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Abstract: Compared with Western developed countries, corporate social responsibility (CSR) imple-
mentation in China started relatively late, but so far, its development has been going on for more
than ten years. Therefore, the development process of CSR reporting as a vital tool to reflect the
CSR related information of Chinese listed companies is worth studying. It has been asserted in
a large amount of literature that the government of a country has an important influence on the
development of CSR reporting. Thus, in this paper, we aim to study the trends in CSR reporting
practices of Chinese listed companies through statistical analysis methods and then consider the
role of the government in it. The results show that the number of CSR reports issued by Chinese
listed companies has increased year by year; notably, the number of voluntary CSR disclosure and
environmental information disclosure has increased significantly. However, the overall disclosure
rate of CSR reports is low and shows no upward trend, the published CSR reports lack third-party
certification, and the information disclosure level of most CSR reports is concentrated at a relatively
low level. The findings provide some useful references for the future development of Chinese CSR
related laws, regulations, and guidelines.

Keywords: CSR report; Chinese listed companies; environmental information; government role;
voluntary disclosure; regulations

1. Introduction

As the concept and practice of corporate social responsibility (CSR) have attracted
more and more attention [1,2], CSR reporting as the tool of communicating CSR information
has naturally become one of the foci of academics [3–8]. Many Western developed countries
have required their companies to release CSR-related information since 2000. For example,
all listed companies in France must disclose information about social and environmental
conditions in their annual reports since 2001 [9]. Danish companies are required to report
their sustainability performance as of 2001 [10]. Compared with developed countries,
it is relatively late for China to require companies to compulsorily disclose CSR-related
information. The earliest requirement for mandatory disclosure of CSR reports was issued
in 2008. So far, CSR reporting in China has also experienced more than ten years of
development; thus, the evolution of these practices is a topic worthy of study. In addition,
the government of a country has played an important role in the development of CSR
reporting [11–13]. Therefore, the aim of this paper is to analyze the trends in CSR reporting
of Chinese listed companies as well as indicating the government’s role in development of
CSR reporting practices in China.

With this study, we make three contributions to the literature. First, in this study,
we provide a comprehensive analysis of the trends in CSR reporting of Chinese listed
companies. The analysis coverage comprises all Chinese listed companies and the most
recent 12 years since China’s first mandatory CSR reporting requirement emerged. Second,
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in this study, we summarize China’s CSR-related laws, regulations, and guidelines from
2006 to 2018 in chronological order, which is beneficial to the English-speaking academia to
update their understanding of China’s CSR reporting requirements and guidelines. Third,
we explore the role of the government in the development of CSR reporting of Chinese
listed companies by comparing the law, regulation, and guidelines on CSR issues in China
with the trend of CSR reporting. Our findings provide the Chinese government with insight
into CSR reporting and indicate the need to further strengthen the supervision of CSR
disclosures.

Reporting of CSR can generally be seen as the practice of an organization to pro-
vide its stakeholders with information about its economic, environmental, and social
aspects [14–16]. Due to differences in the understanding of CSR and the focus of the report,
many terms are often used simultaneously in the literature and business practices: CSR
report, sustainability report, corporate citizenship report, and nonfinancial reports. In this
paper, these terms are treated interchangeably. The rest of the paper is structured as follows.
In the next section, we provide an overview of CSR reporting in China, with a particular
emphasis on CSR-related laws, regulations, and guidelines. This is followed by a section
dedicated to methodology used in the research process. We then present the research
findings concerning the number, type of CSR disclosures, its verification, and degree of
disclosure, taking environmental information disclosure into account. The paper ends with
a discussion section and conclusions including limitations as well as recommendations for
further research.

2. Literature Review

In the past few decades, many scholars and institutions around the world have
paid attention to CSR reporting. Klynveld Peat Marwick Goerdeler (KPMG) studies the
development trend of sustainability reports from a global perspective and published the
first edition of the KPMG Survey of Sustainability Reporting in 1993. The latest edition
of the KPMG Survey of Sustainability Reporting 2020 [17] takes as a sample the top
100 companies by revenue in each of 52 countries (N 100) and the 250 largest companies
in the world defined in the Fortune 500 ranking in 2019 (G 250). Its results show that
80 percent of N100 companies worldwide now report on sustainability; North America
has the highest sustainability reporting rate (90%); approximately two-thirds (65%) of
companies reporting globally have set targets to reduce carbon emissions; more than two-
thirds (69%) of reporting companies have linked their business activities with the United
Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), and so on. Ali, Frynas, and Mahmood
found that CSR reports in developing and developed countries are driven by different
determinants based on a recent analysis of CSR literature [18]. Bondi and Yu conducted a
cross-cultural analysis of Chinese, Italian, and American CSR reports [19]. Some scholars
prefer to study CSR reports of specific industries on a global scale, such as the airline
industry [20], the fashion industry [21], and the automotive industry [22].

Many scholars and institutions have conducted specific research on CSR reporting
in China from different perspectives. These studies are mainly divided into two cate-
gories. The first kind of research focuses on the relationship between CSR reporting and
company characteristics, such as the relationship between ESG reporting or CSR practice
and financial performance [23,24], the association between voluntary CSR reporting and
financial statement auditing [25], the heterogeneous links between board gender diversity
and corporate social performance [26], the effect of the internal side of social responsibility
on the firm competitive success [27], how the assurance of sustainability reports affect
stock market price [28], etc. The second kind of research focuses on CSR reporting, e.g., the
analysis on the content of China’s sustainability report [29], a summary of the requirements
of the CSR reporting in China [12], and identifying whether the CSR reports are symbolic or
substantive [30], exploring of the main drivers of CSR and CSR reporting of large Chinese
listed companies [31], comparing of the form and content of CSR reports between Chinese
multinational corporations and their Western counterparts [32], evaluating the quality
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of CSR reports through a comparative analysis of Chinese state-owned and private real
estate companies [33], and so on. In the second study, an interesting phenomenon can
be found, that is, the figure of government can be seen frequently. For example, how the
risk of governmental monitoring affects the extent to which CSR reports are symbolic or
substantive [30], whether institutional pressure is a key driving factor in shaping CSR
and its reporting [31], how companies respond to CSR reports in the face of conflicting
requirements from the central government and local governments [34], how the Chinese
government prioritized sustainable development issues [35], and many more. This phe-
nomenon confirms the conclusion that the government of a country has indeed played
an essential role in the development of CSR reporting [11–13]. In summary, the existing
papers on CSR reporting are either based on the overall situation but earlier in time [12,29]
or based on a relatively short time [23,30,34] or a specific subject or industry [31–33]. The
aim of this study is to fill this gap of exploring the overall trend of CSR reporting of Chinese
listed companies from 2008, when the first mandatory requirement for CSR reporting
emerged in China, to the present.

2.1. Overview of CSR Laws, Regulations, and Guidelines in China

If a country’s market cannot provide companies with sufficient incentives to voluntar-
ily report their social and environmental impacts, the local government can legally require
reporting through the company law, stock listing regulations or mandatory disclosure
laws [12]. Table 1 pools China’s laws, regulations, and guidelines related to CSR from 2006
to 2018 in chronological order.

Table 1. Summary of key mandatory and voluntary law, regulation, and guidelines on CSR issues in China.

Year Name Issuer Content Description M/V 1

2006
Company Law of the
People’s Republic of

China [36]
Chinese government

Article 5—requires companies to comply with
social morality and bear social responsibilities
Article 17—requires companies to protect the

lawful rights and interests of its employees

M

2006

Shenzhen Stock
Exchange Social
Responsibility

Instructions to Listed
Companies [37]

Shenzhen Stock
Exchange

(SZSE)

Encourage listed companies to establish social
responsibility mechanism and prepare social

responsibility reports on a regular basis
V

2008

Guidelines for
Environmental

Information Disclosure
of Companies Listed on

the Shanghai Stock
Exchange [38]

Shanghai Stock
Exchange (SSE)

Require companies to disclose environmental
information and CSR strategy in format either

part of CSR report or separate report
(For companies that value social responsibility
and can actively disclose social responsibility

reports, the Exchange will give priority to their
selection in the corporate governance section of

the SSE and simplify the review of their
temporary announcements accordingly)

M

2008

Notification on the
Issuance of the

Guideline on Fulfilling
Social Responsibility by
Central Enterprises [39]

The State-owned
Assets Supervision and

Administration
Commission of the

State Council

Require companies to establish CSR fulfillment
mechanisms and CSR information reporting
systems for central state-owned enterprises

M

2008

Notice for better
preparing the 2008
Annual Reports of

Listed Companies [40]

SSE

Companies belonging to any of these three types
must prepare CSR report: listed on the SSE

Corporate Governance Section; issue foreign
capital stocks listed abroad; listed companies in

financial sectors.

M
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Table 1. Cont.

Year Name Issuer Content Description M/V 1

2008

Notice for better
preparing the 2008
Annual Reports of

Listed Companies [41]

SZSE

The companies belonging to SZSE 100 index
constituent stocks should prepare CSR report

along with annual report; encourage other listed
companies voluntarily disclose CSR report.

(later, the main board and Small and Medium
Enterprise (SME) Board in 2015 and Growth

Enterprises Market (GEM) Board in 2016
incorporated this notice into the “Information

Disclosure Business Memorandum” for the
disclosure of related matters in regular reports)

M and V

2009
China CSR Reporting

Guidelines
(CASS-CSR1.0) [42]

The CSR Research
Center of the Chinese

Academy of Social
Sciences (CASS))

Provide instructions and performance indicators
to guide different industries to report CSR issues

in China.
(In 2017, the fourth edition of the guidelines

CASS-CSR 4.0 [43] was released)

V

2015 Environmental
Protection Law [44]

Chinese government—
Standing Committee of
the National People’s

Congress

Article 55—requires organizations that discharge
key pollutants should truthfully disclose the

following information to the public: the name of
the main pollutant; the method of discharge; the
concentration and total amount of discharge, the
situation of excessive discharge, the construction
and operation of pollution prevention facilities

M

2016

The Standards
Concerning the

Contents and Formats
of Information
Disclosure by

Companies Offering
Securities to the Public

No.2—Contents and
Formats of Annual

Reports [45]

China Securities
Regulatory

Commission

Require companies and their subsidiaries that are
key pollutant discharge organizations announced
by the environmental protection department to

disclose relevant environmental information.
(In the 2017 revision, require companies other
than key pollutant discharge organizations to

disclose their environmental information
according to the requirements. If they do not
disclose, explain the reasons appropriately;

encourage companies to voluntarily disclose
relevant information that is conducive to

protecting the ecology, preventing pollution, and
fulfilling environmental responsibilities)

M and V

2016
Guidelines for

Establishing the Green
Financial System [46]

The People’s Bank of
China, The Ministry of

Finance, National
Development and

Reform Commission,
The Ministry of

Environment
Protection, China

Banking Regulatory
Commission,

China Securities
Regulatory

Commission, China
Insurance Regulatory

Commission

Vigorously develop green lending, e.g., establish
a policy framework to support green lending,

and promote securitization of green loans, etc.;
enhance the role of the Securities Market in
supporting green investment, e.g., actively

support the qualified green enterprises to obtain
financing via initial public offerings and

secondary offerings, and gradually establish and
improve the mandatory environmental
information disclosure system for listed

enterprises and bond issuers, etc.
Since 2017, listed companies listed on the list of

key emission companies by the Ministry of
Environmental Protection have mandatory

disclosure of environmental information; in 2018,
if companies do not disclose environmental

information, they must explain why; by 2020, all
listed companies are required to compulsorily

disclose environmental information.

M
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Table 1. Cont.

Year Name Issuer Content Description M/V 1

2017

Provisions on the
Management of the List

of Organizations
Discharging Key
Pollutants [47]

Ministry of Ecology
and Environment

According to environmental factors such as water,
atmosphere, soil, sound, etc., implement

classified management on the list of
organizations discharging key pollutants.

(The local government determines the list of
organizations discharging key pollutants in the

administrative region)

M

2018
Code of Corporate

Governance for Listed
Companies [48]

China Securities
Regulatory

Commission

Article 86—A listed company should actively
implement the concept of green development,

integrate ecological and environmental protection
requirements into the development strategy and

corporate governance process, actively
participate in the construction of ecological
civilization, and play an exemplary role in

pollution prevention, resource conservation, and
ecological protection.

V

Note: 1. M represents mandatory disclosure and V represents voluntary disclosure. Source: based on [12].

2.2. Characteristics of CSR Laws, Regulations and Guidelines in China

According to the contents of Table 1, we further analyzed and identified two charac-
teristics of these CSR-related laws, regulations and guidelines during the evolution process:
(a) coexistence of voluntary and mandatory disclosure requirements for CSR reports, and
(b) emphasis on environmental information disclosure.

2.2.1. Coexistence of Voluntary and Mandatory Disclosure Requirements for CSR Reports

The Shenzhen Stock Exchange (SZSE) was the earliest to encourage its listed compa-
nies to voluntarily publish CSR reports. The SZSE Social Responsibility Instructions to
Listed Companies were released in September 2006 with the aim of encouraging listed
companies to publish CSR reports along with their annual reports. The mandatory dis-
closure requirements for CSR reports emerged in 2008. According to article 11 of Notice
for Better Preparing 2008 Annual Reports, the companies listed in the Shenzhen 100 Index
should disclose CSR reports and, at the same time, small and medium listed enterprises
are encouraged to issue CSR reports. In 2008, Shanghai Stock Exchange (SSE) also issued
a Notice for Better Preparing 2008 Annual Reports of Listed Companies, requiring three
types of companies to disclose the CSR reports at the same time as their annual reports
and encourage other companies to do the same. The three types of mandatory disclosure
companies are ones listed on the SSE Corporate Governance Section, issuing foreign capital
stocks listed abroad, and listed companies in financial sectors. In addition, the State-owned
Assets Supervision and Administration Commission of the State Council published a
Notification on the Issuance of the Guideline on Fulfilling Social Responsibility by Central
Enterprises in the same year. The central state-owned enterprises are required to establish
a CSR fulfillment mechanisms and CSR information reporting systems. Thus, since 2008,
the requirement for mandatory and voluntary disclosure of CSR report have coexisted
in China.

2.2.2. Emphasis on Environmental Information Disclosure

To address increasing environmental problems, the SSE released Guidelines for Envi-
ronmental Information Disclosure of Companies Listed on the SSE in 2008. For the first
time, clear requirements were put forward for listed companies in terms of environmental
information disclosure, especially for companies engaged in industries that have a greater
impact on the environment, such as thermal power generation, steel, cement, electrolytic
aluminum, and mineral mining as well as listed companies included in the list of severely
polluting companies of the environmental protection department. In 2015, Environmental
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Protection Law was promulgated by the Chinese government. It is in the form of law to
enhance the obligation of companies to disclose environmental information. One year later,
the China Securities Regulatory Commission released the revised Standards Concerning
the Contents and Formats of Information Disclosure by Companies Offering Securities to
the Public No. 2—Contents and Formats of Annual Reports. It emphasized the content of
environmental information that should be disclosed in the annual report and stimulated
companies to voluntarily disclose relevant information that is conducive to protecting
ecosystems, preventing pollution, and fulfilling environmental responsibilities. In the same
year, Guidelines for Establishing the Green Financial System was issued. Green finance
refers to provide preferential and priority financial services for the investment, financing,
operations, risk management of projects in the fields of environmental protection, energy
conservation, clean energy, green transportation, and green buildings. It shows that China’s
policy on CSR issues has entered the incentive stage [49], which is to provide attractive
financial support to the companies engaging in and disclosing the green projects. In the
next year, Provisions on the Management of the List of Organizations Discharging Key
Pollutants were issued by the Ministry of Ecology and Environment. These regulations
implement classified management on the list of organizations that discharge key pollutants
based on environmental factors such as water, atmosphere, soil, sound, etc. In 2018, the
Code of Corporate Governance for Listed Companies was revised and required listed
companies to actively implement the concept of green development, integrate ecological
and environmental protection requirements into the development strategy and corporate
governance process, actively participate in the construction of ecological civilization, and
play an exemplary role in pollution prevention, resource conservation, and ecological
protection. From the evolution of these laws, regulations, and guidelines related to environ-
mental information disclosure, it can be seen that the Chinese government and regulatory
agencies pay more and more attention to the disclosure of the environmental aspect of CSR.

3. Methodology of Research
3.1. Research Process and Method Used

In order to achieve the research purpose of this paper, three stages are carried out.
First, we screen the laws, regulations, and guidelines related to CSR reporting and list their
evolution in chronological order. Next, the statistical analysis, including trend analysis
and cross-section analysis, is adopted to research the trends in CSR reporting of Chinese
listed companies. Finally, the strength and weakness of CSR reporting of Chinese listed
companies are summarized based on the analysis in the previous stage, and through a
comparative analysis of the laws, regulations, and guidelines related to CSR, the role of the
Chinese government in the CSR reporting trends is indicated.

3.2. Sample of Research and Source of Data

This research takes as a sample the CSR reports disclosed by A-share (these stocks
are subscribed and traded in renminbi, which distinguishes from B-share subscribed and
traded in foreign currencies) companies listed on mainland China (hereinafter referred to as
Chinese listed companies) from 2008 to 2019. All data come from the China Security Market
and Accounting Research (CSMAR) database [50] and the evaluation reports published
by Rankins CSR Ratings (RKS) agency [51]. CSMAR and RKS have different emphasis on
the collection of CSR report information, but they have some common points in the basic
information of CSR report. In this paper, these two data sources must sometimes be used
at the same time for several objective reasons. The first reason is the accuracy of the data.
As one of the earliest professional CSR rating agencies in China, RKS began to evaluate
all CSR reports disclosed by Chinese listed companies in 2008, whereas CSMAR started
collecting information related to CSR reports relatively late and its early CSR data were
collected retrospectively. Thus, in terms of the accuracy of the early data, RKS is better than
CSMAR. The second reason is the availability of data. Because, since 2018, the RKS has
shifted to assessing the environmental, social, and governance (ESG) aspects of Chinese
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listed companies included in the China Securities Index 800 (CSI 800), the object, content,
and standards of the assessment have undergone great changes. In order to maintain the
comparability of the relevant data of the CSR reporting of Chinese listed companies, the
data from RKS are as of 2017, which were released in 2018. To sum up, so as to use as
accurate and available data as possible to research the historical overview of CSR reporting
of Chinese listed companies, both RKS and CSMAR data are used when necessary, that is,
part of the data available from RKS from 2008 to 2017, and the rest comes from CSMAR.

4. Results
4.1. Overall Analysis of CSR Reporting of Chinese Listed Companies

The results of analysis allow us to observe that in the past 12 years, the number of CSR
reports issued by Chinese listed companies has shown an increasing trend (see Figure 1).
However, as the total number of Chinese listed companies has increased year by year,
except for 2008, the disclosure rate of CSR reports (as shown by the orange line in Figure 1,
which is equal to the number of CSR reports issued by Chinese listed companies each year
divided by the total number of Chinese listed companies that year) every year has basically
remained between 24% and 28%. The result indicates that CSR reporting of Chinese listed
companies is still at a low level.
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Figure 1. Number and disclosure rate of CSR reports published by Chinese listed companies. Source: Data for 2008–2017
RKS database, data for 2018 and 2019 CSMAR database.

Aside from the knowledge of the overall trend in CSR reporting of Chinese listed
companies, it was interesting to determine the portion of the published reports that resulted
from introducing mandatory CSR reporting regulations in China. The results of analysis
revealed that the number of voluntarily disclosed CSR reports in 2010 was only 145,
which is less than half of the number of the CSR reports that were mandatorily disclosed.
However, the number of voluntarily disclosed CSR reports in 2017 exceeded the number of
mandatorily disclosed CSR reports for the first time, and this trend continued in 2018 and
2019 (see Figure 2). The results may indicate that more and more Chinese listed companies
are aware of the importance of CSR reports and are therefore willing to voluntarily disclose
CSR reports.
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The analysis of the distribution of CSR reports among industry sectors showed that
the industry that discloses the most CSR reports among Chinese listed companies in 2019
is the manufacturing industry (see Figure 3). The financial industry follows closely behind
with 93 CSR reports. The next four industries only have more than 50 CSR reports. In
the tenth-largest industry, only 25 CSR reports have been released. At the same time, it
can be seen that in terms of the total disclosure rate of CSR reports in each industry (as
shown by the grey line in Figure 3, which is equal to the total number of CSR reports
issued by each industry divided by the total number of Chinese listed companies in the
corresponding industry), the financial industry ranks first, reaching 85.32%, while the
information transmission, software, and information technology service industry ranks
last with only 19.13%. In addition, among disclosed CSR reports, the voluntary disclosure
rate of CSR reports (as shown by the orange line in Figure 3, which is equal to the number
of CSR reports voluntarily issued by each industry divided by the total number of CSR
reports in the corresponding industry) in the financial industry is the lowest, at 0%, while
in other industries, the rate remains within the range of 45–75%.

As external, third-party verification of the CSR report is a favorable guarantee of
its credibility, the crucial issue was to check the rate of externally verified CSR reports
of Chinese listed companies, which were published within the analyzed time span. The
findings showed that only 35 CSR reports published in 2017 were externally verified,
reaching a peak, and then gradually decreasing (see Figure 4).
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4.2. Disclosure Degree of CSR Report

Rankins CSR Ratings (RKS) is an authoritative third-party CSR rating agency in China
(not related to the Chinese government) dedicated to providing objective and scientific
CSR rating information for socially responsible investors (SRI), responsible consumers,
and the general public. It conducts professional work in three major areas: CSR report
ratings of Chinese listed companies, ESG sustainability ratings of Chinese listed companies,
and SRI services. RKS evaluates CSR reports of Chinese listed companies mainly on
the basis of information and data disclosed by Chinese listed companies as well as by
other authoritative websites. They will announce the evaluation results at the end of
each year. Chinese listed companies are evaluated for free, but if they want to know
detailed evaluation information, they need to pay. With reference to the Global Reporting
Initiative (GRI) G3 Guide, Sustainability Report Evaluation Guide and ISO 26000, RKS
independently developed a CSR report rating system for Chinese listed companies, which
includes four level-1 indicators: macrocosm (M), content (C), technical (T), and industry
(I). Among them, the level-2 subindicators of the macrocosm-level indicator M were
designed based on the overall information related to CSR, including strategy, governance,
and stakeholders, e.g., social responsibility goal setting and achievement information,
social responsibility management department information, stakeholder definition and
identification information, etc. The level-2 subindicators of the content-level indicator
C were designed based on the perspective of CSR-related content, including economic
performance, labor and human rights, the environment, fair operation, consumers, and
community engagement, and development. The level-2 subindicators of the technical-
level indicator T were designed from the perspective of CSR information expression and
transmission, such as content balance, credibility and transparency, and the availability and
effectiveness of information delivery, etc. This evaluation system rates CSR reports using
the expert grading method, and the total score is 100. For the setting of specific indicators,
scoring standards and weight distribution, see [52]. Therefore, the evaluation results of the
CSR report released by RKS reflect the degree of CSR information disclosure in the CSR
report of Chinese listed companies.

To analyze the level of disclosure of information in the CSR reports of Chinese listed
companies we divided the disclosure degree into four levels based on their evaluation
scores published by RKS (see Table 2).

Table 2. Classification of disclosure degree of CSR report of Chinese listed companies.

Disclosure Degree Evaluation Score

High 75–100
Average 50–75

Low 25–50
Very low 0–25

Beginning from 2009 to 2017, the number of CSR reports at all levels except the very
low level increased (see Figure 5). Secondly, the number of CSR reports with a high degree
of disclosure is always small, and CSR reports with an average degree of disclosure are not
the main body while most CSR reports are at a low disclosure level.
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Figure 5. Statistics on the disclosure degree of CSR reports of Chinese listed companies. Source:
RKS database.

4.3. Analysis of Environmental Information Disclosure

The impact of company business operation on the environment is one of three themes
of CSR. China’s economy has made great achievements, but environmental pollution has
become a serious problem that must be faced [53]. It not only affects the human settle-
ment environment but also restricts future economic development [54]. The Chinese listed
companies are the outstanding representatives of Chinese companies and the backbone
of China’s economy. Therefore, how much they attach importance to the environmental
impact of business activities reflect the development tone of the Chinese environmen-
tal issue. It is necessary to specifically analyze the trend of environmental information
disclosure by Chinese listed companies. Figure 6 shows the number of Chinese listed
companies that disclosed environmental information in their annual reports, CSR reports,
or environmental reports from 2014 to 2019. It can be seen that more and more companies
disclose their environmental information in their annual reports, and even a small number
of companies have issued environmental reports specifically. The total disclosure rate of
environmental information (the rate of the sum of the number of listed companies that
disclosed environmental information in any report divided by the total number of listed
companies that year), as shown by the yellow line in Figure 6, increased from 71.44% in
2015 to 94.91% in 2017, and remained at around 94% in the following two years. Such
a high rate of environmental information disclosure indicates that most Chinese listed
companies are passively or actively considering how their business activities affect the
environment, which is a positive signal to improve the environmental situation.
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5. Discussion and Conclusions

Through the analysis of the disclosure status of CSR reporting of Chinese listed
companies from 2008 to 2019, some strengths and weaknesses of CSR reporting of Chinese
listed companies can be seen.

5.1. The Strength of CSR Reporting of Chinese Listed Companies

First, the number of CSR reports disclosed by Chinese listed companies has increased
year by year. In particular, the number of voluntarily disclosed CSR reports has grown
rapidly, surpassing the number of mandatorily disclosed CSR reports for the first time
in 2017, and this trend was strengthened in the two years that followed. Based on the
specific conditions of the top ten industries that disclose the most CSR reports in 2019,
with the exception of the financial industry, in which most companies are listed on the
mandatory disclosure list, the voluntary disclosure rates of all other industries are higher
than their overall disclosure rates. This gratifying trend is influenced by the early policy
of encouraging voluntary disclosure, which prompted more companies to focus on CSR
and then disclose their CSR reports. To some extent, this confirms the definition of orga-
nizational legitimacy, that is, “a generalized perception that the actions of an entity are
desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values,
beliefs, and definitions” [55]. The organizational legitimacy approach offers a powerful
mechanism for understanding voluntary social and environmental disclosures made by
companies to address increasing political and social pressures [56]. However, it might be
affected by the guidelines on the establishment of the green financial system released in
2016, which stimulate companies to engage in green projects and disclose CSR reports by
providing a large number of preferential and convenient financial services.

Second, the environmental information disclosure rate has remained at a high level
since 2017. Some companies publish environmental reports specifically to introduce the
impact of their business activities on the environment. This phenomenon is closely related
to the Chinese government’s high level of attention to the environment. With the increasing
development of China’s economy, environmental pollution has become a serious problem.
Thus, seven ministries and commissions jointly issued Guidelines for Establishing the
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Green Financial System in July 2016, requiring listed companies included in the list of key
pollutant emission companies identified by the Ministry of Environmental Protection to
compulsorily disclose environmental information in 2017. If the company does not disclose
environmental information in 2018, it must explain why. By 2020, all listed companies
must compulsorily disclose environmental information. It is the government mandatory
requirement for environmental information disclosure that results in such a high rate of
environmental information disclosure. This result is consistent with the findings of other
authors [57,58], that is, CSR disclosure plays an important role in reducing legality threats
or narrowing the legality gap.

5.2. The Weakness of CSR Reporting of Chinese Listed Companies

However, it must be pointed out that there are still some shortcomings in CSR re-
porting of Chinese listed companies. First, despite the gradual increase in the number
of CSR reports of Chinese listed companies, their disclosure rate has always remained
within the range of 24–28% from 2009 to 2019, and no upward trend can be seen. Although
some Chinese listed companies disclose their CSR information in their annual reports,
this information is often not as comprehensive and specific as the information in a sep-
arate CSR report. Therefore, it can be inferred that there are still many Chinese listed
companies that have not or incompletely disclosed their CSR related information to the
public. The overall disclosure status of CSR reports is not ideal, and there is still much
room for improvement. In view of the conclusion of a large number of studies [13,59,60]
that the influence of government regulations and polices is an important institutional force
to promote CSR and CSR reporting, we suggest that the Chinese government needs to
(1) formulate corresponding laws and regulations to further enhance the awareness of
companies to perform and disclose CSR and (2) provide incentives such as administrative
approval authority, financing support, and tax incentives to attract companies to more
actively participate in CSR practices and disclose CSR information.

Second, among the disclosed CSR reports, the number and percentage of verified CSR
reports are low. The verification of the CSR report is a strong guarantee of its credibil-
ity [61,62]. According to the Federation of European Accountants, “CSR reporting without
the authentication of the veracity of the disclosed data is rightly deemed as worth little
more than advertising activities” [63]. Therefore, unverified CSR reports greatly reduce
their credibility. As a result, a large number of unverified CSR reports leads to the lower
overall credibility of CSR reports of Chinese listed companies. After sorting out regulations
related to CSR, it can be found that there are no clear requirements for the verification of
CSR reports. Therefore, in order to improve the credibility of CSR reports of Chinese listed
companies, the government needs to issue relevant regulations on “the independence of
the assurer, the content of the assurer’s report, and the nature of what is being assured” [64]
to ensure that the purpose of CSR report verification is better achieved, rather than as a
symbolic practice [64].

Third, the level of information disclosure of CSR reports of Chinese listed companies is
generally not high. According to the evaluation results released by RKS, despite more than
ten years of development, most of the CSR reports issued by Chinese listed companies still
focus on low-level disclosures, which is difficult to meet the needs of stakeholders for CSR
information [18]. From a policy perspective, it is partly due to the lack of relevant standards
to guide companies in preparing CR reports [65]. Therefore, if it is desired to improve
the disclosure level of CSR reports, in addition to relying on the company’s initiative, the
government needs to issue uniform requirements for content and degree of disclosure.

In this paper, we studied the trends in CSR reporting of Chinese listed companies
through statistical analysis and found that CSR reporting of Chinese listed companies
has made some positive progress with the encouragement or requirement of government
regulations after more than ten years of development. For example, the number of CSR
reports has continued to increase, especially the number of voluntarily disclosed reports,
and the rate of environmental information disclosure has increased to a high level. At
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the same time, CSR reporting of Chinese listed companies has some shortcomings that
need to be improved. For example, the overall disclosure rate of CSR reports is low and
shows no upward trend, the published CSR reports lack third-party certification, and the
information disclosure level of most CSR reports is concentrated at a relatively low level.
They are related to the lack or insufficiency of relevant government regulations. Their
improvement requires the government to make more related efforts. First, the government
should formulate corresponding laws and regulations to further strengthen companies’
awareness of fulfilling and disclosing CSR and provide incentive policies in taxation and
finance to attract more companies to actively engage in CSR and disclose CSR reports. The
second is to provide necessary guidance on the content and degree of CSR information
disclosures of companies of different sizes to help companies prepare high-quality CSR
reports. The third is to issue relevant regulations on content, scope, and providers of
verification of CSR reports to improve the credibility of CSR reports. This study has some
limitations. First, in the analysis of the content of CSR reports of Chinese listed companies,
we only conducted a special analysis on environmental information disclosure given its
importance to Chinese current and long-term development, but it is only one of the three
themes of the CSR report according to the triple bottom line. Acknowledging the fact that
the content of CSR reports is extensive and there is no uniform regulation, authors of future
research can specifically research the content of CSR reports of Chinese listed companies,
covering all aspects of CSR reports (economic, environmental, and social aspects), as well
as carrying out specific statistical analysis on the items contained in each aspect. Second, it
only evaluates the credibility of CSR reports of Chinese listed companies based on whether
it has been verified by a third-party organization. In fact, there are other methods to
assess the credibility of CSR reports, such as quality criteria for CSR report proposed
by GRI or World Business Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD). The single
evaluation method may reduce the accuracy of our judgement on the credibility of CSR
reports disclosed by Chinese listed companies. Future research could employ more than
one evaluation method to increase the objectivity of conclusions.
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