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CONTRADICTORY STAKEHOLDER EXPECTATIONS FOR SUSTAINABILITY REPORTING – A SOCIAL CONTRACT THEORY APPROACH 

Abstract
Sustainability reporting has recently faced increasing criticism. In particular, the legitimacy and accountability of the reports have been questioned. Despite these questions, there has been little further study on how stakeholders’ expectations are influenced by assumptions of a social contract. In this study we examine stakeholders’ views on sustainability reporting by applying nano-level social contract theory. Our research question is: how do stakeholder interpretations differ concerning sustainability reporting when it comes to meeting the requirements of the social contract? We interviewed representatives of internal and external stakeholders of two Finnish companies on the usability and challenges of sustainability reporting. The study constructs a typology of stakeholder expectations and the social norms influencing these expectations. The study contributes to the current literature by showing how the stakeholder expectations are contradictory, not only between different stakeholder groups, but also among individuals within those groups.
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1 INTRODUCTION
Discussion on the societal change towards sustainability has intensified in recent decades. Companies have been increasingly targeted by societal expectations to create more sustainable solutions. As a result, companies have increased their sustainability communications for different stakeholders. Sustainability communication is based on the idea that corporations have a duty to discharge information on their sustainability to a wider group of stakeholders than financial stakeholders only. The dominant form of sustainability communication has been sustainability reporting. Sustainability reporting is, however, easily questioned and criticized among stakeholders. It has been suggested that reporting is done merely for image improvement and marketing reasons (Ligeti and Oravecz, 2009), and its legitimacy and stakeholder accountability have been questioned (Spence, 2009; Perrini and Tencati, 2006). 
Prior research has noted that sustainability reports do not meet stakeholders’ demands and expectations (Deegan and Rankin, 1999; O’Dwyer et al., 2005; Adams, 2002; Spence, 2009) and different stakeholders have different expectations for the information (Azzone et al., 1997; de Villers and van Staden, 2012; Said et al., 2013). Yet the reasons for this dissatisfaction with sustainability reporting have not been explored further. This study aims to fill this gap. Our research question is: how do stakeholder interpretations differ concerning sustainability reporting when it comes to meeting the requirements of the social contract? We apply social contract theory at the nano-level to create a typology of stakeholder expectations and a classification for interpretations of implicit social norms that are expected to guide sustainability reporting. Social contract theory helps us to understand implicit indirect obligations of businesses towards society and the social norms that guide that behaviour (Donaldson and Dunfee, 1994). We apply social contract theory from a constructionist perspective to create an understanding of different stakeholder expectations towards sustainability communication. This study is based on the notion that stakeholder groups and their members are diverse. We believe that individual members of stakeholder groups have different expectations for sustainability reporting. This view agrees with the nano-level of social contract theory, as it focuses on how individuals in organizations construct behavioural norms to guide the obligations of firms (Thompson and Hart, 2006). 
The study provides an empirically based interpretation of social norms that are expected to guide sustainability reporting among stakeholders. Our study constructs a typology of stakeholder expectations and social norms influencing these expectations. Its contribution consists of showing how the stakeholder expectations are contradictory, not between different stakeholder groups, but also among individuals within those stakeholder groups.  
The study proceeds as follows. We first review the prior research on stakeholder expectations for sustainability reporting and then discuss the social contract theory approach applied in this study. Next, we introduce the research context, research material and analysis. In the results section, we present the typology of stakeholder expectations and the interpretations of guiding social norms. We conclude by discussing the main findings of the study. 

2 SOCIAL CONTRACT–BASED APPROACH TO SUSTAINABILITY REPORTING
2.1. Stakeholder expectations for sustainability reporting
A range of studies has identified stakeholder demands and information interests on sustainability reports (Spence, 2009; Huang and Kung, 2010; O’Dwyer et al., 2005). Sustainability reports are generally seen as a means for stakeholder accountability (Brown and Fraser, 2006) based on the notion that various stakeholders have rights to information which must be acknowledged for decision-making purposes and to protect against potential abuses of corporate power. Sustainability reporting has traditionally been seen as a tool for gaining legitimacy for corporate actions (Deegan, 2002; Gray et al., 1995; Laine, 2009; Morsing and Schultz, 2006) based on an idea that organizations have a duty to communicate their social and environmental actions to a larger audience than simply to financial stakeholders (Gray, 2002). Positive environmental disclosures may even restore or repair an organization’s legitimacy (Milne and Patten, 2002). Additionally, the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) takes its starting points from stakeholder dialogue by stating “sustainability reporting is the practice of measuring, disclosing, and being accountable to internal and external stakeholders for organizational performance towards the goal of sustainable development” (GRI, 2011, p. 3). Sustainability reporting can also be used to legitimize the disclosure of negative news, as Hahn and Lülfs (2014) have shown in their analysis. They categorized the companies’ actions into six legitimation strategies: marginalization, abstraction, indicating facts, rationalization, authorization and corrective actions. 
Stakeholder expectations for sustainability reporting have been researched in various ways. First, the previous research has shown that different stakeholders demand sustainability actions from companies. For example, Banerjee and Bonnefous (2011) showed that the stakeholder demands can be classified into different strategies for supportive stakeholders (e.g. governments and international institutions), obstructive stakeholders (e.g. environmental activist groups) and passive stakeholders (the general public). Delmas and Toffel (2004) have identified customers, regulators, legislators, local communities and environmental activist organisations as demanding stakeholders for companies. Later, Sprengel and Busch (2011) found that especially three stakeholder groups were perceived to have high pressure on corporate environmental strategies: governments, NGOs and the media/general public. Dong et al. (2014) have also studied stakeholders in order to find out which ones demand sustainability reporting from Chinese mining companies. Their findings showed that only international customers are interested in sustainability reporting. In addition, Dong et al. have examined the role of industry associations, the local community and employees but found these to have only a minor role. Lu and Abeysekera (2014) found similar results in China: only shareholders were seen to have an influence on sustainability reporting while government, creditors and auditors caused no pressure. 
Second, previous research has addressed the information demands that stakeholders place on sustainability reporting. As early as 1997, Azzone et al. analysed the information needs of various stakeholders. Their conclusions were that companies should either publish generic reports that meet the basic information needs of multiple stakeholders or publish targeted reports for specific information needs. Later, Isenmann and Kim (2006) supported this view and suggested that the different information needs can only be met with a set of tailored reports. There are multiple studies that have addressed the specific information needs of a particular stakeholder group. O’Dwyer et al. (2005) studied the perceptions of NGOs on sustainability reporting. They found NGOs to want mandated and externally verified information in the annual report or in a standalone report. In addition, O’Dwyer et al. (2005) noticed that especially the environmental NGOs are sceptical of sustainability disclosure practices. More recently, De Villiers and van Staden (2012) have analysed shareholders’ needs for environmental information. They found that most of the shareholders want a significant amount of environmental information that is also audited and published both in annual reports and websites. Said et al. (2013) has studied fund managers’ impressions of environmental information. Fund managers were found to be interested in the environmental performance of a company they are about to finance. For example, fund managers were interested in energy conservation efforts and a company’s ability to meet future environmental standards.
Third, although the literature has recognized the vital role of stakeholders and their demands in sustainability work, it has also been shown that sustainability reports do not meet stakeholders’ demands. Deegan and Rankin (1999) showed that the report preparers and report users have different expectations for the reports. Typically, the stakeholders consider sustainability reports to be too passive of a way to discuss sustainability issues, as they prefer to engage the companies (O’Dwyer et al., 2005) and interact (Adams, 2002) with them regarding sustainability. In line with Deegan and Rankin’s research, Mitchell and Quinn (2005) show that the expectation gap exists also between the preparers of environmental reports (both companies and consultants) and between the users (including environmental activists, pressure groups and NGOs). Of these three groups, they found the users to want, item-wise, the most environmental information disclosed. Furthermore, Spence (2009) noticed that report preparers consider experienced investors and employees to be the target audience of the reports, so therefore the reports do not really meet the information needs of external stakeholders. One reason for the expectation gap could be, as Manetti (2011) has shown, that sustainability reports have more of a stakeholder management approach than a stakeholder engagement approach. As he explains, stakeholders’ needs would be better addressed in a dialogue or, better yet, by involving the stakeholders in the company’s decision-making process. Although the difference between stakeholder expectations and current reporting practices has been extensively noted, the reasons for it have not been explored further because the previous research has typically made a quantitative analysis of a large population of companies or stakeholders. This study addresses this gap by reviewing, with a qualitative analysis, which type of reporting would better meet the information needs of the stakeholders.
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2.2 Social contract theory approach to stakeholder expectations
Social contract theory relates to the idea of social norms guiding human behaviour. Norms are considered as rules that unify actions, behaviour and spoken language. Social norms describe the rules that a group of people use for building a set of direct or indirect rules about accepted values, behaviours, beliefs and attitudes. In many cases, following the norm leads to a benefit (e.g. value, acceptance, popularity), but acting against a norm leads to a punishment (e.g. rejection, harassment, a bad reputation). Norms are not clear in a sense that actors, groups and individuals may interpret them differently. Therefore, the nature of a norm can remain open and controverted. (Sulkunen, 1998).
Social contract theory is based on an assumption of a sort of implicit social contract between business and society (Donaldson and Dunfee, 1994). This contract implies the indirect obligations of business towards society (Garrica and Mele, 2004). Social contract theory states that “businesses are ethically obligated to enhance the welfare of society by satisfying consumer and employee interests without violating any general canons of justice” (Hasnas, 1998, 35). The theory is based on the concept of the social contract, an unspoken agreement between the society and the businesses in which the society allows the businesses to exist when it serves society with certain specified benefits in return. The businesses benefit from the right to exist and they are authorized to use the land, resources and other environmental services (Lozano et al., 2014). 
In its original form, social contract theory was a macro-level theory. However, in 1994 Donaldson and Dunfee published their work on integrative social contract theory and extended the theory to the micro level to take into account the context. Since then, the discussion on social contract theory has, in many cases, focused on different levels of the theory. 
On the macro level, the theory provides norms for any social contracting (Garriga and Mele, 2004). These rules are hypernorms that are fundamental for any type of social contracting in different contexts. In addition to the macro level, Donaldson and Dunfee (1994) stated that they expanded the theory to take into account the explicit and implicit contracts that are binding within an identified community, such as an industry or a company. Social contracts, then, are based on the attitudes and behaviours of the members of the norm-generating community and have to be in accord with the hypernorms (see Carriga and Mele, 2004). They named this as the micro level of the theory, and specified that it takes into account the sociocultural context and local norms. Their integrative social contract theory combines micro and macro levels: the macro provides normative ground rules for creating the second contract and the micro an implicit contract that can occur among members of specific communities (Donaldson and Dunfee, 1994). Spicer et al. (2004) empirically confirmed the theory by identifying how hypernorms and local norms moderated the effect of national context on ethical evaluations and intended behaviours. Thereafter, Thomson and Hart (2006) further expanded the theory to entail the nano-level of social contracting. According to them, the incorporation of the nano-level, that is the individual level of analysis, will yield more descriptive theory. They apply a psychological contract approach to offer an understanding of the impact of social contracting on day-to-day human interaction. Heugens et al. (2006) further expanded this theory to entail macro (hypernorms), meso (the institutional context within which a business is embedded), micro (sociocultural context and local norms) and nano-levels (individual contractor). Many authors have also stressed the changing, dynamic nature of norms on these different levels (Donaldson and Dunfee, 2002; Phillips and Johnson-Cramer, 2006). Organizational norms evolve, sometimes through conscious efforts of community members, sometimes as a result of evolutionary process (Phillips and Johnson-Cramer, 2006). 
In this research, we apply social contract theory as a nano-level theory by focusing on how individuals construct behavioural norms to guide sustainability obligations of firms. Our approach is constructionist, as suggested by Thompson and Hart (2006) for the nano-level focus. The focus is based on the idea of social constructionism that focuses on the study of the multiple realities constructed by people and the implications of those constructions for their lives and interactions with others (Patton, 2002). Reality is understood to be the subjective construction of individuals, who, either individually or acting together with other people, create and sustain the social world through the use of language. In choosing words and producing texts, they give different meanings to sustainability in business (Berger and Luckmann, 1966). This means that we analyse interpretations of social norms at the individual level. This also means a focus on a set of individual beliefs that are shaped by the organization, regarding the terms of an exchange agreement between individuals and organizations (Heugens et al., 2006; Rousseau, 1995). However, our focus is not on the norms that would guide individual behaviour but on the norms that are individually constructed to guide sustainability behaviour in business. This is in line with Thompson and Hart (2006), who suggest that, at the nano-level, social contract theory can describe how people construct individualized accounts of different obligations.
Our study focuses on different stakeholders’ perspectives on sustainability reporting. As Pajunen (2006) suggests, in contractual firm–stakeholder relationships the participants are expected to act according to the agreement and mutual benefit. Stakeholder theory has assumed that stakeholders are coherent groups, and hence paid little attention to differences between individual views among a stakeholder group. The constructionist application of social contract theory at the nano-level allows us to focus on the different views among stakeholders. It assumes that individuals may differ in their interpretations of those obligations and, for example, that employees in the same organization may have vastly different interpretations (Thompson and Hart, 2006). It is ultimately individual human beings who judge what is or is not just and virtuous in organizations (Thompson and Hart, 2006).
The field of sustainability reporting offers multiple explicit norms that guide reporting practices. For example, the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) released the latest Sustainability Reporting Framework, the GRI Standards, in 2016. The United Nations has the Global Compact, a framework that also covers the reporting of sustainability issues. Additionally, the International Integrated Reporting Council (IIRC) has developed a framework for integrated reporting <IR> which also includes sustainability. The World Resources Institute (WRI) and the World Business Council on Sustainable Development (WBCSD) have jointly developed the Greenhouse Gas Protocol for reporting greenhouse gas emissions. AccountAbility has launched the AA1000 standard series that also guides sustainability reporting. From the previously mentioned international guidelines, especially the Sustainability Reporting Guidelines, Integrated Reporting and Greenhouse Gas Protocol specify a list of aspects that companies should report on. These guidelines typically include principles such as stakeholder inclusiveness, comparability and reliability. 
Despite the existence of these explicit guidelines, sustainability reporting is easily interpreted as mere image improvement (Ligeti and Oravecz, 2009). Mäkelä and Näsi (2010) noticed that while corporate actions departed from assumed social contract among stakeholders, the situation led company representatives and stakeholders to speak different languages. 

3 RESEARCH MATERIAL AND METHODS
We examined stakeholder expectations regarding sustainability reporting in relation to two Finnish companies: a financial firm and an energy company. Each presents a different context for corporate sustainability: one has a longer background and stronger demands regarding sustainability, the other one operates in a business branch that is more of a newcomer in the field of corporate sustainability due to its obviously smaller environmental impacts. However, both of them have a long background in publishing reports, and they are nationally recognized as reporters of organizational sustainability. Nevertheless, the two organizations continue to face evolving sustainability requirements. The energy industry is being met with increasing sustainability demands, while sustainability in the financial industry, as a rather new demand, has yet to be institutionalized. The companies differ in two crucial aspects: environmental sensitivity and ownership structures. The energy industry is a heavy industry whose operations cause significant environmental impacts whereas the financial sector represents an industry whose environmental impacts are mainly indirect. In addition, the financial firm here is a cooperative and the energy company is privately owned. 
The financial firm has a clear goal to be a sustainability pioneer in the Finnish financial industry. It publishes a sustainability report, participates in multiple projects, and some of its employees, including the CEO, are active members in Finnish sustainability networks. Furthermore, because the firm is a cooperative owned by its customers, it must meet special requirements of transparency and responsibility. The organization employs about 3,400 people. The operations cover banking, financing, and insurance services. 
In the energy company, sustainability issues are embedded in the corporate strategy. The firm aims at providing sustainable energy solutions and value for stakeholders. It publishes a sustainability report, participates in multiple sustainability projects and some of its employees are active members in Finnish and Swedish sustainability networks, among other groups. It is also listed in several sustainability indexes (e.g. the Dow Jones Sustainability World Index and the Carbon Disclosure Leadership Index). The company employs around 9,000 employees, and its operations cover the generation, distribution, and sales of electricity and heat, along with the related expert services. 

3.1. Research material
This study applies a nano-level perspective on social contract theory and focuses on interpretations of social norms that guide stakeholder expectations for sustainability reporting. We therefore adhere to the constructionist and interpretative research approach (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2008). 
The research material consists of 73 in-depth qualitative interviews with internal and external stakeholders of the two organizations (see Table 1). All of the interviews had a similar structure, with the focus on meanings of sustainability in business and the companies, sustainability practices in the companies and internal and external sustainability communication. Our aim was to interpret the assumptions of a social contract between the company and stakeholders. However, social contracts were not explicitly asked about during the interview but interpreted by the researchers. These types of implicit contracts can be identified in our data in the different types of expectations for sustainability in business.
We conducted interviews within four different stakeholder groups: employees, NGO representatives, politicians and business partners. Table 1 describes the number of interviews in each stakeholder group and the duration of the interviews.

Table 1. Number and duration of the interviews
	Stakeholder group
	Number of interviews
	Duration of the interviews

	Employees
	52
	20–90 min

	NGOs
	10
	30–120 min

	Political decision-makers
	7
	30–60 min

	Business partners
	4
	25–55 min

	Total
	73
	



3.2 Analysis of the interviews
We approached the data by means of inductive and typology-based qualitative analysis. Our aim was not to reveal one single reality. Instead, we interpreted the multiple meanings constructed in the interviews. The analysis process was supported using Atlas.ti software. The coding process consisted of three rounds: (1) All of the interviews were carefully read through and the parts in which sustainability reports were discussed were coded with the general code “reports.” We identified 10- to 20-sentence-long extracts from the interviews with which we continued the analysis process. (2) We continued coding the identified sections by initial thematizing based on the expectations explicitly or implicitly expressed in the extracts, identifying both positive and negative approaches to sustainability reporting. (3) We then looked for similarities and differences to create our typology of expectations. (4) In the fourth phase of the analysis, we integrated our theoretical approach. We looked at nano-level social contract theory and started to make our interpretations of the social norms guiding the expectations for sustainability reporting and different individual interpretations related to those social norms. 

4 RESULTS
In this section, we describe the four types of expectations found in the analysis.
4.1. Expectations for comprehensibility
Within this type, the interviewees expressed their expectations that only comprehensible information would be reported to the target groups. However, their definitions of what is comprehensible information varied greatly. The different meanings related to comprehensible information were as follows: concrete measurements, the need for concise information and the need for extensive information. The latter two meanings were contradictory. 
First, comprehensibility requires concrete ways to measure and give meaning to responsibility. Some of the employees of the financial company mentioned that the ways of measuring should be mostly numerical, based on energy consumption and other clear measurements. One employee suggested that measurement techniques, in order to be concrete, should be developed by the organization itself. This view was supported by two employees at the energy company. According to them, comprehensible information should be based on concrete figures and easily measurable information so that it would provide a collection of data concerning what has been done by the company in regards to sustainability. Two of the NGO representatives supported this view by suggesting that the information published should be usable, interesting and understandable to the target groups.
Second, comprehensibility was seen to require clear and concise information. Some of the employees at the financial company mentioned this as a clear target for improvement, as they saw that the current way of reporting is too long and complicated, and therefore the company should aim for shorter and clearer ways of reporting. Some of the employees at the energy firm supported this view by suggesting that both the process of reporting should be more efficient, and the reported information should be more concise. According to one interviewee, the current reporting process takes too much time. According to others, a shorter version of the report would be more usable when, for example, introducing the company’s sustainability approach to employees and customers. Two of the politicians supported this view. They expressed the need for summarizing the information and key figures so that they could actually be used by politicians, who have a limited amount of time for processing such data.
Third, comprehensibility was seen to require thorough and extensive information that gives meaning to different issues related to sustainability. This view conflicts with the one above, as the expectation for comprehensibility is completely different. When giving this definition, the interviewees suggested that all the detailed information that may have meaning for sustainability should be reported. In the financial organization, the employees’ opinions on the current state were still divided. While some giving this meaning saw that it had been achieved, others mentioned that there is still a need for improvements. Some of the politicians also supported this view. They expressed expectations for comprehensive reporting of information concerning the different impacts and interpretations of the reported figures. 

4.2. Expectations for usability in stakeholder relations 
Within this type, the interviewees expressed expectations that reporting should have a form and content that would be somehow practically usable in stakeholder relations. Reporting should reach stakeholders and be applicable in, for instance, customer relations. Only relevant information that is usable by internal or external stakeholders should be reported. Different views related to usability in stakeholder relations included the need for providing information to stakeholders, marketing benefits and possibilities to cooperate in producing the report. 
First, many stakeholder representatives expected that the report should be useful in informing the stakeholders about the company’s sustainability approach. Among the employees of the financial company, the interviewees expressed both, that is, expectations for internal use (e.g. material for employee orientation and general sustainability information spreading) and wishes for more extensive use among external stakeholders. Some also wished for more interest in reporting among external stakeholders, while some expressed their satisfaction with the reports and how well they can be used, for instance, at events with customers. Among the employees at the energy company, this type was enacted in a range of meanings. Generally, the employees saw that it is the obligation of a firm of this type to report on sustainability due to the nature of its operations. This information should be offered to stakeholders in case they require it. However, indications of how necessary the report has been to stakeholders were lacking. Only a couple of investors had specifically asked for the report. 
Among the employees of the energy company, another general expectation was the sustainability report should serve as a store of information that can be used if necessary. Some employees had used it as a source of information if they had prepared presentation slides about the company for external stakeholders. They had, for example, selected some figures from the report. It had also been used as orientation material for new employees. Additionally, some employees, who had not used the report as a source of information, believed that it could be used as such. The general expectation in the background is that reporting has been done in a fact-based, proper and trustworthy way, meaning it can be used as a reliable source of information. These views were supported by some of the politicians. They expressed their expectations of the need to report essential information to stakeholders. The justifications and social norms on which this was based varied. Although some wanted to acquire tools to assess the morality of the company, others expected information concerning the core business, the most serious impacts or most problematic issues. In addition, some politicians expected that sustainability reporting provides stakeholders with tools to assess the sustainability performance of the company. Thus, reporting should be based on societal needs and be able to convince various stakeholders. 
Second, some of the interviewees explicitly expressed that the reporting process should lead to direct marketing benefits. This view, however, was expressed only among internal stakeholders (i.e. employees). The interviewees supporting this view expected that reporting should have value in brand development and offer support for building an image of a responsible company. Among the employees of the financial company, some of the interviewees mentioned that they expect the report should have value as marketing material. Some wished that the company should then be labelled as a responsible company, and the report should have brand value. The report should be considered as a marketing tool. However, some of them questioned whether the report actually has value as marketing material, and whether it leads to any kind of image building. One of them concluded that the company wants to publish the report, even if it would not lead to the aimed marketing benefits, so as to keep the stakeholders informed and increase consciousness. Some of the employees at the energy company supported this view by stressing that the sustainability report should contribute to image improvement. One of them maintained that the public image of the company is currently rather poor, and the report should support the construction of better image. Others saw that it is simply part of the marketing and branding process and it is therefore important to report all the good work the company has done. 
Third, some stakeholder representatives suggested deeper cooperation on reporting. In particular, two of the business partners brought up the idea of cooperation in the reporting process. One suggested a service that they could sell for the reporting process, while the other wanted to engage in more real dialogue and cooperation in, for example, the data collection for the report. Two of the NGO representatives also expressed that reporting should be replaced by real and genuine dialogue. In the current forms of reporting, the dialogue is at risk since it is simply based on the company’s view and not on true dialogue. 

4.3. Expectations for indications of real change towards sustainability
Within this type, the interviewees expressed that sustainability reporting should be based solely on indications of real sustainability change in the organization. This view was expressed among multiple stakeholder groups, but in different meanings. As in prior types, this type contained individual level differences in the meanings given: relevance to everyday work, truthful information, concrete actions and avoidance of intentional greenwashing or sugarcoating. 
Employees at the financial firm related reporting to its meaningfulness in employees’ daily work. Some of them stated that they expected the report to be more meaningful and visible in their everyday work and daily decision-making. Some mentioned that, in its current form, the report is too distant from the employees, some that it does not give them any relevant meaning and some that there is simply no time to go through it. Two employees further mentioned that they experience a conflict between what is reported in the sustainability report and what can be accomplished in one’s daily work. Acting according to the principles stated in the report was not seen as a reality in the organization. Therefore, there was a view that the report simply consisted of “fancy words and statements” that have nothing to do with reality.
A general belief of politicians was that companies report on their sustainability performance in too positive a light and avoid reporting on weaknesses and problems. Thus, many of them expressed the expectation that the companies should not sugarcoat the truth in their reports. They believed that in the current reports superlatives are generally used and negative aspects are avoided. To increase trustworthiness, a critical perspective should also be brought to the discussion. Another expectation expressed by some of the politicians was that reporting should be based on the company’s operational change towards a more sustainable direction. Some stressed that bigger changes in the company should be shown, along with a true willingness to commit to sustainability. One politician highlighted that instead of promises they should be able to show results. This view was supported by some of the NGO representatives. One of the NGO representatives stressed that information produced, for example, in cooperation with NGOs could be used to create an image of some actions being more environmentally friendly than they actually are.
Some of the NGO representatives stressed the importance of truthful information that relates to sustainability. In the current reports, according to them, sensitive issues are not discussed, and they lack real information on sustainability. Instead, only the information the company wants to show is presented. One of them suggested that reporting would make sense only if it was written by a third party. In addition, two of the NGO representatives suggested that reporting should actually be replaced by real action and dialogue with stakeholders. This meant that the companies should focus more on real changes and on improving their operations instead of on reporting.
Third, one business partner suggested that the approach to sustainability reporting could be more collaborative. They had rather positive views on reporting. Two of the business partners further suggested that their partners have done significant, careful work on the report. However, one of them had a fear that even if the reporting is well planned it does not necessarily lead to concrete changes. One of the business partner representatives maintained that companies should follow the changes in regulation concerning sustainability reporting, and if reporting becomes part of regulations, they should start reporting based on those requirements. 

4.4. Expectations regarding information for external assessments of the company’s sustainability performance
Within this type, the interviewees expressed their expectations regarding reporting as an information source for external assessments of the company’s sustainability performance. The report should provide means to compare the sustainability performance of a company with its competitors as well as provide means for external performance assessments when someone is willing to do those. In this type, as in prior ones, different meanings were given by different stakeholders groups as well as by individuals within those groups. The two meanings related to this type are comparability and transparency.  
Concerning comparability, the interviewees suggested that reports should contain information that is comparable with prior years as well as with competitors. This was mentioned by two employees at the financial firm. Both of them expected that sustainability reports should offer information for follow-up and comparisons between actions taken at the company and among its competitors. They expected the reports to show that they are at least on the same level as similar companies. This was supported by one employee at the financial company. He also believed that the report should contain information that makes it possible to compare its sustainability performance with competitors. This was supported by many of the politicians as well, who not only expected comparability and commensurable information with competitors, but some of them also comparability with previous performance (e.g. over the last few years). The need for transparency was stressed by a couple of employees only. One financial company employee expected the report to provide information that can actually be used by those who are willing to assess sustainability performance. He mentioned top management’s benefits and personnel policy as issues in which transparency is required. This was supported by another employee at the financial company. He believed that it is important to maintain transparency by reporting on weaknesses as well.
Table 2 below describes the content of each type and summarizes the meanings constructed among different stakeholder groups. 
		[image: ]
Table 2. Types of expectations among different stakeholder groups

5 SOCIAL NORMS AND SUSTAINABILITY REPORTING
In this study, we found four social norms that seem to guide the expectations of stakeholders regarding sustainability reporting. These norms were interpreted based on the expectations expressed by the interviewees. The norms are called audience and relationship, practical value, sustainability change, and performance assessment. Norms are unspoken rules and they are believed to unify the actions, behaviour and spoken language of a group of people. When it comes to sustainability reporting, norms are understood as rules that legitimize the sustainability reports, reporting practices of companies as well as the existence of those companies.
Audience and relationship as a social norm relates to communication between a company and its stakeholders as well as the relationship between them. This is related to the expectation type of comprehensibility, in which we found the stakeholders’ needs for concrete measurements, concise information and extensive information. The interpretations of this norm, however, are contradictory. The social norm for demanding information also serves the stakeholder’s demand for the information. Related to this social norm, the interviewees typically spoke of the difficulties in understanding what sustainability in business means, and how the sustainability reporting should give a meaning to it. However, their solutions to this problem differed.
Practical value as a social norm relates to the expectation type of usability and has a background in the idea that reporting should have practical value for stakeholders’ own purposes. Only relevant information that is usable by internal or external stakeholders should be reported. The expectations were influenced by very different assumptions of a social contract, ranging from the obligations to spread sustainability information in society to more general norms such as openness and transparency. Related to this social norm, interviewees typically reflected on the different uses for the report, and ended up describing different alternatives on where and how the report should actually be used. Thus, they aimed at reasoning that it should not be written without actual purposes of use in stakeholder relations. However, their views on the purposes of use were different.
Sustainability change as a social norm relates to the expectation type of indications of real change. Based on this type, the sustainability reporting should be based on only indications of real sustainability change in the organization. Behind the expressed expectations are different interpretations of the norm and its relevance to everyday work, truthful information, concrete actions and not intentional greenwashing or sugarcoating. The values influencing this norm in the background are strongly related to views against greenwashing. Related to this social norm, the interviewees typically took very critical views on sustainability reporting, and considered the information published as very subjective. Therefore, they expected a change in current reporting practices, but they had different expectations concerning this change.
Performance assessment as a social norm relates to the expectation type of information. Based on this type, sustainability reporting should provide information for assessing companies based on their sustainability performance. The stakeholders would like to compare, assess and group companies based on their sustainability performance. The information in current reports is not detailed, standardised or transparent enough to make this kind of assessment possible. The stakeholders expressed the importance of assessment for themselves as well as for the company to be able to benchmark their performance. 
	EXPECTATION TYPE
	DESCRIPTION OF THE SOCIAL NORM
	SOCIAL NORM 

	Comprehensibility
	Communication should take into account the relationship with the audience
	Audience and relationship

	Usability
	Communication should have practical value for stakeholders’ own purposes
	Practical value

	Real change
	The content of communication should be based on implementation of sustainable business practices and the inclusion of critical voices instead of misleading readers with empty stories.
	Sustainability change

	Comparable information
	Communication should provide information for assessing companies based on their sustainability performance.
	Performance assessment


Table 3. Social norms
As explained above, the social norms are based on different meanings for different individuals. In addition, some of the meanings are contradictory, and thus provide contradictory expectations for sustainability reporting. These contradictory meanings are constructed within a social norm, between different social norms, and within stakeholder groups. Within the norm of audience and relationship, contradictory expectations are constructed concerning the concision and extensiveness of the reported information. This contradictory view was identified among employees and politicians, and individuals within both of these stakeholder groups supported concision, and others supported extensiveness. Although some expected the reports to be comprehensible, they also expected them to be concise and include only a couple of relevant examples. Others expected the report to contain all the possibly relevant information. Within the social norm of practical value, a contradictory view concerning the role of reporting was identified. Some NGO members and some business partners supported the view that the sustainability reporting process should serve as a basis for dialogue and deeper collaboration, while some employees supported the view that the role of reports is simply informative and the information should be available for the stakeholders if they happen to need it. 
In addition to these contradictions, we identified contradictory expectations between different social norms as well. The most striking example is between views on the marketing value and image benefits related to sustainability reporting by some employees in both companies and the avoidance of any kind of greenwashing and sugarcoating that was identified by some politicians and NGO members. While some employees maintained that sustainability information should be given to stakeholders (even if it is not asked for) to build brand value, many politicians and NGO members mentioned that critical voices should also be included in the reports. In addition, many NGO members and politicians expected indications of real change instead of attempts at image improvement in the reports. Finally, we identified many contradictory views within stakeholder groups. This means that individuals within stakeholder groups had contradictory expectations for sustainability reporting. One example of this are the different views of employees concerning the extensiveness or concision of the report, as described above, related to the social norm of audience and relationship. Another example concerns the social norms of practical value and indications of real change among NGO members. While some expected that reports should serve as a basis for real dialogue, others supported the view that the companies should focus on concrete actions and sustainability improvements instead of reporting, and thus simply stop reporting. Similar types of contradictions can be identified within each stakeholder group examined in this study. These contradictions can be found in Table 4 below.

	Contradictions
	Examples
	Stakeholders related to examples
	Quote 

	Within a social norm
	Relation with the audience:
concise vs. extensive report

	Employees, politicians
	Concision: But because I have studied Finnish and communication, it’s my opinion that nowadays these sorts of things should be able to be said much more shortly. It’s such a terrible mass of information for people that no one will start studying them, except those who do research (an employee, financial company)
Extensiveness: Well it’s almost just that it’s wanted that the environmental reporting is comprehensive. Or it’s as if all kinds of environmental effects have been acknowledged. (a politician) 

	
	Practical value:
Information storage vs. tool for dialogue
	Employees, NGOs,  business partners
	Information storage:  I use it to some degree as a source of information, and then I use it, for example, today [laughs] we were meeting a local decision-maker, which didn’t in a way know [company name] so I use it also as an aide when presenting [company name] and especially exactly in these local issues and environmental and social responsibility and issues related to these kinds of questions, it’s a pretty good information package. (an employee, energy company)
Tool for dialogue: ” It really can be that if the communication is somehow on the sustainability reporting level , but I don’t, like I said, if they come in the mail, I don’t read them, I can for sure come up with a lot of other things to read. Environmental NGO representative

	Between social norms
	
Practical value vs. indications of real change
	Employees, NGOs, politicians
	Image building: Of course, here is certainly some kind of branding meaning, that we want, that we would be labelled as this kind of responsible company, that in that way it’s, of course, a positive signal. (an employee, financial company)
Concrete actions instead of reporting: So, yeah, and then just all kinds of things like “we’re the best operator in the industry” or oh, sure, there’s a bit fewer of these now but it’s not really quite convincing, in a way, or then it’s like “we’ve started environmental reporting,” which is, well, a great thing, but here environmental reporting doesn’t tell anything at all, so maybe it’s that it’s not all that great, that firms themselves or naturally want to highlight above all that they’ve started this activity, but with the same effort they should immediately move to doing something concrete. (Environmental NGO representative)
No sugarcoating: So then it’s easy, from a company’s own perspective, to share information if some clear amount or something commensurate can be found, then that sort of provokes more trust than if something is described in words that our supply chain is environmentally friendly [laughs] (a policitian)

	Within a stakeholder group
	
Relationship with the audience
	
	Compactness: So the way I see it that, now, when one thinks about this new report, that it should be trimmed and maybe sort of a bit condensed, that in my view is good development. (an employee, financial company)
Extensiveness: Only numbers tell, now, and it can be sort of opened up with some text, but then those descriptions are vitally important. Those which give a sort of chance to characterize the effects of one’s own actions to, like, different interest groups, because it tells, it creates a kind of forecast, of how long we’ll manage. (Environmental NGO representative).


Table 4. Contradictions in stakeholder expectations


6 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
This study focused on analysing how stakeholder interpretations differ concerning sustainability reporting when it comes to meeting the requirements of the social contract. We interviewed representatives of the internal and external stakeholders of two Finnish companies on the usability and problems of sustainability reporting. We then constructed a typology of stakeholder expectations and social norms influencing these expectations. The study contributes by showing how the stakeholder expectations are contradictory, not only between different stakeholder groups, but also among individuals within those stakeholder groups. Based on social contract theory, nano-level assumptions of social norms guiding business behaviour also shape the expectations expressed by stakeholder representatives. Based on the typology explained above, we found different social norms influencing the expectations for sustainability reporting. Our nano-level approach to social contract theory showed that different norms shape expectations at an individual level. 
On the basis of our empirical results, we identified contradictory expectations for sustainability reporting within social norms, between social norms and within stakeholder groups. Prior literature has identified differences in stakeholder groups’ expectations towards sustainability reporting (Azzone et al., 1997, de Villers and van Staden, 2012, Said et al., 2013), but stakeholder groups have been treated as coherent groups consisting of individuals with similar expectations among. This study provided empirical evidence on how the views of individuals within a particular stakeholder group differ. 
Our view is that these contradictory expectations cause difficulties for reporting practices, and may partially explain the increasing criticism of sustainability reporting. Companies have to balance expectations that are influenced by different individual assumptions about the social norms that are expected to guide business behaviour. These contradictions may also hinder the development of reporting practices. Therefore, we encourage discussion on current reporting practices because our view is that new forms of sustainability communication should be developed to serve the differing expectations not only of stakeholders but also of individuals within these stakeholder groups. Isenmann and Kim (2006) offered tailored reports as a solution to this dilemma. However, the change needs to be more drastic. Our results suggest that even the expectations within stakeholder groups were not similar, which creates difficulties in addressing even one stakeholder group’s needs. 
To conclude, stakeholder views in our empirical data on the usability of the reports were still very critical. The interviewees did not consider themselves as a target group for the reports. This study offers a nano-level explanation for this view: all of the stakeholders interpret the relevance of information from different viewpoints, which are related to their previous personal experiences and perceptions of corporate sustainability. 
The obvious limitation of our research is that we studied only two companies and their stakeholders. However, we collected a large set of qualitative data in order to obtain a wide perspective on the topic. We encourage more research on this topic as we showed that there is a gap in the research in this area. A further limitation of our research is the peculiarity that in many of the cases the interviewees had not actually read the reports yet they held strong views about the reports’ content. It would be interesting to interview those that have actually read the reports to collect their views. However, the finding that the reports were not actually read or used is itself an interesting one. It should also be emphasized that the results presented in this research are the interviewees’ views on the reports and the reporting process. These results, therefore, do not reflect the actual content of the reports or reporting process. 
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