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ABSTRACT

The almost absence of sustainability reports in Portugal prepared using the Global Reporting Initiative 
(GRI) guidelines in public sector (PS) entities led to the study of the strategic responses to institutional 
pressures, as suggested by Oliver (1991), in the few entities that publish such reports. The objective 
of this chapter is to determine the institutional factors that motivated sustainability disclosure in GRI 
reports. An interpretative approach through open questionnaire was used to analyze the strategic re-
sponses to the institutional pressures and expectations provided by PS entities. The results show that 
not all the institutional factors that lead Portuguese PS entities to disclose their social responsibility are 
in the acquiescence line, accommodating other strategic responses. Thus, this acquiescence is verified 
when the consistency with organizational goals is high and when the constraints and the multiplicity of 
stakeholders are low.

INTRODUCTION

In the 1980s, some governmental agencies began to implement PS managerial changes to improve their 
efficiency and effectiveness, motivated by demands imposed on governments to optimize the use of 
public resources (Mucciarone & Neilson, 2011). This optimization in the PS is important, according to 
Ball and Grubnic (2007), since it represents around 40% of the economic activity worldwide (Lynch, 
2010). In Portugal, despite the new legislative orientations for “good governance practices,” voluntary 
sustainability reports following the GRI guidelines are scarce.
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Several explanations can be found in the literature to explain the disclosure of sustainability reports. 
One of these appears when scholars have connected the institutional perspective to the strategic choices 
to better understand organizations’ strategic responses to institutional pressures (Clemens & Douglas, 
2006). In this sense, Oliver (1991) proposes a number of strategic responses to institutional pressures and 
identifies responses that an organization is likely to adopt. Gauthier (2013) invokes these institutional 
pressures to develop opposing propositions related to the organization’s responses regarding sustainable 
practices. He also considers that Oliver’s (1991) framework may be particularly useful for sustainability 
scholars.

Institutional theorists have related conformity to the institutional environment and adherence to exter-
nal norms and rules (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Institutional environments can 
create structural uniformity since companies formally adopt structures to attain institutional legitimacy 
(Meyer & Rowan, 1977). The same way, uncertainty may drive toward isomorphism, and institutions 
can face coercive, normative, and mimetic pressures (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).

Thus, the main research questions in this essay are: Which strategic responses, according to Oliver’s 
model (1991), Portuguese PS organizations adopt to prepare GRI sustainability reports? What institu-
tional pressures are PS entities answering when they voluntarily disclose their sustainability practices 
using GRI sustainability reports?

Using an open questionnaire approach, this study answers Oliver’s call (1991) to develop further 
research in different institutional environments to predict the likelihood of conformity or resistance to 
institutionalization. Thus, using Oliver’s (1991) model, new theoretical arguments were introduced and 
the institutional factors that define voluntary corporate social responsibility (CSR) disclosure in the 
Portuguese public sector explained, focusing on the likelihood of strategic responses of acquiescence. 
For this, 10 propositions were adapted from Oliver’s model, reflecting the strategic responses to insti-
tutional pressures that PS entities adopt.

Portugal is a country in the south of Western Europe, one of the least developed countries in the eu-
rozone and a small country of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 
(Lopes & Rodrigues, 2007; Branco & Rodrigues, 2008). To the best of our knowledge, this study is the 
first to use Oliver’s (1991) strategic responses to analyse institutional pressures to adopt CSR disclosure 
and sustainability reporting in Portuguese PS entities. For this purpose, a qualitative research method 
using an interpretative approach has been followed. The central thesis is that PS entities are voluntarily 
disclosing their GRI reports as a strategic response to institutional pressures, to communicate CSR 
practices to stakeholders and the community.

The findings reveal that Portuguese PS entities show either a propensity for conformity or resistance 
depending on the predictive dimensions being analyzed: conformity when multiplicity and constraints 
are low and consistency is high; resistance when the other predictive dimensions - legitimacy, efficiency, 
coercion, diffusion, uncertainty and interconnectedness - are low. Most entities under study reveal that 
there are no social or economic pressures motivating the disclosure of their social responsibility in 
GRI sustainability reports. The number of requests from government agencies is moderate and just a 
few stakeholders request CSR information. Entities state that CSR disclosure is consistent with their 
organizational objectives, and there is no restriction to disclosure. In general, they point out that there is 
no legal coercion related to sustainability performance nor pressure to disclose CSR information. They 
also state that uncertainty or environmental interconnectedness does not press them to disclose. This 
study presents contributions at the theoretical and practical levels. First, Oliver’s theoretical framework 
is extended, anchored on the institutional and resources dependence theories, to predict PS entities’ stra-
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