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ABSTRACT   
 
 

Sustainability reporting tools (SRTs) are designed to provide stakeholders with trustworthy 

and credible information on a company’s corporate social responsibility (CSR) performance. 

However, the sustainability narrative is met with several impediments that largely stem from a 

lack of standardization, transparency, and consistency, which in turn poses challenges for 

measuring and reporting sustainability efforts. This study examines the merits of one particular 

SRT, sustainability ranking lists. This was achieved by analyzing the methodologies of three 

publicly disclosed ranking lists, to identify common themes, as well as to explore the strengths, 

shortcomings, and gaps. The findings suggest that while the overarching purpose and approach 

are similar in nature, there is a lack of standardization for 1) collecting and reporting on data; 2) 

identifying and selecting categories to evaluate; and 3) how the categories are weighted and 

scored to determine a company’s rank. The results also uncovered several other limitations 

such as the presence of controversial industries, lack of inclusivity, and striking discrepancies in 

the results among the three ranking lists, all of which contributes to, and perpetuates the 

confusion within the sustainability discourse rather than abate it. The study advances the SRT 

literature by highlighting opportunities for improving ranking list methodologies, as well as  

CSR strategies. 
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1 INTRODUCTION   

Traditionally, the success of a company has primarily been measured based on its financial 

performance. However, higher public awareness of social and environmental injustices and 

stressors committed by organizations have placed greater emphasis on corporate social 

responsibility and sustainability (Waddock, 2008). Moreover, an organization’s corporate social 

responsibility (CSR) performance is known to directly influence its legitimacy, credibility, trust, 

and reputation (Hur et al., 2014; Popoli, 2015). These are known as intangible assets that factor 

into a company’s worth. As a result, financial statements are no longer the primary method for 

assessing a company’s value (Bassen & Kovacs, 2008). 

Greater public awareness about these issues has inevitably advanced the sustainability 

movement, which has brought about several concepts, frameworks, and vocabulary. While the 

concept of sustainability has been around for quite some time, there is yet to be a clear 

definition of it (Waddock, 2008; Rego et al., 2017). Rather, the sustainability narrative is largely 

characterized by ambiguity, confusion, as well as controversy (Rego et al., 2017) due to 

definitional inconsistencies among organizations, industries, and countries. 

These inconsistencies have also contributed to the problem of greenwashing, in which 

companies appear to be motivated by public perceptions rather than performance, often 

resulting in products and services being labelled “green” when they are not. As a result, the 

concept of sustainability (and its derivatives) are often illegitimatized, creating mistrust and 

skepticism (Delmas & Burbano, 2011; Nyilasy et al., 2014). 
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In response, several sustainability reporting tools (SRTs) have emerged in order to identify 

and assess a firm’s sustainability efforts, such as sustainability rankings, ratings and indices 

(Sadowski et al., 2010a). This bodes well for organizations that score high, as it engenders 

positive publicity and exposure, as well as strengthens a company’s brand recognition and 

reputation. For firms that do not score well, it can generate negative publicity, but may also 

motivate organizations to do better.  SRTs may also assist consumers and investors to make 

better-informed purchasing and investment decisions. 

With the emergence of numerous SRTs, the purpose of this research is to examine the 

merits of one particular SRT, sustainability ranking lists. This study analyzed the methodology 

of three public ranking lists to identify common themes, as well as to explore the strengths, 

shortcomings, and gaps. It is anticipated that insights from this research will provide 

organizations with useful information to help develop or improve their sustainability strategies. 

It is also expected that this study may assist ranking agencies by providing meaningful data to 

improve their methodologies. Consumers of ranking lists may also benefit to help them decide 

how useful ranking lists may or may not be for them. 

This analysis comprises eight chapters. The first chapter contains an introduction and 

overview of the research. Chapter two offers a literature review of the key themes significant 

to this study. Chapter three discusses the research objectives and benefits whereas Chapter 

four outlines the methodology used to necessitate the objectives. Chapter five presents the 

research findings and Chapter six provides an analysis and discussion of the findings and their 

implications. Chapter seven outlines the gaps and limitations of the study. The analysis 

concludes with Chapter eight, which provides a summary and recommendations. 



- 3 -  

2 LITERATURE REVIEW   
 

Chapter 2 provides a literature review and synthesis on three key themes that are germane 

to studying the merits of sustainability ranking lists: corporate social responsibility (CSR) & 

sustainability; measuring & reporting sustainability, and sustainability reporting tools (SRTs). 

These three specific topics are the underpinnings of this research, as sustainability ranking lists 

are based on CSR and sustainability principles. Understanding the current landscape of how 

sustainability is measured and reported on, is also important to the analysis as it sets the 

framework for examining sustainability ranking lists. Finally, understanding the methods used 

for reporting on sustainability is integral to the study, as it showcases the benefits and 

drawbacks of the tools and approaches. 

 
2.1 CORPORATE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY & SUSTAINABILITY 

 
Organizations are often thought to prosper at the expense of society (Nollet et al., 2016; 

Sáez-Martínez et al., 2016). This is particularly relevant for large multi-national corporations, 

who are considered to be the most powerful and dominant institutions in the world. This is due 

to the influence and power they wield, which has direct impacts on society and the 

environment, as they expend vast quantities of energy and materials, as well as generate large 

volumes of waste (Parris, 2006; Sáez-Martínez et al., 2016). Consequently, large organizations 

are often held responsible for environmental and social injustices, as well as the overemphasis 

on short-term profits (Dyllick & Hockerts, 2002; Waddock, 2008; Sáez-Martínez et al., 2016). 

However, Kim et al. (2012) and Sáez-Martínez et al. (2016) argue that small and medium-sized 

firms have just as much of an impact, and therefore, CSR lies with all businesses. 
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Greater public awareness of these social and environmental abuses has increased the 

demand for corporate social responsibility (Windolph, 2011; Humphrey et al., 2012; Kim et al., 

2012; Ortas et al., 2015).  As a result, there has also been an increased focus on sustainability, 

particularly over the past two decades (Siew, 2015). However, despite their longevity and 

popularity, defining CSR and sustainability is met with challenges as there are a multiplicity of 

meanings and no commonly accepted definition (Windolph, 2011; Searcy & Elkhawas, 2012; 

Venturelli et al., 2017) or even a clear understanding of what these concepts mean (Bassen & 

Kovacs, 2008). These discrepancies occur within academia as well, as scholars often use terms 

such as “corporate sustainability”, “sustainability”, “corporate social responsibility”, “corporate 

social performance”, “corporate sustainable development” to refer to the same idea (Montiel, 

2008; Rego et al., 2017). In fact, up to 37 definitions of CSR have been found in literature 

(Carroll, 2015). However, Montiel (2008) suggests that despite the multiple definitions that 

have emerged from different backgrounds, they generally share the same vision, which is to 

balance economic priorities with social and environmental ones. 

According to Carroll (2015), CSR can be traced back hundreds of years ago, but is largely 

the byproduct of post-World War II, which peaked during the 1960s with the rise of various 

women’s, civil rights and environmental movements, and has only continued to grow. Figure 1 

illustrates the emergence and evolution of CSR over the last 50 years. Present day concepts of 

CSR, and the one adopted by this paper, most broadly refers to CSR as the voluntary activities 

that firms undertake in order to operate in a manner that is economically, socially and 

environmentally sustainable (Windolph, 2011; Kim et al., 2012; Sáez-Martínez et al., 2016; 

Government of Canada, 2018). 
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Figure 1: Carroll's (2015) 50 Year CSR Trajectory 
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CSR entails three separate but interdependent constructs: 1) people/social; 2) 

planet/environment/nature; and 3) profits/financial/economic (Dyllick & Hockerts, 2002; Hahn 

et al., 2015). Naturally, this gives rise to several conceptualizations in sustainability reporting, 

such as Environmental Social Governance (ESG) reporting, Corporate Sustainability (CS) 

reporting, Corporate Social Responsibility Disclosure (CSRD), Corporate Social Disclosure (CSD), 

and Corporate Environmental Reporting (CER) (Wong, 2017). 

One of the most recognized iterations of this concept is Triple Bottom Line (TBL), an 

accounting framework developed by John Elkington in 1994 that advocates for the “bottom 

line” reporting of people, planet, and profits (Ortiz-De-Mandojana & Bansal, 2016). The 

purpose of the TBL is to have a balanced account of a company’s performance in which 

organizations must pursue sustainability within “all three dimensions simultaneously—even if 

they appear contradictory” (Hahn et al., 2015, p. 297). 

The word sustainability can also be a source of contention because it has different 

meanings in different disciplines and contexts. For instance, in management literature 

sustainability implies continuity (Aras & Crowther, 2009). Venturelli et al. (2017) also suggest 

that spatial and temporal dimensions can modify the meaning of sustainability, especially from 

industry to industry, and country to country. As such, some scholars suggest that finding a 

universal definition of sustainability should be “abandoned” (Rego et al., 2017). However, a 

commonly accepted definition hails from the World Commission on Environment and 

Development (WCED, 1987) which defines sustainability as “development that meets the needs 

of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 

needs”. Similar to the concept of CSR, later definitions of sustainability incorporate the 
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environmental, economic and social dimensions (Carroll, 2015). Therefore, sustainability is a 

central concern of CSR (Aras & Crowther, 2009). 

Given the similar definitions of CSR and sustainability in this context, and the fact that 

they are often used interchangeably, for the intents and purposes of this research, this paper 

assumes CSR and sustainability have the same meaning, which is the voluntary actions of a firm 

to operate in an economically, socially and environmentally sustainable manner. 

Rego et al. (2017) have found that in order for organizations to be successful in their 

implementation of CSR, a feasible CSR strategy is integral. They suggest the following five 

practices: 1) the strategy must be part of the organization’s overall strategic effort, as well as 

part of the organization’s internal and external communication strategy; 2) sustainability 

initiatives must occur throughout the organization’s supply chain (e.g. suppliers, customers); 3) 

stakeholder engagement is key; 4) a proactive approach (rather than a reactive approach) is 

essential; and 5) the company is to incorporate all characteristics of sustainability (economic, 

environmental and social). 

 

There are many reasons why companies choose to implement CSR practices. A primary 

motivator is for firms to enrich their intangible assets, in which CSR practices are known to have 

a direct and positive impact (Hur et al., 2014; Popoli, 2015). Intangible assets refer to concepts 

such as organizational legitimacy, credibility, trust, corporate reputation, brand equity, 

philanthropy, and goodwill (Hur et al., 2014; Popoli, 2015). Table 1 offers definitions of some of 

the most common intangible assets and how they map to CSR. 
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Table 1: Intangible Assets from a CSR Perspectives 
 

Intangible 
Assets 

Definition Impact CSR Practices have on 
Asset 

Organizational 
Legitimacy 

When an organization is perceived to 
conduct itself in a way that is socially 
acceptable and consistent with the values, 
norms, rules, and beliefs held by society 
(Dowling & Pfeffer, 1975 as cited in Sonpar 
et al., 2009; Veerbeeten et al., 2016). 

“Companies with a higher degree 
of corporate sustainability are 
probably less likely to encounter 
revenue losses due to a loss in 
organizational legitimacy” 
(Kaspereit & Lopatta, 2016, p. 1) 

Reputation Based on the environmental, financial, and 
social impacts imposed by an organization, 
reputation is the collective judgements of 
that organization over time (Barrett, 2006 
as cited in Lee, 2016). 

Studies have proven to show that 
CSR has a significantly positive 
impact on corporate reputation 
(Hur et al., 2014). 

Brand Image “Brand image reflects all that which leads to 
the firm … therefore, the brand must be 
able to meet stakeholder’s expectations not 
only regarding visible components of the 
marketing mix (product/service, price, 
place, promotion), but also the “value 
system”, including both economical and 
social values, with which they identify 
“(Popoli, 2015, p. 23). 

CSR is a central driver for 
supporting brand image, which is a 
key intangible asset that 
contributes to company’s 
performances. (Popoli, 2015). 

Trust Consumers’ belief that a firm will operate in 
a manner that is consistent with 
“expectations regarding its expertise, 
integrity, and goodwill” (Upadhye et al., 
2017, p.4). 

Choi and La’s (2013) research 
findings showed CSR has a 
significant effect on customer trust. 

Brand 
Credibility 

Based on consumer trust - the degree to 
which consumers believe in a firm’s 
trustworthiness and expertise and the 
information provided by the firm (Hur et al., 
2014). 

Hur et al.’s (2014) findings show 
that CSR has a significantly positive 
impact on a firm’s corporate brand 
credibility. 

Philanthropy 
/Goodwill 

Taking responsibility beyond firm’s business 
activities through “good deeds” such as 
corporate donations, corporate 
volunteering, corporate foundations (Lin-Hi, 
2010). 

Lin-Hi (2010) has found that CSR 
has nothing to do with 
philanthropy and that goodwill is 
“not a sensible focal point for CSR”. 
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Research shows that more than half of a company’s assets are intangible (Hur et al., 2014; 

Kaspereit & Lopatta, 2016; Verbeeten et al., 2016). Furthermore, implementing CSR practices 

has shown to be the leading factor in determining a firm’s value (Khan et al., 2016). For 

example, Kaspereit and Lopatta (2016) have found that organizations with higher rankings are 

likely to have greater organizational legitimacy. 

 

Peer pressure, especially from leading-edge companies and competitors, is also forcing 

firms to take CSR more seriously (Waddock, 2008). Other organizations are self-motivated, and 

voluntarily embrace CSR in anticipation of upcoming or future legislations (Waddock, 2008). 

However, Parguel et al. (2011) warn that organizations also use CSR as a vehicle to promote 

their corporate image, which can result in greenwashing (discussed further in Section 2.2). 

Nonetheless, as the demand for greater transparency increases (Kim et al., 2012), so does the 

reporting of CSR information. But this baits the question, how can sustainability be measured 

when there is no commonly agreed upon definition? 

 
2.2 MEASURING & REPORTING SUSTAINABILITY 

 
Given the gaining momentum of CSR, financial statements are no longer the sole means 

of evaluating a company’s performance, as they lack the capacity to report on the value of 

intangible assets such as reputation, workplace safety and culture, which are factors that are 

becoming increasingly significant in a “knowledge-based global economy” (Bassen & Kovacs, 

2008). This is even greater, as Section 2.1 explains that more than half of a company’s worth is 

derived from intangible assets (Hur et al., 2014; Popoli, 2015). Therefore, traditional narratives 

that echo Friedman et al.’s (2005) views, who suggest “the social responsibility of business is to 
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increase its profits” are becoming antiquated ideologies given the increasing demand for 

transparency, responsibility and accountability through sustainability disclosures (Brammer & 

Pavelin, 2006; Kuo & Chen, 2013; Engert et al., 2015; Venturelli et al., 2017). As a result, 

corporate governance advice has become big business (Daines et al., 2010). 

This, in turn shifts the focus on how CSR is measured and reported on, which 

unsurprisingly also begets a multiplicity of meanings and methods (Searcy & Elkhawas, 2012), 

giving rise to the lack of consistency in collecting and reporting sustainability data. Moreover, 

the information gathered is not organized in a way which proves to be useful for stakeholders, 

as it is often difficult to understand (Verbeeten et al., 2016). This makes it confusing not only 

for stakeholders (e.g. investors, shareholders, consumers/customers, activists, employees) to 

access and decipher a company’s sustainability data (Bassen & Kovacs, 2008), but also hinders 

companies from developing sound sustainable strategies. 

 

Due to the lack of standardizations, companies are reporting what they choose to, and 

in whatever formats they prefer, which often focuses on the positives and minimizes the 

negatives (Scalet & Kelly, 2010; Venturelli et al., 2017). Furthermore, Brammer and Pavelin 

(2006) have found that the quality of voluntary environmental disclosures has traditionally 

been measured by page count or the number of words a company devotes in the 

environmental section of its annual report. This approach immediately highlights inherent 

drawbacks as word counts are hardly indicative of quality, particularly when taking into 

consideration factors such as verbose writing styles, page margins and font sizes (Hackston and 

Milne, 1996 as cited in Brammer & Pavelin, 2006). 
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Furthermore, due to the lack of consistency, there is no real way to compare one firm to 

another (Sadowski et al., 2010a; Venturelli et al., 2017). Comparisons are important as they 

allow readers the ability to view one company’s performance against another, which can be 

valuable when making purchasing and investment decisions. It also thwarts the ability for 

companies to examine how they compare to their competitors. 

 

While the natural response to the lack of standardization may be to develop a 

standardized framework, that also poses significant challenges. This is because sustainability is 

a multi-faceted concept that encompasses several disciplines such as economics, legal, ethics, 

human rights (which includes working conditions, gender, and racial equality), environment and 

philanthropic issues (Waddock and Graves, 1997 as cited in Nollet et al., 2016). Moreover, 

conditions vary considerably from company to company (e.g. industry, goods versus services, 

policies, geography, internal processes). Therefore, creating standardizations, frameworks, 

methodologies, and strategies become highly complicated and difficult (Venturelli et al., 2017). 

Rather, Venturelli et al. (2017) argue that strategies for corporate sustainability need to be 

unique to the firm and that there can be no agreed-upon method of measuring sustainability. 

 

Given these issues, Delmas and Blass (2010) and Sadowski et al. (2010a) underscore the 

importance of transparency in developing frameworks and methodologies. Lack of 

transparency in this regard can diminish the public’s (e.g. consumers, shareholders) confidence 

not only in the approach, but lead to real or perceived instances of greenwashing that 

ultimately undermine, or at the very least cause skepticism in the sustainability narrative. 
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This is particularly harmful when shareholders or customers base their investment or 

purchasing decisions on a company’s CSR performance, as it impedes their ability to ascertain 

whether products, services and companies are indeed sustainable. The lack of transparency   

can lend itself to greenwashing, which is defined as purposely providing incorrect or false 

information in order to gain legitimacy and positive public image (Delmas & Burbano, 2011; 

Windolph, 2011). As a result, greenwashing can undermine and compromise the credibility of 

authentic CSR organizations. More importantly, it has the potential to illegitimatize the concept 

and practice of CSR (Cho & Patten, 2007).  Increasing transparency can mitigate this, but  

Delmas and Blass (2010) argue that there are limits to how transparent agencies are willing to 

be. This is primarily because agencies invest significant funds to conduct their research and 

could lose their competitive edge if this information is revealed, which is why it is often 

protected as intellectual property (Delmas & Blass, 2010). 

 

In addition to the lack of standardization, there are also a number of other weaknesses 

with measuring and reporting on sustainability. For example, high scores in one area may 

obscure low scores in another (Venturelli et al., 2017). Moreover, organizations are further 

constrained by the lack of guidance, as literature often focuses on why companies should adopt 

CSR practices, but rarely touch upon on how it might be accomplished (Klettner et al., 2014). 

Regardless of these shortcomings, it is widely agreed upon that in order to measure 

sustainability, it needs to be measurable (Ozdemir et al., 2011). 
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2.3 SUSTAINABILITY REPORTING TOOLS 

 
According to Marlin and Marlin (2003), CSR reporting first began during the 1970s and 

1980s when attention was specifically on the compliance of environmental policy, but no direct 

link to a company’s performance. During the 1990s, Siew (2015) suggests a “paradigm shift”, as 

reporting on occupational health and safety surfaced, followed by the establishment of TBL. The 

increasing demand for sustainability disclosures has led to the emergence of corporate 

sustainability reporting tools (SRTs), which is also beleaguered by definitional inconsistencies 

(e.g. corporate social responsibility reporting, sustainable development reporting, triple bottom 

line reporting, non-financial reporting, and environmental, social and governance reporting). 

According to Siew (2015), corporate SRTs can be classified by frameworks, standards, 

and ratings and indices as depicted in Figure 2. Frameworks generally describe the principles, 

guidelines, and initiatives to assist organizations with their disclosure efforts, whereas  

standards are typically templates that communicate disclosure requirements and specifications 

to maintain some type of consistency. Ratings, rankings, and indices are third-party evaluations 

of a company’s sustainability performance (Siew, 2015). While rankings are not specifically 

mentioned in Siew’s (2015) work, they are also a popular SRT and the focus of this research. 

This paper adopts Global Initiative Sustainability Ratings’ (GISR, 2014) definitions of ratings, 

rankings, and indices: 

Company Ratings ascribe an alphanumeric “score” to companies based on their 
performance against a given set of ESG criteria. Company Rankings place a specific set of 
companies in order of performance against a given set of ESG criteria. Indexes are a group 
of securities that meet ESG criteria relative to specific markets or sectors for the purpose 
of benchmarking investment performance and/or serving as the basis for investment 
products. 
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Figure 2: Corporate Sustainability Reporting Tools1 

 

 
Source: Siew, 2015. 

 
 

Additionally, awards, surveys, and polls are other forms of SRTs (Sadowski et al., 2010b). 
 

However, ratings and rankings are the most popular SRTs, as they provide the end consumer 

(e.g. stakeholder, customers, investors) the ability to compare one firm’s performance with 

another (Waddock, 2008; Chatterji & Toffel, 2010). One of the first ranking lists (as related to 

business) is said to be by Fortune magazine in 1983 with its publication of “Most Admired 

Corporations” (Waddock, 2008). Since then a number of SRTs have emerged over the years by 

various groups (Fombrun, 2007) such as Pricewaterhouse Coopers, The Financial Times, Forbes 

magazine, and CNN, who have taken it upon themselves to create lists such as “Global Most 

Admired Companies”, “Best Companies to Work For”, “100 Best Corporate Citizens”,” World’s 

Most Respected Companies” (Waddock, 2008). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

1 Other types of SRTs include ratings, awards, surveys and polls (Sadowski et al., 2010b). 
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Sustainability reporting is also carried out by a number of other actors such as non- 

governmental organizations (NGOs), private firms, governments, rating and ranking agencies 

(Sadowski et al., 2010a). According to Sadowski et al.’s (2010b) study, NGOs were voted to be 

the most trusted entities in judging and reporting on a firm’s sustainability efforts, company 

employees came in second, followed by rating and ranking agencies in third place. The focus of 

this analysis is on ranking agencies, which this paper defines as organizations that rank other 

organizations. 

 

Many SRTs are widely distributed, which Fombrun (2007, p. 144) suggests “creates a 

halo around corporate brands and influences the subsequent evaluations of companies…[in] 

this way, corporate reputations can be viewed as social constructions”. Fombrun (2007) further 

suggests that the proliferation of rankings have created substantial challenges and raise a 

number of questions and concerns for business leaders, such as how rankings should be 

regarded, which ones should be taken seriously, which ones can be ignored, and more 

importantly how this information should be used (if at all) for developing or improving 

sustainability strategies. 

 

Chelli and Gendron (2013, p. 200) have also found that several agencies use a “strategy 

of rationalization” to justify their methodologies, their relevance, as well as the quality of their 

knowledge. Chelli and Gendron (2013, p. 200) further suggest that some agencies also apply a 

“strategy of euphemization” to assuage the questionable aspects of their methodologies, as 

well as their “measurement agenda”. For example, the authors argue that agencies ascribe 

measurements “with an authority that enables them, at least in principle, to alter the 
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conceptions, attitudes, and behaviors of companies in terms of sustainable development”. 

Chelli and Gendron (2013, p. 200) argue that this is justified by agencies, as they claim to be 

experts in the field, but do so in a way that appears to be through a lens of morality (e.g. 

“between the pure and the impure, between good and bad”). 

 

Sadowski et al. (2010a), argue that there are serious concerns with respect to the role 

and credibility of SRTs due to the lack of transparency, the challenges in making comparisons 

against companies within industries, and in some cases conflicts of interest in organizations. 

They go on to suggest that these issues are even more imperative, as the number of agencies 

reporting on sustainability performance continues to grow, as does the stakeholder’s 

dependence on SRTs to help inform their purchasing or investment decisions. 

 

Windolph (2011) echoes Sadowski et al.’s (2010a) concerns and cites additional 

challenges with SRTs such as lack of standardization, lack of credibility of information, bias, 

tradeoffs, and lack of independence. Windolph (2011) also suggests that rankings typically 

oversimplify CSR assessments. These challenges are mainly due to the inherent complexity 

associated with such a mandate, as well as data unavailability (Windolph, 2011). Windolph 

goes on to say that these challenges can be improved by finding common understandings, 

incorporating additional perspectives and sources of validation, as well as methodology 

disclosures - see Figure 3 for Windolph’s list of challenges, causes, and suggestions for 

improvement. 
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Figure 3: Windolph's (2011) Rating challenges, causes, and possible improvements 

 

 
 

 
Studies have also found that corporations use SRTs to hide their true practices through 

greenwashing in order to intentionally manipulate stakeholder perceptions (Windolph, 2011; 

Kim et al., 2012; Siew, 2015). Finally, despite the vast collection, Searcy and Elkhawas (2012) 

argue that SRTs have received little academic examination. This is also validated by Chelli and 

Gendron (2013) who have found that SRT methodologies are typically not discussed in the 

academic landscape. 

 

Schendler and Toffel (2011) also suggest SRTs fail in one critical aspect, the failure to 

include advocacy activities that persuade environmental regulations. As an example, Apple 

publicly left the largest lobbying group in the US (the US Chamber of Commerce) as Apple 

believed that the group was thwarting climate regulations, which went against its values 

(Schendler & Toffel, 2011). Despite Apple’s monumental move, which overshadowed the 

sustainability efforts of all other firms, Newsweek placed Apple below its industry peers in its 

ranking list. As such, Schendler and Toffel (2011) argue that SRTs can be helpful in informing 
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stakeholders, but yet also be harmful by perpetuating greenwashing and suggest that SRTs 

should include political contributions and CEO advocacy activities in their methodologies. 

Despite these shortcomings, Schendler and Toffel (2011) argue that SRTs are important for the 

end user, as they assist consumers in making purchasing decisions, support job seekers with 

employment choices, impact employee morale, guide investors in making socially responsible 

investments and decisions, as well as generate (positive or negative) publicity for firms. 

 

Only a few studies have investigated the impacts that ranking lists have had on 

organizations that have been ranked, which yielded conflicting results. For example, Scalet and 

Kelly (2010, p.76) found that regardless if a firm was “dropped, added, retained, or altogether 

unranked” from a ranking list, it did little to motivate them in acknowledging and addressing the 

problems associated with their sustainability performance, yet they used the ranking lists to 

emphasize their positive performance. 

 

In contrast, Chatterji and Toffel’s (2010) study revealed that organizations who receive 

poor results are more likely to take action to increase their standing, especially if the 

opportunity cost to do so is low, and the cost of environmental regulation fines are high. 

Additionally, Adam and Shavit (2008) found that public ranking lists incentivize firms to increase 

their investment in CSR, but also observed that incentives diminish as the investment amount 

increases. Finally, Parguel et al. (2011) also suggest that ranking lists have a substantial 

influence on a firm’s intrinsic motives (performance that is driven by internal recognition such as 

a sense of accomplishment or responsibility), but not necessarily extrinsic motives 

(behaviour/action driven by external recognition such as rewards or praise). 



- 19 -  

To conclude, this literature review provides a strong foundation for the underpinnings of 

this research, by painting the CSR and sustainability landscape, which walked through the 

evolution, purpose, and challenges with these fields of study. 
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3 RESEARCH PURPOSE & BENEFITS   

 

3.1 PURPOSE 

 
The purpose of this research was to explore the merits of sustainability ranking lists in 

light of the challenges identified in the literature review, thereby contributing to, and extending 

the SRT discourse. More specifically, the underpinnings of this research were to understand 

three key research questions. One, if there is a lack of standardization in the methodologies 

that ranking agencies employ for collecting and reporting on a company’s CSR performance. 

Two, if there is a lack of standardization in the methodologies that ranking agencies employ for 

identifying and selecting categories to rank/rate, in order to evaluate a company’s CSR 

performance. Three, if there is a lack of standardization in the methodologies that ranking 

agencies employ for weighting and scoring the criteria in order to evaluate a company’s CSR 

performance. 

 

For consistency and clarity, this paper refers to agencies that rank other organizations as 

ranking agencies and firms that are ranked, are referred to as ranked organizations. Similarly, 

agencies that rate other organizations are referred to as rating agencies and firms that are 

rated, are referred to as rated organizations.  The focus of this research is on ranking lists and 

ranking agencies. 



- 21 -  

3.2 WHO MAY BENEFIT FROM THIS RESEARCH 

 
It is anticipated that organizations can benefit from this research, as it provides insights  

that may help them develop or improve their sustainability strategies and potentially become 

ranked organizations or higher ranked organizations. Ranking agencies may also benefit from 

this analysis, as it may provide them with meaningful data to help improve their methodologies. 

Finally, the end consumers/readers of the ranking list may benefit by gaining a better 

understanding of the strengths and weaknesses of ranking lists, and thus how useful they may  

or may not be. This is particularly relevant, as CSR efforts are becoming more ubiquitously 

linked with greenwashing (Marder & Dodd, 2012). 
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4 METHODOLOGY   
 

Chapter 4 describes how the research was designed and achieved by describing the: 

research approach and methods; sample population and sampling methods; and data collection 

and analysis. 

 
4.1 RESEARCH APPROACH & METHODS 

 
The research applied a qualitative empirical approach in order to gain an understanding  

of the merits of sustainability ranking lists. According to Winchester (2005), qualitative research 

allows for multi-interpretations and meanings rather than promoting conventional or   

dominant narratives. For qualitative research to be useful and usable, it needs to be analyzed 

and deciphered, which is generally based on the researcher’s own interpretations and biases. 

This is important to acknowledge because biases not only influence one’s values and beliefs but 

also how research is constructed and conducted, which may affect the authenticity of the data 

gathered (Winchester, 2005). 

The method used to collect data for this research is documentation review. Only 

secondary data were used for the purposes of this research, which was primarily found through 

electronic materials such as websites. No primary, confidential or private data were collected. 

According to Alvarez et al. (2012), a great deal of “excellent” research has been produced 

through the use of secondary data, and that studies based on secondary sources offer the 

researcher many benefits, as it is often time and cost-effective and efficient. 
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The method used to analyze and decipher the secondary data was content analysis. 

According to Hsieh and Shannon (2005), content analysis is a popular qualitative research 

method used by many scholars (e.g. Verbeeten et al., 2016).  Content analysis decodes the 

meaning of textual data, in one of three approaches: conventional, directed and summative 

(Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). The conventional approach involves developing coding categories 

from text, whereas a directed approach begins with a theory or research finding to serve as a 

guide for initial coding. With the summative approach, the process first encompasses the 

counting and comparisons of key content or words, followed by an interpretation of the 

content (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). This analysis applied a blend of conventional and directed 

approaches. 

 
4.2 SAMPLE POPULATION 

 
The population for this research is ranking agencies that produce and publish ranking lists. 

Sadowski et al. (2010b) found that transparency (e.g. methodology disclosures) was the second 

most important factor in determining a rating or ranking agency’s credibility.  Therefore, in 

order to be included in the research, the ranking agency (the sample) must have met the four 

eligibility criteria listed below. Online research (e.g. the ranking agency’s website) was used to 

determine if the sample met the eligibility criteria. 

1. The methodology for the ranking list must be publicly available. 
 

2. The data used by the ranking agency (the sample) to rank an organization has been 

publicly disclosed. 
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3. The ranking methodology is based on TBL or ESG principles, as the literature review has 

shown that the inclusion of these factors is paramount to CSR and sustainability. 

4. The ranking agency (the sample) is not paid by the organization being ranked. 
 

 
4.3 SAMPLING METHOD 

 
This section describes the process of obtaining the study’s sample set, which is 

summarized in Table 3. As Section 2.3 explained, the most popular SRTs are ratings, rankings, 

and indices. Evaluating indices was beyond the skillset of the researcher due to the complex 

nature of indices. Therefore, a decision was made to omit indices from this research. Ratings 

were initially included in the analysis but were later excluded as they did not meet the eligibility 

criteria – more details about this decision are provided further in this section.  As a result, the 

focus of this research narrowed to ranking lists exclusively. 

 

The sample selection was identified through nonprobability convenience sampling, which 

was conducted through documentation review, specifically by utilizing Global Initiative for 

Sustainability Ratings (GISR) as the main source of data. GISR hosts a “Ratings Directory”, which 

is a compilation of 252 ESG ratings, rankings, and indices produced by various ranking and  

rating agencies worldwide. The Ratings Directory contains data such as the Owner, Owner 

Headquarters, Product, Product Family, Primary Research Organization, Research Organization 

Headquarters, Issues, Product Type, Primary Audience and Companies Covered – see Table 2  

for a description of these fields. In addition, the data in the Ratings Directory can be sorted 

and/or filtered by the following fields: Issues (Environmental, Social, Governance), Product Type 

(Index, Rating, Ranking), Primary Audience (Investors, Consumers, Companies). 
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Table 2: GISR Rating Directory 
 

Field Description 

Owner Entity that owns the product or controls its design. 
Owner Hq. City and country of the product owner’s headquarters. 

Product Number of individual products within the same product family. Click 
on '+' to see individual products. 

Product Family Name of the rating, ranking or index product. 
Primary Research 
Organization 

Primary entity that provides research for the product. 

Research Organization Hq. City and country of the primary research organization’s headquarters. 
Issues [E/S/G] City and country of the primary research organization’s headquarters 

Product Type Rating, Ranking, or Index. Company Ratings ascribe an alphanumeric 
“score” to companies based on their performance against a given set 
of ESG criteria. Company Rankings place a specific set of companies in 
order of performance against a given set of ESG criteria. Indexes are a 
group of securities that meet ESG criteria relative to specific markets 
or sectors for the purpose of benchmarking investment performance 
and/or serving as the basis for investment products. 

Primary Audience Investors, Companies or Consumers. 

Companies Covered Total number of companies rated, ranked or included in product. If 
product includes 'more than X number of companies,' number appears 
as X + 1. 

Source: GISR website 

 

The GISR Ratings Directory was used to get a preliminary list of agencies by selecting 

Environmental, Social, and Governance under “Issues” and Ratings and Rankings under 

“Product Type”, which yielded 43 results. An assumption was made that the Primary Research 

Organization (the ranking agency) uses the same methodology regardless of who the owner is, 

which eliminated eleven duplicates, yielding 32 unique agencies. The researcher then went to 

each of the ranking agencies’ websites (the URL for each ranking agency was supplied in the 

Ratings Directory) to determine if the agency’s methodology was publicly available. This 

process shortlisted the sample population to 13. 

http://ratesustainability.org/hub/index.php/search
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At this stage, a preliminary review of each agency’s methodology was conducted to 

produce a list of key components that were common across most, if not all, methodologies. The 

rationale for compiling this common list of components was to develop a starting point for 

analyzing and evaluating the methodologies. The common components included a Starting 

Universe, Screening Criteria, Data Sources, Categories, Scoring Methods, and Weightings. 

Additional components, such as Publication Frequency, Agency Type, and Years of Publication 

were added by the researcher in order to facilitate future comparisons. Table 5 provides a 

complete listing of all the components, as well as definitions for each. 

Based on the process of finding and documenting the common components found in 

Table 5, another six agencies were eliminated for one of two reasons. One, the analysis 

revealed that only certain parts of the methodology are made publicly available, which violates 

the first eligibility criteria found in Section 4.3 - that the methodology for the rankings be 

publicly available to ensure that the research can be transparent and unbiased as possible. 

Two, there were insufficient data in the methodologies to make cross-comparisons, which is 

integral to this research. 

Next, each sample was evaluated based on the list of key components found in Table 5. 

This exploration revealed that agencies with a “Product Type” of “Rating” typically offered a 

paid service that targets investment professionals who pay to obtain a rating list, identifying a 

clear distinction from ranking lists. As such, it was discovered that rating and ranking lists were 

not comparable, and a decision was made to focus solely on ranking lists. This is discussed 

further in Chapter 6.9 where high-level findings on rating lists are presented. In the end, only 

three samples remained, as identified in 
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Table 4. 
 

Table 3: Process of Selecting Sample Set 
 

 

Step 
Rationale No. of 

Sample 

1.   Apply following filters on Ratings Directory: 
Issues: Environmental, Social, and 
Governance 
Product Type: Ratings and Rankings 

Preliminary list of agencies 43 

2.   Select only unique owners Remove duplicates 32 
3.   Identify which agencies have a published 

methodology 
It is part of the eligibility criteria 13 

4.   Develop list of common components Outline starting point for analyzing 
and evaluating the methodologies 

7 

5.   Decision to eliminate rating agencies from 
research 

Rating agencies did not meet all 4 
edibility criteria in order to participate 

3 

 
 
 

Table 4: Shortlisted Sample Set 
 

Sample Product Eligible 

1.   Asian Correspondent Ranking No - not enough information 
2.   Corporate Knights Ranking Yes – meets criteria 

3.   CR Mag via IWFinancial Ranking Yes – meets criteria 

4.   CSRHUB Rating No - paid service 

5.   EcoVadis S.A. Rating No - paid service 

6.   FTSE Russell Rating No - paid service 

7.   JUST Capital Ranking Yes – meets criteria 

8.   Oekom Research Rating No - paid service 

9.   RepRisk Rating No - paid service 

10. RepuTex Rating No - paid service 

11. Standard Ethics Rating No - paid service 

12. Thomson Reuters Rating No - paid service 

13. Vigeo Eiris Rating No - paid service 

http://ratesustainability.org/hub/index.php/search/at-a-glance-company/177
http://ratesustainability.org/hub/index.php/search/at-a-glance-company/33
http://ratesustainability.org/hub/index.php/search/at-a-glance-company/63
http://ratesustainability.org/hub/index.php/search/at-a-glance-company/37
http://ratesustainability.org/hub/index.php/search/at-a-glance-company/41
http://ratesustainability.org/hub/index.php/search/at-a-glance-company/52
http://ratesustainability.org/hub/index.php/search/at-a-glance-company/175
http://ratesustainability.org/hub/index.php/search/at-a-glance-company/13
http://ratesustainability.org/hub/index.php/search/at-a-glance-company/76
http://esg-connect.reputex.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/Appendix-2a_RTX-ESG-Methodology.pdf
http://ratesustainability.org/hub/index.php/search/at-a-glance-company/84
http://ratesustainability.org/hub/index.php/search/at-a-glance-company/91
http://ratesustainability.org/hub/index.php/search/at-a-glance-company/15
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Table 5: Common Methodology Components 
 

No. Component Rational/Description 

1. Starting Universe The starting population the ranking agency used for including ranked 
organizations 

2. Screening Criteria The conditions which upon organizations from the starting universe 
may be eliminated 

3. Data Sources The data sources ranking agencies use in their evaluation and 
where/how they are obtained 

4. Pillars/ 
Categories 

Lists the high- level categories and sub-categories used by ranking 
agencies’ methodology (e.g. environment, social, governance) 

5. Criteria The number of criteria that can be applied in the scoring of a ranked 
organization 

6. Scoring Method Description of how the ranking agencies apply scores to the data 
collected and what kind of scores are given (e.g. numeric/alpha) 

7. Score Weighting Describes if scores are weighted differently based on a set of factors 
(e.g. company size, location, industry) and what those adjustments are 

8. Qualitative/ 
Quantitative 

Is the scoring qualitative or quantitative 

9. Decision-makers Who decides what categories, criteria, and weightings are and how 
are decisions made (e.g. committees) 

10. Industry/Sector How does the ranking agency account for different sectors/industries 

11. Ranking/Rating/ 
Indices 

What kind of list does the ranking agency produce 

12. Distribution 
Method 

What methods does the ranking agency use to distribute its 
ranking/rating list 

 Target Audience Who is the target audience for the ranking agencies ranking/rating 
lists 

13. Dispute Resolution Does the ranking agency have a process in place for disputes made by 
ranked organizations 

14. Agency Type What is key purpose and service of the ranking agency 

15. Methodology 
Review 

Does the ranking agency review its methodology? If yes, how often 
and by whom. 

16. Years of 
Publication 

The number of years the ranking agency has published a rating or 
ranking list 

17. Scorer Type Who is scoring the ranking organization (e.g. analyst, committee) 
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4.4 DATA COLLECTION & ANALYSIS 

 
The data collected for the research were either copied or inputted into an Excel 

spreadsheet. Excel was the selected tool because of the number of advantages it yielded. First, 

the researcher has high familiarity and comfort-level with the tool, which made it a convenient 

and time-efficient choice. Two, the tool was able to fully meet the needs of the analysis without 

additional cost or training. Three, the tool was readily available and accessible to the researcher.  

Four, the software is portable and can be used anytime, anywhere. 

The disadvantages of using Excel is the potential for data loss and corruption, as well as 

the possibility of human error, such as unintentionally omitting or deleting data and typos. 

However, these issues can be easily mitigated by keeping backups and validating the data by 

double and triple checking the inputs, as well as using revision logs. 
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5 RESULTS   
 

Chapter 5 presents the findings based on the three ranking agencies that met the eligibility 

criteria (as described in Section 4.3): Corporate Knights, JUST Capital and Corporate 

Responsibility Magazine (CR Magazine). Chapter 5 is organized based on the refined list of 

common methodology components found in Table 5. In addition, Table 11 (found at the end of 

this chapter) provides a summary of the results presented in this section. 

 
5.1 RANKING AGENCY PROFILES 

 
This section provides an overview of each of the three ranking agencies (samples). 

 
 

Corporate Knights 
 

Corporate Knights is a Canadian-based business and society magazine founded in 2002, 
 

which produces and publishes “corporate sustainability rankings, research reports and financial 

product ratings based on corporate sustainability performance” (Corporate Knights, n.d.). 

Corporate Knights is a B Corporation, a for-profit company that has been certified to meet 

social and environmental performance standards (B Corporation, n.d.). Corporate Knights 

produces a variety of ranking lists such as Best 50 Corporate Citizens in Canada, Better World 

MBA, Top 30 under 30 Sustainability Leaders, Sustainable Cities, and Sustainable Provinces & 

States. However, its best-known ranking is the “Global 100 Most Sustainable Corporations” 

(Global 100), which debuted in 2005. From 2005-2009 Corporate Knights published Global 100 

in partnership with Innovest. However, in a series of acquisitions, Innovest was eventually 

purchased by MSCI in 2010 (Sadowski et al., 2010a), after which point Corporate Knights has 

been the sole publisher of the Global 100 list. 
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JUST Capital 
 

JUST Capital is an American based non-profit research organization established in 2014. 
 

It published its first ranking list in 2016, which is focused solely on American companies. JUST 

Capital (n.d.) was founded in order to provide the public “with the information they need to 

assess how JUST companies are”. 

 

Corporate Responsibility Magazine (CR Magazine) 
 

CR Magazine is an American based company that has been publishing its “100 Best 
 

Corporate Citizen’s List” since 2009. This list is also limited to American companies. The agency 

claims to be “the leading voice of the corporate responsibility profession” by providing case 

studies, tracking changes, and reviewing best practices in energy and the environment, risk 

management, governance and compliance, employee relations, and human rights (CR 

Magazine, n.d.). It is also the co-founder of COMMIT!Forum, an event for CR practitioners. 

 
5.2 DOCUMENTED METHODOLOGY 

 
The documented methodology for all three samples vary by quality and quantity, but 

each provides the core information required to make comparisons for this analysis. Corporate 

Knights’ methodology is 29 pages in which a good portion is dedicated to explaining the 

differences between their old methodology and the new one used for their 2017 rankings. 

JUST Capital has the most lengthy and detailed methodology with 85 pages. However, the 

first ten pages provide information on JUST Capital, their board of directors, and executive 

summary. In addition, JUST Capital’s methodology was also revised for its 2017 publication, in 
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which several pages are dedicated to explaining the changes. CR Magazine has a single 

webpage dedicated to their methodology, equating to roughly four pages. 

The length of the methodology presents some insights into how detailed, comprehensive 

and robust the methodology is. These characteristics become more apparent as the various 

components of the methodology are examined. For example, in several sections (e.g. 5.3 and 

5.4) no information was found for CR Magazine (who has the shortest methodology), whereas 

most data for Corporate Knights and JUST Capital were available. 

 
5.3 OWNERS & PRIMARY RESEARCH ORGANIZATIONS 

 
As described in Table 2, the Primary Research Organization (PRO) refers to the entity that 

conducts and provides the research for the products (in this case the ranking list) whereas the 

owner is the entity that owns the product (i.e. ranking list). Corporate Knights is both the PRO 

and the owner, as it develops its own methodology, including selecting the categories and score 

weighting, and conducts its own data collection and analysis. JUST Capital also develops its own 

methodology and performs its own data collection and analysis, but the categories and score 

weightings are determined by public opinion (discussed further in Section 5.7.2). Therefore, 

JUST Capital is both the PRO and owner. Using various methods such as online searches 

(including CR Magazine’s website, journal articles, and keyword searches), as well as emailing 

and telephoning CR Magazine, the researcher found no information on who developed CR 

Magazine’s methodology. However, the methodology reveals that IW Financial, a financial 

analysis firm, collects and analyzes the data to produce CR Magazine’s annual ranking list. 

Therefore, IW Financial is the PRO and CR Magazine is the owner. 
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5.4 STARTING UNIVERSE & SCREENING CRITERIA 

 
As indicated in Table 5, the starting universe refers to the pool of companies the ranking 

agencies use to start the ranking process. All three ranking agencies’ starting universe are 

publicly traded companies on stock exchanges. The likely rationale for choosing companies on 

stock exchanges is because the ranked organizations’ disclosures are publicly available, which 

means the ranking agencies do not have to consume resources obtaining this information. 

With privately held organizations, the information may not be granted, or only partial 

disclosures may be received. This would make it difficult to equitably score, compare and rank 

organizations. Furthermore, due to the vast numbers of businesses that exist, scope is required 

to make the ranking process manageable and standardized. By selecting companies within a 

certain perimeter (e.g. stock index), the delineation becomes more clear, transparent and 

equitable. Additionally, each ranking agency also has criteria to screen out organizations from 

its starting universe. 

Corporate Knights’ starting universe includes all businesses with a market valuation of 

more than $US 2 billion, which translates to approximately 4,000 companies. Moreover, 

Corporate Knights is the only ranking agency out of the three that has a global list, meaning that 

companies from all countries are considered. Corporate Knights automatically includes any 

company on the previous year’s list provided it did not have financial sanctions in the bottom 

quartile in the last two years (Corporate Knights, 2016). Additionally, organizations that do not 

meet the following four screening criteria are excluded from the process: 
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1. The company has less than 75% disclosure rate on sustainability practices. 
 

2. Piotroski F-score (a method used to measure a company’s financial strength) is below 5. 
 

3. The company has a Global Industry Classification Standard (GICS – see Section 6.4.5 for 

more information on GICS) related to either tobacco products or armaments. 

4. Has exceeded a threshold for financial sanctions such as fines, penalties, and 

settlements (as reported by RepRisk). 

JUST Capital's starting universe is based off the Russell 1000 Index, meaning the 1,000 

largest publicly traded companies in the US. For 2017, the starting universe was further 

reduced to 875 (in 2016 it was 881) as JUST Capital (2017) has a screening process to exclude 

companies in the following scenarios: 

1. Have not filed 10K with the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC). 
 

2. Has multiple share classes in the Index. 
 

3. Companies that could not be subjected “to common standards of measurement due to 

data availability, including certain investment holding companies and most Real Estate 

Investment Trusts (REITs)”. 

CR Magazine also draws from the Russell 1000 Index for its starting universe but does not 

list any screening criteria in its methodology that would exclude companies from its starting 

universe. 



- 35 -  

5.5 DATA SOURCES 

 
All three ranking agencies base their rankings on publicly-disclosed data. Public 

information includes but is not limited to: financial filings, sustainability reports, websites, 

public company presentations, third-party vendors, government data, and crowd-sourced data. 

This suggests that the ranking agencies do not solicit organizations for information, nor do 

organizations submit information for the purposes of being included on the ranking list. This 

ensures that ranked organizations can be evaluated on a level playing field, as they are being 

assessed on information that is already available and accessible to the public. 

 
5.6 RANKING CATEGORIES 

 
The findings show that each ranking agency has developed its own set categories, each 

using their own vocabulary. All have at least two levels of categories, in some cases, there are 

four levels of categories. For consistency and clarity, this section refers to the different levels of 

categories as first-level, second-level, third-level and fourth-level. 

As indicated in Section 3.1, the purpose of this research is to understand if there is a lack 

of standardization in the methodologies that ranking agencies employ for: collecting and 

reporting on a company’s CSR performance, identifying and selecting categories to rank, and 

weighting and scoring the categories. Therefore, categories are used as the basis of this 

evaluation over other attributes such as ranking list results. Only the first two levels of 

categories are examined, as not all ranking agencies have third and fourth level categories, 

which would make the cross-comparisons found in Section 6 challenging. 



- 36 -  

Corporate Knights has two levels of categories: both its first-level categories and its 

second-level categories are referred to as “KPIs” (key performance indicators). It has four first- 

level categories and 14 second-level categories as represented in Table 6. 

Table 6: Corporate Knights' First & Second Level Categories 
 

First-Level Categories Second-Level Categories (KPIs) 

1. Resource Management (4) 1. Energy Intensity 
2. Carbon Intensity 
3. Water Intensity 
4. Waste Intensity 

2. Financial Management (4) 5. Innovation Capacity 
6. Percentage Tax Paid* 
7. CEO - Average Employee Pay 
8. Pension Fund Status* 

3. Employee Management (4) 9. Safety Performance 
10. Employee Turnover 
11. Leadership Diversity* 
12. Clean Capitalism Pay Link* 

4. Additional KPIs (2) 13. Supplier Score 
14. Clean Air Productivity Score 

*Universal KPIs that all organizations are scored on regardless of their Global Industry Classification Standard 
 
 
 

JUST Capital has four levels of categories: its first-level categories are referenced as 

“Drivers”, second-level categories as “Components”, third-level categories as “Metrics”, and 

fourth-level categories as “Data”. It has seven first-level categories, 39 second-level categories 

as portrayed in Table 7, and has 85 third-level categories and 126 fourth-level categories (not 

shown). 
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Table 7: JUST Capital's First & Second Level Categories 
 

First-Level Categories (Drivers) Second-Level Categories (Components) 

1. Workers (13) 1. Pays a living wage 
2. Pays a fair wage for industry and job level 
3. Provides a safe workplace 
4. Does not discriminate in pay 
5. Provides access to health insurance 
6. Does not discriminate in hiring, firing, and 

promotion 
7. Pays workers fairly compared to CEO 
8. Provides paid time off 
9. Handles grievances and layoffs fairly 
10. Helps workers prepare for retirement 
11. Promotes work life balance 
12. Communicates openly and transparently with 

employees 
13. Encourages employee career development 

2. Customers (6) 14. Does not discriminate in customer treatment 
15. Protects customer privacy 
16. Is truthful in advertising 
17. Provides fair sales terms 
18. Provides positive customer experiences 
19. Accurate in labeling 

3. Products (3) 20. Makes quality products 
21. Makes products that are beneficial to health, 

environment, or society 
22. Provides fair pricing 

4. Environments (3) 23. Minimizes pollution 
24. Uses environmental resources efficiently 
25. Has environmentally responsible management 

5. Communities (6) 26. Does not do business with companies with 
abusive conditions 

27. Does not do business with governments that 
oppress their people 

28. Maintains strong relationships with communities 
29. Does not cause or contribute to international 

conflicts 
30. Uses local products and resources 
31. Contributes to charitable causes 

6.  Jobs (2) 32. Creates jobs in the U.S. 
33. Number of jobs in the U.S. 

7. Shareholder & Management (6) 34. Follows laws and regulations 
35. Pays fair share of taxes 
36. Leaders act and communicate with integrity 
37. Maintains integrity in financial reporting 
38. Makes a profit over the long term 
39. Provides investor return 
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CR Magazine has three categories: first-level categories are called “Categories”, second- 

level categories are “Subcategories” and third-level categories as “Elements”. It has seven first- 

level categories, 15 second-level categories and 260 third-level categories (not shown) as 

represented in Table 8. 

Table 8: CR Magazine's First & Second Level Categories 
 

First Level Categories (Categories) Second-Level Categories (Subcategories) 

1. Climate Change (3) 1. Climate change disclosure 
2. Climate change policy 
3. Climate change performance 

2. Employee Relations (3) 4. Diversity disclosure 
5. Diversity performance 
6. Employee benefits disclosure 

3. Environmental (3) 7. Environmental disclosure 
8. Environmental policy disclosure 
9. Environmental performance 

4. Financial (1) 10. Performance 

5. Governance (1) 11. Performance 
6.Human rights (1) 12. Disclosure 

7.Philanthropy and Community Support (2) 13. Disclosure 
14. Giving 
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5.7 SCORING METHODS & WEIGHTINGS 

 
All three ranking agencies produce a quantitative score based on the data collected. The 

following section describes how each ranking agency scores and prioritizes the categories 

identified in Section 5.6. 

 

Corporate Knights 
 

Corporate Knights (2016) claims to use categories (KPIs) “that can be objectively 
 

measured” and does not assess organizations’ exposure to qualitative sustainability risks. 

Organizations are scored on the KPIs relevant to their GICS (see Section 5.8 for more 

information on GICS) as detailed in Appendix C. All the ranked organizations are evaluated on 

the following four KPIs (referred to as Universal KPIs) regardless of the GICS they belong to: 

1. Leadership Diversity 
 

2. Clean Capitalism Pay Link 
 

3. Pension Fund Status 
 

4. Percentage Tax Paid 
 

As an example, companies that fall within the “Metals & Mining” GICS will have all ten 

KPIs applied, plus the four KPIs (listed above), whereas organizations that are categorized as 

“Media” GICS, only have six of the ten KPIs applied, plus the four universal KPIs. Exactly how the 

scores for each category are calculated are beyond the scope of the research, and therefore,  

not analyzed in greater detail. However, the scoring method can be found in Appendix D. 

Additionally, unlike JUST Capital and CR Magazine, no information was found in the 

methodology on how each of the categories are weighted. 
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JUST Capital 
 

As part of its methodology, JUST Capital surveyed over 72,000 Americans in a public poll 
 

to understand what issues are important to the American public. The results of these surveys 

determine what the categories are, as well as their weighting, which is presented in Table 9.  

Out of the seven first-level categories, the highest weighting goes to workers (23%), followed by 

customers (19%), products (17%), environment (13%), communities (11%), jobs (10%) and 

shareholder &management (6%). The formulas for calculating the scores can be found in 

Appendix E. 
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Table 9 JUST Capital's Score Weightings 
 

First-level Categories (Drivers) Second-level Categories (Components)  Weighting % 

Workers  
1. Pays a living wage 
2. Pays a fair wage for industry and job level 
3. Provides a safe workplace 
4. Does not discriminate in pay 
5. Provides access to health insurance 
6. Does not discriminate in hiring, firing, and promotion 
7. Pays workers fairly compared to CEO 
8. Provides paid time off 
9. Handles grievances and layoffs fairly 
10. Helps workers prepare for retirement 
11. Promotes work life balance 
12. Communicates openly and transparently with employees 
13. Encourages employee career development 

 
13 
12 
11 
11 
11 
10 
6 
5 
4 
4 
4 
4 
4 

23 

Customers  

14. Does not discriminate in customer treatment 
15. Protects customer privacy 
16. Is truthful in advertising 
17. Provides fair sales terms 
18. Provides positive customer experiences 
19. Accurate in labeling 

 

25 
24 
14 
13 
12 
12 

19 

Products  
20. Makes quality products 
21. Makes products that are beneficial to health, 

environment, or society 
22. Provides fair pricing 

 
39 
36 

 
25 

17 

Environments  

23. Minimizes pollution 
24. Uses environmental resources efficiently 
25. Has environmentally responsible management 

 

39 
32 
29 

13 

Communities  

26. Does not do business with companies with abusive 
conditions 

27. Does not do business with governments that oppress 
their people 

28. Maintains strong relationships with communities 
29. Does not cause or contribute to international conflicts 
30. Uses local products and resources 
31. Contributes to charitable causes 

 

27 
 

21 
15 
15 
14 
7 

11 

Jobs  

32. Creates jobs in the U.S. 
33. Number of jobs in the U.S. 

 

61 
39 

10 

Shareholder & Management  
34. Follows laws and regulations 
35. Pays fair share of taxes 
36. Leaders act and communicate with integrity 
37. Maintains integrity in financial reporting 
38. Makes a profit over the long term 
39. Provides investor return 

 
27 
21 
21 
18 
8 
6 

6 
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CR Magazine 
 

CR Magazine has weighted its first-level categories by: employee relations (19.5%), 

environmental (19.5%), climate change (16.5%), human rights (16%), philanthropy and 

community support (12.5%), financial (9%), and governance (7%) - as depicted in Table 10. 

Second-level categories are then equally distributed. For example, the first-level category 

“Climate Change” has three second-level categories, which are all weighted equally at 33.3%. 

Second-level categories can be further broken down into third-level categories, which are 

weighted based on the values assigned by CR Magazine’s Methodology Committee.  The 

research did not find any information about this committee, such as its constitution, goals or 

mandate. According to the documented methodology, the data collected in each category is 

subject to one of the three following subcategories: 

1. Disclosure – for example, “Does the company disclose the total amount of energy 

conserved through its energy conservation programs?” 

2. Policy – for example, “Are incentives given to employees for meeting company energy 

conservation goals?” 

3. Performance – for example, “What is the disclosed total water use?” 
 

The rank order is determined once IW Financial calculates the score for each category and 

then applies the category weighting to compute the final score, with one being the best rank. 

However, unlike Corporate Knights and JUST Capital, there is no information on how the score 

is calculated. 
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Table 10: CR Magazine’s Categories & Weightings 
 

First-Level Categories (Categories) Second-Level Categories (Subcategories) Weighting %  
Climate change  

Climate change disclosure 
Climate change policy 
Climate change performance 

 
33.3 
33.3 
33.3 

16.5 

Employee relations  
Diversity disclosure 
Diversity performance 
Employee benefits disclosure 

 
33.3 
33.3 
33.3 

19.5 

Environmental  
Environmental disclosure 
Environmental policy disclosure 
Environmental performance 

 
33.3 
33.3 
33.3 

19.5 

Financial  
Performance 

 
100 

9.0 

Governance  
Performance 

 
100 

7.0 

Human rights  

Disclosure 
 

100 
16.0 

Philanthropy and Community Support  
Disclosure 
Giving 

 
50 
50 

12.5 
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5.8 INDUSTRY CLASSIFICATIONS 

 
Global Industry Classification Standards (GICS) is a standard developed in 1999 by Morgan 

Stanley Capital International (MSCI) and Standard & Poor (S&P) Global “to capture the breadth, 

depth, and evolution of industry sectors” (MSCI, 2016). GICS is a highly recognized and applied 

classification system, as it is used by thousands of individuals, and encompasses 50,000 trading 

securities in 125 countries, representing approximately “95% of the world’s equity market 

capitalization” (MSCI, 2016). GICS hierarchy comprises 11 Sectors; 24 Industry Groups; 68 

Industries; and 157 Sub-Industries. Corporate Knights categorizes its ranked organizations by the 

68 GICS industries, which can be found in the first column of Appendix C. JUST Capital   

organizes its industry groupings based on its own self-defined 33 industries (found in Appendix 

F). CR Magazine also structures its ranked organizations using its own self-defined 14 industries 

(found in Appendix G). 

 
5.9 PUBLISHING ATTRIBUTES 

 
Publishing attributes refer to aspects such as frequency and timing of publications, as well 

as distribution methods. Corporate Knights publishes its annual list in January through its 

website, as well as Forbes Magazine. However, its most powerful channel is the World  

Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, which generates a lot of media coverage. JUST Capital 

publishes its list in December. In its first year (2016), it published its report solely through its 

website and in 2017, the agency partnered with Forbes Magazine. CR Magazine distributes its 

ranking list in its March/April edition and appears to be distributed only through its website, 

which requires the user to click several links before being able to access it. 
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5.10 RANKING LIST PRESENTATION 

 
Corporate Knights has its trademark title of “100 World's Most Sustainable Corporations” 

(also known as Global 100), which is accessible through its website in a dynamic and interactive 

format. It reports on ranking, company name, company headquarters, industry, and score, 

which all can be sorted by the reader (screenshot of the list is provided in Appendix H). 

JUST Capital’s ranking list title is “America’s Most Just Companies”.  For 2016, JUST Capital 

did not have a “master” ranking report.  When a user clicked on “Explore Our Rankings” they 

were taken to a webpage in which they can select the “most just” companies from each of its  

33 self-defined industries. For example, in 2016 Ford was ranked number one for the self- 

defined “Automobiles & Components” industry. The 2016 format of JUST Capital’s annual 

report had no single number one rank, instead, they had 33 number ones, one for each 

category. In its 2017 edition, JUST Capital drastically altered its approach and presentation by 

including an overall ranking, as well as industry level rankings. Furthermore, readers can now 

search by company, categories, and industry. Additionally, the website offers the option to 

compare up to three companies side-by-side and download a CSV format – these are all features 

not present with the other ranking agencies (screenshot of the list provided in Appendix            

I). 

CR Magazine boasts its “100 Best Corporate Citizens” ranking in a static portable 

document format (PDF), which displays the rank, company, symbol (company abbreviation), 

weighted average score, environment rank, climate change rank, human rights rank, employee 

relations rank, corporate governance rank, philanthropy rank, and financial rank (screenshot of 
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list provided in Appendix J). Interestingly, unlike Corporate Knights and JUST Capital, CR 

Magazine does not include the industry the ranked organizations belong to. This is an 

interesting point because the industry classification is a distinct and important feature of a 

ranking list. 

 
5.11 METHODOLOGY REVIEW 

 
All three ranking agencies state that they regularly review their methodology, which is 

reported to be on an annual basis. Corporate Knights and JUST Capital both had significant 

changes to their methodologies for their 2017 edition. It is noteworthy that JUST Capital’s 

methodology was over-hauled after being in publication for only one year. 
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Table 11: Summary of Results 
 

No. Component Corporate Knights JUST Capital Corporate Responsibility Magazine 

5.1 Ranking Agency Profile 
 
 

Ranking List Title 

B-Corp. Specialized media and 
investment research firm 

 
“Global 100 - Most Sustainable 
Corporations in the World” 

Non-profit 
 
 

“America’s Most Just Companies” 

No info found 
 
 

“100 Best Corporate Citizens” 

5.2 Documented 
Methodology 

   

5.3 Ranker Corporate Knights Market/public polls IW Financial – Financial firm acquired by ISS  
in January 2017 

5.4 starting universe & 
Screening Criteria 

Mid, large, and mega-cap public 
companies. All companies that had a 
market capitalization more than 
$US 2 billion 

• Sustainability disclosure practices 

• Financial health 

• Product categories 

• Financial Sanctions 

Russell 1000 
Companies that do not file form 10K 
with the SEC are excluded. 

Russell 1000 
No info found 

5.5 Data Sources Publicly-disclosed data Publicly-disclosed data Publicly-disclosed data 

5.6 Ranking Categories 
 
 
 

 
Legend 

Red – Financial 
Green – Environmental 
Blue – Employee 
Yellow – Governance 
Magenta – Charitable 
Purple – Supplier 

Universal KPIs - 4 
KPIs - 14 
1. Resource Management 
2. Employee Management 
3. Financial Management 
4. Additional 

Drivers - 10 
Components - 36 
Metrics - 67 
1. Worker Pay & Benefits 
2. Worker Treatment 
3. Supply Chain Impact 
4. Community Wellbeing 
5. Domestic Job Creation 
6. Product Attributes 
7. Customer Treatment 
8. Leadership & Ethics 
9. Environmental Impact 
10. Investor Alignment 

Categories - 7 
Subcategories - 15 
Elements- 260 
1. Climate Change 
2. Employee Relations 
3. Environmental 
4. Financial Performance Governance 
5. Human Rights 
6. Philanthropy & Community Support 

https://www.issgovernance.com/iss-announces-acquisition-iw-financial/
https://www.issgovernance.com/iss-announces-acquisition-iw-financial/
https://www.issgovernance.com/iss-announces-acquisition-iw-financial/
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No. Component Corporate Knights JUST Capital Corporate Responsibility Magazine 

5.7 Scoring Method 
Score Weighting & 
Adjustments 

Quantitative. Formula per KPI see 
Appendix III of Methodology 
Companies will only be scored on the 
KPIs that are deemed “priority KPIs” 
for their respective GICS 2industry + 
the four universal KPIs The Four 
Universal KPIs all equally weighted 
irrespective of. 

Quantitative - convert all scales 
(binary, qualitative, and quantitative) 
into numeric form 
Score weighting is based on public 
opinion 

Quantitative 
Climate change 16.5 
Employee relations 19.5 Environmental 19.5 
Financial 9 
Governance 7 
Human rights 16 
Philanthropy & Community Support 12.5 

 
All sub categories and data elements are 
equally weighted. 

5.8 Industry Based on GICs Based on JUST Capital’s defined 32 
industries. See Appendix E of  
Methodology 

Based on CR Magazine’s defined 14 
industries. 

5.9 Distribution Method 
Target Audience 
Frequency 
Year 
Month 

World Economic Forum, Forbes 
Public 
Annual 
20053

 

January 

JUST’s Capital’s website. Forbes 
Public 
Annual 
2014 
December 

CR Magazine 
Public 
Annual 
2009 
March/April 

5.10 Ranking List Attributes Dynamic web page that can be sorted 
rank, company name, country, GIC 
industry or score 

Dynamic webpage that can be sorted 
rank, and company name. 

Static PDF 

5.11 Methodology Review annually through stakeholder 
consultations and expert input* 

Policies and methodology are 
reviewed for best practices on an 
ongoing basis and incorporated into 
the ranking methodology annually 

annually through stakeholder consultations 
and expert input* 

 
 
 
 

 

2 Global Industry Classification Standard (GICS) 
3 2005-2009 with Innovest 

http://www.corporateknights.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/2017-Global-100_Methodology-Final.pdf
https://justcapital.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/2016methodology.pdf
https://www.corporateknights.com/reports/global-100/2017-global-100-results-14846083/
https://justcapital.com/2017-rankings/
http://www.thecro.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/CR_100Bestpages_digitalR.pdf
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6 DISCUSSION & IMPLICATIONS   
 

As discussed in Section 3.1, this research aims to test the following research questions: 1) 

there is a lack of standardization in the methodologies that ranking agencies employ for 

collecting and reporting on a company’s sustainability performance; 2) there is a lack of 

standardization in the methodologies that ranking agencies employ for identifying and selecting 

categories to rank in order to evaluate a company’s sustainability performance; and 3) there is a 

lack of standardization in the methodologies that ranking agencies employ for weighting and 

scoring the categories in order to evaluate a company’s sustainability performance. The 

following chapter discusses if these hypotheses tested to be true or false, and the implications. 

In addition, this chapter also presents findings on the commonalities and differences among 

the ranking agencies and their methodologies, the benefits and impacts of ranking lists, how 

ranking agencies are taking non-comparable data and making them comparable, the 

comprehensiveness of the ranking lists, as well as a review of each agency’s top ten list for 

2017. The chapter concludes by offering an overview of ratings and how they compare to 

rankings. 

 
6.1 DATA COLLECTION & REPORTING 

 
The first hypothesis is that there is a lack of standardization for data collection and 

reporting. This analysis discovered that data collection among the three ranking agencies was 

consistent with respect to using only publicly available information such as websites, financial 

filings, and sustainability reports. Where they do differ is that CR Magazine outsources its data 
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collection and analytics to a financial firm (IW Financial), whereas Corporate Knights and JUST 

Capital collect and analyze their data in-house. 

 

The fact that CR Magazine does not collect or analyze its own data, can be seen both 

positively and negatively. From a positive perspective, it may elicit more confidence and 

legitimacy in having a reputable financial firm undertake this task, particularly if CR Magazine is 

resource-strapped, as it may suggest that IW Financial may be able to do a more thorough job. 

From a slightly more negative vantage point, it may suggest that CR Magazine does not have 

complete oversight and authority over its process, especially if the appropriate checks and 

balances are not in place. However, it is out of the scope for this research to determine what 

impact, if any, this approach has. 

 

With respect to data reporting, the various formats for communicating the results are a 

distinguishing feature. Corporate Knights provides a dynamic and interactive online interface 

that is easy to use and navigate, in which the data presented can be sorted and filtered to the 

reader’s preference.  In its 2017 edition, JUST Capital followed suit, but prior to December 2017 

their presentation was not as user-friendly, as there was no master ranking list, which one  

could argue, defeats the purpose of having a ranking list. In addition, both Corporate Knights 

and JUST Capital have partnered up with other organizations such as Forbes Magazine, to 

distribute and promote their ranking lists. 

 

CR Magazine, in contrast, offers a fairly basic, static and non-interactive format, despite 

the fact the organization has been publishing its list since 2009. Furthermore, CR Magazine 

does not appear to have partnered up with other organizations such as media outlets to 
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communicate, promote or distribute the results (although media outlets and ranked 

organizations may pick-up the story – discussed further in Chapter 6.5. Having a lack-luster 

presentation may suggest to the public (whether true or false) that there is a lack of resources 

or professionalism, which as a result, may impact its brand image and credibility. 

 

Given these differences, the findings from this study support the hypothesis, that there is 

a lack of standardization in the methodologies that ranking agencies employ for collecting and 

reporting on a company’s CSR performance. 

 
6.2 CRITERIA & CATEGORIES 

 
The second hypothesis is that there is a lack of standardization for identifying and selecting 

categories in order to evaluate a company’s sustainability performance.  While each of the 

three ranking agencies has at least two levels of categories, the number, and type of categories, 

as well as how the categories are weighted and scored is an important distinction. 

The social conditions measured by Corporate Knights appears to be limited to employees. 

For example, it examines Safety Performance, Employee Turnover, and Leadership Diversity, as 

well as the financial aspects related to employee care, such as pension funds and the ratio 

between CEO salary and the average employee salary. However, it pales in comparison with 

respect to additional social conditions measured by the other two ranking agencies (e.g. 

philanthropy).  It can be postulated that factors such as decent wages, access to insurance and 

career development can be the basis for low employee turnover, and as such Corporate 

Knights’ ranking list may encompass greater social considerations, but this is a supposition, and 

does not have the same granularity as JUST Capital’s assessments. 
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JUST Capital has a heavy emphasis on justice and fairness, particularly around human- 

related issues, which is reflected in the number of categories that deal with social aspects such 

as fair living wages, workplace safety, access to health insurance, promoting work/life balance, 

paid time off, and emphasis on career development for its employees. JUST Capital’s approach 

also takes into consideration customer fairness and treatment, fair pricing, as well as verifying 

that these organizations do not deal with abusive and oppressive companies and governments. 

Additionally, an entire category is dedicated to Communities, which evaluates the ranked 

organization’s donations and philanthropic activities. JUST Capital has a more holistic approach 

in the sense that it examines employees, suppliers, and customers in its equation. 

Similarly, CR Magazine also looks at issues such as philanthropy, human rights, and 

employee relations, however, due to the vagueness of its published methodology, it is difficult 

to ascertain the effectiveness and comprehensiveness. In conclusion, the research findings 

supports the second hypothesis, that there is a lack of standardization in the methodologies 

that ranking agencies employ for identifying and selecting categories to rank. 

 

 
6.3 SCORING & WEIGHTING OF CRITERIA 

 
The third and last hypothesis is that there is a lack of standardization for weighting and 

scoring categories. As part of its scoring process, Corporate Knights applies the KPIs that are 

relevant to the ranked organization’s GICS. Next, the formula for the relevant KPIs is applied to 

generate a score, but there is no indication of the weighting of each of these scores. Moreover, 

Corporate Knights decides what sustainability means, and how it should be measured in this 
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context. However, it is not known whether Corporate Knights’ definitions and ideals match the 
 

general public (see McDonald (2013) entitled “Corporate Knights gets sustainability wrong”). 
 

In contrast, JUST Capital asserts that the American public should decide what factors are 

important in determining an organization’s sustainability performance. As a result, the 

categories, as well as the scoring and weighting of the categories, are based on the results of a 

public opinion poll. This approach may help to build the agency’s legitimacy and trust, both 

from the perspective of the ranked organizations and the end readers, as it is not an 

anonymous committee deciding what factors are important to society, but rather society 

deciding for themselves. Additionally, JUST Capital attempts to strive for a representative 

approach to defining and evaluating sustainability, by taking into consideration demographic 

factors of the people it polls, such as geography and income. 

At the same time, it can be argued that the general public may not be aware of prevalent 

issues, as well as its direct and indirect impacts. As such, their analysis may miss key factors  

and may erode credibility. Another drawback is the high overhead in conducting these public 

polls, as one iteration takes approximately seven months to complete. Furthermore, this 

approach appears that it would lack the ability to adequately capture useful statistics given that 

the categories may change year to year. For example, if Company A ranked number 1 in year 1, 

but because the categories changed based on public opinion, Company A can significantly drop 

rank in year 2, which may skew results and generate negative publicity for the firm. It would 

also be difficult to perform any sort of analysis to identify trends and patterns, making the 

ranking ineffective. 
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With respect to CR Magazine, based on the limited information provided in its 

methodology, it is not known how, or who decides what categories are applied, or how the 

scoring and weighting are determined. As a result, greater discussion and analysis on CR 

Magazine is not possible. To conclude, by exploring the different approaches taken, it has been 

validated that there is a lack of standardization in the ways which ranking agencies weight and 

score its categories in order to determine a company’s sustainability performance. 

 
6.4 COMMONALITIES & DIFFERENCES 

 
Based on the results presented in Chapter 5, key similarities and differences were 

observed among the three samples, which also highlighted some inherent strengths and 

weaknesses. While the overarching purpose and approach are similar in nature, the study 

found more differences than commonalities such as the documentation, scope, focus, 

allowable industries, the profile of the agency, and reputation. This section explores these 

distinguishing features, which is also summarized in Table 12 (found at the end of this section). 

 

Ranking Agency Purpose 
 

Most of the similarities found are with respect to the purpose of the ranking agency. For 
 

instance, the primary function and purpose of each agency is to monitor and report on the 

sustainability performance of publicly traded companies through their annual ranking lists. The 

ranking agencies show great commitment to advancing the sustainability agenda (or their 

version of it). This involves to some degree, the mainstreaming of key sustainability concepts 

(e.g. ESG, TBL), while also seeking to educate the public on these issues in a non-overwhelming 

or intimidating way. 
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Documentation 
 

The analysis unveiled several nuances and distinguishing features, particularly around 
 

documentation. For example, the level of detail provided in the methodology is a striking 

difference. Corporate Knights provides adequate information without inundating the reader. 

However, there is no information on the staff who produce these ranking lists and what their 

qualifications are. 

JUST Capital provides the most detail, perhaps almost overwhelmingly so, on almost 

every aspect of the process, which is valuable for transparency. It is also the only agency that 

provides information on its staff members and their skillset, which can be argued, is important 

for legitimacy and trust. 

CR Magazine, on the other hand, provides the least amount of information, including no 

details about the company, the staff, and other background information (e.g. why they 

outsource the data collection and analytics to another company). In turn, this may limit the 

agency’s ability to develop credibility and trust. These intangible assets are significant when an 

agency is judging the actions of others and claiming a position of authority on the topic. 
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Scope 
 

Another key and important difference is that Corporate Knights is the only agency that has 

opted to expand its scope to a global scale, and thus, has a much larger starting universe. This 

likely gives Corporate Knights a competitive advantage, in that they gain an international 

presence, which also suggests greater exposure, brand image, and legitimacy. This is of 

significance, as the literature review suggests, that these intangible assets are becoming 

increasingly important factors in evaluating a company’s worth (Savitz, 2006 as cited in 

Waddock, 2008; Hur et al., 2014; Popoli, 2015). 

JUST Capital and CR Magazine have a narrow focus as they only evaluate the American 

market, specifically the Russell 1000 Index. Moreover, JUST Capital only takes into 

consideration the American opinions and perspectives with its public opinion polls. However, 

American companies are powerful and dominant forces that have international reach and 

impact. For example, many American companies have subsidiaries and/or a significant portion 

of their supply chain and operations (e.g. factories, suppliers, contractors) in other countries 

whereby social and environmental injustices maybe committed, causing direct and indirect 

impacts to local citizens that may go unrecognized.  Therefore, this is an insular approach, 

which may not bode well for building a ranking agency’s legitimacy, trust or reputation. 

 

Focus 
 

All three ranking agencies take a TBL or ESG approach, which is a requirement of this study. 

However, the analysis revealed that each ranking agency placed greater focus on either the 

people/social or planet/environment aspects. For example, Corporate Knights has a stronger 

emphasis on environmental sustainability in comparison to the other two ranking agencies. Of 
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its four first-level categories (see Table 6), three have an environmental focus. It boasts a 

thorough examination of energy, carbon, water, and waste intensity under its first-level 

category of Resource Management. Additionally, under Financial Management it includes a 

second-level category called Clean Capitalism Pay Link, which examines the linkages between 

senior executives’ salaries in relation to the company’s clean capitalism targets. Under the first- 

level category of Additional KPIs, there is a second-level category called Clean Air Productivity 

Score, which examines factors such as volatile organic compounds (VOCs), Sulphur Oxide (SOx) 

and oxides of nitrogen (NOx). Despite the detailed environmental examination, it excludes 

many social factors such as pay equity, access to health insurance, as well as donations and 

philanthropic activities. 

In contrast, JUST Capital seems to have a reduced focus on environmental issues and a 

heavy emphasis on the social aspects. Out of its seven first-level categories, four of them deal 

with human-related factors such as the well-being of employees and customers, as well as the 

communities the organizations operate within (Workers, Customers, Communities, and Jobs - 

see Table 7). This accounts for 63% of the total score, whereas environmental issues account 

for 13%. 

CR Magazine also has a greater focus on social factors, which represents 48% of the total 

score, but environmental issues are a close second at 36% - see Table 8. The differing foci can 

be viewed both positively and negatively. From a more positive perspective, it allows readers 

the option of having ranking lists that favour social factors over environmental (or vice versa). 

A more negative position may suggest that this would be a cause for greater confusion and 
 

further convolute the sustainability narrative, as all three are equally important. 
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Industries 
 

Another distinguishing feature is the allowable industries. As mentioned in Section 5.4, 

Corporate Knights screens out any organizations that manufacture tobacco products or 

armaments because of their destructive implications (it could be argued that other industries 

such as oil and gas could also fall into this class). Contrastingly, both JUST Capital and CR 

Magazine opt to include organizations that manufacture armaments and tobacco. In fact, in CR 

Magazine’s 2017 list, tobacco manufacturer Altria is ranked number four, and Lockheed Martin, 

a weapons manufacturer, is ranked number nine (see Appendix J for CR Magazine’s top 10 list). 

JUST Capital explicitly identifies these industries as part of its self-defined industries, for 

example, Food, Beverage & Tobacco, and Aerospace & Defense (see Appendix I for JUST 

Capital’s top ten list). 

This is an interesting and controversial point, which prompted Cai et al. (2011, p. 467) to 

ask, “can a firm in controversial industries be socially responsible while producing products 

harmful to human being, society, or environment”? While they do not offer a definitive answer 

to this question, they did find that firms in controversial industries that engaged in CSR  

practices generated positive returns on their firm’s value. 

However, CR Magazine has received poor reviews on their Facebook page for including 

controversial industries (see Figure 4). This is significant as Lee (2016) found corporate 

Facebook pages as one of the most effective ways for a firm to communicate its CSR activities. 

The fact that Corporate Knights excludes these industries and JUST Capital and CR Magazine 

allows them, further imbues confusion and inconsistency in the SRT discourse. This, in turn, has 

the capacity to cast doubt and mistrust and as such, undermine sustainability efforts. 
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Figure 4: CR Magazine Facebook Reviews 
 

 
 

 

Another distinguishing feature with industry classifications is JUST Capital and CR 

Magazine’s decision to develop its own industry taxonomy, rather than using existing standards 

such as GICS, which is highly regarded and utilized. This is a noteworthy point because JUST 

Capital has chosen to classify four computer-related industries separately (Computer Services, 

Internet, Software, and Technology Hardware), creating a significant overlap. For example, 

Microsoft and Apple both manufacture Software, as well as Technology Hardware. Similarly, 

IBM offers Computers Services, but also produces Technology Hardware and Software. 

Furthermore, the categories of Commercial Support & Services and Semiconductor also overlap 

with the industries listed above. For example, NVIDIA and Texas Instruments are listed under 

Semiconductor, but they manufacture parts that fall under Technology Hardware and Computer 

Services. It is not understood why JUST Capital chose this approach, but it does raise questions, 

as all the organizations in its’ top ten list for 2017 are related to Information Technology (this is 

discussed further in Section 6.8). 
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Additionally, JUST Capital evaluates major conglomerates such as Alphabet Inc., which is the 

parent company of Google and eight other organizations as one; individual firms are not ranked 

on their own merits. This poses challenges because not all companies are likely operating at  

the same level, yet they are being scored and grouped together, highlighting a significant 

weakness with its methodology. In contrast, CR Magazine has consolidated all computer related 

industries under the umbrella category of “Information Technology”. 

 

Agency Profile 
 

Corporate Knights is a for-profit organization, although a B Corporation, whereas JUST 

Capital is a non-profit organization that relies on donations.  The study was unable to determine 

this information for CR Magazine. This distinction may be helpful in understanding the many 

differences identified in previous sections. For example, Corporate Knights may have greater 

resources to allocate towards building partnerships, conducting research (including having a 

larger starting universe), as well as a more sophisticated and dynamic approach to presenting  

its results. 

Even though JUST Capital is a not-for-profit organization, it boasts a vigorous methodology 

and web presence, both of which require high resources (e.g. the agency employs 21 highly 

skilled staff based on the “About Us” section of their website).  Due to the lack of published 

content, an email was sent to CR Magazine asking four basic questions. After several weeks of 

prodding, a response was finally received, stating they do not have the “bandwidth” to respond 

(D. Armon, November 13, 2017). The lack of resources may also be indicative of CR Magazine’s 

more antiquated and lack-luster approach (e.g. website and presentation of the ranking list, 

scarce methodology, lack of partnerships) despite its nine-year existence. 
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Ranking Agency Reputation, Legitimacy & Creditability 
 

As the literature review uncovered, intangible assets such as reputation and legitimacy 
 

are becoming increasingly important factors in evaluating a company’s worth (Savitz, 2006 as 

cited in Waddock, 2008; Hur et al., 2014; Popoli, 2015). Ranking agencies are assessing ranked 

organizations based on these factors. Therefore, it is also important to understand these 

intangible assets for ranking agencies. 

Sadowski et al. (2010b) polled 1,000 sustainability professionals from more than 80 

countries (40% Europe, 32% North America, 9% Asia, 8% Australia & New Zealand, 7% Latin 

America & Caribbean and 4% Africa & Middle East) and asked which ranking and rating lists 

they find most credible. As Figure 5 portrays, Corporate Knights’ ranking list scored fourth 

highest, with 27% high credibility, however, 46% of the professionals polled did not know of 

them. CR Magazine’s list came in tenth, with only a 10% high credibility, but overwhelmingly, 

71% were not familiar with them. JUST Capital did not exist at the time of this study. 

What is most interesting about these results is that 84% of those polled, claimed to have 

over ten years of experience working on sustainability issues, 16% had 3-4 years of experience 

and those with less than three years were omitted from the research (Sadowski et al., 2010b). It 

is one thing if the general public is not familiar with these ranking agencies, but the fact that 

professionals in the sustainability landscape are unaware, given the nature of their work and 

tenure, is an interesting and surprising finding on its own. 
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Figure 5: SustainAbility’s Most Credible Sustainability Raters and Rankers 
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Sadowski et al.’s (2010b) findings also suggest that Corporate Knights is one of the leading 

and most respected organizations when it comes to issues of corporate sustainability rankings, 

which this research also found. To begin, Corporate Knights (and/or Innovest) have been 

referenced in a number of academic papers (e.g. Parris, 2006; Waddock, 2007; Sadowski;  

2010b; Scalet & Kelly, 2010; Delmas & Blass, 2010; Windolph, 2011; Cai & Pan, 2011; Searcy & 

Elkhawas, 2012, Chelli & Gendron, 2013; Siew, 2015), including being the focus of Pal and 

Jenkins’ (2014) and Seele and Chesney’s (2017) research, who cited Corporate Knights’ list as 

“prestigious”. 

Corporate Knights (2017) has also partnered with business schools such as Schulich 

School of Business to integrate sustainability into the curriculum through case studies. The 

agency also works in partnership with the United Nations, particularly around achieving 

Sustainable Development Goals through case studies. Moreover, Corporate Knights is the only 

ranking agency that has the privilege of announcing its’ Global 100 list on a world stage during 

the World Economic Forum in Davos each year. 

Additionally, Corporate Knights is also the Primary Research Organization for Newsweek’s 

Green Rankings (GISR, 2017) and has fostered relationships with organizations such as Forbes 

Magazine and As You Sow.  It also produces various ranking lists and reports that have a global 

reach, such as Better World MBA, Sustainable Cities, and Sustainable Provinces & States. These 

collaborative initiatives and partnerships have significantly helped Corporate Knights build its 

creditability and reputation. 
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The study’s findings suggest that JUST Capital has not built its intangible assets to the 

degree of Corporate Knights. This is likely due to its infancy, as the firm has only produced and 

published two lists at the time of writing. Additionally, JUST Capital’s narrow scope in terms of 

geography (the ranking list focuses only on American companies) and reporting (it publishes 

only one report) are also contributing factors. 

Interestingly, even though JUST Capital is the youngest of the three ranking agencies, it is 

the only one that has a Glassdoor profile. Glassdoor is one of the largest and most popular sites 

for current and past employees to anonymously review companies and their management 

(Adams, 2016). While it is acknowledged that Glassdoor reviews are subjective and, in some 

cases, fabricated, online reviews are powerful tools, particularly with respect to a company’s 

reputation. 

JUST Capital’s Glassdoor rating, which is based on ten past and current employees, is 

mostly poor, with an average rating of 3.2 (64%). Additionally, the CEO has an approval rating 

of only 32%, and only 49% would recommend the company as an employer to work for.  This is 

an interesting point given that JUST Capital’s sole business is to assess how fair and just 

companies are, yet the agency’s Glassdoor (2017) reviews contain comments such as: 

• “Turnover is high at all levels of the team, and nearly every senior person reporting 

to the CEO in the last 2.5 years has left under duress”; 

• “no-one enjoys working there, or wants to”, “Unfortunately, mgmt does not hold 

itself to a high standard of behavior/decision-making”; 

• “Listen to and empower your staff. Practice what you preach in terms of being a 

"just" company. Acknowledge the biases and figure out why people have left the 

company.” 
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Undoubtedly, if the end consumer of the ranking list (such as customers, 

investors/shareholders, suppliers, and potential employees) read these types of online 

comments and reviews about the ranking agency, it may affect the ranking agency’s reputation, 

and in turn the rating list. 

Despite the fact that CR Magazine has been publishing its ranking list for close to ten 

years, it is postulated that the agency may not have the same clout and presence of Corporate 

Knights. This can be observed in a few ways. First, the research did not find as many 

references to CR Magazine in academic literature as were located for Corporate Knights. The 

study also found a lack of partnerships with other organizations, as well as its online presence. 

For instance, it was difficult to retrieve supplementary information from web searches (e.g. 

third-party websites and news articles). The investigation also did not reveal any strategic or 

collaborative affiliations or partnerships with other organizations. 

Table 12: Key Strengths & Differences 
 

 Corporate Knights JUST Capital CR Magazine 

Strengths • Longevity 

• Global representation 

• Dynamic reporting 

• High environmental 

focus 

• Public decides what’s 

important 

• High emphasis social 

factors and justice 

• Dynamic reporting 

• Longevity 

Weaknesses • Social factors are 

limited 

• No evaluation for 

philanthropy 

• Narrow focus (only 

American companies are 

ranked 

• Overhead of getting public 

polls → scalable? 

• Low focus on 

environmental factors 

• Limited ability to conduct 

trend analysis or build 

statistics if categories 

change year to year. 

• Narrow focus (only American 

companies are ranked) 

• Score weights equally distributed 

• Static final report 

• Lack of detail in its process and 

methodology 
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6.5 BENEFITS & IMPACTS OF RANKING LISTS 

 
Seemingly, the biggest and most obvious benefit for organizations on ranking lists is the 

free publicity it garners them. Many prominent media outlets such as Yahoo Finance (2017), 

Newswire (2017), Forbes (2017), as well as ranked organizations themselves (e.g. Siemens, 

2017; Bullfrog Power, 2017; RBC, 2017) pick-up the story and publish it to their respective 

websites. This is relevant, as Lee (2016) found that corporate websites are the most common 

method for a firm to communicate its CSR activities, however, they also found that press 

releases (e.g. news articles, general corporate Facebook pages) were the only effective 

methods for establishing CSR reputation. 

This “free” positive attention can help with a company’s trust, credibility and brand 

image, which is an important factor given that a significant portion of a company’s value is 

derived from intangible assets such as trust, reputation, philanthropy, and goodwill (Hur et al., 

2014; Popoli, 2015). Moreover, organizations with higher rankings are likely to have greater 

organizational legitimacy (Kaspereit & Lopatta, 2016) and is a leading factor in determining a 

firm’s value (Khan et al., 2016). 

This publicity may also influence and generate greater interest in the company, by way of 

purchases, investments, partnerships, and contracts, all of which have the capacity to increase 

profits. Alternatively, there could also be negative implications if the company did not rank  

high on the list or did not make the list at all. However, further research on the relationship 

between ranking lists and reputation is required to make a sound analysis. Therefore, this could 

be an opportunity for future research. 
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Additionally, ranking lists may motivate both ranked and non-ranked organizations to do 

better in their sustainability efforts. This can be through competition with other organizations 

or in efforts to produce better scores/rankings than they did in previous years. For instance, 

given that the methodologies are publicly available, a firm can use that as a resource to help 

improve its CSR strategy. Moreover, a company can look at the top-ranked organizations and 

see what they are doing, perhaps even connect with them, which could possibly lead to 

collaborative opportunities or partnerships. 

 
6.6 DATA COMPARISON 

 
An additional purpose of this research is to understand how ranking agencies are taking 

non-comparable data and making it comparable. While there is not enough information to 

provide a definitive answer, generally speaking, it appears that a numerical scoring is applied to 

each category to make non-comparable data, comparable. However, it is not known how this 

scoring is derived and whether it is judgement-based. For example, is the scorer using a rubric 

to apply the scoring? Is it the same scorer that is evaluating the firms or is there a team of 

assessors? This is important for consistency and continuity to ensure firms are being evaluated 

equally and equitably. 

 
6.7 COMPREHENSIVENESS OF THE RANKING LISTS 

Each ranking agency has a published methodology and each methodology includes a 

starting universe, which is the population or pool of companies they rank from.  For Corporate 

Knights, the starting universe is approximately 4000 companies globally. For JUST Capital and 

CR Magazine, that number is 1000, which is based on the Russell 1000 stock index. Having a 
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starting universe is important, as it defines and narrows the scope. Unfortunately, this also 

means that all other companies are not considered, including smaller-sized publicly-traded 

organizations, and private corporations of similar size, worth or influence. For this reason, titles 

such as “Most Sustainable Corporations in the World”, “America’s most Just Companies” or 

“100 Best Corporate Citizens” become misnomers. 

While it is understandable to narrow the scope, especially in terms of resource 

consumption (cost and time), feasibility, and practicality, it is not a truly comprehensive list, as it 

is ignoring a large segment of the population. Naturally, this brings into question the   

usefulness and validity of these ranking lists, because large private corporations are just as 

powerful and influential (Waddock, 2008), and have the same potential to elicit (negative and 

positive) change with their business practices, such as human rights and environmental abuses. 

Moreover, Sáez-Martínez et al. (2016) argue that while attention is often placed on large 

corporations, small and medium-sized firms are generally overlooked, even though their impact 

is also substantial. 

Clearly, this is a challenging issue to solve, as it is not practical or feasible to include all 

organizations. However, there are a few ways that could mitigate some of these challenges. 

For one, reconsidering the ranking list titles to something that better reflects the actual list 

might be a good starting point.  Another opportunity is partnering with other agencies in order 

to have a greater pool of resources. This could enable a larger starting universe, which would 

make the rankings a bit more inclusive. The caveat is that all ranking agencies would need to 

use the same methodology and have good communication among the scorers. There can also 
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be classes of ranking lists to better reflect the size and types of ranked organizations (e.g. large, 

medium, small, public, private). 

Including privately-held organizations is also a challenging objective. One possibility is to 

develop a process to allow privately-held companies to voluntarily submit the required 

disclosures by a certain deadline in order to be considered.  This would not be a comprehensive 

list, but it can be argued that it is better than excluding these firms altogether. Additionally, 

ranking agencies could choose to score larger organizations that choose not to make voluntary 

submissions, by scoring the information that is publicly available. Nevertheless, there are issues 

with this approach as well. 

There are no easy answers to this issue, which is likely why it persists. However, through 

cooperation and collaboration, workable solutions can mitigate some of the challenges. In fact, 

Schendler and Toffell (2011) suggest that agencies need not take on this task alone; rather they 

could partner with environmental nonprofits to identify which activities and organizations 

promote or undermine environmental policies. 

 
6.8 RANKING LIST RESULTS 

 
While the ranking list results are not the focus of this research, a preliminary analysis was 

conducted in order to gain a better understanding of how the results compared among the 

three ranking agencies. In particular, the study was interested in the similarities between CR 

Magazine and JUST Capital, as they have the same starting universe. For simplicity and ease of 

comparison, only the top ten ranked organizations for 2017 were examined for each agency, as 

it is the most current publication, and the top ten positions carry more prestige. 
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Only two American companies made Corporate Knights’ top ten list, Cisco Systems (#3) 

and Johnson & Johnson (#8) - see Table 13.  Cisco Systems also made the top ten on JUST 

Capital (#7) and CR Magazine’s (#6) lists. Johnson & Johnson ranked 26th on JUST Capital’s list, 

and even more interesting is that CR Magazine (2017, p. 1) flagged and removed Johnson & 

Johnson from its list because multiple lawsuits were filed against them: 

Multiple lawsuits have been filed against Johnson & Johnson alleging the company’s 
talcum powder causes ovarian cancer, and that JNJ knew and did not tell the public. In 
February 2016, Johnson & Johnson was ordered to pay $72 million to the family of an 
Alabama woman who died from ovarian cancer after using the powder. Further, in May 
2016, a jury in Missouri ordered the company to pay $55 million to a woman who claimed 
her ovarian cancer was caused by the powder. Johnson & Johnson would have been 
ranked No. 5 on the 100 Best Corporate Citizens List. 

 

For JUST Capital and CR Magazine, only four organizations made the top ten for both lists, 

while they differ slightly (indicated in brackets), it is only a differential of one.  Intel (#1 and #2 

respectively), Microsoft (#4 and #3), Accenture (#6 and #7) and Cisco Systems (#7 and #6). 

These four organizations also made it to Corporate Knights’ ranking list, but not the top ten. 
 

Table 13: 2017's Top Ten List 

Position Corporate Knights JUST Capital CR Magazine 

1 Siemens Intel Hasbro 

2 Storebrand ASA Texas Instrument Intel 

3 Cisco NVIDIA Microsoft 

4 Danske Bank Microsoft Altria Group4
 

5 ING Group IBM Campbell Soup 

6 Bank of Australia Accenture Cisco 

7 Philips Cisco Accenture 

8 Johnson & Johnson5
 Alphabet6

 Hormel Foods 

9 DSM Salesforce Lockheed Martin7
 

10 Enagas Symantec Ecolab 

 
 

 

4 Tobacco manufacturer 
5 Flagged and removed on CR Magazine’s List, 26th on JUST Capital’s list 
6 A major conglomerate, the parent company of Google and eight other companies 
7 Weapons manufacturer 
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Another interesting finding is that half the companies on JUST Capital’s and CR 

Magazine’s top ten list (i.e. Texas Instrument, NVIDIA, Alphabet, Salesforce, Symantec, Hasbro, 

Campbell Soup, Hormel Foods, and Ecolab), did not even make it to Corporate Knights’ top 100. 

Given that Corporate Knights’ starting universe is four times bigger, one would assume that at 

least the top ten or even top five companies from JUST Capital and CR Magazine’s rankings 

would make Corporate Knight’s top 100 list. 

 

Additionally, unlike Corporate Knights and CR Magazine’s top ten lists, where there is a 

variety of industries represented, JUST Capital’s top ten only contains Information Technology 

related companies, in which the agency chose to classify into four distinct industries rather than 

one (see Section 6.4.5). It does give cause to wonder if this approach is used to avoid drawing 

attention to the lack of diversity since the reader can sort by industry, and that the results may 

somehow be skewed. Naturally, the trustworthiness and accuracy of their list does come into 

question. 

These findings are peculiar and unexpected, and certainly highlight inconsistencies, which 

in turn may confuse the reader. For instance, how can one company (Johnson & Johnson) be 

flagged and removed in one list, but yet make it on the top ten of another? Is the company 

sustainable or is it not? Unfortunately, the rankings do not provide the reader with any more 

clarity or guidance as to which companies are sustainable. 
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Finally, for additional analysis, this study also compared the results of ranking lists to 

Glassdoor. All ranked organizations from all three lists have a Glassdoor profile. Most have a 

rating of 3.5/5 (70%) or greater, with the highest Glassdoor rating being 4.3, and the lowest 3.2 

(see Appendix K for more details). For comparison, Appendix L shows Glassdoor’s 2017 top ten 

rankings of Best Places to Work in the US, in which the highest review is 4.6/5 for Bain & 

Company. Interestingly, none of the companies in Glassdoor’s top ten made it to JUST Capital’s 

or CR Magazine’s list for 2017. In fact, most of the companies on Glassdoor’s list are privately 

held companies, which goes back to the point made in Section 6.7, that privately held 

companies have just as much influence as public companies. By the same token, it is noted that 

the purpose and methodology of Glassdoor’s ratings vary considerably and that there is no 

substantial correlation. 

Unfortunately, the significant disparity between the results made it challenging to draw 

any usefulness conclusions about the merits of these lists. In fact, the results are likely to add 

more confusion for the end reader than to provide clarity. As a result, the effectiveness of 

ranking lists is still not adequately understood. Rather the study highlights the continued 

ambiguity and inconsistencies within the discourse, and perhaps even perpetuate the issue of 

greenwashing. It was also difficult to ascertain which ranking agencies and lists are more 

impactful. If anything, each individual reader makes that determination based on their own 

worldviews, and what is important to them. 
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6.9 RATING LISTS 

 
As the literature review showcased, there are definitional deficiencies within the 

sustainability narrative. This also includes the SRT discourse, as rankings and ratings are often 

grouped together or used interchangeably (e.g. Daines et al., 2010; Scalet & Kelly, 2010; 

Sadowski et al., 2010b; Parguel et al., 2011; Chelli & Gendron; 2013; Khan et al., 2016).  This is 

discussed in greater detail in Section 7.1. At first glance, it may not be obvious to the reader 

what the variances are, as such, this section in part, serves to make the distinction clearer. 

 

It was discovered early on in the analysis that ranking and rating lists could not be 

adequately represented together in this research, given that the objectives and target audience 

for each are significantly different. The study found that rating lists are generally a paid service 

that is mainly targeted towards investment professionals. The idea behind this service is to 

evaluate organizations (similar to ranking organizations) but instead of ranking them among  

one another, each organization is assigned a rating (often an alphabetic scoring) to represent 

their standing. The research found that these ratings are then sold primarily to investment 

professionals, who would then use this information to make financial decisions. 

 

As a result, ratings are distinct from rankings, making it challenging to make cross- 

comparisons. Moreover, with rating lists, there is a high probability that the fourth eligibility 

criteria (the ranking agency is not paid by the organization being ranked) may be in violation, as 

rated organizations may be paying for the results. Therefore, a decision was made to focus on 

ranking lists, however, the remainder of the section describes the similarities and differences 

between ranking and rating lists (summarized in Table 14). 
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To begin, it appears the primary goal of rating lists is to provide end users, in particular, 

investment professionals, a snapshot view of a company’s performance from an ESG or TBL 

perspective, without having to do the legwork themselves. For example, if a financial advisor is 

looking to invest in companies with good financial performance and meet ethical and/or 

environmental standards, the ratings will let them easily filter and identify these organizations. 

There are many companies (mainly financial firms) that offer rating services and use their 

own methodologies. A preliminary analysis highlights at least two types of rating agencies. The 

first type are ones that rate companies (typically based on publicly disclosed data sources) and 

then sell the information to those wishing to have access to it. Examples of these types of rating 

agencies include companies such as Oekom, Standard Ethics, and Vigeo Eiris. Essentially, these 

types of rating agencies do the legwork of assessing a company’s sustainability performance 

and then sell this information, which is more of an unsolicited approach. 
 

The second type are ones that offer ratings as a consulting service where a company pays 

to receive a rating (e.g. KPMG, Deloitte & Touche), in which case private data are likely to be 

used to make an assessment. As such, these are solicited services that a rated organization 

seeks out in order to have a better understanding of their sustainability performance, 

particularly against other organizations in the same industry. 

Ratings are becoming a popular service and there are many more rating agencies than 

rankings. In fact, a surprising and interesting finding of this research was to learn that only 

three public ranking lists (in English) could be found. Most rating agencies have a documented 

methodology, but generally, it is not publicly disclosed, as it is considered proprietary. 
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Another distinguishing feature is that rating agencies include a process for dispute 

resolution within their methodology, which is non-existent for ranking agencies. For example, a 

rated organization can dispute the rating they received – this is more prevalent for the first type 

of rating agency. In reviewing the methodology for some of the rating agencies during the 

short-listing phase, it was discovered that rating agencies use qualitative and judgement-based 

methods to evaluate a company’s rating, whereas the ranking agencies studied in this research 

apply quantitative methods. Finally, due to the nature of rating lists, a starting universe is not 

required as the rated companies are not being ranked. Table 14 illustrates and summarizes 

some of the key commonalities and differences among rating and ranking agencies. 

Table 14: Key Observed Differences & Similarities between Ranking and Rating Lists 
 

Features Ranking Lists Rating Lists 

Documented Methodology   

Methodology Transparency   

Publicly Accessible Results   

Dispute Resolution   

Starting Universe   

Screening Criteria   
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7 LIMITATIONS & GAPS   
 

As with any approach, there were challenges and limitations that are important to 

recognize, particularly if they influence the outcome of the research. Three key challenges  

were experienced during the study: literature disparity, understanding the impacts and benefits 

of ranking lists, and the exclusion of other popular rankings. 

 
7.1 DISPARITIES IN LITERATURE 

 
While the sustainability and CSR narratives boast a rich and expansive body of work, there 

are some shortcomings with respect to the literature on SRTs. Most of the literature found on 

SRTs initially appear to have a focus on ratings, while limited reference to rankings. There are 

at least two explanations for this. First, there are more ratings and rating agencies than there 

are rankings and ranking agencies as discovered in Section 6.9, which naturally would generate 

higher publications discussing ratings. 

However, the research findings discovered a more seemingly rationale, that ratings and 

rankings are used interchangeably, even though they are distinct instruments with unique 

features, as discussed in 6.9. For instance, the following is a quote from Sadowski et al., 

(2010b, p.4), who on behalf of SustainAbility, a think tank and advisory firm on sustainability 

issues, published a four-part report titled “Rate the Raters”, which included Corporate Knights 

and CR Magazine: “SustainAbility will not literally rate (as in rank) the raters examined”. Or in 

Siew’s (2015) review on corporate SRTs, who does not identify or reference “rankings” as an 

SRT, even though they were included in the analysis, but referred to as ratings. Another 

example is Scalet & Kelly (2010) whose research examines “CSR Rating Agencies: What is Their 
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Global Impact?”, even though ranking agencies were a focal point of their research. The 

significance of this finding and limitation is that it continues to perpetuate inconsistencies and 

confusion, and validates the ongoing problems identified in Section 2.1. 

 
7.2 IMPACTS OF RANKING LISTS 

 
Another limitation of this study was gaining a true understanding of the impact that these 

ranking lists have on stakeholders (e.g. ranked organizations, consumers, employees, 

investment professionals). For example, it is still not known if consumer purchases are 

influenced by these ranking lists or whether organizations are making human resources (HR) 

decisions or policies (e.g. employee benefits, promotions) based on the criteria that ranking 

agencies use to evaluate a company’s sustainability performance. Similarly, it is unknown to 

what degree, if at all, ranking lists are used by investment professionals to make financial 

decisions. However, this limitation does present an opportunity for further research. 

 
7.3 OMISSION OF POPULAR RANKING LISTS 

 
There are other popular ranking lists that were excluded from this analysis because they did 

not meet the eligibility criteria for the research. Namely, their methodologies were not public. 

This includes RepRisk, RobecoSAM and Reputation Institute, which have global recognition and 

presence. In fact, it was difficult to even access their ranking lists let alone their methodologies. 

The significance of having these agencies excluded from the research, is not having a richer 

perspective that includes private ranking lists and if they are faced with the same challenges as 

public lists. 
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8 CONCLUSION   
 

This research extends the SRT literature in two ways. First, it highlights the similarities, 

differences, strengths, and weaknesses of three public ranking lists, which helps the reader 

decipher the merits of their effectiveness and usefulness. Second, the study highlights the 

areas and opportunities for improvement and further research. 

 

The findings show that all three ranking agencies have similar approaches in measuring a 

company’s sustainability performance, but there are many nuances that make them distinct, 

and as a result define the landscape of ranking lists.  For example, each agency has a publicly 

available methodology that has similar components. The differences are more observable in 

how they take and apply these components. For instance, how categories are selected, how 

they are weighted, how ranking lists are published and how companies are categorized by 

industry.  In other words, the similarities are in “the what”, and the differences are in “the 

how”. 

A key limitation of the ranking lists is that they are not inclusive, as most organizations that 

exist are not eligible to participate even if their actions promote or erode sustainability. 

Another shortcoming is that ranking agencies often decide what sustainability means and what 

factors are important. Some have a greater emphasis on the environmental factors, whereas 

some favour the social aspects, which may or may not reflect the general public’s views. This, 

in turn can cause greater confusion and discrepancies. Other considerations that give pause to 

the legitimacy and accuracy, and therefore, the effectiveness of the results, is the decision to 
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include controversial industries that manufacture products that are known to be harmful (e.g. 

tobacco and armaments). 

While at the conclusion of this research there are still a number of unanswered questions, 

it also signals opportunities for further research that can perhaps improve future ranking lists. 

The limitations described in this paper are not intended to be, nor should they be perceived as 

criticisms, but rather opportunities for future enhancements.  Having lists that publicly 

recognize organizations for making salient efforts in becoming sustainable is a step in the right 

direction and should be congratulated. This is important as Humphrey et al. (2012) suggests 

that there is a growing body of empirical work that shows organizations with high CSR ratings 

typically yield greater financial returns than those with low ratings. Furthermore, Kim et al. 

(2012) have found that companies that spend the effort and resources into applying CSR 

practices are more likely to offer transparent financial disclosures. Future improvements in 

how ranking lists are administered will hopefully encourage more companies to apply TBL 

principles in their operational and business dealings that aim to rectify, minimize and eliminate 

social and environmental injustices. 
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APPENDIX C: CORPORATE KNIGHTS’ PRIORITY KPIS FOR EACH GICS INDUSTRY   
 

GICS Industry Energy 
Productivity 

GHG 
Productivity 

Water 
Productivity 

Waste 
Productivity 

Safety 
Performance 

Employee 
Turnover 

CEO – Average 
Employee Pay 

Innovation 
Capacity 

Supplier Score Clean Air 
Productivity 

Aerospace & Defense Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No 
Air Freight & Logistics Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes No 
Airlines Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes 
Auto Components Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Automobiles Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Banks Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes No No No 
Beverages Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Biotechnology Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes No 
Building Products Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Capital Markets Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes No No No 
Chemicals Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Commercial Services & 
Supplies 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No 

Communications 
Equipment 

Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes Yes Yes No 

Construction & 
Engineering 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No 

Construction Materials Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Consumer Finance Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes No No Yes 
Containers & Packaging Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Distributors Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes Yes Yes No 
Diversified Consumer 
Services 

Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes No Yes Yes 

Diversified Financial 
Services 

Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes No No No 

Diversified 
Telecommunication 
Services 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No 

Electric Utilities Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Electrical Equipment Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No 
Electronic Equipment, 
Instruments & 
Components 

Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes Yes Yes No 

Energy Equipment & 
Services 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Equity Real Estate 
Investment Trusts 
(REITs) 

Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes No No No 

Food & Staples Retailing Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes No Yes No 
Food Products Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Gas Utilities Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
GICS Industry Energy 

Productivity 
GHG 
Productivity 

Water 
Productivity 

Waste 
Productivity 

Safety 
Performance 

Employee 
Turnover 

CEO – Average 
Employee Pay 

Innovation 
Capacity 

Supplier Score Clean Air 
Productivity 

Health Care Equipment 
& Supplies 

Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes Yes Yes No 
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Health Care Providers & 
Services 

Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes Yes Yes No 

Health Care Technology Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes Yes Yes No 
Hotels, Restaurants & 
Leisure 

Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes No Yes No 

Household Durables Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No 
Household Products Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Independent Power and 
Renewable Electricity 
Producers 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Industrial 
Conglomerates 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No 

Insurance Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes No No No 
Internet & Direct 
Marketing Retail 

Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes Yes Yes No 

Internet Software & 
Services 

Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes Yes Yes No 

IT Services Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes Yes Yes No 
Leisure Products Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No 
Life Sciences Tools & 
Services 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes No 

Machinery Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Marine Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes 
Media Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes No Yes No 
Metals & Mining Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Mortgage Real Estate 
Investment Trusts 
(REITs) 

Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes No No No 

Multiline Retail Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes Yes Yes No 
Multi-Utilities Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Oil, Gas & Consumable 
Fuels 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Paper & Forest Products Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Personal Products Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes No 
Pharmaceuticals Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Professional Services Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No 
Real Estate 
Management & 
Development 

Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes No No No 

Road & Rail Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes No 
Semiconductors & 
Semiconductor 
Equipment 

Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Software Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes Yes Yes No 
Specialty Retail Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes Yes Yes No 
Technology Hardware, 
Storage & Peripherals 

Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes Yes Yes Yes 
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GICS Industry Energy 
Productivity 

GHG 
Productivity 

Water 
Productivity 

Waste 
Productivity 

Safety 
Performance 

Employee 
Turnover 

CEO – Average 
Employee Pay 

Innovation 
Capacity 

Supplier Score Clean Air 
Productivity 

Textiles, Apparel & 
Luxury Goods 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No 

Thrifts & Mortgage 
Finance 

Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes No No No 

Tobacco Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Trading Companies & 
Distributors 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No 

Transportation 
Infrastructure 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes 

Water Utilities Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No 
Wireless Telecom 
Services 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No 
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APPENDIX D: CORPORATE KNIGHTS' SCORING METHOD   
 

First-Level 
Categories 

Second-Level 
Categories 

Weighting 

1. Resource 
Management 

1. Energy 
Management 

Energy Productivity is defined as Revenue ($US PPP -converted) / 
Total Energy Use (GJ) - Renewable Energy Use (GJ). It is then 
percent-ranked against that of all same-industry group peers within 
the CK coverage universe, and multiplied by 0.75. In the second 
step, the change in each company’s Energy Productivity over a two- 
year period is calculated and percent-ranked against that of all 
same-industry group peers within the CK coverage universe. If the 
company’s percent-rank is top quartile, the percent-rank is 
multiplied by 1 and then by 0.25. If the company’s percent-rank is 
second quartile, the percent-rank is multiplied by 0.75 and then by 
0.25. If the company’s percent-rank is third quartile, the percent- 
rank is multiplied by 0.5 and then by 0.25. If the company’s percent- 
rank is bottom quartile, the Percent-rank is multiplied by 0.25 and 
then by 0.25. In the third step, the value from the first and second 
steps are totaled. 

 2. Carbon 
Intensity 

Carbon Productivity is defined as Revenue ($US PPP-converted) / 
Total Greenhouse gas (GHG) Emissions (CO2e). Only Scope 1 and 
Scope 2 emissions are included according to the GHG Protocol. It is 
then percent-ranked against that of all same-industry group peers 
within the CK coverage universe, and multiplied by 0.75. In the 
second step, the change in each company’s Carbon Productivity 
over a two-year period is calculated and percent-ranked against that 
of all same-industry group peers within the CK coverage universe. If 
the company’s percent-rank is top quartile, the percent-rank is 
multiplied by 1 and then by 0.25. If the company’s percent-rank is 
second quartile, the percent-rank is multiplied by 0.75 and then by 

0.25. If the company’s percent‐rank is third quartile, the percent‐ 

rank is multiplied by 0.5 and then by 0.25. If the company’s 

percent‐rank is bottom quartile, the percent-rank is multiplied by 
0.25 and then by 0.25. In the third step, the value from the first and 
second steps are totaled. 

 3. Water Intensity In the first step, each company's Water Productivity is calculated. 
Water Productivity is defined as Revenue ($US PPP - converted) / 
Total water (m3). It is then percent‐rank against that of all same- 
industry group peers within the CK coverage universe, and 
multiplied by 0.75. In the second step, the change in each 
company’s Water Productivity over a two - year period is calculated 
and percent‐rank against that of all same‐industry group peers 
within the CK coverage universe. If the company’s percent‐rank is 
top quartile, the percent‐rank is multiplied by 1 and then by 0.25. If 
the company’s percent‐rank is second quartile, the percent‐rank is 
multiplied by 0.75 and then by 0.25. If the company’s percent‐rank 
is third quartile, the percent‐rank is multiplied by 0.5 and then by 
0.25. If the company’s percent‐rank is bottom quartile, the percent‐ 
rank is multiplied by 0.25 and then by 0.25. In the third step, the 
value from the first and second steps are totaled. 



- 97 -  

 



- 98 -  

 

First-Level 
Categories 

Second-Level 
Categories 

Weighting 

 4. Waste Intensity In the first step, each company's Waste Productivity is calculated 
Waste Productivity is defined as Revenue ($US PPP - converted) / 
[Total waste generated (metric tonnes) – waste recycled (metric 
tonnes)]. It is then percent‐rank against that of all same‐industry 
group peers within the CK coverage universe, and multiplied by 
0.75. In the second step, the change in each company’s Waste 
Productivity over a two - year period is calculated and percent‐rank 
against that of all same‐industry group peers within the CK coverage 
universe. If the company’s percent‐rank is top quartile, the percent‐ 
rank is multiplied by 1 and then by 0.25. If the company’s percent‐ 
rank is second quartile, the percent‐rank is multiplied by 0.75 and 
then by 0.25. If the company’s percent‐rank is third quartile, the 
percent‐rank is multiplied by 0.5 and then by 0.25. If the company’s 
percent‐rank is bottom quartile, the percent‐rank is multiplied by 
0.25 and then by 0.25. In the third step, the value from the first and 
second steps are totaled. 

2. Financial 
Management 

5. Innovation 
Capacity 

In the first step, each company's Innovation Capacity score is 
determined by measuring the ratio of research and development 
(R&D) expenditures to total revenue averaged over a trailing three- 
year period. In the second step, each company's Innovation Capacity 
score is percent‐rank against that of all same‐industry group peers 
within the CK coverage universe. 

 6. Percentage Tax 
Paid 

In the first step, each company's Percentage Tax Paid is calculated 
as the amount of taxes paid in cash over a trailing five year period 
divided by their total EBITDA over the same period. Companies 
score a 0% in the event that their total EBITDA or taxes paid in cash 
is zero or lower over the five year period. In the second step, each 
company's Percentage Tax Paid is percent‐rank against that of all 
same‐industry group peers within the CK coverage universe. 

 7. CEO - Average 
Employee Pay 

In the first step, each company's CEO to Average Employee Pay ratio 
is calculated as total CEO compensation divided by average 
employee compensation. Average employee compensation is 
calculated by dividing the company’s total wage bill by the total 
number of employees. In the second step, each company's CEO to 
Average Employee Pay ratio is percent‐rank against that of all same‐ 
industry group peers within the CK coverage universe. The lower the 
ratio, the higher the rank. 

 8. Pension Fund 
Status 

In the first step, the sum of the company’s contribution to the 
defined benefit and defined contribution pension plans are added 
up, then divided by the total number of full - time equivalent 
employees. This ratio is then percent - ranked against that of all 
same - industry group peers within the CK coverage universe. This is 
labelled as “A” In the second step, the fair value of the defined 
benefit plan assets is divided by the total number of full - time 
equivalent employees; t his ratio is then percent - ranked against 
that of all same - industry group peers within the CK coverage 
universe. This is labelled as “B”, In the third step, the fair value of the 
defined benefit plan assets is divided by the projected defined 
benefit plan obligations, then percent - ranked against that of all 
same - industry group peers within the CK coverage universe. This is 
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  labelled as “C”. The Pension Fund Status Score is arrived at by the 
following formula: (0.75 x A) + 0.25(B - (1 - C)) 

First-Level 
Categories 

Second-Level 
Categories 

Weighting 

3. Employee 
Management 

9. Safety 
Performance 

Each company's Safety Performance is comprised of the Lost Time 
Injury Score (50% weight) and the Fatality Score (50% weight). The 
Lost Time Injury Score is determined by calculating the company's 
lost time injury rate (defined as the number of lost time incidents 
per 200,000 employee hours) and percent‐ranking it against that of 
all same‐industry group peers within the CK coverage universe. The 
Fatality Score is determined by calculating the company’s fatality 
rate (defined as the number of fatalities divided by the total number 
of fill - time equivalent employees) and percent‐ranking it against 
that of all same‐industry group peers within the CK coverage 
universe. 

 10.  Employee 
Turnover 

Each company's Employee Turnover is percent‐rank against that of 
all same industry group peers within the CK coverage universe. The 
lower the ratio, the higher the rank. 

 11.  Leadership 
Diversity 

Each company’s Leadership Diversity is comprised of the Board 
Diversity Score (50% weight) and Executive Diversity Score (50% 
weight). The Board Diversity Score is calculated by determining the 
proportion of the Board of Directors that is comprised of female 
directors and percent‐ranking it against that of all companies within 
the CK coverage universe. The Executive Diversity Score is calculated 
by determining the proportion of the senior executive team that is 
comprised of female executives and percent‐ranking it against all 
companies within the CK coverage universe. The Leadership  
Diversity Score is then the sum of the Board Diversity Score and the 
Executive Diversity Score. 

 12.  Clean 
Capitalism Pay 
Link 

The Clean Capitalism Pay Link indicator is designed to reward 
companies that have set up mechanisms to link the remuneration of 
senior executives with the achievement of clean capitalism goals or 
targets. A score of 100% is given to companies that describe such a 
mechanism (e.g. the company specifies the proportion of a 
particular named executive's compensation that is linked to the 
achievement of a corporate clean capitalism target, such as reducing 
emissions, improving energy efficiency, or reducing health 
& safety accidents). A score of 0% is given to companies that do not 
report any linking mechanisms. Unlike all other indicators, Clean 
Capitalism Pay Link does not use any percent‐ranking. 
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First-Level 
Categories 

Second-Level 
Categories 

Weighting 

4. Additional 
KPIs 

13.  Supplier Score Each company’s largest supplier is identified based on Bloomberg 
data. That supplier is then scored using the same present 
methodology, minus the Supplier Score KPI. 

 14.  Clean Air 
Productivity 
Score 

The Clean Air Productivity consists of four sub-indicators, each 
worth 25% of the Clean Air Productivity indicator: a) VOC 
Productivity b) Nox Productivity c) Sox Productivity d) Particulate 
Matter Productivity. Each of the above four sub-indicators are 
calculated in the same way, as follows: In the first step, each 
company's sub-indicator Productivity is calculated by dividing 
Revenue ($US PPP - converted) by the air pollutant. It is then 
percent‐rank against that of all same‐industry group peers within 
the CK coverage universe, and multiplied by 0.75. In the second 
step, the change in each company’s sub-indicator Productivity over 
a two - year period is calculated and percent‐rank against that of all 
same‐industry group peers within the CK coverage universe. If the 
company’s percent‐rank is top quartile, the percent‐rank is 
multiplied by 1 and then by 0.25. If the company’s percent‐rank is 
second quartile, the percent‐rank is multiplied by 0.75 and then by 
0.25. If the company’s percent‐rank is third quartile, the percent‐ 
rank is multiplied by 0.5 and then by 0.25. If the company’s percent‐ 
rank is bottom quartile, the percent‐rank is multiplied by 0.25 and 
then by 0.25. In the third step, the value from the first and second 
steps are totaled. 
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APPENDIX E: JUST CAPITAL’S SCORING METHOD   

4.1 Objectives 

Once the Components and their Weights have been determined and 

the metric data have been collected, the scores and the rankings 

themselves are calculated. The ranking is designed to be a 

consistent and unbiased reflection of corporate JUSTness as 

defined by the public. 

4.2 Absolute and Relative Rankings 

JUST Capital’s ranking Methodology and the underlying model that 

drives it support the ranking of companies within custom 

groupings of companies, within established industry categories, 

and across the entire universe of publicly traded companies. 

Relative rankings compare companies within the same industry, 

as defined by the JUST Capital list of industries in Appendix E. 

Relative rankings take, for example, the companies in the 

Capital Goods Industry, and score and rank them compared to 

their industry peers. This process is repeated for every 

industry, resulting in a list of the most JUST companies by 

industry. Thus, scores for corporations in different industries 

would are not comparable. 

Absolute rankings compare companies across all industries by 

using the same Components and Metrics regardless of industry. 

These rankings reflect the universal nature of JUSTness and 

allow users to compare the performance of any group of companies 

without regard to, or adjustment for, the specific circumstances 

of each company. The final output of the Absolute approach is 

an ordinal ranking. 

JUST Capital’s 2016 rankings will only compare companies within 

the same industry, as defined by the JUST Capital list of 

industries in Appendix E. JUST Capital will release its 

absolute, universe-wide rankings in 2017. 

 

 

4.3 Scoring and Ranking Calculation 

A company’s overall ranking is calculated as follows: 

1. Corporate performance data across all raw Metrics are 
transformed into a numeric format. We convert all scales 

(binary, qualitative, and quantitative) into numeric form. 

For example, data that tracks corporate policy 

implementation, which may come in the form of a Yes/No 

response, is transformed into a numeric score. A Yes 
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response may be given a value of one, and a No response may 

be given a value of zero. A verbal scale (e.g., one 

assessing the severity of a company’s controversies at one 

of five different levels from “None” to “Very Severe”) may 

also be transformed (e.g., from 1 to 5). At the end of 

this step, all the scales are numeric, but they have 

different units (one might be dollars, another tons of 

pollutant emissions, another number of employees, another a 

rating, and another a numerical encoding of yes/no). 

2. Extreme outliers may cause misleading results. We aim to 
minimize this using statistical techniques including 

winsorization. Winsorization preserves all observations in 

a data set, but replaces outlier values with non-outlier 

values at a specified threshold, in our case at the data 

set’s 5th and 95th percentiles. Binary variables are not 

winsorized.8 

3. Scale normalization is performed via a z-score methodology, 
which uses the number of standard deviations from the mean 

as a uniform way of measuring consistently across varied 

scales. The generalized z-score formula is: 

 

4. Where “z” is the normalized score; “x” is a given company’s 
raw value for a given metric; “µ” is the mean value for the 

Metric within the comparison group and “σ” is the standard 

deviation for the Metric within the same group. This 

normalization is performed across all companies, by 

industry. 

5. All heterogeneous numeric scales are aligned so that they 
run in the same direction with regard to positive vs. 

negative performance (e.g., higher board diversity is 

positively ranked, but a high rate of anti-trust 

controversies is negatively ranked). 

6. To make these scores more intuitive and accessible, we 
transform them by multiplying the z-score by 25 and adding 

50. This transformation does not change the order of the 

rankings, but provides a value of 50 for the average 

company, with one standard deviation from the mean 

represented by 25 points. For example, a company with a z- 

score of two (i.e. two standard deviations above the mean) 

would receive a score of 100). Although there are no pre- 

set bounds, most companies will fall in a range from zero 

to 100. 
 

 
 

8 Metrics subject to winsorization are denoted as such in Appendix H. 
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7. For each Component, the corresponding Metrics are averaged 
to create the Component’s score. 

8. The company’s score for each Component is then weighted 
according to its relative importance based on our polling 

of the American public. 

9. The weighted scores for each of the 36 Components are added 
together to produce the final score. 

The scoring formula is illustrated below, where “C” indicates 

each Component score and “W” indicates the Weight corresponding 

to the respective Component. 

FINAL SCORE = W1C1+W2C2+ … + W35C35+ W36C36 

The final rankings are created by comparing the scores of all 

companies and listing in numerical order from highest to lowest 

for companies in a given industry. 
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APPENDIX F: JUST CAPITAL’S LIST OF INDUSTRIES   
 

1. Aerospace & Defense 
2. Automobiles & Parts 
3. Banks 
4. Basic Resources 
5. Building Materials & Packaging 
6. Capital Markets 
7. Chemicals 
8. Commercial Support Services 
9. Commercial Vehicles & Machinery 
10. Computer Services 
11. Consumer & Diversified Finance 
12. Energy Equipment & Services 
13. Food & Drug Retailers 
14. Food, Beverage & Tobacco 
15. Health Care Equipment & Services 
16. Health Care Providers 
17. Household Goods & Apparel 
18. Industrial Goods 
19. Insurance 
20. Internet 
21. Media 
22. Oil & Gas 
23. Personal Products 
24. Pharmaceuticals & Biotech 
25. Real Estate 
26. Restaurants & Leisure 
27. Retail 
28. Semiconductors & Equipment 
29. Software 
30. Technology Hardware 
31. Telecommunications 
32. Transportation 
33. Utilities 
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APPENDIX G: CR MAGAZINE’S LIST OF INDUSTRIES   
 

1. Automobiles & automotive components 
2. Consumer items (non-staple) 
3. Consumer staples 
4. Energy 
5. Finance / Insurance / Real Estate 
6. Health care 
7. Industrial conglomerate 
8. Industrial 
9. Information technology 
10. Materials 
11. Media / Entertainment / Hospitality 
12. Services 
13. Telecommunications services 
14. Utilities 
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APPENDIX H: CORPORATE KNIGHT’S 2017 RANKING LIST   
 

 



- 107 -  

APPENDIX I: JUST CAPITAL’S 2017 RANKING LIST   
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APPENDIX J: CR MAGAZINE’S 2017 RANKING LIST   
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APPENDIX K: GLASSDOOR SCORE   
 

Glassdoor Score (out of 5) 

Corporate Knights 

1.   Siemens AG 3.8 

2.   Storebrand ASA 4 

3.   Cisco Systems 4 

4.   Danske Bank A/S 3.8 

5.   Ing Group 3.7 

6.   Commonwealth Bank of Australia 3.9 

7.   (Koninklijke) Philips NV 3.6 

8.   Johnson & Johnson 4 

9.   (Koninklijke) DSM NV 3.2 (lowest) 

10. Enagas SA 4 

JUST Capital 
1.   Intel 3.8 

2.   Texas Instrument 4 

3.   NVIDIA 4.3 (highest) 

4.   Microsoft 4 

5.   IBM 3.5 

6.   Accenture 3.7 

7.   Cisco Systems 4 

8.   Alphabet 3.7 

9.   Salesforce.com 4.3 

10. Symantec 3.5 

CR Magazine 

1.   Habro 3.9 

2.   Intel 3.8 

3.   Microsoft 4 

4.   Altria 3.8 

5.   Campbell Soup 3.9 

6.   Cisco Systems 4 

7.   Accenture 3.7 

8.   Hormel Foods 3.7 

9.   Lockheed Martin 3.7 

10. Ecolab 3.3 
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APPENDIX L: GLASSDOOR’S 2017 BEST PLACES TO WORK   
 

 


