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The Extent of Using the Fourth Generation of GRI's Guidelines in
Saudi Corporate Sustainability Report Preparation: An Exploratory
Study
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Abstract

This study is divided into two phases, where the first phase aimed to identify
the extent to which Saudi corporations use the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI)
guidelines in preparing sustainability reports. At this stage, the research was
undertaken on the basis of an inductive research approach, analyzing Saudi corporate
sustainability reports issued during the period (2007-2017) by the initial analysis of
these reports to determine which report prepared according to GRI guidelines and
analyze the content of these most recent reports according to the fourth generation of
the Global Reporting Initiative Guidelines (GRI-G4). The results of this phase
showed that only (14) out of all (188) Saudi corporations - approximately (7%) - are
the ones that issue sustainability reports on the basis of GRI. The overall number of
issued reports from those corporations for the period of this study was (59), of which
a further (37) reports were in line with GRI guidelines. As for the content analysis
according (GRI-G4), the results showed high levels of disclosure in the reports of
Saudi corporations that use the GRI guidelines as the average percentage of
indicators (46%) was more varied and comprehensive, compared to the reports of
Saudi corporations that do not use the GRI guidelines. Low levels of disclosure were
indicated, with an average percentage of indicators in its reports (9%) being less
varied and comprehensive.

Furthermore, the second phase of this study aimed to get an insight into the
perceptions of experts of sustainability and social responsibility regarding the
motives and constraints of Saudi corporations’ use of GRI guidelines in preparing
sustainability reports. At this stage, a deductive research approach was applied,
undertaking a survey through a questionnaire based on “new institutional theory”.
This is concerned with prevailing practices in the institutional environment,
according to coercive, normative, and mimetic isomorphism. To achieve the
objectives of this stage, the opinion of (68) sustainability and social responsibility
experts was collected through the questionnaire. These experts are from Saudi
corporations that issued sustainability reports, in consulting and sustainability
services companies, and in the four major accounting firms. The response of experts
showed among the most important motives of (coercive, normative, and mimetic)
isomorphism, respectively: meeting disclosure requirements in the countries where
the company operates, considering GRI guidelines most common in preparing
sustainability reports, and engaging with international companies that adopt GRI



guidelines. Among the main constraints based on (coercive, normative and mimetic)
isomorphism are respectively: the lack of local legal requirements that obligate the
adoption of any guidelines in preparing sustainability reports, the small number of
cadres with experience in preparing sustainability reports in accordance with the
guidelines (GRI), and the lack of companies adopting guidelines (GRI) within the
same sector.

According to these results, this study recommends that: Saudi listed companies
should consider the importance of taking into account sustainability reports as
effective channel for achieving transparency, and use the GRI guidelines in preparing
these reports, which considered as the best practice locally and internationally,
especially in the absence of Saudi local legislation for sustainability reports.
Furthermore, this study stresses the importance of consulting big accounting firms
and other sustainability firms in how to prepare sustainability reports according to
the GRI guidelines in the event of facing any difficulty in that.
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