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Abstract: Over the last decades, Benefit Corporations arouse as a new corporate
structure, alternative to traditional ones and pointing to offer a new approach to
the management of business and sustainability issues. These companies' activities
are statutory aimed at bridging for-profit and no-profit activities; thus, they
intentionally and statutory pursue economic purposes together with social and
environmental ones, to create a positive impact on economy, society and envi-
ronment. Even though, Italian and other national laws set some specific disclo-
sure duties for Benefit Corporations, especially in terms of Environmental, Social
and Governance (ESG) issues, the literature still calls for further research on the
topic. Therefore, this paper is aimed at contributing to bridge this gap, investi-
gating the way Italian Benefit Corporations approach ESG disclosure. To this end,
an exploratory analysis has been conducted, implementing a qualitative method,
based on a multiple case study strategy. Even though the descriptive nature of the
study, the achieved findings pointed out that the Benefit Corporation structure not
necessarily implies a better approach to ESG.

Keywords: Benefit Corporations, Environmental Social Governance (ESG),
disclosure, sustainable entrepreneurship

1 Introduction

The question of firms' contribution to sustainable development has gained mo-
mentum among scholars and practitioners since the last years of ‘70s. Thus, pol-
icymakers focused their attention on the role that entrepreneurs should plays in
boosting the transition towards a more sustainable society, paying more attention
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to social value and to the complexity of current environmental issues (Assembly
2016; Catturi 2006; Schaper 2016). This led to the emergence of the so-called
sustainable entrepreneurship (Belz and Binder 2017; Lüdeke-Freund et al. 2017;
Ploumet al. 2018), inspired by the triple bottom line approach (Elkington 1998) and
aimed to harmonize economic, social and environmental goals.

Drawing on the Brundtland Report (World Commission on Environment
and Development 1987), sustainable entrepreneurship is mainly aimed at
merging the multiplicity of goals related to the concurrent pursuing of eco-
nomic viability, social equity and environmental stability (Muñoz and Cohen
2018), trying to address the problems of current generations to avoid that they
will affect the wellbeing of future generations (Thompson, Kiefer, and York
2011).

Someare the essential characteristics of sustainable entrepreneurship, such as
a narrow orientation towards management or technical processes, a broaden
attention to personal initiative and skills, the preservation of nature, a plein
support to community and the development of product, services and processes
aimed at meeting both economic and non-economic goals (Coda 1989; Parrish
2010; Shepherd and Patzelt 2011). This implies that the action of sustainable en-
trepreneurs is intended to create economic and societal value, choosing the most
beneficial markets and/or creating new institutions (Johnson and Schaltegger
2019). It follows that over the last decades some entrepreneurs have changed their
business models and reoriented their operating paradigm to encompass sustain-
ability principles. This led to the emergence of new and hybrid organizational
modes and forms (Bertini 2016; Haldar 2019), which “combine a demand-based
market logic with a need-based social logic to weave social and environmental
dimensions of value creation into the fabric of the organization” (Stubbs 2017, 333).
These organizations can assume different legal forms, intended to merge tradi-
tional business and market activities with a social logic, endorsing several
stakeholders and aiming to create a shared identity based on balancing the two
afore-mentioned logics (Stubbs 2018). These hybrid organizations have been
described as the fourth sector, blended value, for-benefit, values driven, mission
driven organizations, which most common legal form is the Benefit Corporation
(Reiser 2011). Several scholars and practitioners considered these companies
innovative, because aimed at integrating a “for-purpose model” (social logic) with
a “for-profit model” (market logic) (Mangen and Brivot 2015; Stubbs and Cocklin
2008; Urbaniec 2018).

Focusing on Italy, it was the first European country to establish a specific law
(Law n.208/2015) for regulating the establishment of Benefit Corporations as well
as the disclosure of their benefit purposes also in terms of ESG. In fact, according to
their statute these companies have publicly report about both their financial and
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public benefit goals, making shareholders as well as other stakeholder able to
access this information. However, even though Benefit Corporations have to
mandatory disclose the effort they havemade for achieving for-profit and no-profit
goals as well as their ESG efforts, most of them remain not inherently committed to
disclosure activities. This implies that a certain “persistence” affects this activity,
which is related to companies' disposition to use or communicate more than once
ESG information (McBrayer 2018).

Even though the extant literature has paid a great attention to the emergent
phenomenon of Benefit Corporations, little research has been focused on their
approach to the integration and the following disclosure of societal and environ-
mental goals into core activities (Greenwood et al. 2011; Hoogendoorn, van der
Zwan, and Thuriket 2019; Reay and Hinnings 2009). Therefore, this work is
intended to contribute to address this gap, investigating and describing how
Benefit Corporations approach ESGdisclosure. To this end, an exploratory analysis
has been conducted on a sample of Italian Benefit Corporation, in order to pre-
liminary describe the way these companies combine the multiple aims at the core
of sustainability as well as the way the disclose it. To this end, a content analysis of
sample companies' Benefit Reports has been conducted.

The paper has been organized as follows. Section 2 introduces the theoretical
foundation of the study. Section 3 presents and discusses the research method,
while the following section shows the main findings, which are discussed in sec-
tion 5. Section 6 provides some implication and final remarks.

2 Theoretical Background

2.1 The Evolutionary Path Towards Sustainable
Entrepreneurship

Over the last decades, scholars, practitioners and policymakers focused on entre-
preneurship's role in boosting the transition towards sustainable development (Leal
Filho et al. 2016). In this sense, the contribution that different socio-economic actors
should give to the afore-mentioned transition received increasing attention in the
academic literature (Belz 2013). Much of research was directed to better understand
how “far incumbents, i.e., established corporations, can act as sustainable entre-
preneurs by linking the principle of sufficiency to successful business strategies”
(Hörisch 2016, 4). This implied a renewed attention to entrepreneurship and its
importance in boosting business activities towards sustainability (Majid and Koe
2012). In this vein, Pacheco, Dean, and Payne (2010) shed further lights on the
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leading role that entrepreneurs can play for social and environmental sustainability.
This led to the conceptualization of sustainable entrepreneurship, which is aimed at
balancing the economic, social and environmental goals at the core of the triple
bottom line (Schaltegger and Wagner 2011). This conceptualization arose from the
evolution of entrepreneurship conceptualization, which have changed or advanced
itsmaincharacteristics and scopeover the time. This led to the emergencenot onlyof
sustainable entrepreneurship,but also of someother sub-fields, suchas (Richomme-
Huet and De Freyman 2011; Tilley and Young 2009): economic entrepreneurship,
green/environmental entrepreneurship and social entrepreneurship. Even though
these sub-fields have somedifferences related to themultiplicity of goals, the notion
of equity and the organization type, they share the same essential aim, the economic
surviving (Majid and Koe 2012). However, if compared with others, sustainable
entrepreneurship is more complicated to define, due to its holistic and equal
contribution to economic, social and economic development (O’Neill et al. 2009),
which led it to evolve towards the integration of all the aforementioned sub-areas in
the main concept of sustainability. Among the number of sustainable entrepre-
neurship definitions, it worth reporting the way Schaltegger and Wagner (2011)
approached it. Thus, the authors considered sustainable entrepreneurship as
intended to balance the goals at the core of the triple bottom line, which if on the one
hand are mutually reinforcing, on the other they often present trade-offs that focus
on the complexity and non-linearity of sustainability. Moreover, Shepherd and
Patzelt (2011) defined sustainable entrepreneurship as a new field dealing with
future-proofed products, processes and services for gaining economic success and,
at the same time, preserving nature, life and community integrity. This definition
focused on sustainable entrepreneurship disposition to strongly link the traditional
business schemes of profit-making with new business models' creation meant to
solve both social and environmental problems. Linking together sustainable
development and business activities, sustainable entrepreneurship offers a wider
and different approach to entrepreneurship (Choen and Winn 2007), based on two
essential principles, 1) the intragenerational equity (oriented to present generations)
and 2) the intragenerational equity (oriented to future generations), which aim at
addressing social (e. g., attention to stakeholders), environmental (e. g., environ-
ment protection) and economic aspects (e. g., an economic growth inspired by the
previous two aspects) (Soto-Acosta et al. 2016).

Three are the main characteristics of sustainable entrepreneurship: 1) the
balance of environmental and social concerns with economic gains (action
orientation), 2) the creation of new value and innovation (process orientation)
and 3) companies, sectors or economies' transition towards sustainability (effect
orientation) (Urbaniec 2018). It follows that the action of sustainable entrepre-
neurs is also intended to shape new and hybrid organizational models able to
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reduce negative environmental and social externalities as well as to meet at the
same time environmental, social, moral and financial purposes (Choi and
Majumdar 2014; McMullen and Warnick 2016; Murray et al. 2006; Newey and
Zahra 2009).

Even though sustainable entrepreneurship has gained momentum among
scholars of different disciplines (Cohen and Lingenfelter 2017; Fischer, Mauer, and
Brettel 2018), the literature still calls for for much empirical studies (Belz and
Binder 2017).

2.2 Sustainable Entrepreneurship and Benefit Corporation

A sustainable orientation to entrepreneurship has also influenced venture crea-
tion, linking “the activities of entrepreneurs to the emergence of value-creating
enterprises that contribute to the sustainable development of the social-ecological
system” (O’Neill et al. 2009, 34). Sustainable venturing is a recent, but growing
phenomenon, which can assume different forms and models, intended to create
positive externalities for the whole society (Keskin, Diehl, and Molenaar 2013).
Thus, sustainable venturing can arise when 1) well-established companies decide
to couple the traditional for-profit orientation with the for-purpose one, aimed at
benefiting both society and environment and 2) new companies are created to
balance the triple bottom line, responding in a more sustainable way to social,
environmental and economic issues (Belz and Binder 2017).

Over the years, sustainable venturing has led to the development of some
different hybrid organizational modes (Alberti and Garrido 2017), which took
different forms all over the world such as the L3C Statute (Low Profit Limited
Liability Company), the Flexible Purpose Corporation in the United States, the CIC
(Community Interest Corporations) in the United Kingdom, the Social Purpose
Company in Belgium and the most common Benefit Corporations. One of the main
characteristics of all these organizations is their striving for change “the market
structure intentionally and directly by creating economic, social, and/or envi-
ronmental value simultaneously” (McMullen andWarnick 2016, 12). Therefore, the
rising of these hybrid companies ought to contribute to put in practice entrepre-
neurs' efforts towards sustainable practice.

Focusing on Benefit Corporations1, these companies are “for-profit, socially
obligated, corporate forms of business, with traditional corporate characteristics
but also with societal commitments” (Hiller 2013, 288). However, what really

1 Benefit Corporations are quite different from the so-called B-corps; thus, the formers are legally
recognized, while the latter have gained just an independent certification, which usually varies
from country to country.
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characterize these companies is the voluntary meeting of “higher standards of
corporate purpose, transparency, and accountability” (Stecker 2016, 376).

Benefit Corporations were firstly created in the US in 2007 with the purpose of
accrediting firmswilling toharmonize economic, social andenvironmental goals and
in so doing contributing to make business as conscious and ethic as possible (Resor,
2012). In the US, companies can be certified as Benefit Corporations when they are
recognized as for-profit organizations able to meet “highest standards of verified
social and environmental performance, public transparency, and legal account-
ability and aspire to use the power of markets to solve social and environmental
problems.” (Benefit Corporation 2017). In this country, Benefit certification comes
after an impact assessment, pointing to evaluate the influence that companies play
on stakeholders through the evaluation of specific documents, such as disclosure
questionnaires, articles of incorporation or specific governing documents.

Over the last years, the number of Benefit Corporations has exponentially
increased globally, becoming some sort of a general model (Dorff 2017). Conse-
quently, several countries enacted specific laws to give a new and peculiar legal
form to those companies that inspire and conduct their business according to the
triple-bottom line principles (Elkinghton 2013). Focusing on Italy, it was the first
European country to enact a law for establishing and regulating Benefit Corpo-
rations (Law n. 208/2015, Subsection: 376–384, 2019). Under the Law N. 208/2015
were defined the main characteristics of these companies (Del Barba 2016; Lanza
2017), such as the common benefit purposes, the social purpose and management
requirements for balancing shareholders and other stakeholders' interests, the
cultural and social assets and the involved communities (Caruso 2018;Mosco 2018;
Procopio 2017). In this sense, Benefit Corporations are also called to clearly specify
their benefit goals as well as the way corporate governance will achieve them.

The Italian lawalso clarified the requirements for Benefit Corporations, according to
which theymustdistributingprofits, but, at the same time, theymustpursueoneormore
common benefit goals for stakeholders (including people, communities, and environ-
ment). The 208/2015 law also established that for-profit companies and limited-profit
companies (e. g., co-operatives, limited companies and mutual companies pursuing
common benefits with limited profit distribution) can assume the status of Benefit Cor-
poration. However, to enact this transformation, companies must add to their corporate
purpose one or more collective benefit goals, which can be pursuit – as stated –
harmonizing shareholders and stakeholders' interests (Law n. 208, comma 377).

Since the enactment of the afore-mentioned law, the number of Italian Benefit
Corporations has constantly grown; thus, they currently are about 2002, the 33%

2 See http://www.societabenefit.net/elenco-delle-societa-benefit/.
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gained also the B-corp certification froma third-party standard organization,while
the 55% were registered in the North of Italy (70% of them based in Milan) (ODIB
2017) and the 29% of their total number come from a transformation of traditional
companies into Benefit ones (Gazzola et al. 2019).

Even though the totalnumberof these companies is relatively small, their growth
has been mainly due to their disposition to provide stakeholders with a reliable
alternative in terms of socially and environmentally responsible approach to busi-
ness. Moreover, this alternative approach to business is mainly intended at meeting
consumers needs for sustainable products and services as well as investors call for
solid investment choices (Clark and Babson 2012; Nicholas and Sacco 2017).

Due to their main characteristics, Benefit Corporations are considered a new
way for approaching sustainable venturing aimed at creating socially and
ecologically sustainable value, combining resource to pursue an economic op-
portunity (Murray 2016). Due to their voluntary and formally choose to add to
their corporate purpose the harmonization of social, environmental and eco-
nomic objectives (de Paula Dias, de Souza Vianna, and Felby 2016), Benefit
Corporations can share some benefits with their stakeholders, such as 1) more
advantageous products/services, 2) a growing number of economic opportunities
for people and/or communities, 3) an extensive environmental protection, 4) the
enhancement of human wellbeing, and 5) the creation and sharing of new
knowledge. However, becoming a Benefit Corporation has also some disadvan-
tages – often not expressed – except those implicit in the greater burdens for the
rigid pursuit of the declared mission; nor is it clearly defined where these cor-
porations should fit into the current landscape of organizational models or legal
forms (McDonnell 2014).

2.3 Benefit Corporations and ESG Disclose

Over the last decades, the growing interest towards sustainability pushed all
companies towards a certain disclosure about their ESG efforts (Lokuwaduge
and Heenetigala 2017). In this sense, the status of Benefit Corporation calls them
for disclosing in an annual Benefit report the way they intend to meet both the
public benefit and the financial health (Miller-Stevens et al. 2018). This report is
a disclosure tool that these companies can use to assess and communicate their
corporate efforts directed to the harmonization of the traditional profit maxi-
mization with the pursuing of collective good, in terms ESG goals (Zhao et al.
2018).

The Benefit report is a specific document which stakeholders and people can
access to gain: 1) the description of the actions that the management of a specific
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Benefit Corporation realized for pursuing a common benefit purpose, 2) the
assessment of positive and material impact, and 3) the new goals to be pursued in
the next year. In this sense, the Italian law N.208/2015 defined four different
content areas that Benefit reports have to cover yearly (Del Baldo 2019; Siclari
2016): 1) Governance (transparency and responsibility degree in achieving the
public benefit goals), 2) Labour or workers (the salaries and the welfare system,
pointing also to personal growth, work environment quality and safety), 3) Envi-
ronment (resources, energy, materials and processes with a product life-cycle
perspective) and 4) Other stakeholders (e. g., suppliers, community, charities).
More in details, the Benefit report, verified and certified by a third-party standard
organization, provides a narrative description of the way the company pursuits
and aims to create a general public benefit, reporting and describing also any
difficulties or constrains to reach the afore-mentioned goal (Hoogendoorn, van der
Zwan, and Thurik 2019; Sciarelli et al. 2019). This report can be accessed via
corporate website or – if a website is not available – the company must made it
freely available to anyone asks for it.

Even though managers and, of course, also Benefit Corporations' managers
are increasingly pressured to disclose ESG information, they often suffer for the
lack of mandatory frameworks (Bhattacharyya et al. 2016; Deegan 2014). This is
also evident in Italy, where law do not punctually focus on the form and re-
quirements for reporting, because it rather focuses just on the achieved results and
on the common generated benefits. Although the statutory nature of Benefit report,
the extent of ESG disclosure is still voluntary; thus, companies individually set the
level of the disclosure itself, making it strictly dependent on their experiences and
preferences (Yu, Guo, and Luu 2018). It worth also noting that reporting is a costly
and time-consuming activity, especially for Benefit Corporations and no
compensative incentives have been offered neither for the expenses they make for
pursuing public benefit, nor for investors who want to fund them (Cooney and
Abensperg‐Traun 2013). Even though the literature has widely investigated Benefit
reports, research on ESG goals that Benefit Corporations must pursue remains
scant.

3 Methodology

3.1 Research Strategy

To better understand the still under-investigated phenomenon of Benefit Cor-
porations ESG disclosure, a qualitative exploratory study has been conducted in
order to investigate “a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context,
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especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not
clearly evident” (Yin 2009, 13). In fact, this method is particularly fitting for
understanding “how” and “why” some phenomena happen (Swanborn and
Kohlbacher 2010), approaching different units of analysis and retrieving data
from multiple sources. For research purpose, a multiple case study analysis has
been conducted to describe Benefit Corporations' approach to the implementa-
tion and communication of their ESG effort. Data gathered through the multiple
case studies research strategy have been examined through a content analysis
(Krippendorff 2004; Kohlbacher 2006) in order to grasp Italian Benefit Corpora-
tions' disclosure extent and its specific patterns. To this end, the Benefit reports
published for the 2018 were analyzed, in order to understand if this reports
clearly disclose about company ESG effort, describing the actions implemented
to meet social and environmental goals.

Finally, for ensuring validity and reliability to the achieved results, data were
triangulated (Merriam 1995) using corporate documents (e. g., brochure, corpo-
rate reports, etc.) as well as information website and local/national. An iterative
coding process was implemented, based on the classification, test and rear-
rangement of the gathered data through a critical debate between the authors.
Finally, the collected data were critically examined, and a research report was
written.

3.2 The Sample

The multiple case study analysis delved on four different Italian Benefit Corpo-
rations, selected according to a convenience sampling technique. Thus, the sam-
pling criteria according to which the four case companies belonging to the so-
called “4F” macro-sectors (Food and Agriculture, Fashion and cosmetics, Furni-
ture and design, Fabricated metal products, machinery and transport equipment),
were selected were: 1) having the B Corp certification, 2) offering a sustainable
product/service, 3) creating economic, environmental and social value (triple
bottom line), and 4) the publication of an annual Benefit report.

For confidentiality purposes, the names of the sample companies have not
been revealed; thus, the company belonging to the macro-sector “Food and
Agriculture”was renamedA, the company belonging to themacro-sector “Fashion
and cosmetics” B, that belonging to “Furniture and design” C and the last
belonging to “Fabricated metal products, machinery and transport equipment” D.
The following table briefly shows themain characteristics of the sample companies
(Table 1).
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3.3 Research Method: The Content Analysis

Asstated, acontentanalysishasbeenconductedon theEnglishversionof 2018Benefit
Report that the sample companies published online. Drawing onKrippendorff (2004),
some content units - called “observation” in inferential statistics – were defined and
analyzed. In particular, the selected content unit was the sentence, which is the unit
“of textual matter that set the limits on the information to be considered in the
description of recording units” (Krippendoff 2004, 101), while the unit of analysis was
the word. Therefore, some keywords (88) were defined and subsequently attached,
according to theirmeaning, tofivedifferent coding categories: 1)Governance, 2)Labor,
3) Environment, 2) Society, and 5) Product/service (Table 2). These categories were
defined according to previous studies (Guthrie and Farneti 2008; Landrum and
Ohsowski 2018).

For the purpose of the analysis, a dictionary (with no articles, auxiliaries and
prepositions) (Table 3) was defined to check the occurrence of the relevant syno-
nyms, antonyms and negative forms of the selected words.

Two researchers worked independently and manually checked the selected
texts to eventually correct coding errors. Then, results were organized and pre-
sented into a Word-Count matrix (Table 4), in which words' occurrences were
counted and referred to a specific coding category. The count matrix led to un-
derline the interconnections between the coding categories and the importance
that each of the case company attached to them.

4 Content Analysis Results

One of the selection criteria (at least 10 occurrences for each key word) led re-
searchers to eliminate several words from the originally defined 88 key words (see
Table 2). Thus, 8 words (Energy, Water, Wast*, Emmission*, Transport*, Renewab*,
Natural*, Source*) were attached to the coding category Environment, 7 (Communit*,
People, Famil*, Group*, Responsib*, Participat*, Commitment) to Society, 3
(Commitment, Train*, Responsib*) to Governance, 7 (Employ*, Welfare, Education,
Train*, Skill*, Group*, Famil*) to Labor and 7 (Packag*, Time*, Product*, Service*,
Sustainb*, Customer*). Drawing on these results as well as on those presented in the
word-countmatrix (see Table 4), some commonanddifferent traitswere pointed out
and discussed in the following together with the possible interconnections existing
between the five coding categories and the importance that each case companies
differently attached to them.
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4.1 Governance

In terms of governance, the selection of just three key words revealed that the case
companies attached less attention this theme and its issues (see Table 4), even
though the occurrence rate of each of these three key words is quite high if

Table : Dictionary made up of the key words appearing at least  times in the analyzed reports.

Word Category Word Category

Commit* Society/Governance Renewabl* Environment
Communit* Society Responsib* Society/Governance
Customer* Product-service Servic* Product-service
Educat* Labor Source* Environment
Emission* Environment Skill* Labor
Employ* Labor Sustain* Product-service
Energ* Environment Time* Product-service
Famil* Society/Labor Transport* Governance
Group* Society Train* Governance/Labor
Natur* Environment Wast* Environment
Packag* Product-service Water Environment
Participt* Governance Welfare Labor
People Society

Source: Authors' elaboration.

Table : Coding categories and key words.

Coding
Categories

Key words

Environment Material*, energy*, water, waste, emission*, transport*, renew*, natur*, gas,
pollution, source*, biodegradable, oil*, fuel*, biodiversity*, wind, green*.

Society Communit*, polic*, wellbeing*, complian*, people, right*, association*, famil*,
freedom, non-discriminat*, collect*, group*, security, safety, health*, well-
ness, happ*, divers*, sustainab*, involve*, commit*.

Governance Board*, manag*, entrepreneur*, commit*, strategy*, sustainab*, priorit*,
integration, involve*, stakeholder*, train*, diversit*, acquisit*, effectiveness.

Labor Employ*, diversity, welfare, wellbeing, educat*, train*, occupation, skill*,
equit*, opportune*, age, gender*, group*, pension*, retirement, famil*,
award*, compensation*, efficiency.

Product/ser-
vice

Customer*, health*, safety, security, label*, marketing, communication,
disclosure, compliance, privacy, customer right*, behavior*, preference*,
need*, package*, time*, distribut*.

Source: Authors' elaboration.
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compared with key words belonging to the others macro-themes. In this case, the
most of occurrences were found in the reports of company A and C. In fact, in the
former commitment occurred 17 times, training 7 and responsibility 6, while in the
latter commitment 7, training 14 and responsibility 13.

4.2 Labor

To the macro-category labor were attached 7 keywords and also in this case the
case companyBpaid less attention into its report to labor issues (see Table 4); thus,
many of them did not occurred (e. g., employment, welfare and education). The
other three companies demonstrated much more attention to labor issues; thus,
the most recurrent keywords were employment (company A 15, company C 20 and
company D10), training (company A 6, company C 20 and company D14) and group
(company A 13, company C 3 and company D14).

4.3 Environment

The analysis pointed out that almost all the case companies were highly focused
on environmental themes; thus, this was the category with the highest number
of key words. However, the occurrences of these words vary from company to
company (see Table 4). In particular, the selected 8 key words mostly occurred
in the company A report, in which the “hot topics”were waste (32 occurrences),
source (24 occurrences), natural (24 occurrences) and renewable (17 occur-
rences). This implies that company A had a highmaturity level in environmental
issues. The situation observed in company B is completely different; thus, in its
report the occurrence of key words related to environmental issues and activ-
ities are extremely rare. Thus, most of them were completely absent from the
report, such as in the case of energy, water, waste, renewable and source. The
last two case companies (C and D) attached the most of their attention to the
following key words (or issues), energy (14 company C) water (11 company D),
waste (15 company C), transport (11 company D) and source (5 company C and
11 company D).

4.4 Society

Focusing on the second category (society) and its 7 keywords, it worth noting that
also in this case company A demonstrate the highest rate of maturity (see Table 4).
Thus, the most of key words occurrences were retrieved in its report. In particular,
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the most common key words were commitment (17 occurrences), follows commu-
nity (15 occurrences) and group (13 occurrences). As for the previous categories, the
less occurrenceswere related to the report of company B,while the other three case
companies (A, C and D) focused their attention on issues related to community,
people and their commitment (see Table 4).

4.5 Product/Service

As for the previous categories, also to the lastmacro-category product/servicewere
attached 7 keywords (see Table 4). Themost recurrent of themwere time (company
A 19, company B 1, company C 11 and company D 1), product (company A 11,
company B 6, company C 13 and company D 15) and sustainability (company A 54,
company B 16, company C 10 and company D 10).

5 Discussions

The achieved findings demonstrated that even though Benefit Corporations'
statutes fix the reporting requirements, they demonstrated different approaches at
and degree of ESG disclosure (See Figure 1).

The differences existing among case companies' approach to EGS disclosure
seems to be mainly due to the dissimilarities and the challenges that differently
affect each of the four selected macro-sectors. More in details, the most committed
two companies belong to themacro-sectors “Food andAgriculture” and “Furniture
and Design”. Surprisingly, the analysis of the Benefit Report of the sample

Figure 1: A comparison of case companies' responses. Source: Authors' elaboration.
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company B (macro-sector “Fashion and Cosmetics”) demonstrated that it had the
lower commitment to ESG themes as well as to their disclosure, even though the
sector itself tend be very focused on ESG themes.

Even though the afore-mentioned differences, the achieved results are in line
with the extant literature, which highlighted that due to their statute, mission and
vision Benefit Corporations tend to assume a more open approach to ESG, if
compared with the bigger and globalized corporations (Kim et al. 2016; Looser and
Wehrmeyer 2015). Moreover, the eldest companies, A (Food and Agriculture) and C
(Furniture and Design), demonstrated the higher commitment to ESG themes. This
finding supports previous studies that emphasized the essential role of entrepre-
neurs in transforming business and in supporting its transition towards sustain-
able development (Rahdari, Sepasi, and Moradi 2016; Waddock 2009). This is
particularly evident for long standing family businesses (as in the case of sample
companies A and C), which changed the status of their companies also to give a
formal recognition to their long-lasting commitment to local communities, envi-
ronment protection, work-quality as well as to people needs and desire (Del Baldo
2014; Reich 2018). It follows that for the case companiesAandCbecoming aBenefit
Corporationwas coherent with their traditional orientation towards sustainability,
supported and enacted through specific principles, strategies and projects (André
2015; Del Baldo 2019).

The analysis also pointed out that the Benefit Corporations belonging to
different sectors demonstrated a variable commitment to each of the main themes
(environment, society, governance, labor and product/service) attached to ESG.
More in details, the different nuances of case companies' approach to ESG
disclosure seem to be due to the contextual differences, rising from sector-specific
issues and challenges.

Even though some scholars highlighted that in hybrid organization as Benefit
ones, benefit reporting can encourage and maintain a good corporate governance
(Ball 2015; Janggu 2014), the achieved findings showed that the sample companies
dedicated less disclosure effort to this theme. In fact, together with labor it poorly
occurred into the analyzed reports, while the most frequent ones were environ-
ment and product/service, follows society.

Focusing on environment, the great attention that the sample companies
dedicated to its disclosure comes from the origin of corporate sustainability and
responsibility. Thus, Visser (2010) considered corporate sustainability as based not
only on economic development, good governance and stakeholder responsiveness,
but also on environmental improvement. Over the last decades, consumer and
stakeholder activism pushed companies to a more conscious and responsible
approach to environment (Bellucci and Manetti 2018), pointing to protect it and to
use in a more responsible way natural resources for accomplishing business
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activities (Rahdari, Sepasi, and Moradi 2016). As the case findings demonstrated,
this led companies to increasingly prefer green or environmentally friendly mate-
rials and processes to develop their product and services (Veleva and Bodkin 2018).
This led to focus on the other most reported theme, products/services. Thus, also
the findings achieved in terms of products and services support the literature in
suggesting that companies with a strong sustainability orientation tend to prefer
sustainable processes and materials for developing their products and services
(Maxwell, Sheate, andVanDer Vorst 2006; Reim et al. 2017). In this way, companies
try to respond to customers growing demand for products and services not harmful
to society and environment (Ahmad et al. 2018). However, further research is
needed to better understand the reasons at the core of the differences existing
across the macro-sectors and the generalizability of the trends emerged within and
across them.

6 Implications and Final Remarks

Benefit Corporations represent a growing fourth-sector hybrid space among non-
profits, for-profits and government entities, which are evenmore open to approach
in an integrated way the challenges that the current sustainability era poses (Belz
2013). The global growth of these companies has pushed to the forefront of the
world stage a quest to redefine the scope of business, attracting the attention of
researchers, practitioners and policymakers.

A dual aim characterizes Benefit Corporations, making them able to define an
inclusive business model pointing to boost economic, environmental and social
performance as well as at meeting sustainable needs of entrepreneurs, investors,
consumers and policymakers (McMullen and Warnick 2016).

Even though Benefit Corporations represent a relatively new phenomenon,
some evidence demonstrated that they are one of the most effective ways that
entrepreneurs have for exploiting their commitment to sustainability and for
achieving sustainability goals. In this sense, the inherently sustainability orien-
tation of these companies coupled with the growing social pressure led them to be
muchmore focused also on disclosure and its benefit in terms of reputation, brand
equity and retention (Hoogendoorn, van der Zwan, and Thurik 2019). Drawing on
previous research and coming back to the achieved results, even though Benefit
Corporations are growing in number, they are still marginal if compared with the
number of traditional for-profit companies and their degree of ESG disclosure
remains highly variable (Murray 2016). This happens despite the aforementioned
Law 208/2015 regulated the disclosure of these companies' benefit purposes as
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well as the social purpose and managerial requirements essential for balancing
shareholders and other stakeholders' interests (Mosco 2018; Procopio 2017).

This study represents one of the first attempts to bridge the gap existing in the
outstanding literature in terms of Benefit Corporations approach to ESG disclosure.
However, the explorative nature of this study and the small sample somewhat limits
the analysis, making the achieved results not widely generalizable, because not
representative of the entire population of Italian Benefit Corporations. Therefore,
further research will be conducted involving a wider sample and implementing a
mixed method, based on both qualitative and quantitative techniques.
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