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Abstract 

This study examines the sustainability content and the determinants underlying such content on Canadian oil and gas 
company websites. The website content of 68 of the largest oil firms listed on the S&P/TSX was evaluated using an 
index based on each of the three Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) components (environmental, social and 
economic). The characteristics of the firms were then regressed on the content analysis. The results suggest that the 
larger the firm and the greater its media exposure, the more likely it is to include sustainability disclosures on its 
website. Firm profitability and leverage seem to be unrelated to these types of disclosures. This study provides 
empirical observations that could be useful for stakeholders wishing to obtain information about firms’ sustainability 
practices and for various organizations involved in developing sustainability disclosure guidelines. The results tend 
to show that, despite the growing popularity of sustainability reporting benchmarks like the Global Reporting 
Initiative (GRI), the voluntary nature of sustainability disclosures has elicited a variety of disclosure practices on 
organizations’ websites. 

Keywords: Sustainability disclosures, Corporate social responsibility reporting, Corporate social responsibility, 
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1. Introduction 

In today’s age of information technology, organizations are becoming increasingly aware of the potential “audience” 
that their website can reach. In recent years this popularity has coincided with growing stakeholder pressure to 
communicate information relating to diverse corporate sustainability issues (Herzig & Godemann, 2010). It is 
therefore no surprise that organizations have responded to these expectations and that more and more companies now 
post information on their sites about their sustainability initiatives, performance and achievements in addition to 
financial information (KPMG, 2011). A website has significant advantages for a corporation; it is a relatively 
inexpensive medium and it makes information available to all stakeholders regardless of time and place (Herzig & 
Godemann, 2010). As the information disclosed is not currently subject to any formal regulation, the firms are able to 
control their message and are less dependent on intermediaries like journalists and financial analysts for its 
dissemination (Cormier, Ledoux & Magnan, 2009).     

Since sustainability disclosures are also wholly voluntary in Canada, this study attempts to answer the following 
question: Do some of a firm’s characteristics, such as size, media exposure, profitability and debt level, influence the 
sustainability disclosures it makes on its website? Sustainability disclosure content was measured using a content 
analysis framework based on a global GRI-based index and a separate GRI-based index for each of the three 
sustainability components, i.e., environmental, social and economic. Oil and gas companies were selected because 
they represent an important industry sector in Canada, and one that is recognized as highly polluting. This study 
differs from past studies in that it primarily focuses on websites’ HTML content rather than on the content of 
sustainability reports. It also examines the question in more depth since it is aimed exclusively at a specific target 
sector, i.e. oil and gas companies. Finally, we used a detailed content analysis framework based on the GRI, one of 
the most popular sustainability reporting frameworks worldwide. 

Our results show that the level of discretionary sustainability disclosures on the firms’ websites is impacted by firm 
size and media exposure. Debt level and profitability do not seem to be relevant here. Our findings indicate a wide 
variety of disclosure practices among the firms studied and relatively little use of GRI guidelines. These results can 
be useful to users and various authorities interested in being involved in regulating corporate communication 
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practices on sustainability performance.  

The rest of this article is organized into several sections. It first presents the theoretical framework, commenting on 
previous studies. It then describes the research methodology and sample, the independent variables and the 
regression models used. It subsequently presents the study’s results, followed by the conclusion, which sums up the 
main findings and outlines the study’s contribution, its main limitations and potential avenues for future research.  

2. Theoretical Background  

2.1 Disclosure determinants for sustainability reporting 

The information content of environmental reports, health safety and environmental reports and sustainability reports 
(also referred to as corporate social responsibility reports (Note 1)) has sparked researchers’ interest for quite some 
time now. These reports usually contain a summary of key environmental, social and community impacts and 
developments relevant to understanding a company’s performance and risks regarding the three recognized 
dimensions (environment, social and economic) of sustainable development (Leszczynska, 2012). To date, some 
research has focused on the content of these reports (Brammer & Pavelin, 2004; Jose & Lee, 2006; Stiller & Daud, 
2007; Holcomb, Upchurch & Okumus, 2007; Bowers, 2008; Hubbard, 2011; Leszczynska, 2012), while other studies 
have concentrated on the determinants influencing that content (Brammer & Pavelin, 2004; Chen & Bouvain, 2008; 
Fifka & Drabble, 2012). The results of these studies tend to show that report content varies markedly from one firm 
to another, and the extent of the disclosures is linked to the sector of activity, size and firm visibility (Brammer & 
Pavelin, 2004), as well as to the institutional context in each country (Chen & Bouvain, 2008; Fifka & Drabble, 
2012). 

2.2 Website benefits 

As these reports become increasingly popular (Bowers, 2010), more and more organizations are posting 
environmental or social information on their website. In fact, some see websites as alternative medium for corporate 
sustainability reporting (Herzig & Godemann, 2010). According to Herzig & Godemann (2010), the Internet has 
several advantages for sustainability reporting. It makes the information available regardless of time and place and 
allows the firm to communicate information that otherwise might not have been included in a sustainability report. 
By providing ongoing, additional or updated information, companies can respond to the greater demands of 
stakeholders for sustainability information (Herzig & Godemann, 2010). The Internet also reduces the information 
cost, in terms of both time and money, for companies and for stakeholders alike (Herzig & Godemann, 2010). Firms 
can make available data and tools that enable stakeholders to make the analysis they want (Eccles & Krzus, 2010). In 
the latter authors’ view, websites and other related tools also make it possible to shift from one-way information to a 
mutual conversation and ongoing dialogue between the firm and all of its stakeholders. It is thus certain that websites 
now play a larger role in corporate communication strategies and may supplant paper sustainability reports in the 
future (Wheeler & Elkington, 2001). They could even prove to be a major tool for supporting the sustainable firm’s 
culture, promoting the creation of economic, environmental and social value. 

2.3 Sustainability reporting on corporate websites 

With the growing popularity of websites as a tool for communicating corporate sustainability information, a number 
of studies have examined their format (Douglas, Doris & Johnson, 2004; Capriotti & Moreno, 2007; Koleva & 
Senkel, 2010; Du & Vieira, 2012) and the information content presented (Branco & Rodrigues, 2006; Gill, Dickinson 
& Scharl, 2008; Malarvizhi & Yadav, 2009; Moreno & Capriotti, 2009; Chaves et al., 2011). These studies’ main 
conclusions reveal a significant disparity between the volume of information and its scope, communication that is 
essentially unidirectional and a lack of universal criteria to guarantee the reliability of the disclosures (Gill et al., 
2008; Moreno & Capriotti, 2009). The determinants underlying these types of discretionary disclosures have also 
attracted the interest of researchers. (Outtes Wanderly et al., 2008; Tagasson et al., 2009; Rolland & Bazzoni, 2009; 
Branco & Rodrigues, 2008; Cho & Roberts, 2010; Gamerschlag, Moller & Verbeeten, 2011).    

As Brammer and Pavelin (2004) observed for sustainability reports, Tagesson et al. (2009), Branco & Rodrigues 
(2008) and Outtes Wanderley et al. (2008) noted that the activity sector in which a company operates also influences 
its website disclosures. Sectors that have a potentially higher environmental impact, such as the metal, natural 
resources, pulp and paper, electricity production and chemicals industries, tend to make more disclosures (Tagesson 
et al. 2009). In a similar vein, Cho & Roberts (2009) examined the content and presentation of the information 
disclosed on the websites of 76 companies in order to relate them to their environmental performance measured 
according to the “Toxic 100 list” (Note 2). They noted that the poorest environmental performers make more 
extensive disclosures in terms of website content and presentation.  
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Size and media exposure have also been identified as elements affecting the environmental and social disclosures 
organizations make on their websites (Branco & Rodrigues, 2008; Tagesson et al. 2009; Gamerschlag et al., 2011). 
Large firms tend to be under greater political and regulatory pressure from external interest groups (Gamerschlag et 
al., 2011). According to Gamerschlag et al. (2011), these firms disclose more information to reduce these potential 
political costs and to acquire and maintain their legitimacy. They also have more resources to invest in their website. 
As well, media exposure can explain the firms’ interest in making sustainability disclosures on their websites. 
Companies that are closely monitored by journalists are likely to have to cope with more political and other pressure, 
since they attract more attention from stakeholders than less visible firms (Gamerschlag et al., 2011). Thus, if they 
are potentially subject to higher political costs or a higher risk of political costs, they would tend to disclose more 
information about their achievements to reduce such costs.  

Moreover, Gamerschlag et al. (2011) and Tagesson et al. (2009) have observed that profitability seems to be tied to 
firms’ environmental and social disclosures on their websites. Tagesson et al. (2009) see the explanation of this 
relationship as tied to management competencies, the fact that these disclosures can support management’s position 
and compensation, the political costs linked to greater profitability, and the lower cost involved making website 
disclosures. Finally, the findings of Branco & Rodrigues (2008) show a significant negative correlation between 
social responsibility disclosures and firms’ leverage. However, they point out the lack of conclusiveness of past 
studies exploring this relationship. 

2.4 Sustainability reporting guidelines 

It is important to mention that over the past few years diverse initiatives such as the AccountAbility 1000 Series, the 
UN Global Compact and the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) have also been introduced to provide guidance to 
organizations in making corporate responsibility disclosures. Of these, the GRI guidelines have become the guidance 
most widely recognized and acknowledged by corporations (Leszczynska, 2012). The global popularity and use of 
this guidance on the international scene has gradually underscored the diversity of the content of firms’ disclosures. 
The GRI guidelines constitute a core content for reporting that is relevant to all organizations and provide indicator 
protocols to help organizations to ensure meaningful and comparable reporting on indicators (Leszczynska, 2012). 
These guidelines target the environmental, social and economic dimensions of sustainability. 

Our study is therefore timely since it focuses on the sustainability disclosures oil and gas companies make on their 
websites in order to identify the main trends in light of GRI guidelines and to determine the characteristics of those 
companies that tend to be more committed to these types of disclosures. The aim is to provide a picture of the 
industry’s behaviour using GRI guidelines as a lens and to contribute to the development of knowledge about the 
determinants underlying corporate discretionary disclosures.  

3. Methodology 

3.1 Sample 

The Compustat database was used to compile a list of oil and gas Canadian companies listed on the Toronto Stock 
Exchange. It also enabled us to determine the sales, total assets, market capitalization, return on assets, and 
debt-equity ratio of each company. From this database, it appears that 142 Canadian companies are active in this 
sector and listed on the Toronto Stock Exchange. Companies with sales of under $10 million (55 firms) were 
excluded from the sample, as were income trusts (12 firms) and companies acquired or merged in 2010  
(7 firms). The study thus focused on a sample of 68 active Canadian oil and gas companies listed on the Toronto 
Exchange. The website of each company was traced through a direct link on the Toronto Exchange site.   

Note that information on corporate websites accessible through a direct link to sustainability or an annual or any 
other type of report included in the financial statements was not taken into consideration since the research objective 
was to examine only the information directly available on the corporation’s website. This type of data is easily 
accessible and may be quickly consulted by stakeholders. The oil and gas companies were selected because they are 
active in an industry with a higher risk of environmental impact (Branco & Rodrigues, 2008). As Gill et al. (2008) 
indicate, continual stakeholder scrutiny has encouraged these companies to adopt a “pro-active” approach to 
enhancing communications with their stakeholders. This activity sector in Canada is sufficiently important to obtain 
a sample of relatively homogenous firms of acceptable size, while reflecting some measure of difference in the size 
of those firms included. 

3.2 Websites’ information content 

Website content was analyzed according to the GRI-based content analysis index for each of the three sustainability 
components. For the environmental component, we used the rating based on GRI 2002 for the environmental 
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information developed by Clarkson et al. (2008). The social component was analyzed according to the social 
disclosures rating based on GRI 2002 Guidelines established by Sutantoputra (2008). Lastly, the economic 
component was assessed according to the rating of the economic component developed by Leclerc, Berthelot and 
Coulmont (2010) and based on GRI G3 (2006). These three sub-indices have the same analysis structure and cover 
the information content suggested by GRI G3 (2006) in respect of sustainability reporting. 

As in the research by Clarkson et al. (2008), Sutantoputra (2008) and Leclerc et al. (2010), the information in the 
three sub-indices is broken down into two categories, i.e. (1) hard disclosures for information supported by tangible 
evidence and for which the disclosing firm may face litigation if lying and (2) soft disclosures for information with 
little or no substantiation (unverifiable or difficult to verify claims). The indices class the various disclosures into the 
following seven well-defined categories: governance structure and management systems, credibility, performance 
indicators, spending (except for the economic component), the firm’s vision and strategies, its profile and, lastly, its 
initiatives. Hard disclosures make up the first four categories of items, while soft information is covered in the other 
three. A certain number of points are attributed for the firm’s disclosures (one point per disclosure item) for each 
category for a possible total of 255 points. Data was collected by reading website disclosures and taking care to 
complete each of the three indices by granting a rating of 1 when the disclosure item according to GRI was included 
and 0 otherwise. Thus, the total sustainability performance is obtained from the website by totaling up the points. 
The websites were analyzed in the fall of 2010.  

3.3 Determinants of the sustainability disclosures 

The following four variables were considered to have a potential influence on the degree or quantity of information 
disclosed on corporate websites: company size, media exposure, profitability and debt level. 

Size. Most researchers studying the impact of a company’s size on information disclosure used total assets (SIZEi) as 
a unit of measure (Branco & Rodrigues, 2008, Gamerschlag et al., 2011 Brammer & Pavelin, 2004; 2006). However, 
to ensure that total assets are the most representative measure of company size, they were compared to the market 
capitalization as used by Reverte (2009) and to the sales of each of the firms in the sample. As Table 1 shows, the 
correlations between the different measures of size are very significant and are highly correlated with the score of 
discretionary sustainability disclosure (SDSDi) on the GRI-based content analysis index (including the three 
sub-indices). The following analyses use total assets as a measure of firm size.  

Table 1. Company size / score of discretionary sustainability disclosure 

 SDSDi Market capitalization Total sales Total assets 

SDSDi 1 0.874** 0.844** 0.875** 

Market capitalization  1 0.908** 0.954** 

Total sales   1 0.848** 

Total assets    1 

**Significant correlation at 0.01 level. 

Media exposure. The number of articles published in The Globe and Mail in 2009 was used to measure the media 
exposure (MEi) of the companies in the sample. The CPI.Q (Canadian Periodical Index) database was used to extract 
this information. This database provided references for articles listed in international and Canadian periodicals such 
as The Globe and Mail. Gamerschlag et al. (2011) used the number of hits when searching for companies’ names on 
the most important German newspaper (in terms of business press) website. Similarly, The Globe and Mail was used 
as a source for media exposure since it is one of Canada’s major business newspapers.  

Profitability (ROAi). The profitability examined in this study was measured by the return on assets or the net profit 
over total assets as used by Branco & Rodrigues (2008) and Tagesson et al. (2009). 

Debt level. Although Branco & Rodrigues (2008) used total debt over total assets; this research interprets the debt 
level (DEBTi) as being the long-term debt over shareholders’ equity as used by Reverte (2009). 

3.4 Empirical Model 

In order to analyze the relationship between the companies’ score of discretionary sustainability disclosure (SDSDi) 
and each of the determinants representing the independent variables presented in the previous section, a multiple 
linear regression model was developed. The SDSDi on the websites represents the total points (one point per 
GRI-based content analysis index item) with a maximum of 255 points.   
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The following regression model was used:  

 SDSDi = β0 + β1 SIZEi + β2 MEi + β3 ROAi + β4 DEBTi + εi (1) 
Where,  
SDSDi is the score of discretionary sustainability disclosure on the GRI-based content analysis index;  
SIZEi is size of the company (total assets); 
MEi is media exposure; 
ROAi  is profitability (return on assets); 
DEBTi  is indebtedness; 
εi is the error term. 
4. Results 

4.1 Descriptive statistics 

The sample was made up of companies with sales of $10 to $634 million, the effect of size being well represented. 
Of the 68 companies studied, only 9 (13.2%) issued a sustainability report separate from their annual report on their 
website. In addition, 38 companies mentioned sustainable development on their website at least once, versus 30 
companies (44.1%) that did not refer to any of the three sustainability components. 

Some results of the analysis of the websites’ content are particularly noteworthy. First of all, 32 (47%) of the 68 
companies present their social policies, values and principles, as well as the code of ethics endorsed among their 
managers, employees and suppliers. Furthermore, 28 firms or 41% of the sample set out their environmental policies, 
values and principles. As for the economic component, 16 companies or 24% present their investments and voluntary 
contributions to the community, while 14 or 21% mention their dividend distribution.  

Table 2 contains a descriptive analysis of the study’s variables. The score of discretionary sustainability disclosure 
relative to the websites of the sample companies ranges from 0 to 153 points of the total number of possible points of 
255 (60%) and the average is 14.2 points (5.6%). It thus appears that the quantity of the information disclosed is 
relatively low in relation to GRI requirements. In taking a closer look at the three categories measured, it was noted 
that the points respecting environmental and social disclosures are relatively similar, while the economic category is 
far less present on the websites of the firms studied. The average points concerning environmental and social 
disclosure categories are 5.8 (6.11%) and 5.4 (6.51%), versus the average points of the economic disclosures 
category at 2.9 (3.77%). These results can be explained by the fact that several economic information elements 
required by the GRI are included in the annual report or in the financial statements governed by the Canadian 
Securities Administrators and other economic information elements, such as the firm’s infrastructure investments and 
services provided for the public benefit, are often also voluntarily disclosed in corporate annual reports. The firms do 
not seem to repeat such disclosures in their sustainability disclosures on their website. As for the firms’ scores on 
hard and soft disclosures, the points are higher for soft disclosures in the environmental and social categories 
(average 1.7, or 10.63% in the environmental category and 2.1, or 13.13% in the social category), while the same 
importance seems to have been awarded for hard and soft disclosures in the economic category. 

Table 2. Descriptive statistic of variables 

Variables N Minimum Maximum Average Standard deviation Median
SDSDi (/255) 68  0 153 14.2 29.56 2 
SHDSDi (/207) 68  0 120 9.8 21.84 1 
SSDSDi (/48) 68 0 33 4.4 8.14 1.5
SDSDenvi (/95) 68  0 63 5.8 12.64 1 
SHDSDenvi (/79) 68 0 50 4.2 9.48 0 
SSDSDenvi (/16) 68 0 13 1.7 3.13 0 
SDSDsoci (/83) 68  0 54 5.4 10.67 1 
SHDSDsoci (/67) 68 0 41 3.4 7.29 0 
SSDSDsoci (/16) 68 0 15 2.1 3.68 1 
SDSDecoi (/77) 68  0 36 2.9 6.79 0 
SHDSDecoi (/61) 68 0 29 2.3 5.43 0 
SSDSDecoi (/16) 68 0 7 0.6 1.50 0 
SIZEi (in M$) 68 96. 69754. 4717. 11601. 451.
ROAi (in %) 68  -64.07 23.32 -3.55 10.30 -2.98
MEi 68  0 118 6.03 19.52 0 
DEBTi (in %) 68  0 255 33 49 17 

SDSDi = score of discretionary sustainability disclosure on the GRI-based content analysis index for firm i, SHDSDi 
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= score of hard discretionary sustainability disclosure on the GRI-based content analysis index for firm i, SSDSDi = 
score of soft discretionary sustainability disclosure on the GRI-based content analysis index for firm i, SDSDenvi = 
score of discretionary sustainability disclosure on the GRI-based content analysis index regarding environmental 
issues for firm i, SHDSDenvi = score of hard discretionary sustainability disclosure on the GRI-based content 
analysis index regarding environmental issues for firm i, SSDSDenvi = score of soft discretionary sustainability 
disclosure on the GRI-based content analysis index regarding environmental issues for firm i, SDSDsoci = score of 
discretionary sustainability disclosure on the GRI-based content analysis index regarding social issues for firm i, 
SHDSDenvi = score of hard discretionary sustainability disclosure on the GRI-based content analysis index 
regarding social issues for firm i, SSDSDenvi = score of soft discretionary sustainability disclosure on the GRI-based 
content analysis index regarding social issues for firm i, SDSDecoi = score of discretionary sustainability disclosure 
on the GRI-based content analysis index regarding economic issues, SHDSDenvi = score of hard discretionary 
sustainability disclosure on the GRI-based content analysis index regarding economic issues for firm i, SSDSDenvi = 
score of soft discretionary sustainability disclosure on the GRI-based content analysis index regarding economic 
issues for firm i, Sizei = the total assets of firm i, ROAi = the return on assets of firm i, and DEBTi = the long-term 
debt over shareholders’ equity ratio of firm i. 

The 68 companies in the sample have total assets of between $96M and $69.746B, with an average of $4.717M. 
Their return on assets ranges from a negative return of 64% to a positive one of 23%. On average, the companies 
posted a negative return on assets of around 4%. As for their media exposure, the number of newspaper articles in 
The Globe and Mail in 2009 varied from 0 to 118 with an average of 6.03 per company. Lastly, the sample is made 
up of firms whose debt level ranges from 0 to 255%, with an average debt level of 33%. 

Pearson’s correlations between the LDSDi obtained from analyzing the firms’ website content and its components 
(environmental, social and economic) and the four independent variables, i.e. size (total assets), return on assets, 
media exposure and debt level are presented in Table 3. The variables representing the total assets (SIZEi) and media 
exposure (MEi) are strongly correlated with the level of discretionary sustainability disclosure (LDSDi) (coefficients 
of 0.875 and 0.7750) and each of its components (environmental, social and economic). In contrast, the return on 
assets (ROAi) and the debt level (DEBTi) show low levels of correlation. Note that size and exposure appear to be 
strongly correlated. 

Table 3. Total Disclosure Scores / Independent Variables 

Variables SDSDi SDSDenvi SDSDsoci SDSDecoi SIZEi ROAi MEi DEBTi 
SDSDi 1 0.99** 0.99** 0.96** 0.88** 0.27* 0.78** 0.22 
SDSDenvi  1 0.97** 0.93** 0.90** 0.27* 0.80** 0.24* 
SDSDsoci   1 0.93** 0.84** 0.27* 0.70** 0.21 
SDSDecoi    1 0.83** 0.27* 0.80** 0.19 
SIZEi     1 0.24 0.84** 0.23 
ROAi      1 0.19 -0.30* 
MEi       1 0.18 
DEBTi        1 
**Significant correlation at 0.01 level. 

* Significant correlation at 0.05 level. 

4.2 Multiple Linear Regression 

Due to the presence of heteroscedasticity, a logarithmic transformation was made to the company size (LSIZEi). 
Following this transformation, the remainder was distributed normally. Table 4 presents the results of the analyses 
carried out using the ordinary least squares method.  

Table 4. Regression Analysis, Dependent Variable: SDSDi (N=68) 

Dependant variables Expected sign SDSDi SDSDenvi SDSDsoci SDSDecoi 
LSIZEi (+) 8.29*** 3.52*** 3.34*** 1.42*** 
MEi (+) 0.74*** 0.33*** 0.21*** 0.20*** 
ROAi (?) -0.01 -0.01 -0.01 0.01 
DEBTi (-) -1.16 -0.11 -0.68 -0.37 
Constant (?) -45.59*** -19.79*** -18.11*** -7.69*** 
Adjusted R2  0.724*** 0.758*** 0.633*** 0.705*** 

 
*** p  0.01; ** p  0.05; * p  0.1 (one-tailed test when the sign is predicted) 
*** p  0.01; ** p  0.05; * p  0.1 (two-tailed test when the sign is not predicted) 
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The coefficients associated with log of firm size (LSIZEi) and media exposure (MEi) are positive (8.29 and 0.74) and 
significant as expected. These results show that a company’s size and political visibility seem to have a significant 
impact on its level of discretionary sustainability disclosure (LDSDi). These results are consistent with those of 
Tagesson et al. (2009), Branco and Rodrigues (2008) and Gamerschlag, Moller and Verbeeten (2011). However, the 
coefficients relating to the return on assets (ROAi) and debt level (DEBTi) do not seem relevant. Contrary to 
expectations, the coefficients associated with these two variables are non-significant. These results differ from those 
of Tagesson et al. (2009) and Gamerschlag et al. (2011) who observed in some analyses a positive significant link 
between a company’s profitability and the level of discretionary social disclosure on its website. Moreover, our 
results confirm those of Reverte (2009), which demonstrate that neither profitability nor debt level seem to explain 
the corporations’ various social responsibility communication practices. Lastly, it should be pointed out that the 
model explains 72.4% of the variance of the level of discretionary sustainability disclosure on the websites.  

The multicollinearity between the independent variables does not appear to be problematic in this model. The 
variance inflation factors (VIF) associated with company size (SIZEi), return on assets (ROAi), media exposure (MEi) 
and debt level (DEBTi) are respectively 2.205; 1.525; 1.592 and 1.458, which is lower than the prescribed limit of 10 
(Kutner, Nachtsheim, Neter, & Li, 2010).  

We have reviewed the analyses for each component of the SDSD, global index, i.e., the component linked to 
environmental (SDSDenvi), social (SDSDsoci) and economic (SDSDecoi) disclosures. The results, which are 
presented in Table IV, are very similar to those set out in the model using SDSDi. as a variable dependent. In fact, in 
each of these models, as expected, firm size (LSIZEi) and media exposure (MEi) are positive and significantly related 
to the disclosure index and the coefficients of the variables representing firm profitability and leverage are 
non-significant. The adjusted R2 of these three models is significant and varies between 0.758 and 0.633. It should be 
noted that the explanatory threshold of the variation is relatively high. Overall, the results seem very consistent from 
one model to the next. We also reviewed the analyses, breaking down the SDSDi global index and its components, 
SDSDenvi, SDSDsoci and SDSDecoi into hard and soft disclosures. The absent results are wholly consistent with 
those set out in Table IV. 

Overall, our results tend to support the Institutional Theory (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). According this theory, there 
are various forces (social and cultural value) operating within society that cause firms’ corporate reporting practices 
to become similar (Deegan & Unerman, 2011). DiMaggio & Powell (1983) identified three different isomorphic 
processes: coercive isomorphism, normative isomorphism and mimetic isomorphism. Coercive isomorphism relates 
to a change in the institutional practices of a firm due to the pressure from those stakeholders upon whom the firm is 
dependant (Deegan & Unerman, 2011). Normative isomorphism stems from the adoption of a particular institutional 
practice by a firm due to pressure arising from group norms, as in the case of accountants and the adoption of 
accounting standards (Deegan & Unerman, 2011). Finally, mimetic isomorphism occurs when a firm seeks to 
emulate or improve upon the institutional practices of other leading firms and thus gain greater legitimacy (Deegan 
& Unerman, 2011). In noting that the voluntary sustainability disclosures of the firms are statistically related to the 
firms’ size and media exposure, our findings corroborate the possibility that they practice mimetic isomorphism. On 
their websites, the Canadian oil and gas firms seems to communicate sustainability information gradually, as do the 
other leading firms in this sector.       

5. Conclusion 

This study examined four potential determinants of the level of discretionary disclosures on oil and gas company 
websites. In short, it appears that the level of discretionary disclosures on these sites is impacted by firm size and 
media exposure. These results confirm the conclusions of Tagesson et al. (2009), Branco & Rodrigues (2008) and 
Gamerschlag et al. (2011). Furthermore, the fact that media exposure is a significant variable in the model supports 
the findings of Reverte (2009), which demonstrated that media exposure is the variable that most influences 
discretionary disclosures, followed by size and industry.  

Although our study was carried out with a sample of firms involving a higher risk of environmental impact (Branco 
& Rodrigues, 2008), the findings show that overall these firms disclose relatively little sustainability information on 
their websites, even when our study examined recent data. Given the growing use of GRI guidelines as a 
sustainability reporting benchmark the world over in recent years, we could have expected these disclosures to be 
more detailed. However, substantial differences can be observed between the minimum and maximum number of 
items that could be disclosed by the companies for each of the three areas covered by the GRI guidelines. In their 
website sustainability content analysis of North American, Asian and European oil and gas firms, Gill et al. (2008) 
observed that the tendency to disclose information is more prevalent among North American firms. Accordingly, 
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much research and work (documentation of corporate practices, identification of stakeholder needs, identification of 
potential standardization, etc.) remains to be done on the international scene respecting the type of disclosure and this 
information intermediary. Firms do not yet seem to use their websites to their full potential as an informational 
intermediary.  

Our findings lead us to question the extent to which these disclosures meet the needs of the firm’s stakeholders. In 
fact, from a sustainable development perspective, firms’ disclosures should meet stakeholders’ needs and not 
necessarily be related to media exposure. This relationship to media exposure and the significant variability of the 
extent of disclosures tends to support the need to mandate this type of disclosure by law or regulation since it 
confirms the considerable discretion firms enjoy respecting the content of their sustainable reporting. Some countries, 
such as France and South Africa, have already taken steps in this direction. Making this type of disclosure mandatory 
would mean that firms would need to introduce information systems to support it. As Eccles & Krzus (2010) point 
out, the assertion "What gets measured gets managed" should apply. Better information systems should lead to 
greater transparency and a deeper engagement with all stakeholders, better decision making and a lower reputational 
risk (Eccles & Krzus, 2010). If all the firms’ sustainable development disclosures were based on the same 
benchmarks, it would be far easier for stakeholders to interpret and analyze them. Comparisons between firms over 
time could be made, which would also make it easier to better evaluate firms’ actual efforts.  

This study has certain limitations. First, the information content of the websites was analyzed on the basis of the GRI 
guidelines for sustainability reporting, particularly via sustainability reports. Other initiatives supporting the 
communication of information on sustainable development practices, such as the UN Global Compact and the 
Carbon Disclosure Project, could also have been used. However, the GRI is the most comprehensive benchmark 
compared to these initiatives. In other words, it covers the most information elements, including environmental, 
social and economic sustainability components. GRI Guidelines are also strongly supported by companies and NGOs 
around the world (Leipziger, 2010). They are the most popular global standard. Furthermore, the interpretation of the 
information content of the website with the three sub-indices based on the GRI Guidelines used constitutes another 
limitation because of the subjective nature of the interpretation of the various criteria included in these indices. Lastly, 
although the sample is made up of a large share of the oil and gas companies listed on the Toronto Exchange, it is 
nonetheless limited to this type of firm. Further research could therefore be carried out with samples made up of 
companies operating in other industries in order to strengthen the study’s main findings. These companies could be 
more critically examined from a social or economic perspective in order to determine in more detail whether the 
differences in website content occur because of criticism directed at the firms. 
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Notes 

Note 1. Initially, the terms corporate social reporting and corporate social responsibility reporting used in earlier 
works (Hogner, 1982; Guthrie & Parker, 1989) referred to social information disclosures contained in corporate 
annual reports.  Later, the term environmental reporting was used in one-off environmental reports that were 
separate from annual reports (Burh, 2007). Since the early 1990s, the firms have extended the informational content 
to include the environmental, social and economic components of the corporate performance and sustainability report 
has become the more common term (Burh, 2007). However, it should be noted that the firms occasionally use other 
terms, such as health safety and environmental report, to describe these reports.   

Note 2. The “Toxic 100” is a list of 100 companies in the United States, ranked by the amount of air pollution 
produced and the relative toxicity of the pollutants, as determined by the Political Economy Research Institute (PERI) 
at the University of Massachusetts Amherst. 

 


