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Project Description:

A growing awareness of climate change, social inequality and corporate responsibility means that
investors, regulators, and other stakeholders are demanding more transparency and consistency in
how companies report their sustainability performance. Traditional annual reports, aimed at the
investor community, have been criticised for failing to meet the information needs of stakeholders
and for failing to recognise the growing importance of intangible assets (both within and outside an
organisation’s control) for value creation (Rinaldi et al., 2018). A variety of voluntary reporting bodies
and frameworks have emerged to address this challenge, leading to a widespread awareness of the
importance of sustainability reporting to stakeholders. Recently, there has been rapid consolidation
of these bodies towards the development of a comprehensive global base of standardised, soon to be
mandatory sustainability standards, with the formation of the International Sustainability Standards
Board (ISSB) in 2021, a critical development.

The introduction of mandatory sustainability reporting standards will have many consequences for all
types of organisations, and rigorous academic research is necessary to fully understand these. The
evidence regarding the relationship between sustainability reporting and sustainable behaviour by
organisations is mixed (Narayanan & Adams, 2017; Pucker, 2021). The next five years will be critical in
terms of sustainability reporting becoming institutionalised, and there are, therefore, several
important research avenues to explore in this context, including but not limited to:

e Whether and how mandatory sustainability reporting fosters more sustainable behaviour within
organisations.

¢ How the information needed for sustainability reporting is generated by organisations and linked
to other reporting requirements, and how advances in technology (including Artificial Intelligence)
may influence this.

e Whether and how the prior adoption of voluntary sustainability reporting (including Integrated
Reporting) is significant when organisations begin mandatory reporting.

e How organisations are linking sustainability reporting requirements into their performance
management systems (PMS) (via Sustainability Balanced Scorecards, for example).

e What changes are being made to formal and informal management control systems to embed
sustainability reporting and behaviour.

e An analysis of the ownership of sustainability reporting within organisations, including the role of
the accountant in this context.

e How organisations are upskilling their staff, whether certain aspects of sustainability reporting are
being outsourced and the implications of this.

e Unintended consequences of reporting requirements and avoidance strategies.


https://business-school.open.ac.uk/people/rd8272
https://business-school.open.ac.uk/people/ah28227

We envisage the research project to be flexible according to the interests and background of the PhD
candidate. The supervisory team is open to both qualitative and quantitative research
methodologies.

Expectation:

The doctorate is expected to develop specific research questions within this area and gradually
develop three working papers over the period of three years that are publishable in internationally
recognised academic journals.

It is hoped that the prospective candidate will demonstrate an interest in developing both a
theoretical/conceptual and empirical contribution within this field.

Applicant Specification:

The candidate must express a keen interest in sustainability accounting research. Prior knowledge
and experience in either qualitative and quantitative research methodologies is required, such as a
past undergraduate or postgraduate dissertation.

About the Supervisors:

Ruth Dimes: Research interests are in the area of non-financial and integrated reporting. She is
particularly interested in whether and how external reporting impacts management behaviour. She is
also interested in the use of text analysis techniques in research. Her current research is on Integrated
Reporting and Integrated Thinking, and she is also researching the potential impact of Al on
sustainability reporting.

Anwar Halari : Research is interdisciplinary and centres on the themes of accountability, sustainability,
governance issues and environmental accounting. He is investigating the role of accountants in the
move towards sustainability, with a particular emphasis on accountants attitudes towards
sustainability, identity group norms and professional and societal norms. He is also exploring how
accountabilities are enacted within governance structures in religious organisations with a particular
focus on everyday practices of accountability. His recent work was published in Qualitative Research
in Accounting and Management where he explored accountants perspectives of their engagement in
the circular economy. Anwar also wrote a piece on what COVID-19 means for universities'

sustainability plans.
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