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Abstract

Sustainability disclosure has emerged as a critical element of corporate social responsibility, reflecting organizational commitment
to environmental, social, and governance (ESG) practices. While prior studies have predominantly emphasized firm-level
characteristics such as size, industry, and financial performance, limited attention has been directed toward the role of board
characteristics in shaping sustainability disclosure. This paper proposes a research framework that investigates the influence of
board attributes namely board size, board independence, board expertise, and board gender diversity on sustainability disclosure,
while introducing intellectual capital as a moderating variable. Drawing upon agency theory and legitimacy theory, the framework
highlights the role of boards in reducing information asymmetry, enhancing legitimacy, and advancing sustainable corporate
strategies. A comprehensive review of existing literature underscores the inconclusive and fragmented findings concerning the
board-sustainability nexus, thereby necessitating deeper exploration. The proposed model suggests that intellectual capital,
representing the collective knowledge and intangible assets within organizations, enhances the effect of board attributes on
sustainability disclosure. By situating this study within the context of Nigeria, the framework provides a foundation for future
empirical research and offers practical implications for academics, regulators, and practitioners seeking to strengthen governance
mechanisms and improve sustainability reporting practices. Ultimately, this study contributes to the discourse on corporate
governance by integrating intellectual capital into sustainability disclosure research, fostering a more holistic understanding of the
determinants of transparent and responsible corporate behavior.
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has gained importance in  addressing
environmental, social, and economic dimensions
(Bhatia & Tuli, 2017a). It is noteworthy that

INTRODUCTION

Sustainability disclosure has emerged as an

important component of corporate social : .
is not confined to

responsibility in the contemporary era, with
businesses  progressively revealing their
commitment to environmental, social, and
governance (ESG) criteria in their strategies.
Major corporations commonly choose to
voluntarily disclose sustainability information
through various channels, including corporate
websites and integrated reports within annual
reports (Giron et al, 2021). The significance of
sustainability disclosure is increasing globally,
encompassing both developed and developing
economies (Sarkar, 2022). The concept of
sustainability, rooted in the triple bottom line
(TBL) idea developed by John Elkington in 1994,

sustainability disclosure
developed countries; it has started to gain
momentum in developing countries as well (Linh
etal, 2022). Businesses are encountering growing
pressure to participate in sustainable and
responsible initiatives that contribute to human
well-being, address social and economic
disparities, and advocate for environmental issues
(Camilleri, 2017, cited in Fiandrino et al, 2019).
The complexities of the global financial crisis,
resource constraints, and ecological
transformations underscore the need for
corporate management to formulate long-term
plans in the face of uncertain circumstances
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(Saputra et al, 2017). While improvements in the
quality of life have been observed globally,
challenges such as environmental susceptibility,
poverty, and hunger persist (Wang, 2017).
Industrialization and business expansion, while
contributing to economic growth, also have
adverse effects on ecology (Sarkar et al, 2020).
Sustainable development, recognized globally as
meeting the needs of the present generation
without compromising the ability of future
generations to meet their own needs, underscores
the importance of a holistic approach to growth
(Wang, 2017).

Large corporations are increasingly recognizing
the significance of corporate sustainability,
acknowledging it as crucial for long-term
organizational success (Klettner et al, 2014).
Countries are responding by requiring that
companies disclose their environmental, social,
and governance performance (Nur et al, 2016).
Corporate sustainability is not merely an
economic necessity but also involves ecological
stewardship and a commitment to social justice
and fairness (Christofi et al, 2012). Sustainability
disclosure serves as a communication tool,
reducing informational asymmetries between
firms and stakeholders (Chiu & Wang, 2015, cited
in Ching & Gerab, 2017). Notably, privately owned
institutions tend to exhibit higher quality
sustainability disclosure than government-owned
ones (Chang et al, 2019). Recent years have seen
growing pressure from investors and standard-
setting bodies, propelling the adoption of
sustainable corporate behaviors (Al-Shaer &
Zaman, 2018; Aureli et al, 2020; Helfaya &
Moussa, 2017). This pressure has resulted in an
increased demand for the dissemination of non-
financial information (Arena et al, 2015; Caputo et
al, 2021; Lai et al, 2016). Regulatory shifts, such
as Directive 2014/95/EU, have emphasized the
importance of sustainable corporate strategies
and non-financial disclosure (Aureli et al, 2020;
Santamaria et al,, 2021).

Sustainability disclosure is not simply a
compliance exercise but is integrated into
business models, addressing both the social and
environmental dimensions of business (Cormier
et al, 2011). Corporate sustainability disclosure

aims to legitimize operations and justify the
continued existence of companies (Daub, 2007).
The disclosure of sustainability information is
motivated by the recognition of societal concerns
and the desire to maintain positive relationships
with key stakeholders. Companies strive for
economic performance that ensures a return on
investment while considering the social and
environmental implications of their actions.
Aligning social performance initiatives with
corporate strategic decisions becomes vital for
companies to comprehensively assess their
performance (Aguilera et al, 2007). The scrutiny
faced by companies globally necessitates
increased transparency in sustainability practices
(Cho et al, 2015; Rao et al, 2012). The expanding
concept of sustainability disclosure underscores
its growing importance in evaluating corporate
performance in both economic and sustainability
dimensions.

Tao et al, (2022) noted that the board of directors
is important in corporate strategies and outcomes
and as the boards of directors are primarily
responsible for both financial and non-financial
disclosure policies and strategies, ESG disclosure
is a function of the characteristics of the board
(Michelon and Parbonetti, 2012). Previous studies
have examined the impact of firm-level
characteristics such as size, liquidity, age,
industry, leverage, and financial performance on
ESG disclosure (e.g Ananzeh et al, 2022; Wang et
al,, 2013; Alshbili and Elamer 2020; Oliveira et al,
2019) while neglecting the composition, structure
or diversity of the board. Eccles et al, (2020) posit
that lack of diversity of the board hinders
sustainability reporting and performance. Zamil et
al, (2021) noted that company-level
characteristics and ESG disclosure nexus have
been well investigated in the literature while
governance and board attributes received little or
no attention and therefore call for more studies on
board-ESG disclosure nexus.

Sustainability reporting is a comprehensive and
integrated corporate reporting tool that focuses
on enhancing corporate transparency regarding
social and environmental performance and
sustainable development (Alonso-Almeida et al,
2015). It involves the disclosure of both financial
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and nonfinancial information by organizations to
stakeholders, aiming to provide a clear overview
of company values, principles, governance, and
management values (Trireksani et al, 2018;
Dilling, 2010). Chouaibi and Affes (2021) highlight
that companies with a strong commitment to
social and ethical values tend to be more actively
involved in environmental disclosure. Existing
literature indicates that sustainability reporting
not only impacts firm performance and value but
also improves earnings quality (Buallay et al,
2020; Kuzey and Uyar, 2017; Rezaee and Tuo,
2019). Moreover, studies suggest that
sustainability reporting contributes to lowering
the cost of debt and equity capital, as well as
reducing information asymmetries between a firm
and its stakeholders (Shad et al, 2020; Herda et al.,
2012; Van Buskirk, 2012).

Despite these advantages, some firms, particularly
in developing countries, hesitate to adopt
sustainability reporting. While previous research
suggests  that firm-specific and  board
characteristics are crucial factors influencing
sustainability reporting, the findings remain
inconclusive (Dienes et al, 2016; Orazalin and
Mahmood, 2019; Bhatia and Tuli, 2017; Buallay
and Al-Ajmi, 2019). Board characteristics play a
vital role in the adoption of sustainability
reporting, given the integral role of corporate
governance mechanisms in financial reporting
and disclosure (Mnif and Borgi, 2020; Nursimloo
etal, 2020).

According to agency theory (Jensen and Meckling,
1976), boards, in their monitoring role, encourage
firms to voluntarily disclose information to reduce
agency costs and information asymmetry. This
theory has led to empirical studies examining the
impact of board composition on voluntary
disclosures (Lim et al, 2007; Bueno et al, 2018;
Donnelly and Mulcahy, 2008). In addition to their
monitoring function, the literature argues that
boards play a crucial role in the firm's strategy to
establish, maintain, and restore legitimacy,
advocating for broader voluntary disclosures such
as sustainability reporting (Perrault and McHugh,
2015; Cormier and Magnan, 2015). Legitimacy
theory (Dowling and Pfeffer, 1975) suggests that
firms engage in sustainability reporting to claim

legitimacy by demonstrating adherence to social
norms and expectations, as failing to disclose
social and environmental information may
threaten a firm's legitimacy (Gonzalez-Gonzalez
and Ramirez, 2016). Several studies have reported
a positive relationship between board
characteristics, voluntary disclosure, and the
quality of integrated reporting (Vitolla et al,, 2020;
Ofoegbu et al, 2018; Bektur and Arzova, 2020;
Rouf and Hossan, 2020). While agency theory has
been the dominant theoretical framework in
corporate governance literature, only a limited
number of studies have empirically explored the
association between board characteristics and
sustainability reporting (Shamil et al, 2014; Al-
Shaer and Zaman, 2016; Correa-Garciaetal, 2020;
Ong and Djajadikerta, 2018; Cicchiello et al,
2021).

Furthermore, numerous studies have dedicated
significant attention to environmental concerns,
delving into various aspects of environmental
governance. Ezhilarasi (2019) and Corvino et al.
(2020), for instance, examined the influence of
corporate governance (CG) on environmental
disclosure. Dixon-Fowler et al. (2017) delved into
the role of board committees in corporate
environmental performance, while Oware and
Awunyo-Vitor (2021) explored the impact of chief
executive officer characteristics on environmental
disclosure. Bicer and Feneir (2019) investigated
the effect of audit committee attributes on
environmental and social disclosures, and Jacoby
etal (2019) explored the impact of internal CG on
environmental information transparency.
Furthermore, Gerged et al, 2021a, Gerged et al,
2021b underscored the effect of country-level
governance quality on environmental disclosure,
and Moalla et al. (2021) studied the association
between CG and the quality of environmental
reporting. Lai and Sohail (2022) debated the
influence of CG on green investment and
environmental innovation, ultimately concluding
that CG positively influences green investment
and innovation in China.

Conversely, other studies have scrutinized the
impact of corporate board characteristics on
various environmental issues, such as
environmental disclosure (Khaireddine et al,
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2020; Rabi, 2021; Kilincarslan et al, 2020;
Campanella et al, 2021), environmental
disclosure quantity (Ofoegbu et al, 2018),
environmental performance (De Villiers et al,
2011; Garcia Martin and Herrero, 2020; Khan et
al, 2021; Nguyen and Thanh, 2021; Kumari et al,
2022), environmental sustainability performance
(Peng and Zhang, 2022), environmental
accounting information disclosure (Agyemang et
al, 2020), environmental reporting (Aliyu, 2019),
environmental sustainability reporting
performance (Masud et al, 2018), and
environmental innovation (Farza et al, 2022).
These studies collectively underscore the pivotal
role of CG, including board characteristics, in
advancing environmental considerations. This
importance is attributed to the multifaceted
nature of sustainability issues, including
environmental, corporate social responsibility
(CSR), and governance matters, which are
influenced by social, institutional, and legal
factors. Notably, the escalating awareness among
customers regarding environmental issues has
heightened institutional pressure on companies to
prioritize environmental consciousness (Fargnoli
etal, 2013).

In light of the incontinent results and findings of
the previous studies and comprehensive details
presented, it becomes apparent that intellectual
capital is a paramount factor in comprehending
and propelling sustainability disclosure, corporate
governance, and environmental considerations.
The encompassing concept of intellectual capital,
encompassing the wealth of knowledge, skills, and
expertise within an organization, significantly
influences the formulation of strategies, decision-
making processes, and the overall orientation
toward sustainability. This underscores the
significance of intellectual capital as a moderator
variable, serving as a metric to assess research and
steer subsequent studies. Therefore, the
objectives of this paper is to offer research
framework in the context of Nigeria and to
examine the moderating role of intellectual capital
on board characteristics and sustainability
disclosure: a proposed model, the paper shall be of
immense value to the academia, regulators,
institutions and other stakeholders in providing
the key factors that will ensure high sustainable

disclosure. Paper proceeds as follows: Section 2
reviews of previous studies related to the topic.
Section 3 concludes the paper.

LITERATURE REVIEW
HYPOTHESES DEVELOPMENT

As identified in the prior section, companies are
under growing pressure to be environmentally,
reporting and disclosure responsible, and many
countries have now released good governance
guidelines and laws for environmental
sustainability (Homroy and Slechten, 2016;
Fargnoli et al, 2018). However, there needs to be
more research on internalizing these pressures or
how board characteristics affect sustainable
disclosure. This study, look at how board
characteristics affect disclosure. The determinant
variables include four board characteristics which
are: board size, board independence, board
expertise, board diversity. Accordingly, the study
developed a research framework that illustrates
the pathways for further investigation of the
relationship between board characteristics and
sustainable disclosure.

AND

Board Size and Sustainability Disclosure

The concept of board size pertains to the number
of directors, both internal and external, who serve
on a corporate board (Khaireddine et al, 2020).
Board size plays a crucial role in determining the
effectiveness of a board (Okere et al, 2021) and is
likely to influence various aspects of business
operations. Numerous studies indicate that board
size has implications for environmental
considerations (De Villiers et al, 2011; Liao et al,
2015; Khaireddine et al, 2020; Pucheta-Martinez
and Gallego-Alvarez, " 2019; Ofoegbu et al, 2018;
Agyemang et al, 2020; Aliyu, 2019; Nguyen et al,
2021; Elsheikh et al, 2022a,b). Agyemang et al
(2020) explored the influence of board
characteristics on the disclosure of environmental
accounting information, finding a positive
correlation between board size and the extent of
environmental information disclosure. Rabi
(2021) and Kumari et al. (2022) also affirmed the
constructive role of board size in environmental
disclosure and environmental performance,
respectively.

APEC Publisher, 2025



OPEN 8ACCESS

Advanced in Business and Management Science

Vol:1| Iss: 2| 2025

Moreover, earlier research provides evidence of a
positive and substantial connection between
board size and ESG (Environmental, Social, and
Governance) performance (Aksoy et al, 2020;
Birindelli et al,, 2018; Chams and Garcia-Blandon,
" 2019; Husted and Sousa-Filho, 2019). It is
reported that superior ESG practices and
improved ESG performance are associated with
larger board sizes. This is attributed to the belief
that a larger board is more effective in terms of
diversity, allocation of responsibilities, and
managing workload, consequently leading to
better representation of stakeholders (Cheng and
Courtenay, 2006; Jizi et al, 2013). Furthermore, a
larger board size and the presence of a
sustainability committee are significantly and
positively  correlated with  environmental
disclosures (Kumari et al, 2022). Consequently, a
larger board size is seen as more reflective of
stakeholder interests (Jizi et al, 2013) and more
aware and effective in fulfilling environmental
responsibilities (Kumari et al, 2022). Hence, it is
anticipated that larger boards are more closely
associated with environmental disclosures and
protection, including the promotion of
environmentally friendly production. Building on
this context, the following hypothesis is
formulated.

Hol: there is no positive relationship between
board sizes and sustainability disclosure.

Independence and Sustainability Disclosure

It is widely recognized in scholarly literature that
boards characterized by a higher percentage of
independent directors demonstrate enhanced
efficacy in monitoring managerial activities (Liao
et al, 2015). Boards with a greater representation
of independent directors exert pressure on
management to increase the disclosure of
information (Shamil et al, 2014). Generally,
independent directors are perceived as
authoritative figures capable of overseeing and
supervising management while providing
valuable recommendations and guidance
regarding environmental disclosure (Masud et al,
2018; Ofoegbu et al, 2018; Khaireddine et al,
2020).

Previous

studies have consistently identified a positive
correlation between board independence and
various  environmental aspects, including
performance, disclosure, and innovation (De
Villiers et al, 2011; Khan et al, 2021; Ofoegbu et
al, 2018; Farza et al, 2022; Almagqtari et al, 2022).
Aliyu (2019) specifically established a significant
positive relationship between board
independence and environmental reporting.
Moreover, a positive and substantial association
has been observed between board independence
and environmental performance, where increased
board independence contributes to the
advancement of a firm's environmental
sustainability (Ortiz-de-Mandojana et al, 2016).
Numerous studies have reported a positive and
significant linkage between environmental and
corporate sustainability performance and a higher
proportion of independent directors on the board
(Aksoy et al, 2020; Husted and Sousa-Filho, 2019;
Kumari et al, 2022).

Nevertheless, conflicting findings have been
presented by Nguyen et al. (2021) and Kumari et
al. (2022), who concluded an insignificant
association between board independence and
environmental performance. Within various
board categories, independent directors emerge
as pivotal contributors to board effectiveness
(Ammer et al, 2020). Consequently, boards with a
greater proportion of independent directors are
more likely to foster environmentally friendly
products and contribute to environmental
protection. The research posit that:

Ho2: there is no positive relationship between
board independence and sustainability disclosure.

Board expertise and Sustainability Disclosure
Expertise within the board is imperative for
establishing robust corporate governance, as
emphasized by Masud et al. (2019). The inclusion
of experts on the board not only bolsters the
credibility of the disclosure process but also exerts
a significant influence on the revelation of
corporate malfeasance related to environmental
concerns. While prior research has explored the
correlation between audit committee expertise
and environmental issues (Bepari and Mollik,
2015; Pozzoli et al, 2022; Rupley et al, 2012;
Shaukat et al, 2016), there exists a scarcity of
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studies examining the nexus between board
members'  expertise and  environmental
considerations.

Umukoro et al. (2019) observed that a lack of
experience among board executives in dealing
with environmental issues results in an
inconsequential impact on environmental
sustainability reporting. Pozzoli et al (2022)
underscore the significant and positive
association between both board and audit
committee expertise and Environmental, Social,
and Governance (ESG) performance. Shaukat et al.
(2016) posit that enhanced environmental and
social performance correlates with the financial
expertise of board members. The corporate
environmental and social performance levels are
heavily influenced by the board's commitment to
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) strategy
and orientation. Hillman and Dalziel (2003)
consistently assert the pivotal functions of the
board, including providing expertise and
consultancy, representing stakeholders, and
enhancing legitimacy.

Consequently, board expertise emerges as a
critical factor in shaping strategic decisions,
promoting green initiatives, and fostering the
development of environmental products. Homroy
and Slechten (2019) demonstrate that the market
recognizes directors' environmental competence,
which, through their advisory roles, significantly
impacts the adoption of effective corporate ethical
practices, such as investments in green
technologies. Building upon this foundation, the
ensuing hypothesis has been formulated that:

Ho3: there is no positive relationship between
board expertise and sustainability disclosure.

Board Gender and Sustainability Disclosure
Due to disparities rooted in tradition, culture, and
society between the genders, the issue of gender

THE PROPOSED RESEARCH FRAMEWORK

constitutes a highly contested facet of board
diversity (Liao et al, 2015; Elsheikh et al, 2022).
The advocacy for gender diversity on corporate
boards remains a focal point in scholarly
discussions, as the presence of female directors is
deemed indispensable (Shamil et al, 2014).
Extensive prior research suggests that women
generally exhibit a higher level of concern for
environmental matters compared to men (Liao et
al, 2015; Khaireddine et al, 2020; Garcia Martin
and Herrero, 2020; Farza et al, 2022). Garcia
Martin and Herrero (2020) have affirmed the
positive influence of women on corporate boards
on environmental performance. The greater
representation of gender diversity on boards can
shape a company's responsiveness to social and
environmental concerns (Birindelli et al, 2018).
Multiple studies offer empirical support for the
assertion that an increased presence of women on
boards is associated with enhanced sustainability
and environmental performance (Al-Shaer and
Zaman, 2016; Chams and Garcia-Blandon, 2019;
Disli et al, 2022). Chams and Garcia-Blandon
(2019) specifically highlight a significant and
positive correlation between female
representation in the boardroom and
sustainability performance. However,
contradictory findings are present in the
literature, with Kumari et al. (2022) and Onyali et
al. (2022) reporting negligible impacts, and
Bghren and Staubo (2014) revealing a negative
effect. Conversely, Ben-Amar et al. (2017) assert
that female representation in the boardroom
positively influences voluntary disclosure levels of
greenhouse gas emissions and the adoption of
climate change-related strategies. Consequently, a
higher likelihood of improved environmental
performance and the development of eco-friendly
products is associated with an increased
proportion of female representation in corporate
boardrooms. This rationale underpins the
formulation of the following hypothesis.

Ho4: there is no positive relationship between
board gender and sustainability disclosure.
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Independent Variables

Moderating Variable

[Board attributes)

Board Expertise

Board Diversity

Intellectual Capital (IC)

= -

Dependent Variable

Figure 1. Proposed Research framework

Independent Variables: Board Characteristics
a. Board Size (BS)

The total number of directors serving on the
board. Larger boards may have diverse
perspectives and resources, potentially affecting
sustainability disclosure positively. However, an
overly large board might lead to coordination
challenges.

Board Independence (BI)

The percentage of independent directors on the
board. Higher board independence is expected to
enhance objectivity and governance, positively
influencing sustainability disclosure practices.

Board Expertise (BE)

The collective knowledge and skills of the board
members, especially in areas relevant to
sustainability issues. Boards with expertise in
sustainability-related areas are likely to positively
impact sustainability disclosure, reflecting a
deeper understanding of relevant issues.

Board Gender Diversity (BGD)

The proportion of female directors on the board.
Gender-diverse boards may contribute to a
broader range of perspectives, potentially
influencing sustainability disclosure positively.

Dependent Variable: Sustainability Disclosure
(SD)

The extent to which a company communicates its
economic, environmental, and social performance
to stakeholders. Sustainability disclosure is
influenced by the board characteristics, reflecting
the governance and strategic decisions made by
the board.

Moderating Variable: Intellectual Capital (IC)
The collective knowledge, skills, and intangible
assets within an organization. Intellectual capital
is expected to moderate the relationships between
board  characteristics and  sustainability
disclosure, indicating that the impact of board
characteristics on sustainability disclosure may
vary based on the level of intellectual capital
within the organization.

Proposed Model

The proposed model suggests that intellectual
capital moderates the relationships between
board size, board independence, board expertise,
and board gender diversity, and their impact on
sustainability  disclosure. The interactions
between board characteristics and intellectual
capital are expected to explain variations in
sustainability  disclosure practices among
companies. This proposed model provides a
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theoretical framework for future empirical
research, aiming to deepen our understanding of
the intricate relationships between board
characteristics, intellectual capital, and
sustainability disclosure.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, this research delves into the
intricate interplay among board attributes,
intellectual capital, and sustainability disclosure
within the realm of corporate governance. The
escalating global significance of sustainability
disclosure as an integral facet of corporate social
responsibility is acknowledged, signifying a
dedication to environmental, social, and
governance (ESG) criteria. The investigation
underscores the evolving importance of
sustainability disclosure in both advanced and
emerging economies, highlighting the
multifaceted nature of sustainability issues and
the mounting pressure on enterprises to
incorporate environmental considerations into
their operational frameworks. The literature
review delineates the pivotal role of board
attributes, encompassing board size,
independence, expertise, and gender diversity, in
shaping sustainability disclosure. The proposed
research framework introduces intellectual
capital as a moderating factor, recognizing its
paramount role in influencing organizational
strategies and decision-making processes
concerning sustainability. The model accentuates
the intricate relationships among board
characteristics, intellectual  capital, and
sustainability disclosure, furnishing a theoretical
underpinning  for  subsequent  empirical
investigations.

This study augments the extant literature by
addressing gaps in comprehending the impact of
board characteristics on sustainability reporting.
It acknowledges the pertinence of intellectual
capital in molding these connections, recognizing
the diverse and dynamic nature of sustainability
issues. Ultimately, the envisaged model aspires to
steer forthcoming empirical inquiries, proffering
invaluable insights for the academic community,
regulatory bodies, institutions, and other

stakeholders interested in fostering high-caliber
sustainability disclosure practices.
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