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Prove It
Data, controls, and assurance

By Tyler J. Butler

75%
of large companies in a 22-
jurisdiction study got assurance
on their sustainability disclosures
in 2024 (IFAC, AICPA and CIMA)1

Dec 15
2026: ISSA 5000, the global
sustainability assurance standard,
applies to reporting periods that
begin on or after this date
(IAASB)2

58%
of U.S. public firms' self-reported
emissions figures were later
revised (Cohen, Rouen and
Sachdeva, Nature Climate
Change)3
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When someone asks you to prove it
Your assurance provider's request list lands on a Tuesday. One line asks for the
meter readings behind one site's electricity figure, who entered them, and proof

that someone else reviewed the total. You know the number is right. You are less
sure you can show how it got there.

This volume is about that gap, between a number you trust and a number you can evidence.

Assurance is an independent check on what you report, and for large companies it is now

the norm.1

The check itself is changing. One global assurance standard, ISSA 5000, takes effect for periods

beginning on or after December 15, 2026.2 No. 04, The Rulebook, covers which reporting rules

apply to you. This one covers who checks, how hard they look, which standard they follow, and

what to have ready.
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How common assurance is, and who provides it
Four terms first.

Assurance
An independent practitioner examines what you report and
issues a written conclusion. U.S. standards, from the
American Institute of CPAs (AICPA), call the same kind of
work attestation.

Verification
The word used in ISO 14064-3, and by many providers
outside the audit profession, for checking a greenhouse
gas statement.

Restatement
Changing a figure you already published, because the
method changed or the figure was wrong. Also called a
prior-year adjustment.

ICSR
Internal control over sustainability reporting: the owners,
checks and records that make a number reliable before
anyone outside looks at it.

The two studies below cover different companies and years, so never read them as one trend line.

Globally. The International Federation of Accountants (IFAC), with AICPA and the Chartered

Institute of Management Accountants (CIMA), reviews about 1,400 large companies in 22

jurisdictions. For 2024, 75 percent obtained assurance on their sustainability disclosures, up from

73 percent a year earlier and 51 percent in 2019.1, 4 Most of that work was limited assurance, and

audit firms performed 59 percent of the engagements.1
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Assurance went from half of large companies to three in four
Share of companies in the IFAC, AICPA and CIMA global study that obtained assurance on sustainability disclosures, by

data year. Each dot is one year's figure. The latest year is in red.

100%

50%

0%

No figure in our sources for 2020 or 2021

51%
69% 73% 75%

2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

Figure 1. The dotted line spans years with no figure in our sources. Source: IFAC, AICPA and CIMA.1, 4

In the United States. The Center for Audit Quality (CAQ) studies the S&P 500. Its latest edition

(July 2025) covers 2023, when 362 companies obtained assurance or verification over certain

metrics, or 73 percent of those that reported.5, 6 All but two of the 362 had their greenhouse gas

emissions assured, and most chose limited assurance. Only 24 percent of the assured companies

used a public company auditor.5

Audit firms lead globally. In the S&P 500, most assurance comes from
other providers
Two separate studies with different samples, units and years, shown together for contrast only. Read each panel on its

own.

S T UDY 1  ·  GL OBA L  ·  2 02 4  DA T A COUNT S  E NGA GE M E NT S

59% of sustainability assurance engagements were performed by audit firms

Audit firms Other providers

S T UDY 2  ·  U. S .  S &P 500  ·  2 02 3  DA T A COUNT S  COM PA NIE S

24% of the S&P 500 companies that obtained assurance used a public company auditor

Public company auditors Other providers

Figure 2. Sources: IFAC, AICPA and CIMA (global, 2024 data);1 Center for Audit Quality (S&P 500, 2023 data).5
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I N  PRA CTI CE When your board asks whether peers get assurance, the answer for large U.S. companies is
yes, mostly on emissions and mostly at the limited level. Before you answer, check your closest peers'
latest reports for which metrics they had assured, at what level, and by whom.

0 3

Limited versus reasonable, in plain words
The two levels differ in how much risk of a wrong conclusion the practitioner accepts. That sets

how much work gets done and how the conclusion is worded.

In a reasonable assurance engagement, the practitioner reduces that risk to "an acceptably low

level" and expresses an opinion. In a limited assurance engagement, the risk is reduced to a level

that is acceptable but "greater than for a reasonable assurance engagement." The conclusion then

says whether anything came to the practitioner's attention that suggests the information is

materially misstated. The procedures are lighter, but they must still be planned to reach a level of

assurance that is "meaningful."7

The quoted wording comes from the definitions in ISSA 5000, the global standard covered in

section 04.
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Limited assurance is a lighter check than reasonable assurance, with a
differently worded conclusion
The two levels of assurance side by side: how much work is done, how the conclusion reads, and how much risk of a

wrong conclusion the practitioner accepts.

LIMITED ASSURANCE
U.S. attestation term: review

DE PT H  OF  W ORK
Lighter procedures, less testing

H OW  T H E  CONCL US ION RE A DS

Nothing came to our attention that
suggests a material misstatement.

RIS K  OF  A  W RONG CONCL US ION
Acceptable, but higher

REASONABLE ASSURANCE
U.S. attestation term: examination

DE PT H  OF  W ORK
More procedures, more testing

H OW  T H E  CONCL US ION RE A DS

In our opinion, the information is
fairly stated in all material respects.

RIS K  OF  A  W RONG CONCL US ION
Acceptably low

Figure 3. Our plain-language paraphrase. Actual reports follow the wording of the standard used. Definitions: ISSA 5000, the
international sustainability assurance standard.7 U.S. terms: AICPA attestation standards, as described by the Journal of
Accountancy.8

Limited assurance means less testing and less comfort for the reader. It is still an

independent check.

I N  PRA CTI CE Read the conclusion paragraph of your current assurance report. If it says nothing came to
the provider's attention, you have limited assurance. Describe it that way, and never as "audited."
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The standards behind the assurance report
Every assurance report names the standard the provider followed. These are the ones you will

see, with their status as of October 2026.

STAN DARD ISSUED  BY WHAT TO  K N OW

ISSA 5000 International
Auditing and
Assurance
Standards Board
(IAASB)

Approved in September 2024.9 Effective for periods beginning on
or after December 15, 2026, with early application permitted.
Covers limited and reasonable assurance, works with any suitable
reporting framework, and is written for accountants and non-
accountants.2

ISAE 3000 (Revised)
and ISAE 3410

IAASB The general assurance standard and its companion for
greenhouse gas statements, in use before ISSA 5000. The IAASB
says ISSA 5000 "incorporates elements of" both.9

AT-C 105, 205 and 210 AICPA (United
States)

An examination (AT-C 205) gives reasonable assurance; a review
(AT-C 210) gives limited assurance. Two proposed sustainability
sections built on ISSA 5000, AT-C 325 and 330, closed for comment
on June 30, 2026, as reported by the Journal of Accountancy.8

AA1000AS v3 AccountAbility Names its two levels High and Moderate. Type 1 covers
adherence to the AccountAbility Principles; Type 2 adds specified
performance information.10

ISO 14064-3:2019 ISO A verification standard for greenhouse gas statements. California
regulatory staff propose to accept it with added accreditation
requirements, as reported by Sullivan & Cromwell.11

IESSA IESBA, the global
ethics standard
setter

Ethics rules for sustainability assurance, for accountants and
other practitioners. Effective on the same date as ISSA 5000;
provisions on value chain components follow on July 1, 2028.12

ISSA 5000 is the one to learn. The IAASB's adoption list, updated in September 2026, shows 24

adopting jurisdictions by our count. The United States is marked as in progress.2

I N  PRA CTI CE Ask your provider which standard your next engagement will follow and when they switch
to ISSA 5000. For a calendar-year reporter, the first period that starts after the effective date is 2027.
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Where it is required, and where it is your call

E U R O PE A N U NI O N

As of October 2026, the EU's Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive covers companies with

more than 1,000 employees and net turnover above EUR 450 million.13, 14 They need limited

assurance on their sustainability statement.13, 14 The planned step up to reasonable assurance

is gone. The European Commission says its power to adopt such standards "has indeed

been removed."14

The Commission must adopt an EU limited assurance standard by July 1, 2027. In January 2026 it

asked the Committee of European Auditing Oversight Bodies for advice by September 30, 2026 on

"EU specific add-ons (and possible carve-outs) to ISSA 5000."14 We had not seen that advice

published as of early October 2026.

CA L I F O R NI A

SB 253 is the state's emissions reporting law. Its text, as republished by public.law, sets limited

assurance "beginning in 2026" and reasonable assurance "beginning in 2030," both over Scope 1

and 2 emissions (direct emissions and purchased energy).15 Limited assurance over Scope 3

(value chain emissions) also begins in 2030.15

The first filing works differently. Reports are due under the California Air Resources Board's

(CARB) revised deadline of November 10, 2026, pending final state approval. No assurance is

required for that filing.11, 16

CARB staff propose limited assurance over Scope 1 and 2 starting in 2027, with a formal

rulemaking expected later in 2026, as reported by Mayer Brown and Sullivan & Cromwell.11, 16

That is a proposal as of October 2026. Staff would accept AA1000AS v3, AT-C 210 and ISO 14064-

3:2019.11 They would also accept ISAE 3410 with ISAE 3000 (Revised) for engagements starting

before December 15, 2026, and ISSA 5000 from that date.11

U . S .  F E D E R A L  A ND  T H E  U NI T E D  K I NG D O M

No federal assurance requirement is in effect. The Securities and Exchange Commission's (SEC)

2024 climate rule, which included an attestation report on emissions, never took effect. The SEC

proposed rescinding it in 2026 and had taken no final action as of October 2026.17

In the UK, the Financial Conduct Authority's final rules of September 30, 2026 leave assurance

voluntary. Listed companies must say whether they obtained it and, if so, name the provider, the

level and the standard used. The rules apply to accounting periods beginning on or after January

1, 2027.18
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V O L U NTA R Y,  WI T H  A  PU S H

Where no rule applies, assurance is your call. Voluntary schemes are starting to ask for it.

Version 2.0 of the Science Based Targets initiative's (SBTi) Corporate Net-Zero Standard sorts

companies into Category A and Category B by turnover, geography, emissions and employee

count. It "introduces mandatory limited assurance requirements for Category A companies

covering inventories and target-setting metrics."19 No. 06, Carbon, Nature, and the Value Chain,

covers that standard.

0 6

What providers ask for,
and the controls behind it
Most of this section is our own practical guidance. No standard prescribes it, and your provider's

process may differ.

A request list looks long, but it tends to ask the same things about every metric. Expect questions

on the definition and boundary, the raw data source, who calculated the figure and with which

factors, who reviewed it, and what it reconciles to.

We suggest a walkthrough as the quickest way to see where you stand. Pick one metric and follow

it from source record to published figure, asking for evidence at each stop.

A walkthrough follows one number from source to report
Our illustration: one site's purchased electricity on its way to a reported Scope 2 figure. Read left to right. Under each

stop is the evidence a provider is likely to ask for.

1 2 3 4 5 6

SOURCE ENTRY CALCULATION REVIEW ROLL-UP REPORT
Utility invoice
or meter read

Who entered it,
and when

Emission factor,
source, version

Second person
signs and dates

Site to group,
boundary list

Ties to the
published figure

Figure 4. Collaboration for Good illustration. No standard sets these steps, and your provider's may differ.

Evidence like that comes from controls you run all year. COSO, the body behind the internal

control framework finance teams already use, published guidance in March 2023 on internal

control over sustainability reporting. It interprets each of the 17 principles in its 2013 framework

for sustainability information.20
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You do not need all 17 on day one. The five steps below are our suggested starting sequence, in our

own shorthand. COSO does not set them out this way.

0 7

Data, AI, and why numbers get restated
Teams name the data itself as the weak point. The surveys below agree, but read the labels. Each

comes from a firm that sells reporting services or software.

WHAT THE SURVEY  FOUN D WHO ASK ED ,  AN D  WHEN

57 percent cited data quality as their top challenge; 88 percent
put it in their top three

Deloitte, consultancy survey of 300 public
company executives, January 202421

Use of AI for sustainability reporting almost tripled in a year, to 28
percent from 11 percent

PwC, consultancy survey of 496 companies,
202522

26 percent said internal AI audits detected AI errors that had
reached external audiences or the board

Workiva, vendor survey of 2,272 respondents
across corporate reporting, May 202623

Our view is that the tool matters less than the controls around it. A spreadsheet with restricted

access, version history, locked formulas and a named reviewer can hold up in an assurance

Set ownership
Name an owner and a reviewer for every reported metric, and a senior sponsor for the whole set. Bring
in finance or internal audit early.

1

Map where each number can go wrong
Walk each metric from source to report. Mark manual entry, unit conversions, estimates, and boundary
changes such as acquisitions.

2

Put a check at each risk point
Use second-person review, reconciliations to finance or operations data, locked emission factors, and a
change log.

3

Write it down and keep the evidence
Keep a short methodology per metric. Save proof of each check when it happens, in one place.

4

Test and fix
Each year, have someone outside the reporting team test a sample before the provider does. Log what
failed and fix the cause.

5
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engagement. A software platform can fall short if nobody checks what goes into it.

Treat AI the same way. Record where it drafted or filled in a figure, have a named person check

the output against the source, and keep that evidence.

WH Y NU M B E R S  CH A NG E  A F T E R  PU B L I CAT I O N

Deloitte UK reviewed the most recent reports that FTSE 100 companies, the UK's 100 largest listed

companies, had published as of December 31, 2024. It found that 46 made material prior-year

adjustments, 69 adjustments in all. The most frequent reason was a change in method, and errors

accounted for about a quarter.24

Nearly half of the FTSE 100 adjusted prior-year sustainability figures
Deloitte UK's review of the most recent reports that FTSE 100 companies (the UK's 100 largest listed companies) had

published as of December 31, 2024. Each dot is one company. Each bar is a share of the 69 material prior-year

adjustments that the 46 companies made.

H OW  M A NY COM PA NIE S

46 adjusted 54 did not

W H Y T H E Y A DJ US T E D

Share of the 69 adjustments, by reason

Change in method

35%
Correction of errors

26%
Other reasons are not shown, so these do not add to 100%.

W H A T  T H E Y A DJ US T E D

Share of the 69 adjustments, by type of figure

Greenhouse gas emissions metrics

77%

Figure 5. Source: Deloitte UK.24

We read the two causes differently. A restatement for a better method is normal maintenance. A

restatement for an error means a control failed. Say which one it is when you publish the change.
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W H AT  T H E  R E S E A R C H  S AY S

Ballou, Chen, Grenier and Heitger, Journal
of Accounting and Public Policy, 2018.
Study of restatements in corporate social
responsibility reports.25

Assurance improved the numbers.
With either type of provider it led to
better definitions, scopes and
methods. Accounting firms spotted
past inaccuracies earlier than other
providers and prevented future ones.

A N O T H E R  V I E W

Cohen, Rouen and Sachdeva, Nature Climate Change,
2026. Analysis of U.S. public firms' self-reported
emissions and later revisions.3

58 percent of self-reported emissions
figures were later revised, and
understatements were more common
than overstatements. Assurance did
not explain which figures were
revised. Neither did changes to
measurement method.

W HY I T M ATTERS Both findings can hold. Assurance sharpens methods and catches some problems, and
it has not stopped emissions figures from being revised. In our view the fix sits upstream, in your
controls.

A restatement for a better method is
normal maintenance. A restatement
for an error means a control failed.
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Getting assurance-ready in a year
In our view, twelve months is enough if the first engagement is narrow. Start where nearly every

assured S&P 500 company starts, with greenhouse gas emissions.5 The plan below is our

suggested schedule. No standard or regulator sets it, so adjust it to your reporting calendar.

WHEN WHAT YOU DO WHAT YOU HAVE AT THE EN D

Months 1 to 3 Decide scope: which metrics, which level, which standard.
Run the walkthrough in section 06 on each metric and list
the gaps. Talk to two or three providers.

A scoped metric list and a gap
list

Months 4 to 6 Assign owners and reviewers. Write a methodology per
metric. Add checks where the gaps are.

Methodologies and a control list

Months 7 to 9 Dry run on last year's data, done by internal audit or as a
readiness review by a provider. Fix what it finds.

A findings log, closed out

Months 10 to 12 Close the year with evidence saved as you go. Hand the
provider a complete evidence file on day one.

An evidence file and an
assurance report

On cost, one reference point is a December 2025 study prepared for EFRAG, the body that drafts

the EU's reporting standards. It surveyed the first companies to report under those standards and

put assurance costs at EUR 115,000 for smaller companies and EUR 1 million for larger ones.26

That compares with estimated total first-year costs of EUR 287,000 for preparers below 10,000

employees and EUR 1.97 million above.26 Those estimates cover a full EU sustainability

statement, far wider than an emissions-only engagement, so get your own quotes early.

W H AT  T H E  R E S E A R C H  S AY S

Casey and Grenier, Auditing: A Journal of Practice & Theory, 2015. Study of U.S. firms with and without assurance on
corporate social responsibility reports.27

Assurance was associated with a lower cost of equity capital and with smaller, less
scattered analyst forecast errors. The effects were stronger when an accounting firm
provided the assurance.

Why it matters. It helps when you ask for budget. The study shows an association in older U.S. data, so
present it as supporting evidence and stop short of promising a return.
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What to watch next
Six dates shape the next four years. One is a staff proposal, and the last comes from California's

statute, with the detailed rules still to be written.

Six assurance dates fall between December 2026 and 2030
Dates for assurance standards and requirements, as of October 2026, drawn to scale in time. Numbers above the line

are single dates. Number 2, below it, is a proposal for a whole year.

2027 2028 2029 2030

1 3 4 5 6

2 Proposed, during 2027.
The amber band marks the whole year.

The red arrow means the
requirement continues after 2030.

1 · Dec 15, 2026. ISSA 5000 and the IESSA ethics standards
apply to periods beginning on or after this date.2, 12

2 · During 2027 (proposed). California: CARB staff propose
limited assurance over Scope 1 and 2, as reported by Mayer
Brown.16

3 · July 1, 2027. Deadline for the European Commission to
adopt the EU limited assurance standard.14

4 · Jan 31, 2028. After this date SBTi takes new submissions
only under Version 2.0, with its limited assurance
requirement.19

5 · July 1, 2028. IESSA provisions on value chain
components take effect.12

6 · From 2030. California statute: reasonable assurance
over Scope 1 and 2, limited assurance over Scope 3.15

Scheduled date Proposal, and the period it covers In statute from 2030 onward, rules pending

Figure 6. ISSA 5000 is the global sustainability assurance standard. IESSA is the International Ethics Standards for Sustainability
Assurance. CARB is the California Air Resources Board. SBTi is the Science Based Targets initiative. Sources: IAASB, IESBA,
European Commission, SBTi, California Health and Safety Code, and Mayer Brown for the CARB staff proposal.2, 12, 14, 15, 16, 19

R IS IN G

AI in the reporting process
PwC found AI use for sustainability reporting at 28
percent, up from 11 percent a year earlier.22

Workiva's vendor survey suggests the checks on it
lag (section 07).23

F AL L IN G

U.S. reporting rates
G&A Institute counts 93.9 percent of S&P 500
companies reporting in 2025, down from 97.8
percent in 2024. It also says more reporters
obtained external assurance, without giving a figure
in its release.28
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H O L D IN G

Limited assurance as the
default
Most assurance in the global study was limited.1 The
EU has removed its planned move to reasonable
assurance.14

S C H ED U L ED  D ATE

December 15, 2026
ISSA 5000 and IESSA take effect.2, 12 The IAASB's
adoption list shows national versions following in
Japan (April 1, 2027) and Canada (December 15,
2027).2

C O L L A B O R AT I O N  F O R  G O O D  O U T L O O K

Our read is that the level of assurance is settling at limited for the next few years, while

the standard behind it converges on ISSA 5000. The EU's standard is to be built on it, and

CARB staff and the AICPA both propose to draw on it. For a U.S. team, the likely pressure

over the next 12 to 24 months comes from California and voluntary schemes such as SBTi,

with no federal requirement in effect.

Suppose your Scope 1 and 2 figures could pass a limited assurance engagement under

ISSA 5000 for the 2027 reporting year. You would probably be covered for most of what is

scheduled. Scope 3 and reasonable assurance sit further out, and those dates may move

as California's rulemaking proceeds.

Our analysis, based on the sources cited in this section. Not a prediction from any single source.

TA L K  I T  T H R O U G H

1. Which published metrics could we trace today from source record to reported figure,

with evidence at every stop?

2. Who owns each metric, who reviews it, and where is that written down?

3. Is our current assurance limited or reasonable, over which metrics, and under which

standard? When does our provider move to ISSA 5000?

4. Which figures have we restated in the last three years, and was each a method change

or an error?

5. If California or a customer asked for assurance over Scope 1 and 2 next year, what

would we fix first?
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