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CORPORATE SOCIAL AND ENVIRONMENTAL REPORTING IN 
THE LARGE RETAIL DISTRIBUTION SECTOR 

 
 

Abstract 
 
This paper investigates the corporate social and environmental reporting (CSER) practices of 
companies in the large retail distribution sector. This industry appears to have been relatively 
reticent in developing its CSER practices. Hence, the focus of our paper is on an investigation 
of the reasons for the apparently slow development of CSER practices in the retail industry. 
Because CSER reports remain voluntary in many countries, we believe that it would be 
useful to investigate the extent and nature of these reporting practices in a specific industry 
and to inquire into the institutional forces either internal or external to the industry that may 
have prompted a greater response to CSER. 
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CORPORATE SOCIAL AND ENVIRONMENTAL REPORTING IN 
THE LARGE RETAIL DISTRIBUTION SECTOR 

 

1. Introduction 

While it might be said that industrial polluters have had a greater negative impact on the 

environment than certain other industries, the retail distribution sector can also be considered 

to have had a significant negative impact on the environment through its use of excessive 

amounts of paper and plastic packaging materials and through the location of facilities in 

suburban areas requiring customers to use automobiles that produce significant amounts of 

greenhouse gases. In addition, the social practices of retail distribution companies in terms of 

low wages, lack of health care benefits in certain cases, questionable hiring and promotion 

practices, and the sale of products produced under poor labour conditions in less developed 

countries, has caused attention to be focused on the social and environmental practices of 

companies in the large retail distribution sector. Curiously, as Exhibit 1 indicates that 43 

retail enterprises were registered with the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) in 2010, and 

Exhibit 2 indicates that relatively few United States headquartered large retail distribution 

companies participate with GRI.  Thus, we believe that it would be useful and interesting to 

investigate the CSER practices of companies in the large retail distribution sector. 

 

***Insert Exhibits 1 and 2*** 

 

In pursuing this study, we believe that institutional theory may provide a useful framework to 

explain the factors leading to a relatively slow but increasing recognition of the need for 

CSER in the large retail distribution sector. The following sections of this paper discuss the 
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need for greater corporate social responsibility (Section 2) in a general sense, including a 

discussion of the development of CSER practices at a global level. This is followed in 

Section 3 by a brief summary of institutional theory as applied to the large retail distribution 

sector. Section 4 provides a discussion of the methodology used in this paper. This is 

followed in Section 5 by a presentation of our findings.  Finally, Section 6 concludes the 

paper with a discussion and analysis.  

 

1.  Brief background of Corporate Social and Environmental  Reporting 

Over the past thirty years, there has been a growing recognition by corporate managers of the 

need for a greater emphasis on corporate social responsibility (Gray et al, 1987). Corporate 

social responsibility is a form of self-regulation integrated into the business model, whereby a 

company monitors and ensures compliance with and support for legal and ethical standards 

and international norms of corporate conduct (Wood, 1991). A greater emphasis on social 

responsibility leads to companies assuming more responsibility for the effects of their actions 

on employees, consumers, communities, the environment and other stakeholders. In addition, 

socially responsible companies promote the public interest by encouraging community 

growth and development, and voluntarily eliminating practices that harm the environment. 

Essentially, a greater focus on corporate social responsibility involves a deliberate inclusion 

of consideration for the public interest into corporate decision-making. Hence, the goal of the 

enterprise changes from a focus solely on increasing profits to a focus on a triple bottom line 

involving profit, people and the planet (Cooper and Owen, 2007). Corporate Social and 

Environmental Reporting (CSER) is a necessary component of corporate social 

responsibility, stressing the need to identify socially relevant behaviour, to determine those to 
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whom the company is to be held accountable, and to develop appropriate measures and 

reporting techniques (Hopwood, 2009).  

Over a period of more than twenty years, accounting researchers have called for increased 

levels of CSER (see for example: Gray et al., 1987; Puxty, 1991; Roberts, 1991; Gray et al. 

1996). More recently there have been various articles expressing scepticism about a lack of 

real accountability in corporate social responsibility and CSER practises (Gray, 2000; 2006; 

Cooper and Owen, 2007).  Cooper and Owen (2007), conclude, for example, that “CSER 

disclosures offer little in the way of opportunity for action on the part of organization 

stakeholders and cannot therefore be viewed as an exercise in accountability.” (p. 649)  

Cooper and Owen (2007) go on to state that accountability is a multi-faceted and imprecise 

term, and that even if one accepts the notion that accountability entails a duty to provide an 

account of one’s actions (Gray et al, 1996, p. 38) it is not clear to whom the account should 

be made. Among the possibilities are investors and creditors (i.e. the most commonly listed 

recipients of corporate financial reports), stakeholders more generally (without identifying 

precisely who is to be included within the term “stakeholder”) and finally a more general 

notion of accountability (which might include any or all members of the public).  

In some countries, there are legal requirements for CSER reports, along with audits of such 

reports (e.g. the bilan social in France); however, at present, international agreements 

concerning reliable measures of CSER have not yet been achieved. Many companies now 

issue annual reports that cover social and environmental issues (“Triple Bottom Line 

Reports”), but these reports vary widely in format, style, and methodology.  Some critics 

dismiss these reports as “green wash”, citing examples such as Enron’s yearly “Corporate 

Responsibility Annual Report” and various tobacco companies social reports (Gray, 2010).   
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Thus, it may be relevant ask, what are the reasons why companies issue CSER reports?  Is it a 

matter of conviction, in which the companies actually want to increase their levels of 

corporate social responsibility and as a result they issue CSER reports to demonstrate this 

conviction, or is it rather a matter of legitimacy, in which companies with lesser levels of 

social and environmental performance want to give the appearance of increasing their 

performance by issuing CSER reports (Cho and Patten, 2007), or finally is it a matter of 

institutional mimeticism, in which institutional forces in a particular industry lead companies 

to adopt practices that are similar to other companies in that industry. In this paper, we 

advance the hypothesis that institutional mimeticism is the primary determinant of increased 

CSER in the large retail distribution sector, but that there are significant levels of conviction 

underlying such reporting practices which reveal a desire on the part of retail companies to 

improve their corporate social responsibility practices.  

2.  Institutional Theory 

Institutional Theory has been used to explain the way that organizations develop and change 

through time. Institutional theory provides a framework for research about organizations and 

the social and political factors that affect their development.  One of the underlying premises 

of institutional theory is that all organizations are subject to regulative processes and that they 

operate under certain governance structures. In addition, all organizations are socially 

constituted and are subject to institutional processes which define the forms and structures 

that the organization can assume and how they can operate within legitimate boundaries 

(Scott, 1995 p. 136). 

An institution is defined here as an established social order encompassing rules and 

standardized social practices. Institutionalization is a process whereby the practices in 
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organizational settings are developed and learned. Institutional theory is primarily concerned 

with an organization’s interaction with its environment, the effects of external expectations 

on the organization, and the reflection of these expectations in organizational structures and 

practices (Martinez, 1999). Organizational activities are motivated by legitimacy-seeking 

behaviors, which in turn are influenced by socially constructed norms.  For organizations to 

survive, they must interact with their environment in ways that are  acceptable to their various 

constituents in that environment. Thus, institutionalized elements are incorporated into the 

organizational structures because they maintain the appearance of conformity with 

expectations whether or not they actually facilitate the desired outcomes.   

The development of organizational structures is influenced by the organizational field in 

which the organization is embedded. These institutional environments are characterized by 

requirements to which organizations must conform if they are to receive support and 

legitimacy (Scott and Meyer, 1983, p. 149). Based on arguments initially put forth by Berger 

and Luckmann (1967), institutional theorists argue that human beings live in a socially 

constructed world that is filled with taken-for-granted meanings and rules. In this world, 

organizations are suspended in a web of values, norms, rules, beliefs and  assumptions, that 

are  partly of their own making (Barley and Tolbert, 1997, p. 93).  By creating a formal 

structure that adheres to the norms and behavioral expectations of the environment, an 

organization demonstrates that it is acting on collectively valued purposes in an appropriate 

manner (Meyer and Rowan, 1977). Institutionalized norms and structures produce accounts 

of organizational activities and act to protect the organization from having its conduct 

questioned (Meyer and Rowan, 1977, p. 349). Conscious efforts are made by the organization 

to create, maintain and manage legitimacy in the eyes of external groups in order to receive 

continued support (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Tolbert and 
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Zucker, 1983). A highly institutionalized environment is expected to exert considerable 

pressures on organizations because external forces force the organizations to adopt practices 

consistent with expectations (Greening and Gray, 1994, p. 471).   

Within institutional theory, the concept of “isomorphism” refers to the processes through 

which an organization adapts to the expectations of its external environment. This takes place 

through a series of steps “occurring over a period of time and ranging from co-optation of the 

representatives of relevant environmental elements to the evolution of specialized boundary 

roles to deal with strategic contingencies” (Scott, 1991, p. 179).  Three types of  isomorphism 

have been identified within institutional theory: coercive, mimetic and normative (DiMaggio 

and Powell, 1983). Coercive isomorphism results from pressures exerted on an organization 

by external parties. Mimetic isomorphism occurs when an organization attempts to imitate a 

more successful organization operating in the same environment.  Normative isomorphism 

derives from the efforts of members of an organization to define the conditions and methods 

of organizational life. We believe that institutional theory can be used to explain the 

movement towards greater CSER in the large retail distribution sector as a form of institional 

isomorphism of the mimetic type. 

3. Research Methodology 

The research methodology employed in this paper is divided into two parts: 

- Part 1: Review of  annual reports of the largest retail distribution companies in the 

world to determine if they issue an annual CSER report ; 

- Part 2: Selection of several large retail distribution companies. Analysis of the CSER 

reports of these companies using a template based on prior literature, adapted to the 

objectives of this study. 
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In the first part of the study, we review the annual reports of the largest 100 large retail 

distribution companies listed in the “2010 Global Powers of Retailing”, an annual study 

published by Deloitte that ranks the 250 largest global retailers according to revenues. For 

each company, we determine the following information: 

 

- Does the company make any disclosures concerning its social and environmental 

activities? 

- Is the CSER report available on the internet or corporate website? 

- Is the report easy to find? 

- How long is the report? 

- Within the report are there measures (KPIs) concerning the CSER topics, targeted 

objectives and measures of the goals obtained? 

 

In the second part of our study, we analyzed the CSER reports for four companies: Carrefour, 

Tesco, Ikea, and H&M. To analyze these reports we used the template shown in Exhibit 3, 

which is based on prior literature, adapted for the retail field. 

 

***Insert Exhibit 3*** 

5.  Findings  

5.1 The annual reports survey 

 

The largest retail companies in the world are distributed widely in a geographic sense. 

Among the different nationalities represented are; Germany, Japan, Denmark, China, USA, 

Norway, France, Italy and Brazil. Concerning the first part of our study, of the 100 largest 

retailers, 67 published an annual CSER report, while 17 did not publish such a report. The 
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remaining 16 companies provide information regarding CSER on their website, but do not 

publish a CSER annual report. Among the 17 retail companies that do not publish a CSER 

report, some do not publish any report, while some do not present specific information about 

their CSER activities, merely alluding to such activities. A few companies did not have an 

website.  

*** Insert Figure 1 *** 

Concerning the companies that present CSER information on the internet, differences exist in 

the types of topics addressed. In some case, companies focus primarily on racial or ethnic 

diversity, both with respect to employees and suppliers, as is the case for the American 

companies, such as HE Butt and Toys R Us. In  other cases, the CSER report is very complete 

and presented in a detailed way on the website, as  is the case for the American companies 

Amazon, TJX Companies, Limited Brands Inc. and SuperValu, but also for the Canadian 

company, Metro Inc or for the British Alliance Boots. 

 

When the information is available on the internet site, it is possible to find the reports under 

different titles, not necessarily referring specifically to CSER: 

 

- In the case of Amazon, the  report is located under the title “Amazon and our Planet”; 

- The French chain Leclerc presents its report in six pages under the banner 

“développement durable” (sustainable development); 

- Another French group, ITM International Development, illustrates its engagements in 

nine pages which are difficult to find because they are available only on the site of 

“The Mousquetaires” (www.mousquetaires.com), a sort of holding site  not well 

known by non specialist visitors to the primary site. 
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- For the American based Sears, the dedicated internet section is named “Environment 

Sustainability”. 

- The case of the Austrian voluntary group Spar Ôsterreischische is surprising because 

only a few pages are available on the internet site concerning CSER and we could not 

find an annual report, but at the same time the company declares that it was ranked  

second  in Austria in 2009 in the field of CSER. 

- In the case of the American company The Home Depot, there is no specific part of the 

internet site devoted to CSER, but some information concerning supplier diversity and 

the use of wood from certified forests can be found. 

 

If we concentrate our attention on the companies that publish an annual CSER report, we find 

very strong differences among them: some companies publish only a chapter or a few pages 

inside the annual financial report, whereas for other companies there is a separate and 

sometime very detailed CSER report. In terms of length, we can find reports composed of  5 

to 6 pages, while the longest are between 150 and 160 pages. 

 

The report contents are also very different: some companies focus on energy consumption, 

the Canadian Couche Tard, for example, while others are more focused on economic 

development to reduce poverty, such as the Chilean Cencosud. 

 

The most detailed reports are organized into different chapters to define the engagement, 

activities and results for the companies. These chapters can be summarized as follow: 

 

- Activities concerning personnel working for the company; 
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- Activities concerning the environment and the impact of the company on the 

environment; 

- Charitable actions to help disadvantaged children, the elderly or poor communities in  

locations around stores or at a world level; 

- Support for social campaigns like breast cancer and AIDS prevention. 

 

In some cases, a code of conduct concerning suppliers is integrated with company activity.  

This is perceived as a way to extend the field of corporate social responsibility to the  

company’s supply chain. The code of conduct for suppliers is particularly present in the  

activities of companies from sensitive sectors, like perfumes and cosmetics (AS Watson), 

clothing (Inditex), food and beverages (Royal Ahold). The code of conduct is sometimes 

specific to the company, while in other cases it is part of the standards defined by 

international organizations. In the case of AS Watson, for example, the company code of 

conduct refers to the standards defined by the Business Social Compliance Initiative (BSCI, 

www.bsci-eu.org); the BSCI ask companies to apply the minimum standards of the 

International Labour Organization (ILO) and United Nations conventions concerning worker 

rights, job hours, wages and other issues concerning work environment. The Dutch Royal 

Ahold asks suppliers to be certified according to one of the Global Food Safety Initiative 

(GFSI) or equivalent standards. 

 

The Spanish Inditex has defined a compliance program for external suppliers in collaboration 

with the International Textile, Garment and Leather Workers’ Federation (ITGLWF), the 

University of Northumbria (United Kingdom), the Centre for Business and Public Sector 

Ethics of Cambridge (United Kingdom) and the Ethical Trading Initiative. 
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Many reports contain indicators to measure the company’s performance and progress in the 

field of CSER. These indicators are  available not only for companies presenting a long and 

detailed CSER report, but also for companies that disclose a short document, as for example, 

the British Kingfisher, which is the European leader in the DIY sector. 

 

The reports are normally easy to find on the websites of the companies: on average 2/3 clicks 

are sufficient to find and download the CSR reports, in other case 4/5 click are needed to 

download the report even if a title concerning CSR is available in the home page, as it is the 

case for the Swedish H&M or the American Publix. 

 

5.2 Detailed analysis of four companies 

In the second part of our study, we analyzed the CSER annual reports of four different 

companies, two from the food sector, Carrefour and Tesco, one from the clothing sector, 

H&M and one from the furniture and home accessories, Ikea. 

 

These companies are leaders in their respective sectors: Carrefour is the number two retailer 

worldwide, according to the Deloitte ranking; Tesco is the number four; H&M is globally  

number sixty, but is listed in third place in the clothing sector; Ikea occupies the 30th place in 

the global ranking, but it is the market leader worldwide in the furniture and home 

accessories sector.  Two of the companies are from Sweden, a country where consumers and 

public authorities are particularly sensitive to social and environmental issues. One company 

is based in the UK, which is another country characterized by a strong CSER sensitivity, and 

the last one is from France, a country where the CSER maturity is lower than in other parts of 

the Continent. 
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The CSER reports analyzed were the latest available at the time of our study. They cover the 

fiscal year 2008 for Carrefour, Ikea and H&M and the fiscal year 2008/2009 for Tesco, 

which has an annual period ending in February. 

 

The reports vary in terms of length and structure of presentation: 

 

- The Carrefour report is 83 pages long, and it is organized around three topic areas, 

namely: strategic engagements; day-to-day activities; and performance evaluation. 

The title of the Carrefour report is “Rapport développement durable” (Sustainability 

Report) 

- The Tesco report is 54 pages long and it is structured into five topic areas, namely: 

“Environment”, “Communities”, Suppliers and Ethical Trading”, “Customer Choice 

and Health”, “Our People”. The title of Tesco report is “Corporate Responsibility 

Report”. 

- The Ikea report, entitled “Sustainability Report”, is 50 pages long and it is organized 

into six topic areas, namely: “Suppliers”, “Co-workers”, “Customers”, 

“Communities”, “Environment” and “Metrics”. 

- The Ikea report is titled “Sustainability Report” and is the longest of our study, 127 

pages in total. The report is structured into six topic areas: “Our Business”, “Our 

Supply Chain”, “Our Environment”, “Our Products”, “Our Colleagues” and “Our 

Community Investments. 

  

The first point to be noted is that only Tesco uses the words “corporate responsibility” in its 

report, while the other companies opt for the word “sustainability”. This distinction seems at 

first glance to minimize the scope of the corporate responsibility activities of the three 
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companies involved. However it is also clear that the CSER reports of these three companies 

include topics that are linked with the general definition of corporate social rsponsibility, 

thereby transcending the topic of environmental sustainability. Thus, it appears that the 

notion of sustainability implied in these reports involves all things that relate to the long term 

activities and performance of the enterprises regardless of whether they are directly related to 

environmental issues or not.  

 

Despite the differences in the titles and the structure of the reports, there are some common 

points regarding the most important issues in the reports. We have organized our analysis of 

the reports into five topic areas: Suppliers, Communities, Consumers, Employees and 

Environment. We analyzed the reports using a template based on prior literature as adapted to 

the retail sector. The main findings of our analysis, are presented in the following Tables. 
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Table 1-Suppliers 

 Carrefour Tesco Ikea H&M 

Is there a code of conduct involving 
suppliers? 

YES Follows the UK Supplier Code 
of Practice, introduced by the 
Office of Fair Trading in 2001. 

IWAI 

Rules regarding prevention of 
corruption. 

Code of conduct (first edition in 1997, 
new guidelines in 2008). 

Based on the UN Convention on the 
Rights of the Child and ILO 
Declaration on Fundamental 
Principles and Rights at Work. 

What engagements are required of 
suppliers? 

Self analysis of sustainable 
development  required for all  
French owned brand suppliers 
in 2008; extension of this 
practice to the international 
level in 2009 and 2010. 

Respect of human rights for 
all the suppliers.  

Animal welfare 

ETI base code for workers 
rights. 

Start-up requirements: social 
engagements needed before 
starting up a business 
relationship with Ikea. 

Social and working 
conditions. 

Environmental standards. 

Eight sections in the Code: legal 
requirements, child labour, safety, 
workers’ rights, factory conditions, 
environment, monitoring and 
compliance. 

Five point grading system to monitor 
progress toward full compliance: from 
permanently rejected to satisfactory. 

Training for suppliers, managers and 
employees. 

Do controls exist regarding the 
engagements of suppliers? 

YES, and also training and 
follow up to help suppliers to 
improve their practices. 

YES, and also training and 
follow up. 

Audit of suppliers to verify the 
respect of IWAY code at least 
every second year. 

Training and support to 
suppliers. 

Full Audit Program consisting of 
more than 90 questions. 

CSR audit team is composed of 86 
people. 

Is there a code of conduct to which 
suppliers must subscribe? 
 

Social Chart for ROB 
suppliers with some 
fundamental obligations 
concerning workers’ rights. 
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Is there collaboration with 
independent organizations to 
monitor suppliers? 

NO Fish Vet Group 

Independent monitoring of all 
high risk and medium  risk 
sites. 

KPMG 

Intertek Testing Services  

PWC 

Fair Labor Association 

Measurements (KPIs) concerning 
suppliers 

% of annual audit devoted to 
the Social Charter. 

Amount of product purchased 
from Fair Trade suppliers. 

Company KPIs crossed with 
GRI and Mondial Pact of the 
OCDE. 

Supplier viewpoint: response 
rate and % of scores that are 
favorable. 

IWAY approved home 
furnishing suppliers. 

Number of TSO audits per 
year. 

Number of third part audits 
per year. 

Terminated business with X 
number of suppliers. 

IWAY approved food 
suppliers. 

Specific industry requirements 
for catalogue suppliers. 

IWAY approved transport 
service providers. 

Full and follow up audits per year. 

Non compliance level per year and 
per topic. 

Company KPI linked with GRI index. 

Does a specific policies exist 
concerning “fair” relations between 
the company and its suppliers? 

Hot line in sensitive countries 
to allow suppliers to inform 
the Group about ethically 
incorrect behavior of 
company buyers and 
managers. 

In 2008 first group-wide 
anonymous supplier survey. 
Supplier viewpoint survey in 
the UK since 2005. 

Definition of what suppliers 
can expect from Ikea – IWAY. 
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Table 2-Communities 

 Carrefour Tesco IKEA H&M 

Are there social initiatives on 
the part of the company? 

International Carrefour 
Foundation : actions to help 
local communities to develop. 

Encouragement of employees 
volunteer work in local 
communities. 

New store openings to help to 
regenerate areas. 

Employment of long-term 
unemployed. 

1% of pre-tax profits donated to 
charity. 

266 community. champions in 6 
countries. 

IKEA Social Initiatives, 
currently concentrated in South 
Asia: target children short term 
need and long term well being. 

Other specific project in the 
countries where the company is 
installed. 

Community investment 
amounted to almost SEK 32 
million (about $ 3.6 million). 

Three main areas: 

Employment and education 
among women and youth,  
water, innovation of sustainable 
materials. 

Donation of garments to local 
aid organizations. 

Is there collaboration with 
independent organizations? 

NO 

Support for local and 
international organizations in 
the not for profit sector. 

Local agencies in the UK in 
disadvantaged areas. 

Support for local ONGs in 
foreign countries. 

Partnership with UNICEF and 
Save the Children. 

Support for other not-for-profit 
organizations in Sweden and 
Vietnam. 

 

Partnership with UNICEF, 
Wateraid, Designers against 
AIDS. 

Measures (KPIs) Number of projects financed or 
sponsored yearly. 

Number of countries in which 
local branch are active in 
sustaining solidarity activities. 

Amount of staff and customer 
fund raising. 

% of pre-tax profit donated to 
charities. 
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Table 3-Consumers 

 Carrefour Tesco Ikea H&M 

What are the types of 
products?  
 

Grocery products. 

Filières Qualité: 418 in 15 
different countries 

Sustainable fishing. 

Carrefour Agir: organic and fair 
trade products. 

Low consumption bulbs. 

OGM free products. 

Sustainable tourism.  

Carrefour Energy eco-planet: 
energy from renewable sources.  

Quality control for toys. 

Healthy living options in food 
and grocery. 

Front pack nutritional labeling 
on over 7,000 lines in the UK, 
all own brands – progressive 
extension to other markets. 

Reduction of salt, saturated fat 
and sugar. 

Refrain from use of chemicals 
and substances that can be 
harmful for people in furniture 
and accessories. 

Reducing chemicals in textile 
production. 

Only UTZ certified coffee is 
served in stores. 

Strict control and complete 
traceability on products and 
ingredients for food products. 

Risk assessment for children’s 
clothing. 

Responsible advertising. 

H&M does not sell genuine fur. 

The company does not  buy 
leather from India due to the 
occurrence of cruel animal 
transportation there. 

Are there general and social 
purpose initiatives (against 
obesity, energy saving?)  

Campaign for preventing child 
obesity in France. 

Information for Chinese 
customers about healthy eating. 

Change4life program in the UK 

Get healthy with Tesco Lotus in 
Thailand. 

Collaboration with social 
campaigns in 9 countries. 

 Fashion against AIDS 
campaign. 

Is there collaboration with 
independent organizations? 

French Ministry of Health UK government External audit for the food 
sector 

Designer against AIDS 
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Measures (KPIs) Number of “Filières qualité” 
products per country. 

Number of organic and fair 
trade products per country. 

% of local sourcing per country. 

Level of customer information 
per country 

Helping customers live healthy 
lives (millions of people 
involved). 

Number of promotions about 
healthy food.  

% of the number of eligible 
own-brand lines with nutritional 
or front-of-pack GDA labelling 

% of organic products in the 
Food Market. 

Number of countries serving 
organic dishes in Ikea 
restaurants. 
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Table 4- Employees 

 Carrefour Tesco Ikea H&M 

Are there policies concerning 
diversity and gender 
questions? 

Diversity chart issued in 2004. 

Employment of young people 
from the “banlieux 
défavorisées”. 

Handicap Mission, a plan 
concerning the recruitment of 
handicapped people in France 
and some other countries. 

Recruitment mostly from 
countries of operation. 

Recruitment of handicapped 
people. 

Training for managers 
concerning diversity. 

Managers come from 50 
different nationalities 

Goal that the top 500 managers 
be recruited internationally. 

Global discrimination and 
equality policy. 

Global employee policies to 
create minimum standards that 
apply wherever the company 
exists. 

Code of ethics to prevent all 
form of corruption. 

Are there policies concerning 
careers? 

Training in many countries to 
increase the level of studies of 
the company employees. 

Graduate programme to fast-
tracks high potential graduate 
trainees into leadership 
positions; > 500 participants 
from 11 countries. 

50% of company Directors 
appointed internally. 

Recognized qualifications for 
skilled specialist employees. 

Offer of flexible working 
conditions to support and adapt 
to different life-stage: students, 
recently graduated, new parents, 
soon-to-be-retired. 

Reduction of business travel to 
improve work-life balance. 

E- learning activities to help 
develop relevant skills for 
various funtions. 

Training and development at 
different employee levels. 

E- training pilot in UK, Spain 
and Sweden. 

Is there encouragement to 
participate to social 
initiatives? 
 

In Brazil, Carrefour authorizes 
4 hours to allow people to 
collaborate on social initiatives. 

   

Is there collaboration with 
independent organizations? 

Local not-for-profit 
organization in different 
countries. 

Remply  and Shaw trust in the 
UK (handicap). 

 Unions in different countries 

European Works Council 
(EWC) 
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Measures (KPIs) Number of staff accidents per 
year. 

% of women in management 
functions per country. 

Number of handicapped staff 
per country and per format. 

Training ratio per country. 

Number of reportable staff 
accidents per year. 

Number of people around the 
world being trained for the next 
job. 

“VOICE” a company-wide 
survey to monitor progress. 

“IKEA Leadership Index”, how 
employees view their managers. 

Staff turnover. 

Management gender per 
fuction. 

Share of female employees per 
employment category. 

Ratio of salary between women 
and men. 

Assessment of CSR staff 
knowledge. 

Annual audit of worker rights in 
supplier factories around the 
world. 

Company KPI linked with GRI 
index. 
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Table 5 - Environment 

 Carrefour Tesco Ikea H&M 

Are there statements about 
efficient use of resources? 

Reduction of travel for 
employees and increased use of 
video conferences. 

 Analysis of carbon dioxide 
emissions per total products 
sold. 

Green company cars policy. 

Objective of reducing carbon 
footprint of 10% relative to 
sales in 2009 (base 2004). 

Are there statements about 
energy efficient buildings? 

Objective of 20% reduction of  
energy consumption per square 
metre of sale area by 2020 
(baseline 2004). 

Reduce by 50% emissions from 
existing buildings by 2020, 
baseline 2006 

Reduce by 50% emissions from 
new stores by 2020, compared 
with an equivalent store built in 
2006. 

The use of energy per square 
foot has been reduced by half 
since 2000. 

Environmental stores built since 
2006 in many countries. 

Green distribution centres in the 
UK and Czech Republic. 

Improved energy efficiency at 
store and distribution centres 
level. 

Objectives of reduction of 
energy consumption per square 
metre  of commercial premises. 

Is there an analysis of actions 
to reduce supply chain carbon 
emissions? 

In 2008, more than 40% of 
imported goods have been 
transported by train and by 
water. 

 

Increased efficiency of goods 
transportation in the UK. 

Transport by rail. 

 

Environmental design of 
products. 

Development of products with 
less impact on climate. 

Seven dedicated environment, 
health and safety auditors 
conducting audits in the supply 
chain. 
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Creation of multi product 
distribution centres to 
concentrate supplier deliveries. 

Some French hypemarkets 
delivered in a combination 
rail/route to reduce carbon 
emissions. 

New software to reduce the 
number of empty vehicles on 
the road. 

Collaboration with suppliers to 
improve supply chain 
efficiency. 

Carbon labeling of products. 

Greener Living Brand range of 
products in the UK. 

Reduced product packaging. 

 

 

Better Management Practices to 
help farmers to reduce their 
environmental impact in cotton 
production. 

Ikea is member of Better Cotton 
Initiative (BCI). 

Development and sale of energy 
efficient light source to reduce 
energy consumption of 
customers. 

Investigation of the possibility 
of move towards a “short” 
supply chain, sourcing more at a 
regional leve.l 

Shift of transportation from 
road to ocean. 

Main concerns: water and 
wastewater, chemical use in 
production processes, cotton. 

H&M chemical restriction list. 

Increase of rail and sea 
transportation for goods to 
reduce carbon dioxide 
emissions (currently 55% of the 
total for the company). 

Are there policies about 
sustainable sourcing of 
products and services? 

Sustainable sourcing of fish and 
wood. 

Filières qualités.  

Nurture scheme, a quality 
standard assuring customers 
that fruit and vegetables are 
grown in an environmental and 
responsible way: 15,000 
growers are involved in 70 
countries. 

Ikea requirements for wood 
used in Ikea products (FSC 
certified). 

Ikea Wood procurement group 
establishes industrial ventures 
in foreign countries to secure 
supply of raw material that is 
harvested sustainable. 

Development and use of 
materials alternative to cotton. 

 

Work with Better Cotton 
Initiative (BCI) to promote the 
use of improved farm practices 
reducing water and chemical 
use. 

Increased use of organic cotton 
since 2006. 

Use of transitional cotton to 
help farmers to move from 
traditional to organic cotton. 

Sourcing of renewable energy. 
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Are there policies about 
sustainable  transportation 
for consumers? 

Better store location to reduce 
the number of trips for 
customers. 

 Customer travelling to Ikea 
stores by public transportation. 

 

Is there collaboration with 
independent organizations? 

WWF in the fish sector and in 
the wood sector.  

Purchase only of FSC certified 
wood. 

Environmental Resources 
Management Limited to 
measure global carbon 
footprint. 

Funding of the Sustainable 
Consumption Institute (SCI) at 
the University of Manchester. 

International Fishmeal and Fish 
Oil Organisation (IFFO) to 
develop a Responsible Supply 
Chain code for fish supply 

WWF on customer 
transportation and energy use at 
Ikea suppliers. 

Third party audits of wood 
supply chain.  

 

Measures (KPIs) Sustainability Distribution 
centers audit in France. 

Percentage of own brand 
products sourced by local 
manufacturers (per country). 

Energy consumption (kwh/sq 
mt) per region and format. 

Water consumption per region 
and format. 

Paper purchased for 
communication per area and 
format. 

Measure of carbon intensity of 
the sale area (evolution per 
year). 

Global carbon footprint, per 
country. 

Monitor of water consumption 
in company buildings. 

Renewable materials used in 
products (%). 

Waste recycled, reclaimed or 
used in energy production. 

Recovered or reused products 
(% of stores). 

Share of wood used in Ikea 
products coming from forests 
certified as responsibly 
managed. 

CO2 emissions caused by Ikea 
operations 

Water use efficiency index for 
suppliers with wet processing. 

Percentage of suppliers within 
the lowest threshold for water 
quality parameters. 

CO2 emissions per different 
categories and change over 
previous years. 

Company KPI linked with GRI 
index. 
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Carbon dioxide emission 
reduction per transported m3 
per km. 

Modes of transport and filling 
rate. 

% of renewable energy use in 
the different activities (long 
term objective 100%). 
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6. Discussion 

The CSR reports of all four companies are quite detailed.  In each case, the reports provide 

information for each of the five topic areas (Suppliers, Community, Consumers, Employees, 

Environemnt). There is little apparent difference in the level of sophistication of the reports 

for the four companies, and the country of origin does not appear to be a differentiating 

factor. The companies are each leading companies in their particular sectors, and it appears 

that they may also be leading in terms of corporate social responsibility (CSR) and CSER. 

With respect to the five topic areas we find the following: 

-  “Suppliers”, there appears to be no significant differences between the four companies; 

- “Communities”, it appears that Carrefour and Tesco are more active in this area. A 

possible explanation for this is that these two companies are primarily grocery retailers, and 

as such their activities are highly visible to customers due to the large number of stores in 

each country. Community activities are a way to improve the image and legitimacy of large 

grocery retailers in the eyes of customers and other stakeholders, both in the domestic market 

and abroad. One could also postulate that Community activities are a way of gaining greater 

acceptance in a specific local area, a problem not faced by Ikea, which is generally welcomed 

by consumers in the areas in which it chooses to locate, and also H&M which has a relatively 

good image (i.e. not a super/hypermarket).  

-  “Consumer” activities, again Carrefour and Tesco appear more engaged than Ikea and 

H&M. The number of product categories is sufficiently high in the grocery sector that it may 

be easier to offer products for healthy living, green products and so forth. 
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-  “Employees”, the four companies are relatively similar in this area.  It is interesting to 

note that only Carrefour and Tesco provide specific information regarding handicapped 

persons. This may be because equality policies in the Scandinavian countries have advanced 

sufficiently that policies regarding the handicapped are not an issue. 

- “Environment”, this area is the most detailed in terms of CSR activities and measures 

(KPIs). The enviromental area is related to the “supply chain” activities of the Supplier topic 

area.  Supply chain environmental activities are quite numerous for all four companies, with 

Ikea perhaps a step in front of the others. This may be reflective of recent trends regarding 

shortening the supply chain and close sourcing (vs. outsourcing), and reduction of the 

retailing surface, which has had an impact on cost cutting strategies and demonstrates that it 

is “profitable to be sustainable”.  The level of sensitivity to environmental issues appears to 

increase when the companies deal with sensitive issues (e.g. wood, textiles) and/or “risky” 

countries (China, India, Turkey).  In some cases, it appears that CSR practices are a way to 

prevent accidents that could damage the image of the company worldwide.  

For at least three of the companies (Carrefour, Tesco, H&M), it appears that there is a strong 

desire to reduce supply chain length. There is an economic reason for this focus (i.e. reducing 

transportation costs and inventory costs).  Company actions have a clear goal of cost 

reduction (energy consumption, delivery optimization).  These actions confirm that 

environmental actions can be positive for the income statement of companies in the retail 

sector.  External pressures (from financial analysts and shareholders) are also strong and 

provide an incentive for these companies to show that “it is profitable to be sustainable”.  In 

the current economic situation there is a certain ‘financial atavism’ which appeals to classic 

cost cutting strategies. However, there is also a response to the sensitivity of customers. 

Customers are more attentive than previously to the source of the products that they purchase 
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and to the carbon footprint of each product. This trend may reveals a sort of schizophrenic 

tendency on the part of consumers, who may have certain beliefs and values that are oriented 

towards the environment, but once in the super/hyper market, value for price may become 

more important than buying responsibly. 

In a general sense, the retail companies examined do not appear to communicate a great deal 

about the extent of their corporate social responsibility (CSR) activities. The motives behind 

this reticence are somewhat unclear. It may be that the companies are fearful of being 

accused of exploiting their CSR activities as a way to improve their image in the eyes of their 

consumers and the general public. However, it is not clear that consumers actually know 

much about what companies are doing in the area of CSR. Another possiblity is that “green 

washing” is so prevalent, that companies may be afraid of being accused of green washing.  

This explanation does not fully correspond with the evidence found in the CSER reports, 

especially the emphasis on community activities which appear to be quite genuine. This 

emphasis on community activities may be a specificity of the retail industry where consumers 

have a tendency to believe that retailers are making comfortable profit margins at the expense 

of both producers and consumers.   

 

7. Conclusion 

From the perspective of institutional isomorphism, it appears that companies in the large 

retail distribution sector are becoming increasingly similar in their CSER reporting practices, 

often imitating other companies in the industry. Thus, it was relatively easy to analyze the 

CSER reports of the four companies according to the five topic areas of Suppliers, 

Communities, Consumers, Employees and Environment.  The nature of the activities of the 
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companies in these areas is relatively similar, and it appears that a much greater emphasis is 

being placed in recent years on reducing the length of the supply chain, both for reasons of 

cost cutting as well as environmental reasons. It is therefore reasonably clear that institutional 

isomorphism of the mimetic type has taken place regarding the CSER reporting practices in 

this large retail distribution sector. What remains to be further addressed is the motivations 

behind this institutional mimeticism. Is it primarily a matter of improving image and 

increasing legitimacy, or can it be said that there is a substantial amount of conviction on the 

part of managers of these companies to improve the CSR practices of their firms, albeit that 

the improvements in CSR practices also result in reduced costs and improved economic 

performance.  Clarification of these motivations would be a subject for further research. 
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Exhibit 1 
Companies in the Retail Sector Issuing GRI CSER reports in 2010 

Aeon 

Ahold 

Best Buy 

Blue Square Israel 
C&A Brazil 
C&A Europe 

Capital Shopping Centres Group 
Carrefour 
Carrefour Brazil 

CARREFOUR Hellas 

Coop 
Coop Adriatica 

D. Swarovski & Co. 

Delhaize Group 

Foschini 

Hennes & Mauritz 

Homeplus 

ICA 

Inditex 

Kesko Corporation 

Kingfisher 

Lotte Shopping 
Marks & Spencer 

Massmart 
MEC 

Migros 
Mini Stop (Aeon) 
Mizuno 
Musgrave Group 

New Clicks 

Shoprite 

Sodimac 

Sonae Sierra 

Spar Hungary 
Target 

Tchibo 

The Co-operative 
The Warehouse 

Truworths 

Wal-Mart Brasil 
Wal-Mart de Mexico 

Woolworths 

Yamada Denki 
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Exhibit 2 
US Companies Registered With the GRI 

3M  
Abbott Labs  
AMD  
AES Corporation  
Agilent  
Alcoa  

Ecolab  
EDS  
Exxon Mobil  
Ford  
Freescale Semiconductor  
GAP  

Office Depot  
Pepsico  
Pinnacle West Capital  
Plan A  
Polaroid  
Procter & Gamble  
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Allegan  
Alliant Energy  
Amerada Hess  
American Standard Companies  
Anheuser-Busch  
Applied Materials  
Avon Products  
Bank of America  
Baxter  
Ben & Jerry’s  
Bristol-Myers Squibb  
Brown & Williamson  
Calvert Group  
Cascade Eng.  
Catholic Healthcare West  
CH2M Hill  
Chevron  
Chiquita Brands  
Cinergy (now Duke)  
Cisco Systems  
Citigroup  
Coca-Cola Enterprises  
Cummins  
Dell  
Dow Chemical  
Dow Corning  
Du Pont  

Genecor  
GE  
GM  
Georgia-Pacific  
Gillette (now P&G)  
Green Mountain Energy  
Haworth  
Heinz  
Hewlett-Packard  
Intel  
IBM  
International Finance  
International Paper  
Johnson & Johnson  
Kimberly Clark  
Louisiana Pacific  
Lucent  
Masco  
Mattel  
McDonald’s  
MeadWestvaco  
Merck  
Microsoft  
Mirant  
Motorola  
National Grid  
Newmont Mining  
Nike  

R J Reynolds  
Reebok  
Rio Tinto Borax  
SC Johnson & Son  
Seventh Generation  
Smithfield Foods  
Staples  
Starbucks  
State Street  
Sunoco  
Target  
Temple-Inland  
Texas Instruments  
Timberland  
Time Warner  
Tyco  
Tyson Foods  
UPS  
United Technologies  
Visteon  
Wells Fargo  
Weyerhaeuser  
Wisconsin Energy  
World Bank Group  
Wyeth  
YSI Incorporated  
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Exhibit 3 
Template for Analysis of CSR Reports 

 
 

Suppliers 
Is there a code of conduct involving suppliers? 
What engagements are required of suppliers? 
Do controls exist regarding the engagements of suppliers? 
Is there a code of conduct to which suppliers must subscribe? 
Is there collaboration with independent organizations to monitor suppliers? 
KPIs concerning suppliers 
Does a specific policy exist concerning “fair” relations between the company 
and its suppliers? 

 
Community 

Are there social initiatives on the part of the company? 
Is there collaboration with independent organizations? 
KPIs 

 
Consumers 

What are the types of products?  
Are there general and social purpose initiatives (against obesity, energy 
saving?)  
Is there collaboration with independent organizations? 
KPIs 

 
Employees/ Co workers 

Are there policies concerning diversity and gender questions? 
Are there policies concerning careers? 
Is there encouragement to participate in social initiatives? 
Is there collaboration with independent organizations? 
KPIs  

 
Environment 

Are there statements about efficient use of resources?  
Are there statements about energy efficient buildings? 
Is there an analysis of actions to reduce supply chain carbon emissions? 
Are there policies about sustainable sourcing of products and services? 
Are there policies about sustainable transportation for consumers? 
Is there collaboration with independent organizations? 
KPIs 
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Figure 1 

Breakdown of the CSER reporting for the 100 biggest Retail Companies in the world 

 

 


