

[image: Factors affecting the intention to adopt farm animal welfare disclosures in sustainability reporting: evidence from listed food companies in Sri Lanka]
Factors affecting the intention to adopt farm animal welfare disclosures in sustainability reporting: evidence from listed food companies in Sri Lanka





ORIGINAL RESEARCH

published: 20 November 2024

doi: 10.3389/fanim.2024.1476959

[image: image2]


Factors affecting the intention to adopt farm animal welfare disclosures in sustainability reporting: evidence from listed food companies in Sri Lanka


Saviesha Samaraweera * and Isuru Manawadu


Department of Accounting, University of Sri Jayewardenepura, Nugegoda, Sri Lanka




Edited by: 

Muhammad Khalilur Rahman, Universiti Malaysia Kelantan, Malaysia

Reviewed by: 

Sohail Ahmad, University of Veterinary and Animal Sciences, Pakistan

Kuldeep Singh, Gati Shakti Vishwavidyalya, India

*Correspondence: 

Saviesha Samaraweera
 savieshasamaraweera@gmail.com


Received: 06 August 2024

Accepted: 28 October 2024

Published: 20 November 2024

Citation:
Samaraweera S and Manawadu I (2024) Factors affecting the intention to adopt farm animal welfare disclosures in sustainability reporting: evidence from listed food companies in Sri Lanka. Front. Anim. Sci. 5:1476959. doi: 10.3389/fanim.2024.1476959



Animal welfare is a critical concern for the food industry, and companies must take responsibility for managing their policies and procedures to ensure the welfare of farm animals. However, many companies fail to prioritize animal welfare in their reporting. This study applies the theory of planned behavior to examine how behavioral factors—such as attitude, subjective norms, perceived behavioral control, and awareness of farm animal welfare—influence the intentions of individuals involved in sustainability reporting to include farm animal welfare disclosures in the sustainability reports of listed food companies in Sri Lanka. This study focuses on individuals involved in the sustainability reporting process of publicly listed food companies in the Colombo Stock Exchange. Out of 124 companies which were engaged in the food sector as derived from GICS industry classification index, the study identified 61 companies by isolating companies having a farm animal footprint along its’ supply chain which involved an individual analysis of the products offered by the company. The survey approach was used for this study with 110 self-administered questionnaires being distributed among individuals in the designations of CFOs, Directors, Managers, Accountants, assistant managers, Accounts assistants/executives and associates. Data were analyzed using structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM). The findings reveal that only perceived behavioral control and subjective norms have a significant positive impact on the intention to adopt farm animal welfare disclosure practices among those engaged in the sustainability reporting process of listed food companies. This study is important because it highlights the need for standardized guidelines and mandatory regulations for animal welfare reporting in Sri Lanka, offering insights for policymakers and institutions to improve sustainability practices and establish stringent farm animal welfare reporting standards.
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1 Introduction

Farm Animal Welfare (FAW) is a crucial socially relevant issue for businesses in the food industry (identified as a “business issue”), including retailers, food services, manufacturers, processors, and producers, owing to changes in public attitudes on animal care and the size of the livestock industry (Amos et al., 2021). This business issue is increasingly getting the public spotlight since over a five-year period, it has been calculated that the number of farm animals raised for food climbed from 60 billion annually to slightly over 70 billion, with livestock accounting for most of the agricultural land usage (McLaren and Appleyard, 2020). Also, with the population expected to expand to 9.8 billion people by 2050, there is a further expectant rise in demand (McLaren and Appleyard, 2020). This demand increases the need for feed, forage, water, and land which puts pressure on farmers to expand their farming methods, raising moral and ethical issues related to FAW (McLaren and Appleyard, 2022). Further it must be noted that for the first time a resolution tying animal welfare and sustainability was approved by the United Nations Environment Assembly on 2nd March 2022. The resolution on the link between animal welfare, the environment, and sustainable development was approved after being supported by seven member states. This action is seen as historic and may serve as a spark for broad government action to safeguard animals and, indirectly, the environment (United Nations Environment Assembly of the United Nations Environment Programme, 2022). Therefore, it is formidable that FAW is linked to sustainability and is expected to be a major component of sustainability-related literature in the future.

Further, the fact that investors increasingly believe that the issue of FAW is potentially relevant to the creation of long-term investment value in the food sector and that FAW is a relevant consideration when forming views on the strategic positioning of companies in the food sector strengthens the case that FAW is a significant business issue. Investors seek assurance that the companies they invest in have thoroughly evaluated the risks and opportunities related to farm animal welfare and have implemented effective policies and processes to address these challenges. Analyzing a company’s farm animal welfare practice and performance offers valuable insights into the quality of its management and risk management process (Amos et al., 2021). Thus, food firms should be held accountable for FAW because their operational and managerial methods and operations have an important impact on the wellbeing and welfare of farmed animals. The dedication of a single business can have a significant impact on animal welfare, especially if the dedication is demonstrated through actual behavior. This isn’t merely to be identified as a matter of ethical concern. There are evoking commercial reasons for food corporations to be concerned about FAW, including rules and regulations on animal welfare, organizational pressures from entities promoting animal welfare and wellbeing, and brand and market potential for companies with greater FAW standards (Sullivan et al., 2017).

To counter this issue, the Business Benchmark on Farm Animal Welfare (BBFAW) provides a disclosure framework that any food company can use to publish their FAW disclosures (Amos et al., 2021). The BBFAW is thought to be crucial in encouraging food companies’ FAW disclosure policies (Amos et al., 2021). Accountants in the Asia Pacific region, which includes Sri Lanka, severely underreport company performance and impact on FAW compared to the rest of the world where no food company in this region represent tier 1 and tier 2 companies according to BBFAW impact rankings which is a ranking system made to assist investors and other stakeholders in determining whether businesses are improving the welfare of the animals they use in their supply chain and to provide important information regarding the efficiency of their management systems on FAW (Amos et al., 2021).

Regardless of the importance of FAW, it is still heavily under-represented in the context of companies, and corporate disclosures are thought to enhance animal welfare significantly. However, food companies hardly ever disclose information about animal welfare (Leslie and Sunstein, 2007). Even when food corporations do disclose information about farm animal care, it is often with very little detail with the quality of reporting tending to be limited (Amos et al., 2021). “Steps should be taken to promote disclosure so as to fortify market processes and to promote democratic discussion of the treatment of animals,” claim Leslie and Sunstein (2007). Previous research and studies on sustainability reporting (SR) focused primarily on CSR, sustainability disclosures, disclosures on intellectual capital, and Integrated reporting disclosure practice.

Thus, there is a gap in the literature regarding the disclosure of FAW and its potential determinants from an accountant’s perspective. As a result, the behavioral aspects of people who engage in SR that affect FAW disclosure practices have rarely been studied in previous work. Therefore, this study aims to bridge this gap, by analyzing the behavioral determinants that affect the adoption of FAW disclosure practices of listed food companies in Sri Lanka, using TPB. This study’s main goal is to examine behavioral factors such as the influence of attitude, subjective norms, perceived behavioral control, and awareness of FAW that affects the intention to adopt FAW disclosures by individuals engaged in the SR process of the listed food companies in Sri Lanka.



1.1 Sri Lanka, a developing nation, as the research context

In this study, Sri Lanka has been taken as the country of interest because, as a multi-religious country, the business issue of farm animal cruelty and welfare in the food industry affects the societal values of Sri Lanka as a whole. For example, since economic, cultural, and religious considerations have a role in how Sri Lanka’s livestock and meat business develops, religious and cultural values have an impact on how the country promotes and consumes meat and animal byproducts (Alahakoon et al., 2016).

The idea of animal welfare has a long history in Sri Lanka. According to the “Mahawansa,” a chronicle of the history of Sri Lanka, the country’s ancient monarchs erected veterinary facilities and hired veterinary doctors to care for animals, particularly cattle, in most communities. Due to the tight association that has existed between man and domesticated cattle, paying special attention to cattle was necessary since the early days of history in Sri Lanka (Ediriweera et al., 2010). Ancient Sri Lankans were honorable people who adhered to Buddhist teachings by respecting all living things. Following his conversion to Buddhism, King Devanampiya Tissa [r.247–207 BCE] established the first animal sanctuary in history and partially forbade hunting. Under the reign of King Kassapa III (r. 725–31), Voharika Tissa (r. 201-23), Sila-kala (r. 518–31), Agga Bodhi IV (r. 658–74), and King Amanda Gamini (r. 20–30), hunting and animal killing was practically outlawed. Ibn Battuta, an Arab explorer who lived in the 14th century, wrote that he met a Muslim of Sri Lankan descent who had his arms amputated by a monarch as retribution for killing a cow (Mos, 2016). Thus, the preservation of animal rights was of much importance in this Buddhist nation since ancient times.

Further, from a legislative standpoint, a legal milestone has been achieved in Sri Lanka on the 23rd of March 2022, when the cabinet passed and gazetted the bill on animal welfare, to scrutinize animal abuse stringently while ensuring proper welfare practices for farmed animals. Any act of animal cruelty can now directly be taken up in court as opposed to the prior law where a complaint must first be made to the Police. This regulatory action increases scrutiny of animal treatment at farms, thus increasing the level of accountability of the food industry in Sri Lanka, which deals with farm animals in their production and in their supply chain (Parliament of the democratic socialist republic of Sri Lanka, 2022).

Moreover, the Sri Lankan meat industry is facing growing market competition from competitive alternative products such as cultured meat, where a study carried out on perceptions of cultured meat among the Sri Lankan community found that 75% of the population was fascinated in welcoming the concept of cultured meat and that respondents had an understanding of the benefits of cultured meat in terms of animal welfare, environmental aspects, and the nation’s food security (Chandimala et al., 2022). Based on these factors, FAW is a growing business issue in Sri Lanka where companies engaged in the food industry are more accountable to the interests of the society in terms of corporate disclosures and practices. Consumers stand to benefit significantly from listed companies disclosing their farm animal welfare practices. Increased transparency enables consumers to make informed purchasing decisions aligned with their ethical values. It also holds companies accountable, driving them toward more humane and sustainable practices. Enhanced animal welfare is often linked to improved food safety and quality, providing consumers with healthier products. Moreover, such disclosures help build trust between companies and consumers, strengthening brand loyalty and promoting a more socially responsible food industry.

Thus, this study aims to examine the influence of attitude on FAW, subjective norms, perceived behavioral control, and awareness of FAW on the intention of individuals engaged in the SR process to adopt FAW disclosures in sustainability reporting processes of listed food companies in Sri Lanka. Whereas previous research has predominantly centered on constructing theoretical frameworks for integrating animals into SR frameworks with a primary focus on European and US companies, there is limited understanding regarding participants’ intentions to embrace FAW disclosure practices considering such research findings (Vinnari and Vinnari, 2022). Hence, examining individuals’ intention to adopt FAW disclosure methods is forward-looking and addresses a gap in the limited accounting literature. This study is a pioneer in examining the behavioral determinants of farm animal welfare disclosure practices, where this paper would have implications for policymakers in developing a more stringent set of standards related to sustainability issues around the world. Further, the study incorporates an extended version of the theory of planned behavior where it integrates multi-theoretical perspectives which adds to its theoretical significance. Accordingly, the following hypotheses were formulated in the study, with a detailed explanation provided in section 3.2, Hypotheses development.

Hypothesis 1 (H1): There is a significant relationship between attitude on Farm Animal Welfare and the intention to adopt Farm Animal Welfare disclosures by individuals engaged in the sustainability reporting process of food companies.

Hypothesis 2 (H2): There is a significant relationship between awareness of Farm Animal Welfare and attitude on Farm Animal Welfare of individuals engaged in the sustainability reporting process of food companies.

Hypothesis 3 (H3): There is a significant relationship between subjective norms on Farm Animal Welfare and the intention to adopt Farm Animal Welfare disclosures by individuals engaged in the sustainability reporting process of food companies.

Hypothesis 4 (H4): There is a significant relationship between perceived behavioral control on Farm Animal Welfare disclosure practices and the intention to adopt Farm Animal Welfare disclosures by individuals engaged in the sustainability reporting process of food companies.

From a stakeholder perspective, particularly investors, it becomes clear that with sufficient interest and pressure, they can influence the management of listed food companies to incorporate FAW disclosures into their reporting. This aligns with the findings of this study, which demonstrate that social norms, including investor expectations, positively impact companies’ intentions to adopt FAW disclosures. By doing so, investors can gain assurance that the companies they invest in have fully considered the risks and opportunities associated with FAW and have implemented effective policies and processes to address these challenges (Amos et al., 2021). Based on the other findings of this study which states that awareness of FAW and Perceived Behavioral Control on FAW disclosure practices influences the intention of those engaged in SR in listed companies to adopt FAW disclosure practices, the policy makers would be made aware that more awareness programs on FAW responsibilities of companies and stringent disclosure frameworks on FAW reporting would encourage companies in adopting FAW related strategies, related risk management processes and frameworks, performance metrices in relation to progress towards FAW and ultimately, proper disclosure practices on FAW.

The population of this study includes the individuals engaged in the SR process in public listed food companies in the Colombo Stock Exchange. The list of companies engaged in the food sector were derived from GICS industry classification index and by isolating companies uniquely having a farm animal footprint along its’ supply chain which involved an individual analysis of the products offered by the company. The survey approach was used for this study and to achieve the goals of the research, the data were tested using structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM). The findings indicate that perceived behavioral control and subjective norms have a significant positive influence on the intention to adopt FAW disclosure practices by those engaged in the SR process of listed food companies, with perceived behavioral control being the strongest predictor. The attitude towards FAW did not have a significant influence on the intention to adopt FAW disclosure practices.

The rest of this paper is structured as follows: Section 2 provides the theoretical background. Section 3 reviews related literature on FAW disclosures and their behavioral determinants, while also developing the research hypotheses. Section 4 outlines the research methodology. Section 5 presents the study’s results, followed by a discussion in Section 6. Section 7 addresses the study’s limitations, and Section 8 concludes the paper.





2 Theoretical background

The theory of planned behavior (TPB) is applied as the theoretical background of this paper to explain what factors affect the intention of individuals involved in the SR process to incorporate FAW disclosures in sustainability reporting of listed food companies in Sri Lanka.

According to the TPB, the behavioral intention to perform or refrain from performing a particular activity can predict, explain, or influence the actual performance of that behavior. The behavioral intention can be predicted, explained, or impacted by the behavioral antecedents of attitude, perceived behavioral control and subjective norms (Ajzen and Fishbein, 1980). In the context of FAW disclosures, attitude refers to the individual’s positive or negative evaluation of incorporating FAW into sustainability reports, which can be influenced by their personal beliefs about the ethical and business implications of animal welfare. Perceived behavioral control reflects the individual’s belief in their ability to influence or control the inclusion of FAW disclosures, shaped by factors such as company resources, policies, or regulatory frameworks. Subjective norms represent the social pressures or expectations from stakeholders, including investors, consumers, and peers, regarding the importance of FAW. Together, these factors determine the individual’s intention to include FAW disclosures in corporate sustainability reports.

Further, to increase the prediction power of the original TPB model, many psychologists have proposed adding new constructs (Yazdanpanah and Forouzani, 2015). Hence, an additional construct, which is awareness of FAW have been added to the conceptual framework based on the work of Lidfors et al. (2022), where the results of the study which investigated pet owners’ knowledge, attitudes, and practices regarding animal care in Ethiopia showed a significant positive relationship between respondents’ awareness (knowledge) and attitude toward animal welfare.




3 Literature review



3.1 Literature review

The subject of animal welfare disclosures is significant, but the body of existing literature on the subject is lacking. Covering the years of 2012 and 2013, Sullivan et al. (2017) investigated the disclosure practices of the biggest food companies in the globe. They discovered that, compared to year 2012, sample companies’ disclosure standards on animal welfare improved in the year 2013. However, only a small portion of the sample companies published extensive animal welfare policies, suggesting that many companies do not consider animal welfare to be a significant business concern and do not disclose this kind of information to stakeholders and public.

Further, through a content analysis, Reis and Molento (2020) investigated the frequency of animal welfare disclosure in the annual reports from 2007 to 2016 of two significant multinationals engaged in meat processing in Brazil. To gauge the frequency of animal welfare disclosure, they measured the number of phrases that mentioned animal welfare activities. According to their findings, annual reports’ page counts and frequency of animal welfare disclosure have both risen over time. However, it was discovered that there was no correlation between the frequency of animal welfare reporting and the length of such reports.

It has been noted that limited studies have been carried out on determinants of animal welfare disclosure practices, but closely related studies include biodiversity and species protection disclosures (Sun et al., 2021). For example, whether board gender diversity affects the volume of biodiversity disclosures by European corporations was the subject of a study by (Haque and Jones, 2020), Haque and Jones (2020). They discovered that boards with more female directors disclose more information about biodiversity. The scope of biodiversity disclosures is also favorably impacted by the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) framework and the EU strategy plan on biodiversity covering the period of 2011 to 2020. On the same note, Hassan et al. (2020) investigated the factors influencing the top 200 Fortune Global firms’ disclosure practices for biodiversity and species protection. According to their findings, companies that are Big-four audited, receive environmental awards, operate in the red/amber sector, are in developing nations, have partnerships with biodiversity organizations, and publish specific biodiversity-related terms in their reports tend to exhibit higher levels of disclosure regarding their practices for protecting biodiversity and species.

The literature review clearly demonstrates a lack of studies on animal welfare disclosure practices, leaving room for more in-depth research into animal welfare disclosures and its potential determinants. Research specific to the animal agricultural sector is lacking as well. Because there are so little studies on reporting animal welfare, this paper adds to the body of knowledge already in existence. The research aim being to examine the factors affecting the intention of individuals engaged in the SR process of listed food companies in Sri Lanka to adopt FAW disclosure practices.




3.2 Hypotheses development

This research examines a range of possible explanatory behavioral factors influencing the intention of individuals engaged in the sustainability reporting of listed food companies of Sri Lanka to adopt FAW disclosures. Therefore, this study is exploratory in nature. This study is based on variables derived from TPB and is focused on four behavioral factors which have been proven significant in previous sustainability reporting studies. These variables are, attitude on farm animal welfare (ATT), social norms on farm animal welfare (SN), perceived behavioral control on FAW disclosure practices (PBC), and awareness of FAW (AW).



3.2.1 Relationship between attitude on farm animal welfare and intention of individuals to engage in farm animal welfare disclosure practices

A study on the behavioral factors influencing Australian cotton producers’ intentions to embrace Environmental Management Accounting methods was conducted by Tashakor et al. (2019). The results show that attitude and perceived behavioral control have a substantial direct influence on farmers’ intention to adopt Environmental Management Accounting practices. Further, in a study by Chen et al. (2020), the main factors influencing managers’ intentions to use Environmental Accounting practices in Sri Lanka are examined where the TPB is used in this study to conceptualize the causes of managers’ intentions to use Environmental Accounting techniques. The PLS-SEM findings showed that managers’ intentions are greatly influenced by their attitude toward Environmental Accounting procedures. The above arguments generate the first hypothesis for this study:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). There is a significant relationship between attitude on Farm Animal Welfare and the intention to adopt Farm Animal Welfare disclosures by individuals engaged in the sustainability reporting process of food companies.




3.2.2 Relationship between awareness of farm animal welfare and attitude towards farm animal welfare

The foundation of Ajzen’s TPB model is the idea that three predetermined antecedents—attitude, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control—principally control a person’s behavioral intention (Ajzen and Fishbein, 2005). To increase the prediction power of the original TPB model, many psychologists have proposed adding new constructs (Yazdanpanah and Forouzani, 2015). Similar ideas have been put up to broaden the TPB framework by adding additional constructs or changing the direction of the variables already included in Ajzen’s model (Perugini and Bagozzi, 2001).

In this study, awareness is considered as the individuals’ ability to directly know, perceive, feel or to be conscious of events or happenings in his or her immediate environment (Kazaure, 2019) (Kazaure, 2019). The literature on the influence of awareness on attitude has been consistent as per the studies conducted by Suárez-Cáceres et al. (2021) which revealed that in Spain and Latin America, consumers’ attitudes of aquaponic goods were highly influenced by their level of awareness. Further, Amit Kumar (2021) carried out an investigation of the modified/extended TPB model, which sought to validate the traditional TPB model and the predictability of green consumer behavior. Three separate constructs (Eco-purchasing attitude, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control) plus the independent green buying behavior made up the four constructs of the traditional TPB model in the study. It was found that green purchasing behavior was significantly impacted by all three independent variables. The findings further demonstrated that attitudes toward green products are directly and significantly influenced by environmental and health awareness which was taken as an additional construct.

Therefore, it is proposed here that the positive or negative attitude of individuals engaged in the SR process of companies depend on the level of knowledge and awareness on FAW of the individual. These arguments generate the next hypothesis for this study:

Hypothesis 2 (H2). There is a significant relationship between awareness of Farm Animal Welfare and attitude on Farm Animal Welfare of individuals engaged in the sustainability reporting process of food companies.




3.2.3 Relationship between subjective norms on farm animal welfare and intention of individuals to engage in farm animal welfare disclosure practices

In a 2013 study, Läpple and Kelley (2013) used the TPB to account for social factors and technical limitations when examining Irish farmers’ decisions to switch to organic agricultural practices. The study’s findings indicate that subjective norms, as well as a farmer’s abilities and resources, are factors that limit the adoption of organic agricultural practices. It seems that farmers are hesitant to act in a way that other people find objectionable. Thus, it is deemed reasonable to test the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3 (H3). There is a significant relationship between subjective norms on Farm Animal Welfare and the intention to adopt Farm Animal Welfare disclosures by individuals engaged in the sustainability reporting process of food companies.




3.2.4 Relationship between perceived behavioral control on FAW disclosure practices and intention of individuals to engage in farm animal welfare disclosure practices

A study on the behavioral factors influencing Australian cotton producers’ intentions to embrace Environmental Management Accounting methods was conducted by Tashakor et al. (2019). The results show that attitude and perceived behavioral control have a substantial direct influence on farmers’ intention to adopt Environmental Management Accounting practices. Furthermore, the research indicates that while attitude and subjective norms influences the intention of more environmentally conscious farmers, perceived behavioral control mostly determines the intention of less environmentally conscientious farmers. This study offers crucial insights on how attitude, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control influence farmers’ decisions to adopt Environmental Management Accounting techniques. Thus, it is deemed reasonable to test the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 4 (H4). There is a significant relationship between perceived behavioral control on Farm Animal Welfare disclosure practices and the intention to adopt Farm Animal Welfare disclosures by individuals engaged in the sustainability reporting process of food companies.






4 Methodology

A study by Thoradeniya et al. (2015) stated that there is a lack of correlation between the intention and actual behavior in non-listed companies mainly based on the expectation that they are less likely to be aware of SR than listed companies, as there is no mandatory SR for companies operating in Sri Lanka. Further, Thoradeniya et al. (2015) states that evidence from the study suggests a comparatively stronger relationship between intentions and behavior when it comes to SR in listed companies as opposed to non-listed companies. Thus, this study focuses solely on the listed companies assuming that there is a significant relationship between the manager’s intention and the actual reporting behavior.

As per the BBFAW report (Amos et al., 2021), the FAW disclosures of the top 150 listed food companies in the world have been assessed and ranked as per an impact rating system. These top 150 food companies have been sub-classified as food retailers and wholesalers, food producers and restaurant and bars, all of whom who has potential to use farm animals as a part of their supply chain, using the ICB (Industry Classification Benchmark) introduced by Dow Jones. Thus, basing off on this classification by BBFAW, this study too, focuses on Sri Lanka’s food companies listed in the Colombo Stock Exchange, identified through the Global Industry Classification Standard industry classification index (GICS). Therefore, the population of this study includes the individuals engaged in the SR process in public listed food companies of Sri Lanka in the Colombo Stock Exchange. The list of companies engaged in the food sector were derived from GICS. The total list of food companies amounted to 124. From this selection of companies, a further filtration process was carried out to isolate companies uniquely having a farm animal footprint along its’ supply chain. This is because, as per the IFRS S1 standard on General requirements for disclosure of sustainability-related financial information, sustainability-related information of a company is inextricably linked to the interactions between the company and its stakeholders throughout the value chain, where the company should be held accountable to FAW across its value chain (Sustainability Disclosure Standard International Sustainability Standards Board, 2023). This filtration process involved an individual analysis of the products offered by the company to assess the use of farmed animals in its supply chain. For example, the hotel and restaurant business related companies were selected because they use poultry, cattle, and other farmed products in its operations. The filtered companies belonged to the GICS categories of beverage, food and tobacco, food & staples retailing and materials. This filtration process allowed the identification of 61 companies which utilized farm animals along its supply chain.

A survey approach was used for this study, where the sampling frame involved all the individuals engaged in the sustainability reporting process of the selected sample of entities. Most entities involved only one member within the finance team who was dedicated to SR while some others had elaborate sustainability-related reporting teams with sustainability champions allocated to each business unit. Thus, data was collected using a self-administered questionnaire where a total of 110 self-administrated questionnaires were distributed through social media platforms, personal mails, and contacts to Chief Financial Officers (CFOs), finance directors, finance managers, accountants and sustainability reporting executives who are directly involved in the sustainability reporting process of the entity. The distribution and collection process took three weeks to complete. Ultimately, 89 questionnaires were returned (80.91%) out of which only 71 questionnaires (64.55%) were valid for further analysis due to outliers and irrelevant respondents, and incomplete responses. To identify the relationship between the behavioral factors, the data was tested using structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) using SMART-PLS 4.0 software.



4.1 Structure of the questionnaire

The self-administered questionnaire was labeled as ‘Factors affecting the intention to adopt farm animal welfare disclosures in the sustainability reporting process of the company.’ which was divided into five subsections based on the variables. The variables are namely, Attitude on Farm Animal Welfare, Awareness of Farm Animal Welfare, Social Norms on Farm Animal Welfare, Perceived Control factors affecting the adoption of Farm Animal Welfare disclosure practices and Intention of individuals engaged in the sustainability reporting process of listed food companies to adopt Farm Animal Welfare disclosure practices. Please refer Appendix A for the survey questions attributed to the variables.

To measure Attitude on Farm Animal Welfare, 12 statements were presented. These statements were scaled and phrased using semantic differential scales based on a 7-point Likert scale. These statements were adapted from the studies of Sawang and Kivits (2014); Singh et al. (2021); Tashakor et al. (2019) and Thoradeniya et al. (2015).

To measure the Awareness of Farm Animal Welfare, 14 statements were presented. These statements were scaled and phrased using semantic differential scales based on a 7-point Likert scale. These statements were adapted from the studies of Lidfors et al. (2022); Pulina et al. (2022) and the BBFAW Report (Amos et al., 2021).

To measure the Social Norms on Farm Animal Welfare, 10 statements were presented. These statements were scaled and phrased using semantic differential scales based on a 7-point Likert scale. These statements were adapted from the studies of Kashif et al. (2017); Läpple and Kelley (2013); Tashakor et al. (2019) and Thoradeniya et al. (2015).

To measure the perceived behavioral control, 14 statements were presented. These statements were scaled and phrased using semantic differential scales based on a 7-point Likert scale. These statements were adapted from the studies of Despotović et al. (2019); Läpple and Kelley (2013); Sawang and Kivits (2014); Singh et al. (2021); Tashakor et al. (2019) and Thoradeniya et al. (2015).

To measure the intention of individuals engaged in the sustainability reporting process of listed food companies to adopt Farm Animal Welfare disclosure practices, 9 statements were presented. These statements were scaled and phrased using semantic differential scales based on a 7-point Likert scale. These statements were adapted from the studies of Singh et al. (2021); Tashakor et al. (2019), the BBFAW Report (Amos et al., 2021) and Thoradeniya et al. (2015).

The questions were based on data gathered throughout the literature review to ensure they were indicative of the internationally accepted perspectives on TPB. The review of literature is expected to provide a basis for content, convergent, discriminant and nomological validity (Hair et al., 2010). During the validation process of the questionnaire, copies of the questionnaire were given to certain academics and professionals for further insight and development. These professionals involved researchers whose expertise lies in sustainability reporting and in veterinary science specializing in farm animal health and production.





5 Results of the study



5.1 Diagnostic tests (PLS measurement results for the outer model)

The reliability of the constructs was tested by computing scores of Cronbach’s alpha. The indicator reliability was assessed with factor loadings and almost all the indicators were well above the cut-off limit of 0.5. The range of scores for all five constructs were between 0.874 and 0.963, which met the criteria recommended by Hair et al. (2010). Internal consistency of constructs was assessed through the utilization of Composite Reliability (CR) for each construct. The CR score for each construct surpassed the recommended limit of 0.7, indicating that it is adequate (Hair et al., 2010).

Anderson and Gerbing (1988) and Dunn et al. (1994) have suggested evaluating convergent validity by examining the statistical significance of standardized factor loadings. Wei and Nguyen (2020) reported support for convergent validity with an acceptable overall model fit, and all the standardized factor loadings in the model were statistically significant and higher than 0.5. Stevens (2002) suggested that the value of a factor loading should be greater than 0.4 for interpretation purposes, whereas Hair et al. (2010) argued that all standardized factor loadings should be at least 0.5. In this study, all standardized factor loadings are above the limit of 0.5, which provides support for convergent validity with an acceptable overall model fit. In addition to examining the standardized factor loadings, Yu et al. (2021) and Zahoor et al. (2022) have employed the Fornell and Larcker (1981) criterion for assessing convergent validity. Fornell and Larcker (1981) suggested that convergent validity is established when a latent construct accounts for no less than half of the variance in its associated indicators. They proposed using the average variance extracted (AVE) to represent the average amount of variance that a construct explains in its indicators relative to the overall variance of its indicators. Thus, the AVE should not be lower than 0.5 to demonstrate an acceptable level of convergent validity, meaning that the latent construct explains no less than 50% of the indicator variance (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). As represented in Table 1, the AVE is above the minimum threshold of 0.5 which demonstrates an acceptable level of convergent validity (Hair et al., 2010). Table 1 presents summary statistics of the variables.


Table 1 | Factor loadings, Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability, average variance extracted (AVE).



Discriminant validity was assessed by using the Heterotrait-Monotrait ratio. To qualify for discriminant validity, the correlation between the latent variables, as measured by the Heterotrait-Monotrait ratio, must not be greater than 0.9 (Henseler et al., 2015). As presented in Table 2 there is no correlation between the latent constructs exceeding the value of 0.9. Therefore, it signifies a valid discriminant validity amongst the constructs.


Table 2 | Heterotrait-Monotrait ratio of correlation (HTMT).



All things considered, the model performs well and is suitable for examining the paths connected to these variables’ relevance.




5.2 Descriptive analysis

The descriptive statistics of the behavioral factors affecting INT are presented in Table 3. Considering the overall mean values of AW and PBC, they are approximately neutral on a 7-point Likert scale which is ranging from 1 – 7 giving an early indication that the respondents are neutral in their AW and PBC with a mean value of 4.89 and 4.93 respectively, in a seven-point Likert scale. Further, it can be noted that the respondents have a somewhat positive ATT and SN, based on the average values denoted. One sample t-test has been performed to measure if there is a significant difference between the mean values and the mid-value which is represented in Table 4.


Table 3 | Descriptive statistics.




Table 4 | One sample t-test denoting a significant difference between the mean values and the test value of 4.






5.3 The structural model

The calculated path coefficients for the structural model are shown in Figures 1, 2 along with a description of them. The structural model depicts the research framework’s hypothesized paths.




Figure 1 | The estimated PLS path model.






Figure 2 | Author constructed estimated PLS path model.



The correlations between the latent variables of the structural model, known as the path coefficients, determine the degree of a relationship between an independent and dependent variable while balancing the impacts of all other independent variables (Hair et al., 2010). The hypotheses that were created in this study were verified using the path coefficient which is presented in Table 5.


Table 5 | Path coefficients and hypothesis testing.



H1 posited a significant relationship between ATT and INT to adopt FAW disclosures by individuals engaged in the sustainability reporting process of food companies. However, the analysis does not support this hypothesis, as the path coefficient is negative (-0.076) and the p-value (0.191) is not statistically significant (since it is greater than the conventional threshold of 0.05). The negative path coefficient indicates that, rather than positively influencing intention, the attitude toward FAW might have a weak or possibly inverse effect, but more importantly, this effect is not significant. This means that attitude does not play a meaningful role in influencing the intention to adopt FAW disclosures, according to this data.

H2 posits that there is a significant relationship between FAW awareness and attitude towards FAW (ATT). The analysis provides strong empirical support for this hypothesis, revealing that an increase in FAW awareness leads to a significant positive shift in attitudes toward FAW. Specifically, the path coefficient of 0.556 (p<0.01) indicates a substantial effect size, demonstrating that as individuals become more aware of FAW issues, their attitudes toward improving or supporting FAW initiatives become more favorable. The high significance level (p<0.01) underscores the robustness of this relationship, implying that the observed correlation is not due to random chance. This suggests that raising awareness about FAW plays a critical role in shaping positive perceptions and behaviors, likely because increased knowledge highlights ethical concerns, societal implications, and personal responsibilities related to animal welfare, prompting more supportive attitudes.

H3, based on the TPB, predicts a positive relationship between SN and the intention (INT) to adopt FAW disclosures among individuals involved in sustainability reporting within food companies. The analysis, with a significant standardized path coefficient of 0.403 (p<0.01), supports this hypothesis, indicating that perceived social pressure from stakeholders, such as regulators, peers, and consumers, positively influences the intention to adopt FAW disclosures. This effect is expected to strengthen further with the recent UN resolution linking animal welfare to sustainability, which will likely increase societal expectations for ethical practices. As these external pressures intensify, companies are more likely to adopt FAW disclosures to meet stakeholder demands, align with international standards, and safeguard their reputational integrity.

H4 predicted a positive relationship between PBC and the INT to adopt FAW disclosures by individuals involved in the SR process of food companies. The analysis, with a significant path coefficient of 0.439 (p<0.01), confirms this hypothesis, indicating that the more control individuals perceive they have over implementing FAW disclosures, the more likely they are to act on this intention. This suggests that when people feel empowered with the necessary resources, time, and organizational support, their willingness to adopt FAW disclosures increases. Consequently, enhancing PBC is crucial for encouraging greater adoption of FAW reporting.





6 Discussion

In the context of Sri Lanka, this study looked at the intentions of individuals engaged in SR process to embrace FAW disclosure procedures in the sustainability reporting process. During the procedure, a structured questionnaire was developed backed by prior literature and was administered in Sri Lanka. To achieve the goals of the research, a total of four hypotheses were created and tested using structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM). The data, measurement model, and structural model all demonstrated good fits.

The findings of the PLS analysis show that the individual’s intention to adopt FAW disclosure practices are likely influenced by their perceptions of whether the external and internal parties and stakeholders of the company and themselves approve of FAW disclosure practices and their perception of the resource accessibility and the absence of obstacles that would prevent the adoption of FAW disclosure practices. The significant relationships between INT and its three antecedent variables which are ATT, SN and PBC are comparable to those of Raab et al. (2018) and Sobaih and Elshaer (2023). However, the results are contrary to Glandon’s (Glandon, 2003) finding of a non-significant relationship in the case of perceived behavioral control and intention as well as the findings of Thoradeniya et al. (2015) which posits a significant relationship between attitude and intention. In addition, Ajzen (1991) suggests that compared to the other categories, attitude seems to be a higher predictor of intention, whereas these results reveal that in the context of sustainability reporting and animal welfare disclosures, attitude does not have strong determinative power over the intention to adopt FAW disclosure practices, and that PBC is the strongest predictor and determinant of INT for listed food companies. So, in contrast to previous research, the results show that, when examining listed companies in the context of a developing nation like Sri Lanka, stakeholders’ perceptions of pressure, resource availability, and constraints matter more than the companies’ own attitudes when determining whether to engage in FAW disclosure practices.

H2 evaluates whether AW has an impact on ATT and H2 was supported with a positive relationship. It was identified to be the most significant predictor in the study. This finding is consistent with the studies of Shah et al. (2021); Saleh et al. (2020); Mohiuddin et al. (2018); Amit Kumar (2021); Metzger (2015) and Suárez-Cáceres et al. (2021), where each of these studies have introduced a new construct, namely, “awareness” or “knowledge” into the model of TPB and have proven that this construct has a significant relationship with the construct of Attitude. This result indicates that the individuals engaged in the SR process of listed food companies in Sri Lanka have awareness of the cruelty and consequences of animal handling and on FAW, which positively affects their attitude towards FAW. The more aware they are on the concept of animal welfare and the consequences of corporate actions on animals, the more positive their attitude on FAW. Awareness influences attitude by enhancing an individual’s understanding of the consequences of their actions. In Sri Lanka’s food industry, awareness of the impact of corporate actions on animals increases sensitivity toward FAW issues. As people become more knowledgeable about animal welfare concerns, they are more likely to develop favorable attitudes toward adopting FAW disclosures. This aligns with the positive relationship seen in other studies, reinforcing the idea that knowledge shapes ethical perspectives and positive attitudes.

H3 evaluates whether SN has an impact on INT and H3 was supported with a positive relationship. It is the second-most significant predictor out of all the other variables. According to Madden et al. (1992), this prediction is consistent with the fact that the more the individual feels that referent groups think that the individual should engage in such behavior, it is more likely that the individual would intend to engage in such behavior. Since Sri Lanka consists of a collectivism culture as per Niles (1998), the individuals would act on their intention which is highly influenced by their friends’, family members’, or colleagues’ perceptions of the concept of FAW. As a multi-religious country, the business issue of farm animal cruelty and welfare in the food industry affects the societal values of Sri Lanka as a whole. For example, since economic, cultural, and religious considerations all have a role in how Sri Lanka’s livestock and meat business develops, religious and cultural values have an impact on how the country promotes and consumes meat and animal byproducts (Alahakoon et al., 2016). Subjective norms are beliefs about how significant others (e.g., family, colleagues, society) perceive the behavior in question. Sri Lanka’s collectivist culture places strong emphasis on communal values and societal expectations, meaning individuals are highly influenced by social pressure when forming intentions. Given the multi-religious and socially interconnected nature of Sri Lanka, societal and cultural norms surrounding animal welfare play a major role in shaping individuals’ intentions to embrace FAW disclosure practices. Thus, individuals are expected to adhere to the societal norms when intending to adopt FAW disclosure practices in food companies.

H4 evaluates whether PBC has an impact on INT and H4 was supported with a positive relationship. These results are consistent with Despotović et al. (2019); Läpple and Kelley (2013); Raab et al. (2018); Tashakor et al. (2019) and Thoradeniya et al. (2015) where they found that PBC is significantly influencing the behavioral intention of adopting environmental accounting practices, sustainability reporting and other environmental related reporting measures. These results suggest that while individuals engaged in the SR process of listed food companies of Sri Lanka are highly driven by the perceptions of internal and external stakeholders regarding FAW, their willingness to act is primarily driven by the resources available to the company to carry out FAW disclosure practices such as the expertise of FAW, knowledge, skills, conditions, and facilities as well as competent employees. As per the results of this study, PBC has the highest effect on the intention to adopt FAW disclosure practices. This would also be because 64.79% of the respondents were of the positions of CEO, CFO, Managing Director, Finance Director, Senior Manager, Manager, Finance Manager, Accounting Manager, Assistant Manager, Assistant General Manager – Finance, where these individuals have a degree of control over the adoption process of new disclosure practices of the organization. Also, it seems that knowledge, skills, and financial ability are necessities and that without them, it is difficult for individuals to adopt FAW disclosure practices.

Further, it is to be noted that although AW stimulates the individual’s ATT, the results of the current research showed that this was not enough to have a significant effect on their intention to adopt FAW disclosure practices. Individual’s ATT did not significantly affect their intention to adopt FAW disclosure practices.




7 Implications of the study

Regulatory bodies, including the International Sustainability Standards Board (ISSB) under the International Accounting Standards Board (IASB) and the Business Benchmark on Farm Animal Welfare (BBFAW), stand to benefit from the findings of this study. By identifying key factors that influence sustainability reporting practices, particularly regarding FAW, policymakers can create stringent standards related to sustainability worldwide. From a Sri Lankan context, the government and legislative bodies can utilize the study’s insights to establish stronger statutory requirements for companies involved with farm animals in their supply chains. Predicting individual behavior toward FAW reporting will help introduce more comprehensive regulations, ensuring ethical conduct and accountability in managing FAW.

In Sri Lanka, although animal welfare is deeply ingrained in society, FAW practices are not heavily publicized within business sectors. Many food businesses have inadequately managed FAW and have failed to communicate these efforts effectively to the public and stakeholders. This study contributes to the development of FAW reporting in Sri Lanka by highlighting the need for transparency and accountability. It offers practical recommendations for addressing significant animal welfare issues, reminding senior managers and policymakers of the importance of FAW in both operational practices and long-term strategic planning.

Empirically, this study addresses a gap in the literature, as previous research on sustainability reporting has largely concentrated on corporate social responsibility (CSR), sustainability, intellectual capital, and integrated reporting (IR) disclosures. There has been little empirical research on FAW disclosure or its determinants, particularly in the context of developing economies like Sri Lanka. Previous studies have focused on the theoretical inclusion of animals in sustainability frameworks, such as the BBFAW, primarily in European and U.S. companies. The current research contributes to sustainability literature by focusing on FAW disclosure practices in the Sri Lankan food industry and examining participants’ intentions to adopt these practices in the future, filling a void in accounting research.

Theoretically, this study builds on existing models by incorporating an extended version of the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB). The research integrates awareness as a factor influencing the intention to adopt FAW disclosure practices and introduces attitude as a mediating variable between awareness and behavioral intention. This multi-theoretical framework enriches the conceptual model and deepens the understanding of how individuals engaged in sustainability reporting are influenced by FAW awareness. This contributes to the ongoing theoretical discourse around behavioral intention and sustainability practices, positioning the study as an important addition to both FAW and broader sustainability literature.




8 Conclusion

This study aimed to investigate and comprehend the ways in which various psychological elements impact people’s behavioral intention to embrace FAW disclosure policies in food companies that are listed in Sri Lanka. That is, to comprehend how people’s intentions to implement FAW disclosure practices in the workplace are influenced by their personal attitudes toward FAW, awareness of the concept of FAW, how they perceive the social pressure that external and internal stakeholders place on the organization (subjective norm), and how they feel like they have influence over the FAW disclosure decision (perceived behavioral control). The study employed Ajzen’s Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB), a widely recognized framework in the psychology field, to gain a deeper understanding of the motivations behind behavioral intentions to disclose FAW. While the hypothesis positing a significant relationship between attitude and intention was not supported—indicating that attitude may have a weak or negative effect—strong empirical support was found for the positive impact of FAW awareness on attitude. Additionally, the research demonstrated that subjective norms positively influence intention, suggesting that social pressures from stakeholders enhance the likelihood of adopting FAW disclosures, particularly in light of recent global resolutions linking animal welfare to sustainability. Lastly, a positive relationship was confirmed between perceived behavioral control and intention, indicating that individuals who feel empowered and supported are more inclined to adopt FAW disclosure practices. Overall, the findings underscore the importance of awareness, social pressure, and perceived control in driving the intention to enhance animal welfare reporting within the food industry.

Because farm animals are utilized by people as food and clothing, they have a strong relationship with humans (Sun et al., 2021). However, Sri Lankan food companies are still seen to be in the infancy stage of farm animal welfare reporting and transparency of business operations relating to its’ farm animals, especially the companies in the food industry (Amos et al., 2021). In Sri Lanka, animal welfare is grounded in society, but business practices on FAW are not heavily publicized. Many food businesses have not managed FAW well, and they have not fully informed society and other stakeholders about how they manage FAW. Using this study, companies where animals are used extensively in their supply chain can discover and explore new paths to broaden and enhance the commitment of the management by re-exploring their role in the realm of sustainability reporting, reporting issues and responsibility towards inculcating greater awareness and knowledge of FAW and its relative benefits. This study offers some recommendations for dealing with the country’s serious animal welfare issues. Firstly, a set of guidelines for reporting on animal welfare by companies can be issued by established standard-setting institutions to provide a clear set of guidelines to those engaged in sustainability reporting of listed food companies. Thus, designing a guideline for reporting animal welfare that is unique to Sri Lanka is necessary. Secondly, laying the foundations of an organization similar to BBFAW in Sri Lanka would be beneficial in both improving disclosure procedures on animal welfare and assessing how well businesses are doing with regard to farm animal welfare (Sun et al., 2021). It further needs to be noted that sustainability reporting in Sri Lanka is voluntary (Thoradeniya et al., 2015). Thus, it inherently means animal welfare reporting is voluntary as well. Therefore, the Sri Lankan government should enforce laws requiring mandatary animal welfare reporting of food companies which would provide guidance to individuals engaged in the sustainability reporting process of food companies which would enhance a sense of control and consequently more inclination towards adoption of FAW reporting as per the findings of the study.

Prior research on sustainability reporting has mostly been on integrated reporting transparency, sustainability, corporate social responsibility (CSR), and intellectual capital. This suggests that there is a gap in the literature because there is no empirical research on animal welfare disclosures and its potential determinants. The study contributes to the sustainability reporting literature by examining FAW disclosure practices in the Sri Lankan food industry. Previous studies mainly focused on developing theoretical frameworks to include animals in sustainability reporting frameworks (such as the BBFAW framework) (Vinnari and Vinnari, 2022). The study’s findings add to the current body of research on SR from a developing country’s viewpoint, with an emphasis on the psychological factors that encourage corporate reporters to pursue FAW disclosure practices. Additionally, little is known about the participants’ future plans to adopt FAW disclosure practices based on the outcomes of such research. Therefore, the study of people’s intention to adopt FAW disclosure methods is more future-focused and fills a void in the extremely restricted accounting literature.

This study has some limitations whereas this research focuses only on sustainability reporting intentions in publicly listed food companies of Sri Lanka, which effectively excludes employees in private sectors and small-scale farms. It does not consider companies dealing with animal-related products, such as fur in cosmetics and fashion. Also, the findings cannot be applied globally, as the research is limited to the Sri Lankan context, making it less valuable for those seeking information about developed nations, thus, future research could analyze data by using an international sample to enhance the generalizability of the study.
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the Difference

Lower Upper
Attitude towards FAW (ATT) 15910 70 0.000 1.528 127 178
Awareness of FAW (AW) 6.833 70 0.000 0.889 0.54 1.23
Subjective Norms (SN) 9.048 70 0.000 1.032 0.73 133
Perceived Behavioral Control (PBC) 6.997 70 0.000 0.926 0.58 1.28

Intention (INT) 6.663 70 0.000 0.874 0.53 122
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Intention (INT) 71 2 7 487" 1.106
Attitude towards FAW (ATT) 71 3 7 553! 0.809
Awareness of FAW (AW) 71 3 7 4.89" 1.096
Subjective Norms (SN) 71 4 7 503" 0.961
Perceived Behavioral Control (PBC) 71 2 7 493" 1.115

'Based on the one sample t-test performed, the significance of the difference between the mean values and the test value of 4 for all factors are also indicated, where p<.0L.
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