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Abstract 

Purpose: Analyze how Italian Benefit Corporation (BC) use their mandatory non-financial report 

(SIR) to enhance corporate legitimations and therefore comprehend if SIR is used in substantive or 

symbolic approach. 

Design/Method/Approach: The study analyzes Impact reports (SIRs) of 56 Italian Benefit Corpora-

tions (BCs), chosen from ORBIS database. The analysis is conducted through the lens of legitimacy 

theory and through a content analysis of SIR. 

Findings: the results revealed the presence of organizations which have not yet fully understood the 

importance of the accountability and communication processes in terms of sustainability, legitima-

tion. 
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Originality: This is an original contribution, that considers the new interconnection between manda-

tory non-financial reporting and hybrid organizations. 

Practical and social implication: The results could be useful for scholars, since they contribute to 

deepening the issue of mandatory non-financial reporting in hybrid organizations and its effects in 

terms of legitimacy, but also for practitioners and hybrid organizations in understanding the im-

portance of materiality of disclosure and in structuring material reporting. 

Key words: Benefit corporations, non-financial report, Relazione di impatto; Legitimacy theory, 

Content analysis; Hybrid organization; materiality; symbolic approach; substantive approach; social 

aim; communication; Italy 
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1. Introduction 

In recent year, there has a significant shift towards sustainability issues and the social impacts of 

business activities, prompting a transition from traditional business models to so-called sustainable 

business models. This shift, driven by various factors, largely stemming from social and institutional 

pressures (Baker and Schaltegger, 2015; Bansal and Roth, 2000; Campbell, 2007; Matten and Moon, 

2008), has been reflected in an increasing recognition of sustainability as an integral component of 

corporate value. Within this evolving perspective, the reporting of sustainability aspects not only 

emphasizes a heightened focus on Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) but also serves as a tool for 

evaluating and judging the organization’s results. This transition is particularly evident in so-called 

hybrid organizations. One of the most recent examples of this hybridism is represented by Benefit 

Corporation (BC).  

Originally introduced in the United States, BCs challenge the conventional dichotomy between 

profit and social impact, aiming to encourage companies to integrate profit objectives with social and 

environmental goals (Marchini et al., 2022). Subsequently, this model was also adopted in Europe, 

with Italy pioneering (Bandini et al., 2022; Gazzola et al., 2019) through the enactment of Law no. 

208/2015 (BC Law), which establishing the legal framework for BC, referred to as “Società Benefit”. 

A key feature of BCs is the mandatory non-financial report, known as the Social Impact Report (SIR) 

or “Relazione di Impatto”, which details their achievement of non-economic objectives, or common 

benefits, as specified by law.  

In the literature there are some initial contributions focused on BCs in Italy (Gazzola et al., 2019; 

Marchini et al., 2022; Mion et al., 2021; Nigri et al., 2020; Preghenella and Battistella, 2021). These 

studies, however, like the existent international literature, do not address the issue relates to a new 

combination of phenomena arising from inherent features of BCs or analyse the mandatory non-fi-

nancial reporting associated with hybrid organizations (and its economic and social aims). This aspect 
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is very important because document in which non-financial information is reported (SIR) becomes 

the means through which organizations build own legitimacy; and for hybrid organizations, legiti-

macy is the most important element for their sustainable success and existence (Gulbrandsen, 2011; 

Rosser et al., 2022a), and it is crucial also because the risk is that non-financial information is dis-

seminated solely to comply with the law and not to meet the needs of stakeholders (Balluchi et al., 

2020). The possibility of assessing whether the actions (and the results) of organizations are consistent 

with the stated aims, values and principles (Calabrese et al., 2016), and thus with the legitimation of 

the organization itself, is directly linked to the quality and the quantity of disclosure. Regulatory 

norms indicate the mandatory framework of the reports (quantity), and their quality deals with the 

identification of material information, significant and relevant contents to be reported to favouring 

the expectations and to satisfy the interests of a plurality of stakeholders. Materiality has long been 

regarded as a fundamental concept for financial documents (Edgley, 2014), and now it is also one of 

the most significant principles through which organizations disclose their non-financial information 

(Global Reporting Initiative (GBS), 2021). Two are the main legitimation strategies: substantive or 

symbolic activity. Where the former involves real, material change to organizational goals, structure 

and process while the latter does not involve real changes but attempts to portray corporate activities 

as compatible with societal norms and value. Society generally favours concrete substantive response 

(Savage et al., 2000). 

This study seeks to explore the phenomenon of Italian BC by examining their ability to enhance 

their legitimacy through the communication processes in their mandatory non-financial documents 

(SIRs), which showcase their sustainable activities. In this study is hypothesized that disclosure in 

SIR is part of corporate legitimation process, which is indicative of the degree of “fit” between social 

expectations and organizational activities (Savage et al., 2000). In this sense, the paper focuses its 

attention on how BCs disseminate information through their SIRs and tries to understand if this report 

is used as a symbolic rather than substantive medium in organizations’ legitimation process. As such, 
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the study applies the theoretical framework proposed by Suchman (1995) in the wider context of 

organizational legitimacy and legitimation processes (Ashforth and Gibbs, 1990). We focused on 

symbolic and substantial approaches on legitimation strategies and their connection with the meaning 

and the quality of non-financial disclosure. The study is set on a sample of Italian BCs; Italy is chosen 

due to its pioneering role in Europe, since it is one of the first countries which introduced this legal 

form. After the identification of possible subdimensions of materiality for each BC’s SIR, we per-

formed a qualitative inductive content analysis, a method that offers an exploratory way to answer 

research questions when there is little existing literature on the topic. 

This is an original contribution, considering the new interconnection between mandatory non-

financial reporting and hybrid organizations. As result, the study contributes to literature on legiti-

macy theory, on hybrid organization and on the use of mandatory non-financial information for cor-

porate legitimation. Moreover, the study aims to categorize the level of awareness of organizations 

with mandatory sustainability disclosure (in our case Italian BCs) and their ability to build and uphold 

legitimacy through substantive (material) non-financial disclosure. Additionally, it provides insights 

into the communication strategies employed by these organizations to demonstrate alignment with 

their declared objectives. 

The results of this research could be useful for scholars, since they contribute to examine the 

issue of mandatory non-financial reporting in hybrid organizations and its effects in terms of legiti-

macy more deeply, but also for practitioners and hybrid organizations in understanding the im-

portance of the materiality of disclosure.  

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows: Section 2 proposes a background of the study 

while Section 3 introduces the theoretical framework of paper, literature review and research ques-

tions; Section 4 outlines the methodological approach and Section 5 presents the findings; Section 6 

concludes and summarizes the main insights. 
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2. Background  

The phenomenon of corporate hybridism has recently seen widespread growth, coinciding with 

the progressive rise of socio-environmental concerns and a growing interest in a more responsible 

economy. The term “hybrid” refers to all entrepreneurial models that combine a social mission with 

the pursuit of productive activities in their operations, (Billis, 2010; Secinaro et al., 2019) and, espe-

cially, to entities that take on “social missions, like non-profit organizations, while at the same time 

generating income from commercial activities in order to pursue their mission, similar to for-profit 

enterprises” (Rago and Venturi, 2014). These organizations have the necessity to be correctly evalu-

ated and assessed (Esposito et al., 2021) and there has been changed the performance evaluation in 

order to reduce the accountability gap between the entity and various stakeholders (Grossi and 

Thomasson, 2015).  

Italy has a history of hybrid organizations predating the introduction of benefit corporations1, 

foreshadowing a fertile ground for new hybrid models of purpose-driven businesses (Segrestin et al., 

2016). The growing awareness of these themes prompted legislative action in Italy, with the intro-

duction of social enterprise laws in 2006 (reformed in 2017). Additionally, explicit reference to value 

creation over the medium and long term were incorporated into Corporate Governance Code in 2015, 

following the considerations of sustainability in 2020.  

It is not surprising, therefore, that Italy was the first European country, after the USA, to adopt 

the US benefit corporation model transplanted into its legal system, at the end of 2015, with Law no. 

208/2015 (BC Law) (Marasà, 2019), confirming also the presence of state-level factors that make a 

state suitable for a social hybrid category (Rawhouser et al., 2015). Before to describe the BC Law is 
 
____________  
 
1 We recall the Olivetti Group, led by Adriano Olivetti, that in 1943, implemented a strategy that positioned it as a company focused on 
stakeholders and social responsibility and Brunello Cucinelli's luxury fashion brand, that in 1978, embraced a humanistic approach to 
business. 
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important to distinguish between BC and certified B-Corps. These latter can be companies of any 

legal form which have obtained a specific certification by B Lab (an international organization) that 

assures compliance with the standard (B Impact Assessment or BIA). BC, on the other hand, is an 

institutional form with a unique legal structure, derived from a specific national law. Moreover, BC 

and certified B-Corp phenomenon can coexist or not: a certified B-Corp, for example, can have the 

legal status of BC (in countries where this form is regulated) or not; likewise, it is possible that a BC 

decides to rely on an independent third-party standard different from B Lab, thus not qualifying for 

being a certified B-Corp. The BC Law says that the BC qualification can be acquired by all profit-

companies that include in their statute the will to reach environmental and social purposes (common 

benefit) in addition to the achievement of profit. Companies who choose to get this legal qualification 

may also use the word “Società benefit” or the acronym “SB” in all documents and communication 

to third parties. Moreover, the BC Law establishes that the BC are required to designate one or more 

persons who are responsible for the impact (Benefit Impact Manager) and must prepare a non-finan-

cial report containing the achieved results in terms of social impact (Social Impact Report or SIR), to 

evidence the organization’s capacity to positively impact on the environment and society.  

The latter aspect must be evaluated using a Third-party standard and must concern four specific 

areas: governance, workers, other stakeholders, and environment (Annexes 4-5, BC Law); moreover, 

there has been a section containing ‘the description of the new objectives which the BC intends to 

pursue in the following fiscal year’ (par. 382, lett. c), to underline the possible evolution of social 

purposes. The BC Law defines (Annex 4) also the main characteristics of the Third-party standard 

that can be freely chosen by BC among existing standards. The definition of these characteristics has 

the aim, on the one hand, to leave the organizations free to decide the structure they prefer to describe 

and measure the social impact and the common benefit, but, on the other, to ensure an adequate level 

of quality and reliability of the used standard (NIBR, 2019). Thus, for BC the sensitiveness towards 
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sustainability is a fundamental characteristic of the entire activity and reporting these aspects is a 

mandatory tool for evaluating the results of the organization itself (Nigri et al., 2017), as well as a 

fundamental element of accountability and legitimacy (Nigri and Del Baldo, 2018). 

Since its establishment, the BC movement in Italy has continued to grow. The majority of BC are 

organized as a limited liability (società a responsabilità limitata), are small-medium, privately owned 

and are localized in Northern and Central Italy. BC mainly operates in three macro-sectors: whole-

sale/retail trade, manufacturing and service sectors (Ventura, 2023).  

Scholars have examined the innovation of Italian BCs in terms of their dual identity (lucrative and 

sustainable) in the expression of financial and sustainability performance (Mion et al., 2023), in their 

interconnection (Gazzola et al., 2019), and in terms of governance models (Nigri et al., 2020): albeit 

from different points of view, all these studies evidenced the potential of this new way of managing 

business and sustainability and its capacity to better respond to new societal needs. 

A significant stream of research about BCs is about accountability processes and the characteristics 

of sustainability reporting that constitutes a tool for evaluating and judging the results of the organi-

zation itself (Mion, 2020; Nigri et al., 2017; Nigri and Del Baldo, 2018). Although the centrality of 

sustainability reporting in BCs experience, several studies underlined the substantial inadequacy of 

these accountability tools (Mion, 2020; Mion and Loza Adaui, 2020), also confirmed by descriptive 

analyses carried out on the contents of the reports (Cantele et al., 2021; Mari and Picciaia, 2022). 

Some scholars (Cantele et al., 2021) evaluated these criticalities within the risk of coherence among 

values, processes, and performances. It must be noted, however, that this phenomenon is at its early 

stage, and this could influence the awareness of the organizations on these issues and so the quality 

of sustainability outputs.  

The Italian legal framework is coincident with the legal framework of other Countries that have 

adopted this new approach to entrepreneurship. Some scholars argued that the benefit corporation, by 

introducing a new obligation to take stakeholder interests into account, is presently the most effective 
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tool for social entrepreneurs to ensure that their goals of combining social and financial value are 

both recognized and met (Esposito, 2013) and could influence the investors preferences (Cooper and 

Weber, 2021).  

 

 

3. Theoretical framework  

3.1 Legitimacy theory and legitimation strategies in reporting 

The legitimacy theory focuses on the relationship between companies and their communities. It’s one 

of the central theories to be applied to the analysis of non-financial reports (Chen and Roberts, 2010; 

Hahn and Kühnen, 2013). It is viewed  as a ‘symbolic resource, which organizations seek and attempt 

to control through a number of actions and strategies’ (Soobaroyen and Ntim, 2013, p. 93). Academic 

literature has provided different definitions of legitimacy. For instance, Suchman (1995) describes  

legitimacy as ‘a generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, 

proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs and defini-

tions’ (p. 574).  

Essentially, legitimacy theory involves a social contract between company and community, where 

company is expected to contribute positively to the community wile adhering to shared values (Lind-

blom, 1994): this circumstance could ensure the survival of any organization (Dowling and Pfeffer, 

1975; Lindblom, 1994).  

Legitimacy also plays a key role in shaping how stakeholders perceive company (Deegan, 2002; 

Hummel and Schlick, 2015; O’Donovan, 2002; Rothenhoefer, 2019), thus, it is important that an 

organization ensures its legitimation by identifying and managing its features (Lindblom, 1994): mak-

ing sure that its activities and disclosing them as agreeing with societal expectations and perceptions. 

Scholars (Chen and Roberts, 2010; Lindblom, 1994; Patten, 1991) argue that demand for legitimacy 
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drives the extent of non-financial disclosure and has been extensively employed to explain the moti-

vation for voluntary reporting (Alrazi et al., 2015; Aqueveque et al., 2018; Dowling and Pfeffer, 

1975; Lindblom, 1994; Nishitani et al., 2021; Patten, 1991). In this context, disclosure serves as a 

dialogue between organizations and stakeholders (Balluchi et al., 2020; Jung and Im, 2023) with the 

goal of acquiring or maintaining legitimacy being a major reason for disclosure (Hummel and Schlick, 

2015; Montecchia et al., 2016).Suchman (1995) contributes to explain how organizations gain legit-

imacy from stakeholders, categorizing it into three types:  pragmatic, moral, and cognitive (see Table 

1 for a summary). Pragmatic legitimacy involves direct exchanges between a company and its audi-

ence. In contrast, moral and cognitive legitimacy are linked to broader ‘cultural rules’, but, on the 

other hand, ‘pragmatic and moral legitimacy rest on discursive evaluation, whereas cognitive legiti-

macy does not’ (p. 585). This means that pragmatic and moral legitimacy ‘are the most applicable in 

understanding social and environmental accounting practices’ (Soobaroyen and Ntim, 2013, p. 94), 

responding to society’s demands for more information (Deegan, 2002).  

Legitimacy theory suggest that companies disclose non-financial information to respond to pressure 

from stakeholder. This disclosure can be either mandatory or voluntary. Both forms help companies 

to demonstrate their commitment to social responsibility and to build and maintain legitimacy among 

stakeholders. Recent studies, among those by Mio et al. (2020), indicate that legitimacy theory still 

explains why companies disclose non-financial information, even when such disclosure is required 

by law. Mandatory disclosure aims to improve transparency and accountability, ensuring that com-

panies provide relevant information to stakeholders.   

In the case of hybrid organizations, studies evidenced a sort of “ranking” in legitimacy process. Prag-

matic legitimacy must be built before moral legitimacy and cognitive legitimacy, followed by an 

iterative process of mutual influence between the legitimacy forms (Rosser et al., 2022b), focusing 

on the centrality of this topic in these peculiar entities (Gauthier et al., 2024; Zollo et al., 2023). 
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Table 1 – Suchman’s different types of legitimacy  

 Organizational legiti-
macy  

(Congruency, appropriate-
ness, and consistency 
among an entity, its activi-
ties, and a specific social 
system)  

Pragmatic legitimacy  

(When an entity and its 
activities meet the self-
interests of the immedi-
ate audience)  

Exchange legitimacy  

(When there is an expected and ex-
plicit return)  

Based on satisfac-
tion of the expec-
tation of organiza-
tion’s most imme-

diate audience  

Relied on discur-
sive evaluation  

Influence legitimacy  

(Organization is seen as being re-
sponsive to the audience’s wider in-
terests)  

Dispositional legitimacy  

(When an entity is seen as an indi-
vidual and possesses positive hu-
man attributes)  

Moral legitimacy  

(It reflects a positive 
judgement of an organi-
zation and its activities)   

Consequential  

Legitimacy  

(Organization should be judged by 
what it accomplishes)  

Based on larger 
cultural rules and 

expectations  

Procedural Legitimacy  

(When an organization embraces 
socially accepted techniques and 
procedures)  

Structural Legitimacy  

(Organization is valuable due to its 
structural characteristics located 
within a morally favoured taxonomy 
category)  

Personal Legitimacy  

(It rests on the charisma and person-
ality of leaders in each organiza-
tion)  

Cognitive legitimacy  

(When an organization is 
considered necessary or 
inevitable, due to some 
taken-for-granted cul-
tural account)  

Comprehensibility  

in Legitimacy  

(When an organization’s account 
meshes with both the prevailing be-
lief systems and experienced reali-
ties of the audience's daily lives)  

Related to unspo-
ken orienting as-

sumptions  
Taken-for-granted  

Legitimacy  

(When an organization becomes un-
assailable by construction)  

 Source: Authors´ elaboration based on Suchman (1995)  
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From a sustainability perspective, companies must align their operations with the need of the 

environment and society. When there is a mismatch between their activities and social expectation a 

legitimacy gap arises (Lodhia et al., 2022). Therefore, organization needs to address this potential 

gap to maintain its legitimacy (Deegan, 2002; O’Donovan, 2002). Social and environmental literature 

shows that companies strive to legitimize their existence by disclosing various social and environ-

mental issues (Deegan, 2002).  

Legitimation can be  symbolic or substantive (Ashforth and Gibbs, 1990). Symbolic perspective 

focuses on managing perception rather than implementing meaningful changes. In this context, a 

company may appear to align with social values without making significant alteration to its practices. 

For example, as Ashforth and Gibbs (1990) noted, an entity might promote socially acceptable goals 

while withholding information about practices that could harm its legitimacy. It can also reinterpret 

its past action to fit current social values2.  

Conversely, substantive legitimation involves realistic and concrete change in an organization’s 

goals, structure, processes and practices. This approach requires organizations to adapt genuinely 

‘simply to meet the performance expectations of those societal actors upon which it depends for crit-

ical resource’ (Ashforth & Gibbs, 1990: 178). Many studies applied symbolic and substantive ap-

proaches to analyse sustainability/environmental/voluntary disclosure, highlighting an emphasis on 

symbolic legitimation by organizations. For instance, these approaches may underscore legitimation 

strategies concerning disclosure (Lodhia et al., 2020; Raimo et al., 2021), mechanisms of legitimation 

within social and environmental accounting (Soobaroyen and Ntim, 2013), or the quality of disclosure 

in reporting practices (Michelon et al., 2015).  

Recent studies (Manes‐Rossi and Nicolo’, 2022) pointed out that, despite a growing attention of 

companies to enlarge the boundaries of their disclosure (in this case, through the implementation of 

UN Sustainable Development Goals), the symbolic approach still prevails, in most cases with the use 

of non-financial reports for real “SDG-washing practices”3, using non-financial reports to create a 

misleading impression of their sustainability efforts. 

 
____________  
 
2 For example, some scholars, about symbolic legitimacy, analysed “dot.com” enterprises and evidenced that “in the late 1990s, adding “dot-com” can 
be seen as a managerial attempt to align the firm with investor values and thus secure legitimacy for the firm. The name served as a boundary marker, 
cleanly dividing web-based businesses from those that were not, thereby creating a new and distinct category of organizations” (Glynn and Marquis, 
2004). 
3 The authors, analysing sustainability reports of 15 enterprises belonging to energy sector, evidenced that ‘symbolic rather than substantial changes 
seem to prevail, considering that SDGs are just mentioned in most cases, sometimes supported by infographics to create the impression that the 
company is doing ‘the right thing’ and gain legitimacy’ (p. 1800). 
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There is a strong interconnection between substantive or symbolic strategies in legitimation pro-

cesses and non-financial reporting. According to Soobaroyen and Ntim (2013), an organization’s 

compliance with general accepted models of social reporting can be an initial substantive approach 

since it reflects a decision to conform to an external standard of disclosure. Actually, non-financial 

reporting can constitute itself a medium of communication of concrete acts and changes to relevant 

public entities (Deegan, 2002; Lindblom, 1994) about pragmatic legitimacy (specific constituents), 

and/or moral legitimacy (congruence with social norms, values and beliefs). Alternatively, it can also 

be a method for managing perceptions, creating the appearance that a company’s activities align with 

social expectations (Soobaroyen and Ntim, 2013), painting ‘a rosy picture’ (García‐Sánchez et al., 

2020, p. 1829) of organization’s sustainability performance.  

 

3.2 non-financial disclosure: quantity, quality, and materiality of information 

The attention to “sustainability aspects” and the creation and maintenance of the approval of stake-

holders have enlarged the boundaries of disclosure on sustainability issues in general and the envi-

ronmental and social impact of corporate activities. This shift has contributed to the development of 

non-financial reporting (NFR) tools within organizations’ communications processes. Studies evi-

denced that these reports significantly influence the cost of capital across diverse industries, improv-

ing access to financial resources (Tarulli et al., 2023), in increasing reputation (Di Vaio et al., 2022), 

and value creations (Fiandrino, 2023; Pizzi, 2018) also for SMEs (Ortiz-Martínez et al., 2023) and 

public sector organizations (Manes-Rossi et al., 2020). 

NFR is a very wide concept, also known by various terminologies (for example, social reporting, 

sustainability reporting, impact reporting, Environmental, Social and Governance – ESG – reporting, 

CSR reporting, environmental reporting, integrated reporting) (Siew, 2015). NFR can be  defined as 

‘disclosure provided to outsiders of the organizations on dimensions of performance other than the 

traditional assessment of financial performance […] [that] includes, but is not limited to, items re-

lated to social and environmental accounting, CSR, and intellectual capital disclosed outside the 

financial statements’ (Erkens et al., 2015, p. 25). Albeit this wider term generated discrepancies in 

NFR managerial practices around the globe (Turzo et al., 2022), we decided to use it to identify better 

the phenomenon under analysis, which shares characteristics with different types of reporting tools.  

Having bear in mind that ‘when disclosure changes from a voluntary to a mandatory framework, its 

role and the relevance attributed to some of its features change’ (Balluchi et al., 2020, p. 2). In the 
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case of mandatory NFR, regulative norms indicate the “quantity” of information (“how much the 

information has been disclosed”), and “quality” (“how the information has been disclosed”), focusing 

on the identification of material information that is to say significant and relevant contents to be 

reported in order to meet of stakeholders’ expectations.  

Materiality has long been regarded as a fundamental concept for financial documents (Clark, 2021; 

Edgley, 2014), and has become increasingly significant (Global Reporting Initiative (GBS), 2021). 

The concept of materiality can vary depending on the context in which it develops (legal and/or pro-

fessional) (Brennan and Gray, 2005) and diverse roles, in relation to the report (financial or non-

financial) for which it is applied (Torelli et al., 2019). In the field of NFR there are some accepted 

definitions of materiality. International institutions, such as AccountAbility and GRI, provide ac-

cepted definitions of materiality. According to AccountAbility, materiality is ‘relates to identifying 

and prioritising the most relevant sustainability topics, taking into account the effect each topic has 

on an organisation and its stakeholders. A material topic is a topic that will substantively influence 

and impact the assessments, decisions, actions and performance of an organization and/or its stake-

holders in the short, medium and/or long term.’ To this sense, there is the necessity to determine what 

topics are material through a so-called materiality determination process ‘which evaluates both the 

actual and likely impact of an organisation’s strategy, governance and activities’ (AccountAbility, 

2018: 20). ).  

In the latest version of The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) standards, the most widely used stand-

ards worldwide for the preparation and presentation of sustainability reports, materiality is a crucial 

requirement, and it is related to information on the reporting company’s impact on the economy, 

environment and people for the benefit of multiple stakeholders, such as investors, employees, cus-

tomers, suppliers and local communities (impact materiality). Relevant (material) topics are defined 

as topics that represent an organization’s most significant impacts on the economy, environment, and 

people, including impacts on their human rights (Global Reporting Initiative (GBS), 2021), also iden-

tifying a specific standard (GRI 3 – Material Topics) for the assessment of these elements. 

It is also to be underlined the recent European Directive on mandatory sustainability report (UE Di-

rective 2023/2464 – Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive, CSRD). This intervention requires 

to provide a series of social, environmental and governance disclosures. Studies evidenced its role in 

terms of impact on quality of information (Brescia and Campra, 2023; Venturelli et al., 2019). In 

modifying a previous legislative intervention, the Directive indicates the concept of “double materi-

ality”, that is the result of the contemporary consideration of “financial materiality” and “impact ma-

teriality”. The starting point is linked to the awareness that, in carrying out its production processes, 
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the company influences and alters the environment; in turn, it is subject to the socio-environmental 

context in which it operates, which can affect its financial and operational stability. These two per-

spectives are interconnected and jointly define the threshold of materiality, beyond which information 

is considered relevant and must be included in the sustainability report (Mari and Picciaia, 2024). 

But, since financial materiality is related to information on economic value creation at the level of 

the reporting company for the benefit of investors (shareholders), for the aims of this study, we de-

cided to not include this approach.  

Table 2 summarizes the definitions and the details of materiality, evidencing some differences also 

in their operating aspects. What is clear is that it constitutes a driver ‘through which companies can 

identify and select issues to be included and treated […], thus favouring the expectations and needs 

of all stakeholders’ (Torelli et al., 2019: 470), and the structure of a transparent and credible commu-

nication process (Borga et al., 2009; Schmeltz, 2014).  
 

Table 2 – Definitions and details of materiality   

ORGANIZATION  DEFINITION OF MATERIALITY  GUIDANCE TO MATERIALITY  DETAILS  

ACCOUNTABILITY  

Materiality relates to identifying 
and prioritising the most relevant 
sustainability topics, taking into 

account the effect each topic has 
on an organisation and its stake-

holders.  

   

- A material topic is a topic that 
will substantively influence and 
impact the assessments, deci-

sions, actions and performance of 
an organization and/or its stake-

holders in the short, medium 
and/or long term.  

- To determine what topics are 
material, it is necessary to use a 

materiality determination process  

   

- The materiality determination 
process should be designed to en-
sure that comprehensive and bal-
anced information is considered 

and analyzed  

- An organization needs input from 
all relevant sources and stakehold-
ers. Such inputs include (in addition 

to financial information and driv-
ers): stakeholder profiles, stake-

holder concerns and suggestions, 
societal and peer-based norms, 

sustainability context, macroeco-
nomic and geopolitical factors, and 
appropriate policy, reporting and 

regulatory frameworks.  

THE GLOBAL RE-
PORTING INITIA-

TIVE (GRI)  

The materiality principle identifies 
material topics based on the di-

mensions of the significance of the 
organization’s economic, environ-
mental, and social impacts, and 

their substantive influence on the 
assessments and decisions of 

stakeholders  

Material topics represent an or-
ganization’s most significant im-
pacts on the economy, environ-
ment, and people, including im-

pacts on their human rights 

   

- Four steps for determining organi-
zation’s material topics: understand 
the organization’s context; identify 
actual and potential impacts; assess 
the significance of the impacts; pri-
oritize the most significant impacts 

for reporting 

- During the four steps, the organi-
zation identifies and assesses its 

impacts regularly, as part of its day-
to-day activities, and while engag-
ing with relevant stakeholders and 
experts. These ongoing steps allow 
the organization to actively identify 
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and manage its impacts as they 
evolve and as new ones arise.  

-The first three steps are conducted 
independently of the sustainability 
reporting process, but they inform 

the last step.  

 Source: Our elaboration  

 

It has to be noted, as Fasan and Mio (2017) pointed out, that  identifying whether an information is 

material is more challenging in non-financial context. Unlike financial metrics, non-financial objects 

cannot be easily “priced” in a market and there is a ‘broader line-up of subjects’ (p. 290) to whom 

address the report.  

Several studies have explored the role of materiality within NFR processes, including its determinants 

and measurement. Determining whether an issue should be included raises questions about who de-

cides  its  significance (Unerman and Zappettini, 2014). Some studies focused on the necessity of 

stakeholders’ engagement processes (Reimsbach et al., 2020; Torelli et al., 2019) and on the role of 

assurors (Edgley et al., 2015). Other research examined the operational process more deeply, intro-

ducing a practical and structured approach for performing materiality analysis (Calabrese et al., 2016, 

2019; Hsu et al., 2013; Wu et al., 2018), while, on the other hand, some scholars claim for more 

precise indications on what sustainability issues are material (Eccles et al., 2012). 

Therefore, following the call for more studies on mandatory NFR in hybrid organizations, the paper 

adopts a legitimacy perspective and the concept of materiality of information to analyse Italian BCs’ 

SIRs. In doing so, the paper intends to examine the ability of BCs to enhance their legitimacy through 

the communication process in their mandatory non-financial reporting. In this sense we focus atten-

tion on how BCs disseminate information through their SIRs and tries to understand if this report is 

used as a symbolic rather than substantive medium in organizations’ legitimation process. These as-

pects are synthesized in these following research questions:  

1) How does a hybrid organization (Italian BC) with a mandatory non-financial reporting (SIR) 

disseminate its information? Is this information material? 

2) Is the SIR used as a symbolic rather than a substantive medium in BCs legitimation process? 

 

4. Research methodology  

4.1 Sampling process 
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The study analyses the Sustainability Impact reports of Italian BCs for the year 2020. To identify 

the sample, we used the ORBIS database, one of the world’s most comprehensive data resources on 

private companies, containing information on over 400 million entities. We began by conducting an 

initial search using the keyword “società benefit”, which returned 160 companies. A second search 

using the abbreviation “SB” was conducted to capture companies that have opted for the use of only 

the abbreviation, resulting in additional 160 companies. This provided a total of 320 companies. Next, 

we refined this list by removing companies that did not have the legal status of “società benefit” and 

eliminating duplicates, leaving 178 organizations representing our universe. From this set, we ex-

cluded:  

-  106 organizations that obtained the legal status of “società benefit” during 2021, as they could 

not have published SIR for 2020;   

-  16 organizations, including 4 BCs that did not have a website (which is the condition for 

communicating the SIR to third parties), and 12 for which no clear evidence or data was avail-

able regarding their transition to BC status.  

This process left us with a final sample of 56 organizations, all of which had acquired the legal 

status of “Società Benefit” before 2020, and form which we expected to find their SIR for 2020 on 

their website.  Table 3 outlines the steps involved in identifying the sample. 
 

Table 3 – Selection of the sample of BCs 
 

ACTION  No. of organiza-
tions 

Search for organization with label in the denomination of “Società benefit”  160 

Search for organization with label in the denomination of “SB”  160 

TOTAL  320 

Elimination of organizations without “Società benefit” qualification and duplicates  (142) 

(OUR) UNIVERSE  178 

Elimination of organizations established or transformed during 2021  (106) 

Elimination of organization without website/of which it was impossible to find SIR  (16) 

FINAL SAMPLE  56 

Source: Our elaboration  
 
 

Qualitative content analysis and coding process 
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A qualitative approach to content analysis was undertaken. Content analysis, ‘a research tech-

nique for making replicable and valid inference from data according to their context’ (Krippendorff, 

1980, p. 21), was applied in this study to the select SIRs to address the identified research questions 

for two main reasons. Firstly, content analysis is one of the most popular and reliable methods used 

in the social and environmental accounting literature to examine non-financial reports and derives 

useful patterns and insights from the classification of qualitative and quantitative information accord-

ing to predefined criteria or recurring themes (Aribi et al., 2018; Manes‐Rossi and Nicolo’, 2022; 

Michelon and Parbonetti, 2012). Secondly, this technique is appropriate, such as in our situation, 

when the ‘theory or prior research exists about a phenomenon that is incomplete or would benefit 

from further description’ (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005, p. 1281; Mion et al., 2023) allowing the re-

searcher to “categorize” the contents of the documents. In other word, this technique fits with the 

research with inductive (exploratory) nature, as does our study.  

We have employed three steps to make sure the reliability and validity of the content analysis 

process consistently with literature, following a research plan (Guthrie and Abeysekera, 2006) which, 

once identified the sample (in our case Italian BCs) and the object of study (SIRs of the year 2020), 

specifies the categories of analysis, then the enumeration system (i.e. the registration methods on the 

basis of which the characteristics of the document are identified). 

In identifying the categories for SIR’s content analysis, in the legitimation approach, we consid-

ered that a non-financial report must contain information that is quantitatively complete (how much 

the information is disclosed) and qualitatively adequate (how the information is disclosed) (Borga et 

al., 2009; Casali, 2020; Schmeltz, 2014) to respond to relevant publics’ expectations within broader 

legitimation strategies (Ashforth and Gibbs, 1990). This is strictly related to the materiality criterion 

that deals with the satisfaction of societal expectation (Global Reporting Initiative (GBS), 2021) about 

the actual and, likely, impacts of organization’s strategy, governance and activity (AccountAbility, 

2018). In case of Italian BCs, the law indicates that activities must be carried out in a ‘responsible, 

sustainable and transparent manner’ (Law 208/2015, par. 376) and the common benefit must be pur-

sued in relation to four area such as governance, workers, other stakeholders, and environment (An-

nexes 4-5, BC Law) during economic activity. To this purpose, it is plausible that expectations of 

stakeholders could be satisfied if BCs are capable of represents, with the use of appropriate quali-

quantitative indicators, the achievement of common benefit in relation to the four areas and using an 

appropriate Third-party evaluation standard.  

Starting from the characteristics of materiality, as previously indicated, we identified for our 

analysis 23 items articulated in two levels: quantity and quality. Quantity’s items are related to the 
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mandatory content indicated by law and the specific categories of information in relation to the dif-

ferent stakeholders to be satisfied. On the other side, quality’s items are related to the capacity of 

information itself to satisfy general expectations, so it could be related to the presence of explicit 

Third-party evaluation standard, of an eventual BIA certification, the use of other non-financial report 

scheme, the presence of qualitative descriptions, presence of KPIs for any category, the identification 

of Benefit Impact Manager. Our content analysis is at a sentence level. 

All material items, for the aim of the study, have the same importance. On this basis, therefore, 

we have chosen a dichotomous enumeration system for which the specific material item of SIR value 

of “1” if disclosed and “0” otherwise, and the approach to scoring is detective and equally weighted. 

The coding frame serves as a conceptual lens for assessing the comprehensiveness of the SIR disclo-

sure. As a result, it provides an empirical tool for evaluating the substantiveness of SIR disclosure 

and can be used to determine whether such disclosure is based on symbolic or substantive legitimacy, 

ensuring that the data collection and analysis approach for this study is consistent with the chosen 

theoretical approach.  

 

Quantity and quality evaluation 

Coherently with Coy (1995) could be used a disclosure index to assess, compare and explain the 

differences in the disclosure. Disclosure index is a research instrument comprising a series of pre-

selected item which, when scored, provide a measure that indicates a level of disclosure in the specific 

contest for which index was devised. Considering that SIR is meaningful if all (our) relevant infor-

mation has been reported, a meaningful SIR disclosure index could be obtained an overall score of 

material information of SIRs considering quantity and quality score. 

Given the exploratory nature of the study, it was decided to go ahead with a manual analysis, 

using an enumeration system based on the absence/presence of each category of analysis in the SIR 

of the sample. To ensure systematicity, objectivity, and generalizability of analysis to other research-

ers, we prioritize content analysis of the manifest (surface) rather than delving into the latent (deeper) 

meaning of the text  (Vourvachis, 2007). To mitigate the possible more easily occurring errors when 

coding by hand, all researchers involved read all SIRs (autonomously) and applied the enumeration 

system placing each BC in one of the four categories (autonomously). Then, the results were dis-

cussed in a team context and in the case of discrepancies, there was a new application of the enumer-

ation system (jointly) and a comparison on the interpretative differences that emerged.  
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In line with qualitative research, the content analysis approach for this study does not seek sta-

tistical significance, rather the emphasis is on theoretical and naturalistic generalization (Lodhia, 

2019; Lodhia et al., 2022; Parker and Northcott, 2016).  

Table 4 – Content Analysis items 
 

AREA ITEMS Weight 

QUANTITY 
Governance  
(Transparency and liability in pur-
suing of the aims of common 
benefit)  

1. Corporate purpose  
2. Description of involvement of the stake-

holders  
3. Description of policies and practices 

adopted by the corporation  

25%  

Workers  
(Relationships with employees 
and collaborators)  

4. Salaries and benefits  
5. Training and opportunities of personal 

growth  
6. Quality of the working environment  
7. Internal communication  
8. Flexibility and job security  

25%  

Community  
(Relationships between corpora-
tion and its entire community)  

9. Local environment and local community  
10. Voluntary activities  
11. Donations and the cultural and social ac-

tivities   
12. Any other actions aimed at supporting 

the local development and the develop-
ment of its own supply chain  

25%  

Environment  
(Impact on environment, for 
evaluating the overall perfor-
mance of the corporation)  

13. Life cycle of goods and service  
14. Exploitation of resources  
15. Use of energy, commodities, production, 

logistics and distribution processes  
16. Utilization and consumption of life end  

25%  

  
QUANTITY SCORE (QTS)  

Minimum 0%  
Maximum 100%  

QUALITY  
  17. Explication of a third-party standard 

which respect characteristics described 
by law  

18. Presence of BIA certification  
19. Use of other non-financial reports  
20. Qualitative indicators  
21. Quantitative indicators  
22. Explicit description of the presence of 

the Benefit Officer  
23. Description of new objectives for the fol-

lowing fiscal year  

100%  

  QUALITY SCORE (QLS)  Minimum 0%  
Maximum 100%  

 
Source: Our elaboration from Annex 5, L. no. 208/2015  

5. Findings  

In this section, we present the results of analysis of SIR. The analysis aims to depict how Italian BCs 

use SIR to communicate with their stakeholder and how these reports enhance corporate legitimation. 
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We focus on how Italian BCs disclose non-financial information through SIRs, the materiality of the 

information and whether SIRs serve as symbolic or substantive tools of legitimation. This also helps 

to assess the maturity and awareness of Italian BCs regarding non-financial and their efforts to pro-

mote legitimacy with relevant stakeholders. 

4.1 How does a hybrid organization (Italian BC) with a mandatory non-financial reporting (SIR) 

disseminate its information? Is this information material? 

Our first level finding reveals significant challenges in locating SIRs, despite them being a mandatory 

document that must be attached to annual Financial Statements and to be published on the company’s 

website. This difficulty aligns  with previous studies on Italian BCs and their lack of awareness in the 

accountability processes (Mion, 2020). It also highlights “grey spaces” in the regulation (Mari and 

Picciaia, 2022), as the law does not clearly specify a deadline for SIR publication.  

Bearing in mind that the choice to acquire the legal status of BC is, per se, an attempt to compliance 

with social expectations (Ashforth and Gibbs, 1990; Lindblom, 1994), concerning the sensitiveness 

towards sustainability and social and environmental impact (Hiller, 2013; Nigri et al., 2020), the aim 

of the analysis is verifying if and how Italian BCs use SIRs as a tool of legitimacy.  

From our analysis, we identified two groups based on quantity (QTS) and quality (QLS) items, splits 

a dataset into two equal halves using a cut-off lines the median. This method is common especially 

when assessing legitimacy or compliance (Ashforth and Gibbs, 1990; Lindblom, 1994; Michelon and 

Parbonetti, 2012; Mion, 2020). We further divided organizations into those with a low level of QTS 

(QTS↓) and a high level of QTS (QTS↑). A low QTS↓ (below 50% of the 16 predetermined items, 

i.e. compliance with 7 or fewer items) may indicate two possibilities: 

- The organization does not comply with legal obligations, which require the publication of the 

SIR on the company website;   

- The organization does not fully meet legal standards but addresses topic using appropriate 

methodologies and standards aligned with reporting purpose.  

Organization with a high QTS (above 50%, i-e- compliance with 8 or more items) may either: 

-  present a complete SIR in terms of content with vague, unverifiable or non-compliant infor-

mation;  

- fully meet regulatory requirements in terms of both content and information quality.  
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Similarly, analysis of items related to quality items (QLS) allowed us to identify organizations whit 

low (QLS↓) or a high (QLS↑) quality level.  Allow QLS (compliance with 4 or fewer of the 8 prede-

termined items) occurs when: 

- The SIRS is either unavailable 

- The SIR is available but lacks sufficient development.  

A high QLS (compliance with 5 or more items) occurs when: 

- the organization’s communication covers the areas of interest, but it is difficult to verify the 

information contained  

- the communication is adequate and demonstrates awareness of the issues. 

By combining these QTS and QLS scores, we identified four types of organization that we named: 1) 

nominal; 2) immature; 3) symbolic and 4) conscious.  

The collocation of BC in one of this group derive by their low or high capacity to express their sus-

tainability activity through SIR, in detail in the group of: 

1) “nominal” BCs: low QTS (QTS↓) and low QLS (QLS↓). In terms of legitimacy, these organiza-

tions do not use SIR as a strategic tool since its absence on the company website. They adhere “nom-

inally” to the legal qualification of BCs due to the impossibility to verify (through the analysis of 

SIR) the achievement of their dual purposes; 

2) “immature” BCs: low QTS (QTS↓) and high QLS (QLS↑). Albeit the organizations in this cluster 

do not fully respond to the requirements of the law, they use appropriate methodologies and standards, 

highlighting an ongoing (but not fully complete and mature) process in the use of SIR as a strategic 

legitimacy tool; 

3) “symbolic” BCs: High QTS (QTS↑) and low QLS (QLS↓). These BCs present a complete and 

formally structured SIR in terms of content (quantity), but they do not present qualitatively adequate 

information. Their SIRs, symbolize a tool of legitimation; 

4) “conscious” BCs: high QTS (QTS↑) and high QLS (QLS↑). These organizations present complete 

SIRs both in terms of quantitative and qualitative level. There is a conscious use of SIR as a strategic 

tool of legitimacy. 

Table 5 summarises the four types of organizations identified based on the results of content analysis. 
 

Table 5 – Results of content analysis  

Category of BC  QTS  QLS  No. of companies  
Nominal BCs  <50%  <50%  17  
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Immature BCs  ≤50%  ≥ 50%  18  
Symbolic BCs  ≥ 50%   ≤ 50%  12  
Conscious BCs  ≥ 50%  ≥ 50%  9  
TOTAL      56  

    Source: Our elaboration 

 

The first cluster, consisting of nominal BCs (QTS↓ - QLS↓) represent 30.36% (17 out of 56) of 

the sample and is essentially composed of two types of companies. The first are BC that have not 

published their SIR on the website, even if their transformation took place prior to 2019 (4 out of 16). 

The second types are BCs that, at the date of completion of the survey (January 2022), had not yet 

prepared (or better to say, published) the SIR for the year 2020. The decision to include these com-

panies in this category stems from the importance of making the document promptly available to 

stakeholders, to evaluate, in a timely manner, the effectiveness of the initiatives put in place to achieve 

the common benefit. The situation is exacerbated by the fact that 25% of this cluster has not published 

their SIR for at least two years, leading to the conclusion that, for these organizations, materiality 

“there is not all”. 

The second cluster consists of immature BCs and represent over 32% (18 out of 56) of the entire 

sample. These organizations have produced an SIR that does not fully meet legal requirement (quan-

tity items <= 50% or QTS↓), despite employing appropriate methodologies and standards (quality 

items >50% or QLS↑). This indicates that their communication process has not yet been fully devel-

oped. Notably, most of these entities (9 out of 17) have acquired Benefit Corporation certification 

(BIA), often achieving high scores, which demonstrates a significant focus on social issues and the 

implementation of concrete actions aimed at achieving the common benefit. In fact, these companies 

considered the obligation imposed by national law to be fulfilled with the simple repetition, in the 

SIR, of the score achieved with the BIA certification. Thus, they may be regarded as “potentially” 

socially conscious companies: while they have obtained BIA certification (or utilized the BIA assess-

ment to describe their social impact), it appears the use SIRSs merely for formal compliance rather 

than as a strategic factor (Mion, 2020). In this cluster, materiality seems to be related primarily to 

quality features, resulting in SIR information lacking in developed significance. 

The third cluster encompassing symbolic BCs, constitutes 21.4% of the sample (12 out of 56) 

and is the most heterogeneous regarding the behaviours of individual companies. This category in-

cludes all organizations that provide substantial content in their SIRs (quantity items near or equal to 
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100% or QTS↑), but where the information is vague and/or not fully verifiable and/or not in line with 

what is requested, often also using inadequate non-financial reporting tools (quality items <= 50% or 

QLS↓). For these organizations, while communication covers the relevant areas, the information is 

difficult to verify. They present sustainability reports that, in addition to their own social goals, often 

reference broader objectives (such as those relating to the UN 2030 Agenda), yet they lack essential 

elements. In one instance, impact assessment was included in a broader Integrated report which tends 

to confuse readers as the wider context complicates the discernment of information related to common 

benefit. Furthermore, sections on the description and on the assessment of the common benefit are 

particularly limited compared to the entire document, thus relegating them to a secondary role. In 

these broader social documents, often there are presented only information relating to BIA, concern-

ing the total score and those in the different areas. The companies in this cluster represented and 

developed information over a considerable number of pages, enriched by photos, diagrams and quan-

titative data. However, this “abundance” of information does not follow the guidelines of national 

legislation and is provided without a precise logic. In this cluster, it is not possible to distinguish 

relevant (material) topics and significant information.   

The final cluster concerns conscious BCs, which represent the smallest percentage, 16% (9 out 

of 56), of the total sample. A correlation can be observed between awareness of the importance of 

providing complete and transparent communication and the organizational size of these companies, 

almost all of which have more than 20 employees (some exceeding 250). The contents of the SIRs, 

despite varying graphic presentations and differing aspects aligned with each company’ mission, 

largely conforms to current legislative requirement. A significant portion is dedicated to the values 

guiding their entrepreneurial actions, presenting a broader and more advanced business idea, aimed 

not only at achieving a fair profit, but at resolving social and environmental problems. All issues are 

adequately explained both in the statutory provisions and in the documents presented: all BCs illus-

trated, through qualitative descriptions and quantitative indicators, the 4 areas required by law, they 

indicated (if present) the BIA certification and the Benefit Impact Manager. The SIR is structured 

using an explicit Third-party standard having the requirement indicated by law. In this last cluster, 

organizations seem to have understood the fundamental role of a material communication, using SIR 

also as a strategic tool for their activity.  

The scatter graph (Figure 1) illustrates the overall results of SIRs content analysis, positioning 

the various companies within one of the clusters (nominal, symbolic, immature or conscious). Nota-

bly, nominal BCs are all positioned at the origin of Cartesian axes due to the absence of SIRs available 

for analysis.  
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Fig. 1 Overall results of SIRs content analysis 

  

 

4.2 Is SIR used as a symbolic rather than a substantive medium in BCs legitimation process? 

To ascertain the symbolism versus substantiveness of disclosure of SIR we can use the four cat-

egories of Italian BCs (nominal, immature, symbolic and conscious). These, in fact, allow us also to 

appreciate the awareness on legitimation processes and the use of non-financial report as a substantive 

or symbolic tool for legitimation processes. At the outset, it is expected that substantive disclosure 

would encompass an emphasis on all two dimensions of SIR (quantitative and qualitative) analysed. 

Our finding reveals, in detail, that in BCs’ SIR, a symbolic rather than substantial approach to 

legitimacy prevails (84% of analysed SIR). This seems to shade a use of communication through SIR 

as rhetorical instruments that symbolically respond to compliance at law and at emerging stakehold-

ers’ pressures, thus influencing their perceptions (Deegan, 2002; Hummel and Schlick, 2015; O’Do-

novan, 2002; Rothenhoefer, 2019). In our sample, companies implement CSR initiatives to fulfil a 

social need rather than pursuing them strategically. Particularly, for each category of BC it is possible 

to underline a different “shade” in legitimation processes. 

In nominal BCs, organizations in which the SIR is absent or, however, not available, although 

their formal commitment to social aims and common benefit with the decision to acquire this legal 

form, it seems to be an absence (or disinterest) of legitimation processes. In this case, there is just a 

“nominal” belonging to the phenomenon of BC, being impossible for the stakeholders to assess the 

achievement of dual purposes. 
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Immature BCs, evidencing SIRs with an adequate qualitative level but a not full response to the 

requirements of the law, lead to symbolic legitimation processes since it lacks a complete procedural 

legitimacy, which is to say the respect of accepted techniques and procedures. The communication is 

not fully developed, but the condition for a change is that they must be able to understand how com-

plete, adequate and prompt communication an undoubted advantage for the image and the legitima-

tion of the company can be. 

The cluster related to symbolic BCs clearly evidenced what Ashforth and Gibbs (1990) identifies 

as management of perceptions. SIRs seem to underline the idea to appear consistent with social values 

and expectations, so a symbolic approach to legitimation strategies. The abundance of information 

and the difficulty to distinguish relevant topics and significant information, do not favour the expec-

tations and needs of stakeholders (Brammer and Pavelin, 2008; Torelli et al., 2020). Particularly, 

managing impressions and symbols, it seems that BCs symbolically used structured legitimacy (Such-

man, 1995), exploiting their structural characteristics located within a morally favoured taxonomy 

category.  

The last category (conscious BCs) seems to be understood the centrality of SIR for satisfying the 

relevant publics’ expectations: SIRs respect quality and quantity features, so becoming a substantive 

strategy for legitimation processes. These organizations adequately describe their achievement of 

dual purposes, and correctly share this information to their stakeholders, meeting their performance 

expectations. In these organizations SIR anticipates benefit from this action, which might include 

reputation enhancement or the use of SIR to recruit and retain highly quality workers (Waldman and 

Siegel, 2008). The following table (Table 6) summarizes the results of analysis in terms of symbolic 

and substantive legitimacy. 
Table 6: Symbolic and substantive legittimacy in Italian BCs 

Symbolic legitimacy Nominal BCs 
(absence of any legitimation pro-
cesses) 

 
 

47 BCs 
Immature BCs  
(lack of complete procedural legiti-
macy) 
Symbolic BCs 
(apparent use of structured legiti-
macy) 

Substantive legitimacy Conscious BCs 
(correct approach to legitimation 
processes) 

9 BCs 

 

In line with previous studies on Italian BCs and their reporting tools, there confirmed a substan-

tial inadequacy (Mion, 2020; Mion and Loza Adaui, 2020) and a general criticality on coherence 
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among value, processes, and performance (Cantele et al., 2021; Mari and Picciaia, 2022), in other 

words a difference between BC essence and BC representation. 

 

6. Concluding remarks 

Hybrid organizations are the most important and significant phenomenon in recent awareness-

raising processes for sustainable decisions. The Italian Società Benefit, the most recent example of 

this hybridism, are in a phase of great evolution and significant growth, since 106 organizations of 

178 (our universe) have chosen to acquire this legal status only in the year before the analysis. The 

Italian BC Law indicates the duality of purpose of these organizations that also concerns accounta-

bility and communication processes, with the preparation of a non-financial report (the Impact Re-

port) to be attached to the annual Financial Statements. Thus, here we find a new combination of 

phenomena, which is to say mandatory NFR and hybrid organizations. In this sense, legitimation 

becomes not simply a result of disclosure but also a sort of evaluation element, related to the capacity 

to create (and communicate) social impact. Legitimacy theory is the lens of our analysis which aims 

to examine the phenomenon of Italian BCs more deeply in relation to their capacity to express their 

sustainable activity via their SIRs. Using a qualitative content analysis on SIRs of a sample of Italian 

BC, we define the materiality of information. Then, four categories were identified: nominal, imma-

ture, symbolic and conscious BCs. The results of the analysis revealed an imbalance towards realities 

who have not yet fully understood the importance of accountability and communication processes in 

terms of legitimation. In line with previous studies (Cantele et al., 2021; Mion, 2020; Mion and Loza 

Adaui, 2020), a tendential difficulty (and, in some cases, a real absence) in presenting complete, 

useful, and, so, material documents is confirmed. This lack of awareness and maturity leads to some 

reflections, which are set out below. 

First, it must be noted, especially in the case of nominal BC, that not publishing (communicating) 

SIR is, firstly, a contra legem (illegal) action, as the document is a periodic obligation4. Certainly, 

the absence, in the law, of a deadline within which publishing SIR causes a non-marginal criticality, 

but timely information is a central characteristic for evaluating the work of an organization and 

 
____________  
 
4 If a BC does not comply with the law (such as it does not publish its SIR), this behavior represents a deceptive commercial practice. 
In this sense, the supervisory authority is the “Autorità Garante per la Concorrenza e per il Mercato” (AGCom - Competition and Market 
Guarantor Authority). 
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adequately responding to the information expectations of stakeholders. Secondly, what seems to be 

clear is that BCs don’t consider SIRs as a legitimacy tool. If, on the one hand, this could be related to 

the novelty of the phenomenon (so probably to the immaturity of organizations towards these new 

disclosure documents), on the other, the presence of inadequate non-financial information generates 

critical issues that come to undermine the trust of the stakeholders (customers, lenders, suppliers, 

investors) who have preferred these particular companies precisely because of their declared sustain-

ability-oriented activity. Moreover, the exploitation of this qualification, which is essentially a sort 

of reward on the competitive side, also harms competitors (whether they are other BCs or traditional 

lucrative realities) and, in general, could compromise trust in the entire system. 

The study has some practical implications. First, organizations could use our findings to enhance 

their non-financial reporting practices considering that understanding which information is perceived 

as material by different stakeholder can help to make reports more relevant and useful. Second, the 

finding may encourage organizations to involve stakeholders more in the materiality determination 

process:  a greater engagement can lead to more transparent communication and a better understand-

ing of stakeholder expectations. Third, organizations might reconsider their legitimation strategies 

assessing whether their reporting is more symbolic or substantive: if it is primarily symbolic organi-

zations could rethink their practices to ensure a genuine commitment to sustainability. Finally, the 

results of this research could be useful for researchers, since they contribute to an examination of the 

issue of mandatory non-financial reporting in hybrid organizations and its effects in terms of legiti-

macy, but also for practitioners and hybrid organizations in understanding the importance of materi-

ality of disclosure and in structuring material reporting. 

The exploratory nature of the survey presented sheds light on a new phenomenon and in a phase 

of great evolution, but it brings with it some limitations that should be highlighted. 

Two are the main limitations of this study: the size of the sample, certainly smaller than the 

overall number of Italian BCs, and the method used for the analysis of SIRs. Future research could 

address these limitations by incorporating a larger number of BCs and working alongside the content 

analysis, apply however as scrupulously as possible in this study, also quantitative method. The lim-

itation of content analysis lies in its inherent lack of replicability due to the subjective evaluation of 

certain elements, potentially introducing distortions. Future research could be involved in a qualita-

tive and in a quantitative view.  In a qualitative perspective, future research could establish a frame-

work for SIRs, beginning with an analysis of conscious clusters to identify drivers of excellence and 

contribute to the advancement of these sustainability documents. Additionally, it would be intriguing 

to examine not only the influence of external stakeholders, like the local community and 
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environmental groups, advocating for disclosure, but also the involvement of internal stakeholders in 

the substantive or symbolic disclosure of SIRs. In quantitative view could be interesting analysing 

and defining how to make possible the dialogue with qualitative and quantitative profiles: on the one 

hand, the use of KPIs to “evaluate with numbers” the impact of the activity, but, on the other, the 

necessity to describe, as precisely as possible, the distinctive elements of common benefit and to 

clarify the “sustainable business idea” behind (and beyond) all activities. Moreover, in the quantita-

tive approach, the analysis could be extended considering the QSIR, such expression of engaging 

symbolic or substantive approach, in the quantitative model to define the impact with performance 

measures or market value.  
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