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Enhancing corporate transparency: How ESG disclosure on corporate 

websites reveals corporate visibility. 

 

This developmental paper seeks to examine how the complex interplay between the qualitative 

and quantitative dimensions of environmental, social and governance (ESG) information 

disclosures on corporate websites reveal corporate visibility to stakeholders. Increasingly, 

organizations are adopting digital platforms to disclose ESG information to diverse 

stakeholders. Whilst digital platforms empower organizations to control the quality and 

quantity of ESG information disclosure, there is limited empirical research on how such 

disclosures on digital platforms reveal corporate visibility to stakeholders. This paper seeks to 

establish a conceptual foundation for subsequent empirical research to be conducted through a 

content analysis of ESG disclosures on corporate websites. The study seeks to contribute to 

corporate transparency and accountability research by providing empirical measures of the 

qualitative and quantitative dimensions underlying ESG disclosures on corporate websites, and 

how the interplay between the qualitative and quantitative dimensions reveals corporate 

visibility to stakeholders.  

 

Track – 30: Sustainable and Responsible Business 

 

Word count (excluding tables and references) – 2,179. 
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Introduction 

The relationship between corporate transparency and accountability remains one of the most 

important subjects for scholars in organization and management research (Albu and 

Flyverbom, 2019; Bernstein, 2017). One school of thought believes that when firms 

demonstrate broader and deeper transparency by disclosing more information, it enables 

stakeholders to hold companies accountable more effectively for ethical business practices 

(e.g., Cucciniello, Porumbescu, and Grimmelikhuijsen, 2017; Schnackenberg and Tomlinson, 

2016; Whittington and Yakis-Douglas, 2020). However, other scholars argue that transparency 

based on information disclosure only succeeds in creating incomplete accountability because 

information disclosure in any form (e.g., quality or quantity) opens-up a demand for greater 

transparency in information disclosure (Hansen and Flyverbom, 2015; Hansen and Weiskopf, 

2019; Heimstädt, 2017; Ringel, 2019). Although both perspectives contribute to the 

understanding of corporate visibility management (Flyverbom, 2020), the search for 

accountability with information disclosure has become a double-edged sword, which neither 

appreciates nor encourages information disclosure.   

This study departs from the information “gap-hunting” approach between transparency and 

accountability and examines how the complex interplay between the quality and quantity of 

ESG information disclosure reveals corporate visibility. Corporate visibility explains the extent 

to which an organization’s behaviour can be observable to external stakeholders (Yu, Lo and 

Li, 2017). Corporate visibility plays an important role in minimizing information asymmetries 

between organizations and their stakeholders (Brammer and Millington, 2006; Dawkins, and 

Fraas, 2011). Research shows that ESG disclosure enables organizations to strengthen their 

visibility and achieve legitimacy among stakeholders (Chiu and Sharfman, 2011; McWilliams 

et al., 2006; Wu, Liang and Zhang, 2019).   
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In recent times, digital transformation has made digital platforms preferable for organizations 

to disclose ESG information because of organizational control of the quality and quantity of 

information visible to their stakeholders (Du and Vieira 2012; Flyverbom, 2019; Tagesson et 

al., 2009). However, critics argue that digital platforms enable organizations to create 

information blind spots, invisibility and to some extent, less transparency (Zyglidopoulos and 

Fleming 2011), or use more information to distract stakeholders from the issues that matter 

(Leonardi, Stohl and Stohl 2016). Yet, there is limited empirical research on how the 

relationship between the quality and quantity of ESG disclosure on digital platforms explains 

corporate visibility.  

This study examines how the complex interplay between the qualitative and quantitative 

dimensions of ESG disclosure on corporate websites reveals intra-organizational and inter-

organizational visibility. Whereas intra-organizational visibility explains how ESG 

information disclosure makes the organization noticeable to different stakeholders, inter-

organizational visibility explains how ESG information disclosure makes an organization 

more/less noticeable compared with other organizations, especially in the same sector. Intra-

organizational visibility is important to understand ESG transparency because ESG disclosure 

requires organizations to manage the coexistence of environmental and social concerns 

alongside economic, legal, and technological considerations, which often demands 

simultaneous attention in organizations (Christensen, Thyssen and Morsing, 2010). However, 

inter-organizational visibility is important for transparency because benchmarking of an 

organization’s ESG with other organizations can foster a competitive environment among 

businesses and serve as a motivation to enhance ESG transparency (Lee and Kohler, 2010).  

Yet existing research on intra-organizational information disclosure considers quality of the 

information based on disclosure, clarity and accuracy of the information and ignores inter-

organizational dimensions of the disclosure (Albu and Flyverbom 2019; Schnackenberg and 
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Tomlinson, 2016; Schnackenberg, Tomlinson and Coen 2021). Although this approach 

emphasizes qualitative dimensions, information redundancy may occur if the disclosure is 

perceived as unclear or inaccurate. This may lead to less transparency because of what 

stakeholders expect to hear rather than how much information organizations can disclose.  

However, research on inter-organizational information disclosure emphasize ranking of 

organizations based on quantification of information to enhance corporate transparency (Gray 

and Kang 2014; Hansen and Flyverbom 2015; Hansen 2015; 2023). Such quantification 

assumes that the same standards of information disclosure apply to all organizations equally. 

However, research shows that the average organization in high-impact sectors such as mining 

or oil and gas, may be expected to disclose greater quantity of ESG information compared with 

organizations in low impact sectors (Song, Wen, and Ferguson 2020). Thus, benchmarking of 

quantity of information disclosure across organizations must be anchored on the quality of ESG 

disclosure by specific organizations to make informed conclusions.  

By examining how the complex interplay between the qualitative and quantitative dimensions 

of ESG disclosure on corporate websites reveals corporate visibility, this research advances 

intra- and inter-organizational visibility as a paradigm shift to the understanding of the role of 

ESG information disclosure in corporate transparency. In particular, the study shows that rather 

than anchoring transparency only on the qualitative dimensions of an organization’s disclosure 

(e.g., Albu and Flyverbom 2019; Schnackenberg and Tomlinson, 2016; Schnackenberg et al., 

2021), transparency must be anchored on the inter-organizational benchmarking of those 

qualitative dimensions in the context of the disclosure to arrive at a more objective 

representation of an organization’s transparency. Conversely, rather than using only 

quantitative metrics to rank organizational transparency (Hansen and Flyverbom 2015; Hansen 

2015; 2023), those metrics must be anchored on the qualitative dimensions of an organization’s 

disclosure to reflect organization-specific transparency performance.     
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This study seeks to contribute by suggesting that although the quality of an organization’s ESG 

disclosure may be perceived as clear, and accurate, the information may be narrowed to what 

stakeholders expect to know from the organization, rather than how much information the 

organization can disclose. This leads to less transparency. Conversely, although an 

organization’s ESG disclosure may be perceived as unclear and inaccurate, the disclosure may 

offer broader and deeper quantity of information that opens avenues for companies to be held 

more accountable.  

Conceptual Foundations – Transparency and Information Assessment 

Extant research has identified quality and quantity of information disclosure as two main 

conditions required to achieve transparency as information verifiability and visibility (Albu 

and Flyverbom 2019). The former tends to view transparency from information relevance 

perspective through an open disclosure of information with clarity and accuracy 

(Schnackenberg and Tomlinson, 2016; Schnackenberg et al., 2021). From this perspective, 

organizations must select, curate, and deliver timely information to relevant stakeholders to 

reflect on the organizational realities through, for instance, CSR reporting (e.g., Dubbink, 

Graafland and Van Liedekere, 2008; Kim and Ferguson, 2014). Such disclosures may be 

required for regulatory compliance (García-Sánchez, Frías-Aceituno and Rodríguez-

Domínguez, 2013; Karaiskos et al., 2019) customer appeasement (Font et al., 2017), investor 

appeasement, or business certification (Kim and Lyon 2015). The qualitative approach to 

information disclosure has been criticized for lack of openness (Gray, 2006; Joensuu, Koskela 

and Onkila, 2015), or cherry-picking favourable information to blindfold stakeholders 

(Drucker and Gumpert, 2007; Lamming, Caldwell and Harrison, 2004). While these criticisms 

may be legitimate, they are mostly directed at organizations making the disclosure rather than 

at the external stakeholders to whom the disclosure is made. When stakeholders have defined 
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expectations, organizations may disclose information only to meet those expectations. 

Accordingly, accusing organizations of lack of openness may be too harsh until the information 

disclosure to diverse stakeholders has been examined in a context where the disclosure is 

universally available to all stakeholders.  

The latter condition tends to view information disclosure from a quantitative perspective in 

which qualitative information is quantified to arrive at rankings that enhance corporate 

transparency (Gray and Kang 2014; Hansen and Flyverbom 2015; Hansen 2015; 2023). From 

this perspective, corporate information disclosure for transparency is not necessarily defined 

by the organizational realities per se (Fernandez-Feijoo, Romero and Ruiz, 2014; Madsen, 

2009). Rather, it is defined by a commensuration approach that compares organizations 

according to common metrics (Déjean et al., 2004; Espeland and Stevens, 1998). Although this 

approach offers objective attributes of information disclosure to assess transparency, it assumes 

that such common metrics of information assessment apply to organizations equally. Thus, the 

quantitative approach alone obscures the qualitative dimensions underlying an organization’s 

disclosures. 

Scholars have called for the use of big data and algorithms on digital platforms because it may 

integrate qualitative and quantitative information and afford dynamic engagement with 

stakeholders instead of the quantitative rankings that remain fixed until the ranking agencies 

update them (Hansen and Flyverbom 2015). According to Hansen and Flyverbom (2015) 

algorithms empower stakeholders with limited information analytical skills to re-use digital 

information by adding new levels of data or (in)validating data across relevant sources. 

However, these algorithms remain rarely accessible to stakeholders and therefore makes it 

challenging to assess the appropriateness of the sources of qualitative information and 

quantitative metrics used to generate transparency.    
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Stakeholder theory, corporate visibility and ESG disclosure on corporate 

websites 

Stakeholder theory has become one of the key theories for organization consideration when 

taking any decision or action, which have implications for stakeholder interest (McWilliams 

and Siegel, 2001). According to the stakeholder theory, organizations must develop an 

understanding and response to relevant groups or individuals who can affect and be affected 

by the achievement of the organization’s objectives (Freeman 1984; Phillips, Freeman, and 

Wicks 2003). Contrary to the traditional pursuit of corporate profitability and shareholder value 

by organizations in the past (Friedman 1970; Jensen and Meckling 1976), stakeholder theory 

acknowledges the broader implications of organizational activities on stakeholders for which 

the organization is held morally liable (Greenwood 2007; Greenwood and van Buren 2010). 

Thus, stakeholder theory has become a dominant theory to explain organizational engagement 

with its stakeholders (O’Riordan and Fairbrass 2013).   

As an aspect of stakeholder engagement, research has shown that organizations engage in a 

trade-off between investing in ESG disclosure and media visibility to manage their visibility to 

stakeholders (Gonçalves and Gaio 2023). In disclosing ESG for corporate visibility to 

stakeholders, scholars emphasize the need for organizations to demonstrate consistency 

towards diverse internal and external stakeholders (Alshammari et al., 2020; Gardberg and 

Fombrun, 2006), while highlighting voluntary and mandatory ESG disclosures (Gardberg and 

Fombrun, 2006; Hassan 2018; Huang and Kung, 2010; Yu, et al., 2017).  

In recent times, the growing digital transformation has enabled stakeholders to observe 

organizations through quality and quantity of information visible on digital platforms 

(Flyverbom, 2019). As a result, organizations engage stakeholders through dialogue on social 

media platforms (Okazaki, et al., 2021; Okazaki et al., 2020) or build online hyperlink networks 
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with partner stakeholders across sectors to respond to and manage salient issues (Yang and Liu 

2018) in ways that facilitate social and partnership legitimacy (Yang, and Ji, 2019). 

Considering that information on social media and other third-party platforms are uncontrollable 

by the organizations, organizational visibility may be limited by consensus between the 

organization and its stakeholders (Illia et al., 2023). 

Organizations may resort to corporate websites to reveal their visibility as result of the 

controllability of the quality and quantity of information on the website (Siaw, Lie and Govind 

2022). Additionally, corporate websites are highly accessible and can provide rich and diverse 

content to address issues of interest to different stakeholders (Du, and Vieira, 2012). Further, 

the hypertextuality and multimodality features of webpages makes it easier for organizations 

to incorporate different ESG information on the same website (Malavasi, 2017). Unlike CSR 

or sustainability reports whose content are always restricted to a single year’s performance, 

corporate website ESG disclosure tends to take a broader view beyond a single year’s 

performance (Tagesson et al., 2009). In addition to stakeholder engagement, organizations may 

use ESG disclosure on corporate website as a signal to distinguish their ESG performance when 

it is profitable and external stakeholders can distinguish between good and bad ESG performers 

(Utgård, 2018). Accordingly, ESG disclosure on corporate website may reveal intra-

organizational visibility (to diverse stakeholders) and inter-organizational visibility (compared 

to other organizations).   

Despite the significant role ESG disclosure on corporate websites plays in understanding 

corporate visibility, there is limited research in this area. This developmental study seeks to 

conduct a content analysis of how the complex interplay between the qualitative and 

quantitative dimensions of ESG disclosure on corporate websites reveals corporate visibility, 

by answering the following research questions: 
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RQ1: What are the qualitative and quantitative dimensions underlying corporate ESG 

disclosures on corporate websites?  

RQ2: How do the qualitative and quantitative dimensions of ESG disclosure on corporate 

websites vary in relation to each other?    

RQ3: To what extent does the relationship between the qualitative and quantitative variables 

reveal intra-organizational and inter-organizational visibility?  

 

Next steps 

Empirical research through a content analysis of ESG disclosures on corporate websites will 

be conducted to answer the above questions for a journal publication.   
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