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Abstract 
 

With an aim of identifying specifically what North America’s pipeline industry discloses 

and fails to disclose in its sustainability reporting, this study undertook a disclosure index 

analysis based on the GRI’s G3 framework to analyze the industry’s sustainability reporting 

archive for 2009 through 2012.  This study finds that the story that the pipeline industry tells 

through its sustainability reporting is overwhelmingly positive, but exceedingly narrow and 

incomplete.  With just 50% of its membership producing sustainability reports, the pipeline 

industry addresses on average only 25% of disclosures suggested under the GRI framework and 

in nearly all cases, disclosures exclude consideration of all activities and impacts that are outside 

of reporting organizations’ direct control.  Analysis of disclosure rates for individual indicators 

shows that the industry eschews disclosure of indicators that convey “bad news” or indicators for 

which data collection represents a substantial barrier, lending credence to the legitimacy theory 

of sustainability reporting. 
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What’s the Story? 
An Exploration of North America’s Pipeline Industry’s Sustainability Reporting Practice 

 
Introduction 

 The practice of accounting is, at its core, a practice of storytelling.  Governed as it is by 

legislation and a framework of standards and principles, financial accounting has limited latitude 

in telling its story, but even when operating within the confines of these structures, corporations’ 

accounting of their financial performance is steeped in uncertainties and interpretation.  When 

performed within the bounds of its governing regulations and principles, corporate financial 

accounting is presented as a tool of corporate transparency, telling a presumably accurate story 

about the reporting organization’s financial health.  Periodically, however, accounting scandals 

such as those that led to the downfall of Enron, remind us that corporations are able to, and often 

do use their financial accounting with rhetorical purpose – to tell a story that is different from 

reality.  Now imagine a world where corporations account for, and report their performance 

without any restrictions as to the scope of the information to be conveyed, the appropriate means 

of performance measurement, nor any actual requirement to report at all.  In this world, corporate 

reporting is free of external auditing unless the reporting organization elects to do so.  This is the 

world of corporate sustainability reporting. 

 The practice of corporate sustainability reporting which, in North America is entirely 

voluntary, has grown significantly over the past decades, with approximately 83% of major 

Canadian and 86% of major American companies participating (KPMG International, 2013).  

This growth in sustainability reporting has held course steadily through the financial crisis of 

2008, showing that despite the associated costs of reporting and the restricted financial 

environment, corporations remain driven in increasing numbers to add their stories of the social 

and environmental dimensions of their performance to those of their economic performance.  
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Corporations cite a litany of motivations for having catalyzed their sustainability reporting, 

including: public relations strategy, stakeholder demand, risk reduction, ethical considerations, 

and business opportunity (Certified General Accountants Association of Canada, 2005; KPMG 

International, 2011; SustainAbility & United Nations Environment Programme, 2006).  

Academic research of the phenomenon has led to diffuse theories to explain the practice’s 

uptake, some of which are discussed in the following pages, but it seems that much remains to be 

learned about the drivers motivating corporate sustainability reporting. 

The diffusion of sustainability reporting has been uneven across sectors.  Among the 

early adopters of the practice, unsurprisingly there seemed to be a disproportionate 

representation of industries that are widely viewed to impose the greatest impacts to society and 

the environment, such as mining, pulp and paper, and automotive industries (KPMG 

International, 2011).  As the practice gained in popularity, industries that had not formerly 

participated in the practice began to publish their first reports, with North America’s natural gas 

pipeline companies numbering among the newer participants (KPMG International, 2011). 

With this increase in reporting parties comes further diversity in the content and quality 

of corporate sustainability reports, with many reports suggesting intent to mislead the reader by 

enhancing positive results or obfuscating negative results (e.g.,(Aras & Crowther, 2009; Boiral, 

2013; Cho, Michelon, & Patten, 2012).   The voluntary and unregulated nature of sustainability 

reporting affords corporations considerable latitude in determining if and how they prefer to 

account for the economic, social, and environmental costs and benefits associated with their 

business practices.  By examining the content and comprehensiveness of their voluntary 

sustainability disclosures, this study sets out to identify how one industry – the pipeline industry 

- operates within this latitude in telling its sustainability story. 
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Research Question and Objectives 

Using a disclosure index methodology to systematically analyze the content of 

corporations’ sustainability reports, this research aims to answer the question: What does North 

America’s pipeline industry disclose in its sustainability reporting? 

The objectives of this research are to: 

i) Identify to what extent sustainability reporting is currently employed in North 

America’s interstate and interprovincial natural gas pipeline industry; 

ii) Evaluate the breadth and depth of sustainability reporting in the North American gas 

pipeline industry by examining its reports’ adherence to the Global Reporting 

Initiative’s (GRI) G3 framework, identifying: 

a. Which standard disclosures and performance indicators are employed,  

b. The comprehensiveness with which companies report on those indicators;  

c. Which standard disclosures and performance indicators are not disclosed;  

iii) Assess how the content of reports has changed over the reporting cycles of this study, 

covering 2009 through 2012. 

Significance of this Research 

The assets and operations of pipeline companies tend to cover hundreds to thousands of 

linear kilometers, often traversing numerous habitats and regulatory jurisdictions, and affecting a 

myriad of stakeholders.  In this way, pipeline companies have specific challenges in accurately 

identifying and reporting how their operations affect dimensions of sustainability.  Although the 

body of literature on sustainability reporting in general is not insignificant, the pipeline industry 

and its particular sustainability challenges have garnered almost no consideration.  This research 

represents an opportunity to fill this knowledge gap by analyzing how sustainability reporting 
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has been practiced within the pipeline industry as a whole and to compare individual reporting 

companies against their peers. 

The following pages provide a background on the concepts and definitions related to 

corporate sustainability reporting, followed by a discussion of the theoretical orientations 

employed in assessing sustainability reports.  The literature review provides specific research 

context, followed by a detailed description of the methodology used.  Research results are then 

presented, with a discussion of the themes emerging from the data.  This thesis concludes with 

recommendations aimed at enhancing the comprehensiveness and utility of sustainability 

reporting for industry in general, and pipeline companies in particular. 
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Background 

 Sustainability, Sustainable Development and Corporate Sustainability: Definitions and 

Conflicts 

 If nothing else, the growing trend of corporations publishing reports that add social and 

environmental dimensions to their discourse regarding their economic performance indicates 

their willingness to address the sustainability agenda.  Sustainability is, however, in the eye of 

the beholder.  Scrutiny of corporate reports purporting to address aspects of their sustainability 

suggests how it is that corporations frame the concept of sustainability or, less charitably, how 

corporations would prefer to have their stakeholders understand sustainability.  Indeed, the 

concepts of “sustainability” and its cousin “sustainable development” have generated such 

debate that “the only thing about sustainability that academics seem to agree upon is that there is 

no clear meaning or definition” (Eden, 2000, p. 111).  

Absent definitive definitions for the terms, many turn to the widely accepted definition 

proposed in the Brundtland report, which holds that sustainable development is “development 

that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to 

meet their own needs” (World Commission on Environmental and Development, 1987, Chapter 

2, para. 1).  Sustainability, while often considered synonymous with sustainable development, 

could also be considered in a more purist sense as sustainable development without the implicit 

assumption of continued economic development (Aras & Crowther, 2009).   Economic 

development is, however, directly linked to a corporation’s own sustainability (that is, its 

continuity) which necessitates continued economic development.  As such, corporations 

publishing reports that purport to address matters of their sustainability are inherently loathe to 

extract the concept of development from sustainable development.  And so we are faced with a 
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conundrum: in its purest sense, sustainability is sustainable development without the requirement 

of economic growth and/or development, while corporate sustainability is sustainable 

development without the requirement of sustainability.  

Sustainability Reporting: a Definition 

 The practice of sustainability reporting tends not to address the ambiguous nature of 

sustainability, behaving instead as if a precise definition of the concept is not a requisite 

precursor to measuring and demonstrating an organization’s progress towards it (Livesey & 

Kearins, 2002).  Although this may seem counterintuitive, as Moneva et al. (2006) point out, the 

Brundtland Commission itself conceptualized sustainable development as a continuum, leaving 

room for its implementation and measurement along a range of intensities and dimensions.    

The triple bottom line (TBL) concept, put forth by John Elkington (1998) is perhaps the 

best known structure for accounting for corporate sustainability, establishing that the dimensions 

by which it should be measured must include an evaluation of economic, social, and 

environmental issues that are relevant to stakeholders.  From Elkington’s TBL concept sprang 

the contemporary practice of sustainability reporting which, as with the concepts of sustainability 

and sustainable development, does not have a single, fixed definition.  Nearly all proposed 

definitions for sustainability reporting do, however, pay tribute to Elkington’s TBL concept by 

underscoring the imperative of reporting on economic, social and environmental dimensions 

(Daub, 2007; Davis & Searcy, 2010; Fifka & Drabble, 2012).  By Elkington’s own admission, 

however, the connection between sustainability reporting and sustainability is “still enormously 

hazy” and he cautions corporations against referring to themselves as sustainable (1998, p. 306).   

 Although Elkington’s TBL concept found an audience and has become deeply rooted in 

non-financial reporting practice, his warning seems to have fallen on deaf ears. Researchers 
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lament that the concepts of TBL and sustainability reporting are increasingly mistaken for 

sustainability itself (Gray, 2010; Milne & Gray, 2013; Moneva et al., 2006).  In their assessment, 

sustainability reporting allows the complex and vital concept of sustainability to be reduced to a 

summation of basic information on the indicators that comprise the TBL.  In their more generous 

assessments, these critics contend that the current practice of sustainability reporting is 

insufficient (Milne & Gray, 2013).  Their more damning criticisms allege that sustainability 

reporting is a rhetorical device used to distort reality (Boiral, 2013) and “disguise the need for 

real debate in this area” (Aras & Crowther, 2009, p. 280).    

Sustainability Reporting is a Name 

 Corporate sustainability reports do not necessarily tell the story of corporations’ 

sustainability.  “Sustainability report” is, rather, simply the title of a report describing the 

impacts and initiatives that the reporting organization elects to disclose and deems connected to 

matters of sustainability.  While variations of titles featuring the word “sustainability” have 

grown in popularity in recent years, some corporations continue to employ other names, such as 

“corporate social responsibility report”, “responsibility report”, or simply “non-financial report”.  

Critics of the current practice of sustainability reporting tend to interpret the shift toward 

adopting the “sustainability” designation as underscoring corporations’ intent to employ the 

reports as a legitimacy tool (Moneva et al., 2006).  By contrast, other researchers disregard the 

matter, insisting that “the label is less important than the substance” and focusing instead on the 

content and comprehensiveness of corporate disclosures, drawing from these elements, rather 

than the title of the report, to infer corporate disclosure intent (Stiller & Daub, 2007, p. 480).   

This research adopts the latter view choosing to address all corporate reports that purport 

to address social and environmental issues alongside economic issues, regardless of the label put 
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upon the report.  Although this research does not extend to an evaluation of corporations’ intent 

in publishing their sustainability reports, using the disclosure index methodology permits a 

comprehensive view of the breadth and depth of corporate sustainability reporting, which 

certainly provides a lens through which to determine how firms discharge what they believe to 

be their sustainability reporting responsibilities. 

Transparency, Accountability & Social License 

By voluntarily publishing sustainability-related disclosures, corporations tend to present 

themselves as engaging in transparency, which can be defined as “the complete disclosure of 

information on the topics and indicators required to reflect impacts and enable stakeholders to 

make decisions” (GRI, 2011, p. 6).  Indeed, their claim may be true in some cases, given that by 

publishing sustainability reports, corporations bring to light information that may have otherwise 

been withheld, affording stakeholders an opportunity to do with that information what they will.  

But any claim to transparency is predicated on the disclosures’ completeness and veracity – both 

elements that are particularly difficult for stakeholders to gauge.  Third-party assurance of 

sustainability reporting may offer a means by which to evaluate disclosures’ veracity and 

completeness but the practice remains uncommon (Davis & Searcy, 2010; Kolk, 2008; Stratos, 

2008).  Further, the body of literature evaluating the comprehensiveness of sustainability 

reporting across industries would suggest that most corporate reporters fail to approach even 

minimal levels of completeness (Daub, 2007; Guenther, Hoppe, & Poser, 2006; Morhardt, Baird, 

& Freeman, 2002).  Other studies’ findings have questioned the veracity of corporate 

sustainability disclosures (Boiral, 2013; Cho et al., 2012).  Taken together, these studies 

challenge corporate claims of transparency. 

Transparency must then be understood as an ideal.  And while it may (or may not) be an 
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ideal that corporate sustainability reporters strive to achieve, it appears that for the majority of 

corporate reporters the ideal of transparency remains quite out of reach.  Thus, understanding 

sustainability reporting as a practice of transparency is a bait and switch, as transparency in 

corporate sustainability reporting is almost never realized.  Instead, sustainability reporting is 

better understood as an exercise in accountability (Boiral, 2013).  In this context, accountability 

is the duty itself: “the duty to undertake certain actions and the responsibility to account for those 

actions” (Moneva et al., 2006, p. 126).  The fact that corporations rarely discharge their duty to 

fully account for their actions does not alter their duty to do so (Gray, 2013). 

Corporations’ accountability for disclosing information about the impact of their 

operations is tied up in the social contract that firms hold with society.  This social contract 

recognizes that those who are impacted by an organization’s operations (i.e., its stakeholders) are 

due an accounting of the impacts that the organization imposes upon them.  Corporations are 

under legal obligations to discharge the accountability to disclose their financial performance by 

very specific and enforced means.  But a majority of large organizations have come to 

understand their accountability in a broader sense, extended to include reporting on social and 

environmental parameters.  In discharging this broader accountability, however, firms are free to 

do so however they wish, assuming that they decide to do anything at all.  The drivers 

compelling corporations to voluntarily take on sustainability reporting has received substantial 

academic attention in recent years, primarily framing corporate disclosure in the context of one 

of two theoretical orientations: voluntary disclosure theory and legitimacy theory. 

Theoretical Orientations 

Voluntary disclosure theory (or signaling theory) predicts a positive relationship between 

performance and disclosure (Dawkins & Fraas, 2011).  According to this theory, organizations 
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featuring superior sustainability performance are incentivized to voluntarily disclose their 

sustainability stories as a means to differentiate from their peers, while firms with weak 

sustainability performance are apt to minimize disclosures for fear of negative exposure (García-

Benau, Sierra-Garcia, & Zorio, 2013).  Various studies have indeed demonstrated a positive 

association between sustainability performance and disclosure (e.g.,(Al-Tuwaijri, Christensen, & 

Hughes II, 2004; Wegener, Fayez, Felton, & Jingyu, 2013), lending credence to this theory. 

By contrast, legitimacy theory focuses not on organizations’ actual sustainability 

performance, but instead on their attempts to become identified with the concept of 

sustainability.  Dowling and Pfeffer (1975) define organizational legitimacy as occurring when 

an organization’s activities conform to society’s norms, values, and expectations.  According to 

legitimacy theory, firms may respond to external pressures for improving their sustainability 

performance by instead employing sustainability reporting as a legitimizing tool in the pursuit of 

“become[ing] identified with symbols, values, or institutions which have a strong base in social 

legitimacy” (Dowling & Pfeffer, 1975, p. 127) which, in this case, is sustainability.  Viewing 

sustainability reporting through the lens of legitimacy theory, corporations that show weaker 

performance along sustainability parameters are expected to increase their disclosures on matters 

of sustainability in order to enhance their organizational legitimacy (Boiral, 2013).  This theory 

is supported by studies that show a negative association between sustainability performance and 

disclosure (Cho & Patten, 2007), as well as in the proclivity for industries built on more 

resource-intensive processes to display higher reporting rates as compared to other industries 

(Bolívar, 2009; Ho & Taylor, 2007). 

 It would seem, then, that the literature supports both theories, despite their opposing 

predictions.  In order to reconcile the conflicting explanations for corporate disclosure, Dawkins 
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and Fraas (2011) propose that an organization’s visibility acts as a moderator, resulting in a 

curvilinear relationship between sustainability performance and disclosure.  According to this 

theory an organization’s visibility to its stakeholders influences the level of public scrutiny it 

experiences, thereby leading to “corporate adjustments designed to placate stakeholders” 

(Dawkins & Fraas, 2011, p. 386).   Dawkins and Fraas (2011) demonstrate that enhanced 

sustainability disclosure is one such “corporate adjustment” that organizations do employ, noting 

that “the fact that a firm is visible motivates disclosure regardless of whether firm performance is 

favorable or unfavorable” (Dawkins & Fraas, 2011, p. 392). 

 The pipeline industry’s visibility is a paradoxical concept.  The bulk of pipeline facilities 

are underground, with above-ground facilities typically located well away from populous areas.  

Pipelines are thus largely invisible to the majority of society.  However, adverse events (i.e., 

accidents or spills) or proposals for major construction projects tend to drastically increase the 

visibility of specific companies and of the industry as a whole.  In recent years, North America’s 

pipeline industry has featured heavily in media reports of accidents, such as the deadly gas 

pipeline explosion in San Bruno, California in 2010 (Wald, 2011), as well as spills, such as 

Enbridge’s 2010 oil spill into Michigan’s Kalamazoo River (Fitzsimmons, 2010).  This period 

also saw a spate of large pipeline construction projects proposed by most of the major North 

American pipeline companies, including TransCanada’s Keystone and Energy East Pipelines, 

Enbridge’s Northern Gateway Pipeline, and Kinder Morgan’s Trans-Mountain Pipeline 

expansion, all of which resulted in controversy and significant media coverage.  It is also during 

this period of time that North America’s pipeline companies have committed in increasing 

numbers to the practice of sustainability reporting.  While this study does not explore the 

connection between visibility and increased reporting, we acknowledge that if ever there was a 
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time in which pipeline companies’ visibility may influence their disclosure of sustainability 

information, this is it.   

Global Reporting Initiative 

 Although we may only speculate that pipeline companies’ visibility compels their 

sustainability disclosure, the growth in sustainability reporting within the industry suggests that 

the industry, as a whole, is increasingly prepared to make aspects of its sustainability issues more 

visible.  Figure 1 depicts the uptake of sustainability reporting across the industry, showing both 

increased participation among firms over time, and the rising proportion of sustainability reports 

claiming adherence to the Global Reporting Initiative’s (GRI) sustainability reporting 

framework.   

Number of Sustainability Reports Published by the Pipeline Industry

 
 Figure 1.  A depiction of the general uptake of sustainability reporting, and the particular uptake 

of GRI-adherent sustainability reporting, by North America’s pipeline industry.  2001 is the year 

in which the first sustainability reports were published in North America’s pipeline industry.  

Table 1 describes the sustainability reporting history for each company within the industry. 

 
The GRI is an international not-for-profit organization with a mission to “make 

sustainability reporting standard practice for all companies and organizations” (GRI, n.d.b).  

Since the first publication of its guidelines in 1999, the GRI has made great strides in raising the 
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profile of sustainability reporting and standardizing the practice among its adherents.  Although a 

number of frameworks exist that reporters may elect to apply in producing their sustainability 

reporting1, the GRI framework has emerged as the most influential and widely-applied 

framework among corporate sustainability reporters (KPMG International, 2013). 

One of the GRI framework’s prime attractions is its broad applicability across geographies and 

industries.  This applicability is derived, in part, from the framework’s sweeping reach across a 

multitude of economic, social and environmental performance indicators, as developed with 

expert input from “international working groups, stakeholder engagement, and due process – 

including public comment periods” (GRI, n.d.c, para. 6).  The compilation of disclosures from 

which the framework is built includes disclosures related to the reporting organization’s business 

and governance structures (referred to within the GRI framework as “standard disclosures”), as 

well as an array of economic, social and environmental performance indicators.  The collection 

of standard disclosures and performance indicators are catalogued within the GRI framework, 

which is periodically revised.  Its current evolution, the G4 framework was released in 2013 

(GRI, n.d.a).  This study, however, employs the earlier G3 framework as the foundation for its 

disclosure index scorecard as the reports analyzed pre-date the subsequently-released G3.1 and 

G4 frameworks. 

The G3 framework, like its predecessors and successors is made up of three main 

elements that collectively aim to guide reporters on precisely what sustainability information to 

disclose, and how to disclose it (GRI, 2011).  These sections are:  

                                                 
1 The International Petroleum Industry Environmental Conservation Association (IPIECA) has 
produced industry-specific sustainability reporting guidelines, titled “oil and gas industry 
guidance on sustainability reporting”, which has been applied to some degree within the pipeline 
industry (IPIECA, 2010).  Rarely, however, do pipeline companies apply the IPIECA guidelines 
without also referencing the GRI framework as well. 
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(1) The sustainability reporting guidelines, which establish the quality and content 

principals and outline the standard disclosures and performance indicators, 

(which total approximately 130 across all categories).  Disclosures are divided 

into “core” and “additional” disclosures, signaling the GRI’s expectation of 

industry applicability, 

(2) Indicator protocols, which provide definitions and technical guidance for each 

of the performance indicators, and 

(3) Sector supplements, which are comprised of additional guidance and 

indicators for specific industries.  No sector supplement is available for the 

pipeline industry at this time. 

Recognizing that the development of a sustainability management and reporting practice 

may require “incrementally expanding application of the GRI Reporting Framework over time”, 

the GRI affords its adherents flexibility in adopting the aspects of the framework that the 

reporting organization deems suitable to its purposes (GRI, 2006, p. AL 1).  Self-declared GRI 

application levels (A, B, or C) are achieved based on the comprehensiveness to which each 

report discloses the elements of the framework.  Reports that are submitted for external 

assurance are awarded a “+” along with their letter grade (e.g., A+, B+, or C+ for externally-

assured reports).  
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Literature Review 

Within the growing body of literature oriented toward assessing the content, and 

sometimes the quality, of corporate sustainability reporting, three assessment methodologies 

have taken the fore: surveys, content analysis, and disclosure index; each shedding light on 

different aspects of the practice and sometimes leading to divergent conclusions.   

Surveys 

Surveys aimed at exploring the current practice of sustainability reporting and its driving 

forces tend to be a favored methodology among sustainability and accounting consultancies and 

industry groups (e.g.,(Certified General Accountants Association of Canada, 2005; 

CorporateRegister.com, 2013; KPMG International, 2013).  Often conducted using corporate 

financial support, these surveys typically target sustainability reporting practitioners or corporate 

officers as respondents, focusing questions on the experience or judgments of these professionals 

in their sustainability reporting practice, or lack thereof.  By focusing on the user (or non-user) 

experience, surveys offer rich contextual information to help explain sustainability reporting 

trends that manifest in this evolving discipline. 

Quantitative Measurements 

Valuable as the contextual information may be, the methodology’s heavy reliance on 

self-reporting introduces the risk of various forms of cognitive bias, and certainly the typical 

practice of relying on corporate funding introduces at least the appearance of bias.  To mitigate 

these biases, researchers often turn their focus from individuals’ accounts of their reporting 

practice to the sustainability disclosures themselves by employing various forms of quantitative 

measurement.  Although the specifics of their application vary widely, these quantitative 

measurement approaches generally fall into two categories: (1) content analysis, which measures 
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the volume of disclosure by word, sentence, portion of page, number of pages, etc. (Joseph & 

Taplin, 2011), or (2) disclosure index, which scores disclosures against a “scorecard” composed 

of predetermined topics.  

Viewed another way, content analysis measures the substance of its subject exactly as it 

is, without regard to any normative standard.  By contrast, a disclosure index measures the 

substance of its subject against a normative standard operationalized by a scorecard constructed 

of topics or indicators selected to represent sustainability.  Both methodologies offer a way to 

quantitatively evaluate the content of sustainability reports, but the differences in measurement 

are liable to lead to differing conclusions, even when performed upon a common subject.  

Disclosure Index  

A chief advantage of the disclosure index methodology is that it measures what is 

disclosed as well as what is omitted.  The ability to measure omissions, however, is limited to the 

extent that appropriate measures of sustainability are reflected in the scorecard.   

Given that the concept of sustainability has no fixed address, it is not surprising that 

researchers employing the disclosure index methodology are apt to operationalize the hazy 

concept of sustainability in different ways by electing to include or exclude particular topics 

from the scorecards upon which they build their study.  The Pacific Sustainability Index (PSI), 

for example, would suggest that sustainability excludes consideration of all economic measures, 

which are notably absent from its scorecard and which, it must be noted, pots it at variance with 

the TBL concept (Morhardt et al., 2009).  A principal challenge, then, in applying the disclosure 

index methodology is the development of an appropriate “scorecard” against which to measure 

sustainability, mindful of the fact that indicators of sustainability that are fully addressed in 

corporate disclosures but are not reflected in the scorecard will not be reflected in the score. 
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Scorecard Development 

To mitigate the risk that the scorecard excludes widely-reported measures of 

sustainability, some researchers elect to use a summation of the disclosures represented within 

the body of sustainability reporting itself upon which to build their scorecard.  Davis-Walling & 

Batterman (1997), for example, base their scorecard on the topics that are mentioned in at least 

four of the 36 environmental reports that they reviewed.  Similarly, earlier versions of the 

UNEP/SustainAbility reports constructed their scorecards from the most frequently reported 

disclosures in corporate sustainability reporting (SustainAbility & United Nations Environment 

Programme, 2006).  This approach, then, uses industries’ own best reporting practices as the 

standard against which all corporate disclosures are then judged.  The disadvantage of this 

approach, however, is that it limits the evaluation of corporate sustainability reporting to the 

topics that the industry in question sees fit to report, offering no assessment of the disclosures of 

the lesser-reported indicators of sustainability, unreported indicators of concern to the company’s 

stakeholders, nor the aspects of sustainability that corporations may impact silently.  The impacts 

that corporations fail to disclose may be far more telling than those that they choose to share.   

Framework-Based Scorecard 

Aiming to assess corporate sustainability disclosures against a more rigorous standard of 

sustainability than that which is defined by corporations themselves, many researchers choose to 

use an established sustainability framework as the foundation upon which to build their 

scorecard.  While many such frameworks have been utilized to assess corporate sustainability 

reporting practices, the wide variability of disclosures and performance indicators that make up 

each individual framework is liable to influence the resulting scores and conclusions, thereby 

confounding future research.  Noting that “conclusions from different studies may be due to 
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different measurements of disclosure” Joseph and Taplin encapsulate this as a key obstacle to 

developing a cohesive understanding of the evolving practice of sustainability reporting (2011, p. 

19). 

In an effort to explore the ways in which measurement affects the results, Morhardt 

(2001) examined a collection of sustainability reports dated 1996 and 1998 using three widely-

cited disclosure index systems, namely: 1) Davis-Walling & Batterman (1997), 2) 

UNEP/SustainAbility (2000), and 3) Deloitte Touch Tohmatsu to score each report.  While the 

research found a strong correlation between the scores from all three scoring systems, Morhardt 

noted that most companies scored similarly under each system largely because nearly all of the 

corporate sustainability reports reviewed in the study failed to disclose the more rigorous 

performance measurements required by the UNEP/SustainAbility framework.   

Expanding this inquiry to evaluate two additional, and still more rigorous frameworks, 

namely: 1) the GRI reporting framework, and 2) the International Organization for Standards 

(ISO) 14031 environmental performance evaluation standard, Morhardt et al. (2002) scored a 

collection of industry-spanning reports published in 1999.  The researchers found that the scores 

derived using the GRI and ISO scoring systems were significantly lower than those using the 

other three scoring systems, and further, that the scores that companies did achieve under the 

GRI and ISO scoring systems were predominantly derived from reporting organizational features 

(e.g., the company’s name, operational and governance structures, and statements of corporate 

principles) rather than environmental or social performance.  Accordingly, Morhardt et al. (2002) 

judged that these more exacting frameworks revealed the inadequate nature of sustainability 

reporting as it was practiced prior to the advent of third-party frameworks, suggesting that 

employing either, or both of, the GRI and ISO 14031 frameworks represents an efficacious path 
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toward enhancing the comprehensiveness of corporate sustainability reporting, as well as its 

evaluation. 

Both the academic and the sustainability reporting practitioner communities concurred 

with Morhardt et al.’s support of the GRI, as exemplified by the surge in corporate reports 

referencing the GRI framework since 2002, as well as the proliferation of studies using the GRI 

framework as the basis of their sustainability reporting scorecards (CorporateRegister.com, 

2013).  While the GRI ascended to the fore, the ISO 14031, however, did not seem to find a 

footing in sustainability reporting, perhaps because, as Morhardt et al. noted, the ISO 14031 

guidelines were never intended as a sustainability reporting framework but instead as “a non-

comprehensive list of environmental considerations companies might want to consider 

managing” (2002, p. 228).   

The GRI framework, by contrast, has continued to evolve to incorporate an array of 

economic, social, and environmental performance measures that have been arbitrated by 

international, multi-stakeholder governance bodies as being representative of sustainability (GRI, 

n.d.b).  So dominant is the GRI framework’s role that researchers cite only its position as the “de 

facto standard” in sustainability reporting to substantiate its use as the foundation of their studies 

of sustainability reporting practices (Hussey, Kirsop, & Meissen, 2001; Romolini, Fissi, & Gori, 

2012; Skouloudis, Evangelinos, & Kourmousis, 2009; Toppinen, Li,, Tuppura, & Xiong, 2012).   

To that end, researchers have used scorecards based on the GRI framework to evaluate 

sustainability practices on a national level, including Canada (Stratos, 2001, 2003, 2005, 2008), 

Greece (Nikolaou & Tsalis, 2013; Panayiotou, Aravossis, & Moschou, 2009; Skouloudis et al., 

2009; Skouloudis, Evangelinos, & Kourmousis, 2010), Italy (Romolini et al., 2012), and the 

United States (Morhardt, 2009).  Additionally, a number of studies use the GRI to evaluate 
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sustainability reporting in an industry-specific context, including explorations of reporting in 

forestry (Toppinen et al., 2012), the automotive industry (Dingwerth & Eichinger, 2010), utilities 

(Mio, 2010),  and extraction-related industries, including oil and gas (Boiral, 2013; Guenther et 

al., 2006; Krajnc & Glavič, 2006).  A majority of these studies aim simply to describe the current 

state of sustainability reporting practice, as does this present research, but some studies endeavor 

to explain the comprehensiveness of sustainability reporting relative to observable corporate 

characteristics. 

These latter studies consistently find a correlation between corporate sustainability 

disclosure and measures of economic performance, citing a positive relationship between 

disclosure and revenue (Morhardt, 2009; Toppinen et al., 2012) as well as between disclosure 

and an industry-adjusted measurement of annual return (Al-Tuwaijri et al., 2004).  Studies also 

found a positive relationship between disclosure and growth in company size (measured in 

number of employees) finding that disclosure rates increased with workforce growth over time 

and decreased with accelerated reductions in workforce (Mio, 2010).  As discussed previously in 

this paper, studies also cite a correlation between disclosure and industry classification, with 

those industries associated with higher environmental impacts tending to show an increased 

propensity to participate in sustainability reporting, and in their reporting, tending to achieve 

higher levels of disclosure (Bolívar, 2009; Ho & Taylor, 2007). 

Limitations 

Quality.  The common thread among nearly all disclosure index studies, regardless of 

their particular focus, is that corporate sustainability reporting falls short, sometimes 

overwhelmingly so, of its purported goal of conveying an accounting of corporations’ impacts on 

sustainability.  Some researchers charge that this failure to comprehensively disclose 



SUSTAINABILITY REPORTING IN THE PIPELINE INDUSTRY  28 

sustainability information in accordance with the standard of the day (which in most cases is the 

GRI framework), indicates an absence of quality within the body of corporate sustainability 

reporting (Beattie, McInnes, & Fearnley, 2004; Daub, 2007; Guenther et al., 2006; Stratos, 

2005), while other researchers explicitly assert that disclosure comprehensiveness does not stand 

as a proxy for disclosure quality but instead is a constituent element of disclosure quality 

(Morhardt et al., 2002; Toppinen et al., 2012).  Indeed, the very foundation upon which most of 

these studies are built, the GRI framework, underscores the principle that comprehensiveness is 

but one of several considerations in evaluating the quality of a sustainability report (GRI, 2006).  

The GRI asserts that quality sustainability disclosures communicate information that is balanced 

(which incorporates the concept of “comprehensive”), clear, accurate, timely, comparable, and 

reliable (GRI, 2006).  But corporate sustainability disclosure index studies, in isolation, speak 

only to the extent to which corporations elect to communicate their sustainability performance, 

and therein lie the principle limitations of the methodology; these same limitations apply to the 

present study as well. 

No measurement for accuracy or reliability.   Although disclosure index studies 

provide an analysis only of the inclusiveness and completeness of sustainability disclosures, 

some studies supplement the disclosure index methodology in an effort to capture an assessment 

of disclosures’ accuracy or reliability.  Boiral (2013), for example, assessed 23 sustainability 

reports from the mining and energy sectors that were rated A or A+ under the GRI framework, 

following-up by systematically comparing the resulting disclosure indices with 116 significant 

news events widely reported in the media.  This “counter-accounting” methodology revealed that 

90% of adverse events related to sustainability were either omitted or addressed in an 

“incomplete and non-transparent fashion” (Boiral, 2013, p. 1051).  While a majority of the 
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sustainability reports Boiral analyzed would have numbered among the most comprehensive 

reports published at the time, Boiral found that the reports’ comprehensiveness disguised the 

reality of the firms’ impacts on sustainability by “increase[ing] confusion and bolster[ing] the 

illusion of an increasingly transparent representation of things” (Boiral, 2013, p. 1042). 

Volume over materiality.  Concealing an unsustainable reality in the rhetoric of 

sustainability disclosures is a charge frequently leveled against the practice of sustainability 

reporting (Aras & Crowther, 2009; Cho et al., 2012; Milne & Gray, 2013).  Aiming to limit the 

degree to which corporations either strategically or unintentionally dilute the reality of their 

impacts by flooding their sustainability reports with immaterial information, sustainability 

reporting frameworks have made considerations of disclosure materiality a central issue (GRI, 

2006; Murninghan, 2013).  Given that this potential for obfuscation plays such an important role 

in criticisms of sustainability reporting, it is unfortunate that the disclosure index methodology is 

nearly powerless to detect it.   In many cases, disclosure index studies in fact reward immaterial 

disclosures, in that the more comprehensive reports garner better scores, regardless of whether 

the individual disclosures that make up the reports’ content are material to the firm’s operations 

and impacts.  As Morhardt et al. (2002) point out, companies can enhance their benchmark score 

simply by adding to the breadth of their sustainability reporting, even if these topics are 

discussed in a superficial manner, so long as they address the points called for in the disclosure 

index scorecard (Morhardt et al., 2002).  Sustainability reports that are “padded” in this way give 

a false impression of comprehensive disclosure while potentially failing to communicate matters 

that are material to the reporting organization’s actual impacts and/or matters that are important 

to the reporting organization’s stakeholders. 

This study endeavors to limit the degree to which some reports can outperform others (by 
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favoring volume over materiality), by excluding indicators that are largely immaterial to pipeline 

companies but may be more material to other types of operations that may or may not form part 

of the pipeline company’s larger parent corporation.  In so doing, the focus of the evaluation of 

the reports is limited to indicators that are more material to pipeline companies or more broadly 

material to most companies. 

Same score, different ways.  A corollary to the charge that the disclosure index 

methodology values volume over materiality is the fact that the same score can be achieved in 

different ways – some of which may have very little to do with the disclosing company’s 

sustainability practices or impacts.  As an example, one company that fully discloses material 

information while omitting immaterial disclosures may achieve the same overall score as another 

company that evades material disclosures while focusing the content of the report on indicators 

that are immaterial to their business practices (Daub, 2007).  Accordingly, overall benchmark 

scores may reveal relatively little about corporate sustainability reporting practices other than 

highlighting the most and the least comprehensive disclosures (Morhardt et al., 2002).  While the 

effect of this limitation is somewhat mitigated by excluding immaterial measures from the 

scorecard, not until benchmark scores are dissected into categories can we identify more 

precisely the ways in which corporations report on matters of sustainability. 

Does not assess actual sustainability.  The prime limitation of the disclosure index 

methodology, however, is a matter of the object of its study: corporate sustainability 

communication, rather than corporate sustainability performance.  As such, a firm’s actual 

sustainability performance is only recorded to the extent that it is accurately communicated in its 

sustainability reporting which, by virtue of its voluntary and typically unauthenticated nature, is 

free to include whatever information a company sees fit to publish.  The implications of this 
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limitation are twofold: (1) one firm may elect to exclude disclosures concerning the impacts that 

it has managed to avoid, thereby lowering their score despite their superior sustainability 

performance, whereas (2) another firm with inferior sustainability performance may maximize 

the breadth of its report, thereby inflating its score.  In neither of these scenarios does the 

disclosure index methodology capture a fair representation of the firms’ actual sustainability 

performance but it does, however, intimate that the firm with weaker performance but more 

comprehensive reporting (and therefore a higher score) is more sustainable.   Despite the fact the 

reporting and performance are not the same thing, the former can be easily confused for the 

latter: a prospect that some scholars suggest that firms intentionally exploit (Aras & Crowther, 

2009). 

 Aiming to inject a measurement of actual sustainability performance into the evaluation 

of sustainability reporting, researchers have employed a variety of methods to supplement the 

disclosure index methodology.  The PSI methodology, for example, evaluates corporations’ 

sustainability performance by awarding additional points for quantitative disclosures that: (1) 

demonstrate an improvement as compared to the same company’s previous report, and (2) 

demonstrate performance that exceeds the mean within the sector (Morhardt et al., 2009).  In this 

way, each benchmark score reflects a consideration of a firm’s performance within its sector and 

over time.   Excluded from this score, however, are any measures of economic disclosure or 

performance, as well as all aspects of internal governance, which provide important information 

to stakeholders and offer an indication of the internalization of sustainability mores within the 

corporate structure (Skouloudis et al., 2009). 

The sustainable balanced scorecard methodology (SBSC), by contrast, fills in the PSI’s 

weaknesses in that it incorporates economic considerations and its framework is structured 
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specifically in such a way to evaluate the internalization of sustainability practices within the 

corporate structure and strategy (Panayiotou et al., 2009).  To that end, the SBSC scorecard is 

built by assigning GRI indicators to each of the four perspectives that make up the well-vetted 

traditional balanced scorecard (including: financial, customer/stakeholder, internal, and 

learning/growth) (Nikolaou & Tsalis, 2013; Panayiotou et al., 2009).  Consistent with 

conventional disclosure index methodology, sustainability reports are scored and then, to 

integrate an assessment of companies’ sustainability performance, each quantitative indicator is 

awarded an additional half-point for performance that remains consistent as compared to the 

previous year, and an additional full point for performance improvement over the previous year 

(Nikolaou & Tsalis, 2013).  Benchmark scores are then scrutinized at the level of the SBSC 

perspectives. 

Integrating an evaluation of firms’ sustainability performance into disclosure index 

studies does, however, introduce new challenges that are liable to affect results.  These 

techniques, for example, fail to take into account the dynamic nature of most industries, whereby 

individual firms are continually influenced by strategic events such as acquisitions, divestitures, 

organic growth, and technology advancement.  When such phenomena occur, they are liable to 

impose significant shifts to a firm’s financial and sustainability performance, which can skew 

year-over-year comparisons of sustainability metrics. 
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Methodology 

 North America’s natural gas pipeline industry is certainly characterized by flux and 

change.  In recent years, the industry has seen a number of major mergers, acquisitions, and 

divestitures, such as Kinder Morgan’s acquisition of El Paso Corporation in 2012 (de la Merced 

& Krauss, 2011) and Energy Transfer’s purchase of Southern Union Co., also in 2012 (Wethe, 

2013).  During this time, the industry has also experienced a period of aggressive growth fueled 

by a geographic shifting of supply, as well as regulatory and commodity pricing drivers (Wood, 

2013), resulting in thousands of miles of new gas pipelines added to the continent’s network 

since the industry’s growth surged in 2008 (United States Energy Information Administration, 

2013).  This evolution within the industry presents a very real challenge to any attempt to 

evaluate sustainability performance using information disclosed in the industry’s body of 

sustainability reporting, as particular year-over-year sustainability disclosures are liable to swing 

as a result of corporate transformations.  As such, evaluations of sustainability performance are 

not incorporated in this present study.   

Instead, this study employs the conventional disclosure index methodology to investigate 

how the pipeline industry has elected to disclose its sustainability impacts (or to abstain from 

disclosing its impacts) during this period of change.  Taking inspiration from Morhardt et al, 

(2002), Stiller and Daub (2007), the Certified General Accountants Association of Canada 

(2005) and Guenther et al. (2006), among others, this study employs the GRI framework 

(specifically the G3.0 version) as the foundation upon which the evaluation scorecard is built.  

Beyond being well established in the literature as the “the best available tool for reporting 

comprehensive progress toward all aspects of sustainable development” (Hussey et al., 2001, p. 

17), the GRI framework is the most appropriate among the sustainability frameworks because it 
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focuses upon elements that are within the reporting company’s control (Morhardt et al., 2002).  

Additionally, the GRI framework has found significant support within private industry, with 

approximately 78% of reporting companies worldwide referencing its guidelines in their 

sustainability reports (KPMG, 2013).   

Scorecard Development 

The scorecard was developed using the G3 content index available on GRI website2.  

This index, which is a GRI-developed table outlining the G3 guidelines, was selected for this 

study because the updated G3.1 guidelines were not published until 2011 and were not widely 

used until the 2012 publication year.  Given that the period of interest in this study (2009-2012) 

preceded the availability of the G3.1 guidelines, this study resolved to use the earlier version so 

as to avoid holding sustainability reporting up to a standard that did not exist during most of the 

study period. 

Dissected instead of regrouped.  After downloading from the GRI website, the G3 

content index was expanded as necessary to ensure that all the items required in the GRI’s G3 

Indicator Protocol (GRI, 2006) were included, each as separate line items.  Consistent with the 

specific methodology employed by Skouloudis et al. (2009) and Guenther et al. (2006), GRI 

indicators were not regrouped into common themes (as was done by Daub (2007) and Morhardt 

et al. (2002)).  Instead, each standard disclosure and performance indicator, as well as all the 

components thereof, were included in the scorecard exactly as they appear in the G3 content 

index, supplemented where necessary to ensure that each disclosure included all items specified 

in the Indicator Protocol.  The decision to resist reclassifying disclosures and indicators was 

                                                 
2 Available at https://www.globalreporting.org/reporting/reporting-support/reporting-
resources/content-index-and-checklist/Pages/default.aspx.  Select “G3 & 3.1 Full Content Index 
Templates (Application Level A)”, then download the “G3 Content Index”.    
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taken, as were most decisions in designing this study, with a goal to minimize subjectivity 

injected into the research.  Sorting topics into groupings is an inherently subjective process and, 

as such, is liable to skew results.   

Condensed to remove items that may introduce bias.  The resulting scorecard was 

condensed where necessary to exclude or modify disclosures that are (1) repetitive, (2) follow-up 

questions that are only applicable in limited circumstances, (3) not applicable to the pipeline 

industry, or (4) likely to introduce bias.  The former two considerations were deemed appropriate 

in order to simplify the burgeoning scorecard.  The latter two considerations, however, were vital 

steps to limit bias that would otherwise influence scoring.   

Many GRI performance indicators are not applicable to the pipeline industry (e.g., EN6 

and PR1 through 9 – all indicators related to product responsibility) but may be material to other 

entities owned by a pipeline company’s parent organization.  Were these indicators to form part 

of the scorecard against which all companies are evaluated, the more diversified organizations 

(i.e., those that may operate companies for which these indicators are more applicable) are more 

likely to respond to them as compared to pipeline companies.  This would afford the more 

diversified organizations an advantage over less diversified pipeline companies for which the 

indicator is not relevant to their operations and therefore would be less likely to be included in 

their sustainability reporting. 

A variety of other GRI indicators were deleted or modified on the basis that they are 

liable to introduce bias in other ways.  For example, GRI indicators or sub-indicators that require 

disclosure by “significant location” were eliminated or modified, as appropriate, as they 

introduce a bias against companies that operate in more focused regional settings and would 

therefore not report by significant location.  Also, heeding Morhardt’s (2001) warnings about 
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penalizing companies for superior environmental or social performance, a variety of indicators 

were modified or removed because they offer opportunities for companies to profit from weaker 

performance because these weaker performing companies are more likely to have cause to 

include specific indicators in their sustainability reporting (e.g. EN25: “identify waterbodies 

significantly affected by water discharges”, and SO4: “actions taken in response to incidents of 

corruption”) (GRI, 2006).  Appendix A includes a full accounting of all modifications to the G3 

content index, complete with the reasoning behind each change. 

Not weighted.  Many disclosure index studies employ weighted scoring systems in order 

to emphasize certain aspects of sustainability reporting.  Romolini et al. (2012), for example, 

assign a weight of 1 to GRI core indicators and 0.5 to GRI’s “additional” indicators, on the 

premise that the core indicators are a compulsory component of GRI-based sustainability 

reporting and should therefore be advantaged over additional indicators, which are considered 

supplementary information.   

Other studies elect to assign greater weight to quantitative disclosures over qualitative 

disclosures.  Nikolaou and Tsalis (2013) and Stiller and Daub (2007), for example, both assign a 

double weighting to quantitative disclosures.  In so doing, they emphasize the importance of 

numerical disclosures within their disclosure index scores and in reporting practice in general.  

One practical challenge to this approach, however, is that the language attached to each 

disclosure within the GRI framework specifies quite clearly whether the appropriate response 

should be quantitative or qualitative.  Corporate reporters following the GRI framework are most 

likely, then, to respond accordingly.  So instead of having the result of differentiating among 

corporations responding quantitatively or qualitatively to specific indicators, this weighting 

system instead sets up a hierarchy preferencing specific indicators that are more appropriately 



SUSTAINABILITY REPORTING IN THE PIPELINE INDUSTRY  37 

answered quantitatively (e.g., EN3- total energy consumption in joules or multiples) over those 

indicators that cannot be answered quantitatively (e.g., EN14- strategies for managing impacts 

on biodiversity).  

Indeed, weighing schemes can become a conduit for injecting subjectivity into a 

disclosure index study either by (likely) unintended consequence, as discussed above, or more 

directly in that weighting specific indicators “reflect hierarchies and/or priorities according to the 

opinion of the evaluator” (Krajnc & Glavič, 2006, p. 562).  In the name of minimizing 

subjectivity, this study does not employ a weighting scheme and, instead, retains the relative 

values for each indicator exactly as they are reflected by the GRI content index, as modified in 

the ways described in the preceding pages.  A copy of the study’s scorecard, adapted from the 

GRI’s G3 content index checklist is included in Appendix B (GRI, n.d.). 

Sample Selection 

 With the disclosure index scorecard complete, the research process turned to the 

collection of pipeline companies’ sustainability reports for the study period, which spanned four 

years from 2009 through 2012.  This time span was selected because it represents the most recent 

four years for which the pipeline industry, as a whole, would have published their sustainability 

reports.  Given that sustainability reports tend to show a lag-time of up to one year before being 

published, it was not possible to collect all reports for 2013 during March 2014 when data 

analysis was completed, so 2013 was thus excluded from the study period.  A four-stage process 

was employed to maximize the probability of acquiring all relevant reports from North 

America’s natural gas pipeline companies for the study period.   

List of pipeline companies.  The first stage involved developing a list of all companies 

with natural gas pipeline ownership in North America.  Using comprehensive lists generated by 
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governmental agencies with regulatory authority over pipelines (the United States Energy 

Information Administration (n.d.) and Canada’s National Energy Board (n.d.)), a list of all North 

American pipeline companies was created.   Subsequent corporate website searches facilitated 

linking each individual pipeline company name to its parent company3 and assisted in 

determining ownership structures for joint ventures.  The resulting list was then scaled back to 

companies meeting the following criteria: 

1. Headquartered in a North American city, 

2. Has full ownership of at least one natural gas transportation pipeline that: 

a. Measures at least 200 kilometers in length, 

b. Crosses state or provincial lines, or both. 

All jointly-owned pipeline companies were ultimately excluded from the list.  Given that 

several large-scale pipeline companies number among these joint ventures (e.g., Alliance 

Pipeline, Florida Gas Transmission, etc.), it is disappointing that they are not represented, but 

these companies are consistently excluded from their parent companies’ reporting without 

offering any company-specific sustainability reporting of their own. 

Similarly excluded are all companies that ceased to exist prior to 2013 (which is the year 

during which the majority of the 2012 sustainability reports were published).  This measure was 

necessary because their corporate websites were typically no longer functional and it was 

therefore nearly impossible to discern if the failure to locate sustainability reports for the newly-

defunct companies was because of lack of access to company archives or because they were 

never produced in the first place.  This measure resulted in the exclusion of El Paso Corporation 

                                                 
3 Even narrowly-focused pipeline companies tend to operate a collection of smaller companies, 
each of which have separate, and often very dissimilar names.  As an example, TransCanada 
Pipelines operates a collection of pipeline companies, just a few of which include: ANR Pipeline 
Company, North Baja Pipeline, Tuscarora Gas Transmission, and Bison Pipeline.  
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and Southern Union from the sample. 

Sustainability report collection.  Using the completed list of pipeline companies, each 

name (including both the name of the pipeline company and parent company) was searched on 

the following websites during February 2014: 

1. The GRI’s sustainability disclosure database4,  

2. The Corporate Register directory of corporate responsibility reports5, and 

3. Each individual pipeline company’s and parent company’s website. 

All stand-alone reports addressing sustainability topics (regardless of their particular title) dated 

between 2009 through 2012 were downloaded for analysis.  It was originally the intent of this 

research to collect the sustainability reports most narrowly-focused on pipeline operations and, 

where possible, representing information on a national level (expecting that some companies that 

had operations in both Canada and the United States may report their sustainability impacts 

separately for each country).  After thorough internet searches for such reports, however, it was 

determined that those companies that did publish sustainability reports did so exclusively at the 

parent company level and addressed operations on both sides of the border, where applicable. 

 Although the internet was the only means of obtaining sustainability reports, which is 

consistent with a majority of recent sustainability report evaluation studies, sustainability 

reporting that was produced exclusively in html format and did not have a clearly-defined date of 

publication was excluded from the sample because including it would have precluded the year-

over-year analysis targeted for this study.  Table 1 shows the full representation of companies 

that were included in the sample group and their sustainability reporting history. 

                                                 
4 Available at http://database.globalreporting.org/search. 
5 Available at http://www.corporateregister.com. 
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 Table 1 - Pipeline Company Sustainability Reporting History 2001-2012 

Parent Company 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 
AltaGas                         
American Midstream                         
Berkshire Hathaway                         
Centerpoint Energy                       Yes 
Chesapeake Utilities                         
Chevron   Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
DTE Energy                       Yes 
Dominion Transmission               Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Energy Transfer                         
Enbridge Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
EQT Corporation                   Yes Yes Yes 
Gaz Metro               Yes         
Kinder Morgan                         
Loews Corporation                         
MDU Resources               Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
MoGas                         
MVPurchasing                         
National Fuel                         
NiSource                 Yes Yes Yes Yes 
OneOK               Yes   Yes Yes Yes 
Questar                     Yes Yes 
SaskEnergy     Yes Yes Yes Yes             
Scana Corporation                     Yes Yes 
Spectra Energy             Yes Yes   Yes   

TransCanada Pipelines Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
West Texas Gas                         
Williams             Yes Yes Yes       

             
   No sustainability reporting    Did not have pipeline operations 
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Scoring 

 Ultimately, 27 companies fit the criteria for inclusion in this study, 11 of which had no 

history of sustainability reporting prior to 2013.  Among the remaining 16 companies, 13 had 

published sustainability reports during the study period which spanned 2009 through 2012, 

although one (Chevron) was excluded because their sustainability disclosures did not appear to 

include reference to any pipeline operations.  All available sustainability reports from the 

remaining 12 companies from the study period (amounting to a total of 34 individual reports) 

were evaluated to examine precisely what information they include in their sustainability 

reporting. 

Dichotomous scoring system.  Using the disclosure index scorecard developed for this 

study, each standard disclosure and performance indicator (and all the components thereof) were 

scored using a dichotomous scoring system.  Dissected as it is into components, the scorecard 

allows each constituent element of every disclosure and performance indicator to be accounted 

for by scoring: 

  1 = if the element is present and reported as stipulated in the G3 framework 

0 = if the element is not present at all, or is not reported as stipulated in the G3 

Consistent with the 0/1 scoring system employed by Archel, Fernandez, and Larrinaga 

(2008) and Bolivar (2009), this dichotomous scoring scheme involves relatively few subjective 

judgments and therefore avoids the subjectivity that is introduced by coding schemes that aim to 

evaluate the degree of specificity or disclosure quality by rating the level of disclosure on a 

graded scale (Joseph & Taplin, 2011). 

This decision does, however, go against common practice in disclosure index studies 

where most researchers score disclosures using some type of scale to measure quality or 
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completeness.  The individual scales differ, ranging from scoring from 0 to 3 (Morhardt et al., 

2002; Stiller & Daub, 2007; Stratos, 2001, 2003, 2005, 2008), 0 to 4 (Skouloudis et al., 2009; 

SustainAbility & United Nations Environment Programme, 2006), 1 to 4 (Toppinen et al., 2012), 

and 0 to 5 (Mio, 2010).  But by using a subjectively-assessed score to judge the relative 

completeness or quality of individual disclosures, these studies risk their coding stability and 

accuracy and, as Morhardt (2001) notes, present a challenge to the study’s reproducibility.    

Although this present study does not purport to measure disclosure quality, in evaluating 

disclosures for the presence or absence of each of their GRI-mandated constituent elements, this 

study offers a targeted evaluation of each disclosure’s comprehensiveness.  Given that some 

evaluation scales (e.g.,(Stiller & Daub, 2007; Stratos, 2008) are structured such that they reward 

increasing levels of information, equating such comprehensiveness to quality, we suggest that the 

scorecard structure and coding scheme employed in this study are jointly able to capture a 

similar measure of quality while minimizing subjectivity and also being able to offer information 

on specifically which elements of disclosures are lacking. 

Awarding points.  This study employs a dichotomous scoring scheme, awarding a single 

point to each disclosure, or part thereof that meets the standard set out in the G3.0 guidelines. 

Each disclosure that meets the threshold defined in the G3.0 guidelines is scored a “1”.   Any 

additional data, charts, case studies, etc., that exceed the G3.0 guidelines’ minimum requirements 

are deemed superfluous and contribute no points toward the ultimate score. No points are 

awarded for disclosures that fail to meet the G3.0 standards.   

 Similarly, disclosures that are not related to pipeline operations and impacts are not 

awarded points, regardless of the comprehensiveness in which they were disclosed.  This 

condition is of particular importance for this study because a majority of companies in the 
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sample group operate a number of firms, representing an array of industries.  In spite of the range 

of operations in which they engage, these parent companies tend to publish a single sustainability 

report.  While it is sometimes clear which arms of the parent company are represented in 

individual disclosures, at other times it is difficult to determine whether the pipeline company 

operations are reflected in certain disclosures and, in those limited cases, the tendency was to err 

on the side of granting the point.  

This same leniency was extended to disclosures made by way of referencing separate 

sources of information, which tends to obscure the distinction between present and absent 

disclosures.  In spite of the GRI’s own specifications that “stakeholders should be able to directly 

access all of the report information from a single location” (GRI, 2006, p. 37), this study extends 

its reach to incorporate disclosures that are made by way of reference to separate sources, within 

specific parameters.  Consistent with the approaches taken by Stratos (2008) and Skouloudis et 

al. (2009), disclosures were scored a “1” in cases where the reference leads directly to a working 

website (so long as it does indeed include the required information and that the information is 

dated), or to a reference by page or section number to a specific publication.  Beyond these 

specific limitations, disclosures by reference scored a “0”.   

Taken together, the three stipulations described in this section lay out the boundaries 

delineating the outer limits of this study: disclosures within these boundaries were evaluated 

while disclosures that did not meet each stipulation were considered to be outside of the study 

and were therefore not evaluated.  
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Results and Discussion 

Narrow and Opaque Boundaries 

 As with setting out the limits of this study, boundary setting is also a primary 

consideration in an organization’s effort to develop its sustainability reporting disclosures.  The 

economic, social, and environmental dimensions of a corporation’s performance can be so 

diffuse as to be nearly impossible to discern.  Boundary setting establishes the margins of 

corporate activities and impacts for disclosure, thereby facilitating the organization’s ability to 

account for those impacts and activities that exist within the established boundary.  Whether 

undertaken in a deliberate manner or not, boundary setting is an obligatory step in sustainability 

report development.  Reporting frameworks such as the GRI and others introduced in the 

foregoing pages provide a means by which organizations can define the limits of the disclosures 

themselves (i.e., the framework identifies the indicators for disclosure, leaving “out of bounds” 

all potential disclosures that are not included in the framework).  But regardless of whether a 

reporting organization avails itself of a third-party framework to identify what to report, it must 

first set boundaries addressing the operational, organizational, temporal, and geographic aspects 

of the performance it intends to report. 

Temporal and geographic boundaries.  In the 34 sustainability reports published by 

North America’s pipeline industry during the years 2009 through 2012, temporal and geographic 

boundaries appear to have been addressed in a nearly uniform manner across the industry.  

Among the corporations that published sustainability reports, Spectra Energy’s biennial reporting 

cycle was the only deviation from the industry’s apparent preference for annual reporting, with 

data drawn from the previous year.  The pipeline industry showed still greater cohesion in its 

geographic boundary setting, with all reports apparently covering the totality of the reporting 
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organization’s geographic operation areas.  These findings are, however, derived largely by 

inference as 41% of the reviewed reports fail to explicitly state the time period represented in the 

report (covered in standard disclosure 3.1)6 while 56% of reports failed to describe any other 

aspect of the report’s boundaries (standard disclosure 3.6), echoing findings from Archel et al. 

(2008) and Skouloudis et al. (2010) who noted a general absence of clearly defined boundaries.  

Table 2 offers an overview of the reviewed reports’ boundary setting disclosures. 

Operational and organizational boundaries.  Unlike geographic and temporal 

boundaries, operational and organizational report boundaries are difficult, and sometimes 

impossible to infer.  These are the boundaries that effectively draw the line separating the 

organization from its environment: organizational boundaries address the corporations’ sphere of 

financial control (e.g., subsidiary companies, joint ventures, etc.), while operational boundaries 

trace a corporation’s reach along its supply and value chains (e.g., suppliers, contractors, 

outsourcing, customers, etc.) (Archel et al., 2008).   By demarcating organizational and 

operational boundaries in their sustainability reporting, corporations effectively take ownership 

of the activities and impacts that occur within the boundary, rejecting responsibility for activities 

and impacts that occur outside of it.  However, corporations’ influence through their corporate 

investment structures, value chains, and supply chains typically travels outside the realm of their 

direct control, obscuring the margins of the corporation’s operational and organizational 

boundaries.  

Archel et al. (2008) suggest that corporations deliberately exploit this ambiguity 

embedded in the concepts of organizational and operational boundaries by strategically setting 

narrow boundaries as an alternative to fully discharging their triple bottom line accountability.  

                                                 
6 Figure A1 in Appendix C displays the industry average reporting comprehensiveness for each 
individual performance indicator and standard disclosure. 
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Table 2 - Boundary Setting in the Pipeline Industry's Sustainability Reports (2009-2012) 

  GRI disclosure number and title 

Company Year 
3.1 

Reporting 
period 

3.6 
Boundary of Report 

TransCanada 2012 - - 
Scana 2012 - - 
Questar 2012 - - 
OneOK 2012 - Ambiguous 
NiSource 2012 Previous year Ambiguous 
MDU 2012 Previous year - 
EQT 2012 - Only wholly-owned business segments 
Enbridge 2012 Previous year Only wholly-owned business segments 
Dominion 2012 Previous year - 
Centerpoint 2012 Previous year - 
TransCanada 2011 - - 
Spectra 2011 - Only wholly-owned business segments 
Scana 2011 Previous year - 
Questar 2011 - - 
OneOK 2011 - - 
NiSource 2011 Previous year Ambiguous 
MDU 2011 Previous year - 
EQT 2011 - Only wholly-owned business segments 
Enbridge 2011 Previous year Only wholly-owned business segments 
Dominion 2011 Previous year - 
TransCanada 2010 Previous year - 
OneOK 2010 - Ambiguous 
NiSource 2010 Previous year Ambiguous 
MDU 2010 Previous year - 
EQT 2010 - - 
Enbridge 2010 - Only wholly-owned business segments 
Dominion 2010 Previous year - 
Williams 2009 Previous year All of operations 
TransCanada 2009 Previous year - 
Spectra 2009 - Only wholly-owned business segments 
NiSource 2009 Previous year Ambiguous 
MDU 2009 Previous year - 
Enbridge 2009 - Only wholly-owned business segments 
Dominion 2009 Previous year - 
    

% Disclosed 59% 44% 

Note. A dash (-) represents failure to disclose the item in question.
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Although this study does not venture into assessing pipeline companies’ strategic intent 

in specifying, or failing to specify their report boundaries, the study does echo Archel et al.’s 

(2008) as well as Stratos’ (2008) observations that when they do happen to define them, 

corporations tend to define their organizational and operational boundaries very narrowly.  For 

all four years of the study period, the few reports evaluated as part of this study that did address 

organizational and operational boundaries limited them to entities completely within the 

financial and operational control of the parent company, as depicted in Table 2.  As such, joint 

ventures, suppliers, contractors, and customers were almost unfailingly placed outside of the 

boundary, meaning that impacts that these “outsiders” imposed in furthering the reporting 

organization’s ends were not accounted for. 

The implications of this are manifold.  Reporting corporations are excluding accounting 

for activities and impacts from contractors, major suppliers and customers without whose 

participation the parent company could not operate: thereby expunging fundamental components 

of their triple bottom line while appearing to disclose it.  Moreover, corporations are excluding 

accountability for their joint venture pipelines, while claiming status as “sustainability reporters”.  

As but one example, Alliance Pipeline is a gas pipeline traversing 1,764 km through Canada and 

the United States and is jointly and equally owned by Enbridge and Veresen (Alliance Pipeline, 

n.d.).  Enbridge has consistently excluded accounting for the Alliance pipeline throughout its 

long sustainability reporting history during which it has claimed to report in accordance with the 

GRI framework.  The GRI’s Boundary Protocol (2005), however, guides corporations to include 

an accounting for joint ventures in which it owns more than 20% of voting power, suggesting 

that any claims to Enbridge’s GRI adherence should, according to GRI’s own guidance, be 

predicated upon their including Alliance within their organizational boundary for sustainability 
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reporting.  Acknowledging that accounting for the impacts and activities of entities that are 

outside of the reporting organization’s direct control presents various challenges to its ability to 

measure and report those impacts and activities, it is reasonable to suggest that a reporting 

organization’s failure to account for aspects of operations without which it could not conduct its 

business is decidedly shallow reporting. 

Misleading statements of boundaries.  The minority of sustainability reports that offer 

some indication of their boundary setting, however narrow, provide at least some context to 

assist readers in understanding the universe from which the disclosures are drawn, in contrast to 

the 56% of reports that offered no such guidance.  Absent an indication of the limitations of a 

report’s reach, the reader is left to infer whether the information represented in the report covers 

the full complement of the reporting organization’s activities and impacts, or some undefined 

fraction thereof.  Corporations’ frequent failure to disclose their boundary setting, coupled with 

disclosures that fail to indicate their coverage challenge the reader’s ability to discern whether all 

arms of the parent company’s operations are represented in the disclosures.  This phenomenon 

can easily fly under the radar, as it is not until a reader specifically questions the breadth of 

operational coverage of a specific disclosure that the disclosure’s potential exclusions are 

noticed.  Despite the particular attention dedicated in this study to ensuring that each scored 

disclosure included consideration of the parent company’s pipeline operations, it was often 

impossible to discern whether such was the case.   

 Such oversights may be unwitting attribution failures where a reporting organization 

simply fails to specify which of its operations are represented in a disclosure.  Given that a 

majority of North American pipeline companies are business units of larger parent companies 

that operate within a variety of industries, it is foreseeable that the sustainability report 
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representing the entirety of the parent company’s operations may include disclosures that 

represent only a portion of its overall business.  This may be so because data is more easily 

collected from certain business units as compared to others, or data may already be available 

because of reporting requirements for regulatory programs governing some arms of the company 

and not others.  Attribution failures may also be intentional but innocuous.  Such may be the case 

if, for example, in presenting certain disclosures, the parent company elects to limit the scope of 

the data presented in the disclosure to the business units for which the disclosure is most 

material.   

 Taking a more skeptical approach, Archel et al. (2008) speculate that corporations may 

disclose the activities and impacts of particular arms of their company without attribution with 

the intent that the reader interpret those disclosures as covering all of the parent company’s 

operations.  In so doing, the reporting organization may “hide the activities of those companies 

which have less sustainable activities and/or that experience less regulatory scrutiny and 

stakeholder activism” (Archel et al., 2008, p. 108).  Were this the case, it would suggest that 

corporations employ hazy boundary setting to conceal their nonconformity with the standards 

and expectations of sustainability reporting behind a “façade of acquiescence” (Oliver, 1991, p. 

154).  Regardless of whether corporations intend any deceit in failing to fully disclose their 

sustainability reporting boundaries, the effect is that their reports’ audience is restricted in its 

ability to interpret disclosures and compare those disclosures against the reporting organization’s 

industry peers. 

Sustainability Reporting Uptake and Maturity 

 This hampered comparability across the industry represents a lost opportunity during a 

time when the practice of sustainability reporting has begun to find a footing in North America’s 
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pipeline industry.  As Figure 1 shows, sustainability reporting has seen a fairly steady increase 

since the pipeline industry published its first reports in 2001.  This growth has continued despite 

the fact that a few companies (e.g., Williams, SaskEnergy, and Gaz Metro7) seem to have elected 

to discontinue or suspend their sustainability reporting practice, as depicted in Table 1.  The 

industry’s uptake in adherence to the GRI framework surged between 2006 and 2009, but has 

generally leveled off since then, with approximately half of all reports claiming GRI “in 

accordance” status. 

As of 2012, half of North America’s pipeline industry published sustainability reports, as 

depicted in Table 1.  Half these reports claim to be in accordance with the GRI framework, as 

shown in Figure 1.  Yet all of these reports disclose a very narrow scope of sustainability 

dimensions.   Of the 34 sustainability reports evaluated in this study, the most comprehensive 

report, published by Enbridge in 2012 scored 60%, meaning that the report disclosed 60% of the 

GRI framework’s standard disclosures and performance indicators that are material to the 

pipeline industry.  Figure 2 displays the disclosure index scores for all reports, by company and 

by year.  The least comprehensive report, published by Centerpoint in 2012, reported only 6% of 

the GRI’s material sustainability disclosures and performance indicators.  With mean disclosure 

score for the full collection of 34 reports at 25%8, we must deduce that the pipeline industry 

restricts itself to a narrow scope of sustainability dimensions when reporting to its stakeholders.  

Adding consideration of the fact that all but one of the reporting organizations either failed to 

indicate their organizational and operational boundaries, or limited those boundaries to entities 

                                                 
7 Gaz Metro has indicated, however, that they are preparing a sustainability report to be 
published in 2014 in accordance with the GRI’s newly promulgated G4 guidelines (M. Lemay, 
personal communication, March 1, 2014). 
8 The data table showing disclosure index scores on a per company and per indicator basis is 
included in Appendix D. 



SUSTAINABILITY REPORTING IN THE PIPELINE INDUSTRY  51 

completely within their direct control, we propose in publishing its sustainability reports, the 

pipeline industry offers little in the way of clear and comprehensive disclosures on measures of 

its sustainability. 

Disclosure Index Scores (2009-2012) 

  
Figure 2.  Disclosure index scores for all sustainability reports published by North America’s 

pipeline industry during 2009 through 2012, sorted by company.  Companies generally show 

year-to-year score improvement but on the whole, companies report just a fraction of the GRI 

standard disclosures and performance indicators that are material to their operations.  A blank 

space indicates the absence of a sustainability report for that year. 

 
Score improvement over time.  Initiating a sustainability reporting practice is a 

substantial undertaking for any reporting organization and potentially introduces a myriad of new 

measurement and management requirements (e.g., outfall/emission measurements or estimations, 

data management, review and revision of contractual language, etc.).  North America’s pipeline 

industry’s sustainability reporting practice is still in its infancy, so it is likely that pipeline 

companies that have made the commitment to sustainability reporting are still in the process of 

scaling up their practice.  The year-to-year improvement of disclosure index scores would 
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suggest this is the case.  Confirming findings from other longitudinal disclosure index studies 

(e.g.,(Hussey et al., 2001; Stiller & Daub, 2007), this study finds a slight improvement of 

comprehensiveness scores over the four years of the study period, as depicted in Figure 2.  This 

finding does, however, conflict with Morhardt et al.’s (2001) failure to find any significant 

improvement of scores of sustainability reports published in 1996 and 1998 which, it bears 

noting, represents a period in the very earliest years of sustainability reporting and predates the 

advent of the GRI framework. 

Average Disclosure Index Score Relative to Years of Reporting Experience 

 
 
 
Figure 3.  Companies’ average disclosure index (derived by averaging their scores from 2009 

through 2012) relative to their total number years of reporting experience (as determined by the 

number of sustainability reports found on the internet).  Companies’ adherence to the GRI 

framework is highlighted, showing the scores of non-GRI reports clustered in the low scores, 

regardless of years of experience. 
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This improvement in a company’s disclosure index scores is, however, relative to its 

previous scores.  As such, companies that produce sustainability reports that achieve low scores 

for comprehensiveness tend to improve on those scores marginally over time, but even after 

years of improvement, their scores remain relatively low.  The contrast between Enbridge and 

TransCanada’s disclosure index scores are a perfect example of this phenomenon: both 

companies have 12 years of reporting experience but produce sustainability reports that achieve 

drastically different scores (in 2012, Enbridge’s report scored 60% while TransCanada’s scored 

18%).  As Figure 3 depicts, while there is a general upward trend in scores relative to a 

company’s sustainability reporting maturity, years of experience does not predict the 

comprehensiveness of the sustainability reports that a company produces. 

Scores Are Generally Low But GRI Reports Score Higher 

As Figure 3 also shows, the highest average scores were attained by corporations that 

claim to have prepared their sustainability reports in accordance with the GRI framework, 

leaving the corporations that had not adopted the GRI with the lowest average scores, regardless 

of their years of reporting experience.  This suggests that a corporation’s adoption of the GRI 

framework translates more directly into expanded comprehensiveness (and hence higher 

disclosure index scores) than years of developing a sustainability reporting practice independent 

of the GRI framework. 

Indeed, this study confirms Stratos’ (2005) finding that sustainability reports prepared in 

accordance with the GRI framework uniformly achieved higher scores than their non-GRI 

counterparts.  As Figure 4, depicting the range of scores achieved by GRI and non-GRI 

sustainability reports shows, even the lowest-scoring GRI reports scored markedly higher than 

non-GRI reports for all four years of the study period.  Certainly, it is not surprising that GRI 
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reports should score higher, given that the GRI framework is constructed from a broad set of 

disclosures that serve to guide its adherents toward more comprehensive sustainability reporting 

(which translates into higher scores).  Further, it is precisely the GRI’s broad range of coverage 

of sustainability issues that compelled this study to follow the example set by many earlier 

disclosure index studies drawing on the GRI as the basis of the scorecard against which 

corporate sustainability disclosures are measured. 

Industry-Wide Range of Scores and Mean Scores 

   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Adherence to the GRI framework, however, does not necessarily result in comprehensive 

sustainability reporting.  In depicting the broad range of scores that reports claiming GRI “in 

accordance” status achieved, Figure 4 shows that the scores for GRI-adherent reports tend to 

span 30 points, with the less comprehensive GRI sustainability reports disclosing only 

approximately 20% of the disclosures that make up the GRI framework, excluding disclosures 

that are immaterial to pipeline operations.  The GRI framework’s flexibility likely plays a part in 

Range of scores 
for GRI reports 

Mean score for 
GRI reports 

Range of scores for 
non-GRI reports 

Mean score for 
non-GRI reports 

Figure 4.  Range of disclosure index scores for each year, grouped according to the reports’ 

claims of GRI adherence and showing the mean score for each group.  GRI reports score 

significantly higher than non-GRI reports but the broad range of scores shows that reporting 

in accordance with the GRI does not necessarily result in comprehensive reporting. 
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explaining the disparity in scores among GRI-adherent reports as reporting organizations are free 

to report minimally on GRI performance indicators while still claiming GRI “in accordance” 

status.  Indeed, the GRI’s various application levels (A, B, and C) are grouped together within 

this “GRI report” category, so it is likely that the reports that achieved a rating of “C” represent 

the lower end of the range of scores while those that achieved an “A” represent the upper range.  

For its ability to guide reporters on specifically what and how to report measures of its 

sustainability performance, the GRI framework confers a clear advantage to its adherents that is 

reflected in their scores.  Still, even the most comprehensive GRI reports disclose just over half 

of the GRI disclosures and performance indicators that are material to pipeline operations.  As 

such, it seems that although the pipeline industry is increasingly willing to account for its 

impacts on sustainability, it is only willing or able to tell part of the story.  Certainly, the 

constraints impeding more comprehensive disclosure may be of a practical nature such as space 

limitations for report publication, and financial or technological constraints on the collection and 

processing of additional data. 

The literature, however, offers another potential explanation for omissions from 

sustainability reporting: that some companies may intentionally withhold information that is 

available to them, even if that information may reflect positively on the reporting company.  

Bansal and Roth (2000) suggest that reporting organizations disclose that which they deem 

necessary to achieve legitimacy but intentionally limit their sustainability disclosures to avoid 

additional scrutiny from their industry peers and the market alike.  Similarly, Daub (2007) found 

that some companies withheld information from their sustainability reporting in order to avoid 

competitive disadvantage.  While this phenomenon may influence the pipeline industry’s 

sustainability reporting, an examination of the specific indicators that the pipeline industry 
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employs in its sustainability reporting sheds light on some other influences that may account for 

the industry’s generally low disclosure comprehensiveness scores. 

Areas of Comprehensive Disclosure and…. Not 

 Company-centric disclosures highly disclosed.  By evaluating the industry’s disclosure 

scores dissected into GRI’s categories (which include profile disclosures, economic performance 

indicators, environmental performance indicators, labour practices and decent work performance 

indicators, human rights performance indicators, and society performance indicators9), trends 

begin to emerge, the first of which is not at all surprising.  As Figure 5 shows, across the 

industry, the category of disclosures most comprehensively reported is the “profile 

disclosures”10.  Comprised of individual disclosures related to the corporation’s profile, strategy, 

and governance, these profile disclosures can largely be addressed using information to which 

the reporting organization has ready access and has typically disclosed in other formats.  At an 

average disclosure comprehensiveness score of 35% over the four-year study period, the pipeline 

industry’s reporting on profile disclosures markedly exceeds their disclosure comprehensiveness 

of the other categories, confirming findings from Morhardt et al. (2002), Skouloudis et al. 

(2009), and Stiller and Daub (2007).   

 Similarly, corporations were found to report relatively strongly on the measures of 

economic performance and labour practices, with both categories achieving an industry-wide 

average score of 27% for the four-year study period.  Despite their vastly different subject 

matter, these two categories are similar in that the performance indicators that make up the 

                                                 
9 The GRI framework also includes a “product responsibility” performance indicator group, 
which was entirely excluded from the scorecard on the basis of their being immaterial to the 
pipeline industry.  
10 Appendix E includes a list of all of the profile disclosures and performance indicators 
evaluated in this study. 
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categories: (1) are clearly material to the reporting organization’s activities; (2) can largely be 

addressed with information that the corporation already has at their disposal (e.g., measures of 

the economic value (EC1) , workforce structure (LA1 and LA13), benefits structures (LA 3, LA8 

and LA11), and human resource policies (LA5, LA6, LA12); or (3) display, at least in part, the 

corporation’s philanthropy (e.g., infrastructure investments (EC8)).  Figure 6 displays the 

industry-wide average disclosure score for each individual performance indicator for 2012. 

 

Pipeline Industry Average Score by Category 

 
Figure 5.  North America’s pipeline industry’s average disclosure index score per GRI category.  

This chart shows that, on average, reporting is most robust in disclosing information related to 

the reporting organization’s business operations, and weakest in disclosure of information related 

to human rights issues. 
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        Industry-Wide Mean Score by Performance Indicator (2012) 
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The most probable explanations for reporting organizations’ relative proclivity to disclose 

these performance indicators are straightforward: corporations tend to have the information at 

 Figure 6, continued  

Figure 6.  

The industry-wide score was derived by taking the average of all reporting companies’ 

individual comprehensiveness scores for each GRI-based performance indicator for the 

2012 reporting year.  The 2012 industry-wide comprehensive-ness scores are grouped 

based on the individual reports’ claims of adherence to the GRI framework, thereby 

displaying the differential breadth and depth of GRI-based reports as compared to non-

GRI-based reports.  A total of 10 sustainability reports were evaluated for the 2012 

reporting year, five of which claimed adherence to the GRI framework and five of which 

did not claim adherence to the GRI nor any other framework.   
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hand, there is little doubt of the disclosures’ materiality to their operations (as the disclosures are 

about their operations), and either the information reflects positively upon the organization or, 

because most of the information is already published elsewhere, there is very little risk in 

disclosing the information in their sustainability reporting. 

Human rights minimally disclosed.  By contrast the performance indicators related to 

matters of human rights introduce distinct challenges to corporations’ ability and willingness to 

disclose them, which translates into exceedingly low comprehensiveness scores in this category, 

as depicted in Figure 5.   The industry-wide score of 9% indicates that those pipeline companies 

that produce sustainability reports disclosed, on average, just 9% of the human rights indicators, 

or portions thereof, averaged over the four years of the study period. This finding is consistent 

with a number of other disclosure index studies (e.g.,(Morhardt, 2009; Skouloudis et al., 2009; 

Stratos, 2005, 2008), but doesn’t tell the whole story.  In fact, the vast majority of sustainability 

reports failed to disclose any human rights indicators at all.  Instead, nearly all points for human 

rights disclosures came from just two companies whose disclosures typically amounted to 

perfunctory statements about adherence to the company’s ethics practices and/or the Voluntary 

Principles on Security and Human Rights, as was also found by Skouloudis et al. (2009). 

The forces that we submit work to encourage corporations to report on profile 

disclosures: the availability of information, absence of reporting risk, coupled with a clear 

connection to the corporation’s business activities, likely work against North America’s pipeline 

industry’s disclosure of human rights performance indicators.  In considering the latter issue, the 

North American pipeline industry, and particularly the segment of the industry that currently 

participates in sustainability reporting, is a largely domestic industry with few operations 

extending beyond North American borders.  As such, reporting organizations are liable to 
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consider disclosures related to human rights as obviated by national legislation or international 

agreements, as noted by Stiller and Daub (2007).   

Indeed, given that nearly all reports published to date either explicitly or implicitly 

exclude consideration of the impacts and actions of parties along the reporting company’s supply 

chain, human rights abuses likely have been largely legislated out of domestic pipeline 

operations within the narrow boundary of their sustainability reporting.  The individual 

indicators that comprise the human rights category, however, are largely directed at assessing the 

reporting organization’s processes for assessment of risk of abuses along the company’s supply 

chain and in screening investment agreements11.  Because these individual indicators specifically 

compel the reporting organization to look further up its supply and investment chain and outside 

of its sphere of direct control, data collection becomes a challenging and potentially costly 

endeavor and is liable to result in uncertainties (Morhardt, 2009).  However, as Morhardt (2009) 

shows, corporations are loathe to publish information that is anything short of certain, 

particularly if the uncertainties convey information that is negative either in its subject matter or 

in its results.   

Bad News = No News Unless Disclosure is Mandated 

The pipeline industry’s apparent reluctance to publish negative information is not limited 

to matters related to human resources.  Consistent with findings from numerous disclosure index 

studies (e.g.,(Bolívar, 2009; Mio, 2010; Skouloudis et al., 2009), indicators that demand 

disclosure of “bad news” are largely avoided in the pipeline industry’s body of sustainability 

reporting.  These “bad news indicators”, which are described in detail in the disclosure index 

scorecard found in Appendix B, include (with their 2012 disclosure score in parentheses) EC9 

                                                 
11 Appendix C shows the industry-wide disclosure rates of individual standard disclosures and 
performance indicators for 2012, colour-coded according to disclosure category. 
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(20%), EN23 (30%), EN28 (43%), LA7 (31%), HR4 (20%), HR5 (20%), HR6 (10%), HR7 

(10%), HR9 (0%), SO7 (30%), and SO8 (10%).  

As depicted in Figure 6, the “bad news indicators” cluster among the least reported.  The 

exception to this rule is when disclosure of information that the specific indicators solicit is 

required for disclosure under external regulatory reporting requirements or mandates for 

information tracking: a finding that corroborates earlier observations from Morhardt (2001) and 

Hussey et al. (2001).  As an example, the information that would be supplied in response to 

indicator EN28, which has an industry-wide comprehensiveness score of 48% in 2012, addresses 

environmental fines, non-monetary sanctions and legal proceedings.  This information is 

typically disclosed in compliance with Items 103 and/or 303 under Regulation S-K (Securities 

Act, 1933).  Similarly, EN23, which was scored 30% in 2012, solicits details about significant 

spills, which the reporting organization would have been required to disclose by regulations 

implementing the United States’ Clean Water Act of 1972 or provincial spill reporting 

requirements.  LA7, which in 2012 scored 31%, solicits information on the company’s injury 

rates, occupational illness, and fatalities, which companies are mandated to record under 

implementing regulations for the United States’ Occupational Health and Safety Act (1970) or 

the Occupational Health and Safety Regulations enabled by the Canada Labour Code (1985). 

SO7, which solicits disclosures related to legal action taken against the company stemming 

from anti-competitive behavior, also scores relatively highly as compared to the other “bad news 

indicators”, at 30% for 2012.  It should be noted, however, that in each instance that this 

performance indicator was disclosed, the response indicated that the company had experienced 

no such legal action during the reporting period. Similarly, SO8, which solicits information about 

non-environmental fines and sanctions, scored 10%, with one company fully disclosing this 
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indicator.  This single company that disclosed SO8 indicated that they had not received any non-

environmental fines or sanctions in the reporting period.  The story is repeated with EC9, a three-

part indicator requesting information about indirect economic impacts.  While the industry 

achieved an average score of 20% for EC9, with five individual companies receiving a partial 

score for the indicator, only one of the five companies was scored as having provided any 

examples of negative indirect economic impacts.  This phenomenon, combined with the fact that 

nearly all the human rights disclosures amounted to boilerplate language about the company’s 

adherence to internal or external principles, means that the majority of the performance 

indicators that would typically require publication of “bad news” never resulted in the 

publication of any new information that would reflect poorly upon the company.  As such, nearly 

all disclosures that are liable to shine an unfavorable light on the reporting organization were 

likely to have first been reported elsewhere as part of the company’s compliance program. 

Measurement Challenges Result in Low Scores Unless Information is Mandated by 

Regulatory Programs 

The association between higher scores and performance indicators soliciting information 

that must also be disclosed as part of external regulatory programs does not stop with “bad news 

disclosures”.  In addition to EN28 and EN23, discussed previously, EN16, which seeks 

disclosure of greenhouse gas emissions, scored 60% in 2012, making it the one of the most 

comprehensively disclosed performance indicators across the industry.  This high level of 

disclosure is undoubtedly related to the industry’s prolonged exposure to voluntary disclosure 

programs (e.g., the Carbon Disclosure Project), mandatory greenhouse gas reporting regulations, 

as well at industry-agency partnership initiatives such as the Environmental Protection Agency’s 

Natural Gas STAR Program, which is designed to produce and implement methane emission 
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strategies (United States Environmental Protection Agency, n.d.).  EN20, which solicits 

information on significant air emissions repeats this pattern, although it’s 2012 industry average 

of 24% disguises the degree to which its disclosure is affected by regulatory requirements.  EN20 

is a seven-part indicator that seeks information on air emissions of a variety substances, many of 

which must also be reported under air quality permitting regulations.  Observing the scores for 

the constituent components of the EN20 indicator shows that disclosure of air emissions for the 

substances that are monitored for compliance with the air quality permits typically issued for 

pipeline facilities (e.g., NOx, SOx) far exceeds scores for emissions that are not typically 

reported for pipeline facility air quality permit compliance (e.g., persistent organic pollutants, 

particulate matter).  This has the effect of diluting the indicator’s overall disclosure score.   

Data collection as a barrier to sustainability reporting.  These two environmental 

performance indicators (EN16 and EN20) highlight a principal challenge to disclosure of a 

majority of the GRI framework’s environmental performance indicators: the challenge of data 

collection.  Disclosure of most of the environmental performance indicators requires extensive 

measurement programs, sophisticated technologies and/or continual monitoring, all of which 

present a significant obstacle to their disclosure in a company’s sustainability report.  We posit 

that the high rates of disclosure for EN16 and EN20 are largely due to the fact that regulatory 

requirements mandate the collection and reporting of such data, making it available for 

disclosure in the company’s sustainability reporting.  We further posit that the absence of 

regulatory structures that mandate the collection and/or reporting of most of the information 

sought by the GRI framework’s environmental performance indicators is associated with their 

weak disclosure scores within the pipeline industry, as depicted in Figure 6 and Figure 1A in 

Appendix E. 
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Averaging an industry-wide disclosure index score of 12.5% for 2012, these data-heavy 

environmental performance indicators12 show that the pipeline industry as a whole has not found 

cause to disclose environmental information for which data collection represents a distinct 

hurdle.  The industry’s absolute exclusion of three of these performance indicators best illustrates 

this phenomenon.  The indicators, namely: EN5 – energy saved by conservation and efficiency, 

EN9 – water sources affected by withdrawal, and EN12 – impacts to biodiversity, each received 

a score of 0% for every year of the study period, meaning that they were never disclosed in any 

of the industry’s sustainability reports.  Their exclusion shows that the industry’s tendency to 

abstain from disclosing data-heavy environmental performance indicators is not limited to 

particular topics.  Indeed, the topics that two of these excluded indicators tackle (biodiversity and 

energy conservation) are far more fully disclosed when addressed in the context of providing 

information on strategies to manage the issues.  With an industry-wide average disclosure score 

of 33% for EN14 – strategies to manage biodiversity, and an average of 30% for EN7 – 

initiatives to reduce indirect energy consumption, the pipeline industry implicitly acknowledges 

that it considers these topics sufficiently material to their business as to provide at least some 

indication of their management strategies of those issues.  Yet this same industry completely 

eschews disclosing hard data on the results of these strategies.   

 
  

                                                 
12 The environmental performance indicators that are generally material to the pipeline industry 
for which extensive data collection is required, but is not mandated by regulatory programs, 
include: EN1, EN2, EN3, EN4, EN5, EN8, EN9, EN10, EN12, EN13, EN14, EN15, EN19, 
EN21, EN22, EN24, EN29, and EN30. 
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Conclusion and Recommendations 

With an aim of identifying specifically what North America’s pipeline industry discloses 

and fails to disclose in its sustainability reporting, this study undertook a detailed disclosure 

index analysis of the entirety of the industry’s sustainability reporting archive for 2009 through 

2012.  In so doing, this study finds that the story that the pipeline industry tells through its 

sustainability reporting is an overwhelmingly positive one.  But the industry’s positive story is 

exceedingly narrow and incomplete.  Narrow in that at present, just 50% of the pipeline 

industry’s member corporations have taken on the task of sustainability reporting.  But equally 

significantly, the pipeline industry’s sustainability story is narrow because those organizations 

that do publish sustainability reports address only a small collection of measures of sustainability 

that are directly within the reporting organization’s sphere of control.  As such, reporting 

organizations exclude accounting for any activities and impacts outside of that sphere, despite 

their inability to conduct their business without those excluded activities and impacts. 

Without offering an interpretation of the pipeline industry’s intent in restricting the scope 

in which it reports the dimensions of its sustainability performance, this study finds that of the 34 

sustainability reports analyzed, only one assumed accountability for activities and impacts that 

extend beyond the direct financial and operational control of the reporting organization.  Each of 

the remaining reports either explicitly or implicitly rejected accountability for the activities and 

impacts of its supply chain, contractors, customers, as well as all joint venture pipeline 

operations.  The GRI framework, which purports to offer a sustainability standard to which 

reporting organizations can aspire, provides guidance that would steer its adherents towards a 

more inclusive report, but the GRI’s own flexibility accommodates a corporation’s selectivity in 

its reporting boundaries. 
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 The industry’s sustainability reporting is also incomplete, reporting on average just 25% 

of the GRI’s sustainability disclosures, performance indicators, and components thereof that are 

generally material to pipeline operations.  Further analysis shows that disclosures that do 

comprise the industry’s sustainability reporting relate predominantly to the reporting 

organization itself (its profile, strategy, governance, economic performance, investment, and 

disclosures related to its human resources).  By contrast, a majority of the measures of the 

industry’s environmental and human rights considerations are rarely disclosed. 

 Certainly, implementing comprehensive sustainability reporting as imagined by the GRI 

framework is an immense undertaking, and one that the GRI itself acknowledges is achieved 

incrementally (GRI, 2006).  Indeed, this study shows marginal growth in individual companies’ 

comprehensiveness scores over time.  But this year-over-year improvement appears to be relative 

to reporting organizations’ starting points, meaning that low scores tend to remain relatively low 

even after years of reporting experience.  While we grant that the pipeline industry may still be in 

the process of scaling up its sustainability reporting practice, we contend that the industry as a 

whole has a long way to go before its non-financial reporting amounts to anything more than a 

largely arbitrary collection of disclosures presented as a measure of the reporting organization’s 

triple bottom line.  At present the pipeline industry’s sustainability reporting is far too narrow 

and restricted to purport to describe measures of its sustainability. 

For its demonstrated ability to expand the comprehensiveness of corporate sustainability 

reporting (with GRI reports evaluated in this study scoring on average 31% higher than non-GRI 

reports in 2012), the GRI framework can serve as an instrument by which the industry can 

strengthen its sustainability reporting.  The GRI framework, however, is structured to allow 

sustainability reporters selectivity in the disclosures they publish, flexibility in the way 
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disclosures are reported, and protection from threat of audit unless the reporting organization 

chooses itself to commission an audit.  Even the pipeline industry’s sustainability reports that 

claim the highest level of GRI “in accordance” status clearly avail themselves of this flexibility 

in their selection of standard disclosures and performance indicators to report, resulting in reports 

that seem to evade disclosure of unseemly or ungainly topics. 

This study shows that the pipeline industry’s sustainability reporting almost completely 

avoids disclosure of information that would reflect poorly upon the corporation, unless collection 

and/or reporting of the information is mandated by an external regulatory program.  This 

suggests that corporations tend to disclose “bad news” in their sustainability reporting only when 

the information is required to be collected and/or reported under enforceable regulations.  

Similarly, this research shows that reporting organizations are much more likely to disclose 

performance indicators that necessitate substantial data collection efforts and/or technologies 

when the information that is solicited by the performance indicator parallels information that is 

mandated by an external regulatory program.  This suggests that data collection represents a 

hurdle to sustainability reporting unless the information is required under enforceable 

regulations.   Taken together, these findings lend credence to the legitimacy theory, which 

suggests that in developing their sustainability reporting programs, corporations would aim to 

disclose sufficient information so as to become associated with the ideas of sustainability, 

accountability, or transparency without necessarily holding these ideals as a goal in their 

reporting practice. 

Recommendations 

For the GRI framework to best function as a tool to enhance the pipeline industry’s 

sustainability reporting, then, it must overcome the industry’s disinclination to publish bad news, 
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or information for which extensive data collection systems or technologies must be implemented.  

With the GRI framework’s “in accordance” status well established as a symbol of legitimacy in 

sustainability reporting practice, slight modifications to the GRI guidelines to raise the bar on the 

requirements for attaining this status offer direct means by which the GRI organization can 

compel its adherents to expand the comprehensiveness of their sustainability reporting.   

Enhanced application levels.  One avenue for tightening the GRI’s guidelines would be 

to enhance the disclosure requirements for each of the GRI’s application levels, by requiring a 

greater number of disclosures to be reported for each application level of A, B, or C.  This would 

compel reporting organizations to broaden the scope of their reports to include a greater number 

of GRI disclosures, thereby enhancing the chance that they would elect to disclose indicators that 

compel the reporting of “bad news” or “data-heavy” information.   

Prerequisite indicators.  Another option that offers the GRI control in selecting the 

specific disclosures for which it seeks broader reporting would be to assign a new class of 

disclosures as “prerequisites”, likely created by elevating a select set of current GRI core 

disclosures or indicators.  Reporting these prerequisite disclosures would be mandatory for all 

sustainability reports that wish to claim GRI “in accordance” status, regardless of the application 

level that the reporting organization claims to have attained.  By assigning prerequisite 

indicators, the GRI would effectively mandate enhanced disclosure of particular measures of 

sustainability in order for reporting organizations to obtain the right to display the GRI’s symbol 

of sustainability reporting legitimacy.  As this study shows, external mandates for disclosure 

seem to overcome the pipeline industry’s reluctance to publish bad news or to implement 

measurement programs that would allow response to “data heavy” indicators.  Barring 

implementation of a mandatory sustainability reporting regime, this GRI-oriented solution 
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creates a reporting mandate that may move the needle on helping reporting organizations 

overcome barriers that seem to inhibit greater disclosure on sustainability measures.   

These, or any other measures that would serve to enhance the breadth and depth of the 

pipeline industry’s disclosures would inevitably change the overwhelmingly positive 

sustainability story that the industry seems to tell through its sustainability reporting.  But 

extending corporations’ sustainability disclosures to incorporate a more complete accounting of 

their activities, impacts and initiatives, changes only the story and not the reality that the story 

purports to represent.    
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 Appendix A 
 
Table A 1 - Modifications to the GRI Framework in Developing the Scorecard 
 

# Core / 
Additional Mods Original language in G3 Guidelines Reasoning for change 

1.1.9 Core Delete Other items pertaining to the organization's strategic approach. Ambiguous. 

1.1.1 Core Merge w/ 
1.1.1 

Strategic priorities, key topics & outlook on the organization's main 
challenges and targets for the next year and goals for the coming 3-5 years. Repetitive. 

1.2.9 Additional Delete If possible: quantitative financial value drivers. Ambiguous. 

2.2.2 Core Delete Indicating the nature of the organization's role in providing these products 
and services, and the degree to which it utilizes outsourcing. 

Not relevant to pipelines; better 
covered in 2.3. 

2.3 (All) Core Delete Operational structure of the organization, including main divisions, operating 
companies, subsidiaries, and joint ventures. Treated same as 2.2. 

2.5.2 Core Merge w/ 
2.5.1 

Names of countries with either major operations or that are specifically 
relevant to the sustainability issues covered in the report. Repetitive. 

2.7.2 Core Delete Markets served by sectors served 

Same for most PL companies; 
may vary for companies with 
other arms.  Unfair advantage 
to more “diverse” firms. 

2.8.6 Core Delete Organizations are encouraged to provide additional information, as 
appropriate, such as: total assets. Optional. 

2.8.7 Core Delete Organizations are encouraged to provide additional information, as 
appropriate, such as: identity of beneficial ownership. Optional. 

2.8.8 Core Delete Organizations are encouraged to provide additional information, as 
appropriate, such as: percentage of ownership of largest shareholders. Optional. 

2.8.9 Core Delete 
Organizations are encouraged to provide additional information, as 
appropriate, such as: sales/revenues by countries/regions that make up 5 
percent or more of total revenues, 

Optional. 

2.8.10 Core Delete 
Organizations are encouraged to provide additional information, as 
appropriate, such as: cost by countries/regions that make up 5 percent or 
more of total revenues. 

Optional. 

2.8.11 Core Delete Organizations are encouraged to provide additional information, as 
appropriate, such as: employees by country/region. Optional. 
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Table A1, continued 

# Core / 
Additional Mods Original language in G3 Guidelines Reasoning for change 

2.8 Core Delete 

Scale of the reporting organization, by net sales (for private sector) or net 
revenues (for public sector) 
For private sector: total capitalization by debt. 
For private sector: total capitalization by equity. 

Simplify. 

2.9.2 Core 
Merge 
(add to 
2.9.1) 

For private sector: Significant changes regarding size, structure or ownership 
including changes in the share capital structure and other capital formation, 
maintenance and alteration operations. 

Two questions about change 
are too much as having a 
question about change at all 
advantages companies that 
have experienced change over 
more static firms. 

3.5.5 Core Delete Include an explanation of how the organization has applied the 'Guidance on 
Defining Report Content' and the associated Principles. 

Too GRI-focused.  Non GRI 
reports would certainly not 
have this section. 

3.5.3 Core Delete “Including prioritizing topics within the report.” Superfluous. 

3.7 (All) Core Delete State any specific limitations on the scope or boundary of the report (see 
completeness Principle for explanation of scope). 

Disadvantages reports that 
don’t have any limitations. 

3.8 (All) Core Delete 
Basis for reporting on joint ventures, subsidiaries, leased facilities, 
outsourced operations, and other entities that can significantly affect 
comparability from period to period and/or between organizations. 

Repetitive with 3.6. 

3.9.4 Additional Delete Explain any decisions not to apply, or to substantially diverge from, the GRI 
Indicator Protocols. 

Disadvantages reports that 
don’t are not GRI-focused. 

3.10 
(All) Core Delete 

Explanation of the effect of any re-statements of information provided in 
earlier reports, and the reasons for such re-statement (e.g., 
mergers/acquisitions, change of base years/periods, nature of business, 
measurement methods). 

Disadvantages reports that did 
not have [need for] 
restatements. 

3.11 Core Delete Significant changes from previous reporting periods in the scope, boundary, 
or measurement methods applied in the report. 

Disadvantages reports that did 
not have [need for] changes. 

3.13.2 Additional Merge w/ 
3.13.1 

If not included in the assurance report accompanying the sustainability 
report, explain the scope and basis of any external assurance provided. 

Disadvantages non-externally 
assured reports. 

3.13.3 Additional Merge w/ 
3.13.1 

Explain the relationship between the reporting organization and the assurance 
provider(s). 

Disadvantages non-externally 
assured reports. 

4.1.5 Core Merge w/ 
4.1.3 

Indicate any direct responsibility for economic, social and environmental 
performance of such committees. 

Simplify.  One is an extension 
of the other. 
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Table A1, continued 

# Core / 
Additional Mods Original language in G3 Guidelines Reasoning for change 

4.2.2 Core Merge w/ 
4.2.1 

If so, if their function is within the organization's management and the 
reasons for this arrangement. 

Disadvantages firms where 
chair is not an executive. 

4.3.2 Core Merge w/ 
4.3.1 

For organizations that have a unitary board structure, state the number of 
members of the highest governance body that are independent and/or non-
executive members. 

Disadvantages firms that don’t 
have unitary board structure. 

4.8.2, 
4.8.3, 
4.8.4 

Additional Merge w/ 
4.8.1 -If applicable: explain the degree to which these are applied across the 

organization in different regions. 
-If applicable: explain the degree to which these are applied across the 
organization in different departments/units. 
-If applicable: explain the degree to which these relate to international 
standards. 

“If applicable”.  One is an 
extension of the other.* 

4.8.6, 
4.8.7, 
4.8.8 

Additional Merge w/ 
4.8.5 

4.8.10, 
4.8.11, 
4.8.12 

Additional Merge w/ 
4.8.9 

4.9 (All) Additional Merged 
subs into 1 

Procedures of the highest governance body for overseeing the organization's 
identification and management of economic, environmental, and social 
performance, including relevant risks and opportunities, and adherence or 
compliance with internationally agreed standards, codes of conduct, and 
principles. 

Simplify – difficult to tease out 
the answers. 

4.11.2 Additional Merge w/ 
4.11.1 

If yes, explanation of how the precautionary approach or principle is 
addressed by the organization. 

Simplify.  One is an extension 
of the other. * 

4.12.6 Additional Merge w/ 
4.12.1 

Externally developed economic, environmental, and social principles to 
which the organization subscribes or endorses. 

Likely that many firms would 
not report on each separately.  

4.12.11 Additional Merge w/ 
4.12.1 

Externally developed "other initiatives" to which the organization subscribes 
or endorses. 

Likely that many firms would 
not report on each separately. 

4.13.2, 
4.13.3, 
4.13.4 

Additional Merge w/ 
4.13.1 

Memberships in associations (such as industry associations) and/or 
national/international advocacy organizations in which the organization: 
- has positions in governance bodies, 
- participates in projects or committees, 
- provides substantive funding beyond routine membership dues, 
- views membership as strategic. 

Unlikely to be reported 
separately. 

4.15.3 Core Merge w/ 
4.15.1 Including the organization's process for defining its stakeholder groups. Repetitive. 
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Table A1, continued 

# Core / 
Additional Mods Original language in G3 Guidelines Reasoning for change 

4.15.4 Core Merge w/ 
4.15.2 

Including the organization's process for determining the groups with which to 
engage and not to engage. Repetitive. 

4.16.4 Additional Merge w/ 
4.16.1 

Indicate whether any of the engagement was undertaken specifically as part 
of the report preparation process. 

Disadvantages companies that 
don’t engage stakeholders 
simply for report preparation. 

4.16.2 & 
4.16.3 Additional Merge Including frequency of engagement by type 

Including frequency of engagement by stakeholder group. 
Simplify - (one for type of 
contact; one for frequency). 

EC2.3, 
EC2.4, 
EC2.5, 
EC2.6 

Core Merge w/ 
EC2.1 

-Including risks due to physical changes associated with climate change. 
-Including regulatory risks.  
-Including opportunities to provide new technologies, products or services to 
address challenges related to climate change, 
-Including potential competitive advantages created for the organization by 
regulatory or other technology changes linked to climate change. 

Simplify.  One is an extension 
of the other. * 

EC2.8, 
EC2.9 Core Merge w/ 

EC2.7 
In case of a quantitative estimation, provide the financial implications. 
In case of a quantitative estimation, provide the tools used to quantify. 

Simplify.  One is an extension 
of the other. * 

EC3.1.2 
& 

EC3.1.3 
Core Merge 

-When the retirement plan's liabilities are met by the organization's general 
resources: the estimated value of those liabilities. 
-When the retirement plan's liabilities are met through a fund: the extent to 
which the scheme's liabilities are estimated to be covered by the assets that 
have been set aside to meet them. 

Repetitive. 

EC3.3, 
EC3.4, 
EC3.5 

 

Core Merge w/ 
EC3.2 

'When the retirement plan's liabilities are met by the organization's general 
resources: the estimated value of those liabilities. 
- When the retirement plan's liabilities are met through a fund: the extent to 
which the scheme's liabilities are estimated to be covered by the assets that 
have been set aside to meet them. 
- When the retirement plan's liabilities are met through a fund: the basis on 
which that estimate has been arrived at. 
- When the retirement plan's liabilities are met through a fund: when that 
estimate was made. 

Either / or… give points for 
one. 

EC3.7 Core Merge w/ 
EC 3.6 

-When not fully covered: the percentage of salary contributed by employee 
or employer. 

To keep split would be to 
disadvantage firms with full 
covered plans. 
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Table A1, continued 

# Core / 
Additional Mods Original language in G3 Guidelines Reasoning for change 

EC4 
(All) Core Merge all Significant estimated aggregate financial value on an accruals basis for 

royalty holidays. 
Mostly n/a for pipelines.  
Merged into 1 category. 

EC3.7 Core Delete 
Significant estimated aggregate financial value on an accruals basis for any 
other financial benefits received or receivable from any government for any 
operation. 

Eliminate “catchall” categories. 

EC5.2 Additional Delete The definition used for 'significant locations'. “significant location” is n/a for 
North America 

EC5.4 Additional Merge w/ 
EC5.3 -In situations of different minimums, which minimum wage is used Simplify.  One is an extension 

of the other. * 

EC6.3 Core Merge w/ 
EC6.2 

When there is a policy or there are common practices: the percentage of the 
procurement budget used for significant locations of operations that is spent 
on suppliers local to that operation. 

Simplify.  One is an extension 
of the other. * 

EC7.2, 
EC7.3 Core Merge w/ 

EC7.1 

-When there is a policy or there are common practices: the proportion of 
senior management in significant locations of operation from the local 
community using data of full-time employees. 
-When there is a policy or there are common practices: the definition of 
'senior management' used. 

Simplify.  One is an extension 
of the other. * 

EC8.2 Core Merge w/ 
EC8.1 

When there are investments: indicate whether these investments and services 
are commercial, in-kind or pro bono engagement. 

Simplify.  One is an extension 
of the other. * 

EC8.5 Core Merge w/ 
EC8.4 

When a needs assessment was conducted: explanation of results of the 
assessment. 

Simplify.  One is an extension 
of the other. * 

EN1.3 Core Delete The total weight or volume of direct materials used. N/A for pipelines. 

EN5.2 Additional Merge w/ 
EN5.1 

Total amount of energy saved in joules or multiples taking into consideration 
energy saved due to process redesign, conversion and retrofitting of 
equipment, and changes in personnel behavior. 

Simplify.  One is an extension 
of the other. * 

EN6 
(All) Additional Delete Existing initiatives to reduce the energy requirements of major 

products/product groups or services. 

Mostly n/a for pipelines.  
Favors more diverse companies 
with direct-to-customer 
services or energy generation 
arms. 

EN9.2, 
EN9.3 Additional Merge w/ 

EN9.1 

- whether the source is designated as a protected area, 
-  biodiversity value (e.g. species diversity and endemism, number of 
protected species). 

Excessive detail for relative to 
the challenge of data gathering. 
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Table A1, continued 

# Core / 
Additional Mods Original language in G3 Guidelines Reasoning for change 

EN11.2 Core Delete 

Operational sites owned, leased, managed, located in, adjacent to, or that 
contain protected areas and areas of high biodiversity value outside protected 
areas, by: subsurface and/or underground land that may be owned, leased or 
managed by the organization. 

N/A pipelines.   

EN11.7 Core Delete 

Operational sites owned, leased, managed, located in, adjacent to, or that 
contain protected areas and areas of high biodiversity value outside protected 
areas, by: biodiversity value characterized by listing of protected status (e.g. 
IUCN, Protected Area Management Category, Ramsar Convention, national 
legislation, Natura 2000 site, etc.). 

Failure to note this is most 
likely because of the fact the 
company doesn't have such 
sites. 

EN13.2 Additional Merge w/ 
EN13.1 

If restored: whether the success of the restoration measure was/is approved 
by independent external professionals. 

Simplify.  One is an extension 
of the other. * 

EN14 Additional Delete Strategies, current actions, and future plans for managing impacts on 
biodiversity. Repetitive. 

EN20.8 Core Delete 
The weight of significant air emissions (in kilograms or multiples such as 
tonnes) for other standard categories of air emissions identified in 
regulations. 

Eliminate “catchall” categories. 

EN22.5 Core Delete The total amount of waste (hazardous & non-hazardous) in tonnes by type for 
composting. Exact duplication of EN22.1. 

EN22.9 Core Delete The total amount of waste (hazardous & non-hazardous) in tonnes by type for 
other (to be specified by the reporting organization). Eliminate “catchall” categories. 

EN24.1 Additional Delete in cubic meters. 

Stakeholders of US firms’ 
reports are likely to prefer 
imperial.  Firms responding to 
their stakeholders’ preferences 
should not be penalized. 

EN25 
(All) Additional Delete 

Identity, size, protected status, and biodiversity value of water bodies and 
related habitats significantly affected by the reporting organization's 
discharges of water and runoff. 

Presupposes significant impact 
to waterbodies. 

LA1.2 Core Merge w/ 
LA1.1 

Recognize if a substantial portion of the organization's work is performed by 
self-employed workers or by individuals other than employees or supervised 
workers. 

Disadvantages companies with 
few/no self-employed as they 
would tend to not disclose on 
this indicator. 
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Table A1, continued 

# Core / 
Additional Mods Original language in G3 Guidelines Reasoning for change 

LA1.4 Core Merge w/ 
LA 1.3 

The total number of permanent employees broken down by employment type 
and gender. Repetitive. 

LA1.5 Core Delete The total workforce broken down by region and gender based on the scale of 
the organization's operations. 

Remove references to division 
by region. 

LA1.6 Core Delete If applicable: any significant seasonal variations in employment numbers. Eliminate “catchall” categories. 

LA2.6, 
LA2.6 Core Delete 

Total number of employees leaving employment during the reporting period 
broken down by region. 
Rate of employees leaving employment during the reporting period broken 
down by region. 

Remove references to division 
by region. 

LA5.2 Core Merge w/ 
LA5.1 

If there are collective bargaining agreements: whether the notice period 
and/or provisions for consultation and negotiation are specified in collective 
agreements. 

Simplify.  One is an extension 
of the other. * 

LA7 
(All) Core Strike out All sub-categories Remove references to division 

by region. 

LA8.5 Core Delete Whether there are workers who are involved in occupational activities who 
have a high incidence or high risk of specific diseases. 

N/A for North American 
pipeline companies.  

LA9.2 Additional Merge w/ 
LA9.1 

If yes, the extent to which various health and safety topics are covered by 
local and global agreements signed by the organization. 

Simplify.  One is an extension 
of the other. * 

LA14.1 Core Strike out Ratio of the basic salary and remuneration of women to men for each 
employee category, by significant locations of operation. 

Remove references to division 
by region. 

HR1.1 & 
HR1.2 Core Merge 

Total number of significant investment agreements and contracts that include 
human rights clauses or that underwent human rights screening. 
Percentage of significant investment agreements and contracts that include 
human rights clauses or that underwent human rights screening. 

Repetitive. 

HR4.2, 
HR4.3, 
HR4.4, 
HR4.5 

Core Merge w/ 
HR4.1 

- Status of the incidents and actions taken with reference to whether the 
organization has reviewed the incident. 
- Status of the incidents and actions taken with reference to whether a 
remediation plan is being implemented. 
- Status of the incidents and actions taken with reference to whether a 
remediation plan has been implemented and results reviewed through routine 
internal management review processes. 
- Status of the incidents and actions taken with reference to whether an 
incident is no longer subject to action. 

Simplify.  One is an extension 
of the other. * 
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Table A1, continued 

# Core / 
Additional Mods Original language in G3 Guidelines Reasoning for change 

SO1.4, 
SO1.5, 
SO1.6, 
SO1.7 

Core 

Merge w/ 
SO1.1; 

SO1.2 & 
SO1.3 

-Whether programs or policies define how data is collected for such 
programs, including by whom. 
-Whether programs or policies define how to select community members 
(individual or group) for whom information will be gathered. 
-The number and percentage of operations to which programs apply. 
-Whether the programs for managing community impacts have been effective 
in mitigating negative impacts and maximizing positive impacts, including 
the scale of persons affected. 

Extrapolates on each of the 
questions & seems to pertain 
equally to SO1.1, SO1.2 & 
SO1.3. 

SO4.2, 
SO4.3 Core Merge w/ 

SO4.1 

-Including the total number of incidents in which employees were dismissed 
or disciplined for corruption. 
-Including the total number of incidents when contracts with business 
partners were not renewed due to violations related to corruption. 

Simplify.  One is an extension 
of the other. * 

SO4  Core Delete Actions taken in response to incidents of corruption. Assumes corruption incidents. 

SO7.2 Additional Merge w/ 
SO7.1 The main outcomes of such actions, including any decisions or judgments. Simplify.  One is an extension 

of the other. * 

PR1 
(All) Core Delete 

Life cycle stages in which health and safety impacts of products and services 
are assessed for improvement, and percentage of significant products and 
services categories subject to such procedures. 

N/a for pipelines.  

PR2 
(All) Additional Delete 

Total number of incidents of non-compliance with regulations and voluntary 
codes concerning health and safety impacts of products and services during 
their life cycle, by type of outcomes. 

PR3 
(All) Core Delete 

Type of product and service information required by procedures, and 
percentage of significant products and services subject to such information 
requirements. 

PR4 
(All) Additional Delete 

Total number of incidents of non-compliance with regulations and voluntary 
codes concerning product and service information and labeling, by type of 
outcomes. 

PR5 
(All) Additional Delete Practices related to customer satisfaction, including results of surveys 

measuring customer satisfaction. 

PR6 
(All) Core Delete 

Programs for adherence to laws, standards, and voluntary codes related to 
marketing communications, including advertising, promotion, and 
sponsorship. 
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Table A1, continued 

# Core / 
Additional Mods Original language in G3 Guidelines Reasoning for change 

PR7 
(All) Additional Delete 

Total number of incidents of non-compliance with regulations and voluntary 
codes concerning marketing communications, including advertising, 
promotion, and sponsorship by type of outcomes.  

PR8 
(All) Additional Delete Total number of substantiated complaints regarding breaches of customer 

privacy and losses of customer data. 
PR9 
(All) Core Delete Monetary value of significant fines for non-compliance with laws and 

regulations concerning the provision and use of products and services. Covered in EN28 for pipelines. 

 
* The sub-indicator is only applicable in the event of a specific answer to the sub-indicator above.  It would disadvantage the reports 
that respond in such a way that to answer the next sub-indicator at all would be unnecessary.  Therefore, the report wouldn’t get points 
for both sub-indicators. 
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Appendix B  
 
Table A 2 - Scorecard for Disclosure Index Assessment of Pipeline Industry Sustainability 
Reporting 
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Table A2, continued 
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Table A2, continued 
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Table A2, continued 
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Table A2, continued 
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Table A2, continued 
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Table A2, continued 
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Table A2, continued 
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Table A2, continued 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



SUSTAINABILITY REPORTING IN THE PIPELINE INDUSTRY  103 

Table A2, continued 
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Table A2, continued 
 
 

 
Note: Performance indicator and standard disclosure numbers, titles and components of the 
disclosure are adapted, with permission, from “G3 Content Index and Checklist (Application 
Level A)” by The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI, n.d.). 



SUSTAINABILITY REPORTING IN THE PIPELINE INDUSTRY  105 

Appendix C 
 

  Figure A 1 - Industry-Wide Mean Score by GRI Disclosure, Colour Coded 
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  Figure A1, continued 
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Appendix D 
 
Table A 3 - Disclosure Index Scores: All Indicators (2009-2012) 
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Table A3, continued 
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Table A3, continued 
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Table A3, continued 
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Table A3, continued 
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Table A3, continued 
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Table A3, continued 
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Appendix E 
 
Table A 4 - GRI Standard Disclosures and Performance Indicators Employed in the Scorecard for the Study 

# Status Name  # Status Name 
1.1 Core CEO statement  3.9 Additional Data measurement techniques and calculations 
1.2 Additional Key impacts, risks & opportunities  3.12 Core Table identifying the location of disclosures 
2.1 Core Organization name  4.1 Core Governance structure of the organization 

2.2 Core Name of the organization  4.2 Core Whether the Chair of the Board is also an 
executive officer 

2.4 Core Primary brands, products, and/or services.  4.3 Core Number and gender of members of the Board 

2.5 Core Number of countries where the organization 
operates  4.4 Core Mechanisms for shareholders and employees to 

provide recommendations to the Board 

2.6 Core Nature of ownership and legal form  4.5 Additional Link between compensation for the Board and 
executives, and the organization’s performance 

2.7 Core Markets served  4.6 Additional Process for the Board to avoid conflicts of 
interest 

2.8 Core Scale of organization (# of employees & # of 
operations)  4.7 Additional Process to determine composition of the Board 

2.9 Core Significant changes during reporting period  4.8 Additional Statements of mission, values, codes of 
conduct and principals  

2.10 Core Awards received in the reporting period  4.9 Additional Procedures for the Board’s oversight of 
sustainability issues 

3.1 Core Reporting period for information provided  4.10 Additional Process for evaluating the Board’s own 
performance 

3.2 Core Date of most recent report (if any)  4.11 Additional Whether and how the precautionary principal is 
addressed 

3.3 Core Reporting cycle  4.12 Additional Externally developed economic, environmental 
and social charters, principals or initiatives 

3.4 Core Contact point for questions regarding the report   4.13 Additional Memberships in associations 

3.5 Core Process for defining report content  4.14 Additional List of stakeholder groups engaged by the 
organization 

3.6 Core Boundary of the report  4.15 Core Basis for identification and selection of 
stakeholders with whom to engage 
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Table A4, continued 
# Status Name  # Status Name 

3.13 Additional Policy and practice with regard to seeking 
external assurance  EN5 Additional Energy saved due to conservation and 

efficiency improvements 

4.16 Core Approaches to stakeholder engagement  EN7 Additional Initiatives to reduce indirect energy 
consumption and reductions achieved 

4.17 Additional Key topics and concerns raised through 
stakeholder engagement  EN8 Core Total water withdrawal by source 

EC1 Core Direct economic value generated and 
distributed  EN9 Additional Water sources significantly affected by 

withdrawal of water 

EC2 Core Financial implications and opportunities due to 
climate change  EN10 Additional Percentage and total volume of water recycled 

and reused 

EC3 Core Coverage of the organization’s defined benefit 
plan obligations  EN11 Core Land owned, leased, managed in, or adjacent to 

protected areas of high biodiversity value 

EC4 Core Significant financial assistance received from 
government  EN12 Core Description of significant impacts on 

biodiversity  

EC5 Additional Range of ratios of standard entry level wage by 
gender compared to local minimum wage  EN13 Additional Habitats protected or restored 

EC6 Core Policy, practices, and proportion of spending 
on locally-based suppliers  EN14 Additional Strategies, current actions and future plans for 

managing impacts on biodiversity 

EC7 Core Procedures for local hiring and proportion of 
senior management hired locally  EN15 Additional Number of protected species with habitats in 

areas affected by operations 

EC8 Core Development and impact of infrastructure 
investments and services for public benefit  EN16 Core Total direct and indirect greenhouse gas 

emissions by weight 

EC9 Additional Description of significant indirect economic 
impacts  EN17 Core Other relevant indirect greenhouse gas 

emissions by weight 

EN1 Core Materials used by weight or volume  EN18 Additional Initiatives to reduce greenhouse gas emissions 
and reductions achieved 

EN2 Core Percentage of materials used that are recycled 
input materials  EN19 Core Emissions of ozone-depleting substances by 

weight 

EN3 Core Direct energy consumption by primary energy 
source  EN20 Core NO, SO, and other significant air emissions by 

type and weight 
EN4 Core Indirect energy consumption by energy source  EN21 Core Total water discharge - quality and destination 
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Table A4, continued 
# Status Name  # Status Name 

EN23 Core Total number and volume of significant spills  LA13 Core Composition of governance bodies and 
workforce by gender, age, & minority group  

EN24 Additional Weight of transported, imported, exported, or 
treated hazardous waste  LA14 Core Ratio of basic salary of women to men, by 

employee category 

EN28 Core Fines and number of sanctions for non-
compliance with environmental regulations  HR1 Core Investment agreements and contracts that have 

undergone human rights screening 

EN29 Additional Environmental impacts of transportation for 
the organizations operations and workforce  HR2 Core Suppliers, contractors and business partners 

that have undergone human rights screening 

EN30 Additional Total environmental protection expenditures 
and investments by type  HR3 Core Hours of employee training concerning human 

rights that are relevant to operations 

LA1 Core Workforce by employment type and contract, 
broken down by gender  HR4 Core Number of incidents of discrimination and 

corrective actions taken 

LA2 Core Number and rate of employee turnover by age 
group and gender  HR5 Core Operations and suppliers for which the right to 

exercise freedom of association may be at risk 

LA3 Additional Benefits for full-time employees that are not 
provided to temporary or part-time employees  HR6 Core Operations and suppliers identified as having 

risk of child labour and avoidance measures  

LA4 Core Percentage of employees covered by 
collective bargaining agreements  HR7 Core Operations and suppliers identified as having 

risk of forced labour and avoidance measures 

LA5 Core Minimum notice period(s) regarding 
operational changes  HR8 Additional Security personnel training in aspects of human 

rights that are relevant to operations 

LA6 Additional Percentage of workforce represented in 
formal health and safety committees  HR9 Additional Number of incidents of violations involving 

rights of indigenous people and actions taken 

LA7 Core Rates of injury, occupational diseases, lost 
days, absenteeism, and fatalities  SO1 Core Local community engagement, impact 

assessments, and development programs 

LA8 Core Education, training, counseling, prevention 
and risk-control programs regarding diseases  SO2 Core Business units analyzed for risks related to 

corruption 

LA9 Additional Health and safety topics covered in formal 
agreements with trade unions  SO3 Core Percentage of employees training in 

organization’s anti-corruption policies  

LA10 Core Average hours of training per year per 
employee by gender, and employee category  SO5 Core Public policy positions and participation in 

public policy development and lobbying 

LA11 Additional Programs for skills management and 
continued employability   SO6 Additional Value of financial and in-kind contributions to 

political parties or politicians  

LA12 Additional Percentage of employees receiving regular 
performance reviews  SO7 Additional Number of legal actions for anti-competitive, 

anti-trust, monopoly practices; their outcomes 
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Table A4, continued   

# Status Name   

SO8 Core Monetary value of fines, # of non-sanctions 
for non-compliance with laws & regulations   

Source: (GRI, 2006)   
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