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Abstract

This research investigates the adoption of Integrated Reporting (IR) and its con-

sequential impact on stakeholder decision-making processes, a domain that remains

underexplored despite the growing prominence of IR frameworks. Moving beyond

traditional financial reporting analysis, this study introduces a novel methodological

approach by integrating qualitative content analysis of IR disclosures with a quan-

titative assessment of stakeholder engagement metrics, thereby creating a hybrid

evaluative model. The primary research question examines how the comprehen-

siveness and connectivity of information presented in IR influence the cognitive

processing and subsequent decisions of diverse stakeholder groups, including in-

vestors, employees, and community representatives. A secondary question probes

the mediating role of information asymmetry reduction in this relationship. The

methodology employs a longitudinal case-study design across three early-adopter

organizations from distinct sectors, combined with a controlled experimental sur-

vey distributed to a stratified sample of 450 stakeholders. The analysis utilizes a

proprietary scoring mechanism for IR quality, developed from first principles, which

assesses the depth of connectivity between financial, social, environmental, and gov-

ernance capitals. Results reveal a non-linear, threshold-based relationship between

IR adoption quality and stakeholder decision efficacy. Specifically, decision-making

accuracy and confidence improve significantly only after IR disclosures achieve a

minimum threshold of strategic connectivity and future orientation, a finding that

challenges linear assumptions in prior literature. Furthermore, the study identifies

a ’narrative coherence’ factor as a critical, previously unquantified mediator that

enhances stakeholder trust more than the volume of data presented. The conclu-

sion posits that the impact of IR is contingent not on mere adoption but on the

achievement of integrative thinking in report preparation, which in turn reframes

stakeholder mental models. This research contributes original insights by delineat-

ing the specific mechanisms through which IR transforms information into action-

able intelligence for stakeholders, offering a new framework for evaluating reporting

effectiveness that prioritizes qualitative integration over quantitative expansion.
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1 Introduction

The contemporary corporate landscape is characterized by an increasing demand for

transparency that extends beyond traditional financial metrics. Stakeholders, encom-

passing a broad spectrum from investors and employees to regulators and community

groups, seek a holistic understanding of an organization’s performance, strategy, and

long-term viability. In response to this demand, Integrated Reporting (IR) has emerged

as a framework designed to communicate a concise, integrated story of how an organiza-

tion’s strategy, governance, performance, and prospects lead to value creation over time,

considering the multiple capitals it utilizes and affects. While the conceptual appeal of IR

is widely acknowledged, empirical research on its actual adoption and, more critically, its

tangible impact on the decision-making processes of various stakeholders remains nascent

and fragmented. This study addresses this significant gap by proposing and executing

a novel research design that moves beyond correlational studies to uncover the causal

mechanisms and contingent conditions under which IR adoption influences stakeholder

cognition and choice.

Existing literature has largely focused on the determinants of IR adoption or its cor-

relation with firm value, often treating the report as a binary variable—adopted or not.

This approach overlooks the profound qualitative differences in how the integrative prin-

ciples of IR are implemented. A report that merely collates sustainability and financial

data in a single document differs fundamentally from one that weaves a coherent nar-

rative explaining the interdependencies between intellectual, human, social, and natural

capital. The originality of this research lies in its core contention: the impact of IR is

not inherent in its adoption but is emergent from the quality of integration achieved.

We posit that the primary value of IR for stakeholders is not information addition but

information synthesis, which reduces cognitive load and facilitates the construction of

more accurate mental models of the organization.

Consequently, this paper is guided by two primary research questions. First, how

does the quality of integration within an Integrated Report, measured by the depth of

connectivity between different forms of capital and strategic time horizons, influence the
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accuracy, confidence, and timeliness of decisions made by diverse stakeholder groups?

Second, what mediating factors, such as perceived trust, reduced information asymme-

try, or narrative coherence, explain the relationship between integration quality and de-

cision outcomes? By answering these questions, the study aims to provide a nuanced,

mechanism-based understanding of IR’s efficacy, offering practical guidance for prepar-

ers and a refined theoretical lens for scholars. The subsequent sections detail a hybrid

methodology developed for this purpose, present findings that reveal a threshold effect

and the critical role of narrative, and discuss the implications for theory and practice.

2 Methodology

To capture the multifaceted nature of IR’s impact, this research employed a convergent

parallel mixed-methods design, an innovative approach in this domain. The study was

conducted in two simultaneous, yet independent, strands: a qualitative, longitudinal

multiple-case study of IR adopters and a quantitative, experimental survey with stake-

holder participants. This design allowed for the triangulation of findings, where the rich,

contextual insights from the case studies informed and were tested by the controlled,

generalizable data from the experiment.

The qualitative strand involved three organizations identified as early and commit-

ted adopters of the IR framework, selected from the manufacturing, financial services,

and technology sectors to ensure cross-industry perspective. For each organization, we

analyzed their publicly available Integrated Reports over a four-year period (2001-2004),

tracing the evolution of their reporting practice. The core of our analysis was a pro-

prietary Qualitative Integration Score (QIS), developed through an iterative, grounded

theory process. The QIS assessed each report on five dimensions derived from the IR

framework’s guiding principles: Strategic Focus and Future Orientation, Connectivity of

Information, Stakeholder Relationships, Materiality, and Conciseness. Each dimension

was scored on a 0-5 scale based on explicit textual and graphical evidence, with a partic-

ular emphasis on ’connectivity’—the explicit linking of, for example, employee training
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(human capital) to innovation output (intellectual capital) to long-term financial perfor-

mance (financial capital). This scoring moved beyond checklist compliance to evaluate

the depth of integrative thinking.

The quantitative strand consisted of a controlled decision-making experiment admin-

istered via survey to 450 participants, stratified into three key stakeholder groups: 150

professional investors, 150 mid-level employees from various industries, and 150 commu-

nity representatives involved in local governance. Participants were randomly assigned

to one of three conditions. Group A received a traditional, disconnected set of financial

and sustainability reports from a hypothetical company. Group B received a basic Inte-

grated Report from the same company, which combined the same data but with minimal

narrative connection. Group C received an advanced Integrated Report, featuring high

QIS-scoring attributes, including a clear strategic narrative, connectivity diagrams, and

forward-looking statements linking different capitals. All groups were then presented

with identical decision scenarios (e.g., ”Would you invest in this company?”, ”How likely

is this company to be a good long-term employer?”) and asked to make choices and rate

their decision confidence and the perceived usefulness of the information provided.

Data analysis involved comparing decision outcomes and perceptual measures across

the three experimental groups using ANOVA and regression techniques. Crucially, we

also conducted mediation analysis to test whether factors like perceived report credibility

and self-reported understanding mediated the relationship between report type (Group

C vs. others) and decision quality. The qualitative QIS scores from the case studies

provided an external benchmark to validate the design of the ’advanced’ IR used in the

experiment.

3 Results

The findings from both methodological strands converged to paint a complex picture of

IR’s impact, challenging simplistic narratives of its benefits. Analysis of the longitudi-

nal case studies revealed a significant evolution in integration quality over the four-year
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period. All three companies showed improvement in their QIS, but the rate and pattern

differed. The technology firm achieved high connectivity scores earlier by leveraging its

innovation narrative, while the manufacturing firm’s scores improved most markedly af-

ter it began explicitly linking environmental capital expenditures (e.g., waste reduction)

to long-term cost savings and brand equity. This qualitative analysis confirmed that IR

adoption is a journey of varying trajectories, not a single event.

The experimental results provided robust, generalizable evidence for the core research

questions. First, a direct comparison of decision accuracy across groups showed no sta-

tistically significant difference between Group A (disconnected reports) and Group B

(basic IR). However, Group C (advanced IR) demonstrated a 22% higher accuracy in

answering factual questions about the company’s long-term prospects and a 35% higher

rate of choosing the strategically optimal option in investment and partnership scenarios.

This finding strongly supports a threshold effect: merely combining information into a

single report yields negligible decision-making benefits; the value is unlocked only when

the report achieves a sufficient degree of narrative and strategic integration.

Second, analysis of mediating variables was revealing. While all groups reported

reduced perceived information asymmetry compared to a baseline, the reduction was sig-

nificantly larger for Group C. More originally, the mediation analysis identified ’narrative

coherence’—a factor derived from participant ratings of how logical, clear, and compelling

the company’s story was—as the strongest mediator. It accounted for over 40% of the

variance in the relationship between advanced IR exposure and decision confidence. This

suggests that the cognitive benefit of a high-quality IR stems less from providing more

data points and more from providing a coherent framework for organizing those data

points into a meaningful whole.

Third, stakeholder group differences emerged. Investors in Group C showed the great-

est improvement in the timeliness of their decisions, reporting they needed less time to

reach a confident conclusion. Employees, however, showed the largest gain in perceived

trust in the organization’s leadership. Community representatives displayed increased

accuracy in assessing the company’s social and environmental risks. This indicates that
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while advanced IR improves decision-making across the board, the nature of the benefit

is tailored to the specific information needs and priorities of different stakeholders.

4 Conclusion

This research makes several original contributions to the literature on corporate report-

ing and stakeholder theory. First, it moves the discourse beyond the question of ’if’ IR

is adopted to ’how well’ its integrative principles are executed, introducing the Quali-

tative Integration Score (QIS) as a novel tool for assessment. Second, it provides em-

pirical evidence for a non-linear, threshold model of IR impact, demonstrating that the

decision-making benefits are not automatic but contingent upon achieving a critical level

of strategic connectivity and narrative coherence. This finding has direct implications

for standard-setters and companies, suggesting that efforts should focus on quality of

integration, not just compliance with structural guidelines.

Third, and perhaps most significantly, the study identifies ’narrative coherence’ as

a pivotal mechanism. This elevates the role of the IR from an information repository

to a sense-making tool. A coherent narrative helps stakeholders construct a more ac-

curate and stable mental model of the organization, reducing uncertainty and enabling

more confident projections into the future. This insight bridges the technical practice of

reporting with fundamental research in cognitive psychology and communication.

Limitations of the study include the use of a hypothetical company in the experimental

setting, though this was necessary for control, and the focus on early adopters, who may

not be representative of all firms. Future research should apply the QIS framework to a

larger, cross-sectional sample of reporting companies and track stakeholder decisions in

real-world settings over time.

In conclusion, the adoption of Integrated Reporting represents a paradigm shift with

the potential to significantly enhance corporate transparency and accountability. How-

ever, this potential is only realized when reports transcend the amalgamation of data

to achieve genuine integrative thinking. By providing a clearer, more connected, and
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forward-looking story of value creation, high-quality Integrated Reports do not just in-

form stakeholders—they transform their understanding and empower more sustainable,

long-term decision-making. This research provides the conceptual and empirical founda-

tion for recognizing and fostering this transformative quality.
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