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TIME TO CELEBRATE SUCCESS!
Dr. Andrea Szirmai Madarasiné

The "Integrated Reporting for Transparency
in SMEs" (INTEREST) project started on
November 1st, 2019. The three years
devoted to its implementation proved very
challenging, not only because of the
project’s ambitious objectives, but also as a
consequence of external factors.

We started the project in light of Brexit
with our UK partner, but right after this
COVID-19 broke out and redesigned our
everyday lives. We had to manage most of
our partners’ meetings online, something
that by now is common practice, but in
April 2020 was entirely new for everyone.
About twenty people attended each online
meeting: you can imagine how difficult this
was, be it a two-hour meeting or a three-
day one. Thanks to our partners we
developed our tolerance, patience and
open-mindedness: we had very effective
discussions and managed to identify
shared solutions to the challenges posed
by project implementation.

Once we started enjoying the opportunity
to go back to “business as usual” the
Russian-Ukrainian war started. Why was it
relevant for the project? In the Spring of
2022 pilot training activities were planned to
validate project deliverables, but we faced
the fact that firm preferences had changed,
and many SMEs were forced to react quickly
to the consequences of the war; integrated
thinking and reporting became less relevant
for SME owners and managers.

Even under these challenging circumstances,
we are pleased to celebrate the conclusion
of a very successful project. Its goal was to
help SMEs approach sustainability reporting
by developing a methodology compatible
with their specific features. Sustainability
reporting is a long process, and it may not
be the report itself that is relevant for SMEs,
but the journey leading to it. The process
strengthens cooperation among units, thus
promoting integrated thinking and
improving communication and information
flows. A coordinated response to the
sustainability reporting process increases the
value of the firms and triggers more
conscious corporate governance.
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TIME TO CELEBRATE SUCCESS!
Dr. Andrea Szirmai Madarasiné

Project implementation was based on the
Integrated Reporting Framework (IIRC -
https://www.integratedreporting.org). Its key
features are:

• importance of integrated thinking;
• focus on identifying the company's

stakeholders and impacts;
• double perspective of materiality analysis;
• analysis of the determinants and risks of

the external and internal environments;
• emphasis on value creation, which

includes the development of a strategy
and business model;

• the so-called “six capital approach”, which
identifies and measures the different
capitals based on the interdependence of
the economy with society and the
environment: financial and manufactured
capitals are linked to the economy,
intellectual, human and relational capital
to society, and natural capital to the
environment.

The efforts of project partners allowed to
finalize five deliverables:

• Integrated Reporting for SMEs: A
Framework for Action, based on IIRC
guidelines, interpreting the purpose,
defining principles and elements of the
Integrated Report for SMEs;

• An Integrated Reporting Guide for SMEs,
with detailed explanations and case
studies meant to support the
understanding and implementation of
Integrated Reporting; to complement the
Guide, an online tool was developed,
providing web-based support to the
development of integrated reports
(INTEREST (uni-bge.hu);

• E-book-based training content which
includes learning modules on the content
and structure of integrated reports to
support understanding, dissemination
and implementation by SME owners,
managers and university students;

• An Integrated Reporting Curriculum for
SMEs that was tested in pilot training
courses for SME owners and managers as
well as university students;

• Development of Integrated Reporting in
the SME Sector: Case Studies from
European Countries, a volume about the
state of the art of Integrated Reporting in
six European countries with a special
emphasis on SMEs published by Springer
(https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/
978-3-030-81903-3).
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TIME TO CELEBRATE SUCCESS!
Dr. Andrea Szirmai Madarasiné

Additional information on project activities
and achievements is available on
https://www.interest-project.eu/index.php.

The deliverables of the INTEREST project are
even more relevant taking into account the
swift developments in the landscape of
sustainability reporting, in Europe as well as
elsewhere. In April 2021 the European
Commission presented a draft Corporate
Sustainability Reporting Directive, finally
approved in mid 2022, and work is ongoing
on the definition of its operational details.
Sustainability reporting is going to be
compulsory only for SMEs with securities
listed on EU stock exchanges, but large firms
will have to report on the sustainability of
their supply chains, and banks are more and
more under scrutiny for the quality of their
loan portfolio, so the new rules are certain
to increase pressure on SMEs as well.

Even more taking into account these recent
developments, all project partners agreed
that they intend to continue their research
and development work in the area of
sustainability reporting, and in particular to
support SMEs with practical solutions in the
measurement and disclosure of their non-
financial performance. They also plan to
continue their teaching activities on
sustainability reporting in higher education,
both to students and to professionals in
executive education.

A final word of gratitude

It is always a great pleasure to participate in,
and even more to manage an international
Erasmus+ project, thus contributing to the
development of new, comprehensive and
relevant learning materials for educational
purposes and serving the professionals.
What may be even more valuable is that we
got to know talented colleagues with whom
we could really think and work together as a
team, complement each other well, discuss
creatively and strive for the best results. We
managed to build really good and hopefully
long term professional friendships.

As the manager of the INTEREST project I
would like to express my thanks for the
motivated and active engagement of the
partners, the administrative management of
the project, the colleagues and associated
partners supporting our activities.

Dr. Andrea Szirmai Madarasiné
Head of Finance and Accounting Institution
Associate Professor, Accounting Department
Budapest Business School, University of 
Applied Sciences
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AN INTERVIEW WITH
Prof. Adriana Tiron-Tudor

Q: What is your role in the INTEREST
project?

Adriana: From the beginning of the
INTEREST project I had a leading role
within the team representing Babes-Bolyai
University. In this phase of the project I
coordinate the Romanian trainers on
Integrated Reporting. The members of our
project and training team graduated from
post-research fellowship programmes and
published papers in the area of Integrated
Reporting.

The Romanian team was actively involved
in the development of the framework, the
guide and the curriculum for Integrated
Reporting by SMEs; on top of this, we are
running pilot training courses as well as
dissemination workshops in Romania. We
also lead Work Package 5, piloting the
exploitation of the guide and the
curriculum. Babes-Bolyai University has an
oversight role on the implementation of
national piloting activities, leaving the
responsibility for execution to local project
partners.

Q: What is your view about
integrated reporting?

Adriana: Integrated reporting is all about
presenting a company in a concise, logical
and useful manner by merging financial
information with information concerning
its governance, social and environmental
impact. In particular, this type of reporting
can provide to stakeholders a perspective
about the goals of the company and the
future objectives the company has set.

Integrated reporting represents a possible
solution to corporate reporting failures. The
International Integrated Reporting Council
emphasizes that an aim of an integrated
report is to communicate concisely about
"how an organization's strategy, governance,
performance and prospects, in the context
of its external environment, lead to the
creation of value in the short, medium and
long term” (IIRC 2013: 33). After some years
of application and debate, a process of
revitalization of the IR Framework led to the
extension of an integrated report's primary
purpose by drawing attention to the fact
that value may be created but also
preserved and eroded (IIRC 2021: 5).

To prepare an integrated report an
organization must first develop integrated
thinking. Thus, integrated reporting can be
defined as a process based on integrated
thinking that results in a periodic integrated
report about value creation over time and
related communications regarding specific
aspects of value creation (IIRC 2013).
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AN INTERVIEW WITH
Prof. Adriana Tiron-Tudor

Thinking in an integrated manner at firm
level requires an active consideration of the
relationships between its various operating
units and the capitals the organization uses
or affects. Integrated thinking leads to
integrated decision-making and actions
that consider value creation over the short,
medium, and long term. Integrated
thinking involves the governance of the
company as a collective understanding,
knowing, and then planning corporate
sustainable development.

Q: When did you start approaching
Integrated Reporting?

Adriana: Integrated Reporting represents
for me a topical research area. My first
approach to IR was when searching for a
theme for the thesis of Ioana Dragu, a
former PhD. student also member of the
Romanian team in the INTEREST project. At
that time I tried to bring up an original
research topic, which could better motivate
a doctoral student. In 2012 Ioana started
reading everything available at that time.

Over the years other doctoral and post-
doctoral students joined our Integrated
Reporting team. Gianluca Zanellato, from
Veneto (Italy), finalized with excellent results
a thesis debating Integrated Reporting in
the specific context of state owned
enterprises; Teodora Fărcaș focused her
postdoctoral studies on the status of non-
financial reporting over time; Monica Moise
extended the area of research by studying
the periods before and after the EU Non
Financial Reporting Directive. And finally
other department colleagues joined us.

Our team is active in various national and
international conferences and journals,
presenting and publishing our research
results. It is a great opportunity for us to be
involved in the INTEREST project, being part
of an international team of academics and
practitioners with the willingness to provide
feasible and cost-effective solutions for
SMEs, sharing ideas and learning from other
partners’ academic and practical experience.

Q: What is the current status of Integrated
Reporting in Romania?

Adriana: Romania represents an interesting
case due to its evolution from central
planning to a market economy, being a
developing country governed by the rule of
law, but also an EU member since 2007. The
geographic location of Romania shapes its
national political and economic context. In
particular, EU membership determines the
general directions for development,
structural integration at continental level,
and corporate reporting trends, including
both financial and non-financial reporting.
The influence of EU regulations is especially
clear when taking into consideration the
national corporate reporting landscape.

INTEREST project
Final Newsletter #6 - August 2022

INTEREST - INTEgrated REporting for SMEs Transparency

6



AN INTERVIEW WITH
Prof. Adriana Tiron-Tudor

Romania had no tradition of disclosing
non-financial information, including
corporate governance, social responsibility,
sustainability and environmental issues.
After 2007, Romania entered the alignment
phase with EU reporting regulations.
Romania followed the path traced by the
2000 “EU Financial Reporting Strategy: The
Way Forward” and EU Accounts
Modernisation Directive 2003/51/EC, which
required EU firms to disclose
environmental and social aspects
necessary to understand the company’s
development, performance or position.

In 2006 the Romanian National Securities
Commission requires listed companies to
present “a fair and complete review of the
development and performance of the
business of the issuer together with a
description of the main risks and
uncertainties specific to the performed
activity”; “reporting shall include any
significant information so that investors
may make an informed assessment of the
activity of the company, of its profit and
loss, and in such a way so that it shows any
special factors that have influenced these
activities”.

For large firms, the pioneering Directive
2013/34/EU (“Non Financial Reporting
Directive”) marked a definitive step towards
greater transparency and accountability on
social and environmental issues. The partial
transposition of Directive 2013/34/EU into
Romanian legislation was done by the
Minister of Public Finance, which included
all listed companies in the definition of
“public interest entity”.

Romania, therefore, has the legal framework
for disclosing non-financial information for
listed companies: the so-called ”non-
financial statement" should contain
environment-related information, social and
human resource data, and disclosure on
human rights or practices meant to combat
corruption and bribery.

Romanian branches of multinational groups
disclose voluntarily more non-financial
information than other firms. In terms of
ownership and industry, state-owned and
environmentally sensitive firms tend to
present more non financial information.

Fully-fledged Integrated Reporting is at an
early stage in Romania: only the branches of
multinational companies are familiar with it
or adopt it. At the moment, no Romanian
firm has implemented Integrated Reporting;
through the INTEREST project, though,
many SMEs demonstrated an increasing
interest toward this type of reporting.
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AN INTERVIEW WITH
Prof. Adriana Tiron-Tudor

Q: You are now working on the testing
phase. Did you imagine it like that? Which
are the main differences? Which are the
main challenges of training SMEs?

Adriana: We thought it would be harder to
find SMEs interested in Integrated
Reporting and willing to join the pilot
training. I was surprised that some of them
came to us after we posted an
announcement on a social media channel:
they were curious and wanted to be part of
the INTEREST project. We were similarly
surprised by the feedback we got after
asking collaborators or acquaintances that
own businesses: they responded positively
to our invitation to join the project.

As a rule, we found it challenging to obtain
information. Some SME representatives,
especially from start-ups, did not expect to
receive so many questions but in the end
their feedback was totally positive: they
realized that, by responding to our
questions, they were preparing themselves
to have a broader view of the business and
manage the firm for a sustainable future.

The pilot training, and in particular face-to
face meetings were valuable for trainers as
well; the feedback we received allows us to
improve the learning materials, especially
by including examples from SMEs.
Students enjoyed the opportunity to work
with other students and company
representatives, summarize information
and present it in a clear, concise and
attractive manner.

The main challenge is time: SME owners and
managers must work extra hours to attend
classes, read and understand the materials
from the online e-learning platform and
practice the writing of an integrated report.

Secondly, they should broaden their view
and disclose more than mandatory financial
data. They are more used to understand
balance sheets, and it is easier for them to
accept that they must publish accounting
information; they find it difficult to
understand why non-financial indicators can
be important as well. It is something new,
but at the same time it can motivate them to
develop knowledge and learn new insights.

As a final remark, I believe there is an urgent
need to have professionals specialized in the
development of non-financial reporting for
SMEs. In Romania few consulting firms are
familiar with the potential of non-financial
reporting; therefore, it may be useful to
invest in educating professionals about the
relevance of non-financial disclosure.
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AN INTERVIEW WITH
Mr. Paolo Zorzenone

Q: How do the SMEs affiliated to CONFAPI
FVG perceive the issues of sustainability
and sustainability reporting? And how did
CONFAPI FVG tackle this need so far?

Paolo: Sustainability and sustainability
reporting should be considered separately.
Sustainability, especially in environmental
terms, has been acknowledged as
important by SMEs since the late Nineties.
The firms in the furniture industry were the
first to take action: responsiveness was
triggered by the demand side, since
customers required wood to be cut in
compliance with forest stewardship
regulations and the use of water-based
paints to avoid exposure to formaldehyde.

At the same time public opinion became
aware of the fact that forests offer a broad
range of environmental, economic, and
societal benefits: wood and forestry
production must therefore guarantee the
continuous provision of these fundamental
benefits, such as safeguarding biodiversity
and the contribution to ecosystems, as well
as protecting the climate system. These
drivers contributed to the development of
societal awareness, ultimately leading to the
adoption of EU Regulation 995/2010
(“Timber Regulation”). More recently many
other industries understood the role of
sustainability, driven primarily by the need
to comply with the standards of the industry
or supply chain they belong to.

In the area of sustainability reporting SMEs
are still lagging behind: they did not feel the
need to measure and disclose non-financial
performance data, and as a consequence
they are unable to harness the opportunities
to improve organizational performance that
this process can open up. The decision by
CONFAPI FVG to join the INTEREST Project
should be framed on the backdrop of this
context: thanks to the support by Udine
University’s Department of Economics and
Statistics it allowed first to promote more
convincingly the importance of sustainability
reporting, as testified for instance by the
conference in October 2021, and then to
involve some of our members in the
process.
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AN INTERVIEW WITH
Mr. Paolo Zorzenone

Q: In 2021 CONFAPI FVG decided to join
the INTEREST project as an associated
partner. What triggered this decision?

Paolo: There is growing emphasis
worldwide on the issue of sustainability,
intended not only in its environmental
dimension but as a broader driver of
competitiveness. SMEs are aware of this
emerging sensitivity and feel the need to
address these issues, which are likely to
become more and more important in the
future. CONFAPI FVG decided therefore to
join the consortium implementing the
INTEREST project, fully aware of its
potential for our members.

Participation in the INTEREST project is also
linked to the guidelines that European
institutions are going to issue in terms of
sustainability reporting, and more broadly
of environmental, social e governance
(ESG) issues. In April 2021 the European
Commission presented its proposal for a
“Corporate Sustainability Reporting
Directive” underpinning the development
of a steady flow of comprehensive
information on sustainability along the
value chain. In formal terms the Directive,
currently being finalized, is going to apply
only to large firms, defined as those with a
headcount higher than 250. It would be
wrong to assume that SMEs will not be
touched by this new type of reporting,
though: most probably large firms will ask
their suppliers to comply with the new
standards, thus impacting the entire supply
chain. For this reason SMEs must be ready,
if they want to keep supplying larger firms;
otherwise they will run the risk of getting
excluded from vendor lists.

Q: As the contact person in CONFAPI FVG
for the INTEREST project you dealt directly
with the SMEs that decided to experiment
with integrated reporting, and joined the
pilot training programme on a regular basis.
What were these firms looking for, and what
did they learn at the end of this process?
And what will be the next steps?

Paolo: The pilot firms that volunteered to
join the INTEREST project could benefit for
free from a dedicated, five-session training
programme and the support of a students’
team who, supervised by the instructors,
helped them develop “Issue Zero” of an
integrated report along the guidelines of the
International Integrated Reporting Council.
This opportunity for self-reflection helped
identify variables that do not seem to have
immediate consequences on financial
statements, but if properly considered
impact corporate performance to a
significant degree in the medium term.
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AN INTERVIEW WITH
Mr. Paolo Zorzenone

Thanks to the INTEREST project pilot SMEs
could undertake a learning process aiming
not only to assess corporate performance
from a broader perspective, but also to
adopt metrics that will help introduce
initiatives critical for future improvements.
The ability to listen to customers, sensitivity
to local communities and the environment,
reduction of wastage, the adoption of
innovative solutions to reuse scrap
materials or to optimize logistics, the role
of employee benefits in improving staff
retention, the implementation of the most
effective management techniques are just
some examples of the performance
dimensions to be analyzed to understand
firms from the standpoint of sustainability.

Once the potential of these levers is fully
understood, also compared to the costs
they entail, they offer the chance to take
decisions likely to contribute handsomely
to the bottom line. It is paramount for
entrepreneurs to understand the potential
of sustainability reporting for corporate
growth and financial performance: it
should not be considered as a box-ticking
exercise or a tool suitable only to improve
stakeholder relations, but rather as an
opportunity to focus on the real drivers of
corporate competitive advantage, today
and (most importantly) in the future.

With this goal in mind CONFAPI FVG hosted
the final Italian conference of the INTEREST
project in July 2022. Two Directorates of the
Friuli Venezia Giulia Regional Administration
also joined this initiative, aware of their role
in supporting the development of local
firms. The event offered a chance to take
stock of the results achieved by the project,
but at the same time allowed to outline the
opportunities offered by the Regional
Government to the SMEs willing to start the
journey towards sustainability reporting.
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MULTIPLIER EVENTS
Sharing results with the real world

United Kingdom – April 29th, 2022

The UK multiplier event involved 21 SME
owner-managers from across the Leeds
City Region and 6 LBU colleagues engaged
in enterprise and SME related support
activities. A representative from one of the
businesses with whom we undertook
piloting was present. Following a welcome
from Dr Brian Jones, Dr Albana Rasha and
Paul Hampson, an overview of Integrated
Reporting and the INTEREST project was
delivered by Brian. The focus here was to
set the scene, to clarify understanding of
Integrated Reporting and to lay out the
purpose and scope of the INTEREST
project. Paul then spoke about his
experience of working with an organisation
from the Leeds City Region and their
experience of engaging with the concept
and practice of Integrated Reporting. This
helped demonstrate that Integrated
Reporting is something that is being
addressed at a local/regional level and
served to show that it is something that all
businesses can engage with. Albana then
gave a detailed presentation that
addressed integrated thinking and
reporting in SMEs. All three presentations
were well received, and this was brought to
light in the time that was left for questions
and discussion. Following the end of the
formal panel presentations and discussions
refreshments were provided and this
allowed for networking and outstanding
questions to be raised and addressed in a
supportive and welcoming environment.
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Hungary – June 17th, 2022

The closing event of the INTEREST project in
Hungary involved about 50 participants.
Sára Csillag, Dean of Budapest Business
School and István Wimmer, Secretary
General of Business Hungary opened the
event. After the presentation of project
results, sustainability developments and
trends were reviewed, followed by a
presentation by Balázs Bozsik (PwC ESG
Services senior manager) on the regulation
of sustainability reporting and the expected
changes, which was concluded by a
presentation by Csaba Csiszkó (Denkstatt
Sustainability Business Unit Manager) on the
challenges and solutions of reporting
practices. In addition to the speakers, the
roundtable discussion also included
company executives Gábor Szulyovszki
(Futureal International Technical Audit
Director) and Rudolf Semsei (Budapest Party
Service Kft Managing Director), who added
interesting aspects to the discussion on
sustainability thinking and results.



MULTIPLIER EVENTS
Sharing results with the real world

Poland – June 29th, 2022

After a long work together mixing lectures
for full- and part-time students as well as
individual consultations with the trainer,
online and offline, the WUEB team
collected 33 integrated reports in English
and 19 more in Polish. The five best reports
were awarded during the multiplier event:
they covered Eco Harpoon, a firm
specialized in recycling of plastic packages
and waste processing; J.H. Kamieniarz
Henryk Kamieniarz, a family firm supplying
spare parts for agricultural machinery and
products for plant and livestock breeding;
Lagoon, a firm offering top quality,
environmentally friendly laundry services;
Machela, a bakery producing mixed wheat-
rye products, small wheat products and
semi-confectionery products; and Safety
Logistics, official partner and distributor of
the Swedish company Troax, specialized in
mesh panels and warehouse fencing.
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Participants assessed very positively both
the trainer and training materials; they
identified data gathering and materiality
assessment as the most challenging steps in
the integrated reporting process.

Italy – July 13th, 2022

The final event of the INTEREST project in
Italy involved over thirty participants and
was hosted by CONFAPI FVG, an association
gathering more than one thousand SMEs
across Friuli Venezia Giulia, jointly with
Udine University. Udine Chamber of
Commerce and Friulia, the Regional Venture
Capital Fund; two SME owners involved in
the pilot training course shared their
experience of how drafting their first
integrated report helped them reflect in a
holistic perspective on their own business
model, value proposition and performance
drivers. During the event two representatives
of the Regional Administration presented
current and planned incentives available to
local SMEs willing to invest on sustainability
and sustainability reporting.



MULTIPLIER EVENTS
Sharing results with the real world

In closing, the five pilot SMEs and the nine
masters’ students who supported them in
developing their first integrated report
received diplomas acknowledging their
contribution to the success of the
INTEREST project. Overall the event offered
a precious opportunity to disseminate the
achievements of the project in helping
SMEs adhere to the new European
standards in the field of sustainability.
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Romania – July 21st, 2022

The Romanian multiplier event discussed
how sustainability and nonfinancial reports
influence the business environment and the
accountancy profession. The event was
hosted by the Chamber of Financial Auditors
(CAFR) and had a hybrid format, both online
and offline: 14 participants attended on site
and no less than 74 attendees joined online.
Ovidiu Bunget, full professor at West
University of Timișoara, moderated the first
session, covering diversity vs. harmonization
in nonfinancial reporting, sustainability
reporting for the business environment and
initiatives providing training in sustainability;
presenters included Cristina Alexandrina
Ștefănescu, senior lecturer at Babeș Bolyai
University; Roxana Suciu, Energy, Climate
Change and Sustainability Department
Manager at KPMG Romania; Dan Morar, ESG
and Environment Department at KPMG Cluj;
and Adriana Lobda, representing CAFR at
Professional Accountancy Education Europe.
Alin Dumitrescu, senior lecturer at West
University of Timișoara, moderated the
second session. The discussion covered the
EU Non Financial Reporting Directive, ESG
tendencies and integrated reports issued by
SMEs; the presenters were Ioana Suciu,
Monica Manolachi, Teodora Viorica Fărcaș
and Adriana Tiron-Tudor, all from Babeș
Bolyai University. In the final remarks Irimie
Popa, CAFR local branch representative and
senior lecturer at Babeș Bolyai University,
and the session moderators summarized the
relevance of integrated reporting to
practitioners and the accountancy
profession.


