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Abstract: Due to the increasing sustainability concerns among society and investors, companies
share information demonstrating their social and environmental impacts to make an impression
in corporate reports. Thus, impression management is used to influence company stakeholders’
perception of their performance through graphs. Graphs presented in corporate reports are powerful
impression management tools which communicate performance-related messages to the stakeholders.
The purpose of this study is to examine the use of graphs to apply various impression management
tactics in economic, social, and environmental disclosures of corporate reports. In this research, the use
of graphs as an impression management tool has been determined through the corporate reports
of 49 companies selected in the BIST (Borsa Istanbul) Sustainability Index of 2018 and 2019, Turkey.
In total, 502 graphs in the reports of the selected companies were examined by descriptive analysis
and the findings were statistically tested. According to the results, it was found that companies use
both presentational enhancement and obfuscation as impression management tactics in corporate
reports. This study helps to fill the research gap in the absence of an empirical study conducted in an
emerging economy, Turkey. Additionally, it is the first study that focuses on graphs with impression
management tactics that has ever been conducted in Turkey.

Keywords: impression management; enhancement; obfuscation; corporate reports; graphs

1. Introduction

Tracing economic, social, and environmental effects of corporations enables input for
sustainability-related decisions for companies and also satisfies the needs of stakeholders. Securing
the legitimacy and acquisition of sources are the main reasons for firms to inform their stakeholders [1].
Growing interest in economic, social, and environmental issues leads companies to use appropriate
ways to interact with their stakeholders and develop trusted relations [2]. The fact that businesses
in developing economies need to follow such trends, strategize their business plans and policies,
and ensure the communication of this information to stakeholders is inevitable. This also applies
to firms operating in Turkey, which is an emerging country. It is therefore impossible to attract and
persuade investors without fulfilling their information needs about a firm’s sustainability-related
issues, namely economic, environmental, and social information [3]. Hence, sustainability-related
considerations are increasing in the Turkish market.

Companies can present a self-serving view of corporate performance in economic, environmental,
and social areas by using different impression management tactics in their reports. There is an increasing
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interest in impression management tactics at the organizational level. Impression management is
accepted as a process that individuals or organizations apply when they seek to influence others’
perceptions of them. By this way, they can build their self-presentation to influence people’s perceptions
about them [4]. There is a wide range of impression management tactics investigated in corporate
reports. Most studies are based on annual reports while some of them are investigating sustainability
reports through using different impression classifications by focusing on accounting disclosures, CEO
statements, visual representations, sentences, words, readability of sections, and lastly, graphs [5–8].

This study investigates the use of graphs as a tool to apply several impression management
tactics for economic, social, and environmental disclosures in corporate reports. Two major impression
management tactics (presentational enhancement and obfuscation) are addressed to analyze the use
of graphs during the research. The findings show that companies may use both enhancement and
obfuscation impression management tactics through graphs.

This paper, therefore, intended to contribute to the topic of impression management regarding
graphics in several ways. Firstly, we try to improve knowledge about impression management at the
organizational level. Secondly, graphs ranging from social, economic, and environmental issues were
analyzed in different reports—not only stand-alone sustainability reports. Most of the previous studies
in graphs have been conducted in developed countries such as U.S., U.K., Australia, and Canada. [9].
There is a need for an investigation into graph use and how impression management tactics are used
in graphs in emerging markets. This study aims to fill this gap, and investigates the subject in an
emerging market, Turkey. Lastly, previous studies that studied graphs were mostly conducted in
developed countries and there is only a limited number of research studies conducted in developing
countries. This study was conducted in Turkey as an emerging economy, with a consistently high
economic growth rate over a long time span.

This remainder of this study is structured as follows. The first section presents a literature review:
impression management in graphs and discussion of enhancement and obfuscation tactics. In the
second section, the research method used in this study is explained. Lastly, the findings of the study
are discussed.

2. Theoretical Framework

2.1. Impression Management Tactics

Impression management stems from social psychology and progress in organizational behavior
since 1980s. Impression management, also termed self-presentation, concentrates on how people
behave to be seen favorably by others [10] and how other people think about themselves [11].
People can select various impression management tactics to manage how they are perceived from
others. Although some scholars and researchers have used the terms impression management and
self-presentation interchangeably, some distinguished between them [11].

Goffman [12] was the first to conceptualize the phenomenon of impression management [3].
According to Erving Goffman [12], “Life is like a play and we each perform for others” [13]. He
explained that impression management involves individuals to use their expressiveness to make
impressions on their audiences [14]. As actors, we perform differently depending on the situations
and audience in order to convey the image of ourselves. Thus, the actor, the audience, the stage,
the script, the performance, and the reviews are the key performance elements that create impression
management strategies [15]. The theory suggests that human behavior is motivated by impression
management concerns. Based on the interaction, the actor can have a better position to obtain desired
results, and therefore, impression management consists of purposive and goal-oriented behaviors [16].
Some definitions of impression management in the literature are given in Table 1.



Sustainability 2020, 12, 379 3 of 16

Table 1. Definitions of impression management.

Author Definition

Leary and Kowalski (1990) Impression management (also called self-presentation) refers to the process by
which individuals attempt to control the impressions others form of them [11].

Rosenfeld et al. (1996) Individuals act in a self-enhancing way to please significant audiences when
they are not faced with a reality check [17].

Tedeschi and Ries (1981) Impression management as a means for gaining social power through
conscious and active manipulations of social interactions [18].

Crittenden and Bae (1994) Impression management is a conscious or unconscious attempt to manipulate
or control the attributions made about us, by others, or ourselves [19].

Kacmar and Carlson (1994)

Impression management has been defined as a conscious and unconscious
attempt to construct and portray a particular image by controlling the
information available to others so that they will view the actor as he or she
intended [20].

Bozeman and Kacmar (1997)

Impression management occurs because an actor has a goal to create and
maintain a specific identity. This goal is achieved by strategically exhibiting
behaviors, both verbal and nonverbal, that will affect the audience to view the
actor as desired [16].

The research on organizational impression management tactics has been scarce and scattered [21].
In other words, organizational impression management field is wide-open for further investigations [22].
Organizational impression management is defined as “any action purposely designed and carried
out to influence an audience’s perception of an organization” [23]. Organizations can use impression
management tactics to build their reputation and develop a positive self-presentation for their
stakeholders [24], therefore they have tendency to use a variety of impression management strategies to
legitimize the impacts of corporate operations in the area of climate change as a subject of environmental
issues [25].

2.2. Impression Management Strategies in Corporate Reporting

From the corporate reporting perspective, Godfrey et al. [26] (p. 96) stated that impression
management “occurs when management selects the information to display and presents that information
in a manner that is intended to distort readers’ perceptions of corporate achievements.” Merkl-Davies
et al. identified impression management [27] (p. 318), “entails managers opportunistically taking
advantage of information asymmetries” to bias readers’ perceptions of firm performance. According to
Beattie and Jones [28] (p.162), impression management of graphs is “part of presentational management
that concerns the manipulation of the content and syntax of narratives or of presentational formats,
such as graphs or pictures.”

There have been different impression management classifications used in previous research. For
example, Hooghiemstra [29] identified the impression management tactics as acclaiming and accounting,
Bansal and Kistruck [30] classified them as demonstrative and illustrative, Higgins and Walker [31]
used credibility, reason, emotion, Sandberg and Holmlund [21] categorized them as description,
praise, defense, and admission, Jones and Pittman [32], Cooper and Slack [33], and Mohamed et
al. [34] used assertive and defensive tactics. Impression management can enable companies to
present a self-serving view in corporate and sustainability reporting. Therefore, companies can use
impression management strategies to protect and enhance their image and reputation by involvement
in corporate social reporting. In previous reporting studies, there are several research studies that use
various impression management strategies about social, economic, and environmental disclosures in
different corporate reports. Hooghiemstra [29] focused on impression management tactics in social
and environmental disclosures based on Schlenker [35], Rosenfeld [17], and Tedeschi and Riess [18]
categorizations: acquisitive and protective strategies. Acclaiming is one of the acquisitive strategies
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which is defined as “an explanation of a favorable event designed to maximize desirable implications
for the organization” [36] (p. 35). These tactics are comprised of enhancement and entitlements
strategies. In the opposite view, accounting tactics are used as a form of remedial tactics by explanations
and apologies. There are two subcategories under the accounting tactic which are excuses and
justifications tactics.

Bansal and Kistruck [30] stated that impression management tactics as demonstrative and
illustrative tactics are valuable when organizations have social forces to threaten their legitimacy
and to persuade stakeholders of their commitment to environmental concerns. In demonstrative
tactics, organizations can give detailed and real information about their actions as data, examples,
graphs. Illustrative impression management tactics provide images about a company’s responsibility
to the community. Higgins and Walker [31] use strategies to understand how persuasion influences
the disclosure in social and environmental reports. Credibility, reason, and emotions are used
as persuasive appeals in discourse analysis. Sandberg and Holmlund [21] focused on different
organizational impression management tactics in sustainability reports. They found that description
(giving information about actions) and admission (admit its failure in environmental responsibility)
strategies are more frequently used than praise (portraying itself to environmentally friendly) and
defense (give response to reputation damage) strategies. Talbot and Boiral [25] made an analysis
to examine the impression management strategies as minimizing, excuses, strategic omissions,
and manipulation that were used in companies’ climate-related disclosures.

2.3. Enhancement and Obfuscation Tactics in Graphical Representation

Recent studies in financial graphs such as in Falschlunger et al. [7], Beattie and Jones [28,37],
Jones [6], Steinbart [38], and Mather et al. [39] showed that selectivity, graphical measurement distortion,
and use of presentational enhancement were used especially in annual reports.

Studies on impression management based on the analysis of annual reports are more than an
analysis on sustainability reports. In this area, graphical presentation and its construction in the reports
are the main subject to prior research [5,6,40], while others have focused on impression management
through website design [41,42] visuals such as headings, bulleted or numbered lists, colors, shading,
and logos [43]. Hrasky [5] compared the more and less sustainability-driven companies in regard
to how they use graphs in their sustainability reports and found that more sustainable companies
rely on graphs more to convey quantitative data. Jones [6] examined the graph usage in social
and environmental reports and found that graphs were widely used to enhance the effectiveness
of their corporate social and environmental disclosures. Visual representation has a major role in
managing readers’ perceptions as graphs, charts, maps, diagrams, and tables are used to present
performance-related information in reports [44]. Graphs are defined as “a collection of visual elements
in size, placement, or shape to a quantitative amount, also named as charts” [45]. Pesci et al. [46]
suggested that graphs should be evaluated by observing their location in reports, reading of their
captions, and analyzing the meaning of the visual component. Graphical representation in reports
enables companies to portray a more favorable view of their performance. Therefore, companies will
be selective in their graphs usage when it comes to social, environmental, and economic disclosures [6].

In this study, we used the use of performance enhancement and obfuscation strategies to
analyze graphs.

2.3.1. Enhancement

Enhancement can be used when an organization tries to maximize the perceived merit of a
given event [47]. Merkl-Davies et al. [27] (p. 6) defined enhancement in impression management as
“presenting an accurate, but favorable, view of organizational outcomes.” In graph representations,
presentational enhancement can be used as designing one or more graphical components to
show the given data inadequately by optical illusions, inappropriate use of colors, visual effects,
missing numerical labels, time series in reverse order, not starting the graph with a zero baseline [9].
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Steinbart [36] stated that companies which have increased net income were more likely to use graphs
in their annual reports.

2.3.2. Obfuscation

As a result of asymmetric information between companies that publish corporate reports and
the readers, companies tend to manipulate the reports and provide misleading information in order
to enhance good news and mask bad news [48]. Previous studies have shown that measurement
distortions are used as a way to emphasize good performance and understate poor performance [7].
By using obfuscation strategy, companies can hide their negative impacts or poor performance through
the creation of measurement distortions. The findings of several studies [38,49,50] also support
the favorable measurement distortion bias in graphs. Mather et al. [39] indicated that companies
exaggeratedly emphasize their performance more frequently than understatement. Beattie and
Jones [44] found that companies with favorable performance are significantly more likely to use graphs.
Beattie et al. [50] also found that graphs (with the exception of sales graphs) were more likely to be
included when favorable, rather than unfavorable in annual reports of U.K. listed companies from
1965 to 2004. A research study conducted by Steinbart [38] also indicates that poorly performing
companies apply to favorable measurement distortion in their corporate reports. [51]. Steinbart [38]
found that companies which have a decline in financial performance present their performance in a
more favorable light than warranted.

3. Research Methodology

3.1. Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this paper is to analyze the graphical representation in sustainability reports,
annual reports, and integrated reports of Turkish companies and determine the extent of impression
management strategies employed. For this purpose, mixed research methods were used by applying
both quantitative and qualitative analysis. Hand-collected data were used to review each corporate
report to reveal impression management tactics in graph usage. Based on the results of previous
studies, we assumed that companies emphasize positive organizational outcomes (enhancement) or
obfuscate negative organizational outcomes (obfuscation) [52].

3.2. Sample

The BIST (Borsa Istanbul) Sustainability Index provides a benchmark for Borsa Istanbul
companies in corporate sustainability and aims to increase sustainability-related awareness, knowledge,
and practices in Turkey. There are 50 companies listed in the BIST Sustainability Index between
November 2018 and October 2019. Based on the BIST Sustainability Index, we analyzed 49 corporate
reports in English. All reports were gathered through company websites as PDF files. As a result,
35 stand-alone sustainability reports, 11 annual reports, and 3 integrated reports were analyzed. One of
the companies—Migros—did not use graphs to present performance-related data in its sustainability
report, therefore, the company was not included in the research sample. Table 2 represents the sample
characteristics of this study.

The sample of this study consists of 8 companies in the finance sector, 6 companies in the energy
sector, 7 holdings, 22 companies in the industry sector, 3 companies in the telecommunication sector,
and 3 companies in the transportation sector.
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Table 2. Sample of this study.

Sectors Company Names Number of Companies

Finance Akbank, Garanti Bankası, İş Bankası, Şekerbank, Halk
Bankası, TSKB, Vakıflar Bankası, Yapı ve Kredi Bankası

8

Energy Ak Enerji, Aksa Enerji, Anel Elektrik, Aygaz, Tüpraş,
Zorlu Enerji 6

Holding
Doğan Holding, Global Yatırım Holding, Koç Holding,
Petkim Holding, Polisan Holding, Sabancı Holding,
Tekfen Holding

7

Industry

Aksa, Anadolu Cam, Anadolu Efes, Arçelik, Aselsan, Brisa,
Çimsa, Coca-Cola İçecek, Doğuş Otomotiv, Erdemir, Ford
Otosan, Kordsa, Logo, Şişe Cam, Soda Sanayi, Tat Gıda
Sanayi, Tofaş, Türk Traktör, Ülker, Vestel, Vestel Beyaz Eşya

22

Telecommunication Netaş Telekom, Türk Telekom, Turkcell 3

Transportation Pegasus, Türk Havayolları, TAV Havalimanları 3

3.3. Data Analysis

We applied several steps during the data analysis process to determine impression management
tactics performed by companies through graph usage. In the first step, organizational level impression
management tactics, obfuscation, and enhancement, were selected based on Cho et al. [52] and Beattie
and Jones’ [44] studies. In the second step, each graph in the selected companies’ corporate reports
were categorized as line, line plus bar, vertical or horizontal bar, and pie graphs. In the third step,
all graphs were analyzed to identify graph distortion by using the relative graph discrepancy index
(RGD). Mather et al. [53] proposed that the RGD is a robust and stronger alternative measure compared
to the GDI (graph discrepancy index). The RGD defined as:

dl = value of first data point (corresponds to first column);
d2 = value of last data point (corresponds to last column);
g2 = height of last column (graph);
g3 = the correct height of last column (if plotted accurately);
g3 = g1/d1×d2;
RGD = (g2-g3)/g3.
The RGD measures the height of the last column as it is graphed relative to the height at which

it should have been graphed. The RGD is positive when an increasing trend is overstated or when
a negative trend is understated. On the other hand, the measure results in negative values when
increasing trends are understated or decreasing trends are exaggerated. When the value is zero, there is
an absence of distortion [8,54] (Table 3).

Table 3. Distortion measure for graphs.

Trend in Data Nature of Distortion RGD

Increasing Exaggeration >0

Decreasing Understatement >0

Increasing Understatement <0

Decreasing Exaggeration <0

Obfuscation was measured by determining the degree of graph distortion. A cut-off point of
2.5 percent was selected to classify graphs as materially distorted. We classified materially distorted
graphs as favorable or unfavorable distortions. Trend direction should be considered to decide whether
the distortion is favorable or unfavorable [55].
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Figure 1 represents an example of distorted graphs which give inaccurate information in selected
sustainability reports while Figure 2 is an example of undistorted graphs. When compared with the
undistorted graph, distortion portrays a more favorable view of water and paper consumption in
this example.
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Figure 4 represents a graph about total injury frequency rate that shows a favorable trend in the
interest of the company publishing the data.
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4. Findings

The findings of this study are presented below. Firstly, descriptive statistics were given, then the
main analysis was performed to show evidence for the use of impression management tactics in
corporate reports.

4.1. Descriptive Statistics

Descriptive statistics about graphs, subject of graphs, and data types are presented in Tables 4–6.

Table 4. Distribution of graphs based on types.

Graph Type Number of Graphs—Percentage

Line 36 7%

Line plus bar 18 3%

Horizontal bar 64 13%

Vertical bar 204 41%

Pie 180 36%

Total 502 100%

Table 5. Distribution of graphs based on subject.

Subject Number of Graphs—Percentage

Economic 195 39%

Social 184 37%

Environmental 123 24%

Total 502 100%
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Table 6. Distribution of graphs based on data type.

Data Type Number of Graphs—Percentage

Informative 202 40%

Positive 231 46%

Negative 69 14%

Total 502 100%

In Table 4, graph types were categorized as line, line plus bar, horizontal bar, vertical bar, and pie
graphs. In previous studies, bar and line graphs were found to be the most common graph types that
have been included in corporate reports [36]. According to the descriptive statistics results of our study,
vertical bar graphs (204) and pie graphs (180) are the most used graphs among the total 502 graphs in
corporate reports.

Table 5 represents the number of graphs in economic, social, and environmental issues. Thirty-nine
percent of graphs related to economic performance, 37% of them related to social performance, and 24%
of them represented environmental performance.

As reported in Table 6, 231 graphs represented positive performance-related data, 202 graphs
showed informative data, and 60 of them illustrated negative performance-related data out of a total of
502 graphs.

Table 7 presents data and summary information regarding the use of graphs in corporate reports
of Turkish companies that are included in the sample of this study. Types of graphs in economic, social,
and environmental areas are presented in detail.

In the finance sector, graphs that illustrate economic performance were mainly presented in
corporate reports. These graphs represent important economic performance data such as revenue and
sales. The least number of graphs were related to environmental performance. Energy consumption
and productivity were the most discussed issues in environment-related graphs. The graphs in
corporate reports of holding companies were mostly related to environmental performance such as
waste-recycling, water consumption–productivity. It was also found that the least number of graphs
were related to economic performance (revenues–sales). When the companies in the industry sectors
were examined, it was found that most of the graphs represented companies’ social performance
and employee-related disclosures were the most discussed topics in the reports. Telecommunication
companies had the least number of graphs in environment-related subjects. Most of the graphs were
related to social performance in telecommunication companies’ reports. Customer-related issues were
also disclosed in these reports. Lastly, transportation companies included 27 graphs in their reports
out of a total of 502 graphs. A significant number of graphs represented by transportation companies
were related to environment and social performance.
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Table 7. Use of graphs in corporate reports.

Finance Energy Holdings Industry Telecommunication Transportation Total

Subject of Graphs Number % Number % Number % Number % Number % Number % Number %

Environmental

Waste-recycle 1 1.04 2 4.17 11 13.58 6 2.76 0 0 2 7.41 22 18

Emission 5 5.21 5 10.42 6 7.41 12 5.53 0 0 2 7.41 30 24

Energy consumption–productivity 6 6.25 4 8.33 4 4.94 9 4.15 0 0 4 14.81 27 22

Water consumption–productivity 1 1.04 6 12.50 9 11.11 16 7.37 0 0 1 3.70 33 27

Environmental investment 3 3.13 1 2.08 0 0 1 0.46 0 0 1 3.70 6 5

Others 1 1.04 2 4.17 0 0 2 0.92 0 0 0 0 5 4

Sub-Total 17 20 30 46 10 123

Economic

Revenues-Sales 19 19.79 5 10.42 10 12.34 28 12.9 6 18.18 0 0 68 35

Profit 6 6.25 3 6.25 4 4.94 26 11.98 1 3.03 0 0 40 20

Stakeholders 6 6.25 3 6.25 5 6.17 16 7.37 3 9.09 4 14.81 37 19

Investments 3 3.13 0 0 1 1.23 3 1.38 2 6.06 0 0 9 5

Others 18 18.75 2 4.17 5 6.17 12 5.53 1 3.03 3 11.11 41 21

Sub-Total 52 13 25 85 13 . 195

Social

Employees 19 19.79 11 22.92 18 22.22 63 29.03 8 24.24 6 22.22 125 68

Safety-Health 0 0 2 4.17 8 9.88 12 5.53 1 3.03 3 11.11 26 14

Customers 6 6.25 0 0 0 0 2 0.92 10 30.30 0 0 18 10

Community involvement 1 1.04 1 2.08 0 0 4 1.84 1 3.03 0 0 7 4

Suppliers 0 0 1 2.08 0 0 1 0.46 0 0 1 3.70 3 1

Others 1 1.04 0 0 0 0 4 1.84 0 0 0 0 5 3

Sub-Total 27 15 26 86 20 10 184

Total 96 48 81 217 33 27 502
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4.2. Main Analysis

4.2.1. Enhancement in Graphs

The first analysis of graph usage as an impression management tactic was performed by
analyzing graphs with a favorable trend and unfavorable trend related to enhancement tactic.
Tables 8 and 9 present the enhancement tactic in graph usage and differences in their use across
countries. Seventy-seven percent of graphs included in corporate reports had a favorable trend.
Binominal probability was tested to indicate the difference in favorable versus unfavorable proportion.
It was found as significant (p < 0,001; two tailed). As reported in Table 8, there is a bias in favor of
companies which use graphs in performance data.

Table 8. Enhancement in graph usage.

Number of Graphs % Binominal Z-Ratio

Graphs with favorable trend 231 77 9.3 (<0.001)

Graphs with unfavorable trend 69 23

Total 300 100

Table 9. Enhancement in graph usage with sector classification.

Sector Favorable Trend Unfavorable Trend Binominal Z-Ratio

Finance 46 7 5.22 (<0.001)

Energy 16 8 1.43 (0.1527)

Holding 36 12 3.32 (<0.001)

Industry 102 39 5.22 (<0.001)

Telecommunication 14 2 2.75 (<0.01)

Transportation 17 1 3.54 (<0.001)

Total 231 69

Table 9 presents the number of graphs that represent a favorable or unfavorable trend across
different sectors. As reported in Table 9, companies from a variety of sectors use more graphs depicting
a favorable trend than an unfavorable trend. There is a difference in the binominal probability
of all sectors. For finance, holding, industry, and transportation sectors, there is a higher ratio of
binominal probability than other sectors in presenting graphs that demonstrate a favorable trend. In the
telecommunication sector, the binominal probability ratio is lower than other sectors. The hypothesis
was not supported which includes presenting favorable trends in graphs. As a result, we found
that enhancement impression management tactics are used in graphs of environmental, economic,
and social issues.

4.2.2. Obfuscation in Graphs

Second data analysis was conducted to determine obfuscation in graphs. Degree of obfuscation
was measured by identifying graph distortion. The relative graph discrepancy (RGD) was used to
measure graph distortion. In Table 10, graphs with favorable distortion and graphs with unfavorable
or no distortion were presented. Based on RGD scores of each graphs of the sample, it was found
that 276 graphs of the total 502 graphs are subject to distortion. A total of 28.63% of graphs were
demonstrating favorable distortion and 71.37% of graphs were unfavorable and no distorted graphs.
Based on the binominal probability test, the result showed a significant proportion of graphs were
distorted favorably (p < 0.001).
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Table 10. Distortion in depiction of graphs.

Number of Graphs % Binominal Z-Ratio

Graphs in favorable distortion 79 28.63 3.51 (<0.001)

Graphs with unfavorable or no distortion 197 71.37

Total 276 100

In Table 11, materially distorted graphs (graph with the RGD results bigger than the absolute value
of 2.5%) were classified as favorable and unfavorable distortion. When good company performance
is overstated or poor company performance is understated in graphs, favorable distortion occurs.
A total of 62.65% of graphs were materially distorted graphs with favorable distortion and 37.34%
were materially distorted graphs with unfavorable distortion. The findings showed that the binominal
probability test result was significant (p < 0.001). These results are interpreted as evidence of obfuscation.

Table 11. Materially high distorted graphs.

Number of Graphs % Binominal Z-Ratio

Materially distorted graphs with favorable distortion 52 62.65 2.2 (<0.05)

Materially distorted graphs with unfavorable distortion 31 37.34

Total 83 100

Table 12 presents the non-materially distorted graphs (graph with the RGD results lower than
the absolute value of 2.5%) with favorable and unfavorable distortion. A total of 57.44% of graphs
were non-materially distorted graphs with favorable distortion and 42.55% of them were unfavorable
distortion. Binominal z-ratio is not significant (p > 0.001).

Table 12. Non-materially low distorted graphs.

Number of Graphs % Binominal Z-Ratio

Non-materially distorted graphs with favorable distortion 27 57.44 0.88 (0.37886)

Non-materially distorted graphs with unfavorable distortion 20 42.55

5. Conclusions

With society’s increased focus on environmental and sustainability concerns, attracting coherent
interest from investors requires non-financial information demonstrating a firms’ positive sustainable
impact. Thus, there has been an increase in the publication of corporate reports that include information
illustrating companies’ impacts on environmental and social areas in developing countries, such as
Turkey. As graphs are powerful tools to influence stakeholders’ perception of company performance,
companies can benefit from impression management tactics by using graphs in their corporate reports.
The main purpose of this study is to examine the use of graphs to apply presentational enhancement
and obfuscation impression management tactics in economic, social, and environmental disclosures of
corporate reports. The sample consists of 49 companies’ corporate reports in the BIST Sustainability
Index of 2018 and 2019, Turkey.

The study contributes impression management literature at the organizational level by analyzing
graphical representation. It was found that graphs are widely used by companies to disclose economic,
social, and environmental issues in corporate reports. This result is consistent with the findings from
the graphs study of Jones [6] that showed high levels of graph usage in social and environmental
reports. Also, bar and line graphs were found to be the most popular graph format that have been
included in corporate reports as found by Beattie and Jones [36].

The graphs ranging from social, economic, and environmental issues were analyzed in different
reports—not only stand-alone sustainability reports. Economic subjects are the most presented issue
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in the graphs. Among the economic graphs, revenues-sales and profits are the most prominent in
these graphs. The social disclosures are the second most common issues of graphs. Employee-related
issues have higher levels of disclosures within the context of social disclosures. Findings from sectoral
differences of economic, environmental, and social issues in graph usage shows that graph usage is
concentrated in the industry sector. The industry sector presents their employees activities in graphs of
corporate reports. On the other hand, graph usage is limited in the transportation sector. In line with
the literature, graphs presenting positive performance-related data are more common than negative
and informational graphs [8].

This study extends the scope of the topic in emerging markets. Based on the results, it was
found that companies listed in the BIST systematically manipulated the graphics they published in
the corporate reports to create a favorable impression of the companies. In line with the results of
previous studies, our research findings show that there are two major impression management tactics,
presentational enhancement and obfuscation, used. Companies tend to include graphs showing
favorable performance-related data rather than unfavorable performance related data. When each
sector is considered separately, the number of graphs reflecting positive performance is higher in all
sectors. Although statistical significance levels vary according to the sector, the graphs represented in
the corporate reports are selective and predominantly provide a positive impression of the company’s
performance. Lastly, the results of this study show that companies practice obfuscation through
measurement distortion. Materially distorted graphs in corporate reports tend to paint a more favorable
picture of the firm. On the other hand, our research did not reach a statistically significant result
regarding the non-materially distorted graphs. Therefore, it is believed that the use of non-materially
distorted graphs was caused by error rather than an impression management strategy.

Limitations and Suggestions for Further Studies

There are also several limitations inherent in the study. The graphs investigated in this study are
only related to corporate reports published in a single year and all corporate reports published by
companies listed in the BIST in a single period. Since a longitudinal research design was not used in
the study, no comparison could be made regarding the presentation of the graphs in different time
sections. For further studies, comparative studies can be done based on different years. Although
the study provides evidence for the use of impression management tactics, it has not been tested
whether performance data presented in specified areas really have an impact on readers’ impressions.
Performance metrics can be used to examine the relationship between graphical representation and
sustainability-related performance. In addition to graphs, various formats such as tables, photographs,
and number of photos in the company’s disclosures can be analyzed. Lastly, further research should
expand the set of communication channels, such as corporate websites, social networking sites to
investigate graphical distortion.
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