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Sustainability has emerged as a key strategic challenge

for corporate reporting in 2020. A large majority of corporations 
recognise the importance of the issue, strive to adjust their 

reporting practices, but struggle to ensure credible alignment 
on a strategic and governance level. These are some of the key 

insights of the Corporate Reporting Monitor 2020.

The Corporate Reporting Monitor is 
the first yearly international study 
surveying corporations on their re-

porting strategy.

It was launched in 2019 by the Center for 
Corporate Reporting and conducted for 
the second time this year in cooperation 
with the Center for Research in Financial 
Communication at the University of Leip-
zig as well as the FH St. Pölten.

The study is based on a survey of heads of 
reporting from listed corporations in Swit-
zerland, Germany and Austria. Aside from 
a range of questions on reporting strate-
gy, resources and evaluation, this year’s 
survey featured a focus on sustainability 
reporting. Also, for the first time, the Cor-
porate Reporting Monitor 2020 included a 

survey of experts from the reporting ser-
vices sector, focusing on reporting trends. 

By Christian P. Hoffmann, Lea Knabben, 
Monika Kovarova-Simecek and Thomas Scheiwiller
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Sustainability reporting 
takes centre stage 
Study results clearly show that corpora-
tions are aware of the rising importance of 
sustainability reporting. 

Creating “trust in the sustainability and 
long-term perspective” of the corporation 
is the objective featuring the largest raise 
in ascribed relevance from 2019 to 2020 
( jumping from fifth to third rank among 
all reporting objectives).

As a result, internal audiences also notice-
ably gain in importance: current and po-
tential employees are rated significantly 
more important as target audiences of the 
report compared to 2019.

 

The surveyed experts concur. While in 
previous years, a number of corporations 
toyed with creating more streamlined and 
slimmed-down reports targeted at capital 
markets, this year’s study results indicate 
a turn towards reports to engage diverse 
stakeholders.

Only 29% of experts believe that in three 
years’ time, reports will become more 
focused on fulfilling regulatory require-
ments. Instead, 58% expect that best prac-
tice reports will aim to engage diverse 
stakeholders, such as customers, employ-
ees or NGOs.

However, such a shift in reporting strategy 
presupposes that corporations do, in fact, 
have a reporting strategy at all. While last 
year’s survey showed a noticeable lack of 
clearly defined reporting objectives, the 
Corporate Reporting Monitor 2020 reveals 
that 39% of surveyed companies report 
having defined a reporting strategy. A fur-
ther 16% say that a reporting strategy is 
currently being developed (see Figure 1). 

“ 
The study results 
indicate a turn towards 
reports to engage 
diverse stakeholders.

Fig.  1: Does your company  have a formally  define d reporting strategy?

 Not yet, but a strategy is 
being developed

16 %

Don’t know
6 %

No
39 %

Yes
39 %

COMPANIES RECOGNISE THE IMPORTANCE 
OF A REPORTING STRATEGY
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Closer alignment needed 
between corporate comms 
and reporting 
The stronger focus on sustainability re-
porting and the emergent trend towards a 
stakeholder report implies a need for clos-
er alignment between corporate commu-
nications and reporting.

Corporate communications continuously 
engage in messaging and storytelling to-
wards all stakeholders.

A credible annual report addressing a sim-
ilarly broad audience and focusing more 
on business models, products and social as 
well as environmental impacts needs to be 
in line with the corporate image and brand 
values, messaging and storytelling.

In line with last year’s study results, the 
Corporate Reporting Monitor 2020 shows 
that while only 30% of surveyed corpo-
rations have formally integrated the cor-
porate report into their communications 
strategy, a further 58% strive to ensure at 
least some degree of coherence between 
communications and reporting.

However, a look at evaluation practices 
still reveals a lack of strategic communica-
tion management when it comes to the an-
nual report. Reports are mostly evaluated 
informally, based on occasional stakehold-
er feedback.

Evaluation is also largely reliant on oper-
ational measures, such as reach, costs or 
technical synergies, rather than the attain-
ment of or contribution to strategic goals. 

Overall, the Corporate Reporting Monitor 
2020 highlights both the need for and a 
shift towards more clearly defined report-
ing strategies, but a continuing lack of con-
sistent management practices.

Digital wins over 
printed reports
“Sustainablity” is one reason frequently 
given by corporations for no longer of-
fering a printed version of their annual 
report. The Corporate Reporting Monitor 
2020 reveals a noticable shift from “Print 
first”-approaches (down to 20% from 33% 
in 2019) to “PDF first” (59%, 2019: 51%) or 
“Online first” (20%, 2019: 16%).

A new digital format and reporting re-
quirement facing corporations in the 
European Union from 2021 is XBRL or 
XHTML. Twenty-thee percent of surveyed 
corporations subject to the ESMA-regula-
tion have not yet decided on how to create 
the required reporting format.

Among those settled on a XBRL-solution, 
the majority have chosen a comprehensive 
in-house tool, rather than relying on ser-
vice providers.

 

Separate vs. integrated 
reports 
The Corporate Reporting Monitor 2020 
featured a focus segment on sustainability 
reporting.

“ 
The quality of 
sustainability reporting 
varies widely – and there 
is significant room for 
improvement for many.
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Results show that most companies (40%) 
provide a separate sustainability report, 
that is published some time after the cor-
porate report. Only 14% have chosen to 
publish an integrated report.

While most corporations have defined 
their material sustainability topics (71%), 
only 57% have published long-term sus-
tainability goals, only 55% publish a pro-
gress report, and even fewer, a mere 32%, 
offer a forecast on sustainability perfor-
mace. Thereby, the quality of sustaina-
bility reporting varies widely – and there 
is significant room for improvement for 
many. However, reporting quality may be 

encumbered by a lack of strategic and gov-
ernance alignment (see Figure 2). While 
66% of surveyed corporations say that 
sustainability has been integrated into 
their corporate strategy, only 20% say that 
it is also a factor in board compensation. 
As a result, internal alignment and cred-
ibility are listed among key obstacles for 
high-quality sustainability reporting.

The full report of the Corporate Reporting 
Monitor 2020 features a number of best 
practice cases as well as expert recom-
mendations for achieving strategic and 
governance alignment in sustainability re-
porting. 

Other
10 %

Yes
66 %

No
22 %

Don’t know
2 %

Fig. 2 Strategic  alignment  of sustainability in corporate strategy and governance

Yes
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No answer
15 %

Don’t know
10 %

No
55 %

 
 

Fig. 2:
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The full results of the Corporate Reporting 
Monitor 2020 are available to survey partic-
ipants. In addition, CCR members receive 
a detailed report, complemented with a 
management summary, high-level inter-

pretations and recommendations. Insights 
from the research team are also availa-
ble in dedicated workshops upon request. 
An Executive Summary can be ordered at 
info@corporate-reporting.com. 

For the third edition of the study in 2021, Lundquist will be a new partner.
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About the Corporate 
Reporting Monitor 2021
What are the latest trends in sustainabil-
ity reporting? And how is the XBRL re-
porting format developing? The Corpo-
rate Reporting Monitor 2021 will provide 

answers to these and many other excit-
ing questions. This year, a special focus 
will be placed on the topic of "Trust in 
uncertain times".

The field phase of the third issue has just 
started. The findings will be presented in 
a webinar in August 2021.
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