
45ONLINE: WWW.SUSTDEV.ORG

C S R

Commencement
H oweve r, this inauguration cere m o ny
should not be considered a culmination
of efforts on standardising sustainability
re p o rt i n g . It simply marks the
conclusion of the first stage in the life
of the GRI,and the commencement of
a dynamic new period of intellectual and
institutional deve l o p m e n t .A l t h o u g h t h e
GRI has made significant strides in its
f o rm a t ive ye a rs , it should be seen as
simply Year 5 of a 30-year development.
T h e re is much more to be done to
build the GRI Guidelines and associated
guidance into an international standard
that rivals the standards already in place
for financial re p o rt i n g .

A brief history lesson
E s t a blished in 1997 and administere d
jointly by the Coalition for Env i ro n -
mentally Responsible Economies
(CERES) and the United Nations
E nv i ronment Programme until earlier
this ye a r, the GRI has been an exciting
e x p e r iment in global mu l t i - s t a ke
holder collaboration involving bu s i n e s s ,
c ivil society organisations, financial 
s e rvices and accounting organisations,
labour re p re s e n t a t ives and others .
GRI has reached out globally to 
b ring together a dive rse range of
s t a ke h o l d e rs , w h o, despite widely
d i f f e rent entry points, a re united by a
s h a red commitment to higher standard s
of accountability.

M o re than 3,500 participants fro m
h u n d reds of organisations are in the
GRI netwo r k , and participants fro m
m o re than 50 countr ies have been
i nvo l ved at GRI meetings in 25
c o u n t ri e s . The Guidelines, i n i t i a l l y
released in exposure draft form in
M a rch 1999, we re revised and re -
released in June 2000 after a period of
i n t e n s ive pilot testing, c o m m e n t i n g ,
and rev i s i o n . The most recent ve rsion 
of the Guidelines was released in mid-
2 0 0 2 , f o l l owing two ye a rs of testing,

d evelopment and refinement by
h u n d reds of companies, c ivil society
organisations and others.

In the past three ye a rs GRI has
interacted with more than 10,000
s t a ke h o l d e rs through presentations and
workshops at almost 100 confere n c e s ,
s y m p o s i a , b riefings and meetings.
To ensure truly global outre a c h , G R I
has held br iefings and consultative
meetings in A r g e n t i n a , A u s t r a l i a ,
B r a z i l , C a n a d a , F r a n c e, G e rm a ny,
Hong Ko n g , I n d i a , I t a l y, Ja p a n ,
M a l ay s i a , N e t h e r l a n d s , South A f ri c a ,
S w i t z e r l a n d , UK and USA.

Partnerships for learning
G R I ’s swift evolution from a bold
vision to a new institution has been
p o s s i ble because of part n e rships – not
i m a gi n a ry or rhetorical part n e rships –
but genuine, solid partnerships amongst
organisations and individuals aro u n d
the world.These partnerships require all
of the key components of successful
human interaction: a willingness to
listen and learn, to trust, to act in good
fa i t h . N u rt u ring part n e rships has been
central to the success of GRI and
remains a continual process.

C ritical to the credibility of GRI
have been formal partnerships such as:

But it is the informal “ p a rt n e rs h i p s ”
with individual companies and business
a s s o c i a t i o n s , labour federations, and 
c ivil society organisations that will be
fundamental to the widespread publ i c
acceptance of the GRI goals.T h ro u g h
constant interaction with groups “at the
coalface”, a common platform is taking
shape for sustainability perform a n c e
re p o rt i n g . This invo l ves an on-going
p rocess of rev i ew as new inform a t i o n
and perspectives emerge.

Companies
As of May 2002, m o re than 115
companies had used the Sustainability
R e p o rting Guidelines in preparation 
of their re p o rt s . M a ny indicate that 
the single re p o rting mechanism has
e n a bled them to manage r isk more
e f f e c t ively and has generated competitive
a d vantage through enhanced re p u t a t i o n .
A p p roximately 45 companies have
p a rticipated in pilot and stru c t u re d
feedback programmes since 1999 and
h ave provided instrumental input on 
the Guidelines.

One of the companies that part i c i p a t e d
in both pilot programmes is Baxter
I n t e rn a t i o n a l , a US-based mu l t i n a t i o n a l
supplying medical products and serv i c e s .
As Chairman and CEO, H a rry J.
Kraemer Ja r, explained to the gatheri n g
in New Yo r k ,“The GRI Guidelines have
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Figure 1. Timothy Wirth, President of the United
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GRI inauguration

• A Memorandum of Understanding
with UNEP to designate GRI a
Collaborating Centre

• A co-operative framework with the
UN Global Compact re c og n i s i n g
that companies endorsing the
Global Compact’s nine pri n c i p l e s
m ay use GRI re p o rting to fulfil a
key Global Compact part i c i p a t i o n
expectation

• Public endorsement by members of
the GRI Charter Gro u p, a dive rs e
group of organisations committed
to ensur ing GRI’s long term
success through strategi c, f i n a n c i a l
and operational support.



encouraged us to take a more
c o m p re h e n s ive look at our perform a n c e
a c c o rding to the triple bottom line 
of economic, e nv i ro n m e n t a l , and 
social responsibility… T h rough our
sustainability re p o rt , we are able to bri n g
these together to show the synergies and
i n t e rrelationships in defining our
success and responding to dive rs e
s t a keholder intere s t s .” N o t
only has Baxter learn e d
f rom invo l vement in
G R I , but GRI has
benefited from their
suggestions to make the
Guidelines of more
value to re p o rt i n g
o r g a n i s a t i o n s .

Non-governmental
organisations
Since its inception, n o n - g ove rn m e n t a l
organisations (NGOs) have part i c i p a t e d
in the development and revisions of 
the Guidelines. S everal re c og n i s e d
i n t e rnational NGOs such as
G re e n p e a c e, O x fa m , A m n e s t y, a n d
C o n s u m e rs International have openly
e n d o rsed GRI by becoming members
of the Charter Group.
H oweve r, NGO leaders and human
r ights activists have been quick to
point out that the work of GRI is part
of a wider international standard -
setting process that in the past evo l ve d
f rom agreements among UN member

s t a t e s .The time has come, m a ny say, t o
i n c o rporate the international standard s
and norms into the activities of the
p rivate sector. This entails a level of
accountability for which vo l u n t a ry
mechanisms are viewed by many

NGOs as incomplete. The clear
message from civil society
re p re s e n t a t ives is for more vigilance in
the monitor ing of compliance and
assurance of content of re p o rt s .

L a b o u r, a c c o u n t a n c y
o r g a n i s a t i o n s ,a n d
g ove rn m e n t s
Labour representatives involved in GRI
h ave stressed the re l evance of incre a s e d
t r a n s p a rency in protecting employe e
rights.Many of the GRI Guidelines are

at the core of the mission of labour
a c t iv i s t s , p a rticularly in the Social
Pe r f o rmance section where such 
issues as employee engagement in
d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g , health and pension
b e n e f i t s , and compliance with child
labour laws are confronted daily.

Two leaders re p resent labour on the
GRI Board of Directors.

The skills and experience 
of the intern a t i o n a l

accountancy pro f e s s i o n
h ave much to offer
GRI in the areas 
of assurance and
s t a n d a rd setting. GRI’s
e f f o rts to p ro m o t e

global compatibility a n d
credibility in sustainability

re p o rting are complementary
to the work of the i n t e rn a t i o n a l

accounting commu n i t y in improv i n g
the transparency of the intern a t i o n a l
auditing standard setting pro c e s s .
E u ro p e a n , Canadian and intern a t i o n a l
accountancy organisations have been
p rominent in GRI’s gove rnance and
drafting of the Guidelines.

With vo l u n t a ry and mandatory
e nv i ronmental and social re p o rt i n g
p rogrammes multiplying around the
world it is important that GRI wo r k s
closely with gove rnments to improve
h a rmonisation and help avo i d
u n f o r tunate inconsistencies betwe e n
national programmes.
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Figure 2. GRI reporters by country

The GRI Guidelines have
encouraged us to take a more

comprehensive look at our performance
according to the triple bottom line of economic,

environmental, and social responsibility… Through
our sustainability report, we are able to bring 

these together to show the synergies and
interrelationships in defining our success

and responding to diverse
stakeholder interests.



Challenges ahead
T h rough on-going dialogue with all 
of the foregoing stake h o l d e rs , G R I
realises that it needs to continu e
l e a rning and developing before it 
can fulfil its mission of making
sustainability re p o rting as routine as
financial reporting.

GRI must interface with 
the many other initiatives 
aimed at furt h e ring corp o r a t e
re s p o n s i b i l i t y. O r g a n i s a t i o n s
such as the OECD,
A c c o u n t A b i l i t y, I S O, and Social
Accountability International are all
i nvo l ved in the development of
p r inciples and global standards 
for corporate perform a n c e. GRI is
working to integrate such initiative s
into the Guidelines to provide a
h a rmonised disclosure mechanism
t h rough which companies can
demonstrate their commitment to these
principles and standards.

Dissemination of the Guidelines to
n ew audiences is critical to gaining a
b roader consensus. As well as the
nu m e rous re gional meetings prev i o u s l y
m e n t i o n e d , p a rticipation in the Wo r l d
Summit on Sustainable Development 
in Jo h a n n e s burg will offer furt h e r
o p p o rtunities for outreach to new
organisations and individuals.

While focus continues on updating
and refining the core Guidelines,
p roduction of a range of sector
supplements to the Guidelines is high
on GRI’s agenda. Early work has
included supplements for tour
o p e r a t o rs , financial serv i c e s , t h e
automobile industry, and the mining
s e c t o r. In collaboration with mu l t i -
s t a keholder working gro u p s , the range
of sectors in the product portfolio will
be expanded over the coming ye a rs .
Depth to the Guidelines will also be
added with further work on indicator
definitions and measurement protocols.

As the GRI re p o r ting framewo r k
e x p a n d s , it has become clear that a
more simplified user-friendly version of
the Guidelines is required for small and
medium-sized enterprises and the non-
p rofit sector. The 57 perform a n c e
indicators in the core Guidelines can be
intimidating for smaller organisations
that do not have extensive corp o r a t e
re s o u rc e s . GRI has re c ognised that for
u n ive rsal application, a range of
p roducts customised for specific
reporting circumstances is required.

In the borderless world of corporate
a c t ivity a further challenge for GRI 
lies in clarifying the boundaries of
e n t e rp rises for re p o r ting purp o s e s .

Significant questions remain as to how
far up the supply chain and out via the
a c t ivities of customers and clients
should be included within the
jurisdiction of the reporting entity.

The reliability of sustainability reports
is critical to the degree of public tru s t
and confidence placed in them. G R I
has re c ognised from the beginning that
a process of compliance monitori n g ,
of independent ve rification or assurance,
is essential for the credibility of the
re p o rting pro c e s s . In parallel with 
work on the Guidelines the Verification
Working Group has produced draft
guidance for the assurance of re p o rt s .
This guidance will continue to be
refined as experience is gained 
through application.

Honouring the underlying
principles
As information rapidly becomes the
u n ive rsal currency of the new century,
the demand for transparency and
d i s c l o s u re in all facets of society
i n c re a s e s . Too often where inform a t i o n
is withheld, i n c o rrect assumptions are
made and take on a life of their ow n

resulting in needless and often
i rre t ri eva ble damage to re p u t a t i o n . In 
s everal circles the culture of non-
disclosure is being seriously challenged.
The GRI Sustainability Report i n g
Guidelines is meeting that challenge
with a cost-effective, re l i a bl e

mechanism to gain trust and manage
r isk to re p u t a t i o n s , which is, i n

the end, an organisation’s most
precious asset.

As the world becomes 
m o re transpare n t , GRI strive s
to continually improve its

p roducts and processes thro u g h
interaction with all intere s t e d

s t a ke h o l d e rs . Underlying GRI’s
c o n t i nued development will be a 
s t r ict adherence to its pr inciples of
o p e r a t i o n : i n c l u s ive n e s s , t r a n s p a re n c y,
i n d e p e n d e n c e, balance of influence,
a c c o u n t a b i l i t y, a d a p t a b i l i t y, a n d
technical excellence.
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Underlying GRI’s
continued development will be a

strict adherence to its principles of
operation: inclusiveness, transparency,
independence, balance of influence,

accountability, adaptability, and
technical excellence


