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Abstract 
Sustainability Reporting (SR) becomes a predominant reporting framework over the last few decades 
before integrated reporting is peeing into the window and submerging the reporting landscape. The 
sensation is that the users are tired off numbers and they want to see new dimensions and dreams in 
reports. Private sectors of Bangladesh have demonstrated an envious progress in this regard not only 
within the country but also in South Asian region. Undoubtedly, SR begins its journey with corporate 
sustainability reporting, however, by the time we observe a successful journey of SR from private to public 
sectors globally. Public sectors are directly involved with the process of ensuring ecological, environmental 
and social sustainability. This paper theoretically explores the potentials of public sector organizations for 
SR under New Institutional Sociology (NIS) Theory of DiMaggio and Powell (1983). The graduation of 
Bangladesh to developing nation and the target to become developed nation by 2041 brings additional 
strain mostly on public sector to achieve all the targets set in Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). It 
is the motivation of this paper to give some policy insights so that public sector organizations can start SR 
for ensuring long term sustainability amid of economic, political and social instability.
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Introduction
Traditional reporting, largely based on reporting 
financials of corporate, has undergone significant 
changes due to the revised needs of stakeholders 
putting more priority on reporting non-financial data 
stretching from environmental to social perspectives 
in a broader governance framework. Recent 
research on social and environmental reporting has 
focused on corporations, rather than public sector 
agencies (Farneti and Guthrie, 2008). However, the 
emergence of new public management (NPM) has 
changed the philosophical background of managing 
public sector. Both NPM and International Public 
Sector Accounting Standards (IPSAS) bring private 
sector practices into public sector to ensure more 
transparency and accountability. Public sector 
entities are central to the delivery of sustainable 
development, and every aspect of their role shapes 
how people live their lives. This, together with the 
fact that they are under constant and growing 
pressure to operate in an environment friendly and 
sustainable manner, and to show their stakeholders 
that they provide good value for money, highlights 
the need for open, honest and reliable sustainable 
reporting to public sector stakeholders (Marx and 
Van Dyk, 2011). 

Public sector organizations (PSOs) are defined as 
any organization under government control that 
develops public goods or services, according to 
the classification of the functions of government 
(OECD, 2015). They are major employers, providers 
of services and consumers of resources (GRI, 
2005) associated to significant aspects and impacts 
in the sustainability of the organization. The public 
sector influences all other sectors given their size 
and related activities (Ball and Grubnic, 2007). The 
current environmental challenge of climate change, 
the overconsumption of natural resources, and social 
concerns around income inequality and worker 
health and safety are some sustainability concerns 
faced by businesses globally (Brockett and Rezaee, 
2012a; KPMG, 2013).

In SR, there is a mix of both mandatory and 
voluntary standards for reports (GRI et al., 2013) 
across different jurisdictions. Mandatory policies, 
often called hard law, aim at overcoming societal 
critiques of the private sector, and enhancing the 
comparability of corporate performance (Sulkowski 
and Waddock, 2014). Voluntary standards create 

incentives for companies to report, as a way to 
establish competitive advantage (Buhr, 2010). 
Moreover, despite reporting rates of 93% among the 
G250, the rate of SR increase is beginning to slow 
(KPMG, 2013; Morrow and Yow, 2014).

Considering the issues raised above, this paper 
puts an earnest effort to explore the potentiality 
of sustainability reporting by the public sector 
organizations in Bangladesh. Private sectors of the 
country have already made it a norm. The Government 
of Bangladesh is in a pressure to achieve targets set in 
Sustainable Development Goals without hampering 
the ecological and environmental balance. And public 
sector organizations across the globe have already 
demonstrated their commitment in sustainability 
journey.  This sector is very important in achieving 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Bringing the 
theme from New Institutional Sociology (NIS), this 
paper explains the necessity of SR by public sector 
organizations under NPM regime. A rich literature 
review, archival analysis, and personal inquiry into 
the area guide the researchers to develop the main 
theme of the analysis. The study concludes that 
sustainability reporting by public sector entities 
is still in its infancy in Bangladesh, and that such 
reporting is very important for ensuring sustainable 
operations by both public and private sectors.

Theoretical Framework
Application of institutional theories in reporting 
is very common due to the impact of institutional 
factors in shaping accounting and reporting norm 
in particular setting. Although institutions cannot 
be uniquely defined, for this purpose the definition 
could be: ‘a way of thought or action of some 
prevalence and permanence, which is embedded in   
the habits of a group or the customs of a people’ 
(see Burns and Scapens, 2000). According to Hussain 
and Hoque (2002) and Scapens (2006) there are 
three different versions of institutional theory, 
namely, Old Institutional Economics (OIE), New 
Institutional Economics (NIE) and New Institutional 
Sociology (NIS). OIE assumes considerable 
uncertainty in the range of alternatives available to 
agents and in the possibility that agents can evaluate 
these alternatives in time. NIE differentiates itself 
most from other approaches as it retains a notion 
of bounded rationality and it assumes (limited) 
economic optimization ‘through economizing on 
transaction costs’. Whereas NIE uses the concept 
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of institutions in relation to transaction costs, OIE 
emphasizes the enabling and constraining qualities 
of institutions. NIS also deals with institutions, 
but it treats them largely as a given. Moreover, the 
processes of institutionalization over time are not 
well developed by NIS. Instead, its focus is primarily 
on how and why firms conform to institutionalized 
beliefs in society. While institutions are an integral 
part of organisational life in the view proposed 
by OIE, the view held by NIS treats institutions as 
largely exogenous to the firm. This study develops 
the theoretical framework based on NIS within 
institutional theories.

NIS addresses the behavior of organizations as 
motivated by forces in wider society. It argues that 
organizations will seek legitimacy by adhering to 
rules and norms that are valued by society and, more 
specifically, by certain institutions in society. The 
mechanism through which organizations adopt similar 
procedures is termed institutional isomorphism. 
Isomorphism is a constraining process that forces 
one unit in a population to resemble other units 
that face the same set of environmental conditions 
(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Early NIS theorists 
sought to explain how different organizations in 
many respects conformed to similar standards of 
behavior and how they employed similar structures. 
Moreover, they sought to explain the stability in 
these standards of behavior and organisational 
structures. DiMaggio & Powell (1983) distinguish 
three mechanisms of institutional isomorphic change: 
Coercive isomorphism, Mimetic isomorphism, and 
Normative isomorphism. These three mechanisms 
cause organizations to become increasingly alike. 
Therefore, one can argue that NIS is more a theory 
that explains similarities amongst organisational 
structures than change in organizations (Greenwood 
& Hinings, 1996).

Coercive isomorphism relates to the formal 
and informal pressures that result from coercive 
authority. This coercive authority comes from the 
organization’s dependency on other organizations and 
the cultural expectations in the society in which the 
organization functions (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). A 
second process leading to institutional isomorphism 
is called Mimetic Isomorphism. DiMaggio & Powell 
(1983) argue that uncertainty is a powerful incentive 
for imitation. In particular, ambiguous goals, poorly 
understood technologies or symbolic uncertainty 
may cause organizations to model themselves on 

other organizations. The introduction of Japanese 
management techniques in US firms constitutes an 
example of changes caused by mimetic isomorphism. 
The third source of isomorphic organisational change 
is normative isomorphism. It stems from pressures 
from professionalization. DiMaggio & Powell (1983) 
argue that two aspects of normative isomorphism 
are of particular interest: (1) the grounding of 
formal education and of legitimation on a cognitive 
base produced by university specialists; and (2) the 
growth and influence of professional networks that 
allow new practices to be diffused rapidly across 
organizations.

One of the criticisms of NIS theory is that it often 
dichotomizes between the public and the private 
sector organizations, arguing that institutional and 
market pressures are mutually exclusive and each 
set of pressures is confined to a particular class 
of organizations. It is assumed that the former 
are subject to institutional pressure, whereas 
the latter are shaped by competitive market 
pressures. Researchers using this theory have 
emphasized mostly on non-profit organizations 
and public agencies such as schools, universities, 
hospitals and voluntary associations. Based on this 
criticism, this paper brings a policy intervention as a 
recommendation for practicing SR in public sector 
organizations.

Research Methodology
Considering the research objective and theme, a 
qualitative research methodology is applied based on 
secondary sources of Data. A personal inquiry into 
the efficacy of sustainability reporting is attempted 
through reviewing relevant research papers, 
analyzing the contents of archival records, surfing the 
websites of public sector organizations and looking 
into the published accounts in some public sector 
organizations. Application of new public management 
to some extent in public sectors is the main 
motivation behind the analysis. New Institutional 
Sociology is used as the theoretical framework of the 
study to analyze institutional isomorphism in different 
categories, namely, coercive, mimetic and normative. 
An earnest effort is deployed to provide some policy 
recommendations for public sector organizations 
to ensure accountability and transparency to the 
society through sustainability reporting while they 
are working to achieve sustainable development 
goals.
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Sustainability Reporting
The concept of sustainability is originated in the 
fields of biology and ecology. In these fields, the term 
sustainability is used to describe the rate at which 
renewable resources could be extracted or damaged 
by pollution without threatening the underlying 
integrity of ecosystems (Vos, 2007). The concept 
is now widely used in business and management 
literature, as well as by policy-makers and engineers 
(Vos, 2007). The Brundtland Commission produced 
what has become the most-cited definition of 
sustainability describing sustainable development as 
development that meets the needs of the present 
without compromising the ability of the future 
generations to meet their own needs (WCED, 
1987). The Brundtland Commission was also the 
first to articulate the sustainability model known as 
the ‘Three Es’. This model stated the importance of 
evaluating any proposed initiative with reference to 
the interaction of ecology/environment, economy/
employment and equity/equality (Edwards, 2005).

Sustainability reporting can be broadly defined as 
the process of identifying, classifying, measuring, 
recognizing, and reporting performance in all 
areas of economic, governance, social, ethics, and 
environmental (Brockett and Rezaee, 2012b). 
This definition is quite all encompassing, as it 
mentions the range of steps involved in creating 
a sustainability report. Sustainability reporting is 
defined in many ways in the literature, but generally 
addresses the triple bottom line, whereby economic 
growth, environmental protection and social 
welfare are weighted equally (Elkington, 1997). 
The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) presents a 
triple bottom line inspired definition, presenting 
sustainability reporting as a practice about the 
economic, environmental and social impacts caused 
by its everyday activities…[and] also presents the 
organization’s values and governance model, and 
demonstrates the link between its strategy and its 
commitment to a sustainable global economy (GRI, 
2014).

Sustainability reporting is often synonymous with 
other titles, including, but not limited to corporate 
social responsibility reporting, corporate reporting, 
responsibility reporting, corporate environmental 

reporting, citizenship reporting, triple bottom line 
reporting, environmental, health and safety reporting, 
and environmental, societal and governance (ESG) 
reporting. These terms are used interchangeably, 
and will collectively be referred to as sustainability 
reporting (Eccles and Krzus, 2014; Brockett and 
Rezaee, 2012a; KPMG, 2013). The term sustainability 
reporting is seen as the predominant label for 
disclosing nonfinancial information, and includes 
reporting on all three aspects of the triple bottom 
line – economic, social, and environmental (Gray and 
Herremans, 2011). The Triple Bottom Line model 
takes into account not only the financial status of 
an organization – historically known as the ‘bottom 
line’ – but also the social and environmental impacts 
and contributions made by a company.  Elkington 
(1997) also referred to this model of sustainability 
in business as the ‘Three Ps’ of People, Planet, and 
Profit.

Literature Review
Research on corporate sustainability reporting is 
very common and literature is abundant with the 
outcome of sustainability reporting in different 
countries across the world. The most recent KPMG 
International Survey on Corporate Responsibility 
Reporting (2011)1 revealed that disclosure on 
corporate economic, environmental and social 
performance has become ‘virtually mandatory’ 
among larger companies globally. The report reveals 
that over ninety five per cent of Global Fortune 
250 companies (G250) provide sustainability or 
corporate responsibility reports. Eighty percent 
of the G250 use GRI’s Sustainability Reporting 
Framework. The number of top Australian listed 
companies reporting meaningfully on corporate 
responsibility has grown to fifty seven percent. Large 
U.S. corporations appear to have the most advanced 
sustainability programs (Cowan et al., 2010). Of the 
Fortune Global 500 companies, two-thirds issue 
some type of stand-alone, non-financial report 
addressing sustainability issues (Reilly, 2009).

In 2010 GRI carried out research into public sector 
reporting. The publication GRI Research on Public 
Agencies Reporting2 and general Information about 
GRI and public agency reporting can be found in 
the Pilot Public Agency Sector Supplement (2004)3. 

1 KPMG. KPMG International Survey of Corporate Responsibility Reporting, 2010. http://www.kpmg.com/au/en/ issuesandinsights /articlespublications/
pages/kpmg-international-survey-corporate-responsibility-reporting-2011.aspx

2 GRI Research on Public Agencies Reporting - https://www.globalreportinig.org/resourcelibrary/GRI-Reporting-in-Government
3 Pilot Public Agency Sector Supplement - https://www.globalreporting.org/reporting/sector-guidance/pilot-versions /publicagency/Pages/default.aspx
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The UK government Department of Environment, 
Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) has also produced 
specific guidance on sustainability reporting for 
public agencies: Public Sector Annual Reports: 
Sustainability Reporting Guidance for 2011-124. As 
part of its Greening Government Commitment 
and Sustainable Development Strategy, the UK 
government encourages both companies and 
public bodies to disclose their sustainability and 
environmental performance via their annual reports 
and accounts.

Other governments incentivizing public sector 
reporting includes those of Sweden, Germany 
and the United States. The Swedish government 
mandates GRI sustainability reporting for state-
owned companies. The German government‘s Action 
Plan for Corporate Social Responsibility promotes 
reporting by German ministries, and the Ministry of 
Social and Labor Affairs has committed to publishing 
its first GRI report. The German government’s 
Plan states, ‘Individual federal ministries will issue 
informative CSR reports, in keeping with their role 
as models and pacemakers in the area of social 
responsibility.’

Public agency reporting in the US is becoming 
more and more prominent because of government 
policy. In October 2009, President Obama created 
a landmark for sustainability in the US with his 
Executive Order5. The Executive Order sets out 
sustainability goals for federal agencies to make 
improvements in their environmental, energy 
and economic performance. It requires Federal 
Agencies to set a 2020 greenhouse gas emissions 
reduction target within 90 days; increase energy 
efficiency; and leverage Federal purchasing power to 
promote environmentally-responsible products and 
technologies. The Order also asks agencies to reduce 
their petroleum use by 30 percent and to improve 
water efficiency by 26 percent by 2020, and requires 
95 percent of all contracts to meet sustainability 
requirements. The European Commission published 
its A Renewed EU strategy 2011-14 for Corporate 
Social Responsibility6 that also encourages public 

There has been growing research on environmental 
and sustainability reporting initiatives in PSOs, for 
example on: the adoption of social and environmental 
reports by Italian local authorities (Marcuccio and 
Steccolini, 2005); voluntary Sustainability Reporting 
(SR) practices in PSOs that use the Global Reporting 
Initiative (GRI) Sustainability Reporting Guidelines 
(Guthrie and Farneti, 2008); motivations for SR in 
PSOs (Farneti and Guthrie, 2008); the applicability 

authorities to take steps to improve disclosure of 
their own social and environmental performance. 
This has been reinforced by EU member states, 
including the German government as indicated 
above.

In comparing the literature and available information 
regarding private- and public-sector sustainability 
initiatives, there is significantly less discussion and 
study of standardized measurement and reporting 
models and tools targeting public-sector sustainability 
efforts. Current sustainability reports provide a wide 
scope of information, at varying levels of quality 
(Hess and Dunfee, 2007). Few studies have reviewed 
the quality of disclosures in sustainability reports 
(Hess and Dunfee, 2007). Progress in sustainability 
reporting initiatives is outlined in the timeline below 
(Table 1): 

4 http://www.hm-treasury.gov.uk/frem_sustainability.htm
5 Following this Executive Order, Federal agencies have started to track their sustainability performance using the GRI Framework, and have also sought 

ways in which to ‘green’ their procurement policies. The US Army and the US Postal Service have both issued sustainability reports, the US General 
Services Administration has been internally trained by one of GRI’s Certified Training partners, and the US Airforce has issued a report on how to manage 
their „operational sustainability.

6 European Commission, A renewed EU strategy 2011-14 for Corporate Social Responsibility, 2010.

 http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/newsroom/cf/_getdocument.cfm?doc_id=7010

1970s & 
1980s 

Mid-1990s Late 1990s 
Early 
2000s 

Future 

Environmental
Environmental 
and Social

Environmental, 
Social and 
Economic

Attestation Comparability

Companies 
reported what 
was available 
in their 
information 
systems 

Companies 
asked 
stakeholders 
what should 
be reported 

Companies 
began to use 
reporting 
standards

Companies 
began to ask 
third parties 
to verify what 
was reported

Companies 
will see the 
benefit of 
more rigorous

1970s and 1980s: Reporting was mostly qualitative, as companies found that their 
systems contained little data on either environmental or social performance. 

1990s: More rigorous environmental reporting developed as companies used sets 
of indicators to help report their environmental performance; companies were just 
gaining experience in reporting social performance; environmental reports included 
more discussion and analysis of results. 

2000s: Some indicators and reports have evolved to a sufficiently high standard that 
external verification or attestation can be done; work still needs to be done to provide 
benchmarks by which to compare performance against other industry or non-industry 
members. 

Table 1: Progress in Sustainability Reporting (Source: Herremans & 
Herschovis, 2006, p. 21)
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of GRI guidelines to public and third sector 
organizations (Dumay et al., 2010); environmental 
disclosure practices within annual reports from PSOs 
(Lynch, 2010); the current and future state of local 
SR in Australia (Williams et al., 2011); environmental 
reporting practices in PSOs (Lodhia et al., 2012); 
current performance measurement practices within 
government departments in Australia (Adams et 
al., 2014); and disclosure practices of sustainability 
information by European local governments of 
Anglo-Saxon and Nordic countries (Navarro Galera 
et al., 2014). These studies testify the presence of 
SR in public sector organizations in an international 
setup which offer a good opportunity for such 
organizations in developing nations to practice in a 
more socially desirable manners and reporting the 
same towards society.   

Analysis and Findings
In this study, we are trying to find out the importance 
of SR by public sector organizations in a developing 
nation, Bangladesh, which has achieved most of the 
targets as set in Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) and planning to achieve the targets set in 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) early so 
that the country can be graduated to a developed 
nation soon. Due to these policy issues, public sector 
organizations need to act differently and there is a 
call for collective efforts from both public and private 
sectors for a balanced development of the country 
in a sustainable manner. Reporting is also important 
for ensuring transparency and accountability in 
the whole process. This section identifies different 
areas which changed the operations of public 
sector organizations significantly leading to the 
requirements of sustainability reporting. 

New Public Management
New public management (NPM) practices are mainly 
borrowed from the private sector, is increasingly 
seen as a global phenomenon. NPM reforms shift 
the emphasis from traditional public administration 
to public management. Key elements include various 
forms of decentralizing management within public 
services, increasing use of markets and competition 
in the provision of public services, and increasing 
emphasis on performance, outputs and customer 
orientation. While cost containment was a key 
driver in the adoption of NPM approaches, injecting 
principles of competition and private sector 

management lay at the heart of the NPM approach. 
The key elements of the NPM can be summarized as 
follows (Osborne, 2006):

• An attention to lessons from private-sector 
management;

• The growth both of hands-on “management”, in its 
own right and not as an offshoot of professionalism, 
and of “arm’s-length” organizations where policy 
implementation is organizationally distanced 
from the policymakers (as opposed to the “inter-
personal” distancing of the policy/administration 
split;

• A focus upon entrepreneurial leadership within 
public service organizations;

• An emphasis on input and output control and 
evaluation and on performance management and 
audit;

• The disaggregation of public services to their most 
basic units and a focus on their cost management; 
and 

• The growth of use of markets, competition and 
contracts for resource allocation and service 
delivery within public services.

Due to the changes brought by NPM, public 
sector organizations become very much similar 
to that of private sector organizations in terms of 
management, operation, performance measurement 
and authority, responsibility and accounting 
framework. Their performance and activities 
comes under serious public scrutiny. They also 
have to practice managerialism, corporatization, 
commercialization and other tools applied in private 
sector organizations. In institutional isomorphism, 
Bangladesh is affected by all the three paradigms. 
In some cases, coercive isomorphism is prevalent 
where privatization is initiated amid of serious 
protests, in some other cases one organization 
has implemented privatization practices motivated 
from other examples in the industry. In other cases, 
normative isomorphism is also observed driven by 
the market norms as advocated by consultants and 
donors. 

Regulatory Trends in 
Sustainability Reporting
In 2010, GRI, the United Nations Environment 
Program (UNEP), KPMG and Stellenbosch University 
conducted a review of mandatory and voluntary 

19 THE COST AND MANAGEMENT
ISSN 1817-5090, VOLUME-46, NUMBER-02, MARCH-APRIL 2018



sustainability reporting standards and legislation 
in 30 countries7. The review revealed that both 
international and national standards, codes and 
guidelines, as well as legislation for sustainability 
reporting, have been evolving strongly. Programs such 
as the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), Dow Jones 
Sustainability Index (DJSI), International Organization 
for Standardization (ISO) 14001: Environmental 
Management System Certification, and Leadership 
in Environmental Engineering and Design (LEED) 
all provide consistency and guidance for the 
voluntary sustainability actions of organizations. As 
sustainably reporting increases internationally, so 
too does an increasingly dense regulatory network 
of international and national standards, codes, 
guidelines and legislation. The research revealed the 
following:

• A total of 142 country standards and/or laws exist 
with some form of sustainability-related reporting 
requirement or guidance

• Approximately two thirds (65 percent) of these 
standards can be classified as mandatory and one 
third (35 percent) as voluntary

• A total of 16 standards with some form of reporting 
requirement at the global and regional level

• A total of 14 assurance standards

Furthermore, there has been a steep increase 
in companies, and some public agencies, issuing 
sustainability reports based on the GRI G3 Guidelines 
published in 2006. This is a result of ten governments 
formally referencing GRI in their governmental 
corporate responsibility guidance documents and/
or policies. The European Union, the United States, 
Denmark, Sweden, Spain, France, India, South Africa, 
China and Canada have all mandated sustainability 
reporting. GRI hosts the Report or Explain Campaign 
Forum, a convening space for those wanting to drive 
sustainability disclosure through a global policy 
framework that requires companies to report their 
sustainability performance or explain why they do 
not. As investors increasingly demand sustainability 
performance information, GRI also participates in 
the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Coalition, led 
by AVIVA, and the Green Economy Coalition8.

In response to the United Nations Conference on 

Sustainability Development (Rio+20, held in June 
2012) the governments of Brazil, Denmark, France 
and South Africa joined together in a political coalition, 
‘The Group of Friends of Paragraph 47’, to advance 
corporate sustainability reporting. With the technical 
advice and support of UNEP and GRI, the ‘Group 
of Friends of Paragraph 47’ investigates possible 
ways for advancing best practices and governmental 
action on corporate sustainability reporting, and 
for developing capacity in developing countries. The 
members of the ‘Group of Friends of Paragraph 47’ 
have come together with the ambition to build on 
what already exists in terms of policy and practice, 
and to construct models for best practice guidance 
and policy, as an inspiration for other countries.

The first legal requirements for sustainability 
reporting occurred with the 1997 Finnish Accounting 
Act (Brockett and Rezaee, 2012). Between 1995 
and 1997, Denmark, the Netherlands, Norway and 
Sweden drafted legislation for annual disclosure of 
environmental performance (Hess, 2007). A joint 
study by international organizations concluded 
that out of 180 national sustainability reporting 
policies reviewed from 45 countries, 72% of these 
were mandatory to some degree (GRI et al., 2013). 
There has also been a “smart regulations approach” 
to sustainability reporting, whereby there is a mix 
of voluntary and mandatory reporting, existing 
on a spectrum of different types of regulation 
and standards (Herzig and Schaltegger, 2011). 
This regulatory framework develops normative 
isomorphism under the institutional theory in 
support of sustainability reporting.

Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs)
SDG is the framework for global development after the 
terminal year (2015) of the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs). With 17 goals and 169 targets SDGs 
represents a bold new agenda to end poverty, fight 
inequality, tackle the adverse effects of climate change 
and ensure a sustainable future for all. Bangladesh 
has fixed 47 targets in various 9 sectors for coming 
SDGs proposal. The Government of Bangladesh has 
envisioned transforming Bangladesh into a middle 
income country by 2021 and a developed country 

7 UNEP, GRI, KPMG, University of Stellenbosch Business School, Carrots and Sticks - Promoting Transparency and Sustainability, 2010. https://www.
globalreporting.org/resourcelibrary/Carrots-And-Sticks-Promoting-Transparency-And-Sustainbability.pdf

 8 The Green Economy Coalition (GEC) is a diverse set of organisations and sectors from NGOs, research institutes, UN organisations, business to trade 
unions who have come together to recognise that the economy is failing to deliver either environmental sustainability or social equity. http://www.
greeneconomycoalition.org.
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SDGs encourage a form of coercive and normative 
isomorphism within the realm of institutional theory. 
As per the commitment of the Government, they 
are in pressure to achieve the targets and at the 
same time, it becomes a norm as set by the market 
mechanism where lots of stakeholders are involved 
in this noble cause and process. 

Performance Measurement
Performance measurement has a relationship with 
the reporting framework of reporting unit. Perrini 
and Tencati (2006) reported that more than a 
hundred standards and management solutions were 
developed to evaluate and report the economic, 
social, environmental and sustainability performance 
of companies. One of the early tools was proposed 
by Kaplan and Norton (1992) who developed a 
balance scorecard tool for managers that include a 
relevant set of measurements for both financial and 
operational performance based on the premise that 
an organization’s measurement systems strongly 
affect the behavior of managers and employees.

There are different reporting and performance 
measurement framework under sustainability 

by 2041. Bangladesh has already become a middle 
income country. We have already translated this 
vision, pronounced at the highest political level, into 
an actionable agenda by formulating Perspective Plan 
(2010-2021) and two Five Year Plans (FYPs) associated 
with this. Bangladesh integrated the 2030 Agenda in 
its 7th FYP (2016-2020). This offered a tremendous 
opportunity to implement the 2030 Agenda, while 
reflecting the priorities of the SDGs in the national 
plan. The Government has adopted “Whole of 
Society” approach to ensure wider participation of 
NGOs, development partners, private sector, media 
and CSOs in the process of formulation of the Action 
Plan and implementation of the SDGs. 

The outcome document of the Rio+20 Conference 
of 2012 specifically mentioned sustainability reporting 
under Principle 47, and this principle is implemented 
into the UN Sustainable Development Goals, 
specifically as Goal 12.6 (UN, 2012; 2014). This goal 
aims to encourage companies, especially large and 
transnational companies, to adopt sustainable practices 
and to integrate sustainability information into their 
reporting cycle (UN, 2014). The recent international 
partnership between Brazil, Denmark, France 
and South Africa at the Rio+20 demonstrates the 
pervasiveness of sustainability reporting governance. 
This partnership, the Group of Friends of Paragraph 
47, was inspired during the Rio+20 Conference in 
2012 (GoF47, 2012; Eccles and Krzus, 2014).

Sustainable development is about reconciling 
development with the environment, McGranahan 
and Satterthwaite (2003) focused on urban centers 
in their quest to assess sustainability. They asserted 
that the world is becoming increasingly urbanized 
that urban centers concentrate more of the world’s 
economic activities and that much of the world’s 
middle- and upper-income groups live and work 
in urban centers. In order to advance sustainable 
development worldwide, they summarized multiple 
goals for cities. The goals they proposed are captured 
below in Table 2:  

Meeting the needs of the 
present… 

…without compromising the 
ability of future generations to 

meet their own needs 

Economic needs – including access 
to an adequate income/livelihood 
or productive assets; and economic 
security when unemployed, ill, disabled, 
or otherwise unable to work. 

Minimizing use or waste of 
nonrenewable resources – including 
minimizing consumption of fossil fuels 
in housing, commerce, industry, and 
transport plus substituting renewable 
resources where feasible; minimizing 
waste of scarce mineral resources; 
preserving irreplaceable (thus 
nonrenewable) cultural, historical, and 
natural assets within cities. 

Meeting the needs of the 
present… 

…without compromising the 
ability of future generations to 

meet their own needs 

Environmental needs – including 
accommodation that is healthy and 
safe with adequate provision for piped 
water, sanitation, and drainage; home, 
workplace, and living environment 
protected from environmental 
hazards; provision for recreation and 
for children’s play; and shelters and 
services to meet the specific needs 
of children and adults responsible for 
child rearing. 

Sustainable use of finite 
renewable resources – cities 
drawing on freshwater resources at 
levels that can be sustained; keeping 
to a sustainable ecological footprint 
in terms of land area on which city-
based producers and consumers draw 
for agricultural, forest products, and 
biomass fuels. 

Social, cultural, and health needs 
– including health care, education, 
and transportation; needs related to 
people’s choice and control (including 
homes and neighborhoods that they 
value and where social and cultural 
priorities are met). 

Biodegradable wastes not 
overtaxing capacities of renewable 
sinks – such as the capacity of a river 
to break down biodegradable wastes 
without ecological degradation. 

Political needs – including freedom 
to participate in national and local 
politics and in decisions regarding 
management and development of 
one’s home and neighborhood within 
a broader framework that ensures 
respect for civil and political rights and 
the implementation of environmental 
legislation. 

Non-biodegradable wastes/
emissions not overtaxing (finite) 
capacity of local and global sinks 
to absorb or dilute them without 
adverse effects – such as persistent 
organic pollutants, greenhouse gases, 
and stratospheric ozone-depleting 
chemicals. 

Social/human capital needed 
by future generations – including 
institutional structures to support 
human rights and good governance and, 
more generally, to receive each nation’s 
or social group’s rich cultural heritage, 
knowledge, and experience.

Table 2: Sustainable Development Goals (Source: McGranahan & 
Satterthwaite, 2003)
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reporting. Most important framework is proposed 
by GRI as created by Ceres. Ceres is a nonprofit 
organization founded in 1989 in the wake of the Exxon 
Valdez oil spill. It established the Ceres Principles 
– a ten-point code of corporate environmental 
conduct to be publicly endorsed by companies as 
an environmental mission statement or ethic (Ceres, 
2010). In 1997, Ceres created the Global Reporting 
Initiative (GRI) with a mission to make sustainability 
reporting standard practice by providing guidance 
and support to organizations (GRI, 2012).

Another framework is proposed by Dow Jones 
Sustainability Index (DJSI). The DJSI was launched in 
1999 as the first global index tracking the financial 
performance of the leading sustainability-driven 
companies worldwide.

International Organization for Standardization 
(ISO) 14001: Environmental Management System 
(EMS) Certification is another framework dealing 
with sustainability reporting. The ISO is a non-
governmental organization that forms a bridge 
between the public and private sectors to enable the 
achievement of consensus on solutions that meet 
both the requirements of business and the broader 
needs of society. Another framework is proposed by 
the U.S. Green Building Council (USGBC).  

The USGBC is a non-profit community of 
leaders working to make green buildings available 
to everyone within a generation. In 2000, the 
USGBC established the Leadership in Energy and 
Environmental Design (LEED) certification system 
which provides building owners and operators 
with a framework for identifying and implementing 
practical and measurable green building design, 
construction, operations, and maintenance solutions 
(USGBC, 2011).

However, the availability of tools and resources 
for local governments to measure and report on 
sustainability efforts and outcomes is severely lacking. 
Though there are efforts to establish such tools and 
programs, there are currently no widely adopted and 
consistent benchmarking models to guide the public 
sector in this endeavor. Various state, regional, and 
local programs exist across the country, but they fail 
to provide the broad-based consensus that allows 
for national best-practice models to be established. 
The lack of literature in this area illustrates a clear 
need for additional research and development in the 
area of local government sustainability measurement 

and reporting tools. This is in stark contrast to the 
more rapid development of such resources in use 
within the private sector.

The most promising planning and benchmarking tool 
for local government sustainability is one developed 
by ICLEI – Local Governments for Sustainability 
(formally known as the International Council for 
Local Environmental Initiatives). The program is 
called the STAR Community Rating System (STAR). 
This program initiative was started by ICLEI in 
collaboration with the U.S. Green Building Council 
(USGBC), National League of Cities (NLC), and the 
Center for American Progress (CAP) and involved 
160 volunteers representing 130 organizations, 
including 50 cities and 10 counties, state and 
federal agencies, non-profit organizations, national 
associations, universities, utilities, and private 
corporations” (ICLEI, 2010). While there remains a 
lack of concurrence and adoption of a standardized 
measuring and reporting tool, there are a variety 
of models that have been proposed as a means 
of promoting a more robust understanding of 
sustainability and encouraging appropriate action 
among public sector organizations. Six models (or 
paradigms) are revealed by the literature which are 
(1) Sustainable Places – Beatley and Manning (1997) 
placed sustainability squarely in the realm of planning 
the physical places of regions, cities, and towns; (2) 
The Planner’s Triangle – Campbell (1996) illustrated 
the conflicts experienced among participants and 
priorities when engaging in that planning process; (3) 
The Sustainability/Livability Prism – Godschalk (2004) 
extended Campbell’s illustration to more strongly 
connect it to urban places by introducing livability into 
the model; (4) Environmentally Sustainable Economic 
Development – Bithas and Christofakis (2006) 
suggested an ecosystem model in which beneficial 
outcomes, such as economic breakthroughs and 
innovative social/cultural dynamics, receive greater 
consideration; (5) An Assessment of Sustainability 
– McGranahan and Satterthwaite (2003) defined 
multiple goals for judging sustainability in urban 
areas; and (6) Just Sustainability Paradigm. Agyeman 
(2008) called for a new paradigm to merge the 
modern movements of environmental stewardship 
and environmental justice. These reporting and 
performance measurement frameworks are the 
result of mimetic isomorphism. Sometimes private 
sector frameworks are translated and applied to 
public sector and vice versa.  
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Sustainable Cities
Urbanization becomes a serious development agenda 
for most of the developing nation. The first major 
research effort to observe the application of the 
sustainable cities movement was conducted by Berke 
and Conroy (2000). From the 10 plans studied that 
contained the values of sustainability as an organizing 
principle and the 20 high-quality plans that did not, 
they found “the concept had no effect on how well 
plans actually promoted sustainability principles”. The 
second finding was that the selected plans did not take 
a balanced, holistic approach to guiding development 
and moving toward sustainability…they focused 
narrowly on creating livable built environments. The 
significant research studies of urban sustainability 
that followed were similar in approach and objective. 
They were conducted by Portney (2003), Portney 
& Berry (2010), Jepson (2004a, 2007), and Conroy 
(2006). Portney focused on small set of large cities 
with identifiable sustainable development programs. 
Jepson’s (2004a) research included a much wider 
sample of cities from across the U.S. Conroy (2006) 
focused on smaller towns in Indiana, Kentucky, and 
Ohio. They each used a different set of indicators 
to draw conclusions about the status of urban 
sustainability. In 2001, Jepson (2004b) utilized a list of 
39 techniques and tools that can contribute to the 
achievement of sustainable development at the local 
level. He found that sustainable development had 
been adopted through a wide range of policies and 
techniques in cities of varying sizes and in all parts 
of the country. In 2005, Jepson (2007) conducted a 
follow-up survey in the five cities with the highest 
scores and the six cities with the lowest scores from 
his 2001 research. Jepson was seeking to gain from 
the survey “not just demographic characteristics, but 
also specific community conditions, capacities, and 
opinions and attitudes”. Jepson concluded that “the 
adoption of sustainable development policies among 
communities remains essentially inexplicable… 
[however] as the general public becomes more 
educated and the use of indicators becomes more 
sophisticated and widespread, interest in sustainable 
development will grow”.

Sustainability Reporting and 
Public Sector Organizations
In the formative book, The Ecology of Place: Planning 
for Environment, Economy, and Community, Beatley 

and Manning (1997) called for a new vision for 
America that “recognizes that questions of ecological 
sustainability are fundamentally and inextricably tied 
to patterns of human settlement – to metropolitan 
regions, cities, towns, and villages”. According to The 
World Factbook (CIA, 2010), there are more people 
living in urban settings than in rural settings worldwide 
and in the U.S. Roseland et al. (1998) stated that “cities 
provide enormous, untapped opportunities to solve 
environmental challenges and local governments 
must and can pioneer new approaches to sustainable 
development and urban management. Beatley and 
Manning (1997) also stated that developments in 
cities and urban areas have tremendous ecological 
impacts, and the seriousness of the environmental 
crisis to which they contribute suggests the need for 
a fundamentally new governance and management 
approach – one that acknowledges and implements 
a new ecological paradigm”. This paragraph clearly 
displays the negative side of urbanization where all 
the developing countries are getting suffered. The 
unplanned and unwise urbanization attempts may 
cause serious damage to ecological balance where 
sustainability reporting can ensure transparency 
and accountability to respective communities. 
Isomorphic interpretation should be established 
by bringing best practice examples from developed 
country in a mimetic fashion.

Bangladeshi public sector organizations are facing an 
ever-growing demand from different stakeholders to 
be more transparent and accountable about their 
economic, environmental and social performance. 
Public sector organizations are reporting information 
in line with their micro level perspectives which 
is not consistent and comparable. There should 
be a collective attempt to develop a sustainability 
framework on part of public sectors organizations in 
Bangladesh so that such reporting can be mandated 
and regulated. In economic activities, public sector 
organizations plays critical role. It is observed that 
public sector captures some sensitive and critical 
areas which may cause environmental and ecological 
damage. Thus, there is a normative pressure exerted 
on public sector to operate in a sustainable manner 
in the long run. 

Sustainability reporting can play a crucial role for 
Bangladeshi public sector agencies in enabling 
transparency and accountability, while streamlining 
reporting processes. It is not about adding more 
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information for public reporting; it’s about making 
the connections and encouraging holistic thinking. 
It will bring overall isomorphism across both public 
and private sector which is very important.

Sustainability reporting can add value and quality 
to management information in the public sector, 
ensuring that pivotal performance information is 
disclosed. Sustainability measurement and reporting 
can play an important role in that ‘what gets 
measured gets done’. The existence of sustainability 
metrics can assist in making sustainability issues an 
integral part of decision-making processes within 
the public sector. Sustainability reporting can also 
assist organizations in a variety of existing reporting 
and management tasks, such as strategic planning, 
operational efficiency, customer service, stakeholder 
management, labor relations, workforce management 
and environmental management.

There is potential to align much of the public 
reporting with GRI’s disclosure items. GRI’s 
Sustainability Reporting Framework can also help 
organizations understand the linkages between 
operational impacts, government policies or 
strategies, and outcomes. Generally, public sector 
reporting that relates to sustainability disclosure can 
be classified into three distinct categories:

• reports such as annual reports that cover the 
overall performance of an entity

• reports of policy or strategies, such as an 
environment plan or sustainability strategy

• reports that present the conditions of a 
geographical area (country, state, region, city or 
local government area) 

As a sustainability report seeks to describe the impacts 
of an organization and its activities, the first category 
has most application to sustainability reporting and 
the other two categories can provide some relevant 
information. However, public sector in Bangladesh 
needs to begin the practices of sustainability 
reporting, otherwise, all the development initiatives 
may bring immediate benefits at the cost of long 
term sustainability. As the country is undergoing 
development activities from every possible respect, 
it is important to confirm that the initiatives have 
pass through proper scrutiny on environmental, 
ecological and social aspects of sustainability. It may 
be established through coercive isomorphism if all 
the independent market watchdogs and activists 
play their respective roles to raise the voice and 

demands. The sustainability journey is initiated by the 
users not the reporting entity; however, it becomes 
a serious agenda for discussion and adoption by the 
public sectors organizations of Bangladesh. 

Conclusion  
Companies, and especially multinational corporations, 
are increasingly adopting sustainability reporting 
practices (Cooper & Owen, 2007). Sustainability 
reporting for public sector organizations of 
Bangladesh becomes a priority agenda for discussion 
and adoption. Bangladesh has incorporated 
priorities of SDGs in all her development policies. 
The Government has adopted an inclusive approach 
to development so that the poorest and the most 
vulnerable section of the society can be integrated 
into its national development efforts. As the country 
moves ahead, challenges in several areas, including 
in resource mobilization and data management, will 
have to be addressed. It is a serious concern that 
the development projects may be selected hurriedly 
bypassing the feasibility of the project on long term 
sustainability. We want development in a sustainable 
manner, not at the cost of the environmental and 
ecological balances. An increasing number of 
researchers have sought to investigate the motives 
and drivers which lead organizations to initiate and 
undertake social and environmental reporting (SER) 
(Adams et al., 1995; 1998; Young and Marais, 2012) 
and different theoretical strands have been used to 
examine various aspects. This shows the importance 
and acceptability of such reporting.  

several innovative studies recently made (Larrinaga-
Gonzàlez, 2007; Bebbington et al., 2009) have adopted 
the institutional (Di Maggio and Powell, 1983; Scott, 
1987; 1995) and neo-institutional theories (Di 
Maggio & Powell, 1991; Powell, 1991) as a theoretical 
framework to explain the standardization or at 
least the procedures of sustainability reporting and 
to understand the drivers of institutional change. 
Different isomorphic interpretations have also 
been presented in this study to show the impact 
of institutionalization in reporting landscape. 
Isomorphism is important for standardization 
which is not a fashion but required for legitimizing 
the practice in a macro level. Private sector of the 
country has already begun, now it is the time for 
public sector to start with. 

Theorizing sustainability reporting from institutional 
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perspective carries additional meaning. Institutions 
become an integral part of society and the practices 
of these institutions build a particular structure which 
ultimately brings isomorphism. There is no chance 
to adopt practices out of fashion like some private 
sector organizations. Public sector organizations 
should adopt it out of legitimacy, they will act to 
develop a norm in the society, and they will preserve 
the environment through their sensible operations 
and motivate private sectors to act accordingly. Few 
public sector organizations report for sustainability 
in their annual accounts and it digitized form through 
the websites. These are standalone which needs to 
come under a common policy so that the users 
come to know the sustainability policy of the units 
in a transparent and accountable manner. This study 
concludes that the size and quality of reporting for 
sustainability by the public sector organizations 
are minimal. A regulatory intervention is needed 
immediately to bring standardization in the reporting 
process. It will not only ensure the reporting 
part of the organizations but also encourage the 
organizations to work in sustainable manner.   
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