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Abstract 

Employing Internet and Hypermedia offer huge opportunities for corporate environ-
mental reporting. They provide a comprehensive system of technical benefits and serve 
as powerful vehicles moving from a “green glossy brochure” towards an integrated re-
porting system. Such an integrated reporting system based on Internet and Hypermedia 
includes different reporting instruments for disclosing the companies’ financial, envi-
ronmental, and social activities, performance indicators, and overall success; it is often 
called “sustainability reporting” system, perhaps according to the triple bottom line ap-
proach. Since all the core-processes of reporting - from preparation and administration to 
distribution and presentation - can be facilitated, Internet and Hypermedia are seen as 
indispensable reporting tools. They represent a solid backbone for the companies’ under-
lying ICT (information and communication technologies) infrastructure. Despite the fact 
that companies have made considerable progress how to utilise Internet and Hypermedia 
for environmental reporting since the last decade, there is an obvious lack of effort how 
to employ them productively, i.e. in an efficient manner, and not only in the sense of a 
smart extra just nice to have but without creating added value for both, reporting compa-
nies and their different target groups. Therefore, companies are still looking for help. 
With the main focus on moving from isolated environmental reports towards an inte-
grated reporting system it is proposed to follow a content-oriented strategy. Such a con-
tent-oriented strategy aims at the integration of financial, environmental, and social 
reporting en route towards sustainability reporting. From a practitioner’s point of view, 
the content-oriented strategy provides practical guidance. From an academics’ perspec-
tive, the content-oriented strategy contributes to more conceptual clarity when employing 
Internet and Hypermedia productively for corporate environmental reporting. 

1 The Need to Employ Internet and Hypermedia Productively 

Internet and Hypermedia are seen as indispensable tools for corporate environmental 
reporting in general, especially for moving from a free-standing, universal publica-
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tion on print media towards an integrated internet-based and hypermedia-featured 
reporting system (Isenmann/Lenz 2002). In a more detailed fashion, Internet and 
Hypermedia provide an impressive battery of technical benefits to combine more or 
less isolated reporting instruments such as single financial (economic information), 
environmental (ecological information), and social reports (information concerning 
health and safety). According to a major trend in the field, companies are going to 
provide integrated reports of a piece, i.e. disclosing the important interrelations be-
tween financial, environmental, and social activities of their business (Isenmann et 
al. 2001). From a reporting company’s perspective, Internet and Hypermedia offer 
huge opportunities for broadening environmental matters towards sustainability and 
for sharpening their stakeholder communication in principle, in particular for design-
ing a substantial image profile, for differentiating from competitors, for positioning 
themselves in view of their survival potential and innovative power, and, as a larger 
goal, for achieving competitive advantages. However, despite the beneficial charac-
ter Internet and Hypermedia may imply for corporate environmental reporting, the 
whole potential is only exploited to a certain extend, yet. There are still many missed 
opportunities. This result is confirmed by current analyses and empirical studies 
(Isenmann/Lenz/Müller-Merbach 2001; Isenmann 2001). Today, hardly any com-
pany takes real advantage of the possible opportunities provided by Internet and 
Hypermedia. Many companies are rather unsure concerning the way forward while 
their target groups - e.g. professional users like institutional and private investors, 
financial analysts, creditors, insurance companies, suppliers - and other stakeholders 
like consumers, journalists, non-governmental-organisations, online-communities, 
and the public have already jumped on the Internet bandwagon. Among others, one 
main reason for this “improvable state-of-the-art” can be seen in the fact that manag-
ing how to employ Internet and Hypermedia productively indicates a really strategic 
challenge. This strategic challenge is to exploit the technical benefits Internet and 
Hypermedia may provide for creating added value internally and externally.  

2 Technical Benefits Provided by Internet and Hypermedia 

Within the field of corporate environmental reporting, reports available on the 
WWW and a greater Internet and Hypermedia use have become one of the most 
fashionable topics in the late 1990’s. The increasing Internet and Hypermedia use 
itself is largely based on the technical benefits that could be exploited for corporate 
environmental reporting. Summarising the overall technical benefits, a comprehen-
sive system contains four main categories: (i) benefits concerning the underlying 
purposes of publishing reports, (ii) benefits concerning the entire reporting process, 
(iii) benefits concerning the report contents, and (iv) benefits concerning the report 
design (Isenmann/Lenz 2002). This generic system of technical benefits represents 
the result of an in-depth analysis of current approaches dealing with the Internet and 
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Hypermedia use for corporate environmental reporting. It has shown its usefulness in 
several empirical studies (Isenmann/Lenz/Müller-Merbach 2001; Isenmann 2001).  

2 Strategies for Employing Internet and Hypermedia Productively 

Corresponding to the categories within the system of technical benefits, four strate-
gies can be derived how to employ Internet and Hypermedia productively:  
1. The purpose-oriented strategy relates to the opening up of the range of underly-

ing reporting objectives e.g. for internal documentation, legal obligations, stake-
holder communication and investor relations. Consequently, the aim is to spread 
out environmental reporting for creating added value internally and externally. 

2. The content-oriented strategy aims at the integration of different reporting con-
tents e.g. to combine financial (economic), environmental (ecological), and social 
information (concerning health and safety) in comprehensive sustainability re-
porting instruments. The goal is to disclose the crucially important interrelations 
by a comprehensive report. 

3. The process-oriented strategy focuses on the reporting workflow on the whole. In 
terms of rationalisation, the target is to improve and to facilitate the core-
processes of preparation, administration, distribution and presentation (Lenz/ Is-
enmann/Reitz 2001; Isenmann/Busch 2000), increasing the overall efficiency. 

4. The design-oriented strategy has the main focus on the presentation of reports. 
Hence, it relates to the different ways reports are actually performed, e.g. as sim-
ply converted reports based on print media, enriched reports or fully internet-
based and hypermedia-featured reports (Isenmann/Lenz 2002; Isenmann 2001).  

According to the content-oriented strategy, it seems useful to distinguish between 
three steps of integration. These three steps represent three discrete realisations con-
cerning the content-oriented integration of financial, environmental, and social re-
porting en route towards sustainability reporting: 

Step (1): Internet and Hypermedia facilitate the incorporation of complementary 
information into so far free-standing reports. Basically, two ways of such an incorpo-
ration can be distinguished: (i) the substantial disclosure of environmental informa-
tion by financial and social reports, and alternatively (ii) the disclosure of financial 
and social information by environmental reports. The disclosure itself is made feasi-
ble e.g. by realising the opportunities of an efficient preparation, an easy administra-
tion, a cost-saving distribution, and a smart presentation of reports. Step (2): Internet 
and Hypermedia enable a skilful connection and smart cross-linking between up to 
now stand-alone single environmental, financial, and social reports in the sense of a 
virtual compound document. For this, traditional one-way hyperlinks by HTML or 
advanced multi-way hyperlinks by XML-technologies can be used. In particular, 
when employed to assist the users’ navigation e.g. by webrides, the latter links may 
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enable a comfortable and convenient cross-linking, e.g. to a company’s environ-
mental department (internal), to the stock exchange, or to some ranking or rating 
organisations (external). Step (3): Internet and Hypermedia allow the provision of 
customised sustainability reports of a piece. Perhaps, (i) some target groups may 
wish to get a short division sustainability report, (ii) some others may prefer a sus-
tainability report in a more detailed fashion just including two “dimensions”, e.g. 
financial and environmental information, while (iii) some others again may be inter-
ested in a general all-inclusive sustainability report with comprehensive and detailed 
disclosure of environmental, financial, and social interrelations. Despite the useful-
ness following these three steps of the content-oriented strategy, Internet and Hy-
permedia may develop their full potential when the content-oriented strategy is sys-
tematically combined with the other strategies. Only then the technical benefits may 
be fully exploited for corporate reporting, i.e. beneficial for reporting purposes and 
processes as well as for the reports contents and design. 

3 Conclusions 

The generic system of internet-specific technical benefits and, in a more detailed 
fashion, the three steps of the content-oriented strategy may help to employ Internet 
and Hypermedia productively for corporate environmental reporting: firstly, from a 
practitioner’s point of view, to exploit the huge opportunities Internet and Hyperme-
dia offer for creating added value for reporting companies and their target groups; 
secondly, from an academics’ perspective, to contribute to more conceptual clarity.  
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