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Abstract 

We examine the sustainability reporting assurance choices made by 

58 banks from 13 countries. We find the most common assurance choice is 

partial assurance, whereby only part of the sustainability report is assured. 

We also undertake detailed content analysis of the extent of partial assurance 

at three different levels: total sustainability metrics assured, total subject 

matter metrics assured, and total pages assured. Across all three extent 

measures, we find low levels of assurance. Our findings add to the limited 

academic literature on partial assurance. The low assurance levels we report 

also call into question the credibility to be accorded the full set of 

information disclosed in banks’ sustainability reports.  

 
Keywords: Assurance, Assurance Extent, Banking, ESG, Construct 

Validity, Sustainability Assurance, Sustainability Reporting 

 

Introduction 

It is well-accepted that the role of assurance is to add credibility to 

information disclosed by a firm to its external stakeholders (Knechel, 2021). 

Historically, this was information contained in the firm’s financial 

statements. Recently, there has been significant growth in the disclosure of 

sustainability information, often contained in separate sustainability reports 

(KPMG, 2022). However, criticisms of sustainability reporting, notably 

claims of greenwashing (Santos et al, 2023), have led to increased demand 
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for sustainability assurance (Clarkson et al, 2019; KPMG, 2022). This study 

explores the sustainability assurance landscape in the worldwide banking 

industry. Specifically, we pose the following overall research question: What 

is the extent to which banks provide assurance over the sustainability 

information contained in their sustainability reports? We examine this 

overall research question at different levels. At a broader level, we determine 

the firm’s overall choice whether to provide full, partial, or no assurance 

over its sustainability information. Subsequently, and focusing on cases of 

partial assurance, we deepen our analysis to a more fine-grained level, 

examining assurance choices over total disclosed sustainability metrics, 

specific subject matter metrics, and total pages assured.  

We find the most common overall choice is for banks to provide 

partial assurance, that is, to assure a selected set of sustainability metrics. 

Both full assurance and no assurance are found to be far less common 

choices. Our deeper analysis of partial assurance reveals such assurance to be 

at very low levels, usually less than 10 percent. This finding holds whether 

measured by total metrics assured, subject matter metrics assured, or pages 

assured.  

We believe that our study, with its focus on partial assurance, helps 

fill a significant gap in the sustainability assurance literature and 

consequently should be of interest to the academic community. Additionally, 

the very low levels of assurance coverage we document call into question the 

overall credibility which should be accorded banks’ sustainability reporting. 

These empirical findings should be of significant interest to assurance 

practitioners, investment analysts, securities regulators, and corporate 

preparers of sustainability reports.   

Our paper is organized as follows. The next section presents an 

overview of the worldwide banking industry. With its various commitments 

to sustainability, this industry forms an ideal setting for our study. The third 

section describes the current sustainability assurance environment, including 

any proposed regulatory changes. Section four reviews the sustainability 

assurance literature, including identifying limitations in the literature. 

Section five describes our research methodology. Section six presents our 

results, organized around four specific research questions. Section seven 

provides concluding comments, including study limitations and areas for 

future research.    

 

The Worldwide Banking Industry 

The worldwide banking industry is substantial, with its size and 

influence extending across economies and industries. In 2022, the financial 

services sector managed approximately $400 trillion (USD) in assets and 

generated $6.8 trillion (USD) in revenue (McKinsey & Company, 2023). Not 
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only do banks play a critical role in the economy, but they also have a great 

degree of influence across various sectors. Banks are no exception to the 

growing commitment to sustainability seen for over a decade, with 

corporations recognizing the importance of sustainability and subsequently 

integrating ESG considerations into their core operations (KPMG 

International, 2008). This continuing transition is driving the desire to signal 

commitment to stakeholders, to differentiate, and to reduce costs (Galpin & 

Whittington, 2012). 

Sustainable finance has gained momentum globally as investors 

recognize its impact on public perception and increasingly prioritize 

sustainability in investment decisions (Edmans & Kacperczyk, 2022). 

Sustainable finance markets have created more long-term investments in 

sustainable projects that many deem vital in addressing the climate change 

emergency (European Commission, n.d.; PwC, 2021; Intercontinental 

Exchange Inc., 2023).  Green bonds, a tool used to raise capital for projects 

with environmental benefits, alongside the increasingly popular social bonds, 

which seek to achieve positive social outcomes, comprise a large segment of 

sustainable finance initiatives (Bhutta et al, 2022; International Capital 

Markets Association, 2020; International Capital Markets Association, 

2023). 

Overall, the banking industry plays a major role in both the world 

economy and the economy of individual countries. Concerned with their 

corporate well being, banks act to ensure their own sustainability as viable 

entities. Through their actions in sustainable finance, they also play a crucial 

role in promoting sustainable economic growth such as advancing the green 

economy. These various actions in sustainability are regularly reported in 

each bank’s sustainability report. The extent to which this information is 

credible is consequently of great importance in society. Our study examines 

this credibility by examining the extent of assurance within the banks’ 

sustainability reports.  

 

Sustainability Assurance – Professional Environment 

In their 2022 survey of sustainability reporting, KPMG found a 96% 

sustainability reporting rate among the G250, a rate they suggest continues to 

grow incrementally (KPMG, 2022). The G250 consists of the world’s 250 

largest companies by revenue, based on the 2021 Fortune 500 rankings. They 

also found that 79 percent of N100 companies engage in some form of 

sustainability reporting, an increase of 15 percent over the last ten years. The 

N100 consists of the largest 100 companies in each of 58 countries, 

indicating that sustainability reporting is present and increasing all over the 

world. KPMG found the largest increases in the last two years have come in 

the Asia Pacific and European regions, both of which observed a 5 percent 
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increase in sustainability reporting between 2020 and 2022. Due to the 

voluntary nature of sustainability reporting at the time of their study, KPMG 

found companies utilized a number of different frameworks, including those 

from the GRI, SASB, or TCFD, or were aligned with the UN’s SDG’s.  

While a relatively high percentage of companies are reporting on 

their sustainability activities, far fewer are seeking external assurance on this 

information. KPMG’s 2022 survey found that only 47 percent of the N100 

companies sought third-party assurance of their sustainability reporting 

information (KPMG, 2022). Likewise, a 2021 study by the International 

Federation of Accountants (IFAC) that sampled 1,350 companies from G20 

countries found that while 95% of companies reported on ESG information, 

only 64% of these companies sought third-party assurance (IFAC, 2023). 

This lower percentage is due to the voluntary nature of assuring 

sustainability information in most jurisdictions. The IFAC study also noted 

that presenting sustainability information alongside financial information in a 

single integrated report is becoming increasingly common. Canada and the 

United States are notable exceptions to this trend as over 95% of companies 

still choose to release stand-alone sustainability reports (IFAC, 2023).  

Among the companies that did seek assurance, 80% of engagements 

were at the limited assurance level, including 97% of the engagements 

performed by accounting firms (IFAC, 2023). One notable example is 

France, in which assurance on sustainability information is already 

mandatory due to their transposition of the EU NFRD (Lopasio et al, 2022). 

In France, 98% of companies sought assurance on ESG information with 

96% of these engagements being at the limited level and 98% being 

performed by accounting firms (IFAC, 2023). Some of the proposed or 

recently adopted sustainability regulations include mandatory assurance 

regulations and will affect the companies analyzed in our study. The 

European Union’s Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) 

requires limited assurance on all topics starting from the first year of 

reporting, as soon as fiscal 2024 for some companies, with a gradual 

transition to reasonable assurance, potentially by fiscal 2028 (KPMG, 2023). 

France was the first country to transpose the CSRD into national law 

(Latham & Watkins, 2024). Germany followed suit in March 2024. The 

deadline for all members of the European Union to transpose the CSRD into 

national law was July 6, 2024 (Deloitte, 2024). The European Commission 

has since issued formal notices to Member States who have failed to 

communicate their transposition efforts (European Commission, 2024). 

The IFAC study also observed that 70% of assurance engagements 

used the ISAE 3000 (Revised) assurance standard or equivalent national 

standards, including 95% of the assurance engagements performed by 

accounting firms (IFAC, 2023). ISAE 3000 (Revised) is an assurance 
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standard that can be used in assurance engagements other than audits or 

reviews of historical financial information (IAASB, 2013). In parallel with 

the growth in sustainability reporting and the demand for sustainability 

assurance, the IAASB has developed and published a new standard, ISSA 

5000, which applies specifically to assurance engagements on sustainability 

information. The final version of ISSA 5000 was published on November 12, 

2024, and is effective as of December 15, 2026 (ISSB, 2024). 

 

Sustainability Assurance – Academic Literature 

The sustainability assurance research is extensive and varies 

significantly in its research design and questions. For example, Cho et al 

(2014), using US data, explore what factors led companies to obtain 

assurance on their sustainability reports and whether the market valued this 

assurance. While assurance choices were linked to industry and disclosure 

effectiveness, no association was found between assurance and higher 

market values. Datt et al (2020), using an international sample, find that 

firms subject to greater carbon emission legitimacy pressures were more 

likely to choose accounting firms as their assurance provider. Du and Wu 

(2019), using data from Taiwan, find that the issuance of CSR reports was 

associated with lower future CSR misconduct, but only where the report was 

accompanied by external assurance. Garcia-Sanchez et al (2022), using data 

from multinational firms, note that the lack of standardization of 

sustainability assurance as compared to financial auditing complicates its 

assessment by stock market participants. Two additional studies, O’Dwyer et 

al (2011) and Larrinaga et al (2020), examine the evolution of sustainability 

assurance within the accounting profession, exploring how assurance 

practitioners seek to legitimise or institutionalize this emerging area practice. 

Their research draws upon theories of social construction and institutional 

sociology. 

A comprehensive review of the recent sustainability assurance 

research was completed by Venter and Krasodomska (2024). This research 

reviewed 51 articles published between 2020 and 2023 on the assurance of 

Extended External Reporting (EER), a technical term synonymous with 

sustainability reporting. The most common sustainability assurance studies 

(78.4%) were archival. These archival studies investigate both the 

determinants and consequences of sustainability assurance choices. One such 

example is Fan et al (2021) which uses CDP data to examine the 

determinants of the choice whether to voluntary assure the level of GHG 

emissions. Overall, their literature review of the archival research organizes 

the determinants into five categories: carbon assurance (due to carbon 

information asymmetry); ownership (e.g., institutional shareholding); 

governance (e.g., board independence, audit committees); institutions (e.g., 
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country culture, country legal system); and other (primarily country-specific 

studies). The consequences of assurance choices are organized into three 

categories: reporting related outcomes (e.g. quality of integrated reporting, 

quality of ESG reporting, extent of reporting on UN SDGs); investor’s 

decisions (e.g., equity valuation, information asymmetry (bid-ask spread, 

cost of capital, analyst forecast error)); and other (e.g., cost of debt, financial 

distress, future CSR performance). Experimental research was also examined 

in the literature review. This included Hoang and Trotmam (2021), where 

postgraduate students, proxying for investors, were found to ascribe higher 

valuations where reasonable level assurance was provided on CSR 

information as compared to limited or no assurance. This finding, however, 

only held where the respondent was not asked to make an explicit assessment 

of the company’s performance.  

Also reviewed was a set of non-positivist studies which used semi-

structured interviews or ethnographic approaches. The interview studies 

included Sivola and Vinnari (2021) where auditors in Finland were 

interviewed to examine how they promoted the need for sustainability 

assurance. A notable finding was the auditors involvement in EU-level 

advocacy for mandatory sustainability assurance. A second interview study, 

Channuntapipat (2020), challenged the current role of sustainability 

assurance providers as simply data verifiers and suggested they go further to 

act as organizational culture change agents.  

A set of studies using ethnographic designs were also reviewed. A 

notable example is Gaudy and Malsch (2023). In their study of two small 

French accounting firms which offered sustainability assurance services the 

concept of meaningfulness was explored, being the desire to create a positive 

sense of purpose aligned with one’s own values. Positive elements of 

meaningfulness were found to include shared sustainability values amongst 

colleagues, which is heightened by working in a small firm committed to a 

strong sustainability environment. In contrast, meaningfulness was 

counteracted when clients view sustainability assurance as simply a required 

compliance exercise, or when the assurers become aware of the limitations of 

their agentic and transformative capacities. A second notable examine is the 

Li et al (2023) longitudinal fieldwork study of a Chinese state-owned 

enterprise. An important finding was that while managers within the 

enterprise recognize the importance of sustainability assurance for helping 

ensure organizational legitimacy, any such support for external sustainability 

assurance was counteracted by concerns of interference with the stability of 

an authoritarian regime.  

The Venter and Krasodomska (2024) literature review also contained 

a separate section focusing on the assurance quality construct. Within the 

section they made specific reference to the Hummel et al (2019) study which 
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highlighted that obtaining a valid measure of this construct was a key design 

consideration in the sustainability assurance literature. The literature review 

found that assurance quality is currently measured in the literature based on 

information contained in the sustainability assurance reports. This includes, 

for example, the presence (or absence) of information on engagement scope, 

whether a description is provided of the assurance standards used, how 

materiality was determined, and the independence and competencies of the 

assuror. However, given that most assurance reports are boilerplate, the 

authors raised concerns with construct validity. As noted in our methodology 

section, our measures of assurance extent (an important element of assurance 

quality) use information contained in the actual sustainability reports. 

We found a small set of studies that, like our study, attempt to 

measure assurance quality by measuring the extent of assurance over the 

firm’s disclosed sustainability information. The most notable of these was 

the study by Gipper et al (2023). Using S&P data from 2010 to 2020 the 

authors gathered data on the sustainability reporting – and related assurance 

– for 11 specific metrics, six environmental and five social. The resulting 

measure, titled scope of assurance, is measured as the ratio of assured 

metrics contained in the assurance report to disclosed metrics in the 

sustainability (or ESG) report. The authors specifically note they are the first 

in the literature to examine assurance within ESG reports (Gipper et al, 

2023). They also state that they do not treat ESG assurance as binary 

whereby partial assurance is equated with full assurance, with the alternative 

being no assurance. Instead, their research design allows them to reveal the 

considerable heterogeneity that exists when sustainability assurance is 

provided (Gipper et al, 2023). Examples in the literature where binary 

measures are used when measuring the extent of assurance include Simnett 

et al (2009), Dhaliwal et al. (2012), Martinez-Ferraro et al (2017), Clarkson 

et al (2019), and Bakarich et al (2023). As noted in the following section, in 

our research design we also do not treat sustainability assurance as binary. 

Indeed, we believe our design allows us to reveal even greater heterogeneity 

in partial assurance settings beyond the Gipper et al (2023) study.   

 

Research Methodology 

Our overall objective in choosing which banks to include in our study 

was to achieve broad representation from numerous countries around the 

world. In each of the thirteen countries selected, we began by identifying the 

five largest banks in each country, measured by total assets. To be included 

in our formal data set it was then required that the bank meet all of the 

following selection criteria: that personal or commercial banking is the 

primary business activity, the bank is publicly traded on a stock exchange, 

the bank is headquartered in that identified country, and the bank’s ESG 
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reporting is available in English. Also required was that the bank’s 

sustainability information is clearly identifiable, either within a broader 

report, such as an annual report or integrated report or in its own separate, 

stand-alone document. A final criterion was that if the bank mentioned it had 

assurance over its sustainability information, the assurance report be publicly 

available. Our final set of 58 banks included five each from Australia, Brazil, 

Canada, China, Japan, Norway, South Africa, and the United Kingdom. Four 

banks were included from each of France, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab 

Emirates. Two German banks were also included. Our full set of 58 banks is 

presented in Table 1. 
Table 1: Overview of Data Set 

(n = 58) 
Country Name of Bank Fiscal Year 

End 

Total 

Assets 

($B USD) 

Country Name of Bank Fiscal Year End Total 

Assets 

Australia National Australia 
Bank 

Sept 30, 2023 681 France BPCE Dec 31, 2022 1,643 

 Commonwealth Bank Jun 30, 2023 835 Germany Deutsche Bank AG, 

Frankfurt/M. 

Dec 31, 2022 1,435 

 ANZ Banking Group Sept 30, 2023 711  Commerzbank AG, 
Frankfurt/M. 

Dec 31, 2022 512 

 Westpac Banking 

Corporation 

Sept 30, 2023 662 Japan Mitsubishi UFJ 

Financial Group 

Mar 31, 2023 2,875 

 Bank of Queensland Aug 31, 2023 68  Japan Post Bank Mar 31, 2023 1,729 

Brazil Itaú Unibanco 

Holding SA 

Dec 31, 2023 524  Mizuho Financial 

Group 

Mar 31, 2024 1,915 

 Banco do Brazil SA Dec 31, 2022 380  Sumitomo Mitsui 
Financial Group 

Mar 31, 2023 2,025 

 Banco Bradesco SA Dec 31, 2023 397  Resona Holdings Inc. Mar 31, 2023 560 

 BTG Pactual Dec 31, 2022 86 Norway DNB Bank Dec 31, 2022 331 

Canada Toronto-Dominion 

Bank 

Oct 31, 2023 1,410  Sparebanken Vest Dec 31, 2022 27 

 Bank of Nova Scotia Oct 31, 2023 1,016  Sparebanken More Dec 31, 2022 9 

 Bank of Montreal Oct 31, 2023 932  Storebrand ASA Dec 31, 2022 80 

 Canadian Imperial 

Bank of Commerce 

Oct 31, 2023 703  Sparebank 1 SMN Dec 31, 2022 23 

 RBC Oct 31, 2022 1,405 Saudi 
Arabia 

Saudi National Bank Dec 31, 2022 252 

China Industrial and 

Commercial Bank of 
China 

Dec 31, 2022 5,733  Al-Rajhi Bank Dec 31, 2022 203 

 China Construction 

Bank 

Dec 31, 2022 5,800  Riyad Bank Dec 31, 2022 96 

 Agricultural Bank of 
China 

Dec 31, 2022 4,911  Saudi Awwal Bank Dec 31, 2022 .552 

 Bank of China Dec 31, 2022 4,185  Banque Saudi Fransi Dec 31, 2022 62 

 Postal Savings Bank 

of China 

Dec 31, 2022 2,036 South 

Africa 

Standard Bank Dec 31, 2023 109 

France Crédit Agricole Dec 31, 2023 2,417  FirstRand Jun 30, 2023 88 

 BNP Paribas Dec 31, 2022 2,862  Absa Bank Dec 31, 2022 105 

 Société Générale Dec 31, 2022 1,596  Nedbank Dec 31, 2022 74 

South 

Africa 

Investec Bank Mar 31, 2023 71 United 

Kingdom 

Lloyds Banking Group Dec 31, 2022 1,062 

United 

Arab 

Emirates 

First Abu Dhabi Bank 

PJSC 

Dec 31, 2022 302  NatWest Group Dec 31, 2022 871 
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 Emirates NBD Dec 31, 2023 235  Standard Chartered 
PLC 

Dec 31, 2023 823 

 Dubai Islamic Bank Dec 31, 2022 79 United 

States 

JP Morgan Dec 31, 2022 3,666 

 Mashreq Dec 31, 2022 .332  Bank of America Dec 31, 2022 3,051 

United 
Kingdom 

HSBC Dec 31, 2022 281  Wells Fargo Dec 31, 2022 1,881 

 Barclays Dec 31, 2022 1,832  Citigroup Dec 31, 2022 2,417 

 

The primary research method used in the study is content analysis. 

Figure 1 shows the process we used to identify the set of banks on which our 

detailed analysis was performed (level V; RQ2-4). For each bank, we first 

determined if assurance was obtained over the full report (full), only parts of 

the report (partial), or if there was no assurance (none). This is level I in 

Figure 1, and where research question 1 is located. A classification of full 

(11 banks) indicates that the bank has received third-party assurance over the 

complete contents of its sustainability report. A classification as partial (40) 

indicates that the bank received assurance over some information within the 

report, most commonly a select set of metrics, but not over the entire 

contents of the report. A classification of none (7) signifies that the bank has 

not obtained any external assurance on its sustainability report. Appendix 1 

profiles these three classifications using three banks from our data set. 

Where the bank received partial assurance we next examined whether 

the bank used symbols (17 banks) to indicate which metrics were assured. 

This is level II in Figure 1. This use of symbols was important for two 

reasons. First, it allows us to count both assured metrics and assured pages 

within the sustainability report. Second, the symbol potentially leads to a 

halo effect, explained more fully below. At level III the banks were then 

separated based on the location of the report. There are two potential 

locations for reports. Stand-alone documents (13 banks) serve as the primary 

source of a company’s sustainability information and importantly contain 

only sustainability information. The feature of being self-contained in 

sustainability information was a necessary criterion in validating our extent 

measures. Documents considered not stand-alone would include annual 

reports or integrated reports. Level IV then identifies those stand-alone 

documents that use tabular formats to present sustainability metrics (11 

banks). We found tabular presentation to be a common disclosure format. 

Basing our analysis on this tabular presentation also allowed for the uniform 

application of our data collection and coding process. Finally, level V shows 

our three assurance extent measures. This is where our detailed analysis took 

place. These three measures align with our three additional research 

questions. 
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Figure 1: Sub-Sample Identification Process 

 

Appendix 2 provides important details on how we operationalize our 

three measures in level V. Our total metrics assured and subject matter 

metrics assured significantly extend the scope of assurance measures 

developed in Gipper et al (2023). Specifically, our measures are not limited 

to a predetermined (and maximum) set of eleven metrics. Using our working 

rules, we capture and analyze any metrics disclosed in a tabular format. 

Consequently, we identify a significantly more comprehensive set of 

disclosed sustainability metrics. We then categorize the metrics into those 

which are assured and those which are not assured. We also separate the 

metrics into four different subject matter categories: environmental, social, 

governance, and sustainable finance.  

Our pages assured measure differs from Gipper et al (2023) both in 

its construction and its conceptual underpinning. An important rationale 

behind the pages assured measure comes from the concept of the halo effect, 

being a bias created when an initial positive judgment unconsciously affects 

subsequent  broader perceptions  (Psychology Today, n.d.). This concept has 

been empirically supported in psychology research. Notably, Chernev and 
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Blair (2020) found evidence of a halo effect for companies whose products 

are made using environmentally friendly technologies. In their study, the 

halo effect was found to counteract concerns that the quality of the 

companies’ products might be substandard due to the traditional methods of 

manufacturing. In our study, we assume that a single appearance of an 

assurance symbol presented on any page in the sustainability report creates a 

halo effect, thereby adding credibility to the full set of information on the 

page. Hence this measure is constructed as pages assured divided by total 

pages in the report.  

The development of the formal coding process involved considerable 

discussion amongst the research team, including numerous pilot tests of 

preliminary schemes. A series of reliability checks were also performed on 

the coding process. The most significant reliability check compared in detail 

the results of the coding for two Canadian banks, TD and BMO. Only minor 

differences were identified from this independent coding check. Once the 

veracity of the coding process was finalized, two of the study co-authors 

worked to code the data for all our measures. Overall, the author team has 

strong confidence in the reliability of the results.   

 

Study Results 

This section presents the results of the study organized around four 

specific research questions.  

 

Research Question #1: To what extent do banks choose to provide full, 

partial, or no assurance on their sustainability reports? 

Table 2 provides information on the overall assurance choice made 

by the 58 banks presented by report location. The most common overall 

assurance choice (40 of 58 banks; 69%) was partial assurance. This was the 

case whether the report was a stand-alone document (27/37; 73%), an annual 

report (11/14; 79%), or an integrated report (2/3; 67%). The second most 

common overall assurance choice was full assurance, a choice made by 11 

banks (19%). Choices of full assurance existed across all four sustainability 

report types, including all four universal registration documents which 

contained the sustainability information for the four French banks in our data 

set. The least common assurance choice across our 58 banks was no 

assurance (7/58; 12%). Table 3 provides the overall assurance choices made 

by specific banks. These seven no-assurance banks include four of the five 

banks from Saudi Arabia, two of the four banks from the United Arab 

Emirates, and JP Morgan from the United States.  
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Table 2: Overall Sustainability Assurance Choice – By Report Location 

(n=58) 

 Full assurance 

(n=11) 

Partial assurance 

(n=40) 

No assurance 

(n=7) 

Stand alone document 

(n=37) 
4 27 6 

Within annual report 

(n=14) 
2 11 1 

Integrated report (n=3) 1 2 0 

Universal registration 

document (n=4) 
4 0 0 

 
Table 3: Overall Sustainability Assurance Choice – Specific Banks 

(n=58) 

Country Name of Bank 
Location of 

Sustainability Report 

Type of 

Assurance 

Australia National Australia Bank Within Annual Report Partial 

 Commonwealth Bank Within Annual Report Partial 

 ANZ Banking Group Stand Alone Full 

 Westpac Banking Corporation Stand Alone Partial 

 Bank of Queensland Stand Alone Partial 

Brazil Itaú Unibanco Holding SA Stand Alone Full 

 Banco do Brazil SA Within Annual Report Partial 

 Banco Bradesco SA Integrated Full 

 BTG Pactual Within Annual Report Full 

Canada Toronto-Dominion Bank (TD Bank) Stand Alone Partial 

 Royal Bank of Canada (RBC) Stand Alone Partial 

 Bank of Nova Scotia (Scotiabank) Stand Alone Partial 

 Bank of Montreal (BMO) Stand Alone Partial 

 
Canadian Imperial Bank of 

Commerce (CIBC) 
Stand Alone Partial 

China China Construction Bank Stand Alone Partial 

 
Industrial and Commercial Bank of 

China Limited 
Stand Alone Partial 

 Agricultural Bank of China Stand Alone Partial 

 Bank of China Stand Alone Partial 

 Postal Savings Bank of China Stand Alone Partial 

France Crédit Agricole 
Universal Registration 

Document 
Full 

 BNP Paribas 
Universal Registration 

Document 
Full 

 Société Générale 
Universal Registration 

Document 
Full 

 BPCE 
Universal Registration 

Document 
Full 

Germany Deutsche Bank AG, Frankfurt/M. Stand Alone Full 

 Commerzbank AG, Frankfurt/M. Stand Alone Full 

Japan Mitsubishi UFJ Financial Group Stand Alone Partial 

 Japan Post Bank Stand Alone Partial 
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 Mizuho Financial Group Stand Alone Partial 

Japan Sumitomo Mitsui Financial Group Stand Alone Partial 

 Resona Holdings, Inc. Integrated Partial 

Norway DNB Bank Within Annual Report Partial 

 Sparebanken Vest Within Annual Report Partial 

 Sparebanken More Within Annual Report Full 

 Storebrand ASA Within Annual Report Partial 

 Sparebank 1 SMN Within Annual Report Partial 

Saudi Arabia Saudi National Bank Stand Alone None 

 Al-Rajhi Bank Within Annual Report None 

 Riyad Bank Stand Alone None 

 Saudi Awwal Bank Stand Alone Partial 

 Banque Saudi Fransi Stand Alone None 

South Africa Standard Bank Stand Alone Partial 

 FirstRand Stand Alone Partial 

 Absa Bank Stand Alone Partial 

 Nedbank Integrated Partial 

 Investec Bank Stand Alone Partial 

United Arab 

Emirates 
First Abu Dhabi Bank PJSC Stand Alone Partial 

 Emirates NBD Stand Alone None 

 Dubai Islamic Bank Stand Alone None 

 Mashreq Stand Alone Partial 

United 

Kingdom 
HSBC Within Annual Report Partial 

 Barclays Within Annual Report Partial 

 Lloyds Banking Group Stand Alone Partial 

 NatWest Group Stand Alone Partial 

 Standard Chartered Plc Within Annual Report Partial 

United States JP Morgan Stand Alone None 

 Bank of America Within Annual Report Partial 

 Wells Fargo Stand Alone Partial 

 Citigroup Stand Alone Partial 

 

Research Question #2: Under conditions of partial assurance, to what 

extent do banks choose to assure their disclosed sustainability metrics? 

Table 4 presents the findings on our first major measure of interest, 

total metrics assured. The analysis is done for a subset of eleven banks. The 

first row presents the total number of distinct metrics presented in each 

bank’s sustainability report. The number ranges from a low of 121 at Saudi 

Awwal to a high of 873 at Westpac. The second row presents the number of 

the metrics that were specifically identified as assured in the sustainability 

report. The number of metrics assured ranged from a low of 6 at Mizuho and 

FirstRand to a high of 74 at TD. The third row shows that unassured 

disclosed metrics ranged from a low of 151 at Mizuho to a high of 809 at 

Westpac. The fourth row in Table 4 presents the percentage of metrics 
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disclosed in the sustainability report which were specifically identified as 

assured. This percentage is the first of our three primary measures of the 

extent of assurance. The percentage ranges from a low of 2.7% at Scotiabank 

to a high of 14.3% at TD. The final row presents this primary measure as the 

percentage of disclosed metrics not assured. Conversely then, it ranges from 

a low of 85.7% at TD to a high of 97.3% at Scotiabank. Untabulated, across 

the eleven banks, the overall percentage of metrics disclosed but not assured 

is 92.8% (3,818/4,115). This last result contrasts with a disclosed, but not 

assured, rate of 72.1% found in the Gipper et al (2023) study. Our higher rate 

of non assurance can be partially explained by the fact we did not restrict the 

disclosed metrics to a restricted set as the Gipper et al (2023) study had done. 
Table 4: Total Metrics Assured 

 

Research Question #3: Under conditions of partial assurance, to what 

extent do banks choose to assure their various disclosed subject matter 

sustainability metrics? 

Table 5 presents the findings on our second major measure of 

assurance extent, subject matter metrics assured. In this analysis we divide 

the total metrics disclosed into four subject matter categories: environment, 

social, governance, and sustainable finance. In the second and third rows we 

break down the total metrics into the four categories, first by nominal 

amount, and second in percentage form. In both cases, the most common 

metric being disclosed, and by a significant margin over the other three 

categories, are social metrics. 

 BMO 
(Canada) 

CIBC 
(Canada) 

RBC 
(Canada) 

Scotiabank 
(Canada) 

TD 
(Canada) 

Westpac 
(Australia) 

Saudi 
Awwal 

(Saudi 

Arabia) 

Lloyds 
Banking 

Group 

(United 
Kingdom) 

Mizuho 
(Japan) 

FirstRand 
(South 

Africa) 

Investec 
(South 

Africa) 

Total 

number of 
metrics 

disclosed 

434 

 

331 291 523 519 873 121 245 157 179 442 

Total 

number of 

metrics 

assured  

15 16 18 14 74 64 12 19 6 6 53 

Total 
number of 

metrics 

not 
assured 

419 315 273 509 445 809 109 226 151 173 389 

Percentage 

of total 
metrics 

assured 

3.5% 4.8% 6.2% 2.7% 14.3% 7.3% 9.9% 7.8% 3.8% 3.4% 12.0% 

Percentage 

of total 
metrics 

not 

assured 

96.5% 95.2% 93.8% 97.3% 85.7% 92.7% 90.1% 92.2% 96.2% 96.6% 88.0% 
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The most notable example here is CIBC, where of its 331 disclosed metrics, 307 (92.7%) are in the social 

category. Of the other three subject matter categories, there was no consistently identifiable pattern across the eleven 

banks. Environmental disclosures ranged from a low of 2.3% of total disclosures (BMO) to a high of 68.2% (Mizuho). 

Governance disclosures ranged from a low of 0% of total disclosures (FirstRand) to a high of 28.2% (Lloyds Banking 

Group). Sustainable finance disclosures ranged from a low of 0.3% of total disclosures (BMO) to a high of 39.4% (TD). 
Table 5: Subject Matter Metrics Assured 

  
BMO 

(Canada) 

CIBC 

(Canada) 

RBC 

(Canada) 

Scotia-

bank 

(Canada) 

TD 

(Canada) 

Westpac 

(Australia) 

Saudi 

Awwal 

(Saudi 

Arabia) 

Lloyds 

Banking 

Group 

(United 

Kingdom) 

Mizuho 

(Japan) 

FirstRand 

(South 

Africa) 

Investec 

(South 

Africa) 

Total number of 

metrics disclosed 
434 331 291 523 519 873 121 245 157 179 442 

Total number 

of each subject 

matter metrics 

disclosed 

E 10 15 21 64 134 128 28 74 107 43 151 

S 304 307 182 283 315 317 56 86 21 112 188 

G 109 8 30 105 44 84 24 69 26 0 11 

SF 11 1 58 71 26 344 13 7 3 24 92 

Percentage of 

total number of 

metrics 

disclosed 

E 2.30% 4.50% 7.20% 12.20% 25.80% 14.70% 23.10% 30.20% 68.20% 24.00% 34.20% 

S 70.00% 92.70% 62.50% 54.10% 60.70% 36.30% 46.30% 35.10% 13.40% 62.60% 42.50% 

G 25.10% 2.40% 10.30% 20.10% 8.50% 9.60% 19.80% 28.20% 16.60% 0.00% 2.50% 

SF 2.50% 0.30% 19.90% 13.60% 5.00% 39.40% 10.70% 2.90% 1.90% 13.40% 20.80% 

Total number 

of each subject 

matter metrics 

assured 

E 0 7 7 4 23 5 4 10 1 6 41 

S 11 9 11 7 49 7 3 9 5 0 12 

G 1 0 0 3 2 3 4 0 0 0 0 

SF 3 0 0 0 0 49 1 0 0 0 0 

Percentage of 

each subject 

matter metrics 

assured  

E 0.00% 46.70% 33.30% 6.30% 17.20% 3.90% 14.30% 13.50% 0.90% 14.00% 27.20% 

S 3.60% 2.90% 6.00% 2.50% 15.60% 2.20% 5.40% 10.50% 23.80% 0.00% 6.40% 

G 0.90% 0.00% 0.00% 2.90% 4.50% 3.60% 16.70% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 

SF 27.30% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 14.20% 7.70% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 
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The bottom two rows of Table 5 present the subject matter findings 

based on assurance. The first of these rows shows the nominal amount of 

each subject matter metric that was assured in the sustainability report. The 

bottom row converts this nominal amount into a percentage assured. The 

most commonly assured subject matter metrics are environmental. Seven out 

of the eleven banks assured their environmental metrics at the highest rate 

across the four subject matter categories. This assurance ranged from a low 

of 6.3% (Scotiabank) to a high of 46.7% (CIBC). This finding is consistent 

with the Gipper et al (2023) study which also found that where 

environmental metrics are disclosed, they are more likely to be assured than 

other metrics. We found that social metrics, when disclosed, are the second 

most commonly assured metric, including a high of 23.8% at Mizuho. For 

both environmental and social metrics, ten of the 11 banks provided some 

level of assurance. Conversely, only five of the 11 banks provided assurance 

over disclosed governance metrics, and only three provided assurance over 

disclosed sustainable finance metrics.  

 

Research Question #4: Under conditions of partial assurance, to what 

extent do banks choose to signal assurance on each page of their report? 

Table 6 presents the findings on our third major measure of assurance 

extent, pages assured. As noted in the methodology section, the rationale for 

this measure stems from the halo effect. Specifically, we assume that should 

any formal communication of assurance be contained on the sustainability 

report page – in our study the existence of an assurance symbol – then by 

association the remainder of the information on the page is considered to 

contain some level of assurance. Hence, our third measure is constructed as 

the total number of pages assured in the sustainability report divided by total 

number of pages. The results in Table 6 indicate that a large proportion of 

the total pages in the sustainability report do not communicate any element 

of assurance. In terms of total pages, across the 13 banks there were 1,112 

pages of sustainability reporting. Of these 107 (9.6%) had assurance attached 

to them. As shown in the bottom row, these percentages range from a low of 

61.1% for Westpac to a high of 98.5% for FirstRand. 
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Table 6: Pages Assured Measure 
 BMO 

(Canada) 

CIBC 

(Canada) 

RBC 

(Canada) 

Scotia-

bank 

(Canada) 

TD 

(Canada) 

Westpac 

(Australia) 

Saudi 

Awwal 

(Saudi 

Arabia) 

Lloyds 

Banking 

Group 

(United 

Kingdom) 

Mizuho 

(Japan) 

First-

Rand 

(South 

Africa) 

Investec 

(South 

Africa) 

Standard 

Bank 

(South 

Africa) 

NatWest 

(United 

Kingdom) 

Total 

number of 

pages 

105 124 137 121 101 18 51 29 28 131 134 61 72 

Total 

number of 

pages 

assured  

8 12 10 7 17 7 6 4 3 2 12 6 13 

Total 

number of 

pages not 

assured 

97 112 127 114 84 11 45 25 25 129 122 55 59 

Percentage 

of pages 

assured 

7.6% 9.7% 7.3% 5.8% 16.8% 38.9% 11.8% 13.8% 10.7% 1.5% 9.0% 9.8% 18.1% 

Percentage 

of pages 

not 

assured 

92.4% 90.3% 92.7% 94.2% 83.2% 61.1% 88.2% 86.2% 89.3% 98.5% 91.0% 90.2% 81.9% 
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Concluding Remarks 

Banks play a visible and important role in the world economy. 

Through their actions in sustainable finance, they are also committed to a 

more sustainable global environment. Similar to any organization, banks are 

also concerned with their own corporate sustainability. These various 

sustainability actions are commonly reported by banks in their sustainability 

reports, often on a voluntary basis. Banks must then also decide whether to 

provide assurance on this reporting, in order to add to its credibility. In this 

study, we examine the propensity of banks worldwide to seek such 

assurance, and where sought, we further describe the extent of this assurance. 

Our analysis is based on 58 banks from 13 countries. We find the most 

common overall assurance choice (40 of 58 banks; 69%) is partial assurance, 

whereby only a selected set of sustainability metrics disclosed are assured. In 

contrast, 11 banks (19%) provided full assurance and 7 (12%) provided no 

assurance. Using detailed content analysis, where cases of partial assurance 

is provided, we find the overall extent of assurance to be at very low levels. 

For example, the highest rate of assurance over disclosed metrics for a single 

bank was found to be 14.3%. Similarly, for all four subject matter metrics, 

cases of disclosed but unassured metrics were identified. This included six 

banks where disclosed governance metrics were not assured. Finally, we 

found that only 9.6% of the pages in the sustainability reports contained 

evidence of assurance. Taken together, our results present an assurance 

environment in the banking industry characterized by low levels of assurance 

extent. Consequently, we suggest caution when ascribing a level of 

credibility to the banks’ sustainability reporting.  

We believe the results of our study make an important contribution to 

both the academic and professional assurance literature. Our findings are, of 

course, subject to certain limitations. Notably, our three introduced measures 

are unique to this study and may not accurately proxy for the actual level of 

credibility users attach to information in the sustainability reports. Our 

definition of total metrics is also restricted to current-year metrics, and 

metrics presented in formal tables. Nevertheless, a broader measure of total 

metrics, including prior year totals, or metrics incorporated in the narrative, 

would have significantly reduced our reportedly low assurance levels. Our 

detailed analysis of the extent of assurance was also restricted to a subset of 

the 58 banks. Finally, although we selected banks from 13 different 

countries, our results may not generalize to sustainability assurance decisions 

made by a larger worldwide set. Upcoming regulatory changes to require 

sustainability assurance, particularly in Europe, may also limit the extent to 

which our results are indicative of future assurance decisions. Nevertheless, 

especially in markets where sustainability assurance will remain voluntary 

for the foreseeable future, such as Canada and the United States, we advocate 
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for additional research focusing on settings of partial assurance. For 

example, interviews could be used to explore why managers only choose to 

ensure certain sustainability metrics. Could it be due to institutional 

isomorphism, or a belief in the halo effect?    
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Appendix 1 – Assurance Provided – Full, Partial, None 

Appendix 1a: Full Assurance 

 
*Page 96 of ANZ’s 2022 ESG Supplement 

https://www.anz.com.au/content/dam/anzcomau/about-us/2022-anz-esg-supplement-

accessible.pdf 
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Appendix 1b: Partial Assurance 

 

 
*Page 93-94 of BMO’s 2023 Sustainability Report  and Public Accountability 

Statement 

https://our-impact.bmo.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/BMO_2023_SR_EN.pdf  
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Appendix 1c: No Assurance 

 
*Page 63 of JP Morgan’s 2022 Environmental Social Governance Report 

https://www.jpmorganchase.com/content/dam/jpmc/jpmorgan-chase-and-

co/documents/jpmc-esg-report-2022.pdf 

 

Appendix 2 - Extent of Assurance – Data Collection and Coding Process 
Measure #1 – Metrics Assured 

Number of metrics assured/Total number of metrics 

Data Collection: Data for Measure #1 was sourced from the 2023 ESG/sustainability reports 

of five large Canadian banks: TD, BMO, RBC, Scotiabank, and CIBC.  

Metric Defined: For the purpose of this paper, a metric must be a current period result that 

is contained in full tabular format. The term metrics can be used interchangeably with 

sustainability metrics. 

Working Rules for Data Collection: 

● Metrics must be contained in full tabular format, see for example Appendix 2a  

o Appendix 2a would be counted as two separate metrics. 

o Metrics may also commonly be presented as a ‘highlight’ within the 

report, in a graph, or within the narrative. These metrics will not be 

counted in either the number of metrics assured or the total number of 

metrics. See Appendix 2b for common examples of metrics that will not 

be counted.` 

o Commonly, these tables will include goals or targets, however it is not 

necessary for the table to include a goal/target to qualify it as a table. 

● Goals or targets are not a counted as a metric. A metric must be a result. 

● Metrics must be presented as the most recent year’s results (i.e. 2023) to be 

counted.  

o Cumulative metrics that include the current year will be counted as a 

metric.  

● Results do not have to be a numerical number to be considered a metric (i.e. 

4/5 stars; results being ‘met’). 

● If multiple metrics that make up a total are presented, each will be counted as 

a separate metric, see for example Appendix 2c. 
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● Duplicate metrics (i.e. identical metrics included in separate areas of the report) 

will only be included once. 

o Duplicate metrics are common in introduction sections and appendices. 

o The assurance report will be utilized to check for duplicate metrics. 

▪ i.e. Count the number of metrics assured in the assurance report 

to confirm the total collected by counting the assured metrics in 

the ESG report. 

● Blank or dashes are included as metrics if it is clear they represent a zero. 

Blanks or dashes are not included as metrics if it is clear they signify a metric 

that is not being reported in the current period. 

● Assured metrics will be counted by identifying metrics accompanied by a 

symbol the company uses in their reporting to depict to the reader which metrics 

have received assurance by a third-party, see for example Appendix 2d. 

Any non-duplicate metric accompanied by a symbol indicating assurance will be included 

regardless of if the company has multiple assurance providers or assurance reports. 

 
Measure #2 - Subject Major Categorization 

Number of subject matter metrics assured/Total number of subject matter metrics 

Data Collection: Data for Measure #2 was sourced from the 2023 ESG/sustainability reports 

of five large Canadian banks: TD, BMO, RBC, Scotiabank, and CIBC. 

 

Subject Matter Categories: Subject matter categories include environmental (E), social (S), 

governance (G), and sustainable finance (SF). 

● Environmental (E) metrics are focused on environmental and climate change 

mitigation activities. 

● Social (S) metrics are focused on employee equity, diversity and inclusion, and 

impacts on the broader community. 

● Governance (G) metrics are focused on the bank’s governance structure, activities, 

and activities of the board.  

● Sustainable Finance (SF) metrics are specifically focused on the environmental, 

social, and/or governance impact of a bank’s lending and investment activities. 

Unlike traditional ESG metrics that pertain to a bank's internal operations, 

sustainable finance metrics specifically target the bank’s more indirect financing 

and lending activities, which often may involve more than one ESG category. 

  

Working Rules for Data Collection: 

 

● The categorization of the metric is based on how the company reports it (i.e. 

does it fall under the E, S, G, or SF area of their report?). This is commonly 

identified though section headings within the report, see for example appendix 2e. 

● If it is unclear how the company is categorizing the metric based on their reporting, 

we will refer to how the metric was categorized by TD in their 2023 Sustainability 

Report.  

If it is unclear how the company is categorizing the metric based on their reporting and a 

similar metric was not included in the TD 2023 Sustainability Report, professional 

judgement will be exercised to categorize the metric using conventional definitions of the 

subject matter categories. 
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Measure #3 – Pages Assured 

Number of pages with assurance/Total number of pages 

Data Collection: Data for Measure #3 was sourced from the sustainability reports of the 13 

banks with partial assurance that used symbols to indicate which metrics were assured 

within a stand alone sustainability report. 

Page with Assurance Defined: If a page includes at least one assured metric that is 

identified using a symbol, it will be counted as a ‘page with assurance.’ 

Working Rules for Data Collection 

 

● If a page includes at least one assured metric that is identified using a symbol, it 

will be counted as a ‘page with assurance.’ 

● If only duplicate metrics appear on a page, and those metrics are assured, that page 

will still count as an assured page 

● If a page includes only a prior year metric, it will be counted as a page with 

assurance.  

● If a page contains only a metric that is assured but would not be counted as a metric 

as defined for this project (i.e. in full tabular format), it will still be counted as a 

page with assurance. 

● All pages within the ESG/sustainability report will be counted (i.e. including the 

title page, table of contents), with the exception of the assurance report. The 

assurance report if included within the ESG report, will be excluded from the total 

number of pages count.  

This is to remove any effects on the measure due to the company’s decision to include the 

assurance report directly in the report or rather provide a link to the assurance report. 

 

Appendix 2a: Table Format Used for Collection of Measures 
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Appendix 2b: Other Formats Measures May be Presented In 

In a graph: 

 
In a performance highlight: 

 

 
In written narrative: 
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Appendix 2c: Subtotals and Totals 

 
Note: Both the totals and subtotals will be counted as separate measures 

 

Appendix 2d: Assurance Symbols 

 
 

Appendix 2e: Subject Matter Categorization Based on Headings 
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