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The publication of non-financial information is a trend in recent decades in listed companies. From this fact, the
need arises to provide credibility to the information by verifying an independent professional who provides a
guarantee of the published information. Therefore, this article analyses whether the verification of sustainability
reports influences the stock prices of Ibex-35 companies. With this aim, a content analysis has been prepared that
allows us to quantify aspects as relevant as the commissioning and the objective of the assurance requested by
the company, the auditor’s independence or the result of the verification process. The results obtained show that
Ibex-35 companies maintain a growing trend in their social commitment and greater recognition of the transfer
of verified information to the different stakeholders of the companies. In addition, the efforts made by companies
are valued positively by investors, especially in response to the level of assurance requested from the guarantee
provider of the sustainability report.
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RESUMEN

La publicacion de la informacién no financiera es tendencia en las tltimas décadas en las empresas cotizadas. De
este hecho, surge la necesidad de aportar credibilidad a la informacién mediante la verificaciéon de un profesional
independiente que aporte garantia de la informacién publicada. Por ello, en este articulo se analiza si la verifica-
cion de las memorias de sostenibilidad influye en los precios bursatiles de las empresas del Ibex-35. Con este obje-
tivo, se ha elaborado un analisis de contenidos que nos permite cuantificar aspectos tan relevantes como el servicio
y objetivo de aseguramiento exigido por la empresa, la independencia del auditor o el resultado del proceso de
verificacién. Los resultados obtenidos muestran que las empresas del Ibex-35 mantienen una tendencia creciente
en su compromiso social y un mayor reconocimiento a la transferencia de informacion verificada a los distintos
stakeholders de las compafiias. Ademas, los esfuerzos realizados por las empresas son valorados positivamente por
los inversores, especialmente atendiendo al nivel de aseguramiento solicitado al proveedor de garantia del informe
de sostenibilidad.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In recent decades, the number of sustainability reports pro-
duced and published by firms to inform stakeholders of their
environmental, social and corporate governance activities has
increased significantly.! This may be due to the pressure placed
on firms by the different stakeholders to produce and publish
this type of information. This pressure is much more direct in
countries where firms have been forced to do this through legal
provisions (Miras and Di Pietra 2018).

Therefore, the issue today is not whether firms publish sus-
tainability reports or not, but the approach they have to commu-
nicating sustainability. This approach can reflect a true commit-
ment to reporting back to stakeholders, or simply be a marketing
tool to meet external demands, with the risk that the reported
information will not reflect the real situation (Adams and Frost
2008).

That is why, despite the significant increase in reports pub-
lished and the existence of globally recognised standards, such
as the guide produced by the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI),
that allow for the standardisation and subsequent comparison of
sustainability information, many stakeholders question the reli-
ability, and therefore the credibility, of the information included
in these reports (Owen et al. 2000; Dando and Swift 2003; Move-
na et al. 2006; Michelon et al. 2015; Lock et al. 2016; El-Raham
2020; Haider and Nishitani 2020).

In this context, in which the sustainability information is
questionable or lacks credibility, some firms voluntarily began
a process to verify this information, sending these reports for
an external quality assurance process conducted by independent
experts, auditors or consultants, who must produce a declaration
giving their opinion. However, this verification service leads to
additional costs for reporting sustainability information, which
firms will only be willing to pay if they can see that this will result
in a profit.

As Simnet (2012) states, providing an external guarantee of
the content and structure of sustainability reports should im-
prove their importance, reliability and comparability. Therefore,
it should generate credibility and confidence among stakehold-
ers about the quality of the information supplied, acting as a con-
trol on managers and thus reducing uncertainty and asymmetry
of information problems.

However, the fact that it is not a legal requirement is cou-
pled with the lack of a universal standard for this assurance.?
Furthermore, it is possible to calibrate the extent to which the
contents of the sustainability report are reviewed. Thus, Braam

! According to KPMG data, more than 90% of large firms published such
reports in 2017.

2 The international standards most frequently used by assurance providers
are the AA1000 Assurance Standard (AA1000AS) produced by AccountAbility
and the International Standard on Assurance Engagements ISAE 3000 produced
by the International Assurance and Auditing Standards Board (IAASB). These
standards are not contradictory or substitutes, but rather complements in terms
of contributing to providing a comprehensive and solid external assurance. Spe-
cifically, AA1000AS provides the requirements to conduct the sustainability as-
surance, whereas ISAE3000 provides the principles and procedures that account-
ing firms must follow when reviewing non-financial information (Simnett 2012;
Segui-Mas et al. 2018).

and Peeters (2018) noted that the voluntary assurance by third
parties of sustainability reports can vary significantly in terms of
the choice of the assurance provider as well as the scope and level
of assurance. This all contributes to the existence of great diver-
sity in sustainability information verification reports in terms of
the objectives, extent and criteria of the assurance. This diversity
leads to scepticism about the work of the assurance company, as
the nature and content of assurance declarations can vary signif-
icantly (Hodge et al. 2009; Fuhrmann et al. 2017).

In this context, the literature on the assurance of sustaina-
bility information has focused on two fundamental lines of re-
search. First, we have studies that analyse the content and quality
of assurance declarations included in sustainability reports (Ball
et al. 2000; Owen et al. 2000; O'Dwyer and Owen 2005; Deegan
et al. 2006; Cooper and Owen 2007; Mock et al. 2007; Manet-
ti and Becatti 2009; Manetti and Toccafondi 2012; Perego and
Kolk 2012; Giirtirk and Hahn 2016; Braam and Peeters 2018).
Second, we have studies that analyse the characteristics of the
firms making the decision to begin an external assurance process
for the sustainability information (Simnett et al. 2009; Fernan-
dez-Feij6o-Souto et al. 2012; Zorio et al. 2013; Castelo Branco
et al. 2014; Cho et al. 2014; Sierra et al. 2014; Fernandez-Fei-
joo-Souto et al. 2015; Vaz Ogando et al. 2018). Lastly, we should
highlight an emerging line of research focused on analysing the
reaction of the different stakeholders to obtaining sustainability
report assurance (Dhaliwal ef al. 2012; Romero et al. 2014; Fazzini
and Dal Maso 2016; Arco-Castro et al. 2020).

The role of financial stakeholders (shareholders, analysts,
professional portfolio managers and potential individual inves-
tors) is worth noting because they request a large amount of in-
formation so that they can make their financial decisions. These
market participants subject listed firms to greater information
disclosure pressure while demanding greater credibility in the
published information. Therefore, they can use assurance as a
signal for future investment decisions. This in turn may have an
impact on stock market prices if stakeholders positively value
having this information.

In this context, the aim of this study is to analyse whether
financial stakeholders positively value the assurance process of
the sustainability information of the firms in the selective index
of the Spanish stock market, Ibex-35,* for the 2011-2019 period.
For this, an analysis of the content of the verification reports for
the largest and most liquid firms in the continuous Spanish mar-
ket was conducted by evaluating a series of indicators that meas-
ure the quality of these verification reports as a whole, highlight-
ing aspects as important as the commissioning and objective of
the assurance requested by the company, the independence of
the auditor and the result of the verification process. Secondly,
the valuation model for stock market firms proposed by Ohlson
(1995, 2001) was used to analyse whether the verification of the
non-financial information provided by the firms had a signif-
icant effect on stock market prices, and therefore whether it is
positively valued by the stock market.

* This index is the main national and international reference for the Span-
ish stock market, as well as an underlying asset in a large number of financial
products.
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Spain is an interesting case study because it is one of the
countries most committed to disclosing sustainability informa-
tion. As stated by Ferndndez-Feij6o-Souto ef al. (2012), in 2008
Spain became the country with the largest number of Corporate
Social Responsibility (CSR) reports registered in the GRI data-
base, even ahead of countries of greater industrial strength such
as the United States, Japan, Germany and France, and those with
alonger tradition on CSR matters such as Switzerland, Denmark
and Finland. Currently, Spanish large firms must submit CSR re-
ports (Law 2/2011 about Sustainable Economy and Law 11/2018
about Non-Financial Information and Diversity), which is why
this trend has been growing. Furthermore, the reports published
by Spanish firms obtain high scores in the sustainability indexes
according to KPMG (2011), Fernandez-Feijéo-Souto et al. (2012)
and Sierra et al. (2018), among others. Therefore, we believe that,
as stated by Vaz Ogando et al. (2018), this country has reached a
strong level of maturity, which makes it important to analyse the
impact of the assurance service on stock market prices.

The results obtained show that during the period analysed
there was a greater social commitment by firms in the Ibex-35,
and a greater recognition of the transfer of verified information
to the different stakeholders of the firms. This effort made by
firms has been positively valued in the stock market, especially
if we look at the commissioning and objective of the assurance
requested by the company. This study contributes to the large ex-
isting body of research on the assurance of sustainability reports.
Furthermore, our results have important implications for firms,
managers, financial stakeholders, other stakeholders and public
bodies directly linked to adopting corporate social responsibility
and assurance measures.

The remainder of the article is structured as detailed below.
The second section includes the review of the literature on the
value relevance of sustainability reports as well as the assurance
of sustainability information. In the third section we discuss
the study methodology, dividing this into two subsections: one
which includes the content analysis to quantify the content of the
assurance of sustainability reports, and a second which shows
the methodology used to analyse the impact on stock market
prices. In section four we give the empirical results obtained. Fi-
nally, in section five we discuss the conclusions drawn from the
paper as a whole.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1. The value relevance of sustainability reports

CSR disclosure has received a great deal of attention from the
academia since the early evidence of Ingram and Frazier (1980)
and Wiseman (1982), among others. These initial investigations
focused exclusively on whether companies published CSR in-
formation or not without considering the content and reliability
of these reports. Thus, there were published numerous studies
centred on analysing the motives for managers to disclose CSR
information (Belkaoui and Karpik 1989; Brown and Fraser
2006; Kolk 2008; Spence 2009; Baumgartner 2014) or the char-
acteristics of companies that compile CSR reports (Secchi 2006;
Brammer and Pavelin 2008; Haddock-Fraser and Fraser 2008;

Mio 2010; Gamerschlag et al. 2011). These previous studies sup-
port the view of managers that CSR disclosure contributes to in-
creasing the credibility and trust in their companies. Moreover,
previous empirical evidence showed that larger, more profitable
and listed firms were those ones that started to introduce in their
corporate strategy the practice of elaborating and disclosing in-
formation about their socially responsible activities.

More precisely, the practice of CSR disclosure is especially
common among listed companies due to the pressure exerted
by financial stakeholders who demand reliable and comparable
information in order to help them when they are making their
investment decisions or preparing their investment advice. The-
oretically, by disclosing this information, listed companies can
reduce the information asymmetries between managers and
financial stakeholders (Healy and Palepu 2001) as well as their
adverse selection costs (Diamond and Verrecchia 1991; Kim
and Verrecchia 1994). Moreover, financial analysts can reduce
their forecasting errors because this information can attenuate
the stakeholders’ uncertainty about firms’ future economic ben-
efits and their associated risks (Lang and Lundholm 2000; Lang
and Maffett 2011). Thus, all these aspects have positive direct
effects such as increasing the number of potential investors,
raising more equity capital or attracting greater analyst coverage
(Merton 1987). Elliott et al. (2014) and Cahan et al. (2016) also
argue that CSR disclosures can produce indirect effects. This in-
formation, for instance, can contribute to providing legitimacy
to the company or mitigating negative impacts when the firm or
other ones in the same industry reveal controversy activities. As
a consequence, it can alter investors’ perceptions of firm value.
We can therefore expect a positive association between CSR dis-
closure and the market value of companies that provide this kind
of information.

However, previous empirical evidence in this field provides
inconclusive results and therefore the value that market partici-
pants assign to this kind of information is not yet clear. Employ-
ing an accounting-based valuation model for companies listed
on stock markets, there are initial studies that report a positive
and significant relationship between CSR disclosure and firm
value such as those of Moneva and Cuellar (2009) for the Span-
ish stock market over the 1996-2004 period, Schadewitz and
Niskala (2010) for the Finish stock market over the 2002-2005
period and Berthelot ef al. (2012) for the Canadian stock mar-
ket in 2007. All these studies employed a similar methodology
based on estimating a value relevance model that consider only
accounting variables. After that, they also tested a second model
in which a dummy variable that indicated whether the firm dis-
closed sustainability report or not was added. The comparison
of these two estimates permits to test the premise developed by
Ohlson (1995, 2001) that the accounting variables alone fail to
explain firms’ market value and additional non-financial infor-
mation relevant for financial stakeholders is needed such as the
sustainable information provided in CSR reports.

Meanwhile, other studies conclude that there is a mixed or a
non-significant relationship between the information provided
in CSR reports and firm value, such as those of Cormier and
Magnan (2007), Carnevale et al. (2012), Bowerman and Shar-
man (2016) and Kaspereit and Lopatta (2016). More precise-
ly, Cormier and Magnan (2007) analysed the value relevance
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of environmental disclosure of firms quoted on the Canadian,
French and German markets. Their results revealed that this
kind of information had a moderating impact on German firms’
value while there was a not significant impact for firms quot-
ed on the Canadian and French stock markets. Consequently,
they suggested that national institutional contexts should be
taken into account in these empirical researches. Meanwhile,
Carnevale et al. (2012) analysed the specific case of the banking
industry over the 2002-2008 period and their results did not pro-
vide evidence that financial stakeholders that operate on stock
markets attribute a significant value to CSR disclosure. More
recently, Bowerman and Sharman (2016) analysed the UK and
Japan markets in 2008 and found that Japanese investors did not
significantly value CSR disclosure information while UK inves-
tors positively valued this information. Moreover, Kaspereit and
Lopatta (2016) analysed a sample of large European firms over
the 2001-2011 period. They showed that sustainability reporting
was not significantly associated with a higher market valuation.
However, they did not perform a cross-country comparison in
order to take into account the reaction of each stock market to
this information.

On the contrary, Miralles-Quirds et al. (2017) analysed not
only the overall impact of CSR disclosure on stock prices of ten
European markets over the 2001-2013 period but also the ef-
fect on each market as well. Their results revealed for the entire
sample that conducting businesses in accordance with sustaina-
ble norms is value relevant for financial stakeholders. However,
when they provided the results for each market they noticed the
absence of homogeneity among them. More interestingly, they
provided evidence before and after the global financial crisis.
Their results revealed that before the global financial crisis there
was a significant and positive relationship between CSR disclo-
sure practices and firm value for almost all markets. However,
this relationship changed to being non-significant or negative
after the global financial crisis. This evidence supports the belief
that after the global financial crisis financial stakeholders do not
trust CSR information provided by the companies themselves
and nowadays they require more efforts by listed firms in order
to increase the credibility and trust in this kind of information.
Their results are supported by most recent evidence such as that
provided by Camodeca et al. (2018) for a sample of large Eu-
ropean listed firms between December, 2013 and June, 2018 as
well as Kolsi and Attayah (2018) who analysed firms listed on an
emerging stock market such as the ADX over the 2010-2014 pe-
riod and found that CSR disclosure has no impact on firm value.

2.2. The assurance of sustainability reports

Studying sustainability report assurance services responds to
calls by Kolk and Perego (2010) and Cohen and Simnett (2015),
among others, to examine not only the adoption of sustainability
reports, but also their quality and reliability. This is a prominent
area of research, especially after the global financial crisis, which
caused the failure of credibility and confidence in CSR informa-
tion disclosed by the companies themselves (Segui-Mas et al.
2018). Thus, there exists a huge amount of studies published in
this field that can be divided in three main groups as was indicat-
ed in the introduction section.

One group of studies focuses on analysing the factors that
influence the decision to begin the process for the external as-
surance of sustainability information. These factors can be re-
lated to the sector, country or company level such as size, being
listed on the stock market or other aspects related to the eco-
nomic-financial position of the company, such as its amount of
leverage or its average performance for accounting or market
ratios. In this group, it is worth noting the studies carried out,
among others, by Simnett et al. (2009), Fernandez-Feijéo-Souto
et al. (2012), Zorio et al. (2013), Castelo Branco et al. (2014), Cho
et al. (2014), Sierra et al. (2014), Fernandez-Feijéo-Souto et al.
(2015), and Vaz Ogando et al. (2018). As was expected, the over-
all results indicate that companies that contract this verification
service and therefore accept additional costs for reporting sus-
tainability information are those that are publicly traded, larger,
more profitable and have fewer risks.

Furthermore, we have to highlight that the absence of
mandatory requirements or regulations does not permit the
existence of a unified procedure for professionals for the pro-
duction of consistent, reliable and comparable verification re-
ports. Thus, the result of an assurance process is a verification
report or declaration whose structure and content depends on
the scope of the assurance, the assurance standards and the
independence of the assurance provider, among other aspects
(GRI, 2013). That is why many empirical studies conducted in
this line of research have focused on analysing the content and
quality of the assurance declarations included in sustainability
reports. Among these studies are those conducted by Ball et al.
(2000), Owen et al. (2000), O'Dwyer and Owen (2005), Dee-
gan et al. (2006), Cooper and Owen (2007), Mock et al. (2007),
Manetti and Becatti (2009), Manetti and Toccafondi (2012),
Perego and Kolk (2012), Giirtiirk and Hahn (2016), and Braam
and Peeters (2018). To that end, these authors consider that is
primordial to carry out an exhaustive content analysis of the
verification reports focusing on several key aspects such as the
objective of the assurance service, the independence and re-
sponsibility of the auditor, the working method and the drafted
conclusions in order to examine the quality of those assurance
declarations.

2.2.1. THE SPECIAL CASE OF SPANISH LISTED FIRMS

As we indicated in the introduction section, Spain is an inter-
esting case study because it is one of the countries most commit-
ted to disclosing sustainability information. Consequently, this
country has reached a strong level of maturity in the verification
process of this information. Proof of this is the amount of studies
published in the field of the verification of sustainability reports.
However, these studies have focused on analysing the factors that
influence the decision of companies to contract an external ser-
vice for the assurance of the sustainability reports elaborated by
themselves accepting additional costs.

Specifically, Fernandez-Feijéo-Souto et al. (2012) analysed
the characteristics of the CSR reports published by Spanish firms
in 2008, as well as their assurance. Specifically, they analysed the
quality of those reports according to a set of elements reported
by GRI and their relationship with certain characteristics of the
firms producing and publishing these reports and sending them
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for verification. Their results show that larger firms, those listed
on the stock market and those commissioning a Big4 auditor are
the ones with the highest quality assurance reports.*

In contrast, Garcia-Benau et al. (2013) analysed the effect of
the crisis on the tendency of firms listed on the Spanish stock
market in the 2005-2010 period to produce and publish sustain-
ability reports as well as to verify them using an external expert.
Specifically, they examined whether there had been a change
in their strategy for disclosing CSR and/or verifying this infor-
mation. They then focused on the firms that had experienced a
change in their disclosure and assurance strategy, and analysed
the possible relationship between that change in strategy and the
financial performance of the company, measured in accounting
and market terms. The results obtained show that the number
of published reports significantly increased after the financial
crisis, but the number of verified reports did not significantly in-
crease, even though the trend was also upward. Furthermore, no
significant effects were detected for the financial performance of
the firms.

In this same line of study, Sierra ef al. (2013) analysed wheth-
er the determining factors for external assurance suggested in
the international literature (industry, size, profitability, lever-
age) have an impact on the decision of Spanish firms to veri-
fy their CSR reports. Specifically, they focused on the CSR re-
ports of firms in the Ibex-35 during the 2005-2010 period, and
on whether these reports were verified or not. Among the main
conclusions of this study, the authors highlight that the decision
to submit a sustainability report to external assurance depends
on certain financial variables such as size (the larger the com-
pany, the greater the propensity to verify the CSR report) and
leverage (Spanish firms with a lower debt level show a greater
propensity to verify CSR reports). Furthermore, it is negatively
related to the return on assets and positively to the return on the
company’s own funds. However, they found no significant rela-
tionship with the industry or auditing company.

At the same time, Zorio et al. (2013) developed an index to
measure the quality of assurance reports in Spain. The objective
of this research was to identify trends in sustainability reports
and especially the real assurance of this type of information.
For this, they looked at firms listed on the Spanish capital mar-
ket for the 2005-2010 period. Specifically, they analysed wheth-
er there are determinant variables that can affect a company’s
decision to publish their CSR report, to verify that report, to
commission assurance services from an auditor or consultant
and also the subsequent quality of the assurance report. The
results obtained show that there is an increasing tendency to
issue a CSR report, with the determinant factors in making this
decision being the company’s inclusion in the Ibex-35, the in-
dustry and whether the annual report is audited by one of the
Big4. Regarding the decision to verify CSR reports, the results
do not show a growing trend for this decision, although the
percentage of CSR reports/verified reports is stable over time
so more firms must be verifying their CSR reports, with inclu-
sion in the Ibex-35 and the industry being determinant factors

* The term Big4 refers to the four major auditing firms: Deloitte, Ernst &
Young (EY), KPMG and PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC).

in making this decision. The same is found with other factors
that can explain the decision to commission an auditor or con-
sultant to verify the CSR report. Curiously, it was observed that
no firms with annual reports audited by a company other than
the Big4 verify their CSR reports. In accordance with the pro-
posed quality index, they found that the assurance reports are
of fairly acceptable quality. Only the CSR verified by an auditor
(in accordance with Hodge et al., 2009) and firm size variables
are significant for achieving higher quality in the assurance re-
port.

More recently, Odriozola and Baraibar-Diez (2017) analysed
whether the quality of the sustainability reports of the firms com-
prising the Ibex-35 for the 2006-2011 period had an impact on
their subsequent corporate reputation. In light of the absence of
arecognised indicator for the quality of the disclosure of sustain-
ability information, due to the subjectivity associated with such
measurement, these authors used a similar approach to the one
established by Romolini et al. (2014) which takes into account
the level of applicability of the international standards and as-
surances such as the GRI criteria and the AA1000 and ISAE3000
standards. Among the results obtained, it is worth noting the im-
portance of the quality of the sustainability information revealed
when attempting to obtain a corporate reputation. Furthermore,
it is observed that the objectivity and standardisation provided
by the different verification and assurance systems (especial-
ly those in the AA1000 range) are truly valued by the different
stakeholders.

Lastly, we must highlight the work of Vaz Ogando et al.
(2018) who analysed the sustainability report verification mar-
ket in Spain, identifying the characteristics of the firms that
commissioned the service as well as their strategy and attitude
to the verification. For this, they conducted a survey of a sam-
ple of 342 firms registering any of their sustainability reports in
the GRI database between 2001 and 2014. The results obtained
by these authors show that size, sector and listing all influence
the decision to verify the sustainability reports, and that the as-
surance strategy is focused on increasing credibility with their
stakeholders.

2.3. The value relevance of the assurance of sustainability reports

Aswe indicated in the introduction section, it is expected that
the provision of external assurance on the content of sustainabil-
ity reports will improve their relevance, reliability and compa-
rability. Consequently, it is also expected to generate credibility
and trust among stakeholders (Simnet 2012). In this regard, it is
worth highlighting a small group of studies focused on analysing
the reaction of stakeholders to the assurance of sustainability re-
ports (Dhaliwal et al. 2012; Romero et al. 2014; Fazzini and Dal
Maso 2016; Arco-Castro et al. 2020).

Among these studies are those conducted by Cho et al
(2014), Fazzini and Dal Maso (2016) and Arco-Castro et al.
(2020) that analyse the reaction of financial stakeholders to
the assurance of sustainability reports. This line of research is
especially relevant because market participants often request a
large amount of information in order to reduce the problem of
asymmetric information and be able to make their financial de-
cisions. Therefore, financial stakeholders subject listed compa-
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nies to greater information disclosure pressure while demanding
greater credibility in the published information. Therefore, the
information provided in the assurance report is expected to have
value relevance for this kind of stakeholders and to be used for
their future investment decisions. This may therefore have an
impact on the stock market prices of listed companies that assure
their sustainability reports.

In this sense, Cho et al. (2014) examined which factors ap-
peared to have led the US companies that did obtain assurance
on their sustainability reports to do so, as well as whether this
additional service was valued by financial stakeholders. Spe-
cifically, they analysed publicly traded US companies included
in the 2010 Fortune 500 list, among which 217 had disclosed a
standalone sustainability report that year and only 26 of them
included an assurance statement. Their overall results indicated
that the assurance statement was not a significant factor for the
firms’ market value. However, this should be taken with caution
due to the fact that the sample period of this study was limited to
a single year and the number of firms that adopted assurance was
extremely limited. Meanwhile, they suggested that, in order to
have a significant impact on the US stock market, greater effort
from the assurance community to better identify the potential
benefits of this service for market participants was necessary.

Later, Fazzini and Dal Maso (2016) investigated the impor-
tance of the voluntary environmental information disclosed by
48 listed Italian firms and the influence of the assurance of en-
vironmental policies during the 2008-2013 period. Additionally,
this study also analysed how the disclosure of this environmental
information and its assurance were reflected in the market value
of the listed Italian firms. Their results indicated that the vol-
untary environmental disclosure represented an important ex-
planatory factor for the firms market value. However, they also
observed that, although approximately half of the firms analysed
engaged an assurance service during the sample period, there
was no incremental benefit that resulted from the assurance
practice.

More recently, Arco-Castro et al. (2020) analyse how var-
ious ways of managing and securing philanthropy can affect
the market value of the listed company. More specifically, these
authors analyse a sample of 193 firms from 2011 to 2015. They
find that the market responds positively to professional and
independent management of philanthropy and welcomes ex-
ternal assurance of corporate philanthropy as an action that
improves the perceived reliability of philanthropic activities.
Thus, they conclude that corporate philanthropy and its assur-
ance are effective signals that reduce information asymmetries
between firms and investors, positively affecting the market
value of companies.

Finally, it should be noted that these mixed results must be
due to the fact that research in this field is extremely limited
and to the simplicity of the methodology used. These studies
are based exclusively on whether or not the company’s sustaina-
bility practices were subject to independent assessment without
considering the relevant key aspects of the assurance statements.
Therefore, it is essential to provide additional evidence with new
databases in order to obtain strong and conclusive results. With
this work, we contribute to reduce that gap in the literature. Fur-
thermore, we advance in this line of research by analysing the

impact on prices of the content of the assurance reports. Thus,
considering the arguments provided at the beginning of this sub-
section and previous empirical evidence, we formulate the fol-
lowing hypothesis:

H1) The information provided in the assurance report is value
relevant for financial stakeholders and has a significant impact on
stock market prices.

3. METHODOLOGY
3.1. The content analysis of the assurance of sustainability reports

The assurance of sustainability reports is an independent
professional service whose objective is to decrease risk and im-
prove the quality of the sustainability information produced and
published by firms. The providers of this service must produce a
verification report which is then incorporated into the sustaina-
bility report issued by the firm. However, as stated in the intro-
duction, the absence of mandatory regulations means that there
are no legal requirements or procedures that define the task of
the professionals and allow for the production of consistent ver-
ification reports.

The existing literature on the assurance of sustainability re-
ports considers the key aspects in assessing the quality of this
service to be: scope of the assurance, content and drafting of the
assurance report, independence of the provider, procedures used
and conclusions reported (O’Dwyer and Owen 2005; Hodge
et al. 2009; Gillet 2012; Herda et al. 2014).

In this context, for the purpose of analysing the quality of the
assurance of the sustainability reports of the firms comprising
the Ibex-35, we have conducted a content analysis of the assur-
ance reports of the 18 firms listed on the Spanish stock market
that continuously formed part of the selective index from 2011 to
2019. A total of 162 verification reports were analysed.’

In order to obtain the assurance reports, the search strategy
has been based on tracking the GRI database and the websites
of each of the companies under study to obtain the sustainabil-
ity reports, integrated reports or the non-financial information
statements published by the companies. In many cases, however,
the published verification reports are not incorporated into these
documents, but are found in independent documents that are
difficult to find on the companies’ websites.

The method used to search for and locate the verification
reports has been developed in two moments in time, specif-
ically in September 2016 and September 2020. This method
of programmed search over time has allowed us to analyse
the evolution of the level of assurance, something difficult to
achieve in a single current search due to the impossibility of
locating sustainability reports or integrated reports more than
4 years old.

> The companies subject to the content analysis have been the listed compa-
nies of the Ibex35 during the entire period of analysis (Amadeus, Banco Sabadell,
Banco Santander, Bankinter, BBVA, Caixabank, Enagds, Ferrovial, GasNatu-
ral-Naturgy, Grifols, Iberdrola, Inditex, Indra, Mapfre, Mediaset, Red Eléctrica,
Repsol, Telefénica), discarding those that have experienced entries and exits
from said stock market index during the period analysed.
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Table 1
Content analysis of the verification reports
No. Indicator description Score
A. Commissioning and objective of the assurance requested by the company
1  Objective of the assurance requested by the company 0 Not indicated
1 Limited or moderate assurance
2 Mixed assurance
3 Reasonable assurance
2 Title of the assurance declaration 0 Not indicated
1 Express reference is made
3 Who the assurance declaration is aimed at 0 Not indicated
1 Internal audience
2 External stakeholders
4 Reference to the date when the sustainability information verification service ended 0 Not indicated
1 Express reference is made
5 Declaration of responsibility of the firm with regard to the request for the verification report 0 Not indicated
1 Express reference is made
B. Independence and responsibility of the auditor
6 Name of the firm providing the sustainability information verification service 0 Not indicated
1 Express reference is made
7  Location of the assurance provider 0 Not indicated
1 Express reference is made
8  Explicit declaration that the assurance provider is responsible for expressing an independent opinion on 0 Not indicated
the content of the sustainability report 1 Express reference is made
9  Declaration that expresses the independence of the two parties involved: firm and assurance provider 0 Not indicated
1 Express reference is made
10 Declaration of impartiality of the assurance provider with regard to the interests of the firm’s internal 0 Not indicated
and external stakeholders 1 Express reference is made
11 Scope of the assurance commitment through the specification of the working methods applied 0 Not indicated
1 Shortened processes
2 Comprehensive processes
12 Description of the professional competences and skills that quality the assurance provider to conduct 0 Not indicated
the assurance service 1 Express reference is made
C. Working method and conclusions
13 Express declaration of the criteria used in the verification on the basis of which the sustainability report 0 Not indicated
has been prepared (GRI or other internal firm standards). 1 Partially described
2 There is a clear description
14 Express declaration of the use of international assurance standards (AA1000AS or ISAE3000) 0 Not indicated
1 Express reference is made
15 Declaration that explains the reasons for reaching a conclusion 0 Partially described
1 There is a clear description
16 Degree of provision of information regarding materiality. Whether the conclusion states that the report 0 No reference
complies with the principles of AA1000 1 Mentioned
2 Clearly described
17 Declaration of integrity that states that all material aspects are covered by the report 0 Not indicated
1 Partially described
2 There is a clear description
18 Declaration of the firm’s response capacity to identify the interests and concerns of its different 0 Not indicated
stakeholders 1 Partially described
2 There is a clear description
19 Thoughts of the assurance provider about the performance 0 Not indicated
1 Express reference is made
20 Express declaration of the assurance providers about any qualifications 0 Not indicated

1 Express reference is made
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Table 1
Content analysis (Cont.)
No. Indicator description Score
C. Working method and conclusions
21 Express description of progress made in producing the sustainability information compared to previous 0 Not indicated

years

1 Express reference is made

22 Express declaration of additional suggestions and recommendations

0 Not indicated

1 Communicated to the
managers

2 Express reference is made

23 Description of the scope of participation of the stakeholders in the assurance process

0 Not indicated
1 Short description
2 There is a clear description

Source: Authors elaboration based on Perego and Kolk (2012) and Gurtuzrk and Hanh (2016).

Furthermore, as we can see in Table 1, the content analysis
is based on the observation of 23 scoring criteria in line with
Perego and Kolk (2012) and Giirtiirk and Hahn (2016). Each of
these scoring criteria is assigned a valuation scale depending on
the level of fulfilment. The result obtained is used to generate
the variable called AssuranceScore that allows us to quantify the
quality of the sustainability report assurance with a maximum
potential score of 33 (which take into account the aforemen-
tioned aspects).

These scoring criteria have been classified into three groups
according to their nature. Thus, it allows us to group the 23 cri-
teria of the AssuranceScore variable into three variables called
FirmResp (which considers the indicators 1 to 5), Auditind
(which considers the indicators 6 to 12) and AuditResult (which
considers the indicators 13 to 23).

More precisely, the first group of indicators refers to the com-
missioning and objective of the assurance requested by the firm.
We believe it is essential for the verification reports analysed to
explicitly give information relating to the commissioning of the
assurance. That is why within this information group we have
taken into account the following scoring criteria: the purpose of
the commitment to assurance, the title of the assurance state-
ment, who this statement is targeted at, the date of the report and
the explicit responsibility of the company requesting it. Howev-
er, as already specified by Perego and Kolk (2012) and Gtirtiirk
and Hahn (2016), the first indicator dedicated to the assurance
objective requested by the company is particularly relevant. In
this regard, it should be noted that the assurance process can be
carried out at a limited, reasonable or mixed level. In addition, it
is the company that decides what level of assurance it wants to be
provided by the guarantee provider. Therefore, companies that
demand a higher level of guarantee provide greater credibility
and quality to the information published.

The second group of indicators analysed in the verification
reports is that concerning the independence and responsibility
of the auditor. Here, we established seven scoring criteria. Firstly,
we take into account whether the verification report specifies the
name and reference of the auditor, its responsibility regarding
the truthfulness of its report, the independence of the assurance
provider from the auditing company, its impartiality regarding
the stakeholders, the scope of the assurance commitment and

the declaration of the auditor’s professional capabilities to carry
out the assurance.

Lastly, we take into account a third group of scoring criteria re-
lating to the work method and the conclusions obtained. Specifical-
ly, we considered whether the verification report gave the criteria
used to carry out the verification, as well as the internationally-rec-
ognised assurance standards, whether a detailed summary of the
work performed was provided, whether it indicated the degree of
compliance with the materiality principle in standard AA1000, as
well as the principles of integrity and response capacity. With regard
to the conclusions obtained, we took into account the following in-
formation: whether the auditor listed their views on the verification
report, whether they made any type of qualification, if they analysed
progress compared to the report from the previous year, if they gave
any suggestions or recommendations, and whether there was clear
participation by the stakeholders in the assurance process.

Table 2
Evolution of verification reports

Years AssuranceScore AssuranceObj FirmResp Auditind AuditResult

2011 12.94 0.67 3.67 4.83 4.44
2012 13.39 0.67 3.67 5.00 4.72
2013 14.61 0.83 4.00 5.50 5.11
2014 16.11 1.00 4.56 6.11 5.44
2015 16.67 1.17 4.83 6.28 5.56
2016 18.67 1.22 5.17 7.06 6.44
2017 18.89 1.22 5.28 7.00 6.61
2018 19.56 1.06 5.72 6.94 6.89
2019 19.06 1.00 5.56 6.78 6.72

This table shows the evolution of the information provided in the
verification reports of the Ibex-35 firms from 2011 to 2019. More
precisely, we display the average values of the variables: assurance score
(AssuranceScore), objective of assurance (ObjAssurance), responsibility
of the company (FirmResp), independence of the audit firm (Auditlnd)
and result of the verification report (AuditResult) for the group of
companies analyzed in the content analysis performed.

Source: Authors elaboration.
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Before going on to analyse the impact on stock market
prices, it is interesting to examine how the level of assurance
in Ibex-35 firms has evolved during the 2011-2019 period an-
alysed. For this, in Table 2 we present the evolution of the
variables: assurance score (AssuranceScore), assurance objec-
tive (AssuranceObj), firm responsibility (FirmResp), auditing
firm independence (Auditind) and verification report result
(AuditResult). As we indicated previously, the Assurance Score
variable refers to the 23 scoring criteria and it is divided in
three groups: firm responsibility (1-5), auditing firm inde-
pendence (6-12) and verification report result (13-23). Mean-
while, the variable AssuranceObj refers to the first scoring
criterion that due to it especial relevance is considered inde-
pendently.

As can be seen in Table 2, there is generalised growth for
each of the variables examined. Specifically, the AssuranceScore
variable increased for the group of listed firms as a whole from
12.94 points in 2011 to 19.06 in 2019. According to the data
found, it is interesting to note that the assurance objectives re-
quested by listed firms have increased from 0.67 points in 2011
to 1.00 in 2019, which entails a greater social commitment by
the firms and a greater recognition of the transfer of verified
information to the firms’ different stakeholders. The Assuranc-
eScore variable is broken down into the FirmResp, Auditlnd,
and AuditResult variables, so the sum of the values of these
three variables equals the value of the AssuranceScore variable.
In addition, the data corresponding to these variables show a
similar positive trend, without being able to name any of them
as responsible for the positive trend of the AssuranceScore var-
iable.

3.2. Impact on stock market prices

In stock market practice, it can be seen that the market value
of all the shares in circulation is a suitable indicator of the value
of a company. That is why Ohlson (1995, 2001) developed a val-
uation model for stock market firms on the basis that the value
of all the shares in circulation is a function of two types of infor-
mation: i) financial information, reflected by the book value and
income variables; ii) non-financial information relevant to the
agents in the stock market. Therefore, he arrived at the following
model:

MVE, = B,+ B, BVE, + B, EARNS, , + B, v, tE, (1)

where MVE, is the market value of the equity of company i in
year t; BVE, is the book value of the equity of company i in year ;
EARNS, represents the earnings of company i in year ; v, being
a variable that represents other relevant non- accountrng infor-
mation.

This model has typically been used in research into the im-
pact of CSR information on stock markets. This is the case for
studies carried out by Schadewitz and Niskala (2010), Berthelot
et al. (2012), Lourenco et al. (2012, 2014), De Klerk et al. (2015),
Kaspereit and Lopatta (2016), Miralles-Quir6s et al. (2017, 2019),
among others. Thus, following these existing works, in this study
we apply the Ohlson model (1995) to estimate the importance of

the assurance of sustainability reports for the firms forming part
of the Ibex-35.

Specifically, we test the version proposed by Barth and
Clinch (2009) which consists of scaling the variables included
in the initial model using the number of shares in circulation,
as this mitigates any scale effects more effectively while main-
taining the financial significance of the variables being studied
(Miralles-Quir6s et al. 2017):

P, =p,+B,BVPS, +B,EPS, + B, AssuranceScore,  +¢,, (2)

where P, is market value divided by the number of shares of
company i in year £, BVPS, is the book value divided by the num-
ber of shares of company i in year ¢, EPS,, represents earnings
divided by the number of shares of company i in year t, Assur-
anceScore, | represents the assurance score of company i in year
t-1 according to compliance with the indicators specified in the
previous subsection and obtained from the content analysis per-
formed. Based on the aforementioned, we expect the assurance
level coefficient 3, to be positive and significant. This would in-
dicate that this information is positively valued in the Spanish
stock market.

However, the content analysis of the verification reports
provides us with information on several aspects of the assur-
ance process such as the commissioning and objective of the
assurance requested by the firm, the independence and re-
sponsibility of the auditor and the methodology and results
of the assurance process. Thus, we are interested in analysing
the influence of these aspects separately on the market value of
the firms, thereby determining which aspects of the assurance
process are most valued in the market. In addition, as specified
previously, the first scoring criterion dedicated to the assurance
objective is primarily important (Ruiz-Barbadillo and Marti-
nez-Ferrero 2020). The company decides the level of assurance
(limited, reasonable or mixed) that the guarantee provider will
provide. This decision then determines the company’s commit-
ment to the assurance process. For this reason, it is necessary
to analyse separately whether this aspect is reflected in stock
market prices. This way, we present the following regression
models:

P, =p,+p,BVPS  +p,EPS, + B, AssuranceObj,  +¢, (3)

P, = B, + B, BVPS,, + B, EPS, + B, FirmResp,, + B, Auditlndi)t_l
+f; AuditResult, +¢,, (4)

where AssuranceObj, , is a variable that indicates the objective
of the assurance commissioned by company i in year t-1 from
the auditing company, FirmResp,, reflects the responsibility of
company i with regard to the commissioning of the verification
report in year -1, AuditInd, | represents the independence and
responsibility of the auditor of the verification report of firm i
in year t-1, AuditResult,,  represents the methodology used by
the auditor and the results and conclusions of the work of the
assurance of company i in year ¢-1. All these variables have been
produced based on compliance with the respective indicators
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obtained from the previously conducted content analysis of the
verification reports. As with the first analysis, it is expected that
the coefficients B, B, and B, associated with these variables will
be positive and significant. This would indicate that these aspects
of the verification report are valued by the financial stakeholders
in the Spanish stock market.

As can be seen in the proposed regression models, we use a
panel data methodology that consists of combining time series
and cross-sectional data in a joint test. This allows us to control
the individual unobservable heterogeneity (company effect)
as well as the endogenous nature of the explanatory variables.
The method chosen to obtain robust and efficient estimates is
the Generalized Method of Moments (GMM) which is a par-
ticular method of instrumental variables. To show the overall
significance of the model we present, Wald’s test expressed by F
is performed to check the joint significance of the coefficients

of the explanatory variables. To check the validity of the in-
struments, the Sargan test of instrument over-identification is
used.®

4. EMPIRICAL RESULTS

In this section, we present the results obtained from testing
each of the regression models proposed in the methodological
section, the aim being to examine whether the market value of
the firms listed on the Ibex-35 is explained by the level of assur-
ance of the sustainability reports. To conduct this analysis, we
used the Datastream database and the variables resulting from
the content analysis discussed in section three above. We ana-
lysed a panel of 18 listed firms during the 2011-2019 period, ob-
taining a total of 162 observations.

Table 3
Summary Statistics

Panel A. Descriptive Statistics

Price BVPS EPS AssuranceScore  AssuranceObj FirmResp AuditInd AuditResult
Mean 12.619 6.087 0.725 16.653 0.981 4.716 6.166 5.771
Median 9.342 4919 0.550 16.000 1.000 5.000 7.000 4.500
Max 72.800 19.282 3.650 28.000 3.000 7.000 8.000 15.000
Min 0.985 1.795 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
Standard deviation 11.263 3.995 0.606 6.352 0.635 1.613 1.966 3.641
No. Observations 162 162 162 162 162 162 162 162

Panel B. Correlation Matrix

Price BVPS EPS AssuranceScore  AssuranceObj FirmResp AuditInd AuditResult
Price 1.00
BVPS 0.25 1.00
EPS 0.62 0.49 1.00
AssuranceScore -0.00 0.33 0.05 1.00
AssuranceObj 0.09 0.30 0.13 0.59 1.00
FirmResp 0.03 0.19 0.06 0.84 0.74 1.00
AuditInd 0.04 0.28 0.08 0.87 0.60 0.90 1.00
AuditResult -0.04 0.34 0.01 0.89 0.38 0.55 0.58 1.00

This table shows in Panel A the descriptive statistics and in Panel B the correlation matrix of the variables: stock price (price), book value ratio /
market value per share (BVPS), income per share (EPS) and assurance score, (AssuranceScore), objective of assurance (ObjAssurance), responsibility

of the company (FirmResp), independence of the audit firm (AuditInd).

Source: Authors elaboration.

¢ The econometric program Eviews 8 has been used to estimate the pro-
posed models estimated by GMM.
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In light of the characteristics of the sample, in Table 3 we present
the descriptive statistics and correlation matrix. As can be seen in
the table, the central values of the study variables are shown, as well
as the mean and median figures, noting that the average market
value per share of the sample is €12.619, the book value per share is
€6.087 and earnings per share is €0.725. The AssuranceScore varia-
ble, resulting from the content analysis conducted, is characterised
by having a mean of 16.653 and a median of 16, a minimum value
of zero and a maximum of 28 (out of a potential score of 33 points),
obtaining a deviation of 6.352, thus finding behavioural differences
between firms with regard to verification reports.

As mentioned above, the AssuranceScore variable is broken
down into three variables. The descriptive statistics allow us to
verify this fact, since, it can be seen how the average of the As-
suranceScore variable (16,653) is equal to the sum of the averages
of the variables into which it is broken down, FirmResp (4,716),
AuditInd (6,166) and AuditResult (5,771).

Taking into account the AssuranceObj variable, it can be seen
that the average is 0.981 and the median is 1, which implies that the
average of the companies analysed require a limited or moderate
level of insurance. It should be noted that this variable takes a max-
imum value of 3, which shows that one or more companies have a
strong social commitment and request reasonable insurance.

According to the correlation matrix shown in Panel B of Table
3, it should be noted that the variables used to compare Olshon’s
model, book value per share and income, are not very correlated.
In this matrix, the AssuranceScore variable and the variables used
to group the 23 criteria that form it are highly correlated.

With the most characteristic aspects of the sample used for
our analysis having been presented, we can present the results
obtained in the different models proposed in the previous sec-
tion, which can be seen in Table 4. This table shows the results
of the proposed models, represented by equations 1, 2, 3, and 4.

Firstly, Olshon's model is estimated, confirming the existence of
a positive and significant relationship both of the book value and of
the income over the price of the shares. The statistics shown indicate
that the estimation presents a good joint significance of the variables
expressed by Wald’s test and that the model is sufficiently over-iden-
tified as can be seen in the results of Sargan’s test, which is advisable
when estimating using the GMM. The estimates of the following
equations also present similar results in their statistics.

The second column of Table 4 shows the results of testing the
proposed model, indicating that the AssuranceScore variable has
a positive and significant influence on the stock market prices of
firms with a 99% significance level. This result shows us that inves-
tors positively value the social commitment of firms, as endorsed
by the level of assurance of the sustainability reports. Therefore,
we consider that the H1 hypothesis is not rejected. Examining the
other variables, it can be seen that both book value and earnings
per share also have a positive and significant influence on stock
market prices and that the joint significance of the model is ex-
pressed by Wald’s test, being positive and significant at 99%.

The third column of Table 4 shows the results of the influence
of the assurance objective (AssuranceObj) on stock market pric-
es. Thus, it can be seen that the assurance objective has a posi-
tive and significant influence on stock market prices with a 99%
significance level. This is reasonable, as the greater the assurance
provided by the assurance company, the greater the credibility of

the information published in the sustainability reports. Further-
more, it can be observed that book value and earnings also have
a positive and significant influence with a 99% significance level.

Column 4 presents the results when the influence of firm re-
sponsibility with regard to verification report commissioning, the
auditor independence and the verification report result, are consid-
ered separately. Specifically, a significant positive impact on stock
market prices can be observed for information related to corporate
responsibility. However, we also observe a non-significant relation-
ship between information related to auditor independence and
stock market prices. Moreover, our overall results reveal a negative
and significant influence of information related to the results of the
verification report on stock market prices. Although this negative
relationship was not expected, it is worth mentioning that the re-
sults depend on the objective of the assurance requested. Therefore,
if the objective of the assurance requested is limited, the conclusions
provided in the verification report will not provide information that
is relevant for investors in their decision making. Finally, we can
conclude that financial stakeholders value differently the different
types of information provided in the verification reports.

Table 4
Impact of verifying the sustainability information on stock market
prices. Additional results (2011-2019)

1 2 3 4
BVH 3.595%0F 4,434+ 4.116%* 3.399+**
(46.82)  (43.14) (26.43) (11.58)
" 4.864°*  3.384% 3.3540%% 4,408
(414.02)  (18.61) (21.69) (3.37)
AssuranceScore, | 0.231%**
(15.52)
AssuranceObj, | 4.1910%%
(10.44)
FirmResp, 2.934%%*
(2.91)
Auditlnd, | -0.388
(-0.69)
AuditResult, | -0.686***
(-3.79)
F 136,072%% 3,888  16,936***  181.00%**
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)
Sargan test 17.664 15.581 15.777 15.084
0.34 0.41 0.39 0.30
No. Obs. 144 126 126 126

This table shows the results of testing the models proposed in equations
1, 2, 3 and 4. Thus, they analyse the variability of the stock market prices
of firms listed on the Ibex-35 in terms of book value per share (BV) and
earnings per share (E) in each of the equations, adding the assurance score
variable (AssuranceScore) in equation 2, the assurance objective variable
(AssuranceObj) in equation 3, and the firm responsibility (FirmResp), the
auditing company independence (IndAudit) and the verification report
result (AuditResult) variables in equation 4. The models’ goodness of fit is
provided by showing the F statistic that analyses the joint significance of
the explanatory variables. The results of the Sargan test are also presented,
which tells us whether the GMM estimators are over-identified. Finally, the
number of observations used for each test is detailed. ***, **, * represent
the significance level for the influence of the explanatory variable on stock
market prices at 99%, 95% and 90% respectively.

Source: Authors elaboration.

Management Letters / Cuadernos de Gestién 21/1 (2021) 47-60



58 M. M. Miralles-Quirds, J. L. Miralles-Quirés, J. Daza-Izquierdo

5. CONCLUDING REMARKS

The publication of sustainability reports has been a growing
trend among listed companies in recent decades. However, this
does not always imply a real commitment by companies to in-
form stakeholders about their sustainable activities. Sometimes
this practice is merely a formality to meet the demands of stake-
holders. In this context, the verification reports of the sustaina-
bility information provided by the company have received great
relevance. This verification is carried out by an independent
expert, providing credibility to the different stakeholders about
the reported information. This is particularly relevant for finan-
cial stakeholders who base their investment decisions on the
stock markets on the information they obtain from companies.
This is why in this study we analysed the influence on stock
prices of the information provided in the verification reports. In
this way we can find out how financial stakeholders value such
information.

Specifically, this article has analysed whether the verification
of sustainability reports influences the market prices of firms in
the Ibex-35 over the 2011-2019. With this objective, a content
analysis was carried out which allowed us to quantify aspects as
important as the commissioning and objective of the assurance
required by the company, the independence of the auditor and
the result of the verification process.

The results obtained provide empirical evidence on the
influence of the verification of sustainability reports on stock
market prices. Specifically, it has been shown that Ibex-35 firms
have experienced a growth in their social commitment and
greater recognition of the need to transfer verified informa-
tion to the firms’ different stakeholders. Furthermore, we have
observed that these efforts made by firms have been positively
valued by the stock market, especially looking at the assurance
objective as well as other aspect related to the commissioning of
the assurance requested from the supplier of the sustainability
report assurance.

These results may be of interest not only to Spanish listed
firms and their managers, but also especially to the different fi-
nancial stakeholders (shareholders, analysts, professional port-
folio managers and potential individual investors), other stake-
holders of listed firms, and the different public bodies involved
in adopting measures on social corporate responsibility and
assurance. Finally, from an academic point of view, this article
contributes to enriching the existing literature on the quality of
the verification of sustainability information through an innova-
tive approach consisting of analysing the reaction of the different
stakeholders to the verification of sustainability reports and the
quality of this service.

However, before concluding our study we must point out
that our main limitation is the small database employed. We
believe that future research should be aimed at increasing the
number of listed companies analysed not only from the Span-
ish stock market but also from other European markets where
there is also strong pressure to produce and disclose sustain-
ability information and thus be able to analyse the difference
between them.
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