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Abstract 

The increasing interest in how companies affect the societies in which they operate, is generating 

pressure to release this kind of information. This interest has led the European Union to produce 

a directive that requires member states to implement legislative actions, in order to force companies 

to report on sustainability. However, many of the companies affected by the new directive already 

report on CSR. Why then, are some companies already reporting on CSR and what kind of driving 

factors generate these reports. This study looks in to the trends and driving factors behind CSR 

disclosure within the Swedish real estate sector. The real estate sector is considered interesting due 

to its large environmental impact, being responsible for roughly 36 % of the Swedish energy 

consumption. The trends and drivers are identified through a longitudinal content analysis of the 

publicly listed real estate companies, which will be affected by the implementation of the directive. 

The analysis is based on the annual reports of the selected companies over a six-year period. The 

results of the research show that environmental factors are the most reported on, followed by the 

labour practices. Furthermore, the study shows that building certifications are most likely 

generating disclosure content. Finally, the findings also show the development of a more 

comprehensive disclosure within CSR topics. 
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1. Introduction 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

This section will provide a brief background of CSR, followed by a problem discussion in the real estate sector 

which then will be supplemented by research questions and a defined purpose. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

1.1 Background 

As the influence of corporations grow in the global environment, where corporate actions 

now are powerful enough to create crisis’s within economics, the environment, and 

societies at large (Horrigan, B., 2010). It only seems natural that groups affected would be 

interested stakeholders, pushing for corporate social responsibility. There is also incentives 

for the adaption of it, as CSR actions are argued to create billions of dollars in value every 

year (Thomas W. Dunfee, 2008).  

 

Although there is an inherent value within CSR, there is a problem of defining what is 

encompassed within the term. This is a problem partly due to the vast resources allocated to 

invest in CSR activities, which creates the need for a definition, where B. Sheehy (2015) 

describes it as an "international private business self-regulation". The CSR domain is by 

many scholars considered self-regulatory, but the problem with this definition is the current 

legislative actions taken in countries like the UK, Denmark and Norway (Horrigan, B., 2010). 

Legislative actions have recently also been taken in Sweden as a result of the European 

Directive 2014/95/EU, which is a main contributor to our research with the new 

sustainability addition in the Swedish Annual Accounts Act. This new law regulates what 

certain corporations must include in their annual reports. Thus, the trend of CSR reporting 

seems to be moving towards an increased legislative nature. This also holds true when 

looking at the implementation of the Directive 2014/95/EU, that requires a substantial 

number of corporations to "disclose relevant environmental and social information" in a non-financial 

report. 

 

However, there are other reasons for companies to disclose sustainability information than 

from legislative demands. As Mahoney et al. (2013) notes, companies that are considered 

"good"; enjoy lower cost of capital, have an easier time attracting employees, as well as being 

better at retaining employees. Companies that engage in CSR practices also enjoy greater 
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customer loyalty due to a positive image and easier identification with the company from a 

customer perspective (Marin et al., 2009). 

 

The associated benefits can create risks in the validity of sustainable reporting, in which 

companies might use CSR as a marketing tool (Lyon and Maxwell, 2014). Institutions like 

the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (2011) has therefore put 

together guidelines, targeting larger multinational companies (MNCs), in order to push for 

the disclosing of "accurate information". Likewise, we have seen the rise of standards and 

certifications utilized by companies to harmonize, such as environmental management 

systems (EMS) like ISO14001 and reporting standards like the Global Reporting Initiative 

(GRI) and Integrated Reporting (IR). Moreover, companies are becoming keen on 

establishing membership in non-profit organizations and networks to improve social 

responsibility, like Swedish Green Building Council (SGBC). 

1.2 Problem discussion 

 

The real estate sector is a major part of the energy consumption in the world, which 

accounted for 40 percent of the total energy consumption in the US in the year of 2015 (U.S. 

EIA, 2016). This is in line with the Swedish energy consumption, where buildings accounted 

for roughly 36 percent of the total energy consumption in 2015 (Energimyndigheten, 2015) 

However, research has shown that it is possible to reduce the amount of energy used by as 

much as 25 percent and in some cases even more when building to certain standards (Turner 

& Frankel, 2008). This suggest that there is potential to reduce this sectors impact on the 

climate. Furthermore, studies suggest that reductions in energy usage could be accomplished 

in a reasonably cost effective manner. This could be achieved through better insulation of 

buildings, more effective heating/cooling systems as well as reduced energy demand from 

appliances and lighting fixtures within buildings. Thus, also reducing greenhouse gas 

emissions (Enkvist et al., 2007). This has created an interest in how real estate companies 

work with and disclose their sustainability. 

 

As there are legislative movements and substantial benefits from sustainability actions to be 

made, many companies have already adapted to the increasing demands and are reporting on 

sustainability to prevent further regulation (Gamerschlag et al., 2011). Many Swedish real 

estate companies are increasing environmental efforts by certifying their buildings with 
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Swedish Green Building Council (SGBC). Research has shown that certified buildings, if 

implemented correctly, can reduce energy consumption (Turner & Frankel, 2008).  

However, there is concern among some scholars that CSR is not meeting the societal 

expectations of sustainable accountability (Bondy et al., 2012; Gray and Milne, 2007). As 

Gray and Milne (2007, p. 191-194) states, the optimistic hopes of sustainable reporting has 

fallen short and barely had any mark on underlying work. They argue that "especially voluntary 

reporting... could do more harm than good". 

 

There is also concern in what direction the voluntary CSR disclosures are moving, as some 

studies suggest MNCs mainly practice CSR activities for strategic reasons. Thus, moving 

away from the societal perception of CSR, in which a company addresses the impact it has 

on various stakeholder and rather strategize CSR as a tool for growth (Bondy et al., 2012). 

This generates an interesting enquiry in what and how the reporting of sustainability is 

developing, in which we aim to contribute to the research within CSR by investigating the 

trends and movements of sustainable reporting. Previous research (as well as content in 

corporate sustainability reports) have often focused on environmental disclosures, 

consequently leaving the wider term of sustainability, including the reporting on fair 

operating practices, human rights, community and society issues untouched (Gamerschlag et 

al., 2011; Gray and Milne, 2007, p. 191-194). Thus focusing on identifying different shifts 

and trends in the practice of sustainable reporting, as well as driving factors, might 

supplement some insights to the existing research. 

1.3 Research questions 

What are the main trends within CSR disclosure of Swedish listed real estate companies? 
 
What are the drivers of CSR disclosure for Swedish listed real estate companies? 
 

How are the main CSR topics presented and described? 
 

1.4 Purpose 

The purpose of this research is to investigate trends in the CSR disclosure of Swedish listed 

companies focusing on the real estate sector.  

1.5 Delimitations 

This study examines the disclosure practices of publicly listed real estate firms in the Swedish 

market. The study is limited to the firms affected by the new Directive 2014/95/EU. 
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2. Literature review 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

This section will describe briefly the development of CSR, further on which theoretical approaches taken in 

this study, followed by current legislative movements in CSR. Also, there will be an outlining of building 

certifications and their development and describing their impact on the organisations.  

______________________________________________________________________ 

Working with sustainability might not be such a recent phenomenon as to originate in the 

last couple of decades, albeit perhaps not as refined as todays methods of working with 

sustainability. As Crowther (2003) shows, there are examples such as the business owner in 

the time of the industrial revolution building affordable housing next to his factories. 

Although one can find examples of solitary sustainable actions, it would not be until 1953, 

that Howard R. Bowen conceptualized the CSR term in his book “Social Responsibilities of 

the Businessman”. A book in which he explained his thought of the moral obligation of 

businessmen to pursue actions that benefit the society at large (Bowen, 1953). Thus, creating 

a new field of corporate responsibility, that many consider him to be the founding father of 

(Acquier et al., 2011). The development of the world in the succeeding years would expand 

the field outside scholarly research. This was partly due to growing concern about the 

environment, which also lead to the "Brundtland report" in 1987, when the UN put together 

a commission to form a unified understanding of the term "sustainable 

development"(WCED, 1987). The definition;   

"Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability 

of future generations to meet their own needs"  

was one of several contributors to the development of sustainability among corporations. 

The report also highlighted the positive potential for economic growth as an incentive for 

sustainable actions (WCED, 1987). Previous individual acts such as the Equal Pay Act 1970 

and the Health & Safety Act 1974 in the UK continued the progress and further developed 

CSR. The continuation with the start of annual employee reports could be seen as a 

predecessor of the contemporary CSR reports (Idowu, S. O., & Towler, B. A., 2004). Even 

though the motives of the early actions in the industrial era can be questioned, such as the 

affordable worker homes. The motives of working with sustainability, and the reporting of 

it, can be questioned today as well. 
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2.1 Theoretical approaches 

As Deegan (2002) pointed out organizational legitimacy within the institutional theory might 

give a theoretical approach to why companies would voluntarily disclose CSR. As companies 

might try to legitimize activities through CSR-reporting, suggesting that disclosure is a 

defensive measure in order to comply within societal pressure and legislation, due to 

corporate effect on society (Russo-Spena, T., 2016). Increasing legitimacy and reputation 

from a company perspective can be achieved in different ways. Some companies have chosen 

to adopt voluntary accounting standard such as the GRI, which has been shown to increase 

legitimacy (Nikolaeva, R., & Bicho, M., 2011).  

 

Other companies might report CSR to mitigate risk and to give investors a better 

understanding of organizations inherent risks not attributed to the finances (Beck et al. 2010). 

In this approach, the stakeholder theory could further explain why a company would choose 

to report on sustainability and its environmental and societal impact. The stakeholder theory 

explanation of CSR is supported through the findings of Sweeney and Coughlan (2008), who 

found that there is a significant difference in how businesses in different sectors report on 

CSR in respect to stakeholders. As the reports meet the demand of salient stakeholders, they 

therefore make the claim that it could be used as a marketing tool. Consequently, 

organizations can voluntarily choose to disclose information that portrays a more beneficial 

view of itself in the eyes of society in an attempt to redirect attention from negative aspects 

of the organization (Rimmel, G., & Jonäll, K., 2016).  

 

The stakeholder and organizational legitimacy approach are not isolated from each other, 

but rather seen as interrelated (Russo-Spena, T., 2016). However, when looking at 

organizational legitimacy as Suchman (1995) described it as "the generalized perception that 

the actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate within larger socially constructed 

system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions". This would suggest that disclosure is based 

on moral grounds, while stakeholder theory could explain it as stakeholder management. 

Thus, stakeholder culture as well as organizational culture arising from previous problem 

solving situations in respect to stakeholders will affect the decisions made by management, 

which alter their actual actions from how they are supposed to act (Jones et al., 2007).  

 

However, there are also other reasons for sustainable reporting, such as a base for 

competitive edge (Jose, A., & Lee, S. M., 2007). As found by Beck et al., (2010) the content 
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quality of reporting is lacking, due to the prioritizing of portraying a positive image of the 

organization, rather than being the intended investment aid. Hence, as Unerman (2007, p.87) 

outlined it is important that there is a systematic process in reporting systems to effectively 

benefit, not just some stakeholders, but society at large. Furthermore, he also noted the need 

for result indicators in reporting, which is implemented as a requirement in the new Swedish 

sustainability law (Årsredovisningslagen, 6:10-14). 

 

In a recent international survey of corporate responsibility reporting, developed by KPMG, 

where they investigate the G250 list they found that the main driver for corporate 

responsibility reporting was the legislative factor (KPMG, 2015). The same survey is 

conducted every three years by KPMG and during 2008 one of the main drivers for CSR 

reporting was due to ethical considerations (KPMG, 2008). As concluded by Goldberg et al., 

(2011) the expectations from corporations are changing regarding CSR, because of 

continuous interactions from governments and citizens and rise of economic power from 

the private sector. Further, the authors mention how the reporting of CSR has changed to a 

proactive strategic approach rather than a reactive risk management approach which 

correlates well with the conclusions of Jones et al., (2007). 

 

Reporting on human resources is nowadays a prominent issue in CSR, which indicates that 

the workforce is a key audience amongst the stakeholders (Gray, Adams, Oven. 2014). As 

depicted by Royle (2005), reporting voluntarily on social activities is a strategy taken to 

persuade policy-makers to not tighten up, or introduce hard forms of regulation, especially 

in many western mainland European countries. On the other side, where proponents for 

social reporting instead argues that it provides an effective mean of enhancing the 

accountability towards employees (AccountAbility, 1999). Gray et al. (2014) mention how 

the later evolvement of purely environmental reporting into a more rounded 'sustainability' 

reporting model, focusing more on the social aspects has led to human capital achieving 

more prominence. Maunders (1981) and Brown (2000) discuss this further in how employees 

can be seen as similar to shareholders, having 'invested' their labour and having their 'capital' 

tied up in the organisation.  
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2.2 Legislative movements 

In the end of 2014, the European Union approved a new directive which would embody 

increasing disclosure requirements for companies’ reporting in non-financial information 

and diversity policies. The objective with the directive was to construct a legislative proposal 

to improve the undertakings’ in disclosure of social and environmental information 

(Directive 2014/95/EU of The European Parliament and of the Council).   

 

The Swedish government adopted the directive by the first of December 2016 through the 

proposition 2015/16:193. This proposal requires companies’ disclosure on sustainability and 

diversity policy (Proposition 2015/16:193). The law will be applied effectively for Swedish 

companies starting their next financial year after 31st of December 2016. However, the 

Swedish government went further and interpreted the Directive in a more ambitious way and 

required public-interest entities which has more than 250 employees to disclose more 

extensively. This is in comparison to the Directive’s scope of 500 employees. This application 

means that instead of just affecting around 100 companies, if the Swedish government would 

have followed the Directive, it will now affect approximately 1600 companies (Swedish 

Government, press release 5th May 2016).  

 

Criticism has been expressed due to the interpretation of lowering the requirement from 500 

to 250 employees, mainly from The Confederation of Swedish Enterprise, which represents 

60 000-member companies with over 1.6 million employees. This makes it the largest and 

most influential business federation in Sweden (Svenskt Näringsliv, 2017). They support the 

disclosure requirements in the directive but do not agree with the Swedish interpretation, 

mainly because of the cost estimation. According to The Confederation of Swedish 

Enterprise, the costs would proceed to around 1-2 million SEK per year, compared to the 

EU Commission’s estimation of 5000-40000 SEK (The Confederation of Swedish 

Enterprise, statement of opinion, 2015).   

 

The Confederation of Swedish Enterprise argues that it is conspicuous to make this 

extension to the 250-limit. They further argue that it is paternalistic behavior i.e. forcing the 

companies that were not obliged to report in respect to the directive, and limit their liberty 

and autonomy by letting the society to decide whether to report on sustainability or not (The 

Confederation of Swedish Enterprise, Statement of Opinion, 2015). They further argue that 

it is up to each company owner to decide how it should conduct its business. Furthermore, 
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they point out that the positive side effects for the society and stakeholders, which are 

claimed to arise due to mandatory sustainability reporting in the memorandum from the 

Swedish Justice Department (2014), are speculative.   

 

The criticism from the Confederation of Swedish Enterprise does not entirely correspond to 

the market research which was conducted a year later by the Swedish analysis company, 

Demoskop. The investigation sampled 467 interviews, with the target group of companies 

that are fulfilling the requirements of disclosure, through the revenue threshold of 350 

MSEK (Demoskop, 2015). The outcome made by Demoskop shows that 73 percent of the 

respondents ranked the legislative proposal as 6 or higher on a scale of 1 to 10, whereas 1 is 

very bad and 10 is very good. In addition, only 6 percent are highly critical (answer between 

1 and 3) while 48 percent are clearly positive (answer between 8 and 10). As in contrast to 

what the Confederation of Swedish Enterprise states, Demoskop found that Swedish 

companies overall are quite positive to the legislative proposal. Their translation of the data 

shows that Swedish companies view sustainability reporting as an important area, which 

could strengthen competition and was also linked to increased sales and profitability 

(Demoskop, 2015). 

 

2.3 Standards and certifications 

A factor that needs to be considered is the trend of certifying buildings in accordance with 

the World Green Building Council (WGBC), which has sub councils in more than 90 

countries worldwide (WGBC, 2016).  

 

The demand for developing sustainable buildings are rising as the insights for the benefits 

from it is increasing. It has led to the doubling of the global green building sector every three 

years (Dodge Research and Analytics, 2016). Some of the benefits, which has been proven 

from green constructions, are reduced maintenance costs, energy costs and water savings 

(USGBC, 2016). This has naturally lead to more cost-effective investments, in which the 

return on investment from green buildings are generally expected to pay for itself in just 

seven years (McGraw Hill Construction, 2012).  

 

Reed and Willis (2013) discuss how corporate sustainability in the real estate sector is driven 

by the increasing attention of green building. Pressure steams from institutional investors, 
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requiring listed companies to disclose on sustainability issues, like greenhouse gas emissions, 

energy and waste and water efficiency. According the authors, investors are becoming more 

engaged with asset managers as they are seeking the environmental, social and governance 

(ESG) performance in order to rank their investments.  Collaboration between USGBC, 

FTSE Group, the National Association of Real Estate Investment Trusts (NAREIT) has 

constructed during 2013 a green property index funds, which will rate the proportional value 

of their holdings that have achieved USBGC’s Leadership in Energy and Environmental 

Design (LEED) (Reed-Willis, 2013). Another driving force is the regulatory, which also puts 

pressure in terms of greenhouse gas emissions and energy. Another factor that asset 

managers must consider are the tax credits given from both the federal, state and local 

authorities.  For instance in the federal level, IRS provides a tax deduction of up to a $1.80 

per square foot for energy efficiency retrofits (Reed-Willis, 2013).  

2.3.1 GRI 

GRI reporting has grown from its origin in 1999 to be the most recognized way of reporting 

CSR performance throughout the world (Brown, H. S., 2009b). It was created due to the lack 

of a unified reporting standard concerning CSR issues, in which the initiative aims to 

standardize the reporting in order to satisfy demand for CSR information (Nikolaeva, R., & 

Bicho, M., 2011). Furthermore, it has generated the possibility of comparability within the 

sustainability field through quantitative measures that are aimed to expand available 

information to stakeholders, and thus seek to reduce the institutional pressure. This is also 

in line with other research, in which the GRI have been described to have a role as an "agent 

of private-civil regulation" (Brown, H. S., 2009b). 

 

Although the content of the GRI reporting is very extensive and covers several topics, the 

initiative has thorough guidelines in determining what is relevant and material enough to be 

included within the report (Buck et al., 2014). The reporting according to the GRI is quite 

common, with 82 percent of the G250 companies using it as a framework, it is inherently an 

accepted standard for sustainability reporting. Therefore, the newer GRI G4 changes with 

increased interest of a wider range of topics, including the sustainability risks within the 

supply chain, are going to influence a large portion of big companies (Lynch, Lynch & 

Casten, 2014). The GRI standard can be seen as an influencer in the progress of sustainability 

reporting. However, a sound criticism towards the GRI is that it is limited to what and how 

companies should report on sustainability. This criticism is referring to that actual 



 

 10 

performance does not necessarily have to correlate with the reporting, as the scope of the 

GRI covers the disclosure part (Vigneau, Humphreys & Moon, 2015). There is also a further 

limitation in how the information that is presented, in itself cannot provide or facilitate 

empowerment or social action (Brown et al., 2009b).  

 

Although, the GRI is limited it is still quite powerful. As companies with good GRI indicator 

performance are also likely performing well financially (Chena, Feldmann & Tanga, 2015). 

One study also suggest that the application of the GRI not only affects the reporting but also 

the management within large MNC’s. This implies that the GRI has a larger impact than just 

in reference to reporting, in which it might also indicate increased sustainability performance 

(Vigneau, Humphreys & Moon, 2015). 

2.3.2 ISO 14001 

The International Organization for Standardization (ISO) is an independent international 

joint organization with a membership of 164 national standard bodies, with the aim to 

develop international Standards. ISO 14001:2015 is an environmental management system, 

which is applicable for any type of organization (ISO, 2015). The standard sets the 

requirements for how an organization can improve its environmental performance in a 

systematic manner. By utilizing the management system, organizations can achieve enhanced 

environmental performance, fulfil compliance obligations and environmental objectives 

(ISO, 2015). By claiming conformity to the ISO 14001:2015, organizations must incorporate 

all of its requirements without exclusions. As stated by Campos et al. (2015) performance 

indicators are most often linked and associated with legal requirements, possibly due to 

fulfilling the environmental regulations. This can be compared to another study made by 

Fryxell, and Szeto (2001) where they investigated the influences of motivations for seeking 

ISO 14001 certification in facilities in Hong Kong. In their results, they found that the 

strongest motivation for seeking certification is the desire to ensure compliance with 

regulations, closely followed to the motivation of improving environmental performance and 

enhancing reputation. Further, they mention the disadvantage with ISO 14001 of not being 

a forceful document with a deficiency of disclosures. A policy statement for a certified facility 

should be available for public, though the interpretation has been to provide a copy upon 

request (Fryxell and Szeto, 2001). Moreover, since disclosures seems to influence corporate 

behavior it is unfortunate that the registrars have interpreted it too liberal (Fryxell and Szeto, 

2001).  Tibor and Feldman (1996) stated that the ultimate goal for the framers of the standard 
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ISO 14001 was not to provide guidance for organizations to operate in an environmentally 

friendly way but also to gain legitimacy amongst all stakeholders around it. 

 

Figure 1. Model of motivations for seeking ISO 14001 certification and effectiveness of EMS 

components. (Fryxell and Szeto, 2001) 

2.3.3 Sweden Green Building Council 

The Sweden Green Building Council is a membership-owned organization, which members 

are operating within the Swedish construction and real estate sector whose ambition is to 

strive for an environmental and a sustainable development in the sector. The SGBC is a part 

of the international organization, World Green Building Council since 2011 (Sweden Green 

Building Council, 2017). In Sweden, the number of certified buildings has increased 

throughout the recent years, see figure 2 (SGBC, 2017).  SGBC is the responsible managing 

organization in Sweden for the standards Miljöbyggnad, LEED, BREEAM and 

Greenbuilding.   
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Figure 2, number of certified buildings per year from 2007-2016 (SGBC, 2017). 

 

2.3.3.1 Miljöbyggnad 

Miljöbyggnad is the most used certification system in Sweden. This certification has been 

developed for Swedish standards with consideration to Swedish constructing regulations.  

The system is easy to apply and cost-effective, currently approximately 900 facilities are 

certified via Miljöbyggnad, out of the total 1 400 certified facilities in SBGC (Figure 3, SGBC, 

2017). A building can reach three different levels, bronze, silver, or gold. As an assessment 

tool, Miljöbyggnad has been shown to be very useful in improving energy efficiency of 

buildings. Especially when renovating buildings for efficiency gains, through the clear 

communicating of specific requirements (Brown et al., 2013). Furthermore, the 

Miljöbyggnad certification has been promoted for its relative simplicity compared to other 

building certifications, in which it highlights the feasible criteria as well as the importance of 

those criteria. Thus, as Medineckiene et al. (2015) argues, a non-complicated assessment tool 

is also a useful tool. 
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Figure 3, number of certified buildings by certification as per 2017-05-02 (SGBC, 2017). 
 

2.3.3.2 LEED 

The Leadership in Energy in Environmental Design (LEED) is the most used green building 

standard certification worldwide. The LEED organization has over 89.600 projects going 

worldwide spread over 164 countries and territories (USGBC, 2016). The standard was set 

out by the USBGC and within the system, the building is ranked upon several areas, including 

water usage, energy usage, ambient environment, material, and indoor climate. Each area has 

a set of corresponding criteria’s that need to be fulfilled. The LEED credits can be connected 

to the GRI indicators to disclose performance related to LEED (ISOS Group, 2014). 

 

The LEED system works on a credit based score, in which the LEED v4. a total of 110 

points would be a perfectly done renovation or new construction. This checklist also has 

consideration of disclosure within it (R&D Magazine, 2014). This is an interesting aspect as 

it might push for increased disclosure when striving for higher points. As Baer (2013) argues, 

even if this would mean that not so flattering materials that are used is being disclosed. This 

would in turn most likely push material manufacturers to improve their products. The 

expansion of sustainable responsibility to also include the supply chain and thus putting 

pressure on them as well is an interesting factor also existing in the GRI (Lynch, Lynch & 

Casten, 2014). 
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2.3.3.3 BREEAM 

The Building Research Establishment Environmental Assessment Method (BREEAM) is 

likewise LEED, an international environmental certification system, with more than 2.2 

million buildings that are registered in the BREEAM system. By utilizing the system, 

sustainable values in each of the categories such as energy and ecology, can be measured. 

Examples of categories are design durability and resilience, adaption to climate change, 

carbon emission reduction, ecological value, and biodiversity protection (Building Research 

Establishment Ltd, 2017). BREEAM is also compatible with the reporting system of GRI 

(BRE Global Ltd., 2011). In a study conducted amongst office buildings in London, 

BREEAM certified buildings has been proven to increase both transactions and rental 

premiums (Chegut, Eichholtz, Kok, 2012). The authors conclude that certified buildings in 

a neighbourhood make a positive price-impact, or gentrification, to non-certified buildings 

surrounding them. Further, they mention how the premium for building green will impact 

the other way around, creating a discount effect for building non-green, 'brown', buildings. 

This will then trigger a pressure towards facility owners to build and certificate into 

BREEAM, because of the economic externalities, and in the end result in a more 

environmentally friendly development.  

2.3.3.4 GreenBuilding 

The Greenbuilding was an EU initiative during the period 2004-2014 with the overall goal 

to enhance the energy effectiveness in the sector. Since 2010, the SGBC is responsible of 

running Greenbuilding in Sweden (SGBC, 2017). A specific measurement for a building to 

be certified and recognized as a Greenbuilding is a 25 percent decrease in energy usage from 

the reference year (SGBC, 2017). In a recent research conducted in Europe, it was shown 

that the average percentage savings amounts to 41 percent, exceeding the 25 percent 

requirement (Valentová, 2011). Further, in the same study, which measured a time frame of 

four years of the GreenBuilding Project, ranging from 2006-2009, it was concluded that 

buildings certified with GreenBuilding were outperforming the average buildings within the 

same country and that the total energy savings accounted to over 304 GWh per year 

(Valentová, 2011). In the end of 2009, out of the total 286 GreenBuilding certified buildings, 

107 was registered in Sweden, clearly outperforming the rest of the union (Valentová, 2011).  

2.4 Greenwashing 

Although there are benefits linked to sustainability reporting, several scholars have in recent 

years raised the question of what the real value CSR is. (Arena et al, 2014). As Lyon and 
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Maxwell (2014) found there are some companies that use partial sustainability disclosures to 

greatly improve public perception of the company. Positive information and outcomes are 

brought forward negative aspects are not, which they argue can prevent negative publicity 

and opinion of the company. This phenomena is labelled with the term 'Greenwashing'. A 

term that the Oxford dictionary defines as; "Disinformation disseminated by an organization so as 

to present an environmentally responsible public image” (Oxford University Press, 2017).  

 

Lyon and Maxwell (2014) found that the implementation of environmental management 

systems (EMS), for example ISO14001, could reduce incentives for greenwashing. 

Subsequently, they suggest that through EMS managers get information about 

environmental impacts, which the authors argue, makes them unable to claim ignorance 

when not fully disclosing. The EMS would therefore work as a safety measure against 

greenwashing. 

 

Although societal pressures can work as an incentive for companies to adapt sustainability 

policies, Ramus et al. (2005) argues that the main motivator is economical. Thus, the 

argument in the proposition (Proposition 2015/16:193) of increased competition and 

economic benefits could increase the attractiveness of the new law. As Porter and Kramer 

(2006) suggests "it can be a potent source of innovation and competitive advantage". Therefore showing 

the importance of restricting systems, where sustainability is not only an economical 

marketing tool. 
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3. Method 

______________________________________________________________________ 

This section will describe how the study has been conducted and how the data has been collected and analyzed. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

3.1 Methodology 

Our study of trends within CSR in the real estate sector is taking the form of a longitudinal 

analysis by using the content analysis method. By using the content analysis, we are able to 

analyze historical data and thereby spot trends that might occur over several years. This is 

supported by Berelson (1952) who states that content analysis enables the researcher to 

describe trends in the communication content. Further, the content analysis enables the 

researcher to simplify the data. As Berelson (1952) suggests, a systematic classification 

compared throughout time can provide valuable facts. Previously several studies have used 

the content analysis method to examine the main elements within CSR disclosure (Campbell 

2004; Gray et al. 2001; Russo-Spena, T., 2016). In this study, a coding scheme was produced 

in respect to objectives that is addressed in the Directive 2014/95/EU, the Swedish law on 

reporting on non-financial information and ISO 26000. 

The focus in this study is to examine only one industry, our predictions are that they will 

report and disclose in a similar way, thus allowing us to gather more interesting and 

thorough insights. The motivation of choosing the real estate sector was mainly because it 

represents a large output in the energy consumption (U.S. EIA, 2016; Energimyndigheten, 

2015). Besides environmental issues, we are interested to investigate whether other subjects 

such as human rights, community and society development issues and consumer issues, are 

driving trends in their reporting. 

3.2 Data Collection 

In order to spot the trends we used a qualitative analysis of the annual reports and 

sustainability reports by the sampled companies over a six-year period (from 2011 to 2016).  

As previous research, we searched for the reports under various synonyms that could contain 

the annual and sustainability reports (Russo-Spena, T., 2016; Mahoney et al., 2013). Since the 

targeted sample was based on Swedish companies, we used words such as; "årsredovisning"  
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(annual report) "hållbarhetsredovisning" (sustainability report). When a company had both 

an annual report and a sustainability report, we prioritized the sustainability report in order 

to not double count. This was done on our entire sample of 21 companies, which are the 21 

largest real estate companies that are listed in Sweden. We used the database, Retriever 

Fig 4. Data collection. Source Developed by authors. 

Business, provided by the university to identify the companies. We searched for listed 

companies with a filtration to the real estate sector. Our analysis included all firms in the 

sector with a revenue threshold of 350 MSEK for the years of 2015 and 2014. This choice 

was made with respect to the revenue threshold criteria in the newly introduced law for 

mandatory sustainability reporting (ÅRL 6:10). Our starting sample consisted of 21 firms, 

but because of limited access to some published documents, four firms were excluded which 

Companies 
Documents collected (years) 

Firm ID in 
the analysis 

  

2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016   Complete 

Fastighets AB Balder ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 1 1 

Hufvudstaden AB ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 2 1 

Castellum AB ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 3 1 

Klövern AB ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 4 1 

Hemfosa Fastigheter 
AB     ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 5   

Atrium Ljungberg AB ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 6 1 

Kungsleden Aktiebolag ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 7 1 

Victoria Park  ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 8 1 

Fabege AB ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 9 1 

Wihlborgs Fastigheter 
AB ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 10 1 

Wallenstam AB ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 11 1 

Oscar Properties 
Holding AB   ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 12   

Diös Fastigheter AB ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 13 1 

Sagax AB ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 14 1 

D. Carnegie & Co 
Aktiebolag         ✓ ✓ 15   

Corem Property Group 
AB ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 16 1 

Catena AB ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 17 1 

Heimstaden AB ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 18 1 

Fast Partner ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 19 1 

Akelius ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 20 1 

Platzer Fastigheter 
Holding AB   ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 21   

  
               17 
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left us with a sample of 17 firms. Finally, we collected a total of 102 documents from the 

official websites of the companies, see Fig 4. The basis of the company selection was all the 

publicly listed real estate companies affected by the new law based on data from 2014 and 

2015. 

3.3 Data analysis 

The research in this study is based on a deductive approach, as we base it on previous 

research and theory (Bryman, 2016), which aligns with preceding research using the content 

analysis to examine CSR disclosure (Campbell 2004; Gray et al. 2001; Russo-Spena, T., 2016). 

As we constructed the coding scheme, we based it on the ISO 26000 guidelines and the new 

sustainability reporting law in Sweden (ÅRL, 6:10-14), which also overlaps with the GRI 

guidelines. Both of them are argued to cover what companies ought to report (Buck et al. 

2014). The ISO standard has also been described to be a good foundation for companies 

that have not worked with sustainability in a systematic way before, such as with an EMS 

(Hahn and Weidtmann 2016). Furthermore, the categories used in the ISO 26000 systems 

correlate very well with the ones framed in the new law. Thus, they were a good basis for 

our coding scheme and categories. With the key words identified, we analyzed the results in 

order to make sure the theoretical keywords matched the words used within the reports of 

the companies. This allowed us to reduce the risk of skewing the data by missing relevant 

information, but also reduced the risk of measuring non-relevant information. Through our 

initial analysis of the data, we also chose to include an additional category, the certifications, 

which is relevant to the real estate sector as its usage is more and more common among 

companies for their buildings. See fig 2. 

 

Although the categories and initial coding based on a deductive approach, the deductive 

approach contains certain inductive elements (Bryman, 2016). The mix of these approaches 

is recognized by scholars (Layder, D. 1998), especially when it is hard to view the phenomena 

in an isolated context. This holds especially true in our coding process as we used an inductive 

approach in order to construct our stakeholder categories. In which we supplemented our 

categorical words with what stakeholders are considered in the reports, synonyms as well as 

different words used in the same context were then grouped in order to create seven distinct 

stakeholder categories. See Table 1. 
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Human rights 
Mänskliga rättigheter; diskriminering; arbetsförhållande; arbetsrätt; utsatta grupper; 
utanförskap; 
sociala rättigheter; civila rättigheter; barnarbete 
Labour practices 
Anställning; anställningsvillkor; anställningsförmån; medarbetarnöjdhet;  
hälsa; träning; kompetensutveckling: arbetsplats; sjukfrånvaro; företagskultur; 
arbetsvillkor; arbetsmiljö 
Environment 
Biologisk mångfald; klimatförändring; utsläpp; miljöpåverkan; förnybar; 
koldioxid; energi; klimat; materialanvändning; resursanvändning; fossil; uppvärmning; 
förorening; vattenförbrukning 
Fair operating practices 
Korruption; leverantörskedja; mutor; muta; mutlag; värdegrund; (ansvarsfulla affärer; 
hållbara affärer); affärsetik; värdekedja 
Consumer issues 
klagomål; missnöjda kunder; missnöjda hyresgäster; nöjda kunder; nöjda hyresgäster;  
kundmätning; kundkrav; hyreskontrakt;  
kundönskemål; kundservice; hyresgästservice; hyresgästanpassning; kundnöjdhet 
Community and society development issues 
Samhällsansvar; gröna hyresavtal; grönt hyresavtal; gröna avtal; mångfald; 
stadsutveckling; samhällsutveckling;  
samhällsbyggare; arbetstillfälle; jobbskapande; samhällsekonomi 
kommunsamarbete; arbetslöshet; socialt ansvar; flykting; socialt engagemang; ungdomar 
Certifications 
SGBC; Miljöbyggnad; LEED; BREEAM; Green Building; Greenbuilding; 
miljöcertifierad; certifiering; ISO 14001 
  
Salient stakeholder(s) 
Employees 
People 
Tenant 
Supplier 
Society 
Stakeholder 
Shareholder 
Customer 

Table 1. Categories. Source Developed by authors. 

 

In order to answer our research questions we used a qualitative content analysis, in which 

thematic analysis is a common method when searching for themes or categories in 

documents (Bryman, 2016). Although we are analyzing the published annual reports in a 

qualitative way, we quantify our codified words in to our categories. As Krippendorff (2013) 

argues the distinction between the two qualitative and quantitative methods “is a mistaken 

dichotomy”, where he further states that in “analysis of text, both are indispensable”. 

However, the distinction between the two methods are still used and therefore we define our 

study as a qualitative one (Bryman, 2016). This is partly due to the natural tendencies in our 
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study of a hermeneutic circle type of process (Krippendorff, 2013), in which we 

contextualized the meaning of both previous theory and the data from the annual reports, 

allowing it to influence our research process. As we did not purely count the use of keywords 

from previous theory, but also used euphemistic terms relevant for our categories. Therefore, 

our research do not qualify as purely quantitative, rather as Fang et al. (2016) describe it as 

“a summative approach to qualitative content analysis.” 

3.4 Reliability and validity 

One of the problems using the content analysis arises when the data is reduced from text 

containing many words into much fewer content categories (Weber, 1990).  Reliability can 

be harmed by the inconsistency of text classification. Reliability can be tested by following 

the study and reproducing it. The classification process achieves increased reliability when it 

is made by multiple human coders, as it enables the quantitative assessment of it (Weber, 

1990). This study has ensured reliability by constructing a coding scheme by multiple 

checking of the categories. In addition, by mapping the reports in separate years we were 

able to keep track of the findings and maintain a better control, as suggested by Krippendorff 

(2004). The analysis was made in the software Adobe Acrobat Pro by using the advanced 

search function to recognize and enumerate the cited words. Further, the software enabled 

us to understand the underlying context and how the words were connected. Thus, also 

helping us to eliminate discrepancies by analyzing with an in-depth review. 

Validity is being ensured by obtaining data from published and third-party audited annual 

reports. As our data collection is sampled from public documents they are seen as accurate 

transcripts from the companies. However, the ensuring of validity could be threatened since 

companies can exclude information that is presented in the reports.  

3.5 Ethical issues 

The empirical findings in this study consists of official publicized annual reports from 

companies accessible on their websites, the findings could not be seen as harmful for the 

companies. It also enables the readers to see what information that is used and that it portrays 

a true reflection. Therefore this study fulfils necessary ethical criteria in terms of availability, 

objectivity and transparency.  
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4. Empirical findings 

______________________________________________________________________ 

In this section, the empirical findings of the identified trends will be presented. The results will be outlined in 

three dimensions, the 'what', the 'whom' and the 'how' dimension. This is done in order to give the reader a 

clearer overview of the findings. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

The empirical findings from the analysis of CSR disclosure in real estate sector companies 

result in an overview of the main trends of sustainability in between the reporting years of 

2011 to 2016. We can also deduct that the content in the reports increased in all categories. 

The largest citation increase occurred between the years of 2013 to 2014 with a 28 percent 

increase, while the overall content growth from the years 2011 to 2016 was 98 percent, with 

a total word count from 2011 to 2016 of 16 278 words. Considering the total amount of 

citations each year, rising from 1881 in 2011 to 3731 in 2016, there is almost a doubling of 

the content related to our coding scheme. 

 

Figure 4, Citation trends of the themes in CSR reports from 2011-2016. Source Developed by 
authors. 
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4.1 Sustainability reporting themes 

The results of our study show that that environmental disclosure is the most prominent 

theme reported on within sustainability with 7247 citations. The second most prominent 

theme was labour practices (2975 citations) with a gap to certification theme (1864 citations) 

followed by the community and society development issues (1588 citations) and consumer 

issues (1485 citations). The environmental theme was the most citied theme every year over 

the whole time-period with a steady increase each year except for 2013 where it dropped 

from 1042 citations in 2012 to 1031 citations. Further in 2016, it stagnated, decreasing from 

1481 citations in 2015 to 1469 citations. Interestingly, every theme experienced an increase 

from 2011 to 2016, where the biggest citation increase was found in environmental theme, 

rising from 894 citations in 2011 to 1469 citations in 2016, an increase of 575 citations. The 

largest percentage change was found in the fair operating practices theme, going from only 

31 citations in 2011 to 259 citations in 2016, an increase of 735 percent. This can be 

compared with human rights, only experiencing a 45 percent increase, from 51 citations in 

2011 to 74 in 2016. Human rights was clearly the least citied theme over the years. 

Furthermore, the referencing towards certifications increased throughout every year in the 

study, with a total citation increase of 263%, where GreenBuilding and Miljöbyggnad was 

some of the prominent building certifications used. Rising from 139 mentions in 2011 to 504 

in 2016 signifies its increasing relevance throughout the research period. Consumer issues 

maintained its relevance every year, with a range of approximately 200 mentions each year, 

though experienced a blooming in 2016 with 322 mentions.  Taking into regard the overall 

growth of information conveyed in the reports, almost doubling throughout the research 

period, it is noticeable that the environmental theme percentagewise has dropped in 

correlation, only achieving a 64 percent increase. 
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Figure 5, Number of citations, Themes in CSR reports from 2011-2016. Source Developed by 
authors. 

4.2 Sustainability stakeholders 

The most considered stakeholders in the reports were the tenants, shareholders and 

customers. By 2011, tenants had 403 citations, shareholders 534 and customers 681 (see Fig. 

6). Although the core meaning of the words tenant and customers are more or less the same, 

there is an interesting differentiation made by some of the companies in regard to the 

wording. Customer continued to be the most cited word throughout our study and had 1058 

citing’s in 2016, making it the most considered stakeholder. 
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Figure 6, Number of citations, Stakeholders in CSR reports from 2011-2016. Source Developed by 
authors. 
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(28%). Meaning that in comparison of the overall growth (63%) it decreased in importance 

in relation to the other actors.  

 

4.3 How dimension 

Besides from the thematic reporting content and which stakeholders the reporting is 

addressed to, the how dimension will enlighten the variety of the content in the reports. 

Ranging from environmental issues such as how much solar energy that is integrated in 

energy consumption, the social involvement in exposed areas and green rental agreements. 

It will also give an insight in how the disclosure trends manifest themselves in the reports.  

 

The qualitative content in the reports is overall very narrating, containing a lot of specific 

details. For instance, when searching for the word ‘corruption’, one action that has been 

taken from a company is a yearly revision of the biggest suppliers in their supply chain. This 

also covered additional inspections of hired cleaning agencies where they had identified as a 

natural inherent risk. Another company described how the pressured housing situation in 

Sweden could cause a potential risk of corruption/bribing. A further example is one entity 

mentioning the increasing awareness from candidates regarding CSR, company attitudes and 

values during the recruitment process. The CEO of this company stress the importance of 

continuous efforts regarding their CSR in order to be an attractive employer. From a 

customer/tenant perspective, several examples could be found where emphasis was put on 

the practice of individual measurement for hot water. One company mentioned that when it 

was feasible, they would install individual meters and explained how this would trigger the 

tenant's contribution of saving hot water by decreasing their rental costs “The tenant can by 

doing so contribute to reduced hot water usage and lower rental costs” (13).  

 

The general energy awareness in the studied companies were considered good, where a 

company (1) even mentioned how “together with the service sector the real estate sector stands for 

approximately 40 % of the final energy consumption.” This is then related to the EU-directives on 

energy efficiency and how they implement solutions to the problem. As seen in this study 

environmental factors are the most commonly reported on within reports. Energy efficiency 

is a common topic within this category and especially the description of changing of heating 

systems in buildings. Namely, some companies strive to “convert buildings with oil heating to other 
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heating sources.” (14) This is reflected in several reports where the process and progress is often 

described. In total, all 17 companies discussed the energy topic and ways to be more efficient. 

 

Except for only reporting from a company perspective, the majority of the firms included 

interviews and viewpoints from several different stakeholders such as employees, suppliers 

and tenants. Thus, shaping the report in a broader essence by using different sources which 

lead to more relevance and transparency in the content. The reporting on stakeholders are 

often associated or linked with the use of GRI index G4-24, 25 in identification and on 

standpoint. The statement made by one company (18) reflects the characteristics of most 

reports general standpoint; “we conduct a continuous dialogue with our salient stakeholders and update 

which essential sustainability aspects we should focus on.” Almost all companies stress the importance 

of having a continuous dialogue with stakeholders, where various depth is given to what 

extent companies disclose efforts in achieving this. Here, interviews was found to be a 

relatively common method of dialogue being used, with several companies showing and 

reporting on these throughout the sustainability report. 

The reporting of certifications has become more common, and is also influencing the 

disclosure of the companies using it. As one company states when discussing a building 

certification; “…certification make buildings environmental performance more comparable and foremost 

easier to communicate towards tenants.” (6) This statement showcases the need the studied 

companies had to not only strive for certification but also to disclose it. Interestingly, another 

company (16) realized through stakeholder dialogue that environmental building 

certifications was an interest of their company owners and investors. An interest they did not 

link to their tenants. 
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5. Analysis 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

In this section, the empirical findings will be analysed by contextualising them upon the topics and problems 

raised in the introduction chapter and in the theoretical framework. More emphasis will be put on the most 

citied themes and actors since we are interested in what is trending and what drives those trends. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

5.1 Environmental theme 

During the observed research period, the number of citations almost doubled from 1881 

citations in 2011 to 3731 citations in 2016. This increase is mainly represented by labour 

practices, environmental issues and certification subjects which accounts for 1273 of the 

citation increase (68.8 %). As depicted in Fig. 4, the main outstanding trending theme 

identified is the environmental issues. With respect to the energy usage this sector represents 

in Sweden, roughly 36 percent (Energimyndigheten, 2015), it only seems natural that the 

major disclosures should cover environmental issues which was found in this study. Most of 

the attention is paid on environmental issues, and overall the richness of information 

regarding the environmental impact could be explained by the possibilities and fundamental 

issues that are present in this sector. Possibilities to reduce energy consumption, water usage 

and practice of renewable energy. Issues which are commonly reported in the reports are 

climate changes, pollutions, and emissions. Thus, the focus on the environmental aspect is 

in line with previous studies (Clarkson et al. 2013; Arena et al 2014; Russo-Spena, T., 2016), 

where it has been the most prominent area in CSR reports.  

5.2 Labour practices theme 

As the second most citied theme, with 2975 citations, labour practices seem to be a central 

aspect in the Swedish real estate sector. Previous research has shown that CSR often is linked 

towards environmental disclosures and that the wider term of sustainability seems to have 

left out other issues like labour practices, human rights, and society issues (Gamerschlag et 

al., 2011; Gray and Milne, 2007, p. 191-194).  Though, the citation rate might be explained 

by several factors. Firstly, as pointed out by Nikolaeva-Bicho (2011), the adaption to report 

according to GRI which will stimulate the reporting content and lead to increased legitimacy. 

Secondly the increasing recognition of employees, seen as like shareholders, having invested 

their time and effort into the organization (Maunders, 1981; Brown, 2000). Thirdly as pointed 

out by Gray et al. (2014), the later evolvement of CSR, expanding from a purely 
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environmental aspect to a more rounded sustainability model, including the social aspect as 

well.  

 

Moreover, the legislative movements evolving in the presence as the EU-directive 

(2014/95/EU), on disclosing on non-financial information and diversity policies is a driving 

factor. It seems like the driving factor of sustainability reporting has gone from a risk 

management approach/ protective assessment tool (Goldberg et al., 2011; Jones et al., 2007) 

to become a more institutionalized way of reporting, driven by legislation. This change might 

be explained by several factors. As concluded by Goldberg et al., (2011), the economic power 

that have risen in the private sector, increases the expectations from the society. Another 

viewpoint found by Beck et al., (2010) is that the qualitative content in reporting has lacked, 

instead of being the investment aid intended, it has been more prioritized to portray a positive 

image of the organization. Thus, the notation a decade ago from Unerman (2007), where he 

recognized the need for sustainability result indicators, which now is highlighted as the EU-

directive (2014/95/EU) requires undertakings to provide these. 

5.3 Certification theme 

Ranked as the third most trending theme, accounting for 1864 citations is the certification 

theme. Although, the environmental disclosure in the real estate sector might act as a strategic 

defensive approach to legitimize their activities (Russo-Spena, T., 2016), the green building 

movement which has experienced increasing attention both worldwide (Reed-Willis, 2013; 

Dodge Research and Analytics, 2016) and here in Sweden (Fig 2. SGBC 2017; Valentová, 

2011), might act as a driver. As described by Reed-Willis (2013), the awareness amongst 

institutional investors concerning green building may have led to real estate companies 

disclosing more on their environmental performance to attract financial capital. Engaging 

more in certifying the facility portfolio is a trend notified in this study, whereas Miljöbyggnad 

and GreenBuilding has been the two most prominent certification systems citied. The 

increasing citations amongst the studied companies could be related the latest years (2014-

2016) of registered building certifications, see fig 2. Unsurprisingly Miljöbyggnad, which is 

developed for Swedish constructing standards and proven for its simplicity, (Medineckiene 

et al. 2015) is utterly the most prominent in this research, correlating well with statistics from 

SGBC, see fig 3.  
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5.4 Community and society development issues 

This theme, which contains several social issues, like job creation, social responsibility and 

green rental agreements (see Table 1), was an interesting theme to follow throughout the 

study. Even if the citation rate, going from 182 (2011) to 407 (2016), was not very drastic in 

relation to the overall content, it still proves that the CSR reporting has developed into a 

wider area, other than purely environmental reporting as in line with previous research 

(Gamerschlag et al., 2011; Gray and Milne, 2007, p. 191-194). Raising questions such as the 

pressured housing situation that Sweden is currently facing with respect to increasing life 

expectancy and immigration, and what responsibility this sector holds. An interesting 

viewpoint related to this theme, is the position the real estate companies portray themselves 

in. As the majority mentions how they carry a very low risk in terms of vacancies and non-

decreasing rental prices, by using this as a positive risk assessment. Hence, they are twisting 

an obvious social problem and portray themselves in a beneficial way for investors and 

shareholders (Rimmel, G., & Jonäll, K., 2016). 

5.5 Consumer issues 

Over the measured time period, only increasing from 221 citations (2011) to 322 (2016), 

consumer related topics, could not be identified as a trend. Though, still keeping its relevance 

throughout the years. Even if customers combined with tenants, (since they could be seen 

as one stakeholder group), were the most citied. The underlying topics in consumer issues, 

are not correlating in citations with the stakeholder group. Hence, the reporting to 

consumers, is instead taking form in other themes.  

5.6 Fair operating practices 

With the highest growth rate of the themes over the six-year period measured (735 %), the 

theme of fair operating practices could be viewed as the most trending aspect. Including 

words such as; corruption, bribing and business ethics. What might drive these topics other 

than as previously mentioned, the legislative movements in CSR. It could be explained by 

organizational legitimacy, as Suchman (1995) discuss, how the tendency for organizations is 

to portray themselves in a socially accepted way. By taking a moral standpoint, showing their 

commitment to socially constructed norms and values. Adding to this, other than just 

reporting to specific stakeholders, Unerman (2007) brings up how organizations reports on 

these issues to benefit the society at large.  
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5.7 Human rights 

This was the theme that experienced least attention, both citation wise and in growth. 

Covering issues like human rights, discrimination and child labor, it does not seem to be an 

essential area in the Swedish real estate sector. Content wise, the slight increase may be 

explained by the influence of GRI standards, which is described to cover more extensive 

issues. Hence, covering what larger companies ought to report on (Buck et al. 2014). 

5.8 Stakeholders  

The communication towards stakeholders was found to be extensive, with the employee(s) 

the most considered. Having over 50 percent more citations than the second most cited, 

namely the shareholders. Employees as the most considered stakeholder is not entirely 

surprising at it has been identified as one of the prominent issues in CSR and being a key 

stakeholder (Gray, Adams, Owen, 2014). As this stakeholder is one of the more extensively 

cited, the literature suggest this could partly be due to a proactive approach to avoid further 

regulation (Royle, 2005). It is also natural in the respect to employees being invested in the 

organization, in essence the same way a shareholder is invested but with different means 

(Brown, 2000).  It was also noted how individual employees like janitors were presented in 

the reports. Implying a certain image of the employees within the company as well as the 

disclosing of benefits given. This should be put in the perspective that the real estate 

companies in general also had relatively low workforce in relation to their turnover and assets 

if comparing to other sectors. Approaching this stakeholder group from the employees’ 

perspective, the extensive attention given in the reports imply their importance as 

stakeholder. In extension the reporting indicate an increased accountability towards 

employees (AccountAbility, 1999). 

Shareholders were the second most cited stakeholder partly due to regulatory needs. 

However, the extent to which it was cited together with the context of the citations show 

companies went further than the regulatory needs. This is also in line with previous studies 

that show the reasoning towards this might be to prevent further regulation (Gamerschlag 

et al., 2011). Furthermore, reporting towards shareholders is a form of investor relations, 

where companies have an opportunity to inform about non-financial risks (Beck et al. 2010).  

 

Furthermore the tenants were the third most cited stakeholder, closely following the 

shareholders. As Sweeney and Coughlan (2008) states the reporting is different depending 

on the important stakeholders in the sector. In regard to this, together with the fact that 
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certified buildings have been shown to give rental price premiums (Chegut, Eichholtz, Kok, 

2012). The studied companies are making sure that they are providing information and 

legitimize themselves towards the end customers. Although the reports are perhaps not the 

main communication channel towards their tenants, they still echo the reflections of the 

company. This means that when companies cater to the tenants and disclose their positive 

sustainability actions, they justify possible rent premiums and maintain competitive edge 

(Jose, A., & Lee, S. M., 2007). This is also noted in the study’s findings regarding the attention 

given to these stakeholders, in regard to the tenants. A quite common feature in the reports 

was the mentioning of interviews with tenants, some companies explained these to catering 

to the tenants’ needs and making sure they were satisfied.  

Interestingly, the increased focus towards the supply chain by the GRI standard has affected 

the attention given to suppliers as a stakeholder (Lynch, Lynch & Casten, 2014). The supplier 

stakeholder group was the one that showed the largest growth of citations throughout the 

studied period. This implies an interesting connection between the stakeholder group (to 

whom) and the fair operating practices theme (what). As the suggested attention by the GRI 

to the supply chain resulted in greater reporting towards suppliers. 
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6. Conclusion 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

In this section, the reasoning made in the analysis will be interpreted into our main conclusions. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

This study proves that the overall content of sustainability reporting amongst the largest 

Swedish listed real estate companies has increased over the last six years. Furthermore, it 

appears that several factors stimulate the content growth. The economic power has increased 

in the private sector and thus increased the expectations from the society (Goldberg et al., 

(2011). Thus, a reasonable interpretation appears that increased CSR disclosures could be an 

indication of societal and legislative pressure.  

The results of this study shows similarly to previous studies that the main trends of 

sustainability are linked to environmental domains. This is shown to also be true in the 

Swedish real estate market, where it is the most prominent issue. Furthermore, we found that 

the reporting trend of the general themes are moving towards a more rounded reporting, 

where the environmental factor makes a lesser portion of the overall reporting. This is likely 

driven by how the reporting is adjusted to suit the different stakeholders and the stewardship 

of their interests. Further, this research show the harmonization of the new sustainability 

reporting law and the extent of current company sustainability disclosure. It suggests that 

there will not be any widespread implications for the publicly listed companies considered in 

this study.  

Previous research has shown that companies report on CSR in fields relevant to their sector. 

This also holds true of our findings in the Swedish real estate sector. As identified the energy 

consumption in this sector represents 36 percent of the total consumption in Sweden, which 

was also reflected in the sustainability reports as it was one of the main focuses. Adding to 

this our findings on increased certifications are most likely affecting the growth of disclosure 

on this topic. Reducing energy consumption in new production was often attributed to the 

effect of building according to certification standards. The consumption problem is likely 

pushing companies to build energy efficient with certifications, which in turn drives the 

creation of positive content for the companies in their sustainability reports. This argument 

is strengthened by the positive economic benefits associated with the certifications, such as 

reduced costs and possible rental benefits. 
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However, awareness of other topics within CSR has also been found to increase. Different 

stakeholder groups have seen a rise in company accountability as reports are more 

informative; with a wider emphasis on accommodating stakeholder needs. This is 

exemplified in how employees, tenants and societal representatives are interviewed and 

brought forward in the reports. 
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7. Discussion 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

In this section, the reasoning and other discussions will be outlined, with respect to our purpose and other 

interesting aspects that come across in this research process. Further, implications to our study and future 

research will be presented. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

The purpose with this paper has been to identify what is trending in sustainability reporting 

amongst a specific sector; the Swedish real estate sector. Additionally, to identify possible 

drivers and explanations to those trends.  

The findings of this study in respect to other similar studies outline and confirm the thought 

of adapted disclosure, depending on stakeholders (Russo-Spena, T., 2016; Sweeney & 

Coughlan 2008). In the real estate sector this translates to the focus on environmental issues 

and more specifically the focus on energy. Further, it also appears that this is a topic that is 

relatively easy and incentivized to disclose upon. The energy consumption is a measurement 

that is already taking place, which means that it does not have to be developed solely for the 

sustainability report. In addition, there are several benefits linked to the disclosure of 

sustainability actions, among them there are economic such as the lower cost of capital 

(Mahoney et al., 2013) and the source of a competitive edge (Jose, A., & Lee, S. M., 2007). 

However, there are also reputational and organizational legitimacy reasons for the disclosure, 

to portray a positive image of the company (Beck et al, 2010; Deegan, 2002; Nikolaeva & 

Bicho, 2011; Rimmel & Jonäll, 2016). This highlights the desire of showing and 

communicating good performance to stakeholders. Certifications are therefore found taking 

the role of a legitimate third party assured tool that generates disclosure content that can be 

communicated to stakeholders. Therefore, this implies that the driving factor for disclosure 

is not the one single factor. Instead the entire process is a driver for disclosure, in which the 

certified buildings generate positive result indicators on sustainability. The positive data can 

then be disclosed to satisfy the needs of stakeholders that in turn generate incentives for 

building certifications. This process creates a strong self-sustaining foundation as a driver for 

CSR disclosure. 

In contrast, categories receiving less attention did not have the same clear cut link between 

stakeholder needs, actual content generating systems and the linked benefits associated. 

Although there was no inherent driver for these categories, they were still reported on. This 
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is mainly associated with the legislative pressure that is being exerted on companies. 

Regardless if they stem from actual legal requirements or the proactive measurements taken 

to prevent regulation (Gamerschlag et al., 2011; Royle, 2005). The legislative forces contrast 

with the specific building certification, driving disclosure in a wider application. As the 

legislative actions are targeting large number of companies it must compromise with crude 

requirements. Therefore, the real estate companies report on human rights, which might not 

be considered directly relevant to its stakeholders. On the other hand, serving as more of an 

organisational legitimacy builder. 

Some limitations could be addressed regarding our study, where the content analysis was 

chosen as our methodology. The main problem of using the content analysis is that it only 

describes what is stated and perhaps not always the underlying nature. In addition, since our 

coding scheme was developed with a judgement from both ISO 26000 and ÅRL, a biased 

assessment could be a risk factor. However, we found that the standard of ISO 26000 and 

ÅRL correlated well in respect to the wording, as we compared them. In our filtration process 

which took place in the beginning of our research, the annual reports for 2016 had not yet 

been published. Hence, the chosen companies could have changed, if filtered from the same 

requirements for the years of 2016 and 2015. Though, the possibility seems low due to the 

going concern assumption. Meaning that our sample could still be a representative sample 

for the following year(s). Looking at the time period of data collection, ranging a six-year 

period, it could be argued as a strength in our study. It enabled us to identify trends 

overlapping several years. Other strong points to be addressed are that each entity is 

operating in Sweden and thus following the same legal framework. Secondly, the local 

practices and norms, which affects corporate behaviour and disclosures, is supported by 

researching firms in only one country.  

 

For future research, it would be interesting to see the effects of the introduction of the new 

law on mandatory sustainability reporting in Sweden. Contrasting disclosure content before 

its establishment and content disclosed after, in order to measure its impact. Furthermore, 

an interesting aspect could be a qualitative study that investigates the companies reasoning 

for prioritizing certain CSR topics over others. Finally, since the purpose with this paper was 

only to identify corporate disclosures, there might be a gap between what is stated in the 

reports to actual corporate practices. This report is therefore not to be seen as a reflection 
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of actual practices, though it might give a glance of how the recent development has been in 

the sector.  
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