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Abstract

This article examines corporate sustainability reports, the standards they use, and

their connection to performance on the sustainable development goals (SDGs) from

firms in the main Spanish stock index. The investigation was performed through an

exploratory, descriptive, analytic study as well as examination of the disclosure and

performance on the SDGs after Law 11/2018 went into effect in Spain. The study

methods used include parametric correlations that explain the associations between

the global reporting initiative (GRI) and environmental, social, and governance (ESG)

standards and the level of performance on SDGs/ESG in the sustainability reports.

We found that all firms present their verified sustainability reports, that the level of

ESG information is above 75%, and that the GRI is the sustainability standard used.

Further, all firms contribute on average a 75% level of information on all goals and on

each of the 17 goals for the 2030 Agenda. We obtain significant analogies in level of

disclosure of GRI-ESG information and level of performance on the SDGs/ESG. In

addition, the higher the level of information on environmental GRI standards, the bet-

ter the firm's position in the environmental SDG ranking.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

This study analyzes corporate sustainability reports, global reporting

initiative (GRI, 2021) standards, and their relationship to progress

toward the sustainable development goals (SDGs) as a strategy of

Spanish listed companies (IBEX35, 2022).

Sustainability is currently one of the main strategic issues in the

European Union and a driver of economic growth. It is posed as

a cross-cutting policy that impacts all other policies in the new sus-

tainable economic model designed fundamentally to fight climate

change. In 2015, the United Nations approved the 2030 Agenda for

sustainable development (United Nations Global Compact, 2018),

establishing 17 SDGs (GRI, 2021; Reporting, 2022; UNGC, 2018,

2020) and 169 targets, which are integrated and indivisible in charac-

ter and cover the economic, social, and environmental spheres. Poli-

cies related to the SDGs are also currently being implemented by

governments, companies, and non-governmental organizations and

cover issues such as climate change, the circular economy, education,

health, and poverty (Di Vaio et al., 2022; Diaz-Sarachaga, 2021;

Rosati & Faria, 2019a). According to the United Nations and the GRI

(2018), company sustainability reports facilitate the measurement,

understanding, and communication of performance on the SDGs by

defining specific goals in a company's sustainability strategy. In this

context, various theoretical approaches have been developed to
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define what makes organizations sustainable (Jizi, 2017; Manes-

Rossi & Nicolo, 2022; Tyson & Adams, 2020).

The European Union Directive (Directiva 95, 2014) imposes new

requirements for disclosure of environmental, social, and governance

(ESG) information. Spain developed a regulatory framework through

Law 11/2018 (Le, 2018) requiring public interest entities (PIEs) and

large companies to present the non-financial information statement

(NFIS) as of fiscal year 2019 for the purpose of risk identification, to

improve sustainability and increase the confidence of investors, con-

sumers and society in general. The NFIS must be verified and included

in the management report or, if applicable, in a sustainability report.

This distinctive feature makes the Spanish context especially

interesting for researchers and especially the group of Spanish listed

companies (IBEX35) which are PIEs, large companies and the most

internationalized.

Corporate sustainability reports must be analyzed to identify

and define companies' economic and sustainability models, as

well as their commitment to the SDGs. Although multiple studies

(García-Sánchez, 2021; Gutierrez-Ponce et al., 2022; Gutiérrez-

Ponce, Chamizo-González, & Arimany-Serrat, 2022; Sierra-Garcia

et al., 2018; Tarquinio et al., 2018) indicate that Spanish companies

obtain high scores on their sustainability reports, few studies analyze

the relationship between sustainability reports (ESG) and the SDGs

in the Spanish context. This paper aims to fill this research gap for

Spanish listed companies. It seeks specially to determine the impor-

tant dimension of Corporate Sustainability Reports that enables us

to understand “how” and “to what extent” the SDGs can strengthen

business strategy and compliance with the Climate Change and

Energy Transition Law, or the Spanish Circular Economy Strategy,

based on the philosophy of the 2030 Agenda. Researchers expect

companies to play an important role in making the SDGs a reality by

publishing companies' progress toward them in their ESG reports

and through the GRI indicators (Rosati & Faria, 2019a, 2019b; Sierra

García et al., 2022).

Numerous studies (Bebbington & Unerman, 2018, 2020; Galan &

Zuñiga-Vicente, 2023; Lapsley & Miller, 2019; Larrinaga et al., 2019;

Martínez-Ferrero & García-Meca, 2020; Mio et al., 2020) have tackled

the links between partial aspects of sustainability reports and SDGs

from various points of view. However, as Kinderman (2020) stresses,

great challenges remain in achieving supranational harmonization

within the European Union. A study by van der Waal and Thijssens

(2020) demonstrates that business participation in the SDGs remains

limited and depends on the configuration of countries and size of

firms, indicating largely symbolic and intentional rather than substan-

tive participation. García-Sánchez, Aibar-Guzman, and Aibar-Guzman

(2022) and García-Sánchez, Aibar-Guzmán, et al. (2022) identify a

wide range of factors that condition integration of the SDGs into sus-

tainability reports, such as institutional pressures at country level,

company size, and investors' demands.

For this reason, it is important to identify the relationship

between the SDGs and the ESG information included in the reports

required by European and Spanish regulation of the companies on

the main Spanish stock market index (IBEX35) since these are

required by law to report on the sustainability measure from the

perspective of the triple bottom line (TBL).

In December 2022, Directive (EU, 2022) 2022/2464 of the

European Parliament and of the Council on sustainability reporting

was approved. The European Financial Reporting Advisory Group also

approved updated versions of the European Sustainability Reporting

Standards (ESRS), which will become mandatory starting in early

2024. Our study analyzes the level of GRI-ESG information from

Spanish listed companies and its connection to these companies' per-

formance on the SDGs in this context of regulatory changes in ESG

reports. The study helps to fill the gap in academic research on how

much of companies' business strategy and substantive performance

on the SDGs is included in the GRI-ESG reports.

Recognizing sustainability reporting (ESG) and GRI standards as a

“driver” in meeting the SDGs, this study provides interesting contribu-

tions to research and practice through extensive reading of these

standards. The study is useful for monitoring companies after manda-

tory application of the new European Directive and European sustain-

ability standards. It is also important in enabling the companies

themselves to define the content of ESG information, improve its

quality, and achieve the SDGs in a way that makes disclosure of sus-

tainability contribute positively to their image and reputation. The

study's main contribution is to confirm analogies between level of

GRI-ESG information disclosure and level of performance on the

SDGs/ESG.

The next section presents the theoretical framework used and

develops our research questions (RQ) through a literature review. We

then explain the sample and databases for this analysis and the meth-

odology used. Next, we describe and discuss the results of our empiri-

cal study. Finally, we summarize the main conclusions drawn.

2 | LITERATURE REVIEW AND
DEVELOPMENT OF RQs

Academic papers have approached sustainability reporting from vari-

ous perspectives. In accordance with interest group theory, Campa-

nella et al. (2021) conclude that stakeholders' participation is key to

improving both corporate environmental policy and sustainable devel-

opment. Lokuwaduge and Heenetigala (2017) obtain the same results

for companies in the metallurgical and mining sector listed on the

Australian Stock Exchange.

Krasodomska and Cho (2017) question the usefulness of non-

financial information on corporate social responsibility (CSR), due to

its low quality and limited use for financial analysts in financial institu-

tions in Poland. Jackson et al. (2020) find a positive relationship, how-

ever, between mandatory ESG disclosure and CSR in companies

across 24 OECD countries.

Numerous studies have analyzed the credibility of sustainability

reports (ESG) and their assurance or verification, achieving consensus

that external verification of the content of these reports improves

companies' business reputation and global reliability and credibility

(García-Sánchez, 2021). Studies by Pflugrath et al. (2011), Perego and
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Kolk (2012), Cheng et al. (2015), Fernandez-Feijoo et al. (2016), Gar-

cía-Sánchez (2021), and Sierra García et al. (2022) hold that reliability

of and trust in reports is greater when they are verified by an indepen-

dent entity.

Along these lines, Simoni et al. (2020) find that pressure from

stakeholders and companies' need to maintain good relationships with

them are important factors in producing verified ESG reports. Simi-

larly, Junior et al. (2014) argue that the practice of publishing verified

sustainability reports has become a global phenomenon and that orga-

nizations use them to show accountability to their stakeholders.

Cohen and Simnett (2015) indicate that performing the verification

process efficiently requires the service provider to have specific skills

and in-depth knowledge of the material to be verified. Examining

whether investors believe in voluntary assurance, Reverte (2021) simi-

larly finds (as predicted in the 2014 Directive) that investors favored

companies that embrace external verification.

As multiple studies argue (Gillet-Monjarret, 2018; Sierra García

et al., 2022; Sierra-Garcia et al., 2018; Tyson & Adams, 2020) it is cru-

cial to research verification of sustainability reports and find alterna-

tive ways of improving their credibility. Analyzing the sustainability

reports of Spanish companies for the 3 years since the Non-Financial

Information Law went into effect can make an important contribution

to this field, as this law that requires companies to submit verified or

audited ESG reports.

The COVID-19 pandemic has increased awareness of the risk of

systemic problems and existential threats such as climate change to

the stability of the financial system, as well as greater interest in ESG

information. Some investors have therefore sought simpler ways to

evaluate the problems of sustainable development through compara-

ble and consistent metrics (Adams & Abhayawansa, 2022; Gutiérrez-

Ponce et al., 2021). Stakeholders demand that organizations provide

more consistent, comparable ESG disclosure, and this demand has led

to harmonization through internationally recognized sustainability

standards. The GRI provides a framework of the standards used most

worldwide, and widespread consensus exists that non-financial infor-

mation is very valuable for providing society and the firm's interest

groups with transparency and ensuring trust at the level of Corporate

ESG (Trevlopoulos et al., 2021). Research shows that having infor-

mation on sustainability improves competitiveness and promotes dis-

closure on sustainability indicators on European stock exchanges

(Taliento et al., 2019).

As to effect on companies' market value, Aouadi and Marsat

(2018) found that ESG disputes have a greater impact on the market

value of larger companies, which are located in developed and reputa-

ble countries. Demaria and Rigot (2021) analyze French companies'

compliance with CAC 40 on environmental disclosure and its financial

impact. Along similar lines, Gutiérrez-Ponce, González, and Serrat

(2022) and Gutiérrez-Ponce, Serrat, and González (2022) find that

publication of information on financial performance and debt helps to

improve disclosure levels of ESG information in listed Spanish compa-

nies and Rivera et al. (2017) also find that there is a positive relation-

ship between the CSR strategy and corporate economic and financial

performance. Further, Nguyen et al. (2022) find that US companies

with the best ESG practices improved their financial performance as

measured by ROA, ROE, and Tobin's Q.

Most studies thus analyze sustainability from various perspec-

tives, revealing the difficulty of comparing strategic ESG performance.

Soriya and Rastogi (2022) suggest the need to increase case studies,

perform more empirical research on insurance models, and harmonize

sustainability indicators and standards. At the same time, business

commitment to the SDGs is an increasingly important phenomenon.

One way to provide information on companies' commitment to the

SDGs is through SDG Compass, an initiative developed by the GRI,

the United Nations Global Compact, and the World Business Council

for Sustainable Development to help companies align their strategies

and measure these strategies' contribution to the objectives (GRI &

UN Global Compact, 2017, 2022). The SDG Compass maps each of

the 17 SDGs, their targets, and their key business themes against

various specific key performance indicators (KPIs) from different sus-

tainability reporting frameworks and measurements. Of these frame-

works, the GRI standards are the most comprehensive and widely

applicable (Avrampou et al., 2019; Girella et al., 2019; KPMG, 2020).

According to Adams and Abhayawansa (2022) the GRI standards

adopt a dual materiality approach—impact materiality and financial

materiality—that powers companies' commitment to the SDGs

(Adams et al., 2021).

Researchers agree that research has been based mainly on the

content of ESG analysis and reporting guidelines (e.g., Avrampou

et al., 2019; Consolandi et al., 2020; Di Vaio & Varriale, 2020;

Diaz-Sarachaga, 2021; Ionaşcu et al., 2020; Tsalis et al., 2020).

Although the literature on the content and quality of sustainability

reporting is extensive, little academic research evaluates compa-

nies' contributions to the SDGs in sustainability reports (Tsalis

et al., 2020, 2022).

Empirical studies thus remain scarce and sometimes lack transpar-

ency on disclosure of the SDGs. Further research is needed to analyze

and understand “how” and “to what extent” the SDGs can strengthen

business strategy. More empirical research is also needed to measure

companies' performance on integration of sustainability into their

strategic planning process and commitment to the SDGs (Heras-

Saizarbitoria et al., 2022). Pizzi et al. (2020, 2021) conclude that more

research is needed from a country-level perspective. Rosati and Faria

(2019b) and Arena et al. (2023) identify and analyze the country-level

institutional factors that affect the decision to tackle the SDGs in sus-

tainability reports.

Developing new knowledge of the SDGs thus requires the direct

participation of academics, companies, and administration to unify

business theories and practices on these matters. Along these lines,

several academics stress the importance of positioning themselves in

a multidisciplinary debate to increase global knowledge of firms' con-

tribution to the SDGs (Bebbington & Unerman, 2018; Gutiérrez-

Ponce, González, & Gomez, 2022; Hess, 2019; Kolk et al., 2017; van

Zanten & van Tulder, 2018, 2021). Along the same lines, Gazzola et al.

(2020) analyze the impact of the SDGs on Italian PIEs and agree on

the need to investigate the relationship between sustainability and

the 2030 Agenda objectives.
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Similarly, research by Tsalis et al. (2020) and Whittingham et al.

(2022) assesses the level of alignment between sustainability report-

ing and the scope of the SDGs, as well as how they are related. Hum-

mel and Szekely (2022) argue that the quality of SDG disclosure in the

annual reports of a sample of European companies listed on the

STOXX Europe-600 index has increased significantly over time but is

still very inaccurate, with much room for improvement.

According to the theoretical framework, there are several theories

that could explain the decision of companies to report their sustain-

ability reports. In this research, we pose our RQs in reference to three

frameworks: legitimacy theory, stakeholder theory, and signaling the-

ory (Hummel & Szekely, 2022). Based on the foregoing theoretical

background, the literature review, and the research objectives, we for-

mulate the following RQs:

RQ1. What level of GRI-ESG standards have Spanish

firms provided in their sustainability reports since Spain's

law on non-financial information went into effect?

RQ2. What degree of information on SDGs is found in

the sustainability reports of firms from the different

sectors?

RQ3. What level of performance on the SDGs/environ-

mental, SDGs/social, and SDG/governance is contained

in Spanish firms' sustainability reports?

RQ4. What connections and statistical associations

exist between the GRI-ESG standards and level of per-

formance on the SDGs/ESG in the sustainability

reports?

This study thus focuses on the sustainability reports (GRI-ESG) of

Spanish listed companies and these reports' connection to perfor-

mance on the SDGs' TBL. It thus helps to fill the research gap indi-

cated in previous studies and responds to the call by researchers,

institutions, and companies to deepen this line of analysis to contrib-

ute to the literature and advance knowledge at regional and national

level.

3 | METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK

This section discusses the appropriate methodological framework

for evaluating corporate sustainability reports and their relationship

to each SDG (UN, 2015). We perform a qualitative study through

exploratory, descriptive, analytical research on the sustainability

reports of the 35 companies in the main Spanish stock index

(IBEX35) to obtain a snapshot of the map of the Corporate Sustain-

ability Reporting standards, GRI (2021) and their relationship with

the progress toward the SDG of Spanish listed companies. In addi-

tion, this photograph will serve as a starting point for comparability

for later studies.

The methodology followed is content analysis, defined as follows:

“Qualitative content analysis is a research method for the subjective

interpretation of the content of text data through the process of sys-

tematic classification, coding, and identification of themes or pat-

terns” (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005, p. 1278). This methodology is widely

adopted in studies of corporate disclosure (González-Teruel, 2015;

Michelon et al., 2015; Romero et al., 2019; Seuring & Gold, 2012) and

based on the framework for risk communication analysis developed

by Beretta and Bozzolan (2004). We also use the Pearson correlation

coefficient to answer RQ4 and determine the statistical correlation

between the GRI-ESG variables and level of performance on the

SDGs/ESG.

3.1 | Sources of ESG data

First, we identified the 35 companies in the Spanish IBEX35 selective

index in May 2022 by their company name and tax identification

number (NIF). Second, we classified the companies by sector, follow-

ing the criteria established by the selective index itself.

To build the database, we first downloaded the annual reports of

each of the 35 listed companies and captured the information from

each report by filtering the phrases and words related to the 148 GRI

standards, classified into 32 GRI environmental, 40 GRI social, and

22 governance GRIs, as well as 54 general GRIs and the 17 SDGs. This

classification was performed by “RapidMiner” software (https://

rapidminer.com/get-started/). A coding procedure was also estab-

lished to capture the information, assigning a value of 1 if the report

provided information and 0 otherwise. In addition, we reviewed

whether the sustainability reports had been verified or assured by an

independent entity. All data were transferred to an Excel spreadsheet

for processing and study. A total of 3336 GRI-ESG records were

obtained, answering RQ1 on level of ESG information from Spanish

listed companies.

3.2 | Level of performance on SDGs

As indicated, first the reports were analyzed using content analysis

methodology and “RapidMiner” software. Phrases and words related

to the 17 SDGs were filtered, obtaining 595 records on the 17 SDGs

in the 35 listed companies. Next, the SDGs were categorized based

on the TBL philosophy for sustainability, following Jan et al. (2021)

and Szennay et al. (2019) (see Table 1). This procedure enabled us to

study and understand the gap between GRI-ESG information and

SDG-ESG performance.

In line with Jan et al. (2021) and Szennay et al. (2019), 12 of

the 17 SDGs were defined as pure in their classification of social,

environmental, and economic issues. Five SDGs also showed inter-

connection with the three ESG categories. Using the schema

described, we answered RQ2 by examining the 17 SDGs and deter-

mining the percentage of their average implementation by company

and sector.
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To answer RQ3, we calculated the number and percentage of

SDGs/environmental, SDGs/social, and SDGs/governmental in the

sustainability reports, as well as the average for each company on the

Spanish IBEX35 Stock Index. Next, we looked for connections and

analogies between firms that disclosed the highest levels of ESG-GRI

indicators and firms with the best performance on the SDGs/ESG. We

ranked the firms by number of SDGs on which they reported and

number of GRI standards and then analyzed the statistical correlations

among the dependent variables by calculating the Pearson population

correlation coefficient. For the SDG/ESG variables, we calculated

SDG ranking, as well as the ESG-GRI and GRI rankings, determined

the associations among the numerical values of these variables, and

evaluated the sign and size of the trend (increasing or decreasing) in

the data to answer RQ4.

4 | RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

4.1 | Descriptive statistics: Level of GRI-ESG
information in sustainability reports

Since the 2019 tax year, Spain has required firms to present the

“Non-Financial Statement” or Corporate Sustainability Report on ESG

information. Analysis of the ESG information presented by the Span-

ish IBEX35 firms in 2021 shows that they followed the GRI standards

and that the reports were verified by an independent verification

company.

Table 2 presents the percentage results on GRI-ESG standards for

the IBEX35 firms by sector classification on the main Spanish stock

index. On average, companies belonging to the oil and energy sector

present 80.8% of the GRI-Environmental, 70.7% GRI-Social and

57.8% GRI-Governance information. Only one firm score below 50%

in presenting ESG reports. As to social information, one electric com-

pany presents 100% of GRI-S and two companies present 90% of this

information. In the information on governance, three firms report on

all indicators and 74.6% of firms present information on the universal

GRI standards related to contextual information on the organization

and management focus for each specific topic.

In the “Basic materials, industry, and construction” sector, the

company Ferrovial reports on 100% of the ESG indicators. The com-

pany Acciona also presents ESG indicators on sustainability for over

95% of the GRI. Further, the results indicate that the average percent-

age of GRI in the sector is 61.7% of environmental, 65.3% of social,

and 51.1% of governance GRI.

In the “Consumer goods” sector, companies present an average

of 38.8% of the environmental GRI standards, 53.5% of those on

social information, and only 4.5% on governance. In this group, the

leading healthcare company, Grifols, and the textile manufacturing

and distribution firm Inditex report over 50% of environmental and

social GRIs. Farmacéuticos Rovi reports 65.0% of the 40 GRI social

indicators.

Of the companies in the “Consumer services” sector, the Span-

ish public company Aena reports 100/% of social and governance

GRI and 75% of GRI environmental indicators. The English-Spanish

holding company International Consolidated Airlines Group (IAG), in

contrast, reports only 40.6% of the environmental indicators and

30% of the social ones and does not report on governance. The

Spanish hotel company Meliá Hotels International communicates

68.8% of environmental GRI, 80% of social, and 86.4% of gover-

nance indicators.

TABLE 1 The author.

SDG Pure

Interconnected

Governance-economic Environmental Social

SDG01 Social

SDG02 Economic Social

SDG03 Economic Social

SDG04 Social

SDG05 Social

SDG06 Environmental

SDG07 Environmental

SDG08 Economic

SDG09 Economic

SDG10 Economic

SDG11 Environmental Social

SDG12 Environmental Social

SDG13 Environmental

SDG14 Environmental

SDG15 Environmental

SDG16 Social

SDG17 Economic Environmental Social
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In the “Financial services” sector, the bank BBVA provides 78%

of environmental GRI information and 100% of information on social

and governance indicators. The Santander bank reports 59.4% of

environmental GRI and 87.5% of social indicators. The sector average

for governance is 33.3% of the 22 GRI indicators. In the “Technology
and telecommunications” sector, firms present an average of 70% of

TABLE 2 Percentage of GRI-ESG Information in sustainability reports.

Sectors IBEX35 companies GRI-E (No.32) GRI-S (No.40) GRI-G (No.22) GRI-U (54)

1. Petroleum and energy Enagás 90.6% 77.5% 100% 100%

Endesa 93.8% 100% 63.6% 98.1%

Iberdrola 81.3% 40.0% 31.8% 18.5%

NaturgyEnergy 84.4% 52.5% 4.5% 70.4%

Repsol 90.6% 90.0% 100.0% 98.1%

Solaria 34.4% 45.0% 4.5% 40.7%

Red Eléctrica 90.6% 90.0% 100.0% 96.3%

Average, Sector 1. 80.8% 70.7% 57.8% 74.6%

2. Basic materials, industry,

and construction

Acciona 93.8% 95.0% 100.0% 100.0%

Acerinox 68.8% 62.5% 4.5% 90.7%

ACS 78.1% 67.5% 13.6% 37.0%

ArcelorMittal 43.8% 65.0% 9.1% 44.4%

Cie_Automotive 31.3% 37.5% 77.3% 81.5%

Ferrovial 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

Fluidra 56.3% 82.5% 100.0% 90.7%

Siemens_Gamesa 21.9% 12.5% 4.5% 57.4%

Average, Sector 2. 61.7% 65.3% 51.1% 75.2%

3. Consumer goods Almirall 21.9% 60.0% 0.0% 38.9%

Grifols 59.4% 55.0% 4.5% 85.2%

Inditex 53.1% 67.5% 4.5% 44.4%

PharmaMar 18.8% 20.0% 4.5% 38.9%

Farmacéuticos Rovi 40.6% 65.0% 9.1% 46.3%

Average, Sector 3 38.8% 53.5% 4.5% 50.7%

4. Consumer services Aena 75.0% 100.0% 100.0% 96.3%

Meliá Hoteles 68.8% 80.0% 86.4% 96.3%

Intern. Consol. Airlines Group, (IAG) 40.6% 30.0% 0.0% 42.6%

Average, Sector 4. 61.5% 70.0% 62.1% 78.4%

5. Financial services Banco de Sabadell 37.5% 42.5% 0.0% 44.4%

Banco-BVA (BBVA) 78.1% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

CaixaBank 3.1% 75.0% 100.0% 96.3%

Mapfre 56.3% 60.0% 0.0% 50.0%

Bankinter 34.4% 50.0% 0.0% 35.2%

Banco Santander 59.4% 87.5% 0.0% 59.3%

Average, Sector 5. 44.8% 69.2% 33.3% 64.2%

6. Technology and

telecommunications

Amadeus 53.1% 47.5% 36.4% 87.0%

Cellnex_Telecom 50.0% 55.0% 22.7% 50.0%

Indra 93.8% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

Telef�onica 75.0% 77.5% 100.0% 90.7%

Average, Sector 6. 68.0% 70.0% 64.8% 81.9%

7. Real estate services Colonial 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

MerlinProperties 37.5% 55.0% 63.6% 88.9%

Average, Sector 7. 68.8% 77.5% 81.8% 94.4%
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GRI ESG standards. Indra reports 100% of the social and governance

GRI indicators and 93.8% of environmental ones. In the “Real estate
services” sector, Colonial is distinguished by reporting 100% of GRI

standards for ESG.

The descriptive results show that the average level of GRI-ESG

information in corporate sustainability reports is 63.3%. Very significant

differences exist, however, between companies in the different sectors.

We also find differences between the levels of ESG information ana-

lyzed using the TBL philosophy. These results confirm Spain as an inter-

esting case study because Spanish companies in general obtain high

scores in various sustainability indices (García-Sánchez, 2021; Gutierrez-

Ponce et al., 2022; Gutiérrez-Ponce, Chamizo-González, & Arimany-

Serrat, 2022; KPMG, 2020; Sierra-Garcia et al., 2018; Tarquinio

et al., 2018). Spain was also a pioneer in making external verification of

sustainability reports mandatory.

5 | DEGREE OF INFORMATION ON THE
SDGs IN THE CORPORATE REPORTS OF
COMPANIES BY SECTOR

Table 3 displays the results for percentage of information on each of

the 17 SDGs presented by the companies in each sector, as well as

the general average by sector and the average information for each

SDG. Note that 100% of these companies address the SDGs in their

sustainability reports, a value higher than those obtained by Sierra

García et al. (2022) and Martínez-Ferrero and García-Meca (2020).

In the “Petroleum and energy” sector, firms report 100% of per-

formance on the following SDGs: clean affordable energy (SDG 7),

decent work and economic growth (SDG 8), promoting sustainable

inclusive industrialization and fostering innovation (SDG 9), fighting

climate change and its effects (SDG 13), and implementing and reviv-

ing the Global Partnership for Sustainable Development (SDG 17).

Still, only 43% of companies in this sector report on the SDGs related

to eradication of world hunger, food security (SDG 2), or health and

welfare (SDG 3). The sector average is 73% of the total.

Firms in the “Basic materials, industry, and construction” sector

present an average of 63% of the total information on SDGs. All these

companies report on performance on gender equality (SDG 5) and

decent work and economic growth (SDG 8). It is striking, however,

that only 13% of firms in this sector report on SDG 14 (conservation

of marine life) and only 25% report on the SDGs on poverty and

hunger.

The results for firms in the “Consumer goods” sector indicate that

these firms on average report on 41% of the 17 SDGs. Of this total,

the goals on both health and welfare (SDG 3) and quality education

(SDG 4) show performance information at 80%. Only 20% of firms in

this sector report, however, on the SDGs related to poverty, water,

and sanitation for all, accessible non-polluting energy (SDG 7), more

sustainable cities and communities (SDG 11), and action on the cli-

mate and life of terrestrial ecosystems. Similarly, firms in the “Con-
sumer services” sector report on average on 61% of all SDGs. Firms in

this sector report on 100% of SDG 3, SDG 4, SDG 8, and responsible T
A
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consumption (SDGs 12 and 13), and not one company reports on the

SDGs related to poverty and hunger.

The “Financial sector” presents on average information on 63%

of all indicators for the 17 goals, and all companies report on SDGs

8 and 13. “Technology and telecommunications” firms present an

average of 57% of SDGs, and all companies mention promoting

decent work and economic growth (SDG 8) and fighting climate

change and its effects (SDG 13). None of the companies reports, how-

ever, on SDG 2 or SDG 14. The “Real estate” sector firms present on

average 41% of the information on the 17 goals. The “Consumer

goods” and “Real estate” sectors have the lowest average of the sec-

tors analyzed.

Comparison of the results in Table 2 (Percentage of GRI-ESG

Information in sustainability reports) to those in Table 3 (Percentage

of performance on SDGs by sector and individual average) shows sim-

ilarities between companies that belong to the same sector. For exam-

ple, companies in the oil and energy sector present the highest levels

in both GRI-ESG and performance on the SDGs.

5.1 | Performance level on SDG-ESG categorized
according to the TBL of sustainability

As indicated in the methodology, we analyzed the SDGs by categoriz-

ing them following the TBL sustainability approach and the categories

used by Jan et al. (2021) and Szennay et al. (2019): 8 SDGs/environ-

mental, 9 SDGs/social, and 6 SDGs/governance. Table 4 displays the

percentage of SDGs for each firm and sector in each of the three cat-

egories, percentage of the 17 SDGs, and average for each of the three

categories for each sector.

The results show that the “Petroleum and energy” sector firms

report on average 78.6% of SDG-E. The four electric companies report

on all environmental SDGs. As to information on the social and gover-

nance SDGs, the firms Iberdrola, Repsol, and NaturgyEnergy report

100%, but their average on SDG-S is 65.1% and on SDG-G 73.8%.

The “Basic materials, industry, and construction” sector's sustainabil-
ity reports present less information on SDGs-E, SDGs-S, and SDGs-G.

The average on environmental and social SDGs is 62.5, whereas the aver-

age on governance is 70.8%. In the “Consumer Goods” sector, Inditex

stands out in providing information on 100% of the SDGs-ESG. The aver-

age of firms in this sector is barely 50% for information on governance

and social SDGs, however, and only 27.5% on environmental ones.

Of firms in the “Consumer services” sector, the public firm Aena

reports 100% of SDGs-E, 77.8% of SDGs-S, and 83.3% of SDGs-G. As

to firms in the “Financial services sector,” the insurance company

Mapfre reports 100% of SDGs and the large Spanish banks report at

lower levels. The average in the financial sector is 56.3% information

for SDGs-E, 61.1% for SDGs-S, and 66.7% for SDGs-G. The results

for technology and telecommunication firms show 50% of SDGs-ESG.

In the “Real estate” sector, only Colonial presents approximately 80%

of information in its reports on the three SDG categories.

These results show a substantial presence of SDGs in sustainabil-

ity reports after Law 11/2018 (Le, 2018) requiring the assurance of

sustainability reports went into effect, indicating these reports' impor-

tance for Spanish listed companies. The high levels of information on

the SDGs are related to the corporate image these companies project

to interest groups. Yet we must also continue to deepen research on

their materiality and to determine how they materialize in quantitative

terms.

5.2 | Statistical connections and associations
between GRI-ESGs and level of performance on the
SDGs/ESGs in sustainability reporting

Categorizing the TBL sustainability approach in the SDGs-ESG and

GRI-ESG show significant relationships in Spanish companies from dif-

ferent economic sectors.

Ranking the firms from highest to lowest number of GRI indica-

tors shows that only two firms in different sectors report on 100%

of the GRI. Moreover, the results indicate that 25% of the IBEX35

firms present less than 50% of the GRI-ESG standards, but 80% of

the firms' performance level on the SDGs/ESG exceeds 50%. In com-

paring information by sector, we see significant analogies on level of

disclosure of GRI-ESG information and performance level on the

SDGs/ESG (Table 5). Companies in the “Petroleum and energy” sec-
tor present on average 90.9% of GRI indicators and 73.1% on

the SDGs.

Further, the results in Table 5 indicate that the average amount

of information on SDGs in each sector composing the IBEX35 is very

similar to the average GRI standards for sustainability. Companies in

the “Technology and Telecommunications” sector, however, average

71% on GRI-ESG and only communicate 57.4% compliance with

SDGs. The information level on SDGs for “Real estate services” is

20 points lower (42.4%), with an average of 80.6% on GRI-ESG. This

difference is due to the firm MERLIN Properties, which does not

report on any of the 17 SDGs. Further, the firms in Sector 4, “Con-
sumer goods,” show the lowest levels of information on both SDGs

and GRI, and Airlines Group IAG presents the lowest level of GRI-ESG

standards (36.8%).

Having found correspondences between the average values of

the GRI and the SDGs, we deepened analysis by studying the degree

of joint variation between two different variables using the Pearson

correlation coefficient. Table 6 presents the statistical associations

through parametric correlations between the values of the GRI-ESG

variables and their classification, and the values of the SDG-ESG vari-

ables and their classification. Table 6 presents the statistical associa-

tions through parametric correlations between the values of the GRI-

ESG variables and their ranking, and values of the SDG-ESG variables

and their ranking.

The results show a correlation between the values of the vari-

ables GRI-E (positive correlation of 0.523) and a significance level of

0.001% with the SDGs-E. They also confirm a moderate correlation

between the GRI-E and SDGs-G values, with a coefficient of 0.336

and a significance level of 0.048%; and a positive and moderate

correlation (0.390) with all SDGs at a significance level of 0.021%.
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The 148 GRI standards are, in turn, moderately related to the envi-

ronmental SDGs, with a Pearson coefficient of 0.368 and a signifi-

cance level of 0.030%.

Further, we found a strong inverse association between the vari-

able GRI-E (inverse correlation of �0.498) and the SDGs-E ranking,

with a significance level of 0.002% (in this ranking, lower values are

TABLE 4 Level of compliance with SDGs/environmental, SDGs/social, and SDGs/governance in the sustainability reports of IBEX firms.

Sector IBEX 35 Companies % SDG E/8 % SDG S/9 % SDG G/6 % SDG/17

1. Petroleum and energy Enagás 50.0% 22.2% 50.0% 41.2%

Endesa 50.0% 33.3% 50.0% 41.2%

Iberdrola 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

Red Eléctrica 100.0% 77.8% 66.7% 88.2%

Repsol 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

Solaria 50.0% 22.2% 50.0% 41.2%

NaturgyEnergy 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

Average, Sector 1 78.6% 65.1% 73.8% 73.1%

2. Basic mats., industry, and construction Acciona 87.5% 77.8% 100.0% 82.4%

Acerinox 50.0% 88.9% 83.3% 70.6%

ACS 75.0% 66.7% 83.3% 70.6%

ArcelorMittal 75.0% 55.6% 66.7% 58.8%

Ferrovial 87.5% 66.7% 66.7% 70.6%

Fluidra 50.0% 44.4% 66.7% 52.9%

Cie_Automotive 25.0% 55.6% 83.3% 47.1%

Siemens_Gamesa 50.0% 44.4% 16.7% 52.9%

Average, Sector 2 62.5% 62.5% 70.8% 63.2%

3. Consumer goods Almirall 0.0% 44.4% 33.3% 23.5%

Grifols 12.5% 55.6% 83.3% 47.1%

Inditex 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

PharmaMar 12.5% 0.0% 0.0% 5.9%

Rovi 12.5% 33.3% 50.0% 29.4%

Average, Sector 3 27.5% 46.7% 53.3% 41.2%

4. Consumer services Aena 100.0% 77.8% 83.3% 88.2%

Airlines Group IAG 50.0% 55.6% 50.0% 52.9%

Meliá_Hotels 37.5% 55.6% 50.0% 41.2%

Average, Sector 62.5% 63.0% 61.1% 60.8%

5. Financial services Banco de Sabadell 50.0% 88.9% 83.3% 70.6%

Bankinter 12.5% 11.1% 33.3% 23.5%

BBVA 37.5% 11.1% 33.3% 29.4%

CaixaBank 87.5% 88.9% 100.0% 94.1%

Mapfre 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

Banco Santander 50.0% 66.7% 50.0% 58.8%

Average, Sector 5 56.3% 61.1% 66.7% 62.7%

6. Technology and telecommunications Amadeus 50.0% 77.8% 83.3% 70.6%

Telef�onica 62.5% 55.6% 50.0% 52.9%

Cellnex_Telecom 37.5% 44.4% 66.7% 52.9%

Indra 62.5% 44.4% 50.0% 52.9%

Average, Sector 6 53.1% 55.6% 62.5% 57.4%

7. Real estate services Colonial 87.5% 77.8% 83.3% 82.4%

MerlinProperties 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0%

Average, Sector 7 43.8% 38.9% 41.7% 42.4%
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TABLE 5 Relationships between performance on SDGs/ESG and compliance with GRI-ESG sustainability.

Sectors

%

SDG
E/8

%

SDG
S/9

%

SDG
G/6

Average
SDG/17

GRI-E
(N�32)

GRI-S
(N�40)

GRI-G
(N�22)

GRI-
univ (54)

Average
GRI

1. Petroleum and energy 78.6% 65.1% 73.8% 73.1% 80.8% 70.7% 57.8% 74.6% 70.9%

2. Basic mats., industry, and

construction

62.5% 62.5% 70.8% 63.2% 61.7% 65.3% 51.1% 75.2% 63.2%

3. Consumer goods 25.5% 46.7% 53.3% 41.2% 38.8% 53.5% 4.5% 50.7% 36.8%

4. Consumer services 62.5 63.0 61.1 60.8% 61.5% 70.0% 62.1% 78.4% 68.0%

5. Financial services 56.3% 61.1% 66.7% 62.7% 44.8% 69.2% 33.3% 64.2% 52.8%

6. Technology and

telecommunications

53.1% 55.6% 62.5% 57.4% 68.0% 70.0% 64.8% 81.9% 71.0%

7. Real estate services 43.8 38.9 41.7 42.4 68.8% 77.5% 81.8% 94.4% 80.6%

TABLE 6 Statistical association between GRI-ESG indicators and SDGs-ESG of the IBEX35 companies.

Correlations

%
SDG-
E (8)

%
SDG-S
(9)

%
SDG-G
(6)

% SDG
all (17)

Ranking
SDG-E

Ranking
SDG-S

Ranking
SDG-G

Ranking
all SDGs

% GRI-E (32) Pearson correlat. .523a 0.287 .336b .390b �.498a �0.279 �0.310 �.375b

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.001 0.094 0.048 0.021 0.002 0.105 0.070 0.026

N 35 35 35 35 35 35 35 35

% GRI-S (40) Pearson correlat. .382b 0.143 0.229 0.240 �0.326 �0.118 �0.176 �0.191

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.023 0.413 0.187 0.165 0.056 0.498 0.312 0.271

N 35 35 35 35 35 35 35 35

% GRI-G (22) Pearson correlat. 0.260 0.030 0.060 0.116 �0.205 �0.034 �0.023 �0.075

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.173 0.877 0.756 0.548 0.285 0.861 0.907 0.701

N 29 29 29 29 29 29 29 29

% GRI-U (54) Pearson correlat. 0.171 0.042 0.104 0.098 �0.135 �0.042 �0.102 �0.063

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.327 0.810 0.551 0.574 0.440 0.811 0.559 0.719

N 35 35 35 35 35 35 35 35

% GRI All (148) Pearson correlat. .368b 0.121 0.205 0.227 �0.315 �0.114 �0.181 �0.187

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.030 0.487 0.237 0.189 0.066 0.515 0.297 0.282

N 35 35 35 35 35 35 35 35

Ranking GRI-E Pearson correlat. �.542a �0.302 �.347b �.408b .515a 0.290 0.322 .390b

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.001 0.077 0.041 0.015 0.002 0.091 0.059 0.020

N 35 35 35 35 35 35 35 35

Ranking GRI-S Pearson correlat. �.371b �0.090 �0.148 �0.200 0.314 0.064 0.100 0.159

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.028 0.608 0.395 0.249 0.066 0.714 0.566 0.362

N 35 35 35 35 35 35 35 35

Ranking GRI-G Pearson correlat. �.374b �0.032 �0.147 �0.198 0.308 0.032 0.137 0.166

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.027 0.856 0.400 0.254 0.072 0.855 0.433 0.339

N 35 35 35 35 35 35 35 35

Ranking GRI

other

Pearson correlat. �0.274 �0.060 �0.120 �0.156 0.225 0.050 0.106 0.118

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.111 0.732 0.492 0.371 0.193 0.774 0.543 0.500

N 35 35 35 35 35 35 35 35

Ranking GRI all Pearson correlat. �.383b �0.175 �0.263 �0.267 0.321 0.171 0.244 0.234

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.023 0.314 0.127 0.121 0.060 0.327 0.158 0.176

N 35 35 35 35 35 35 35 35

aCorrelation is significant at 0.01 level (2-tailed).
bCorrelation is significant at 0.05 level (2-tailed).
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better). That is, when the value of the variable GRI-E increases, the

value of the ranking on environmental SDGs decreases and the firms

achieve a better position in the ranking. We confirm a moderate

inverse association between the GRI-E and ranking on all SDGs, with

a Pearson coefficient of �0.375 and a significance level of 0.026%.

For the variable GRI-E ranking, we confirm a strong positive cor-

relation with the variable SDG-E ranking, with a coefficient of 0.515

and a significance level of 0.002%. At the same time, the GRI-E rank-

ing is strongly and inversely related to the environmental SDGs, with

a coefficient of �0.542 and a significance level of 0.001%; and a mod-

erate inverse association (coefficient of �0.408) with all SDGs. As the

ranking of all GRI-S and GRI-G shows negative or inverse correlation

with environmental SDGs, increasing one variable decreases the

other.

6 | CONCLUSIONS

This study analyzes the ESG information from the NFIS or Corporate

Sustainability Reports of the firms on the main Spanish stock

exchange, within the model of change in strategic management of

companies based on the 2030 Agenda. We also looked for connec-

tions or relationships between the sustainability standards and perfor-

mance on SDGs as strategic issues in Spanish firms.

Since the 2019 tax year, Spanish firms are required to present the

NFIS, verified by an independent entity, to comply with Law 11/2018

(Ley 11, 2018). Our exploratory, descriptive, analytic study of Corpo-

rate Sustainability Reports demonstrates regulatory compliance by all

these firms, as well as their use of GRI standards. We observe differ-

ences, however, in the degree of ESG information among firms

belonging to different activity sectors. Petroleum and energy firms

present 20% more information on environmental GRI than firms in

other sectors, such as real estate or technology and telecommunica-

tions. The findings also indicate that consumer goods firms communi-

cate the least environmental information. As García-Sánchez (2021)

and Taliento et al. (2019) indicate, some firms consider the impact of

their business activity on environmental issues when reporting infor-

mation and thus improve their reputation, global credibility, and

competitiveness.

Pharmaceutical firms from the consumer goods sector, in con-

trast, seem relatively insensitive to the impact of their activity on

the environment. Information on GRI on governance is also scarce

or nonexistent, as shown by over half the firms in the “Financial
services” sector. These firms thus seem to grant little importance to

the role of corporate governance in sustainable development, as

Campanella et al. (2021) argue. The potential influence of reporting

on stakeholders could help to improve these firms' environmental

policies and sustainable development (Simoni et al., 2020). Also

Camilleri (2017) suggests that the main recipients of sustainability

reports are investors and other financial stakeholders. The

average level of social information for all sectors is above 50% on

the GRI-S standards, as is the information on the 54 universal GRI

indicators.

These findings enable us to answer RQ1 by concluding that the

level of regulatory compliance on ESG information in Spanish IBEX35

firms is over 75%, and that the GRI is the sustainability standard used.

These results align with those obtained by García-Sánchez (2021) and

Gutiérrez-Ponce, Chamizo-González, and Arimany-Serrat (2022). We

also conclude that the firms analyzed are prepared to adapt to the

new requirements of Directive (EU, 2022) 2022/2464 of the

European Parliament and of the Council on sustainability reporting

but must adapt to the European Sustainability Reporting Standards

(ESRS) once they are approved.

As to degree of information and performance on the SDGs

(RQ2), we conclude that all firms contribute on average �57% of

information on all goals and each of the 17 SDGs for the 2030

Agenda, and that 12 of the 17 SDGs reflect very significant perfor-

mance levels higher than 50%. These findings suggest an increas-

ingly broad pattern of companies changing their view of

sustainability to go beyond sustainability reports. We see significant

differences among the different SDGs, however. SDG 1 (End of

poverty), SDG 2 (Zero hunger), SDG 6 (Clean water and sanitation),

SDG 15 (Life of terrestrial ecosystems), and SDG16 (Peace, justice,

and inclusive institutions) achieve performance levels of 20%–40%.

In line with the conclusions of Whittingham et al. (2022), therefore,

although the level of information available on SDGs has increased

substantially, there is still significant room for improvement in the

IBEX35 firms. The firms in the sector “Basic materials, industry, and

construction” show similar performance on the SDGs for the three

categories mentioned. The companies in the “Consumer goods” sec-
tor (composed primarily of pharmaceutical companies) and in the

“Real estate” sector obtain performance levels of 41% on the

SDGs-ESG, with striking performance of below 20% on the follow-

ing: SDG 1 (End of poverty), SDG 6 (Clean water and sanitation),

SDG 7 (Clean, affordable energy), SDG 11 (Sustainable cities and

communities), and SDG 15 (Life of terrestrial ecosystems). These

findings answer RQ3 and provide the scientific knowledge on SDGs

and the IBEX35 business sector from a country-level perspective, as

(Pizzi et al., 2020, 2021) suggest. The results obtained affirm, how-

ever, that business participation in performance on the SDGs

remains limited and symbolic and very seldom materializes in con-

crete actions. Another study, of 2000 firms (van der Waal &

Thijssens, 2020), also reached this conclusion.

As to connections or analogies between performance on the

SDGs and corporate sustainability reports (RQ4), we found important

analogies in level of disclosure of GRI-ESG information and level of

performance on the SDGs/ESG. We also confirm a strong inverse

association between environmental information (GRI-E) and the rank-

ing on environmental SDGs provided in the Corporate Sustainability

Reports. That is, the higher the level of information on environmental

GRI standards, the higher the firm's ranking on environmental SDGs.

We also confirm a moderate inverse association between GRI-E and

the firm's position in the ranking of all SDGs. Finally, we conclude that

the position in the ranking for social and governance GRI information

in the sustainability reports is inversely related to firms' position on

environmental SDGs.
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In line with Gazzola et al. (2020), Tsalis et al. (2020), and Hum-

mel and Szekely (2022), we thus conclude that the information on

SDG performance in Spanish firms is associated primarily with com-

mitment to other topics related to sustainability. The 2030 Agenda

and its 17 SDGs pose new challenges and commitments for firms,

however, as firms must adjust their operations and strategies to

specific requirements. Evaluating the alignment of practices for pre-

paring business sustainability reports to performance on the SDGs

has become a strategic issue for companies that will help them to

improve the information they provide on SDGs and give their

stakeholders greater confidence in sustainability reports for their

decisions.

6.1 | Theoretical implications of the research

Among the theoretical implications of this study, it should be noted

that corporate sustainability behaviors are highly sensitive to the

pressures and demands of interest groups, which ultimately are con-

ditioned by the cultural environment. Consistently, stakeholder the-

ory suggests that, to succeed, companies must address their

stakeholders' expectations (Freeman, 1994) and according this the-

ory, the greater the pressure imposed by stakeholders, the greater

the need for companies to provide credibility in their sustainability

reports (Simoni et al., 2020). Ultimately, strategies oriented to sus-

tainability involve considering all possible environmental, social, and

economic factors that impact the interested parties and the sustain-

able development proposed by the 2030 Agenda. As our results indi-

cate that firms are tackling the SDGs in their strategies, this study

provides a preliminary understanding of Spanish business practice,

as well as clues to theorizing this research field, which has received

little exploration.

Advances in the commitment of stakeholders to obtain infor-

mation on the SDGs and ESG and, therefore, the recognition by

companies of their disclosure as a source of competitive advantage

in the design of long-term strategies can be explained through the

theory of legitimacy. In particular, from the theory of legitimacy, it

could be argued that in order for sustainability reports to be more

credible, companies entrust their verification and assurance to an

independent entity (Fernandez-Feijoo et al., 2016). Therefore, in

line with Patten (2020) the theory of legitimacy, it seems to be ful-

filled with respect to the level of information on the SDGs and ESG

communicated by Spanish companies, since it goes beyond the

legal compliance established by community directives or Spanish

legislation.

In this investigation it has been found that all Spanish listed com-

panies present their verified sustainability reports. In this sense, the

signaling theory suggests that companies, when incurring in assurance

service costs show stakeholders your commitment to high-quality

disclosure of information. In other words, according to the signaling

theory, Spanish companies are taking steps to certify that they and

their stakeholders are aware of the need to act on issues related to

sustainability.

6.2 | Practical implications and contributions of
the research

This study has significant implications for stakeholders, those respon-

sible for formulating ESG policies, academics, company directors, and

the practice of disseminating ESG/SDGs. For stakeholders, it clarifies

the relationship between dissemination of information on the SDGs

and ESG through the reports required by the European and Spanish

legal frameworks regulating Spanish listed companies. More specifi-

cally, our study suggests that it is important to publish information on

topics related to the SDGs in corporate reports and that these reports

are a valuable medium for communicating a firm's efforts to its stake-

holders. For investors, our study reveals that sustainability reports by

Spanish listed companies are assured by an independent entity, con-

tributing to SDG reporting and risk reduction. For policy formulators,

the study results provide new information on the impact and credibil-

ity of these companies' sustainability reports and improve our under-

standing of how and why organizations modify their sustainability

practices. For academics, this study contributes to an emerging body

of literature aligned with the SDGs. The 2030 Agenda urges compa-

nies to take active steps to include the SDGs in their sustainability

reports to ensure that the companies are more sustainable, and this

pressure justifies the need for more research to identify and measure

the interactions among the 17 SDGs and the sustainability reports,

inviting renovation of theoretical frameworks for accounting, as many

critics argue (Bebbington & Unerman, 2018, 2020; Larrinaga

et al., 2019). Our study provides directors with a more complete

image and thus fuller understanding of the key factors that can help

firms to achieve different SDGs. From a practical perspective, the

results of this article contribute to understanding listed firms' commit-

ment to the SDGs and the credibility of their efforts to achieve sus-

tainable development. It also provides a preliminary understanding of

Spanish business practices, as well as clues to theorizing this research

field, which has received little exploration to date. Another interesting

issue is the nature of voluntary vs. compulsory SDG information and

the impact of each mode on the 17 goals and 169 objectives. Our

study thus responds to the call by researchers, institutions, and com-

panies to deepen this line of study to contribute to the literature and

advance knowledge at regional and national level. The practical impact

of our analysis is based on the exhaustiveness of our data set, which

is clearly superior to that of other studies on disclosure and perfor-

mance on SDGs associated with sustainability standards in Spanish

firms. Our results also suggest that performance on SDGs can

strengthen business strategies in firms that have stagnated and help

them not to lose their place in the market, insofar as their stake-

holders demand more transparency and progress.

To the best of our knowledge, no prior study has analyzed the

connection between Corporate Sustainability Reports and the

SDGs in Spanish firms from a country-level perspective. Our study

fills this research gap for Spanish listed firms. The study is also

especially important in covering the dimension of Corporate Sus-

tainability Reports that enables us to understand “how” and “to
what extent” the SDGs can strengthen business strategy and
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compliance with the Climate Change and Energy Transition Law, or

the Spanish Circular Economy Strategy, based on the philosophy of

the 2030 Agenda.

Further, our study has demonstrated that Spanish listed

firms present on average 63.3% of GRI-ESG information in their

Corporate Sustainability Reports. Significant differences exist,

however, among the firms from different activity sectors. More

specifically, petroleum and energy firms stand out in presenting

20% more of the environmental GRI information than do firms

from other sectors, such as real estate and technology and

telecommunications.

This study demonstrates that the levels of ESG information, ana-

lyzed based on the TBL philosophy, show significant differences

among firms from different sectors. We obtain evidence that the firms

analyzed are prepared to adapt to the new requirements of Directive

(EU, 2022) 2022/2464 of the European Parliament and of the Council

on sustainability reporting. They must, however, adapt to the ESRS

once these are approved.

More specifically, our study has shown an association or analogy

between level of GRI-ESG information and level of performance on

the SDGs-ESG classified according to the TBL on sustainability. It

also shows that introducing compulsory external verification of the

sustainability reports in Spain after Law 11/2018 on this issue went

into effect has motivated the presence of SDGs in reports on busi-

ness sustainability. And we find that the higher the level of informa-

tion on the GRI-environmental standards reported, the better the

firm's position in the ranking on environmental SDGs. Further, our

findings show that 100% of these firms tackle the SDGs in their sus-

tainability reports—a higher value than those obtained in prior

studies—and that high levels of information on the SDGs are related

to the corporate image these firms project to stakeholders. We must,

however, continue to deepen research on the concrete form the

SDGs take to determine how in quantitative terms they materialize,

since information on Spanish firms' performance on the SDGs is

associated primarily with commitment to other topics related to

sustainability.

Ultimately, our study sheds new light on the degree and scope of

performance on the SDGs in Spanish listed firms' sustainability

reports. This study is not, however, free of limitations, which open

new and interesting paths for research. Firms' reporting on the SDGs

is a novel topic, and dissemination is changing over time. We focused

on large firms that compose the main Spanish stock index and the

period of the past 3 years. The size of the firms analyzed is thus

another limitation to obtaining a profile at country level, since our

analysis does not cover SMEs. A more detailed analysis could focus

on SMEs to evaluate their efforts for sustainability, as well as their

performance on and materialization of the SDGs at regional and coun-

try level and in comparison to other fundamentally different environ-

ments. Our study could serve as a base line for expanding future

studies.
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