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Abstract

Sustainability reporting is a corporate social responsibility tool that engages businesses in
sustainable practices and enables them to communicate their impacts to stakeholders. In the
Italian Agrifood sector, small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) have an important effect
on the value chain but often lack the resources and skills to properly report their sustainability
impacts. This study evaluates the potential capacity of agrifood SMEs to comply with and apply
the Voluntary Sustainability Reporting Standards for Non-listed SMEs (VSME), using the
Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) framework as a proxy. Using content analysis, 16
sustainability reports by Italian agrifood SMEs are examined in terms of material topics, use
and informative coverage of GRI standards, and their correspondence with VSME indicators.
The results reveal that social and environmental GRI topics and indicators are more frequently
disclosed by SMEs, while economic topics receive limited attention. Moreover, comparison
between GRI use and VSME requests highlights the absence of some specific agrifood sector
indicators (biodiversity, soil health, pesticide use, local community impact, and product
quality). Furthermore, the value chain perspective is weak in the VSME guidelines and in SME



reporting. In conclusion, the VSME framework represents a starting point that requires
refinement and dialogue between stakeholders to better support SME reporting. This study
provides empirical insight into the underexplored segment of the sustainability reporting of
agrifood SMEs.
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Highlights:

e The VSME framework can represent a starting point for agrifood SME reporting, but it
requires refinement and dialogue between stakeholders.

e The VSME framework lacks detail on some environmental (biodiversity, soil health, and
pesticide use) and social (local community and product quality) indicators, which are key to
the sustainability commitments of agrifood SMEs.

o The inclusion of supply chain impacts is still weak.

o Associations and intermediary bodies could act as facilitators, supporting SMEs in
sustainability reporting.
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1. Introduction

The European Union’s Green Deal Industrial Plan, established within the broader
framework of the European Green Deal, underscores Europe’s ambition to become a global
leader in the sustainability transition, targeting climate neutrality by 2050 (EEA, 2024). A
pivotal component driving this agenda is Directive 2022/2464 of the European Parliament and
of the Council, known as the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD), which
contains the European Sustainability Reporting Standards (ESRS) developed by the European
Financial Reporting Advisory Group (EFRAG). According to the Directive (EU) 2022/2464
(2022: 42), conceptually ‘sustainability reporting’ means ‘reporting information related to
sustainability matters’, and this includes disclosing all activities, impacts, and commitments of



the reporting entity — whether public or private — from an environmental, social, and governance
(ESG) perspective. This practice enables businesses to communicate their sustainability efforts
and outcomes to a diverse group of stakeholders, including investors, customers, and
policymakers. Specifically, the aim of the ESRS is to align and enhance transparency and
comparability in companies’ sustainability performance reporting on ESG impacts, which are
key drivers of decisions for investors and stakeholders (Baumiiller, Grbenic, 2021; Arkoh et
al., 2023; Fornasari, Traversi, 2024). Indeed, the ESRS were developed from a collaboration
between EFRAG and other independent standards organisations, chiefly the Global Reporting
Initiative (GRI).

The agrifood sector stands out in this context because its transition represents a key step
towards a sustainable Europe, as emphasised by the European Green Deal. The latter, through
the Farm to Fork Strategy (F2FS), is centred on the agrifood sector (European Commission,
2020) due to its significant sustainability impacts on: air, water and soil pollution (Castillo-Diaz
et al., 2023); greenhouse gas emissions and climate change effect (European Commission,
2020; Tubiello et al., 2022); living standards, human health implications, and working
conditions (Myers et al., 2017). The sector’s systemic importance is evident in its role across
production, consumption, and waste management, with impacts on the European economy,
environment, and social structures.

A fundamental characteristic of the European agrifood industrial ecosystem, which
includes upstream, midstream, and downstream businesses, is that over 99% of it is composed
of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), which account for the 40.1% of the sector’s
turnover and employ 56.7% of sector operators (Eurostat data 2021 in FoodDrinkEurope,
2024). Italy is a European leader in the food and beverage sector, accounting for 17% of EU
enterprises and generating 12.5% of the total sector turnover in the EU in 2022
(FoodDrinkEurope, 2024). Within the Italian manufacturing industry, in 2022 the food and
beverage sector accounted for 14.5% of all enterprises, 12.9% of total manufacturing turnover,
and 11.3% of all employees. The structure of the Italian food and beverage sector is
predominantly composed of SMEs, which make up almost 99% of the industry, generate 40.6%
of the sector’s total turnover, and employ 69.3% of its workforce (SACE, 2024).

Despite the relevance and prevalence of SMEs, highlighting their potential influence and
impact in the value chains, sustainability reporting is still an unfamiliar practice to many
(Rodriguez-Gutiérrez et al., 2021). This is due to the many challenges they face: (i) a limited
amount of data to produce quality information (Girella et al., 2019; Marconati, 2024); (ii)
limited data collection systems and capacity to process data (Girella et al., 2019; Marconati,
2024); (iii) a lack of skills and specialised personnel (Del Baldo, 2017; Girella et al., 2019;
Marconati, 2024); (iv) a lack of entrepreneurial vision and attitudinal and cultural barriers
linked to resistance to change (Del Baldo, 2017; Marconati, 2024; Tombolesi, 2024); (v)
internal organisation and governance often based on a family-owned structure (Del Baldo,
2017; Marconati, 2024); (vi) a lack of financial resources and increasing bureaucratic and
administrative burdens (Rodriguez-Gutiérrez et al., 2021; Giarratana, 2023; Marconati, 2024;
Briamonte, Scarpato, 2025); and (vii) a lack of standardised criteria and indicators for the
preparation of non-financial reports (Giarratana, 2023; Marconati, 2024). This phenomenon is



particularly relevant in Italy, where micro and small businesses demonstrate difficulty in
reporting their actions, especially those that are led by informal, non-codified procedures. Such
actions fall within the area of ‘health and safety in the workplace’, the ‘internal organisational
dimension’, ‘training’, and ‘benefits and services for employees’ (Briamonte, Hinna, 2008).

Overall, the main benefit expected by SMEs from sustainability reporting is the
acquisition of financial benefits by leveraging reports to enhance their reputation and legitimacy
(Rodriguez-Gutiérrez et al., 2021; Marconati, 2024). In fact, the literature confirms the positive
relationship between sustainability performance and financial benefits (Tombolesi, 2024). On
the one hand, businesses that are attentive to environmental and social issues and have a good
governance system are less exposed to the risks arising from changes in the economic system
(Tombolesi, 2024). On the other hand, the development of medium- to long-term sustainability
strategies makes it possible to acquire competitive advantages and identify strategic
opportunities (Marconati, 2024). Moreover, Briamonte, Hinna (2008) suggest that
accountability tools can offer a competitive edge to agrifood businesses in general, allowing
them to report on additional quality elements such as country of origin, the nutritional content,
and ethical and social factors, including workers’ rights and welfare. Nevertheless, there is still
a risk that reporting could become abstract, with good intentions failing to translate into
actionable measures.

The centrality of both the agrifood sector and SMEs is highlighted by the ESRS
framework. First, separate ESRS guidelines for the ‘Agriculture, Farming and Fishing Sector’
and the ‘Food & Beverage Sector’ are under development, but this work is currently in the very
early stage. Second, SMEs are considered key actors as ‘suppliers or clients in the value chains’
and are considered in terms of the administrative and financial difficulties that they encounter.
EFRAG has developed two specific sets of ESRS, although they have not yet been adopted:
one for listed SMEs — Sustainability Reporting standard for Listed SMEs (LSME) — obliged to
report on sustainability impacts (EFRAG, 2025a), and one for those who will voluntarily report
— Voluntary Sustainability Reporting Standards for Non-listed SMEs (VSME). The latter is of
particular importance in this study as it applies to the majority of Italian SMEs. Indeed, an
analysis of the 127 Italian listed SMEs in 2024, published by the National Commission for
Companies and the Stock Exchange (CONSOB, 2025), reveals that less than 5% operate in the
agrifood sector. Thus, most agrifood SMEs fall under the VSME set.

There is growing academic interest in studies on sustainability reporting (Calabrese et al.,
2019; Elalfy et al., 2021; Arkoh et al., 2023), including for SMEs (Del Baldo, 2017; Girella et
al., 2019; Steinhofel et al., 2019; Donnari, 2023; Giarratana, 2023; Marconati, 2024;
Tombolesi, 2024) and sectors with a high environmental impact, specifically the food and
beverage industry (Topp-Becker, Ellis, 2017; Stranieri et al., 2019; Arkoh et al., 2023;
Briamonte et al., 2024). However, there has been little research on how SME:s in the agrifood
sector approach sustainability reporting (Briamonte, Scarpato, 2025), highlighting the need for
further exploration (Celli et al., 2024; Ortiz-Martinez, Marin-Hernandez, 2024). This study
aims to fill this gap by analysing the current sustainable reporting of agrifood SMEs, seeking
to understand whether the new VSME is applicable and consistent with the agrifood sector. To
this end, this study includes a comparative analysis between the two reporting frameworks, GRI



and VSME, and an applicability analysis of the VSME by agrifood SMEs that adopt the GRI
framework. Specifically, the study aims (i) to analyse the GRI in terms of the material topics
and standards predominantly used by agrifood SMEs; (ii) to compare the potential use of the
VSME by agrifood SMEs; and (iii) to evaluate the differences between the GRI standard and
the VSME with a focus on shortcomings in the sustainability assessment of businesses in the
agrifood sector.

The rest of this paper is organised as follows. Section 2 describes the conceptual
framework for this paper, focusing on the ESRS and GRI reporting systems and especially on
VSME. Section 3 defines the sample and describes the qualitative methodology adopted in the
analysis. Section 4 presents the main results in terms of materiality, GRI usage, and the potential
adoption of the ESRS by agrifood SMEs. Section 5 discusses the results. Finally, Section 6
concludes the paper.

2. Conceptual framework: the ESRS and GRI reporting systems

The alignment and standardisation of sustainability reporting is guaranteed by the
collaboration between EFRAG and many existing entities, standards, and accountability
frameworks (EFRAG, 2025b). In particular, the ESRS were developed in cooperation with the
GRI under the July 2021 expertise-sharing agreement, to unify accountability principles at the
European level through the technical guidance of EFRAG (GRI, EFRAG, 2023; EFRAG,
2025b). Moreover, the GRI framework is characterised by the discrete freedom and flexibility
afforded to businesses in its adoption, favouring a high degree of subjectivity. Although, this
characteristic allows the framework to be adopted by any business, it also makes it challenging
to apply properly, especially for SMEs (Bellantuono et al., 2018; Calabrese et al., 2019; Torelli
et al., 2020).

The GRI is an independent international organisation that was founded in 1997 in Boston
(United States) to develop accountability guidelines in matters of sustainability (Massari,
Giannoccaro, 2023; Zharfpeykan, Akroyd, 2023; GRI, 2025a). The GRI standards have been
recognised as the most credible and have been used internationally (Arena, Azzone, 2012;
Girella et al., 2019; Stranieri et al., 2019; Rodriguez-Gutiérrez et al., 2021; Zharfpeykan,
Akroyd, 2023). Over the years, GRI development efforts have contributed to the spread of non-
financial reporting practices across various sectors thanks to the provision of guidelines and
standards (Bartolacci ef al., 2020). Indeed, the GRI standards provide a flexible framework that
is adaptable to any sector and management strategy (Massari, Giannoccaro, 2023).

The GRI framework suggests starting reporting activities with the materiality assessment.
This consists of identifying relevant topics to the business, considering both internal and
external perspectives (Zharfpeykan, Akroyd, 2023). The latter refers to the involvement of
stakeholders, considering their opinion on the impacts of business activities (GRI, 2022). This
process provides thematic guidelines for businesses to cover all relevant aspects of
sustainability in the economic, environmental, and social spheres. The GRI standards are



divided into Universal Standards (transversal standards relating to fundamental principles,
general disclosures, and material topics), Sector Standards (sector-specific sets of standards and
material), and Specific Standards. The latter are grouped into three series: (i) GRI 200
(economic disclosures), (ii)) GRI 300 (environmental disclosures), and (iii) GRI 400 (social
disclosures) (Massari, Giannoccaro, 2023; GRI, n.d.). Moreover, each Specific and Universal
Standard provides a list of disclosures, indicating information requirements, recommendations,
and guidelines. None of the disclosures are mandatory, nor do they present precise calculation
indicators: businesses that decide to report on individual disclosures will find the corresponding
required, recommended, and guideline information.

In this context, the ESRS were introduced to streamline and standardise reporting
requirements, providing unique guidance for reporting businesses and helping recipients (e.g.,
investors) read and compare information (Baumiiller, Grbenic, 2021). As stated in the CSRD
and in the Commission Delegated Regulation (EU) 2023/2772, the ESRS are structured into 12
standards grouped as follows: (i) two general (1 — General requirements; 2 — General
disclosures), (ii) five environmental (E1 — Climate change; E2 — Pollution; E3 — Water and
marine resources; E4 — Biodiversity and ecosystems; ES — Resource use and circular economy),
(iii) four social (S1 — Own workforce; S2 — Workers in the value chain; S3 — Affected
communities; S4 — Consumers and end-users), and (iv) one governance (G1 — Business
conduct). The specific LSME and VSME sets provide additional simplifications to meet the
needs of SMEs.

The VSME is structured as follows: the Basic Module comprises 11 reportable standards
(the minimum required), and the Comprehensive Module covers additional issues that are likely
to be requested by banks, investors, and corporate clients. This simplification is underscored by
the central principle guiding the reporting: instead of the materiality assessment, which involves
stakeholders’ interests and perceptions, the VSME is based on the ‘if applicable’ principle
(EFRAG, 2024). Moreover, the ESRS are designed to provide a more simplified approach to
sustainability reporting, offering specific indicators and streamlining the topics that need to be
addressed while maintaining an alignment with the previous GRI framework.

3. Research design

In light of the robust interoperability between the ESRS and GRI (GRI, EFRAG, 2023)
and the latter’s adaptability to the context of SMEs (Rodriguez-Gutiérrez et al., 2021), this
study uses the GRI as a proxy for the potential use of the ESRS by agrifood SMEs. Each ESRS
(G — governance, S — social, and E — environmental) corresponds to one or more GRI standards
covering the same disclosure topics, demonstrating the interoperability between the two
frameworks (Figure 1). For example, Standard E2 (pollution) is covered by GRI 303 (water and
effluents) and GRI 305 (emissions). Moreover, GRI Universal Standards 2 and 3 intersect with
all ESRS due to their transversal and methodological scope. Through a concordance approach
between frameworks, the applicability of the VSME was investigated indirectly by analysing
GRI reports.



Figure 1. Alignment of the GRI standards and the ESRS.
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3.1. Sample selection

To analyse the adoption of sustainability reporting by agrifood SMEs in the national
context, the sustainability reports of Italian businesses meeting the following criteria were
selected and analysed:

e qualification as SMEs: fewer than 250 employees, turnover of less than 50 million

euros, or a total balance sheet of less than 43 million euros;

e operating in the agrifood sector;

e adherence to the GRI reporting framework (Stranieri et al., 2019).

The analysis focused on the Emilia-Romagna region in north-east Italy. Known as the
‘Food Valley’ of Italy, Emilia-Romagna is renowned for its agrifood production sector,
characterised by its exceptional variety of high-quality agricultural products (Leardini,
Serventi, 2016). Emilia-Romagna’s agrifood sector accounts for over 15% of Italy’s export
value, is composed of more than 60,000 businesses, and employs nearly 150,000 people,
highlighting its socioeconomic importance. Its economic relevance is also reflected in the
region’s added value per capita, which is €2150 — well above Italy’s average of €1332 (Regione
Emilia-Romagna, 2024). Furthermore, Emilia-Romagna has the second highest percentage of
SME:s in the agrifood sector (2%) in Italy after Umbria (2.9%), exceeding the Italian average
(1.6%) by 0.4% in 2023 (Confindustria, Cerved, 2023). Therefore, Emilia-Romagna is a
relevant context for analysing the sustainability commitment of businesses.

The sample was built consulting the ‘“Top 500’ businesses list edited by KPMG Emilia-
Romagna in collaboration with Confindustria Emilia-Romagna, based on an analysis of public



financial statements. A sample of 204 SMEs operating in the agrifood sector in ER was formed
from:

¢ the ninth edition of Top 500 Parma businesses in terms of turnover based on 2022
data in the province of Parma (110 agrifood SMEs — 54% of the total sample);

¢ the ninth edition of Top 500 Bologna businesses in terms of turnover based on 2022
data in the province of Bologna (41 agrifood SMEs — 20% of the total sample);

e the ninth edition of Top 500 Piacenza businesses in terms of turnover based on 2022
data in the province of Piacenza (42 agrifood SMEs — 21% of the total sample).

To broaden the sample and to support the research with positive examples, other sources
were consulted:

e areport by Corriere della Sera (2022) in collaboration with the Bologna Business
School on 51 businesses that received awards for their sustainability reports (7
agrifood SMEs — 3% of the total sample);

e the suggestions of academic experts in the field (4 agrifood SMEs — 2% of the total
sample).

Out of the sample of 204 agrifood SMEs, 63.73% (130 businesses) do not report on their
sustainability commitments. The remaining 36.27% (74 businesses) communicate their
sustainability efforts in different ways. Specifically, 31.08% have a dedicated section on their
corporate website where they present their vision, commitments, and often the goals they have
achieved in terms of sustainability. However, the content of these sections varies considerably
across businesses, and the level of detail and depth is largely at the discretion of each business,
making this source unsuitable for systematic analysis. The same applies for non-GRI reports
(10.81%), which are not systematically comparable. By contrast, 21.62% (17 businesses) adopt
the GRI standards as their reporting framework. Because this method provides a comprehensive
document that usually also includes the information available on corporate websites and
certifications, the sustainability reports of these 17 businesses were analysed (Table 1).

Table 1. Reporting methods used by businesses in the sample to communicate their sustainability

commitment.
Sustainability communication method % in the sample
Dedicated section on corporate website 31.08
GRI report 21.62
Environmental certifications 20.27
EMAS verified environmental management statement 18.92
Non-GRI report 10.81
Integrated corporate policy 946
Corporate social responsibility policy 4.05
Corporate environmental policy 2.70

Note: the percentage is calculated based on 74 of the 204 agrifood SMEs in the sample (36.27%). This is because
some businesses adopt multiple methods for communicating their sustainability efforts.
Source: authors’ elaboration based on data from business databases.



Of the 17 businesses with a GRI Report (7.84% of the total sample), one had to be
excluded because it did not declare the GRI Specific Standards it adopted. The 16 selected
businesses are medium sized (with the exception of one small company) and belong to the
following commodity sectors: chocolate (1 business), dressing products (1 business), flours (1
business), vegetable oil (2 businesses), pasta (1 business), seafood (2 businesses), fruit and
vegetable products (2 businesses), cured meats (2 businesses), wine products (2 businesses),
and multiple food products (2 businesses).

3.2. Content analysis

The 16 sustainability reports were analysed using content analysis, ‘a research method
that uses a set of procedures to make valid inferences from text’ (Weber, 1990: 9). This method
allows information in text to be coded, transforming qualitative data into quantitative forms.
This characteristic makes content analysis particularly effective in the analysis of corporate
reporting documents (Torelli ez al., 2020) and social and environmental accountability reporting
(Guthrie, Abeysekera, 2006; Arkoh et al., 2023).

To overcome the potential limitation in assessing the quality of reporting — usually
focused more on quantity — the frequency of reporting (Guthrie, Parker, 1990) and the extent
of the information disclosed (Deegan, Gordon; Deegan, Rankin, 1996) were considered to
deduce quality (Guthrie, Abeysekera, 2006). As such, content analysis focused on the following
aspects:

e Material topics and stakeholder categorisation:

o the list of stakeholders involved in the materiality assessment was grouped
into categories, and the frequency of citation of each stakeholder category was
calculated;

o the list of material topics declared was labelled according to the GRI Specific
Standards (GRI, 2024) and the material topics listed in the GRI 13 Sector
Standard (GRI, 2023a). When a direct correspondence with GRI nomenclature
was missing, the topics were organised by adopting alternative labels, as in
the case of ‘stakeholder engagement’, ‘ethics and integrity’, ‘innovation,
research and development’, and ‘human rights’. Afterwards, the organised
topics were grouped into the social, environmental, and economic categories.

e GRI frequency of use was calculated as the percentage of SMEs adopting each GRI

Specific Standard relative to the total number of SMEs analysed. This metric
identified the most commonly used GRI Specific Standards.

e GRI disclosure coverage was calculated for each GRI standard as the average

percentage of disclosures reported by the SMEs analysed relative to the total
requested, the metric assesses the completeness of the reports.

3.3. Comparative analysis between the GRI standards used and the ESRS framework

Finally, a comparative analysis was conducted between the VSME set and GRI
disclosures using ESRS-GRI Standards data point mapping (GRI, 2023b; EFRAG, 2023b) as a



benchmark. This tool facilitated a cross-reference between the adoption of the GRI standards
and their corresponding VSME standards and indicators. Consequently, this approach makes it
possible to evaluate the alignment between the material topics of SMEs, their ability to translate
them into GRI standards, and their potential capacity to comply with and apply the VSME
framework.

4. Results

4.1. Categorisation of the material topics

Although SMEs are not required to conduct materiality assessment, 12 out of 16 SMEs
in the final sample (75%) chose reporting standards based on a materiality assessment involving
their main stakeholders (Table 2). The main stakeholders involved are the key actors engaged
with the operational activities of the reporting businesses, such as employees and partners,
which are considered internal actors, and suppliers and business-to-business (B2B) clients,
which are external actors. Strong consideration is also given to external actors connected with
the territory and local society, such as local associations and non-governmental organisations
(NGOs), civil society, and local and public institutions. Finally, the sampled businesses also
questioned final consumers, universities, banks, and professional unions, albeit less frequently.

Table 2. Types of stakeholders involved in the materiality assessment by the sample.

Stakeholders Type of stakeholder Frequency
Number %
Employees and partners Internal 12 100.0
Suppliers External 12 100.0
B2B clients External 11 91.7
Local community and civil society External 10 83.3
Institutions and public authorities External 10 83.3
Professional unions External 8 66.7
Customers External 8 66.7
Media and press External 8 66.7
Research institutions and universities External 7 58.3
Insurance companies, banks and lending External 7 58.3
institutions
Shareholders and investors Internal/external 5 41.7
Labour unions External 3 25.0
Internal governance Internal 3 25.0
Certifying and auditing bodies External 2 16.7
Competitors External 1 8.3

10



The results show that in most cases, the identified material topics address social aspects
(44.69%), followed by environmental (33.33%), economic (17.95%), and socio-economic
(4.03%) aspects (Figure 2). More specifically, the most commonly cited topics are: ‘local
communities’ (8.6%), ‘marketing and labelling’ (7.8%) and ‘occupational health and safety’
(6.7%), for the social category; ‘waste’ (7.1%) and ‘emissions’ (6%), for the environmental
category; and ‘economic performance’ (7.8%), for the economic category. The material topic
‘ethics and integrity’ (4.1%) addresses both economic and social issues. In fact, each business
interpreted it by addressing various topics, such as corporate governance and vision, corporate
ethics behaviour (e.g., anti-corruption and anti-competitive), and child labour. Note that this
heading is not included among the GRI but has been proposed by the businesses themselves.

Figure 2. Material topics cited in the analysed reports of the businesses in the sample.

Material topics

Note: the size of the sections corresponds to the frequency with which the material topics are cited.
(*) Headings not included in the GRI (2023a, 2024) but are present in the analysed reports.

4.2. Frequency of use and disclosure coverage of the GRI standards

11



The 16 sampled food businesses use an average of 17.6 GRI standards in their reports, or
56.85% of those available. In general, the results highlight that standards are not used in the
same way by businesses in terms of frequency of use or disclosure coverage. The majority are
used by less than 50% of the sample and the full range of disclosures requested is never
completely covered (Figure 3).

Figure 3. Comparison of the frequency of use and average disclosure coverage of the GRI standards.
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Specifically, GRI Universal Standards 1, 2, and 3 are not always reported by the sample,
except for GRI 2 (100% frequency of use), even though their consultation represents the first
step in the proper application of the GRI framework. In particular, the frequency of use and
disclosure coverage of GRI 1 (50% for each) are not considered entirely reliable because GRI
1 does not indicate the information to be reported, but only the general principles at the head of
the GRI framework (GRI, 2024). GRI 2, meanwhile, focuses on the chosen reporting practices
of the business and its internal organisational policies and governance (GRI, 2024). All SMEs
(100%) report it, covering on average 68% of their disclosures. On the one hand, information
related to internal governance (i.e., the election of boards of directors, responsibility,
performance evaluation, and remuneration) and internal policies for the management and
mitigation of impacts generated are discussed less often. On the other hand, general information
on the period of reporting, employees, organisational details, and sustainable development
strategies are widely declared. Finally, GRI 3 has an 88% frequency of use and an average
disclosure coverage of 79%. The disclosure reported least often is the ‘management of material
topics’.

Regarding the GRI Specific Standards used, there is some correspondence with the
material topics chosen. Indeed, the most used Specific Standards (with a > 50% frequency of
use) are GRI 403 (occupational health and safety), GRI 401 (employment), GRI 405 (diversity

12



and equal opportunity), GRI 404 (training and education), GRI 417 (marketing and labelling),
GRI 416 (customer health and safety), GRI 406 (no discrimination), and GRI 413 (local
communities) in the social area; GRI 302 (energy), GRI 305 (emissions), GRI 306 (waste), GRI
301 (materials), and GRI 303 (water and effluents) in the environmental area; and GRI 201
(economic performance) in the economic area.

In general, there is a significant disparity in usage across different standards. For instance,
only one business explicitly refers to GRI 13, indicating its limited adoption. Economic
standards (the 200 series) are notably underrepresented, while environmental and social
standards are more commonly addressed. Despite high usage rates for some standards, the
actual coverage of disclosures varies widely, indicating the issues SMEs have in covering all
of the information required.

Regarding the frequently used social standards, GRI 403 (occupational health and safety)
shows the highest frequency of use (94%) and disclosure coverage of 63%, mainly regarding
health and safety management systems, the identification of hazards and risks, accident
assessment, and work-related injuries. GR1401 (employment) and GRI 405 (diversity and equal
opportunity) each have a frequency of use of 88% and disclosure coverage of 56% and 66%,
respectively. The former mainly regards the characteristics and diversity of governance bodies
and employers in terms of gender, age, and hiring and turnover rates. However, information is
lacking on parental leave rules for GRI 401 and on remuneration diversity between women and
men for GRI 405. Finally, GRI 404 (training and education) has a frequency of use of 75% but
low disclosure coverage (33%). In fact, apart from the average yearly hours of training provided
to employees, information on employee skills upgrading programmes and the evaluation of
performance and career development is missing.

In the environmental area, GRI 302 (energy) has the highest frequency of use (94%), but
a disclosure coverage of 34%. The main information for this standard concerns energy
consumption and intensity internal to the business, while information is missing on outside
consumption and reductions in consumption and the energy requirements of outputs. GRI 305
(emissions) has a frequency of use of 88%, but a relatively low disclosure coverage (38%).
Again, disclosures regarding outside emissions indirectly affected by the business (Scope 3)
and reductions are missing. Moreover, GRI 306 (waste) shows a high frequency of use (88%)
and reasonable disclosure coverage of 63%. Finally, GRI 301 (materials) also exhibits a notable
frequency of use (75%) but disclosure coverage of 44%. There is a lack of information on every
disclosure, particularly on the recovery rates of product packaging materials, as well as the
percentage of recycled materials used in production, highlighting a gap in communicating real
sustainability practices.

Within the economic area, GRI 201 has a high frequency of use (81%), but disclosure
coverage of only 31%. The focus is on financial implications and risks and opportunities related
to climate change, benefits and pension plans, and governmental financial assistance received.
All the other GRI Specific Standard on economic issues (the 200 series) show a frequency of
use of less than 38%.
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4.3. Potential adoption of the VSME for agrifood SMEs

To better understand how the subsample of 16 SMEs (out of 204) describes their actions
in relation to specific topics for the food system, the correspondence between ESRS disclosures
requested in the VSME set and the GRI standards used by the sample was determined (Table
3).

Within the social dimension, the VSME set identifies three aspects: general
characteristics (B8); health and safety (B9); and remuneration, collective bargaining, and
training (B10). The first two aspects are comprehensively covered by GRI 2, 403, and 405 and
widely and consistently reported by the sample, with a frequency of use ranging from 87.5% to
93.8%. In contrast, reporting on B10 shows greater variability. Specifically, disclosures on
minimum wage (GRI 202) are minimal (6.3%), while the gender pay gap (GRI 405) is reported
by 43.8% of the sample. Coverage for collective bargaining (GR1 2) and annual training hours
(GRI404) reaches 75%. These findings align with the material topics prioritised by businesses,
which demonstrate strong engagement with occupational health and safety and broader
employment practices. Notably, other socially relevant topics — such as training and education,
consumer communication on product quality, and local community support — are addressed by
over 50% of the sample via GRI standards that are absent from the VSME set.

Analysis of environmental disclosures indicates high coverage for energy use and
greenhouse gas (GHG) (B3), with 81.3% to 95.8% of the sample reporting on these topics.
Exceptions include GHG intensity indicators, reported by only 31.3% of SMEs. Pollution of
air, water, and soil (B4) is less consistently covered, as GRI standards do not fully encompass
water and soil pollution. Air emissions are addressed under GRI 305, but only 25% of SMEs
report this information. Biodiversity (B5) presents further challenges, with GRI 304 capturing
only the number and area of sites near or within Biodiversity Sensitive Areas; this is reported
by 18.8% of the sample. Water-related disclosures (B6) under GRI 303 show more frequent
reporting of general water withdrawal (68.8%) than water consumption and discharge (37.5%).
Resource use, circular economy, and waste management (B7) exceed 50% reporting for total
waste generation, waste diverted from disposal, and hazardous versus non-hazardous waste, as
captured by GRI 306. It is also notable that materials — a topic of high interest and disclosure
capacity for SMEs through GRI — are not included in the VSME set.

Regarding governance, convictions and fines for corruption and bribery (B11), reported
under GRI 2, appear in 56.3% of the sample. From an economic perspective, SMEs demonstrate
strong engagement with value creation as a material topic through GRI disclosures, although
this area is not included in the VSME set.
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Table 3. Comparison between the ESRS indicators requested in the VSME set and the GRI standards
used in the analysed sample.

GRI % sample
R standard Content of the GRI adopting
VSME standard VSME indicator .
and disclosure the GRI
disclosure* disclosure
Environmental
Total energy Total fuel
consumption in MWh consumption within
(fossil fuels) broken 300 1 the organisation from
a
down into: 30 2_ b renewable and non- 93.8
- total - renewable sources (in
- renewable sources GJ or Wh and
- non-renewable sources multiples)
Total energy
consumption in MWh
(electricity expressed in Total energy
utility .bills) broken 30 1e consumpt.ion.with.in 93.8
down into: - the organisation (in GJ
- total or multiples)
- renewable sources
- non-renewable sources
Scope 1 (from owned or
trolled i
controlled sources) in Gross direct (Scope 1)
B3—E d tCOzeq: GHG emissions i
— emissions in
NET8Y A% GHG Bmissions, Fuel = 305_la , 87.5
greenhouse gas .. - metric tons of CO,
. Activity Data Fuel x cquivalent
uiv.
emissions EFGHG, Fuel x q
GWPGHG
G location-based
Scope 2 (location- ross (.)ca-lon ase
based) in tCOseq: energy indirect (Scope
G 305 2a 2) GHG emissions in 81.3
GHG Emissions = )
o metric tons of CO;
Activity Data x EF :
equivalent
Total GHG emissions
S 1+S 2
Total GHG Emissions: 305 1a  (Scope 1+ Scope 87.5
S 145 5 305_2 Location Based) in 813
cope cope a .
P P - metric tons of CO»
equivalent
a) GHG emissions
intensit tio for th
GHG intensity: (Total n ens.l yt.ra 10 fortie
organisation
Scope 1 + Scope 305 4a,b,c £ 31.3

2)/turnover

b) Organisation-
specific metric (the
denominator) chosen
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to calculate the ratio
c¢) Types of GHG
emissions included in
the intensity ratio;
whether direct (Scope
1), energy indirect
(Scope 2), and/or
other indirect (Scope
3)

B4 — Pollution of
air, water and

Amount of pollutants
emitted in undertaking’s
own operations in water
(kg of emissions)

GRI does not provide
a direct match

Amount of pollutants
emitted in undertaking’s
own operations in soil
(kg of emissions)

GRI does not provide
a direct match

soil Significant air
emissions, in
Amount of pollutants .
tted i dertakine’ kilograms or
emitted in undertaking’s
L 8 305 7a multiples, for each of 25.0
own operations in air - )
(ke of emissions) the following: NOx,
i
g SOx, POP, VOC,
HAP, PM, and others
Operational sites
Number and area (in owned, leased,
hectares) of sites that managed in, or
the undertaking owns, 304 1a adjacent to, protected 18.8
has leased, or manages areas and areas of
in or near Biodiversity high biodiversity
Sensitive Areas (BSA) value outside
protected areas
Total use of land (in GRI does not provide
hectares or m?): a direct match; in the
B.S o - previous year 304_1 notes to 304-1 it is 18.8
Biodiversity

- reporting year
- % change

only suggested as a
valid support

Total sealed area (in

hectares or m?):

- previous year -
- reporting year

- % change

GRI does not provide
a direct match

Total nature-oriented
area on-site (in hectares -
or m?):

GRI does not provide
a direct match
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- previous year
- reporting year
- % change

Total nature-oriented
area off-site (in hectares

or m?): GRI does not provide

- previous year ) a direct match i
- reporting year

- % change

Total Water Withdrawal

= of any withdrawal
sources (public water as

in utility bills + Total water
groundwater from own 303 3a withdrawal from all 68.8
well + water from rivers areas in megalitres
B6 — Water
and lakes + other
sources — rainwater
collected or stored)
Water Consumption = Total water
Water Withdrawal — 303 Sa consumption from all 37.5
Water discharges areas in megalitres
Total weight of waste
generated in metric
tons, and a breakdown
306 3a . 81.3
of this total by
composition of the
waste
a) Total weight of
waste diverted from
. di li tri
Total annual generation 1sposal i tetLe
. tons, and a breakdown
B7 — Resource of waste expressed in .
. . . of this total by
use, circular units of weight (kg or t) .
. . composition of the
economy, and diverted to recycling or
waste.
waste reuse and per type: .
b-c) Total weight of
management - hazardous

- non-hazardous 306 4a,b,c |azardous and non- 56.3
- hazardous waste

diverted from disposal

in metric tons, and a

breakdown of this

total by the following

recovery operations:

i. Preparation for

reuse;

ii. Recycling;
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iii. Other recovery
operations

Annual mass-flow of
relevant materials used
(if the undertaking

GRI does not provide
a direct match but

belongs to a sector EMAS suggests covering this
using significant certification  information with
material flows —e.g., EMAS certification if
used lubricants and oils held
classified as hazardous)
Social
a) Total number of
employees (by full time Total number of
equivalent or head employees by type of
count) by type of 2 7b employment contract, 93.8
employment contract broken down by
(temporary or gender and region
permanent)
Total number of
5 7a employees, broken 93.8
- down by gender and
by region
Percentage of
b) Total number of :
employees (by full time employees p::r ,
m ry in
equivalent or head empioyee catego y
each of the following
count) by gender; ] ) )
405 _1b diversity categories: 87.5
B8 — Workforce - d
gender; age group;
— 1
genera .. and other indicators of
characteristics ) )
diversity where
relevant
Total ber of
¢) Total number o . ¢) Total number of
employees (by full time
i employees (by full
equivalent or head : )
2 7b time equivalent or 93.8
count) by country of the
. head count) by
employment contract (if ¢
. coun
applicable) Y
Employee turnover
hen > 50 1 :
(when = 50 employees) Total number of
(number of employees
who left during employee turnover
401 _1b during the reporting 87.5

reporting year / Average
number of employees
during reporting year) x
100

period, by age group,
gender and region.
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Number of recordable
work-related accidents
and Rate = (number of
accidents in the

Number of work-

. 403 9a.ii-v S 93.8
reporting year / total - related injuries
B9 — Workforce
number of hours worked
— health and .
fot by all employees in a
safe
v year) % 200
Number of fatalities as a
It of work-related The number and rate
r rk-r
oot OF work-Teate 403 9ai  of fatalities as a result 93.8
injuries and work- - of work-related in
work- u
related ill health iy
a) Minimum wage:
verification that
employees pay is > Ratios of standard
minimum wage entry level wage by
(determined directly by =~ 202 la,b,c gender compared to 6.3
the national minimum the local minimum
wage law or through a wage
collective bargaining
agreement)
b) Gender pay gap
(when at least 150 Ratio of the basic
employees) = [(average salary and
gross hourly pay of remuneration of
B10_ Workforce male employees — 405 2a women to men for 43.8
) average gross hourly each employee
— remuneration,
i pay of female category, by
collective . .
L employees)/ average significant locations
bargaining, and .
. gross hourly pay of of operation
training
male employees] x 100
¢) % of collective
bareaini _
argaining coverage Report the percentage
(number of employees ftotal )
of total employees
covered by collective 2 30a proy ) 75.0
.. covered by collective
bargaining agreements / ..
bargaining agreements
number of employees) X
100
Average hours of
d) Average number of training that the
annual training hours 404 1a organisation’s 75.0

per employee broken
down by gender

employees have

undertaken during the

reporting period, by:
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gender; employee
category

Business conduct

Number of convictions
(verdict of criminal
court) incurred for the

Report the total
number of significant
instances of non-

C ) 2 27a ) . 56.3
violation of anti- - compliance with laws
BI1 corruption and anti- and regulations during
L bribery laws the reporting period
Convictions and
Report the total
fines for
. Total amount of fines number and the
corruption and .
bribe (monetary penalties) monetary value of
Yy incurred for the 2 27 fines for instances of 56.3

violation of anti-
corruption and anti-
bribery laws

non-compliance with
laws and regulations
that were paid during

the reporting period

5. Discussion

The scarcity of companies adopting a GRI-based reporting system compared to the
number of companies analysed indicates the difficulty or lack of interest of agrifood SMEs in
adhering to this practice, as highlighted in the literature (Del Baldo, 2017; Girella et al., 2019;
Rodriguez-Gutiérrez et al., 2021; Giarratana, 2024; Marconati, 2024; Tombolesi, 2024;
Briamonte, Scarpato, 2025). However, the growing institutional pressure to draw up
sustainability reports requires reflection on the usefulness of this tool for agrifood SMEs. The
trend observed at the institutional level is leading to greater simplification of the reporting
frameworks to facilitate the use of shared standards. However, this process cannot ignore two
important aspects: first, the need for specific indicators for the agrifood sector, which are
currently scarce, and second, the impact that a business can have on the entire agrifood system.

Concerning the first aspect, the VSME lack indicators on social aspects that assess the
impact on the local community and other elements that characterise product quality which
agrifood SMEs are generally capable of and interested in communicating (Briamonte, Hinna,
2008). Indeed, the analysis confirms that businesses adopt the GRI standards to highlight their
impact on the local community, disclosing, for example, the launch of educational initiatives,
collaboration with charitable organisations and local associations, and the inclusion of
disadvantaged people. Meanwhile, SMEs also provide information on product quality,
including the adoption of transparent labelling in terms of materials used, information on
product characteristics and consumption, and certifications in compliance with European
regulations. Moreover, the GRI and VSME frameworks demonstrate limited attention to
sustainable practices geared towards preserving biodiversity, soil health, and pesticide use,
which, in turn, are key to the agrifood sector’s ability to achieve Sustainable Development Goal
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(SDG) 15 (Life on Land) and SDG 12 (Sustainable Practices). The businesses do present some
qualitative indicators on sustainable agricultural practices to preserve or promote biodiversity
in their reports, albeit to a limited extent. The lack of coverage of this critical topic could be
due to the actual lack of interest of businesses in the issues or related an inability to find suitable
indicators to produce communicable information. Indeed, it can be argued that it is inherently
difficult to quantify and measure the impact of agricultural materials on biodiversity. The
available indicators are often closely linked to subjective assumptions and do not consider
complex dynamics such as the comparison of on-farm versus off-farm impacts on biodiversity
(Wesseler, 2022). Other potential indicators to assess the biodiversity of a habitat, proposed in
the academic literature, are the QBS-ar method (Biological Soil Quality) based on the soil
micro-arthropod community analysis (Parisi, 2001; Parisi et al., 2005) and the Shannon
diversity index, a statistical measure quantifying the biodiversity of a habitat (Kok et al., 2020;
Shannon, Weaver, 1949 in Dabkiene et al., 2021). The GRI itself has updated its Biodiversity
Standard to the new GRI 101, which will be in force beginning in January 2026. This requires
businesses to determine the sites, products, and services in their supply chain that have the most
significant impacts on biodiversity, both in terms of protection and loss, and their evolution
over time with a clear value chain perspective. This new approach also requires businesses to
report on the potential or actual biodiversity impacts of upstream and, if desired, downstream
suppliers, and on the effects of the business’s activities on local communities and other
stakeholders (GRI, 2025b).

The second aspect is related to the lack of supply chain impact assessments, which
highlights the fact that businesses have poor awareness of their responsibility to influence the
sustainability of the entire supply chain in which they operate. Considering the upstream level,
businesses infrequently disclose the evaluations of suppliers and report only on material usage.
Concerning the downstream level, reporting is focused on ‘food safety’ information for the
consumer. Although a comprehensive supply chain perspective is crucial for achieving a
positive sustainability impact, it is not required in the VSME. Despite their small size, SMEs
have a significant impact on the environmental, social, and economic sustainability of food
supply chains due to their prevalence, widespread distribution, and key role along the entire
value chain (Schmerber et al., 2022; UN Global Compact, 2025). The EFRAG has proposed an
Implementation Guidance draft specific to reporting the impact on the value chain. First, this
guidance considers the value chain as a whole, defined as the entire supply chain and all its
interactions with the external environment, including resources, activities, and human relations,
from the upstream to downstream levels. Second, it provides instructions on how businesses
should report on how they impact the value chain. These initial implementation steps
demonstrate the increasing focus on the concept of value chain impact that the future ESRS
intend to incorporate, which will also increasingly engage SMEs (EFRAG, 2023a). Therefore,
it also emphasises the need for future advances in reporting this type of impact.

Considering these aspects, the analysis conducted in this study raises questions on the
meaning of reporting: is it intended to be a tool that represents minimum standards to be
achieved or a strategic tool with multiple objectives for driving the sustainable transition? In
the latter case, reporting can be useful (i) to monitor corporate performance in terms of

21



sustainability, which SMEs lack; (ii) to access financial or credit benefits; (iii) to demonstrate
a company’s ability to produce positive externalities in line with the SDGs; and (iv) to create a
reputational return on image that increases the perceived value of products. While the first three
aspects can bring more immediate results in the short term, the fourth requires more time and
the ability to communicate with civil society (Casalino, 2024). Consequently, the tool must be
easy to complete, covering aspects relevant to the agrifood system and its key stakeholders, and
be clearly communicated externally.

6. Conclusions

This study conducted a comparative analysis between the GRI and VSME reporting
frameworks, analysing the applicability of the VSME for agrifood SMEs. Content analysis was
used to examine the sustainability reports of 16 Italian agrifood SMEs to determine the use of
the GRI standards and the ability of adopting the VSME. Sustainability reporting can represent
an innovative tool for assessing the sustainable practices of businesses and acquiring benefits
in terms of reputational and financial returns. However, the results show that although the latest
VSME framework reduces complexity and resource requirements compared to the GRI, it still
lacks sector-specific indicators for the agrifood industry as well as a value chain perspective.
These gaps limit the potential efficacy of sustainability reporting practices for agrifood SMEs.
Furthermore, because the adoption of these reporting frameworks requires significant economic
investment by SMEs, it is important that agrifood SMEs perceive sustainability reporting as a
useful tool, and not just a compliance exercise. In fact, sustainability reporting can be a
management tool to support decision-making processes and a commitment to sustainability
transitions.

Considering the missing disclosures in the VSME and the difficulties SMEs face in
collecting data and reporting certain indicators, the VSME can be considered a starting point
rather than a definitive solution. In this sense, the development of a reporting framework
tailored to the agrifood sector and the capabilities of SMEs should be considered an evolving
work in progress. Associations and intermediary bodies could be involved as consultants (i.e.,
Tombolesi, 2024) or facilitators between the business and its stakeholders, to understand the
interests of the stakeholders and to support the drafting of the report and the communication of
the company’s activities. A valuable example is Confcooperative Parma (Emilia-Romagna),
which has established the external ‘Omnia Service’ office to provide specific services for their
associates, such as support in the transition towards and reporting on sustainability. At the same
time, they work as intermediaries between businesses and financial institutions to achieve
financial benefits. Continuous refinement and dialogue between policymakers, standard-setting
bodies, intermediary institutions, and businesses could be key to creating a reporting system
that is feasible for SMEs and capable of promoting a meaningful transition towards
sustainability in the agrifood sector.
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