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CEOS.PP., ISCAP, Polytechnic of Porto, Matosinhos, Portugal and 
IPCA CICF, Barcelos, Portugal
Albertina Paula Monteiro

CEOS.PP., ISCAP, Polytechnic of Porto, Matosinhos, Portugal, and
Cristina Aibar-Guzm�an

Departamento de Econom�ıa Financiera y Contabilidad, 
Facultad de Ciencias Econ�omicas y Empresariales, Universidad de Santiago de 

Compostela, Santiago de Compostela, Spain

Abstract
Purpose – This study aims to examine the relationship between six specific Audit Committee (AC) features 
(size, independence, gender diversity, financial expertise, meeting frequency and tenure) and the degree of 
Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) decoupling.
Design/methodology/approach – On a sample of 3,465 publicly listed large firms worldwide from 2009 to 
2023 (13,488 firm-year observations) a random-effects Tobit regression for panel data and the generalized 
method of moments (GMM) were estimated.
Findings – The results show that ACs with greater gender diversity and financial expertise are more effective at 
improving the ESG reporting reliability by reducing ESG decoupling. However, AC resources and diligence, as 
measured by AC size, tenure and meeting frequency, do not significantly impact ESG decoupling.
Research limitations/implications – The findings suggest that the AC configuration enhances the quality and 
integrity of ESG information by reducing the divergence between symbolic disclosures and substantive actions.
Practical implications – The study provides actionable insights for strengthening ESG accountability 
frameworks and reducing ESG decoupling in corporate reporting.
Originality/value – This is the first study to systematically examine the relationship between AC characteristics 
and ESG decoupling.
Keywords Sustainability reporting, ESG decoupling, Audit committee, Corporate governance
Paper type Research article

1. Introduction
Environmental, social, and governance (ESG) information has become as important as 
financial information in corporate reporting (Saeed et al., 2026). However, the subjective and
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flexible nature of ESG reporting frameworks enables firms to select which information to 
disclose (Velte, 2023), resulting in discrepancies between reported ESG commitments and 
actual actions and performance (Sauerwald and Su, 2019). These discrepancies, known as 
ESG decoupling, compromise the reliability of ESG information, reducing its potential to 
drive corporate accountability and societal change (Kazim et al., 2025). Therefore, it is 
essential to identify mechanisms that reduce ESG decoupling to ensure that ESG reporting 
serves its intended purpose of informing stakeholder decisions and promoting organizational 
transparency (Cepêda et al., 2025b).

In this respect, the role of corporate governance (CG) in promoting sustainability and in 
enhancing transparency in ESG reporting has been highlighted (Garc�ıa-S�anchez, 2021). 
Evidence has demonstrated that effective CG structures are paramount for improving the 
reliability of corporate disclosures and mitigating the risk of ESG decoupling (Bataineh et al., 
2025). Boards of directors are an important governance mechanism, overseeing reporting 
processes, internal controls, and compliance with standards (Abweny et al., 2025). Recent 
studies demonstrate that specialized committees, particularly those focused on corporate 
social responsibility (CSR), help reduce ESG decoupling (Gull et al., 2024). However, little 
research has examined the role of audit committees (ACs) in mitigating ESG decoupling 
(Velte, 2023, 2025a), despite ACs’ growing involvement in overseeing ESG disclosure 
processes (Al-Shaer and Zaman, 2018). Aside from Velte’s (2025c) study, which examined the 
impact of gender diversity in ACs on environmental decoupling, no prior research has 
investigated the relationship between ACs and ESG decoupling (Cepêda et al., 2025a).

Widely recognized for their effectiveness in monitoring financial reporting quality 
(Alcaide-Ruiz and Bravo-Urquiza, 2022), ACs can bridge the gap between symbolic ESG 
commitments and substantive corporate actions by enforcing stricter disclosure practices 
(Pasko et al., 2024). As firms increasingly integrate sustainability into their strategies, ACs 
should play a more active role in guaranteeing the reliability of ESG reporting (Velte, 2025a). 
However, how effectively ACs fulfill this role depends on their composition, structure, and 
functioning, as these attributes determine their capacity to monitor complex and evolving ESG 
issues (Pozzoli et al., 2022).

This study aims to address a gap in the literature by empirically investigating how AC 
characteristics influence ESG decoupling. Using an extensive dataset of 13,488 firm-year 
observations from 3,465 publicly listed large firms worldwide from 2009 to 2023, we 
examined the relationship between six specific AC features (size, independence, gender 
diversity, financial expertise, meeting frequency, and tenure) and ESG decoupling. We 
selected these attributes because of their widespread recognition as indicators of internal audit 
quality and effectiveness (Al-Shaer et al., 2017) and their potential to improve the quality and 
credibility of ESG reporting (Velte, 2025a). To substantiate the influence of these attributes on 
ESG decoupling, we draw on agency theory (AT) and the resource-based view (RBV), widely 
accepted frameworks for examining the role of CG mechanisms in ESG disclosure (Garc�ıa-
S�anchez, 2021). Our results reveal that well-structured ACs meaningfully enhance the 
credibility of ESG reporting by mitigating the discrepancy between symbolic disclosures and 
substantive actions. Specifically, we demonstrate that ACs with greater gender diversity and 
financial expertise are more effective at improving ESG reporting reliability by reducing 
decoupling. However, AC resources and diligence, as measured by AC size, tenure, and 
meeting frequency, do not significantly affect ESG decoupling.

This study makes several significant contributions to the literature. First, to our knowledge, 
this is the first study to systematically examine the relationship between AC characteristics and 
ESG decoupling, offering a more detailed understanding of how internal governance design 
affects ESG transparency. Our findings emphasize the strategic importance of ACs as distinct 
governance structures with specialized oversight responsibilities. Additionally, the study 
offers new insights into the conditions under which ACs can effectively curb ESG decoupling 
by demonstrating the importance of AC gender diversity and financial expertise in this regard. 
Furthermore, the results reinforce key tenets of AT and RBV by showing that diverse, skilled
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ACs can serve as monitoring agents, reducing managerial discretion, while also providing 
expertise and external legitimacy in the increasingly complex domain of ESG reporting. These 
findings have practical implications for firms, investors, and policymakers concerned with 
improving the reliability of ESG information by providing actionable insights for 
strengthening ESG accountability frameworks and reducing greenwashing in corporate
reporting.

The remainder of this paper is as follows: Section 2 summarizes previous research on the
relationship between ACs and ESG reporting. Section 3 presents the theoretical framework
and research hypotheses. Section 4 describes the study’s empirical design. The results are
presented in Section 5. Section 6 includes robustness checks and additional analyses.
Section 7 discusses the implications of the findings, and Section 8 outlines the study’s main
conclusions.

2. Background and literature review
ACs are a pivotal component of effective CG systems (Almarayeh et al., 2022). Considered 
“the ultimate monitor” of a company’s reporting process (BRC, 1999, p. 7), ACs ensure 
transparency and credibility in all company activities; though, their focus has primarily been 
on compulsory financial disclosure. Due to increased stakeholder demands for ESG 
information disclosure, however, ACs’ role has expanded to include non-financial disclosure 
(Pucheta-Mart�ınez et al., 2023). Therefore, AC characteristics influence management 
decisions regarding information disclosure, including ESG-related disclosure (Al-Shaer and 
Zaman, 2018).

Previous studies have primarily examined the existence and composition of ACs in relation 
to ESG reporting (Velte, 2023, 2025a). To a lesser extent, research has examined the 
association between AC characteristics and ESG performance, as well as the use of assurance 
services for ESG information. Most of this empirical evidence is based on single-country 
settings, often in emerging markets, and yields inconclusive or mixed results. Additionally, 
several studies have examined how AC existence and composition influence the quality, tone, 
and credibility of ESG disclosures. Once again, the results of these studies are mixed. Overall, 
however, AC attributes positively impact the quality, tone, and perceived credibility of ESG 
reports. Appendix A (in the Supplementary Online Appendix) summarizes the main findings 
from these prior studies.

Despite the growing body of research on ACs and ESG reporting (Velte, 2025a), there is 
virtually no empirical evidence explicitly addressing the relationship between AC 
characteristics and ESG decoupling. To the authors’ knowledge, only one study has analyzed 
the impact of AC characteristics on environmental decoupling: Velte (2025c) examined the 
impact of AC gender diversity on environmental decoupling among STOXX Europe 600-listed 
companies, finding that greater AC gender diversity results in less decoupling. Other AC 
characteristics, specifically AC size, independence, and meeting frequency, were considered 
control variables in the study and were negatively associated with environmental decoupling. 
Additionally, two recent studies have incorporated AC-related variables into their models. 
Saeed et al. (2026) analyzed the impact of audit quality on ESG decoupling and found a 
significant negative association between AC independence—conceptualized as an audit quality 
attribute—and ESG decoupling. However, Pisano et al. (2025) examined the effect of board-
level governance mechanisms on environmental decoupling and found that the presence of an 
AC was associated with non-significant or positive effects.

3. Theoretical framework and research hypotheses
This study uses AT and RBV to examine how ESG decoupling is influenced by AC 
characteristics. AT posits that managers may prioritize their own interests over those of 
shareholders (Jensen and Meckling, 1976), especially regarding ESG initiatives and
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disclosures (Tumwebaze et al., 2022). This opportunistic behavior may result in ESG 
disclosures intended to boost legitimacy without backing them up with substantive actions 
(Pisano et al., 2025). To the extent that ACs serve as monitoring mechanisms that oversee 
financial and non-financial disclosures (Musallam, 2018), an effective AC can prevent ESG 
decoupling (Pozzoli et al., 2022).

RBV posits that differences in firm performance arise from internal resources that are 
difficult to acquire or imitate (Barney, 1991). In this context, ACs enable firms to adapt, access 
critical information, and enhance performance (Al-Shaer and Zaman, 2018). Consequently, 
ACs can be viewed as strategic resources that enhance firms’ monitoring capabilities and 
provide access to diverse perspectives (Meqbel et al., 2025). As such, they improve the quality 
of ESG reporting oversight and mitigate the risk of ESG decoupling.

Based on these theories, we hypothesize that well-structured ACs can reduce the 
discrepancy between ESG reporting and actual results. Following Ghafran and O’Sullivan’s 
(2013) categorization, AC attributes are grouped into two categories: AC composition 
(independence, gender diversity, and financial expertise) and AC resources and diligence 
(size, tenure, and meeting frequency).

3.1 Audit committee composition
3.1.1 Audit committee independence. Monitoring effectiveness is widely recognized as being 
linked to independence (Albitar et al., 2023). Independent AC members are expected to 
prioritize the interests of shareholders and external stakeholders over management’s interests 
(Pasko et al., 2024), which enhances the objectivity of oversight functions and mitigates 
opportunistic reporting behavior (Uyar et al., 2023). From an AT perspective, independence 
strengthens the AC’s ability to perform its supervisory role effectively (Raimo et al., 2021), 
enabling a more accurate reflection of actual performance in ESG disclosures (Hasan et al., 
2022). Empirical evidence consistently shows that greater AC independence is linked with 
higher-quality and more comprehensive ESG reporting (Meqbel et al., 2025). Furthermore, 
Saeed et al. (2026) and Velte (2025c) report a negative association between AC independence 
and ESG decoupling.

Based on this theoretical and empirical foundation, we argue that greater AC independence 
enhances ACs’ capacity to scrutinize corporate reporting and to prevent opportunistic or 
symbolic disclosure practices, thereby reducing the risk of ESG decoupling. Thus, we propose 
the following hypothesis:

H1. AC independence is negatively associated with ESG decoupling.

3.1.2 Audit committee gender diversity. Gender diversity improves group decision-making 
and expands the range of perspectives within governance bodies (Velte, 2025c). According to 
RBV, women in top management positions are more attuned to ethical issues and stakeholder 
demands (Khemakhem et al., 2023). Accordingly, it is reasonable to assume that the presence 
of female directors on the AC could result in more rigorous oversight of ESG disclosures by 
improving deliberation, reducing groupthink, and incorporating broader stakeholder concerns 
(Gull et al., 2023a).

Previous studies have demonstrated that gender-diverse ACs tend to prioritize 
transparency and accountability (Khemakhem et al., 2023), diminishing the likelihood of 
symbolic or superficial ESG reporting. Consequently, gender-diverse ACs may be more 
effective in identifying discrepancies between ESG claims and actual practices, potentially 
leading to a reduction in ESG decoupling. Velte (2025c) is the only study that has analyzed 
the impact of AC gender diversity on environmental decoupling and found that higher 
gender diversity in ACs leads to less environmental decoupling. Therefore, the following 
hypothesis is proposed:

H2. AC gender diversity is negatively associated with ESG decoupling.

SAR

Downloaded from http://ftp.nowpublishers.com/sar/article-pdf/doi/10.1108/SAR-03-2026-0016/11577725/sar-03-2026-0016en.pdf by guest on 26 June 2026



3.1.3 Audit committee financial expertise. AC members’ knowledge and experience in
accounting, auditing, and finance enable them to provide high-quality oversight, as they are 
better prepared to interpret ESG information and detect discrepancies or inaccuracies 
(Pucheta-Mart�ınez et al., 2021). According to RBV, AC members’ financial expertise is a key 
resource that strengthens their ability to supervise disclosed information (Alcaide-Ruiz and 
Bravo-Urquiza, 2022), thereby mitigating the risk of token compliance or greenwashing. 
Similarly, AT suggests that AC members’ expertise improves supervision quality and reduces 
information asymmetries (Dwekat et al., 2022). Empirical evidence supports this notion, 
demonstrating that AC members’ financial knowledge and expertise lead to more accurate and 
comprehensive ESG reporting (Al-Shaer et al., 2017; Mohammadi et al., 2021; Pucheta-
Martinez et al., 2021; Uyar et al., 2023; Meqbel et al., 2025). Accordingly, we propose the 
following hypothesis:

H3. AC financial expertise is negatively associated with ESG decoupling.

3.2 Audit committee resources and diligence
3.2.1 Audit committee size. AC size reflects its structural capacity to distribute responsibilities 
and manage complex oversight functions (Dwekat et al., 2022), including those related to ESG 
reporting (Raimo et al., 2021). From a RBV perspective, larger ACs benefit from a broader 
pool of knowledge, skills, and viewpoints, strengthening oversight and facilitating deeper 
scrutiny of ESG disclosures (Meqbel et al., 2025). While excessive size can hinder 
coordination and reduce efficiency, a moderately larger AC is generally better equipped to 
detect inconsistencies between ESG communications and actual practices, ensuring alignment 
between disclosure and performance (Pasko et al., 2024).

Previous studies have reported positive impacts of AC size on the quantity and quality of 
disclosed ESG information (Mohammadi et al., 2021; Hassan et al., 2022; Albitar et al., 2023; 
Pasko et al., 2024; Umar et al., 2024; Meqbel et al., 2025). Regarding ESG decoupling, Velte 
(2025c) found that larger ACs are more effective in preventing environmental decoupling. 
Based on this theoretical foundation and empirical findings, we propose the following 
hypothesis:

H4. AC size is negatively associated with ESG decoupling.

3.2.2 Audit committee tenure. AC members’ tenure reflects their accumulated experience 
and knowledge of the firm’s operations, culture, and governance processes (Pozzoli et al., 
2022). According to AT, longer-serving AC members are more effective monitors because 
they have a better grasp of internal controls, reporting standards, and managerial behavior 
(Paolone et al., 2023). From a RBV perspective, longer tenure enables AC members to develop 
social capital and institutional knowledge (Paolone et al., 2023), enabling more effective ESG 
oversight (Bravo and Reguera-Alvarado, 2019). However, excessive tenure may compromise 
independence, reduce critical oversight, and lead to familiarity threats (Patro et al., 2018).

Regarding ESG reporting, Bravo and Reguera-Alvarado (2019) show that longer AC 
tenure results in more comprehensive and relevant disclosures. In contrast, Gull et al. (2023b) 
demonstrate that longer tenure of CSR committee members decreases ESG decoupling. We 
argue that moderate tenure, as a proxy for embedded, firm-specific expertise and knowledge, 
while maintaining critical distance (Asad et al., 2024), enhances AC effectiveness by 
balancing expertise and objectivity, thereby contributing to more accurate and faithful ESG 
reporting (Gull et al., 2023b). Therefore, the following hypothesis is stated:

H5. AC tenure is negatively associated with ESG decoupling.

3.2.3 Audit committee meeting frequency. The frequency with which an AC meets is an
indicator of its diligence, engagement, and commitment to fulfilling its oversight 
responsibilities (Dwekat et al., 2022). More frequent meetings signal a proactive governance
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approach, offering additional opportunities to address ESG-related matters, monitor reporting 
practices, and question managerial claims (Pasko et al., 2024). According to AT, increased 
oversight through regular meetings improves the reliability of disclosed information (Buallay 
and Al-Ajmi, 2020). From a RBV perspective, frequent engagement enables the AC to mobilize 
its resources more effectively for monitoring corporate reporting, thereby improving reporting 
quality (Al-Shaer and Zaman, 2018).

Empirical research shows that AC meeting frequency positively influences the extent and 
quality of ESG reporting (Appuhami and Tashakor, 2017; Bravo and Reguera-Alvarado, 2019; 
Arif et al., 2021; Pucheta-Mart�ınez et al., 2023). Regarding ESG decoupling, Velte (2025c) 
found a negative association between higher AC meeting frequency and environmental 
decoupling. Based on the above discussion and empirical evidence, we posit that a higher 
meeting frequency signals greater AC proactivity and diligence and can help prevent symbolic 
ESG reporting practices. Therefore, we formulate the following hypothesis:

H6. AC meeting frequency is negatively associated with ESG decoupling. 

Figure 1 depicts the research model.

4. Material and methods
4.1 Population and sample
We selected international, listed companies as our target population. We focused on large, 
listed companies because they face stronger regulatory, investor, and public pressure to 
disclose ESG information (Belhouchet and Chouaibi, 2024). Furthermore, larger companies 
are more likely to overstate their ESG performance due to their high visibility (Abweny et al., 
2025). To this end, we extracted a set of financial and sustainability information from the 
LSEG Refinitiv database for the period from 2009 to 2023. We chose this database because it is 
widely recognized and covers a broad range of ESG factors (Velte, 2023). Additionally, the 
study period is marked by substantial regulatory changes and heightened demand for ESG 
information (Velte, 2025b).

The sample was drawn from an initial unbalanced panel dataset consisting of 6,409 firms 
and 96,135 observations. Cases with missing information on the study variables and 
companies without information available for at least five consecutive years were eliminated 
from this initial panel (Garc�ıa-S�anchez et al., 2025). The final sample included 3,465 firms 
(13,488 observations). Figures 2 and 3 show the absolute and relative frequencies, 
respectively, by country and sector.

Figure 1. Research model
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Figure 2. Sample distribution by country
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Figure 3. Sample distribution by sector
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4.2 Variable conceptualization
The dependent variable (CSRGap) represents ESG decoupling. According to Cepêda et al.’s 
(2025b) literature review on ESG decoupling, the proxy developed by Hawn and Ioannou 
(2016) is commonly used to assess ESG decoupling. It reflects the absolute gap between a 
company’s internal ESG policies and its external ESG disclosures, as measured by dummy 
variables constructed from specific ESG indicators sourced from the LSEG Refinitiv database. 
Following Garc�ıa-S�anchez et al. (2022) and Cepêda et al. (2025b), we used a modified version 
of the Hawn and Ioannou (2016) proxy, excluding certain items to prevent overlap. Thus, the 
CSRGap variable is based on 18 external and 20 internal items. After normalizing these items, 
we determined the CSRGap by subtracting the normalized values for two consecutive time 
periods (t and t�1).

The independent variables are the AC characteristics in terms of composition 
(independence (ACIndep), gender diversity (ACGenderDiv), and financial expertise 
(ACExpert)) and resources and diligence (size (ACSize), tenure (ACTenure), and meeting 
frequency (ACMeet)).

Furthermore, in line with previous research on ESG decoupling, we included a 
comprehensive set of control variables to minimize potential bias (Cepêda et al., 2025b). 
These variables include firm resources and capabilities such as firm size (Size), capital 
investment intensity (CAPEX), operating liquidity (CashFlowOA), economic profitability 
(ROA), leverage (Leverage), market value (TobinsQ), financial losses (LOSS), and total 
accruals scaled by cash flow (Accruals). We also included several variables related to CG 
mechanisms, including board size (Bsize), board gender diversity (BGenderDiv), and chief 
executive officer duality (CEO Duality), and other board committees, including the CG 
committee (GovCommittee) and the CSR committee (CSRCommittee). Finally, we included 
several variables related to the firm’s sustainability approach: ESG transparency score 
(ESGS), external assurance of ESG reports (Assurance), and two variables representing the 
European Union’s (EU) ESG reporting standardization (EUTaxonomy and CSRD). Three 
categorical variables were also included as control variables: country, year, and industry. 
Appendix B (in the Supplementary Online Appendix) shows the definitions of the variables.

4.3 Model
The model represented by the following equation analyzes the impact of AC attributes on ESG 
decoupling.

CSRGap i;t ¼ ∝ 0 þ ∝ 1 ACIndep i;t þ ∝ 2 ACGenderDiv i;t þ ∝ 3 ACExpert i;t
þ ∝ 4 ACSize i;t þ ∝ 5 ACTenure i;t þ ∝ 6 ACMeet i;t þ ∝ 7 Size i;t
þ ∝ 8 CAPEX i;t þ ∝ 9 CashFlowOA i;t þ ∝ 10 ROA i;t þ ∝ 11 Leverage i;t
þ ∝ 12 TobinsQ i;t þ ∝ 13 LOSS i;t þ ∝ 14 Accruals i;t þ ∝ 15 GovCommittee i;t
þ ∝ 16 CSRCommittee i;t þ ∝ 17 BGenderDiv þ ∝ 18 BSize i;t
þ ∝ 19 CEODuality i;t þ ∝ 20 ESGS i;t þ ∝ 21 EUTaxonomy i;t þ ∝ 22 CSRD i;t
þ ∝ 23 Assurance i;t þ ∝ 24 Industry i;t þ ∝ 25 Country i þ ∝ 26 Year t þ ε it þ η i 

(1)

Where i identifies the firm and t is the year, ∝ are the coefficients to be estimated. The symbol η 
represents the unobservable heterogeneity, and ε represents the disturbance term.

For the empirical analysis, we employed Tobit regression for panel data. We used a random 
effects regression model, as indicated by the results of the Hausman test. This method captures 
unobserved differences across firms and combines cross-sectional and time-series data.
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We corrected for endogeneity by instrumenting the explanatory variables using time lags 
(Garc�ıa-S�anchez et al., 2022).

5. Results
5.1 Descriptive statistics
The average CSRGap is negative (�0.149), indicating that firms tend to mask their ESG 
reporting. In terms of AC characteristics, the average AC has 10 members, most of whom 
are independent (72%) and have financial expertise (83%). However, gender diversity is low 
(26%). On average, the AC holds 14 meetings per year. The average tenure of AC members is 
10 years. Forty-four percent of companies provide assurance on their ESG reports. Appendix 
C (in the Supplementary Online Appendix) shows the descriptive statistics of the sample.

Appendix D (in the Supplementary Online Appendix) presents the Pearson correlation 
matrix and the results of the Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) test. The results indicate that the 
CSRGap variable is not significantly correlated with the independent or control variables, as 
evidenced by values below 0.8. Additionally, multicollinearity is absent, as all the variables in 
the model have VIF values below 10 (Uyar et al., 2023).

5.2 Main findings
As shown in Table 1, there is no statistically significant association between AC independence 
and CSRGap (∝ 1 5 0.0012808; p > 0.05). Therefore, we cannot accept hypothesis H1, which 
posited that AC independence reduces ESG decoupling. However, AC gender diversity 
(∝ 2 5 �0.0004499; p < 0.05) and AC financial expertise (∝ 3 5 �0.0359191; p < 0.01), are 
negatively and significantly associated with CSRGap. These results indicate that both AC 
compositional attributes reduce ESG decoupling, as hypothesized by hypotheses H2 and H3. 
Accordingly, these hypotheses can be accepted.

Regarding AC resources and diligence, the association between CSRGap and AC size 
(∝ 4 5 �0.0012064; p > 0.1), between CSRGap and AC tenure (∝ 5 5 0.0002177; p > 0.1), and 
between CSRGap and AC meeting frequency (∝ 6 5 �0.0202324; p > 0.1) are not statistically 
significant. These findings suggest that these three AC attributes do not affect ESG 
decoupling. Therefore, we reject hypotheses H4, H5 and H6.

Regarding the control variables, our results show that the EU’s ESG reporting 
standardization negatively affects CSRGap. Specifically, the EU Taxonomy is negatively 
associated with CSRGap (∝ 21 5 �0.0094624; p < 0.05), indicating that alignment with EU 
sustainability standards promotes greater consistency between ESG reporting and actual 
corporate practices. Similarly, the CSRD showed a negative and highly significant relationship 
with CSRGap (∝ 22 5 �0.0082087; p < 0.01), suggesting that adoption of this European 
directive reduces ESG decoupling.

6. Complementary analysis and robustness tests
6.1 The effect of organizational and institutional context
Considering that the effect of AC characteristics on ESG decoupling can vary according to 
organizational and institutional context (Gull et al., 2023b, 2024), we analyzed how our results 
vary depending on CG quality, ESG industry sensitivity, and firms’ origin country’s 
development level. First, firms were classified into two groups according to their CG 
performance scores: those with good CG (scores above the sample average) and those with 
poor CG (scores below the sample average). Second, firms were categorized based on their 
industry’s environmental sensitivity. Firms operating in sensitive industries, such as oil and 
gas, metals, mining, paper, and chemicals, were grouped together. All other industries were 
considered non-sensitive. Finally, according to Cepêda et al.’s (2025b, p. 17) country 
classification, we grouped firms by their country of origin into two categories: developed or 
emerging.
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All tests are presented in Table 2 (the full online Table 2 is available in the Supplementary 
Online Appendix). The results for the AC compositional attributes are consistent with those 
from the main analysis. AC independence is not significantly associated with CSRGap. 
Meanwhile, AC gender diversity and AC expertise are negatively and significantly associated 
with CSRGap across all models, except for AC gender diversity in firms from emerging 
countries and operating in sensitive industries.

As in the main analysis, the attributes related to AC resources and diligence are not 
significantly associated with CSRGap, except for AC size in companies with poor CG, where a 
negative, significant association is revealed.

6.2 Analysis of AC typologies based on the percentage of independents, size, tenure, and
meeting frequency
Because the main findings revealed a lack of significant impact, we delved deeper into the 
effect of AC independence, size, tenure, and meeting frequency on ESG decoupling. Based on 
sources such as the Blue Ribbon Committee, the United Kingdom Corporate Governance 
Code, and Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) reports, 
among others, we created categorical variables reflecting different AC configurations.

Regarding AC independence, the thresholds are based on regulatory recommendations 
favoring a majority of at least 50% on the independent committee, as well as guidelines

Table 1. Main analysis – panel data regression results

Variables
CSRGap
Coef. (Std. Err.)

Independent variables 
ACIndep 0.0012808 (0.0006271)
ACGenderDiv �0.0004499 (0.0002359)**
ACExpert �0.0359191 (0.0064782)***
ACSize �0.0012064 (0.0011665)
ACTenure 0.0002177 (0.001193)
ACMeet �0.00202324 (0.0450483)

Control variables 
Size �0.0022319 (0.0036632)
CAPEX �0.0000795 (0.000039)
CashFlowOA 2.60e-12 (1.07e-12)
ROA 0.0153811 (0.0170946)
Leverage 0.0098559 0 (0.0107804)
TobinsQ 0.0003745 (0.0004459)
LOSS 0.0009881 (0.0056791)
Accruals 1.85e-12 (1.36e-12)
GovCommittee 0.0123619 (0.0085211)
CSRCommittee 0.0001664 (0.0077443)
BGenderDiv 0.0001336 (0.0000987)
BSize �0.0005005 (0.000497)
CEODuality 0.0090877 (0.0070998)
ESGS 0.0000249 (0.0001046)
EUTaxonomy �0.0094624 (0.0048795)**
CSRD �0.0082087 (0.003181)***
Assurance 0.0098759 (0.0073594)

Industry, country and year controlled 
Groups 3,833
Number of obs 13,488
R 2 21.50
Note(s): ***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1
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Table 2. Complementary regression results (I)

Dependent
variable
(CSRGap) Developed countries Emerging countries Sensitive industries Non-sensitive industries Good CG

 
Poor CG

Independent variables
ACIndep 0.0012788 (0.0006295) 0.0009589 (0.0013474) 0.0008211 (0.0008934) 0.0018949 (0.0008874) 0.0007103 (0.0007688) 0.0010955 (0.0011602) 
ACGenderDiv �0.0004058 (0.0002383)** �0.0002948 (0.0005831) �0.0000608 (0.0003947) �0.0006802 (0.0002962)** �0.0006054 (0.0002863)** �0.000246 (0.0004368)** ACExpert �0.0361678 (0.0065164)** �0.0288829 (0.0140203)** �0.0312577 (0.0102228)** �0.0401955 (0.0084265)** �0.0290735 (0.0079103)** �0.0384184 (0.0113409)*** 
ACSize �0.0010986 (0.0011859) 0.0013306 (0.0024794) 0.0008559 (0.0018475) �0.0019295 (0.0015175) 0.0005431 (0.0014174) �0.0011616 (0.0019474)*** 
ACTenure 0.0001156 (0.0011999) 0.0021858 (0.0029806) 0.0009839 (0.001888) 0.0006882 (0.0015687) �0.0008337 (0.0015875) 0.0011675 (0.0018002) 
ACMeet �0.02162 (0.0452214) �0.0111589 (0.1565321) �0.0118461 (0.0697466) �0.0365399 (0.0594198) 0.008248 (0.0571062) �0.0430301 (0.0798145) 
Note(s): ***p <

 
0.01, **p <

 
0.05, *p <

 
0.1
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considering a 100% majority to be the most stringent practice (OECD, 2021, 2022). Thus, we 
propose three AC typologies: LOW (≤50% independent members), MEDIUM (>50% and 
˂100%), and HIGH (100%).

Regarding AC size, most codes and stock exchanges require or recommend that ACs have 
at least three directors (OECD, 2021, 2022). Additionally, the literature indicates that the most 
common range for efficacy is four to six members (Bravo and Reguera-Alvarado, 2019). We 
consider the following AC typologies: SMALL (≤3 members), MEDIUM (>3 and ≤ 6 
members), and LARGE (≥7 members).

As regards AC tenure, the literature (Pozzoli et al., 2022) indicates that the median term for 
AC directors is five years. Furthermore, the UK Corporate Governance Code (2018) suggests 
that independence may erode after nine years. We consider the following AC typologies: LOW 
(≤5 years), MEDIUM (>5 and ≤ 9 years), and HIGH (>9 years).

Finally, although there is no consensus on the optimal number of AC meetings, CG codes 
and guidelines generally recommend three to four meetings per year for an effective AC. In 
line with common governance practices, we propose the following three AC typologies: LOW 
(<3 meetings), MEDIUM (3 or 4 meetings), and HIGH (>4 meetings).

In the model represented by Equation (2) we replaced the independent variables with 
twelve numerical variables. Each variable reflects a typology of AC: LOW/SMALL (0), 
MEDIUM (1), or HIGH/LARGE (2).

CSRGap i;t ¼ β 0 þ β 1 LOW ACIndep i;t þ β 2 MEDIUM ACIndep i;t
þ β 3 HIGH ACIndep i;t þ β 4 SMALL ACSize i;t

þ β 5 MEDIUM ACSize i;t þ β 7 LARGE ACSize i;t

þ β 7 LOW ACTenure i;t þ β 8 MEDIUM ACTenure i;t

þ β 9 HIGH ACTenure i;t þ β 10 LOW ACMeet i;t

þ β 11 MEDIUM ACMeet i;t þ β 12 HIGH ACMeet i;t

þ β 13 ACGenderDiv i;t þ β 14 ACExpert i;t þ β 15 Size i;t þ β 16 CAPEX i;t

þ β 17 CashFlowOA i;t þ β 18 ROA i;t þ β 19 Leverage i;t þ β 20 TobinsQ i;t

þ β 21 LOSS i;t þ β 22 Accruals i;t þ β 23 GovCommittee i;t

þ β 24 CSRCommittee i;t þ β 25 BGenderDiv þ β 26 BSize i;t

þ β 27 CEODuality i;t þ β 28 ESGS i;t þ β 29 EUTaxonomy i;t þ β 30 CSRD i;t

þ β 31 Assurance i;t þ β 32 Industry i;t þ β 32 Country i þ β 33 Year t þ ε it þ η i 
(2)

The results in Table 3 show that none of the proposed AC typologies are statistically significant 
predictors of the CSR Gap. This lack of significance indicates that variations in AC structural 
composition, categorized by these thresholds, support the stability of our primary findings, 
implying that they are not driven by subgroup effects based on AC distribution according to 
these attributes. The findings confirm a significant negative relationship between AC gender 
diversity ( β 13 5 �0.0003601; p < 0.05) and financial expertise ( β 14 5 �0.0378465; p < 0.01) 
and ESG decoupling.

The results demonstrate a significant influence of various control variables on ESG 
decoupling. Specifically, firm size ( β 15 5 �0.0064318; p < 0.1) and CAPEX
( β 16 5 �0.0001103; p < 0.01) are significantly and negatively associated with CSRGap, 
while firm operating liquidity ( β 17 5 2.71e-12; p < 0.05) and CEO duality ( β 27 5 0.0152728;
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p < 0.05) are positively and significantly associated with CSRGap. Finally, the results confirm 
the mitigating impact of the EU’s ESG reporting standardization on ESG decoupling, as found 
in the primary analysis. Both the EU Taxonomy ( β 29 5 �0.0090487; p < 0.05) and the CSRD
( β 30 5 �0.0079151; p < 0.05) are both significantly and negatively associated with CSR Gap, 
suggesting that alignment with EU sustainability standards promotes greater consistency 
between ESG reporting and actual corporate practices. However, ESG performance is 
significantly and positively associated with CSRGap ( β 28 5 0.0010207; p < 0.01), indicating 
that firms with higher ESG performance tend to engage in ESG decoupling.

6.3 Addressing endogeneity concerns
To ensure that our main results are not affected by endogeneity issues, we reevaluated the main 
model represented in Equation (1) using the generalized method of moments (GMM). 
Previous research has adopted this approach in to address potential endogeneity in panel data 
(Garc�ıa-S�anchez et al., 2025). The results of the regressions are presented in Table 4. 
Estimations were performed using Stata, providing estimated coefficients and their standard 
errors for each explanatory variable. Additionally, we conducted the Arellano-Bond AR(2)

Table 3. Complementary regression results (II)

Dependent variable (CSRGap)

AC INDEPENDENCE LOW_ACindep �0.0259489 (0.0626746)
MEDIUM_ACindep 0.032966 (0.062673)
HIGH_ACindep 0.0125833 (0.0551311)

AC SIZE SMALL �0.0165213 (0.0125482)
MEDIUM_ACSize 0.0093969 (0.0108384)
LARGE_ACSize 0.0058774 (0.0096876)

AC TENURE LOW_ACTenure �0.0066826 (0.0218915)
MEDIUM_ACTenure 0.007784 (0.0215252)
HIGH_ACTenure �0.0062754 (0.0212823)

AC MEETING FREQUENCY LOW_ACMeet �0.0001108 (0.0001715)
MEDIUM_ACMeet �0.0001345 (0.0002341)
HIGH_ACMeet �0.0000945 (0.0001356)

ACGenderDiv �0.0003601 (0.000226)**
ACExpert �0.0378465 (0.0059129)***
Size �0.0064318 (0.0036819)*
CAPEX �0.0001103 (0.0000346)***
CashFlowOA 2.71e-12 (1.06e-12)**
ROA 0.0186031 (0.0165264)
Leverage 0.0095122 (0.0103224)
TobinsQS 0.0019693 (0.0015847)
LOSS 0.003876 (0.0053808)
Accruals 1.56e-12 (1.33e-12)
GovCommittee 0.0094599 (0.008289)
CSRCommittee �0.0048538 (0.0068845)
BGenderDiv 0.0000761 (0.000093)
BSize �0.0003927 (0.0004694)
CEODuality 0.0152728 (0.0067844)**
ESGS 0.0010207 (0.0002719)***
EUTaxonomy �0.0090487 (0.004326)**
CSRD �0.0079151 (0.0030496)***
Assurance 0.0004182 (0.0066383)
Groups 3,833
Number of obs 13,488
R 2 20.14
Note(s): ***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1
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test for first differences and the Hansen test for instrument validity. The AR(2) test is not 
significant (Pr > z 5 0.542), indicating the absence of second-order autocorrelation. The 
Hansen test does not reject the null hypothesis (Prob > χ 2 5 0.823), confirming the adequacy 
of the instruments. These diagnostics confirm the robustness of the GMM system results.

7. Discussion
The findings reveal that certain AC compositional attributes, such as gender diversity and 
financial expertise, are significantly associated with lower levels of ESG decoupling, 
highlighting the importance of AC composition in aligning ESG disclosures with actual 
sustainability practices (Meqbel et al., 2025). The negative association between AC gender 
diversity and ESG decoupling aligns with previous studies suggesting that female directors 
pay closer attention to ethical, social, and environmental issues and are more committed to 
transparency and accountability (Khemakhem et al., 2023), thereby reducing symbolic 
disclosure and promoting substantive engagement. This result aligns with Bravo and Reguera-
Alvarado’s (2019) findings that AC gender diversity improves the quality of ESG reporting. 
Our results also align with those of Velte (2025c), who found that greater gender diversity in 
ACs leads to environmental decoupling. Similarly, the negative association between AC

Table 4. Main analysis – GMM

Variables
CSRGap
Coef. (Std. Err.)

Independent variables 
ACIndep 0.0043883 (0.002227)*
ACGenderDiv �0.0004979 (0.0003381)***
ACExpert �0.0023595 (0.0110999)**
ACSize 0.005547 (0.0027595)
ACTenure �0.0027369 (0.0016765)
ACMeet �0.0003362 (0.0002562)

Control variables 
Size �0.093122 (0.0356626)***
CAPEX �0.0001066 (0.0000388)***
CashFlowOA 1.41e-11 (4.93e-12)***
ROA 0.0637295 (0.0436381)
Leverage 0.0424775 (0.0250901)*
TobinsQ �0.0101335 (0.0041783)
LOSS 0.0015621 (0.0081924)
Accruals 7.59e-13 (1.30e-12)
GovCommittee 0.0535216 (0.0221267)**
CSRCommittee �0.0376474 (0.0271076)
BGenderDiv 0.0003083 (0.0002538)
BSize �0.0220937 (0.0098779)**
CEODuality 0.0134737 (0.0071502)*
ESGS 0.0009348 (0.0009017)
EUTaxonomy �0.0112456 (0.0112342)*
CSRD �0.0016344 (0.0062581)
Assurance �0.0007412 (0.0160963)

Industry, country and year variables included 
AR(2) Arellano-Bond test: Pr > z 5 0.542
Hansen test of overidentification: Prob > χ 2 5 0.823 
Groups 2,696
Number of obs 9,655
Note(s): ***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1
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financial expertise and ESG decoupling underscores the significance of AC members’ 
professional competence in overseeing non-financial disclosures (Pozzoli et al., 2022). These 
findings align with those of Al-Shaer et al. (2017) and reinforce the notion that AC members’ 
expertise enhances corporate reporting quality. Contrary to expectations, our results reveal no 
significant effect of AC independence on ESG decoupling. This finding contradicts previous 
studies associating higher AC independence with more complete ESG reporting (Buallay and 
Al-Ajmi, 2020; Meqbel et al., 2025) and less decoupling (Saeed et al., 2026; Velte, 2025c). 
However, our results align with those of Al-Shaer et al. (2017) and Pasko et al. (2024) 
regarding ESG reporting quality.

Regarding AC resources and diligence, our results do not indicate a significant impact on 
ESG decoupling. The lack of a significant effect for AC size and tenure may be due to the need 
for an adequately sized and tenured ACs (Asad et al., 2024); which could also explain previous 
mixed findings. Regarding AC meeting frequency, although ACs that meet more frequently 
may be able to more effectively monitor evolving ESG issues (Pasko et al., 2024), our findings 
suggest that simply meeting more frequently does not necessarily translate into greater 
effectiveness in aligning ESG disclosures with actual practices. Our findings regarding AC 
size and meeting frequency contrast with those of Velte (2025c), who found a negative 
association between both AC characteristics and environmental decoupling.

The absence of significant results for AC independence, size, tenure and meeting frequency 
does not negate their potential influence. Rather, these results suggest that the influence of 
these AC attributes may hinge on the context or interact with other board- or firm-level factors 
(Abweny et al., 2025). In this respect, the results of the complementary analyses indicate that 
the impact of AC characteristics on ESG decoupling varies depending on the organizational 
and institutional context. These findings align with those reported by Gull et al. (2024), 
Cepêda et al. (2025b) and He and Gan (2025). Specifically, AC gender diversity does not 
significantly affect ESG decoupling in companies based in emerging countries or operating in 
environmentally sensitive sectors. Conversely, AC size significantly reduces ESG decoupling 
in companies with poor CG.

Finally, our findings demonstrate that institutional pressures resulting from the new EU 
ESG reporting standards mitigate ESG decoupling. Alignment with the EU Taxonomy and the 
CSRD fosters greater consistency between ESG reporting and actual corporate practices, 
thereby mitigating decoupling. These results corroborate the positive influence of the EU 
regulatory framework on corporate transparency in sustainability reporting, as documented by 
Garc�ıa-S�anchez et al. (2023).

Theoretically, our findings support AT and RBV. We demonstrate that AC members’ 
financial experience and gender diversity contribute to the reliability of ESG information and 
reduce symbolic ESG information (Dewkat et al., 2022). Th AC serves as a control mechanism 
and a strategic resource that strengthens the company’s ability to adapt to external ESG 
pressures. Furthermore, our findings have practical implications for companies seeking to 
strengthen the credibility of their ESG disclosures and mitigate the risks associated with 
symbolic disclosure; they emphasize the importance of considering AC design as a key 
governance element, not just compliance obligation. From a regulatory perspective, our 
findings provide empirical evidence for current debates on CG reforms and ESG reporting 
standards (Garc�ıa-S�anchez et al., 2023), supporting the integration of ESG oversight 
responsibilities into the AC’s formal mandate to strengthen sustainability accountability.

8. Conclusion
This study presents robust empirical evidence on the role of ACs in mitigating ESG 
decoupling. Our results show that ACs with greater gender diversity and financial expertise are 
more effective at bridging the gap between symbolic ESG disclosures and actual sustainability 
practices. These findings suggest that the AC configuration improves the quality and integrity 
of ESG information by mitigating decoupling.
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However, this study has certain limitations that should be noted. First, while the analysis is 
based on a large, diverse sample, the results may not be extended to smaller companies or those 
in less-regulated markets, where governance structures and ESG reporting practices may differ 
significantly. Second, while the measure of ESG decoupling is based on existing literature, it 
may not fully capture the intricacies of symbolic sustainability reporting. Third, the study uses 
a quantitative approach and therefore does not provide qualitative insights into the internal 
dynamics of AC deliberations or the organizational processes that drive (or constrain) ESG
transparency.

Future research could expand upon the study findings in several ways. First, the influence
of gender diversity on ESG decoupling could be analyzed further by considering whether it
depends on a critical mass of women on the AC. Second, scholars could examine the combined
effects of AC characteristics and other governance mechanisms to gain a more comprehensive
understanding of their roles in ESG accountability. Third, longitudinal and qualitative studies
could examine how changes in AC composition or functioning affect ESG reporting behavior
over time, offering a richer understanding of causal mechanisms. Finally, cross-country 
comparative analyses could investigate how institutional environments and regulatory 
regimes mediate the relationship between AC structures and ESG decoupling, shedding light 
on context-specific dynamics.
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