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Abstract

This study examines the evolution of ESG reporting in the utilities
sector, a field increasingly scrutinized for its environmental, social, and
governance impacts. As global awareness of sustainability challenges
grows—and regulatory frameworks such as the EU’s NFRD and CSRD
strengthen disclosure requirements —utilities are pressured to enhance the
transparency of their ESG practices. The research evaluates how companies
respond to these demands by analyzing three dimensions of their
sustainability reports: integration with financial statements, modes of
presentation (text vs. graphics), and overall length. Based on a sample of 16
utilities, the study compares data from 2023 with findings from 2021.
Preliminary expectations point to progress in the integration of
sustainability information, improved clarity, and more concise
reporting. Nonetheless, the analysis highlights methodological
limitations, including the restricted sample size and the need for
complementary qualitative approaches. The study concludes that
utilities must further strengthen the transparency and standardization
of their ESG reporting to more effectively communicate their
commitments and performance in the transition toward sustainability.
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1. Introduction

In recent years, Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG)
factors have become a central issue for companies, policymakers,
academics, and international organizations. These factors have not
only garnered increasing attention from stakeholders but have also
become a key reference point for evaluating corporate performance in
the context of a growing sensitivity to sustainability?.

Climate change and the COVID-19 pandemic have further
emphasized the need to steer the economy towards more sustainable
practices, highlighting the importance of growth that considers not
only the economic aspect but also the social and environmental
dimensions.

In this context, private companies play a crucial role in
achieving sustainable development goals, especially with regard to the
responsible management of natural resources and adherence to social
and governance standards. To address these needs, many companies
have begun reporting on their sustainability commitments,
increasingly aligning with international reporting frameworks such as
the GRI (Global Reporting Initiative) standards or integrated
reporting. At the same time, some jurisdictions, like the European
Union, have introduced mandatory reporting requirements, such as
the Non-Financial Reporting Directive (NFRD) and the Corporate

1S. Sarti, N. Darnall & F. Testa, Market segmentation of consumers based on their actual
sustainability and health-related purchases, 192 ]. Cleaner Production 270-280 (2018); M.
J. Rhodes, Information asymmetry and socially responsible investment, 95 J. Business
Ethics 145-150 (2010).
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Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD), obliging companies to
disclose ESG information transparently and coherently.

This research fits within this growing focus on sustainability
reporting, with a specific focus on ESG reporting practices within the
utility sector. The utility sector is particularly interesting as companies
in this industry, which provide essential services such as energy and
water, are at the heart of the sustainability debate. Their operations
have a direct impact on both the environment and local communities.

The research aims to explore how utilities approach ESG
reporting and how these practices are influenced by global challenges
related to climate change, resource management, and increasingly
stringent regulations.

The study adopts a qualitative approach based on content
analysis to examine ESG reports of utilities. The goal is to assess the
structure and quality of ESG disclosures, focusing on three key
indicators: (1) the integration of ESG reports into corporate financial
statements, (2) the method of representing information (text versus
graphics), and (3) the overall length of the reports. This study expands
and updates the results of a previous work conducted in 2021, which
was based on a sample of 15 utilities, now expanding the analysis to 16
utilities registered in 2023, with a particular focus on comparing the
data collected in 2021 with the more recent data.

This research offers an important opportunity to understand
how utilities are adapting to new challenges and regulatory
requirements concerning sustainability and social responsibility, and
how their reporting practices may evolve to improve the transparency
and reliability of disclosed information. Ultimately, the work aims to
contribute to a better understanding of ESG reporting dynamics in the
utility sector, exploring the opportunities and challenges that
companies face in aligning their business models with global and local
sustainability needs.

To provide the reader with a clear understanding of the
structure of the study, the article first presents a literature review that
outlines the theoretical foundations of ESG reporting and the
distinctive role of the utilities sector, before moving on to illustrate the
methodology adopted for selecting the sample and analyzing the
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reports; it then discusses the key findings emerging from the
comparative assessment of the documents, while the concluding
section synthesizes the main insights and offers final reflections,
highlighting the implications of the research and potential directions
for future studies.

2. Literature review: definition of ESG reporting

ESG stands for Environmental, Social, and Governance. It is a
comprehensive framework used to evaluate the sustainable and ethical
behaviour of businesses?. These criteria aim to ensure that companies
are socially responsible and accountable, which significantly benefits
both investors and stakeholders. The ongoing and accelerating climate
change has intensified global attention on sustainable enterprise
practices’. To address these challenges, many countries have
introduced standards for ESG reporting, particularly targeting
companies with high pollution levels. These standards provide
guidelines for understanding and applying sustainability principles in
business operations®.

ESG encompasses three primary areas. The Environmental
dimension focuses on how a business impacts nature, including
climate change, pollution, biodiversity, resource use, and the circular
economy. The Social dimension examines the business’s relationships
with employees, suppliers, customers, and affected communities,
covering workforce protection, value chain workers, and consumer
rights. Lastly, the Governance dimension evaluates internal policies

2 Eur. Parliament, Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) rating activities:
Regulation on their transparency and integrity (2024), available on the website:
https:/ /www .europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/ theme-an-economy-that-
works-for-people/file-esg

rating#:~:text=Environmental %2C%20Social % 20and %20Governance %20(ESG) %20r
ating%20activities % 20play %20an,risk %20management % 200n % 20ESG % 20factors.

3 W. Yu, Y. Gu & ]. Dai, Industry 4.0-enabled environment, social, and governance
reporting: A case from a Chinese energy company, 20 ]J. Emerging Technologies in
Accounting 245-258 (2023).

4 B. Burgemeestre, J. Hulstijn & Y. H. Tan, Norm emergence in regulatory compliance, in
M. Xenitidou, B. Edmonds (eds.), The complexity of social norms 123-139 (2014).
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such as tax strategies, executive remuneration, anti-corruption
measures, diversity, and organizational structure®.

Implementing ESG initiatives enables businesses to reduce
emissions, manage risks, and explore profitable opportunities.
Investors and stakeholders, in turn, use ESG performance to evaluate
a company’s alignment with their values®.

Despite its importance, ESG reporting presents several
challenges, including data collection, standardization, stakeholder
expectations, and the complexity of long-term sustainability goals.

The key issue is the measurement and aggregation of ESG data,
as determining the value of each ESG dimension and integrating it into
corporate reporting remains complex. Studies suggest that there is a
fundamental need for systematic reporting to support decision
making”. Relatedly, there is no universal standard for ESG reporting,
which can lead to inconsistencies across companies. Investors,
regulators, and other stakeholders often find it difficult to compare the
ESG performance of different utilities because they may use different
metrics, methodologies, or even voluntary disclosures.

In addition, balancing short-term profitability with long-term
sustainability goals can be a delicate issue, since the constant pressure
to deliver short-term financial performance can sometimes conflict
with long-term sustainability initiatives, such as investing in green
technologies or reducing carbon footprints. These investments often
require significant upfront costs, with returns that may not be realized
for years. The challenge is to find ways to align financial goals with
ESG priorities without compromising one for the sake of the others.

5 L. Becchetti, E. Bobbio, F. Prizia & L. Semplici, Going deeper into the S of ESG: a
relational approach to the definition of social responsibility, 14 Sustainability 9668 (2022).

¢ McKinsey & Company, Five ways that ESG creates value (2019), available on the
website: https:/ /www.mckinsey.com.

7 R. Gray, R. Kouhy & S. Lavers, Corporate social and environmental reporting: a review
of the literature and a longitudinal study of UK disclosure, 8 Acct. auditing &
accountability j. 47-77 (1995).

8 Zoe Talent Solutions, Balancing short-term profitability with long-term sustainability in
business management (2023), available on the website:
https:/ / zoetalentsolutions.com/balancing-short-term-profitability-with-long-term-
sustainability-in-business-management/.
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In Europe, the regulatory framework for sustainability
reporting has progressively evolved from voluntary practices to a
system of mandatory disclosure requirements. Initially, companies
were encouraged to publish ESG information on a voluntary basis,
independently deciding which aspects to report on. While this
flexibility allowed organizations to tailor their disclosures to their
strategic priorities, it also generated significant heterogeneity in
formats, metrics, and scope, making comparisons across firms
difficult.

To enhance consistency and increase transparency, the
European Union introduced a more structured approach by
establishing common requirements based on unified sustainability
standards. These rules oblige companies to disclose information on
environmental, social, and governance aspects, ensuring that key
issues — such as environmental impact, human rights, anti-corruption
policies, and supply chain practices — are addressed in a clear and
comparable manner.

A central element of the current regulatory framework is the
principle of double materiality, which requires companies to explain
both how sustainability issues affect their performance and how their
activities impact the environment and society. Reporting must
therefore cover not only the company’s operations and workforce but
also the practices of partners and suppliers across the entire value
chain.

National regulations have progressively aligned with this
European framework, introducing adjustments to ensure companies
have realistic timelines for compliance. Within this context, the most
recent provisions introduced by the so-called Stop the Clock Directive
play a key role, as they modify the implementation schedule and
further clarify the obligations associated with sustainability reporting.
These updates acknowledge the complexity of the reporting
requirements and the need for companies to have adequate time and
resources to implement them effectively.

Overall, the shift toward mandatory and standardized
reporting aims to strengthen the reliability, comparability, and
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transparency of ESG information across the European corporate
landscape.

Inits role of helping investors identify and avoid potential risks,
companies that fail to address ESG issues can face fines, reputational
damage or costumer boycotts. Indeed, companies adhering to ESG
standards often exhibit proactive and sustainable management, which
can promote stable growth and at the same time, deliver more
predictable and resilient returns as these companies anticipate
economic and regulatory shifts. Also institutional investors, such as
pension funds or insurers, face increasing pressure to adopt
responsible practices.

The adoption of ESG strategies has become essential for
companies seeking to align with global sustainability standards and
respond to the growing expectations of investors, consumers, and
other stakeholders. Whether driven by increasingly stringent
regulatory requirements or voluntary initiatives, ESG reporting not
only promotes transparency and accountability but also contributes to
long-term value creation, enhancing corporate reputation, reducing
risks, and facilitating access to more competitive capital. In this
context, ESG reporting becomes a key strategic tool for integrating
sustainability principles into business decisions and ensuring a
positive impact on the environment, society, and governance®.

2.1 The role of utilities sectors

The Utilities Sector is considered a crucial component of the
economy since it encompasses companies responsible for providing
essential services that sustain everyday life, including water, electricity
and natural gas, as well as public services in general. According to
some considerations these services are increasing as human needs
evolve, such as telecommunications can now also fall under this
umbrella, or even transport and postal services!0. This sector ensures

9 M. Finger & M. Rosenboim, Going ESG: The economic value of adopting an ESG
policy, 14 Sustainability 13917 (2022).

10 Eur. Commision, Public procurement in the utilities sector: water, energy, transport and
postal  services (2016), available on the website: https://single-market-
economy.ec.europa.eu/news/ public-procurement-utilities-sector-water-energy-
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the availability of fundamental resources for residential, commercial
and industrial consumption. In addition, the role of utilities in
promoting public value and addressing sustainability concerns has
grown significantly with all the advancement in science, technology
and in human needs in general. Indeed, in addition to providing
essential services, utilities have the power to support economic
stability, public health, safety, and environmental protection through
infrastructure development, regulatory compliance, and sustainability
transition measures in generalll.

Despite its essential role, the utilities sector faces many
challenges that make it harder to adapt and prosper in a rapidly
changing world. Among these challenges is the growing public
demand for reliable and high quality services, as well as the stringent
regulatory framework, in particular EU directives. Added to this are
the effects of market liberalization and sector reorganization, which
have also introduced competitive pressures that require utilities to
innovate and adapt in order to remain viable!2.

The sector is heavily regulated to ensure fairness, affordability
and reliability, given the economic and social importance expressed
above. This factor makes all development processes slower and less
flexible. In addition, much of the existing infrastructure is aging and
requires costly and recurrent upgrades or replacements. These costs
must be added to those needed to remain consistent with ongoing
energy and technology transitions.

Another pressing issue is the growing frequency of extreme
weather events, driven by climate change, which can disrupt utility
operations and lead to higher maintenance and recovery costs. The
vulnerabilities exposed by such events highlight the importance of
building resilient systems that can withstand and recover from these

transport-and-postal-services-2016-04-
18_en#:~:text=Utilities %20(water %2C%20energy % 2C %20transport,in % 20economic
%20and % 20social %20development.

11 G. D’Amore, M. Testa & L. Lepore, How is the utilities sector contributing to building
a sustainable future? A systematic literature review of sustainability practices, 16
Sustainability 374 (2023).

12 M. Rija & B. Banushi, Recent empirical analysis on the disclosure of public utilities listed,
1 Current Dev. and New Persps. in Applied Scis. and Econ. 40-48 (2017).
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disruptions. Addressing these challenges requires substantial financial
resources, long-term planning, and a commitment to innovation!3.

Beyond these regulatory and economic issues, the social factor
is becoming increasingly important. Public expectations for high
standards of service have risen significantly in recent years, influenced
by rapid technological advancements and rising consumer
expectations, increased environmental awareness, and international
connectedness as a result of globalization. Meeting such a growing
demand means not only maintaining high standards of service, but
also building trust, promoting customer loyalty and contributing to
social progress!4.

In this context, “legitimacy theory”!> provides a wuseful
framework to understand how utilities seek to align their operations
and reporting practices with the values, norms and expectations of
society. According to this, organizations aim to ensure that their
actions are perceived as desirable or appropriate within the socially
constructed system of norms and beliefs. There is an implicit “social
contract” between a company and society: in exchange for access to
resources and social acceptance, organisations are required to behave
responsibly and in line with social values. When a legitimacy gap
arises (due to environmental impacts, regulatory scrutiny or public
criticism) companies may respond strategically through corporate
reporting and communication practices designed to restore or
maintain legitimacy. From this, it might appear that to gain legitimacy
the importance does not stands in the organisation’s conduct per se but
rather how stakeholders, and society, perceive the organisation's
conduct. The literature commonly discusses two main approaches to

13 Copernicus, The economic impacts of climate change on the utilities sector (2019),
available on the website: https:/ /climate.copernicus.eu/economic-impacts-climate-
change-utilities-sector.

14 G. Valenza & R. Damiano, Sustainability reporting and public value: evidence from port
authorities, 80-81 Ultils. Policy 101508-101472 (2023).

15 S. Fernando & S. Lawrence, A theoretical framework for CSR practices: integrating
legitimacy theory, stakeholder theory and institutional theory, 10 J. Theoretical Accounting
152-156 (2014).
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corporate reporting: symbolic and substantivel®. The symbolic
approach involves organisations disclosing information on
sustainability or social responsibility primarily through the use of
images. This creates the appearance of compliance with societal
expectations without necessarily changing underlying practices. By
contrast, a substantive approach reflects genuine commitment, with
reporting corresponding to real operational changes, measurable
performance improvements and transparent accountability
mechanisms.

In the public services sector, which operates under intense
public scrutiny and regulatory oversight, both approaches can coexist.
Some companies may adopt symbolic disclosure to manage legitimacy
pressures and public perception, while others pursue substantive
reporting to demonstrate tangible progress in transitioning to
sustainability, building resilience and engaging stakeholders. In this
scenario, the importance of communication, stakeholder engagement
and reporting become increasingly evident for utilities companies.
This is because it ensures transparency, accountability and compliance
to stakeholders, while enabling efficient operations and strategic
decision making. The extent to which reporting is symbolic or
substantive often depends on the company's strategic orientation, the
institutional context, and the degree of pressure exerted by
stakeholders. Reporting, which can focus on financial, environmental,
operational, or regulatory aspects, is a strategic tool that enables
utilities contribute to building resilience, driving innovation, and
ensuring the long-term sustainability of the sector!”.

Through innovation, collaboration and a commitment to public
value, the utilities sector can address these multiple challenges and
opportunities and continue to play a vital role in shaping a sustainable
and equitable future for society.

16 F. Manes-Rossi & G. Nicolo, Exploring sustainable development goals reporting
practices: from symbolic to substantive approaches-evidence from the energy sector, 29 Corp.
Soc. Resp. & Env’t Mgmt. 1799-1815 (2022).

17 L. Bonetti, A. Lai, & R. Stacchezzini, Stakeholder engagement in the public utility sector:
Evidence from Italian ESG reports, 84 Utilities Policy 101649 (2023).
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2.2 ESG reporting in the utilities sector

In this context of reporting, ESG reporting takes place. The
utilities sector is under increasing pressure to comply with
sustainability, governance and social responsibility standards due to
increased regulatory and public scrutiny. Environmental, social and
governance (ESG) has emerged as a key tool for utilities to build trust,
demonstrate accountability and maintain legitimacy. Beyond basic
financial transparency requirements, ESG reporting offers utilities a
way to demonstrate their commitment to responsible business
practices, which can play a key role in attracting domestic and
international investors.!8

In fact, as anticipated in the previous section, utilities face
growing stakeholder expectations from customers, employees, and
communities regarding their social responsibility. Customers are more
discerning and seek companies that prioritize sustainability, ethical
treatment of employees, and positive societal impact. Investors are
increasingly aware of how companies are performing in terms of
environmental impact, social value and governance integrity. Then,
utilities that can effectively communicate their efforts in these areas are
often in a better position to access capital, particularly from
sustainability-focused mutual funds. Stakeholder expectations can
also be considered as a challenge since different stakeholders often
have different and sometimes conflicting expectations of a utility's ESG
performance. For example, investors may prioritize financial returns
and governance stability, while customers may focus more on lower
bills and social inclusion. Managing these diverse expectations
requires clear communication and a balanced approach to achieving
ESG goals that satisfies all stakeholders.

From a regulatory standpoint, the utilities sector has been a
crucial focal point in sustainability research, as it plays a central role in
achieving global sustainable development goals. Numerous studies
have highlighted how utilities, while being among the key players in
the sustainability sector, tend to voluntarily disclose ESG information
to strengthen their public image and respond to the growing

18 F. Imperiale, S. Pizzi, S. Lippolis, Sustainability reporting and ESG performance in the
utilities sector, 80 Utils. Pol’y 101468 (2023).
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expectations of stakeholders. However, despite their commitment to
transparency and social responsibility, these organizations face
significant challenges in consistently integrating sustainability
principles into their business models. These difficulties particularly
arise from the need to align long-term sustainability goals with the
pressing economic and operational demands of daily operations, as
well as in managing the transition to greener practices, which often
require substantial investments and a thorough revision of business
strategies. Additionally, utilities must navigate an ever-evolving
regulatory and competitive landscape, where sustainability policies
are still under development and evaluation criteria are not always
clear and consistent?®.

Furthermore, utilities frequently fall under the scope of the
European Union Directive 2014/95/EU, which imposes non-financial
reporting obligations on large companies, including those related to
sustainability, governance, and social practices. This regulatory
framework has made utilities one of the most compliant sectors in
terms of ESG reporting, as they are required to disclose detailed
information on how they address environmental, social, and
governance risks, and how these practices are integrated into their
business strategies. The Directive has had a significant impact, not only
in increasing the transparency of their operations but also pushing
utilities to measure and communicate progress toward sustainability
goals at both the European and global levels. This level of compliance
has allowed utilities to position themselves as pioneers in ESG
reporting, helping to define transparency standards for other sectors,
although challenges remain in standardizing reporting criteria and
methodologies across the entire industry?.

19 0. Andrews & A. Slater, Energy utilities tackle sustainability reporting, 9 Corp. Env’t
Strategy 86-94 (2002); D. Cormier & ILM. Gordon, An examination of social and
environmental reporting strategies, 14 Acct. Auditing & Accountability J. 587-617 (2001);
F. Imperiale, S. Pizzi & S. Lippolis, Sustainability reporting and ESG performance in the
utilities sector, 80 Utils. Pol’y 101468 (2023).

20 S. C. Posadas & L. Tarquinio, Assessing the effects of directive 2014/95/EU on
nonfinancial information reporting: Evidence from Italian and Spanish listed companies, 11
Admin. Scis. 89 (2021).
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Effective ESG reporting, therefore, serves not only to satisfy
regulatory and financial demands but also to foster stronger
relationships with a broader, global audience, helping utilities to
mitigate risks associated with climate change, regulatory changes, and
social dissent to maintain a competitive edge while fulfilling their
corporate social responsibility and long-term profitability. Since the
utilities sector has an even stronger impact on the environment due to
its reliance on energy production, resource consumption, and
emissions, ESG implementation has a higher role of pushing utilities
companies to adopt cleaner and more sustainable practices such as
decarbonization, energy efficiency, water resource management and
compliance with environmental regulations.

3. Methodology

A qualitative research approach was chosen, particularly
advantageous because it represents the most appropriate methodology
and, in certain circumstances, the only truly effective one for achieving
targeted and specific research objectives.

This approach proves especially useful in contexts where
knowledge of a phenomenon or opportunity is still incomplete, partial,
or insufficient, and when the main goal of the research is to develop
new ideas, generate original insights, and formulate hypotheses that
can later be verified, validated, and further explored through the use
of quantitative methods.

In this way, qualitative research serves as an exploratory
foundation, creating the conditions for a more structured and
measurable analysis in the subsequent stages of the study?!.

A content analysis was conducted??, a method widely used in
academic research, particularly among accounting scholars, for the
interpretation and in-depth analysis of reports and corporate

21 J.F. Hair, M. Wolfinbarger, A.H. Money, P. Samouel & M.]. Page, Essentials of
business research methods (2011).
2 K. Krippendorff, Content analysis: An introduction to its methodology (2018).

1157



GALEOTTI, LOUGOUROU, MARIANI - EVOLV. LANDSC. OF ESG REPORTING IN UTILITIES

statements.?? This methodological approach is frequently employed to
extract meanings, identify emerging trends, and uncover underlying
patterns in written documents, thereby contributing to a more detailed
and critical understanding of the information contained.

This work expands on the findings of a previous study
conducted using 2021 data, based on a sample of 15 utilities selected
by the DNF Observatory. The 2023 sample, however, includes 16
utilities, enabling a broader and more up-to-date comparative analysis.

The study focuses on three key indicators to assess the structure
and quality of ESG reports: (1) the degree of integration of ESG
information within financial statements, (2) the format used to present
the information (whether textual or graphical), and (3) the overall
length of the reports. The primary objective of this research is to
provide a detailed overview of how the data and indicators have
changed between 2021 and 2023, and how these changes reflect an
evolution in the communication practices of utilities towards their
stakeholders. In particular, the analysis aims to highlight how
communication strategies have evolved over time, in response to
growing demands for transparency, sustainability, and social
responsibility, and how these changes have influenced the public
perception and interaction of utilities with investors, customers, and
other relevant actors.

Table 1 - Sample of analysis

Company 2021 Company 2023
ACQUE VENETE ACQUE VENETE
AGSM A.LM. SPA AGSM A.LM. SPA
AIMAG SPA AIMAG SPA
ATLANTIA ASSICURAZIONI GENERALI
CAP CAP

FALK RENEWABLES SPA HERA

2 O. Boiral, I. Heras-Saizarbitoria & M. C. Brotherton, Assessing and improving the
quality of sustainability reports: The auditors’ perspective, 155 J. Business Ethics 703-721
(2019).
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HERA IREN

IREN MUNDYS SPA (ex ATLANTIA
SPA)

POSTE ITALIANE POSTE ITALIANE

SMAT RENANTIS (ex FALK
RENEWABLES SPA)

SNAM SMAT

TEA SNAM

TERNA TEA

UNIVERSITA” TOR VERGATA TERNA
VERITAS SPA UNIVERSITA” TOR VERGATA
VERITAS SPA
4. Findings

The presented results derive from a semi-manual analysis of the
content of sustainability reports related to a sample of profit-sector
companies, selected by the DNF observatory for the year 2023. The
analysis allowed for an in-depth examination of the reports, with
particular attention to their structure and organization, going beyond
the specific content to focus on the effectiveness of the information
layout and the clarity in communicating sustainability-related aspects.
To this end, a set of simplified indicators were applied, designed to
evaluate the structure of sustainability reports, with a particular focus
on the coherence between sections, the completeness of the provided
information, and the ease of reading and understanding. The results
summarized using these indicators are presented in the following
tables, offering a clear overview of the structural quality of the
examined reports.

Table 2 - Structure Indicator 1 (IS1)

STRUCTURE INCIDENCE/ FREQUENCY
INDICATOR 1 (IS1)
Report integrated into the budget 5
Report not integrated into the 11
balance sheet
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The first indicator is designed to identify the presence of the
sustainability report within the financial statements, as shown in Table
2. This indicator allows for an analysis of how companies choose to
integrate sustainability information into their annual financial
disclosures. In its application, the examined reports resulted in two
distinct groups of companies: 5 companies that have chosen to
integrate the sustainability report directly into the financial statements,
thus creating a single document that presents both financial and non-
financial information together, and 11 companies that, on the other
hand, present the sustainability report as a separate document, distinct
from the financial statements. This distinction allows for an evaluation
of the different reporting practices adopted by companies, exploring
the Dbenefits and challenges associated with integrating the
sustainability report, as well as the impact this choice has on the
transparency, consistency, and clarity of the information provided to
stakeholders, including investors, customers, and regulatory
authorities.

Table 3 - Evidence in the reporting section

SURVEY OF MAIN REPORT SECTIONS

Group activities

Importance of stakeholders

System of governance

European taxonomy

Secondly, a detailed analysis was conducted of the most
relevant and recurring sections present in the sustainability reports
examined, which were common across all the companies in the sample.
These sections, listed in Table 3, are fundamental for understanding
how companies address key sustainability and governance issues and
provide a global view of their ESG practices and strategies. The
analysed sections are as follows: i) Group Activities: This section is
present in all the reports examined and provides an overview of the
company’s main operations and initiatives. Specifically, it describes
sustainability-related projects and activities, highlighting how the
company contributes to the community and the environment, as well
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as how its actions align with long-term goals. The recurrence of this
section reflects the importance companies place on communicating
their sustainable activities: i) importance of stakeholders: another
recurring section across all the reports analysed concerns stakeholder
management. Here, companies emphasize the importance of
understanding and meeting the expectations of various stakeholder
groups, including investors, employees, customers, suppliers, and
local communities. The analysis of this section provides crucial
insights into how companies manage their relationships with
stakeholders, integrating environmental, social, and governance
considerations into their operational strategies; ii) governance system:
in each report examined, this section describes the governance
structure and processes, with a particular focus on transparency and
the reliability of control mechanisms. Companies outline their
practices in corporate ethics, accountability, and strategic decision-
making, as well as the involvement of executives and oversight bodies
in monitoring sustainability initiatives. The recurring presence of this
section reflects the importance of ensuring that corporate policies align
with sustainability standards and are effectively
implemented. European Taxonomy; iii) finally, the section on the
European Taxonomy appears in all the reports analysed, with a
description of how companies respond to the criteria set by the
European regulation defining ecologically sustainable economic
activities. This section is essential for understanding the degree of
commitment companies have to the ecological transition and how they
are adapting their strategies and operations to meet European
directives and contribute to global sustainability goals.

The analysis of these recurring sections provides a clear and
comparative view of the practices and approaches adopted by
companies to integrate sustainability into their corporate strategies
and helps understand how this information is communicated to
stakeholders at both the local and global levels.

Then, the second structure indicator focuses on analysing how
information is presented within the report, examining whether it is
primarily conveyed through textual content or graphical elements. The
aim of this indicator is to evaluate how companies choose to
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communicate data, distinguishing between purely descriptive
communication and more visual forms, which may include graphs,
diagrams, tables, and infographics.

Table 4 - Structure Indicators 2 (IS2)

STRUCTURE INDICATOR 2 (IS2) INCIDENCE/ FREQUENCY

Graph 14

Textual 16

The analysis of the ESG reports of 16 companies reveals that 14
of them are presented in a graphical format, and all combine graphical
and textual elements. This highlights a trend towards making ESG
information more accessible and engaging for stakeholders.

Companies use visuals to: i) simplify communication: Graphs
make complex data, such as carbon emissions, social initiatives, or
governance indicators, easier to understand; ii) enhance impact: Visual
presentations capture more attention and highlight key points, such as
sustainability ~progress or future commitments;iii) establish
transparency: Combining explanatory text with visuals provides clear
context, strengthening trust among investors and other stakeholders.

These results demonstrate a shift towards strategic ESG
communication, which is crucial for meeting the growing demand for
sustainability and responsibility. A more critical analysis enables us to
derive theoretical implications from the perspective of "legitimacy".
The data shows that a significant percentage (87.5%) of utilities have
found a balance in presenting both substantive and symbolic data.
Distinguishing between symbolic and substantive reporting is
essential for assessing the credibility and authenticity of the
information disclosed by companies. While the symbolic approach
primarily serves communication and reputational purposes, the
substantive approach demonstrates the real integration of
sustainability into strategic and operational dimensions. Then the
companies realised it was useful to address their concerns in both ways
by reviewing their activities, reflecting the expectations. This reflects a
shift towards strategic and engaging ESG communication, essential to
meet growing expectations for sustainability and responsibility.
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Finally, the third indicator (IS3) analyses the length of the
reports, measured by the number of pages, as highlighted in the Table
5. This indicator provides a quantitative overview of the informational
volume of the sustainability reports, allowing for the assessment of the
complexity and depth with which companies address ESG topics.

Table 5 - Structure Indicator 3 (IS3)

STRUCTURE INDICATOR 3 (IS3) [INCIDENCE/ FREQUENCY
1-50 3
50-100 3
100-200 4
+200 6

From this last indicator we can see that most of the reports
analysed are more than 200 pages long (six companies); three
companies have a length of less than 50 pages, while three companies
have dedicated between 50 and 100 pages to their sustainability report;
four companies have between 100 and 200 pages.

Although there are no precise guidelines for utilities to follow
when creating reports, or to demonstrate the functionality of splitting
or merging different types of reports, or the length of these reports,
there are some general practical considerations that are clear to us.
Firstly, there is greater consistency in integrated reports. Not in all
cases, but in the majority of them, where there are two files, there are
also two different formats. This gives the impression that they have
been written by different people, which is not very consistent with the
idea of integrated governance, a critical factor in the success and
sustainability of a company. In addition, an integrated document is
clearly easier for the reader to find and read. In terms of format,
however, most theories reflect the greater ease of understanding
through the visualization of data, so the use of graphs and images is
generally preferable, also to entertain the reader. Finally, with regard
to the length of the reports, which obviously reflects the attention paid
to the reporting tool, fundamental for utilities as mentioned above, it
is also true that the approach to a particularly long file can also be a
factor in discouraging a curious reader from reading.
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5. Conclusions

The comparative analysis of IS1 from 2021 to 2023 reveals a clear
trend toward greater emphasis on sustainability disclosure. Notably,
the increase in reports published separately from annual reports
indicates that companies are prioritizing ESG transparency.

This indicates a growing focus on sustainability disclosures,
with organizations choosing to present them as distinct documents.
This shift highlights the increasing importance of sustainability in
corporate communication and suggests that businesses are prioritizing
transparency and specialized reporting on their environmental, social,
and governance (ESG) practices. The trend is consistent across the two
years, with a noticeable expansion in the volume and visibility of these
separate sustainability reports. The data supports the initial conclusion
that sustainability is becoming an increasingly critical aspect of
corporate reporting.

While the separation of reports may serve specific purposes, it
is important to ensure that ESG reporting remains fully integrated into
corporate governance. These observations highlight potential areas for
future research on stakeholder engagement and reporting
effectiveness. First, companies that choose to separate financial and
non-financial reports may do so to assign different levels of importance
to each type of information. This separation could signal that these two
aspects of reporting are viewed as distinct and warrant individual
attention. Second, the decision to separate these reports might be
driven by the desire to provide stakeholders with the flexibility to
access the information that is most relevant to them, based on their
specific interests or needs. By doing so, organizations might aim to
improve stakeholder engagement and satisfaction, ensuring that the
right audiences can more easily locate the data that matters to them.
Third, there is a concern that this separation should not lead to a
division in the governance of financial and non-financial areas. If
companies were to treat these two domains independently in terms of
governance, it could imply that ESG (Environmental, Social, and
Governance) reporting is viewed as less important than purely
financial reporting.
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Such a practice could diminish the perceived value of ESG
initiatives, potentially harming a company's legitimacy and
reputation. According to existing literature, failing to integrate ESG
considerations into the overall governance framework could result in
significant disadvantages in terms of global competitiveness, as
stakeholders increasingly prioritize sustainability and responsible
business practices.

These observations suggest that while the separation of reports
might serve specific purposes, it is crucial to ensure that ESG reporting
is still treated with the same level of importance as financial reporting.

Table 6 - Structure Indicator 1 (IS1)

STRUCTURE INDICATOR1 [INCIDENCE/ ([INCIDENCE/

(IS1) FREQUENCY [FREQUENCY
2021 2023

Report integrated into the 6 5

budget

Report not integrated into the 9 11

balance sheet

The 2023 analysis of ESG reports shows a clear shift toward the
use of graphical formats, often combined with textual elements,
improving clarity and stakeholder accessibility. This trend
underscores companies’ efforts to enhance communication and
transparency.

. By combining visual and textual elements, companies cater to
diverse audiences, including investors, regulators, and the general
public, ensuring that ESG information is both informative and
digestible. The adoption of these methods not only underscores
companies’ commitment to transparency but also demonstrates their
adaptability to emerging trends in communication. The shift from 2021
to 2023 highlights a significant improvement in how ESG data is
communicated, emphasizing the growing importance of clear and
engaging reporting. This evolution reflects a strategic move by
companies to better connect with stakeholders and make sustainability
efforts more accessible. By incorporating both visual and textual
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elements, businesses are catering to a wider range of audiences,
including investors, regulators, and the general public. The use of
graphics alongside written content makes ESG information more
digestible and easier to understand, which enhances transparency and
fosters trust. This trend signals that companies are recognizing the
value of effective communication in building stronger relationships
with stakeholders, reinforcing their commitment to sustainability. As
the demand for clearer, more interactive reporting continues to rise,
this shift underscores the importance of evolving reporting practices
to meet these expectations and strengthen overall corporate
reputation.

Table 7 - Structure Indicators 2 (IS2)

STRUCTURE INDICATOR 2 INCIDENCE/ INCIDENCE/
(IS2) FREQUENCY FREQUENCY
2021 2023
Graph 8 14
Textual 15 16

The trend toward longer and more comprehensive reports
indicates an increased commitment to ESG integration, driven by both
regulatory pressures and stakeholder expectations. Companies must
still balance comprehensiveness with clarity to ensure reports remain
accessible. This evolution is marked by a clear trend toward longer,
more comprehensive reports, reflecting increasing pressures for
transparency and regulatory compliance.

In 2021, the sustainability reports of most utilities were
relatively short, with six out of the 15 companies producing reports
ranging from just 1 to 50 pages. Only two companies in this group
exceeded 200 pages. This could suggest that, at the time, many utilities
were adopting an early or partial approach to ESG reporting, focusing
on concise communication and offering a more limited view of their
sustainability practices. These shorter reports likely concentrated on
key highlights and did not delve deeply into all aspects of a company’s
sustainability strategy. The presence of reports between 100 and 200
pages in four cases, however, suggests that some companies were
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already leaning toward a more comprehensive approach, perhaps in
anticipation of increasing regulatory requirements or in response to
stakeholders seeking more detailed disclosures. Despite this, the
majority of companies in 2021 continued to favour brevity, indicating
that the trend toward more detailed, longer reports was still emerging.

By 2023, however, a dramatic shift in reporting practices became
evident. The number of utilities with sustainability reports between 1
and 50 pages decreased from six to just three, indicating a significant
move away from short-form reports. More importantly, there was a
clear increase in the number of companies producing very long
reports. In 2023, six utilities published reports that exceeded 200 pages,
a substantial rise from just two companies in 2021. This increase in
report length could be attributed to several factors. One major factor is
the intensification of regulations and expectations surrounding
sustainability disclosures. For example, the Corporate Sustainability
Reporting Directive (CSRD) introduced by the European Union has
significantly raised the bar for companies in terms of the depth and
detail required in ESG reports. As a result, many utilities have had to
expand their reporting practices to comply with these new standards,
which may explain the surge in the length of their sustainability
reports.

Additionally, growing demands for greater transparency from
investors, regulators, and other stakeholders may have driven utilities
to provide more detailed information. Investors, in particular, are
increasingly looking for in-depth insights into a company’s ESG
performance, risk management strategies, and long-term
sustainability goals. This demand for transparency has likely played a
key role in encouraging companies to move away from short, high-
level summaries and embrace longer, more detailed reports that
provide a fuller picture of their sustainability efforts.

Despite the overall increase in report length, it is interesting to
note that the number of reports between 100 and 200 pages remained
relatively unchanged. This indicates that some utilities have
maintained a middle ground, offering a detailed level of disclosure
without going to the extreme of producing excessively lengthy reports.
These companies may have found a balance between providing
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comprehensive information and ensuring their reports remain
manageable and accessible for stakeholders.

The trend towards longer sustainability reports in the utilities
sector signals that ESG integration is being taken more seriously.
Companies appear to be committing more resources and effort into
developing detailed sustainability strategies and reporting on their
progress in a more transparent manner. The increased length of reports
suggests that utilities are becoming more focused on providing a
thorough understanding of their environmental, social, and
governance performance, addressing a wide array of topics in greater
detail, and making it easier for stakeholders to assess their
sustainability practices.

However, it is important to note that longer reports are not
always synonymous with better quality. While more detailed reports
can enhance transparency, they also run the risk of becoming overly
complex and difficult to navigate. Excessively long reports may
overwhelm readers with information, making it harder for
stakeholders to extract key insights. Therefore, the challenge for
utilities going forward will be to find the right balance between
completeness and clarity. A report that is too long may discourage
readers from engaging with the content, while one that is too short may
fail to provide sufficient detail to meet the expectations of
stakeholders. To ensure that sustainability reports remain useful and
accessible, companies will need to focus on clear communication and
organize their reports in a way that allows stakeholders to quickly find
relevant information without feeling overwhelmed.

In conclusion, the shift from 2021 to 2023 in the length of
sustainability reports within the utilities sector demonstrates the
sector's evolving approach to ESG reporting. Utilities are clearly
moving towards more comprehensive disclosures, driven by both
regulatory pressures and stakeholder demands for transparency. The
growing trend towards longer reports is indicative of a more serious
commitment to ESG integration, although companies must still ensure
that the quality and clarity of their reports are maintained to meet the
diverse needs of their audiences.
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Table 8 - Structure Indicators 3 (IS3)

STRUCTURE INCIDENCE/ INCIDENCE/
INDICATOR 3 (IS3) [FREQUENCY 2021 [FREQUENCY 2023
1-50 6 3
50-100 3 3
100-200 4 4
+200 2 6

The study is limited by its sample size and focus on the utilities
sector, which may affect the generalizability of the findings. Future
research should expand the sample across sectors, include additional
indicators on ESG data quality, and investigate the effects of reporting
practices on stakeholder decision-making. Moreover, it would be
useful to examine the impact of evolving regulations, such as the CSRD
and the Stop the Clock Directive, on ESG reporting practices.

Including companies from diverse sectors would allow for a
more nuanced analysis of the differences and similarities in ESG
reporting strategies. For example, the reporting needs of a technology
company may differ significantly from those of an energy or
manufacturing company due to varying levels of environmental
impact, social responsibility, and governance structures. A sector-
specific approach could reveal the distinct challenges companies face
in adopting sustainability practices and communicating them
effectively. It would also help identify sector-specific best practices
that could be shared across industries to improve the overall quality
and consistency of ESG reporting.

In addition to expanding the sample size, future studies could
enhance the validity and generalizability of their results by
incorporating a wider set of indicators to explore ESG reporting in
more detail. These additional indicators could include the quality of
the data disclosed, the specific metrics used, and the degree of
alignment with international reporting standards. By delving deeper
into these aspects, researchers could uncover the motivations behind a
company's choice to disclose certain information or adopt particular
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reporting strategies. This would help identify any potential biases or
gaps in the data, allowing for a more contextualized and accurate
understanding of ESG practices.

Moreover, such detailed research could provide valuable
insights into the broader implications of ESG reporting, not only from
the perspective of companies but also from that of external
stakeholders, such as investors, consumers, regulators, and the public.
Understanding how ESG disclosures affect stakeholder decision-
making and behaviour is crucial for assessing the true impact of
sustainability reporting. For instance, investors may rely on ESG
reports to make more informed investment choices, while consumers
may use such information to guide their purchasing decisions.
Therefore, research should focus on exploring how different sectors'
ESG practices influence stakeholder perceptions and outcomes.

Another important area for future research is the development
of standardized frameworks or international guidelines for ESG
reporting. Currently, there is a lack of uniformity in how companies
disclose sustainability-related information, which can lead to
confusion and hinder comparisons across industries. Establishing
common reporting frameworks could promote greater transparency
and consistency, making it easier for stakeholders to assess and
compare companies’ ESG performance. Special attention should be
given to how companies can communicate their sustainability efforts
in a clearer, more standardized way, ensuring that their reports are not
only comprehensive but also accessible and understandable.

Finally, it would be beneficial to further investigate the role of
regulations and government policies in shaping ESG reporting
practices. Changes in legislation, such as the introduction of the
Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) in the European
Union, are having a significant impact on how companies disclose ESG
information. Understanding how these regulatory changes influence
companies’ reporting strategies and operations could offer valuable
insights into how businesses are adapting to evolving legal
requirements. Moreover, studying the long-term effects of such
regulations could help predict how future legislative shifts will affect
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ESG reporting and business practices, providing valuable guidance for
companies seeking to stay ahead of regulatory trends.

In conclusion, future research on ESG reporting should focus on
expanding the scope of analysis to include a broader range of
companies and sectors, using additional indicators to gain a deeper
understanding of reporting practices. Attention should also be given
to how ESG reporting affects different stakeholders and the role of
standardized reporting frameworks in improving transparency.
Lastly, the influence of regulations and government policies should be
examined to better understand the evolving landscape of ESG
reporting and its implications for businesses in the future.
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