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Abstract

Sustainability reporting has become an established practice especially among large
companies. Various reporting standards and frameworks aimed at ensuring high-
quality sustainability reporting have emerged in response to the rising demand
from investors and other stakeholders for credible and consistent sustainability dis-
closures. To ensure disclosures can be utilised effectively in decision-making, poli-
cymakers and standard setters have focused on enhancing comparability in sustain-
ability reporting. However, achieving comparability has proven to be difficult and
remains a critical challenge in sustainability reporting.

This study focuses on the comparability challenge from the perspective of the
EU’s recent Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) which entered
into force in 2023. The CSRD aims to ensure that companies report comparable,
reliable, and useful sustainability information. Although the directive aims to
address shortcomings in sustainability reporting, its practical effectiveness in
improving comparability remains uncertain.

The first CSRD-compliant reports have been published in 2025, and this study
examines how comparability is perceived after the first year of reporting. The
objective of is to gain an understanding of how the CSRD impacts comparability,
identify factors that might hinder it, and examine how comparability can be
improved in the future. This research is a qualitative study and data is collected
through semi-structured interviews with ESG professionals who work with CSRD-
compliant sustainability reports. The interview data is analysed using thematic
analysis.

The findings of this study show that the CSRD has improved the structure and
reliability of sustainability reports through the mandatory reporting standards and
external assurance. Still, several challenges remain to achieving comparability. For
example, subjectivity of double materiality assessments, complexity of reports,
heavy reliance on narrative information and ongoing changes in the regulatory
environment create barriers to comparability. The findings suggest that achieving
the CSRD’s goal of enhanced comparability requires general and sector-specific
guidance, machine-readable formats, better aligning disclosure requirements with
user needs, and extending reporting mandate beyond the largest companies.

Keywords sustainability reporting, comparability, corporate sustainability,
CSRD, ESRS
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Tiivistelma

Kestavyysraportoinnista on tullut vakiintunut kaytanto erityisesti suurissa yrityk-
sissd. Erilaisia raportointistandardeja ja -kehyksia, joiden tarkoituksena on varmis-
taa korkealaatuinen kestdvyysraportointi, on syntynyt vastauksena sijoittajien ja
muiden sidosryhmien kasvavaan kysyntaan luotettavista ja johdonmukaisista kes-
tavyystiedoista. Jotta raporttien tietoja voidaan hyodyntaa tehokkaasti paatoksen-
teossa, paattajat ja standardien laatijat ovat keskittyneet edistimaan kestavyysra-
portoinnin vertailukelpoisuutta. Vertailtavuuden saavuttaminen on kuitenkin
osoittautunut vaikeaksi ja on yha kriittinen haaste kestavyysraportoinnissa.

Tama tutkimus keskittyy vertailtavuuden haasteeseen EU:n vuonna 2023 voi-
maan tulleen kestavyysraportointidirektiivin (CSRD) nidkokulmasta. CSRD:n ta-
voitteena on varmistaa, etta yritykset raportoivat vertailukelpoista, luotettavaa ja
hyodyllista kestavyystietoa. Vaikka direktiivin tavoitteena on korjata kestivyysra-
portoinnin puutteita, sen kiaytannon tehokkuus vertailtavuuden edistamisessa on
epavarmaa.

Ensimmaiset CSRD:n mukaiset raportit on julkaistu vuonna 2025, ja tissa tut-
kimuksessa tarkastellaan, miten vertailukelpoisuus nahdaan ensimmaisen rapor-
tointivuoden jilkeen. Tavoitteena on ymmartaa, miten CSRD vaikuttaa vertailta-
vuuteen, tunnistaa tekijoita, jotka saattavat haitata siti, ja tutkia, miten vertailta-
vuutta voidaan edistaa tulevaisuudessa. Tutkimus on laadullinen, ja aineisto on ke-
ratty puolistrukturoiduilla haastatteluilla ESG-ammattilaisilta, jotka tyoskentele-
vat CSRD:n mukaisten kestavyysraporttien parissa. Haastatteluaineisto on analy-
soitu teema-analyysin avulla.

Tutkimuksen tulokset osoittavat, etta CSRD on parantanut kestavavyysraport-
tien rakennetta ja luotettavuutta pakollisten raportointistandardien ja ulkoisen var-
mennuksen kautta. Vertailtavuuden saavuttamisessa on kuitenkin edelleen monia
haasteita. Esimerkiksi kaksinkertaisen olennaisuusarvioinnin subjektiivisuus, ra-
porttien monimutkaisuus, voimakas painotus laadullisiin tietoihin ja jatkuvat muu-
tokset saantely-ymparistossa luovat esteita vertailukelpoisuudelle. Tulokset osoit-
tavat, ettd CSRD:n tavoitteen, vertailtavuuden parantumisen, saavuttaminen edel-
lyttaa seka yleisia ettd toimialakohtaisia ohjeita, koneluettavia raportointimuotoja,
raportointivaatimusten parempaa sovittamista kayttdjien tarpeisiin sekd rapor-
tointivelvoitteen laajentamista suurimpien yritysten ulkopuolelle.

Avainsanat kestavyysraportointi, vertailtavuus, yritysvastuu, CSRD, ESRS
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1 Introduction

Sustainability reporting has become an established practice among large and
medium-sized companies over the past two decades (Roszkowska-Menkes et
al., 2024). Its growing relevance is driven by increasing pressure from inves-
tors, regulators, and the public for companies to disclose reliable information
on environmental, social, and governance (ESG) performance (Elkins et al.,
2024). As sustainability reporting has become more common in various in-
dustries globally, new reporting standards aimed at ensuring high-quality
sustainability information have been created (Jorgensen et al., 2022). In re-
sponse to the rising demand for credible and consistent ESG disclosures, par-
ticularly from investors and other key stakeholders, policymakers and stand-
ard setters have focused on enhancing the comparability of sustainability re-
ports (Korca et al., 2023).

Over time, several sustainability reporting standard setters and standards
have emerged with the aim to ensure consistency, transparency and compa-
rability of sustainability reporting. To foster comparable sustainability re-
porting and better serve the needs of investors and society as a whole, the EU
parliament passed the European Non-Financial Reporting Directive (NFDR)
in 2014 which mandated large public-interest entities (PIEs) to disclose cer-
tain sustainability information (European Parliament and European Council,
2014). However, these companies were not required to base their reports on
any specific national or international reporting standard or framework. As a
result, there has been a wide variation in how companies report and most
users of NFRD-based reports found that sustainability reporting lacks com-
parability (Korca et al., 2023).

The aim of sustainability reporting is to provide society with comprehensive,
meaningful, comparable, and reliable information. However, as Zs6ka &
Vajkai (2018) point out, it is often criticised for failing to achieve these goals,
and therefore research and suggestions for developing sustainability report-
ing are valuable and needed. Furthermore, the principle of comparability in
sustainability reporting has often been taken for granted and has received
limited attention in academic literature (Boiral & Henri, 2017). Although
comparability is widely recognised as a key feature of useful information dis-
closure, few studies have thoroughly examined whether the sustainability in-
formation published by organisations is truly comparable.

Earlier studies have examined comparability within common previously
adopted reporting frameworks. Research has found that significant chal-
lenges exist for comparability, for example, due to flexibility of guidelines,
large number of indicators (Zsoka & Vajkai, 2018), non-compliance with



protocols, ambiguous and incomplete information (Boiral & Henri, 2017),
and lack of mandatory regulatory constraints (Cardoni et al., 2019).

A recent significant regulatory development in sustainability reporting scene
is the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) (European Par-
liament and Council of the EU, 2022) which entered into force in January
2023. The CSRD addresses shortcomings of the NFRD and aims to ensure
companies provide reliable and comparable sustainability information to
various stakeholders (European Parliament, 2022). To enable this, the CSRD
introduced a broad, detailed, and standardised reporting framework, the Eu-
ropean Sustainability Reporting Standards (ESRS) (European Commission,
2023a). The first companies covered by the CSRD are the entities that were
previously subject to the NFRD and they have applied the new standards for
the first time in their sustainability reports published in 2025 (European
Commission, 2023b). The CSRD expands the scope of mandatory sustaina-
bility reporting and introduces the requirements in phases depending on the
size of the company, and whether it is listed or not (Hummel & Jobst, 2024).

By mandating the use of the new reporting standards, the CSRD intends to
help stakeholders to evaluate the ESG performance of companies (European
Commission, 2023b). It introduces several measures to enhance reporting
quality and comparability. On top the reporting standards, these measures
include, for example, mandatory external assurance, integration of sustaina-
bility information in the management report, and a requirement for digital
tagging of sustainability information to facilitate machine-readability (Hum-
mel & Jobst, 2024).

Accordingly, a central objective of the CSRD is to establish standardised and
measurable sustainability reporting, enhance transparency and comparabil-
ity, and support informed decision-making (Suta et al., 2025). As the CSRD
is expected to resolve several long-standing issues in sustainability reporting,
it is interesting to study how its effectiveness is perceived following its first
year of implementation. This study focuses specifically on comparability as it
is a key characteristic linked to the overall usability and decision-usefulness
of information (FASB, 2010).

Furthermore, while the CSRD aims to address many of the recognised chal-
lenges in sustainability reporting, its practical effectiveness is likely to be af-
fected by recent political developments. In February 2025, the European
Commission released the Omnibus proposal package which aims, among
other things, to reduce the sustainability reporting burden for organisations
in relation to the CSRD (European Commission, 2025). As a result, it is now
expected that the overall scope of companies subject to the reporting require-
ments will decrease and no sector specific ESRS will be adopted (European



Commission, 2025). These changes will influence how sustainability report-
ing develops and simultaneously raise questions about the extent to which
the CSRD will fulfil its original ambitions and support achieving improved
comparability.

1.1 Research objectives and questions

This is a timely and relevant thesis topic, as it offers insights into how users
of sustainability disclosures prepared under the CSRD perceive its effective-
ness in enhancing comparability of sustainability disclosures. According to
PricewaterhouseCoopers (2025), the first sustainability reports prepared in
accordance with the ESRS come with a lot of variation, and making compar-
isons is expected to be difficult until reporting practices develop. This means
that users such as investors and other stakeholders who try to compare re-
ports are likely to face challenges in the early years of CSRD-compliant re-
porting. Therefore, research on this topic is seen important to gather infor-
mation on the current state of comparability, identified challenges, and ways
in which comparability could be improved in the coming years.

The theoretical objective of the study is to address a research gap by examin-
ing how the CSRD and ESRS may enhance comparability of sustainability
reporting compared to previously studied, commonly used reporting frame-
works. Additionally, this study seeks to improve understanding of the various
elements of sustainability reporting in the EU and assess the current state of
comparability in sustainability disclosures.

The empirical objective of the study is to assess how well the recent develop-
ments in the sustainability reporting field in the EU are reaching their in-
tended goals especially considering the comparability aspect. In addition, the
study aims to identify current challenges in implementation of comparable
sustainability reporting. It examines how users of sustainability data perceive
its usefulness and how effectively they are able to utilise it. Based on these
findings, this study highlights the ways in which the CSRD enhances compa-
rability, while also identifying areas where further improvements are needed
to achieve truly comparable and meaningful sustainability reporting.

The study collects the views of various ESG professionals on the changes
brought about by the CSRD and their impact on the comparability of sustain-
ability reporting. The research focuses primarily on the user group of finan-
cial market professionals, but it also includes views from large listed compa-
nies that have already prepared CSRD-compliant reports, as well as from
other ESG reporting experts. As this is the first year that the CSRD reports
have been published, it is particularly valuable to also gather experiences
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from those who have been directly involved in the reporting process. Their
first-hand views provide an understanding of practical challenges, and initial
results of the new reporting requirements. In addition to their expertise with
the CSRD, they have experience in assessing comparability, for example
through competitor analyses, which broadens the perspectives of the study.

Despite the aim of the CSRD to improve the quality of corporate sustainabil-
ity reporting and harmonise it across the EU, it remains unclear whether it is
effectively enhancing the comparability of sustainability reports. Hence, the
research questions are:

Q1: What is the perceived impact of the CSRD on the comparability of com-
panies’ ESG performance?

Q2: What factors hinder the comparability of sustainability reports prepared
under the CSRD?

Q3: How could the comparability aspect be enhanced in the future?

Through these research questions, this thesis aims to assess the early effects
of CSRD implementation to comparability of sustainability reporting. It also
seeks to contribute to ongoing academic, managerial, and policy discussions
on this matter, and to provide practical insights for improving the compara-
bility of sustainability disclosures in the future.

This research is based on a qualitative approach and empirical data will be
collected through semi-structured interviews. The data will be analysed using
a thematic analysis to identify recurring themes related to the current state
of comparability of the sustainability information and identify challenges and
development areas for the coming years.

1.2 Scope of the research

This thesis focuses on the effects of the CSRD on the comparability of sus-
tainability information, viewed from the perspective of Finnish financial
market professionals like ESG analysts and sustainable finance experts. In
addition to professionals working in the financial market, the study includes
insights from sustainability reporting experts working at large Finnish listed
companies’ as well as other sustainability reporting experts familiar the
CSRD and sustainability reporting according to the ESRS. This allows for dif-
ferent viewpoints to be taken into account. These groups were chosen be-
cause they have experienced the changes posed by the CSRD and consider
comparable and reliable information essential for their work.
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As such, this research does not explore the perceptions of all intended user
groups of CSRD-based sustainability reports as outlined in the directive (Eu-
ropean Parliament and Council of the EU, 2022). In particular, civil society
actors and consumers are not included in the scope of this study.

Additionally, it is important to note that the study examines comparability in
the early state of the CSRD, where the first CSRD-compliant reports from the
EU’s large public interest entities have been published in spring 2025. The
CSRD is still evolving and legislative changes are expected to impact the con-
tent and scope of reporting following the release of an Omnibus package by
the European Commission that proposes several amendments to the di-
rective (European Commission, 2025).

1.3 Structure of the thesis

This study consists of six chapters. The first chapter sets out the broader con-
text of the study and outlines the research questions and objectives. The sec-
ond chapter provides a literature review where the research is related to ex-
isting knowledge and literature in the field. The chapter explores the perspec-
tives, concepts, and theoretical foundations of sustainability reporting and
information comparability, and examines stakeholder expectations for ESG
disclosures. In addition, the chapter provides an overview of the CSRD and
the accompanying ESRS framework.

Following the literature review, chapter 3 presents the research methodol-
ogy. This chapter provides a detailed description of the methodology and how
data was collected and analysed. It also discusses research ethics as well as
trustworthiness and limitations of the chosen research method.

Chapter 4 presents the results of the research. The results are divided into
chapters on double materiality and industry context, data quality and relia-
bility, usability of sustainability disclosures, and transitional reporting envi-
ronment and user needs. The chapters are based on the four themes identi-
fied from the interview data through the thematic analysis.

Chapter 5 discusses the results in relation to existing research and provides
their theoretical and practical implications. This chapter also outlines the
limitations of the study and provides suggestions for future research. Finally,
chapter 6 concludes the study by summarising the key findings.
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2 Literature review

This chapter reviews the literature on sustainability reporting, including con-
ceptual foundations and the theoretical perspectives commonly used to ex-
plain it. It explores the development of reporting standards and frameworks,
with a focus on the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD)
which has recently introduced changes to sustainability reporting in the Eu-
ropean Union. The chapter provides an overview of the European Sustaina-
bility Reporting Standards (ESRS) and briefly reviews other commonly used
global reporting frameworks. Finally, it examines characteristics of sustain-
ability reporting, with a focus on the comparability of disclosures and ex-
plores the expectations stakeholders have for sustainability reporting.

2.1 Foundations of sustainability reporting

Sustainable development is commonly defined as meeting present needs in a
way that does not compromise the ability of future generations to meet their
needs (Brundtland, 1987). It has received widespread attention, and compli-
ance with this principle is also generally considered to be the responsibility
of companies. The growing use of sustainability reporting reflects this and
has become a key mechanism for businesses to communicate corporate re-
sponsibility and accountability (Rezaee et al., 2023; Zs6ka & Vajkai, 2018).
Over the past few decades, reporting on social, environmental and govern-
ance issues has expanded considerably, and companies are producing a vari-
ety of reports describing their impact on society and the environment (Gray,
2010).

This first section of the literature review explores how sustainability report-
ing has become an established business practice and outlines theoretical
foundations that offer explanations to why companies engage in such prac-
tice and why it has become increasingly important. The section provides a
conceptual basis for understanding the development, purpose and common
challenges of sustainability reporting.

2.1.1 Corporate sustainability and sustainability reporting

It is evident that companies have a significant influence on economic, envi-
ronmental, and social well-being, and therefore corporate sustainability is
seen critical for the long-term development of both the economy and society
(Schaltegger et al., 2006). With the growing emphasis on sustainability and
corporate responsibility, the analysis and integration of ESG performance
has become a key part of corporate strategy. Consequently, stakeholders and
regulators are placing increasing emphasis on sustainable development in
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their decision-making processes, growing the importance of sustainability
reporting (Romero et al., 2018; Suta et al., 2025). Schaltegger et al. (2006)
define sustainability reporting as formalised communication to internal and
external stakeholders that aims to provide information on the company's so-
cial and environmental impacts and progress towards sustainability goals.

In 2024, 79% of the largest 100 companies in 58 countries reported on sus-
tainability and among the world’s 250 largest companies the total was 96%
(KPMG, 2024). This shows that sustainability reporting is increasingly be-
coming a standard practice, starting from the largest companies. It has be-
come common globally across industries and new measurement and disclo-
sure standards have been developed to promote the availability of high-qual-
ity sustainability information (Jergensen et al., 2022). As a result, it has be-
come a standard business practice and can be seen as increasingly institu-
tionalised over time (van Bommel et al., 2023). The adoption of sustainability
reporting is driven by a combination of internal and external pressures (Her-
old, 2018) and currently development in this field is happening at a pace and
scale that has never been seen before in corporate reporting (Abela, 2022).

The scope of corporate reporting has expanded significantly over the past two
decades. The assessment of a corporation’s financial health has traditionally
been grounded in the principles and practices of financial accounting
(Barker, 2025) but over time sustainability information has increasingly be-
come an important element of the information needs of financial statement
users (Elkins et al., 2024). Sustainability disclosures differ from financial in-
formation in its forward-looking orientation, inclusion of impacts on re-
sources not owned by the reporting entity, and its emphasis on non-mone-
tary information (Barker, 2025). Unlike the content of financial statements,
the non-financial information presented in sustainability reports is still
largely evolving and unclear, and its valuation among different stakeholder
groups raises questions (Suta et al., 2025).

It has been argued that sustainability reporting often lacks clarity, con-
sistency, and focus on material issues which can keep companies unaware of
significant risks and limit investors' ability to assess those risks accurately
(Eccles et al., 2012). Like financial statements, sustainability reports are in-
tended to provide users with material information that supports decision-
making (Barker, 2025). To achieve this, companies should continuously eval-
uate and prioritise their sustainability efforts and the way these efforts are
communicated. This involves decisions about which initiatives to implement,
which metrics best reflect performance, and what information is most rele-
vant to disclose (Jorgensen et al., 2022). Materiality assessments play a key
role in this process by helping determine which sustainability issues are most
important. However, as Barker (2025) points out, material sustainability
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issues differ between industries and norms and a consensus on how material
issues should be determined are still evolving.

It is widely believed that sustainability reporting and "real action" are two
different things, and researchers have long argued that sustainability report-
ing is often not truly meaningful in terms of sustainability goals (Gray, 2010).
It has also been noted that sustainability reporting has shifted from its origi-
nal emphasis on morality and ethical responsibility toward an emphasis on
economic performance, where the disclosure of sustainability information is
increasingly being used to create strategic value for the company (van Bom-
mel et al., 2023). Despite these concerns, reporting has been linked with im-
provements in ESG performance. Operato et al. (2025) suggest that the pro-
cess of collecting data for sustainability reporting can support organisational
decision-making and help improve the company’s overall approach to sus-
tainability. Also, research by Fiechter et al. (2022) which evaluated the NFRD
found that companies covered by the directive were responding to it by in-
creasing their sustainability activities and starting to do so even before the
directive entered into force. This suggests that although the purpose and im-
pact of sustainability reporting still varies, it is linked to the actual actions
taken by companies with the aim to support sustainable development and
address social and environmental issues.

2.1.2 Theoretical foundations

Sustainability reporting, also earlier referred to as corporate social reporting,
is a complex phenomenon and it cannot be explained by a single theory (Gray
et al., 1995). It is shaped by a combination of institutional pressures and
stakeholder expectations (Herold, 2018) which has led researchers to apply
multiple theories to better understand sustainability reporting practices and
reasons behind it. There are several theoretical perspectives in sustainability
reporting and studies highlight that theories are often interrelated and
should be viewed as complementary rather than competing (Fernando &
Lawrence, 2014; Gray et al., 1995). Legitimacy theory, stakeholder theory,
and institutional theory are widely recognised as the main theoretical frame-
works in sustainability reporting literature (Fernando & Lawrence, 2014).

The central idea of legitimacy theory is the justification of a company's exist-
ence, activities and use of resources, which the company can earn by acting
in accordance with the norms and values expected by society (O’Donovan,
2002). Companies risk damaging the implicit social contract they have with
stakeholders if their actions are perceived as misaligned with the expecta-
tions and values underlying the contract (Deegan, 2002). Thus, legitimacy
theory suggests that companies need to behave in ways that society sees as
acceptable in order to continue operating successfully (O’Donovan, 2002).
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Furthermore, according to legitimacy theory, companies constantly strive to
improve the public image of their activities (Correa-Mejia et al., 2024). To
preserve legitimacy, especially when actual performance is weak, firms often
use sustainability reporting to influence public perception (O’Donovan,
2002). Companies with poor sustainability performance tend to provide
opaque and superficial disclosures as a means of concealing their actual per-
formance while seeking to preserve their legitimacy (Hummel & Schlick,
2016). Thus, according to legitimacy theory, sustainability reporting is done
with the aim to gain, keep, or rebuild acceptance from society and it can also
be used to explain why many companies choose to report sustainability in-
formation voluntarily (O’Donovan, 2002).

In addition to legitimacy theory, institutional theory can also be used to ex-
amine how companies maintain legitimacy in the context of sustainability
(Herold, 2018). The central idea of institutional theory is that organisations
tend to adapt to the rules, norms, and expectations shaped by their external
environment (Dimaggio & Powell, 1983). Thus, according to institutional
theory, the expected motive of an organisation is the desire to become like
other organisations by adopting their practices and behaviour that is consid-
ered normal by society or particularly influential groups (Fernando & Law-
rence, 2014). According to Dimaggio & Powell (1983), organisations adapt
their structures and practices to align with what is considered legitimate
within their field. They describe this process as isomorphism. Unlike legiti-
macy theory, which assumes that managers can influence perceptions
through actions like disclosure, institutional theory views that legitimacy is
shaped by norms that are largely imposed on organisations (Deegan, 2002).

Research on institutional isomorphisms identifies coercive, mimetic and
normative factors as drivers to similarity of organisations (Dimaggio & Pow-
ell, 1983). Coercive isomorphism arises from pressures imposed by strong
stakeholders, such as governments or other organisations on which a com-
pany depends for resources (Herold, 2018). A typical example is regulatory
pressure forcing companies to implement certain changes. According to Di-
maggio & Powell (1983), mimetic factors refer to changes resulting from the
imitation of other organisations' practices, and uncertainty increases the
likelihood of such imitation. Normative isomorphism, in contrast, is associ-
ated with professionalisation. From this view, similarities arise as organisa-
tions adopt shared norms and practices for example through participation in
professional networks and associations. (Dimaggio & Powell, 1983) There-
fore, similarly to legitimacy theory, institutional theory emphasises the im-
portance of legitimacy but focuses on how external norms and pressures
shape organisational behaviour.
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In addition to isomorphism, institutional theory also addresses the concept
of decoupling which means the discrepancy between an organisation’s image
and its actual practices (Fernando & Lawrence, 2014). A misalignment be-
tween a company’s operations and what it discloses is a well-known challenge
of sustainability reporting. From an institutional theory perspective, this
misalignment can occur when formal reporting practices are adopted for
compliance, but the underlying activities are not in line with social norms
(Roszkowska-Menkes et al., 2024). Similarly, Hopwood (2009) argues from
the perspective of legitimacy theory that firms can use disclosure to
strengthen their legitimacy and reduce external scrutiny, even though such
efforts do not necessarily lead to greater transparency.

Stakeholder theory offers similar insights to sustainability activities and dis-
closure as legitimacy theory (Deegan, 2002; Gray et al., 1995). The general
idea behind stakeholder theory is that a company’s long-term survival de-
pends on the support of its stakeholders. The theory explicitly assumes that
different stakeholder groups have differing opinions and expectations about
how organisations should operate and have also different capabilities to in-
fluence organisations (Deegan, 2002). Therefore, a key responsibility of
management is to address stakeholders’ needs and expectations and balance
potentially conflicting interests among them (Herold, 2018). As Abela (2022)
points out, stakeholder theory emphasises the importance of considering the
interests of all stakeholders and offers an alternative to the traditional focus
on shareholders alone. This perspective aligns with the growing recognition
that companies have responsibilities beyond just their shareholders (Barker,
2025). In line with stakeholder theory, sustainability reporting is considered
a tool for companies to respond to stakeholder expectations by communi-
cating their actions and demonstrating accountability.

2.2 Sustainability reporting standards and frameworks

There has been a growing focus on standardisation of non-financial infor-
mation as a solution to challenges in sustainability reporting. According to
Wijen (2014), reporting standards offer institutional clarity and motivate
adopters to address more issues by raising awareness and encouraging re-
sponsiveness to stakeholder expectations. Moreover, the adoption of more
structured and harmonised frameworks has been shown to be associated
with higher levels of ESG disclosure (Rezaee et al., 2023). The aim of stand-
ardising sustainability reporting is to clarify and, above all, improve compa-
rability (Suta et al., 2025). However, standardisation alone is not sufficient
to ensure compliance with reporting standards and enable meaningful com-
parison among standard adopters. Wijen (2014) points out that effective
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compliance with standards requires strict external monitoring, clear rules,
strong incentives, and the sharing of best practices.

This section of the literature review examines the role of sustainability stand-
ards and frameworks in shaping sustainability reporting practices. It reviews
the existing literature on sustainability reporting within the EU and provides
an overview of the efforts to standardise and enhance comparability across
organisations through regulatory initiatives. Emphasis is given to the CSRD
and the related European Sustainability Reporting Standards, but also other
commonly adopted global standards and frameworks are explored.

2.2.1 Sustainability reporting in the European Union

The European Union is at the forefront of the change to make disclosure of
sustainability information mandatory and has adopted legislation to regulate
companies’ sustainability disclosures (Hummel & Jobst, 2024). The EU's
sustainability reporting obligation is based on the Non-Financial Reporting
Directive which was adopted in 2014 (European Parliament and European
Council, 2014). The NFRD represents a significant shift in non-financial re-
porting, transforming it from a voluntary practice into a mandatory require-
ment for the entities it covers (La Torre et al., 2018). It required large EU-
based public-interest entities with more than 500 employees to disclose cer-
tain ESG information and it was seen as a key part in the EU Commissions’
efforts to transform the European economy in a more sustainable direction
(Baumiiller & Grbenic, 2021).

A goal for the NFRD was to improve consistency and comparability of non-
financial information by requiring companies to prepare a non-financial
statement that contains information on environment, social and employee
matters, human rights, and bribery and corruption matters (European Par-
liament and European Council, 2014). However, the NFRD lacked detailed
disclosure requirements and sector-specific indicators, and it did not require
companies to use any specific reporting standard or framework (European
Commission, 2020). As a result, companies were free to choose whether to
base their reports on a single reporting standard, a combination of standards,
or none at all.

The NFRD was repeatedly criticised for its shortcomings in fostering compa-
rability, consistency, and reliability of sustainability disclosures, as well as
for covering only a limited number of companies (La Torre et al., 2018). In
2020, the European Commission held a public consultation on the review of
the NFRD which indicated that the sustainability disclosures of companies
fail to respond to the needs of the information users (European Commission,
2020). Some key issues they found included a lack of comparable and reliable
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data, gaps in the information reported, the inclusion of irrelevant details,
limited reporting by some companies, and difficulties in locating the dis-
closed information.

In 2019, the EU introduced the European Green Deal that consists of several
policy actions which aim to make the EU a fair, resource-efficient, and com-
petitive economy and eliminate net greenhouse gas emissions in Europe by
2050 (European Commission, 2019). In line with the political development
programs and identified shortcomings of the NFRD, EU legislation on sus-
tainability disclosures has evolved since. In November 2022, the EU adopted
the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD), which replaced the
NFRD from the 2024 financial year onwards (European Parliament and
Council of the EU, 2022).

2.2.2 Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive

The Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (European Parliament and
Council of the EU, 2022) is one key component of the European Green Deal
and the Sustainable Finance Agenda, and forms part of EU’s broader effort
to ensure that companies respect human rights and reduce their environ-
mental impact (European Parliament, 2022). The directive entered into force
in January 2023 with the aim to enhance and harmonise sustainability re-
porting across the EU by obligating companies to disclose relevant infor-
mation on environmental, social, and governance matters (European Com-
mission, 2022). Ultimately, CSRD marks a shift away from voluntary report-
ing practices and reliance solely on market mechanisms towards mandatory
disclosure of corporate sustainability information (Baumiiller & Grbenic,
2021).

The CSRD significantly increases the number of companies required to re-
port on sustainability matters. It is estimated to cover around 50 000 organ-
isations, compared to 11 700 under the NFRD and it will apply to all large EU
companies, listed SMEs, and non-EU companies with significant EU activity
(European Parliament, 2022). The CSRD introduces reporting requirements
in phases based on company type and size, starting with companies that were
already subject to the NFRD (European Commission, 2022). These entities
have been required to start reporting from the financial year 2024, with re-
ports published in 2025. The scope and phased implementation timeline of
the CSRD is presented in Table 1. The table also shows proposed amend-
ments to the scope and reporting timeline based on recent regulatory initia-
tives which are discussed later in this chapter.

Main aspects of the CSRD include mandatory reporting in line with the Eu-
ropean Sustainability Reporting Standards, the integration of sustainability
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reporting within the management report of the annual report, mandatory ex-
ternal assurance, and digital tagging of the reported information (Hummel &
Jobst, 2024). Before the CSRD, the absence of mandatory reporting guide-
lines and assurance has been seen as a major barrier to consistently measur-
ing corporate responsibility within and across companies (Romero et al.,
2018). In response, the CSRD and the ESRS are aiming to establish stand-
ardised and measurable sustainability reporting, enhance comparability and
transparency, and support more informed decision-making (Suta et al.,
2025).

A fundamental part of the CSRD is the mandate to report in accordance with
the European Sustainability Reporting Standards (European Commission,
2022). The standards have been developed by the European Financial Re-
porting Advisory Group (EFRAG) which is an independent, multi-stake-
holder advisory body funded primarily by the EU (European Commission,
2023b). Based on EFRAG’s standards, the European Commission adopted
the Delegated Act on the first set of ESRS in July 2023 (European Commis-
sion, 2023a). This provides the framework for companies to comply with the
CSRD and to communicate their sustainability initiatives and impacts with a
structured approach. It is expected that with the introduction of the CSRD
and the ESRS, sustainability reporting will be placed on an equal footing with
financial reporting (European Commission, 2022).

The ESRS covers a wide and comprehensive set of ESG topics (Operato et al.,
2025). It includes environmental issues related to climate change, pollution,
water, biodiversity and resource use, social impacts on employees, workers
in the value chain, communities, consumers and end-users, and governance
matters (European Commission, 2023a). These topics form the 10 topical
standards of the ESRS. The ESRS also contains cross-cutting standards ESRS
1 and ESRS 2 which define the general principles of reporting and the essen-
tial information that must be disclosed regardless of the sustainability issue
being addressed (European Commission, 2023b). Both topical standards and
cross-cutting standards are sector-agnostic meaning they apply to all compa-
nies regardless of which sector they operate in. Additionally, if a company
identifies a material sustainability issue that it sees is not adequately ad-
dressed by the ESRS, it must provide supplementary entity-specific disclo-
sures on this sustainability matter. (European Commission, 2023a)

All topical standards and their disclosure requirements are subject to a ma-
teriality assessment, meaning companies should only report information that
is relevant to their business model and may omit what is not considered ma-
terial (European Commission, 2023b). The disclosure requirements are fur-
ther broken down into individual data points, which specify the exact infor-
mation that organisations must report. The ESRS contains around 1 000
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datapoints of which around 100 are mandatory for all companies regardless
of materiality, and ultimately complying with the CSRD means fulfilling the
disclosure requirements at the data point level (Operato et al., 2025). A vis-
ualisation of the structure and content of ESRS is shown in Figure 1.

Sector-agnostic standards

Cross-cutting .
standards Topical standards
Environmental Social Governance
ESRS_l information information information
General requirements
El S1 G1
ESRS 2 Climate change Own workforce Business conduct
General disclosures
E2 S2
Pollution Workers in value chain
Water aljs marine 2
Affected communities
resources
E4 S4
Biodiversity and Consumers and end-
ecosystems users
E5

Resource use and
circular economy

Figure 1 Content of the ESRS (adapted from: European Commission (2023a), Annex I
of (EU) 2023/2772)

The concept of materiality is a central part of reporting under the CSRD. It
originates from financial reporting and it has been a cornerstone also in the
NFRD (Baumiiller & Grbenic, 2021). However, a significant shift has oc-
curred as the CSRD is now demanding that companies report their sustaina-
bility information using a double materiality approach (European Parliament
and Council of the EU, 2022). This requires companies to consider both fi-
nancial materiality, which refers to how sustainability issues affect their fi-
nancial performance, and impact materiality, which relates to the actual or
potential effects their activities have on the environment and society (Euro-
pean Commission, 2023b). Thus, applying the double materiality principle
requires companies to consider the perspectives of both shareholders and
other stakeholders (Dunfjill, 2025). Additionally, the CSRD specifies that
companies should assess impact materiality and financial materiality sepa-
rately and disclose information that is significant under either one or both
perspectives (European Parliament and Council of the EU, 2022).

Double materiality is the most comprehensive type of materiality assessment
and a fundamental part of CSRD compliance (KPMG, 2024). Moreover, the
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principle aligns with earlier demands from the EU Commission and other
stakeholders, in particular NGOs, who have advocated for more accountable
disclosures among European companies (Baumiiller & Grbenic, 2021). The
materiality principle has been less clearly defined in the NFRD, which hasled
many companies to struggle with its interpretation and implementation. As
a result, there has been a lack of sufficient public information on how sus-
tainability issues impact companies, and what impact companies themselves
have on environment and society (European Commission, 2020). While the
CSRD offers a more structured and detailed framework, it has been argued
that it does not remove the uncertainty regarding how double materiality
should be applied in practice (Baumiiller & Grbenic, 2021; Dunfjill, 2025).

Overall, the introduction of the CSRD has brought opportunities such as the
increasing importance and value of corporate sustainability reporting and its
positive impact on stakeholder communication (Birkmann et al., 2024).
However, the rapid evolution of sustainability reporting in the EU with di-
verse objectives and regulatory requirements is making it difficult for both
organisational decision-makers and researchers to stay up to date with
changes in legislation and reporting standards (Hummel & Jobst, 2024).
Consequently, research by Birkmann et al. (2024) points out that the CSRD
is largely perceived as a burdening regulation.

Latest developments to the CSRD

In response to concerns that the administrative burden of sustainability re-
porting under the CSRD could be placing European companies and the EU
economy at a competitive disadvantage, the European Commission released
an Omnibus Simplification Package in February 2025 (Malone et al., 2025).
This simplification was introduced with the aim “to reduce administrative
burdens by 25% for all businesses and 35% for SMEs” (European Commis-
sion, 2025, p. n/a).

One of the main changes introduced by the Omnibus Package to sustainabil-
ity reporting is the revised threshold for companies subject to the CSRD. Only
companies that have over 1 000 employees and either a turnover above €50
million or a balance sheet total above €25 million would remain subject to
mandatory reporting. This adjustment would remove around 80% of compa-
nies from the scope of the CSRD. (European Commission, 2025) The CSRD
has initially been expected to significantly expand sustainability reporting
among large unlisted companies and small and medium-sized listed compa-
nies (Hummel & Jobst, 2024). However, the proposed scope reduction could
significantly limit this expected expansion. Instead of the initially estimated
50 000 companies, the revised criteria would reduce the number of reporting
entities to around 10 000. In addition, the simplification would remove the
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requirement for the Commission to adopt the planned sector-specific report-
ing standards (European Commission, 2025).

The simplification measures also include a separate “stop the clock” proposal
which postpones the application of the CSRD by two years for companies cur-
rently in the scope of CSRD that were expected to start reporting in 2026 or
2027 (European Commission, 2025). Furthermore, The European Commis-
sion has requested EFRAG to simplify the ESRS and as a result, EFRAG pub-
lished a proposal of a simplified set of the ESRS in July 2025 (EFRAG, 2025).
This simplification would reduce the full set of disclosures (all mandatory
and voluntary datapoints) by 68% compared to the current set of ESRS and
is intended to cut complexity and enhance practical implementation (EF-
RAG, 2025).

Table 1 The original CSRD scope and proposed changes (adapted from: Malone et al.,

2025)

Entity Original CSRD Original Proposed CSRD Proposed
type scope timing scope timing
of first of first
reports reports
Wave 1 PIEs and large listed  Report in Large companies with Reports for
PIEs and companies with more 2025 for more than 1000 em-  FY 2024 are
large listed than 500 employees  FY 2024 ployees already due
. to be pub-
companies
bant lished in
2025
Wave 2 EU large companies  Report in EU large companies = Delayed
Large EU exceeding at least 2 2026 for with at least 1000
companies of the following FY 2025 employees and at Report in
thresholds: least 1 of the follow- 2028 for
(a) balance sheet ing thresholds: FY 2027
total: €25mn (a) balance sheet to-
(b) net turnover: tal: €25mn
€50mn (b) net turnover:
(c) employees: 250 €50mn
Wave 3 SME:s that are Report in Removed from scope N/A
SME PIEs PIEs or listed 2027 for
and listed FY 2026
SMEs
Wave 4 Subsidiaries whose Report in The EU net turnover  Unchanged
Non-EU ultimate parent 2029 for threshold for the non-
companies is a third country FY 2028 EU undertaking is in-

undertaking where:
(a) the EU subsidiary
is a large company or
an SME PIE, or the
EU branch generates

creased to €450mn;
the threshold for the
in-scope subsidiary
undertaking is in-
creased to align to the
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more than €40mn net large undertaking

turnover; and (b) the thresholds; and the
third-country under- net turnover thresh-
taking, at a group old for an EU branch
level generates more is increased to

than €150mn net €50mn

turnover in the EU

2.2.3 Other sustainability reporting standards and frameworks

At the international level, several standard setters are involved in developing
frameworks for sustainability reporting. In addition to the ESRS, the Global
Reporting Initiative (GRI) standards and the IFRS sustainability disclosure
standards are considered the main reporting frameworks (Hummel & Jobst,
2024). The GRI reporting framework is widely applied by multinational com-
panies operating in a variety of industries and it is known for leading the in-
ternational standardisation of sustainability reporting (Gray, 2010). Before
the ESRS, the GRI has been the most used set of guidelines with 77% of the
250 largest companies in the world by turnover reporting according to GRI
standards in 2024 (KPMG, 2024).

The GRI framework is flexible and voluntary and as a result it has been ar-
gued that it offers significant discretion to management, which can lead to
symbolic use of the standards (Roszkowska-Menkes et al., 2024). Thus, vol-
untary reporting in line with the GRI might be used to enhance an organisa-
tion’s public image rather than to promote genuine impact or accountability.
However, studies have found that adhering to GRI can enhance precision and
comparability of the report when companies report substantive performance
outcomes, rather than merely describing sustainability programs and poli-
cies (Michelon et al., 2015). Thus, the framework can support meaningful and
transparent sustainability reporting when applied with genuine intent and
used for performance-related disclosures.

To create a global baseline of investor-focused sustainability reporting, the
International Sustainability Standards Board (ISSB) under the IRFS founda-
tion has published its own sustainability disclosure standards (KPMG, 2023).
This initiative builds on the IFRS Foundation’s history of driving the global-
isation of financial reporting standards and reflects its ambition to apply sim-
ilar credibility and technical expertise to non-financial reporting (Abela,
2022). The ISSB has released its first standards, IFRS S1 and IFRS S2, that
are designed to provide relevant and comparable information to global capi-
tal markets (KPMG, 2023). These standards are designed to integrate with
financial statements and can be applied globally across jurisdictions. How-
ever, unlike its previous adoption of IFRS for financial reporting, the EU does
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not plan to adopt the ISSB standards directly under the CSRD framework
(European Commission, 2022).

Complementing the ISSB standards, the Sustainability Accounting Stand-
ards Board (SASB) develops industry-specific standards under the IFRS
Foundation that help companies to disclose financially material sustainabil-
ity information to investors (KPMG, 2024). Currently, SASB Standards pro-
vide detailed guidance for 77 industries, focusing on sustainability-related
risks and opportunities that are likely to impact financial performance. Un-
der the ISSB framework, companies are expected to consider and refer to the
SASB Standards when applying ISSB standards. (IFRS Foundation, 2025)

A key difference between ISSB, SASB and GRI are their definitions of mate-
riality, which reflect the two dimensions of the CSRD's double materiality
principle (Hummel & Jobst, 2024). GRI focuses more on impact materiality
and guides organisations to disclose topics related to their significant eco-
nomic, environmental, and social impacts, whereas ISSB and SASB empha-
sise financial materiality, prioritising sustainability issues that are likely to
affect a company’s financial performance and enterprise value (Global Re-
porting Initiative & Sustainability Accounting Standards Board, 2021). Thus,
these frameworks differ in their underlying approach, the intended users of
the information, and the purpose for which the information is used.

In order to minimise reporting burden and streamline companies' disclosure
obligations, the EU Commission and EFRAG have worked to ensure a high
level of alignment between the ESRS and the GRI and ISSB (European Com-
mission, 2023b). This harmonisation intends to ensure that companies that
operate in different jurisdictions can meet multiple reporting requirements
without unnecessary duplication, while complying with the EU's more ambi-
tious reporting objectives (European Commission, 2022).

2.3 Characteristics and expectations of sustainability re-
porting

Sustainability reporting is characterised by the complex and sometimes con-
tradictory demands from different stakeholders (Herold, 2018). The infor-
mation that is presented in sustainability reports is highly context-specific,
usually non-financial in nature, and inherently often difficult to quantify.
Furthermore, unlike financial data, which can be presented in a standardised
and structured format (Suta et al., 2025), sustainability disclosures are often
unstructured and consist of individual metrics, a large amount of narrative
description, tables and graphs. This unstructured nature complicates the ex-
traction, analysis, and comparison of ESG data across companies (Zou et al.,
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2025). Comparability is commonly acknowledged as one of the essential
qualitative characteristics of useful sustainability information. However, it is
still largely lacking in reporting practices (Cardoni et al., 2019).

This last section of the literature review examines characteristics of sustain-
ability reporting with an emphasis on comparability. It traces the origin of
this principle and how it is addressed within sustainability reporting frame-
works. In addition, it explores the user groups of sustainability reporting un-
der the CSRD and highlights the heterogeneity among information users.
Furthermore, it also considers how comparability relates to stakeholder ex-
pectations.

2.3.1 Comparability of sustainability disclosures

The concept of comparability originates from financial reporting literature,
where it is seen as a factor that enables users, mainly financial stakeholders,
to obtain consistent and comparable information that is essential for in-
formed decision making (Dhaliwal et al., 2012). The Financial Accounting
Standards Board (FASB) defines information comparability as “the qualita-
tive characteristic that enables users to identify and understand similarities
in, and differences among, items” (FASB, 2010, p. 19). Thus, comparability
is seen as an information quality that advances the usefulness of financial
information for decision-making. In sustainability reporting, comparability
is considered a quality attribute of data in the same way as in financial re-
porting and all sustainability standards present comparability as a reporting
principle (Unerman et al., 2018).

Consistency is a term that closely relates to comparability. According to FASB
(2010), consistency refers to applying the same methods over time or across
entities and it serves as a means to achieve the broader goal of comparability.
Therefore, consistency is often used in the same context as comparability, as
it helps to ensure that differences in data reflect real differences in perfor-
mance rather than inconsistencies in reporting practices (Suta et al., 2025).

In sustainability reporting, the development of reporting standards has
played an important role in the conceptualisation of comparability. However,
comparing sustainability disclosures is proven to be challenging not only be-
tween companies using different frameworks, but also among those applying
the same one (Boiral & Henri, 2017; Cardoni et al., 2019; Zsoka & Vajkai,
2018). Because sustainability reporting lacks a consistent framework, users
of ESG information, including investors, often rely on rating agencies. How-
ever, these agencies use their own proprietary methods, which poses its own
challenges. (Romero et al., 2018)
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Comparability under the GRI framework has been researched earlier. In the
GRI, comparability is defined as a core principle that is seen essential for
identifying best-in-class organisations (Boiral & Henri, 2017). However, it
has been found that the principle is poorly reflected in actual sustainability
reports, which makes it difficult to compare disclosures (Boiral & Henri,
2017; Cardoni et al., 2019). Cardoni et al. (2019) highlight the absence of
mandatory regulatory constraints as a key reason for these challenges, and
Boiral & Henri (2017) point to subjective interpretations of guidelines, incon-
sistent measurement methods and vague or missing data as factors leading
to incomparability.

In line with these findings, Barker (2025) points out that since comparability
benefits all users and is not specific to any company, it is considered a posi-
tive externality and is unlikely to be sufficiently provided without clear re-
porting standards. Thus, despite its importance, comparability in sustaina-
bility reporting remains a challenge in practice. As a result, improving com-
parability through mandatory and clear standards is one of the main goals of
the ESRS (Baumiiller & Grbenic, 2021).

Boiral and Henri (2017) outline three theoretical perspectives on the compa-
rability of sustainability information. The first and most widely adopted is
the functionalist perspective, which sees comparability as a desirable objec-
tive that can be achieved through standardisation. In contrast, the critical
perspective argues that even with strict indicators, comparability can be mis-
leading as companies may engage in greenwashing or be driven by financial
motives rather than sustainability goals. Lastly, the postmodernist perspec-
tive views that it is the inherent complex, context-specific, and often subjec-
tive nature of sustainability information which makes it unfeasible to be cap-
tured in a standardised framework. (Boiral & Henri, 2017) Thus, they argue
that difficulties in achieving comparability between companies arise not only
from technical factors but also from political and strategic considerations.
Research by Korca et al. (2023) supports this and shows that companies can
manage the disclosure of information strategically, especially when reporting
standards such as GRI are flexible in selecting and calculating indicators.

Sustainability reporting frameworks recognise the importance of including
both qualitative and quantitative data, with quantitative data often consid-
ered ideal for better supporting comparability and neutrality (Unerman et
al., 2018). Although quantitative indicators can improve comparability, they
also present challenges due to variations in measurement scales and the spe-
cific context of each company (Boiral & Henri, 2017). Besides, sustainability
reports typically contain a lot of qualitative information, which by definition
is often difficult to compare between companies (Zsoka & Vajkai, 2018).
While comparability is often associated with benchmarking and comparing
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different companies, it is also important within a single company over time.
This intra-firm comparability is required for stakeholders to monitor pro-
gress towards sustainability goals and supports informed and responsible
management practices (Korca et al., 2023).

2.3.2 Stakeholder expectations for sustainability reporting

Sustainability reports are increasingly used by various user groups. As differ-
ent stakeholders have different information needs, heterogeneity in stake-
holder interests is a challenge in sustainability reporting (Jorgensen et al.,
2022). Under the CSRD, users of sustainability reports are divided into two
main groups. The first group consists of investors who seek to better under-
stand both the risks and opportunities that sustainability issues present for
their investments, as well as the broader social and environmental impacts
of those investments (European Parliament and Council of the EU, 2022).
Within this group, financial market professionals such as portfolio managers
and financial analysts specifically prioritise financially material indicators
that offer insights into future financial performance focusing on returns and
risk (Jorgensen et al., 2022).

The second primary user group includes civil society actors, such as non-gov-
ernmental organisations (NGOs) and social partners, who aim to hold com-
panies accountable for their social and environmental impacts (European
Parliament and Council of the EU, 2022). NGOs and concerned citizens may
seek to evaluate corporate performance on social and environmental issues
and want to distinguish companies that are genuinely contributing to sus-
tainable transformation (Jorgensen et al., 2022). In line with this, Korca et
al. (2023) point out that, in addition to serving the valuation and decision-
making needs of investors, sustainability reporting should also meet the ac-
countability expectations of non-financial stakeholders.

Other users of CSRD reports include stakeholders such as business partners,
customers, policymakers, environmental agencies, and consumers, who may
use disclosures to understand sustainability risks and impacts and make
comparisons across and within market sectors (European Parliament and
Council of the EU, 2022). This shows that the user-base for sustainability re-
porting is broad and extends beyond shareholders. However, as Abela (2022)
notes, despite efforts to broaden the purpose and audience of ESG reporting,
in practice the needs of investors continue to be prioritised over those of
other stakeholders. Investor-oriented sustainability disclosures are in high
demand, and as Barker (2025) argues, the interests of investors do not always
fully align with the broader interests of society. Consequently, addressing the
full range of stakeholder expectations is challenging.
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Barker (2025) highlights that comparability is a key qualitative characteristic
of reported information because it helps investors reduce the cost of evaluat-
ing different investment opportunities. Similarly, Eccles et al. (2012) argue
that the ability to make comparisons is an essential requirement for building
sustainability performance information into robust financial models. The
growing emphasis placed by standards setters on comparability is a direct
result of the mainstreaming of sustainability reporting and reflects the in-
creased attention to the information needs of capital providers (van Bommel
et al., 2023). Importantly, Eccles et al. (2012) note that comparability is val-
uable also for companies themselves, as it allows them to benchmark their
sustainability performance against peers and competitors. Their research
also argues that comparable publicly available data encourages companies to
compete on sustainability performance in areas that are critical for long-term
value creation.

As sustainability reporting becomes increasingly important for decision mak-
ing among various stakeholder, many users are expecting disclosures to be
machine-readable and available in digital formats. In response to this, Article
29d of the CSRD states that “undertakings [...] shall prepare their manage-
ment report in the electronic reporting format [...] and shall mark up their
sustainability reporting, in accordance with the electronic reporting format.”
(European Parliament and Council of the EU, 2022, p. n/a) Although digital
tagging has not yet been required, it will become so once the European Com-
mission adopts a delegated Regulatory Technical Standard that includes a
digital taxonomy (XBRL International, 2025).

The introduction of the digital taxonomy is expected to make ESG disclosures
under the CSRD fully machine-readable which will facilitate automated anal-
ysis and enable Al-based insights (XBRL International, 2025). In addition,
Hummel & Jobst (2024) argue that the digital tagging of sustainability infor-
mation can enable generating large datasets without relying on third-party
data providers which supports effective and consistent analysis both between
companies and within the same company over time. Thus, the wider adop-
tion of digital frameworks such as XBRL (eXtensible Business Reporting
Language) is expected to streamline the disclosure of ESG information, im-
prove its comparability, and enhance its accessibility to both internal and ex-
ternal stakeholders (Suta et al., 2025). The machine-readable formats will
not replace human-readable PDF reports which is the current format of sus-
tainability reports. Instead, in the future the use of both human-readable and
machine-readable formats in seen essential to respond to stakeholder needs
and ensure accessibility, transparency, and comparability in sustainability
reporting (XBRL International, 2025).
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3 Research methodology

This chapter presents the qualitative research method used in this study. It
describes the data collection process, provides information about the inter-
views and interviewees, and explains the data analysis approach. Addition-
ally, it discusses ethical considerations, trustworthiness, and limitations of
the research methodology.

This study is based on semi-structured interviews conducted to explore how
professionals who are familiar with the CSRD and have utilised CSRD-com-
pliant sustainability reports in their work perceive the impact of the directive
on information comparability. All participants are ESG professionals, but
their areas of expertise vary. This diversity supports gaining a broad under-
standing of comparability across different work roles and report use cases.
The interview data is analysed using thematic analysis to identify key recur-
ring themes and produce reliable research findings.

3.1 Research approach

A qualitative research approach is commonly used in business research when
prior insights into the phenomenon or topic is limited because it enables a
holistic understanding of the studied issue (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008).
In addition, as qualitative approach aims to interpret and understand the
phenomenon under study and highlights the interviewees' perceptions of the
situation (Hirsjarvi & Hurme, 2008), it is seen as a suitable approach for this
research. The impact of the CSRD on comparability of sustainability infor-
mation is a new research area. Therefore, an exploratory qualitative research
method is appropriate for this thesis and its objectives. This study aims to
explore expert perspectives, identify recurring themes, and develop a com-
prehensive understanding of how the impact of the CSRD on sustainability
reporting and comparability is perceived after the first year of implementa-
tion.

Semi-structured interviews are a common data collection method in qualita-
tive research and were considered suitable for this study for several reasons.
Firstly, interviews are a flexible qualitative research method that can be
adapted to various research objectives (Kallio et al., 2016). Semi-structured
interviews consist of pre-set open-ended questions, and the discussion can
be followed up with additional questions (Adeoye-Olatunde & Olenik, 2021).
Asking follow-up questions is an important part of semi-structured inter-
views, as it enables a more in-depth exploration of certain topics and helps
gather as much relevant data as possible (Hirsjarvi & Hurme, 2008).
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Secondly, as a result of the flexibility, the interviewer can adapt questions
based on the participant's background, expertise, and role. In addition, semi-
structed interviews allow the discussion to focus on specific topics, while at
the same time giving the freedom to follow relevant ideas that naturally
emerge during the interview (Adeoye-Olatunde & Olenik, 2021). This is es-
pecially useful when interviewing experts from different sectors, as it sup-
ports a more tailored and relevant discussion. This allows the interviews to
be personalised and the focus of the interview adjusted to the most relevant
issues for each interviewee depending on their experiences. Therefore, a
semi-structured format facilitates a focused interview but also provides flex-
ibility for more informal discussion that gives the interviewer an insight into
the interviewee's genuine perceptions and reflections on the topics. This was
seen particularly valuable when exploring the individuals’ perceptions of
comparability of sustainability reports under the CSRD.

Thirdly, semi-structured interviews are well suited for research areas where
existing knowledge is limited (Hirsjarvi & Hurme, 2008). As CSRD-compli-
ant sustainability reporting is a very recent development, the academic and
practical understandings of its implications, particularly regarding compara-
bility, are still evolving. In such situations standardised questionnaires may
not be able to capture the full complexity of the topic, whereas semi-struc-
tured interviews allow participants to express their views more freely and
raise issues that the researcher may not have anticipated. Such openness sup-
ports the emergence of new insights and enables a deeper understanding of
how the effects of the CSRD are experienced by various ESG professionals.

3.2 Data collection and research ethics

Qualitative research typically relies on non-probability sampling, with pur-
posive sampling being the most used approach. In this method, interviewees
are selected based on meeting specific criteria and they share an experience
that is relevant to the research questions. (Adeoye-Olatunde & Olenik, 2021)
Accordingly, in this study, participants were selected based on specific crite-
ria related to their professional background, work role, and level of expertise
to ensure they can provide relevant and insightful perspectives on the re-
search topic. Thus, interviews were conducted with experts who possess
strong subject-matter knowledge relevant to the research topic.

To capture a range of different stakeholders’ perspectives, participants were
selected from various professional roles, including ESG analysts, sustainable
finance specialists, corporate responsibility managers, and other ESG report-
ing professionals. All interviewees work in different organisations in Finland
and have multiple years of experience in sustainability reporting or ESG
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analysis. As part of their work, they have utilised sustainability reports and
done comparisons between reporting organisations to support decision-
making. All participants have experience in sustainability reporting under
the CSRD through activities such as reviewing reports from different compa-
nies, conducting benchmarking, or performing company analyses based on
CSRD disclosures. Additionally, most participants themselves have contrib-
uted to the preparation of a sustainability report for the 2024 financial year
in accordance with the ESRS. Furthermore, all participants have prior expe-
rience with other sustainability reporting frameworks and disclosures pre-
ceding the CSRD. This makes it possible for them to compare and evaluate
the CSRD and ESRS in relation to prior frameworks. A summary and basic
information about the interviews and interviewees is presented in Table 2.

Finding and contacting participants was done carefully since as Adeoye-
Olatunde & Olenik (2021) note, the reliability of research relies heavily on the
participants’ expertise on the subject matter. Potential interviewees were
sought by searching information on sustainability teams, sustainability re-
porting experts, and ESG analysts on the websites of various financial service
providers and large publicly listed companies. Individuals were also searched
through LinkedIn by searching for sustainable finance professionals, ESG
analysts, and corporate sustainability experts with experience with CSRD re-
porting. Several individuals were eventually contacted by email.

The interview request sent to potential interviewees included a brief intro-
duction to the research topic, themes that will be covered in the interview as
well as practical information on how the interview would be conducted.
Providing information on the topics to be covered in the interview enabled
the interviewees to assess their suitability for the study and prepare them-
selves to discuss the topics. The participants also received a Privacy Notice
for Research Study document before the interview took place. This document
contained information on the research ethics and explained the types of per-
sonal data that would be collected. Participants were informed how data will
be used, stored, and finally deleted. Personal data collected for the study were
the interview recordings and contact information of the participants. As out-
lined in the privacy notice, interview data was analysed anonymously, and all
collected data was deleted as soon as it was no longer necessary for the anal-
ysis or validation of the results of the research.

32



Table 2 Basic information on interviews and interviewees

Length

Interviewee Job description and relevant experience Date (min)

ESG specialist at a financial services group with
multiple years of experience working with sus-
A tainability reporting. Responsible of the group 25.6.2025 50
sustainability reporting. Background in sustain-
ability reporting assurance.

Corporate responsibility manager at a public

B listed company. Responsible of the group sus-
tainability reporting. 6 years of experience with
corporate sustainability.

27.6.2025 60

Sustainability expert in an audit firm. Assists
assurance teams in particular on regulatory is-
sues related to sustainability reporting. Previ-
C ous experience as a corporate responsibility ex- 1.7.2025 52
pert in public listed companies. Over 10 years of
experience with corporate sustainability and re-
porting.

Sustainable finance specialist at a financial ser-
vices group. Works with sustainability-linked fi-
D nancing solutions for corporate clients. 6 years 2.7.2025 60
of work experience with various corporate sus-
tainability topics.

Head of sustainability reporting in a public
E listed company. Over 10 years of experience in 2.7.2025 55
group accounting and reporting.

ESG analyst at a financial services group. Fo-
cuses on assessing climate and sustainability
F risks in corporate lending. 10 years of experi- 4.8.2025 57
ence working with corporate sustainability and
climate-related topics.

ESG analyst at a financial services group with 5
years of experience in ESG analysis. Specialises

G in portfolio-level ESG risk assessment for large
corporate clients, with prior experience in cli-
ent-specific ESG risk evaluations.

8.8.2025 47

ESG analyst at a financial services group with 6
years of experience of working with sustainable

H investment. Supports portfolio managers in
ESG-related matters and is also involved in sus-
tainability reporting and other regulatory com-
pliance activities.

14.8.2025 54
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When contacting potential financial market professionals many declined to
participate as they do not utilise sustainability reports as such for data col-
lection but instead rely on third-party ESG data providers to get the needed
data. As a result, finding financial market professionals, such as investors,
who have experience of utilising CSRD reports for their work was more chal-
lenging than finding corporate responsibility managers and other sustaina-
bility reporting experts. Nevertheless, as obtaining first-hand information
from professionals familiar with CSRD reports was key to the research objec-
tives, participants were carefully searched and selected based on their direct
engagement with sustainability reports. This ensured that the views gathered
reflected practical experiences of the changes brought about by the CSRD and
their impact on the comparability of data.

A total of eight semi-structured interviews were conducted. The interviews
were guided by an interview guide (see Appendix 1), which consisted of three
main themes, each with a set of open-ended questions. The themes were 1)
Changes in sustainability reporting, 2) Practical use of CSRD reports, and 3)
Future prospects for achieving comparability. The interview guide offered
structure for the discussions during the interviews but was not followed
strictly, as suggested by Kallio et al. (2016). For example, wording and order
of the question varied between interviews and some topics were discussed
more than others depending on the interviewee’s areas of expertise. For ex-
ample, in interviews with ESG analysts, the theme “Practical use of CSRD
reports” was emphasised and other topics were discussed to the extent they
were relevant to the interviewee's area of expertise.

The interviews were conducted in summer 2025 remotely via Microsoft
Teams meetings. The interviews were recorded using the Microsoft Teams
meeting recording feature and transcribed using the corresponding tran-
scription feature. Permission for the recording was confirmed verbally from
the interviewees at the time of the interview. After the interviews, the tran-
scripts produced by Microsoft Teams were anonymised and manually
checked and cleaned up for readability.

3.3 Data analysis

The data from the interviews was analysed using thematic analysis, which is
a common method used for identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns in
qualitative data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Thematic analysis was chosen for
the analysis method for its flexibility and suitability for exploring subjective
experiences without being bound to a particular theoretical framework. The
data analysis follows Braun & Clarke’s (2006) six-step approach. Accord-
ingly, the analysis involves familiarising with the data, generating initial
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codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes,
and producing a final report. This method allows for a comprehensive and
detailed interpretation of the participants' perspectives. The purpose of the
analysis is to find themes from the interview data that show common pat-
terns and reflect key ideas in relation to the research questions.

In accordance with Braun & Clarke’s (2006) approach, the process started
with familiarising with the interview data. It was iteratively analysed by read-
ing and re-reading the transcripts. The next step was creating the initial
codes. All transcripts were coded with ATLAS.ti software and creating the
initial codes was done systematically by coding all relevant parts from the
eight interview transcripts. The aim of this phase was to assign codes that
captured meaningful characteristics of the data, reflected the core content of
each excerpt, and were relevant to the research questions. Coding was an it-
erative process and during the process some codes were redefined to better
reflect the meaning of the data. Table 3 shows examples of how excerpts from

interview transcripts were coded.

Table 3 Examples of coded sections from the interview data

Transcript

Related codes

That does, of course, affect the comparability of re-
ports if somewhat different calculation principles
have been applied or if there are uncertainties in the
measured data.

Consistency of methodologies,
Estimations in quantitative data

...it certainly makes comparing easier if everything is
presented in a logical order and it is the same order
for everyone.

Logical and consistent reporting
order, Standardisation of for-
mat

The sustainability side is becoming really important
alongside [financial reporting] but it's not yet clear
what it affects. We are still trying to figure it out.

Uncertainty about users’ needs,
Questionable practical useful-
ness

Some qualitative disclosure requirements, as they
still involve many interpretative elements and areas
where clear guidance has not been available, force
companies to make their own interpretations.

Ambiguity in standards, Frag-
mented reports

...those who do the materiality assessments do them
in slightly different ways and different things have an
impact, so at the moment I'd say that it hasn’t [pro-
moted comparability].

Inconsistency across compa-
nies, Lack of guidance and com-
mon practices, Subjectivity in
DMA

There’s certainly a lot of work to be done in this area,
examining which of the narratives are actually neces-
sary to be included in the report.

Burdensome to read and utilise
reports, Large share of narrative
data

35



The next step in the analysis process was to systematically and critically re-
view the codes and find similar and overlapping codes. Codes where then
combined and grouped into broader categories. This was a useful step to help
identifying the final themes that reflect the perceptions of CSRD’s effective-
ness in improving comparability of sustainability reports. The identified cat-
egories created sub-themes that address specific topics and perspectives
from the interview data. In this phase, relevant information for each code was
compiled and key elements related to the research could be identified. Next,
the sub-themes were examined in order to identify connections, overlaps,
and patterns in the participants' responses.

In the final phase of the analysis, preliminary themes were generated. The
themes were created by carefully reviewing the sub-themes and looking for
broad patterns in the interview data. The preliminary themes were critically
reviewed to ensure that the codes and sub-themes within each theme were
clearly connected with each other, while each theme also remained distinct
from the other themes, in line with Braun & Clarke’s (2006) approach. The
final themes were then carefully defined and named so that each of them cap-
tures a central idea of the findings. Finally, four themes: Double materiality
and industry context, Data quality and reliability, Usability of sustainability
disclosures, and Transitional reporting environment and user needs were de-
veloped. Figure 2 provides an overview of the data analysis process and illus-
trates how the themes were created.

3.4 Trustworthiness and limitations

Some scholars argue that thematic analysis is not a distinct research method,
but rather a process or tool that is used to assist in analysing data and iden-
tifying patterns within different qualitative approaches (Terry et al., 2017).
However, many perceive that thematic analysis is a rigorous and systematic
method of processing data that can be used to produce a robust analysis and
should therefore be considered as a method in its own (Braun & Clarke,
2006; Nowell et al., 2017). In this study thematic analysis is used as the pri-
mary method and effort has been put into describing the process in sufficient
detail to increase the credibility and transparency of data analysis. This is
also done to increase the trustworthiness of the research (Nowell et al., 2017).

In qualitative research, knowledge is built together through interaction be-
tween the researcher and the participants, which means that data is not only
collected but also interpreted within the researcher's own frame of reference
(Hirsjarvi & Hurme, 2008). Accordingly, this study acknowledges that the
researcher plays an active role throughout the research process and has an
influence in both the collection and interpretation of data. Therefore, careful
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attention has been paid to the design of the interview process to support the
quality and credibility of the data. Also, as presented in section 3.3, the data
was interpreted in short stages, and this process has been described so that
the results do not contain large, inconsistent jumps from the data to the re-
sults and interpretations. In addition, to justify and support the interpreta-
tions as comprehensively as possible, the analysis and presentation of results
in section 4 include quotes from the interviews.

Kallio et al. (2016) emphasise that a well-designed interview guide is essen-
tial for enhancing the objectivity and reliability of semi-structured interviews
and increasing the credibility of the results. Accordingly, to support the col-
lection of high-quality data, an interview guide was developed and refined
after the first few interviews to better align the research objectives. In addi-
tion, prior to each interview, possible additional questions were considered
for each interviewee to explore certain themes in more depth, as suggested
by Hirsjarvi & Hurme (2008).

Furthermore, transcription was carried out in the same way for each inter-
view and the recording was listened to several times, ensuring that the tran-
scription corresponds to the interviewee’s intended meanings. Since Finnish
is the interview participants' native language, all interviews were conducted
and analysed in Finnish to ensure clarity and minimise the risk of misunder-
standings with terms. Selected quotes used in the thesis have been translated
into English with attention to preserving their original tone and meaning.

It should be noted that due to the resource limitations of this study, the num-
ber of interviews (8) is limited, and the research is not sufficient to make gen-
eralisations. However, generalisability is not the aim of this study as the ob-
jective is to explore the current state of comparability in sustainability disclo-
sures, generate ideas, and contribute to the ongoing discussion on the topic.
While similarities in responses began to emerge within this study’s sample,
it remains possible that conducting a larger number of interviews could re-
veal additional issues in future research.

Furthermore, it should be emphasised that this study is bound by both time
and context. The interviews were conducted in summer 2025, when only the
“first wave” of CSRD reports were published and the regulatory environment
around CSRD was uncertain due to the introduction of the Omnibus simpli-
fication proposals. Participants knew that changes to reporting requirements
and scope were coming, but the exact nature and timeline of those changes
was not clear. This uncertainty was reflected in their responses. However,
this is seen valuable to the purposes of this study because it highlights how
the impact of the CSRD is perceived, given its evolving nature in the early
stages of implementation.
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Codes

Sub-themes

Themes

Inconsistency across companies

Lack of guidance and common practices
Omission of expected material topics
Subjectivity in DMA

Lack of sector-specific guidance

Differences in competitors’ reports

Lack of predictability

Need for clearer guidelines and common practises

Subjectivity in identifying
material topics

Lack of industry-specific
standards

Differing calculation methods
Consistency of methodologies
Ambiguity in standards
Fragmented reports

Estimations in quantitative data

Missing data collection and reporting processes
Poor quality data

Context-specific nature of disclosed information

Assurance promoting comparability
Reliability of disclosed information
Change in the nature of reporting

Consistency of disclosures
and calculation methods

Estimates and
uncertainties in data

The role of assurance

Standardisation of format

Headings aligned with the ESRS

Use of terms from the ESRS

Logical and consistent reporting order

Burdensome to read and utilise reports
Large share of narrative data
Overwhelming reporting requirements
Difficulty in locating information

Comprehensive and detailed disclosures
Knowledge of different standards

Tension between EU and global standards
Inability to utilise disclosures on a large scale

Importance of digital tagging of information
Limitations without machine-readability
Preconditions for implementing digital tagging
Suitability of ESG data for machine readability

Standardisation of
structure and terms

Length, complexity
and usability

CSRD and other
reporting frameworks

Digital tagging and
machine-readability

Rapid phase of regulatory changes

Uncertainty about future reporting requirements
Need for clearer EU-level guidance

Limited scope of companies under the CSRD

Uncertainty about users’ needs
Multi-stakeholder nature of CSRD
Volume over relevance
Questionable practical usefulness

;
!
E
;

Uncertainty in the evolving
regulatory environment

Gap between compliance
and practical value

Figure 2 An overview of the data analysis
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4 Findings

This section presents the research results structured around the four themes
and corresponding sub-themes that were identified through the analysis of
the interview data. The first section “Double materiality and industry con-
text” presents findings that relate to the double materiality principle and the
corresponding double materiality assessment that companies must conduct
prior to reporting to identify material ESG issues. This assessment influences
the topics and information to be included in the reports and as such impacts
how comparability is achieved. Moreover, the first section highlights the im-
portance of industry context, where comparability is deemed particularly
critical.

The second section presents the results in relation to the theme “Data quality
and reliability” which includes factors such as methodological choices, esti-
mation practices, and assurance processes. All of these affect the overall com-
parability by influencing the quality and reliability of data. The third section
presents results for the theme “Usability of sustainability disclosures”. Inter-
viewees repeatedly mentioned usability in connection with enabling compa-
rability in practice. Accordingly, the section covers factors that are perceived
to either promote or hinder usability and presents results regarding the im-
pact of format, structure, and accessibility on comparability of data. The last
section “Transitional reporting environment and user needs” presents find-
ings that relate to the evolving regulatory landscape. It highlights a perceived
tension between regulatory compliance and practical value of CSRD reports
which affects the achievement of comparability.

4.1 Double materiality and industry context

Double materiality is in the core of the CSRD. It is the principle that compa-
nies must follow to produce a sustainability report that focuses on the aspects
that have been identified material for a particular company. All interviewees
considered it an important part of CSRD reporting and viewed it to be well-
intentioned to help bring relevant information to the report. It demands or-
ganisations to put effort into identifying the material sustainability issues
and assess both the impact and financial materiality perspectives.

Overall, the interviewees noted that for the most parts the identified material
topics were in line with their own assessments and information needs. How-
ever, all interviewees also highlighted that currently there are challenges to
comparability that result from the implementation of the double materiality
principle. The main challenge is that there seems to be too much subjectivity
in the determination of the material issues, both on the level of the topical
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standards as well as regarding individual disclosure requirements where re-
porting is subject to materiality.

The creation and implementation of sector-specific standards was initially
intended to be included in sustainability reporting under the CSRD. They
were expected to provide detailed guidance on the sustainability topics that
are most significant to particular industries and were expected to be intro-
duced in the coming years. However, following the revision and simplifica-
tion of the CSRD, the adoption of such sector-specific standards is not ex-
pected. As a result, CSRD reports are largely based on each company’s own
double materiality assessment (DMA), which is used to identify the most ma-
terial sustainability issues relevant to their operations. As there are no com-
mon sector-specific requirements or guidelines, there is currently no stand-
ardised framework for determining what constitutes material issues within a
given sector. This lack of uniformity is seen as a limitation by the interviewees
and it reduces the comparability of sustainability disclosures across compa-
nies.

4.1.1 Subjectivity of identified material topics

The interviewees highlighted that the CSRD’s focus on limiting reported in-
formation only to material topics is, in principle, a valuable approach. While
the principle was perceived as positive, the results highlight that the imple-
mentation of double materiality in line with the CSRD comes with challenges.
All interviewees found that the double materiality assessment is not always
producing the same results in terms of the material topics to be included in
the reports that other stakeholders and users of the reports might have ex-
pected. In addition, it was highlighted that there are differences in how com-
panies conduct their double materiality assessments to identify the material
topics. This results in comparability challenges in the reported information.

“If a company wants to report certain standards, it can kind of push
that DMA through in a way that it’ll get [to report] just the standards it
wants. So, I'd say that process is still pretty much based on opinions. I
feel like it’s still a bit of a shot in the dark.” (Interviewee A)

Some interviewees also expressed concerns about the authenticity of compa-
nies' efforts in identifying the material topics to be included in the report. In
this regard, there is great variation in how well organisations justify the in-
clusion of material topics and the exclusion of non-material ones in their re-
ports. During the first year of implementation of the CSRD's double materi-
ality assessment, there was uncertainty about how the DMA should be car-
ried out. It was noted that the lack of clear guidance on how the DMA should
be conducted resulted in challenges and inconsistencies in companies
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assessments. Consequently, many interviewees noted that there is still no
consensus on what constitutes a "proper" DMA, nor on how much detail
should be provided on the CSRD report to explain why certain topical stand-
ards were considered not material. As a result, participants found that the
reported data appeared fragmented and that there were situations where
similar companies reported different information due to different DMA re-
sults.

“...who ultimately defines what a proper DMA is, if it’s permissible to
overlook matters that are obvious for a given sector. In that sense, the
standard itself may have left too much of a loophole.” (Interviewee B)

“..1t’s a bit strange that companies that essentially do the same things
and operate in the same industry report completely different things. It
probably isn’t the purpose either.” (Interviewee H)

The subjectivity involved in determining material topics combined with the
lack of guidance to how material topics should be identified was seen as a key
reason to inconsistency and lack of comparability. Several participants
pointed out an instance where topics that were widely expected to be material
for all companies where not included in a report. These topics were climate
change (E1), which includes emission data, and governance (G1).

“... there were also some surprises, such as climate change not being
considered material for some, or G1 not being material. [...] if a peer
group is taken for comparison and one company does not report emis-
sions at all, it does reduce comparability.” (Interviewee D)

Moreover, some of the interviewees who had done benchmarking on CSRD
reports noted surprising differences in the specific topics and number of top-
ics that were considered material and included in the report. It was also ob-
served that, in some cases, information included in previous sustainability
reports was excluded from CSRD reports because it was no longer deemed
material based on the outcome of the double materiality assessment. This
was perceived to affect the comparability of information over time within the
same company and reduce the predictability of reporting practices.

“The aim is, of course, to report on those matters that are material,
which in some cases may mean that a company no longer reports on
issues that [...] another stakeholder might nevertheless consider neces-
sary.” (Interviewee C)

In addition to scoping topics out on the high level of topical standards, the
scoping of material topics happens also within a topical standard. For
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example, even if a company has identified a topic such as own workforce (S1)
material, they can scope out individual disclosure requirements inside the
standard. This means that there is variance in which information under a
topical standard is included in the report. This selective scoping was seen to
create inconsistencies and undermine comparability.

“...companies have simply left out issues such as gender pay gap or the
share of women in management, stating that this part of S1 was not
material. That’s quite frustrating, because almost all companies say
that S1 is material, yet only around 70% of them actually report these
figures.” (Interviewee D)

Furthermore, some interviewees also pointed out the variation in how risk
management processes were integrated into the DMA. They found that there
is a lack of guidance and commonly accepted thresholds that would support
more objectively determining whether a topic should be included in the re-
port or not. In this regard, it was found that the freedom to define material
topics and the variation in identification of impacts, risks, and opportunities
have not contributed to improving comparability at the early stages of CSRD
reporting.

“Then there’s the fact that companies carry out risk management pro-
cess in slightly different ways, including how they score the level of a
given risk. As long as each company is free to approach this in its own
way, it’s difficult to achieve comparability.” (Interviewee E)

Overall, interviewees found that companies had applied the DMA in varying
ways. This has resulted in differences in the scope and content of the reports
even among companies within the same industry, where comparability is
seen particularly important. Interviewees noted that harmonisation of DMA
practises will take time but also emphasised the need for clearer guidance on
how the DMA should be conducted in order to achieve more comparable out-
comes. The interviewees also believed that changes in DMA outcomes are ex-
pected in the next reporting cycle. Even though materiality assessments, in
general, were already familiar to many companies prior to the CSRD, many
were uncertain about how to properly carry out the assessment required by
the CSRD during its initial implementation.

4.1.2 Lack of industry specific standards
Another significant theme that emerged from the interviews was the lack of
sector-specific standards, which participants considered to be a limitation in

terms of comparability. There was consensus across the interviews that sec-
tor-specific standards would be important in order to take into account
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differences between sectors. They were also seen as a way to balance report-
ing requirements based on ESG risk levels in different industries and focus
more comprehensive reporting only to higher-risk sectors such as oil, gas,
energy, heavy industry, and transportation sectors. In addition, including
sector-specific requirements or guidelines was seen as a way to improve com-
parability by clarifying the issues to be determined material and included in
the reports for companies in the same industry.

“There were some [disclosure requirements] where one really wonders
how it could have been made a reporting requirement for all companies,
when it so clearly applied only to industrial firms or companies that ac-
tually produce something.” (Interviewee H)

As there are currently no plans to introduce the sector-specific standards af-
ter the EU’s simplification efforts, half of the interviewees (C, D, F, and G)
did not consider implementing sector specificity to be critical and felt that it
was a good thing in terms of managing the reporting burden. However, they
also noted that on the other hand, it could increase comparability if sector-
specificity was included in CSRD reporting. The other half considered sector-
specific standards to be necessary to account for differences between sectors
in the reporting requirements and ensure that not all companies are required
to report the same mandatory information regardless of their business
model.

Nevertheless, none of the interviewees supported the idea of adding sector-
specific indicators in addition to the current sector-agnostic ESRS require-
ments. Instead, it was seen that sector-specific standards should serve as a
contextual framework to guide the selection and interpretation of data with
the aim to harmonise reporting within sectors and improve comparability.

“...now it seems that [sector-specific standards] are not even being pre-
pared not just postponed, but completely on hold. That’s a pity, and in
my view, it also has a significant impact on comparability.” (Inter-
viewee B)

A few interviewees also noted that, although the ESRS already requires in-
cluding entity-specific topics for disclosing material information when it is
not covered by the topical standards, this take has not been widely applied in
practice in the first year of reporting. Instead, companies appeared to limit
their scope, assuming that sector-specific guidance would eventually fill pos-
sible information gaps. The interviewees pointed out that some companies
have therefore used the lack of sector-specific standards to justify the rela-
tively narrow scope of their reporting in the first year. As a result, there are
inconsistencies in the reported information in the first CSRD reports and
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stakeholders are currently unsure about what information could reasonably
be expected to be included in a report from companies in a particular sector.

“...It seems to me that many have sought to limit the scope of reporting,
with the idea that the sector-specific standards are still forthcoming.”
(Interviewee C)

Most participants stressed that sector-specific standards would make report-
ing more predictable and consistent within industries. Such standards would
provide a shared framework that would reduce the current subjectivity in de-
termining material topics and support assessing companies in the same sec-
tor against comparable metrics. Sector-specific standard or other formal
guideline would also help both reporters and stakeholders to identify issues
that should always be considered material within a given sector. This was be-
lieved to reduce the risk of important topics being omitted and also improve
stakeholders’ ability to utilise relevant information consistently.

“...1t could also be easier for stakeholders if there were such a [sector-
specific] standard, so they would know which issues are material for a
given industry and could more easily see what to look for.” (Interviewee
F)

“Then, perhaps, certain metrics would have to be reported, because
we’ve been surprised that for some companies certain topics haven’t
been material” (Interviewee E)

4.2 Data quality and reliability

Another recurring theme raised in the interviews concerned the quality and
completeness of ESG data disclosed in the reports. Although the CSRD aims
to enhance quality and comparability through stricter reporting require-
ments and mandatory external assurance, interviewees noted that many re-
ports still have shortcomings when it comes to providing comprehensive,
transparent and reliable data. All interviewees emphasised that data quality
has a direct impact on comparability. If the underlying data is incomplete,
inconsistent, or unreliable, it is not possible to achieve real comparability be-
tween companies or within a company over time.

Many challenges rise from the nature of ESG data which, unlike financial
data, often include non-monetary, qualitative, and context-specific infor-
mation that is inherently difficult to measure in a consistent way. Also, many
ESG metrics still lack commonly accepted or standardised measurement
methods or heavily rely on estimates. As a result, there are different
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interpretations and calculation methods, and same topics can be reported in
different ways which is linked to weak comparability.

4.2.1 Consistency of disclosures and calculation methodologies

According to the interviewees, a key barrier to achieving comparability is the
lack of consistency in what companies disclose. They noted that this makes it
difficult to trust that the same information will be available across different
companies' reports. This inconsistency appeared in several ways. The inter-
viewees pointed out that while many disclosure requirements were fully met,
others were missing or only partly addressed by a particular company. Addi-
tionally, the level of detail provided varied greatly between companies. These
were seen to undermine comparability between reports.

“The reports felt somewhat unfinished or like a patchwork. Some infor-
mation was there, some was missing, and for now that was pretty dis-
appointing.” (Interviewee D)

Participants also raised concerns about the lack of clarity regarding why cer-
tain information was missing or limited. In some cases, it was unclear
whether omissions were due to the fact that a company preferred not to dis-
close certain facts or simply due to a lack of resources. This ambiguity was
felt to create a trust gap between companies and report users and make it
more difficult to interpret and rely on the reported data.

“...then if [information on a specific topic] is very limited, we can't really
know whether it's limited because they don't want to reveal what chal-
lenges they still face, or because they don’t currently have the resources
to report on the matter.” (Interviewee F)

Interviewees particularly highlighted shortcomings in the disclosure of cli-
mate-related information. As an example, it was pointed out that companies
had not yet published climate transition plans or had only published partial
versions that did not fully meet ESRS requirements. Users of the reports felt
that this reduced the usefulness of the data and raised concerns that some
companies were strategically limiting the disclosure of certain information.

“.. at least in Finnish companies, the climate transition plans have been
announced [...] at a very general level. That gives the impression that
they don't really have any transition plan at all.” (Interviewee C)

“They say [a climate transition plan] may come next year, or that it’s
partly included now but still incomplete and not fully in line with the
standard. Things like that somewhat reduce how well the reports meet
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our needs. It feels like companies have tried to wriggle out of it.” (Inter-
viewee D)

Although the ESRS sets comprehensive disclosure requirements, the inter-
viewees highlight that many “first wave” reporting companies have had in-
sufficient time, resources, or internal systems to fully comply with the report-
ing requirements during the first CSRD reporting period. Therefore, one rea-
son for the incompleteness of many reports may simply be that the required
information is not yet available which prevents companies from reporting all
the required information. Biodiversity was mentioned as another specific
area where users need information, but where it is still quite difficult to ob-
tain meaningful and comparable data. The interviewees highlighted that
when the subject matter is ambiguous, difficult to measure, and the company
has limited resources for data collection, it is unlikely that companies will be
able to provide reliable and comparable information.

“... one where there’s not yet enough data is biodiversity, and of course
the topic itself is so complex and challenging that it will probably take
some time before any meaningful and comparable data can be ob-
tained.” (Interviewee H)

“For example, in our own case, some of the data may be incomplete to
the extent that it can be difficult to produce the outcome required by the
standard.” (Interviewee A)

In addition to incomplete disclosures caused by data gaps, interviewees em-
phasised that calculation methods and presentation formats varied some-
times greatly between companies. This variability was seen to further weaken
comparability. Even when companies reported on the same indicators, inter-
viewees found that sometimes different calculation methods were applied.
Such situation made it difficult for users to assess whether differences in re-
ported figures reflected real performance or were simply a result of incon-
sistent approaches.

“When considering individual data points, we also noticed that in some
places they were calculated or reported in a completely different way.
There’s maybe more of these, at least in our experience, surprisingly on
the S side.” (Interviewee D)

On a positive note, several participants expressed that with the introduction
of the CSRD companies have been forced to make significant investments in
their reporting capacity. This development is seen as gradually improving the
overall quality and consistency of disclosures. The preparation of such a com-
prehensive and detailed report has required companies to allocate resources
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to develop their ESG data management processes. In addition, the require-
ment for external assurance has increased pressure on companies to improve
their data collection and reporting processes. However, as it was the first
round of reporting under the CSRD, the participants also noted that the out-
comes of these efforts are uneven across companies, resulting in inconsistent
disclosures.

“Companies have also been afraid that if they don't comply with the
CSRD, they’ll face sanctions or something else, so they want to do it right
and have invested in it, hired more people to do it, and consulted and so
on. This has also improved the quality of the information to some extent,
and there has been a certain momentum.” (Interviewee F)

Furthermore, most interviewees noted that a benefit of the CSRD is the meth-
odological guidance which supports not only comparability between organi-
sations but also year-to-year comparability as the calculation methods
should be kept the same over time. The results highlight that although the
CSRD provides methodological guidance and requires continuity over time,
data collection and calculation processes have differences.

4.2.2 Estimates and uncertainties in data

In addition to inconsistent disclosures and the diversity of calculation meth-
ods, reliance on estimates and assumptions was seen as a major challenge for
comparability. This issue was mentioned especially with regards to emissions
reporting. The disclosure of scope 3 emissions which includes emissions gen-
erated in the value chain was mentioned as particularly problematic. The in-
terviewees found that the coverage of the reported scope 3 emissions in CSRD
reports is inconsistent, and its boundaries appear unclear. As a result, the
scope within which companies measure or estimate their upstream and
downstream emissions varies and it makes total scope 3 emissions difficult
to compare between companies in a meaningful way. It was noted that these
challenges are not solely related to reporting under the CSRD but also reflect
the broader complexity of measuring emissions accurately.

“Since it’s not mandatory to report on all of [the scope 3 emission cate-
gories], the question is what process a company uses to determine which
categories are material. This hasn’t been clearly defined in terms of the
extent of coverage required, and that’s why there are different interpre-
tations.” (Interviewee C)

Interviewees also highlighted that when estimating the amounts of certain

emissions, some companies explained their assumptions openly, but others
left uncertainties unaddressed, which was seen to weaken comparability. The
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interviews revealed that some companies responded to this uncertainty by
explaining their assumptions in detail about the proportions of directly
measured data and external databases. This transparency was considered to
be a positive aspect that helped users assess how much confidence they could
place in the reported indicators.

“Many have explained the background of their calculations quite well
[...] what percentage comes from [...] actual data and what’s based on
averages from databases for scope 3. That’s very good, because it makes
it clear whether the figures are fully estimated or not.” (Interviewee D)

“... the most challenging part is when it hasn’t been clearly expressed
what exactly is included [in the calculation of a metric] and what’s not.”
(Interviewee G)

Furthermore, the interviewees also highlighted the underlying issues behind
the emissions reporting. It was pointed out that it is challenging and takes a
lot of resources to build a system for collecting reliable value chain data in
such a short time that was required by the CSRD. Therefore, for the first re-
porting year, organisations’ capacity limitations have meant that the data
could not be collected as accurately as it perhaps could have been if there was
more time to prepare. The interviewees believe that if organisations put the
time and resources to continue developing of robust and reliable processes
for reporting different figures, especially scope 3 emissions, comparability
will improve in the future.

“When we think about emission figures, especially those outside a com-
pany’s own production, it’s very challenging if there hasn’t originally
been a system for collecting such data on value chain emissions. Build-
ing that within a single year is nearly impossible.” (Interviewee E)

4.2.3 The role of assurance

Mandatory external assurance has been one new key requirement introduced
to sustainability reporting by the CSRD. Its purpose is to ensure that the re-
ported information is reliable and accurately reflects company’s perfor-
mance. The interviewees found that it is a valuable aspect in enhancing the
reliability of reported data. Additionally, participants consistently empha-
sised that assurance is enhancing the quality of data and is an important fac-
tor in moving towards better comparability.

Several participants emphasised that external assurance helps shift sustain-
ability reporting away from narrative style communication toward more
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accurate and evidence-based information. This was considered important for
strengthening trust in the reported information.

“[External assurance] helps create a culture where we move away from
a kind of loose, superficial sustainability narrative and towards a more
serious and rigorous approach, where what’s being said is also some-
thing that has been reviewed by someone else.” (Interviewee B)

“If, for example, I had wanted to compare the sustainability reporting
of different banks two years ago, it could’ve been very different. For
some, [reporting] was more communication-oriented and not neces-
sarily logically structured or easy to read. [...] I'd say that [CSRD re-
ports] are considerably more reliable than those communication-ori-
ented sustainability reports.” (Interviewee A)

In particular, ESG professionals from the financial sector highlighted that
external assurance brings added value by increasing confidence in the quality
and accuracy of information. Therefore, it is also perceived to enhance the
usefulness of the ESG information for decision-making.

“...[external assurance] provides benefits for users, for example a bank,
because it allows greater trust in the quality and accuracy of the data.”
(Interviewee D)

“..the CSRD and clearer and more transparent reporting strengthen
confidence that what customers say is correct and true” (Interviewee F)

The role of assurance providers was seen as particularly important for the
first year of implementation of the CSRD and preparation of the reports. In-
terviewees noted that assurance providers have influenced the structure of
the reports and the interpretation of the ESRS which in many cases has
helped companies to meet the new reporting requirements. This was seen to
have led to a certain degree of harmonisation of reports. However, the inter-
viewees also noted that assurance practices are still evolving. It was pointed
out that companies were likely to be granted some flexibility in the first year
of implementation of the CSRD requirements, as the reporting requirements
were new and the assurance procedures were still being developed.

“I believe that the assurers have played a major role in finding these
similarities and patterns and interpreting [the ESRS] in such a way that
we’ve even been able to produce reports of this kind. [...] in the first year
there have surely been some concessions that have allowed certain
things to slip through the net — But I believe the requirements will in-
crease even if the level of assurance doesn’t.” (Interviewee E)
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As a result, assurance processes were still deemed to lack consistency and
interviewees noted that improving comparability in the coming years will
also require harmonisation of assurance procedures across service providers.
The interviewees felt that differences have caused uncertainty and increased
the need for clear assurance guidelines in order to improve the overall com-
parability and reliability of the CSRD reporting

“...there should be clearer criteria for what assurance actually means,
and it should be the same everywhere, rather than there being huge dif-
ferences.” (Interviewee H)

4.3 Usability of sustainability disclosures

The interviewees agreed that usability of reported information is a prerequi-
site for effective comparability. The standardisation introduced through the
CSRD was seen as a positive development in this regard. When information
is presented in a clear and structured format, it allows users to more easily
identify relevant data and make meaningful comparisons across reports.
Standardisation is seen to enhance comparability both between companies
and within one company over time. The interviewees highlighted that the
CSRD is as a major step forward in this respect since the ESRS provides spe-
cific disclosure requirements, an order, and terminology that can be followed
by the reporting organisations.

“...the CSRD has been a big step forward as the amount of information
increases and it also makes our work easier when it’s in a standardised
format and we know how to look for specific things.” (Interviewee F)

However, despite these improvements, interviewees noted that the usability
of reports is still hindered by their overall complexity and lengthiness. There
are also challenges in using the reported information when wanting to com-
pare disclosures across other reporting frameworks. Ultimately, all partici-
pants agreed that in order to truly achieve comparability in the future, sus-
tainability reports should also become available in a machine-readable for-
mat such as XBRL in addition to PDF.

4.3.1 Standardisation of structure and terms
All interviewees saw that the standardised order of disclosures improves
readability and comparability across CSRD reports. One key benefit of stand-

ardisation through the ESRS that was mentioned in most interviews is that
is that allows users to more easily locate the required information.
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“The fact that [CSRD reports] are, in a way, standardised that you can
see ESRS 2, and then the standards in order and so on. That really
makes them much more readable. It’s easier to find the things you want
to find.” (Interviewee A)

“...the fact that regulation structures the reporting makes it much easier
to find information in the report and, at least in theory, speeds up the
work of an analyst. The figures can be found in the same places, so
there’s no need to spend as much time searching for them.” (Interviewee
G)

However, majority of interviewees noted that in order to benefit from the
structure of the ESRS, reader has to be familiar with the standards. Without
a solid understanding of the ESRS, extracting insights was seen to be diffi-
cult. In addition, despite the general structure being already quite standard-
ised, the disclosures and their location inside topical standards was seen to
differ. As a result, many interviewees felt that searching for data in different
reports is time-consuming.

“...when it comes to the specific topics, the way they are structured is
quite different. You can certainly find the comparability there, but only
if you take the time to look for the information.” (Interviewee E)

“Those reports have produced more transparent information, but one
really needs to be very familiar with the ESRS in order to extract the
relevant insights from them.” (Interviewee C)

The CSRD has brought a change in the nature of sustainability reporting from
a more narrative and general level disclosures to a more technical, detailed
and comprehensive output, as was highlighted in chapter 4.2.3. This transi-
tion has also required users to get used to the new style of reporting and learn
to locate relevant information in these reports. Some interviewees described
difficulties when trying to find information in the new format where the
softer, shorter, and more company-specific narrative style has been replaced
with a data-point-driven structure.

“...this data point here, that piece of information there. The first reaction
[to the CSRD reports], was that it was quite difficult to find the infor-
mation we were looking for, since previously it had usually been pre-
sented in a more narrative form, explaining what affects us and how
we’ve responded. Now the information is in certain places separately,
more like a list.” (Interviewee F)
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Despite these challenges, all interviewees feel that as they become more fa-
miliar with the format and structure over time, it will become easier and
faster to locate relevant information. It was found that for now, reports that
combined structured disclosures with contextual narratives were seen as
more accessible than ones containing less narrative or contextual explana-
tion. The interviews revealed that different approaches to reporting had been
adopted in this regard. Some companies strictly adhere to the standard and
respond technically to each disclosure requirement, while others seek to use
a more reader-friendly format in their reports.

“Companies are quite well following the same order as in the standard
but each still reports in its own way. In our case, we tried to write the
sustainability report in a more reader-friendly way, whereas some
companies have gone through it data point by data point, responding to
each [disclosure requirement] individually.” (Interviewee E)

“...some follow the standard to the letter, writing exactly as it’s set out
and in the given order, but then there are others who want to do it in
their own style and end up mixing everything into something quite dif-
ferent.” (Interviewee A)

The use of the ESRS terminology and codes was a common topic that
emerged in the interviews. Most participants found that using the standard's
own language, titles, and identifiers or codes for disclosure requirements im-
proves usability and comparability. For example, using the headings from the
ESRS was seen useful as it allows users to locate specific information even if
the order and structure of the report differs between companies. Similarly,
the adoption of terminology used in the standard was considered to reduce
ambiguity, as users can be sure that the information provided corresponds to
the information required by the standard.

“...what we also found quite useful was to use the language of the stand-
ard itself, not inventing one’s own headings, but using the terminology
provided there and even the standard’s own codes, such as E1-1. That
way, when going through the report, it’s easier to find the relevant sec-
tions.” (Interviewee D)

“...it has been referred to using different terms, so that the name "tran-
sition plan" hasn’t necessarily been used, but instead the company may
have given it its own name. In such situations, [the information] is dif-
ficult to interpret.” (Interviewee C)

Not all interviewees agreed that the use of standard codes and headings is
necessary or useful. One interviewee, who has been responsible for preparing
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a CSRD-compliant report, questioned in particular whether the use of codes
is relevant to most users of the report and whether they should be included
in the report. Codes were considered unnecessarily detailed and confusing
for users such as investors and the general public who are not familiar with
the standard’s structure and terms.

“...when we think from the reader’s perspective, investors and others, I
don’t believe any of them have looked up what the data point number is,
so I don'’t see the value of including the code in the report.” (Interviewee
E)

However, most interviewees and all ESG analysts agreed that the use of
standardised headings, order, and terminology improves both readability
and comparability. Additionally, the titles and corresponding codes were per-
ceived to bring standardisation, structure and ease comparisons regardless
of how familiar the reader is with the ESRS.

4.3.2 Length, complexity and usability

While the interviewees saw that standardisation that comes with the ESRS
can improve comparability, they also highlighted that it also risks producing
too long and detailed reports that overwhelm readers and hinder usability.
Many reports were described as “rather technical” which was seen as a result
of companies simply following the standard and disclosing information on
all required data points. This was not seen ideal for usability as PDF is cur-
rently the primary format of the CSRD report.

Also, the large amount of detailed narrative descriptions was seen to weaken
comparability, as qualitative information is more difficult to compare across
reports. It also contributes to lengthy reports, making it more difficult for
users to identify the most relevant issues. Therefore, the interviewees noted
that the comprehensive disclosure requirements of the ESRS do not currently
directly improve accessibility and usability of disclosures in practice.

“The disclosure requirements are very broad, detailed, and complex,
with a particularly large amount of qualitative information. In my
view, this meant that the first round of reports was not as easy to un-
derstand as it could’ve been.” (Interviewee C)

“It’s quite complex, and the report becomes rather long, with a lot of
narrative that’s generally not comparable or is more difficult to place
into a table or use for any analysis. [...] right now, it feels like it’s 95%
narrative and only 5% numbers.” (Interviewee D)
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Due to the complexity, length, and detailedness of CSRD reports, they were
generally described as difficult and time-consuming to read. Interviewees
noted that the depth and amount of information requires considerable effort
to sift through. The interviewees found the detailed content valuable at times
but stressed that the current report format may be too burdensome for many
users. Complexity and lengthiness is seen to hinder users’ ability to effec-
tively extract relevant information, especially when trying to compare data
from a large number of companies.

“I'd say that the main challenge is that the whole [CSRD report] is so
huge and so detailed.” (Interviewee H)

“T haven't really had the time to do like a very data-point-level compar-
ison [with competitors], rather I've stayed at a higher level. It’s quite
laborious to go through even one’s own report again, so I simply haven’t
had the time.” (Interviewee B)

Many interviewees highlighted that few professionals have the time and re-
sources to utilise CSRD reports as such in large-scale data collection. In par-
ticular, investors and asset management entities that need information on a
large scale rarely rely on the reports as the information source. Instead, they
utilise third-party data providers that can provide data in more usable for-
mats. However, the interviewees stressed that when users are looking for nar-
rative or contextual qualitative insights, the information must be searched
directly from the reports, as third-party data providers cannot usually offer
all needed information.

“Then if we talk about the investment or asset management side, the
universe there is so vast. They simply can’t read all those reports.” (In-
terviewee D)

“...probably some investors and others would prefer to get all the data

from one place, without having to read the company’s sustainability re-
ports, and instead receive all the figures they are looking for directly
from a service provider. We, however, also look for qualitative infor-
mation, so we simply have to read the reports.” (Interviewee F)

4.3.3 CSRD and other reporting frameworks

Comparability with other reporting frameworks was another recurring topic
in the interviews that links to the usability of disclosures under the CSRD.
The GRI framework was mentioned most often as a reference point as it has
been the most used reporting framework in Finland and Europe prior to the
ESRS. Also, it is still used by many companies who fall outside the scope of
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the CSRD. Participants agreed that CSRD and GRI reports can usually be
compared with each other, but the process is laborious and requires the
reader to have familiarity of both frameworks. Differences in content, struc-
ture and terminology between the reporting frameworks mean that compar-
isons are rarely straightforward. As the structures are different, making com-
parisons is perceived as time-consuming.

“If GRI was the other example, then I'd say that they can be compared,
and you can find the essential information there. But if you think about,
for instance, an investor or someone who doesn’t really know the legis-
lation or the guidelines behind it, then I'd say it’s quite difficult, because
the format is so different.” (Interviewee A)

“Even if it were comparable [with the GRI framework], it’s still labori-
ous to compare in practice, as you have to search for the topic.” (Inter-
viewee E)

To address these challenges and facilitate the location of the same infor-
mation in reports prepared under different frameworks and standards, tools
such as indexes can be used. One interviewee emphasised that a GRI index,
which links GRI reporting requirements to relevant sections of the CSRD re-
port, can help readers find comparable information about companies that re-
port in accordance with different standards. However, creating such indexes
is not required by the CSRD and is time consuming, which is why it is seen
they have not been widely adopted. Automated solutions were seen potential
in making such indexes more widely utilised in the future as creation of in-
dexes would become more efficient.

"...the GRI index, in a way helps if the reader wants to compare to an-
other company that doesn’t report according to ESRS — they can still see
where to find the same information. [...] it would be easier if different
reporting framework indexes were used, and I'd hope that a tool would
be developed that would create these indexes automatically.” (Inter-
viewee E)

In addition to GRI, participants also highlighted challenges in achieving
global comparability with reporting standards such as ISSB and SASB. It was
emphasised that these standards and the CSRD focus on different perspec-
tives. ISSB and SASB are focusing more narrowly on sustainability-related
financial risks, opportunities, or industry-specific metrics, while the CSRD
seeks to cover a broader range of sustainability issues. This difference was
seen as a factor that complicates the harmonisation of reported sustainability
information. Furthermore, it was considered to hinder usability and the
achievement of global comparability.
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“...many standards have been created from different perspectives, so
that the ISSB focuses on economic risks and opportunities, [...] and the
SASB is now very light, and certain industry metrics have been selected
for it, [...] then I feel that CSRD has attempted to incorporate every-
thing.” (Interviewee C)

According to the interviewees, investors who invest in companies globally,
both within and outside the EU, face challenges due to the different reporting
practices. It was pointed out in the interviews that currently the CSRD is fa-
cilitating availability of detailed information on the largest listed European
companies, but similar information is lacking from outside of Europe. As a
result, the progress achieved in the EU through the CSRD cannot be fully lev-
eraged in decision-making in this situation. This is because reporting prac-
tices for companies outside Europe are not aligned with the requirements of
the CSRD.

This imbalance was perceived to make it difficult to compare markets on a
large scale. Therefore, as harmonisation with other frameworks remains par-
tial, international investors in particular face difficulties when comparing
CSRD reports with information prepared in accordance with other interna-
tional standards.

“From an investor's perspective, when you need information about all
companies, I don't know if it's very useful to have a huge amount of in-
formation, some of which may even be irrelevant, about some compa-
nies and then have no information at all about other companies [...] as
we also invest outside Europe, so of course we try to use data that’s
available from all companies.” (Interviewee H)

4.3.4 Digital tagging and machine-readability

Finally, regarding the usability of CSRD reports, all interviewees stressed
that digital tagging and machine-readability will be needed to enable effec-
tive comparability in the future. These are seen as enhancing the comparison
of ESG data and supporting its use in decision-making. Interviewees empha-
sised that the digital tagging requirement is a key development under the
CSRD although it has not yet been implemented and no timeline for the im-
plementation has been confirmed at the time of this study. It was highlighted
that digital tagging will be a critical enabler of comparability in the future.

“That’s a challenge that the tagging is still missing. Even though [its im-
plementation] would require an effort from everyone, I see that we still
need it in order to achieve true comparability.” (Interviewee B)
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In particular, the ESG analysts and the sustainable finance expert empha-
sised the need for digitally tagged machine-readable information that can
easily be aggregated into databases. Currently, as the CSRD reports are avail-
able in PDF format, interviewees noted that the available options for data
collection are either to purchase it from third-party providers or to manually
search information from reports. Simple search features, such as Ctrl + F
shortcut, are used to locate specific information on single reports but are not
efficient to be utilised in larger amounts of reports.

Having digitally tagged and machine-readable data was seen to make it pos-
sible for more users to create their own databases and also to improve and
streamline the data available from the third-party providers. Interviewees
pointed out that currently, the third-party data providers have delays in mak-
ing the latest report data available. Moreover, the data sold by providers typ-
ically covers only the largest companies and covers only selected sections of
reports.

“..for us it’s exactly that we’d like to have the relevant ESG data from all
clients in one database, where we could then look at it and make com-
parisons. [...] this would probably require tagging, machine readabil-
ity, and so on. [...] it saves time, at least for users, because you can then
look at it and make comparisons in the database." (Interviewee D)

“...if more structured reporting were to become more widespread and if
it were also machine-readable in some way, then that would certainly
make it easier to use as a basis for decision-making on a large scale. [...]
at the moment, it also seems that such data providers focus on the same
companies, mainly the large, listed ones that can be found there,
whereas the smaller ones [...] are often not included in the data.” (Inter-
viewee G)

The interviewees believe that digital tagging can be used to reduce ambiguity
about which data point is which by clearly linking data points to relevant re-
porting requirements. This is perceived to make it easier for users to identify
and compare data from different companies. Additionally, tagging would
eliminate uncertainty about whether a particular metric is correct, even if for
example the name of the metric in the PDF report differs slightly from the
ESRS term. Thus, the interviewees believe that it would make it easier to
identify the correct information and find the same data from different com-
panies’ reports. As such, all interviewees expect it to promote the compara-
bility of disclosures.
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“..but once the information is tagged, comparability becomes easier, as
you can see exactly which topic and which data point are connected.”
(Interviewee E)

Although the lack of machine-readability in the first CSRD reports was seen
as a major limitation to comparability, participants agreed that the introduc-
tion of digital tagging should not be introduced to CSRD at this stage of de-
velopment and implementation. They highlighted that the implementation
of the machine-readable format requires considerable effort from reporting
companies and the tagging requirement would again require investments
and resources. Moreover, the introduction of a new mandate would be incon-
sistent with the EU's current priorities to reduce the administrative burden
on companies in relation to CSRD reporting. In addition, the interviewees
emphasised that the CSRD reporting is not yet sufficiently standardised as
the framework and the ESRS are still evolving. Therefore, participants em-
phasised that the mandate should only be introduced once the CSRD frame-
work is stable and users are expected to gain clear benefits from the machine-
readable reports.

“T hope that the XBRL tagging doesn't come right away, so that we can

first get this reporting structured. It makes things a lot easier in terms
of comparability, especially from the perspective of investors and the
stock market, because the data can be collected in different ways and
then compared. But the thing is, as long as there’s so much qualitative
data, I believe that comparability can be or will be challenging.” (Inter-
viewee E)

“...in terms of comparability, it would be a big step forward, but [...] do-
ing the tagging would be a huge amount of work. [...] we estimated
when we prepared the last report that it would be about two weeks'
work for one person, so if we were to start doing it, then yes, we have
the capacity, but then the question is whether we have the resources or
the desire to implement it.” (Interviewee A)

The interviewees pointed out several limitations that would prevent ma-
chine-readable data from being truly useful and comparable at this stage.
Firstly, the underlying information is often perceived inconsistent. For ex-
ample, companies apply different calculation methods or varying definitions
for some metrics. Secondly, the lengthy narrative descriptions are not seen
very usable or comparable even in a machine-readable format. Thirdly, ESG
data is highly context-specific which means that many metrics and state-
ments depend on important preconditions that have to be taken into consid-
eration. This means that individual metrics cannot often be directly com-
pared across companies and their interpretation requires supporting
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company-specific information. The interviewees highlighted that such fac-
tors limit the usability of machine-readable data and therefore, solving con-
sistency and interpretation issues need to be addressed first to make ma-
chine-readable formats suitable for effective comparisons.

“...because we know that not everything is directly comparable [...] and
as we discussed with regard to emissions, for example, the question im-
mediately arises as to what is actually included in scope 3. The challenge
then is how to deal with the fact that there are always such precondi-
tions that need to be taken into account.” (Interviewee C)

“...[machine readability ] would definitely be useful, but of course there’s
also the issue — well, I don't know to what level those figures could be
taken, if the figures vary or, the coverage varies what’s included in the
figures and so on — then how could that information be collected in a
sensible way.” (Interviewee H)

Additionally, a few interviewees mentioned the role of artificial intelligence
(AI) in enhancing the use of sustainability reports. However, they did not see
it as a replacement for machine-readable data. Instead, interviewees saw it
as a complimentary tool that will become increasingly valuable once struc-
tured, machine-readable data becomes widely available. Interviewees ex-
pected Al to improve efficiency of comparability by analysing large datasets
and generating summaries. In this way, it was seen that Al could significantly
reduce the manual effort currently required for data analysis and accelerate
users' ability to interpret and compare large volumes of sustainability infor-
mation. However, the interviewees emphasised that without a strong foun-
dation of standardised and digitally tagged data, the potential of Al remains
limited too.

“...[machine-readable reports] will probably also need to be comple-
mented by AI and other tools to enable the production of good analyses.
[...] the easier it will ultimately become, when reporting is done system-
atically and established terms are used, to also rely on Al that produces
the analyses.” (Interviewee B)

4.4 Transitional reporting environment and user needs

Since only the “first wave” companies’ CSRD reports had been published at
the time of the interviews and the reporting mandate is only covering the
largest EU listed companies, the reporting environment is still in a transi-
tional phase. Consequently, recurring topics in the interviews was that com-
mon practices have not yet been established, regulations are changing, and
clear guidelines are missing. Additionally, many participants highlighted that
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the expectations of ESG information users are still unclear in terms of what
information is needed and how the information will be used. Thus, majority
of the interviewees emphasised that sustainability reporting still lacks clear
market practices which have been in use for some time in financial reporting.
For now, the interpretations of individual companies and assurance provid-
ers have a big effect on the outcome of the reports.

All these factors are perceived to lead to comparability challenges. The inter-
viewees emphasised that the ongoing transition phase has a strong impact on
how the effectiveness of the CSRD on comparability is perceived. It is recog-
nised that the CSRD creates new structures that, in principle, support com-
parability. However, the current narrow coverage of companies under man-
datory reporting and regulatory inconsistency limit the achievement of im-
proved comparability in reality. At the same time, interviewees expect com-
parability to improve over time as the regulatory environment stabilises, the
scope of reporting expands, and common reporting practices become estab-

lished.
4.41 Uncertainty in the evolving regulatory environment

It was highlighted in all interviews that the ongoing legislative changes
brought about by the Omnibus simplification package are creating uncer-
tainty around sustainability reporting in the EU. This ambiguity has a direct
impact on how comparability is currently perceived, and at the same time it
influences expectations of future developments. All interviewees pointed out
that constant changes and uncertainty surrounding the reporting environ-
ment affect how the CSRD reporting is seen to reach its intended goals in
terms of enhancing comparability.

“If it weren't for all this Omnibus fuss, it could be that people would ac-
tually try to make more use of the data and that it would be more sensi-
ble and perhaps considered more comparable. But now, [...] it feels a bit
like the rug was pulled out from under it — one year it was reported in
one way, next year in another [...]. That certainly can’t increase compa-
rability.” (Interviewee H)

The EU's Omnibus initiatives will affect sustainability reporting by, for ex-
ample, revising the ESRS to achieve a more concise reporting. Also, the num-
ber of companies covered by the obligation will decrease and the introduction
of CSRD reporting for the remaining companies will be postponed. On one
hand, interviewees described these changes as frustrating as they limit the
amount of comparable ESG data available. The majority of interviewees also
expressed concern that constant regulatory changes are preventing the abil-
ity to systematically collect comparable information. In addition, it was
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stressed across the interviews that without regulatory stability, comparability
is weakened because stakeholders cannot rely on the consistency and availa-
bility of data over time.

However, on the other hand, most interviewees also saw some advantages in
the ongoing simplification efforts in terms of comparability. Mainly, the aim
to reduce the reported information only to the most relevant parts was seen
potentially useful. Interviewees also noted that postponing the reporting
mandate for the “wave two” companies will allow more time for them to im-
prove internal processes and prepare for better quality reporting, even
though users would have preferred to access the information sooner.

“If [the EU Commission] has announced that 50% of the data points will
either be cut or made voluntary, the downside is that companies will
certainly leave some issues unreported, which of course reduces compa-
rability.” (Interviewee E)

“I"Wave two” companies] can now prepare better, but on the other hand
[the postponement] is also a bit frustrating.” (Interviewee D)

The interviewees considered the reduction of companies in the scope of the
CSRD to be a critical setback. The CSRD was specifically expected to produce
high-quality comparable sustainability reporting from a large group of dif-
ferent type and size of companies. However, as a result of the simplification
efforts, the participants perceived that this expectation is now less realistic.
Financial market professionals, in particular, highlighted this issue because
critical sustainability information has already been available relatively well
for the largest entities before the CSRD. The main reporting gaps have been
with non-listed and smaller companies, which were meant to be included un-
der the directive’s scope but for whom reporting will either be postponed or
not required in the future depending on their size.

“What everyone in the banking sector had been expecting was that the
somewhat smaller companies would also come within the scope, but
now, due to the Omnibus changes and so on, that’s perhaps what’s most
at stake. The biggest impact will probably be seen in the reporting of
medium-sized or smaller large companies, where the greatest problems
have been simply because the information is not existing.” (Interviewee
G)

“The concern is that [mandatory reporting] shouldn’t become restricted
to only the very largest companies. It’s seen as something that’s needed
much more broadly, so hopefully the outcome [of these efforts] will be
sensible and not limited only to the biggest players.” (Interviewee D)
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Comparability of sustainability information under the CSRD is still in an
early stage of development which was reflected all interviews. As only a lim-
ited number of companies currently fall within the scope of mandatory re-
porting, the usability of the data for broader analyses is restricted. The inter-
viewees stressed that until the reporting requirements are extended to a
larger number of companies, it will be difficult to establish systematic pro-
cesses for making use of the extensive ESG information provided under the
CSRD. This challenge is similar to the difficulty noted in Section 4.3.3, where
information cannot be fully utilised if the same disclosures are not available
from companies outside Europe. In the same way, the interviewees pointed
out that when only a small share of companies are within the directive’s re-
porting mandate, it is difficult to fully take advantage of the reported data.
Interviewees emphasised that comparability cannot improve if similar infor-
mation is not available from a larger number of companies.

“I feel that the number of clients currently within the scope is still so
small that we can’t really base any internal processes or expectations
on what data we could collect for ESG analyses of clients, because there
are still so many clients who are not yet covered at all.” (Interviewee G)

Furthermore, the interviewees highlighted the need to clarify reporting re-
quirements and provide support for companies in terms of reporting prac-
tices and data requirements. They emphasised that in order to create more
valuable and comparable information, the current reporting environment
needs fewer regulatory changes and more practical guidance. Many inter-
viewees considered this important because it would allow companies to focus
on improving their reporting processes and producing more reliable and
complete reports in the coming years.

“I'd hope that legislators would focus primarily on clarifying those am-
biguous reporting rules and then reducing the number of regulatory
changes. This would allow companies to focus on implementing sustain-
ability measures and developing their reporting in areas where there
are challenges, such as in terms of data availability.” (Interviewee C)

“...it would make more sense to develop support for defining the data
points and for the reporting practices themselves.” (Interviewee E)

4.4.2 Gap between compliance and practical value
Finally, the interviewees expressed a fundamental tension between regula-

tory compliance exercise and the practical relevance of current CSRD report-
ing. On one hand, the interviewees from the large listed companies involved
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in the preparation of a CSRD report perceived that there is a lack of clarity in
terms of who uses the information and for what purposes. The report prepar-
ers are eager to receive feedback from users, but they mentioned that such
engagement has been far more limited than expected. As a result, despite the
extensive reporting requirements introduced by the CSRD, most interview-
ees expressed uncertainty around whether and how the information is uti-
lised in practice. In this regard, the interviewees questioned whether the sig-
nificant resources invested in CSRD-compliant reporting correspond to the
actual demand and information needs of stakeholders.

On the other hand, the financial market professionals generally found that
the disclosures under the CSRD are useful and respond to their information
needs. However, they emphasised that the reports also contain irrelevant in-
formation. Additionally, they saw that reports currently include a large
amount of data that is difficult to effectively utilise in decision-making.

“.1t's a huge exercise that companies have had to do, and it has taken a
ton of resources. Then if you think about how much use that report is in
the end — well right now not that much. [...] it feels somewhat unfair to
the companies.” (Interviewee H)

Trying to comply with reporting requirements without knowing the use case
or users of the report is perceived to create uncertainty. This uncertainty was
stressed in the interviews and was seen to raise concerns about achieving
meaningful comparability in the future. In this regard, it was noted that im-
proving comparability of disclosures requires better understanding of what
information is used and in which way to be able to enhance reporting to align
with the users’ needs. If companies do not know who the audience is or what
information is valued, they struggle to prioritise and structure disclosures in
a way that allows for effective comparison. Thus, the interviewees felt that
the information needs of key stakeholders should be better understood and
that these needs should be taken into account when developing CSRD report-
ing.

“..at our annual general meeting, we would’ve liked our investors to
have asked a few more questions or made a few more comments [re-
garding the CSRD report], but there weren't really that many. There
were only a few, which is why we sent out a survey [to investors].” (In-
terviewee E)

Furthermore, the interviewees also highlighted a broader challenge that the
target user group of sustainability reports remain unclear. Unlike for finan-
cial reporting which has a more clearly defined audience, the audience for
sustainability reports remains wide and imprecise. The interviewees pointed
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out that while the prevailing view is that the role of ESG information in deci-
sion-making is growing, the concrete impact of reports and processes for uti-
lising them are not yet clear. This lack of clarity was seen to make it difficult
for companies to develop their disclosures in a way that would enhance com-
parability and decision-usefulness.

“It should be learned who ultimately uses the information and how it’s
used, and this could also shape the direction in which all of this [sustain-
ability reporting ] should be developed.” (Interviewee B)

Accordingly, many of the interviewees perceived that with the current CSRD-
compliant reports volume is prioritised over relevance. Also, the comprehen-
sive and detailed disclosures do not always seem to align with actual user
interest. As a result, CSRD reports appear to be extensive but fragmented.
Interviewees noted that this makes meaningful comparisons difficult as it can
be difficult to identify essential information among all disclosures. For in-
stance, a few interviewees pointed out that currently the reports have large
amount of information and detailed descriptions of internal procedures, pol-
icies, and governance structures which were not seen critical from the user’s
perspective. Instead, they saw that information on companies concrete ac-
tions, progress and targets for the future are more interesting and relevant to
be used in decision-making.

“You're supposed to provide descriptions of all the policies and operat-
ing principles and things like that, but in the end, is that really of much
interest to anyone. [...] in a way, the requirement to describe [the poli-
cies], in great detail — who has approved them, in which body, and so
on — is not really very interesting.” (Interviewee D)

Ultimately, it was emphasised that sustainability reporting will only become
more useful if its requirements are felt to be in line with the actual needs of
stakeholders rather than being perceived as a regulatory compliance exercise.
This was seen important as it would both provide decision-useful infor-
mation to users and prevent excessive reporting burdens on companies.

“Let's hope that we can find a point where readers of the report and
those who use it can obtain all the essential information, but at the same
time take into account the company's perspective and avoid wasting re-
sources on things that aren’t necessarily essential.” (Interviewee H)
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5 Discussion

This section discusses the findings of this study in relation to existing re-
search and theory. The findings are analysed, interpreted, and placed into the
broader context of comparability of sustainability disclosures. In the chapter
5.1, the results of the study are discussed in relation to previous research on
comparability in sustainability reporting. The aim is to discuss key findings
of this study and draw conclusions from the results regarding the perceived
effectiveness of the changes brought about by the CSRD on the comparability
of sustainability reports.

Chapter 5.2 examines the practical implications of this study. It focuses on
how the results are relevant to various stakeholders. The chapter provides
practical examples and recommendations for reporting entities, investors,
and other stakeholders. In addition, it includes relevant implications for de-
cision-makers and regulators to develop sustainability reporting under the
CSRD in a more comparable and decision-useful direction. Finally, limita-
tions of this study are discussed in chapter 5.3. This chapter also provides
recommendations for future research in this area.

5.1 Theoretical implications

By assessing comparability in the context of the recently adopted Corporate
Sustainability Reporting Directive, this study expands on existing research
on sustainability reporting. The results support some findings of previous
studies that have identified common barriers to comparability in sustainabil-
ity disclosures. In addition, this research brings up considerations that add
to recent research on the impact of the CSRD on reporting practices.

Overall, the results show that the coercive pressure of the directive can al-
ready be seen to have led to more structured and consistent reporting which
is supporting comparability. At the same time, several challenges remain in
achieving the CSRD’s objective of enhanced comparability. Many of these
challenges are a result of the fact that the CSRD has not been in force for long
and companies and different stakeholders are still adapting to the new re-
porting. However, in line with institutional theory, the results of this study
indicate that comparability is expected to improve over time as reporting re-
quirements become established, common market practises emerge, and re-
porting becomes institutionalised. At present, the uncertain institutional en-
vironment resulting from the CSRD’s simplification efforts is influencing
progress in comparability.
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Previous studies have identified several obstacles to achieving comparability
under the GRI framework which has been the most common framework in
Europe before the ESRS. Based on the results of this study, many of the chal-
lenges are still present in reporting under the CSRD. In particular, this study
finds that ambiguity in indicators, inconsistent measurement, contextual dif-
ferences, and selective disclosure continue to hinder comparability. These
challenges were also identified by Boiral & Henri (2017) who evaluated GRI-
based reporting. Similarly, the results of this study are also consistent with
ZsoOka & Vajkai (2018), who emphasise that comparability is weakened by the
high degree of flexibility allowed by guidelines which leads to significant dif-
ferences between reports. Although reporting under the CSRD differs signif-
icantly from previous GRI-based reporting as reports are more structured,
comprehensive, and show greater consistency across companies, many of the
same problems remain. For instance, flexibility that undermines compara-
bility still exists. The findings show that especially the double materiality as-
sessment still involves discretion which ultimately hinders comparability.

In this respect, a key finding of this study concerns the flexibility in the iden-
tification of material issues which currently undermines the comparability of
CSRD reports. The results show that the flexibility in conducting double ma-
teriality assessment gives too much room for subjectivity. In line with Dun-
fjall (2025), this study reveals that there are several issues in the current ap-
proach to assessing materiality in line with the double materiality principle.
Some companies under-report and leave out important issues, while others
over-disclose excessive amounts of information while trying to mitigate risks
(Dunfjall, 2025). This study supports these findings and highlights that
DMAs depend heavily on corporate judgement which introduces bias to iden-
tifying relevant issues. In line with legitimacy theory, this discretion allows
companies to strategically shape the information they disclose in order to
protect or strengthen their legitimacy. Under-reporting leads to insufficient
information, while excessive disclosure makes reports difficult to use because
relevant information gets lost in the vast number of disclosures (Dunfjall,
2025). The results of this study expand on earlier research by showing that
bias and subjectivity in identifying material issues also significantly under-
mine comparability.

As a result, this research highlights a lack of common practices and guide-
lines for identifying material information across different sectors. In the
same way, Barker (2025) emphasises that consensus on how material sus-
tainability issues across industries should be determined is still evolving.
This is evident in the results of this study as well. Both preparers and users
of disclosures stress the need for clearer general guidance on determining
material issues, alongside sector-specific guidance to promote consistency.
Such harmonisation would enhance comparability within industries. Also,
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research by Eccles et al. (2012) aligns with this view. Their study supports
that materiality should be subject to sector-specific guidelines, because what
is material for one company in a sector should also be material for others,
unless the company has very unusual strategy or is very different in size.

Moreover, the results of this study show that the CSRD has brought antici-
pated standardisation to sustainability reporting. On one hand, the standard-
isation through the ESRS is seen to improve the comparability of companies’
ESG disclosures. On the other hand, it does not improve usability and com-
parability to the expected extent, as the reports are long, complex, and often
perceived as too overwhelming. Users face difficulties in locating relevant in-
formation, which in turn hinders comparability. This perspective is sup-
ported by Birkmann et al. (2024) who studied the effects of the CSRD on the
sustainability communication of large German companies. Their study
showed that standardisation can lead to information overload and make it
difficult to distinguish individual sustainability measures. Thus, the current
form of CSRD reporting in seen to lack clarity and usability which in turn
limit the progress toward the directive’s objective of improved comparability.

As this study examined the comparability of CSRD reporting after the first
year of implementation, many of the identified barriers are strongly related
to the fact that reporting is in its early stages. This study found that many
companies do not yet have the necessary systems and processes in place to
disclose all required information. This is consistent with the findings of Suta
et al. (2025), who examined compliance with ESRS requirements among
companies in Central and Eastern Europe. Their study revealed that although
companies are generally aiming to comply with the requirements, in the first
years of reporting they often lack the necessary processes and systems to pro-
duce fully compliant reports. This study extends earlier research by indicat-
ing that that this gap also has a negative effect on comparability. For the users
of the reports, the lack of reporting capabilities shows as incomplete and in-
consistent disclosures. It also reduces predictability and makes it difficult for
users to trust that comparable information will be consistently available.

Currently, reporting obligations under the CSRD only apply to the largest
companies in the EU. The results of this study emphasise that the scope of
reporting mandate is a critical factor for the usefulness of CSRD reporting.
In this regard, stakeholders find it difficult to integrate ESG data from ESRS-
aligned reports into their decision-making processes. This is because compa-
rable data is needed from a wide range of companies, not all of which are
subject to the reporting mandate. This finding is consistent with Cardoni et
al. (2019), who argue that comparability within a sector cannot be fully
achieved if harmonised reporting requirements apply only to the largest com-
panies. This limitation has become even more critical following the Omnibus
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simplification measures which significantly reduce the expected number of
reporting companies. This study shows that that necessary data scale needed
for meaningful comparability will likely not be reached as a result. Baumdiller
(2025) supports this concern and notes that the reduced scope poses a threat
to the CSRD’s objective of ensuring the availability of reliable sustainability
data at a sufficiently large scale. Thus, postponing the expansion of the re-
porting scope and excluding SMEs reduces the usability of CSRD-aligned dis-
closures in industry analyses. It also undermines the overall comparability
and effectiveness of sustainability reporting.

Furthermore, this study highlights that in order to achieve efficient compa-
rability of companies’ ESG performance in the future, creating and facilitat-
ing machine-readable formats and digitalisation of reporting is essential.
Digital reporting formats are viewed particularly important as they support
the creation of large data sets without the need for third-party data providers,
as Hummel & Jobst (2024) also note. In addition, this study emphasises that
data collection and content analysis should be made more automated in the
future in order to efficiently utilise a large amount of ESG data in decision-
making. This aligns with the findings of Suta et al. (2025) who note that adop-
tion of digital reporting frameworks such as XBRL can improve the accessi-
bility and comparability of ESG disclosures in the future. However, the find-
ings of this study suggest that digital tagging and new reporting formats
should only be introduced once CSRD reporting has reached a more stable
and mature stage.

Additionally, this study found that while digital reporting formats are being
developed and implemented, structural organisation of report documents is
a valuable way to improve usability and comparability, as it makes the re-
trieval of information more efficient. Although this study did not focus on the
potential of Al-driven technologies for information retrieval and analysis, its
findings can be connected to broader discussion around enhancing the usa-
bility of largely unstructured ESG reports. Research by Zou et al. (2025)
shows that having an organised structure is also crucial when using Al-based
technologies, such as large language models to ESG data analysis. Together,
these findings indicate that improved document structuring and efficient in-
formation retrieval are not only valuable when manually searching reports
but also for enhancing the performance of Al-based tools in data extraction
and analysis. Therefore, the emphasis of the CSRD on the standardisation
will be increasingly important as it will ensure data can be reliably and effec-
tively utilised also by advanced analytical tools.

Finally, the results of this study highlight a fundamental challenge in sustain-

ability reporting that the CSRD has not yet solved. This relates to the lack of
a clearly defined target audience or purpose which has been found to weaken
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the effectives of sustainability reporting (Barker, 2025). According to stake-
holder theory, companies are expected to respond to the needs of multiple
stakeholder groups, and the CSRD can be seen to reflect this approach. How-
ever, this research shows that there is uncertainty about who the primary
groups are and what information they need. As reporting is done to meet di-
verse and heterogeneous stakeholders expectations (Jorgensen et al., 2022),
reports become complex and prone to turning into compliance documents
that have limited practical value to users. This study shows that this ambigu-
ity makes it harder to produce reports that respond to users’ needs, are use-
ful, and comparable.

5.2 Practical implications

Understanding CSRD’s impact on comparability not only fills a gap in aca-
demic research but also provides valuable insights for several practitioners
and stakeholders. This research provides implications for organisations pre-
paring sustainability reports under the CSRD, users such as analysts and in-
vestors, assurance providers, and policymakers. The results also bring out
areas that are important to be considered in the ongoing development of the
CSRD to ensure that its objectives will be achieved and sustainability report-
ing will become more comparable in the future.

As Dimaggio & Powell (1983) argue, organisations tend to imitate each other
when operating environment is uncertain. The current stage of sustainability
reporting in the EU can be seen as an example of such situation since the
regulatory environment is still evolving and there is a lack of established mar-
ket practices. Therefore, the approaches used by the first reporters under the
CSRD are likely to shape the broader development of reporting practises.
This makes it important to research and develop early reporting practices, as
widely adopted and commonly accepted approaches are starting to take
shape.

For reporting organisations, this study provides guidance on how CSRD re-
ports can be prepared in a way that better supports the demand for compa-
rable information. These insights are relevant for assurance providers too, as
they have been shown to play an important role in shaping reporting prac-
tices. Firstly, comparability can be improved by further standardising the
structure of reports. The use of consistent headings, terminology, and disclo-
sure order as defined in the ESRS facilitates the comparison of reports across
different organisations. Secondly, this study shows that reports should
clearly present relevant contextual information that may affect certain dis-
closures, such as assumptions, uncertainties, and estimates used in the data.
Users view this information critical when conducting analysis as it affects the
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reliability and comparability of the data. Thirdly, indexing that links dis-
closed information to the reporting requirements of other reporting frame-
works improves comparability across different reporting standards. It re-
duces uncertainty about the correspondence of disclosures between different
frameworks.

For investors and other stakeholders, the results show that although the
CSRD has improved comparability to some extent, significant differences re-
main between companies in the amount, completeness, and detailedness of
disclosures. Therefore, while organisations focus on developing transparent
and comparable reporting practices, users need to approach the disclosures
critically and recognise the potential limitations during the first years of
CSRD reporting. Comparisons and analyses will therefore have to consider
the relevant company specific conditions to avoid misleading or inaccurate
conclusions. Additionally, this study indicates that as long as harmonised re-
porting is not available for a large number of different size and type of com-
panies, the usefulness of the reports in decision-making is limited. Disclo-
sures in line with the ESRS can therefore be difficult to incorporate into anal-
yses, and it can be challenging to form expectations about what data can be
collected consistently from a large group of companies. Additionally, this
study finds that in order to obtain relevant information from the CSRD-com-
pliant reports, it is beneficial for users to be familiar with the ESRS.

Furthermore, this study also stresses the need to better understand the in-
formation needs of different report user groups. Companies are keen to im-
prove their reporting to better meet stakeholder expectations, but there is
uncertainty regarding what information is seen essential and how that infor-
mation is used. This study shows that it is therefore necessary that standard
setters and policymakers identify these needs and prioritise them to ensure
that sustainability reports contain the material information users need with-
out unnecessary complexity or information overload. This also impacts how
comparability develops. Therefore, information users should also engage in
ongoing discussions on what data they need and how reporting under the
CSRD can better respond to their information needs.

The efforts under the EU Omnibus Package are aiming to address some of
the issues identified in this study that currently create complexity and hinder
comparability. For example, the revision of the ESRS aims to streamline the
double materiality assessments, reduce overlaps between standards, and
clarify the structure and language of the ESRS (EFRAG, 2025). This research
finds that these efforts have potential to reduce the complexity and discretion
which can promote comparability in the future. However, this study high-
lights that the current simplification efforts which reduce the number of com-
panies in the scope of mandatory reporting do not move sustainability
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reporting in the direction originally intended by the CSRD. The results of this
study show that extending reporting obligations to a wider range of compa-
nies is needed to achieve effective comparability and ensure that ESG infor-
mation reported under the CSRD is integrated into the processes and deci-
sion-making of financial sector stakeholders. Therefore, this study concludes
that the CSRD's ability to achieve its objectives depends on the extent to
which harmonised reporting requirements are made mandatory for compa-
nies of different sizes, as was the original intention of the CSRD.

Finally, as comparability is considered a positive externality that is difficult
to achieve without clear reporting standards (Barker, 2025), policymakers
and regulators play an important role in developing reporting practices in a
more comparable direction. Effective compliance with standards, like the
ESRS, will require strict external oversight, clear rules, strong incentives, and
the sharing of best practices, as Wijen (2014) points out. Therefore, future
regulatory measures should focus not only on developing and maintaining
robust and consistent standards, but also on supporting companies in their
implementation. This will ensure that CSRD reports fulfil their purpose of
providing reliable, useful, and comparable sustainability information to all
relevant stakeholders.

5.3 Limitations and suggestions for future research

The CSRD is still under development and in the early stages of implementa-
tion. Thus, many companies and stakeholders are in a transitional phase try-
ing to adapt to the new way of reporting. This study is limited to initial per-
ceptions based on the first reporting year of the CSRD. Thus, the views of the
interviewees reflect the transition phase as it has been the first year for both
preparers and users to become familiar with the new way of reporting and
adapt to the new requirements. As a result, the full impact of the directive on
comparability is yet to be seen. Therefore, the findings of this research reflect
initial experiences, current perceptions, and concerns which are expected to
change over time as CSRD reporting evolves.

This study relies on qualitative data gathered through interviews with rele-
vant professionals. While this approach enables the collection of in-depth in-
sights and the exploration of perceptions and identified challenges, it also
introduces potential subjectivity and bias. These can arise as participants’
views may be influenced by their specific roles, professional backgrounds, or
the interests of their organisations. Also, although efforts were made to in-
clude a diverse range of perspectives, the findings are not intended to be gen-
eralised to all contexts. In addition, due to the resource and scope limitations
of a master's thesis, this study is limited to semi-structured interviews, and a
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total of eight experts were interviewed. As a result, the results capture per-
ceptions and experiences of a limited group of ESG professionals and should
not be generalised to all stakeholders.

As this study did not utilise any quantitative methods, it does not evaluate
combability directly or provide measurable evidence of the extent to which
comparability has been achieved. Additionally, the scope of the study is lim-
ited to the Finnish context, which means that the results are influenced by
local regulatory and institutional conditions. Differences between countries
in the implementation and interpretation of CSRD are not addressed and can
offer different perspectives in future studies. It is also important to note that
the results of this study do not cover all the possible effects of the CSRD on
the comparability of sustainability reports but rather reflect the most signif-
icant aspects that were present in the research data.

Since the CSRD and its effect to sustainability reporting are still in early
stages, there are many aspects that remain open to be studied in the coming
years. Future research could broaden the scope of user groups whose per-
spectives are examined in relation to the effectives of CSRD in enhancing
comparability. For example, NGOs’ and regulators’ perspectives could be
studied to gain insights from other important stakeholders. Further studies
could also focus on other objectives of the CSRD, such as enhancing trans-
parency or improving the reliability of reported information to gain a more
comprehensive understanding of its perceived effectiveness. This study only
focused on the perceptions of Finnish ESG professionals, whose views are
largely shaped by the reports prepared by Finnish companies. Thus, future
research could expand the geographical scope and include perspectives from
other EU member states or even beyond Europe. This would enable exploring
differences in CSRD implementation across countries and determining
whether the challenges and benefits observed in the Finnish context are
shared more broadly.

Furthermore, while this study provided some early results on the compara-
bility of CSRD reports with those prepared under other common interna-
tional standards such as ISSB or GRI, this aspect of comparability could be
further researched in the future. Research could examine how the CSRD af-
fects the global harmonisation of sustainability reporting and identify barri-
ers that hinder the achievement of greater international comparability. This
would offer valuable insights into how comparability could be enhanced at
the international level and inform the future development of the CSRD.

In addition to qualitative research, there is also a need to incorporate quan-

titative methods in this area. Future studies could evaluate the comparability
of sustainability reports prepared in accordance with the ESRS by applying
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content analysis to determine how consistently the reports are structured and
how much truly comparable information they provide. A more detailed in-
dustry-specific analysis could further identify particular aspects of CSRD re-
porting where comparability remains weak and where improvements are
most needed in the future.

Lastly, in the future once CSRD-compliant reports become available in ma-
chine-readable formats, it would be useful to investigate how this affects
comparability and usability of sustainability data. In the meantime, before
the digital reporting requirements are fully implemented, it would be inter-
esting to study the extent to which AI-driven technologies and tools can be
utilised to support the comparison and analysis of information disclosed in
CSRD reports published in PDF format.
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6 Conclusions

This chapter summarises the study and its key findings in relation to the re-
search questions. The aim of this research was to assess the effectiveness of
the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive in enhancing comparability
in sustainability reporting. The study was a qualitative study conducted
through semi-structured interviews with professionals who have experienced
the effect of CSRD on sustainability reporting and available ESG information.
The research was based on the following research questions:

Q1: What is the perceived impact of the CSRD on the comparability of com-
panies’ ESG performance?

Q2: What factors hinder the comparability of sustainability reports prepared
under the CSRD?

Q3: How could the comparability aspect be enhanced in the future?

In relation to the first research question, it was expected that no significant
conclusions can be made as the CSRD has not yet been in force long enough
for professionals to determine its effectiveness. The results from the first year
of implementation show that the evolving content and scope of the directive,
the ESRS, and the ongoing regulatory changes are creating uncertainty
around sustainability reporting. This currently limits its perceived effective-
ness in improving comparability. Nevertheless, several positive factors were
identified which have improved comparability based on the first published
CSRD-compliant reports or are viewed to do so in the coming years. These
include the mandatory reporting requirement, standardisation of reporting
practices through the ESRS, and the planned introduction of digital tagging
and machine-readability.

Furthermore, the results show that consistent use of headings, terms, and the
order of presentation of data in accordance with ESRS improves readability,
reduces ambiguity, and makes it easier for users to find information. These
are factors that also improve comparability under the CSRD reporting. In ad-
dition, this study found that mandatory external assurance is a key develop-
ment that enhances reliability, trust, and decision-usefulness of reported in-
formation. All of these are seen to support making meaningful comparisons
between companies. Thus, even though no conclusions can be stated on
CSRD’s overall impact on the comparability, there are aspects in it that are
enhancing comparability. Importantly, CSRD has brought incentives and
momentum to the development of sustainability reporting in the EU.
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The second research question focused on challenges to comparability. In this
regard, the study identified several barriers. Firstly, differences in double
materiality assessments are hindering the comparability of information pro-
vided in the reports. The results show that users struggle to find comparable
information, and reasons for this include the subjectivity of double material-
ity assessment and the lack of harmonised guidelines for identifying material
aspects. This research therefore extends the understanding of the impact of
current DMA practices on the perceived comparability of reports.

Secondly, the variability in data availability and data collection and calcula-
tion processes currently hinder comparability. It was found that for the first
year of reporting in accordance with the ESRS, many companies have been
unable to report on all required ESRS disclosures. This has appeared to re-
port users as inconsistent and incomplete reports where same pieces of in-
formation have sometimes been difficult to find. Thirdly, this study found
that heavy reliance on narrative disclosures combined with the comprehen-
siveness and complexity of the ESRS are reducing usability and weakening
comparability. Lastly, the multi-stakeholder nature of the CSRD reporting is
creating uncertainty about the primary target audience and their information
needs. This is shown to make it difficult for reports to fully respond to the
users’ needs and is also placing barriers to enhancing comparability.

Finally, the third research question focused on ways to enhance comparabil-
ity under the CSRD in the future. As reporting in line with the CSRD will start
to find its shape during the coming years, this aspect is critical to be consid-
ered to reduce the barriers to comparability moving forward. This research
reveals factors that are seen to be critical for achieving enhanced compara-
bility in the future. The findings highlight that there is a need for clearer guid-
ance for companies on identifying material topics, interpreting standards,
and implementing reporting requirements consistently. Additionally, assur-
ance practices should be harmonised to further strengthen users’ confidence
in reported information and support comparability. Another critical aspect
to be focused on in the future is the implementation of digital tagging and
machine-readability. The findings suggest that they have potential to signifi-
cantly improve comparability in the future. However, the study concludes
that new reporting formats and requirements should only be introduced once
the current challenges with data availability, consistency, and interpretation
have been addressed.

Furthermore, another critical aspect to be tackled in the future is to clarify
the user groups of CSRD reports and properly determine their information
needs. This will ensure reporting develops in a way that it includes the nec-
essary information in a sufficient level of detail but does not produce over-
whelmingly long and detailed reports that users find hard to effectively utilise
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for comparisons and decision-making. Lastly, this study found that in order
for users to gain the benefits from the comprehensive disclosure require-
ments under the CSRD, greater global harmonisation between reporting
frameworks is needed. Also, broader introduction of CSRD reporting re-
quirements to companies of different types and sizes will be essential for en-
abling effective comparability. This is crucial to ensure that a sufficient sup-
ply of comparable data is available so that CSRD disclosure requirements can
be better incorporated into analysts' data needs and models in the future.

As a conclusion, during the first year of implementation of the CSRD, pro-
gress has been made towards more comparable and consistent sustainability
reporting in the EU. However, the transition is still in a very early stage and
best practices that aim to ensure consistent reporting are only beginning to
emerge. There are still challenges regarding, for example, the materiality as-
sessments, data availability and quality, and usability of sustainability disclo-
sures under the CSRD, which all limit the comparability of sustainability re-
ports. Therefore, the full effectiveness of CSRD on improving comparability
will only be seen in the future. This study suggests that achieving the CSRD's
goal of improving comparability requires clearer guidance, including sector-
specific guidelines, harmonised and widely applicable reporting practices,
development of digital reporting formats, and stronger international harmo-
nisation. Addressing these challenges is essential to ensure that CSRD-com-
pliant sustainability reporting not only complies with regulations but also
provides stakeholders with useful and comparable information.
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Appendix

Appendix 1: Semi-structured interview guide

The following interview guide is a translation of the original Finnish guide
used in the interviews.

Interviewee Background

What is your educational and professional background?

What is your current job description, and what role does CSRD-
aligned sustainability reporting, report comparison, or corporate
analysis play in your work?

How familiar are you with the CSRD and the ESRS?

How is comparability of sustainability data important in your work?

Theme 1: Changes in sustainability reporting through the CSRD

1.

How have the changes introduced by the CSRD impacted your work
as a user (and a producer) of sustainability disclosures?

Has the CSRD brought any changes to sustainability reporting that
you think enhance comparability, what are these changes?

How would you describe the main benefits or limitations of the CSRD
and the ESRS on sustainability reporting?

Which CSRD or ESRS requirements support comparability between
companies or within the same company over time?

How does the double materiality principle affect the information re-
ported and its comparability?

How well can ESRS-aligned reports be compared with reports based
on other frameworks?

How do you assess the value of CSRD reporting relative to the re-
sources required to produce these reports?

84



8.

How does CSRD-aligned reporting add value to your work compared
to previous ways of reporting? Have you noticed improvements in
data availability, clarity, or comparability?

Theme 2: Practical use of CSRD reports

9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

How well have the CSRD-compliant reports met your ESG data and
analysis needs?

Have you faced challenges in comparing reports or data based on the
ESRS? What kinds of challenges?

Do you feel that companies interpret or apply the ESRS standards dif-
ferently? If so, what impact does this have?

Is there a difference in the comparability of data related to:
Environment (E1—E5), Social issues (S1—S4), and Governance (G1)?

How do you see that the current cross-cutting and topical ESRS stand-
ards cover essential sustainability data? How does the lack of sector-
specific standards affect comparability?

What kind of challenges are there in the quality, coverage, or availa-
bility of sustainability data and how does this affect your work?

Theme 3: Future prospects for achieving comparability

15.

16.

17.

18.

The CSRD requires limited assurance for reported data. How does
mandatory assurance affect comparability?

Should the ESRS standards be further developed? If yes, in what di-
rection?

How do you think digitisation and machine readability (e.g., XBRL
tagging) will influence the development of comparability?

How would you like to see comparability evolve in the next 3—5 years?

Should companies be comparable: a) within the same industry, b)
across different industries, c) across different reporting frameworks?
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19. What actions are needed to improve comparability of sustainability
disclosures in the future?

20.How should different stakeholders, like regulators, companies, ana-
lysts, and investors, collaborate to promote comparability?

86



