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ABSTRACT 

Expectation gap has been an issue in the accountancy profession for a long time and several studies 

have been done in attempting to close the gap. However, studies on expectations gap in 

environmental, social, and governance (ESG) reporting and assurance has been underexplored. 

This research explores the expectations gap existing in ESG reporting and assurance, based on 

insights from the context of a developing country. The study adopts the qualitative research 

approach where data was collected using semi-structured interviews. The purposive sampling 

technique was used to sample ESG report providers (the manufacturing companies listed on the 

Ghana Stock Exchange (GSE)), assurance providers (the auditing firms of these manufacturing 

companies), and users of the reports (the regulators of the report and assurance providers as well 

as civil society organizations that are concerned with ESG related issues).  

The findings reveal that the ESG reporting and assurance expectations gap exists in the developing 

country. The gaps identified were the knowledge gap, performance gap, evolution gap. These gaps 

exist primarily because the ESG reporting and assurance landscape is in the budding stage in the 

developing country context. The study provides insights that the report and assurance providers 

can draw from in designing capacity-building programmes and trainings. The findings also provide 

implications for governments, regulatory bodies, and standard setters to consider in formulating 

policies, developing regulations, and adopting standards for effective ESG reporting and 

assurance.
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background of the Study 

Traditionally, the objective of accounting is to offer information so that users of the accounting 

information can make informed decisions (American Accounting Association, 1966, cited in 

Carnegie et al., 2022). The information is even more credible and boosts the confidence of the 

users in their decision-making when qualified auditors audit the information (Al-Halwachi & 

Eklind, 2020; Mahdi, 2011). However, a long-standing gap has been detected between what the 

users of accounting information expect and what auditors do or are expected to do (Liggio, 1974; 

Mahdi, 2011). Studies have shown that this gap impairs confidence and negatively affects the 

decisions of the users of accounting information (Mahdi, 2011; Ackers, 2015; Sonnerfeldt & 

Pontoppidan 2020).  

This expectations gap discourse in accounting has been the driving force behind some 

developments in the profession such as the expansion of the audit report and the debate about the 

auditor’s responsibilities (Kamal, 2018; Association of Chartered Certified Accountants, 2019). 

Through empirical studies, the causes of the gap have been identified along with the negative 

impact of the gap on the accounting profession and these have led to the proposal of various ways 

to bridge the gap (Mahdi, 2011; ACCA, 2019; Akther & Xu, 2020; Deepal & Jayamaha, 2022). 

Deepal and Jayamaha (2022) and Kumari and Ajward (2022) for instance, have documented the 

causes of the AEG to include unreasonable expectations of the general public for the auditors, 

deficiency in audit standards and performance of the auditor, as well as misperceptions of the 
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auditor’s responsibilities. Additionally, scholars have noted that the gap has damaging relevance 

in emerging-market audit contexts and adversely impact investment decision-making (Kumari & 

Ajward, 2022; Leninkumar & Ali, 2023). Consequently, Deepal and Jayamaha (2022) and Gyau 

(2024) suggest that the gap can be narrowed through education and training of users of financial 

statements and auditors, expansion of the audit report, making regulatory changes, and enhancing 

communication. 

However, the expectation gap issue in accounting has not been adequately explored (King & Beer, 

2018; Tabone, 2018; ACCA, 2019). Throughout the literature, much of the debates on the topic 

have centered on the expectation gap in financial statement auditing, but auditing is just an aspect 

of the entire corporate reporting (Tabone, 2018). Moreover, corporate reporting has evolved and 

the accounting information, which used to be financial in nature, now includes non-financial 

information such as ESG matters (Komonen et al., 2019; Dissanayake & Ekanayake, 2018).  

Environmental and social accounting researchers have reported some imbalances in the demand 

and supply of environmental and social reports of companies (Dissanayake & Ekanayake, 2018), 

as the quest for sustainable development across the globe has necessitated the incorporation of 

ESG concerns of organizations into their annual reports (Tang et al., 2023; Höjlind & Anglemier, 

2022; Sonnerfeldt & Pontoppidan, 2020).  Since ESG reporting and assurance are now gaining 

attention in developing countries, stakeholders may have more expectations for them (Kamal, 

2018).  

However, earlier studies have reported that stakeholders in developing countries possess limited 

knowledge and lack some understanding of this ESG and its related issues (Ngwakwe et al., 2014; 

Simpson & Aprim, 2018). Given such position of stakeholders, it is plausible to speculate that an 
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expectations gap exists between the users of the ESG report and assurance, and the ESG report 

and assurance providers. Nevertheless, with the lapse of time from the studies of Ngwakwe et al. 

(2014) and Simpson and Aprim (2018) it is not clear how well stakeholders understand ESG 

reporting and assurance now (Simpson et al., 2022) and if there exist expectations gap in ESG 

reporting and assurance, the nature and causes of the gap need to be explored to help narrow the 

gap. 

1.2 Problem Statement 

The persistence of the expectations gap in accounting is of concern to the accounting profession 

because, according to the profession's code of ethics, “a label of the accountancy profession is its 

acceptance of the responsibility to act in the public interest" (International Federation of 

Accountants & International Ethics Standards Board for Accountants, 2012, p.13). The existence 

of the gap depletes the reputation of and trust in the accounting profession (Ackers, 2015; 

Sonnerfeldt & Pontoppidan, 2020; Elo et al., 2023). Although some studies (ACCA, 2019; Akther 

& Xu, 2020; Deepal & Jayamaha, 2022) have focused on the audit expectation gap, Tabone (2018) 

posits that these studies have been skewed toward the financial audit expectation gap. Similarly, 

Elkins et al. (2023) also affirm that little attention has been given to ESG reporting and assurance 

expectations gap. In a quest to address these issues, several scholars and institutions (Kamal, 2018; 

EY, 2023, Kumari & Ajward, 2022; Das, 2025) have called on the attention of researchers, 

policymakers, regulators, and professional bodies to take steps to close the gap. 

As Tabone (2018) reports, much of the debates on the audit expectations gap have centered on the 

expectation gap in financial statement auditing, but auditing is just an aspect of the entire corporate 

reporting. Thus, extending the studies to other aspects of corporate reporting, the expectation gap 
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may exist, but little attention has been given to exploring those gaps (Haque, Deegan & Inglis, 

2013; Kamala et al., 2015; Tabone, 2018). Moreover, unlike regular corporate reports, ESG reports 

are non-financial in nature and lack a set of universally recognized reporting standards and 

regulations. As a result, empirical studies show that ESG reporting and assurance practices differ 

from organization to organization and are optional in many countries (Al-Halwachi & Eklind, 

2020; Alsahali & Malagueño, 2022). In light of the foregoing, it is plausible to speculate that 

stakeholders have more unmet expectations for non-financial reports (Kamal, 2018) and thus, ESG 

reporting and assurance expectations gap exists. These expectations must be taken into account to 

increase the relevance of the reported non-financial information and empower stakeholders to 

make more informed decisions. 

Despite the increasing studies on ESG and its related issues, Simpson and Aprim (2018) and 

Simpson et al. (2022) report that the concept has not been well understood, especially in the context 

of developing countries, because most of the existing studies focused on developed economies 

(Zhao et al., 2023; Khamisu, & Paluri, 2024; Benameur et al., 2024). However, environmental 

factors, culture, regulatory systems, and professional developments which have been documented 

to affect the understanding and practice of ESG reporting and assurance in advanced economies 

differ from those in emerging economies (KPMG, 2017; Farooq & De Villiers, 2017; Simpson et 

al., 2022; KPMG, 2022; KPMG 2024). Hitherto, Hazaea et al. (2022) and Singhania et al. (2023) 

argue for ESG-related studies situated specifically in developing countries. 

1.3 Research Purpose 

This study, therefore, explores the expectation gap existing between ESG reports and assurance 

users on the one hand and the providers of ESG reports and assurance on the other hand, with 

evidence from the context of a developing country. 
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1.4 Research Objectives and Questions 

i. To explore the understanding of ESG reporting and assurance among stakeholders. 

ii. To examine the nature of the ESG reporting and assurance expectations gap. 

iii. To examine the causes of the ESG reporting and assurance expectations gap. 

This study would, therefore, answer the following questions in exploring the expectation gap in 

ESG reporting and assurance. 

i. How do users of ESG report and assurance understand ESG reporting and assurance? 

ii. What is the nature of the ESG reporting and assurance expectations gap? 

iii. Why does the ESG reporting and assurance expectations gap exist? 

1.5 Significance of Study 

This study has relevance to literature, to practice, and to policy. 

The study is significant to literature in providing knowledge with empirical evidence that a wider 

expectations gap exists than the well-researched audit expectations gap. As studies in ESG matters, 

especially, reporting and assurance, are relatively scarce in developing economies, this research 

extends the existing knowledge in developing economies by exploring the nature of ESG reporting 

and assurance practices with evidence from the context of a developing country. It thus serves as 

a reference point and provides a basis for further studies. Academic and professional institutions 

such as the Institute of Chartered Accountants can also draw from the findings of this research to 

reconsider the integration of ESG-related matters such as ESG reporting and assurance into their 

curricula, to provide the necessary knowledge and training for students and professionals. 
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Furthermore, this study is significant to ESG reporting and assurance practitioners in that, it 

explores the expectations of stakeholders in ESG reporting and assurance and suggests ways of 

meeting the stakeholders’ expectations. Accounting professionals can draw insights from this 

study in their efforts to meet the ESG reporting and assurance expectations of the users of the ESG 

reports and assurance. 

Finally, the significance of the study to policy lies in the fact that it provides information on the 

nature of the expectations gap existing in ESG reporting and assurance, serving as a reference 

document for policymakers, regulatory bodies, and governments in developing guidelines and 

regulations for effective ESG reporting and assurance. As it has been in the development of audit 

standards (Sonnerfeldt & Pontoppidan 2020; Kamal, 2018), the knowledge of ESG reporting and 

assurance expectations gap is crucial in the standardization and regulation of ESG reporting and 

assurance. 

1.6 Structure of the Study 

The thesis is presented in five chapters. Chapter one gives an introduction to the study. Chapter 

two presents a literature review of the study. Chapter three discusses the methodology used for the 

study. Chapter four shows the analyses, results and discussion. Chapter five presents the 

conclusion and recommendations. 

1.7 Chapter Summary 

In this chapter, the introduction to the study has been presented. The chapter begins with a brief 

background information on the key perspectives of the subject matter. The gaps that call for the 

need for this study have also been shown clearly in the problem statement. This chapter also brings 

out the purpose and objectives of the study, out of which appropriate research questions that the 
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study seeks to answer, were asked. The relevance of the study to academia, practice, and policy 

has also been shown in this chapter and the chapter concludes with an outline that the entire study 

follows.  

University of Ghana http://ugspace.ug.edu.gh



8 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Introduction 

This section presents a theoretical review, providing an explanation and justification for the 

theories that underpin the study. The section continues with a thorough empirical review of the 

existing state of knowledge about expectation gap and ESG reporting and assurance and concludes 

with a conceptual review by referring to prior literature to enhance understanding of the topic and 

give the context for the research problem. 

2.2 Conceptual Review 

This section discusses relevant concepts that relate to the study. It highlights the evolution of the 

key concepts and clarifies the meaning and scope of those concepts to shape the understanding of 

ESG reporting and assurance expectations gap. It also shares the application of those key concepts 

in prior studies. 

2.2.1 The Environmental, Social and Governance Concept 

The concept of Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) has gained global attention and 

invited a lot of debates in recent years (Ahmad et al., 2023; Radzi et al., 2023). In both research 

and practice, this concept is commonly used interchangeably with various terms which among 

others, include sustainability, corporate social responsibility (CSR), triple bottom line, business 

ethics, corporate purpose-driven businesses, conscious capitalism, corporate citizenship, creating 

shared value, and stakeholder management (Carroll & Jill, 2018; Garcia et al., 2017; Komonen et 
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al., 2019; Grueso-Gala & Zornoza, 2022). These concepts share more similarities than differences 

(Okpara & Idowu, 2013). 

Among the above terms, CSR, sustainability and ESG appear to be the most commonly 

interchanged terms (Christensen et al., 2021; Komonen et al., 2019; Grueso-Gala & Zornoza, 

2022). CSR is such a broad term that an exhaustive definition does not exist (Simpson & Aprim, 

2018). It was defined by the European Commission (EU) as “a concept where companies integrate 

social and environmental concerns in their business operations and in their interaction with their 

stakeholders on a voluntary basis” (European Commission, 2001, p. 1, cited in Amo-Mensah, 

2021). The concept looks at companies’ self-regulation on environmental protection, human rights, 

health and safety, ethics, social and environmental reporting, and community-focused initiatives 

and philanthropy (Carroll & Shabana, 2010). Carroll et al., (1995), recorded five key 

characteristics of social responsibility as: making safe products, avoiding air or water pollution, 

upholding legal compliance in all business operations, fostering a culture of transparency and 

ethics among employees, and prioritizing workplace safety through robust policies and procedures. 

Among the terms associated with CSR, “sustainability” has also become well-known in the 

conceptual development trajectory. This concept spread wide and became a more preferred term 

in literature after the 1987 Brundtland report of the World Commission on Environment and 

Development (WCED). In that report called "Our Common Future", "Sustainable Development", 

was used to refer to "development that satisfies current needs while preserving the capacity of 

future generations to fulfill their own requirements." (UNWCED, 1987, cited in Komonen et al., 

2019, p. 7). This also has to do with avoiding the breach of natural resource limits by economic 

advancements (Bansal & Song, 2017). 
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ESG was also introduced in 2004 (Li et al., 2021; Norton, 2024). The term originated from a 

publication by the United Nations Global Compact (2004) titled “Who Cares Wins: Connecting 

Financial Markets to a Changing World”. The concept of “environmental, social and governance” 

was discussed as a systematic way of accounting for nonfinancial risks associated with 

investments—the changing climate, say, or human rights violations―and rejecting the view that 

investment should happen solely from financial perspective (Norton, 2024). It is worth noting that 

as the concept of CSR and its other associated terms aim to encourage ethical business practices 

and accountability, the ESG criteria offer a systematic approach to measuring and evaluating these 

efforts (Christensen et al., 2021; Gupta, 2021). ESG builds on CSR shifts the focus from 

philanthropy alone to a comprehensive set of metrics that investors and consumers use to evaluate 

a company's governance, social impact, and environmental accountability (Li et al., 2021; Gupta, 

2021).  

Even though sustainability seems to be a more preferred term emerging in literature (Ackers, 

2015), ESG is used in this study, considering that it forms three important components of 

sustainability that determine a company’s success in the long term and allows for in-depth analysis 

of each non-financial component of sustainability (Simpson et al., 2022; Allanscohtt, 2022). Based 

on the need for more open and balanced institutional and economic operations, environmental, 

social, and governance (ESG) is a concept that is rapidly gaining popularity around the world 

(Alessa et al., 2024; Martiny et al., 2024; Dmuchowski et al., 2023). 

The ESG factors comprise environmental (E), social (S), and governance (G) elements that may 

impact the financial well-being and solvency of various entities, including corporations, sovereign 

states, and individuals (European Banking Authority, 2021). As Carroll and Jill (2018) noted, a 
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helpful starting point for understanding ESG is to carefully analyze each component of the 

acronym individually. 

The environmental (E) dimension has to do with the effects of corporations on the environment. 

The environmental component thus, assesses a company's initiatives aimed at environmental 

conservation (Radzi et al., 2023). The social (S) dimension deals with a company’s stance on 

human relationships, interactions and connections (Radzi et al., 2023). It takes into account issues 

such as overall health and safety, gender equality, working conditions, promoting human rights, 

fostering partnerships with labor administration, promoting labor standards, and product quality 

(Allanscohtt, 2022; Komonen et al., 2019; Kamal, 2018; Li et al., 2021; Eccles et al., 2019). The 

governance (G) dimension considers leadership, internal controls, and internal regulations for the 

prevention of conflict of interest and unethical conduct. Thus, the governance pillar discusses 

business management guidelines (Radzi et al., 2023). 

2.2.2 Environmental, Social and Governance Reporting and Assurance 

Corporate Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) reporting has to do with businesses 

communicating information about their environmental care, social commitments, and governance 

policies (IMD Business School, 2024). This practice aims to provide investors, customers, and the 

public with insight into the company’s impact in these three significant areas, as well as its 

commitment to sustainability and ethical conduct. The goal is to show how these efforts contribute 

to the company's long-term sustainability and financial performance. ESG reporting is how 

companies communicate their performances and endeavors in these three critical areas (IMD 

Business School, 2024; Christensen et al., 2021). 
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As noted in prior research (Nazari et al., 2017), stakeholders (users of the report) have expressed 

concerns and questioned the credibility of ESG reports when they lack assurance. Assurance is 

defined by the International Auditing and Assurance Standards Board (IAASB) as “an engagement 

in which a practitioner aims to obtain sufficient appropriate evidence to express a conclusion 

designed to enhance the degree of confidence of the intended users other than the responsible party 

about the subject matter information” (IAASB, 2013, p. 12). Following the above definition, this 

study agrees with Deegan (2006) to conceptualize ESG assurance as verifying ESG information, 

typically conducted by a professional, such as an accountant or a consulting firm, to ensure its 

credibility and quality. ESG assurance makes the ESG reports credible and reliable (Boiral et al., 

2019), boosts users’ confidence in the report, and adds to the firm’s reputation (Perego & Kolk, 

2012; Birkey et al., 2016). 

2.2.3 Expectation Gap 

Expectation gap occurs when users of financial reports are not satisfied with the work of 

accountants (Quick, 2020). Liggio (1974) introduced the concept of expectation gap in auditing 

literature and defined it as “the difference between the levels of expected performance as 

envisioned both by the independent accountant and by the user of financial statements” (Liggio, 

1974, cited in Kamal, 2018, p. 12). Several definitions of the term have emerged but ACCA (2019) 

defines the entire audit expectation gap as “the difference between what the general public thinks 

auditors do and what the general public would like auditors to do” (ACCA, 2019, p. 7). 

This study draws from the above definitions to conceptualize the ESG reporting expectation gap 

as the difference between what users of ESG reports expect from ESG reports and what ESG report 

providers do. In the same vein, the ESG assurance expectation gap is the difference between what 

users of ESG assurance expect from ESG assurance and what ESG assurance providers do. Thus, 
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there are ESG reporting and assurance expectations gap when ESG reporting companies and ESG 

assurance providers provide ESG and ESG assurance reports that do not meet what the users want 

from those reports. 

Also, ACCA (2019) proposed three forms of the audit expectation gap; the knowledge gap, the 

performance gap and the evolution gap. The knowledge gap is explained as “the difference 

between what the public thinks auditors do and what auditors actually do” (ACCA, 2019, p. 9). 

The performance gap has to do with auditors’ non-compliance to the requirements of auditing 

standards or regulations (ACCA, 2019). The above gaps lead to the evolution gap. The desire of 

the public at large, advancements in technology, and approaches to enhance the auditing procedure 

as a whole to bring more value frequently make this necessary (ACCA, 2019). 

This study adopts the ACCA’s (2019) conceptualization of the components of the audit expectation 

gap (AEG) to explain three forms of ESG reporting and assurance expectations gaps: knowledge 

gap, performance gap, and evolution gap. 

The knowledge gap in ESG reporting has to do with the difference between what the users of ESG 

reports think ESG report providers do and what ESG report providers actually do. Likewise, the 

knowledge gap in ESG assurance has to do with the difference between what the users of ESG 

assurance think ESG assurance providers do and what ESG assurance providers actually do. 

The performance gap in ESG reporting is the gap between what the ESG report providers actually 

do and what the ESG report providers are supposed to do. In like manner, the performance gap in 

ESG assurance is the gap between what the ESG assurance providers actually do and what the 

ESG assurance providers are supposed to do. These are all matters of non-compliance with the 
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requirements of ESG reporting and assurance standards or regulations (Saladrigues & Grano, 

2014).  

In ESG reporting, the evolution gap also has to do with the gap between what the ESG report 

providers are supposed to do, and what the users of the report want the ESG report providers to 

do. The evolution gap in ESG assurance also has to do with the gap between what the ESG 

assurance providers are supposed to do, and what the users of the assurance want the ESG 

assurance providers to do. These gaps come about because of the users’ interest in holding business 

organizations more accountable for their environmental and social impacts and expecting more 

rigorous and robust ESG reporting and assurance from the business organizations. A conceptual 

framework of the ESG reporting and assurance expectations gap has been presented in Figure 1. 

2.3 Theoretical Review 

Theories are required to interpret and give meaning to the effects and success of ESG reporting 

methods (Gray et al., 2010; Deegan & Rankin, 1999).  Over the years, researchers in the social 

accounting field have employed various lenses in explaining environmental and social disclosure 

practices (Kamal, 2018). Theories such as legitimacy theory, agency theory, stakeholder theory, 

institutional theory, strong structuration theory, and signaling theory have been adopted to study 

the ESG reporting and assurance practices of organizations (Farooq & De Villiers, 2017; Simpson 

et al., 2022; Del Gesso & Lodhi, 2024). Concerning the audit expectation gap, the credibility 

theory, policeman theory, moderator of claimants’ theory, quasi-judicial theory, agency theory, 

and the theory of inspired confidence have been commonly used by researchers (Eferakeya & 

Edgars, 2021; Mahdi, 2011). 
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However, most of the previous studies on ESG and ESG-related audit expectation gaps are not 

underpinned by any particular theoretical paradigm (Simpson et al., 2022; Kamal, 2018). Both 

positive and normative social accounting research approaches exist (Deegan, 2011). In contrast to 

a normative statement, which conveys a value judgment about the desirability or undesirability of 

a circumstance in the form of what should be or ought to be, a positive viewpoint states what is 

and contains no expression of acceptance or unacceptance (Deegan, 2006; Gaffikin, 2005). 

In light of the burgeoning nature of ESG related studies, especially in developing countries, the 

normative standpoint is relevant for this study. Furthermore, the normative perspective makes the 

accountability theory and the theory of inspired confidence relevant theoretical lenses for this 

study, as ESG reporting and assurance should produce data that stakeholders can use in their 

decision-making. ESG report and assurance providers should be concerned about meeting the 

expectations of the users of the ESG report, and the users of the ESG report should be concerned 

about the relevance and reliability of the reports. 

2.3.1 Accountability Theory 

In business, legal, health care, education, and particularly political realms, discussions boil 

concerning who should be answerable to whom, for what, and under what norms (Lerner & 

Tetlock, 1999). The glue that holds social systems together could be compared to accountability. 

It is possible to define social systems in general in terms of shared behavioral norms. Without the 

capacity to hold particular actors accountable for their conduct, no basis exists for social stability, 

common expectations, or, in reality, the sustainability of any type of social organization (Frink & 

Klimoski, 2004). 
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Accountability theory suggests that the anticipation of being held responsible by others influences 

one’s behavior, prompting them to reflect on and take responsibility for their decision-making 

processes and judgements (Vance et al., 2015). According to the theory, when one party knows 

that he is accountable to an audience (especially, an audience that is interested, informed, and has 

the authority to evaluate his actions), he tends to exhibit behaviors that align with societal norms, 

organizational expectations or ethical standards. 

Although calls for accountability often seem to be limited to financial accountability (the capacity 

to account for finances), which is what the term "accountability" traditionally referred to 

(Friedman, 1970), more recent calls for greater accountability have a wider definition than just that 

(Knir et al., 2019).  Accountability now encompasses caring for the environment and future 

generations as well as for one's coworkers, customers, governments, and society at large (Messner, 

2009; Knir et al., 2019). 

“Accountability is concerned with the relationships between groups, individuals, 

organizations and the rights to information that such relationships entail. Simply 

stated, accountability is the duty to provide an account of the actions for which one 

is held responsible. The nature of the relationships – and the attendant rights to 

information – is contextually determined by the society in which the relationship 

occurs.” 

(Gray et al., 1997, cited in Kamal, 2018, p. 15) 

According to Vance et al. (2015), accountability theory encompasses two distinct viewpoints. On 

one hand, accountability is perceived as a virtuous attribute, characterized by an individual’s 

willingness to assume responsibility – a highly valued trait in public officials, government 
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agencies, and organizations (Vance et al., 2015). On the other hand, accountability is viewed as a 

mechanistic process, wherein an individual is obligated to provide explanations for their actions 

to another party, who possesses the authority to evaluate and potentially sanction those actions 

(Vance et al., 2015). 

The disbursement of accountability to stakeholders is a fundamental goal of social accounting, 

according to Gray (2001). It has been established that one of the main areas of attention for 

accounting and accounting information usage is the discharge of accountability by organizations 

operating in society (Dellaportas et al., 2005). Nowadays, accountability is thought of as a holistic 

idea that encompasses more than just responsibility. Dellaportas et al. (2005) highlight that for 

accountability, businesses must acknowledge and address their environmental and social footprint, 

including the moral implications of their economic endeavors that are usually unforeseen and 

ignored. Organizations frequently provide information about their environmental and social 

concerns and make them available to their stakeholders to fulfill their responsibilities. Thus, 

closing the gap between external expectations and internal operations (Hall et al., 2017; Vance et 

al., 2015). However, accountability involves more than just disclosure.  

Additionally, organizational accountability generally refers to holding organizations answerable 

for their actions according to the expectations of the appropriate authorities (Jiao, 2020). Jiao 

(2020) adds that accountability also indicates an organization's readiness to defend and justify its 

activities in the presence of scrutiny and potential repercussions. Thus, there is an expectation, 

either express or implicit, that one could be asked to defend their thoughts, feelings, and deeds to 

others (Knir et al., 2019; Frink & Klimoski, 2004; Lerner & Tetlock, 1999). Additionally, there 

are expectations or criteria that the agent's actions are measured against (Frink & Klimoski, 2004; 

Hall et al., 2017). 
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Accountability also typically indicates that those who fail to adequately defend their acts will have 

unfavorable outcomes, which can range from derisive looks to losing one's job, freedom, or even 

their life (Vance et al., 2015; Stenning, 1995).  On the other hand, those who do offer strong 

defenses will benefit in a variety of ways, from the reduction of punishment to lavish rewards like 

political office or hefty stock options (Vance et al., 2015; Lerner & Tetlock, 1999). This suggests 

that in a non-mandatory ESG reporting regime, companies provide ESG reports to demonstrate 

better accountability of their activities to relevant stakeholders to enhance their brand reputation, 

attract investors, and gain legitimacy in the societies wherein they operate (Aziz & Alshdaifat, 

2024; Yébenes, 2024; Kamal, 2018). 

The accountability theory has been identified as a relevant theory for ESG-related studies 

(Thomson, 2007, cited in Fernando & Lawrence, 2014; Au et al., 2023; Del Gesso & Lodhi, 2024). 

Thomson (2007, cited in Fernando & Lawrence, 2014) documents that the theory is one of the 

most frequently used theories in ESG-related studies. Consequently, Kamal (2018) applied the 

accountability theory in the ESG context to study stakeholders’ expectations of social audit in 

Bangladesh. His findings reveal poor accountability and thus, an expectation gap in social audit in 

Bangladesh. He then suggested that either the multinational purchasing organizations that purchase 

goods from developing nations or the suppliers of the goods should make the data from audits of 

social reports public. Thus, improving the communication between auditors and users of the 

reports to reduce the audit expectation gap (Akther & Xu, 2020). 

Regardless of the significant contribution of the accountability theory (Hall et al., 2017), Au et al. 

(2023) and Del Gesso and Lodhi (2024) point out that the theory is underrepresented in recent 

studies on ESG reporting and assurance. This study contributes to ESG reporting and assurance 

studies by relying on the accountability theory to draw on the notion that following the demands 
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of the relevant authorities, organizations are responsible to their internal and external stakeholders, 

including the environment, future generations, employees, consumers, governments, and society 

at large (Messner, 2009).  To render accountability to stakeholders, organizations should provide 

ESG reports according to the requirements of the salient authorities or stakeholders for their 

decision-making. 

The accountability theory is relevant to this study as it helps frame ESG reporting as a mechanism 

through which organizations fulfill their duty to inform users of the ESG reports about their ESG 

practices. The theory helps to explore the users’ understanding of ESG reporting and assurance in 

terms of how they interpret accountability relationships between them and the providers of ESG 

reports and assurance (that is, who is accountable, to whom, and for what). As accounting aims to 

provide information to stakeholders to permit their informed decisions (American Accounting 

Association, 1966, cited in Carnegie et al., 2022), the theory explains that the users have the right 

to information about ESG concerns of organizations and that it behooves organizations to also 

provide and assure their ESG reports. The users can hold organizations answerable for their impact 

on the wider environment and society and thus, have expectations for the ESG reports and 

assurance upon which to favor satisfactory organizations and punish unsatisfactory ones.  

In this non-mandatory ESG reporting regime, the theory helps to appreciate why companies 

(particularly, manufacturing companies in Ghana) provide or do not provide ESG reports in 

demonstrating accountability of their activities to the relevant stakeholders, and why the ESG 

reporting and assurance expectations gap exists. The theory serves as a good lens to this study in 

explaining that expectations gap emerges when accountability obligations are misaligned between 

the preparers, assurers, and users of ESG reports. This misalignment in the scope, purpose, and 

depth of accountability explains the nature of the expectations gap, whether it is one of knowledge 
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(misunderstanding audit or reporting scope), performance (perceived insufficiency of effort), or 

evolution (growing societal demands) gap. 

2.3.2 Theory of Inspired Confidence 

The theory of rational expectations is another name for the theory of inspired confidence (Duits, 

2012; Ittonen, 2010). The theory has to do with both the demand for and supply of audit services 

(Ittonen, 2010). The theory argues that outsiders (third parties or stakeholders of a company) have 

interest in a company's operations. Incidentally, these outsiders are not privy to much information 

about the affairs and management of the firm. 

On the demand for audit services, the theory argues that the need for audit is as a result of external 

parties’ expectation for accuracy and accountability from the management team tasked with 

overseeing the business' operational activities in exchange for their investments in the company 

(Ittonen, 2010). The public expects that the organization will be held accountable by releasing 

financial statements regularly that include information about it. Since the third parties base their 

evaluations of management's performance on the information provided by the latter, that 

information may be prejudiced, creating a conflict of interest if management manipulates the 

information to portray a higher performance (Whittington & Pany, 2016). 

An audit of the report provided by management is necessary to reduce the conflict of interest 

between management and external stakeholders of the company and to ensure that the managers’ 

report prepared accurately reflects the state of affairs and health condition of the company (Mahdi, 

2011; Olagunju & Owolabi, 2020; Ghandour, 2023). The documents are not entirely under the 

absolute control of the shareholders, and they do not have the knowledge and skill to independently 

check the data as given. Permitting independent auditors to attest to the veracity and truth of the 
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financial report created by management is quite normal and appropriate.  According to this theory, 

the auditors' certification, which includes an opinion after the audit, inspires the users of the 

reports, including the shareholders, to trust in the veracity and accuracy of corporate reports. 

Concerning the supply side of audit services, Limperg (1932; cited in Duits, 2012) uses a 

normative perspective. Regarding the degree of assurance that an auditor ought to provide, he 

argues that auditors should carry out their work in such a way that it does not frustrate the 

expectations of a logical third party. Furthermore, auditors should avoid raising unrealistic 

expectations using the audit report.  Therefore, in light of the development in technology that has 

prompted businesses to use complex accounting systems, the auditor should likewise make use of 

cutting-edge audit technology to live up to realistic public expectations (Whittington & Pany, 

2016).  The public’s top priority is that auditors live up to their obligations of fair representation 

and genuine independence.  

Limperg’s (1932) theory of inspired confidence has had a great impact on auditing development, 

especially in the Netherlands (Duits, 2012). Its common use in auditing and expectation gap studies 

(Mahdi, 2011; Robu et al., 2012; Olagunju & Owolabi, 2020; Eferakeya & Edgars, 2021), suggests 

that it is a strong theory and applicable to this current study. 

Carmichael (2004), to study the role of the Public Company Accounting Oversight Board 

(PCAOB) in rebuilding investors’ confidence in the independent auditors of publicly traded 

companies, recalled the Theory of Inspired Confidence. Carmichael (2004) notes that the 

principles of the theory are particularly pertinent in the evolution of the audit function. "We 

particularly need to try to understand and appreciate the social significance of auditing and the 

implications regarding how an audit should be performed in our current environment" Carmichael 

(2004, p. 129) noted. 
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Considering the theory’s position on the demand for audit services and supply of audit services, 

and its applicability to expectations gap studies, the theory provides an appropriate framework for 

understanding stakeholders’ demand for ESG reports and assurance, and the supply of such 

services by the concerned organizations. The relevance of the theory to the development of 

auditing also makes it a good theoretical lens for studying ESG reporting and assurance and 

making recommendations for policy and practice. This is relevant, especially in this era of non-

mandatory ESG reporting and assurance where stakeholders are making strides in the development 

of standards and regulations for meeting the demand for ESG reporting and assurance. 

In exploring the understanding of ESG reporting and assurance among stakeholders, the theory 

helps to assess whether the interpretations of the users of the ESG assurance align with the audit 

and assurance profession’s intended role of “inspiring confidence.” Since the users rely on auditors 

and assurers to lend credibility to disclosures that they cannot verify, the theory suggests that users’ 

understanding of ESG reporting and assurance depends on the extent to which they believe the 

assurance function satisfies their need for confidence in ESG reports. 

Also, the applicability of the theory to this study is justified by its ability to help examine the nature 

of the ESG reporting and assurance expectations gap. The theory of inspired confidence helps to 

explain that ESG reporting and assurance expectations gap exists when stakeholders expect more 

from ESG assurance than what assurers deliver, and to further assess whether the gap is a 

knowledge gap, a performance gap or an evolution gap.  

Moreover, the theory is pertinent to examining the causes of the ESG reporting and assurance 

expectations gap. This is because the theory explains that the audit expectations gap arises because 

the assurance function is continually shaped by societal demand and professional supply capacity. 

In ESG contexts, the theory helps to explain that the causes of the gap are due to expanding societal 
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demands coupled with limitations in professional supply and dynamic legitimacy pressures. Users 

expect ESG assurance to cover complex issues like climate risk, social justice, and ethical 

governance. Assurers may lack universally accepted standards, methodologies, or sufficient 

expertise to provide confidence at the level expected. Therefore, as sustainability issues intensify, 

societal demands for confidence rise faster than assurance practices evolve, creating a persistent 

gap. 

2.4 Empirical Review 

This section provides analyses of prior literature on the state of ESG issues globally and in the 

context of a developing country, especially on reporting and assurance, and their expectation gaps. 

2.4.1 ESG Reporting and Assurance 

Today's corporate reporting includes providing information on the organization’s ESG matters 

(Al-Halwachi & Eklind, 2020). This has evolved from its origins in financial reports (Rupley et 

al., 2017), and even now, financial reporting remains the fundamental component of corporate 

reports. Corporate reporting does not have a universally accepted definition, but it primarily aims 

to inform stakeholders of a company such as investors about the company's activities and 

management decisions (Deloitte, 2016).  

The financial reports are very instrumental to the decision-making of users of the reports (FASB, 

2010; Olagunju & Owolabi, 2020). Many companies listed on stock exchanges provide annual 

reports on their financial performance. These reports are of high quality to accurately and 

transparently represent the company's financial status. The International Financial Reporting 

Standards (IFRS) predominantly regulate these reports internationally, along with strict auditing 

standards (Abimbola et al., 2021). 
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Studies show that financial reports have met criticisms with time. Some people have criticized 

them for being too complex and for creating unequal value among stakeholders, as only those who 

are educated can understand the reports (Abimbola et al., 2021). The reports have also been 

criticized for being backward-looking and not including information concerning a company's non-

financial performance. Stakeholders of companies, especially investors, are now placing value on 

the non-financial performance of companies for their decision-making (Asante-Appiah & 

Lambert, 2022; Bruce, 2022; Espahbodi et al., 2019) and it is a major factor in the long-term 

financial status of a company.  

Global pressures from stakeholders of companies and criticisms motivated companies to move to 

another phase of corporate reporting, which is non-financial reporting (Ackers, 2015; Komonen et 

al., 2019). Reports that include data about a company's non-financial performance are known as 

non-financial reports. The reports have several names, including CSR reports, sustainability 

reports, ESG reports, and triple bottom line reports, among others. Although these terms share 

similarities, they are not the same (Bansal & Song, 2017). However, they are erroneously used 

interchangeably in reporting literature and even in actual company reports (Komonen et al., 2019; 

Grueso-Gala & Zornoza, 2022; Garcia et al., 2017). 

2.4.1.1 Components of ESG Reports 

The reports containing information about non-financial company performance typically cover 

companies’ ESG concerns (Allanscohtt, 2022; Komonen et al., 2019). These ESG reports typically 

cover issues relating to the environment, social responsibility, and corporate governance. 
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2.4.1.1.1 Environmental Issues in ESG Reports 

Environmental issues may include climate change, emissions of greenhouse gas, air pollution, 

impact and dependence on biodiversity and on ecosystems, efficiency and usage of energy, the use 

and recycling of water, production, and management of waste liquids, waste solids, and hazardous, 

and new developments in goods and services that are environmentally friendly (Li et al., 2021).  

Biswas et al. (2019) studied the environmental reports and analyzed the patterns of environmental 

disclosures of Bangladeshi companies. He found that the majority of companies show concern for 

the environment by providing a statement of “company does” or “company will do” but there is a 

lack of concern for greenhouse effects or carbon emissions among the companies. The reports of 

the companies also contain information about maintaining the balance of the environment, 

contribution in terms of cash, arts, or sculpture to beautify the environment. In addition, the 

companies provide information concerning their efforts to reduce energy consumption, direct 

energy use, energy savings from product recycling, indirect energy use, concern for noise 

pollution, and past and current expenditure for pollution control.  

2.4.1.1.2 Social Issues in ESG Reports 

Social issues in the report may include promoting human rights, gender equality, working 

conditions, overall health and safety, fostering partnerships with labor administration, and product 

quality (Allanscohtt, 2022; Komonen et al., 2019; Kamal, 2018). Moreover, Li et al. (2021) report 

that social reports may contain issues about workforce diversity, discrimination and equal 

opportunity, labor coercion, freedom of association among labor, child labor, health and safety at 

the workplace and for customers, impact on the communities in which the business operates, 
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management of supply chain, training and education opportunities offered, and protection of 

customer privacy. 

2.4.1.1.3 Governance Issues in ESG Reports 

Studies show that corporate governance issues reported concern reporting, corporate-investor 

relationships and ethics, as well as how risk is managed, structure and diversity of the board, 

transparency and disclosure, accountability, codes of conduct and principles of business, bribery 

and corruption, executive pay, engagement of stakeholders, and rights of shareholders are also 

among issues of corporate governance (Komonen et al., 2019; Allanscohtt, 2022; Li et al., 2021). 

However, Monteiro et al. (2021) provided a critical assessment of the governance aspect of ESG 

and noted the inadequacy of debates on the governance aspect of ESG. They argue for a broader 

perspective on governance that combines traditional corporate governance and policies designed 

to incorporate environmental and social priorities into organizational decision-making to achieve 

greater sustainability. 

2.4.1.2 Importance of ESG Reports 

The ESG reports have served as helpful tools of communication between organizations and their 

stakeholders on their ESG performance (Brenden, 2022; Ghana Stock Exchange, 2022). For 

instance, these reports help employees decide where they want to work, customers decide on whom 

to buy from, and investors make the best possible resource allocation decisions (Aziz & Alshdaifat, 

2024; Yébenes, 2024; Aluchna et al., 2022; Kamal, 2018; Simpson & Aprim, 2018). Moreover, 

environmental advocacy groups that want to determine whether a campaign against companies 

that are not environmentally friendly is necessary, to interfere in matters concerning severe 

environmental violations, or even to take legal action may use these reports. KPMG & 
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SustainAbility (2008) share that environmental reports may also be used by accounting researchers 

to evaluate or to decide the best reporting practice. 

2.4.1.3 Importance of ESG Assurance 

Stakeholders have also been reported to express keen interest in the credibility and reliability of 

ESG reports (Nazari et al., 2017; Velte & Stawinoga, 2017). This has made ESG assurance crucial 

globally (Velte & Stawinoga, 2017; Boiral et al., 2018). Moreover, it is well acknowledged that 

assurance adds credibility to the information disclosed and enhances the reliability of the 

information for the users’ decision-making (Al-Halwachi & Eklind, 2020; GRI, 2013b; Del 

Giudice & Rigamonti, 2020). However, the ESG reporting is largely voluntary and so is the ESG 

assurance (Alsahali & Malagueño, 2022). Alsahali and Malagueño, (2022) report that although 

ESG reporting has been growing in recent times, the assurance of these reports has not been at par 

with the growth in the reporting. 

ESG assurance has also gained attention both in practice and in the field of research. Nevertheless, 

studies on the ESG assurance expectations gap have received little attention, unlike in financial 

statement auditing where the expectation gap is well known (Mahdi, 2011). Meanwhile, in the 

emergence of ESG reporting and assurance where standards and policies are being developed to 

regulate the practice, knowledge of this gap would be helpful (Kamal, 2018) to meet stakeholders’ 

demands for accountability of companies’ ESG practices. 

2.4.1.4 Stakeholders’ Understanding of ESG 

It is worth noting that ESG issues are heterogeneous among countries (Simpson et al., 2022). Given 

that most of the prior studies on ESG, including the reporting and assurance expectations gap, have 
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been conducted in advanced economies (Deegan & Rankin, 1999; Lewellyn, 2000; Gonella & 

Woo, 2000; Swift & Dando, 2002; Adams & Evans, 2004), particular focus needs to be placed on 

developing countries to have a better understanding of the concept (Simpson et al., 2022; Kamal, 

2018). Due to various contextual factors including varying legal systems, culture, political 

influences, nature of regulation, professional developments, and other regional specifics which 

play a crucial role for understanding ESG, and ESG-related issues (KPMG, 2017; Farooq & De 

Villiers, 2017; KPMG, 2022; KPMG 2024), researchers have called for more research on ESG 

from the context of developing countries, hence this study also draws on insight from developing 

countries. 

Reports show that developing countries like Ghana demonstrates a commitment to ESG through 

the commitment to the UN’s SDGs, for the two concepts do not conflict and the SDGs are an 

extension of what constitutes ESG (United Nations Development Programme, 2015; Consolandi 

et al., 2020). Nevertheless, it has been found that the level of appreciation of ESG and ESG-related 

issues in the developing country is not encouraging (Ngwakwe et al., 2014; Simpson & Aprim, 

2018; Simpson et al., 2022). 

Ngwakwe et al. (2014) and Simpson and Aprim (2018) reported the level of understanding of ESG 

and ESG-related issues in the developing country with evidence from prospective employees and 

accountants. Findings from the studies of Ngwakwe et al. (2014) revealed that although the 

majority of the respondents were aware of and had a fair understanding of ESG issues, the fact that 

48% of the respondents, despite their educational level, had little or no idea and understanding of 

ESG raises a concern. They therefore recommended the incorporation of ESG-related topics into 

the curricula of higher educational institutions. Not far from Ngwakwe et al. (2014) is the work of 

Simpson and Aprim (2018) which also revealed that generally, there is a low level of appreciation 
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of ESG reporting and assurance among accountants in the study’s context, especially, those in the 

small and medium-sized audit firms. They also recommended that the institute in charge of the 

accounting profession adopts ESG reporting and assurance training for the continuous professional 

development of accountants in the developing country (Simpson & Aprim, 2018). 

It must be noted that in the Republic of Ghana for instance, the Companies Act 2019, Act 992, 

spells out that the directors report section in a company’s annual report should include information 

about the company’s CSR (Republic of Ghana, 2019, sec. 136(1)(c)). In recent years, the Bank of 

Ghana has introduced Sustainable Banking Principles to help banks in responding to ESG issues 

(Bank of Ghana, 2019). The Ghana Stock Exchange has also issued ESG Disclosure Guidelines to 

guide Ghanaian companies in showing accountability by reporting on their ESG concerns to users 

of the reports (Ghana Stock Exchange, 2022). However, noting that there is a significant 

misunderstanding of what comprises ESG and that it is not clear how well even key stakeholders 

in the developing country appreciate ESG and ESG-related issues (Ngwakwe et al., 2014; Simpson 

& Aprim, 2018; Simpson et al., 2022), exploring the understanding of key stakeholders will 

provide further insights (Simpson et al., 2022). The foregoing spawns the need to explore the 

knowledge and understanding of other relevant groups in the economy. This study, therefore, also 

explores how well the users of ESG reports understand the reports and their assurance, and to 

further explore the nature of the expectation gap between the users and the report providers. 

2.4.2 Expectations Gap 

The concern for the expectations gap has persisted in the accounting profession over a long period. 

Liggio (1974), following attacks from the court, media, and regulating agencies on the function of 

the accounting profession, first introduced the term into auditing literature. These attacks have 
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continued to date, leaving an expectations gap in the accounting profession. The Association of 

Chartered Certified Accountants (2019) reports that standard setters and regulators in the 

accounting profession have implemented multiple responses to address the expectation gap in 

auditing. However, it may be tempting to conclude that auditing practices have not significantly 

changed over the years, given the lack of substantial evidence indicating a significant reduction in 

the gap.  

As defined by Liggio (1974, cited in Kamal, 2018, p. 12), the expectation gap is “the difference 

between the levels of expected performance as envisioned both by the independent accountant and 

by the user of financial statements”. Liggio (1974, cited in Kamal, 2018, p. 12) clarified that the 

term plays a role in the increasing lawsuits against auditors, as they are seen as partly responsible 

for corporate failures. The Cohen Commission broadened the meaning of the term introduced by 

Liggio by examining whether or not the expectations of the public regarding auditors match the 

practical goals that auditors can realistically strive for (Commission on Auditors' Responsibilities, 

1978, cited in Kamal, 2018). The term has come to stay in auditing literature and several definitions 

have subsequently emerged for it (Kamal, 2018; Mahdi, 2011). 

AICPA (1993, cited in Mahdi, 2011, p. 8381) refers to the ‘audit expectation gap’ as “the 

difference between what the public and financial statement users believe the responsibilities of 

auditors to be; and what auditors believe their responsibilities are”. The entire audit expectation 

gap, according to ACCA (2019, p. 7), is “the difference between what the public thinks auditors 

do and what the public wants auditors to do”. 
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2.4.2.1 Nature of the Expectations Gap 

From the emergence of the phenomenon in auditing literature to now, based on a review of the 

literature, there is no doubt that there is an audit expectation gap in developed and under-developed 

economies, and in the private and public sectors (Pourheydari & Abousaiedi, 2011; Akther & Xu, 

2020; Deepal & Jayamaha, 2022; Batumalai et al., 2022; Kumari & Ajward, 2022). ACCA (2019) 

points out that the knowledge gap, the performance gap, as well as the evolution gap form the three 

components of the AEG. 

2.4.2.1.1 Knowledge Gap 

The knowledge gap tells the disparity between what the public perceives about the work of auditors 

and what auditors actually do (ACCA, 2019). This shows that sometimes the public has the wrong 

idea about audits. Modern audit practices evolved. Tracing the origins of audits from ancient 

Greece, Egypt, and earlier civilizations to this present time, gone are the days when fraud detection 

was considered the most relevant part of the auditor’s responsibilities (Duits, 2012; Salifu & 

Mahama, 2015; Olagunju & Owolabi, 2020). During the twenty-first century, the goal of auditing 

has shifted towards providing an opinion on how true and fair the financial statements accurately 

represent the business's operations (Whittington & Pany, 2016). It is quite unfortunate that the 

users of financial statements and the public’s expectations for audit have not been at par with the 

dynamic function of audit. 

2.4.2.1.2 Performance Gap 

As reported by ACCA (2019), the ‘performance gap’ might stem from various factors, including 

a lack of focus, complex regulations, or differing interpretations of standards and rules. Audit firms 

must establish robust systems and protocols to guarantee the highest level of excellence in the 
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work they do. As a component of these measures, regulators of audit perform regular reviews of 

finished audit engagements to ensure compliance with quality standards (ACCA, 2019). Earlier 

studies like Saladrigues & Grano (2014) have reported the significance of regulations and 

standards bridging the expectation gap by setting clear guidelines for auditors and ensuring that 

the information they provide meets high-quality standards. Similarly, Yébenes (2024) and Chopra 

et al. (2024) have recently emphasized the importance of standardized sustainability metrics and 

regulations in improving the quality of ESG reporting and addressing the expectation gap. 

2.4.2.1.3 Evolution Gap 

The evolution gap comes in when there is a need for evolution in audit practices (ACCA, 2019). 

To identify what needs to be changed in the audit, however, taking action to close the knowledge 

gap and the performance gaps is a crucial first step. When the actual issues could be ignorance or 

subpar performance, this will assist in avoiding unneeded advancements in auditing standards and 

overregulation (ACCA, 2019). 

The audit expectation gap is a major problem for the audit profession (Kamal, 2018). It is well 

noted that the AEG adversely affects the confidence and decision-making of the users of financial 

statements and threatens the reputation of the audit profession (Akther & Xu, 2020; Mahdi, 2011; 

Olagunju & Owolabi, 2020). Considering the loss of trust from the public and lawsuits against 

auditors following notable business failures and corporate financial scandals attributed to 

perceived inefficiencies of auditors (Akther & Xu, 2020; Liggio, 1974) it is clear, that the AEG 

poses a challenge to the integrity of the audit profession and needs not to be overlooked 

(Stevenson, 2019; ACCA, 2019; ACCA, 2021).  
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ACCA (2019) reports that the issue of the knowledge gap has been used by certain professionals 

to avoid implementing necessary changes, by pointing the finger at the public's supposed lack of 

comprehension. However, this line of reasoning is unacceptable to the association and is viewed 

as illegitimate. Calls for auditors to do additional duties are not invalidated by the existence of a 

knowledge gap, and the performance gap is neither justified nor explained by it. Researchers, 

regulators, and policymakers have made consented efforts to combat the existence of the gap.  

As a result of the need for sustainable development, ESG activities have exploded and businesses 

are working harder than ever to incorporate ESG considerations into their operations (Tang et al., 

2023). Ackers (2016) reports that stakeholders around the world are calling for businesses to be 

more accountable for their non-financial operational impacts. Beyond financial information, users 

of accounting information are paying considerable attention to the ESG issues of businesses, 

especially for their investment decisions (Asante-Appiah & Lambert, 2022; Bruce, 2022; 

Espahbodi et al., 2019). Therefore, a new wave of reporting and assurance has hit the business 

world and it is evident that the corporate reporting and auditing landscape has broadened to include 

ESG reporting and assurance (Höjlind & Anglemier, 2022; Hazaea et al., 2022; Singhania et al., 

2023). 

In response to the calls of stakeholders for businesses to be more accountable for their non-

financial operational impacts (Ackers, 2016), accounting professionals have become very much 

concerned about meeting the stakeholders’ expectations (ACCA, 2019; EY, 2023) as far as ESG 

reporting and assurance are concerned, to avoid further lawsuits, and distrust in the integrity of the 

accounting profession. Researchers have also taken a keen interest in the concerns of accounting 

professionals and are exploring the expectations of stakeholders in ESG reporting and assurance 

practices (Deegan & Rankin, 1999; Kamala et al., 2015; Kamal, 2018). 
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However, other studies have also demonstrated that although every attempt may be made to reduce 

the expectations gap, it cannot be entirely eradicated (Sikka et al., 1998; Deepal & Jayamaha, 2022; 

ACCA, 2019). Researchers claim that even more gaps exist than the commonly referred to AEG 

(King & Beer, 2018; Tabone, 2018; ACCA, 2019). Kamala et al. (2015) confirmed with their 

studies that the expectation gap is present in corporate environmental reporting. The studies 

conducted by Tabone (2018) and Abimbola et al. (2021) who found that the financial statement 

expectation gap exists also confirm this claim. A recent report by Ernst & Young (2023) on how 

corporate reporting can bridge the ESG trust gap also supports the idea of a reporting and assurance 

expectations gap for ESG. 

Deegan and Rankin (1999) found in their studies that expectation gap existed between the 

preparers and users of corporate annual reports in Australia about various issues associated with 

the information provided on the environmental performance of the companies. Dando and Swift 

(2003) also studied transparency of organizations and assurance of sustainability and noted 

credibility gap in sustainability disclosures of organizations. Despite the increasing transparency 

that organizations try to demonstrate through sustainability reporting, the authors point out how 

the reports are perceived as unreliable and inconsistent with actual practices. Other researchers 

(Lewellyn, 2000; Gonella & Woo, 2000; Swift & Dando, 2002; Adams & Evans, 2004) have also 

studied and found expectations gap in social audits and Kamal (2018) reports that different 

stakeholders hold different perspectives as far as ESG reporting and assurance are concerned. 

Kamala et al. (2015) contributed to the expectation gap literature by exploring the existence of the 

gap in South Africa. Employing a questionnaire survey, they sorted the perceptions of 54 users of 

environmental reports from ethical investors, environmental groups, and accounting academics. 

They compared the responses of the users with those of 42 preparers from the top 100 companies 
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listed on the Johannesburg Stock Exchange (JSE) and found that a significant gap exists between 

the views of preparers and users in terms of the decision-usefulness qualities that the 

environmental reports ought to have. This finding is consistent with previous reports that the 

environmental reports produced were not up to the standard that meets the expectations of the users 

for their decision-making. Their study has significant implications for professional bodies to 

develop standards to improve the quality of environmental reports. 

Further to the studies of Kamala et al. (2015) and Dissanayake and Ekanayake (2018) also show 

empirical evidence of an expectation gap in corporate environmental reports in Sri Lanka. Their 

findings were consistent with those of Kamala et al. (2015) in terms of the gap in the decision 

usefulness of the reports. Dissanayake & Ekanayake (2018) thus recommend that preparers of 

corporate environmental reports place importance on the decision usefulness of the reports. 

Thus, the notion of the expectation gap has been extended to other aspects of corporate reports but 

much fewer deliberations have been made on these (Kamala et al., 2015; Deegan & Rankin, 1999; 

Mitchell & Quin, 2005; Haque et al., 2013; Tabone, 2018). Considering the foregoing, it is 

tempting to conclude that the ESG reporting and assurance expectations gap exists in the 

developing country context. This paper thus, explores the nature of the expectation gap in the ESG 

reporting and assurance practices, with evidence from the context of a developing country. 

2.4.3 Causes of the Expectations Gap 

Since 1974, when Liggio introduced the phrase "expectation gap", researchers have not only 

explored its existence in different contexts but have also investigated the factors that contribute to 

its existence (Onumah et al., 2009; Mahdi, 2011; Agyei et al., 2013; Asare et al., 2016; Batumalai 

et. al, 2022). The causes of the AEG such as unreasonable expectations of the general public for 
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the auditors, deficiency in audit standards and performance of the auditor, as well as 

misperceptions of the auditor’s responsibilities (Ruhnke & Schmidt, 2014; Deepal & Jayamaha, 

2022; Kumari & Ajward, 2022), are consistent in the literature. 

Identifying the causes of the AEG has helped to devise effective strategies for narrowing the gap, 

though the gap cannot be closed completely (Deepal & Jayamaha, 2022; ACCA, 2019). Education 

and training of users of financial statements and auditors, expansion of the audit report, making 

regulatory changes, and enhancing communication (Deepal & Jayamaha, 2022; ACCA, 2019; 

Shikdar, Faruk & Chowdhury, 2018) are some of the suggested ways to help narrow the gap. 

Similarly, in the aspect of ESG reporting and assurance, Swift and Dando (2002) have reported 

that the expectations gap comes about as a result of inadequate technical expertise, the timeliness 

and relevance of auditor communication, a lack of independence of assurance-provider and a lack 

of dedication to serving the public interest. Gipper et al., (2022), Yébenes (2024) and Luque-

Vílchez et al. (2023) also highlight the need for technical competencies of assurance providers, 

timely and relevant communication from auditors, and independence and commitment of 

assurance-provider to the public interest in ESG assurance. Adams and Evans (2004) also added 

that the absence of legal mandates and a uniform set of widely globally accepted standards 

governing reporting practices also contribute to the causes of the ESG reporting and assurance 

expectations gap. Furthermore, the unavailability of guidelines that specify the appropriate audit 

opinion in various situations, diverse and often conflicting interests of stakeholders, as well as the 

qualitative nature of the data used in the social auditing, all contribute to the ESG reporting and 

assurance expectations gap (Adams & Evans, 2004; Aziz & Alshdaifat, 2024; Yébenes, 2024).  

Toward narrowing the expectation gap, Lewellyn (2000), and Gonella and Woo (2000) found that 

engaging multidisciplinary teams and specialists in ESG reporting and assurance is essential for 
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adding credibility and reducing the expectation gap. This assertion is confirmed in recent ESG 

studies by Poll (2023), Asokan (2023) and Chopra et al (2024) and thus, remains vital in narrowing 

the expectations gap. 

Dando and Swift (2003) also highlight the need to combine increased transparency and robust 

assurance practices to address the credibility gap noted and recommend the use of a universal 

standard such as AA1000S Assurance Standard for sustainability assurance. They added that for 

assurance to truly enhance credibility, it must be independent, stakeholder-oriented, and aligned 

with ethical governance practices. Dando and Swift (2003) also emphasize the need for 

organizations to commit to genuine accountability instead of using assurance as a public relations 

tool. Adams and Evans (2004) also suggested that a significant transformation in corporate 

governance structures is required, empowering stakeholders to have greater influence over key 

matters like the selection of social auditors and the definition of the scope of the social audit. The 

findings of Kamal (2018) also show that as a means of closing the expectation gap, communication 

enhancement between stakeholders and providers of ESG reports and assurance cannot be 

overemphasized. 

While few researchers have undertaken to draw up an account of some causes of the ESG reporting 

and assurance expectations gap and have suggested some possible ways of narrowing the gap, it 

is worth noting that their studies were based on insights from the developed economies. Little is 

known about the causes of ESG reporting and assurance expectations gap in the context of 

developing countries. It is good, therefore, to also gather evidence on the causes of the ESG 

reporting and assurance expectations gap in the developing country perspective, since developing 

countries offer different environmental factors, culture, regulatory systems, and professional 

developments for studying and understanding ESG issues (Simpson et al., 2022). This study, 
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therefore, explores the causes of ESG reporting and assurance expectations gap, based on data 

from the context of a developing country. 

2.5 Conceptual Framework 

The framework below (Figure 1) conceives the entire ESG reporting and assurance expectations 

gap as composed of knowledge gap, performance gap and evolution gap. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Adapted from ACCA, 2019: 9) 

As depicted by the framework, the knowledge gap is the gap between what the stakeholders think 

ESG report and assurance providers do and what ESG report and assurance providers actually do. 

This acknowledges that ESG reporting and assurance may sometimes be misunderstood by the 

stakeholders (ACCA, 2019). For instance, when there are inaccurate views about the scope of 

responsibilities of the report providers, misunderstanding of the responsibilities, abilities, and 

restrictions on the assurance providers in providing assurance and consulting services to their 

clients, and ignorance of policies that are already in place, the knowledge gap arises. A wide 
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Figure 1 ESG Reporting and Assurance Expectations Gap 
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knowledge gap could frustrate efforts to comprehend a true evolution gap and thus, needs to be 

treated as a legitimate concern for attention (ACCA, 2019). It is thus important to explore the 

understanding of stakeholders on ESG reporting and assurance. 

The performance gap looks at where there are standards for ESG reporting and assurance but the 

report providers and assurance providers do not do what the standards require. This is gap could 

come about perhaps, due to the complex nature of the standards or varying interpretations of the 

standards or regulatory requirements between the report and assurance providers and their 

regulators. Also, when ESG report and assurance providers focus less on the reporting and 

assurance quality, performance gap would be the outcome (ACCA, 2019). 

The evolution gap, being the gap between what ESG report and assurance providers are supposed 

to do, and what stakeholders want the ESG report and assurance providers to do, comes about 

when for instance, there is technological advancement, or the demand of the general public evolves 

over time. These sometimes make it necessary for the overall reporting and assurance processes to 

be enhanced to add more value (ACCA, 2019). However, when the knowledge gap and the 

performance gap are addressed, it helps to know what needs to evolve in the reporting and 

assurance processes. 

2.6 Chapter Summary 

This chapter has given theoretical, empirical and conceptual review of the subject matter. The 

theories that underpin this study and how relevant they are to the study have been shown. An 

empirical review followed the theoretical review in this chapter, based on the research questions 

and objectives. This chapter has presented a review of relevant literature on ESG reporting and 

assurance, narrowing the discussion down to the Ghanaian context. The empirical review also 
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includes a review of the literature on the expectations gap in accounting, including the ESG 

reporting and assurance expectations gap, and the causes of the gap. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, the research strategy used for the study to achieve the research objectives is 

presented. The paradigm, approach, design, population, sampling technique, and sample size for 

the research are also discussed with justifications for the choice adopted for this study. In addition, 

data sources, the instrument used for collecting data, data collection techniques as well as data 

management and analysis methods are discussed. The chapter ends with discussions on the 

trustworthiness and ethical considerations for the study. 

3.2 Research Paradigm 

This study followed the ontological and epistemological assumptions of the interpretivists based 

on the study’s objectives. It also adopted the qualitative approach and used the multiple case study 

design to explore the ESG reporting and assurance expectations gap. 

Fleetwood (2005, p. 197) puts it that: 

“The way we think the world is (ontology) influences: what we think can be known 

about it (epistemology); how we think it can be investigated (methodology and 

research techniques); the kinds of theories we think can be constructed about it; 

and the political and policy stances we are prepared to take.”  

The study was carried out following the interpretivist ontological supposition. Thus, concerning 

reality and how the world operates (ontology), this research takes the stance that social reality is 

prone to change and can take on many viewpoints due to the subjectivity of human perceptions 

and experiences (Hennink et al., 2011; Collis & Hussey, 2014; Saunders et al., 2019). People give 
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different meanings to ESG and its related matters and therefore it was found beneficial to have 

many perspectives from various people. 

This study also subscribes to the epistemology of the interpretivists. Thus, concerning how 

adequate and legitimate knowledge is obtained, the study takes the stance that knowledge is 

constructed through social interactions and shared meanings (Saunders et al., 2019). Considering 

that ESG reporting and assurance are now being internationally standardized and regulated and 

that there is no one particularly clear and specific guideline (Grueso-Gala & Zornoza, 2022), 

knowledge from the subjective evidence from the research participants was deemed helpful in 

studying the ESG reporting and assurance expectations gap (Collis & Hussey, 2014). Hence, the 

interpretivist stance fits in the epistemological assumption. 

Also, the study does not seek to statistically generalize. Rather, the narrative mode of analysis was 

used to convey details and in-depth accounts of the subject matter (Neuman, 2014). The 

interpretivist paradigm thus helped in addressing the what, why, and how questions asked in 

gathering information on the subject matter. 

3.3 Research Approach 

The qualitative research approach was applied in carrying out this study. The use of this approach 

was influenced by the type of research questions set for the study (Agee, 2009; Yin, 2017). 

Moreover, this approach is often associated with the interpretivist ontological and epistemological 

assumptions that this study followed (Saunders et al., 2019). The approach helped the researcher 

to be able to understand the subjective and socially constructed interpretations of the matter under 

study.  
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A significant justification for choosing the qualitative research approach for this research is the 

nature of the research questions for the study. The narrative techniques of inquiry typically focus 

on questions like "How?", "Why?", "Who?", and "What?". Additionally, in an attempt to explain 

and explore, this strategy produced data through interviews, archival, and documentary analysis 

(Creswell, 2003). The data produced are in the form of words and the qualitative approach was 

deemed fit for the study. 

Once more, the approach helped the researcher to obtain a deeper, more thorough, and holistic 

understanding of the subjective and socially constructed interpretations of the matter under study, 

regardless of how complex or dynamic the ESG reporting and assurance is (Silverman, 2010; 

Creswell, 2003; Chisnall, 2001; Miles & Huberman, 1994).  

Additionally, the qualitative approach offered the freedom and chance to go deeper into 

participants' initial answers by asking questions like "why" or "how". As Chisnall (2001) noted, 

this approach works effectively for collecting culturally significant data about the beliefs, attitudes, 

behaviors, and social environments of certain groups. Close attention was paid to what participants 

had to say and the researcher had the flexibility to interact with the participants in a way that suited 

their personalities and communication styles. "Probes" were also employed to get the respondents 

to elaborate on their answers (Chisnall, 2001). The open-ended and probing questions allowed 

participants to respond in their own words, providing authentic and nuanced insights, rather than 

being constrained by pre-defined choices typically used in quantitative methods (Creswell, 2014). 

This helped to gather rich and illuminating responses that are significant and culturally relevant. 
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3.4 Research Design 

The research design is basically the overall plan or blueprint of this study, showing how the 

philosophical assumptions and the research questions are linked with the methodological choices 

and procedures used to collect and analyze the data, so that the results are reliable and meaningful 

(Saunders et al., 2019; Yin, 2017; Creswell, 2007). This study adopted the case study research 

design (multiple case study design, to be precise) to answer the questions set for the study. This 

research design was deemed appropriate to help bring new understanding and insight into ESG 

reporting and assurance, as it is a gray area and less understood, especially in developing countries 

like Ghana (Yin, 2017; Marshall & Rossman, 2006; Creswell, 2007). Based on the questions that 

this study answers, new knowledge or insights into the subject matter were obtained through the 

use of the multiple case study research design.  

Furthermore, the case study research design is justified for this study by the fact that it is an 

appropriate research design for use in any qualitative study (Collis & Hussey, 2014; Yin, 2017; 

Saunders et al., 2019). As this study subscribes to the interpretivism paradigm and uses the 

qualitative approach to gain an understanding or insight into ESG reporting and assurance, the 

design offered a considerable leeway in gaining fresh insights into how companies report and 

address their ESG concerns, as well as what stakeholders anticipate from such reporting and 

assurance (Creswell, 2007). 

3.5 Population of the Study 

The population of a study is a grouping of individuals, groups, or establishments that are relevant 

to the research (Etikan et al., 2016). This research considered manufacturing companies (both 
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listed and unlisted), accounting firms, and users of ESG report information, all in Ghana, as the 

population for the study. 

The chosen population is justified by the fact that ESG problems are more prevalent in the 

manufacturing sector. This is because manufacturing operations have a greater direct impact on 

health and safety conditions than the service sector. Regulations about safety and environmental 

standards also primarily target manufacturing organizations. As a result, manufacturing businesses 

are being held more and more responsible for the quickly declining social and environmental 

resources. Manufacturing companies are under increasing pressure to be socially and 

environmentally responsible as awareness of sustainability methods grows (Kamal, 2018; 

Dissanayake & Ekanayake, 2018). Hence, the study focused on manufacturing companies in 

Ghana to ascertain their ESG reporting and assurance practices. 

In addition, the accounting firms operating in Ghana also provide assurance services to ESG 

reporting organizations (Manetti & Toccafondi, 2012; O’Dwyer et al., 2011). Data from the 

accounting firms about ESG report assurance were necessary to represent the views and practices 

of the ESG assurance providers. Furthermore, as an expectations gap study, users of ESG reports 

were a relevant part of the population for gathering data on expectations for ESG reporting and 

assurance. 

3.6 Sampling Technique and Sample Size 

This study employed the purposive sampling technique to select samples from the chosen 

population. The researcher used his judgment to include and exclude from the population what is 

suitable for the researcher to respond to the research questions and meet the objectives of the study 

(Saunders et al., 2019). 
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The sample size is the size of the subgroup chosen from the population with the main purpose of 

gathering data or drawing conclusions regarding the population (Collis & Hussey, 2014; Etikan et 

al., 2016). Based on Morse (2000), and Holland and Foo's (2003) stance on sample size, a sample 

size of sixteen (16) organizations was used for the study. This is made up of four (4) manufacturing 

firms listed on the GSE (Manufacturing - Ghana Stock Exchange, n.d.), four (4) accounting firms, 

four (4) regulatory bodies and four (4) civil society organizations. The sample size was influenced 

by factors such as the timeframe for the study, the cost involved in getting to conduct interviews 

on the population for primary data, and the accessibility of annual reports for secondary data. These 

factors made it impracticable to collect data from the whole population (Saunders et al., 2019).  

The number of manufacturing firms sampled for the study were those listed on the Ghana Stock 

Exchange (GSE), according to the GSE categorization. These firms were sampled mainly due to 

the relative ease and cost efficiency in accessing their annual reports for review and analysis. Five 

(5) firms were categorized under manufacturing on the GSE at the time of the study. These 

companies were Intravenous Infusions PLC, Dannex Ayrton Starwin PLC, Unilever Ghana PLC, 

Camelot Ghana PLC, Aluworks PLC. However, Aluworks was temporarily closed and thus, the 

researcher could not obtain any interviews from there. 

Further to the above, to collect data for the study of ESG assurance practices, the auditors of the 

listed manufacturing companies were considered for participation. The annual reports of the listed 

manufacturing companies from 2016 to 2022 were reviewed and the auditors identified were the 

Big-4 accounting firms and three other international accounting firms. These accounting and 

assurance service providers possess extensive experience and expertise in delivering assurance 

services worldwide, as highlighted in research by Simnett et al., (2009). 
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To represent ESG report users, the researcher considered particular regulatory agencies pertinent 

to the study and civil society organizations that are into environmental and social advocacies. In 

the context of this study, regulators are state agencies required by statute or parliamentary acts to 

oversee particular industry operations. The regulatory bodies sampled are those whose regulatory 

policies affect the manufacturing companies and the accounting firms. These include the Securities 

and Exchange Commission, which protects investors; the Ghana Standards Authority, which 

oversees the maintenance of the country's high-quality infrastructure; the Institute of Chartered 

Accountants, Ghana, which regulates and oversees the accountancy profession; the Environmental 

Protection Agency, which monitors environmental issues; the Food and Drugs Authority, 

responsible for ensuring public health and safety in food and drugs; and the Department of 

Factories Inspectorate, responsible for the enforcement of occupational health and safety in Ghana. 

It is worth mentioning that since purposive sampling was used for this study, the interviewees for 

each category of respondents were targeted at higher-ranking officers with rich, relevant 

experience and relatively in-depth knowledge about the organization as well as ESG and ESG 

related issues. In cases where lower-ranking staff members were to be considered, the target was 

to interview staff of various ranks or relevant departments of the organization whose roles in the 

organization included reporting on ESG or actively engaging in some other forms of ESG activities 

of the organization. This target was set to ensure that the interviewees provided insightful 

responses for rich data relevant to the study’s objectives, since ESG and ESG-related issues, 

including ESG reporting and assurance, are gray areas in a developing country like Ghana, and the 

subject is not well understood by an average individual (Simpson & Aprim, 2018; Simpson et al., 

2022). 
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3.7 Data Source 

This study used both primary and secondary data. The primary data were obtained from the 

sampled organizations through semi-structured interviews with appropriate representatives of the 

sampled organizations. As an interpretivist study, semi-structured interviews were used to gather 

data on understandings, opinions, attitudes, and practices on the subject matter to get a thorough 

grasp of it (Collis & Hussey 2014; Saunders et al., 2019). Because of its flexibility, the semi-

structured interview provided valuable insights into obscure facets of human and organizational 

behavior (Collis & Hussey 2014; Saunders et al., 2019). Additionally, it helped the interviewer to 

better assess the responses provided and understand the interviewee's response during the 

interview by allowing for deeper discussions of the interview topics (Sullivan, 2001). Moreover, 

because this is a qualitative study, the semi-structured interview allowed for observations, 

experiences, and impressions of respondents to be comprehensively recorded during the interview. 

To study the ESG reporting and assurance practices of the firms, secondary data were used. The 

secondary data were the annual reports of the sampled manufacturing companies. Annual reports 

were reviewed even though ESG reports could be produced in different ways. This is because 

annual reports are easily available as they are mandated by law to be published by all listed firms 

on a regular basis. They are recognized as the principal means of communication with shareholders 

and other stakeholders and are the primary source for ESG reporting by corporations. Moreover, 

the identification of CSR and environmental reporting has been done by prior studies using annual 

reports (Biswas et al., 2019; Dissanayake & Ekanayake, 2018; Jariya, 2015; Wiseman, 1982). 
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3.8 Data Collection Tool and Data Collection Process 

The primary data were gathered through semi-structured interviews from the entire sample. The 

data collection instrument was adapted from Tabone (2018), Al-Halwachi and Eklind (2020), and 

Kamal (2018) to suit the study's objectives and to ensure that pertinent data were gathered. The 

researcher’s supervisors were also consulted during the development of the interview guide. 

The data collection instrument was designed to suit the various categories of respondents (being 

report providers, assurance providers, and users of the report). Thus, the various scope of 

operations of the sampled organizations, their functions, and their regulatory oversight (in the case 

of the regulatory bodies), were considered in framing the interview guide. This was done to ensure 

that each respondent could relate to the interview questions asked and even cite some specific 

instances within their operations in responding to the questions. 

Nevertheless, for each category of respondents, the instrument was designed to cover areas such 

as the background of the respondents, the respondents’ understanding of ESG reporting and ESG 

report assurance, and the objective and significance of ESG reporting and assurance. Respondents 

were also asked about their views on the move from voluntary to mandatory ESG reporting and 

their readiness towards the move. Respondents’ preference for an assurance provider was also 

sought. The interview guides used can be found at Appendix 1 of the appendices section of this 

study. 

The distribution of an introductory letter to the selected organizations marked the beginning of the 

data collection procedure. The letter was to introduce the researcher as an independent academic 

researcher to the organizations for their consent and assistance in gathering the data for the study. 

Several conversations were held with the identified bodies in order to get in touch with the right 
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persons for the interview. The organizations then referred the researcher to their appropriate 

representatives who were knowledgeable and experienced in the subject matter of this study to be 

the respondents. The respondents then scheduled appointments with the researcher for the 

interview.  

The interviews were audio-recorded and later transcribed for analysis since semi-structured 

interviews had open-ended questions that allowed discussions to stray from the interview guide. 

To aid in analysis, notes on respondents' responses were also made during the interview when it 

became essential. 

In all, twenty-two (22) interviews were obtained from sixteen organizations and the average 

interview time was thirty-one (31) minutes. The respondents are composed of three (3) categories. 

The first category of respondents is the ESG report providers. Four (4) interviews were obtained 

from four (4) organizations under this category. For the sake of anonymity and confidentiality, the 

organizations have been named RP1, RP2, RP3 and RP4.  

The second category of respondents is the ESG report assurance providers. A total of eight (8) 

interviews were obtained from four (4) assurance providers. The organizations have been given 

pseudo names as AP1, AP2, AP3 and AP4. Apart from AP4 who granted five interviews, the rest 

granted one interview each. The five respondents of AP4 are also named AP4a, AP4b, AP4c, AP4d 

and AP4e.  

The ESG report and assurance users make the third category of respondents. This category of 

respondents is made up of four regulators (named RU1, RU2, RU3 and RU4) and four civil society 

organizations (named CS1, CS2, CS3 and CS4). In this category, RU1 granted two interviews 

(RU1a and RU1b). RU3 also granted two interviews (RU3a and RU3b) the rest of the users granted 
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one interview each. Table 1 shows a schedule of the respondents and the duration of their 

interviews. 

Table 1 Schedule of Respondents and the Duration of their Interviews 

 Organization Category of organization Number of 

Interviewees 

Interview 

Duration 

1.  RP1 Report provider 1 33 minutes 

2.  RP2 Report provider 1 35 minutes 

3.  RP3 Report provider 1 22 minutes 

4.  RP4 Report provider 1 37 minutes 

5.  AP1 Assurance provider 1 38 minutes 

6.  AP2 Assurance provider 1 36 minutes 

7.  AP3 Assurance provider 1 11 minutes 

8.  AP4 Assurance provider 5 1 hour, 12 minutes 

9.  RU1 Regulator 2 51 minutes 

10.  RU2 Regulator 1 44 minutes 

11.  RU3 Regulator 2 1 hour, 40 minutes 

12.  RU4 Regulator 1 1 hour 1 minute 

13.  CS1 Civil Society 1 45 minutes 

14.  CS2 Civil Society 1 33 minutes 

15.  CS3 Civil Society 1 26 minutes 

16.  CS4 Civil Society 1 37 minutes 

(Source: Field study) 
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The number of participants obtained from each sampled organization was influenced by 

institutional constraints such as bureaucratic delays in approvals, the restriction of the number of 

participants by the institution’s authorities, restrictive institutional policies or protocols, and 

security or confidentiality concerns that restricted the staff from being respondents of the study 

without official approval from their bosses. Moreover, due to the subject matter of this study and 

its relative newness in the developing country context (Ghana to be precise) some institutions had 

only one “go-to” person who could respond to the interview. These institutional constraints greatly 

affected access to respondents and the total number of respondents obtained from each 

organization. 

Despite the number of respondents obtained, the researcher ensured that saturation (the point 

during data collection and analysis when no new themes, insights, or information emerge, 

indicating that further data would likely be redundant) was achieved (Morse, 1995; Guest et al., 

2006). Saturation was achieved by focusing on experienced staff members of the organizations, 

conducting in-depth interviews with respondents, and employing triangulation, yielding rich and 

consistent data (Morse, 1995; Guest et al., 2006; Miles et al., 2014; Fusch & Ness, 2015; Creswell 

& Poth, 2018). Due to the institutional restrictions, the researcher appealed for higher-ranking 

officers with rich, relevant experiences and in-depth knowledge of the subject matter and the 

organization to be approved as respondents. The researcher also appealed to institutions that 

provided limited access to multiple respondents to ensure that appropriate staff members of various 

ranks or relevant departments of the organization were approved to be respondents. 

Also, the researcher ensured that the interviews with the approved respondents were in-depth such 

that all relevant information on the subject and about the organization was obtained from the 

respondents. In assessing saturation, transcription of the interviews and analysis of the data were 
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done alongside the data collection. The themes identified through qualitative comparative analysis 

of the data were noted to be consistent across participants and no new theme was found after the 

eighteenth interview, indicating data redundancy. 

Moreover, it is worth noting that triangulation (the use of multiple data sources with the goal of 

enhancing the credibility, depth, and validity of the findings) was employed in this study to reach 

saturation (Morse, 1995; Guest et al., 2006; Fusch & Ness, 2015). The study used interviews and 

a review of archival documents, particularly, published annual reports of the study participants 

(the ESG report providers) to confirm the responses obtained from the various participants. 

While gathering the data, the researcher ran into a few obstacles. The initial obstacle involved 

postponing and rearranging meetings with the participants, as they indicated that they were 

preoccupied with work-related matters. This had a negative impact on the researcher's ability to 

obtain the necessary data for the study as soon as practicable. Once more, there was a great deal 

of resistance from the respondents in the beginning. Nevertheless, the researcher eventually 

obtained replies from the participants following more elucidation of the objectives of the study. 

In addition, because some respondents vehemently insisted that the interview not be recorded, the 

audio recording of the interviewees proved troublesome. Although there was a strong inclination 

not to write down responses exactly, these respondents recommended that the responses be 

documented, which made it challenging. Despite all of these difficulties, the majority of 

respondents were understanding and gave thoughtful answers to the questions. 

The secondary data used for the study were the annual reports published by the listed 

manufacturing companies for the accounting years from 2016 (when the SDGs became effective) 

to 2022 (the period of the latest available annual reports of firms). These reports were retrieved 
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from the websites of the selected manufacturing companies. The GSE website was the next access 

point for the annual report when a report was not found on the company’s website. Where the 

report was still not available, the website of the African Financials, and of Annual Reports Ghana 

became the next alternative for access to the published annual report. The reports that were found 

were downloaded and saved with an easy-to-identify name in a folder on the researcher’s 

computer. 

3.9 Data Management and Analysis 

The data management and analysis commenced at the outset of the study and continued through 

to the end of the study following the Miles and Huberman (1994) technique for qualitative data 

analysis. This particular analytical approach was selected due to its capacity to enable a thorough 

assessment of stakeholders’ understanding of the ESG reporting and assurance, and to examine 

the nature and the causes of the ESG reporting and assurance expectations gap. Also, the fact that 

it enables many sets of facts about various viewpoints to be analyzed to uncover themes 

(Alhojailan, 2012) supports the decision to employ this approach of analysis. The data analysis 

was also done progressively (that is, alongside data gathering), and that allowed for integrating 

lessons and observations gathered from earlier interviews into later interviews, facilitating the 

early detection of emerging themes. 

Data reduction, data reporting, and conclusions drawing were the main activities in data 

management and analysis (Miles & Huberman, 1994). These activities were done at the same time. 

Regarding data management in the primary data collection, the first step taken was recording of 

the interviews. In addition to taking thorough notes, a mobile phone recorder was used to capture 
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the interviews. The recorded interviews were labeled and stored on the researcher’s computer, 

transcribed, sorted, and categorized to make reporting and processing easier.  

The recording and transcription of the data were followed by data reduction. Here, the transcribed 

data were read thoroughly and corrected of errors, inconsistencies and information that were 

missing out. Chunks of data relevant to the research questions to be addressed were also selected. 

The data were then coded.  

The coding process in this study was informed by the GRI G4 Sustainability Reporting Guidelines, 

Baier et al.’s (2020) word list for ESG, and the theoretical lens of the accountability theory and 

the theory of inspired confidence that underpins this research. Based on the GRI G4 Sustainability 

Reporting Guidelines and Baier et al.’s (2020) word list for ESG, initial codes were deductively 

derived, and coding schemes were developed for each of the three dimensions of ESG 

(Environmental, Social and Governance). The categories and coding scheme have been presented 

in appendix 2. 

The codes were reviewed multiple times through iterative engagement with the entire transcripts 

of interviews to allow for inductive insights to emerge. This was also done to ensure consistency 

and avoid the researcher’s subjective interpretations of the codes. However, no new theme or 

concept emerged that needed to be added to the coding manual. 

The transcripts were reviewed and coded, taking cognizance of the accountability theory and the 

theory of inspired confidence that underpin this research. Phrases such as “it builds trust”, “the law 

says that I should do this, so I will do it”, “before you take permit from them, you have to disclose 

how environmentally sound your organization is”, “so the regulator expects you to put in place”, 

“when you are in a society, you don't just have to think about profit”, among others, indicate how 

University of Ghana http://ugspace.ug.edu.gh



56 

 

the accountability relationship between the ESG report providers and the users of the reports were 

identified and coded, to explain why organizations would provide some forms of ESG reports.  

Concerning the theory of inspired confidence, the following phrases, among others, also show how 

the demand for and supply of ESG assurance, even in such a non-mandatory era, was identified 

and coded. “We go into their books or computer…so that we reconcile the values”, “they also 

come around to check whether what you indicated in your report is actually a reflection of that”, 

“they normally come around to check if the data captured is true”, “Sometimes certain things 

happen, they don't report, so through the audit, we are able to unearth certain things”.  

It is worth stating that the three-stage coding (open coding, axial coding, and selective coding) of 

Strauss and Corbin (1998) was followed to code the data. For the open coding, the entire data set 

was broken down into distinct units that captured the underlying meanings and concepts conveyed 

by the interviewees. The initial codes were derived directly from respondent’s verbatim responses 

and summary of some of their views. At this stage, attention was given to keywords or phrases 

used by the interviewees to express what they view as constituting ESG reporting and ESG 

assurance, their preferred choice of assurance providers, and their expectations and opinions on 

the move from voluntary to mandatory ESG reporting and assurance. For instance, by ESG 

reporting, some words used by interviewees to describe the components of ESG reports include 

effluents, noise pollution, employee wellbeing and workplace safety, among others. Some terms 

noted in connection with ESG assurance were verification, certification and inspections by 

recognized authorities. 

The axial coding was done by categorizing or putting together the open codes that were identified 

through a diligent and systematic comparative analysis. This helped to reduce the data into focused 
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set of pertinent themes aligned with the research objectives, and to explore the relationships 

between the categories emerged from the open coding procedures. 

Selective coding marked the last stage of the coding process. At this stage the interconnections 

between the axial codes were captured to form a central code linking all other codes. This 

procedure helped to produce rich arguments about how stakeholders understand ESG reporting 

and assurance, the nature and the causes of the ESG reporting and assurance expectations gap. The 

arguments were built around themes such as environmental, social and governance factors being 

the components of ESG, and other themes that emerged from the literature, empirical materials, 

and questions addressed. This coding stage also helped associate theoretical meanings with the 

data collected and analyzed. 

The analysis of the secondary data (the annual reports of the sampled manufacturing companies 

listed on the GSE) followed the qualitative content analysis technique. As acknowledged by Buhr 

(1998) Lajili and Zeghal (2005) and Jariya (2015), the content analysis is noted as a widely used 

technique in accounting literature, particularly for analyzing ESG disclosures. This technique was 

adopted because ESG information in annual reports are largely non-financial and qualitative in 

nature, and content analysis helps to capture the extent and volume of such disclosures 

(Buhr,1998). 

Zhang and Wildemuth (2009) outline eight steps for qualitative content analysis. These steps are: 

data preparation, defining the unit of analysis (the recording unit), developing categories and a 

coding scheme, testing coding scheme on a sample of text, coding all the text, assessing coding 

consistency, drawing conclusion from the coded data and reporting the methods and findings. 

These steps were followed to analyze the annual reports for this study. 
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Concerning the data preparation, it must be noted that the annual reports for the content analysis 

were downloaded from the internet, as described in the section of the data collection process of 

this chapter. The reports were then subjected to thorough reading. This was done in order to get 

familiar with the content, structure and various sections of the annual reports for the content 

analysis. 

Next, the unit of analysis (the recording unit) was defined. As a qualitative content analysis, themes 

were used in this study as the recording units. Based on the GRI G4 Sustainability Reporting 

Guidelines (GRI, 2013a), the three dimensions of ESG (Environmental, Social and Governance) 

were the themes used. Thus, expressions in the annual reports that had to do with environmental, 

social or governance issues were captured as recording units. 

Based on the GRI G4 Sustainability Reporting Guidelines, and on Baier et al.’s (2020) word list 

for ESG, categories and coding schemes were developed for each of the three thematic areas of 

the recording units. The categories and coding scheme have been presented in the appendix. The 

GRI G4 Sustainability Reporting Guidelines was also adopted as the coding manual.  

The coding scheme adopted was then tested on the annual reports of RP1. For instance, statements 

in the annual reports regarding the company’s compliance with environmental issues were coded 

“environmental management” and captured under the environmental aspect of the ESG. Charitable 

donations made to support social cause were coded “charity” and captured under the social aspect 

of the ESG. Sections where the structure and profile of the board of directors was presented was 

coded “board structure” and captured under the governance aspect of the ESG. The coding rules 

were applied iteratively on the annual reports of RP1 from 2016 to 2022. This helped to check out 
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sufficient coding consistency and confirm the coding rules before applying them to the entire 

corpus of annual reports of the selected companies. 

The coding rules were then applied iteratively to the entire corpus of annual reports. While 

applying the coding rules to the entire corpus of annual reports, the coding was reviewed multiple 

times to ensure consistency and avoid the researcher’s subjective interpretations of the codes. Also, 

no new theme or concept emerged that needed to be added to the coding manual. 

After the entire corpus of annual reports were coded, the consistency of the coding was checked 

again. This was done to ensure reliability of the coding since there could be mistakes in coding as 

the researcher is subject to fatigue in coding such large data set as the annual reports of about 1,500 

pages altogether. 

Where multiple data were obtained from a particular organization, a detailed within-case analysis 

was conducted on the data from those organizations before conducting cross-case analysis across 

organizations of the same category. The within-case analysis was conducted to develop a 

comprehensive understanding of the data from each of those organizations, uncover distinct 

patterns of respondents’ knowledge, and assess the depth of understanding of ESG reporting and 

assurance practices within those organizations. Again, considering each category as a single case 

within the three categories studied (the ESG report providers, the ESG assurance providers, and 

the users of the ESG reports), within-case analysis was conducted. This also helped to identify 

unique patterns for each category in the study and helped the researcher to determine consistency 

and saturation in the data collected for each category. It also accelerated the cross-case comparison.  

Following the within-case analysis, the cross-case analysis was also done to delve deeper into the 

data, uncover fresh insights in the data, and identify the expectations gap between the ESG report 
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and assurance providers, and the users of the ESG report. The analysis and discussion of findings 

section (chapter four) of this study contains the observations made from the analysis. Conclusions 

drawn from the analysis are also presented in chapter five. 

3.10 Trustworthiness in Qualitative Studies 

Proper regard was also given to the criteria for judging the excellence of research. These criteria 

for assessing the reliability of qualitative research are credibility, transferability, dependability, 

and confirmability (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Polit & Beck, 2004; Morrow, 2005; Merkl-Daviesa, 

Brennan, & Vourvachisc, 2011; Zhang & Wildemuth, 2005; Wahyuni, 2012). 

Credibility was maintained in the current study by tying the data to theories and emergent themes 

chosen for the research. The topic under study has also been well discussed and represented, and 

the data's source has been well described, strengthening the credibility of the study. The researcher 

ensured the transferability of the study (showed how the findings might be applied generally) by 

describing the study's research procedure, participants, and setting. This guarantees that findings 

can be used in many situations, groups, or places. For dependability, the study has been carried 

out in a manner that is consistent across researches, time, and analytic methods. To ensure 

reliability and confirmability (that research findings represent participant viewpoints and 

understandings rather than the researcher's biases), a thorough explanation of the audit trail or the 

research method has been given. Consistency and transparency were maintained in the note-taking, 

interview recording, interview transcription, and evaluation and interpretation of the notes and 

transcripts of the interviews. 
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3.11 Ethical Consideration 

Being that this study adopts the qualitative research approach, proper regard was given to ethical 

concerns in gathering and analyzing the data, and in disseminating their findings (Creswell, 2007). 

First of all, ethical clearance was obtained from the University before the interview guide was 

circulated. This was done to make sure that there were no ethical transgressions or potential 

participant discomfort in the study. Additionally, respondents received an official request for their 

consent in the form of an introductory letter. After that, the interviews were conducted in a method 

that guaranteed the respondents' anonymity or privacy. Throughout the interview, participants 

were informed of their freedom to discontinue participating in the study at any moment. They were 

also told that the information being asked for was solely for scholarly purposes.  

Ensuring participant and company anonymity was noted as an essential component of the research 

ethics (Grinyer, 2002). Therefore, codes or pseudonyms have been used in place of real names. 

This has been done for the protection of participants from harm and to ensure the safeguarding of 

private or sensitive data about individuals and companies (Grinyer, 2002). The research anonymity 

helped to separate the researcher and the findings from the specific respondents and organizational 

environment, enabling more thorough data analysis and criticism (Taylor & Land, 2014). Data was 

thus, securely managed using code names that were only known to the researcher to ensure that it 

could not be linked to any of the study's participants or companies. 

3.12 Chapter Summary 

This chapter has dealt with the methodology used for this study, discussing and providing 

justifications for the methodological stance adopted for the study. How the study's population and 
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sample, size, and sampling strategy relate to the philosophical approach that is relevant to the 

research has also been discussed. Furthermore, the background of the respondents, data 

management and analysis, ethical considerations, and the issue of trustworthiness in qualitative 

studies like this have all been discussed in this section. Thus, the foundation of the research 

approach has been thoroughly presented. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 

4.1 Introduction 

The data collected for this study are analyzed in this chapter. The findings and discussions are also 

presented thereon. The chapter comprises three sections. The first section contains a brief 

description of the interviewees, represented in Table 2. This has been presented in a way to ensure 

the anonymity and confidentiality of individuals and organizations. The second section presents 

the results of the analysis, showing the emerging themes extracted from the transcribed interviews 

in line with the objectives of this study and third section discusses the findings in light of other 

findings in literature and the theories reviewed. 

Table 2 Details of Interviewees 

Interviewee Category of 

organization 

Interviewee’s 

Rank 

Roles of Interviewees Interviewee’s 

Years of 

Current 

Work 

Experience 

RP1 Report 

provider 

Head of Health 

& Safety 

Responsible for ensuring 

general organizational and 

employee health and 

safety/wellbeing. 

8 years 
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RP2 Report 

provider 

Human 

Resource 

Manager 

Oversees all human resources 

functions which involves 

recruiting, workforce 

management, professional 

development initiatives, and 

regulatory compliance. 

5 years 

RP3 Report 

provider 

Accountant In charge of financial reporting 

and month-end activities. 

3 years 

RP4 Report 

provider 

Accountant 

and General 

Manager: 

Finance and 

Administration 

Financial planning and 

administration, operational 

finance, corporate governance, 

enterprise risk management, 

and general management. 

25 years 

AP1 Assurance 

provider 

Partner, in 

charge of 

sustainability. 

Oversees ESG assurance. 18 years 

AP2 Assurance 

provider 

Assistant 

Manager 

(Governance, 

Risk and 

Compliance) 

Responsible for ESG, risk 

consulting, financial modeling, 

valuation, and data analytics. 

4 years 
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AP3 Assurance 

provider 

Manager 

(Sustainability) 

Provides environmental, social, 

and legal consulting services to 

clients in diverse industries. 

2 years 

AP4a Assurance 

provider 

Supervisor Oversees and manages audit 

engagements, prepares audit 

reports, provides guidance and 

training to audit staff, and 

ensures compliance with 

auditing standards and 

company policies. 

8years 

AP4b Assurance 

provider 

Manager  Supervises a team of auditors, 

assigns tasks, and reviews the 

audit team’s work. 

15years 

AP4c Assurance 

provider 

Assistant 

Manager 

Assists the audit manager in 

supervising audit teams during 

engagements while guiding and 

coordinating staff activities for 

timely completion of  tasks. 

10years 

AP4d Assurance 

provider 

Supervisor  Oversees and manages audit 

engagements, prepares audit 

reports, provides guidance and 

training to audit staff, and 

ensures compliance with 

5years 
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auditing standards and 

company policies. 

AP4e Assurance 

provider 

Director Coordinates and supervises the 

activities of the audit unit. 

17years 

RU1a Regulator Assistant Chief 

Inspector 

Assists the chief inspector with 

administrative duties and 

conducts operational field 

audits. 

14 years 

RU1b  Senior 

Inspector 

In charge of inspecting health 

and safety compliances of 

organizations. 

7 years 

RU2 Regulator Manager 

(Research) 

Responsible for research, 

financial advisory, and business 

consulting. 

6 years 

RU3a Regulator Director of 

Finance 

Develops and controls the 

company's annual operating 

budget, ensures compliance 

with financial and statutory 

regulations, and 

implementation of the 

organization’s financial 

policies. 

17 years 
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RU3b Regulator Member of 

Facilities 

Department 

Supervises the general 

cleanliness and the gardening 

of the organization. 

5years 

RU4 Regulator Head of 

Department 

Overseeing activities of the 

upstream oil and gas sector. 

12 years 

CS1 Civil Society Impact 

Manager 

In charge of ESG/sustainability 

engagements. 

10 years 

CS2 Civil Society Multi-country 

Project 

Manager 

Environmental and Social 

safeguarding and Multi-country 

Project Management 

7 years 

CS3 Civil Society Deputy 

National 

Director 

Provides strategic direction for 

sustainable growth, staff 

training and minimizing 

organizational risk. 

11 years 

CS4 Civil Society Coordinator Responsible for coordinating 

sustained advocacy actions of 

natural resources and 

environment, and governance 

related coalitions. 

20 years 

 

(Source: Field study) 

University of Ghana http://ugspace.ug.edu.gh



68 

 

4.2 The Trend of ESG Reporting in Annual Reports 

The analysis of the annual reports revealed that the ESG report providers have scanty information 

about their ESG practices in their annual reports. The information found was more about the 

strategies that the companies have adopted towards ensuring sustainability or fulfilling corporate 

social responsibilities, compliance with directives from the EPA, and charity or donations made 

during the year. These findings corroborate the submissions made by the interviewees on the ESG 

engagements and reporting practices of their organizations, especially with regards to reporting to 

EPA regularly to obtain environmental permits for their operations. 

Table 3 The Trend of ESG Reporting in Annual reports 

Location of Disclosure Report Providers and Years of the 

Disclosure 

Total Number of 

Annual Reports 

Corporate Social Responsibility RP3 - (2019) 1 

Directors' Report/ Chairman’s 

Statement/ Managing Director’s Report 
RP1 - (2018, 2020, 2021, 2022) 

RP2 - (2019, 2020, 2021, 2022)  

RP3 - (2016, 2017, 2018, 2019, 

 2020,  2021, 2022) 

RP4 - (2016, 2017, 2018, 2019, 

 2020,  2021, 2022) 

22 

Vision, Mission, Values and Objectives RP1 - (2018, 2020, 2021, 2022) 

RP3 - (2016, 2017, 2018, 2019, 

 2020,  2021, 2022) 

RP4 - (2017, 2018, 2019, 2020),  

15 

Appendices and Other 

Information/Disclosures 

RP1 - (2021, 2022) 

RP3 - (2016, 2017, 2018, 2019) 

6 

(Source: Author compilation, 2024) 

The most common location for these disclosures were the sections devoted to directors’ report. 

This section usually had sub-section headings such as “Corporate social Responsibility”, 

“Corporate Responsibility” and “Awards” where the ESG information were disclosed. However, 
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RP3 had a separate section for CSR in 2019 annual report. As found in the annual reports and 

represented in Table 3, some companies also communicate their commitment to ESG through their 

statement of corporate vision, mission, values and objectives, and in sections headed “appendices” 

or “other information”. 

4.3 Stakeholders’ Understanding of ESG Reporting and Assurance 

The understanding of stakeholders on ESG reporting and assurance was demonstrated through 

their knowledge or awareness of ESG reporting and assurance. They share their knowledge of the 

components of ESG reports, the importance of ESG reports and assurance and the emerging 

standards and guidelines for ESG reporting and assurance. A summary of the knowledge shared 

by the report providers, assurance providers and the users of the ESG reports has been presented 

in Table 4. 

4.3.1 Knowledge of the Components of ESG Reports 

Evidence gathered suggests that generally, respondents possess fair knowledge of ESG reporting 

and assurance. They share that other than financial reports which present the financial performance 

and position, business organizations prepare other reports which present their impact and 

contribution to the environment and society. They were also able to draw clear lines between the 

environmental issues and social issues that go into the reports. However, knowledge of issues 

relating to the governance in the ESG framework was found to be low among the respondents. The 

respondents almost could not talk about the governance aspect of the ESG, as they often confuse 

that with regular corporate governance. 
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Table 4 Respondents’ Knowledge of ESG Reporting and Assurance 

Knowledge Issues Respondents Citations 

Components of  Environmental issues:    

ESG reports Air quality; Noise level; Effluents; Waste disposal; RP1; RP2; Allanscohtt (2022); 

 Energy usage; Source of water and water usage; RP3; RP4; Li et al. (2021) 

 Drainage system AP4b; AP4d;  

  RU1; RU2;  

  RU3b; CS1;  

 Social issues:    

 Employee wellbeing; Employee compensation; RP1; AP2; Allanscohtt (2022); 

  Leave policy AP4c; RU4 Li et al. (2021) 

 Governance issues:    

 Female representation on BoD; Environmental  RU2; CS3 Allanscohtt (2022); 

 and social management policy; Sustainable    Li et al. (2021); 

  sourcing policy; Policy towards net zero, etc.     Monteiro et al. (2021) 

Importance of  Help organizations to identify and manage  RP1; RP2; Brenden (2022) 

ESG Reporting  risks and opportunities; Makes organizations  RP3; RP4; GSE (2021) 

and Assurance responsible; Builds reputation; Helps to gain  RU1; RU2;  

 favor/permit/legitimacy from stakeholders; Helps  RU4; CS2;  

 to meet stakeholders' expectations; Helps to fulfill  CS4   

  legal and regulatory requirements; Builds trust       

Emerging  Local guidelines/principles:    

Guidelines and  ESG Disclosure Guidelines; Bank of Ghana  AP1; AP2; GSE (2021) 

Standards Sustainable Banking Principles AP3; AP4b Bank of Ghana (2019) 

  RU2; CS1;  

  RP1;   

 International guidelines/standards:    

 IFRS S1 and S2; GRI; ISAE 3000; ISO 45001;  RP1; AP1;  

 ISO 14000; ISO 9000 AP2; AP3;  

  RU1; RU2;  

  RU3a; RU3b;  

    CS1     

(Source: Author compilation, 2024) 

4.3.1.1 Knowledge of the Environmental Component of ESG Reports 

In terms of the environmental issues, stakeholders understand that the reports cover issues such as 

air pollution, waste management, biodiversity, among others. 
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“Now, there is coming up the need for organizations to report not only the financial aspects, but 

their impact on the environment, their social impact, and also their governance issues.” (RU3a) 

“…It has been in the system and has come around in so many ways. Companies have the targets 

of things like zero environmental impact, zero waste, and those kind of things. These are all part 

of ESG… Companies also report on their wastewaters, their effluents. So, this before and after. 

The Environmental Protection Agency is monitoring ambient noise, the noise that is within your 

compound.” (RU1a). 

“For example, people have to report their greenhouse gas emissions.” (RU2). 

“The permit comes with conditions. Some of the conditions will say, as you are drilling, every 

month submit a report to us about the ongoing works. You are giving us updates about the ongoing 

works, whether there's been some incidents, how much waste have you generated, how much water 

have you consumed, especially chemicals, so they submit a monthly report to us.” (RU4). 

4.3.1.2 Knowledge of the Social Component of ESG Reports 

On the social aspect of the report, stakeholders mentioned that the reports contain issues such as 

workforce diversity, employee welfare, health and safety, product quality, among other things. 

“Usually, when we talk ESG people's minds only go to the environment but there are the social 

issues as well; People want to see how many jobs you are creating… how many marginalized 

people you are employing, how many young people, women, persons with disability, rural people 

and all of that… I keep drawing attention to ESG not only being environmental, but including 

social. Because, people want to see which people you are employing, what impact you are making 

in your community, how you are innovating lives, how you are treating your employees fairly and 

all of that.” (RU2). 
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“On the social bit, it’s being handled by the Department of Factories Inspectorate. So, in terms of 

employee wellbeing, what they do is, you send a report to them.” (RP1).  

“So, when we do risk assessments, we look at all aspects of work. We look at where the employees 

are working. We look at what they work with. We look at what actions they take. We look at who's 

supervising. We look at their end products. So, in all those things, in that line, we look for all the 

things that could cause issues.” (RU1a). 

“The social aspect too, I can talk about payroll. How workers are compensated… When you feel 

that workers are not treated well, especially workers are paid low than the minimum wage it’s 

against the law… It will diminish their morale to give their best in whatever service they are 

delivering to you. I think that's a little I can talk about this.” (AP4c). 

4.3.1.3 Knowledge of the Governance Component of ESG Reports 

On the issue of the governance aspect of ESG reports, stakeholders have noted how that is 

sometimes confused with regular corporate governance. There is a thin line between regular 

corporate governance and the governance of ESG. The stakeholders have the view that whereas 

regular corporate governance has to do with having policies and procedures in place to manage 

and govern the organization, the governance in ESG issues has to do with how the environmental 

and social sustainability practices are observed in the regular corporate governance practices. On 

the confusion of the governance aspect of ESG, RU2 shared that: 

“It's because the governance aspect is believed to sit in corporate governance. There's a slight 

difference between the governance in ESG and regular corporate governance… But the reason 

why people don't talk about it much is because sometimes people confuse that governance with 

corporate governance.” (RU2). 
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Regular corporate governance has to do with an organizational management in general; having 

your board of directors, making sure that there are policies and procedures, employment is 

streamlined, processes are streamlined, standards are there, everybody is clear how things are 

done. That is corporate governance. Having supervision over what is being done. When it comes 

to the governance in ESG, the idea is that, don't just say that we want to be environmentally and 

socially compliant. Ensure that even your board structure, there are adequate women represented 

on the board. That is governance in ESG. Ensure that you have ESG policy, just as you have policy 

for financial reporting, policy for HR, policy for marketing, policy for sales. Have a policy for 

environmental and social management as well.” (RU2) 

“When it comes to the ESG, the governance in that is more about mainstreaming the 

environmental and social concerns in your corporate governance. Have a policy that says that 

over here, we don't source from cocoa farms that use children of school-going age. Have a policy 

in your manufacturing that says that we are moving towards 100% net zero, we are moving 

towards 100% renewable energy or want to be net zero by the next 10 years. Have that policy, 

have that strategy and follow it. That is the governance aspect we are talking about in ESG.” 

(RU1a) 

4.3.2 Knowledge of the Importance of ESG Reporting 

Responses obtained from the respondents also show that organizations are aware of the growing 

importance of ESG reports and assurance to their stakeholders, most especially, to shareholders, 

investors, and regulators. Respondents mentioned that reporting on ESG concerns is helpful to the 

organizations in identifying and managing risks and opportunities, making the organizations 

responsible, building their reputation, and gaining favor from stakeholders (Brenden, 2022; Ghana 
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Stock Exchange, 2022). To the investors, the reports help in resource allocation. Regulators also 

base on the reports to provide assistance and permit organizations to carry on certain operations. 

Also, the reports help in driving policy direction. 

“Even before you get the report you do an environmental impact assessment. So, the regulator 

expects you to put in place the mitigating measures as part of you submitting your report. So, it 

helps. If such a structure is there it helps you to put in place the measures.” (RP2). 

“At least, reporting also makes you environmentally responsible. For ours like this, every month 

we monitor air quality, noise level, our effluence.” (RP3). 

“You know, when you are in a society, you don't just have to think about profit… And I think 

companies are realizing that more. They give out to other organizations where they will not get 

the profit, but they will build their reputation.” (AP4d). 

“Investors want it… investors want to see it before they put money in business. They want to see 

what impact you are making.” (RU2). 

“Now a lot of the funding organizations, ESG is top of the list. One, because they understand that 

the sort of risks that we are exposed to now are not just these financial risks, but you have climate 

change. For example, you go and set up a factory in a place that's prone to heavy flooding. You 

put all your investment there, a serious flood occurs and machines are destroyed. So, now people 

are becoming more aware, the funding organizations are becoming more aware of this.” (CS1) 

“If ESG reports are created, that helps the institutions or the governments to know what their 

impact is, environmentally, socially and also governance. And also know the gaps that we have, 

so they can also work on those things… And that would also help them to draw up a better plan in 

driving the institution in the right direction in meeting its goals.” (RU1b). 
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The knowledge displayed by respondents on the essence of ESG reporting is not far from what is 

known in literature. That serves to confirm the studies of Aziz and Alshdaifat (2024), Yébenes, 

(2024) and Kamal, 2018 who noted that ESG reports are very useful to employees, customers and 

investors for their various needs. The reports have also been found to enhance the reputation of 

corporate bodies (Ghana Stock Exchange, 2022). 

4.3.3 Knowledge of the Importance of ESG Report Assurance 

Concerning the assurance of the reports that are provided, stakeholders opined that the verification 

and certification of the reports produced by organizations would serve a good purpose. They 

acknowledge that some organizations indulge in greenwashing and thus, verification of the ESG 

reports, whatever forms they are, is very necessary. Evidence gathered shows that the verification 

of the reports serves as a deterrent to greenwashing, adds some credibility to the information in 

the reports, builds trust and inspires confidence in the users to rely on the report for their 

judgements and informed decisions. 

“Deceiving the public, that you are really taking the environment aspect in your organization very 

seriously. Meanwhile… So that's why organizations like [us] are not only focusing on certification. 

We do inspection of the environment. We look at the environment. So, …actually, what I'm saying 

is that greenwashing is actually not good.” (RU3b). 

“Well, earlier on, you talked about greenwashing. And greenwashing is a big issue. And so, 

assurance becomes important, because now we need to be sure that what you are presenting is 

correct. Otherwise, we cannot guarantee everybody will be reporting on ESG. Then we cannot 

guarantee whether that information is a greenwash or it is actual information that can be trusted.” 

(RU2). 
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“So, as I said, most of this gap that is in existence, what should actually be is that we should audit 

what the companies bring. For example, if a company states that it has done so and so and so, and 

submits to us an ESG report, we should be able to go behind and assess the reports and then 

confirm whether the report is a fair view of what is actually on the ground.” (RU1a). 

The assurance of the reports is so necessary to the extent that even in the meantime, assurance to 

the reports submitted to regulators is not mandatory but regulators conduct some checks for 

themselves to be sure that the reports they receive from the reporting organizations are a true and 

fair view of the state of affairs in reality. 

“So, sometimes we go, then we go into their books or computer to let us have the raw data, so that 

we can say, okay, fine, you have reported that you generated this amount of waste in the course of 

drilling. Let's see what is in the computer, so that we reconcile the values. Sometimes we perform 

an audit, yes, we perform an audit, then we select certain terms of reference, maybe waste, 

chemical discharges, and even report, reporting of incidents. Sometimes certain things happen, 

they don't report, so through the audit, we are able to unearth certain things. So, those are some 

of the strategies we use.” (RU4). 

“So, those who report to EPA like this, they do a second check of what you’ve done. Especially 

when you do the environmental impact assessment, they normally come around to check if the data 

captured is true.” (RP2). 

4.3.4 Knowledge of Emerging Standards and Guidelines for ESG Reporting and Assurance 

Moreover, participants also demonstrated a good knowledge of emerging local guidelines such as 

the ESG Disclosure Guidelines issued by the Ghana Stock Exchange to guide Ghanaian companies 

in showing accountability by reporting on their ESG concerns to users of the reports (Ghana Stock 
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Exchange, 2022) and the Bank of Ghana Sustainable Banking Principles introduced to help banks 

in responding to ESG issues (Bank of Ghana, 2019). Aside from the emergence of local standards 

to regulate ESG reporting and assurance, respondents also demonstrated good knowledge of the 

emergence of the IFRS S1 and S2 as international standards that would help to regulate the ESG 

reporting of organizations. 

“So, Bank of Ghana came up with a Sustainable Banking Principles to regulate the banks.  Then 

you have the Stock Exchange, which has also passed its ESG Reporting Guidelines.” (RP4). 

“So, what we're expecting is with the publication of the IFRS, IFRS sustainability standards, S1 

and S2, the ICAG is requiring assurance of data. And even that's expected to start in, I think, 

2028.” (AP3). 

“From where I am sitting… the standard (IFRS S1 and S2) is new and there are a lot of 

contingencies.” (AP4b) 

“Okay, so, to add to that, the ISO 45001… aspects of it are related to ESG. Okay. So, if companies, 

if the state adopts it, and then makes it a policy that companies must report, there will be some 

information that will be generated…. If other companies that are doing health and safety are 

applying that standard, the ISO standard, at least their reporting is more comprehensive than the 

ones that don't have anything at all.” (RU1a) 

“I'm touching on what GSA is about to enforce that every organization should be ISO 14001 

certified.” (RU3b) 

“So, right now what happens is, like when you go to Nigeria, they do some assurance. And they're 

using the ISAE3000.” (AP3) 
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4.4 The Nature of the ESG Reporting and Assurance Expectations Gap 

Evidence gathered revealed that there is expectation gap in the ESG reporting and assurance in 

Ghana. The nature of the ESG reporting and assurance expectations gap as conceptualized are 

knowledge gap, performance gap, and evolution gap. Table 5 presents a summary of the 

expectations gap identified through the cross-case analysis. The table juxtaposes what is lacking 

with what is being practiced in ESG reporting and assurance, as acknowledged by the report and 

assurance providers. 

4.4.1 Knowledge Gap 

From the findings, it is evident that little can be said of the knowledge gap in ESG reporting and 

assurance. At the budding stage of ESG reporting and assurance in the study’s context, the report 

and assurance providers, and the users of the report share a common understanding of ESG 

reporting and assurance. Nevertheless, some gaps were identified as far as their knowledge in ESG 

is concerned. 

4.4.1.1 The Need for Education and Capacity-Building 

Both the report providers and the report users acknowledge that there is more to be known about 

ESG reporting. The users also expect the report providers to build capacity in readiness for ESG 

reporting and assurance. 

“For me, for where I sit… as part of the regulators for a regulatory institution …, I think one of 

the major gaps in our space is the fact that we expect that people can pick the standards and work 

with it. That part is very, very difficult. The new standards are not debit and credit. So, I think that 

from [this regulator’s] perspective, the biggest gap is capacity building.” (RU2). 

“…the other gap also is training and knowledge building for officers.” (RU1). 
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Table 5 Summary of the Nature of the ESG Reporting and Assurance Expectations Gap 

Gap 

Report Providers’ 

Acknowledgement 

Assurance Providers’ 

Acknowledgement Users’ Expectations 

Knowledge Gap Need for education & 
training 

Need for education and 
training 

Education and training of 
report and assurance 

providers.  
Need for capacity-building Need for capacity-building Capacity-building of report 

and assurance providers. 
 

Need for multidisciplinary 
team for reporting 

Need for multidisciplinary 
team for reporting 

Multidisciplinary team for 
reporting 

  Need for a multidisciplinary 

team to provide the ESG 

assurance 

Need for a multidisciplinary 

team to provide assurance 

Multidisciplinary team for 

providing assurance 

Performance Gap Existence of greenwashing Absence of tight regulations Tight regulations 

 
Submission of separate 

reports to regulatory bodies 

(EPA, DFI, FDA, GSA, etc) 

Immature reporting and 

assurance standards 

Comprehensive assured 

ESG reports 

Evolution Gap Need for ESG reporting 

guidelines 

Need for ESG assurance 

standards 

Development and 

implementation of 

standardized reporting and 

assurance standards and 

frameworks    
Development and 

enforcement of regulatory 

frameworks    
Development of guidelines 

      Mandatory ESG reporting 

and assurance policies 

(Source: Author compilation, 2024) 

Meanwhile, the report and assurance providers have also noted the need for them to build capacity 

to meet the growing interests of the users as far as ESG reports and assurance are concerned. Most 

of them are already rolling up capacity-building programmes and training, while the rest also have 

plans for such training to be carried out sooner or later. 

“…we have done personal studies on our own and the personal training that we've gone through 

about ESG, that's how come we are knowledgeable about that.” (RP1). 
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“So, for us like this, we have Deloitte coming around to conduct trainings and preparing our 

people for the sustainability reporting.” (RP3). 

“Noo, currently, it's a new sector. So, we have not reached that level yet.  So, what we are 

practicing now is a general knowledge we learned from school.” (RP4c). 

“Accountants need to understand the fact that this is not really just as usual. They need to go back 

and re-learn some things, just to make themselves ready for sustainability assurance.” (AP2). 

“Yes, we have a training coming up on S1 and S2. Our International body will be having that 

training for the staff. And so, we are getting ready for that training. But, individually, I am sure 

that others have read it and are getting ready to work with it. But, as a team, there is a training 

coming up next week.” (AP4a) 

4.4.1.2 The Need for Multidisciplinary Teams 

Moreover, users of the ESG reports expect that business organizations and assurance providers 

would have multidisciplinary teams for reporting and providing assurance to the ESG reports. 

“Of course, it will go beyond accounting people. Because there is some part of the assurance that 

accountants cannot do. For example, people have to report their greenhouse gas emissions. How 

can accountants assure greenhouse gas emissions? You need an expert that can confirm. So, it's 

either accounting firms will have to recruit some greenhouse gas experts or ESG experts on their 

team, or accountant may have to metamorphose into becoming ESG experts, which are all 

pathways that are available. And so, I think that some capacity is required in some of the technical 

areas.” (RU2). 
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“you need experts in engineering, experts in environmental studies, environmental management, 

experts in what, health and safety, experts in human resource, because, some of these ESG policies 

ESG projects are human resource related.” (RU1a). 

“I think that the best thing for such audits, is that, I think it would be a committee. A committee 

that would include the people that he mentioned; somebody from human resources, probably an 

engineer, somebody from organizational health and safety. You can also have a financial person.” 

(RU1b). 

Nonetheless, the ESG report providers share the same perspective as the expectation of the users 

of the ESG reports. The report providers explain that even the presently fragmented ESG reports 

and ESG information that feature in their annual reports are provided by a team of financial and 

non-financial accounting departments or personnel with environmental, social, health and safety 

and other ESG-related backgrounds. 

“For ours like this, every month we monitor air quality, noise level, our effluence…” (RP3)  

“On the social bit, it’s being handled by the Department of Factories Inspectorate. So, in terms of 

employee wellbeing, what they do is, you send a report to them. If you are going for renewal they 

also come around to check whether what you indicated in your report is actually a reflection of 

that… So, you have to employ someone to be a compliance officer (a health and safety person).” 

(RP1). 

Assurance providers also have ESG assurance departments that carry out ESG assurance services 

for clients. Some also provide training and capacity building programmes for ESG reporting 

organizations. These assurance providers share that their ESG assurance department is made up of 

a multidisciplinary team encompassing personnel with accounting, engineering, oil and gas, 
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mining, legal, environmental, social and other ESG-related backgrounds. Assurance providers who 

do not have such set-up for ESG assurance services explain that they outsource expertise whenever 

the need arises. 

“The team comprises experts of various fields, especially experts in the environmental fields. 

Usually, it is due diligence that the users of the reports request. Based on their requests, we put a 

team together to do the due diligence.” (AP1). 

“It's multidisciplinary because there are so many aspects to it. It's an end-to-end process. From 

strategy to reporting, and everything in between. So, if you need to do your modelling, your 

scenario analysis, and all of that, we rely on people with climates who have been specially trained 

in climate change and in climate science.  So that an accountant, unless that accountant has 

undergone that training, would not be able to provide that service. So, there are so many people 

with different backgrounds. We're still building a team in Ghana, but then my colleagues in 

Nigeria, for instance, there are people who have chemical engineering, people who have 

sociological engineering, because, like I said, there are so many aspects to ESG. So, it will be hard 

to find one person who can provide specialist advice for all.” (AP3). 

“Yes, so the whole idea is to provide this, sustainability advisory services to organizations. So, 

there's strategy, there's implementation, and then there's the reporting as well. So, a lot goes into 

strategy and implementation. And then there's capacity building and training for organizations.” 

(AP3). 

“The Governance, Risk and Compliance Unit, when ESG became very topical, it was subdued 

under it.  The ESG taxonomy has been spread across. So, when it comes to ESG assurance 

currently, it sits with audits; audit team primarily. We have people who are PMP professionals, 
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and they still sit in the team… So, if a typical company has to assure its sustainability projects, 

now we have to go in with auditors, who know the ISAs, and all these International Auditing 

Standards, especially when you have to give an opinion over the report. Because, they have been 

doing that for years. They understand materiality. So, they'll be able to give that judgment. We 

have people with sustainability and climate risk perspective. I come from management accounting 

perspective. But it's financial audit that plays a big role. Because they've lived and been doing 

audits for since they've been here. Because, you know, look, you cannot audit governance better 

than somebody who has been working with governance for the last four years. when it comes to 

meeting people, when it comes to social aspects. We have people who have their masters in some 

of the social related fields. So, they will be able to offer a better perspective. The team is made up 

of people with various backgrounds.” (AP2). 

“…people still trust the big four because the big four has multidisciplinary. So, not everybody here 

is an accountant, as a chartered accountant. There might be people who are also chartered 

accountants but have chemistry backgrounds. People from petroleum aspect and all that.  So, they 

trust the expertise that we bring on board. There's another aspect, knowing how to audit. People 

trust the big four to know how to audit. So, all it takes is for the big-four person to understand 

what he or she is going to audit. They know how to audit. So, whether it be the government's 

contract, or it be a financial statement, or it be your sustainability commitments, a big-four person 

would be able to assure that.” (AP2). 

4.4.2 Performance Gap 

As the expectation gap cannot advance without first analyzing the legal framework in which audits 

are developed, and according to which the auditor will act as well as the interest of the audit users 
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(Saladrigues & Grano, 2014), much cannot be said of performance gap in the present state of ESG 

reporting and assurance in Ghana. The performance gap in ESG reporting and assurance has to do 

with non-compliance with the requirements of ESG reporting and assurance standards or 

regulations. However, here is the case where internationally recognized standards and even the 

local legal and regulatory frameworks to which the ESG report and assurance providers could be 

held accountable are still under development and yet to be implemented. Thus, report and 

assurance providers are not bound to them yet. 

“ESG reporting and standards are at infantile stage, so a lot of companies are found not to be 

doing reporting and assurance.” (AP1) 

“The state doesn't have a policy. So, companies are not required to report. As I can tell you for a 

fact that most companies do not report anything to us. But because it is not a mandatory 

requirement, so we do not take note of it officially… ESG, when it's promulgated and implemented 

it will help the state as a whole.” (RU1b). 

“One of the major things that has been in the front banner has been the newly introduced 

accounting standards on sustainability reporting which are called IFRS S1 and S2… IFRS S1 and 

IFRS S2, are standards that are internationally recognized. The G7 supports it, G20 supports it, 

IOSCO supports it, and so, internationally recognized to be the one that can harmonize the 

fragmented reporting structure that exists” (RU2). 

“I'm aware that there is a standard on auditing ESG that is still under development, and very soon 

it should be available to support the IFRS S1 and S2… I strongly believe that that standard will 

have a framework for doing the assurance.” (AP2). 
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“So, even with the banks, not all of them are even doing the ESG reporting externally, even though 

there's the Bank of Ghana Sustainable Banking Principles. Because it's still gradual. It's a gradual 

process that allows people to move at a pace that their resources will be able to handle. So, 

assurance, a validation of the processes and data… companies would do it for different reasons. 

So, what we're expecting is with the publication of the IFRS, IFRS sustainability standards, S1 and 

S2, the ICAG is requiring assurance of data. And even that's expected to start in, I think, 2028. So 

that's when we see perhaps an increased uptake in the assurance, and then also the standards. So, 

right now what happens is, like when you go to Nigeria, they do some assurance. And they're using 

the ISAE3000. But even with that, there's an assurance body that is working on releasing 

sustainability assurance standard. And it's not even out yet… We are somewhat in the initial stages 

of sustainability.” (AP3). 

Notwithstanding the infantile stage of the standards and the legal and regulatory framework, users 

of the ESG reports acknowledge that some organizations are performing well with their ESG 

reporting. However, it has been noted that other organizations perform below what could 

reasonably be expected. Users of the reports have noted that “greenwashing” is in existence in the 

study’s context and they admonish the report providers on that. They emphasize that greenwashing 

is very bad and should not be entertained. 

“For greenwashing or for companies that are seeming to attempt to be environmentally friendly 

or portraying a good image of what they are, their ESG, some companies are doing well, because 

based on their reporting, based on our field inspections, you can see that they are doing well. But 

in general, most companies are not. The main thing is, there's no requirement for them to give 

such reports.” (RU1a). 
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“…greenwashing is a big issue… Everybody will come and tell you, we have employed so and so 

now. I mean, go to people's website nowadays. They'll tell you how many women they employ, how 

many rural people they have reached, how many this and that.” (RU2). 

“So, I think that most businesses in Ghana, unless you take the listed companies… the part where 

they begin to greenwash is when they now encounter an investor who is asking for those 

information. And because they have not kept it, they try to conjure the figures from elsewhere. And 

by the time you realize they are over-reporting it or something. For example, they may tell you, 

they may all of a sudden realize that the number of women they have employed in their business is 

only about 10% of the total staff. But maybe the investor's requirement is minimum of 25% or 40%. 

Then they may be forced to provide some information that is not the case.” (CS2). 

“Deceiving the public, that you are really taking the environment aspect in your organization very 

seriously. Meanwhile… So that's why organizations like [us] are not only focusing on certification. 

We do inspection of the environment. We look at the environment. So, …actually, what I'm saying 

is that greenwashing is actually not good.” (RU3b) 

4.4.3 Evolution Gap 

The gap found in existence is more evolutionary. This gap has come about because of the interest 

of stakeholders of business organizations in holding the business organizations more accountable 

for their environmental and social impacts and expecting more rigorous and robust ESG reporting 

and assurance from the business organizations. The users of the ESG reports share that the ESG 

landscape in this study's context is immature but it is expected that standards and regulatory 

frameworks be developed to streamline the ESG reporting and assurance. Users of the ESG reports 

are counting on the relevant policy makers and regulators to make ESG reporting and assurance 
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mandatory for businesses, citing that it would be very helpful and make businesses more 

accountable. 

“I think that at the moment, we have varied assurance report formats. But the one I believe will 

settle the matter is what is being developed as an auditing standard. You know, there are 

international standards on auditing (ISAs), and that is one of the standards they are developing 

for ESG assurance. I think as for IFRS Foundation, they can be very much trusted when it comes 

to bringing clarity to the market, bringing structure to the market.” (RU2). 

“I believe that this project that you are doing will be a guide for the promulgation of the state 

policy with respect to environmental, social and governance. Because, ESG, when it's promulgated 

and implemented it will help the state as a whole.” (RU1b). 

“…some companies are doing well, because based on their reporting, based on our field 

inspections, you can see that they are doing well. But in general, most companies are not. The 

main thing is there's no requirement for them to give such reports. And as you know, although 

ESG is a new trend, it's not a new thing. It has been in the system and has come around in so many 

ways. Companies have the targets of things like zero environmental impact, zero waste, and those 

kind of things. These are all part of ESG. But there's no single ESG policy directed from 

government that will compel management of various companies to also comply. Once government 

doesn't have that direction to give companies, unless the company has external auditors that 

require that of them, they won't find any reason to do that. And that is the actuality on the ground.” 

(RU1a). 

“The difficulty with voluntary reporting also is that it becomes fragmented. Because then different 

people report with different things. Sometimes they are reporting, other times they are not 
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reporting. So, being able to compare one bank's financial statement to another is important. And 

if one is reporting on ESG and the other is not reporting, comparability is challenged. So, one of 

the reasons why compulsory reporting becomes important is because of comparability… And so, 

I think that for comparability sake, for purposes of having standardized reporting in the system, 

we have to move from voluntary to mandatory.” (RU2). 

In view of that, both report and assurance providers stand ready to embrace internationally 

recognized and adopted standards and regulatory frameworks. They also believe that such 

standards would help to streamline the ESG reporting and assurance, deal with the issue of cherry-

picking and allow for inter-company and international comparison of reports. 

“…so, when it does happen, at least it (the ESG report) will be streamlined, so you know company 

A is following this standard, company B is following these standards, and it’s, not you pick and 

choose what you report on.” (RP1). 

“So, for us like this, we have Deloitte coming around to conduct trainings and preparing our 

people for the sustainability reporting.” (RP3). 

“Regulations are still emerging. In this part of the world regulatory has to become so tight. Maybe 

now that the banks… this year maybe will become tight. But so far, nobody's holding anybody's 

belt.” (AP2). 

“From assurance point, we are part of a global network. If there is a standard like that, they 

normally conduct a training. They set a task force for them to train, train and reap the champions… 

We know there is a training for this too from an international point of view, from our international 

firm, and I’m part” (AP4b). 
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In terms of the assurance of the ESG reports, although some regulators take it upon themselves to 

conduct some form of verification exercises on the reports they receive from business 

organizations, they expect that the assurance of the reports would also become mandatory and that 

some approved auditors or assurance providers would be given the mandate to provide ESG 

assurance services to businesses and give assurance reports for use by the users of the ESG reports. 

“…some companies are doing well, because based on their reporting, based on our field 

inspections, you can see that they are doing well.” (RU1a). 

“So, those who report to EPA like this, they do a second check of what you’ve done. Especially 

when you do the environmental impact assessment, they normally come around to check if the data 

captured is true.” (RP2). 

 “…ESG, when it's promulgated and implemented it will help the state as a whole.” (RU1b). 

“For ESG to be fully reported and for everything to be collated, to have a holistic view of what is 

happening in the ground of ESG, then it should be mandatory. If it is voluntary, companies will 

choose to report or not. And they also choose what to put in their reports. That will not give a fair 

and accurate view of what is on the ground…  Yes, mandatory is the best way forward.” (RU1a). 

 “…once reporting becomes mandatory, then assurance has to equally become mandatory… 

Otherwise, we cannot guarantee, everybody will be reporting on ESG, then we cannot guarantee 

whether that information is a greenwash or is actual information that can be trusted. So definitely, 

I also believe that it's important that we move towards mandatory assurance.” (RU2). 

“So, actually, it should be we as regulators who can confirm or as a regulator, we should approve 

companies to conduct such audits on our behalf. Either we do it, take it as part of our mandate or 
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we ask approved auditors to do that work and then submit the reports to us. Like, how in 

accounting, the auditing companies are approved.” (RU1)” 

4.5 The Causes of the ESG Reporting and Assurance Expectations Gap 

4.5.1 The Budding Stage of ESG Reporting and Assurance Landscape 

It could be observed that the gaps identified exist mainly because the ESG reporting and assurance 

landscape is in the budding stage in the context of the developing country and regulations and 

standards are now coming up to shape the practice. Although ESG issues are not new, ESG 

reporting and assurance is a new trend in corporate reporting, especially for indigenous companies. 

The report providers and assurance providers lack certain technical competencies for effective 

reporting and assurance. 

“Noo, currently, it's a new sector. So, we have not reached that level yet.” (RP4). 

“We are not that advanced in some of these ESG reporting. And so, it is still… and as we speak, 

it is very fragmented.” (RU2). 

“…although ESG is a new trend, it's not a new thing. It has been in the system and has come 

around in so many ways. But there's no single ESG policy directed from government that will 

compel management of various companies to also comply… The state doesn't have a policy. So, 

companies are not required to report. As I can tell you for a fact that most companies do not report 

anything to us… The ISO 45001, that regulates on such... and aspects of it are related to ESG. So, 

if the state adopts it, and then makes it a policy that companies must report, there will be some 

information that will be generated.” (RU1a). 
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“…we decided to amend our Act, because when the Act was enacted in 1994, climate change issues 

have not taken center stage. But now, you know, there are a lot of environmental issues coming 

up. Yes. Just as you mentioned. So, we need to amend our law to take into account emerging issues. 

So, our Act is undergoing an amendment. It's currently in Parliament. Because if the Act is 

amended, it will affect the regulation.” (RU4). 

“If there is no big brother, lawlessness will take over… So, like I said earlier, even regulators 

being big brothers around, people are still cooking figures. How much more if regulators were not 

to be there.” (RP1). 

“So, as a developing country like Ghana, that is why we need our internal standards. And the 

international standards are set usually for first world countries. So, they are very, very high. 

Ghana is in third world.” (RU1a). 

Businesses are not providing proper and well-structured ESG reports available to all stakeholders 

and the general public because no law regulates them to do so. It was cited that the absence of 

regulation is a contributing factor to the existence of the ESG report assurance gap.  

“But there's no single ESG policy directed from government that will compel management of 

various companies to also comply. Once government doesn't have that direction to give companies, 

unless the company has external auditors that require that of them, they won't find any reason to 

do that. And that is the actuality on the ground.” (RU1a). 

“Regulations are still emerging. In this part of the world regulatory has to become so tight. Maybe 

now that the banks… this year maybe will become tight. But so far, nobody is holding anybody's 

belt.” (AP2). 
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4.5.2 Fragmented Reporting of ESG Issues 

Also, the fragmented forms of ESG reports are a reason for the existence of the ESG expectations 

gap. Data collected shows that companies would report and assure on ESG for various reasons and 

to various users. They do this mostly when the need arises to meet a certain regulator’s requirement 

or to seize an opportunity. For that matter, it has been observed that companies tend to have various 

pieces of ESG reports which are not even published, are not comprehensive enough to other users 

of the report, and do not help the users for comparability of reports of various companies. The 

users expect to see comprehensive ESG reports from organizations. 

“Where I see a problem is, there needs to be some synergy. At this time, it's like the reporting is 

fragmented here and there. So, the Environmental Protection Agency takes annual reports every 

year, some of them (the companies) are listed. So, it means that they will also be reporting on the 

stock exchanges… let's assume that even they report to other regulatory bodies too. If they did it 

means that you have at least three different reports, which would have information that could 

overlap. Could there be an integrated approach where one report could be reproduced and each 

organization could take what they want from that report without having to produce multiple 

reports?” (CS1). 

“The difficulty with voluntary reporting also is that it becomes fragmented. Because then different 

people report with different things. Sometimes they are reporting, other times they are not 

reporting. So, being able to compare one bank's financial statement to another is important. And 

if one is reporting on ESG and the other is not reporting, comparability is challenged. So, one of 

the reasons why compulsory reporting becomes important is because of comparability. In 

accounting, one of the quality of financial information is the comparability. So, with that, when 
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investors are looking at the same data, they know that this is performing better than this because 

they are reporting on the same level.” (RU2). 

4.5.3 Apathy and Immaturity of Indigenes 

Moreover, another striking contribution to the existence of the ESG reporting and assurance 

expectations gap is apathy and immaturity on the part of indigenes towards ESG issues. It was also 

noted that among other interests of stakeholders, even some individuals seem not to understand or 

bother themselves much about the ESG information. It has been observed that those who really 

understand and have more concern for ESG are multinational companies, especially, those who 

have their roots from the West. 

“The truth is that in Ghana, there's a bit of apathy when it comes to environmental sustainability 

issues... So, for the multinational companies, because they exist in other jurisdictions, in other 

parts of the world, where sustainability environment issues have matured, they have a better 

understanding of what are the positives and negatives associated with it and how the businesses 

can actually benefit from it. So, those ones, when they move into Ghana, they can even go beyond 

what the local legislation says and start delving into international best practice because they 

understand the benefits of it. They see the direction the world is going and all that.” (CS4). 

“…it is also because they (the multinational companies) have their source from the European and 

advanced countries, and where their insurance and those things are there. Some of the laws in 

their country bind them here… in Europe and those things, climate change issues are pretty 

fantastic.” (RU4). 

“It is a major problem. In that, as I said, the multinationals, because of where their top 

management is, they understand it because that is the requirement from there. And they do it well. 
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However, companies that are purely local-based or companies that come from, ‘foreign countries, 

who are not from the first world’, they don't see the need. So, they live in a “let's-go and let God” 

kind of system.” (RU1a). 

“They (the indigenous individual stakeholders) are not even interested in that. See, let me be frank 

with you; some shareholders for instance, when they receive the annual reports, all that they want 

to see is how much dividend is to be paid.” (AP4e). 

“Ooh! They (the indigenous individual stakeholders) can’t be bothered. What matters is a report 

has been generated, a regulator has it.” (RP1). 

4.5.4 Economic Hardship 

Economic hardship in the developing country was also noted as a contributing factor to the 

existence of ESG reporting and assurance expectations gap. Stakeholders share their observations 

that the major daily concern of the average Ghanaian is to meet his or her basic need such as getting 

food to eat and would do everything possible for that. There is thus, little to almost no concern of 

the average Ghanaian towards ensuring environmental and social sustainability.   

“Also, because, the society is by and large still at the point where their need is a daily bread sort 

of issue. So, for that reason, the concern for environment, the concern for sustainability is not so 

great until the issues or the problems are so clear. But generally, people are not so concerned, 

except for those who are a bit more enlightened and a bit more aware.” (CS1). 

4.5.5 Unfounded Views of Indigenes on ESG Issues 

Again, some indigenes hold various views on ESG issues emerging in this study’s context. Despite 

clear evidence of environmental and social issues and the knowledge that some could share on 
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ESG reporting and assurance, others view ESG reporting and assurance as a myth, some perceive 

it as a conspiracy, others view it as an imposition by Westerners, and still, others see it as a public 

relation (PR) exercise. 

“When it comes to the most topical environmental factor, climate change, even with that, despite 

the fact that we see all the evidence, the physical evidence, the physical risk that businesses are 

facing, people still think it's a myth.” (AP2). 

“… there are a number of what people call conspiracy theories about what all of this is about. 

And nobody is able to confirm or deny whether those theories are true. Some have argued that the 

West is trying to push things on us. Some have argued that, well, people are trying to determine 

who gets capital and so, they will bring all this report so that if you don't do it, then you will not 

get capital… And even the bedrock of whether or not environmental concern is a reality, there is 

a significant proportion of the population in the world who argue strongly that all of this is a hoax 

and that people are just trying to create new economies for themselves. So, those conspiracy 

theories are a worry… And in fact, some African leaders even believe that now the West doesn't 

want Africa to exploit its resources anymore. So, they are placing all manner of reporting 

constraints on us to deny Africa of capital and what have you. I think that those are real issues 

that can really hinder the progress that is being tried to be.” (RU2). 

“We make it feel like it's a foreign concept and we're bringing it here... Some people don't want it. 

They just feel that you consider it as a PR exercise. That's a big problem… If you're looking at this 

as a PR exercise, then the whole thing is going to be a stunt for you. So, you're looking at ways to 

cut corners.” (AP2). 
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4.6 Discussion of Findings 

This section presents a discussion of the findings of the study in light of other findings in literature 

and the theories reviewed. 

4.6.1 The Trend of ESG Reporting in Annual Reports 

The presence of the CSR sections within the directors’ report and its consistency from 2019 to 

2022 in all the annual reports could be explained by the section 136 of Ghana’s Companies Act 

2019, Act 992. This section talks about the report of the directors of a company that should be 

included in the company’s financial statements and reports. Paragraph (c) of subsection (1) of the 

section 136 says that the directors’ report shall consist of “corporate social responsibility of the 

company and a subsidiary and the amounts spent during the financial year” (Republic of Ghana, 

2019, sec. 136(1)(c)). Thus, in compliance to this section and to the Companies Act 2019, Act 992 

as a whole, companies tend to disclose some ESG information within the directors’ report in the 

companies’ annual reports. 

4.6.2 Stakeholders’ Understanding of ESG Reporting and Assurance 

From the analysis, stakeholders have demonstrated a good understanding of ESG reporting and 

assurance. Their understanding of the environmental issues reported in ESG reports is not far from 

what Li et al. (2021) and Radzi et al., (2023) report in their studies. They note that among other 

things, the environmental concerns include issues about greenhouse gas emissions, air pollution, 

impact and dependence on biodiversity and ecosystems, efficiency and usage of energy, the use 

and recycling of water, and management of liquid and solid wastes, and hazardous, as well as 

information concerning companies’ efforts to reduce energy consumption and noise pollution. 
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Stakeholders’ understanding of social issues in ESG reports also confirm the arguments in 

literature that the social issues include working conditions, overall health and safety, health and 

safety at the workplace and for customers, workforce diversity, discrimination and equal 

opportunity, labor coercion, child labor, impact on the communities in which the business operates 

(Radzi et al., 2023; Allanscohtt, 2022; Li et al., 2021). 

What stakeholders could share about the governance aspect of ESG was found to be consistent 

with existing knowledge of the governance issues in literature. Allanscohtt (2022) and Li et al. 

(2021) report that the governance issues in ESG include structure and diversity of the board, 

transparency and disclosure, accountability, codes of conduct and principles of business. However, 

knowledge of issues relating to governance in the ESG framework was found to be low among the 

respondents. The respondents not being able to talk well about the governance aspect of the ESG 

tends to support the argument raised by Monteiro et al. (2021) that there is less debate on the 

governance issues in the ESG framework. 

Even though Simpson et al. (2022) report that some stakeholders do not have good understanding 

about ESG information, interactions with stakeholders revealed that stakeholders such as investors, 

development corporations and regulators, know what they are looking for and they understand 

ESG very well. The reason is that a lot of those known to be pushing for ESG reports are funding 

agencies like the USAIDs, UNDPs, Mastercard Foundation, and other international bodies. Most 

of these agencies have their roots from the advanced countries like Europe where ESG issues have 

advanced and are top priorities (Tang et al., 2023; Höjlind & Anglemier, 2022; Hazaea et al., 2022; 

Singhania et al., 2023). These stakeholders, therefore, understand the ESG reports very well. 

Stakeholders’ knowledge of the importance of ESG reporting also demonstrates their 

understanding of the matter. It was found that in such a non-mandatory era of ESG reporting and 
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assurance in the study’s context, the advantages that ESG reporting and assurance are known to 

bring to organizations serve as motivations behind why organizations would prepare ESG reports. 

Consistent with the reports of Brenden (2022) and Ghana Stock Exchange (2022), respondents 

mentioned that reporting on ESG concerns helps organizations in identifying and managing risks 

and opportunities, building their reputation, and gaining favors such as permits from regulators to 

carry on certain business operations. Investors also rely on the reports for resource allocation. 

These findings are not different from what has been found in other parts of the world where ESG 

reports have been found to be useful tools of communication between organizations and their 

stakeholders (Aziz & Alshdaifat, 2024; Yébenes, 2024; Aluchna et al., 2022). 

The understanding of stakeholders on ESG reporting and assurance as found in this study contrasts 

what is already known from the studies of Ngwakwe et al. (2014) and Simpson and Aprim (2018), 

who expressed that stakeholders lack understanding of ESG and its related issues. The contrast 

could be because of education and training programmes that are being run in educational 

institutions and through seminars organized by professional bodies from time to time. These 

education and training programmes are helping to bring concerned stakeholders to understand ESG 

reporting and assurance. Some respondents testified that what they know about ESG reporting and 

assurance is what they have learned from their own further studies in schools. 

4.6.3 The Nature of the ESG Reporting and Assurance Expectations Gap 

The nature of the ESG reporting and assurance expectations gap identified in the study were 

knowledge gap, performance gap and evolution gap. In terms of the knowledge gap, users of the 

ESG reports think that the ESG reports and assurance are provided by financial accountants and 

express that financial accountants lack the technical competencies for ESG reporting and 
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assurance. Consequently, they point out the need for capacity building of ESG report and assurance 

providers, and the engagement of multidisciplinary teams in providing ESG reports and assurance. 

These thoughts of the users are not at par with what the ESG report and assurance providers are 

doing. 

Already organizations are actively building the capacity of their staff for ESG reporting and 

assurance through education and training at workshops and seminars. The staff are also engaging 

themselves in further studies in ESG. Moreover, organizations engage the services of experts or 

specialists in various fields including accounting to come together in providing and assuring ESG 

reports. As ACCA (2019) explains, this disparity between what the users of the ESG reports 

(stakeholders) think ESG report and assurance providers do, and what the ESG report and 

assurance providers actually do indicates that there is knowledge gap in ESG reporting and 

assurance. 

Performance gap was also found as part of the entire ESG reporting and assurance expectations 

gap. It was stated that organizations tend to engage in greenwashing in providing ESG reports, 

which is contrary to the transparency that they are supposed to exhibit in ESG reporting. This is in 

line with what is explained as performance gap (ACCA, 2019), as organizations are not supposed 

to greenwash in any way, but they tend out to do so, deceiving the public and other stakeholders. 

Consequently, the knowledge gap and performance gap noted in the ESG reporting and assurance 

has led to the presence of evolution gap (ACCA, 2019). From the analysis, it was found that users 

of the ESG reports share a common interest in holding business organizations more accountable 

for their environmental and social impacts and expect more rigorous and robust ESG reporting and 

assurance from the business organizations. However, the importance of standards and regulations 

cannot be overemphasized in ensuring quality ESG reporting and assurance (Yébenes, 2024; 
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Chopra et al., 2024) The users of the ESG reports therefore, are looking forward to standards and 

regulatory frameworks to be developed to streamline the ESG reporting and assurance. They also 

expect the report and assurance providers to stand ready to embrace internationally recognized and 

adopted standards and regulatory frameworks. 

4.6.4 The Causes of the ESG Reporting and Assurance Expectations Gap 

The analysis revealed that the presence of the expectations gap is mainly a result of the budding 

nature of the present landscape of ESG reporting and assurance in the study’s context. Other 

contributing factors to the expectations gap identified include the fragmented reporting of ESG 

concerns of organizations, apathy and immaturity of indigenes, economic hardship in the country, 

and some unfounded views held by some indigenes in the developing country. 

The causes of the expectations gap as revealed by the analysis confirm the arguments of Aziz and 

Alshdaifat (2024) and Yébenes (2024) that the absence of legal requirements and widely agreed 

standards, as well as the unavailability of guidelines, contribute to the causes of the ESG reporting 

and assurance expectations gap. Indeed, regulations and standards are key in guiding organizations 

and ensuring that they provide ESG reports that are of high quality and meet the expectations of 

the users of the report (Yébenes, 2024; Chopra et al., 2024). However, the ESG reporting and 

assurance is immature in the study’s context and thus, regulations and standards are still emerging 

to streamline the practice.  

There is a need for education and training on ESG, especially, for the report and assurance 

providers to sharpen their technical competencies and build capacity for ESG reporting and 

assurance. Thus, the technical competencies of the report and assurance providers should not be 

taken for granted in meeting the expectations of the users as far as ESG reporting and assurance 

University of Ghana http://ugspace.ug.edu.gh



101 

 

are concerned. As noted in the studies of Gipper et al., (2022), Yébenes (2024) and Luque-Vílchez 

et al. (2023) this study confirms that the lack of technical competencies of the ESG report and 

assurance providers contributes to the existence of ESG reporting and assurance expectations gap 

in the developing country. 

Stakeholders also express how better the ESG reports would be if they were prepared and assured 

by teams of people with backgrounds from various disciplines including accounting. This is 

particularly notable in observing best practices in ESG reporting and assurance. They thus side 

with scholars such as Poll (2023), Asokan (2023) and Chopra et al. (2024) to affirm that engaging 

multidisciplinary teams and specialists in ESG reporting and assurance would give the reports a 

broader and better perspective and enrich the quality of the reports. 

For other causes of the expectations gap as identified in this study such as apathy and immaturity 

of indigenes, economic hardship, and the unfounded views held by some indigenes in the 

developing country, education and awareness sensitization is seen to be a helpful approach towards 

narrowing this gap. Literature confirms this as a helpful strategy for narrowing other expectations 

gap in accounting (Deepal & Jayamaha, 2022). Education still remains a prominent strategy to 

adopt in getting the indigenes to show concern for ESG issues and in narrowing the ESG reporting 

and assurance expectations gap. There is a need for the populace to be educated and be brought to 

a better realization of the ESG concerns. Environmental and social advocacy groups have noted 

the need for awareness creation among the citizens and are championing such course. Supporting 

and partnering with such civil society organizations could be very helpful in creating more 

awareness and shaping the understanding of the masses on ESG issues. 
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4.6.5 The ESG Reporting and Assurance Expectations Gap and Theoretical Explanations 

Putting all together, the expectations gap was found to exist between ESG report and assurance 

providers and the users of the ESG report and assurance. The ESG reporting and assurance is non-

mandatory in the study’s context, and organizations would prepare and assure ESG reports for 

various reasons. Consistent with the reports of Brenden (2022) and Ghana Stock Exchange (2021), 

respondents mentioned that reporting on ESG concerns helps organizations in identifying and 

managing risks and opportunities, building their reputation, and gaining favors such as permits 

from stakeholders (especially, regulators) to carry on certain business operations. Investors also 

rely on the reports for resource allocation. All of these serve as motivations for organizations to 

demonstrate accountability to their stakeholders. The accountability theory and the theory of 

inspired confidence can offer some insights into understanding the existence of the expectations 

gap. 

In such a non-mandatory era of ESG reporting and assurance where organizations report and assure 

the reports voluntarily, the stakeholders’ expectations have not been well satisfied. Based on the 

accountability theory, organizations should frequently provide information about their 

environmental and social concerns and make them available to their stakeholders to fulfill their 

responsibilities (Dellaportas et al., 2005) and to demonstrate better accountability of their activities 

to relevant stakeholders to enhance their brand reputation, attract investors, and gain legitimacy in 

the societies wherein they operate (Aziz & Alshdaifat, 2024; Yébenes, 2024; Aluchna et al., 2022). 

As it is in the case of financial statement audit, users of the ESG reports also expressed the need 

for assurance of the reports, even to the point of recommending mandatory assurance. This 

confirms Limperg’s theory of inspired confidence which suggests that reports provided by 
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organizations need to be audited to reduce the conflict of interest between management and 

external stakeholders and to ensure that the report gives a true reflection of the state of affairs of 

the companies (Ghandour, 2023; Limperg, 1932). 

In terms of the credibility of the ESG reports provided by organizations, the expectation of the 

stakeholders supports the theory of inspired confidence. As an emerging trend in corporate 

reporting, especially in the developing country, stakeholders’ top priority affirms the argument of 

the theory that auditors should be able to live up to their obligations of fair representation and 

genuine independence. Education and training of auditors to build technical competencies and be 

able to use emerging standards for ESG reporting and assurance should not be taken for granted. 

In assuring ESG reports, auditors should carry out their work in such a way that it does not frustrate 

the expectations of a logical third party (Limperg, 1932). They should avoid using flowery 

language and raising unrealistic expectations using the audit report. AP2 mentioned that: 

“It's even easier to be deceived or tricked by these reporters.  Another aspect is flowery language. 

You need to be able to trump down flowery language; technical or unnecessarily technical jargons. 

That's the way people used to hide very good details of things. They know they haven't done well 

but they’ll just sound like we have done this or that. Usage of political language and all that.” 

(AP2). 

4.7 Chapter Summary 

The analysis and discussion of the findings of the study have been presented in this chapter. The 

findings were put into themes obtained during the analysis of the data gathered from participants. 

The themes were then presented in this chapter taking into cognizance the research objectives and 

research questions. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

5.1 Introduction 

This section is the final chapter of the study and it presents a summary of key findings and 

conclusions made based on the findings. The contribution of the study to research, practice, and 

policy is also established in this chapter. This chapter also highlights the limitations of the study 

and offers recommendations for policy, practice, and future research.  

5.2 Summary of Findings 

This study sought to explore the expectations gap existing between the ESG reports and assurance 

providers on the one hand, and the users of ESG reports and assurance on the other hand. More 

specifically, the study sought to assess stakeholders’ understanding of ESG reporting and 

assurance, examine the nature of the ESG reporting and assurance expectations gap, and examine 

the causes of the ESG reporting and assurance expectations gap in a developing country context. 

Concerning stakeholders’ understanding of ESG reporting, findings suggest that stakeholders 

understand ESG reporting. The stakeholders understand what goes into an ESG report, as they 

share the view that ESG reports contain issues about the impact of the operations of business 

organizations on the environment, society, and governance. Their ability to draw the thin line 

between the regular corporate governance and the governance aspect of ESG is noteworthy. They 

stated that the governance aspect of ESG has to do with how the environmental and social 

sustainability practices are observed in the regular corporate governance practices. Thus, female 
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representation on the board of directors, observation of business ethics even in sourcing inputs, 

and management of risks including environmental and social risks are issues about the governance. 

Moreover, the fact that the stakeholders were able to express the usefulness of the ESG reports 

also demonstrate that they understand ESG reporting. They state that the reports help investors in 

allocating their investment resources, regulators also lean on the reports to favor the course of 

operations of business organizations, and to drive policy direction. They added that ESG reporting 

makes organizations responsible and helps to identify risks and opportunities and know how to 

manage them. 

Stakeholders also understand ESG assurance as verification and certification of the ESG reports 

issued by organizations and add that such verification is very necessary for deterring organizations 

from greenwashing. It also adds credibility to the information in the reports. They also understand 

that the assurance helps to build trust and inspire the confidence of the users to rely on the reports 

for their various uses. 

Concerning the nature of the ESG reporting and assurance expectations gap, the findings first 

suggest that the ESG reporting and assurance expectations gap exists in the context of the study. 

The nature of the gap was then found to be more of an evolution gap, than a performance gap and 

a knowledge gap. 

Examining the causes of the ESG reporting and assurance expectations gap, the findings reveal 

that the gaps identified exist mainly because the ESG reporting and assurance landscape is in the 

budding stage in the developing country context. The absence of regulations that mandate business 

organizations to provide credible and comprehensive ESG reports for use by various stakeholders 

explains the existence of greenwashing and the fragmented forms of ESG reports, which were 
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noted as performance gap. It was found that companies would report on ESG and seek assurance 

for various reasons and to various users. They would often do this only when the need arises for 

them to meet a certain regulator’s requirement or to seize a certain opportunity. 

Another striking contribution to the existence of the ESG reporting and assurance expectations gap 

is apathy and immaturity on the part of indigenes towards ESG issues. It was observed that those 

who really understand and have more concern for ESG in the developing country context are 

multinational companies, especially, those who have their roots from the West. Despite clear 

evidences of environmental and social issues, and the knowledge that some have on ESG reporting 

and assurance, other indigenes view ESG reporting and assurance as a myth, some perceive it as a 

conspiracy, others see it as something that the Westerners are pushing on developing countries, 

and still, others see it as a PR exercise. With these unfounded views, coupled with economic 

hardship which make the indigenes more concerned about their daily bread, there is little to almost 

no concern of the average Ghanaian towards ensuring environmental and social sustainability. 

5.3 Conclusions 

The study infers from the objectives and the findings that users of ESG reports understand ESG 

reports as non-financial reports that business organizations provide to their stakeholders about the 

impact of their operations on the environment and society, and how the environmental and social 

sustainability practices are observed in the regular corporate governance practices. They 

understand that the reporting makes organizations more responsible, as it holds them accountable 

for the impact of their operations on the environment and society. The reports also help to identify 

risks and opportunities, and put in measures to mitigate the risks and to seize the opportunities. In 
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addition, assurance of the reports inspires confidence in the users to rely on the reports to make 

informed decisions. 

Also, the study concludes that ESG reporting and assurance expectations gap exists between the 

ESG report and assurance providers, and the users of the ESG reports. While the users expect that 

business organizations mandatorily provide comprehensive and credible ESG reports regularly for 

use by the wider range of stakeholders, the reports that business organizations provide are 

fragmented, targeted to specific users, would only report at opportune times and end up providing 

reports that are not credible enough. The expectations gap exists mainly because unlike the 

developed countries where ESG issues are well understood by the populace and the reporting and 

assurance practices have advanced, the ESG landscape, including the reporting and assurance, in 

the developing country is a gray area. Regulations, standards and guidelines are still emerging to 

streamline the ESG reporting and assurance. There is also the need for knowledge building, 

especially, among the report providers and assurance providers. 

Based on the accountability theory, the study concludes that business organizations should provide 

the ESG reports to relevant stakeholders to demonstrate their accountability and fulfill their 

responsibilities based on the stakeholders’ expectations. As the stakeholders hold certain criteria 

against which the actions of the organizations are measured, and can reward or punish 

organizations, organizations should provide the ESG reports to the relevant stakeholders to avoid 

punishment and gain permits or legitimacy for their operations, attract investors and enhance brand 

reputation (Aziz & Alshdaifat, 2024; Yébenes, 2024; Aluchna et al., 2022). 

As stakeholders would prefer that the ESG reports be assured to make it more credible and avoid 

greenwashing, the study concludes on the basis of the theory of inspired confidence that 

organizations should seek assurance to the ESG reports they prepare to ensure that the report gives 

University of Ghana http://ugspace.ug.edu.gh



108 

 

a true reflection of the state of affairs of the companies (Ghandour, 2023; Limperg, 1932). The 

assurance providers should also live up to their obligations of fair representation and genuine 

independence. It is thus in the right direction that the assurance providers seek to build capacity to 

meet the public interest with regards to ESG assurance. 

5.4 Contributions 

The study also makes relevant contributions to knowledge, to practice and to policy as far as ESG 

reporting and assurance are concerned.  

5.4.1 Contributions to Knowledge 

The study adds to the literature on expectations gap in accounting by bringing to light the nature 

and causes of ESG reporting and assurance expectations gap. This contribution is important as 

review of literature shows that much attention has been given to financial statement audit 

expectations gap and little is known about the expectations gap in other aspects of corporate 

reporting (Tabone, 2018; Elkins et al., 2023) and responds to the calls made by Kamal (2018) and 

EY (2023) for more studies on ESG reporting and assurance expectations gap in attempts to narrow 

the gap.  

Noting that the couple of studies done on the subject focused on the developed countries (Kamal, 

2018) but environmental factors, culture, regulatory systems, and professional developments 

which have been documented to affect the understanding and practice of ESG reporting and 

assurance in advanced economies differ from those in emerging economies (Simpson et al., 2022). 

This study responds to the arguments of Hazaea et al. (2022) and Singhania et al. (2023) and adds 

to the scanty knowledge on ESG reporting and assurance expectations gap as it draws on insights 

from the perspective of a developing country. 
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Moreover, this study makes contribution to theory by showing how insights from the 

accountability theory helps to understand ESG reporting and assurance. Hall et al. (2017) notes 

the significant contribution of the accountability theory in literature but Au et al. (2023) and Del 

Gesso and Lodhi (2024) raise concerns about the theory’s underrepresentation in recent studies. 

This study thus, contributes to the theory’s representation in ESG reporting and assurance studies, 

showing how relevant the theory helps in understanding and embracing ESG reporting and 

assurance. 

5.4.2 Contributions to Practice 

This study unfolds the position of business organizations on ESG reporting and assurance and the 

expectations of stakeholders on the same, and provides helpful insights to the business 

organizations, the accountancy profession, and other assurance and certification bodies in their 

quest to serve the public interest. By pointing out the need for capacity building and training of 

professionals, and the appropriateness of organizations to develop teams for the ESG reporting 

and assurance, this study contributes to practice as it provides direction for capacity building 

programmes necessary for the accountant and other professional development. 

With the findings of the study on stakeholders’ expectations, this study contributes to helping 

business organizations to provide proper accountability to their stakeholders and fulfill their 

responsibilities, as the business organizations could draw insights from the study on the 

expectations of stakeholders and put measures in place for proper ESG reporting and assurance to 

meet the stakeholders’ expectations.  
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5.4.3 Contributions to Policy 

In its contribution to policy, the findings of this study also communicate the eminent need for 

regulations and standards to shape the ESG reporting and assurance landscape in this study’s 

context, pointing out to policymakers as well as standard setters and regulators of an area where 

they need to direct their attention to. This study thus, serves as a good reference point for policy 

makers to review or set new policies governing ESG and ESG-related issues in the pursuit of 

sustainability, and towards the achievement of the sustainable development goals. International 

standard and professional organizations such as the ACCA, IFAC, and ISSB, among others, can 

also find this study informative for setting up standards with both developed and developing 

economies in focus.  

5.5 Limitations 

The study explored ESG reporting and assurance expectations gap with a focus on organizations. 

The study adopted the qualitative approach to research and focused on a few organizations 

operating in Ghana. Besides, the sample of companies was purposively selected, and a handful of 

participants were obtained due to resources (time and money) constraints, accessibility to 

participants, and availability of the participants’ representatives. However, publicly listed 

companies operating in other sectors of the economy as well as non-listed business organizations 

and Small and Medium Scale Enterprises (SMEs) can provide important insights that were not 

uncovered in this study. 

Qualitative research in general is known to have a generalizability limitation (Creswell, 2014). 

That is, findings cannot be extended beyond the research participants. By extension of the 

limitation of generalizability, this study does not cover all forms of organizations and thus, findings 
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from the study cannot be statistically generalized beyond the business organizations, assurance 

providers and users of the ESG reports discussed in this study. 

5.6 Recommendations 

Based on the limitations and findings of the study, this study also offers important 

recommendations for policy, practice, and future research. 

5.6.1 Recommendations for Policy 

The fact that ESG reporting and assurance holds business organizations responsible for ensuring 

sustainability but that the ESG reporting and assurance landscape is in the budding stage and 

voluntary in the developing country context, policymakers, regulators, and standard setters should 

not relent in developing regulations, standards, and guidelines. Not only that, they should also 

ensure that the regulations are enforced, and standards are adopted and properly implemented. If 

standards are developed or adopted and regulations are made sooner than later, it would be very 

instrumental in ensuring effective ESG reporting and assurance, and in narrowing the expectations 

gap. 

5.6.2 Recommendations for Practice 

It is also recommended for professional bodies to roll out more capacity-building programmes and 

trainings to equip the professionals for the ESG reporting and assurance. As an emerging trend in 

their professional practice the report providers and assurance providers also fall short of certain 

technical competencies for effective ESG reporting and assurance. More training and capacity-

building programmes for reporters and assurance providers would serve a very good purpose in 

narrowing the expectations gap. As the ESG reporting and assurance requires a multi-disciplinary 
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approach, it is also recommended for business organizations and assurance providers to start 

building multidisciplinary teams or units in their organizations for effective ESG reporting and 

assurance. 

It is also recommended that the general populace be educated and be brought to a better realization 

of the ESG concerns. School curriculums may be developed for courses on ESG to educate 

students and bring them to appreciate the need for environmental and social sustainability. 

Supporting and partnering with civil society organizations to create awareness among the populace 

could also be very helpful in shaping the understanding of the masses and curbing the apathy 

towards ESG issues. 

5.6.3 Recommendations for Future Research 

This study considered organizations as ESG reporters, assurance providers, and users of the ESG 

reports. Thus, all the participants of the study were organizations, though they were represented 

by individuals who responded to the interview questions. Future research may be conducted on 

individuals who engage in ESG reporting and ESG assurance for organizations, and on other 

individual stakeholders such as shareholders, investors, creditors, suppliers, customers, and 

employees. The study also focused on the manufacturing sector in the developing country. Other 

studies on the ESG reporting and assurance expectations gap can focus on other sectors such as 

the mining and oil and gas sectors where ESG issues are also prevalent. Other companies listed on 

the GSE and the banks may also be considered for future research on the subject, as their regulators 

(the GSE and the Bank of Ghana (BoG) respectively) are rolling out principles and guidelines for 

effective ESG reporting and assurance. 
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Moreover, this study has explored the ESG reporting and assurance expectations gap between ESG 

reports and assurance users on the one hand and the providers of ESG reports and assurance on 

the other hand. It would also be interesting to know from further studies whether there are even 

expectation gaps between report providers on one hand, and assurance providers on the other hand, 

as well as between the regulators of the report and assurance providers on one hand, and the other 

users of the reports and assurance on the other hand. 

5.7 Chapter Summary 

This concluding chapter summarized the study's main findings in the context of its objectives and 

presented conclusions based on the findings. It then emphasized the study's contributions to 

knowledge, practice and policy, and recognized its limitations. The chapter concluded with 

recommendations for policy, practice, and future research.  
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APPENDICES 

APPENDIX 1:  

INTERVIEW GUIDE ON UNDERSTANDING ENVIRONMENTAL, SOCIAL AND 

GOVERNANCE (ESG) REPORTING AND ASSURANCE EXPECTATIONS GAP 

Participant’s code:  ______________________________ 

Participant’s type of firm: ______________________________ 

Gender of participant:  ______________________________ 

Location of interview:  ______________________________ 

Interview date and time: ______________________________ 

Interview duration:  ______________________________ 

Background information 

This interview is part of the research for a thesis on ESG reporting and assurance. With your 

permission, all responses would be recorded and handled with anonymity and the utmost 

confidentiality. The responses shall only be used for the purpose of the research. 
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SECTION 1: (FOR ESG REPORTING ORGANIZATIONS) 

Part 1: The ESG Report 

Introductory questions 

1. Could you describe your involvement with ESG reporting anywhere and in this 

organization? 

2. How long have you been involved in the reporting in this organization? 

3. Could you tell when and how your organization started ESG reporting? 

The objective of ESG reporting 

4. Why does your organization prepare ESG reports? 

5. Could you describe the processes and unit(s) involved in capturing data and 

reporting on your Environmental, Social and Governance concerns?  

6. How do you assess your environmental, social and governance performance? 

7. What are the challenges and opportunities you face in reporting on ESG? 

8. Do you think that there are other organizations that also report on ESG? Are they 

really doing ESG reporting or they are just doing something else? 

The content of ESG reports 

9. Who are the targets of your ESG reporting? 

10. What has been the trend of information contained in the ESG reports (has the kind 

of information been changing or not)? 

11. Which ESG reporting framework/standard (do you use and which one) do you 

consider more appropriate for ESG reporting? 
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12. What makes you think that the target stakeholders are fine with the form of the 

reports and the information provided in them? 

13. How prepared are you to move from voluntary to mandatory ESG reporting? 

Part 2: Assurance of the ESG Report  

14. What has been the trend of the assurance you seek on the reports? 

15. Why does your organization seek those assurance services on the reports? 

16. What category of assurance providers have you been engaging? 

17. Could you describe the preparations and procedures you go through to get your 

ESG reports assured? 

18. How prepared are you to move from voluntary to mandatory ESG assurance? 

19. Do you have any other comment you would like to add to the subject? 
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SECTION 2: (FOR ESG REPORT ASSURANCE SERVICE PROVIDERS ) 

1. Could you describe your involvement with ESG report assurance? 

2. How long have you been involved in the assurance? 

3. Could you describe the set-up of the ESG assurance unit of this firm? (considering 

how the unit(s) is/are built and the background of the people involved) 

4. Who do you think are the targets of the assurance reports? 

5. How different are the ESG assurance procedures from the financial statement 

auditing procedures?  

6. What influences the format and expressions used in the assurance report? 

7. Which assurance framework/standard (do you use and which one) do you consider 

more appropriate for ESG report assurance? 

8. What makes you think that the stakeholders are fine with the format and content of 

the assurance report? 

9. Do you have any other comment you would like to add to the subject? 
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SECTION 3: (FOR ESG REPORT (AND ASSURANCE) USERS) 

The Institute of Chartered Accountants, Ghana (ICAG) and  

The Department of Factories Inspectorate (DFI) 

General introductory questions 

1. Could you describe your role in this organization? 

2. How long have you been serving in your current position in this organization? 

PART 1: ESG REPORTING 

The objective of ESG reporting 

3. Why should organizations prepare ESG reports? 

4. It is believed that Environmental and social impact risks and opportunities are 

identified and managed with the aid of ESG reporting (Brenden, 2022). How well 

do the ESG reports help to do this? 

5. Building trust and transparency with investors and other stakeholders as well as 

drawing sustainable investors is another factor taken into account when preparing 

ESG reports (Brenden, 2022). What are your views on this? 

6. Do you think that organizations are really doing ESG reporting or they are just 

doing something else? 

The content of ESG reports 

7. How well do users of the report understand the information contained in it? 
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8. Which ESG reporting framework/standard do you consider more appropriate for 

ESG reporting? 

9. Which department in organizations do you consider more appropriate to provide 

the ESG reports? 

10. What do you understand by “true and fair view”? 

11. What are your views on the move from voluntary to mandatory ESG reporting? 

12. Are the present format and content of the ESG reports adequate in meeting the 

users’ requirements? 

ESG reporting in the Ghanaian environment (the limitations) 

13. How are the objectives and scope of ESG reporting influenced in the African 

context and in a developing country such as Ghana? 

14. What factors do you consider capable of distorting the message being 

communicated in the ESG reports? 

15. What specific information do you think that investors and other stakeholders in 

Ghana would want to be included in the ESG reports? 

Part 2: ESG Report Assurance 

16. What do you consider as the objective of ESG report assurance? 

17. What is your opinion on the move from voluntary to mandatory ESG assurance? 

18. Which assurance framework/standard do you consider more appropriate for ESG 

report assurance? 

19. How appropriate are the financial statement auditors for assuring ESG reports? 
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20. To what extent do you think that the present format and content of ESG reports 

assurance are adequate in meeting the users’ requirements? 

21. What specific information do you think that investors and other stakeholders in 

Ghana would want to be included in the ESG assurance reports? 

22. Do you have any other comment you would like to add to the subject? 
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Ghana Standards Authority (GSA) 

Introductory questions 

1. Could you describe your role in this organization? 

2. How long have you been serving in your current position in this organization? 

The objective of ESG reporting 

3. How do you ensure that organizations provide ESG reports? 

4. What category of organizations are mandated to submit these reports and how 

regular are they to do so? 

5. Putting aside the fact that it is a requirement (for certain industries) do you find 

organizations really doing ESG reporting or they are just trying to comply or they 

are doing something else? 

6. What are the challenges and opportunities you encounter as far as the reporting, 

monitoring and certification are concerned? 

The content of ESG reports 

7. Do you find the reports adequate and credible enough for what you need them for? 

8. Which ESG reporting framework/standard do you consider more appropriate for 

the reporting? 

9. Could you describe the set-up and processes of the unit(s) responsible for the 

monitoring/testing/certification of the ESG performances of the organizations? 

10. How does the unit(s) assess each component of the ESG reports provided by 

organizations? 
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11. What are some of the specific issues under each of the ESG components that the 

organizations are supposed to report on? 

12. Do you have any other comment you would like to add to the subject? 
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Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 

Introductory questions 

1. Could you describe your role in this organization? 

2. How long have you been serving in your current position in this organization? 

The objective of ESG reporting 

3. How do you ensure that organizations provide you with environmental reports, 

environmental management plan and such other reports? 

4. What category of organizations are mandated to submit these reports and how 

regular are they to do so? 

5. Putting aside the fact that it is a requirement for such category of organizations do 

you find organizations doing what they actually report, or they just complete the 

application forms and do something else? 

6. What are the challenges and opportunities you encounter as far as the reporting, 

monitoring and certification are concerned? 

The content of ESG reports 

7. Do you find the reports adequate and credible enough for what you need them for? 

8. Which (international/local) framework/standard do you adopt/consider more 

appropriate for the reporting. Otherwise, what influences the format and content of 

the reports? 
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9. Could you describe the set-up and processes of the unit(s) responsible for the 

monitoring/testing/certification of the environmental performances of the 

organizations? 

10. How does/do the unit(s) assess each component of the reports provided by 

organizations? 

11. Do you have any other comment you would like to add to the subject? 
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Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) 

Introductory questions 

1. Could you describe your role in this organization? 

2. How long have you been serving in your current position in this organization? 

The objective of ESG reporting 

1. What are some of the complaints/concerns of the public towards business 

organizations as far as ESG issues are concerned? 

2. How important is it to require that business organizations prepare ESG reports? 

The content of ESG reports 

3. To what extent are the present formats and contents of the reports found to be 

adequate and credible? 

4. Do you find business organizations doing what they actually report or they just 

give some ESG information but do something else? 

5. What factors do you find contributing to why businesses report on what they have 

not done or do not do? 

6. What are your views on the move from voluntary to mandatory ESG reporting (and 

assurance)? 

7. What specific information do you think that they are of interest to the public and 

should to include in the ESG reports? 

8. Could you suggest how ESG reports should be assured? 

9. Do you have any other comment you would like to add to the subject? 
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APPENDIX 2: 

CATEGORIES AND CODING SCHEME FOR THE ANALYSIS OF THE ANNUAL 

REPORTS  

(Adapted from the GRI G4 Sustainability Reporting Guidelines, 2013 and Baier et al.’s (2020) 

word list for ESG) 

ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUES   

Materials   

G4 DMA   

G4-EN1       Materials used by weight or volume 

G4-EN2       Percentage of materials used that are recycled input 

materials 

Energy   

G4 DMA   

G4-EN3       Energy consumption within the organization 

G4-EN4       Energy consumption outside of the organization 

G4-EN5       Energy intensity 

G4-EN6       Reduction of energy consumption 

G4-EN7       Reductions in energy requirements of products and 

services 

Water   

G4 DMA   

G4-EN8 Total water withdrawal by source 
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G4-EN9 Water sources significantly affected by withdrawal of 

water 

G4-EN10     Percentage and total volume of water recycled and 

reused 

Biodiversity   

G4 DMA   

G4-EN11     Operational sites owned, leased, managed in, or 

adjacent to, protected areas and areas of high 

biodiversity value outside protected areas 

G4-EN12     Description of significant impacts of activities, 

products, and services on biodiversity in protected 

areas and areas of high biodiversity value outside 

protected areas 

G4-EN13     Habitats protected or restored 

G4-EN14     Total number of IUCN red list species and national 

conservation list species with habitats in areas affected 

by operations, by level of extinction risk 

Emissions   

G4 DMA   

G4-EN15 Direct greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions (scope 1) 

G4-EN16 Energy indirect greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions 

(scope 2) 
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G4-EN17 Other indirect greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions 

(scope 3) 

G4-EN18 Greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions intensity 

G4-EN19 Reduction of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions 

G4-EN20    Emissions of ozone-depleting substances (ODS) 

G4-EN21     NOx, SOx, and other significant air emissions 

Effluents and waste   

G4-EN22    Total water discharge by quality and destination 

G4-EN23    Total weight of waste by type and disposal method 

G4-EN24     Total number and volume of significant spills 

G4-EN26     Identity, size, protected status, and biodiversity value 

of water bodies and related habitats significantly 

affected by the organization’s discharges of water and 

runoff 

Products and services   

G4-EN27     Extent of impact mitigation of environmental impacts 

of products and services 

G4-EN28     Percentage of products sold and their packaging 

materials that are reclaimed by category 

Compliance   

G4 DMA   
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G4-EN29     Monetary value of significant fines and total number 

of non-monetary sanctions for non-compliance with 

environmental laws and regulations 

Transport   

G4-EN30     Significant environmental impacts of transporting 

products and other goods and materials for 

the organization’s operations, and transporting 

members of the workforce 

Overall   

G4-EN31     Total environmental protection expenditures and 

investments by type 

Supplier environmental assessment   

G4-EN32     Percentage of new suppliers that were screened using 

environmental criteria 

G4-EN33     Significant actual and potential negative 

environmental impacts in the supply chain and actions 

taken 

Environmental grievance 

mechanisms 

  

G4-EN34     Number of grievances about 

environmental impacts filed, 

addressed, and resolved through formal grievance 

mechanisms 
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SOCIAL ISSUES   

Labor practices and decent work   

Employment   

G4-LA1 Total number and rates of new employee hires and 

employee turnover by age group, gender and region 

G4-LA2 Benefits provided to full-time employees that are not 

provided to temporary or part-time employees, by 

significant locations of operation 

G4-LA3 Return to work and retention rates after parental leave, 

by gender 

Labor/management relations   

G4-LA4  Minimum notice periods regarding operational 

changes, including whether these are specified in 

collective agreements 

Occupational health and safety   

G4 DMA   

G4-LA5 Percentage of total workforce represented in formal 

joint management–worker health and safety 

committees that help monitor and advise on 

occupational health and safety programs 

G4-LA6 Type of injury and rates of injury, occupational 

diseases, lost days, and absenteeism, and total number 

of work-related fatalities, by region and by gender 
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G4-LA7 Workers with high incidence or high risk of diseases 

related to their occupation 

G4-LA8 Health and safety topics covered in formal agreements 

with trade unions 

Training and education   

G4-LA9       Average hours of training per year per employee by 

gender, and by employee category 

G4-LA10     Programs for skills management and lifelong learning 

that support the continued employability of employees 

and assist them in managing career endings 

G4-LA11     Percentage of employees receiving regular 

performance and career development reviews, by 

gender and by employee category 

Diversity and equal opportunity   

G4-LA12 Composition of governance bodies and breakdown of 

employees per employee category according to 

gender, age group, minority group membership, and 

other indicators of diversity 

G4-LA13 Ratio of basic salary and 

remuneration of women to men by 

employee category, by significant locations of 

operation 
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Supplier assessment for labor 

practices 

  

G4-LA14     Percentage of new suppliers that were screened using 

labor practices criteria 

G4-LA15  Significant actual and potential negative impacts for 

labor practices in the supply chain and actions taken 

Labor practices grievance 

mechanisms 

  

G4-LA16     Number of grievances about labor practices filed, 

addressed, and resolved through formal grievance 

mechanisms 

Human rights   

Investment   

G4-HR1 Total number and percentage of significant investment 

agreements and contracts that include human rights 

clauses or that underwent human rights screening 

G4-HR2      Total hours of employee training on human rights 

policies or procedures concerning aspects of human 

rights that are relevant to operations, including the 

percentage of employees trained 

Non-discrimination   
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G4-HR3      Total number of incidents of 

discrimination and corrective 

actions taken 

Freedom of association and 

collective bargaining 

  

G4-HR4      Operations and suppliers identified in which the right 

to exercise freedom of association and collective 

bargaining may be violated or at significant risk, and 

measures taken to support 

these rights 

Child labor   

G4-HR5      Operations and suppliers identified as having 

significant risk for incidents of child labor, and 

measures taken to contribute to the effective abolition 

of child labor 

Forced or compulsory labor   

G4-HR6      Operations and suppliers identified as having 

significant risk for incidents of forced or compulsory 

labor, and measures to contribute to the elimination of 

all forms of forced or compulsory labor 

Security practices   
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G4-HR7      Percentage of security personnel trained in the 

organization’s human rights policies or procedures 

that are relevant to operations 

Indigenous rights   

G4-HR8      Total number of incidents of violations involving 

rights of indigenous peoples and actions taken 

Assessment   

G4-HR9      Total number and percentage of operations that have 

been subject to human rights reviews or impact 

assessments 

Supplier human rights assessment   

G4-HR10    Percentage of new suppliers that were screened using 

human rights criteria 

G4-HR11    Significant actual and potential negative human rights 

impacts in the supply chain and actions taken 

Human rights grievance 

mechanisms 

  

G4-HR12    Number of grievances about human rights impacts 

filed, addressed, and resolved through formal 

grievance mechanisms 

Society   

Local communities   

G4 DMA   
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G4-SO1      Percentage of operations with implemented local 

community engagement, impact assessments, and 

development programs 

G4-SO2       Operations with significant actual and potential 

negative impacts on local communities 

Anti-corruption   

G4 DMA   

G4-SO3 Total number and percentage of operations assessed 

for risks related to corruption and the significant risks 

identified 

G4-SO4 Communication and training on anti- corruption 

policies and procedures 

G4-SO5 Confirmed incidents of corruption and actions taken 

Public policy   

G4 DMA   

G4-SO6       Total value of political contributions by country and 

recipient/beneficiary 

Anti-competitive behavior   

G4 DMA   

G4-SO7       Total number of legal actions for anti-competitive 

behavior, anti-trust, and monopoly practices and their 

outcomes 

Compliance   
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G4 DMA   

G4-SO8       Monetary value of significant fines and total number 

of non-monetary sanctions for non-compliance with 

laws and regulation 

Supplier assessment for impacts on 

society 

  

G4-SO9       Percentage of new suppliers that were screened using 

criteria for impacts on society 

G4-SO10     Significant actual and potential negative impacts on 

society in the supply chain and actions taken 

Grievance mechanisms for impacts 

on society 

  

G4-SO11     Number of grievances about impacts on society filed, 

addressed, and resolved through formal grievance 

mechanisms 

Product responsibility   

Customer health and safety   

G4-PR1       Percentage of significant product and service 

categories for which health and safety impacts are 

assessed for improvement 

G4-PR2       Total number of incidents of non- compliance with 

regulations and voluntary codes concerning the health 
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and safety impacts of products and services during 

their life cycle, by type of outcomes 

Product and service labelling   

G4-PR3 Type of product and service information required by 

the organization’s procedures for product and service 

information and labelling, and percentage of 

significant product and service categories subject to 

such information requirements 

G4-PR4 Total number of incidents of non- compliance with 

regulations and voluntary codes concerning product 

and service information and labelling, by type of 

outcomes 

G4-PR5 Results of surveys measuring customer satisfaction 

Marketing communications   

G4-PR6 Sale of banned or disputed products 

G4-PR7 Total number of incidents of 

non-compliance with regulations and voluntary codes 

concerning marketing communications, 

including advertising, promotion, and sponsorship, by 

type of outcomes 

G4-PR8 Total number of substantiated complaints regarding 

breaches of customer privacy and losses of customer 

data 
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Compliance   

G4-PR9        Monetary value of significant fines for non-

compliance with laws and regulations concerning the 

provision and use of products and services 

GOVERNANCE ISSUES   

G4-34 G4-35 G4-36 G4-37 Governance structure 

G4-38 Highest governance body 

G4-39 Highest governance body (Chair) 

G4-40 Nomination process 

G4-41 Conflicts of interest 

G4-42 Role in values and strategy development 

G4-43 Competencies and performance evaluation 

G4-44 Board performance 

G4-45 Board role in Risk management 

G4-46 Board role in Risk management 

G4-47 Frequency of ESG review 

G4-48 Review of CSDR 

G4-49 Reporting critical concerns 

G4-50 Number of critical concerns 

G4-51 Remuneration disclosures 

Ethics and integrity   

G4-56          Codes of conduct 
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 G4-57          

     

Internal and external mechanisms (hotlines, 

whistleblowing) 

Economic category   

Economic performance   

G4 DMA   

G4-EC1 Direct economic value generated and distributed 

G4-EC2 Financial implications and other risks and 

opportunities for the organization’s activities due to 

climate change 

G4-EC3 Coverage of the organization’s defined benefit plan 

obligations 

G4-EC4 Financial assistance received from government 

Market presence   

G4 DMA   

G4-EC5 Ratios of standard entry level wage by gender 

compared to local minimum wage at significant 

locations of operation 

G4-EC6 Proportion of senior management hired from the local 

community at significant locations of operation 

Indirect economic impacts   

G4 DMA   

G4-EC7 Development and impact of infrastructure investments 

and services supported 
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G4-EC8 Significant indirect economic impacts, including the 

extent of impacts 

Procurement practices   

G4 DMA   

G4-EC9       Proportion of spending on local suppliers at significant 

locations of operation 
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APPENDIX 3:  

DETAILS OF INTERVIEWEES 

 Organizati

on 

Category of 

organization 

Numb

er of 

Interv

iewees 

Interviewee’s 

Rank and Code 

Interviewee

’s Years of 

Current 

Work 

Experience 

Interview 

Duration 

1. 1

. 

RP1 Report 

provider 

1 Head of Health & 

Safety 

8 years 33 minutes 

2.  RP2 Report 

provider 

1 Human Resource 

Manager 

5 years 35 minutes 

3.  RP3 Report 

provider 

1 Accountant 3 years 22 minutes 

4.  RP4 Report 

provider 

1 Accountant and 

General 

Manager: 

Finance and 

Administration 

25 years 37 minutes 

5.  AP1 Assurance 

provider 

1 Partner in charge 

of sustainability 

18 years 38 minutes 
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6.  AP2 Assurance 

provider 

1 Assistant 

Manager 

(Governance, 

Risk and 

Compliance) 

4 years 36 minutes 

7.  AP3 Assurance 

provider 

1 Manager 

(Sustainability) 

2 years 11 minutes 

8.  AP4 Assurance 

provider 

5 1 Director, 1 

Manager, 1 

Assistant 

Manager and 2 

Supervisors 

AP4a 

=8years 

AP4b 

=15years 

AP4c 

=10years 

AP4d 

=5years 

AP4e 

=17years 

1 hour, 12 

minutes 

9.  RU1 Regulator 2 Assistant Chief 

Inspector 

(RU1a), and 

RU1a = 14 

years 

51 minutes 
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Senior Inspector 

(RU1b) 

RU1b = 7 

years 

10.  RU2 Regulator 1 Manager 

(Research) 

6 years 44 minutes 

11.  RU3 Regulator 2 Director of 

Finance (RU3a), 

and Member of 

Facilities 

Department 

(RU3b) 

RU3a 

=17years 

RU3b 

=5years 

1 hour, 40 

minutes 

12.  RU4 Regulator 1 Head of 

Department 

12 years 1 hour 1 minute 

13.  CS1 Civil Society 1 Impact Manager 10 years 45 minutes 

14.  CS2 Civil Society 1 Multi-country 

Project Manager 

7 years 33 minutes 

15.  CS3 Civil Society 1 Deputy National 

Director 

11 years 26 minutes 

16.  CS4 Civil Society 1 Coordinator 20 years 37 minutes 
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