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How ice-cream 
integrates reporting
There is great excitement about the  
push to get companies to include 
sustainability indicators in their business 
and financial reporting. 

This edition of InContext separates the fuss from the 
form and distills 10 essential facts you need to know 
about integrated reporting. 

We share our 15 years of experience, explaining 
how the Context Ice-cream Model of sustainability 
communications can help you produce a solid report 
that will support your broader storytelling.

Find more on how Context can help 
you – from strategic planning, issues 
management and research to internal and 
external communications campaigns, both 
digital and old-school. 

WELCOME
Our occasional bulletins are linked 
to a continuing conversation on our 
website where we explore the issues 
that matter most to our clients as they 
look to extract maximum value from 
their corporate sustainability programs.  
In keeping with our transatlantic 
capabilities, our bulletins alternate 
between UK and U.S. spelling and 
punctuation. This edition conforms  
to U.S. style. 

Find out more about Context at www.contexteurope.com
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Ten facts about 
integrated reporting
Analysts are looking for  
better ways to value companies. 
This, and a strong lobby 
from the United Nations, 
nongovernmental organizations, 
the accountancy profession, 
and academics – is propelling 
the campaign to integrate 
sustainability information  
with financial disclosure. 

 1 	� Integrated reporting does not mean one 
report. The objective is to include sustainability 
information in a company’s disclosures. It could be 
consolidated into one document or website, but 
that is not necessarily the best solution.

 2 	� The prime audience for annual financial reports is 
share owners. Sustainability reports must appeal 
to a wide range of stakeholders, most of whom do 
not own shares in the business. The needs of these 
audiences determine where disclosures are made. 

 3 	� Do not confuse integrated reporting with full-cost 
accounting which is about putting a notional price 
on environmental impacts. Puma, the sportswear 
company, has pioneered such a report.  

 4 	� Consolidating sustainability indicators into a 
performance dashboard for investors may be 
considered integrated reporting. But investors 
aren’t interested in the amount of waste produced 
or energy used. They want to see an analysis of 
how sustainability issues translate into risks and 
opportunities for the business. 
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 5 	� Sustainability specialists, such as rankers, want 
more detail than financial analysts. As long as this 
demand continues, integrated reporting will not 
replace long-form sustainability reporting. 

 6 	� The leading organization promoting integrated 
reporting is the International Integrated Reporting 
Council (IIRC), which is working with the Global 
Reporting Initiative (GRI), other NGOs, accountants, 
and business to formulate standards by 2013. 
Seventy companies are testing a set of reporting 
principles, which will lead to published standards. 

 7 	� Integrated reporting principles proposed by 
the IIRC are: strategic focus; connectivity of 
information; future orientation; responsiveness and 
stakeholder inclusiveness; conciseness, reliability, 
and materiality. The content will be determined by 
applying these principles to information selection. 

 8 	� The Rio+20 communiqué urges business to 
integrate sustainability information into its 
“reporting cycle”. Such UN decrees are non-binding, 
but they can contribute to pressure from national 
governments, NGOs and the financial community. 

 9 	� The Johannesburg stock exchange in South 
Africa was the first to insist on listed companies 
providing sustainability information in their 
reporting, or to explain why they chose not to.  

  10 	� Integrated reporting is set to grow because the 
barriers to entry are low. Most companies already 
have some level of integration and the nature of 
sustainability content in financial reporting will 
continue to be refined. 

case study...

Ten reasons why wpp is a leading example of integrated reporting

WPP is a world leader in communications 
services, with more than 150 companies in the 
group. The WPP annual report is widely read by 
analysts, especially the eagerly-awaited annual 
letter from Martin Sorrell, group chief executive. 

WPP has been reporting on its sustainability 
performance for a decade. 

This is why WPP’s annual report is a leading 
example of integrated reporting. 

1	 Group CEO
Sir Martin Sorrell lists “Doing good is good 
business” as one of nine reasons why the 
marketing industry will continue to thrive

2	 Executive summary 
Includes WPP’s five most significant 
sustainability issues, with key metrics

3	 Letter to share owners by the Executive Board
The section on “Practice Development” cites 
corporate sustainability as a specialism being 
developed by WPP agencies

4	 Letter to share owners by the Executive Board
The value of business with clients who 
engaged with WPP on sustainability is 
estimated to be at least $1 billion. The letter 
includes WPP’s key sustainability metrics

5	 Report from operating brands
Ogilvy & Mather discusses the work of its 
global sustainability practice Ogilvy Earth

6	 Directors’ Report
Explanation of the process and responsibility 
for assessing sustainability risks, including 
risks relating to marketing ethics, privacy and 
employment. Sustainability issues are included 
in the formal statement of business risks

7	 Sustainability section
Assessment of the main business impacts 
from sustainability issues

8	 Sustainability section
Explanation of sustainability management  
and responsibility

9	 Sustainability section
Detail of engagement with socially responsible 
investors and other stakeholders

10		Sustainability section
Data for: staff training, gender diversity, 
energy use and cost saving, 
carbon footprint and  
social investment
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Where’s the ice-cream??
We love good ice-cream, not 
only for its seductive, refreshing 
qualities but because that dollop 
of high-fat gelato in a crispy 
cone provides a great metaphor 
for the role of reporting in 
sustainability communications.
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Welcome to the Context Ice-cream Model  
of sustainability communications

The scoop of ice-cream in a cone symbolizes your 
total sustainability communications strategy, made 
up of two distinct components: sweet, fluffy, creamy 
ice-cream sitting atop a plain unsweetened, crunchy 
wafer cone. 

n	� The ice-cream represents your lighter messaging 
aimed at those stakeholders who want to hear your 
key messages and interesting stories, but don’t want 
the granularity of your sustainability performance 
(waste, emissions, diversity statistics etc). The best 
ice-cream is made of the finest ingredients – the 
most fascinating, engaging stories about your 
sustainability efforts. 

n	�� The cone is your GRI-compliant report. It forms 
the solid foundation for all your sustainability 
communications, providing the evidence of your 
performance and your credibility. 

We work with companies to devise and implement 
their communications strategies – developing 
engaging stories (the gelato) and writing their  
reports (the cone). 

In subsequent Bulletins we will explore the mysteries 
of a good ice-cream. Here we unpick the process of 
reporting, the baking of the all-important cone. 

BAKING THE CONE
We have produced more than 250 reports. Our 
experienced team knows how to make the reporting 
process as painless as possible. Here are some hints. 

1. PLANNING 
Obvious but so often forgotten: start with a clear plan 
and stick to it. 

n	� Set objectives. Are you striving for reporting leadership 
or happy to stay in the middle of the pack?

n	� Treat reporting standards carefully. The GRI guidelines 
can be useful for beginners, but following them 
slavishly will result in a long, dull report. 

n	� Appoint an editor-in-chief with the seniority to 
chase information and make executive decisions 
during review. 

n	� Clearly assign roles and responsibilities to the 
reporting team. 

n	� Make sure your consultants and writers are 
experienced and understand your business and  
its issues.

2. Audiences and formats
You have many different stakeholders with conflicting 
needs. Decide on your priority audiences. (Inevitably, 
there will be more than one.)

n	� Your objectives and audiences dictate the right 
reporting style, tone and format(s), the issues to 
address, and if and how you want to use reporting 
standards like the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI). 

n	� Consider the best use of multiple formats (print, 
pdf, web, social media) to meet the needs of different 
audiences. A report for customers will be very different 
in format, tone and content to one targeting investors. 

n	� Remember the ice-cream: certain audiences 
(employees, some customers, communities) will be 
entirely happy with the lighter stories as long as  
they know there is a detailed report available. 

3. INFORMATION GATHERING
You can draw on multiple sources from policies  
and press releases to internal briefings and blogs.  
But often the information you need will be in the  
minds of managers around the business.

n	� Meet the people who know what you need to  
know – we call them ‘content owners’. 

n	� Take time to find people who can give you a  
strategic view. 

n	� Use these meetings to explain the purpose of the 
sustainability report and external expectations, as 
well as asking content owners to share their insights. 
This will ease the review process. 

n	� Give them prompts to help them prepare. Be clear 
about what you need, so they don’t waste time 
gathering information that won’t be used. 

n	� Make sure they are open about setbacks as well as 
progress, and ask them to think about future direction. 

n	� Don’t be over-prescriptive. Ask open questions and you 
will find the nuggets to make your report interesting. 

n	� Keep track – you’ll be asked to verify sources. 
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4. WRITING
Style and tone really matter. The quality of the writing 
can affect how a report is received and whether it 
is read at all. Your audience will build their view of 
your company from what you say and how you say it. 
Always ask yourself, would I talk like that in real life? 

n	� Avoid jargon, vague commitments and corporate–
speak. They undermine trust. 

n	� Establish a clear and straightforward tone. Get to  
the point. 

n	� Embrace difficult topics, such as failure. It will 
enhance your credibility. 

n	� Be upbeat when appropriate, but don’t boast. 

n	� Write for your audience and the medium you  
have chosen. 

5. ASSURANCE
Reporting assurance can be likened to applying for a 
life insurance policy. It is time-consuming, expensive, 
involves intrusive questioning, and you will never find 
out if you really needed it. Companies are often told 
(usually by assurers) that assurance is essential to 
credibility. Yet many stakeholders are lukewarm about 
its value. We recommend a pragmatic approach: 

n	� Consider your objectives. Do you want more 
accurate data, extra leverage with senior 
management and a better score in the Carbon 
Disclosure Project? If so, assurance may help.  
But if you’re hoping to boost your reputation,  
you’ll be disappointed. 

n	� You do not need to assure the whole report.  
By focusing on key issues, data sets or even 
locations, you can get the benefits of assurance  
at lower cost. 

n	� Choose your provider carefully. Some companies 
demand one of the Big Four assurers because  
senior managers recognize the firm. If you don’t 
have to impress the boss, you’ll get better value 
from a specialist. 

n	� Supplement formal assurance with stakeholder 
views. Even the best assurance statements are 
cryptic and legalistic. 

6. DESIGN
To get your messages heard you need good content, 
presented well. 

n	� Include design in your early planning and keep 
designers in the loop throughout the process. 

n	� Create clear visual hierarchies and features that 
make it easy to identify key messages and data 
points. Use color and design to aid navigation. 

n	� Use real images that support the words. Avoid 
windmills, bunny rabbits and contrived shots of 
rainbow children frolicking among the dandelions.

n	� Experiment with digital formats and delivery systems 
like mobile apps and social media platforms. But 
remember your core audience want the information, 
not the whizz-bang.  

7. PROMOTION
n	� Scoop out your ice-cream: extract stories from the 

report to add them to your engaging corporate 
narrative on your website and social media platforms. 

n	� Profile the best stories in tweets, blogs, articles, 
on your intranet site and your corporate Facebook 
page. Make sure all your examples link to the report 
for added credibility. Get others to tell your stories 
for you, by reaching out to influential bloggers and 
journalists with your best stories. 

n	� Don’t assume employees know what the report is  
or why it matters. Prepare a short briefing to tell 
them what’s in the report, why and how they  
should use it. 

n	� Make sure your sales teams understand how 
they can use the content of the report 
to strengthen customer relationships. 

n	� Remember, it’s the stories that 
engage, not the fact that you 
have published the report. It’s 
the ice-cream not the cone that’s 
sweet and seductive. 
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We have produced more than 
250 reports. Our experienced 
transatlantic team knows how 
to make the reporting process 
as painless as possible. 
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And now a little 
bit about us...
Context is a consultancy specializing  
in corporate sustainability strategy  
and communications.
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WHAT WE DOwho we are

Strategy
Our Triple A Model will help 
you Analyze your sustainability 
challenges, define the best 
Approach to tackling them,  
and create an effective Action  
plan for success.

Communications
We create compelling 
communications to inform and 
influence your key audiences  
– from senior opinion leaders to 
your entire workforce – across all 
media platforms.

Reporting
A candid report provides the solid 
foundation to support all your 
communications and build your 
credibility. We have written more 
than 250 sustainability reports for 
leading companies. 

Brands
We help you ensure that your 
sustainability actions bolster 
brand equity.

Benchmarking,  
research and analysis
Our proven methodology will help 
you benchmark your sustainability 
strategy and performance, and act 
on the results.

Stakeholder engagement
Talking to customers, employees, 
activists and other stakeholders 
is good for business. We use our 
considerable contacts to facilitate 
this dialogue through meetings, 
surveys and advisory panels. 

Employee engagement 
and training
We help you communicate with 
employees about sustainability in 
ways that inform, engage, excite 
and inspire.

Digital and design
We provide the total package, 
working with proven long-term 
partners in digital media and design. 

Since 1997, we have helped multinationals 
formulate corporate sustainability strategies, 
engage with stakeholders and communicate 
with internal and external audiences. 

The Context team is transatlantic – we work 
seamlessly between our offices in London,  
Los Angeles and New York. 

We are experts in three core areas:

n	 Corporate sustainability 

n	 Communications and writing 

n	� Business strategy and consultancy

This unique combination enables us to 
advise clients on strategic sustainability 
issues and to craft compelling sustainability 
communications.

We provide the total package, working with 
proven long-term partners in digital media 
and design.
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The Estée Lauder 
Companies 
Anna Klein
Executive Director,  
Global Communications.

Context has been our corporate 
responsibility strategic partner 
since 2008, helping us devise 
our communications strategy, 
manage our issues and develop 
our reporting platform. We benefit 
greatly from their sustainability 
expertise and enjoy their good 
humor, deep thinking and  
practical solutions.”

“

Unilever 
Helen Keep 
Head of SRI Engagement. 

For more than a decade, Context 
has helped us engage with 
stakeholders and communicate 
our sustainability ambitions and 
performance. They understand 
our business and the sustainability 
challenges we face.”

“

Brown-Forman 
Rob Frederick 
VP and Director,  
Corporate Responsibility. 

Context has supported us in 
our sustainability reporting and 
communications since 2007 and we 
continue to benefit from their ideas, 
insights, clear writing and strategic 
planning. I particularly appreciate 
Context’s ability to provide the  
right balance of support and 
challenge: always encouraging  
us to do even better.”

“

BD 
Glenn Barbi
Vice President, Office of  
Global Sustainability. 

Besides helping us with our 
sustainability reporting for three 
years, Context has supported us 
in building a global network of 
green champions and providing the 
necessary stimulus to excite our 
associates around the world about 
sustainability. We enjoy working 
with the Context team, who are 
never short of creative ideas linked 
to excellent execution.” 

“

Centrica 
Simon Henderson 
Director of Corporate  
Responsibility & Digital Media. 

Context has supported Centrica 
with sustainability messaging, 
external reporting and stakeholder 
engagement since 2009. Their  
team is professional and responsive 
to our needs and they are skilled  
at challenging our thinking, 
providing an independent 
perspective when needed.”

“

WHAT OUR CLIENTS SAY
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InterfaceFLOR 
Ramon Arratia 
European Sustainability Director. 

I look to Context for strategic 
advice. They have a strong capacity 
to differentiate between routine  
CR management issues and 
legitimate sustainability goals,  
and bring high-level ideas into 
sharp strategic focus.”

“

Syngenta 
Ylva Stiller 
Senior Public Policy & CR Manager. 

Having supported the development 
of our standalone CR report as it 
evolved, the Context team helped 
us make a smooth transition to 
integrated reporting. Context 
continues to support Syngenta 
in making the CR performance 
reporting more accessible  
and transparent in our online 
annual report.”

“

Vodafone Group 
Christèle Delbé 
Sustainability Director.

As our sustainability reporting 
continues to evolve, Context 
challenges us to push ourselves 
further each year. They deliver 
consistently clear, concise and 
spin-free text for a wide range of 
communications including our 
award-winning sustainability report, 
our Group sustainability website  
and our B2B marketing site.”

“

FIND OUT MORE 

London
C26 Jack’s Place 
6 Corbet Place 
London, E1 6NN 

tel +44 (0) 20 7426 5430 
email Heather Rankin 
heather.rankin@contexteurope.com

New York
1140 Broadway  
Suite 905 
New York, NY 10001

tel +1 212 216 9773 
email Jaycee Pribulsky  
jaycee@contextamerica.com

Los Angeles
tel +1 310 801 9842 
email Simon Propper 
simon@contextamerica.com

Follow us
www.contexteurope.com/publications 
www.contexteurope.com/blog

www.linkedin.com/company/context-group

www.twitter.com/Context_Group
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Sustainability strategy 
and communications... 
InContext.


