability to continue as a going concern (BID Corporation, 2020).

Risk evaluation and mitigation are not only necessary during a pandemic but also in the absence 
of a pandemic. Given the severe threats presented by pandemics, companies need to be prepared 
to swiftly and appropriately respond to reduce the havoc that follows amidst a pandemic 
(Abhayawansa & Adams, 2022; Chanyasak et al., 2021). Companies, therefore, need to display 
their awareness of the likelihood of future pandemics and the strategies in place to evidence their 
preparedness for such a pervasive global risk (Abhayawansa & Adams, 2022).

Given the unprecedented nature of pandemics, communication is essential as it reduces uncer
tainty (Maruping et al., 2019; Redmond, 2015). Therefore, knowledge sharing is crucial throughout 
the phases of disaster risk management of pandemics. In the prevention and preparedness 
phases, it assists to achieve mutual perceptions when evaluating risks and engaging stakeholders 
(Albris et al., 2020). When responding to pandemics, accurate and timely information is necessary 
to co-ordinate crises management. During recovery, information allows for reflection and restora
tion (Albris et al., 2020).

Table 8, therefore, sets out Disclosure guideline 6, along with detailed considerations of effects 
and responses that companies can incorporate in their disclosure.

3.7. Pandemics affect a company’s operating environment, input, operations and output
This is in line with the IIRF’s process through which value is created, conserved or destroyed (IIRC,  
2021), which specifically refers to the external environment (operating environment), inputs, 
business activities (operations), and output.

3.7.1. Operating environment
A company’s external operating environment affects its ability to create value and may be 
influenced by factors including economic conditions, competition, the pace of technological 
change, the regulatory environment and societal issues, needs and interests (Machuki & Aosa,  
2011; IIRC, 2021). Accordingly, companies are required to adapt to its environment to attain 
success (Janković et al., 2016).

During pandemics, this environment is generally unfavourable, indirectly impacting companies’ 
operations. Governments introduce several policy responses to assist companies and individuals, 
as well as legal and regulatory requirements to manage the effect of pandemics (IMF, 2021). 
Among others, these governmental interventions may introduce screening, isolation and quaran
tine measures and limit the movement of persons and goods, pervasively affecting operations 
(e.g., Disaster Management Act 57 of 2002). Pandemics contract economic growth severely (Correia 
et al., 2020) and the effects are often not short-lived (Prosus, 2020), increasing the risk of global 
recessions (Ajam, 2020; Fernandes, 2020). Companies consequently operate in an environment 
where the pandemic has wreaked havoc on their stakeholders as well, resulting in decreased 
spending available for companies’ commodities (Ajam, 2020; Chanyasak et al., 2021; Fernandes,  
2020; Nicola et al., 2020; Stats, 2021).
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Since COVID-19 played out during the fourth industrial revolution and hence a time of swift 
technological change (Lavopa & Delera, 2021), it provided companies with the opportunity of 
different business approaches, including conducting business from an e-commerce platform and 
remote working, which ensured continuity (Quilter PLC, 2020). Though such strategies may ensure 
companies’ survival (GMO Research, 2020), it also broadens competition (Standard Bank Group,  
2020). Similarly, future pandemics may introduce opportunities and threats to a company’s oper
ating environment.

Consequently, Table 9 sets out Disclosure guideline 7, along with detailed effects and responses 
that can be considered as part of corporate disclosure.

3.7.2. Inputs
Input refers to the elements used in the process of generating a specific product or service 
(Ackermann, 2022). During pandemics, the most pertinent change to input (both material and 
labour) often relates to its scarcity and increased or volatile costs. A company may not be able to 
source another company’s output due to their production being hindered (Islam, 2021), and labour 
availability may be restricted through travel restrictions and quarantine requirements (Harmony,  

Table 8. Disclosure guideline 6
Disclosure guideline 6:

In describing the effects of current and future pandemics on a company’s sustainability, it should be 
considered that pandemics are to be expected, yet unique, and increase a company’s risk exposure in the 
presence and in the absence of pandemics. A company should, therefore, disclose how its risk exposure has 
been affected and the related risk mitigation strategies implemented by the company.

Pandemic effects Company responses
E6.1 In the presence of pandemics describe the 

introduced/increased risks to the company’s 
operations because of the pandemic, with 
specific consideration of:

E6.1.1 strategic risk;
E6.1.2 liquidity and credit risk;
E6.1.3 legal risk;
E6.1.4 reputational risk;
E6.1.5 fraud risk;
E6.1.6 cyber risk;
E6.1.7 health and safety risk; and
E6.1.8 retention and attraction risk.

R6.1 Describe the risk mitigation strategies imple
mented to mitigate the relevant risks. In 
describing the company’s risk mitigation 
strategies, including reference to disaster 
management and the strategies implemen
ted to:

R6.1.1 prepare staff for the necessary changes 
required as part of risk mitigation;

R6.1.2 adjust the company’s information system to 
keep all employees updated with the latest 
changes. Describe the actions taken with 
respect to the speed, availability and accu
racy of information to allow for relevant and 
swift decision-making by the board and 
management; and

R6.1.3 adapt the format and frequency of man
agement/board and shareholder meetings.

E6.2 In the presence of pandemics, describe how 
the pandemic affects:

E6.2.1 the company’s assessment of its ability to 
continue as a going concern; and

E6.2.2 asset values through provisions and impair
ments.

R6.2 Describe how the company incorporated 
the pandemic’s uncertainties into its 
assessment of:

R6.2.1 the company’s going concern ability; and
R6.2.2 the company’s asset values through provi

sions and impairments.

E6.2 and R6.2 should have been covered in the financial statements through International Accounting 
Standards 1 and 36 and, therefore, it could be merely referenced.

E6.3 In the absence of pandemics describe the 
company’s risk exposure should a pandemic 
realise, with specific consideration to the risks 
in E6.1.

R6.3 Describe the risk mitigation strategies that are 
in place to mitigate the relevant risks, including 
the company’s disaster management plans.

Source: Own research. 
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2020). Product price shocks occur due to the significantly altered demand (Azam et al., 2021; 
Bhosale, 2020). Personnel-related costs increase due to increased sick leave (Gow & Grant, 2010), 
companies wanting to reward staff for their work during the climax of pandemics (e.g., Clicks 
Group, 2020), and substantial amounts are spent on health care to protect companies’ employees 
from the pandemic (e.g., Montauk Holdings, 2020). Disclosure guideline 8 follows, including 
detailed effects and responses to be considered (Table 10).

Table 9. Disclosure guideline 7

Disclosure guideline 7:

A company should disclose how current pandemics affect its operating environment and the related responses 
implemented by the company to address this.

Pandemic effects Company responses
E7.1 Describe any legal or regulatory changes that 

are affected by the pandemic, which are 
applicable to the company, along with the 
implications on operations.

R7.1 Describe the company’s legal or regulatory 
changes and the strategies implemented to 
ensure operational effectiveness amidst 
these.

E7.2 Describe the stakeholder groups affected by 
the pandemic and the ultimate effect that 
this may have on the company. This may 
include:

E7.2.1 how the company’s customers’/clients’ 
behaviour changed, along with changes in 
customer/client demand, composition and 
base; and

E7.2.2 how the needs of the community in which 
the company operates changed, including 
socio-economic concerns.

R7.2 Describe the social responses implemented 
by the company, including:

R7.2.1 how the company adopted existing or intro
duced new commodities and the method of 
delivering them to meet customer/client 
demands; and

R7.2.2 how the company continued stakeholder 
engagement, specifically increasing commu
nication and support.

E7.3 Describe the trends brought about or accel
erated by the pandemic and how this affects 
the company’s operating environment, 
including changes in respect of competitors.

R7.3 Describe how the company utilised the trends 
in continuing or improving its operations, 
including its social responses.

Source: Own research. 

Table 10. Disclosure guideline 8

Disclosure guideline 8:

A company should disclose how current pandemics affect its input and the related responses implemented by 
the company to address this.

Pandemic effects Company responses
E8.1 Describe the pandemic’s effect on the avail

ability and pricing of input, including raw 
material and labour.

R8.1 Describe the strategies implemented to 
address the availability and pricing of input, 
including:

R8.1.1 sourcing material from alternative suppliers;
R8.1.2 digitising labour;
R8.1.3 adapting operations to enable the continuing 

thereof given the shortage of material and/or 
labour; and

R8.1.4 strategies implemented to deal with the pri
cing of material and/or labour, including 
agreements entered, resource reallocation 
and adapting selling prices.

Source: Own research. 
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3.7.3. Operations
Operations are the daily activities that companies engage in to create value (Coroporate Finance 
Institute, 2022) and are not only hindered by the effects of the pandemic itself but also through 
government-imposed restrictions (Azam et al., 2021). These policies restrict travel and limit on-site 
staff, hindering production (AngloGold Ashanti, 2020). Where possible, operations are adapted, 
e.g., through digitising operations by enabling employees to work from home and conducting 
virtual meetings and training (Brown, 2020; Macaninch et al., 2020). While working from home, 
employees face increased personal issues as they must balance online working and home- 
schooling their children, while their well-being is threatened, causing companies to deal with 
increased employee issues (Amidei et al., 2020; Prosus, 2020). Furthermore, some activities, such 
as certain training and stakeholder engagement activities, cannot be digitised, leading to it being 
cancelled or delayed (Aspen Pharmacare Holdings, 2020; Brown, 2020).

The pressure of a pandemic tends to reveal companies’ weaknesses, e.g., in a company’s 
adaptability or structure (Coetzee et al., 2021; Macaninch et al., 2020), and therefore creates an 
opportunity for these to be addressed and improve operations (Barry, 2010; Coetzee et al., 2021).

Pandemics as a result require companies to implement strategic management by giving due 
attention to pervasive matters affecting the company’s long-term health (Gluck et al., 1980). 
Responses may include suspending non-essential operations, adding new product or service 
lines (following changed consumer demand), securing liquidity and leveraging fiscal support 
(Chanyasak et al., 2021).

Table 11. Disclosure guideline 9

Disclosure guideline 9:

A company should disclose how current pandemics affect its operations and the related responses 
implemented by the company to address this.

Pandemic effects Company responses
E9.1 Describe the pandemic’s effect on the com

pany’s core operations with reference to its 
normal capacity, with specific inclusion of:

R9.1 Describe the strategies implemented to 
address the effects on the company’s opera
tions, including a description of the strategies 
implemented to:

E9.1.1 employee productivity; and R9.1.1 manage employee well-being; and

E9.1.2 operations that were restricted/delayed/sus
pended.

R9.1.2 reorganise core operations to allow continu
ance amidst restrictions.

E9.2 Describe the supportive operations (i.e., train
ing, stakeholder engagement initiatives) that 
were restricted/delayed/suspended by the 
effects of the pandemic.

R9.2 Describe the strategies implemented to reor
ganise supportive operations to allow con
tinuance amidst restrictions.

E9.3 Describe the vulnerabilities that were revealed 
by the circumstances created by the pan
demic.

R9.3 Describe the strategies implemented to miti
gate the revealed vulnerabilities.

E9.4 Describe the opportunities that were brought 
about by the circumstances created by the 
pandemic, with specific consideration of 
improvement in:

E9.4.1 core operations;
E9.4.2 supportive operations; and
E9.4.3 stakeholder initiatives.

R9.4 Describe the strategies implemented to capi
talise on the opportunities.

Source: Own research. 
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Consequently, Table 11 presents Disclosure guideline 9, including detailed effects and responses 
to be considered as part of corporate disclosures.

3.7.4. Output
Input and output correlate strongly (Ackermann, 2022) and as pandemics pressure both compa
nies’ input and operations, a severe drop in global production is to be expected (Islam, 2021). In 
addition, the drop in demand for companies’ commodities further hinders companies’ output 
(Kenny, 2020). Consequently, the selling prices of companies’ output become volatile. Companies 
are urged to increase their selling prices where supply shortages are experienced (Anglo American,  
2020), the demand increased (Sibanye-Stillwater, 2020), or input and operational costs increased. 
Contrarily, the drop in demand for certain commodities forces selling prices down (Azam et al.,  
2021). These considerations are brought together in Disclosure guideline 10 (Table 12).

4. Conclusion and contributions
Sustainability has become a key consideration to stakeholders and companies increasingly engage 
in CSR, including disclosing these initiatives (Chinn et al., 2021; Hughen et al., 2014; Mattison et al.,  
2022). However, pandemics are a pervasive threat to companies’ sustainability, given its recurring 
nature and severe effects (Abhayawansa & Adams, 2022; Cirillo & Taleb, 2020; Pegram, 2020; 
Pinner et al., 2020). In the absence of formal pandemic-related corporate sustainability guidelines, 
disclosure in times of pandemics is largely emancipatory, following no specific structure (Moolman 
et al., 2023b). Furthermore, disclosure in the absence of pandemics is severely lacking 
(Abhayawansa & Adams, 2022; Moolman et al., 2023b). A lack of reporting generally displays 
companies’ unpreparedness, indicating the need to make the requirement for pandemic-related 
reporting explicit (Abhayawansa & Adams, 2022; Adams et al., 2020), especially given society’s 
augmented expectation of companies to increase their CSR in times of pandemics (Sibanye- 
Stillwater, 2020). Consequently, this study provided detailed pandemic-related sustainability 
reporting guidelines to improve corporate reporting.

As part of CSR disclosure, a company should describe pandemics’ effects on the company’s 
sustainability, including its responses thereto.

In describing the company’s responses to a pandemic:

a company should disclose its disaster risk management strategies in the four phases: prevention 
or mitigation, preparedness, responses and recovery.

In describing the effects of pandemics on a company’s sustainability and the company’s 
responses, it should be considered that:

(1) Pandemics affect all four components of sustainability: financial, ESG.

Table 12. Disclosure guideline 10

Disclosure guideline 10:

A company should disclose how current pandemics affect its output and the related responses implemented 
by the company to address this.

Pandemic effects Company responses
E10.1 Describe the pandemic’s effect on the 

company’s output, specifically including output 
quantity, quality and pricing.

R10.1 Describe the strategies implemented to 
continually address the pandemic’s effects on 
the company’s output.

Source: Own research. 

Moolman et al., Cogent Economics & Finance (2023), 11: 2246321                                                                                                                                   
https://doi.org/10.1080/23322039.2023.2246321                                                                                                                                                       

Page 15 of 21



(2) Pandemics’ effects comprise the effects of the pandemic itself, as well as the effects of 
government-imposed interventions.

(3) Pandemics affect a company’s sustainability in the short, medium and long term.

(4) Pandemics’ effects on a company’s sustainability can be negative, positive or neutral.

(5) Pandemics are to be expected, yet unique, and increase a company’s risk exposure in the 
presence, and in the absence, of pandemics.

(6) Pandemics affect a company’s operating environment, input, operations and output.

The disclosure guidelines (1 to 10) provided in this study can be used in the presence, but also in 
the absence of pandemics. More specifically, during pandemics, companies should consider all the 
guidelines provided (disclosure guidelines one to ten), whereas companies should consider 
Disclosure guidelines 1 to 6 for future pandemics.

Given that the data underlying the study included consideration of all industries, the researchers 
contend that these guidelines could be generalised to any industry. Furthermore, though the study 
focussed on pandemics, the researchers contend that these guidelines could be generalised to any 
major communicable disease. The researchers also assert that including these guidelines in 
corporate sustainability frameworks would encourage the necessary disclosure of such 
a pervasive global threat in companies’ reporting. Such pandemic-related disclosure as part of 
companies’ value creation story would be of interest to stakeholders concerned about the com
pany’s sustainability (Abhayawansa & Adams, 2022; IIRC and Kirchhoff Consult AG, 2020). Though 
regulatory intervention may not improve disclosure quality, the researchers are of the opinion that 
companies with a genuine awareness of sustainability would work towards providing the neces
sary disclosure in the interest of stakeholders (Panfilo & Krasodomska, 2022). Furthermore, while 
these guidelines would be an emerging form of CSR reporting, even these are able to change 
perceptions and work towards creating an improved world (Atkins et al., 2018).

Implementing the recommended pandemic-related disclosure guidelines would, however, result 
in additional costs related to non-financial reporting. Companies would therefore be required to 
consider this cost versus the benefit of providing stakeholders with information regarding the 
companies’ preparedness for, and, where applicable, responses to such a pervasive risk. 
Companies’ focus should remain on providing information regarding its sustainability which is 
relevant to stakeholders’ decision-making (e.g., IIRC, 2021). Another factor that may affect com
panies’ pandemic-related disclosures, is cultural dimension. In this sense, Pizzi et al. (2022) found 
that companies with a long-term orientation and an appropriate balance between indulgence and 
restraints would more likely disclose SDG information.

The methods employed in this study may be considered a limitation thereto. Firstly, given that 
grounded theory was used to develop the guidelines, the underlying data influences the findings of 
the study, and therefore also the proposed guidelines. However, the authors contend that robust 
processes were followed to determine the underlying data and to develop the guidelines. 
Furthermore, considering that purposive sampling was applied in selecting the industry experts, 
the findings regarding the trustworthiness of the developed guidelines may have been different 
using another sampling method. However, given that the experts included feedback from an 
industry expert from an international firm, it is contended that the feedback is appropriate.

Some areas for further research follow. Research relating to quantifying the effects of pandemics 
and government-imposed interventions on companies’ sustainability may encourage companies to 
be effectively responsive to future pandemics (Atkins et al., 2015). Studies on separating the 
effects of pandemics itself versus government-imposed interventions may aid governments in 
evaluating the appropriateness of the interventions. Finally, evaluating pandemic-related effects 
on companies’ sustainability per industry may be helpful in developing industry-specific disaster 
risk management preparation in light of future pandemics.
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