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Opening Remarks 
 

The GRI G4 Certified Training Course aims to prepare participants to understand and 
coordinate the GRI sustainability reporting process using the G4 Guidelines. 

The course is not intended to enable participants to become experts on the G4 Guidelines’ 
technical content, but to understand and use it properly.  

At the end of the course participants receive a Certificate of Attendance.  
 
The GRI G4 Certified Training Course has three major learning objectives. Participants will be 
able to: 

• Identify and understand the main features of the G4 Guidelines. 
• Recognize the tasks and decisions to be made during the reporting process to prepare 

a G4-based report focused on material Aspects. 
• Identify the content expected to be found in G4-based reports. 

  

The GRI G4 Certified Training Course content is divided into the following topics. 

Parts Topics 

PART I - INTRODUCTION:  
Sustainability reporting and 
the GRI Guidelines 

1.1 Sustainability Reporting and GRI 
1.2 GRI’s G4 Guidelines 
1.3 Introduction to the GRI reporting process 

PART II – PREPARE:  
Plan your GRI Sustainability 
Reporting Process 

2.1   Imagine your GRI Sustainability Report 
2.2   Develop a report development plan 

PART III – CONNECT: 
Engage with stakeholders  
 

3.1   Why engage with stakeholders 
3.2   Identify & prioritize stakeholders 
3.3   Dialogue with stakeholders 

PART IV – DEFINE: 
Defining your material 
Aspects and Boundaries 

4.1  Introduction to defining material Aspects and Boundaries 
4.2  Identification 
4.3  Prioritization 
4.4  Validation 

PART V – MONITOR: 
Build your report 
 

5.1  Check internal systems and gather information 
5.2  Discuss and set performance targets 
5.3  Follow up 

PART VI – REPORT: 
Check and communicate  
 

6.1  Write & finalize the report 
6.2  Communicate 
6.3  Prepare for the next cycle 
6.4  Reporting evaluation exercise 

 

Report on ‘What matters and where it matters’ 

This course reflects the focus of the G4 Guidelines. That is to guide organizations to prepare 

sustainability reports focused on the material topics for the organization, i.e., those that 

should be measured, managed and changed. Material topics are those connected with 

economic, environmental and social impacts which may be identified within and/or outside 

of the organization.  



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

PART I - INTRODUCTION:  
SUSTAINABILITY REPORTING AND THE GRI 
GUIDELINES 
 

Topics 

1. Sustainability Reporting and GRI 
2. GRI’s G4 Guidelines 
3. Introduction to the GRI reporting process 

  



 

1.1 Sustainability Reporting and GRI 

Question 1: What is the goal of GRI and of sustainability reporting?1 

 

The goal of GRI is to promote change towards a sustainable global economy. GRI believes that the 
process of reporting is a critical tool to promote the changes urgently needed to build a sustainable 
global economy, (see GRI’s Mission and Vision below). 

There are various interpretations of what constitutes a ‘sustainable economy’. GRI does not endorse 
a particular definition, but notes that organizations working in this field agree on the basic features of 
such an economy (1):   

 Protects natural resources and the basis of life on the planet; 

 Decreases poverty and protects human rights; and  

 Is transparently managed.   

Both sustainability reporting (the process) and the sustainability report (the final product) have at 
their core the idea that organizations measure information about their activities and, based on past 
performance and considering future goals, set targets and begin to measure for the next period.  

The ‘future goals’ are not only operational goals but also those needed to build a sustainable 
economy; the changes needed to protect natural resources and the basis of life on the planet, to 
decrease poverty and  protect human rights, and to be transparent about the way the organization is 
managed.   

 
GRI’s Vision and Mission reflects the above concepts. They are currently the following:   
GRI Vision:   A sustainable global economy where organizations manage their economic, 
environmental, social and governance performance and impacts responsibly and report 
transparently. 

GRI Mission: To make sustainability reporting standard practice by providing guidance and support to 
organizations. 

 

 

  

                                                           
1 GRI assumes that participants attending the GRI Certified Standard Course will already come with a basic 
knowledge on sustainability and the current sustainability challenges in their context. As a result, GRI takes this 
as a point of departure for this course. If the GRI Training Partner believes that it is necessary for their target 
groups to begin the course by covering the sustainability issues and challenges, they can do that with additional 
non-GRI Certified material provided by them that is relevant to their context. 



 

References:  

1. UN(1987), Report of the World Commission on Environment and Development: Our Common 
Future, United Nations. http://conspect.nl/pdf/Our_Common_Future-
Brundtland_Report_1987.pdf 

2. UN (1992), United Nations Conference on Environment and Development.  Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 
3  to 14 June 1992. Agenda 21. Geneva: United Nations. 
(http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/Agenda21.pdf, accessed 17 June 
2013) 

3. UNEP (1992),  Rio declaration on environment and development. Geneva: United Nations 
Environment Programme.  http://www.unep.org/documents.multilingual/  
default.asp?documentid=78&articleid=1163 (accessed 14 June 2013) 

4. UN (2002),  Plan of implementation of the World Summit on Sustainable Development.  
Johannesberg: United Nations. (http://www.un.org/esa/sustdev/  
documents/WSSD_POI_PD/English/WSSD_PlanImpl.pdf, accessed 17 June 2013) 

5. UNEP (2012),  Green economy.  Measuring progress towards a green economy.  Draft working 
paper. Geneva: United Nations Environment Programme. 
(http://www.unep.org/greeneconomy/Portals/88/documents/research_products/MeasuringProg
ress.pdf, accessed 14 June 2013) 
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1.1  Sustainability Reporting and GRI 

Question 2: What is a sustainability report?  

 

A sustainability report is the result of a sustainability reporting process. 

A sustainability report is a report about economic, environmental and social impacts caused by an 
organization through its everyday activities. It presents disclosures on an organization’s most 
significant impacts, be they positive or negative. It also presents the organization’s values and 
governance model, and the link between its strategy and its commitment to a sustainable economy2. 

The sustainability report is a tool to be transparent and accountable to internal and external 
stakeholders for the impacts caused. 

Internationally agreed disclosures and metrics enable information contained within sustainability 
reports based on the GRI Guidelines to be made part of a global platform, providing stakeholders with 
critical information to support their decisions. 

A sustainability report can be presented in various formats (electronically, pdf, printed, XBRL, etc.), as 
a standalone document or part of other publications. 

 

References: 

1. G4 Guidelines, Reporting Principles and Standard Disclosures, p. 3 
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1.1 Sustainability Reporting and GRI 

Question 3: What is the value of sustainability reporting as identified by reporters? 

 

The value of sustainability reporting has been identified by reporters as bringing both internal and 
external benefits. It can also create opportunities for the organization and help to mitigate risks. 
Studies on the value of sustainability reporting as identified by reporters confirm sustainability 
reporting “can serve as a differentiator in competitive industries and foster investor confidence, trust 
and employee loyalty. Analysts often consider a company’s sustainability disclosures in their 
assessment of management quality and efficiency, and reporting may provide firms better access to 
capital.”3 It is important with this to emphasize that preparing a balanced report, i.e. one that refers 
not only to successes but also to challenges, will in the end pay dividends for the organization. It will 
mean that the organization will be seen as credible by the report users. Sustainability measurement 
and the evaluation of processes can also bring great innovation in business models and organizational 
culture. The following is a summary of the results of a study conducted by GRI that focused on 
sustainability reporting practices and trends and addressed the question of the value of sustainability 
reporting. During February and March of 2008, GRI collected testimonies from organizations of 
diverse sizes and sectors around the world who have experience with the GRI reporting process.4 In 
these testimonies, GRI reporting practitioners—from senior executives to project coordinators—
revealed the value they encountered during their sustainability reporting journey.  

The identified benefits provided by the organizations that participated in the study can be 
summarized as the following: 

The Value of Internal Changes 

 Develop vision and strategy on sustainability 

 Improve management systems, improve internal processes and set goals 

 Identify weaknesses and strengths 

 Attract and retain employees 

 Connect departments and encourage innovation 

 Raise awareness with the executive team 

 Achieve competitive advantage and leadership 

 Attract investors  

The Value of Recognition 

 Enhance reputation, achieve trust and respect 

 Transparency and dialogue with stakeholders 

 Demonstrate commitment to sustainability 

 Enable comparability and benchmarking 

  

                                                           
3 Quote taken from Value of Sustainability Reporting: http://www.ey.com/US/en/Services/Specialty-
Services/Climate-Change-and-Sustainability-Services/Value-of-sustainability-reporting. 
4 GRI requested, via e-mail, all its Organizational Stakeholders to volunteer statements from both senior executives and 
those responsible for the reporting process, about the value of the GRI reporting process and its main challenges. In total 67 
companies responded. Of the statements received, 76 statements from 39 companies were used in the GRI learning 
publication, “Sustainability Reporting: How valuable is the journey?” 



 

There are a significant number of other studies that have been done in the last number of years on 
the value of sustainability management and reporting for organizations. GRI is not able to expressly 
refer to any of these in this material. Having said that, the GRI Training Partners and participants are 
encouraged to use and discuss such studies that they are familiar with and are relevant for the 
context in which the course is given. 
 
 
References: 

1. GRI Sustainability Reporting: How valuable is the journey? 2008 
https://www.globalreporting.org/Pages/resource-
library.aspx?resSearchMode=resSearchModeText&resSearchText=How+valuable+is+the+journey%
3f  
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1.1 Sustainability Reporting and GRI 

Question 3A: Examples from public sources of how sustainability reporting promoted 
organizational change, so as to address negative impacts. 

 

Company One:  Foskor Ltd  –  A private company operating in South Africa is a producer and exporter 
of phosphate-based fertilisers and phosphoric acid. 
 
Impact: Negative environmental impact from operations - Environmental spills and leaks, negatively 
impacting the environment and community, specifically air quality around the manufacturing plant. 
 
How the reporting process helped to address impact:  In response to negative impacts emanating from 
operations the company developed mechanisms to manage and measure impact and to respond to 
stakeholders. Key performance indicators have been developed to manage risk, measure impact, and 
monitor progress against specific performance targets.  As such, sustainability reporting assisted in the 
following ways: 

 Measure the negative impact from operations – i.e. support operational and management 
processes (specifically, monitoring, evaluating and reporting), risk management, strategies and 
plans. 

 Set targets to manage future impact and risks – i.e. support oversight of risk management. 

 Report on progress against these targets – i.e. to communicate to stakeholders the company’s 
response and mitigating processes in the case of negative environmental impact. 

 Assists with future capex expenditure - i.e. to budget and report against specific expenditure 
related to negative impact - i.e. environmental rehabilitation. 

 Communication with and feedback to stakeholders (local communities, environmental groups, 
government etc) on how performance and progress is being managed and monitored. 

 Supports and informs management by embedding sustainability issues into management systems 
and review, and assists in consideration of overall business strategy, risks and opportunities.  

 
End result: The company measures and monitors impacts and assesses performance against targets. 
There is related communication and feedback to stakeholders. 

 

“We recognise the increasing pressure from environmental watch bodies such as the Richards Bay Clean 
Air Association from local stakeholders such as the Umhlathuze Municipality and surrounding 
communities, and from international environmental protocols, treaties and enforcement agencies.” 

  



 

 

“A total of 61 spills, leaks and overflows were recorded by our internal incident management system 
during the year. Most of the spills were successfully contained within dedicated bund areas.   
 
A major overflow incident took place in January 2013, when heavy rainfall caused approximately 3 
025m3 of water from our storm water retention dam to overflow. Approximately 1 335m3 of the 
contaminated water flowed into the Thulazihlekha Pan via a nearby drainage system. In consultation 
with the Department of Water Affairs (DWA), the balance of 1 690m3 was diverted to the upper pan. 
We were in contact with both the DWA and Department of Agriculture and Environmental Affairs 
(DAEA) throughout.  The dam’s capacity will be increased as a matter of urgency to cater for a 1:50-
year flood event and prevent the recurrence of such an incident in future. The upgrade plan was 
approved and work commenced in March 2013.   
 

 
Two other noteworthy spills also occurred. Our S2 sulphuric acid storage tank sprang a leak and spilled 
approximately 1 000 litres of material, while our C3 phosphoric acid tank ruptured and spilled 1 500 
litres. Both spills were contained in bund areas, but the latter spill fatally injured one of our contractors, 
prompting a full investigation by the Department of Labour. 
 
The Department of the Environment Affairs’ (DEA) Compliance Inspectorate conducted an audit of our 
facility in March 2012.  Consequently Foskor has received a Notice of Intent to issue a Directive in terms 
of the National Environmental Management Act – Sections 31L and 28(4). The Notice was received in 
March 2013 and a formal response has been submitted to the DEA.” 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Company Two:  Anglo American Platinum Ltd - A listed company in the mining and resources sector 
operating in South Africa. 
 
Impact:  Negative environmental impact from operations - Waste generated and land pollution from 
operations (open pit mining).   
 
How the reporting process helped to address this:  It has assisted the company to respond to 
reasonable expectations of stakeholders (i.e including to be to be kept inormed). It assisted with 
identifying material risks, developing strategies to cope with these risks, and measure progress against 
specific operational targets.  As such, sustainability reporting assisted in the following ways:   

 To report and communicate to external stakeholders (i.e. government, local communities and 
shareholders) that they are responsible miners and they take the negative impact of their 
operations seriously. 

 To communicate to internal stakeholders (i.e. management, executive, board and operations) of 
the progress against specific targets. 

 Sustainabilty reporting facilitates the transparent disclosure and communication of risk, by 
identifying risks, risk mitigation and risk management (i.e. progress against specific strategic 
objectives and operational targets), in particular in relation to licence to operate conditions. 

 To report on and give feedback to international and industry-specific organisations against 
specific commitments and targets as signatories to specific accords (i.e. ICMM, CDP and UNGC). 



 

 Can help to protect licence to operate conditions through regularly reporting on compliance or 
non-compliance and progress against targets issued by local government or specific government 
departments (i.e. the Department of Environmental Affairs and the Department of Mineral 
Resources). 

 Supports and informs management by embedding sustainability issues into management systems 
and review, and assists in consideration of business strategy, risks and opportunities.  

 
End result:  The company measures and monitors impacts and assesses performance against targets. 
There is related communication and feedback to stakeholders. 
 
 
Note  - the above sections on ‘’How reporting has helped address impact” are own interpretation 
based on publicly available information. 
 
References: 
 
1. Foskor Ltd - Foskor Integrated Report 2013 - http://www.foskor.co.za/cd_ar.php pages 63 to 72 

2. Anglo American Platinum Ltd - Anglo American Platinum Sustainable Development Report 2012 - 
http://www.angloamerican.com/development/reports/aareports/2013gr page 66 and 67  
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1.1 Sustainability Reporting and GRI 

Question 4: What is GRI and how does it operate? 

 

The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) promotes the use of sustainability reporting as a way for 
organizations to become more sustainable and contribute to a sustainable global economy.  

GRI’s mission is to make sustainability reporting standard practice. To enable all companies and 
organizations to report their economic, environmental, social and governance performance, GRI 
produces free Sustainability Reporting Guidelines. 

GRI is an international not-for-profit organization, with a network-based structure. Its activity involves 
thousands of professionals and organizations from many sectors, regions and constituencies such as 
business, civil society, governments, financial markets, labor, mediating institutions and academia.  

GRI was set up in the US in 1997 by CERES, with support from the United Nations Environment 
Programme (UNEP). Its Secretariat is located in Amsterdam, The Netherlands and there are GRI Focal 
Points – regional offices – in a number of countries worldwide5. Its governance structure consists of 
the Board of Directors, Stakeholder Council, Technical Advisory Council and Secretariat. GRI also has 
an extensive network consisting of for example, Organizational Stakeholders, GRI Certified Training 
Partners and Software provides. GRI enjoys strategic partnerships with the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD), the UN Global Compact, UNEP, and the International 
Organization for Standardization (ISO).  

Detailed explanations of GRI’s structure, network and partnerships are available on the GRI website 
(www.globalreporting.org). Contact: info@globalreporting.org  
 

References:  

1. GRI website  

 

Slides: 15-17  

                                                           
5 Check the GRI website (GRI Focal Points page) to get the latest list of where GRI has Focal Points offices 
located.  

http://www.globalreporting.org/
mailto:info@globalreporting.org


 

1.1  GRI’s G4 Guidelines 

Question 5: What is the focus of the G4 Guidelines? 

 
G4’s main message is: REPORT ON WHAT MATTERS AND WHERE IT MATTERS.  
 
The major objective when the development of G4 began in 2010 was to help organizations produce 
sustainability reports focused on material topics. 

Although other objectives were defined by the Board of Directors at the beginning of the process, this 
objective was considered the most critical. In recent years GRI has identified a tendency for 
organizations to produce extensive sustainability reports, presenting all the topics an organization is 
able to measure, but with insufficient focus on its efforts to promote the most relevant changes.  

G4 was designed to guide organizations to produce reports which reveal their executive teams’ 
reflections and decisions on the most critical/relevant sustainability-related topics that the 
organization should address, and for which a relevant contribution to a sustainable economy can be 
made. The decision on what is material is based on the Reporting Principles for Defining Report 
Content, with emphasis on the Materiality Principle. 

The executive team’s understanding and decisions on ‘what matters/where it matters’ have to be 
easily found in a G4-based report.  Readers want and need to be able to find the executive team’s 
reflections on the critical links between sustainability and business strategy/society and, with that, if 
the management knows where the material impacts occur. 

Under G4, the identification of material topics and the reflections around them are more important 
than reporting on all the sustainability topics that the organization is able to monitor.  

GRI is not advising organizations to stop monitoring a diversity of sustainability-related issues: 
organizations must decide what has to be monitored in order to be managed. But the G4-based 
report has to be focused on what matters and where it has to be managed and changed.  

For the sake of reporting, reporters and report users can concentrate on sustainability impacts that 
matter and that have potential for important changes to be achieved. This should result in reports 
that are more strategic, more focused, more credible, and easier to navigate. 

G4 provides guidance on how to select material topics, and how to identify and explain where the 
significant impacts occur for those topics (General Standard Disclosures G4-17 to G4-21 plus the four 
step process for defining material Aspects and Boundaries).  

 

References: 

1. GRI website (see page G4 Development Process) 

2. G4 Reporting Principles and Standard Disclosures (RPSD), pp. 28-29, 90 
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1.1  GRI’s G4 Guidelines 

Question 6: What are the main content elements of the G4 Guidelines?  

 

G4 GUIDELINES STRUCTURE 

G4 is presented in two documents;  
1. Reporting Principles and Standard Disclosures (RPSD) 
2. Implementation Manual (IM) 
 
It is extremely important for the training participants to be familiar with the G4 Guidelines, their 
structure and sections. The information below should only be used as a general reference to get 
familiar with the G4 Guidelines content. 
 

1. Reporting Principles and Standard Disclosures (RPSD) 

The RPSD contains Reporting Principles, Standard Disclosures and the criteria to be applied by an 
organization to prepare its sustainability report ‘in accordance’ with the Guidelines. Specifically, it 
contains the following: 

 Reporting Principles for Defining Report Content and Quality (RPSD pp. 16-18) 

 General and Specific Standard Disclosures (RPSD pp. 20-83) 

 Criteria to be applied by an organization to prepare its sustainability report ‘in accordance’ 
with the Guidelines, i.e. Core or Comprehensive (RPSD pp. 11-14) 

 The GRI Content Index (RPSD pp. 31-35) 

 Summary of steps to be taken to define what is material (RPSD p. 90) 

The RPSD also contains the following sections to support reporters to use the G4 Guidelines: 

 How to use the Guidelines (RPSD pp. 7-9) 

 Quick Links section (offers easy-to-find sets of Standard Disclosures or concepts that are 
helpful for understanding and using the Guidelines) (RPSD pp. 85-90) 

 Definitions of key terms (RPSD p. 92) 

 Overview tables (RPSD pp. 21-23) 

 

2. Implementation Manual (IM)  

The IM contains detailed guidance on how to understand, interpret and implement the concepts in 
the Reporting Principles and Standard Disclosures (RPSD).  

The IM contains:  

 Explanations of how to apply the Reporting Principles (IM pp. 8-16) 

 Explanations of how to prepare the information to be disclosed, and how to interpret the 
various concepts in the Guidelines (IM pp. 18-235) 

 References to other sources (IM pp. 237-242) 

 Complete Glossary (IM pp. 244-254) 

 General reporting notes (IM pp. 256-258) 

The Implementation Manual provides detailed guidance on how to identify material Aspects and 
their Boundaries (IM pp. 31-39).   

 
 

 

 

 



 

G4 GUIDELINES IN LANGUAGES OTHER THAN ENGLISH 

GRI is committed to making the G4 Guidelines available to a maximum number of end users. The 
current status of which languages the G4 Guidelines are available in can be seen on the GRI website: 
https://www.globalreporting.org/reporting/g4/Pages/G4translations.aspx.  

The GRI G4 Guidelines are available to download free from the GRI website: www.globalreporting.org  
 

TECHNICAL QUERIES ON G4 

GRI has produced an FAQ document for reporters that have specific technical questions when using 
G4, available on the GRI website: 
https://www.globalreporting.org/information/FAQs/G4FAQ/Pages/default.aspx 

If you have additional technical questions not covered by the FAQs, you can email: 
guidelines@globalreporting.org  
 
 

References:  

1. G4 Reporting Principles and Standard Disclosures (RPSD) 

2. G4 Implementation Manual (IM) 

3. GRI Website (see pages G4 Translations and G4 FAQs)  
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1.2 GRI G4 Guidelines 

Question 7: What are the main features of the G4 Guidelines? 

 

The G4 Guidelines have increased user-friendliness and accessibility.  

The emphasis on what is material encourages organizations to provide only information that is critical 
to their business and stakeholders. This means organizations and report users can concentrate on the 
sustainability impacts that matter, resulting in reports that are more strategic, more focused, more 
credible, and easier for stakeholders to navigate. 
 
The main features of the G4 Guidelines can be summarized as: 

 In ‘one platform’, all content that any preparer needs to know to produce a sustainability 
report focused on material Aspects which can result in important changes. 

 Flexibility for preparers to choose the report focus.  
 Detailed guidance on how to select material Aspects, and explain the boundaries of where 

material impacts occur. This is addressed in GRI’s four step process for defining material 
Aspects and Boundaries (IM pp. 31-39). 

 Flexibility to combine with local and regional reporting requirements and frameworks.      

 Up-to-date harmonization and reference to all available and internationally recognized 
reporting documents (IM pp. 237-242). 

 Overview tables, summaries and quick links to specific Guidelines components (RPSD pp. 21-
23, 85-90). 

 Complete Glossary, reference lists, and visual guidance (IM pp. 237-242, 244-254). 

 
Other specific features are: 

 New, updated and enhanced disclosures on governance, ethics and integrity, supply chain, 
anti-corruption and GHG emissions (RPSD Standard Disclosures, pp. 24-83). 

 Generic format for Disclosures on Management Approach (RPSD pp. 45-46). 

 Two ‘in accordance’ criteria options, both focused on material Aspects (RPSD pp. 11-13). 

 GRI Content Index offering a transparent format to communicate external assurance (RPSD 
pp. 31-35). 

 Technically-reviewed content and clear disclosure requirements. 

 

References:  

1. GRI website (see page Transition and Main Features) 

2. G4 Reporting Principles and Standard Disclosures (RPSD) 

3. G4 Implementation Manual (IM) 
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1.2 GRI’s G4 Guidelines 

Question 8: What are the G4 Sector Disclosures? 

 

Many sectors face unique sustainability issues that should be captured in sustainability reports. These 
issues may not be covered in the GRI Reporting Guidelines. Examples of such sector specific issues 
include noise measurement for airports, the resettlement of people for mining and metals 
companies, animal welfare for the food processing industry, and program effectiveness for non-
governmental organizations. 

GRI developed in the past sector guidance, (called “GRI Sector Supplements”), for organizations to be 
able to report on issues that are specifically relevant to their sector.   

The G4 Sector Disclosures are the previously-approved contents of GRI Sector Supplements. They are 
now presented in a format which is easy for G4 reporters to use when considering sector-specific 
General Standard Disclosures, and when considering material Aspects to be monitored, managed and 
changed. 

G4 Sector Disclosures will be developed to cover other sectors during 2013 and 2014. 

The Sector Disclosures document presents the Sector Disclosures in tables and divided into four 
groups: General Standard Disclosures, Specific Standard Disclosures related to G4 Aspects, Specific 
Standard Disclosures related to sector-specific Aspects, and General Notes. You can see what sort of 
content is contained under each group by checking the completed Sector Disclosures from the GRI 
website. The website also shows the GRI Sector Disclosures that are currently available: 
https://www.globalreporting.org/reporting/sectorguidance/sectorguidanceG4/Pages/default.aspx  . 

The organization may identify material topics that are not covered by the Aspects list and Indicators 
in the Guidelines, or by GRI Sector Disclosures. To address these topics, the organization may apply 
the Generic DMA.  

The organization may also use – complementary to the Generic DMA – alternative indicators, sector-
specific indicators, or self-developed indicators. Organization-specific indicators included in the 
report should be subject to the same Reporting Principles and have the same technical rigor as GRI’s 
Standard Disclosures6.  

 

References: 

1. GRI website (see page Sector Guidance) 

 

Slides: 31-32 

 

 

 

                                                           
6 This point is covered in G4 IM, p. 39 under Step 3: Validation. 

https://www.globalreporting.org/reporting/sectorguidance/sectorguidanceG4/Pages/default.aspx
https://www.globalreporting.org/reporting/sectorguidance/sectorguidanceG4/Pages/default.aspx
https://www.globalreporting.org/reporting/sectorguidance/sectorguidanceG4/Pages/default.aspx


 

1.2 GRI’s G4 Guidelines 

Question 9: What internationally recognized principles and guidelines plus other international 
references are aligned with the G4 Guidelines? 

 
The following are aligned with the G4 Guidelines. It is important to note that these are not an 
exhaustive list. For a complete list of references for the G4 Guidelines, see IM pp. 237-242. 
 
United Nations Global Compact Principles (UNGC) 

The UN Global Compact is a strategic policy initiative for businesses that are committed to aligning 
their operations and strategies with ten universally accepted principles in the areas of human rights, 
labor, environment and anti-corruption. By doing so, business, as a primary driver of globalization, 
can help ensure that markets, commerce, technology and finance advance in ways that benefit 
economies and societies everywhere. 

The UN Global Compact and GRI signed an agreement in May 2010 to align their work in advancing 
corporate responsibility and transparency. As part of this agreement, GRI will develop guidance 
regarding the Global Compact’s ten principle and integrate UNGC issue areas into the next iteration 
of its Sustainability Reporting Guidelines. The UNGC will adopt the GRI Guidelines as the 
recommended reporting framework for the more than 5800 businesses that have joined the world’s 
largest corporate responsibility platform. 

The G4 Guidelines can be used to produce the Global Compact’s annual Communication on Progress 
(COP). The COP is the mechanism through which UNGC participating companies demonstrate 
progress towards attainment of the ten UNGC Principles.  

There are linkages between the UNGC Principles and the G4 Guidelines in the following disclosures 
(see RPSD Table 6, p. 87):  

 General Standard Disclosure G4-10 

 Specific Standard Disclosures for Aspects under Environmental, Labor Practices and Decent 
Work, Human Rights and Society 

 
OECD Guidelines for Multi National Enterprises 

The OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises are the most comprehensive set of government-
backed recommendations on responsible business conduct in existence today. The governments 
adhering to the Guidelines aim to encourage and maximize the positive impact MNEs can make to 
sustainable development and enduring social progress. 

GRI and OECD have a long standing collaboration. The Memorandum of Understanding signed in 
December 2010 established a program to promote understanding and use of the two organizations’ 
reporting instruments, to make use of their synergies, and to develop cooperation in areas of mutual 
interest. The OECD Guidelines and GRI’s Sustainability Reporting Guidelines are complementary 
instruments. While the OECD Guidelines are the most comprehensive corporate social responsibility 
instrument developed by governments, the Sustainability Reporting Guidelines are unique in 
providing the most comprehensive framework to measure progress on sustainability issues. 

There are linkages between the OECD Guidelines for MNEs and the G4 Guidelines in the following 
disclosures (see RPSD Table 7, pp. 88-89): 

 General Standard Disclosure G4-11. 

 Specific Standard Disclosures for Aspects under Economic, Environmental, Labor Practices 
and Decent Work, Human Rights, Society and Product Responsibility Aspects. 

 
 

http://www.unglobalcompact.org/AboutTheGC/TheTenPrinciples/index.html
http://www.unglobalcompact.org/aboutthegc/thetenprinciples/index.html
https://www.globalreporting.org/reporting/reporting-framework-overview/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.unglobalcompact.org/AboutTheGC/tools_resources/additional_areas.html#COMMUNICATION%20ON%20PROGRESS
http://www.unglobalcompact.org/AboutTheGC/tools_resources/additional_areas.html#COMMUNICATION%20ON%20PROGRESS


 

United Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights (UNGP) 

These are a global standard for preventing and addressing the risk of adverse impacts on human 
rights linked to business activity. On June 16, 2011, the United Nations Human Rights Council 
unanimously endorsed the Guiding Principles for Business and Human Rights, making the framework 
the first corporate human rights responsibility initiative to be endorsed by the United Nations. The 
UNGP encompass three principles outlining how states and businesses should implement the 
framework:  

(1) The state duty to protect human rights;  
(2) The corporate responsibility to respect human rights;  
(3) Access to remedy for victims of business-related abuses.  

The UNGP have received vast support from states and civil society organizations, as well as from the 
private sector. 

There are linkages between the United Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights and 
the G4 Guidelines in the following disclosures (see RPSD, p. 89): 

 General Standard Disclosure G4-1, G4-45 to G4-47 

 Specific Standard Disclosures for Disclosures on Management Approach (G4-DMA) plus 
Aspects under Environmental, Labor Practices and Decent Work, Human Rights and Society. 

 
Carbon Disclosure Project (CDP) 

CDP is an international, not-for-profit organization providing a global system for companies and cities 
to measure, disclose, manage and share vital environmental information, specifically on greenhouse 
gas emissions. They work with market forces to motivate companies to disclose their impacts on the 
environment and natural resources and take action to reduce them. CDP currently holds the largest 
collection globally of primary climate change, water and forest-risk information and puts these 
insights at the heart of strategic business, investment and policy decisions. 

There are linkages between the Carbon Disclosure Project and the G4 Guidelines in the following 
disclosures (see IM, pp. 107-117): 

 Specific Standard Disclosures for the following indicators under the Emissions Aspect; G4-
EN15 to G4-EN19. 
 

International Labor Organization Conventions (ILO)  

The International Labor Organization (ILO) is devoted to promoting social justice and internationally 
recognized human and labor rights, pursuing its founding mission that labor peace is essential to 
prosperity. 

The International Labor Organization Conventions total 190 laws which aim to improve the labor 
standards of people around the world. There are eight fundamental Conventions (on prohibition of 
forced labor, child labor, the right to organize in a trade union, and suffer no discrimination) which 
are binding upon every member country of the International Labor Organization from the fact of 
membership, since the Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work in 1998. The other 
Conventions are binding upon member countries whose legislatures have chosen to ratify them.  

There are linkages between the ILO Conventions and the G4 Guidelines in the following disclosures 
(see IM, pp. 107-117): 

 Specific Standard Disclosures for Aspects under Labor Practices and Decent Work. 
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1.2 GRI’s G4 Guidelines 

Question 10: Who are the GRI reporters? 

 

The GRI Guidelines were designed to be used by organizations of any size and sector, in any region. 

In the last 10 years, all types of organizations have used the GRI Guidelines to produce their 
sustainability reports: Multinationals, SMEs, Governmental and Non-Governmental, across all 
continents.  

GRI maintains a database where organizations can register their GRI report: 
http://database.globalreporting.org/   

You can use the database to identify which organizations are GRI reporters in your sector, region, 
etc...  

 

References: 

1. GRI website (see page Sustainability Disclosure Database) 
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1.3 Introduction to the GRI reporting process 

Question 11: What is a GRI sustainability reporting process? 

 

A GRI sustainability reporting process is described in the training materials to help organizations to 
implement the steps of creating a GRI sustainability report. It also includes proposals for  actions an 
organization can  undertake and the plans needed to support these actions. For didactic purposes, 
GRI divides the reporting process into five phases: 

1. Prepare: Creating an overview of what the final report might contain, the process of how to get 
there, and ways of preparing an organization to go through the process. 
 

2. Connect: Identifying an organization’s main internal and external stakeholders and discussing 
their concerns to identify relevant impacts and to prioritize what to report on. 

 
3. Define: Defining the report content based on stakeholder input and the organization’s strategy. 

It is at this stage that the organization needs to make decisions on the material Aspects that will 
be prioritized and thus ensure a focused report, i.e. ‘what matters and where it matters’.  

 
4. Monitor: Identifying any adjustments to internal processes and systems that may be needed to 

enable the disclosure of material information. After that, collecting the information needed for 
the report, and ensuring data quality. 
 

5. Report:  Preparing the final G4-based report, publishing it and communicating with different 
stakeholder groups. 

 
It is important to highlight that the most critical process is the process to define material Aspects, 
which is described in the IM pp. 31-39. 

The above five phases model is used during the GRI Training Course as the point of reference for 
addressing the tasks that an organization needs to do during their sustainability reporting process. 
Having said that, it is important to point out that the model is a didactic tool and should be seen as 
such. In reality there will be a degree of overlapping from one phase to another. For example, during 
the prepare phase, organizations will already be planning and possibly making initial decisions on how 
they will do their stakeholder engagement, (Connect phase) and also their process for defining 
material Aspects (Define phase). A second example, stakeholder engagement is about identifying 
relevant impacts so as to prioritize what to report on. As such, there is an important overlap with the 
activities and decisions taken in the Define phase.  

These overlaps and interconnections are addressed in detail when considering each of the five phases 
of the reporting process.  
  

References: 
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PART II – PREPARE:  
PLAN YOUR REPORTING PROCESS 
 

Topics: 

1. Imagine your GRI sustainability report 
2. Develop a report development plan 

  



 

2.1  Imagine your GRI sustainability report 

Question 12: What are the different types of sustainability reports where the G4 Guidelines could 
be used?  

 

a. GRI sustainability report (standalone)  

This is a standalone sustainability report that is ‘in accordance’ with the GRI Guidelines (G4, G3 or 
G3.1). In the case of G4, this means that it addresses the requirements of either of the two ‘in 
accordance’ options, Core or Comprehensive, as described in RPSD p. 12.  

The focus of this course is on completing a standalone GRI G4 sustainability report. 

NOTE: ‘Reporting organizations using the G3 or G3.1 Guidelines will want to decide for themselves 
when to transition to the G4 Guidelines. For this reason, GRI will continue to recognize reports based 
on the G3 and G3.1 Guidelines for up to two full reporting cycles. However, reports published after 31 
December 2015 should be prepared in accordance with the G4 Guidelines.’ (RPSD p. 14). 
 
 
b. GRI sustainability report published with other reports 

This is a sustainability report that is ‘in accordance’ with the GRI Guidelines (G4, or G3/G3.1 up to 31 
December 2015) but which also has additional information not required by the GRI Guidelines. 
Examples include an annual report, combined report, integrated report or activity report.  
 
 
c. Sustainability report that uses the GRI Guidelines but doesn’t meet requirements 

This is a sustainability report (or similar publication) that uses the disclosures from the GRI Guidelines 
but does not meet the requirements to be considered a GRI report. In the case of G4, this means that 
it does not address the requirements of either of the two ‘in accordance’ options, Core or 
Comprehensive, as described in RPSD p. 12. The G4 Guidelines provides that in such a case the report 
should contain the following statement. “This report contains Standard Disclosures from the GRI 
Sustainability Reporting Guidelines.” 7 

 

References: 
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2.1 Imagine your GRI sustainability report 

Question 13: How do the G4 General and Specific Standard Disclosures help organizations to 
imagine how a GRI sustainability report will look?   

 

To be able to imagine how a G4 Report will look, it is advisable to have a clear understanding of the 
G4 requirements for General Standard Disclosures and Specific Standard Disclosures. 

 
Imagine the General Standard Disclosures in the organization’s report 

The table in RPSD on p. 21 provides an overview of the sort of information that an organization 
producing a GRI G4 report would need to disclose under GSDs.  

There are 34 General Standard Disclosures that are expected to be disclosed in any type of report – 
be it Core or Comprehensive. They are: 

 Strategy and Analysis (G4-1) 

 Organizational Profile (G4-3 to G4-16) 

 Identified Material Aspects and Boundaries (G4-17 to G4-23) 

 Stakeholder Engagement (G4-24 to G4-27) 

 Report Profile (G4-28 to G4-33) 

 Governance (G4-34) 

 Ethics and Integrity (G4-56) 
 
There are 24 General Standard Disclosures that are to be disclosed for the Comprehensive option 
only. They are:  

 Strategy and Analysis (G4-2) 

 Governance (G4-35 to G4-55) 

 Ethics and Integrity (G4-57 to G4-58) 

So, the ‘in accordance’ option defines what this first part of the G4-based sustainability report should 
contain. This first overview of required disclosures is useful for imagining what your end report will 
contain and look like, and also helps your planning, i.e., what systems and processes the organization 
needs to have in place to ensure the disclosure of the information requested in the General Standard 
Disclosures.  

The table in RPSD on p. 21 also shows where there are linkages between the GRI disclosures and the 
OECD Guidelines for MNEs and UN Global Compact Principles. For example, G4-11 has linkage to 
both. 
 
 
  



 

Imagine the Specific Standard Disclosures in the organization’s report 

Specific Standard Disclosures are to be disclosed for identified material Aspects only. 

Specific Standard Disclosures are the Disclosures on Management Approach (DMA) and the Indicators 
under each Aspect.  

The choice of the ‘in accordance’ option and the identification of the material Aspects to be reported 
on will define how many and which Indicators and DMA should be reported, as well as their 
boundaries (i.e., where the impacts for material Aspects occur).  

It is important to highlight here that for both the ‘in accordance’ options – Core and Comprehensive –
the organization needs to go through a process of defining their material Aspects to be reported on.  

The tables in RPSD on pp. 22-23 provide an overview of the SSD under the Economic, Environmental 
and Social Categories. 

Table 5 on p. 44 presents all the Categories and Aspects in the Guidelines. The Categories are 
Economic, Environmental and Social. Social is divided into the following Sub-Categories: Labor 
Practices and Decent Work, Human Rights, Society, Product Responsibility. 

 
References: 
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2.1 Imagine your GRI sustainability report 

Question 14: What are Disclosures Management Approach (DMA) and Indicators? 

 

DMA and Indicators are the disclosures on identified material Aspects.  They are presented in the G4 
Guidelines and in the GRI Sector Disclosures documents. 

Material Aspects are those that reflect the organization’s significant economic, environmental and 
social impacts; or substantively influence the assessments and decisions of stakeholders.  

The G4 Guidelines provide DMA and Indicators that organizations can report on, based on deciding 
their material Aspects. DMA and Indicators with related Guidance are provided for each Aspect as 
presented in RPSD Table 5, p. 44, under the Categories (Economic, Environmental and Social). NOTE: 
Social is divided into the following Sub-Categories: Labor Practices and Decent Work, Human Rights, 
Society, Product Responsibility. 

 
Specific Standard Disclosures – Disclosures on Management Approach (DMA) 

DMA provide narrative information on how an organization identifies, analyzes, and responds to its 
actual and potential material economic, environmental and social impacts. DMA also provide context 
for the performance reported by Indicators (RPSD p. 45): 

 Generic DMA is designed to be used with any Aspect. It includes the following Standard 
Disclosures: (RPSD p. 46) 

o Why the Aspect is material 
o How the organization manages the material Aspect or its impacts 
o How the evaluation of management approach is done 

Guidance is provided for each of these three points in IM pp. 64-65. 

 Aspect-specific DMA is designed to give additional detail on the information to report for the 
Aspect. It appears in the IM Guidance for some Aspects and is located at the start of the 
Aspect. Aspect-specific DMA Guidance is provided for the Aspects listed in RPSD pp. 45-46.  

 
 

Specific Standard Disclosures – Indicators 

Indicators provide information about results or outcomes for the organization’s material Aspects 
which is comparable and demonstrates change over time.  

The IM provides detailed guidance for each of the Indicators that cover the following: 

 Relevance of the Indicator 

 What to consider when compiling the necessary data 

 Where to find information to define key words/terms within the Indicator 

 Documentation sources 

 References 

GRI strongly recommends that organizations use this guidance when trying to work out how they are 
going to gather data to measure and report on the Indicator.  
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2.1 Imagine your GRI sustainability report 

Question 15. What are the differences between the ‘in accordance’ criteria, Core or 
Comprehensive? 

When imagining how their G4 report will be, an organization will need to understand the main 
differences between the ‘in accordance’ criteria, Core and Comprehensive. Specifically, the 
organization needs to understand what disclosures are required for the Core option as against the 
Comprehensive. The best way to understand the differences is by consulting pp. 11-13 in the RPSD. 
Please consult tables 3 and 4 from there.  

It is important to note that the criteria do not relate to the quality of the report or to the 
performance of the organization. They reflect the compliance of the organization’s sustainability 
report with the G4 Guidelines.  

General Standard Disclosures: 
• The Core option contains the essential elements of a sustainability report. The 

Comprehensive option builds on the Core option by requiring additional General Standard 
Disclosures.  

• The General Standard Disclosures from G4-17 to G4-23, under the title ‘Defining material 
Aspects and boundaries’, are required for both options. 

• For the Comprehensive option, extra disclosures are required: Strategy and Analysis (G4-2), 
Governance (G4-35 to G4-55) and Ethics and Integrity (G4-57 to G4-58).  

Specific Standard Disclosures 
• For both options – Core or Comprehensive – only Specific Standard Disclosures (DMA and 

Indicators) for the identified material Aspects are required. 
• The key difference between Core and Comprehensive options at Indicator level is: 

o Core option: At least one Indicator related to each identified material Aspect needs to be 
disclosed. 

o Comprehensive option: The organization is required to communicate its performance 
more extensively by reporting on all Indicators related to each identified material Aspect. 

It is important to note that the criteria do not relate to the quality of the report or to the 
performance of the organization. They reflect the compliance of the organization’s sustainability 
report with the G4 Guidelines.  

In deciding whether to use Core or Comprehensive for their report, the organization will need to 
consider the following:  

 Organization size – GRI recommends Core option for SMEs. 

 Reporting maturity – how familiar is the organization with the reporting process, with 
dialoguing with stakeholders in the different phases, and identifying material impacts? 

NOTE: There is no obligation for an organization to progress from Core to Comprehensive over time. 
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2.1 Imagine your GRI Sustainability Report 

Question 15A. A list of the types of sustainability information and reports that are most relevant in 
the country/region, i.e. national/regional regulation, guidelines or standards that are followed in-
country, popularity of integrated reports, etc...  

 

Companies Act No. 71 of 2008 and Companies Regulation 2011 – Social and Ethics Committee (S&E) 

The Act calls the following companies to have an S&E Committee: 

 every state-owned company; 

 every listed public company; and 

 any other company that has, in any two of the previous five years, scored above 500 points as 
per the calculation of the public interest score (PI Score) in regulation 26(2). 

The S&E Committee has a duty to monitor the activities of the company, social and economic 
development, good corporate citizenship, the environment, health and public safety, the impact of the 
company’s activities and of its products or services, consumer relationships, including labour and 
employment. 

There are linkages between the S&E Committee and the G4 Guidelines in the following disclosures:  

     General Standard Disclosures G4-38, G4-56 to -58 

 Specific Standard Disclosures for Aspects of the Economic, Environmental and Social Categories 

 

Broad Based Black Economic Empowerment Act No. 53 of 2003 (BBBEE) and Sector Charters 

The BBBEE Act sets out a national framework for the promotion of broad based Black economic 
empowerment (BBBEE) and requires progress reports by organizations to be submitted to government.  
In addition, there are various Charters governing specific industries.  

There are linkages between the BBBEE Act and the G4 Guidelines in the following disclosures: 

 General Standard Disclosures G4-10  

 Specific Standard Disclosures for Aspects of the Labor Practices and Decent Work, Human Rights, 
and Society Sub-categories 

 

National Environmental Management Act No. 107 of 1998 (NEMA) 

This is the overarching environmental legislation. Its objective is to provide citizens with the right to 
live in an environment that is not harmful to their health or well-being. The NEMA requires that any 
person who takes on any activity that has a potential impact on the environment must apply to the 
Minister for approval to have that project investigated before it can be implemented. The Minister 
must consider applications received and decide on what additional information or reports are required.  

There are linkages between NEMA and the G4 Guidelines in the following disclosures: 

 General Standard Disclosures G4-1, G4-2  

 Specific Standard Disclosures for Aspects of the Environmental Category 

 

 

 



 

National Water Act No. 36 of 1998 
 
The Act deals with water resources in the country and provides a framework to protect water resources 
against exploitation. The purpose is to ensure the nation's water resources are protected, used, 
developed, conserved, managed and controlled in ways which take into account - basic human needs, 
equitable access to water, redressing the results of past racial and gender discrimination,  and 
promoting the efficient, sustainable and beneficial use of water in the public interest. 

There are linkages between the Act and the G4 Guidelines in the following disclosures: 

 General Standard Disclosures G4-1, G4-2  

 Specific Standard Disclosures for indicators under the Environmental Aspect of Water G4-EN8, 
G4-EN9 and G4-EN10. 

 

Mineral and Petroleum Resources Development Act, 2002 and its Amendment Bill, 2012 

This Act requires affected companies to disclose social and labor plans to government describing how 
they will address the social impacts of their operations during and post operation.  

There are linkages between this and the G4 Guidelines in the following disclosures: 

 General Standard Disclosures G4-24, G4-25 and G4-26. 

 Specific Standard Disclosures for Aspects of the Environmental and Social Categories  

 

King Report on Governance for South Africa 2009 (King III) 

Released in September 2009 by the King Committee, this is the third voluntary governance report 
applicable to organizations in South Africa. There is a strong focus on corporate citizenship, the 
integration of social, environmental and economic issues, an inclusive stakeholder approach, and 
integrated reporting.  King III calls for the audit committee to ‘’review the sustainability issues in the 
integrated report to ensure that it is reliable and does not conflict with the financial information’’, and 
it ‘’should recommend to the board to engage an external assurance provider on material sustainability 
issues”. Some of the principles of King III are included in the JSE’s listings requirements and hence are 
applicable – on an apply or explain basis – to all listed companies.  

There are linkages between King III and the G4 Guidelines in the following disclosures: 

 

    General Standard Disclosures G4-1, G4-2, G4-24 to -27, G-33, G4-34 to -48, G4-51, G4-52, G4-  
56 to -58  

 G4-34, G4-35, G4-36, G4-37, G4-38, G4-39 and G4-40  

 Specific Standard Disclosures for Aspects of the Economic, Environmental and Social Categories  

 

International Integrated Reporting Council (IIRC) Framework 

The IIRC has developed a Framework for an Integrated Report (final version 1.0 released in December 
2013). The Framework includes guiding principles that underpin the preparation of the integrated 
report, as well as various content elements of information to be included in the integrated report (the 
content elements are Organizational overview and external environment, Governance, Business 
model, Risks and Opportunities, Strategy and resource allocation, Performance, and Outlook). An 
integrated report explains how an organization creates value in the short, medium and long term.  

 



 

There are various linkages between integrated reporting and the G4 Guidelines including: 

 General Standard Disclosures – if material to the organization’s ability to create value over time, 
information from Strategy and Analysis, Organizational Profile, Stakeholder Engagement, 
Governance and Ethics and Integrity 

 

References 
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2.2  Develop a report development plan 

Question 16. What steps does an organization have to undertake when preparing its 
sustainability reporting development plan? 

The following steps should be undertaken when preparing the organization’s sustainability reporting 
development plan: 

 
1. Define a sustainability reporting team and its coordinator  

The sustainability reporting team should have cross-departmental representation. Different areas 
of the organization will be involved in gathering information for most of the General Standard 
Disclosures, but will also be involved during the dialogue with key stakeholders to list and define 
material Aspects to be reported on, and to make recommendations to the executive team on this.  

Ideally, the team coordinator is the person who owns the reporting process timeline, is the 
contact point for colleagues in different areas, and organizes the meetings and materials used for 
decision making. This person is also in charge of the communications channel to the executive 
team. 

 

2. Get  a clear idea of the choices the organization will have to make to prepare a G4-based report 

The reporting team needs to take time to go through the G4 Guidelines and the Certified Training 
materials as much as needed to get a clear idea of the choices the organization will have to make 
to prepare a G4-based report. 

 

3. Engage with key people across the organization to raise awareness and commitment to the 
sustainability reporting process 

It is very important to invest time and effort in this from the start; to share knowledge on the 
choices to be made and the process to be implemented. It is also important to engage with 
people at executive level, and with other key leaders, to ensure the reporting process is smooth.   

Experience shows that many organizations underestimate the time needed for this. This 
preparation is even more critical for a G4-based reporting process. 

 
4. Hold a kick-off meeting to reach agreement on the reporting process 

The kick-off meeting is a very important milestone for the reporting process of an organization. 
The quality of this meeting will heavily influence the whole process. 

It is important to start the reporting process formally; to introduce the reporting team, the 
coordinators, executive sponsors and the project timeline. The involvement of senior decision-
makers is key to the success of the process. 

As a starting point, the meeting should address the following points: 
• Introduce the concept & process of sustainability reporting into the organization. 
• Clarify anything that is unclear and identify who does what, by when. 

 

In order to achieve this, it is important to set a clear agenda with sufficient time to cover the 
discussion points, ensure that people attend and design various discussion points on how and 
why the organization should report. For example, this can be done by setting questions to be 
discussed by the participants of the meeting.  



 

This meeting is a very important part of the ‘Prepare’ phase as it establishes the plans for what 
needs to be done at stage of the reporting process. 

 

5. Decide on the ‘in accordance’ option (Core or Comprehensive) 

Through internal consultation, the team coordinator will need to assess which ‘in accordance’ 
criteria the organization should apply, i.e. Core or Comprehensive. As mentioned earlier in 
question 15, the organization will take this decision taking into account the organization’s size 
and its reporting maturity. 

The ‘in accordance’ criteria are explained in RPSD pp. 12 and 13, and were addressed previously 
in topic question 15. 

 
6. Plan adequate time to discuss and identify material Aspects and define a ‘sponsor’ 

The G4 reporting process will require the organization to reflect on the links between its general 
strategy and the sustainability topics (Aspects). G4 also requires the organization to prioritize the 
most relevant topics and where their impacts should be managed and changed. GRI’s four step 
process for defining material Aspects and Boundaries provides guidance on how an organization 
could do this (see RPSD p. 90). 

This process will require internal and external meetings. It has to be well planned as it is the 
essence of the reporting process.8 

The final decisions on material Aspects will define the report’s most important content and will 
reveal the organization’s understanding of the link between its strategy and a sustainable 
economy. 

This step is not possible without a dialogue channel with the organization’s executive team. For 
this reason, the sustainability reporting team will need one or more executive ‘sponsors’ to 
guarantee this strategic connection throughout the process. 
 

7. Create a reporting development plan including key decision-making points 

The plan should clarify what needs to be done by when, who is responsible, who else is involved, 
and the timeline and budget. This is addressed in more detail in topic question 17. 

Under G4, it is critical that the reporting development plan allows adequate time to reflect on 
and define the material Aspects to be reported on and where their impacts should be managed 
and changed. It is also important to plan the time and channels for stakeholders and the 
executive team in these discussions. 

 

  

                                                           
8 This is a good example of links and overlaps between the phases Prepare, Connect and Define phases. 



 

8.  Set a regular meeting agenda until the report launch 

The reporting process will lead to revisions of the work plan and the people involved. It might 
also require the regular engagement of executive team members.  

For these reasons, it is important to have a regular meeting agenda set for the entire reporting 
cycle, until the launch of the report. 
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2.2 Develop a report development plan 

Question 17.  What should the sustainability reporting development plan include? Who 
needs to sign off? 

You should plan your sustainability reporting process like you would plan for any other project. The 
concepts are the same. Probably the most important new element is the fact that a sustainability 
reporting process is not a project of one area of the organization, but involves many areas.  

The reporting process will contribute to build the organization’s reputation and to present the 
organization’s strategy to different stakeholders.  As such, it is not only a cross-departmental project 
but also should represent the interests of the organization as a whole. 

Considering it as a project to be planned, the plan has to contain: 

 What needs to be done (main deliverables)  

 By when and how (the steps to get it done) 

 Who approves the deliverables and how the proposal will be presented for approval  

 The steps to be checked (or addressed) for the organization to gather the necessary 
information on the relevant General and Specific Standard Disclosures that will be disclosed 
in the sustainability report.  

An organization will also need to include – for example – the following points in their reporting 
development plan: 

• Final deadline – when the report should be published. 
• Team meeting schedule. 
• Meeting schedule with those who will have to sign off parts of the report or be involved in 

key decision making points. 
• List of major activities to be done for each reporting phase (i.e., to be able to define the 

material Aspects and boundaries, to gather information to disclose the General and Specific 
Standard Disclosures related to the materiality and boundary choices). 

• Key deadline dates for each team member. 
• Resources needed to complete each activity. 
• Process to define the final report format. 
• Process to publish the final report in the format agreed, including who will be involved in 

writing the report and the process for final sign off. 

The above points can be represented in the reporting development plan in table form. The reporting 
development plan will need to get sign off from the executive team and has to be well known by all 
involved. 

After the reporting development plan has been signed off by the executive team, the sustainability 
reporting team will need to create a detailed project schedule to properly follow up on the specific 
activities under each reporting phase.  
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PART III – CONNECT:  
ENGAGE WITH YOUR STAKEHOLDERS 
 

Topics: 

1. Why engage with stakeholders  
2. Identify and prioritize stakeholders 
3. Dialogue with stakeholders 

  



 

3.1 Why engage with stakeholders 

Question 18: Why consult stakeholders9 when defining topics to be reported on? 

 
Generally, the inclusion of stakeholder engagement in the reporting process is important for the 
following reasons: 

• Increases the external and internal acceptance of the topics chosen as material in the 
reporting process. 

• Provides a different perspective of an organization’s strong and weak points and avoids 
unexpected criticism at the end of the process. 

• May help to identify problems before they occur. 
• Influences positively the organization’s reputation, as it shows that the organization cares 

about the opinions of the outside world. 
• Structured engagement over time will contribute to ongoing learning within an organization 

and for the stakeholders. 

Specifically, the influence of stakeholder assessment and decisions is central for the definition of 
materiality, i.e., coming to the material Aspects to be reported on. As such, there are overlaps and 
links between the activities undertaken for stakeholder engagement and the ones in the Define phase 
as can be seen in what follows.  

First, stakeholders should provide valuable input in order to identify the “relevant topics” that are 
potentially material for the organization and to make an initial assessment of the relevant impacts 
within and outside of the organization. This step is called Identification (IM pp. 35-38) in the process 
to define material Aspects. 

Dialogue with stakeholders is again critical in the next step, Prioritization (IM pp. 33-35), when the 
organization will have to prioritize from the initial list of relevant topics to the material Aspects to be 
included in the report, i.e., those linked to the most significant impacts. To implement the Principle of 
Materiality, each Aspect should be assessed on:  

 Influence on stakeholder assessments and decisions, and  

 Significance of the organization’s economic, environmental and social impacts, inform the 
definition of material Aspect to be reported on.  

A detailed explanation of the Identification and Prioritization steps are provided in the Define phase. 

 

References: 

1. The GRI Sustainability reporting cycle: A handbook for small and not-so-small organizations, p. 24, 
(2011) 

2. G4 Guidelines, IM, pp. 33-36   
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9 The definition of stakeholders in the G4 Guidelines is provided under Definitions of Terms in RPSD, p. 92.  



 

3.1 Why engage with stakeholders 

Question 18A: Examples from public sources of stakeholder engagement on 
sustainability issues that had a direct impact on the organization’s reputation.  

 

Company One:  Lonmin plc – is a listed company in the platinum mining sector operating in South Africa 

Issue and type of stakeholder engagement:  Lack of stakeholder engagement between trade unions, 
employees and management. The Marikana tragedy saw 46 miners lose their lives.  

“On 10 August 2012, approximately 3,000 people, mostly Rock Drill Operators [RDO] employed by 
Lonmin, embarked on an unprotected (unlawful) work stoppage and protest march at the company’s 
Marikana mine operations. The demonstrations were caused by a dispute over RDO wages, with the 
strikers demanding that their monthly salary be increased to R12,500.” 

Impact on the organization’s reputation:  There was a drop in share price and damage to reputation. 
There was a weakening of trust between: workers, management and unions;  the company, community 
and government; and the company and shareholders.  

End result: The company’s strategic priority is to “reinvest in the establishment of trusted relationships 
through regular, transparent and meaningful communication with our employees in the first instance.  
…” 

The company now has a dedicated website to deal with the issues 
(http://www.lonminmarikanainfo.com/). This includes a Q&A section with webcast interviews with 
management. Information is updated on the website on a daily basis. The company produced a 
standalone ‘issue based’ sustainability report that deals with the issue in isolation to other 
sustainability matters. 
 

Negotiations and a final deal 
On 6 September, Lonmin signed a peace accord with the NUM, Solidarity and UASA. As part of the peace accord, 
a framework was established according to which wage negotiations could proceed.  A final deal was signed late 
on 18 September 2012. The agreement included a once-off signing bonus of R2,000 and an average rise in wages 
of between 11 and 22% for all employees that fall within the Category 3-9 bargaining unit effective from 01 
October 2012. This figure includes the previously agreed wage increases for this bargaining unit. The approach 
was different in many aspects, but was taken to expedite a peaceful settlement, and with the guidance and 
support of recognised mediating bodies. The Company’s workforce returned to work by 20 September, although 
normal operations were only resumed by 01 October 2012. 
 
The road ahead 
There can be no mistaking that a time of communication, negotiation and mutual understanding necessarily 
follows events such as those of August 2012. As South Africans, as a company, and as a crucial component of the 
country’s economy, Lonmin is determined to contribute in every possible capacity to ensure that these matters 
are resolved and never repeated. 
 
We are supportive of a collaborative approach and are open to the framework of sector-specific collective 
bargaining. It is critical, however, that all parties come to the table with mutual respect, and a commitment to a 
common, agreed approach within the framework of the law. 
 
We give our full support to The Farlam Comission of Inquiry (Farlam Comission) and will participate in any way 
that is required of us. In the case of Lonmin specifically the Commission of Inquiry will look into: 
 
Whether the Company exercised its best endeavours to resolve any disputes which may have arisen between 
Lonmin and its labour force on the one hand and generally among its labour force on the other; whether it 
responded appropriately to the threat and outbreak of violence which occurred at its premises; whether the 
Company, by act or omission, created an environment which was conducive to the creation of tension, labour 

http://www.lonminmarikanainfo.com/


 

unrest, disunity among its employees or other harmful conduct; and whether it employed sufficient safeguards 
and measures to ensure the safety of its employees and property and the prevention of the outbreak of violence 
between any parties. 
 
Further, the Farlam Commission will examine Lonmin policies, including the procedure, practices and conduct 
relating to employees and organised labour. It will also investigate whether by act or omission, the Company 
directly or indirectly caused loss of life or damage to persons or property. 
 
http://www.lonminmarikanainfo.com/rep_farlam.php     
 

 

 

 

Company Two:  Imperial Logistics Ltd – operates in the transport and logistics sector in Africa and 
Europe 

Issue and type of stakeholder engagement:  Pressure on Imperial Logistics to address sustainability 
emanated from several factors including its customers. Issues to be addressed included fuel efficiency, 
carbon emissions, and reducing the mileage of trucks delivering produce to customer stores. Imperial 
Logistics collaborated with numerous research partners, including the Universities of Plymouth and 
Cardiff, to model and optimise routes as part of an ‘extra distance analysis and network redesign’ in 
order to reduce mileage and fuel use, carbon emissions, and costs. It also partnered with the Council 
for Scientific and Industrial Research and the University of Stellenbosch to produce the Annual State of 
Logistics Survey reports that focuses on green logistics.    

Impact on the organization’s reputation:  The company is being recognised as a leader in green logistics 
and supply chains as it has received positive publicity after winning numerous awards (including 
Enviropaedia Eco-Logic Award in 2011, Nedbank Capital Sustainable Business Award 2013 in the 
leadership category, and the Green Award for ecological standards in inland shipping).  

End result:  Enhanced reputation on recognition as a leader in green logistics in South Africa and Africa. 
Adding to knowledge in the sustainable mobility space. Retention of customers due to  its sustainability 
credentials and innovation, and thereby has improved its competitiveness in the logistics market.  

 
 
 

http://www.lonminmarikanainfo.com/rep_farlam.php


 

 
Imperial Holdings 2013 Sustainability Report – Page 42. 
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3.2 Identify and prioritize stakeholders 

Question 19: How are stakeholders identified and prioritized to be engaged in the different steps of 
defining material Aspects and Boundaries?  

 

Stakeholder engagement is connected directly to the organization’s sustainability reporting process, 
particularly when assessing impacts within and outside of the organization. Depending on the 
organization’s goal during the reporting process, the selection of stakeholders has to be adapted to 
help the organization achieve its goals.  

1. In general, the following are some of the factors that an organization should initially consider 
when selecting key stakeholders: 
• Responsibility: those linked to your organization through legal, financial, operational 

regulations, contracts, and/or policies. 
• Influence: those who have the ability to influence whether or not your organization can reach 

its intended goals. This can include those with informal influence or those with formal 
decision-making power, internally or externally. 

• Proximity: those who the organization depends on for daily operations and those living close 
to your operating sites.  

• Dependency: those who are most dependent on your organization, customers/clients reliant 
on your products or services, or suppliers for which you are a large client. 

• Representation: those who represent key institutions with whom your organization interacts, 
such as trade union representatives, community leaders, local politicians, etc.  

It is important to remark that there are also stakeholders that are indirectly influenced by the 
organization’s operations but may play an important role when accessing risks and opportunities, 
such as experts, suppliers of the organization’s key suppliers, opinion leaders in society, etc. 

The organization will need to decide the basis for identification and selection of stakeholders. 
There are many models and tools available for this. Although the factors that should be 
considered when selecting key stakeholders are covered below, it is important to highlight that 
GRI does not recommend or promote a specific model. 
 

 

2. For  the Identification step in defining material Aspects and Boundaries (see IM pp. 33-35) 

In this step the organization’s goal is to prepare a list of impacts related to topics which should 
be managed and changed. These relevant impacts can occur within or outside the organization. 
For this reason, the interaction with stakeholders can be a broad one and it may already occur 
through existing channels. It is like a radar for Aspects (or other topics) that have attracted 
attention from any group that is related to the organization’s operations now or might be in the 
future (considering the organization’s strategy). 

When selecting key stakeholders, it is advisable to consider the following: 
• Connect to stakeholders that can help to achieve the goal of the step Identification, as 

described above. Identification of key stakeholders to dialogue with can consider different 
stakeholder groups, e.g., suppliers, employees, (potential) investors and shareholders, 
regulators, experts, etc. The organization will decide from these groups the specific 
stakeholder representatives to engage with. 

• Stakeholders organize around topics where they have a stake. As such, do think about which 
stakeholders will be most interested, affected by, or involved in sustainability issues that the 
organization is facing or could be facing in the future.  



 

• It is important to remember that topics to be considered can come from the organization’s 
own operations and/or from the operations of organizations’ ‘outside the organization’ that 
are linked to it through a relationship, e.g., consider sustainability issues faced by 
organizations in your supply chain. 

  

3. For the Prioritization step in defining material Aspects and Boundaries (see IM pp. 35-38) 

In this step the organization’s goal is to choose the most significant impacts to be managed and 
changed by the organization. 

For this reason this interaction with stakeholders is a narrower one compared to the 
Identification step. It is a conversation about strategy and focus, considering the importance of 
the changes that the organization is able to promote.  The stakeholders’ representatives in this 
dialogue should be connected to the groups identified previously, but the ones selected should 
be able to help the organization to prioritize the Aspects (or other topics) to focus on. The result 
of this dialogue will help the organization to define its sustainability focus, considering also the 
business strategy. 

Risk managers and others dealing with risk evaluation and the reputation of the organization 
might be particularly interested in participating in or observing such a meeting. 

Several interactions might be needed to discuss the relevant impacts and get stakeholders’ 
suggestions on what to prioritize to progress to a sustainable economy. 

 

4. For the Validation step in defining material Aspects and Boundaries (see IM pp. 38-39) 

In this step the focus is on validating the list of prioritized Aspects (or other topics) to be disclosed 
in the report.  Because of this, the stakeholder engagement might be mainly internal stakeholders 
and, within that, focused on senior decision maker/s.  

 

5. For the Review step in defining material Aspects and Boundaries (see IM p. 39) 

This step is to be implemented after the report has been published. In this step, the focus is on 
completing a review of the process of defining the material Aspects and Boundaries so as to 
inform and contribute to the preparation for the next reporting cycle. As such, those stakeholders 
that have been engaged in this process beginning in Step 1 Identification should provide feedback 
in the Review step. 

A detailed explanation of the above four steps are provided in the Define phase. 
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3.3 Dialogue with stakeholders 

Question 20: How should the organization prepare to consult with your stakeholders at each of the 
different steps of defining material Aspects and Boundaries?  

 

Stakeholder consultation 

When preparing stakeholder engagement there are two important factors to consider: objective of 
the consultation (what to ask) and the format of the consultation (how to consult).  

What to ask and how to consult with stakeholders will vary depending on what stage of the process 
of defining material Aspects the organization is in, i.e., Identification, Prioritization, Validation or 
Review.  

An organization should consider the type and depth of input that they need. For example, when the 
organization is deciding which of the possible relevant topics will result in the final material Aspects 
and Boundaries, there will be a smaller number of stakeholders consulted and the feedback expected 
from them will be at a greater depth than during the initial identification of relevant topics. 

The consultations can take place in groups or as individuals. It can be face to face or by distance. The 
organization can develop different processes for consultation for different contexts. How to engage 
stakeholders depends on the objective of the consultation, the nature of the organization and also 
available resources. The organization should also consider the nature, culture & access to 
communication means of the stakeholders as that can be a very important issue in certain cultural 
contexts. Each organization must determine for itself what would be the most appropriate, effective 
and feasible form of engagement. 

A detailed explanation of what is the appropriate type of stakeholder engagement at each of the 
different steps of defining material Aspects and Boundaries will be provided in the Define stage, 
where the steps Identification, Prioritization and Validation are addressed in detail.   
 
Documenting the process of stakeholder engagement 

It is recommended that the reporting team record the process of stakeholder engagement in some 
form of table. This should cover the following points:  

 Key stakeholders 
• How engaged 
• When engaged 
• Topics plus why they are considered important by stakeholders 
• Where each topic is important as per stakeholder input 

This will help to ensure the process is well organized. It will also provide recorded information that 
can then be used when writing the report to address Disclosures G4-24 to G4-27. 
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PART IV – DEFINE:  
DEFINING YOUR MATERIAL ASPECTS AND 
BOUNDARIES 
 

Topics: 

1. Introduction to defining material Aspects and Boundaries 
2. Identification 
3. Prioritization 
4. Validation 

  



 

4.1 Introduction to defining material Aspects and Boundaries 

Question 21: What are the recommended steps for defining material Aspects and Boundaries? 

 

The process for defining material Aspects and Boundaries should lead an organization to be able to 
report on what matters and where it matters. 

As has been mentioned in earlier topics, the G4 Guidelines have defined a process that provides a 
structured manner for organizations to implement the Principles for Defining Report Content and 
come to their material Aspects and Boundaries. 

The four steps are: 
1. Identification 
2. Prioritization 
3. Validation 
4. Review 

Each of the four steps addresses specific elements of the ways to define ‘what matters and where it 
matters’, and employs particular Principles for defining content.  This is presented in the model 
shown on Figure 2 in the IM, p. 32. It is important that you are familiar with the content of the IM, pp. 
31-39, where the steps are described.  

It is also important to point out that the first three steps cover the process for deciding on material 
Aspects and Boundaries and as such are undertaken in the Define phase. Step 4 Review is applied 
after the report is completed. As such, it will be addressed in more detail in the Report phase of this 
course. 
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4.2 Identification 

Question 22: What should an organization do when identifying relevant topics to possibly include in 
their report? 

 

The actions to identify relevant topics which can be considered to be included in the report are 
described in Step 1: Identification, as detailed in the IM. It is important that you are familiar with the 
content of the IM, pp. 33-35 where this step is described.  

 
STEP ONE: IDENTIFICATION - Identifying relevant topics 

To commence the process, organizations are advised to consider an initial broad list of relevant topics 
that merit inclusion. Relevant topics are ones that may reasonably be considered important for 
reflecting the organization’s relevant economic, environmental and social impacts or influencing the 
assessments and decisions of stakeholders.  

All GRI Aspects from the Guidelines, (and the GRI Sector Disclosures), should be considered at this 
stage as potential relevant topics. The identification of relevant topics involves assessing the relevant 
impacts related to all of the organization’s activities, products, services and relationships regardless 
of whether these impacts occur within or outside of the organization. When doing this, the 
organization should also be analyzing its impacts in the wider context of sustainability. That is, the 
impact the organization is having on the improvement or deterioration of economic, environmental 
and social conditions, developments and trends at the local, regional or global level. In this, the GRI 
Sustainability Context Principle and its associated tests becomes an important point of reference for a 
proper impacts analysis. 

To identify relevant impacts, the organization should: 
• Assess its economic, environmental and social critical points, by analyzing the relevant 

impacts of its everyday activities using self-assessment tools, or by internal discussions. 
Talking to experts is also useful.  

• Listen to key stakeholders (employees, owners, closer community, clients and suppliers). 
They can point out the issues they want to know more about, when they perceive an issue as 
critical due to the impacts they have identified.  

• Take into account public perception and local ‘license to operate’ factors. Each type of 
organization has critical points to be managed and changed, which are generally recognized 
by society. They can be related to lack of transparency in the use of financial or natural 
resources, production of waste or risk of contamination, working conditions of employees, 
supplier selection procedures, selection of employees or promotions, and corruption, etc. 

Relevant impacts have also to be assessed by taking into consideration the impacts of the 
organization’s current and future goals. The following questions can be useful to consider for this: 

 What are your organization’s goals and main activities for the next 1-2 years (e.g., grow by 
20%, expand operations to other cities, or maintain current performance)? 

 What environmental, social and economic (positive and negative) impacts does your 
organization expect to cause in pursuing these goals?  

 What resources is your organization dependent on (e.g., natural resources, human 
resources)? What impact is that dependency having in the organization’s sustainability 
context? What would be the result if there is a gap in any of them? 

 What are the risks and opportunities that can be identified with your organization’s 
challenges? 

 What is your organization already doing to address these challenges? What are your 
peers/competitors doing to address these challenges? 

 Based on these answers, which topics should your organization act on and report on? 



 

 

When engaging with stakeholders on relevant topics to be considered, it is advisable to consider the 
following:  

How to prepare the dialogue: 
Whether or not you use surveys or meetings, the organization will need to provide stakeholders with 
some background information as a starting point: 

 What is the goal of the dialogue (i.e. identify a list of relevant topics and where impacts 
occur)? 

 Why is the organization interested in the impacts in the economic, social and environmental 
areas? 

 How they as stakeholders can help you identify major impacts which should be managed by 
the organization and how they could benefit from helping the organization? Why are you 
approaching them specifically as a stakeholder group? 

 What will happen with the results of the consultation? 
 

What to ask: 

 Present the GRI Aspects list to explain the areas under investigation (as the next steps in the 
reporting process will be built around the GRI Aspects). 

 Ask them to identify the Aspects which they believe are the most critical for the organization 
to manage and to change, and why. 

 Ask them to describe the impacts they have observed and where they are, (i.e., within the 
organization/outside the organization, or both). As mentioned in the previous page, the 
organization should consider its sustainability context when undertaking its impact analysis. As 
such, the tests under the Sustainability Context principle, (IM, p. 11) provide an appropriate 
point of reference when developing such questions. Of course, the opportunity for dialogue 
can raise other topics, but the identification of topics of interest to them, and where the 
impacts occur, will help focus attention on measurements and reporting.  

 Remember! The key idea is to gather inputs that will help the organization to define what are 
the organization’s material topics and where these are material. 
 

How to dialogue: 

 Because in the Identification step the interaction with stakeholders is broad in terms of both 
numbers of stakeholders engaged and what is asked, dialogue methods that allow the 
organization to reach out to a large number and wide range of stakeholders are most 
appropriate here. Concrete examples would be surveys and questionnaires. It is also envisaged 
that webex presentations could also be used here to give the opportunity for some immediate 
interaction but at the same time reach out.  

 
After the consultation: 

 Publish the result. 

 Explain the next steps. 
 
 
 
 
By planning and implementing the previously described activities, the organization will be using the  
Principles of Sustainability Context (IM pp. 10-11) and Stakeholder inclusiveness (IM pp. 9-10) and 
applying the tests that underlie them in a practical manner to assess the range of potentially relevant 
topics.   
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4.2 Identification 

Question 22A: Examples from public sources of how stakeholder engagement was done to identify 
relevant sustainablity topics to possibly include in their sustainability report. 

 

Company One:   Mondi Ltd – operates in the manufacturing sector  

Types of stakeholders consulted:  Two of the various stakeholder groups identified are shareholders 
and government. According to the company .... ‘’The Socio-Economic Assessment Toolkit (SEAT) Report 
which guided the identification of issues, involved dialogue and focussed interviews that Identified 
impacts and issues. Few direct questions were asked during these interviews; instead, open-ended 
questions were posed, allowing participants to direct the manner in which their responses were 
formulated and the assessment team to identify the most critical issues relating to Mondi’s activities 
in the region. Participants were also asked about their perceptions of Mondi, and the effectiveness of 
social management systems and initiatives.’’ 

How the organization consulted with stakeholders to get possible topics to include in its report: 

 

Stakeholders 
consulted 

Engagement methodology Topics identified included  

Shareholders • Formal reporting and accountability 
systems, processes and structures for 
the Johannesburg and London stock 
exchanges 

• Annual general meetings 

• Road shows 

• Investor visits to sites 

• Mondi briefings and presentations 

• Mondi website 

• Announcements 

• Media releases 

• Group reports including integrated 
and sustainable development reports 

• Carbon Disclosure Project (CDP) and 
CDP Water reports 

• Safety 

• Carbon emissions 

• Energy 

• Responsible forestry 

• Land claims 

Government • Formal processes 

• Participation in forestry associations 

• Participation in industry associations 

• Site permit meetings and performance 
presentations 

• Multi-stakeholder platforms 

• Resource utilisation 

• Employment 

• Land claims and restitution 

• Level the ‘playing fields’ for all sectors 
(avoid perverse subsidies) 

• Local economic development 
programmes 

• Corporate social investment 

• Licence to operate 

• Industry specific matters 

 



 

 

Company Two:   Standard Bank Ltd – operates in the financial services sector 

Types of stakeholders consulted: 

Stakeholder engagement: 

The contexts within which Standard Bank Group (SBG) operates impact directly and indirectly on the group’s 
activities, with economic and socio-political conditions, legal and regulatory frameworks and environmental 
concerns influencing how we do business. We therefore build and maintain strategic relationships with a broad 
range of stakeholders, to enable proactive engagement, manage social expectations, minimise reputational risk 
and influence the business environment. 

We employ a range of channels and mechanisms to gather stakeholder feedback. The frequency of engagement 
varies according to the stakeholder group and the particular issue. We use a decentralised stakeholder 
engagement model, in which individual business units undertake stakeholder engagement activities appropriate 
to their particular areas. Our Group Communications unit is responsible for collating the quarterly stakeholder 
engagement report to the SBG Board of Directors. These reports describe the engagement activities undertaken 
across the group, and identify the issues raised and how we have responded or intend to respond. Our Stakeholder 
Relations Forum, comprising business unit managers and executives, meets every second month. It is responsible 
for facilitating a coordinated approach to stakeholder engagement activities across the group, and ensuring we 
communicate a consistent message based on our code of ethics, values and strategy. 

We are proactive in identifying and responding to misalignments, conflicts and concerns between our actions and 
our stakeholders’ expectations. Issues are preferably resolved at the business unit or country level, with 
coordination, support and oversight provided by the Group Communications unit. 

Included in the types of stakeholders engaged by the company were government and regulators.  
(Others were employees, communities ,industry, experts etc)  

On engaging government, the company said:  

 “To assess government perceptions of Standard Bank, we recently commissioned a series of in-
depth interviews with 15 senior policymakers and regulators in South Africa. The interviews 
probed perceptions of Standard Bank’s business performance, corporate leadership, products 
and services, staff experiences, social relevance, customer relationships, brand value, and vision 
and values. The research found that we are generally well rated, with an average score of 70% 
across the different indicators. The bank is perceived as a successful business with impressive 
profitability, offering fairly good products and services. The research identified a number of areas 
in which the bank needs to improve stakeholder perceptions. These include our approach to and 
communication on bank charges and fees; the extent to which we are perceived as innovative; 
communication of our social activities and contribution to socioeconomic development; 
communication of our transformation initiatives; and the use of Information Technology (IT) to 
simplify banking and offer high-quality services to customers and clients.’’ 

 This is in addition to the extensive list of other engagement methodologies, including: ‘’Twice a 
year, we arrange a roundtable policy discussion with representatives of government, business 
and other stakeholder groups, to debate issues of topical interest. “ And: “ Bank executives and 
subject matter experts have one-on-one meetings with relevant government officials on specific 
issues, new policy developments and regulatory proposals. ‘’. 

On engaging with regulators, the company pursues this through written submissions, personal 
meetings, industry/association meetings and engagement. ‘’We are engaging with National Treasury 
and the South African Reserve Bank (SARB) to agree appropriate regulation, aligned with international 
standards but sensitive to the realities of the South African economy. “  This included: The translation 
of the Basel III Capital Accord (Basel III) into South African banking regulation; The new Financial 



 

Markets Bill and the regulatory framework for over-the-counter (OTC) derivatives; Government’s 
review and impact assessment of consumer credit policy and the National Credit Act (NCA). 
 

Stakeholders 
consulted 

Engagement methodology Topics identified included  

Government • A series of interviews were 
commissioned 

 

• Social relevance 

• Corporate leadership 

• Brand value 

• Transformation 

• Contribution to socioeconomic 
development 

Regulators • Written submissions 

• Personal meetings 

• Industry associations meetings 

 

• Responsible lending and levels of 
unsecured lending 

• Basel III 

• Consumer credit policy, etc 
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4.2 Identification 

Question 23: How should organizations go about determining Boundaries for the relevant topics 
identified? 

 

STEP ONE: IDENTIFICATION – Determining Boundaries for relevant topics 

The Boundaries of the topics’ specific impacts created by the organization’s activities will also have to 
be determined. This is also part of Step 1: Identification. 

The complete explanation of how to determine Boundaries is presented in IM pp. 34-35. It is very 
important that you are familiar with the content of this section. 

‘Boundary’ refers to the description of where impacts occur for each relevant topic. In setting the 
Boundaries, an organization should consider impacts within and outside of the organization. The 
impacts that make a topic relevant can occur within or outside of the organization or both. When 
analyzing the boundaries of relevant topics, it is important to include where the responsibility for the 
impact lies amongst the entities within or outside the organization. Where does the responsibility lie 
and what is being done to address it is what will be important to report on.    

 Within the organization: As per G4, within the organization means the group of entities that 
are reported in G4-17. During this step, the organization needs to evaluate in which entities 
within the organization the impact occurs and its intensity. These are then disclosed in G4-20. 
For example, it could be that the topic of anti-corruption becomes significant for an 
international company in the business the company does through its subsidiaries located in 
markets where there is a high risk of corruption. 

 Outside of the organization: G4 does not provide a list of outside parties to be considered in 
this analysis. The organization should attempt to identify the instances where a relevant 
impact occurs in entities that are outside the organization. These are then disclosed in G4-21. 
For example, the topic of child labor may not be an issue in the company but could be a 
problem in its supply chain in a certain region. Information on how to describe relevant 
impacts and how to group them is provided in IM p. 34 under the heading ‘Outside of the 
organization’. 

 Within and outside of the organization: When describing the Boundaries for topics with 
impacts within and outside of the organization, organizations should combine the 
considerations for determining Boundaries as explained earlier.  For example, the topic of 
emissions could be significant for a company’s joint venture as well as for one of its 
distributors. 

At the end of Step 1: Identification, the organization should have identified a list of relevant topics, 
along with their Boundaries.  
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4.2 Identification 

Question 23A: A hypothetical case of a large international company that illustrates where two 
selected sustainability topics (one Environmental and Social Aspect from G4) would possibly have 
impacts, (within the organization and outside the organization). 

 

XYZ Ltd is a multinational company in the retail sector. It has 600 stores in 10 countries including South 
Africa, Mauritius, Kenya and Australia. It sources goods from over 10 000 suppliers around the world. 
Its product range includes food, clothing and consumer electronics. The company partners with local 
business partners in joint venture arrangements on its stores.    

Material sustainability impacts include: 

 Environmental  – Water:   The stores use water in their daily operations. Suppliers use water in 
their manufacturing and sourcing operations.   

 Social – Non-discrimination:  Employees are free to join an industry  trade union. The company 
is currently working through its suppliers to check that this right is not being violated.  

Where the impacts occur: 

 Water:  Inside and outside the organization. The cause of the water impact is both the company 
itself and its suppliers. The company uses water directly – although usage is not large in amount 
it is considered a material issue by its stakeholders. Suppliers use water with some suppliers 
situated in areas of water scarcity or where there is strong competition for local water supply. 
Local communities are impacted as usage of this scarce natural resource reduces overall 
availability and runs the risk of affecting wetlands, rivers and biodiversity.  

 Non-discrimination:  Inside and oustide the organization. The cause of the impact is the company 
itself, and suppliers are also included as their practices could affect the company’s reputation. 
This  issue is also considered material in the industry sector.    
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4.3 Prioritization 

Question 24: What should an organization do to prioritize which material Aspects to report and 
why? 

 

STEP 2: PRIORITIZATION  

After gathering a list of relevant topics and analyzing the Boundaries of their impacts, the 
organization will have to decide which will be considered the focus to be managed and changed. This 
process is described under Step 2: Prioritization. It is important that you are familiar with the content 
of the IM, pp. 35-39, where this step is described. 
 
What to analyze 
After considering a list of relevant topics to be managed and changed, the organization has to 
prioritize them. This is considering the organizations’ strategy and the significance of their economic, 
environmental and social impacts or their substantive influence on the assessments and decisions of 
stakeholders. 

Therefore, to determine if an Aspect is material, qualitative analysis, quantitative assessment, (if 
possible), and discussion are needed. The fact that a topic is difficult to quantify does not mean that 
the topic is not material and should not be chosen as one to be managed and changed.  
 
Analysis of “Influence on stakeholders’ assessments and decisions” and “Significance of the 
organization’s relevant economic, environmental and social impacts” 
To implement the Materiality Principle, each Aspect should be assessed on “Influence on 
stakeholders’ assessments and decisions” and “Significance of the organization’s relevant economic, 
environmental and social impacts”. These views might overlap to some extent with respect to 
internal stakeholders. The interests and expectations of internal stakeholders should be included in 
the analysis of both viewpoints. 

 Influence on stakeholder assessments and decisions: The analysis of this viewpoint includes the 
assessment of the views expressed by stakeholders before and during the reporting period. By 
applying the Principle of Stakeholder Inclusiveness plus also the concepts as described in the 
Connect phase (Part 3), the organization should be able to identify and consider its key 
stakeholders and their respective views and interests and how their views may affect decisions 
on the report content. See IM p. 36 and Part 3: Connect phase for further details on this. 

 Significance of the organization’s relevant economic, environmental and social impacts: The 
aim of this analysis is to prioritize those Aspects that may positively or negatively influence the 
organization’s ability to deliver on its vision and strategy. See IM p. 37 for elements that the 
organization may include in their assessment to prioritize Aspects. 

When engaging with stakeholders to decide on material Aspects to be reported on, it is advisable to 
consider the following:  

How to prepare the dialogue: 

 Firstly, the goal of the consultation has to be explained and particularly how this consultation 
differs from the previous one, (i.e. choose the material Aspects to be managed and reported 
on by the organization).  

 Explain which criteria the organization would like to use to prioritize. Otherwise the criteria 
can be built through this dialogue. 

 
 



 

What to ask: 

 Focused on identified relevant topics: The point of departure is now the list of relevant topics 
that have been identified and the aim is to bring these down to those which are most 
important for the organization to monitor and report on.  

 Use the Materiality Principle tests: The tests under the Materiality Principle (IM p. 12) are an 
excellent basis to use for developing a set of questions that can be used with stakeholders to 
get feedback on what they would choose to be prioritized (from the list) and why.  

 Greater depth of feedback: A greater level of analysis and depth of feedback should be 
expected from stakeholders as the organization moves to decide on the final group of 
material Aspects and their Boundaries. Remember that G4 is about reporting on what really 
matters and where it matters: Hence the greater depth of feedback needed at this stage to 
do the final filter to material Aspects and Boundaries. 

 
How to dialogue: 

 In this step, the interaction with stakeholders is narrowed down in both numbers of 
stakeholders engaged with plus what is asked. Therefore, appropriate dialogue methods are 
those that focus on allowing a level of interaction. Concretely, this is where one-to-one or 
group meetings (focus groups) would be appropriate. In some cases this may be possible 
face-to-face, but in other cases conference calls and webex will be needed.   

 
After the consultation: 

 The sustainability reporting team prepares a recommendation to the organization’s executive 
team on which Aspects the G4-based report should be focused on and why. 

By planning and implementing the above activities, the organization will be using the Principles of 
Materiality (IM pp. 11-12) and Stakeholder inclusiveness (IM pp. 9-10) and applying the tests that 
underlie them in a practical manner to assess the level of priority.    
 
 
Determining material Aspects 
a. Threshold: At this point, the organization needs to define the thresholds (criteria) that render an 
Aspect material. The analysis of the two viewpoints described earlier should be reflected in these 
thresholds. 

The thresholds need to be clearly defined, documented and communicated by the organization. 
Remember that the fact that a topic is difficult to quantify does not mean that the topic is not 
material. 

When defining thresholds, the organization needs to make a decision on how to address Aspects that 
are more significant in one viewpoint than the other. An Aspect does not have to be highly significant 
in both viewpoints to be deemed a priority for reporting. An example of this are Aspects that may 
become relevant over time (emerging issues). This whole process of prioritization can be represented 
visually such as in that provided in IM, Fig. 6, p. 37. 

  



 

b. Level of Coverage: Only after the Aspects have been prioritized should the issue of level of 
coverage be considered. Level of coverage refers to the amount of data and narrative explanation 
disclosed by the organization about a material Aspect in the DMA and relevant Indicator/s. The 
organization will need to consider the level of coverage according to the relative reporting priority, 
i.e. the greater the reporting priority of an Aspect, the greater the level of detail to report on.  A very 
clear and succinct explanation of this is provided under “level of coverage” in IM page 38.  
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4.3 Prioritization 

Question 24A: Examples from public sources of how stakeholder engagement was done by 
organizations to prioritize material Aspects to report on. 

Company One:  Marks and Spence – UK 

Marks and Spencer is a major UK based retailer specialising in clothes, home-ware and groceries.  It 

turns over 9.9 billion pounds annually, with 703 stores in the UK and 361 stores in 40 countries.  It also 

employs over 80,000 staff.    

Who were the stakeholders: Employees, shareholders/investors, customers, suppliers, government 
and regulatory bodies and NGOs 
 
How were they contacted:   
1. Meetings, dialogue with trade associations, surveys and consultation on policy with government 

and regulators. 

2. Meetings, engaging in joint projects, conducting surveys and benchmarks with NGO’s 
3. Engage with customers by making increasing use of Facebook  and Twitter social media 
 
What was asked:   (exact questions not available; interpretation based on report content) 
 

 What is the company doing to ensure that customers want to buy products that offer high 
standards in all respects and have the opportunity to contribute to causes which are important 
to them. 

 How does the company develop the proposals to improve corporate accountability on social and 
environmental issues through reporting 

 How M&S shows leadership and it collaborate with other companies to help bring changes across 
the whole industry. 

 How does the plan contribute to the success of the business  
 
How were the results analyzed and therefore the Aspects/topics prioritized for the organization's 
sustainability report: 
What makes Marks and Spencer’s materiality matrix outstanding is its level of clarity.  It uses the GRI 
recommended matrix chart but takes a step further by dividing each axis into three levels (high, 
medium, low), each with a definition explaining what the level represents.  For example, we know that 
an issue is “High” in importance if it is “frequently mentioned in the media, raised by stakeholders or 
in key sustainability benchmarks”.  Not only is Marks and Spencer clear in defining what is material, it 
takes accountability for those issues that do matter.  In its materiality matrix, reporting on issues that 
are both highly impactful and important must be independently assured, whereas for issues that are 
low in importance and impact, internal assurance suffices.  Overall, Marks and Spencer has, with the 
help of stakeholders, identified 180 sustainability ‘commitments’ grouped in 7 ‘pillars’.  The 7 pillars 
are “involving our customers”, “making Plan A the way we do business”, “climate change”, “waste”, 
“natural resources”, “fair partner” and “health and well-being”.  Of the 180 commitments, 50 are 
considered high in importance and impact.  Progress against these commitments are externally assured 
by third party auditors 

“Once we’ve identified the key issues we prioritise our actions using a more sophisticated version of 

the matrix below:” 



 

 

 

Material topics are identified through the identification process and involves an organisation’s impacts 
arising from its activities, products, services, and relationships.  Once identification process has been 
finalised, and the boundaries determined (inside, outside or both inside and outside), the validation 
process follows (of material issues by stakeholders) and the materiality process is finalised through the 
prioritisation process.  The GRI recommends using significance and influence as methods or criteria or 
scoring to rank (prioritise) the material issues.  For example: 

Significant economic, environmental or social impacts: 

 Likelihood of impact 

 Severity of impact 

 Likelihood of risks and opportunities 

 The criticality of the impact for the organisation’s long term performance 

 Opportunities for the organisation  to grow or gain an advantage from the impact 
 

 

 



 

Influence the assessments and decisions of stakeholders: 

 The stakeholders perception of the organisation’s impact on the stakeholder 

 The stakeholder’s perception of its dependency on the organisation 

 The geographic location of the stakeholder and the significance of the aspect to that region 

 The diversity and range of stakeholders who expressed interest or who are affected by the Aspect 

 The expectations of stakeholders regarding action in response to the Aspect 

 The stakeholders expectations regarding the transparency of a specific Aspect 
 

The threshold for prioritising material topics to report on should be set to identify those opportunities 
and risks which are most important to stakeholders, the economy, environment, and society, or the 
reporting organization, and therefore merit particular focus in a sustainability report.  
 
These impacts could come in a range of forms, including but not limited to:  

 Significant ongoing impacts on short-term financial indicators (e.g., cash flow)  

 Sudden changes in the financial position of an organization due to the realization of 
an opportunity or risk  

 Cumulative effects over time resulting in financial consequences that are not material 
in the short-term, but may be material for long-term investors 

The reporting organisation must prove (or provide reasons) why certain Aspects are material or 

not.  This can be done through either qualitative or quantitative assessments.  The GRI recommends 

organisations to plot topics and issues on a matrix chart, with the X-axis representing issues that cause 

significant impact, and  the Y-axis representing issues that are influential amongst stakeholders.  Issues 

that fall on the top right corner of the chart are deemed material, as seen below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://icarbonnews.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/01/GRI-Materialitymatrix.jpg


 

Company Two:  Daimler Chrysler 

Daimler Chrysler is one of the world’s most successful automotive companies. With its divisions 
Mercedes-Benz Cars, Daimler Trucks, Mercedes-Benz Vans, Daimler Buses and Daimler Financial 
Services, the Daimler Group is one of the biggest producers of premium cars and the world’s biggest 
manufacturer of commercial vehicles with a global reach. Daimler Financial Services provides financing, 
leasing, fleet management, insurance and innovative mobility services 

 
Types of stakeholders consulted: Employees, shareholders/investors, customers, suppliers, 
government and regulatory bodies, trade unions, communities, educational and research institutions, 
media and NGOs 
 
Stakeholder engagement to get material aspects (how engaged with):   

4. Conducting online and media surveys, talks with experts workshops local dialog sessions and 
regional dialog events 

5.     Participation in a variety of associations, organizations, and sustainability initiatives 

 

What was likely to have been asked:   (exact questions not available; interpretation based on report 
content) 

 What are the most material issues (biggest concerns) – currently 

 What are the priority issues – currently 

 What are the potential issues – future 

 What issues needs to be managed and monitored on an ongoing basis 

 What issues need to be reported on 

 

How were the results analyzed and therefore the Aspects/topics prioritized for the organization's 
sustainability report: 

Daimler Chrysler uses a materiality matrix that ranks material issues based on their importance to 
stakeholders or the business 
 

 

http://www.daimler.com/dccom/0-5-535019-1-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0.html
http://www.daimler.com/dccom/0-5-1043885-1-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0.html
http://www.daimler.com/dccom/0-5-1043886-1-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0.html
http://www.daimler.com/dccom/0-5-1250124-1-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0.html
http://www.daimler.com/dccom/0-5-1250124-1-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0-0.html


 

 

In Closing:  Consultants Additional Notes: 

Companies do not just have to follow the GRI example, they can also determine their own matrix and 

thresholds for example: Combining the GRI and IIRC materiality processes: 

On one axis a material issue’s ability to impact or influence company strategy, and on the other axis 

an issue’s ability to impact on the company’s six capitals, therefore the company’s ability to create 

value over time. 

 



 

 

Lastly, a company can also use a typical spider’s web to prioritise material issues:  In this regard a 

company may prioritise issues based on its ability to: 

 Deliver company strategy, which is similar to the traditional “importance to business” axis 
 Capture stakeholder expectations, which is similar to the traditional “importance to 

stakeholders” axis 
 Impact on value creation for the IIRC’s six capitals 
 Potential to cause disruption (positive or negative) to the social and environmental system, which 

is the sustainability context principle contained in the GRI guidelines 
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4.4 Validation 

Question 25: What should an organization do to assess the material Aspects during the Validation 
step? 

 

STEP 3: VALIDATION  

After prioritizing which are the material Aspects to be reported on and determining their Boundaries, 
the organization is advised to validate its analysis and decisions before gathering information for 
DMAs and Indicators related to the prioritized material Aspects. This process is described under Step 
3: Validation. It is important that you are familiar with the content of the IM, pp. 38-39, where this 
step is described. 

Validation is undertaken to ensure a report provides a reasonable and balanced representation of the 
organization’s sustainability performance, including both its positive and negative impacts.  

The Validation Step involves assessing the material Aspects against:  
1. Scope – the range of Aspects covered in a report.  
2. Aspect Boundaries – the description of where impacts occur for each material Aspect.  
3. Time – the completeness of selected information with respect to the reporting period. 

In the G4 based report the organization presents its analysis of the most significant sustainability 
impacts and communicates which Aspects were prioritized and why. 

Such a public statement has to be known by the executive team, and consequently should have its 
approval. This is the moment when the executive team demonstrates its understanding of the link 
between sustainability issues and the future of the organization’s success and the development of 
society. 

It is critical that the list of material Aspects and Boundaries identified for inclusion in the report is 
approved by the executive team of the organization. This is best done by the sustainability reporting 
team presenting recommendations with action points. 

The following are points to be considered when presenting to the executive team the proposal of 
material Aspects to be reported on: 

 The goal of the meeting has to be clear to all, (i.e. based on the sustainability reporting 
team’s recommendations, make final decisions on which are the most material Aspects and 
Boundaries to be reported on by the organization). 

 The discussions should be based on using the Completeness Principle and applying its related 
tests (IM p. 12-13). The following points could form the basis of the discussions and 
assessments. 

 The extent to which the range of recommended material Aspects include all 
significant impacts (present and estimated future ones). 

 The extent to which significant impacts within and outside of the organization for 
each of the recommended material Aspects are described clearly. 

 The extent to which the Principles of Sustainability Context, Stakeholder Engagement 
and Materiality have been applied during the process of defining the material Aspects 
and Boundaries. 

 The sustainability reporting team needs to ensure that the prioritized topics are directly 
related to the corresponding GRI Aspects so that the DMA and Indicators can also be 
identified. 

 The executive team gives a final sign off on the material Aspects to be managed and reported 
on and provides any relevant recommendations or directions to the sustainability reporting 
team on issues that they will need to consider in the monitoring phase. 



 

 The sustainability reporting team communicates with stakeholders that have provided input 
up to now, to inform them of the final material Aspects that the organization has decided to 
monitor and the reasons why where necessary. NOTE: It is important to ensure key 
stakeholders feel that their voices are being heard and recognized.  

 The Validation process should be documented. This is for reasons of credibility and 
institutional memory, and also to include in the final report.  

 Once the identified material Aspects and Boundaries have been approved, they require 
translation into Standard Disclosures – DMA and Indicators – to monitor and finally report 
against.  
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4.4 Validation 

Question 25A: Small group exercise that allows participants the opportunity to apply the process 
for defining material Aspects and Boundaries for selected topics. 

You can make assumptions about the company in your group’s case study.  These could include such 
things as local context, legislation, negative and positive impacts and risks, supply chain impacts etc. 
You can use the GRI Guidelines to help you identify possible economic, environmental and social 
impacts and where these could be material.  

Case Study 1: 

A multinational company in the mining and resources sector, headquartered in South Africa. The 
company requires large amounts of water and energy for the mining process. Labour is drawn from 
neigbouring communities and migrant labour is used in some instances due to skills shortages. The 
company is required to comply with specific Broad-Based Black Economic Empowerment 
requirements, as well as an industry sector Charter (and reporting) requirements.   

Case Study 2: 

A retail company (selling food and clothing) with a global supply chain network.  The company plans to 
expand across Africa. Its major concerns are bribery, corruption, local procurement, community 
investment and development, as well as human rights.  In particular the company wants to position 
itself as a socially and environmentally responsible retailer and to use this strategic focus as a 
competitive differentiator. 

 Case Study 3: 

A professional services company with over 5 000 staff with subsidiary companies operating throughout 
Africa.  The company is specifically targeting large multinational companies operating in Africa, as well 
as governments and government departments as clients. The company recognises that talent 
acquisition and retention, and skills development and employment equity are important considerations 
for its viability.   

Case Study 4:   

A large state-owned company in the utility sector providing anergy and electricity services to 
municipalities, businesses and consumers. The company needs to become globally competitive, to 
expand services to neighbouring countries, and focus on renewable energy. It faces challenges in local 
energy supply, diminishing natural resources, ageing equipment, lack of skills, negative customer 
perceptions, and a complex supply chain. It has received funding from various foreign development 
institutions, to which strict conditions were attached. The company faces new international 
competiiton as the national government is considering opening the industry to other players. 

Case Study 5: 

A family-owned business in the agri-processing sector (turnover of under R50 million and fewer than 
50 employees) has become a supplier to a global retailer that operates throughout Africa. The retailers 
supplier code means there are specific requirements on economic, social and environmental aspects 
that need to be monitored and reported on in order to ensure retention as a supplier. The retailer 
wants reporting on specific sustainability aspects’, including carbon emissions, water usage, human 
rights, fair labour working conditions, access to collective bargaining, and sustainable agricultural 
practices.   
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PART V – MONITOR: 
BUILD YOUR REPORT 
 

Topics 

1. Check internal systems and gather information 
2. Discuss and set performance targets 

3. Follow up 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

5.1 Check internal systems and gather information  

Question 26: Which GRI Principles can be applied to ensure the quality of information in a report? 

 

The organization is now ready to begin the process of gathering and analyzing the required 
information. 

GRI has developed Principles for defining report quality (i.e. quality of the process and information).  
The organization should use these as a point of reference during the monitoring phase and also when 
writing the final report.  

GRI recommends that the organization applies the tests under each Principle to check their 
compliance with each Principle: as such, checking the quality of their reporting information and 
processes.  

The Principles for Defining Report Quality are: 

 Comparability 

 Reliability 

 Accuracy 

 Clarity  

 Timeliness 

 Balance 

The Implementation Manual explains each of these Principles: what they are, how each is applied and 
what are the tests for each of them (see IM pp. 13-16). 

It is important to highlight at this point that organizations will need to consider how to address the 
issue of the quality of the information coming from entities outside of the organization for material 
Aspects. The concept of boundary setting based on where the impacts of the Aspects occur will have 
major implications on where the set of data required comes from and therefore checking the quality 
of such data. This brings up a number of questions that the organization will need to address for 
example;  

 How will the organization check that the data coming from entities outside the organization is 
reliable, accurate and balanced?  

 How will the organization ensure that the data for the same material Aspect and relevant 
Indicators is comparable from one entity to another? 

 How will an acceptable level of timeliness and clarity of the data that is coming from different 
entities within and outside of the organization be ensured?  

Each organization will need to come to decisions on how to address the above and develop 
appropriate data gathering procedures and systems for this. It is important to highlight here that GRI 
does not provide specific guidance on how organizations should do this.   
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5.1 Check internal systems and gather information 

Question 27: What must an organization do when assessing the extent to which existing monitoring 
systems and procedures allow them to gather the information/data to be disclosed in the 
sustainability report? 

 

a. Prepare a list of GRI G4 General Standard Disclosures,  DMA, Indicators (and other 
information) to be disclosed  

At the end of the Define phase, the organization should have defined which Aspects (or other topics) 
were chosen as material and, consequently, which DMA and Indicators from the G4 Guidelines will be 
disclosed.   

The number of General Standard Disclosures, DMA and Indicators to be disclosed also depends on 
the chosen ‘in accordance’ option.  

Prepare a list of the disclosures which will be disclosed: 

 List the General Standard Disclosures to be disclosed. 

 List the DMA and Indicators that are related to the prioritized and validated material Aspects. 
 
 

b. Check internal systems  

For each of the required General and Specific Standard Disclosures to be reported on, it is necessary 
to check if a system is already in place to provide the necessary information. This process will include 
various people in the organization. Some information will be easy to extract directly from existing 
systems. For others, new procedures and systems will need to be established to prepare the 
information to be disclosed. There are many tools and approaches used by organizations to collect 
data that range from simple word documents and excel sheets to sophisticated integrated software 
tools10. It is important that the organization does a proper cost-benefit analysis when deciding on the 
appropriate tools to introduce. The organization should take into consideration not only the direct 
costs of new tools but also the time and money involved in training and coaching staff to use the new 
tools effectively. 

The process of deciding on what are the necessary internal systems will also help to identify who will 
provide and verify information for the reporting process. 

REMEMBER:  It is probable that the required data related to the chosen material Aspects (and other 
topics) will not only come from ‘within the organization’ but also from ‘outside the organization’ (the 
‘organization limits’ are defined by the answer to G4-17). This means that the organization will need 
to take very important decisions on how information that will now come from entities both within 
and also outside the organization will be made available. As mentioned in the previous question, 
there is not just the issue of how to get the information but also how to ensure its quality. Another 
important issue to be considered by the organization is the impact that different boundaries per 
material Aspect has on the information needs of stakeholders. The specific information needs of 
stakeholders will differ and may come from “disaggregated data”, e.g. from a business group, from a 
specific product group, data from a specific region.  All of this is something that will be a significant 
challenge for many organizations and will need discussions and decisions taken both at a strategic 
and operational level to establish data systems that are able to adequately provide quality 
information that also meets the different information needs of the stakeholders.  

                                                           
10 See the GRI website for a list of the current GRI Certified Software Tools: 
https://www.globalreporting.org/reporting/reporting-support/certified-software-and-tools/Pages/default.aspx.  

https://www.globalreporting.org/reporting/reporting-support/certified-software-and-tools/Pages/default.aspx


 

After contacting the individuals identified as providers of information, it will be necessary to make a 
general assessment of the data gathering process. Through this assessment, the reporting team can 
identify for which of the required disclosures the information is already available or if there is an 
appropriate measurement system and procedures in place to get the information, and for which 
Disclosures there is no system and procedure in place.  

Where there are no systems established to gather the information, the organization will need to take 
decisions on how to address this and also how it will be reported in the final report. 

 

c. Take decisions on how to proceed 

Where there are no systems established to gather the necessary information, the next step should be 
an analysis of which necessary systems and data gathering procedures can be implemented quickly, 
and which will need more planning and resources.  

The sustainability reporting team and those in charge of system implementation will need to work 
together to determine the costs and timeframe to gather the material information needed.  

Remember: Part of the decisions to be made might be related to information that is with entities 
‘outside of the organization’. 

After this assessment is done, decisions on how to proceed will have to be made. The decisions on 
how to proceed concerning the information which cannot yet be gathered, although material, should 
be explained in the final report.  

 

 

Slides: 109  



 

5.1   Check internal systems and gather information 

Question 28: How is the data/information on material Aspects and related DMA and Indicators 
collected and evaluated? 

 

There are a number of practical activities that the coordination team will need to ensure are put in 
place and occur to collect and evaluate the necessary data. These include: 

• Make a schedule of when you expect data to come in. For data related to material Indicators, 
this will mean when measurements are to be taken on each Indicator (weekly, monthly, etc.). 

• Ensure that someone is responsible for gathering and also for supervising the data collection for 
each required data point, which should be done by different employees. It is important here for 
the sustainability reporting team to clarify what is expected from each department where data 
comes from and what these departments can expect from the reporting team. 

• Collect all measurements and information gathered in a central place. 

• It is a good idea to divide the monitoring of disclosures between the sustainability reporting 
team members. This way people are clear which data points they are responsible to follow up 
on. 

• Ensure that there is a systematic way to communicate on progress during the monitoring, e.g. 
trends, issues with data collection, problems identified, actions needed.  

 

References: 

1. The GRI Sustainability reporting cycle: A handbook for small and not-so-small organizations,             
pp. 53-54, (2011) 
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5.1 Check internal systems and gather information 

Question 29: What do the GRI Guidelines recommend when it is not possible for an organization to 
disclose certain required information in their report?  

 

Where it is not possible for the organization to disclose certain required information for General or 
Specific Standard Disclosures, reasons for omission may apply in exceptional cases. These cases are 
listed in RPSD, tables 3 & 4 on p. 12. They are the ones marked with an (*). 

General Standard Disclosures (Table 3): Reasons for omission are possible for the following 
disclosures; Governance G4-35 to G4-55, Ethics & Integrity G4-57 to G4-58 for the Comprehensive 
option. Reasons for omission are possible for General Standard Disclosures for Sectors for both the 
Core and Comprehensive options. 

Specific Standard Disclosures (Table 4): Reasons for omissions are possible for all Specific Standard 
Disclosures for both the Core and Comprehensive options. 
 
Reporting Reasons for Omissions (RPSD p. 13) 
In the above cases, where it is not possible to disclose certain required information, the report should 
clearly:  
a) Identify the information that has been omitted.  
b) Explain the reasons why the information has been omitted.  

In addition, an explanation for the reason for omission should be provided that come from the 
following:  
• A Standard Disclosure, part of a Standard Disclosure, or an Indicator is not applicable; the reason 

why it is considered to be not applicable should be disclosed.  
• The information is subject to specific confidentiality constraints; those constraints are to be 

disclosed by the organization.  
• The existence of specific legal prohibitions; a reference to the specific legal prohibitions should 

be made.  
• The information is currently unavailable. In the case of the unavailability of data, the 

organization should disclose the steps being taken to obtain the data and the expected 
timeframe for doing so.  

Note: The organization should recognize that a large number of omitted Standard Disclosures may 
invalidate its ability to claim that its sustainability report has been prepared ‘in accordance’ with 
either the Core or Comprehensive options of the Guidelines.  

 
 
References: 

1. G4 Guidelines, RPSD, pp. 12-13 
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5.2 Discuss and set performance targets 

Question 30: How are performance targets for the material Aspects defined? 

 

GRI recommends that organizations should establish targets on their material Aspects and related 
DMA and Indicators.  

The definition of targets can be a lengthy process for an organization. Targets are public 
commitments, which normally have to be embraced by the organization as a whole. 

The first step is to be aware of the current performance related to each Material Aspect and related 
DMA and Indicators. Secondly, it is important to know what could be improved internally and what is 
considered best practice outside of the organization. The organization can then evaluate how much 
time and resources could be invested to achieve realistic targets. 

A performance target can also be to implement a process, which will help the organization go 
through the steps described in the above paragraph. 

Targets can include the challenging of performance targets, the implementation of improved policies 
and procedures or initiatives to consult experts or start training programs. It is easier and important 
to set targets related to and integrated with the core operations of the organization. 

Remember!!! Targets should be S.M.A.R.T. (Specific, Measureable, Achievable, Relevant, Time 
bound).  

 

References: 

1. The GRI Sustainability reporting cycle: A handbook for small and not-so-small organizations, p. 49, 
(2011) 
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5.2 Discuss and set performance targets 

Question 30A: Performance targets for material Aspects and/or Indicators taken from 
sustainability reports.  

Company One:  SABMiller plc – operates in the international beverages industry  

The company recognizes the importance of water and energy consumption in its operations and future. 
Water and energy are primary material issues and they are acknowledged as being linked.  
 
Where material?  
Water - Globally in all manufacturing plants – inside the company 
Energy - Globally in all manufacturing plants – inside the company 

Both of the stated targets are S.M.A.R.T (Specific, Measureable, Achievable, Relevant  and Time bound).  

Why its material, the stated targets, and the Aspect Indicators: 
 

 Material issue Commitment Target Aspect Indicators 

Water 
 
 

Making more beer using 
less water 
 
Why? 
Water scarcity represents 
a potentially significant 
risk to parts of our 
business.  Water is vital 
not only in the brewing 
process but also in 
growing the crops used to 
make our beer and even in 
generating electricity to 
power our breweries.   

Across our operations, 
we aim to become 25% 
more water-efficient by 
2015 

 EN8 – Total water 
withdrawal by source 

 EN9  -  Water sources 
significantly affected by 
withdrawal of water 

 EN10 - Percentage and 
total volume of water 
recycled and reused 

 EN22 – Total water 
discharge by quality and 
destination 

 EN26 - Identity, size, 
protected status and 
diversity value of  water 
bodies and related 
habitats significantly 
affected by the 
organization’s discharges 
of water and runoff 

Energy 
 

Reducing our energy and 
carbon footprint 
 
Why? 
The use of fossil fuels and 
the associated 
greenhouse gas emissions 
contribute to climate 
change, as do certain 
refrigerants. By limiting 
water availability and 
reducing agricultural 
production in some 
regions, climate change 

By 2020 we aim to halve 
our fossil fuel emissions 
from on-site energy use 
per hectolitre of lager 
produced, compared 
with 2008.  
 

 EN3 – Direct energy 
consumption by primary 
energy source 

 EN4  – Indirect energy 
consumption by primary 
source 

 EN5 – Energy saved due 
to conservation and 
efficiency improvements 

 EN6 – Initiatives to 
provide energy-efficient 
or renewable energy-
based products and 
services and reductions 



 

can potentially threaten 
our business. 
 
By reducing the water we 
use in brewing and 
packaging our beer, we 
also cut the energy 
required for heating and 
cooling in the process. 
Similarly, by using biogas 
from wastewater or 
reclaiming local 
agricultural waste such as 
spent grains to generate 
renewable energy, we 
reduce our reliance on 
fossil fuels. 

in energy as a result of 
these initiatives 

 EN7 - Initiatives to 
reduce indirect energy 
consumption and 
reductions achieved 

 EN15 – Direct 
greenhouse gas 
emissions (scope 1) 

 EN16 – Indirect 
greenhouse gas 
emissions (scope 2) 

 EN17 – Other indirect 
greenhouse gas 
emissions (scope 3) 

 EN18 – Greenhouse gas 
emissions intensity 

 EN19 – Reduction of 
greenhouse gas 
emissions 

 EN20 – Emissions of 
ozone-depleting 
substances 

 EN21 – NO, SO and other 
significant air emissions 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Company Two:  Illovo  Sugar Ltd – operates in the agri-processing sector 
 
The company recognizes that its operations have a direct impact on the surrounding communities, 
therefore its environmental impact is high priority and material. In managing the impact on the 
environment the company recognises the connectedness of particular material issues i.e. water, 
energy, emissions, effluent and waste. 
 

Where material? 
Inside the company at its operations:  South Africa, Swaziland, Mozambique, Malawi, Zambia and 
Tanzania. 
 

Both of the company’s targets are S.M.A.R.T (Specific, Measureable, Achievable, Relevant and Time- 
bound).  
 
 
 



 

Why its material, the stated targets, and the Aspect Indicators: 
 

Our environmental sustainability reporting, guided by the GRI, is structured to reflect the inputs, outputs 
and modes of impact the organisation has on the environment. Materials, energy and water represent 
three standard types of inputs used by all of our operations. These inputs result in outputs of 
environmental significance, which are captured under the parameters of emissions, effluent and waste. 
Land and biodiversity are also related to the concepts of inputs to the extent that they can be viewed as 
a natural resource.  Against the background of our Strategic Intent principle to maximise the return on 
every stick of cane, we are particularly mindful of the possible impacts of our operations on the use of 
natural resources and strive to minimise our impacts through efficient use in a responsible and 
sustainable way and through committing ourselves to continuous improvement. We strive to comply 
with all applicable in-country environmental regulations.  

Illovo’s direct environmental impacts are primarily associated with our agricultural and manufacturing 
operations. As the largest sugar producer in Africa, Illovo has a substantial agricultural footprint. It uses 
intensive manufacturing processes that consume water, generate solid waste and result in emissions to 
air and discharges to water bodies. 

We have identified energy, water, air emissions, effluent and waste, and biodiversity as the most 
material environmental indicators throughout the group’s operations.  Key performance data reported 
includes energy usage, both sustainable and non-sustainable, water usage, waste-water, non-
hazardous and hazardous waste, and packaging. 

 
 

Material issue Commitment/Target Results Aspect Indicators 

Energy 
 
Energy efficiency has 
become increasingly 
important to Illovo, 
given the growing 
demand for and 
increasing cost of 
energy, and the 
corresponding impact 
on the environment 
along with the risk of 
power outages from 
national grids.  
 
 

Illovo SA aims to reduce 
its coal consumption by 
25% by 2017, from the 
2009 base line. 
 
 

During the year under 
review, 91% of the 
energy consumed 
within Illovo’s 
operations was 
sourced from 
renewable resources, 
replacing fossil fuel 
alternatives. 
 
 

  EN3 – Direct energy 
consumption by 
primary energy 
source 

 EN4  – Indirect energy 
consumption by 
primary source 

 EN5 – Energy saved 
due to conservation 
and efficiency 
improvements 

 EN6 – Initiatives to 
provide energy-
efficient or renewable 
energy-based 
products and services 
and reductions in 
energy as a result of 
these initiatives 

 EN7 - Initiatives to 
reduce indirect 
energy consumption 
and reductions 
achieved 

 



 

Emissions 
 
In 2012/13, we again 
responded to the 
Carbon Disclosure 
Project (CDP), 
demonstrating our 
commitment to 
transparency 
concerning our GHG 
emissions reduction 
initiatives at our 
operations and to 
supporting global 
climate change 
mitigation. 

In terms of our strategy 
we aim to reduce GHG 
emissions across the 
group by 10.7% on the 
2010 emissions level by 
2020.  
 
Based on the projected 
increase in sugar 
production, the 
effective emissions 
reduction will be 34%. 
 

Scope 1 emissions are 
as a result of fuel 
combustion while 
Scope 2 emissions are 
from electricity and 
steam purchases. 
 
During the year under 
review, a total of 
36.95 GWh was 
exported to the grid.  
 
 

 EN15 – Direct 
greenhouse gas 
emissions (scope 1) 

 EN16 – Indirect 
greenhouse gas 
emissions (scope 2) 

 EN17 – Other indirect 
greenhouse gas 
emissions (scope 3) 

 EN18 – Greenhouse 
gas emissions 
intensity 

 EN19 – Reduction of 
greenhouse gas 
emissions 

 EN20 – Emissions of 
ozone-depleting 
substances  

 EN21 – NO, SO and 
other significant air 
emissions 

 

 
 
 



 

References: 

 
1. SABMiller plc - Sustainable Development Summary Report 2012, pages 15 – 17 

Sustainable Development Summary Report 2013: http://www.sabmiller.com/index.asp  

2. SABMiller plc Annual Report 2013, pages 15 – 17 
http://www.sabmiller.com/files/reports/report_GRI_UNGC.pdf  
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pages 59 – 69 www.illovo.co.za/sustainabilityindex   
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5.3   Follow up 

Question 31: What actions can be effective during Monitoring to quickly make changes in the 
reporting process if necessary? 

 

The sustainability reporting team will need to ensure that the organization’s internal procedures and 
systems are continually checked to ensure:  

• Improved measurement and monitoring: Here you might have to change data gathering 
systems in the current period to ensure quality data for the report (see GRI Principles for 
Defining Report Quality).  

• Improve sustainability performance: Once you have an idea of performance trends for the 
material Aspects and related Indicators, it will be a good idea to analyze your organization’s 
current practices and policies as they relate to each of these, to see how you can improve 
performance, e.g. energy use, material use, GHG emissions.  

 
The sustainability reporting team should implement the following activities to ensure that necessary 
changes are made: 

• System has to be checked regularly and questions asked when anything unexpected appears. 

• The sustainability reporting team members have to keep open lines of communication with 
parties involved in the reporting process. 

• Regular follow-up meetings are necessary to keep data and procedures on track, check and 
solve common problems. 

• Sometimes it is necessary to involve senior decision makers to solve the problems. 

• A formal checkpoint should be conducted three months before drafting of the report. 

 

References: 

1. The GRI Sustainability reporting cycle: A handbook for small and not-so-small organizations,             
pp. 56-59, (2011) 
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5.4 Follow up 

Question 32: How can the implementation of procedures and processes changes be recorded, 
followed up and communicated in future reports? 

 

Changes to procedures and processes, and communication on this, needs to be done in a systematic 
and structured manner. This should include the following:  

• Document what were the previous procedures, what are the current procedures, who 
approved them and when. 

• Communicate a summary of this information in the final report if it’s necessary to clarify any 
material Aspect. For example, a change in a procedure related to an Indicator in the middle of 
the reporting period can affect the quality or the interpretation of the information reported. 

• Ensure there is quick follow up of decisions on changes to procedures. If not done at the 
beginning of the planned implementation, the effects can be difficult to correct during the 
reporting period. 

 

References: 

1. The GRI Sustainability reporting cycle: A handbook for small and not-so-small organizations,             
pp. 56-59, (2011)  
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PART VI – REPORT  
CHECK AND COMMUNICATE 
 

Topics 

1. Write and finalize the report 
2. Communicate 
3. Prepare for the next cycle 
4. Reporting evaluation exercise  
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6.1 Write and finalize the report 

Question 33: How can the Content Index be used to ensure that all the required information is 
included in a concise report focused on material Aspects and other material topics? 

 

The Content Index should be used to ensure the completeness of the information in the report. It is 
important to point out that each In-accordance option has their own Context Index (Core RPSD, pp. 
31-32; Comprehensive RPSD, pp. 33-34).  

You can use the columns in the Content Index to do your check. 

 What General and Specific Disclosures are you reporting on?  
(These appear in the first column of the Content Index). 

 What page/s do each appear on in your report?  
(These appear in the second column of the Content Index. Note: For Specific Disclosures, an 
organization needs to include the page number (or link) for each of the identified material 
Aspects).  

 Which disclosures have reasons for omissions?  
(These appear in the third column for the Comprehensive ‘In accordance’ Content Index. 
Note: There are some General Standard Disclosures where an omission is not possible and so 
appears as “Not applicable” [G4-1] and others where omissions are possible and so appears 
as a blank cell, [G4-35 to G4-55 and G4-57 to G4-58]). 
(They also appear in the third column for the Specific Standard Disclosures in the Core ‘In 
accordance’ Content Index. Note: Reasons for omissions are not possible for General 
Standard Disclosures under the Core ‘In accordance’).   

 Have you had external assurance done and if so on which disclosures?  
(These appear in the last column of the Content Index. Note: An explanation of how to report 
on the existence of external assurance is provided in the next topic question). 

The Context Index is the “compass” for the reader to orient themselves in the report. As such, it 
should be located where it is easy for the reader to find.  This should be followed if the report is in a 
digital format, web based or printed copy. 

At this point all required information to prepare a G4-based report should have been prepared by 
those responsible to be ready to be organized as a final report.  Those responsible for preparing the 
final concise text containing the required information to prepare a G4-based report, and targets (if 
agreed), should be engaged to ensure they have planned in time for this. It is very important that 
clear and agreed deadline dates for feedback and final sign off are established. 
 

 

References: 

1. G4 Guidelines, RPSD, pp. 31-35  
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6.1 Write and finalize the report 

Question 34: How do you report on the existence of external assurance? 

 

External assurance is covered in three sections of the Guidelines:  

1. ‘In accordance’ criteria options (section 3.3 ‘Note on reports that are prepared ‘in accordance’ 
with the Guidelines’, p. 13) – requests a statement of the organization’s ‘in accordance’ criteria 
option, together with an external assurance statement, if the report or parts of it has been 
externally assured. 
 

2. G4-32 GRI Content Index (pp. 31-35) – G4 doesn’t require external assurance, but it requests 
signaling if a Standard Disclosure has been externally assured and if so which ones. The Content 
Index tables provided for the Core and Comprehensive options in RPSD pp. 31-35 displays a 
column where this information should be presented by disclosure.  
 

3. G4-33 (RPSD p. 36, and IM p. 51) – requests information about the policy and current practice 
regarding seeking external assurance, among other points. 

 
Note: The new in accordance criteria does not feature the (+) anymore for reports that have been 
externally assured, i.e. as under G3 and G3.1.   
 

 

References: 

1. G4 Guidelines, RPSD, pp. 13, 31-35 

2. G4 Guidelines, IM, p. 51   
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6.2 Communicate 

Question 35: What should you do when your GRI report is completed? 

 

Publish the final report 

The full GRI final report – including all required content to be ‘in accordance’ with the G4 Guidelines – 
must be made available in a complete document for all interested readers. 

This can be done on the organization’s website, through a printed publication or through a 
communication to all employees and stakeholders involved in the process, particularly the executive 
team. 

 

Register your report with GRI:  

GRI encourages that your organization registers its GRI report with GRI. It will help to map GRI report 
production around the world and will give visibility to the report.  

Your organization can register their GRI report free of charge. Go to the GRI website (Reports 
Services) to see how to register your report and also see who is a GRI Reporter. 
(http://database.globalreporting.org/)  

    

Launch! 

This is an important moment for all involved in the process and also for your stakeholders. It is time 
to recognize the help of all involved and reflect on what has been learned and how the organization is 
contributing to a sustainable future. 

 

Disseminate internally and externally:  

During the next few months it is advised to hold meetings, give presentations, send packages and 
interact with stakeholders about your report and sustainability performance. To avoid having your 
report just ‘sitting on the shelf’, ensure that you actively share it with others.   

 

References: 

1. GRI website (see page Sustainability Disclosure Database) 

2. The GRI Sustainability reporting cycle: A handbook for small and not-so-small organizations, p. 70, 
(2011) 
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6.2 Communicate 

Question 36: What are the main factors that an organization should consider when deciding on 
how to communicate their sustainability performance? 

 

Although the full GRI final report including all required content to be ‘in accordance’ with the G4 
Guidelines must be made available in a complete document for all interested readers, parts of the 
reports can be disseminated to different stakeholders in different formats. 

When thinking about how to communicate your organization’s performance to different 
stakeholders, the following factors should be considered; 

 The target group or the audience (employees, groups of experts, investors, clients, suppliers, 
etc.). 

 Method and what to communicate. You will need different methods for reaching different 
groups. The organization will also need to consider that different audiences will be interested in 
different information. 

 Executive summaries and short communications on specific topics are often produced for use in 
various contexts or for communication. These different communication pieces will improve 
communication between the organization and stakeholders. However, it is important to note 
that misunderstandings may result when performance on critical aspects is only partially 
communicated. References to the complete report should always be made. 

 The budget that has been made available for communications activities. 

 

References: 

1. The GRI Sustainability reporting cycle: A handbook for small and not-so-small organizations,              
pp. 62-64, (2011) 
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6.2 Communicate 

Question 36A. Examples from public sources of different forms of communicating sustainability 
performance/disclosures that address the needs of specific audiences. 

 

Company One:  Pick n Pay Ltd – operates in the retail sector and is based in South Africa.   

 

Identifying stakeholders:  “Our key stakeholders have been identified through ongoing engagement 
with various individuals, groups and organisations and are defined 

as those parties that have a direct stake in our business because they can affect or be affected by 
our activities, objectives and policies. 

We are committed to communicating accurate and relevant information to all our stakeholders and 
welcome open dialogue with all 

parties with whom we do business. We are continuously expanding our stakeholder interactions to 
improve and encourage the diversity 

of engagement.  Pick n Pay engages most actively with the stakeholders below, but also 
acknowledges a range of other stakeholders and interested parties, 

which include for example the media, government and unions. We engage with these parties when 
any material issue arises that affects the 

sustainability of the business and needs to be communicated or addressed on a wider basis” 

 

Stakeholders identified:  Customers, Community, Employees, Associates, Franchisees, Shareholders, 
Suppliers 

 

Different information needs per stakeholder group:  

 Customers - Product quality and food safety; Affordability; Health, social responsibility and 
ethical issues; Opportunities for active engagement, such as buying sustainable seafood and using 
in-store recycling 

 Employees - Training, career development and wellness programs (including HIV); Recognition, 
remuneration and rewards; Business performance; Sustainability goals and performance 

 Associates - Transformation and enterprise development; Opportunities for cost reductions; 
Infrastructure and logistical support; Research and development support 

 Franchisees - Building a sustainable business; Resource efficiency (energy, water, waste, 
logistics); Security and sustainability of supply, timely delivery, pricing, product innovation, 
marketing support, quality of product and food safety; Opportunities for cost reductions; 
Transformation and enterprise development 

 Suppliers - Fair pricing, research and development, support, contracts and agreements, 
certification, infrastructure and logistical support; Opportunities for cost reductions; 
Transformation and enterprise development; Resource efficiency (energy, water, waste, logistics) 
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Communication of sustainability report:  Customers 

The company uses various communication channels to communicate sustainability performance 
to  customers.  In particular their sustainability performance is aimed at 1) sharing information 2) 
interacting with their customers 3) inspiring/influencing their customers to become more sustainable 
as well.  The sustainability communication channels include:: 

 TV campaign:  A TV commercial – the Goodness Story - supports sustainability performance in 
the following sustainability areas/aspects:  Sustainable sourcing, local procurement, 
sustainable agriculture and food security, community investment and development, rural and 
youth development, transformation and empowerment. 

 Dedicated web portal:  This portal is aimed at assisting customers in ‘greening their homes’ and 
provides a guide to sustainable living. It highlights Pick n Pay’s sustainability priority and 
performance areas and allows customers to interact with the company on these particular 
sustainability aspects.  There is an interactive web blog where customers can submit questions 
regarding sustainable living, sustainable products and services and where experts will provide 
answers and make suggestions. It highlights Pick n Pay’s material sustainability aspects, but 
also uses the information to educate their customers about specific sustainability issues. 

 Facebook and mobile application: The Facebook site provides a downloadable application 
(calculator) that allows customers to calculate how much water, energy and carbon they save. 
This is tied in with the Pick n Pay sustainability performance and sustainable material 
aspects.  It also allows customers to share their sustainable living ideas, and to motivate 
consumers to live more sustainably.  

 

How does this address the needs of the different stakeholders:   

The communication channel allows for transparent communication;  

 it communicates the sustainability story in an easy to understand language visually – ensuring 
specific sustainability messages per stakeholder group  

 caters to the information consumption preferences per stakeholder group  

 allows for feedback from specific stakeholder audiences on specific topics and material issues 
and aspects. 

 

Company Two:  Woolworths Ltd – operates in the retail sector and is based in South Africa 

 

Identifying stakeholders: “ The focus of our sustainability report is to provide readers with an 
overview of the highlights and challenges of Good Business Journey (GBJ) progress, as well as our 
future objectives, in the context of our operations and geography.  This context, and the feedback we 
receive from stakeholders, informs the material issues that we focus on in the report. We hope that 
our reporting credibly portrays the work we are doing to allow stakeholder groups to understand the 
strategy of the company and assess our prospects in a way that covers our financial and sustainability 
risks and opportunities.” 

 

Stakeholders identified:  Customers, Suppliers, Employees, Shareholders, Media, Non Profit 
Organisations, Franchisees, Government and Regulatory Bodies 
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Different information needs per stakeholder group:   

Customers:   Value; Customer service and rewards;  Product choice and development;  The Good 
Business Journey 

Employees:  Communicating strategy and business developments; Reward and recognition; Training 
and development; Employee wellness; The Good Business Journey 

Unions:  Wages and conditions of employment; Retail and textile sector issues 

Suppliers:  Timely payment and favourable terms; Product innovation;  Partnering on sustainability 
solutions and broad-based black economic empowerment 

Franchisees:  Fair price for acquisition of local franchises;  Partnership expansion in Africa 

 

Communication of sustainability report:  Shareholders (including the investment community such as 
analysts etc.)  

The company includes the following communication channels to communicate with shareholders on 
sustainability performance data: 

 A webcast:  This webcast contains specific shareholder/investor/analyst information pertaining 
to sustainability material issues and performance.  It also allows for interactive communication 
such as question and answer sessions during the webcast.  The webcast is also stored and 
archived on the website – and indexed according to specific sustainability aspects/themes that 
allows the stakeholder audience to have access to this information at their own convenience 
and only focuses on the content they may be interested in. 

 Analyst presentations:  These presentations are given at specific and individual meetings with 
analysts.  The representatives are generally retail investor specialists therefore they are able to 
compare sustainability performance data across the retail sector.  Information shared focuses 
on specific material issues and the related performance of these sustainability aspects. 

 Annual General Meeting:  At the AGM both the Sustainability and the Social and Ethics 
Committees report and share the Sustainability, Integrated, and Good Business Journey 
reports.  Generally this is followed by detailed discussion and question and answer sessions 
between investors, shareholders and the investment community (including analysts) and these 
board committees.  Specific sustainability issues are highlighted that are linked to the 
performance data.  This face to face communication and information sharing informs and 
guides the next year’s reports.  

 Investor circulars:  These communication circulars are sent to and presented at specific 
intervals and generally focus on specific sustainability aspects and performance data.  These 
circulars are generally in the form of PDF documents, interactive power point presentations, as 
well as webcasts.  Different mediums are being used to communicate and share specific 
sustainability information with this particular stakeholder group. 

 JSE-SRI presentations (Johannesburg Stock Exchange Socially Responsible Index): Once a year 
all the members of the JSE-SRI Index are invited to share their sustainability performance data, 
sustainability strategies and sustainability reports with the broader investment committee. 
Woolworths is a regular presenter at these events. 
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 Bloomberg: Data on the Bloomberg website is accessible to all global investors and analysts 
who may be interested in their company specific information, sustainability information, as 
well as the sustainability information on the retail sector in Africa.   

 Industry briefings and social media:  By proactively using investor relations, media relations and 
stakeholder relations this ensures a consistent/controlled/uniform message is presented by the 
Group at all times.  Includes trade/retail industry publications, social media (Pinterest, you 
tube, Facebook, linked in, etc.) 

 Media releases:  Regularly issues media releases on sustainability information.  This 
information is picked up by both the financial media in South Africa, (i.e. Moneyweb/Financial 
Mail/Business Day) and internationally.  By using media releases effectively Woolworths is able 
to influence investment/buying decisions of both individual as well as corporate/institutional 
investors. 

 

How does this address the needs of the different stakeholders:   

 It allows stakeholders to choose their specific information format  

 It allows for transparent and regular communication on sustainability issues (not just once a year)  

 It allows the stakeholders to make informed decisions about the information received  

 The communication channel also allows for direct and immediate response and interaction 
between the company and its shareholders. 

 

 

Slides:  133-134 



© [Global Reporting Initiative and The South African Institute of Chartered Accountants] [2013] 
All Rights Reserved 
 

91 

 

6.3 Prepare for the next cycle 

Question 37: What do you need to do to prepare for the next reporting cycle? 

 

The following tasks could be done to prepare for the next reporting cycle: 

Gather feedback and review   
Gathering external and internal feedback of lessons learnt is the first step to prepare for the next 
reporting period. This can be done in many ways. It could be as simple as asking a few questions to 
colleagues or sending around a survey or conducting short face to face interviews or running focus 
group meetings.  

This is the appropriate moment to come back to Step 4: Review from the steps for defining material 
Aspects and Boundaries (see IM p. 39). The Review focuses on the Aspects that were material in the 
previous reporting period and also considers stakeholder feedback. The findings can be used as a 
point of reference in the Identification Step for the next reporting cycle.  

The Principles of Stakeholder Inclusiveness and Sustainability Context, and their associated tests in 
the Guidelines, serve as checks regarding the presentation and evaluation of report content, as well 
as checks for the reporting process as a whole.  

It is recommended that the organization chooses to engage internal and external stakeholders to 
check whether the report content provides a reasonable and balanced picture of the organization’s 
impacts and its sustainability performance, and if the process by which the report content was 
derived reflects the intent of the Reporting Principles. The following provides some issues to be 
considered when doing this. 

How to prepare the dialogue: 

 The goal of the consultation has to be explained (i.e., receive feedback from stakeholders that 
were involved in the process on how they experienced the process). 

 Explain what will be done with the feedback, (i.e., inform and contribute to the preparation 
for the next reporting cycle). 

 
What to ask: 

 The questions should get stakeholder feedback on both how they were engaged through the 
process and also the end result (topics covered in the report). Specific points that can be 
covered are the following: 

o Appropriateness of the key stakeholders that were engaged at each step of the 
process. 

o Appropriateness of the questions that were asked at each step of the process. 
o Their opinion on whether they felt that they were sufficiently kept informed where 

necessary during the process. 
o Their opinion on the final decisions by the organization on the material Aspects to be 

reported on.  
o Their opinion on the extent that the information in the report allowed report users to 

make informed decisions on the organization.   

 The Sustainable Context principle (IM, p. 10-11) should be used for the Review step. As such, 
the related tests are an excellent point of reference for the questions that are put to 
stakeholders here.  
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How to dialogue: 

 Because in this step the interaction with stakeholders is like in Step 1: Identification, the 
stakeholder engagement should allow the organization to reach out to a large number and 
wide range of stakeholders. Concrete examples of engagement formats would be surveys and 
questionnaires. It is also envisaged that using webex presentations could also be used here to 
give the opportunity for some immediate interaction but at the same time be wide reaching.  

After the consultation: 

 The sustainability reporting team will analyze the feedback and write it as a set of 
recommendations/action points to be taken to the next reporting cycle, Identification step. 

 If there are any significantly negative feedback points from particular key stakeholders, this 
will need to be communicated to the executive team and a plan on how to address this and 
respond will need to be made. 

 The key stakeholders should be thanked for their participation and asked if they are happy to 
be invited to participate in the next reporting cycle process.  

 

Organize the next cycle kick-off meeting 
The cycle starts again. It is time to start planning the next kick off meeting and how to consult your 
stakeholders. Your organization’s sustainability reporting is a living process and does not begin or end 
with a publication or a communication.   

 

References: 

1. G4 Guidelines, IM, p. 39   

2. The GRI Sustainability reporting cycle: A handbook for small and not-so-small organizations,              
pp. 71-73, (2011) 

 

Slides: 135-136  
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6.4 Reporting evaluation exercise  

Question 37A: An exercise where participants evaluate two existing Sustainability 
Reports (or report parts) from their country/region using a methodology based on the G4 
Guidelines to evaluate reports. 

Select two sustainability reports. Use the Worksheet ‘’Evaluation of Sustainability Reports’’ in your file 
to make an assessment of each report. You are required to complete this exercise individually and then 
give feedback to the group. For each report, rate the following areas according to the evaluation criteria 
in the Worksheet.  

 General Standard Disclosures 

 Materiality Process, including boundary determination 

 Stakeholder Management Process 

 Reporting Principles 

 Specific Standard Disclosures 

o Choose any ONE material aspect (either economic, environment or social) 

o Consider the DMA  for the material aspect 

o Consider whether any Sector Supplements were used 

o Consider the indicators  

 Compare the two reports and the relevant scores 

 Prepare to share your findings with the group 
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Evaluation of Sustainability Reports Worksheet 

Key for evaluation:  
3 - Excellent application of the GRI Guidelines requirements 
2 - Partial application of the GRI Guidelines requirements 
1 - Very little application of the GRI Guidelines requirements 
 

Your name: Report: Report: 

 1 2 3   1  2 3 

General  

Application of the Principles 
for Defining Report Content 

        

Application of the Principles 
for Defining Report Quality 

        

Application of Sector 
Supplements 

        

Declaration of  In 
Accordance/ Application 
Level 

        

GRI Content Index         

General Standard Disclosures 

Overall disclosure of the 
General Standard 
Disclosures 

        

Identified material Aspects 
and Boundaries 

        

Stakeholder Engagement         

Specific Standard Disclosures 

Disclosures on Management 
Approach 

        

Disclosure of one specific 
material Aspect 

        

Disclosure of the related 
Indicators  

        

 
TOTAL SCORE: 
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Notes - Report 1 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Notes - Report 2 
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