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0.1 PREMISES  
Aim of the course: 

The course will be focused on methods and instruments of sustainability performance measurement.  

The course will analyse main sustainability accounting and accountability instruments and their 

importance for decision making at company level.  

The course has been designed for Ph.D. students and in this sense, the text and all the materials have 

been enriched with literature references. 

Moreover, several mixed lessons have been organized in order to stimulate a critical attitude toward 

the selected topics. Official documents, in particular, will be submitted to students. The course 

material provides both the documentation and specific guidelines for professors to stimulate the 

debate.  

 

1. Course structure 
The course is organized in 10 modules covering 30 hours of classes, according to the following 

scheme: 

Mod. 1 Mod. 2 Mod. 3 Mod. 4 Mod. 5 Mod. 6 Mod. 7 Mod. 8 Mod. 9 Mod. 10 

Frontal 
lesson 

Mixed 
lesson 

Frontal 
lesson 

Mixed 
lesson 

Mixed 
lesson 

Frontal 
lesson 

Mixed 
lesson 

Exam Group 
work 

Discussion 

4 h. 3 h.  3 h. 3 h. 3 h. 3 h. 3 h. 3 h. 3 h. 2 h. 

 

Module 1: Sustainability and sustainability management. 

The first module is devoted to the introduction of fundamental concepts. In particular, during the 

first four hours, an introduction to the theoretical concept of sustainability management and its 

evolution is provided. From the Stockholm conference, in 1972, to the 2030 Agenda, the module 

analyzes all the fundamental steps of the theoretical and political path toward sustainability. The last 

part is devoted to the explanation of the 17 Sustainable Development Goal, of their 169 targets and 

of their role in the achievement of the 2030 Agenda.  

Module 2: Sustainability declination. 

The module consists of a 3h mixed-lesson. The document provides a matrix that should be submitted 

to students as a tool to critically analyze National or official reports related to SDGs integration. This 

approach has the scope to make students able to find applied in the official document all the 

definitions introduced in the first module. Three-level of analysis of National reports on the 
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implementation of Development Goals (i.e. Italy, Netherlands, France, Portugal, Czech Republic, 

Mexico) will be stimulated. 

Module 3: Sustainability measurement and related tools 

The third module consists of 3h frontal lesson. Indicators are introduced as a tool of measurement. 

It will be analyzed how to build and how to give an interpretation of indicators and their results. 

Definition of key performance indicators (KPIs) aimed at measuring both local and global 

sustainability performance, adoptable by both private organizations and policy-makers.  

Module 4: Sustainability reporting 

Introduction to relevant practical tools/approaches to sustainability reporting. It will be presented 

principles of sustainability reporting. During the lesson it will be discussed the advantages to use 

International standards for measurement like the “G4 - Global Reporting Initiative” and the 

“Integrated Report – IR Framework”. In order to analyze the practical implication of sustainability 

reporting and with the scope to stimulate critical analysis of documents by the Ph.D. students, a series 

of Sustainability reporting will be submitted to students. It will be asked to students to resolve three 

main tasks.  

Module 5: Sustainability reporting literature 

The fifth module propose is the analysis of literature related to Sustainability reporting. A selection 

of 15 papers is proposed. It is asked to students to individually analyze a paper and to present the 

paper according to 10 specific tasks.  The last hour is devoted to a collective research design exercise.  

Module 6: Stakeholders: who, why and what 

The concept of stakeholder and the evolution of their role is presented in the first part of the module. 

The Stakeholder Theory is then presented in order to identify definitions, rights and scope of 

stakeholder and stakeholder engagement. In order to give to Ph.D. students indications about the 

opportunity to exploit the theory, the last part of the lesson will present a set of 11 papers in which 

students have to analyze the validity, the interest and the credibility of paper through specific tasks.    

Module 7: The engagement of stakeholders 

The seventh module presents “stakeholder engagement” as a tool involve stakeholders in company 

decisions. It will be presented a step-by-step procedure to design an engagement process. It is 

presented the materiality matrix as a tool to visualize stakeholder needs. Finally, an international 

standard is presented for the development of a stakeholder engagement process. 

Module 8: Exam 

Knowledge acquired during the lesson will be tested through a written test. 

Module 9: Group work 
Knowledge acquired during the lesson will be tested through an exercise. A case study will be 
provided to students, with the request to respond to specific tasks. The class will be divided into 
groups, and each group will discuss the results and prepare a power-point document to present the 
case and the solutions.  
Module 10: Presentation and discussion.  
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2. Sustainability and Sustainability management (Module 1) 

a. A first definition of Sustainability and the evolution of the concept 

The most used definition to describe the concept of sustainability is the one written in 1987 by the 

World Commission on Environment and Development (WCDE) guided by Gro Harlem Brundtland. 

The WCDE, set up in 1983, in the “Our Common Future” document provided the definition of 

sustainability writing that: 

 “Sustainable development is the development that meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”  

(Brundtland, 1987) 

The WCDE document starts reporting the global challenges in order to connect some human critical 

issues (already treated in the 1972 United Nations Conference on the Human Environment, 

Stockholm) directly to the environment condition. In this sense talking about (global) successes and 

failures the document reports:  

“infant mortality is falling; human life expectancy is increasing; the proportion of the world's adults who can 

read and write is climbing; the proportion of children starting school is rising; and global food production 

increases faster than the population grows […] There are also environmental trends that threaten to radically 

alter the planet, that threaten the lives of many species upon it. including the human species. Each year another 

6 million hectares of productive dryland turns into worthless desert”  

The document moreover, highlighting the integrated nature of the global environment/development 

challenges, identifies the institutions, at all levels, as the responsible for preventing degradation 

through their policies.  

The integrated nature of global issues and the interlocked relation of the economy and the ecological 

systems impose the proactive intervention of institution and their intra-national and over-national 

collaboration.  

 

Institutions, international cooperation, comprehensive approach and popular participation represent 

the key-words of the “Our Common Future” document and of the following sustainability concept 

evolution. 
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Institutions are the main responsible for the creation of new environmental oriented policies. In this 

context, a special role is covered by multilateral financial institutions that have to orient programs 

toward the resolution of environmental issues. 

International cooperation represents the exclusive and efficient approach to resolve the emerging 

crisis. Considering the ecological and economic interdependence of Countries, just the cooperation 

in managing goods and in finding a shared solution can guide the global transition toward a more 

sustainable status.   

Comprehensive approach it has to be supported by systematic attention to problems. This approach 

has to be the base for the formulation of comprehensive policies that will be able to answer complex 

problems related both to human rights and environmental issues.  

Popular/public participation represents the key element to ensure a greater democracy in the 

national and international decision-making process. Moreover, participation makes citizens aware 

about their role and their potential contribution, at individual scale, for the implementation of global 

purposes.  

 

The Brundtland report, as well as the “first” definition of sustainability, are the result of a long path 

started in the 1970s with a growing awareness of the non-sustainability of the current economic 

model (Meadows et al., 1972). In 1972 two main events can be highlighted as fundamental for the 

“sustainability” history. These fundamental steps are the Stockholm conference and the publication 

of “Limits to Growth”. 

 

The Stockholm conference, which is the UN-Conference on the Human Environment, started linking 

the environment and the development as two interrelated factors.  

“The protection and improvement of the human environment is a major issue which affects the well-

being of peoples and economic development throughout the world” 

 

During the conference, an action plan of 109 recommendations was presented and discussed in the 

presence of about 120 Countries representatives. The plan was based on 26 principles that have the 
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scope to inspire and guide peoples of the world toward the preservation and the enhancement of 

the human environment.  

 

Among all the 26 principles we will discuss those that mainly guided the future development of 

sustainable concept evolution. The first principle focused the attention on freedom, equality and 

adequate conditions of life as fundamental rights that find in an environment of quality the proper 

context to be meet. 

The second and third principles focused the attention on natural resources and on the capacity of 

the earth to produce vital renewable resources. This capacity needs to be maintained, restored and, 

if possible, improved.  

The improvement of the quality of life (cited on the first principle) is directly linked to the condition 

of the earth resulting from the (proper) economic and social development (principle 8). 

Finally, States are identified as the main actors able to ensure coordination among international 

organizations. They should assume a dynamic role in order to ensure the protection and 

improvement of the environment. States should act through the design and the application of 

rational plans aimed at reconciling conflicts between the needs of development and the need to 

protect and improve the environment. 

 

In 1972 Meadows at al., (1972) published The Limits to Growth in which they introduced, almost for 

the first time, the world as a complex system with a finite number of resources.  The current observed 

trend led the researchers to affirm that the linear economy model was any more sustainable.  

According to this research, the world seems to be guided by a goal that aims to produce more people 

with more goods and resources for each person and: 

“if society continues to strive for that goal, it will eventually reach one of many earthly limitations” 

This sentence, and in general the whole book, focuses the attention on the future impact resulting 

from the current action and trends. The future, that ten years later will be the central focus of the 

Brundtland report, is here for the first time (one of the first time) cited as a current issue. The present 

actions are the bases to ensure a (fair) future to the next generation.    
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The linear economic model is based on the assumption that resources are infinite and that the earth 

is characterized by an infinite regenerative capacity. The model can be shortly described with the 

Take-Make-Dispose algorithm of actions. In particular: 

 The take-phase represents the extraction of (in)finite resources. 

 The make-phase includes the production (with its own relative emission and residuals), the 

distribution of the product (with its relative emission-related at least to the transportation) 

and finally, the consumption moment in which the user/customer uses the product. 

 The disposal-phase consists at the moment the user decides to throw away the product that 

is any more useful or functional.  In this model, this last phase does not include any kind of 

differentiation of product parts.  

Meadows et al. in its book proposed a change of perspective of global growth. The new perspective 

consists of a transition from a growth model, that is based on the linear economic model, to a global 

equilibrium that is based on a circular economic.  

The new circular economic model needs to be found through science, innovation, technology and 

the dissemination of a new culture based on the preservation of nature and of resources.  

 

According to the presented time-line, the identification of a comprehensive and shared concept of 

“sustainability” and “sustainable development” takes more than ten years. An other central moment 

of this path is covered by the 90s. 

 

From a political point of view, one of the most important steps is covered by the Rio de Janeiro 

summit in 1992. The Rio de Janeiro summit, which is the “Earth Summit” was the occasion in which 

more than 178 countries and more than 1000 ONG focused the attention on the environmental and 

on the development issues.  

During this event, several documents, such as conventions and declaration of principles, have been 

discussed and underpinned by States. Among those documents, there are: (1) Agenda 21, (2) Forest 
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principles, (3) Framework convention on climate change, (4) Convention on biological diversity, (5) 

Rio declaration on environment and development.  

 

Agenda 21 is known to be the main document and the main output of the summit. The document 

consists of an action plan for sustainable development. It is a non-binding plan aimed at overcoming 

all the issues pressing the earth, such as social and health issues and environmental problems.  

 

In the Agenda a special focus has been put on the role of local governments for the support of Agenda 

21 initiatives. In this sense, Countries have to provide a local declination of the Agenda in order to 

mobilize effective actions and to manage resources to resolve of outlined problems. In the Agenda 

21 States declared to have established a new global partnership in which they ensure their 

commitment to a continuous and constructive dialogue. The steps proposed for the local 

implementation of Agenda 21 are: (1) Encourage the process, (2) Organize the running, (3) Train and 

rally teams, (4) Increase partners and citizen’s participation, (5) Organize the concertation, (6) Make 

the shared diagnosis, (7) Define strategic themes, (8) Make an action plan, (9) Apply the action plan, 

(10) Measure the action’s effect.  

 

The identified steps introduced the importance to develop a diagnosis and to measure the effects of 

taken actions. These two steps represent new growing attention to measurement of the effects. The 

effort made by countries for the development of the local action plan needs to be measured and 

shared within the national perimeter and with all the other countries: 

Talking about the use of energy the Agenda 21 says: “Results of those assessments should be 

transformed into clear indicators in order to inform consumers and decision-makers” 

And about health: 

“Develop strategies, including reliable health indicators, to monitor the progress and evaluate the 

effectiveness of health programs” 
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From a scientific point of view, the 90s introduced the concept of sustainability as an entity based on 

three main factors that are society, economy and environment. Elkington (1994) with his contribution 

to the California Management Review journal, entitled “Towards the sustainable corporation: Win-

win-win business strategies for sustainable development” introduced the concept of sustainability 

based on the interplay amongst social, economic and environmental factors aimed at reversing the 

overexploitation of resources (triple bottom line approach).  

In this contribution, near international, national and local government, special attention is given to 

the business. Elkington highlights the shift of the environmental paradigm that, after an anti-growth 

orientation, has evolved toward a new idea of “co-evolution” between social-economic and 

environmental needs (Elkington, 1994). In this context, companies play a central role in the 

development of sustainable strategies and for the achievement of a sustainable scenario.  

Sustainability involves a series of determinants and factors affecting laws, accountability, consumers, 

finance … to face this challenge new expertise must be included in companies.  

Businesses, and in particular the main players, need to be involved by governments in order to co-

design strategies that perfectly fits both with the need to grow and with growing attention to natural 

resource preservation issue. Moreover, companies have to participate in defining and managing the 

process of environmental communications. 

 

According to Elkington studies, sustainable development can be achieved when planet issues, 

people’s priorities and profit needs (as dimensions of the triple bottom line) are simultaneously met.  

Key-words and key-concept of this new perspective are: 

Stakeholders  Critical stakeholders need to be turned into a customer. Companies can beneficiate 

from this new collaboration thanks to growing awareness about the implications of sustainable 

development in their own business. New-market opportunities can be collectively explored and 

designed. Moreover, the company reputation can benefit of this new attention toward the 

environment.  

Reporting and environmental communication  Voluntary environmental reporting represents one 

of the first tools to communicate the environmental performance of the company. This tool is able 
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to stimulate a constant measurement of internal results and to stimulate an external benchmark 

among businesses operating in the same sector.  

Life cycle perspective  There is a need to stimulate a new perspective to look at products and to 

their processes of production. The transition from a linear to a circular economy needs to be read 

also through a new perspective in which each product is read in its all life cycle process. Choices about 

products should be based on Life Cycle assessment processes.  

Supplier  supplier can represent the driver of environmental problems within a company. In this 

sense, attention on environmental requirements toward suppliers can represent a way to improve 

the environmental performance of the company.  

 

In the 2000s new challenges have been opened by the definition of the Millennium Development 

Goals (MDGs) in 2000 (Borowy, 2013) and later by the definition of the Sustainable Development 

Goals in 2015.  

Millennium Development Goals have been designed and disseminated by the UN during the 

Millennium summit in New York and they represent the main output of the summit in terms of world-

development. Discussing the role of the UN in the new historical context, 186 countries decided to 

identified goals and specific targets aimed at improving the quality of life in emerging countries. 

MDGs consist of 8 goals and they are supported by 21 specific targets and 60 indicators.  

The 8 MDGs are: (1) Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger, (2) achieve universal primary education, 

(3) promote gender equality and empower women, (4) reduce child mortality, (5) improve maternal 

health, (6) combat HIV/AIDS, malaria, and other diseases, (7) ensure environmental sustainability and 

(8) develop a global partnership for development.  

The presence of targets and indicators since the beginning of MDGs dissemination shows that the 

issue of measurement has taken on increasing importance in supporting management activities 

(Kaplan and Norton, 2004). 

According to the literature MDGs, in general, appear mainly focused on social priorities (Ite, 2018; 

Sachs, 2012) and are not devoted to the achievement of sustainable development. Sustainable 

development and environment are considered as the topic of one of the MDGs, in this sense the 

concept of “development” and of “sustainability” are still considered as separate topics.  
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Looking at targets it is clear that they are calibrated on poor countries. The partnership still represents 

one of the principal tools to put in place actions. 

According to the identified target, the progress toward the scenario designed by the MDGs has been 

analysed during the World Summit in 2005. The analysis of the improvement as well as a new 

awareness about the global situation, also affecting developed countries, pushed the UN in starting 

a new path toward the design of new, more comprehensive, goals. Those goals, which are the 

Sustainable Development Goals, will be later discussed and presented in 2015 within the UN summit. 

According to the literature, MDGs lack in terms of collaboration (during their design process) with 

signing countries. It represents the main difference and the main weak of MDGs (Kumar et al., 2016) 

and in this sense a new set of goals and a new approach to design it has been developed. The lack of 

involvement has been also identified as a lack of transparency (Bond, 2006). 

Other weaknesses have been analysed by the literature and in particular about the role of education 

and its declination in the MDG 2 (Talbot, 2013) or the food security issue as just related to rural areas 

and not as an urban problem (Battersby, 2016). 

2030 Agenda is the main output of the 2015 UN Summit. The Agenda presents 17 Sustainable 

Development Goal and it presents those areas on which the future sustainable development and the 

goals have to impact. The areas of impact are People, Planet, Prosperity, Peace, Partnership.  

 

Each P encloses specific aims that, in the words of UN, are: 

People  ”We are determined to end poverty and hunger, in all their forms and dimensions, and to 

ensure that all human beings can fulfill their potential in dignity and equality and in a healthy 

environment” 

Planet  We are determined to protect the planet from degradation, including through sustainable 

consumption and production, sustainably managing its natural resources and taking urgent action on 

climate change, so that it can support the needs of the present and future generations” 

Prosperity  “We are determined to ensure that all human beings can enjoy prosperous and fulfilling  

lives and that economic, social and technological progress occurs in harmony with nature” 

Peace  “We are determined to foster peaceful, just and inclusive societies which are free from fear 

and violence. There can be no sustainable development without peace and no peace without 

sustainable development” 
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Partnership  “We are determined to mobilize the means required to implement this Agenda through 

a revitalized Global Partnership for Sustainable Development, based on a spirit of strengthened global 

solidarity, focused in particular on the needs of the poorest and most vulnerable and with the 

participation of all countries, all stakeholders and all people”. 

 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) represent the last institutional step taken by 193 countries 

towards achieving a new responsibility for and commitment to the three components of sustainability 

(Cumming et al., 2017; Desa, 2016; Kumar et al., 2016). They found a wide consensus thank to the 

strong collaboration and sharing process in their design.  

The Sustainable Development Goals are the first official link of “sustainability” and “development” 

concept. SDGs are17 objectives supported by 169 targets and 244 indicators. They touch several of 

the topics of the MDGs but they enlarge the set of material issues to work on. With SDGs, the 

sustainable development is declined in 17 dimensions that, thanks to a transversal approach are able 

to fully meet all the aspects of the growth and of the development.  

In the words of the UN, the 17 SDG are: 

 

Goal 1. End poverty in all its forms everywhere  

Goal 2. End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition and promote sustainable 

agriculture  

Goal 3. Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages  

Goal 4. Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities 

for all 

Goal 5. Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls  

Goal 6. Ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all  

Goal 7. Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern energy for all  

Goal 8. Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and productive 

employment and decent work for all  

Goal 9. Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and sustainable industrialization and foster 

innovation  

Goal 10. Reduce inequality within and among countries  
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Goal 11. Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable  

Goal 12. Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns  

Goal 13. Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts  

Goal 14. Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine resources for sustainable 

development  

Goal 15. Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably manage 

forests, combat desertification, and halt and reverse land degradation and halt biodiversity loss  

Goal 16. Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, provide access to 

justice for all and build effective, accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels  

Goal 17. Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize the Global Partnership for 

Sustainable Development 

 

SDGs aim at impacting on all the three dimensions of sustainability by 2030 (SDSN, 2015). The 17 SDG 

is a transversal goal and it identifies the partnership as the tool to achieve the whole set of goals. And 

in particular: 

Economy  SDGs 8, 9, 10, 12 

Society  SDGs 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 7, 11, 16 

Biosphere  SDGs 6, 13, 14, 15 

According to the UN, differences between MDGs and SDGs are: 

 SDGs embrace a larger number of topics and are not focused and are able to touch all the three 

dimensions of sustainability. Cities, job, justice, energy, industrial sector, innovation, science and 

technology are just some of the additional topics that SDGs touch compared to MDGs.  

 SDGs are applicable to all countries  

 SDGs identifies tools and strategies for the achievement of goals 

 SDG 13 represents the main challenge to face during the transition to a new sustainable scenario. 

Climate change is indeed a critical issue able to impact on all the other goals.  

According to the literature (Stewart, 2015), also SDGs have some lacks. With the scope to be universal 

and adaptable to different national contexts, SDGs appeared quite general and countries faced 

difficulties in internalizing them.  
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According to the literature (Beisheim and Simon, 2016), the effective implementation of SDGs is 

linked to the presents of: leadership, cooperation, and transparency. 

 Leadership: a strong effort by the top management is pivotal to innovate the business models 

integrating the practice of sustainability. 

 Cooperation: cooperation between different stakeholders and corporations is fundamental to 

gather resources, share risks, and achieve new innovative solutions. 

 Transparency: that transparency is paramount to build trust and to strengthen stakeholders’ 

engagement is intuitive. 

The 193 signatory countries ensured their commitment to integrating these principles and goals 

within their national development plans. In other words, the application of the SDGs passes through 

the national and local definition of the objectives themselves. 

 In the meantime, companies and economic forces operating within the signatory countries declared 

their commitment in the process of integrating sustainability, in order to make the role of the private 

sector increasingly central in the pursuit of the goals (UN Global Compact, 2014; Scheyvens et al., 

2016). Several national initiatives have been developed in order to integrate SDGs and to monitor 

their achievement.  

According to global priorities, each country has designed its own National Strategy and has identified 

its own indicators to monitor all the dimensions of the sustainable development.  

Some countries have also provided a regional declination of SDGs and several cities have implemented 

their own tool to measure and to achieve sustainability. 

The autonomy of these initiatives makes the effective measurement of the achieved level of 

sustainability difficult.  

That is why the set of 244 indicators identified by the UN are fundamental to ensure a comparable 

international monitoring process. 
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3. Sustainability declination (Module 2) 

Module 2 is focused on Sustainability declination at different scales. The module consists of a mixed 

lesson in which students are called to read analyze national reports or official national documents 

related to the implementation of Development Goals. 

Exercise instruction: 

 Students are asked to work into groups of two-three people.  

 Each group has to read a national report 

 Several variables/characteristics are asked to find (see the table below) 

 Each variable need to be identified and, where appropriate, described  

 Student are asked to provide a comment about Strength, Weak, Opportunities and Threats of 

the report.  

 Professors should guide the discussion and the analysis through the questions devoted to 

professors (see the table below). 

 

The exercise has the scope to: 

 Make the students able to read and analyse official documents related to SDGs integration 

 Stimulate a critical analysis of documents 

 Identify best practices for the redaction of documentation related to sustainability, SDGs and 

their integration 

 Discuss the importance of indicators and target 

 Look at the local declination of SDGs  

 

Variable/characteristics to 
find and discuss  
(to provide to students) 

Questions to guide the discussion 
(for professors) 

Title of the document Does the title submit a special focus on a single topic?  

Number of pages The number of pages can give information about the readability of the 
document, the level of detail provided, … 

Key-concept emerging 
from the introduction 

Is in the introduction a sort of letter? Are there any declared keyword? Is it 
possible to outline some keywords from the introduction? 
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Responsible for the report 
development 

The responsible office for the implementation of the report gives information 
about the commitment and of the sustainability priorities. 

Document organization Is the report organized according to the 5Ps or to SDGs? Is there any other 
kind of organization? Such as for sectors, for national priorities, … for the three 
dimensions of sustainability. 
What are the advantages of this organization? What the possible 
misunderstandings? 

Methodological section Is there any section devoted to explaining the methods? 

Priorities and principles Is there any declared principles or priorities? What is missed in this 
declaration? (i.e. specific SDGs topic, governance issues, …) 

References and sources Is the report provided with references and sources of showed data? 

Status quo Is the status quo supported by data? Are the sources credible?  

Thematic sections Are all the sections long enough to fully describe the national declination of 
each specific topic? (it is possible that each section is too long and dispersive) 

Indicators Is the document provided with indicators? Are these indicators collected in a 
single table?  

Targets and timing Are there targets? Are targets provided with a time indication for their 
achievement?  

Partner or strategic actors Does the report talk about citizen participation, countries partnership, private 
sector, …  

Tool Does the report identify specific financial or programming tools for the 
integration of SDGs? 

Proposal section Is there any proposal section? Are, in this section, identify specific targets for 
the implementations of these proposals? Are the proposal divided for 
themes/topic or the proposal section transversally analyse all the topic? 

Document readability  Is the report difficult to read? Is the report just in English? Do you check if the 
Country provides also a mother tongue document? 
Do you think the document is addressed to a specific audience? 

Elements of originality During the discussion, several best practices or elements of originality can be 
found. 
Ask students to write down it in order to have a collection of good and bad 
practice 

SWOT matrix During the discussion ask students to organize a SWOT matrix as final output 
to describe the analysed report 

 

Additional documentation can be founnd at: https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/memberstates  
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4. Sustainability measurement and related tools (Module 3) 

4.1 Introduction to indicators as a tool of measurement 

According to the literature, indicators are “are tools that measure, simplify and communicate 

important issues and trends” (Walker et al, 2000), which can also be related to environment 

sustainability. 

The OECD (2008) defines an indicator as a quantitative or qualitative measure derived from a series 

of observed facts.  

Heink and Kowarik (2009) provide a review of the definition of indicators, some of which are: 

‘‘An indicator is a variable that describes the state of a system’’ (Walz, 2000, p. 613) 

‘‘An indicator may be defined as a characteristic which, when measured repeatedly, demonstrates 

ecological trends, and a measure of current state or quality of an area’’ (Ferris and Humphrey, 1999, 

p. 313f). 

‘‘Indicators are alternative measures that are used to identify the status of a concern when for 

technical or financial reasons the concern cannot be measured directly. We need indicators because 

they enable us to gain an understanding of the complex systems around us. They do this by: (1) 

synthesizing masses of data; (2) showing the current position, in relation to desirable states; (3) 

demonstrating progress towards goals and objectives; and (4) communicating current status to users 

(scientists, policy makers or the public) so that effective management decisions can be taken that lead 

us towards objectives. (...) There are two types of ‘indicator’: simple indicators expressed in units (e.g. 

rainfall, in mm) and indices which combine single indicators in an index that is expressed as a 

dimensionless number’’ (Mitchell et al., 1995, p. 105) 

To ensure the validity of comparison, benchmarks and rate, it is necessary to construct good 

indicators. Characteristics of a good indicator are: 

 Validity: the indicator ensures an accurate measure of behaviour, practice, task that is the 

expected output or outcome of the intervention 

 Reliable: the indicator is measurable over time, in the same way by different observers 

 Precise: the indicator is operationally defined in clear terms 

 Measurable: the indicator quantifiable using available tools and methods 
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 Timely: provides a measurement at time intervals relevant and appropriate in terms of 

program goals and activities 

Looking at these bullet points it is clear that the availability of data is one of the most important 

variables to take into consideration during the construction of and indicator. 

Available data, moreover, should be collected in the same way and through the same rigor each time 

and each context.  

 

One of the main scopes of indicators is to communicate information related to a specific 

phenomenon that they address. With the scope to communicate, generally not just to experts, 

indicators have to simplify the complexity of the reality and the specific phenomenon.  

This simplification involves the need of a proper interpretation. 

The interpretation should be also based on a good awareness of the context of physical, social, 

cultural and economic characteristics. 

Physical context: specific physical or morphological characteristics can influence the result of the 

interpretation of it. (Does it make sense to measure the quality level of sea-water in Belgrade?) 

Cultural and social context: by knowing the cultural context it is possible to add or remove significant 

or insignificant indicators from a standardized dataset.  

Economic context: with an in-depth knowledge of the economic context it is possible to identify a 

valid and credible targets. (According to SDGs target, does it make sense to affirm that 1 dollar and 

25 are enough to live in Switzerland?) 

 

A tool to reduce the level of misunderstandings is given by several models of interpretation. The 

literature identifies driver-pressure-state-impact-response (DPSIR) model as one of the most useful 

and easy models to use (Gonzalez et al., 2011). Used, especially for environmental indicators, the 

DPSIR model aims to organize a set of indicators according to their role. Indicators can indeed give 

information about the Drivers of a specific phenomenon, or about Pressures that are able to change 

the Status of a context or of a phenomenon. Finally, indicators can measure the Impact of this specific 

phenomenon (Smeets and Waterings, 1999).  
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The definition of a clear unit of analysis is in this sense fundamental to identify all the necessary 

variables to take into consideration.  

The DPSIR framework can be used to describe the relationships between the origins and 

consequences of environmental problems. 

 4.2 How to build an indicator 

Indicators can be used both to monitor and, if supported by targets, to give information about the 

level of achievement toward a specific target. For quantitative indicators, they can be described as a 

mathematical fraction in which the numerator represents one of the variables that characterize a 

specific phenomenon, and the denominator is a value able to make the measure comparable in times 

and/or in space. 

OECD identifies 10 steps that can be followed to build a composite indicator. Where a composite 

indicator is a tool that is able to measure in the same time several shapes of a phenomenon.  

Talking about a linear indicator, we can simplify as follow: 

 Select the unit of analysis  what are you observing? 

 Understand the context  what are the variables able to impact and to modify the observed 

phenomena? In terms of complex phenomena, the literature can help to clearly identify all the 

involved variables.  

 Data selection  according to the identified variables, select the necessary data. In this phase, it 

is fundamental to check if the data are valid, credible, reliable and precise. According to the 

available economic resources, it is possible to choose available data (data collected by national, 

international or local agencies) or to collect new data. If you want to provide a benchmark, check 

if the data is available for other contexts and if it is collected in the same way. If you want to 

provide a trend, check if the data is available at least for three years and if the collection method 

has changed in times.  

 Normalization  according to the scope of the indicator (comparable in years and/or in the 

space) it is necessary to provide a denominator that is able the results comparable.  
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4.3 The use of sustainability indicators 

At the local level, Sustainability indicators are those indicators aimed to measure the sustainability 

level of a country (a region, a city). 

Indicators, both qualitative or quantitative, if declined at a local scale, can reveal the positioning of a 

given area (country, region, city, district, …) compared to other contexts (OECD, 2008).   

Countries or agencies are building and monitoring indicators to monitor their progress (or their 

impact) toward environmental and sustainability goals. The selected indicators reveal the priorities 

and the cultural background of each country.  

Environmental or sustainability indicators can be used to guide the design of national policies and the 

definition of national targets. In this sense, indicators can change their role shifting from a monitoring 

tool to a decision-making tool to support policy-makers.  

The literature (Shen et al., 2011) talking about city-level identifies several applications of sustainability 

indicators. The role of cities in applying at their own level sustainability is fundamental to ensure a 

full permeation of sustainability practices at all the governance level. Urban and rural areas are 

characterized by different peculiarities of sustainability and they need to be measured in different 

ways.  

 

At the company scale, in terms of measurement and evaluation, the ISO Standard 14031 gives a 

definition of Environmental Performance Evaluation (EPE) that is an internal process and 

management tool to provide the management with information about the organization’s 

environmental performance. This information should be reliable and verifiable (Jasch, 2000). 

Among the scopes identified by the literature, Azapagic, and Perdan (2000) stressed the importance 

to have standardized indicators as an opportunity to monitor them and ensuring a constant 

benchmark with other companies or organizations that operate in the same sector. 

In particular, they highlight the possibility of:  

 compare similar products made by different companies; 

 compare different processes producing the same product; 

 benchmark of units within corporations; 
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 rate company against other companies in the(sub-)sector; 

 assess progress towards sustainable development of a (sub-)sector. 

On the other side, specific or not-standardized indicators, are able to give an additional analysis of 

specific phenomena (Marr, 2012). 

The literature identifies three main kinds of indicators, that, according to Jasch (2000), are: 

Operational Performance Indicators (OPI). They focus on aspects related to the operations of an 

organization (including activities, products or services) and can cover topics such as emissions, 

product and recycling of raw materials, energy consumption;  

 Management Performance Indicators (MPI). They focus on management activities to provide the 

necessary support for the success of environmental management and can cover environmental 

programs, objectives and targets, training, incentive plans, frequency of audits, on-site inspections, 

administration and community reports; 

Environmental Condition Indicators (ECI). They provide information on the quality of the environment 

surrounding the organization or on the local, regional or global environmental status. Examples: 

water quality of a nearby lake, regional air quality, greenhouse gas concentrations or concentration 

of given pollutants in the soil. 
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5. Sustainability reporting (Module 4) 

Environmental indicators and their results can be used to externally report the 

company/organization’s commitment toward the environment and sustainability principles.  

Sustainability Reporting is the practice of measuring, disclosing, and being accountable to internal and 

external stakeholders for organizational performance against specific environmental, social and 

economic/governance (“ESG”) goals and metrics. 

Reporting to whom? to all its stakeholders (employees, customers, suppliers, etc.) after mapping 

them;  

Object? Social and environmental practices (economic results are in the ordinary balance sheet, the 

Consolidated Report and Account); 

What? Enterprise outputs, but also its direct and indirect outcomes in reality (by means of 

performance indicators). 

It is both a management tool for the company (analysis, programming, control and internal 

information) and a communication and dialogue tool towards the external world. 

 

The Commitment toward sustainability both in term of social and environmental impact, or in term 

of sustainability in toto, can be accounted mainly through four tools: (1) environmental balance 

sheet, (2) social balance sheet, (3) environmental report, and (4) sustainability reporting.  

Environmental balance sheet: A summary overview of the entities and quantities of energy, resource 

and material flows into and out of the production process, and their monetary quantification. 

It is an accounting tool capable of providing an organic picture of the direct interrelationships 

between business and the natural environment, through the appropriate representation of 

quantitative and qualitative data relating to the environmental impact of production activities, and 

the economic and financial effort sustained. by the environmental protection company. 

Social balance sheet: Reporting - in qualitative and quantitative terms - on the relations between the 

company and the reference groups representative of the entire community, aimed at outlining a 

homogeneous, punctual, complete and transparent picture of the complex interdependence 

between the economic and socio-political factors inherent and consequent to the choices made. 
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Environmental report: Voluntary communication tool of information to the public aimed at describing 

policy, objectives, activities and performance with respect to the multiple environmental problems 

of a company 

The Environmental Reports are drawn up by fairly large organizations and have the objective of 

describing their environmental policies by connecting them to the actions implemented and aimed 

at their implementation and the reduction of the environmental impact of the activities developed. 

There are environmental performance indicators inside (e.g. raw materials used per product unit, 

unit energy consumption, unit waste produced and% sent for recovery, etc.) 

Part of the report is devoted to investments in environmental improvements developed by 

organizations. 

Sustainability Report: The Sustainability Report also presents the organization's value and governance 

system, in addition to social, economic and environmental performance, and aims to demonstrate 

the connection between strategy and an orientation towards a sustainable economy. It is developed 

with the scope to: 

- Answer to pressure from stakeholders and public opinion 

- Measure, as a support to management, the organization's socio-environmental impact 

- Create a connection between the organization's strategy and investment in sustainability policy 

- Control and improvement of management control at the level of the entire supply chain 

- Answer to pressures of institutional nature and from other public government entities 

 

Standardization of indicators perfectly fits with the Global Reporting Initiative. GRI develops reporting 

frameworks able to guide and support companies, associations and organizations to measure 

sustainability impacts.  

GRI it is Non–Profit Organization based in Amsterdam. GRI consists in a multi-stakeholder network of 

thousands based globally. The declared GRI mission is “Create conditions for the transparent and 

reliable exchange of sustainability information through the development and continuous 

improvement of its Sustainability Reporting Framework” 
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The principles of GRI are:  

Materiality – Information in a report should cover topics and Indicators that reflect the organization’s 

significant economic, environmental, and social impacts or that would substantively influence the 

assessments and decisions of stakeholders. 

Completeness – Coverage of the material topics and Indicators and definition of the report boundary 

should be sufficient to reflect significant economic, environmental, and social impacts and enable 

stakeholders to assess the reporting organization’s performance in the reporting period. 

Stakeholder inclusiveness – The reporting organization should identify its stakeholders and explain in 

the report how it has responded to their reasonable expectations and interests. 

Sustainability Context – Information on performance should be placed in context. The underlying 

question of sustainability reporting is how an organization contributes, or aims to contribute in the 

future, to the improvement or deterioration of economic, environmental, and social conditions, 

developments, and trends at the local, regional, or global level. 

Accuracy - The reported information should be sufficiently accurate and detailed for stakeholders to 

assess the reporting organization’s performance. 

Timeliness - Reporting occurs on a regular schedule and information is available in time for 

stakeholders to make informed decisions. 

Comparability - Issues and information should be selected, compiled, and reported consistently. 

Reported information should be presented in a manner that enables 

stakeholders to analyse changes in the organization’s performance over time, and could support 

analysis relative to other organizations. 

Reliability - Information and processes used in the preparation of a report should be gathered, 

recorded, compiled, analysed, and disclosed in a way that could be subject to examination and that 

establishes the quality and materiality of the information. 

Clarity - Information should be made available in a manner that is understandable and accessible to 

stakeholders using the report. 
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Balance - The report should reflect the positive and negative aspects of the organization’s 

performance to enable a reasoned assessment of overall performance. 

 

The structure of GRI can be described as: 

GRI 101 - Foundation  is the starting point for using the GRI Standards. GRI 101 can be used by an 

organization of any size, type, sector, or geographic location that wants to use the GRI Standards to 

report about its economic, environmental, and/or social impacts. 

GRI 102 – General Disclosures  it sets out reporting requirements on contextual information about 

an organization and its sustainability reporting practices. This Standard can be used by an 

organization of any size, type, sector or geographic location. 

GRI 103 – Management approach  it sets out reporting requirements about the approach an 

organization uses to manage a material topic. This Standard can be used by an organization of any 

size, type, sector or geographic location. 

GRI 200  Economic indicators 

GRI 300  Environmental indicators 

GRI 400  Social indicators 

 

Practical application: 

We suggest providing students with GRI reports (https://database.globalreporting.org/). 

The analysis has the scope to stimulate critical analysis and a critical debate on Sustainability reports 

produced within the same framework and with the same ethical scope, but in a different cultural and 

social context.  

In particular, we suggest the analysis of: 

 Annual Sustainability Report, 2019. Dubai Customs 

 Sech Tdt Sustainability Report 2019 

 Environmental, Social and Governance Report 2019 

 Leroy, Sustainability Report 2019 
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It is suggested to propose a three-level of analysis that are: 

Variable/characteristics to 
observe and discuss  
(to provide to students) 

Questions to guide the discussion 
(for professors) 

Structure of the Report Is the report organized for SDGs or for other structures? 

Applied methodologies Is the methodology clearly explained? 

Analysis and comparison of chosen 
indicators 

Are the indicators divided by categories? Are the indicators 
easy to understand? Are the indicators able to give 
information about the unit of analysis? Is the unit of analysis 
clearly identified? Are the sources credible? Are the results 
presented with their trend? Are there targets?  
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6. Sustainability reporting literature (Module 5) 

In order to guide young researchers within their research path, the fifth module is focused on a 

critical analysis of the published paper.  

Students should read a paper and analyse it according to the requested info.  

 

Instructions 

First individual phase: 

 Read the paper 

 Identify the main literature branch used to frame the paper 

 Identify the three main authors cited within the paper 

 Identify the case study (if the paper has a case study) in terms of kind of organization 

(public, private, …), country, … 

 Identify used data and sources 

 Identify the limits of the research 

 Identify the declared gaps in the literature 

 Identify gaps according to the knowledge acquired in the previous modules 

 Analyse the references section in order to identify the main journal interested in the topic. 

 

Second phase: 

Each student has to present a paper according to all the requested information 

 

Third collective phase: 

According to collected evidence, collectively design research opportunities related to each topic. 

For each research, topic define two Research Questions. 

 

Suggested papers are: 

Berber, N., Slavić, A., & Aleksić, M. (2019). The relationship between corporate social responsibility 

and corporate governance. Ekonomika, 65(3), 1-12. 

Berman, S. L., Wicks, A. C., Kotha, S., & Jones, T. M. (1999). Does stakeholder orientation matter? The 

relationship between stakeholder management models and firm financial performance. Academy of 

Management journal, 42(5), 488-506. 
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Branco, M. C., & Rodrigues, L. L. (2008). Factors influencing social responsibility disclosure by 

Portuguese companies. Journal of business Ethics, 83(4), 685-701. 

Boesso, G., & Kumar, K. (2007). Drivers of corporate voluntary disclosure. Accounting, Auditing & 

Accountability Journal. 

Buhr, N. (1998). Environmental performance, legislation and annual report disclosure: the case of 

acid rain and Falconbridge. Accounting, Auditing & Accountability Journal. 

Clarkson, P. M., Li, Y., Richardson, G. D., & Vasvari, F. P. (2008). Revisiting the relation between 
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7. Stakeholder: why, who and what (Module 6) 

One of the fundamental issues touched by SDGs and sustainability applications is the participation of 

citizens, companies, agencies and all the level of governance during the decision-making process. All 

these subjects are generally defined as a stakeholder. But who are stakeholders? 

In terms of areas of impact, the 2030 Agenda identifies inclusion as one of the tools to achieve the 

Peace: “We are determined to foster peaceful, just and inclusive societies which are free from fear 

and violence. There can be no sustainable development without peace and no peace without 

sustainable development” 

11.3  

By 2030, enhance inclusive and sustainable urbanization and capacity for participatory, integrated 

and sustainable human settlement planning and management in all countries 

16.7 
Ensure responsive, inclusive, participatory and representative decision-making at all levels 

16.8 
Broaden and strengthen the participation of developing countries in the institutions of global 
governance 

 

Stakeholder: “Any group or individual who can affect or is affected by the achievement of the 

organization’s objectives” (Freeman, 1984); They could include: 

 employees, unions, owners (shareholders), suppliers, customers, community (local), Governments 

(from local to supernatural), Environment, Control bodies.  

 

Literature has produced several definitions of stakeholders: 

 Those who are influenced by the company  Rehnman, 1964; Ahlstedt, Johnukainen, 1971 

 Those who influence and are influenced by the company  Freeman, Reed, 1983; Freeman, 

1984; Savage, 1991; Starik, 1994 

 Those who have a strong juridical relationship with the company  Evan e Freeman, 1988; 

Carroll, 1984; Evan, Freeman, 1990; Clarkson, 1995; Donaldson, Preston, 1995 
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 Those who have a mutual relationship with the company  Thompson, 1991; Hill, Jones, 

1992; Brenner, 1993; Nasi, 1995 

 Those who have participated to the creation of value  Freeman, 1984; Clarkson, 1994 

Even if stakeholders are presented by the literature especially as actors of the private sector, the 

stakeholder can be identified also in relation to public bodies.  

The stakeholder concept belongs to management theories and in this context stakeholders have 

been framed within CSR policies and initiatives. 

The production of economic value is one of the main objectives of a business but, according to the 

literature, players (business, communities, authorities, control bodies, customers...) are increasingly 

asking themselves to whose advantage such value must be created, and to whom this value should 

be addressed (Carroll and Shabana, 2010; Orlitzky et al., 2003; Porter and Kramer, 2006; Porter and 

Kramer, 2011; Sciarelli, 2012; Sethi, 1975). 

Those aspects depend directly on the destination of the value produced, and on the role assigned to 

the business in society: theories aiming at studying and framing the relationship between business 

and society refer to Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) theories (Carroll, 1999). 

In particular stakeholder stakes, according to specific categories, can be described as follow: 

Owners have a financial stake in the corporation and expect a return on their investment. 

Employees & Unions have their jobs and usually their livelihood at stake. 

Suppliers provide raw materials to the corporation, thus the corporation is vital to the supplier's 

success. 

Customers exchange resources for the products or services of the firm and in return receive the 

benefits of the products or services. 

Local community grants the corporation the right to build facilities in their area; in turn, the 

community benefits from the tax base and economic contributions of the corporation. 

Governments enact regulations and establish priorities, that have to be respected 

Environment (natural) must be adequately managed, and in particular, the potential effects of 

processes and actions must be considered in the strategy. 
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Stakeholder theory is one the theoretical frames of CSR developed in the mid ‘80s by Freeman 

Principle: “overcoming the individual finalism of the entrepreneur in favour of an enlarged one, with 

the extension of the interests beyond the shareholders. Relevance of the relationships with employees, 

customers, suppliers, and financers, as well as public administration, environmental or social 

associations (NGOs) and committees, trade associations and unions, consumer groups, ...” 

In order to define its decision-making, the economic actor must consider the interests, rights and 

expectations of those that are influenced by the organization’s objectives and those who can 

influence its pursuit (Freeman, 1984). 

Stakeholder Theory has introduced a significant difference between stake-holders and share-holders. 

Shareholder’s role was analyzed and theorized by Friedman that analyzing the aims of corporations 

assumed that: 

“Corporation's primary and perhaps sole purpose is to maximize profits for the stockholders (“business 

of business is business”).” 

Friedman says to maximize profit a) within the law and b) without violating social standards. 

 So, in looking at a business decision (or analyzing a case), identify relevant laws and 

regulations – and also identify current social standards and opinions. 

 Maximize profit without breaking laws/regulations AND without “disturbing” society. 

 

Both the stockholders and stakeholders have a right to demand certain actions from management 

because all have a vested stake in the corporation 

Freeman says to a) identify stakeholder groups and b) make a decision that “takes them into 

account”. 

 So, in looking at a business decision (or analysing a case), identify all stakeholder groups 

 Identify available options and determine the effect they will have on the stakeholders. 

 Select and apply an ethical theory and practice strategy to these options to determine the 

best one 

SLIDE 65 

SLIDE 66 



 
 

  
 
 
 

  

    Improving Academic and Professional Education 

Capacity in Serbia in the area of Safety & Security 

ImprESS (586410-EPP-1-2017-1-RS-EPPKA2-CBHE-JP) 
                                

  

34 

 Jones and Wicks (1999) summarise the basic principles of Stakeholder Theory as follows: 

•  the corporation has relationships with many constituent groups (stakeholders) that affect 

and are affected by its decisions, 

• the theory is concerned with the nature of these relationships in terms of both processes and 

outcomes for the firm and its stakeholders, 

•  the interest of all (legitimate) stakeholders has intrinsic value, and no set of interests is 

assumed to dominate the others, 

• the theory focuses on managerial decision making. 

Donaldson & Preston (1995): highlight the managerial character of the theory the stakeholder theory 

is defined as managerial in that it suggests methods of behaviour, plans of action, and organizational 

solutions that are useful in the relationship with stakeholders who affect the company decision 

processes. 

Donaldson & Preston (1995) categorize Stakeholder Theory from 3 points of views: 

Descriptive: organizations have stakeholders, and their role is to satisfy a wide range of them, and 

not just the shareholders. 

Instrumental: firms that consider their stakeholders’ interests will be more successful than those that 

do not. In this area the relationship between stakeholder management and organizational 

performance is relevant 

Normative: analysis of “WHY” firms should consider their stakeholders. Their interests are relevant in 

the company’s strategies beyond the fact that their role is relevant to firm’s shareholders. This is the 

most relevant area of research in the field of ST 

Phillips, Freeman & Wicks, (2003) and Freeman & Philips (2002), stress its character of equity 

stakeholder theory can redesign the system of relationships between enterprises and stakeholders 

on the basis of a principle of equity.  

Equity should provide that those who have made the biggest contribution to the growth of the 

organization receive the most benefits. 
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Engaging stakeholders means to evaluate them and prioritize their demands (Rowley, 1997); they act 

by means of participation, consultation, cooperation and information exchange (Grafe-Buckens & 

Hinton, 1998; Green & Hunton-Clarcke, 2003) 

 

How is it possible to connect theory, practices and creating something interesting for the academic 

literature? The literature provides several examples of case studies framed within the stakeholder 

theory. 

 It is suggested to ask to students to read the “case study” and the “results” sections and to discuss 

about the validity of the chosen case and the level of interest of emerged results. 

This exercise will help Ph.D. students to find opportunities for research in empirical experiences. 

 

Suggested papers are: 

Bischoff, K. (2019). A study on the perceived strength of sustainable entrepreneurial ecosystems on 

the dimensions of stakeholder theory and culture. Small Business Economics, 1-20. 

Bridoux, F., & Stoelhorst, J. W. (2014). Microfoundations for stakeholder theory: Managing 

stakeholders with heterogeneous motives. Strategic management journal, 35(1), 107-125. 

Ching, H. Y., & Gerab, F. (2017). Sustainability reports in Brazil through the lens of signaling, legitimacy 

and stakeholder theories. Social Responsibility Journal. 

Freudenreich, B., Lüdeke-Freund, F., & Schaltegger, S. (2019). A stakeholder theory perspective on 

business models: Value creation for sustainability. Journal of Business Ethics, 1-16. 

Jia, M., & Zhang, Z. (2014). How does the stock market value corporate social performance? When 

behavioral theories interact with stakeholder theory. Journal of business ethics, 125(3), 433-465. 

Mainardes, E., Alves, H., & Raposob, M. (2013). Portuguese public university student satisfaction: A 

stakeholder theory-based approach. Tertiary Education and Management, 19(4), 353-372. 
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Mainardes, E. W., Raposo, M., & Alves, H. (2012). Public university students' expectations: An 

empirical study based on the stakeholders theory. Transylvanian Review of Administrative 

Sciences, 8(35), 173-196. 

Plichta, J. (2019). The co-management and stakeholders theory as a useful approach to manage the 

problem of overtourism in historical cities–illustrated with an example of Krakow. International 

Journal of Tourism Cities. 

San-José, L., Retolaza, J. L., & Pruñonosa, J. T. (2012). Empirical Evidence of Spanish Banking 

Efficiency: The Stakeholder Theory Perspective. In Soft Computing in Management and Business 

Economics (pp. 153-165). Springer, Berlin, Heidelberg. 

Yao, G. R. (2010, November). Stakeholder Theory Applied to Measure Resident's Interest Demand in 

Tourist Destination-Jiuhua Mountain. In 2010 International Conference on E-Product E-Service and E-

Entertainment (pp. 1-5). IEEE. 

ZhenYi, W., Li, S., & Langshuai, L. (2011, June). Empirical study on SMEs' social responsibility and 

financial Performance-based on the perspective of stakeholder theory. In 2011 International 

Conference on Computer Science and Service System (CSSS) (pp. 3927-3930). IEEE. 
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8. The engagement of stakeholders (Module 7) 

The stakeholder engagement has been theorized also in relation to its practical implication. 

In order to analyse how stakeholder engagement experiences have contributed to building 

engagement models, an interesting five-step approach model, developed by the no-profit BSR, is here 

presented.  

The steps consist of: 

STEP 1: Engagement Strategy  Set vision and level of ambition for future engagement, and review 

past engagements. 

STEP 2: Stakeholder Mapping  Define criteria for identifying and prioritizing stakeholders, and select 

engagement mechanisms.  

STEP 3 Preparation  Focus on long-term goals to drive the approach, determine logistics for the 

engagement, and set the rules.  

STEP 4: Engagement  Conduct the engagement itself, ensuring equitable stakeholder contributions 

and mitigating tension while remaining focused on priorities.  

STEP 5: Action Plan  Identify opportunities from feedback, and determine actions, revisit goals, and 

plan the next steps for follow-up and future engagement. 

 

During the FIRST STEP, which is the one devoted to the identification of ambitions, it is fundamental 

to understand the level of stakeholder involvement that the company wants to put in place.  

The level of involvement is strongly connected to the level of information that the company wants to 

share with its stakeholders.  

The exchange of information can be: 

- Ad hoc communication: the exchanged information is punctual, it is focused on just one 

topic/event/initiative. It is characterized by una tantum regime. In this sense the company is not 

interesting to have a continuative relation with its stakeholders. 

- One-way communication: it is a flow of information that goes only from A (that is the company), to 

B (that is the stakeholder). The stakeholders (individual or organized by groups) have not the 
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opportunity to discuss about topics or to influence the company. This style has the scope to inform 

stakeholders. 

- Two-way communication and multi-directional communication: the flow of information can go from 

A (company) to B (stakeholders) or from B to A. The communication process can be also stimulated 

by the stakeholders and it can involve different levels and kinds of stakeholders. 

- Stakeholder engagement: is the highest level of information exchange between the company and 

its stakeholder. In this case, stakeholders play a strategic role in the decision-making process of the 

company. Stakeholders can influence choices and guide the company within its evolution process.  

 

During the first step, it is also necessary to keep in mind the results of past stakeholder engagement 

processes. It is necessary to look and mistakes or opportunities for improvement coming from past 

experiences.  

 

STEP 2 consists of the mapping process of stakeholders. These steps have been also articulated in 

four additional steps that are: (1) identification of who are the stakeholders to involve, (2) what is 

their weight, (3) identify their relationships and (4) select the proper approach.   

The identification can be provided through the development of a list of groups, organizations or 

individuals that have something to stake toward the company business. The list can be developed by 

a single company division and then revised by other divisions, or it can be the result of a collective 

process in which each division identifies its own stakeholders.  

The analysis of media, of e-mail flows can give important information and of relevant stakeholders. 

According to BSR group several questions can help the identification of all the relevant stakeholders. 

These questions are: 

 Is our list focused on relevant stakeholders who are important to the company’s current and 

future efforts?  

 Does the company have a good understanding of where stakeholders are coming from, what 

they may want, whether they would be interested in engaging with our organization, and 

why?  
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 How can the company further understand and qualify these stakeholders? Through 

discussions with internal colleagues? Reading reference reports? Analyzing their public profile 

and opinions?  

 Have the company given thought to what type of resources (expertise, people, and budget) 

we need to support our engagement strategy and follow-up activities? 

 

The weight can be assigned using the concept of “relevance”. The relevance concept is composed of 

at least three elements that are: 

 Centrality: how much is important the STKH with respect to the mission and operations 

management of the organization? 

  Weight: which is the interference level caused by the STKH for the organization? 

  Intensity: how frequent are the relations kept with the STKH? 

 Based on these criteria, STKHs can be classified following levels of relevance (e.g. high, medium, and 

low). 

 

According to the focus of interests of each stakeholder category, it can be designed as a sort of visual 

map able to show relations and interaction among areas and among stakeholders. They also can be 

classified according to the three categories identified by Sirgy (2002): 

Internal stakeholders: employees, executive staff, the board of directors 

External stakeholders: shareholders, suppliers, creditors, local community, natural environment 

Distal stakeholders: rival firms, consumers, governmental agencies, voters, unions. 

Or according to categories identified by Clarkson (1995): 

Primary stakeholders: high level of interdependence; essential for a company’s existence 

(shareholders, investors, employees, customers and suppliers) 

Secondary stakeholders: not engaged in transactions with the enterprise and not essential for its 

survival. 
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According to the “relevance results” it is possible to create a stakeholder matrix that can help the 

company in designing the strategy and the proper approach to assume with each stakeholder.  

In particular, stakeholders that are characterized by a low level of stake and a low level of influence 

can be treated with low priority.  

On the contrary, a stakeholder with a high level of influence of high stake will be identified as priority 

stakeholders.  

More interesting is the information that the stakeholder matrix can give about stakeholders with a 

high level of influence and low stake. These actors have to be handled with care in order to avoid 

their negative reactions. 

Finally, stakeholders that appear to be characterized by a low level of influence and high level of 

stake, need to be pushed in taking part in the participation process. Generally, this category needs to 

be empowered thanks to their active participation.  

 

STEP 3 is focused on the preparation of the engagement. It is the moment to identify long-term goals 

to drive the topic and the approach.  

In this sense, it is interesting to understand what is the responsibility toward their stakeholder:  

Responsibility towards OWNERS/INVESTORS are related to the Correct use of capital, and correct 

information and to managing the business effectively, with attention to increasing image and 

reputation. 

Responsibilities towards EMPLOYEES are related to the fair compensation for their work, the regular 

payments, the safe and healthy working conditions, training and career opportunities, safeguarding 

of workers’ rights. 

 

Responsibilities towards CUSTOMERS consists in ensuring consistent quality of product/service and 

increasing customer satisfaction. 

Responsibilities towards SUPPLIERS is giving regular orders, ensuring fair terms and conditions and 

reasonable terms of credit and payment, helping suppliers to increase their quality. 
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Responsibilities towards COMPETITORS are: not to defame competitors directly or indirectly and not 

to offer too high discounts to the consumers. 

Responsibilities towards SOCIETY and GOVERNMENTS are the protection of the environment and 

rational use of natural resources, the payment of taxes, the obeying rules and regulations and the 

financial help and contribution to local and global development (voluntarism, associations, 

philanthropy). 

Looking at stakeholder and company interests and responsibilities it is possible to build a materiality 

matrix. During an engagement process, stakeholders are called to identify their interests in relation 

to specific topics. In terms of sustainability, and sustainability reporting, these topics can be explicitly 

connected to the environment, economic and social impact of the company. Asking to give a score, 

for example, it is possible to quantify the level of interest connected to each topic. Scores can be 

evaluated with or without an additional “weight” related to specific stakeholders (i.e. external 

stakeholder 1). 

The combination of stakeholder and company scores can be used to develop a visual picture of 

material topics. According to the most used model of materiality matrix, all the topics that are placed 

at the top right are those that need to be included in the sustainability report and are those on which 

the company has to show its commitment.  

STEP 4 is focused on the engagement. The engagement, that can be represented by the identification 

of priorities or by the development of a collective/shared decision-making process, can be developed 

through several tools, that, according to Creighton (2005), are: 

Advisory group/ task force  Small group of people representing various interests that are set up to 

advise an agency on programs or actions. Advisory groups can be multi-year or indefinite 

arrangements, while task forces usually complete a single task and then disband. 

Charrette  Intense, multi-day effort to design something or solve a problem. There are multiple 

versions of the charrette, most of which include a design team that attempts to translate public input 

into a form that could be implemented, for example, a new policy, zoning regulations, or building 

design.  
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Field trip  Trip to specific location organized so that participants can match their mental images to 

real, on the-ground conditions. Participants may be asked to express their reactions verbally or in 

writing. 

Focus group  Small discussion group led by a facilitator who draws out in-depth stakeholder input 

on specific questions. Normally, several focus groups are held, and participants can be chosen 

randomly or to approximate a subset of the community.  

 

Hotline  Widely advertised telephone number that directs callers to someone in an agency who 

can answer caller questions and collect input 

Internet  Dialogue between agencies and stakeholders using Internet technology such as 

chatrooms, online bulletin boards, e-mail, and Web conferencing.  

Interview  Face-to-face or telephone interaction with stakeholders conducted by the agency or by 

a third-party representative.  

Large group/small group meeting  After an opening presentation, the group is broken into smaller 

groups to discuss an issue or complete a specific task. Summaries of small group discussions and an 

open comment period may follow 

Open house  Event in which the public is invited to drop in at any time during an announced period. 

The event includes staffed booths or stations on specific topics and may precede a public meeting.  

Poll or survey  Written or oral lists of questions to solicit community impressions about issues at a 

specific moment in time. Polls and surveys can be administered in person, or via the telephone or 

Internet. 

Public hearing  Formal, single meeting where stakeholders present official statements and 

positions, and those ideas are recorded into a formal record for delivery to the agency.  

Public meeting  A large public comment meeting where the participants stay together throughout 

the meeting and make comments to the entire audience. Public meetings are less formal than a public 

hearing. A public meeting may also be used as a blanket term to describe many of the meetings 

described in this table. 
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Referendum  A direct vote by the whole electorate on its support of specific proposals or courses 

of action. Referendums should be preceded by public participation so that the options before voters 

are credible. 

Retreat  A concentrated yet informal meeting away from the typical work setting that emphasizes 

social interaction as well as discussion of issues.  

Town meeting  A less formal public hearing where all stakeholders have the opportunity to speak 

and may vote on an issue.  

Workshop  Small stakeholder gathering, typically fewer than 25 people, designed to complete a 

specific assignment in a short time period. 

 

The last step of a stakeholder engagement process has the aim to turn collected opinions into actions. 

In order to ensure transparency, the result of this elaboration should be shared with stakeholders 

again. This step can be strategic also in order to tackle expectations from stakeholders or to re-align 

the action plan with stakeholders.  

The other fundamental element to ensure in this phase is the communication with involved 

stakeholders and with all the community. Several times, initiatives of stakeholder engagement and 

the follow up of these initiatives are not promoted or not enough. In this sense. It is also important 

to ensure the development of a sort of communication plan. 

 

Talking about methods and strategies of stakeholder engagement it is also important to consider 

international standards focused on the topic. AA1000 SES (Stakeholder Engagement Standard) is an 

international standard with the scope to promote accountability for sustainable development.  

AA1000 SES is applicable to: 

• functional involvement (e.g. customer care) 

• involvement on specific issues (e.g. human rights) 

• involvement across the entire organization (for example the reporting and verification). 
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It is applicable to the internal and external involvement and the relationship between them. 

Engagement techniques can range from micro-level ones (that is, on specific issues concerning the 

organization and a stakeholder) to macro-level, on issues of greater social importance. 

AA1000 SES is not designed to support legal/formal commitments between the organization and its 

stakeholders (for example, elections or normal negotiations between employees and employers). It 

can, however, favour and support these commitments. 

 

AA1000 SE principles are:  

Inclusivity: is the participation of stakeholders in developing and achieving an accountable and 

strategic response to sustainability. An inclusive organization accepts its accountability to those on 

whom it has an impact and who have an impact on it. 

Materiality: is determining the relevance and significance of an issue to an organization and its 

stakeholders. A material issue is an issue that will influence the decisions, actions and performance 

of an organization or its stakeholders 

Responsiveness: is an organisation’s response to stakeholder issues that affect its sustainability 

performance, and is realised through decisions, actions and performance, as well as communication 

with stakeholders. 

The AA1000 SE is based on a four steps model. These steps are: 

(1) Plan: In this phase the profile and the map of stakeholders have to be developed. These actions 

should be based on a clear methodology and they can be revised during the process. 

 (2) Prepare: in the preparation phase it should be identified the required resources, the need to 

respond to and the connected risks.  

(3) Implement: provide briefing materials to empower stakeholders, define rules, document the 

engagement and its output, develop the action plan and communicate it and its outputs.  

 (4) Act, review, improve: critically analyse the engagement process and define areas to be improved. 

 

Some additional tips that can improve the engagement success are: 
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 the accessibility and neutrality of the engagement location; 

 capacity to travel;  

 availability of Information and Communication Technologies (ICT);  

 timing;  

 the need for anonymity; 

 social hierarchies (e.g. caste, gender, wealth);  

 local conflicts;  

 lack of shared understanding of expectations, customs, conventions;  

 culture-specific communication styles;  

 family and other responsibilities (e.g. harvest times, childcare) 

 need for language translation;  

 special needs of those with disability;  

 inclusion of those who represent children’s interests;  

 illiterate stakeholders. 
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9. Written exam (Module 8) 

Knowledge acquired during the course will be tested through a written test.  

It is suggested to give students two hours to complete the test and one hour to collectively discuss 

the answers. 

 Question Answers 

M
O

D
U

LE
 1

 

1.1  
What is the algorithm of “linear economy”? 

 Plan – do – check - act 
X Take – make - dispose 
 Limit - growth 

1.2 
What is the main difference between MDGs 
and SDGs 

 MDGs have not targets, while SDGs have; 
 MDGs are just focused on financial issues, SDGs on 
environmental issues; 
X SDGs have been designed with a large participation 
process; 

1.3 Which of these topics is not included 
within the 17 SDGs  
 

 Poverty 
X Culture 
 Climate 

M
O

D
U

LE
 2

 

According to the analysis of national documents related to the implementation of SDGs (module 2):  
Identify three critical elements emerging during the class discussion. 

M
O

D
U

LE
 3

 

3.1 What is an indicator X A tool to measure, simplify and communicate important 
issues and trends 
 An algorithm  
 The result of an observation 

3.2 What is the meaning of DPSIR  Drive – Plan – Stake – Impact - Resolve 
X Driver – Pressures – State – Impact - Response 
 Develop – Plan – Stop – Impact - Research 

3.3 What is necessary to develop a trend?  Have data 
X Have three years’ data 
 Clarify the unit of analysis 

M
O

D
U

LE
 4

 

4.1 Which of these documents is not a 
reporting tool to measure sustainability? 

X Citizens report 
 Environmental report  
 Sustainability balance sheet 

4.2 Which of these term does not represent 
one of the GRI principles? 

 Materiality 
 Comparability 
X  Trend 

4.3 The GRI 300 is related to…  Community 
X Environment 
 Finance 

M
O

D
U

LE
 5

 According to analysed paper and in line with your research interests: 
1) Provide a research question related to Sustainability Reporting literature 
2) Design two hypothesis  
3) Identify useful data 
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M
O

D
U

LE
 6

 

6.1 What is the definition of stakeholder 
given by Freeman in 1985? 

 Community, environment, employees 
X Any group or individual who can affect or is affected by 
the achievement of the organization’s objectives 
 Group or individuals that can stake something 

6.2 The definition of “equity” is related to 
the concept of: 

 Stakeholders 
 CSR 
X  Benefit 

6.3 CSR is the acronym of:  Corporate Sustainability Report 
 Company Stakeholder Report 
X  Corporate Social Responsibility 

M
O

D
U

LE
 7

 

7.1 The materiality matrix is useful to 
visualize: 

X Material topics 
 Financial issues 
 Stakeholders 

7.2 The relevance of stakeholder is linked to 

the concept of:  

 Materiality 
 Transparency 
X Weight 

7.3 What is AA1000 SES? X An international stakeholder engagement standard 
 An international reporting standard 
 A guide for the integration of SDGs 
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10.  Group work (Module 9) 
Divide the class into groups and provide to each group with a case study.  

We here suggest two cases that are the University of Belgrade and Novi Sad University. 

 

During the first hour ask the students to analyze the principal document of each case study and to: 

1. Identify stakeholder according to the four steps model presented in module 7; 

2. Map stakeholder with the identification of those that are internal and those that are external 

stakeholder; 

3. Integrate the stakeholder map with the additional distinction according to Sirgy (2000) 

stakeholder classification and according to Clarkson (1995) classification. 

4. For each category of stakeholder evaluate its relevance with a quantitative indication for each 

of the variables “centrality” “weight” and “intensity”. Justify your choice. 

5. According to the obtained results identify prioritize stakeholders to involve. 

6. Identify strategic topics on which the university should orientate its sustainable investments. 

7. Contact (if possible) at least one representative of each stakeholder category and ask her/him 

to give a score (-1,0,1) to each identified topic in order to quantify the relevance of each topic 

for each stakeholder category. 

8. According to obtained results, design a materiality matrix. 

 

After the first hour give students additional material and ask them to: 

 Case study 1: organize a stakeholder engagement that has the scope to focus the attention 

on critical issues emerging from the article. According to the first phase, decide who invite, 

how to orientate the debate and define the activities to develop in order to design a plan for 

the improvement of degree quality.  

According to the prioritization developed for each stakeholder category, decide how to 

involve them (through a direct involvement, a one-way communication, interviews, …) 
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 Case study 2: organize a stakeholder engagement that has the scope to promote the role of 

the Confucio Institute and to design future strategies for its empowerment within the 

university activities. According to the first phase, decide who invite, how to orientate the 

debate and define the activities to develop in order to design a development plan for the 

Confucio Institute.  

According to the prioritization developed for each stakeholder category, decide how to 

involve them (through a direct involvement, a one-way communication, interviews, …). 

 

Ask students to prepare a presentation of their work 

 

MATERIALS 

Case Study 1: University of Belgrade 

Main document: http://www.bg.ac.rs/files/en/university/StatutUni_eng.pdf 

Additional material: https://www.vice.com/en/article/935p9a/pointless-university-degree-europe-

graduate-jobs  

 

Case Study 2: Novi Sad University 

Main document: https://www.uns.ac.rs/index.php/en/university/documents/actsuns/send/55-

university-acts/262-uns-internationalisation-strategy 

Additional material: http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2019-05/25/c_138087204.htm  

 

11. Presentation and discussion (Module 10)  

 

Ask to students to present their work. Discuss the results together.  

http://www.bg.ac.rs/files/en/university/StatutUni_eng.pdf
https://www.vice.com/en/article/935p9a/pointless-university-degree-europe-graduate-jobs
https://www.vice.com/en/article/935p9a/pointless-university-degree-europe-graduate-jobs
https://www.uns.ac.rs/index.php/en/university/documents/actsuns/send/55-university-acts/262-uns-internationalisation-strategy
https://www.uns.ac.rs/index.php/en/university/documents/actsuns/send/55-university-acts/262-uns-internationalisation-strategy
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2019-05/25/c_138087204.htm

