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ABSTRACT

The relevance of sustainability reporting has greatly increased in recent decades, but the need to
gain credibility has promoted companies to adopt assurance on sustainability reports. Prior
research has analyzed these practices among stock companies. However, very few efforts have
been made to develop a non-stock firm perspective. Social enterprises (e.g. cooperatives) have a
special link with sustainability. Given the lack of previous studies, we aimed to analyze
sustainability reporting and assurance among top cooperative and mutual organizations to find
out whether adoption of reporting and assurance, and choice of assuror, were associated with
factors country and sector. Our findings indicated that the cooperative and mutual organizations
domiciled in stakeholder-orientated countries were more likely to adopt sustainability reporting
and assurance, and to choose an accountant as their assurance provider. It seems that adoption of
sustainability reporting and choice of assuror is associated with sector, with organizations in
more sensitive sectors more likely to issue sustainability reports, and to hire non-accounting
providers.
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Perego and Kolk (2012) pointed out that companies’ willingness to enhance their credibility
when facing stakeholders could explain adoption of assurance.

Previous studies have analysed sustainability reporting and assurance among stock companies.
However, very few efforts have been made to develop a non-stock firm perspective, which
identifies an interesting research gap. Cornelius et al. (2008) argued that CSR is a key
consideration for all social enterprises (e.g. cooperatives). Therefore, it is timely to investigate
their practices and whether they are subject to the same requirements as capitalist firms in terms
of different degrees of internal and external CSR (Emanuele and Higgins, 2000).

Our research work focuses on the special case of cooperative and mutual organisations given
their significant link with sustainability. In cooperatives, partners/owners also act as customers,
suppliers and employees. Therefore, the strong correlation between stakeholders and cooperative
management and management towards sustainability is clear (Server and Capo, 2011).

The aim of this paper was to determine whether the factors posited by the existing literature (i.e.
country and sector) have an impact on the decision of cooperative and mutual organisations to
issue sustainability reports, to assure their sustainability reports and to choose an assurance
provider.

The paper is organized as follows. In the following section, we present a literature review. Next,
we describe the methodology employed. Then, we discuss the results of our analysis. Finally, we
present our conclusions.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Sustainability and cooperatives

The sustainability literature on cooperatives has significantly developed in recent years and deals
with a wide range of topics. Therefore, a ‘Cooperative discourse’ on sustainability exists with
special characteristics linked to historical, social, economic and political facts (Carrasco, 2007;
Vargas and Vaca, 2005).

CSR implies an enterprise approach in which a company’s strategic objective extends to pursue
value for all stakeholders. This approach is not new to cooperative societies because, as the
literature indicates, it is a model that is intrinsic to their nature. The pivotal role of partners in
cooperative societies (shareholders, customers, suppliers, employees, etc.) implies that they
assume different roles as stakeholders to facilitate CSR development, which have the ability to
integrate their own needs and to establish solid relationships with them based on participation
(Vargas and Vaca, 2005).

Cooperatives have moved towards the area of sustainability, which has placed them in a better
strategic position (Collado, 2006). They are entities with a characteristic legal nature in which
sustainability is fundamentally important as to the way they operate. Thus the ‘cooperative
identity’ definition adopted by the International Cooperative Alliance (ICA) in 1995 is a first
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Sector n % n % n %
Agriculture and food 243 27.0 27 36.0 11 28.2
Banking and financial services 42 4.7 11 14.7 5 12.8
Health and social care 12 1.3 0 0.0 0 0.0
Industry and utilities 32 3.6 2 2.7 2 51
Insurance and mutual companies 372 41.3 21 28.0 13 33.3
Wholesale and retail 188 20.9 14 18.7 8 20.5
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Variables Definition

It indicates whether an organization adopts external assurance. It
Assurance
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Accounting providers were chosen especially by organizations from less sensitive sectors, while
non-accountants were chosen by the organizations that operated in more sensitive sectors.

Despite their social features and being a supportive environment for sustainability, reporting is
scarce among the top 300 cooperative and mutual organizations in the world. It is paradoxical
that these organizations resorted less to sustainability reporting than big stock companies (Segui
et al.,, 2015). Conversely, it seemed that they were engaged in conferring credibility to the
information disclosed in their reports.

This research work contributes to the sustainability reporting and assurance area. Apart from the
Segui et al. (2015) study, this is a pioneer work because it analyzed these practices from the
cooperatives perspective, and it also contributes to cooperatives’ research area. According to
ICA (2013), sustainability is not a concept that is universally associated with cooperatives. The
goal is
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