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Integrated reporting –  

a “one-size-fits-all” solution!?

1. Introduction

“The world has changed – reporting must too” (IIRC 2011; p. 4). As the in-

formation needs of stakeholders have fundamentally changed in recent years, 

reporting must change too. The worldwide financial crisis has especially illus-

trated that a separated view on financial and non-financial reporting, as well 

as an orientation on short-term information, is no longer appropriate for many 

stakeholders. A solution could be Integrated Reporting (IR) – the symbiosis 

of financial and non-financial information (Maniora 2013; p. 360). In order to 

establish this idea, the International Integrated Reporting Council (IIRC) was 

initiated with the objective to provide quantitative and qualitative guidance in 

the form of a framework for corporations on how to conduct an integrated 

report (Müller and Stawinoga 2013; p. 303). One of the main questions that 

arises in this context is whether IR is “a one-size-fits-all” solution, or if there 

is a need for sector-specific requirements. Therefore, this article provides not 

only a theoretical background on what IR is and what it consists of, but also 

shows some results of experiences examining the reporting habits of several 

companies that are part of the IIRC’s pilot programme to elaborate whether 

a general framework on IR is sufficient or if there is a necessity to include 

sector-specific information.
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2. A theoretical approach on IR

2.1. The IIRC and its objectives

The IIRC is a global coalition of regulators, investors, companies, standard 

setters, the accounting profession, and non-governmental organizations. The mo-

tivation of this council is the modification of existing corporate reporting norms 

to improve the stream of information between a corporation, its investors, and 

its other stakeholders. Hence, the mission of the IIRC is to create a globally-

accepted framework that “elicits from organizations material information about 

their strategy, governance, performance, and prospects in a clear, concise, and 

comparable format” (IIRC 2012; p. 4). The framework aims to underpin and ac-

celerate the evolution of corporate reporting in order to connect financial re-

porting, governance and remuneration, management commentary, and sustain-

ability reporting, and to reveal their interdependencies. On top of that, the IIRC 

encourages the acceptance and adoption of IR by report preparers and aims to 

gain the recognition of investors and standard setters (IIRC n.y. IASB and IIRC...) 

Therefore, the IIRC’s long term vision is a world in which integrated thinking is 

embedded within business practices facilitated by IR as the corporate reporting 

norm (IIRC 2013; p. 2). To achieve this goal, the IIRC published the International 

Integrated Reporting Framework in December 2013. To support the idea of IR, 

the IIRC introduced a pilot programme, and the organizations participating in 

this programme are able to test principles, content, and the practical application 

of IR (IIRC n.y. Pilot Programme...).

2.2. Characteristics of IR

“To make our economy sustainable, we have to relearn everything we have 

learned from the past. That means making more from less and ensuring that 

governance, strategy, and sustainability are inseparable” (IIRC 2010). Bearing this 

in mind, the IIRC defines IR as “a concise communication about how an organi-

zation’s strategy, governance, performance, and prospects (in the context of its 

internal and external environment) lead to the creation of value over the short, 

medium, and long term” (IIRC 2013; p. 7). 

The four main objectives of IR are:

1) improve the quality of information available for providers of financial capital 

to enable a more efficient and productive capital allocation;

2) accelerate a moreefficient approach to corporate reporting that illustrates 

the full range of factors that create value over time and connects various 

reporting strands;
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3) enhance accountability and stewardship and promote interdependencies 

between them;

4) support integrated thinking, decision-making, and further actions that rivet 

on value creation over the short, medium, and long term (IIRC 2013; p. 2).

To support companies in the process of IR, the framework establishes fun-

damental concepts, guiding principles, and content elements that help organiza-

tions express their unique value-creation story in a meaningful and transparent 

way. The framework does not prescribe benchmarks, specific indicators, or 

measurement methods to be used in an integrated report. Rather, it functions 

as a principles-based approach that creates a balance between flexibility and 

the prescription of relevant information. Through continuous application to all 

relevant reports and communication tools, the credibility and acceptance of IR 

will be expedited (IIRC 2013; p. 8).

The fundamental concepts of IR involve deliberations regarding value creation 

for a corporation and for others. These concepts should provide an overview of:

– an organization’s strategy, its activities, and the affection of an organization by 

its environment (incl. legal, commercial, social, environmental, and political 

aspects);

– the resources and activities used and affected by an organization; 

– the interaction of an organization with its environment and its capitals to 

create value over time (IIRC 2013; pp. 6, 14, 24).

The IIRC also specifies six guiding principles that can be divided into two 

categories. While the first group of principles – “materiality and conciseness”, 

“reliability and completeness”, and “consistency and comparability” – derive 

from generally-accepted accounting principles, the other principles – “strategic 

focus and future orientation”, “connectivity of information”, and “stakeholder 

responsiveness” – focus on different aspects (Müller, Stawinoga 2013; p. 305).

Furthermore, an integrated report includes various content elements:

– organizational overview and external environment,

– governance,

– opportunities and risks,

– strategy and resource allocation,

– business model,

– performance, 

– outlook.

These content elements are closely linked to each other and are not consid-

ered to be a standard structure; they should, rather, emphasize the connections 

between these elements (IIRC 2013; p. 24).
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2.3. IR vs. financial reporting

“Capitalism needs financial stability and sustainability to succeed. Integrated 

Reporting will underpin them both, leading to a more resilient economy” (Dip-

lock n.y.). Per definition, financial reporting is based on the annual report, which 

includes annual accounts and a management report, as well as further voluntary 

reports; e.g., sustainability or corporate responsibility reports (Pellens n.y.). Fi-

nancial reporting is currently challenged by providing a picture of a company’s 

performance and does not contain sufficient information on non-financial per-

formance. As a result, organizations publish (i.e.) sustainability reports separated 

from their financial reports (Eccles and Saltzman 2011; p. 57).

IR “builds on the strengths of financial and sustainability reporting while 

enabling assimilation of new knowledge, new issues, and new metrics that flow 

from the social, environmental, and economic dynamics in the 21st century” 

(White 2010; p. 29). Thus, an integrated report can deal with the complexity 

of economic and societal progresses more appropriately, and can use diverse 

beneficiaries to satisfy all stakeholder´s needs that are (i.e.) based on greater 

transparency, integrated thinking, and the consideration of information over 

time (White 2010; p. 29).

3. The use of IR with focus on diverse sectors

Concerning the sector-specific implementation of IR, the authors examined 

six German companies from different industrial sectors that are part of the IIRC’s 

pilot programme and, therefore, should be conducting an IR:

1) chemicals (BASF SE),

2) banks (Deutsche Bank),

3) software and computer services (SAP),

4) transportation services (Flughafen München GmbH),

5) electricity (EnBW Energie Baden-Württemberg AG),

6) financial provider (Deutsche Börse Group).

A detailed analysis of these six organizational disclosures shows that, even 

though all of these companies are familiar with IR and are currently working on 

implementing IR into their reporting procedures, all of these companies are at 

different stages of implementation. Apart from that, each of the analyzed orga-

nizations implement IR in its own individual way; this especially becomes clear 

in the different amount of content, the different usage of IR-related terminology, 

the stage of implementation of the guiding principles and content elements, and 
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the contexture of visual elements in an IR. Also, the companies’ measures to “sell 

and advertise” their IR differ; some organizations have individual IR-websites, 

while others only link their IR to multi-media platforms.

4. IR-requirements

4.1. General requirements

The heart of IR is the integrated report that not only provides a better under-

standing of a company’s performance for the stakeholders; it is also a manage-

ment tool that helps organizations meet the requirements of a global economy, 

environment, and society by combining information on a company’s financial 

and non-financial performance and revealing interdependencies between them 

(Krzus 2011; p. 271).

Within an organization, IR can only be successful when:

– IR and integrated thinking are implemented in all processes and hierarchies,

– the corporation is aware of opportunities and risks in the medium and long 

terms, and builds a strategy that is capable of utilizing opportunities, 

– the board of an organization is interested in operating in an integrated way 

(Burghardt 2013; p. 15).

To implement IR into a company’s business model, there are several steps 

to take:

– defining its business model by considering all relevant capitals that are rel-

evant to a company’s performance and explaining their role in the company’s 

value creation process;

– assessing opportunities and risks and the operating context by analyzing 

a company’s value chain, considering financial, social, environmental, eco-

nomic, governance issues and trends, defining strategic objectives that fulfill 

stakeholder expectations and sustainability issues as well as material KPIs 

that have an impact on company performance;

– adapting business processes by implementing and adding organizational 

changes and establishing integrated thinking;

– establishing integrated reporting by publishing selected information that 

meets stakeholder needs (PwC, Integrated Reporting – The Future... 2012; 

p. 10).

After IR is fully implemented, a single integrated report addressing short, 

medium, and long term business values will tell a company’s value creation story, 
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show dependencies between financial on non-financial capital, and provide as-

sessment of business value and stewardship to its investors (KPMG 2012; p. 7).

4.2. Sector-specific requirements

It is not only necessary to cast a glance at general requirements, but also on 

sector-specific requirements regarding IR, because several sectors face different 

non-financial issues (GRI n.y. G3/G3.1). However, sector-specific requirements 

concerning the IR-process are associated with the challenge to determine mate-

rial KPIs to cope with inconsistencies in the quality of non-financial reporting. 

Thus, the development of sector-specific guidelines can be advantageous to im-

prove a company’s ability to report on their ESG performance and to promote 

the comparability and practicability of KPIs (Eccles et al. 2012; p. 13). The IIRC 

has not yet considered sector-specific requirements in its framework, but there 

are several approaches dealing with the coverage of sector-specific requirements.

According to the G3/G3.1 Sector Supplements (GRI n.y.), airport operators 

(on the one hand) are requested to report i.e., on the impact on local communi-

ties through measuring and monitoring impacts on biodiversity and aircraft noise. 

On the other hand, financial services are requested to report i.e., on the product 

portfolio, active ownership performance, and sale of financial products. These 

sector supplements elucidate diverse requirements on each company’s report 

relevant to a particular sector. Furthermore, it is important for stakeholders to 

review information that helps them compare an organization to its competitors, 

aiming to understand its current and future position in an industrial sector (Co-

hen et al. 2012; p. 68).

5. IR – a critical approach

“In their current practices, 90% of companies have already adopted elements 

of integrated reporting” (PwC, Integrated Reporting in Germany... 2012; p. 6). 

According to a study conducted by PwC, many German companies describe 

their performance fundamentals well; however, the linkage of external drivers, 

corporate strategy, and the explanation and measurement of actual and future 

performance could need some improvement (PwC, Integrated Reporting in Ger-

many... 2012; p. 6). Moreover, the raising sensitization of the populace concerning 

the rate of an entrepreneurial sense of responsibility necessitates organizations 

to align the requirements of company publicity. The IIRC accommodates these 

changes while presenting a relatively abstract framework which establishes a broad 

latitude, containing both chances and risks (Müller and Stawinoga 2013; p. 309).
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According to the IIRC’s discussion paper, implications of IR will vary for 

different participants (i.e., reporting organizations, investors, policy-makers, 

regulators, and standard-setters). The benefits of IR may also be relevant to other 

stakeholders, such as customers, suppliers, and governments “who are increas-

ingly demanding demonstration of a more integrated picture of performance as 

a prerequisite for doing business” (IIRC 2011; p. 21). Generally, IR can lead to 

some positive changes in an organization:

– better connected departments, i.a., creating internal linkages;

– improved internal processes leading to a better understanding of the busi-

ness, i.a., resulting in a greater understanding of how an organization creates 

value by identifying and responding to opportunities, risks, and changes;

– increased focus and awareness of senior management, i.a., greater focus on 

sustainability issues and better-informed decision making;

– better articulation of its strategy and business model, i.a., the linkage of non-

financial and financial KPIs;

– creating value for stakeholders, i.a., improved stakeholder relations by satis-

fying their needs and by providing better ESG information for stakeholders 

(Krzus 2011; p. 275].

However, IR also bears various risks:

– fundamental challenges concerning the measurability, reliability, and integ-

rity of integrated reports may be neglected due to the disclosure of wasteful 

less-relevant information [Eccles et al. 2012; p. 8];

– new challenges and additional costs concerning the preparation of annual 

reports, as financial and non-financial information and integrated thinking 

have to be assembled and the support of senior management is needed (Mül-

ler and Stawinoga 2013; p. 309);

– IR offers new challenges for existing audit and assurance processes, as audi-

tors will be confronted with new forms of reports and information (Adams 

and Simnett 2011; p. 299).

– reconciliation of the IIRC’s requirements with national and international 

legislators as the “Memorandum of Understanding” (an agreement between 

the IIRC and IASB) aims to support the improvement of quality and consis-

tency of global corporate reporting (Müller and Stawinoga 2013; p. 309).

Considering the chances and challenges above, the question if IR is a “one-size-fits-

all” solution can neither be affirmed nor negated. Indisputably, IR connects both 

financial and non-financial information which results in a more holistic, overall 

picture of a business (Jensen and Berg 2011; p. 300). Though the IIRC released 

a framework, it seems to be expedient to further specify the principles-based  
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approach of the framework in order to provide additional, detailed, cross-sectoral 

requirements respectively support clarification necessary to ensure that it will 

be consistently applied by report preparers in a way that meets stakeholder 

needs most effectively (Müller and Stawinoga 2013 p. 309). This implies (e.g.) 

the inclusion of examples into the framework (Kajüter and Hannen 2013). 

A solution to these discrepancies might be a definition of minimum require-

ments that must be achieved in order to have a “real” integrated report. Another 

substantial yet unconsidered addition to the IIRC Framework is a list of sector-

specific requirements. By providing sector-specific requirements, indicators that 

are relevant for particular organizations can show both a more-comprehensive 

picture of a company’s value creation process and support for the definition of 

materiality (Streck 2013).

6. Prospect

“Integrated Reporting is the evolution of financial reporting” (SAICA 2011). 

Considering the progress of IR on the international level, it becomes clear that it 

is applied in notable ways: over 450 companies listed on the Johannesburg Stock 

Exchange have been obligated to prepare an integrated report in exchange for 

separated annual financial and sustainability reports since March 2010; if they 

refuse to do so, they need to justify themselves (KPMG 2012; p. 8). The French 

Commercial Code requires that both listed and non-listed companies (commenc-

ing with the annual report on December 31th, 2012) include a broad quantity 

of sustainability information in their management report (Noodt and Greda 

2013; p. 715). Several examples can be stated. The stage of IR in Germany is 

promising, too:

– the German Commercial Code already contains regulations approaching IR 

in the norms concerning the management report;

– the formulation of the DRS 20 implies the implementation of IR-elements in 

a management report (Behncke et al. 2012; pp. 3063–3068);

– the generally-accepted GRI Sustainability Reporting Framework and Guide-

lines that were designed to be applied by organizations from different sectors 

(GRI n.y. About Sustainnability...).

It is evident that IR is a present, pioneering topic that is relevant for both 

national and international organizations. Fundamental premises have been re-

solved in previous years. How the future of IR (esp. a sector-specific realization) 

can be arranged still remains to be seen (IIRC n.y. Key Milestones...). Therefore, 

the collaboration between the IIRC and (i.a.) GRI, IASB, SASB, and the European 
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Commission, as well as the integration of IR into various international and national 

legislations, determines the further process of IR (Noodt, Grede 2013; p. 716). 

Thus, “the journey towards Integrated Reporting will be unique for each organi-

zation” (Adams and Simnett 2011; p. 300).

7. Conclusion

Beyond question, the trend towards IR will continue, whereas it must be 

recognized that the concept of IR is not entirely new and can be seen (i.a.) as 

a natural extension of many principles of environmental or green accounting and 

sustainability reporting (Owen 2013; p. 354).

The IIRC released its framework in December 2013, and further improvements 

will surely follow. The development of IR will be time consuming: on the one 

hand, the implementation of IR does not consist of a simple “stringing together” of 

existing reports, but it will cause more in-depth changes within a company and its 

infrastructure. On the other hand, the process of IR is additionally dependent on 

national and international legislative decisions (Noodt and Grede 2013; p. 716). 

Furthermore, the acceptance of IR by accounting and audit departments (as well 

as by the stakeholders) is important (Müller and Stawinoga 2013; p. 309).

Heretofore, companies have to trade off opportunities and risks of whether 

to implement IR into their business or not. For instance, IR is able to present 

financial and non-financial information and to connect various departments more 

efficiently, and is, therefore, recommendable.

As the previous findings show, IR is not necessarily a “one-size-fits-all” solution, 

and might need sector-specific norms. However, IR can advance – if successfully 

implemented into the national and international legislation – the “urgent vision 

for business to create value for both the company and society, thereby contribut-

ing to lasting prosperity on a healthy planet” (Krzus 2011; p. 276).
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