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Abstract. Communication of social dimensions of the company plays a key role in the sustainable 

development of organizations. The aim of this empirical study is to analyze the extent to which 

German and American companies report on human capital indicators via their websites and the 

factors that can influence them. A content analysis of the annual sustainability reports of 60 

companies listed in the DAX 30 and in the Fortune 500 (top 30 companies) was conducted. Our 

findings show that Europe`s leading position in sustainability reporting is undeniable, and on the 

other hand, online disclosure on human capital in the USA is still scarce and in its early stages. The 

factors influencing it are: sector in which the company operates and country where the company is 

headquartered. They also show that indicators such as number of employees, gender diversity of 

employees, and gender diversity of top employees are widely reported, while other indicators such 

as absenteeism, accidents and diseases at workplace, job stability and seniority are not used to a 

high extent.   
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Sustainability reporting has been the subject of increased attention from the 

business as well as the academic community. We are currently witnessing a shift 

in the reporting practices, as sustainability reporting is becoming standard among 

large corporations worldwide. King (IR, 2011) claims that we are entering a new 

era in corporate reporting in which the old form of annual report focusing 

primarily on financial information and short-term horizons is no longer adequate 

to meet the information needs of investors and other stakeholders. There is a 

demand for greater transparency regarding what the company is doing and why in 

order to enable stakeholders to gain a complete understanding of a company`s 

performance. Such a transparency requires different social and environmental 

disclosure besides the financial report.  

The purpose of this paper is to explore to what extent do companies listed in the 

DAX 30 and in the Fortune 500 (top 30 companies) report on human capital 

indicators online (considering annual and sustainability reports available on their 

websites). Johnston (2001) claims that the relationship between a company and its 

human capital can be considered a precondition for the corporate social 

responsibility of that company as a whole. This assumption is based on the 

argument that if a company applies a high level of responsibility to its relations 

with employees, it is likely to do so to its relations with customers, as well as to 

the social and natural environment in which it operates.  

Among the main reasons to report on non-financial information are an increased 

percentage of a company`s intangible assets and striving for sustainable 

development. Studies carried out to explore the market value by asset type of S&P 

500 companies show that between 1982 and 2009, the amount of intangible assets 

increased from 38% to 84% (IR 2011). As an increasing percentage of a 

company’s assets are intangible, there is currently an increased need to report on 

nonfinancial information which is not shown on the balance sheet, in order to 

make more accurate projections of a company’s future performance (Eccles and 

Krzus, 2010). 

Although the reporting on intangible assets such as human capital is not 

compulsory in most of the countries (OECD, 2006) there is a number of different 

groups of stakeholders that are demanding its disclosure (e.g. AICPA, 1994; 
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FASB, 2001). In November 2000, a European-level business campaign regarding 

CSR was launched with the aim to encourage European companies to report on 

CSR, inviting all publicly operating companies with more than 500 employees to 

adopt a triple bottom line approach (representing the reporting on financial, 

environmental and social impacts of the organization) in their annual reports 

(EBNSC, 2000). Regarding the current EU regulation on non-financial disclosure, 

on 29 September 2014 the EU Council adopted a new Directive concerning the 

CSR disclosure by large companies and groups, which amends the previously 

adopted Directive 2013/34/EU on the annual financial statements, consolidated 

financial statements and related reports of certain types of companies. It is giving 

the Member States two years thereafter to transpose it into national legislation. 

Accordingly, security market regulators in Canada and the United States were also 

mandating companies to extend their performance disclosure, reporting on non-

financial information in order to gain public trust (Cormier, 2009). Moreover, the 

existence of investment rating systems such as the Dow Jones Sustainability Index 

and investment policy disclosure requirements have also caused increased 

pressure on companies to make these kinds of nonfinancial disclosures and thus 

report beyond the bottom line. Given that, companies currently struggle with 

increased pressure from internal and external stakeholders to report on their social 

and environmental performance. 

Over time a number of frameworks and standards have been proposed in relation 

to how to report on nonfinancial information. At present, they may provide a 

collection of ideas about how to supplement financial reports, but not all of those 

models succeeded in becoming generally accepted. Ligteringen and Zadek (2004) 

report that there are more than 300 global corporate standards, which encourage 

corporate responsibility reporting regarding environmental and social issues. The 

study of Marimon et al. (2012) provides a brief classification of corporate 

responsibility standards highlighting UN Global Compact Principles, OECD 

Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises, GRI, ISO 26000, AA1000, ISO 14001 

and SA88000. Despite the pursuit of different initiatives encouraging CSR 

disclosure, a need for an internationally recognized and generally accepted 

framework to achieve the uniformity in CSR reporting remains.  

Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) guidelines, developed in 1997, deserve a 

particular attention as they are today the most widely used (Ballou et al., 2006; 
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Roca and Searcy, 2012). Marimon et al. (2012) states that GRI reports currently 

approach forty percent of all corporate responsibility reports worldwide and the 

highest number of certifications in the GRI has been detected in Europe (Welford, 

2004; Rowe, 2006). Outtes-Wanderley et al. (2008) stressed that the reason 

behind this could be that developed nations such as Eurozone countries implement 

practical actions that stimulate CSR awareness, e.g. the fact that in March 2000, 

the European Council set the strategic goal of becoming the most competitive and 

dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world (European Council, 2000). 

Hence, in a knowledge-based economy, the element of nonfinancial information, 

particularly of human capital, is increasingly important.  

To measure the extent of human capital online reporting, an index based on 

combining different sustainability frameworks (including GRI and other available 

and relevant CSR frameworks) such as: AA 1000, Caux Round Table Principles, 

DOMINI 400, EIRIS, EMAS, Ethical Trading Initiative, FTSE4 Good Index, 

Global Compact, GRI, ISO 9000 and 14001, SA8000 was developed. Based on 

which it consists of specific and measurable indicators (considering a reasonable 

number of indicators based on the principle of materiality). 

Human capital is an intangible asset with a strong potential to create value, which 

is not shown on the balance sheet (Eccles and Krzus, 2010). In triple bottom line 

it belongs to the category of social indicators and is considered one of the most 

important resources as the competitiveness of a company is predominantly 

dependent on this particular factor, especially in the knowledge-based economy.  

 If a company wants to survive in a dynamic and changing environment, it has to 

develop abilities that are difficult for competitors to copy. For this reason, 

increased attention is currently being turned to human capital, which can represent 

a unique source of competitive edge. Effective human capital processes lead to a 

company’s ability to produce goods and services more effectively than 

competitors. Therefore, information about company`s human capital indicators are 

being well appreciated by investors and other stakeholders as they help them to 

obtain a clearer picture about a company`s real value.  

In order to keep pace with the rapidly evolving business environment companies 

are forced to adapt quickly and consider the most effective ways of reporting. 

Reporting via Internet enables timely information disclosure, it is cost saving, and 
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it allows more interactive displays than traditional print media. These attributes 

caused that corporate reporting using the Internet has been embraced by so many 

companies worldwide. According to Jones et al. (1998) and Koreto (1997) it is a 

valuable tool which increases corporate transparency and accountability on 

environmental and social issues. Therefore, for the purposes of our study we 

analyzed the human capital disclosure in sustainability or annual report available 

on the company`s website. 

2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

The framework of legitimacy theory has been used as a background for several 

studies related to CSR disclosure (Branco and Rodriguez, 2006; Deegan, 2002; 

Gray et al., 1995; Kim, 2017). In compliance with this theory, a company tries to 

appear legitimate to its stakeholders by endorsing generally accepted ways of 

doing business as a response to societal pressures. That is why historical, cultural, 

social and environmental forces shape generally accepted ways of doing business. 

Based upon these institutional influences, internal as well as external, many 

companies apply similar practices. Matten and Moon (2008) stressed that a firm’s 

explicit CSR reporting that is not mandated by a law can be regarded as the search 

for moral legitimacy that is granted by stakeholders. Thus, in the context of 

company disclosure, the end result is that managers observe other companies 

reporting practices and reflexively apply them in their own companies (Aerts et 

al., 2006). 

According to Hoffman (1999), companies within a sector and a region share many 

stakeholders who are interested in their practices. Thus, they must legitimize their 

activities – including human capital practices – to them. This approach suggests 

that companies within the same sector and region create an institutional context in 

which they benchmark each other in order to gain acceptance and relevance and 

legitimize their practices. Hence, the reporting practices of a company appear to 

be related to industry and country-specific effects. According to Gray et al. 

(1995), these findings are consistent with the legitimacy theory.  

Over the years, a number of proxies were used to test legitimacy theory. Haniffa 

and Cooke (2005) found that the size of the company and ethnic representation 

are positively related to CSR disclosure. Ratanajongkol et al. (2006) conducted a 

study noting a positive relationship between the industry and the extent of CSR 



72   The International Journal of Digital Accounting Research                                                                Vol. 17 

 

disclosure. The result of this study was also supported by other authors such as 

Amran and Devi (2008) and Gray et al. (1995). Campbell (2000) stated that a 

company provides non-financial information such as those related to 

environmental or social issues, as a strategy to manage its legitimacy by showing 

that its activity is in keeping with social norms and beliefs and that it is acting in 

an environmentally responsible way. Although most of the analyzed companies 

operate worldwide, the region where they are headquartered might influence the 

way they approach the reporting on human capital, given that American and 

European institutional backgrounds are remarkably different. Similarly, dividing 

companies into critical and non-critical sector, our study suggests a sector effect 

on the extent to which companies report on human capital due to the legitimacy 

theory which implies that companies belonging to a particular sector category 

tend to have similar reporting practices.  

3. OBJECTIVES AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Sustainable reporting deals predominantly with environmental, social and 

governance indicators, also called ESG metrics. Particular indicators used by a 

company may vary according to the framework that was applied. In this study we 

mainly focus on human capital reporting. The main aim is to examine the extent 

to which German and American companies report online on human capital and to 

define the current trends of reporting on social indicators. The other objective is to 

identify the factors that influence ways of reporting. To analyze the human capital 

online reporting practices of German and American companies, an index 

consisting of specific and measurable indicators was applied. A detailed summary 

of how the index was calculated is provided in the methodology part.  

The next objective of our study was to determine the factors that influence the 

extent of reporting on human capital indicators. This led us to formulate the 

research questions discussed below. The dependent variable is the human capital 

reporting index. Further, we identified the group of factors that might have an 

influence on the reporting practices of the companies; thus, we indicated the 

independent variables used for this study as follows: the company size, the 

country where the company is headquartered and the industry in which it operates. 

All tested variables are well-grounded by the legitimacy theory and previously 

used in the studies related to CSR disclosure. 
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3.1 Research Questions 

In general, the majority of the literature on empirical studies indicated company 

size as one of the most frequently used variables to determine the level of 

information disclosure. As concluded by several studies (Depoers, 2000; Larrán 

and Giner, 2002, Rodríguez-Ariza et al., 2014), large companies are more likely 

to disclose information than small ones are. It can therefore be assumed that if a 

company reaches a certain size, this tends to influence its reporting practices due 

to the greater need for legitimacy. This leads us to the first research question: 

RQ1 Is the extent of online reporting on human capital indicators positively 

associated with the company size? 

The size of the company was measured by the number of employees.  

Clearly, the region in which the company operates plays a significant role in its 

disclosure practices, due to various factors, including historical, cultural and 

social matters. According to Fifka and Drable (2012) several studies have noted 

differences in the extent and style of reporting across different countries. A study 

conducted by Goloba and Barlett (2006) comparing the reporting practices 

between two countries from different continents supports this argument and points 

out that various differences may appear in reporting practices, as well as in the 

level of disclosure on nonfinancial information, due to regional factors. Fifka and 

Drable (2012) conducted research examining the sustainability reports of the 100 

largest companies in the United Kingdom and Finland, pointing out that both 

countries are highly developed countries in North-Western Europe, but their 

cultural and socio-economic systems differ. His study shows that the cultural and 

socio-economic environment has an impact on the extent of reporting. Culture 

influence on the extent of disclosure is well-grounded by the legitimacy theory 

stressing that region where the company is headquartered creates an institutional 

context in which companies benchmark each other and often adopt similar 

practices in order to gain acceptance and legitimize their activities. Thus, culture 

represents a crucial dimension of sustainability disclosure practices, and there is a 

growing number of researchers who include cultural background as one of the key 

variables in their studies (Cormier and Magnan, 2007; Crossland, 2007; Waddock, 

2008; Outtes-Wanderley et al., 2008; Young and Marais, 2012).  
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In our study, we compared the companies headquartered in the USA and 

Germany, both highly developed countries, however, with different cultural and 

socio-economic systems. Although the regulatory bodies like security market 

regulators in the United States have been encouraging companies to extend their 

non-financial disclosure, there is no doubt that due to the EU regulation on non-

financial disclosure from 29
th

 of September 2014 and the new Directive 

concerning the CSR disclosure, the large European countries are under stronger 

scrutiny. Therefore, we might assume that due to the cultural and socio-economic 

differences of both regions their human reporting practices might differ too.  

Accordingly, our second research question was formulated:  

RQ2 Does the extent of reporting on human capital indicators depend on the 

country where the company is headquartered? 

Many studies found a link between industry where the company operates and its 

CSR reporting practices (Azim et al., 2009; Frynas, 2010; Outtes-Wanderlay et 

al., 2008). Azim et al. (2009) and Ogrizek (2002) claimed that financial services 

represent the leading sector in CSR reporting. The study of Frynas (2010) stressed 

the high rank in terms of CSR reporting by the oil and gas sector. While Outtes-

Wanderlay et al. (2008) concluded that the energy sector, banking and 

telecommunications report the most on sustainability issues. 

Following the rich literature of empirical studies, industry type was used as one of 

the most frequent variables to explain disclosure of information (Bazley et al., 

1985; Wagenhofer, 1990). Therefore, companies belonging to the same sector 

might show similar information disclosure practices. For this study, a 

classification based upon the Global Industry Classification Standards 

distinguishing 11 sectors was applied (GICS) with a further classification into 

critical and non-critical sector. Our approach is also supported by legitimacy 

theory which implies that companies belonging to a particular sector category 

tend to have similar reporting practices. This leads us to our third research 

question: 

RQ3 Does the level of disclosure on human capital depend on the sector that the 

company operates in? 
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4. METHODOLOGY 

For this study, the sample of 60 companies listed in the DAX 30 and in the 

Fortune 500 (top 30 companies ranked by total revenues for their respective fiscal 

years).  This sample was chosen because of the influential role that these 

companies play in the business world. Thus, studying the social reporting 

practices of these companies can offer an interesting insight into the current online 

reporting practices and trends relating to human capital.  

All the official corporate web pages were examined in order to obtain an actual 

annual report including a chapter on ESG reporting, which is generally considered 

a common practice, or a sustainable report as a separate document. The particular 

report was then explored and content analysis based on the created framework 

was conducted. The data were collected in February 2017.   

To explore the extent to which German and American companies report on human 

capital, a content analysis of annual reports or separated sustainability reports on 

the official companies’ websites has been made. The reports were analyzed with 

regard to the nature of human capital disclosures. To measure the extent of online 

reporting on human capital indicators, we developed an index that considers items 

of information directly related to the content of human capital. To construct the 

index, different CSR frameworks which includes human capital indicators were 

used (GRI, AA 1000, Caux Round Table Principles, DOMINI 400, EIRIS, 

EMAS, Ethical Trading Initiative, FTSE4 Good Index, Global Compact, GRI, 

ISO 9000 and 14001, SA8000) following the approach of Spanish Accounting 

Association (AECA) which created the Integrated Scorecard recognized by 

International XBRL, which is the first CSR framework in XBRL format following 

the principles of IIRC. The index was calculated on a scale from 0 to 9, depending 

on the information which was or was not included in the sustainability report.  

Human capital indicators consider the following aspects: 

1. Employees. Number of employees with a contract at year end 

2. Gender diversity of employees. Number of women with a contract at the 

year end  

3. Gender diversity of top employees. Number of women at the top level of 

the entity 
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4. Job stability. Number of employees with a permanent contract 

5. Accidents and diseases at workplace. Number of lost days 

6. Absenteeism. Number of lost days  

7. Employee turnover. Total number of employees leaving employment 

during the reporting period 

8. Seniority. Number of years of permanence of  all  employees 

9. Employees’ training. Number of training hours for the year  

Authors adopted a manual collection process starting with identifying official 

corporate websites, where they looked for either annual report or separated 

sustainability report. As content analysis is a standard method for systematically 

comparing the content of communications it has been applied to our study as well. 

Thus, all reports available online were analyzed and based on the presence of the 

information about particular human capital indicator one point was assigned for 

each indicator. This way, an index (on scale 0-9) was assigned to each company 

representing the extent of online human capital reporting.  

5. FINDINGS 

5.1 Descriptive Statistics 

Of the 60 companies, no one had reported on all nine social indicators and there 

were only three which had reported on eight indicators, all of them from 

Germany. Table 1 provides descriptive statistics information. It was also found 

that the distribution of the human capital reporting index is not normal; based 

upon that, non-parametric statistics were used later.  

According to the results of this study, the average human capital reporting index 

by both German and American companies is 4.15. The highest reporting activity 

was detected on indicators such as number of employees (100% of the 

companies), gender diversity of employees (73% of the companies) and gender 

diversity of top employees on the management board (73% of the companies). In 

addition, among the surveyed sample, companies also tended to report quite 

extensively on employee training provided by the company (45% of the 

companies) and employee turnover (43% of the companies).  
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N Range Minimum Maximum 

Mean 

Std. 

Deviation Variance Statistic 

Std. 

Error 

HC  index 60 9.00 1 8 4.1500 0.1369 2.3130 5.417 

HC 

indexDE 

30 9.00 3 8 6.0300 0.2372 1.2994 1.689 

HC 

indexUS 

30 9.00 1 5 2.2700 0.2488 1.3629 1.857 

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics 

The number of companies reporting on particular human capital indicators is 

provided in Table 2.  

 

Indicator No. of companies        % 

Employees 60 100.00 

Gender diversity of employees 44 73.33 

Gender diversity of top employees 44 73.33 

Employees training 27 45.00 

Employee turnover 26 43.33 

Job stability 18 30.00 

Accidents and diseases at workplace 15 25.00 

Seniority 12 20.00 

Absenteeism 3 5.00 

Table 2. Companies Reporting on Human Capital Indicators 



78   The International Journal of Digital Accounting Research                                                                Vol. 17 

 

5.2 Human capital reporting by industry 

The first two columns of Table 3 provide an overview of the sector categories, 

according to the GICS and according to critical/non-critical separation. The third 

and fourth columns include information about the average index calculated for 

each sector.   

 Human capital reporting by industry 

Sector (GICS) Critical/Non-critical Average Index per sector        

                      

(critical/non-critical) 
Materials Non-critical 7.00                     

Utilities Critical 6.50                     

Real Estate Non-critical 6.00 

Consumer Discretionary Non-critical 5.11 

Financials Non-critical 4.35 

Telecommunication Services Non-critical 4.25 

Consumer Staples Non-critical  3.80 

3.80 
Health Care Non-critical 3.54 

Information Technology Non-critical 3.38 

Industrials Critical 3.13 

Energy Critical 2.00 

 

Average index critical sector 3.88 

Average index non-critical 4.68 

Table 3. Human Capital Reporting by Industry and Country 
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As can be seen in Table 3, the highest average index was normally detected in the 

non-critical sectors (except of Utilities) such as Materials, Real Estate, and 

Consumer Discretionary. Lower scoring in the human capital reporting had 

companies operating in critical sectors: Industrials, and Energy. 

5.3 Human capital reporting by country 

Country Average Index per Country 

Germany 6.03 

USA 2.27 

Table 4. Human Capital Reporting by Country 

The study examined the extent to which German and American companies report 

online on human capital. Table 4 also provides a comparison of average index per 

country showing a significant difference in the extent of reporting on nine human 

capital indicators. The average index value for Germany is 6.03 while for the 

USA only 2.27. 

5.4 Research Questions Testing 

Based on the set of research questions the impact of three independent variables 

on the extent of reporting on human capital indicators was analyzed. To answer 

these research questions, a Pearson correlation was applied to measure the 

correlation between the dependent variable (human capital reporting index) and 

company size (number of employees). To measure the median variances between 

the dependent variable – human capital reporting index and binary variables such 

as region (0 = German companies, 1 = American companies) the Mann–Whitney 

U test was applied. Another Mann-Whitney test was applied to test the 

relationship between the sector (0 = non-critical, 1 = critical) and the dependent 

variable HCRI. The results are presented in Table 5. 

 

 



80   The International Journal of Digital Accounting Research                                                                Vol. 17 

 

Dependent 

variable 

Independent  

variable 

Method 

Value 

 

Asymp. Sig. 

 (2-tailed) 

HCRI 

RQ1 Company size Pearson -0.083 0.528 

RQ2 Country  
Mann-

Whitney 

 

U test value: 30.000 

confirmed** 

 

 

0.000 

RQ3 Sector 
Mann-

Whitney 

U test value: 

247.000 

confirmed* 

 

0.022 

* p<0.05; **p<0.01 

Table 5. Determinants of Human Capital Reporting Index 

This implies that there is no correlation between the company size and the extent 

of human capital reporting as the significance level was 0.528 (RQ1). Conducting 

the Mann-Whitney U test there a relationship was found between the extent of 

reporting on human capital indicators and the region where the company is 

headquartered. Thus, German companies tend to have more developed human 

capital disclosure than American companies. According to the Mann-Whitney 

test, RQ3 was confirmed as well, which implies that the sector in which the 

company operates may have an influence on the extent of HC reporting.  

Based on the non-parametrical tests conducted in our study, the obtained results 

confirmed two of three proposed research questions. Regarding the country where 

the company is headquartered, and the industry in which it operates, statistically 

significant relationships were found thus it could be concluded that these results 

support the relationships suggested in previous studies mentioned in this work and 

they are also consistent with the legitimacy theory, as these two factors represent 

institutional influences based on which a company tries to appear legitimate to its 

stakeholders. Based on the size of the company measured by the number of 

employees no significant correlation has been found. 
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6. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

Many companies from around the world have come to realize the significant role 

of reporting on nonfinancial information to supplement financial reporting. They 

either include a section dealing with the information which is not shown on the 

balance sheet in their corporate annual reports, or publish a separated 

sustainability report, usually available online. They realized the importance of 

meeting stakeholder expectations as a condition of sustainability in order to 

achieve overall strategic business objectives.  

The aim of this paper was to analyze the extent to which the extent to which 

German and American companies report online on human capital indicators, and 

the factors that can influence it. Findings show an average disclosure index of 

4.15, but there is a huge difference between German and American companies. 

While an average disclosure index is case of German companies 6.03, the average 

index value for American companies is only 2.27. Considering the scale 0-9 and 

an enormous gap between Germany and the USA, we came to the conclusion that 

Europe`s leading position in sustainability reporting in undeniable, and on the 

other side, online disclosure on human capital in the USA is still scarce and in its 

early stages.  

Regarding the indicators, the highest reporting activity was detected on indicators 

such as number of employees (100%), gender diversity of employees (73%) and 

gender diversity of top employees on the management board (73%). In addition, 

among the surveyed sample, the companies also tended to report quite extensively 

on employee training provided by the company (45%) and employee turnover 

(43%). On the other hand, the items with the lowest reporting rates were 

absenteeism (5%) seniority (20%), accidents and diseases at workplace (25%) and 

job stability (30%). 

The empirical evidence obtained from this study implies that American companies 

do not report very extensively on their social performance if we compare them 

with the German ones. This may stem from the failure to see the competitive 

advantage of such a disclosure or a lack of stakeholders` interests. However, 

different studies suggest that CSR reporting have the potential to improve a 

company`s image, influence customers` purchase intentions, shareholders` 

investment decisions, and also has an impact on the selection of B2B`partners 

(Bartels et al., 2008; Clacher and Hagendorff, 2012). 
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The other objective was to identify the factors that influence ways of reporting. To 

identify the factors that influence a company’s human capital reporting practices, 

a set of research questions was established and tested. The considered variables 

were: company size, country where the company is headquartered and sector in 

which the company operates. 

We found out that the latter two (country and sector) have an impact on the extent 

of online reporting on human capital indicators.  

Based on the legitimacy theory, the prior research shows that a company’s 

reporting practices are dependent upon its industry and country of residence 

(Fifka and Drable, 2012; Goloba and Barlett, 2006; Gray and Bebbington, 2000). 

The results of our study are consistent with this previous research, as both the 

industry as well as the country were confirmed as having an influence on human 

capital reporting.   

More specifically, a relationship was found between the extent of reporting on 

human capital and the sector in which the company operates. The results show 

that companies operating in the non-critical sectors (except of Utilities) such as 

Materials, Real Estate and Consumer Discretionary are more likely to report on 

those indicators. Thus, our results are in compliance with previous studies (Azim 

et al., 2009; Outtes-Wanderlay et al., 2008; Frynas, 2010) and principles of the 

legitimacy theory. 

The size of the company was frequently used to explain the extent of disclosure 

(Gallego et al., 2009), however, according to the results which emerged from this 

study, based on the size of the company measured by the number of employees no 

significant correlation has been found. 

6.1 Conclusions 

The findings showing that the industry in which the company operates and 

country where the company is headquartered have an impact on the extent of 

human capital reporting complement the legitimacy theory views on corporate 

reporting practices. 

There is a trend for companies being pressed by their internal and external 

stakeholders to measure and report on their social and environmental 

performance. This pressure leads companies worldwide to publish this 
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information, either in annual financial reports or in voluntary sustainability reports 

available online. Thus, online sustainability reporting might be perceived as a tool 

for companies to present themselves as good citizens and legitimate their activity. 

Moreover, taking advantage of media richness the Internet offers, such a 

disclosure might be even more powerful and reach out a wider audience. In scope 

of sustainability reporting, the category - human capital belongs to the intangible 

assets with the potential to create value and enhance a competitive edge for a 

company. Therefore mapping the area of human capital online disclosure deserves 

the attention of both academics and professionals.  

Practical implications 

The study offers an overview of current online human capital reporting practices 

in Germany and in the USA. Among the practical implications of this study is 

highlighting the scarcity of online reporting on human capital indicators by 

American companies due to the lack of regulations at the national levels in this 

area, which might be the reason why companies are less willing to report on them 

in comparison with e. g. environmental indicators. Our results open up new 

avenues for future research as we are the first to analyze the extent of human 

capital reporting on the international level focusing on German and American 

companies. 

Limitations 

Our first objective was to analyze the extent to which German and American 

companies report on human capital using widely reported indicators. For a more 

complete and clear overview of the extent of reporting and current reporting 

practices of German and American companies, a broader set of indicators might 

be used. Additionally, an interesting line of research could also be to map the 

evolution of the extent of HC online reporting in Germany and in the USA as well 

as including also medium and small sized companies into the sample. 
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