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Abstract
The objective of this study is to examine the role that the specialized committees, 
created within the board of directors, and the auditor play in relation to the hiring 
of a non-financial information assurance service and in relation to the choices of the 
assurance provider for such non-financial information. Specifically, this study anal-
yses the effect of the independence and specialisation of the audit committee, the 
existence of a CSR committee, and the reputation of the financial auditor associated 
with its classification as Big4. The results indicate that those responsible for finan-
cial information do not show interest in contracting an assurance service, especially 
if it is realized by an accountant provider, except that the information is standardised 
according to the Global Reporting Initiative guidelines and the contracted service 
is comparable to the financial audit standards, has assurance for a reasonable/high 
level, and is carried out according to the ISAE3000 standard.
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1  Introduction

Companies are receiving increasing pressure from stakeholders to demonstrate 
that they operate sustainably and incorporate sustainable development and sus-
tainable actions into their corporate identity (Al-Shaer & Zaman, 2018; Amran 
et  al., 2014; Dutta et  al., 2012; García-Sánchez et  al., 2020; Jizi, 2017; Raimo 
et al., 2019; Vitolla et al., 2019a). Therefore, the commitments to sustainability, 
sustainable development, and transparency are at the top of the corporate agenda 
(Al-Shaer & Zaman, 2018; Nicolò et al., 2021; Vitolla et al., 2021). In developing 
sustainability strategies, companies are called upon to make decisions and allo-
cate resources to the different sustainable initiatives and actions capable of guar-
anteeing competitive advantages (Arena et al., 2018; Yadav et al., 2016). Aware-
ness of the reputational and financial risks associated with sustainability issues 
(Birkey et  al., 2016; Darnall et  al., 2009; De Villiers et  al., 2011; GRI, 2013; 
KPMG, 2014; Moroney et al., 2012; Simnett et al., 2009a) is making the super-
vision of sustainability practices and reporting a priority for companies, which, 
in light of this, are expanding the responsibility of governance mechanisms to 
address the needs and expectations of stakeholders (Al-Shaer & Zaman, 2018; 
Vitolla et al., 2019b).

In this regard, assurance represents an important means of increasing the reli-
ability and credibility of non-financial information, just as occurs for external 
auditing of financial reporting (Cuadrado-Ballesteros et al., 2017; Martínez-Fer-
rero & García-Sánchez, 2017a; Simnett et al., 2009a). Attention to the assurance 
of non-financial information has grown considerably in recent years, as dem-
onstrated by Kolk and Perego (2010), who highlighted that about 40% of CSR 
reports issued by large international companies are assured by a third party. The 
growing adoption of non-financial information assurance by international com-
panies has also attracted the attention of the academic world. The contributions 
on the issue of assurance of non-financial information present in the literature, as 
suggested by Cohen and Simnett (2015), have mainly examined the process and 
trends (Deegan et al., 2006; O’Dwyer & Owen, 2007; Wallage, 2000); firm-level, 
country-level, and industry-level drivers (Casey & Grenier, 2015; Cho et  al., 
2014; Mock et al., 2007; Peters & Romi, 2015; Simnett et al., 2009); and financial 
and non-financial effects of this practice (Cheng et  al., 2015; Cho et  al., 2014; 
Pflugrath et al., 2011).

However, Cohen and Simnett (2015) in their research agenda stressed that the 
issue of non-financial information assurance remains little explored and that fur-
ther efforts are needed by academics to better understand this phenomenon. In 
this regard, Liao et  al. (2018) underlined the importance of examining the role 
of corporate governance mechanisms in the non-financial information assurance 
policies. This study responds to this need and aims to contribute to the knowl-
edge relating to the drivers of the non-financial information assurance through the 
analysis of the role of the board committees in assurance services.

The board of directors represents the corporate governance mechanism aimed 
at monitoring, guiding, and controlling companies. It makes the main strategic 
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and operational decisions considering the needs of shareholders and stakehold-
ers (Jo & Harjoto, 2012; Raimo et al., 2020). A well-governed board should, on 
the one hand, actively promote the sharing of values and behaviours regarding 
compliance with the law, external relations, and social and environmental com-
mitments and, on the other hand, ensure the quality and credibility of disclosure 
(Liao et  al., 2018). Therefore, non-financial disclosure policies (also in relation 
to assurance) are a direct result of the nature of the board and its subcommittees.

In particular, it is expected that the audit committees, now widespread in inter-
national companies, are expected to exercise greater supervision over financial 
and non-financial information (Al-Shaer & Zaman, 2018; EY, 2014; ICAA, 2014; 
Raimo et al., 2021a; Trotman & Trotman, 2015). In fact, they are increasingly con-
cerned not to mislead stakeholders and are interested in guaranteeing the quality and 
credibility of the information disclosed (Al-Shaer & Zaman, 2018). In this regard, 
Trotman and Trotman (2015) emphasise that audit committees are concerned about 
non-financial disclosure and increasingly monitor its accuracy. The presence of a 
CSR committee also shows the commitment of companies to social and environ-
mental issues and their willingness to manage conflicts between different groups 
of stakeholders (Baalouch et al., 2019). The presence of this body represents a sig-
nal of the company’s orientation towards social and environmental accountability, 
which includes adequate communication with external stakeholders (Liao et  al., 
2015). In this regard, Peters and Romi (2012) underline how the presence of this 
body helps companies to evaluate the disclosure processes and affects their quality. 
The board and its subcommittees can affect the quality and credibility of the disclo-
sure also through the choice of the auditing firm. In fact, according to Al-Rassas and 
Kamardin (2016), external monitoring mechanisms such as an external auditing firm 
are supposed to improve the quality and credibility of the information disclosed by 
companies. In this perspective, the assignment of financial information assurance to 
an important auditing firm could also have repercussions on the assurance of non-
financial information.

In light of this, it is interesting to examine whether the board committees will 
influence the assurance of non-financial information and the choice of the assurance 
provider for such types of information. However, despite the relevance of the topic 
and the close relationship between board committees and assurance policies, these 
topics are still unexplored in the literature. In this sense, the objective of this study 
is to analyse the effect of board committees and the reputation of the financial audi-
tor on the decision of companies to obtain assurance of non-financial information 
and on assurance provider choices. For this purpose, a sample of 6454 international 
companies, with 44,282 observations for the period 2011–2017, was used. The 
results evidence that the quality parameters that currently characterise the verifica-
tion service diverge notably from financial auditing practices. In this sense, both the 
audit committee and the CSR committee, as well as the financial auditor, only pro-
mote the contracting of these services for a reasonable level of assurance in accord-
ance with the ISAE3000 standard, being a sine qua non requirement that companies 
disclose standardised information according to the global reporting initiative (GRI) 
guidelines. In addition, we observed that these corporate mechanisms avoid to hire 
an audit firm like an assurance provider.
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The reminder of this study is organized as follows: Sect. 2 presents the literature 
review, while Sect.  3 introduces the theoretical background and develops hypoth-
eses. Section 4 examines the research methodology. Section 5 presents and discusses 
the results. Finally, Sect. 6 draws conclusions.

2 � Literature review

The dissemination of non-financial information has significant consequences for 
issuing companies (Chen et  al., 2016a; Dhaliwal et  al., 2011). Positive informa-
tion related to social and environmental aspects can signal a high level of mana-
gerial integrity and a strong responsibility of the company towards all stakehold-
ers, favouring a reduction in operating and default risks (Chen et al., 2016a; Deng 
et al., 2013; Dhaliwal et al., 2012; Hoi et al., 2013). A wide dissemination of non-
financial information can help the firm in building a good reputation, which in turn 
can guarantee benefits related to obtaining a competitive advantage in the product, 
labour and capital markets (Choi & Wang, 2009; Deng et al., 2013). Furthermore, a 
wide dissemination of non-financial information can also lead to a change in inter-
nal management practices by creating incentives for firms to better manage relations 
with investors, employees, regulators, suppliers, customers and civil society (Chen 
et al., 2016a).

However, non-financial information only gains value for stakeholders when they 
consider it credible (Odriozola & Baraibar-Diez, 2017). This circumstance poses 
important challenges for firms that are called upon to guarantee a certain credibil-
ity of non-financial information in the eyes of stakeholders (Odriozola & Baraibar-
Diez, 2017). In this regard, firms must try to fill the credibility gap (Odriozola & 
Baraibar-Diez, 2017), that is, the situation in which the information provided is not 
believed or considered reliable by the stakeholders. Some scholars have found a 
possible solution in assurance, understood as an important voluntary tool to ensure 
credibility of non-financial information (Adams & Evans, 2004; Dando & Swift, 
2003; Zorio et al., 2013). In this regard, the choice of important assurance providers 
also represents a solution to ensure credibility of non-financial information (Ruiz-
Barbadillo & Martínez-Ferrero, 2020). Assurance policies are thus becoming more 
and more relevant (O’Dwyer & Owen, 2005) as they translate into greater transpar-
ency, quality and trust in disseminated information (Adams & Evans, 2004; Cho 
et al., 2014; Simnett et al., 2009b) and could guarantee important benefits to firms 
(Martínez-Ferrero & García-Sánchez, 2018) such as a reduction in the cost of equity 
(Casey & Grenier, 2015), a restatement of previously reported non-financial infor-
mation (Michelon et  al., 2019), an improvement in the environmental standing of 
firms (Birkey et al., 2016) and a greater likelihood of inclusion in the Dow Jones 
sustainability index (Clarkson et al., 2019).

In line with the objectives of this study, the literature review focuses firstly on 
studies examining the drivers of assurance of non-financial information and sec-
ondly on studies that analyse the determinants of assurance provider choices.

As regards the drivers of assurance of non-financial information, one group of 
studies examined industry-level drivers. In this regard, Mock et al. (2007) showed 
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that companies operating in environmentally sensitive sectors such as oil, utili-
ties, and mining are more likely to provide assured sustainability reports. Sim-
nett, Nugent, et al. (2009) obtained similar results. In fact, they found that com-
panies highly exposed to social and environmental risks, such as those operating 
in the mining, utilities, manufacturing, and finance industries, have a greater need 
to ensure credibility of their sustainability reports and, therefore, make more use 
of assurance activities. Cho et al. (2014) showed that belonging to highly pollut-
ing sectors as well as the finance industry has a positive effect on the choice to 
obtain assurance on sustainability reports. In contrast, Casey and Grenier (2015) 
found that US firms operating in the utilities and finance industries, despite facing 
significant environmental and social risks, are not more likely to provide assured 
sustainability reports.

A second group of studies instead examined country-level drivers. In this regard, 
Kolk and Perego (2010) found that firms located in countries with weak governance 
enforcement mechanisms, civil law systems, and higher pressure towards CSR due 
to public policy are more likely to provide assured sustainability reports. Besides, Li 
et al. (2013) added that legal environment, social trust, and media scrutiny signifi-
cantly affect the propensity of CSR assurance.

Finally, another group of studies examined firm-level drivers. In this regard, 
Casey and Grenier (2015) found that highly leveraged firms are less likely to obtain 
CSR assurance. According to Li et al. (2013), in addition to the leverage ratio, the 
firm size also influences the propensity of CSR assurance. With reference to the 
aspects relating to governance mechanisms, Liao et al. (2018) found that board size 
and board gender diversity positively affect the propensity of CSR assurance. They 
highlighted that the separation of CEO and chairman positions also has a positive 
influence on the CSR assurance activities. Moreover, Al-Shaer and Zaman (2018) 
added that audit committee characteristics have an effect, additional to that of the 
board of directors and the presence of a CSR committee, on voluntary CSR assur-
ance. Finally, Peters and Romi (2015) examined the role of the chief sustainability 
officer, finding that its presence is positively associated with CSR assurance ser-
vices, and that this relationship increases when the chief sustainability officer has 
sustainability expertise.

With regard to the determinants of assurance provider choices, a first important 
line of literature has identified the quality of the assurer as one of the main driv-
ers (Green et al., 2017). In this regard, according to DeAngelo (1981), the selection 
criteria relating to quality can be traced back to the assurer’s competence to iden-
tify errors and independence to report them. According to Duff (2009) the relevant 
aspects of the assurer include competence, relationship, independence and service 
qualities. However, the quality of the assurer is not the only driver. In fact, according 
to the literature, the choice of assurance provider is also influenced by client fea-
tures (Bedard et al., 2000; Citron & Manalis, 2001; Knechel et al., 2008), significant 
stakeholders (Pong & Kita, 2006), and the level of competitors in the same industry 
(Kwon, 1996). In addition, some scholars have identified in the characteristics of the 
board of directors (Beasley & Petroni, 2001) and audit committee (Abbott & Parker, 
2000; Lennox & Park, 2007) other elements capable of influencing assurance pro-
vider choices.
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The literature review carried out shows limited attention to governance aspects 
in the context of the drivers of non-financial information assurance and the determi-
nants of assurance provider choices. This study therefore aims to fill these important 
gaps by analysing the role of board committees.

3 � Theory and research hypotheses

As regards the different types of determinants, this study focuses on the analysis of 
corporate governance mechanisms and, in particular, of board committees and finan-
cial auditors. Corporate governance can be understood as the system through which 
firms are managed and controlled (Cadbury, 2000; Liao et al., 2021). It therefore has 
the function of balancing the well-being of all stakeholders and mitigating corporate 
risks (Martínez-Ferrero & García-Sánchez, 2017b). Corporate governance consists 
of various mechanisms that have the function of monitoring the work of manage-
ment (Aguilera et  al., 2006) and ensuring the achievement of financial and non-
financial objectives (Martínez-Ferrero & García-Sánchez, 2017b). The corporate 
governance function of balancing the well-being of all stakeholders also requires the 
dissemination of information and its subsequent verification in order to reduce infor-
mation problems such as lack of credibility (Martínez-Ferrero & García-Sánchez, 
2017b; Richardson & Welker, 2001). This circumstance makes the link between cor-
porate governance and assurance policies particularly strong (García-Sánchez et al., 
2021a) and the analysis of the role played by board committees and by the financial 
auditor on the assurance of non-financial information and on the assurance provider 
choices particularly interesting.

To this end, in line with the literature (Al-Shaer & Zaman, 2018), this study is 
based on the resource dependence theory and agency theory. In the context of com-
panies oriented to the consideration of the non-financial aspects of management, the 
board performs two main functions: on the one hand, it has a control and monitor-
ing function, examined mainly through agency theory (Cuadrado-Ballesteros et al., 
2015; Hooghiemstra et  al., 2019; Jensen & Meckling, 1976; Vitolla et  al., 2020a, 
2020b), while on the other hand, it has a service function, which is the perspective 
used by resource dependence theory to explain the role of the board and its commit-
tees in achieving the objectives of a non-financial nature (Al-Shaer & Zaman, 2018; 
Ben-Amar & McIlkenny, 2015; Helfaya & Moussa, 2017; Hillman & Dalziel, 2003; 
Jizi, 2017; Mallin & Michelon, 2011; Nam et al., 2018; Shaukat et al., 2016). The 
control role of the board is aimed at monitoring the actions and decisions under-
taken by managers in order to protect the interests of shareholders and stakeholders 
(Vitolla et  al., 2020a). Instead, the service role of the board refers mainly to the 
ability of this body to bring resources to the company through relational capital, in 
the form of networks of ties, and through human capital, in the form of experiences, 
knowledge, reputation, and skills (Chen et al., 2016a; Deng & Yang, 2015), but also 
values and cultures oriented towards sustainability and transparency (Al-Shaer & 
Zaman, 2018; Hillman & Dalziel, 2003).

According to the agency theory, the board of directors represents a monitoring 
and control mechanism aimed at analysing and evaluating the work of managers and 
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ensuring the maximization of profit for shareholders (Donnelly & Mulcahy, 2008). 
It can be seen as a defence against inefficient business management (Schellenger 
& Wood, 1991). With reference to disclosure policies, the control exercised by the 
board represents a tool capable of encouraging the dissemination of information also 
relating to non-financial aspects. Instead, according to the resource dependence the-
ory, the vision, values, and strategies of the board of directors represent resources of 
companies that can be used to obtain sustainable competitive advantages (Helfaya & 
Moussa, 2017; Hillman et al., 2009; Shaukat et al., 2016) and to improve disclosure 
policies also relating to non-financial aspects (Al-Shaer & Zaman, 2018; Jizi, 2017). 
In fact, on the one hand, this body regulates the company’s sustainable agenda and 
the allocation of resources necessary to achieve the sustainable goals (Al-Shaer & 
Zaman, 2018; Jizi, 2017) and, on the other hand, encourages a more articulated dis-
closure, with respect to financial information alone, to ensure greater transparency 
towards shareholders and stakeholders (Ben-Amar & McIlkenny, 2015; Rowe et al., 
2014; Xie & Hayase, 2007). The experiences, knowledge, and values brought by 
board members become structural within the board committees. In fact, within the 
board, its committees represent a crucial resource in obtaining sustainable benefits 
and in monitoring functions, as they provide advice and skills, develop external con-
nections, and ensure diversity of values and access to resources (Ben-Amar et al., 
2017; Galbreath, 2010; Jizi, 2017; Ortiz-de‐Mandojana & Aragon-Correa, 2015; 
Shaukat et al., 2016). These circumstances could also affect access to assurance ser-
vices. Specifically, the audit committee as the body responsible for the control and 
monitoring functions of a company (Raimo et  al., 2021a) could directly influence 
the assurance services (Al-Shaer & Zaman, 2018). In this regard, a well-designed 
audit committee is more likely to allocate the company’s monetary resources in 
research and in the acquisition of external assurance for non-financial information 
(Al-Shaer & Zaman, 2018). In addition, the audit committee can influence assurance 
services also through the relationships it has with auditing firms. In this regard, the 
appointment by the audit committee of a high-quality auditing firm for the assur-
ance of the financial statement may represent an element that can also influence the 
assurance of non-financial information. Finally, the CSR committee also represents 
a resource capable of providing in-depth advice on the expectations of stakeholders, 
the development of sustainable strategies, and the drafting of non-financial reports, 
also favouring assurance services (Amran et  al., 2014; Mallin & Michelon, 2011; 
Shaukat et al., 2016). Furthermore, these bodies could not only affect the choice to 
access assurance services but could also influence assurance provider choices. In 
fact, the audit committee has direct responsibility for the selection and maintenance 
of the assurer provider (Abbott & Parker, 2000; Braiotta, 1994). Furthermore, the 
financial auditor and the CSR committee could also influence the assurance provider 
choices. In this regard, it is reasonable to expect that these bodies will favour the 
choices of audit firms as assurance providers. In fact, according to the literature, 
assurance quality is usually higher when assurance is provided by audit firms than 
when provided by non-audit providers (Martínez-Ferrero et al., 2018; Ruiz-Barba-
dillo & Martínez-Ferrero, 2020). The audit profession has in fact become the domi-
nant provider in the assurance of non-financial information around the world (Ruiz-
Barbadillo & Martínez-Ferrero, 2020).
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In detail, in this study we examine the effect of four different elements on non-
financial information assurance practices and assurance provider choices: audit 
committee independence, audit committee expertise, financial auditor reputation, 
and CSR committee presence.

Independence is recognised internationally as an important feature of the audit 
committee capable of fostering monitoring functions and improving the quality 
and credibility of financial and non-financial disclosure (Appuhami & Tashakor, 
2017). Resource dependence theory suggests that independent directors, from a 
relational perspective, guarantee an external channel to improve the effective-
ness of monitoring functions (Mustafa, 2018). According to Pfeffer (1972), inde-
pendent members have a greater ability to understand complex environments and 
have more experience and knowledge to improve the monitoring function. Fur-
thermore, the independent directors mainly bring values oriented towards ethics 
and are not directly focused on financial results, due to the absence of relations 
with inside management (Carcello & Neal, 2003; Mangena & Pike, 2005); there-
fore, they could pay particular attention to non-financial disclosure. In addition, 
according to the agency theory, independent members represent the best control-
lers of managers’ actions (Fama & Jensen, 1983). In this regard, a more inde-
pendent audit committee is expected to be able to more efficiently assess inter-
nal control practices and question managers’ policies and actions when necessary 
(Abbott et  al., 2004). A more independent audit committee is also expected to 
detect and reduce fraudulent practices in the disclosure processes (Abbott et al., 
2000; Bedard et al., 2004; Bronson et al., 2009). Therefore, it is possible to fore-
see that an audit committee composed of independent members emphasises the 
need for greater credibility and reliability of the non-financial information dis-
closed (Abbott et  al., 2004; Al-Shaer & Zaman, 2018; Carcello et  al., 2011; 
Pomeroy & Thornton, 2008; Turley & Zaman, 2004). In this perspective, the dis-
closure of credible and reliable information also represents a means for independ-
ent directors to protect relationship capital and avoid litigation risk due to report-
ing errors (Mustafa, 2018). The attention of the audit committees composed of 
independent members towards the credibility of non-financial information could 
be substantiated not only in the search for assurance services for their own infor-
mation but also in the choice of audit firms as assurance providers, given that 
this circumstance according to literature guarantees greater assurance quality 
(Martínez-Ferrero et al., 2018; Ruiz-Barbadillo & Martínez-Ferrero, 2020). The 
empirical evidence in the literature has also shown beneficial effects of the audit 
committee independence on the level and quality of non-financial disclosure (e.g. 
Appuhami & Tashakor, 2017; Raimo et  al., 2021a). Therefore, it is possible to 
introduce the following hypotheses:

H1a  Audit committee independence has a positive influence on the non-financial 
information assurance.

H1b  Audit committee independence has a positive influence on the choice to con-
tract an audit firm as assurance provider.
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According to the resource dependence theory, directors with specific expertise 
in economic–financial/accounting matters guarantee the audit committee resources 
that are essential for the performance of its functions (Al-Shaer & Zaman, 2018). 
In addition, according to the agency theory, accounting financial expertise enhances 
audit committee effectiveness (Carcello et al., 2011; DeZoort et al., 2002; Krishnan 
& Visvanathan, 2008; Velte, 2018). The need to include directors with financial and 
accounting expertise is highlighted by several regulations, such as the UK corpo-
rate governance code (FRC, 2010) and different guidelines (ASX, 2010). The ration-
ale behind the need to include these members is that directors with no financial or 
accounting expertise have less chance of identifying problems and errors in disclo-
sure processes (Agrawal & Chadha, 2005; Appuhami & Tashakor, 2017). On the 
contrary, members with financial or accounting expertise understand more easily 
the implications and benefits associated with good disclosure policies (Mangena & 
Tauringana, 2007) and have a mind-set closer to control and audit issues. In addi-
tion, financial or accounting expertise allows these members to learn more about 
the functioning of capital markets and to understand the importance that investors 
give to the credibility and reliability of financial and non-financial information dis-
closed by companies (Appuhami & Tashakor, 2017). In this perspective, investors 
in recent years are increasingly interested in non-financial aspects of management 
and the credibility and reliability of information relating to these aspects (Raimo 
et al., 2021b; Salvi et al., 2020, 2021). The greater effectiveness and greater knowl-
edge of capital markets that contradict the audit committees that include members 
with financial expertise could lead this body to more easily recognize the impor-
tance of ensuring the credibility of the information disclosed. In this perspective, 
therefore, the presence of members with financial expertise could lead not only to 
the search for assurance services for their information but also to the selection of the 
best assurance providers such as audit firms (Martínez-Ferrero et  al., 2018; Ruiz-
Barbadillo & Martínez-Ferrero, 2020). The empirical evidence in the literature has 
also shown beneficial effects of audit committee expertise on the level and quality of 
disclosure (e.g. Kelton & Yang, 2008; Mangena & Pike, 2005). Therefore, it is pos-
sible to introduce the following hypotheses:

H2a  Audit committee financial expertise has a positive influence on the non-finan-
cial information assurance.

H2b  Audit committee financial expertise has a positive influence on the choice to 
contract an audit firm as assurance provider.

According to the resource dependence theory, the skills and knowledge of 
subjects external to the corporate context can represent a resource that the firm 
can exploit to increase its monitoring capabilities and to improve the quality 
and credibility of disclosure (Al-Rassas & Kamardin, 2016; Hillman & Dalziel, 
2003). This circumstance also concerns the financial auditor who, according 
to the agency theory, has the important function of monitoring and bonding in 
the contract between shareholders and managers (Matonti et  al., 2016). In this 
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perspective, external monitoring mechanisms such as the most renowned audit-
ing firms should improve the quality and credibility of the information disclosed 
by the company (Al-Rassas & Kamardin, 2016). In fact, having more experts and 
resources at their disposal, they have an advantage over other auditing firms (Al-
Rassas & Kamardin, 2016). The appointment by the audit committee of high-
quality auditing firms for the assurance of financial statements could also have 
an influence on the assurance of non-financial information. In fact, the experts of 
auditing firms could underline the importance of assurance also of non-financial 
information, in light of the importance that such information has been assuming 
for investors in recent years. Moreover, the availability of a pool of experts could 
push companies to exploit these skills also for the assurance of non-financial 
information. Furthermore, the quality orientation of the audit committee demon-
strated by the choice to rely on the best financial auditors could push this body 
to seek the best assurers also for non-financial information and therefore to con-
tract an audit firm (Martínez-Ferrero et  al., 2018; Ruiz-Barbadillo & Martínez-
Ferrero, 2020). In this regard, Fernandez-Feijoo et  al. (2016) highlighted that, 
in an economic rationality contest, the choice of the assurer may be influenced 
by the selected financial auditor. In more detail, they underlined the possibility 
of contracting the same subject considering the possibility of exploiting econo-
mies of scope connected to the possibility of having common processes in both 
services, reducing the time necessary to get to know the reporting organization 
(Park & Brorson, 2005) and the fees (Byus et al., 2013). Therefore, it is possible 
to introduce the following hypotheses:

H3a  Big4 financial auditor has a positive influence on the non-financial information 
assurance.

H3b  Big4 financial auditor has a positive influence on the choice to contract an 
audit firm as assurance provider.

According to the resource dependence theory, the skills and knowledge of 
the CSR committee improve dialogue with management about the expectations 
of stakeholders, favour the definition of sustainable strategies, and improve the 
processes of collecting and representing non-financial information (Al-Shaer 
& Zaman, 2018; Amran et  al., 2014; Mallin & Michelon, 2011; Shaukat et  al., 
2016). In addition, in the agency theory perspective, the presence of a CSR com-
mittee increases the level of monitoring of the processes of collecting and repre-
senting non-financial information (Raimo et al., 2021a). The purpose of the CSR 
committee is, in fact, to plan, implement, and systematically control sustainable 
strategies, policies, and actions (Liao et al., 2015), also with reference to sustain-
ability disclosure policies. Therefore, it is reasonable to expect that the knowl-
edge, skills, and, above all, values of the members of the CSR committee will 
encourage attention to the quality and credibility of non-financial information. 
In fact, these members, on the one hand, possess knowledge and skills related to 
sustainability and the beneficial effects of sustainable practices and, on the other 
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hand, have values oriented towards respect for the environment and the commu-
nity, safeguarding and protecting relationships with stakeholders, and transpar-
ency. These circumstances could favour the use of assurance services for non-
financial information. In addition, they could also favour the choice of audit firms 
as assurance provider, given that this circumstance, according to the literature, 
guarantees greater assurance quality (Martínez-Ferrero et al., 2018; Ruiz-Barba-
dillo & Martínez-Ferrero, 2020). The empirical evidence in the literature has also 
shown beneficial effects of the presence of a CSR committee on the level and 
quality of non-financial disclosure (e.g. Liao et al., 2015; Peters & Romi, 2014). 
Therefore, it is possible to introduce the following hypotheses:

H4a  CSR committee presence has a positive influence on the non-financial informa-
tion assurance.

H4b  CSR committee presence has a positive influence on the choice to contract an 
audit firm as assurance provider.

4 � Research methodology

The empirical model aimed at determining the role that the specialized committees 
and the Big4 financial auditor have in relation to the hiring of an assurance service 
for non-financial information and the choice of the assurance provider is summa-
rized respectively in the following Eqs. 1 and 2.

The dependent variable dAssurance corresponds to a dummy that takes the value 
of 1 if the company verifies its memory of non-financial information, taking a value 
of 0 otherwise, reflecting the decision to provide (or not) more reliable non-financial 

(1)

dAssuranceit = �0 + �1AC_Indepit + �2AC_Expit + �3dBig4it

+ �4dCSRCommitteeit + �5dGRIit + �6dIR + �7CSRit

+ �8F_Ageit + �9F_Sizeit + �10ROAit + �11Leverageit

+ �12IAit + �13KZ_Indexit + �14N
◦Analystsit + �15B_Sizeit

+ �16B_Activityit + �17dCEO_Dualityit + �18B_Indepit

+ �19B_Womenit + �20NCSRPIit + �21ICSRPIit + �22Yearit + �it + �i

(2)

dAssurerAccoit = �0 + �1AC_Indepit + �2AC_Expit + �3dBig4it

+ �4dCSRCommitteeit + �5dGRIit + �6dIR + �7CSRit

+ �8F_Ageit + �9F_Sizeit + �10ROAit + �11Leverageit

+ �12IAit + �13KZ_Indexit + �14N
◦Analystsit + �15B_Sizeit

+ �16B_Activityit + �17dCEO_Dualityit + �18B_Indepit

+ �19B_Womenit + �20NCSRPIit + �21ICSRPIit

+ �22Yearit + �it + �i
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information disclosures (Clarkson et  al., 2019). The dependent variable dAssure-
rAcco is a dummy variable that takes the value 1 for those firms that have been 
contracted an audit firm as assurance provider, and 0 otherwise (Martínez-Ferrero 
et al., 2018).

In relation to the independent variables, the attributes of the audit committee are 
represented by AC_Indep and AC_Exp, variables that measure, respectively, the 
percentage of independent directors and experts in economic–financial/accounting 
matters that are part of this committee. These measures and operationalizations are 
widely used in the literature (e.g. Al-Shaer & Zaman, 2018; Appuhami & Tashakor, 
2017; Raimo et  al., 2021a). The variable dBig4 is a dummy variable that takes a 
value of 1 when the annual accounts are audited by Deloitte, KPMG, EY, and PwC, 
taking a value of 0 otherwise. Various authors defend that these four large auditors 
have a higher reputational risk, being strongly interested in quality services since 
they are more sensitive to the cost of mistakes in corporate reports of their clients 
[e.g. Francis & Wang, 2008). For its part, dCSRCommittee, following authors such 
as García-Sánchez et al. (2019a; 2019b)], is a dummy variable that takes a value of 
1 if the company has created a specialised CSR committee within the board, taking 
a value of 0 otherwise.

Derived from the fact that the companies present divergences in relation to the 
non-financial state model in format and in normalisation (García-Sánchez & Araujo-
Bernardo, 2020), two additional dummy variables have been considered that iden-
tify whether the statement is prepared following the guidelines of the GRI and 
whether it is adequate in content to the information that must be collected in an inte-
grated report. Additionally, in order to avoid biased results, following authors such 
as Clarkson et al. (2019), Dalla Via and Perego (2020), and García-Sánchez (2020), 
we consider various control variables associated with business incentives and other 
control mechanisms. Table 1 shows the aspects considered, the metric used, as well 
as the descriptive ones and the relationship between them through the analysis of 
correlations.

More specifically, we include the CSR variable to control the effect that a higher 
commitment of firms to sustainable development may have on the hire an assurance 
services, similar to what was observed in the more standardized and useful informa-
tion sharing (García-Sánchez et al., 2020c).

The firm incentives behind hiring an assurance service or selected and auditing 
firms like assurer are related to age, company size, profitability and level of indebt-
edness. In this sense, F_Age represents the years elapsed since the company was 
established. F_Size represents the size of the company calculated as the natural log-
arithm of total assets. The return on assets (ROA) has been considered as a variable 
relative to firm profitability, while indebtedness is measured by financial leverage.

Additionally, the existence of asymmetric information problems and financial 
restrictions will be considered following the evidence of García-Sánchez et  al. 
(2019c). To examine the effect on informational asymmetries, following Martínez-
Ferrero et  al. (2017a), we use the precision in the forecast of future earnings for 
information asymmetry (IA), using the absolute value of actual earnings per share, 
minus median expected earnings per share, adjusted for share price as:
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where EPS, expected earnings per share of firm i in year t, and Pit is the price of the 
share of firm i in year t. Lower absolute errors suggest lower level of information 
asymmetry due to a higher availability of information.

Based on previous literature, we use the Kaplan and Zingales’s (1997) KZ index 
to measure financial constraints. For it, following Cheng et al. (2014), using the fol-
lowing procedure:

where "CF", cash flow, "A", total assets, "DIV", dividends paid, "C", cash, "LEV", 
leverage, and "Q", market value of equity. Higher values of these index mean that 
the firm support more capital restrictions.

Regarding the board of directors, according to García-Sánchez (2021), B_Activ-
ity identifies the activity of this body represented by the number of annual meetings. 
B_Size identifies the size of the board measured as the total number of directors. 
Finally, dCEO_Duality, B_Indep and B_Women represent the duality of the CEO 
and the independence and diversity of the board measured as the proportion of inde-
pendent directors and women with respect to the total board members. The number 
of financial analysts who follow the company is also controlled through the variable 
NºAnalysts.

To identify the effect of institutional pressure at the country level, two numerical 
variables have been defined, the dynamic composite indicators NCSRPI and ICSRPI 
proposed by Amor-Esteban et  al. (2018, 2019a) that determine the CSR commit-
ment at country and industry level.

In order to estimate the proposed analysis model and to contrast the research 
hypotheses, the world-listed companies whose financial, social, and environmental 
information is available in the Thomson Reuters database were selected as the tar-
get population. These companies are the most active companies in terms of sustain-
ability, presenting a greater predisposition to disclose non-financial information and 
hire an assurance service for it (e.g. Clarkson et al., 2019; García-Sánchez, 2020). 
The population consist of a maximum of 18,777 firms worldwide. Later, we have 
selected those firms with disclose a CSR report, with or without hiring an assurance 
service, guarantying a homogeneous time distribution. The final sample corresponds 
to 44,282 observations from 6454 companies for the period 2011–2017. These com-
panies are headquartered in 50 countries (e.g. United States, United Kingdom, Aus-
tralia, Japan, Netherland, France, Spain, etc.) and operate in 10 different industries.

The availability of a panel data sample allows the use of methodologies adapted 
to this information and focused on controlling the unobservable heterogeneity pre-
sent in any business decision. On the other hand, the dichotomous nature of the 
dependent variables requires the use of discrete choice models. Together, both fac-
tors lead to the analysis technique used to estimate Eq. 1 and 2 to correspond to a 
logistic regression for panel data.

IA =
|
|EPSit −mediana de la prediccion EPS||

Pit

KZ_Index = − 1.002
CFit

Ait−1

− 39.638
DIVit

Ait−1

− 1.315
Cit

Ait−1

+ 3.139LEVit + 0.283Qit
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5 � Results

5.1 � Descriptive analysis

Table 1 summarises the descriptive statistics for the variables considered in Eq. 1. 
Specifically, Panel A shows the metric of the different variables as well as the 
mean and standard deviation for the total sample and for sub-samples of compa-
nies according to whether they assure their statements of non-financial information. 
Panel B reflects the bivariate correlations between the variables proposed for the 
empirical analysis.

It can be observed that only 15% of companies assure their non-financial infor-
mation statement, being prepared in 87% of the cases according to the GRI recom-
mendations and adopting the integrated report format in only 15.3% of the compa-
nies analysed. In Fig. 1 is possible to observe additional details of the distribution by 
year of the number of unique firms demanding non-financial assurance.

Regarding the attributes of the audit committee, 85% of its members are inde-
pendent, although only 46% have experience and training in financial/accounting 
matters. More than 60% of the companies analysed have a CSR committee set up 
within the board of directors. In relation to the business commitment to sustainabil-
ity, companies that do not ensure their non-financial statements show a CSR perfor-
mance below the average, while those that hire this service exceed this value by 29 
points.

In relation to institutional pressures, the NCSRPI and ICSRPI dynamic com-
posite indicators of Amor-Esteban et al. (2018, 2019a) presents a mean of − 2.066 
and − 0.024, suggesting that the headquarter of the firms in the sample are localized 
in countries and, in less manner, in industries with a lower compromise with CSR. 
However, when we split the sample according to firms have hire or not an assurance 
services, the mean value is 0.27, suggesting that firms that have taken this decision 
are located in countries higher compromise with sustainability.

0.00%

2.00%

4.00%

6.00%

8.00%

10.00%

12.00%

14.00%

16.00%

18.00%

2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

Assurance

Fig. 1   Distribution by year of firms demanding non-financial assurance
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5.2 � Results of the basic model analysis

Table 2 summarizes the results obtained for the analysis model proposed in Eqs. 1 
and 2. In relation to the attributes of the audit committee, it can be observed that, 
contrary to expectations, the independence of the committee has a negative effect 
on the hiring of a non-financial information assurance service, for a confidence level 
of 95% (AC_Indep: coeff. = − 0.0182; p value = 0.028). This result therefore does 
not support H1a. In addition, with respect to assurance provider choices, the results 
show that the independence of the audit committee negatively affects the choice to 
contract an audit firm as assurance provider for a confident level of 99% (AC_Indep: 
coeff. = − 0.0766; p value = 0.010). This result therefore does not support H1b. Prob-
ably, considering that the analysed companies pay attention to sustainability and dis-
seminate non-financial information, the fact that non-independent members work 
within the company allows them to have more specific resources on sustainability 
in terms of knowledge and skills that lead to understanding the importance of assur-
ing non-financial information and contracting an audit firm as assurance provider. 
On the contrary, the independent members not having managerial roles within the 
company have non-specific ethical–moral values that, however, may not be directly 
linked to sustainability and therefore may not allow to understand the importance of 
assuring non-financial information and contracting an audit firm as assurance pro-
vider. In this perspective, the independent members may recognize the importance 
of disseminating a non-financial report, as suggested by previous studies (e.g. Appu-
hami & Tashakor, 2017; Raimo et al., 2021a, but may not fully recognize the impor-
tance of ensuring credibility of the information disclosed.

In addition, the presence of directors who are experts in financial matters and 
accounting is not statistically significant both in relation to the hiring of a non-
financial assurance service (AC_Exp: coeff. =  − 0.156; p value = 0.715) and on the 
choice to contract an audit firm as assurance provider (AC_Exp: coeff. =  − 1.844; 
p value = 0.163). These results therefore do not support H2a and H2b. It is there-
fore possible that financial and accounting expertise is only relevant for financial 
disclosure and has no significant effect on the non-financial information assurance 
choices. These results, albeit unexpected, confirm what Raimo et al. (2021a) high-
lighted in relation to the effect of the financial expertise of the audit committee on 
the quality of the information contained in the integrated reports.

Also the reputation of the financial auditor associated with its status as Big4 is 
not significant both in relation to the hiring of a non-financial assurance service 
(dBig4: coeff. =  − 0.483; p value = 0.468) and in relation to the choice to contract 
an audit firm as assurance provider (dBig4: coeff. =  − 0.765; p value = 0.753). These 
results do not support H3a and H3b. Probably, the financial auditors limit themselves 
to provide assurance services for financial disclosure and do not suggest to firms 
the extension of these services to non-financial information as well. For their part, 
companies probably may not fully understand the opportunity to exploit the skills 
and quality of the selected financial auditors also for the assurance of non-financial 
information. In this regard, although in an economic rationality contest the choice 
of the assurer is usually influenced by the selected financial auditor, corporate deci-
sions do not always follow a rational behaviour (Fernandez-Feijoo et al., 2016). In 
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fact, the choice of the assurer is sometimes influenced by other elements such as 
the social context (Bansal, 2005) which could also lead to the selection of a subject 
other than the selected financial auditor. These circumstances could therefore make 
the effects of the reputation of the financial auditor on the assurance of non-financial 
information and on the assurance provider choices not significant.

Finally, the existence of a committee specialised in CSR issues has a positive 
impact, significant for a 99% confidence level, in the decision to assure the statement 
of non-financial information (dCSRCommittee: coeff. = 1.812; p value = 0.000). 
This result supports H4a. The knowledge and skills in relation to sustainability and 
the beneficial effects of sustainable practices and the values oriented towards trans-
parency and protection of the environment and stakeholders of the members of the 
CSR committee provide an important boost towards the use of assurance services 
for non-financial information. This result is in line with what emerged from previous 
studies which highlighted a beneficial effect of the presence of a CSR committee 
on the level and quality of non-financial disclosure (e.g. Liao et al., 2015; Peters & 
Romi, 2014). Instead, the results show that the presence of a CSR committee is not 
relevant in the choice to contract an audit firm as assurance provider (dCSRCommit-
tee: coeff. = 0.480; p value = 0.843). This result therefore does not support H4b. In 
this perspective, the CSR committee may be interested simply in guaranteeing the 
assurance of its non-financial information regardless of the assurance provider.

Additionally, we observe that the variables related to the normalisation and inte-
gration of non-financial information show a divergent effect from each other. Thus, 
the variable that identifies the level of standardisation of this information according 
to the GRI recommendations has a significant positive effect for a confidence level 
of 99% (dGRI: coeff. = 3.887; p-value = 0.000), while the option adopting an inte-
grated report as a disclosure model is irrelevant from the econometric point of view 
(dIR: coeff. = 0.499; p value = 0.199).

In this sense, two complementary models were estimated to analyse the possible 
existence of moderating effects that the normalisation of non-financial information 
(Eq. 1A/2A) and the integration (Eq. 1B/2B) may have on the decisions that audi-
tors and committees can make on the hiring of the assurance service. It should be 
taken into account that these two characteristics of non-financial information are 
predictive factors of a higher quality corporate transparency (García-Sánchez et al., 
2021b), features that could correct the disinterest or opposition that the directors 
show, perhaps as a consequence of the reputational risks that could arise from the 
decision to disclose information for which they are not specialised (García-Sánchez 
et al., 2019a, 2019b).
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In this sense, in Eq. 1A it can be observed that the results observed for Eq. 1 are 
maintained, further identifying that there is a moderating effect of the normalisa-
tion of non-financial information on the decisions made by the independent directors 
who are part of the audit committee. In this sense, it can be observed that the oppo-
sition shown by this type of directors in the event that the non-financial information 
is prepared in accordance with the GRI recommendations is considerably reduced 
(− AC_Indep + AC_Indep × dGRI = − 0.0426 + 0.0312 = − 0.0114).

When we consider the moderating effect of the adoption of an integrated report, 
we identify possible explanations for the involvement of independent directors. In 
this sense, it is observed that the opposition of the independent members of the audit 
committee to assure the non-financial information statement occurs when it adopts 
the integrated report format, perhaps derived from incorporating more detailed 
information on risks and future forecasts, as well as by the interrelation between 
the key indicators provided on the different dimensions of business behaviour (AC_
Indep × dIR: coeff. = − 0.0446; p value = 0.019).

Regarding the control variables, it can be observed that the contracting of a 
non-financial information assurance service is more likely in companies that have 
an active board of directors, made up of a greater number of directors and with a 
greater presence of women in their ranks. Results suggest that decisions regarding 

(1A/2A)

dAssurance∕dAssurerAccoit

= �0 + �1AC_Indepit + �2AC_Expit

+ �3dBig4it + �4dCSRCommittee it + �5dGRIit + �6dIR

+ �7CA_Indep × dGRIit + �8CA_Exp × dGRIit

+ �9dBig4 × dGRIit + �10dCSRCommittee × dGRIit + �11CSRit

+ �12F_Ageit + �13F_Sizeit + �14ROAit + �15Leverageit

+ �16IAit + �17KZ_Indexit + �18N
◦Analysts it + �19B_Size it

+ �20B_Activityit + �21dCEO_Dualityit + �22B_Indepit

+ �23B_Womenit + �24NCSRPIit + �25ICSRPIit

+ �26Yearit + �it + �i

(1B/2B)

dAssurance∕dAssurerAccoit

= �0 + �1AC_Indepit + �2AC_Expit

+ �3dBig4it + �4dCSRCommittee it + �5dGRIit + �6dIR

+ �7CA_Indep × dIRit + �8CA_Exp × dIRit + �9dBig4 × dIRit

+ �10dCSRCommittee × dIRI it + �11CSRit + �12F_Ageit

+ �13F_Sizeit + �14ROAit + �15Leverageit + �16IAit

+ �17KZ_Indexit + �18N
◦Analysts it + �19B_Size it

+ �20B_Activityit + �21dCEO_Dualityit + �22B_Indepit

+ �23B_Womenit + �24NCSRPIit + �25ICSRPIit

+ �26Yearit + �it + �i
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Table 3   Robust results

Equation 1_RobustA Equation 2_RobustA Equation 1_RobustB Equation 2_
RobustB

dAssurance dAssurerAcco dAssurance dAssurerAcco

Coeff Coeff Coeff Coeff

(SE) (SE) (SE) (SE)

AC_Indep  − 0.0141*  − 0.0487**  − 0.0141*  − 0.0487*
(0.00847) (0.0191) (0.00847) (0.0289)

AC_Exp 0.0273  − 0.976 0.0273  − 0.976
(0.411) (1.037) (0.411) (1.126)

dBig4  − 0.603 0.435  − 0.603 0.435
(0.683) (1.827) (0.683) (2.952)

dCSRCommittee 1.590***  − 1.103 1.590***  − 1.103
(0.450) (2.019) (0.451) (3.130)

dGRI 3.983*** 0.000 3.983*** 0.000
(0.906) (0.000) (0.907) (0.000)

dIR 0.636* 1.311 0.636* 1.311
(0.384) (0.821) (0.384) (0.818)

CSR 0.0628***  − 0.0208 0.0628***  − 0.0208
(0.0108) (0.0314) (0.0109) (0.0371)

F_Age  − 0.000143 0.0196  − 0.000143 0.0196
(0.00483) (0.0126) (0.00483) (0.0247)

F_Size 0.187** 0.210 0.187** 0.210
(0.0949) (0.313) (0.0950) (0.663)

ROA  − 0.0176 0.000278  − 0.0176 0.000278
(0.0188) (0.0643) (0.0188) (0.0734)

Leverage 6.72e −05 0.00144 6.72e−05 0.00144
(0.000132) (0.00103) (0.000132) (0.00138)

IA  − 4.124  − 31.27  − 4.124  − 31.27
(5.905) (38.92) (5.905) (54.59)

KZ_index  − 3.530  − 74.38**  − 3.530  − 74.38
(2.544) (31.62) (2.546) (206.6)

NºAnalysts 0.0220  − 0.0588 0.0220  − 0.0588
(0.0176) (0.0450) (0.0176) (0.0704)

B_Size 0.237*** 0.107 0.237*** 0.107
(0.0482) (0.116) (0.0483) (0.153)

B_Activity 0.0662*** 0.0500 0.0662*** 0.0500
(0.0141) (0.0384) (0.0142) (0.0483)

dCEO_Duality 0.114 1.168 0.114 1.168
(0.279) (0.743) (0.279)  − 1.105

B_Indep  − 0.00646 0.0349*  − 0.00646 0.0349
(0.00722) (0.0203) (0.00722) (0.0330)

B_Women 0.00393 0.0151 0.00393 0.0151
(0.0122) (0.0313) (0.0122) (0.0374)
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non-financial information are centralised in the board of directors, receiving advice 
from the CSR committee in cases in which this specialised committee has been con-
stituted. Additionally, there is a greater tendency to contract this service in com-
panies that show better social and environmental performance and those that are 
located in countries with a greater orientation towards protecting the interests of 
stakeholders. The results obtained would confirm the evidence from previous stud-
ies (e.g. Clarkson et al., 2019; Dalla Via & Perego, 2020; García-Sánchez, 2020).

5.3 � Robustness analysis

With the aim to evidence the robustness of the previous evidence, we control for 
additional factors in order to avoid bias results. In this sense, a few additional con-
trol variables have been extensively used in prior research are included in Eqs.  1 
and 2: CSRCompensation—variable dummy that identify the presence of executive 
compensation schemes linked to sustainability targets like a driver of non-finan-
cial assurance—as well as whether a firm operates in an environmentally sensitive 

Technique: logistic regression for panel data. Model specification: conditional fixed effects (first two col-
umns) and cluster standard error (last two columns)
Sample: 44,282 observations (6454 companies). Period: 2011–2017
*** p<0.01. ** p<0.05. * p<0.1

Table 3   (continued)

Equation 1_RobustA Equation 2_RobustA Equation 1_RobustB Equation 2_
RobustB

dAssurance dAssurerAcco dAssurance dAssurerAcco

Coeff Coeff Coeff Coeff

(SE) (SE) (SE) (SE)

CSRCompensation  − 0.00594 0.0124  − 0.00594 0.0124

(0.00623) (0.0165) (0.00623) (0.0169)
AssuCompulsory 0.000  − 6.792** 0.000  − 6.792

(0.000) (3.187) (0.000) (11.39)
RepCompulsory 0.456 5.009*** 0.456 5.009

(0.405) (0.986) (0.405) (5.931)
EnvInd  − 0.0434 0.0956  − 0.0434 0.0956

(0.239) (0.604) (0.239) (0.870)
Year 0.0043 0.017 0.0043 0.017

(0.069) (0.070) (0.069) (0.070)
Constant  − 19.39***  − 6.138  − 19.39***  − 6.138

(2.903) (8.413) (2.924) (12.16)
Rho 0.712 0.932 0.712 0.931
Chibar2 195.30*** 160.53***
Log likelihood  − 654.071  − 244.311  − 654.071  − 244.311
Wald chi2 111.19*** 76.04*** 108.26*** 76.04***
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Table 4   Complementary models 
I

Equation 1C Equation 1D
dAssurance

Coeff. (SE) Coeff. (SE)

AC_Indep  − 0.0244*  − 0.0383*
(0.0139) (0.0212)

AC_Exp  − 0.244 2.130
(0.958) (1.744)

dBig4 3.206  − 0.983
(2.032) (1.933)

dCSRCommittee 4.953** 1.689**
(2.461) (0.205)

dGRI 3.946*** 4.082***
(0.437) (0.453)

dIR 0.488 0.477
(0.390) (0.396)

AC_Indep × dCSRCommittee 0.00834
(0.0148)

AC_Exp × dCSRCommittee 0.138
(1.064)

dBig4 × dCSRCommittee  − 4.221**
(2.098)

AC_Indep × CSR 0.000269
(0.000276)

AC_Exp × CSR  − 0.0303
(0.0224)

dBig4 × CSR 0.00689
(0.0246)

dCSRCommittee × CSR 0.0506***
(0.0167)

CSR 0.0732*** 0.0374**
(0.00987) (0.0061)

F_Age 0.000528 0.000323
(0.00494) (0.00502)

F_Size 0.261*** 0.281***
(0.0986) (0.100)

ROA 0.0124 0.0119
(0.0212) (0.0215)

Leverage 1.96e−05 2.55e−05
(6.81e−05) (6.95e−05)

IA  − 3.729  − 3.128
(7.051) (6.747)

KZ_index  − 3.027  − 2.931
(2.670) (2.738)
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industry, variable EnvInd. This variable has been obtained from Amor-Esteban et al. 
(2019b), who create an ordinal industry ranking according to environmental impact.

We also include two dummy variables, AssuCompulsory, for those countries that 
have been adopted mandatory sustainability assurance like Taiwan since 2015, or 
Italy, Spain and France below the inclusion of Directive 2014/95/EU of the Euro-
pean Parliament and of the Council, of October 22, 2014, within the legal system 
in each country (e.g. Kuo et al., 2021) and RepCompulsory, for those countries that 
have been adopted mandatory sustainability reporting but not assurance.

It is possible to observe in the first two columns of Table  3 that the results 
obtained are quite similar to those obtain in the initial models. In addition, we take 
into consideration the presence of repeated observations by using clustered standard 

Technique: logistic regression for panel data. Model specification: 
conditional fixed effects
Sample: 44,282 observations (6454 companies). Period: 2011–2017
*** p<0.01. ** p<0.05. * p<0.1

Table 4   (continued) Equation 1C Equation 1D
dAssurance

Coeff. (SE) Coeff. (SE)

NºAnalysts 0.0343* 0.0310

(0.0192) (0.0193)
B_Size 0.261*** 0.263***

(0.0529) (0.0533)
B_Activity 0.0678*** 0.0685***

(0.0154) (0.0156)
dCEO_Duality 0.0135 0.0212

(0.292) (0.296)
B_Indep  − 0.0115  − 0.0116

(0.00743) (0.00764)
B_Women 0.0341** 0.0311**

(0.0134) (0.0136)
NCSRPI 0.0858*** 0.0881***

(0.0209) (0.0213)
ICSRPI  − 0.00578  − 0.0132

(0.0651) (0.0661)
Year 0.00431 0.0168

(0.0694) (0.0701)
Constant  − 34.18  − 54.61

(139.6) (141.3)
Rho 0.768 0.774
Chibar2 253.63*** 261.54***
Log likelihood  − 717.61  − 714.26
Wald chi2 165.31*** 165.42***
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errors at firm level. The last two columns, include the results for previous models 
with this new estimation, confirming again the evidence.

The variables AssuCompulsory and RepCompulsory have, respectively, a nega-
tive and positive impact on the hiring of an accounting assurer. However, these 
impacts are not robust when we use clustered standard errors.

5.4 � Complementary analysis I

In this line, according to the results obtained, it seems relevant to analyse the possible exist-
ence of a moderating effect of CSR performance on the attributes of the audit commit-
tee and the financial auditor, as well as on the existence of a CSR committee. Likewise, it 
seems pertinent to analyse the possible existence of a substitute or complementary relation-
ship between those responsible for non-financial information and the CSR committee.

According to Oh et  al. (2018), corporate governance mechanisms do not func-
tion independently because they are effectively configured in bundles. In this sense, 
simultaneous activation of the governance mechanism that can be considered in this 
paper can determine the firms´ decisions relating to hire an assurance service and 
to contract an audit firm like an assurer due to they interact with each other. In this 
sense, García-Sánchez et al. (2021b) argument that bundles in two distinct ways: in a 
complementarity or synergistic manner that suppose that the increase in the level of 
one mechanism marginally increases the marginal effect of another mechanism on 
the outcome; and in a substitution form in which both mechanisms repel each other 
and are better off to work individually. To empirically analyse the ’joint effect’ of the 
proposed mechanisms, the models reflected in Eqs. 1C and 1D have been estimated.

(1C)

dAssuranceit

= �0 + �1AC_Indepit + �2AC_Expit + �3dBig4it

+ �4dCSRCommittee it + �5dGRIit + �6dIR

+ �7CA_Indep × dCSRCommitteeit + �8CA_Exp × dCSRCommitteit

+ �9dBig4 × dCSRCommitteit + �10CSRit + �11F_Ageit

+ �12F_Sizeit + �13ROAit + �14Leverageit + �15IAit

+ �16KZ_Indexit + �17N
◦Analysts it + �18B_Size it + �19B_Activityit

+ �20dCEO_Dualityit + �21B_Indepit + �22B_Womenit + �23NCSRPIit

+ �24ICSRPIit + �25Yearit + �it + �i
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The results obtained (Table  4) show a substitute relationship between the 
role played by the CSR committee and the Big 4 (dBig4 × dCSRCommittee: 
coeff. = − 4.221; p-value = 0.044), and a moderating effect that enhances the CSR 
performance and the existence of this specialised committee (dCSRCommit-
tee × CSR: coeff. = 0.0506; p-value = 0.002).

5.5 � Complementary analysis II

The results obtained in the previous analysis show an opposition or disinterest of 
those responsible for financial information regarding the non-financial information 
statement, which is only slightly corrected with the inclusion of information qual-
ity attributes associated with the normalisation of it. Several authors argument that 
the absence of regulation on assurance services provoke that managers could estab-
lish different conditions under which these services are provided, which may or not 
become a symbolic sign to firms, legitimization, determining the level of credibility 
of the sustainability disclosures (García-Sánchez et al., 2021c, 2021d).

In this sense, one might think that the contracting conditions of the non-financial 
information assurance service could be moderating factors for this behaviour. In this 
regard, following the previous literature, those related to the scope of the service 
have been considered, linked to whether (i) the assurance is carried out on the entire 
non-financial information statement or only specific sections are verified; (ii) the 
work performed by the assurer reaches a reasonable level of assurance, reducing the 
risk of the engagement to an acceptably low level and the opinion is expressed in 
positive terms regarding compliance; or, if on the contrary, it corresponds to a lim-
ited level of assurance and, consequently, the conclusion of the report is expressed in 
negative terms. Additionally, the possible influence of the standards that the assurer 
will use in this work is considered, being possible a greater predisposition when it 
opts for the use of the ISAE300, prepared by the international federation of account-
ants (IFAC) (Gillet-Monjarret, 2018).

In light of this, we define three new dummy variables: Assu_EntireScope, Assu_
LevelHigh and Assu_ISAE3000. More concretely, Assu_EntireScope takes the 
value 1 if the assurance provider is offering assurance for the entire sustainability 
report, 0 if it is for just sections of the report. Assu_LevelHigh takes value 1if the 

(1D)

dAssuranceit

= �0 + �1AC_Indepit + �2AC_Expit + �3dBig4it

+ �4dCSRCommittee it + �5dGRIit + �6dIR + �7CSRit

+ �8CA_Indep × CSRit + �9CA_Exp × CSRit

+ �10dBig4 × CSRit + �11dCSRCommittee × CSR it

+ �12F_Ageit + �13F_Sizeit + �14ROAit + �15Leverageit + �16IAit

+ �17KZ_Indexit + �18N
◦Analysts it + �19B_Size it + �20B_Activityit

+ �21dCEO_Dualityit + �22B_Indepit + �23B_Womenit + �24NCSRPIit

+ �25ICSRPIit + �26Yearit + �it + �i
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Table 5   Complementary model II

Equation 1E Equation 1F Equation 1G
dAssurance

Coeff. (Std.error) Coeff. (Std.error) Coeff. (Std.error)

AC_Indep  − 0.0176**  − 0.0174**  − 0.0120
(0.00864) (0.00852) (0.00890)

AC_Exp  − 0.389  − 0.416  − 0.669
(0.440) (0.447) (0.474)

dBig4  − 0.463  − 0.693  − 0.0859
(0.689) (0.676) (0.732)

dCSRCommittee 1.760*** 1.712*** 1.761***
(0.446) (0.434) (0.454)

dGRI 3.892*** 3.886*** 3.945***
(0.433) (0.432) (0.451)

dIR 0.519 0.473 0.359
(0.391) (0.393) (0.398)

Assu_EntireScope  − 0.469
(2.348)

AC_Indep × Assu_EntireScope  − 0.0105
(0.0186)

AC_Exp × Assu_EntireScope 1.947
(1.584)

dBig4 × Assu_EntireScope 0.819
(1.186)

dCSRCommittee × Assu_EntireScope 0.394
(1.058)

Assu_LevelHigh  − 3.361
(2.696)

AC_Indep × Assu_LevelHigh  − 0.0117
(0.0245)

AC_Exp × Assu_LevelHigh 2.931**
(1.320)

dBig4 × Assu_LevelHigh 2.997
(1.918)

dCSRCommittee × Assu_LevelHigh 0.401
(1.367)

Assu_ISAE3000 1.026
(1.971)

AC_Indep × Assu_ISAE3000  − 0.0275
(0.0265)

AC_Exp × Assu_ISAE3000 3.576***
(1.061)

dBig4 × Assu_ISAE3000  − 0.744
(1.417)

dCSRCommittee × ASSU_ISAE3000 0.659
(1.020)



	 I.-M. García‑Sánchez et al.

1 3

Technique: logistic regression for panel data. Model specification: conditional fixed effects
Sample: 44,282 observations (6454 companies). Period: 2011–2017
*** p<0.01. ** p<0.05. * p<0.1

Table 5   (continued)

Equation 1E Equation 1F Equation 1G
dAssurance

Coeff. (Std.error) Coeff. (Std.error) Coeff. (Std.error)

CSR 0.0743*** 0.0729*** 0.0732***

(0.00988) (0.00979) (0.00997)
F_Age 0.00157 0.000552 0.00137

(0.00487) (0.00486) (0.00497)
F_Size 0.243** 0.260*** 0.242**

(0.0975) (0.0969) (0.0989)
ROA 0.0126 0.0122 0.00989

(0.0209) (0.0210) (0.0214)
Leverage 2.07e − 05 1.89e − 05 1.98e − 05

(6.68e − 05) (6.90e − 05) (6.95e − 05)
IA  − 3.306  − 2.928  − 2.032

(6.759) (6.211) (4.721)
KZ_index  − 2.790  − 2.784  − 2.788

(2.572) (2.546) (2.543)
NºAnalysts 0.0310* 0.0358* 0.0296

(0.0188) (0.0189) (0.0194)
B_Size 0.255*** 0.253*** 0.238***

(0.0527) (0.0524) (0.0533)
B_Activity 0.0686*** 0.0637*** 0.0678***

(0.0154) (0.0152) (0.0156)
dCEO_Duality  − 0.0137  − 0.0152 0.0716

(0.289) (0.289) (0.295)
B_Indep  − 0.0103  − 0.0111  − 0.0144*

(0.00735) (0.00742) (0.00758)
B_Women 0.0308** 0.0345** 0.0375***

(0.0133) (0.0134) (0.0137)
NCSRPI 0.0772*** 0.0837*** 0.0752***

(0.0207) (0.0206) (0.0213)
ICSRPI  − 0.0120  − 0.00398  − 0.0234

(0.0642) (0.0645) (0.0658)
Year 0.0192 0.0115  − 0.0325

(0.0690) (0.0692) (0.0711)
 − 60.92  − 44.93 42.89
(139.0) (139.4) (143.2)

Rho 0.759 0.759 0.768
Chibar2 235.61*** 237.02*** 235.47***
Log likelihood  − 713.25  − 712.31  − 700.77
Wald chi2 164.62*** 166.43*** 161.57***
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level of assurance provided is reasonable/high, taking 0 if it is s limited/moderate. 
Assu_ISAE3000 takes value 1 in order to represent the use of the ISAE3000 sustain-
ability assurance standards as subject matter criteria, 0 otherwise. We selected only 
this standard due to the firms adopt both ISAE3000 and AA1000 or only ISAE3000.

The results reflected in Table 5 indicate that although the effects of these factors 
are very limited, the contracting of a reasonable assurance service and the use of the 
ISAE3000 standard by the assurer moderate the effect that the specialised directors 
in financial and accounting matters show in relation to the hiring of the non-finan-
cial information assurance service. Specifically, the relevant role that both charac-
teristics of the contracted service have on the initial predisposition of these mem-
bers of the audit committee can be observed through the analysis of the coefficients 
and the significance of the variables AC_Exp × Assu_LevelHigh (coeff. = 2.931; p 
value = 0.026) and AC_Exp × Assu_ISAE3000 (coeff. = 3.576; p value = 0.001).

(1E)

dAssuranceit = γ0 + γ1AC_Indepit + γ2AC_Expit + γ3dBig4it + γ4dCSRCommitteeit+

γ5dGRIit + γ6dIR + γ7Assu_EntireScope + γ8AC_Indep ∗ Assu_EntireScopeit + γ9AC_Exp ∗

Assu_EntireScopeit + γ10dBig4 ∗ Assu_EntireScopeit + γ11dCSRCommittee ∗

Assu_EntireScopeit + γ12CSRit + γ13F_Ageit + γ14F_Sizeit + γ15ROAit + γ16Leverageit+

γ17IAit + γ18KZ_Indexit + γ19N
◦Analystsit + γ20B_Sizeit + γ21B_Activityit+

γ22dCEO_Dualityit + γ23B_Indepit + γ24B_Womenit + γ25NCSRPIit + γ26ICSRPIit + γ27Yearit+

μit + ηi

(1F)

dAssuranceit = γ0 + γ1AC_Indepit + γ2AC_Expit + γ3dBig4it + γ4dCSRCommitteeit+

γ5dGRIit + γ6dIR + γ7Assu_LevelHigh + γ8AC_Indep ∗ Assu_LevelHighit + γ9AC_Exp ∗

Assu_LevelHighit + γ10dBig4 ∗ Assu_LevelHighit + γ11dCSRCommittee ∗ Assu_LevelHighit+

γ12CSRit + γ13F_Ageit + γ14F_Sizeit + γ15ROAit + γ16Leverageit + γ17IAit + γ18KZ_Indexit+

γ19N
◦Analystsit + γ20B_Sizeit + γ21B_Activityit + γ22dCEO_Dualityit + γ23B_Indepit+

γ24B_Womenit + γ25NCSRPIit + γ26ICSRPIit + γ27Yearit + μit + ηi

(1G)

dAssuranceit = γ0 + γ1AC_Indepit + γ2AC_Expit + γ3dBig4it + γ4dCSRCommitteeit+

γ5dGRIit + γ6dIR + γ7Assu_ISAE3000 + γ8AC_Indep ∗ Assu_ISAE3000it + γ9AC_Exp ∗

Assu_ISAE3000it + γ10dBig4 ∗ Assu_ISAE3000it + γ11dCSRCommittee ∗ Assu_ISAE3000it+

γ12CSRit + γ13F_Ageit + γ14F_Sizeit + γ15ROAit + γ16Leverageit + γ17IAit + γ18KZ_Indexit+

γ19N
◦Analystsit + γ20B_Sizeit + γ21B_Activityit + γ22dCEO_Dualityit + γ23B_Indepit+

γ24B_Womenit + γ25NCSRPIit + γ26ICSRPIit + γ27Yearit + μit + ηi
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6 � Conclusions

One of the firms´ incentives to assure non-financial information is to increase the 
transparency and credibility of the disclosure, the perception of which is highly 
influenced by the level of guarantee issued by the provider. Assessment, in general, 
can only be determined by the content of the assurance report, the only visible part 
of the verification process. In this sense, the use of professional assurance guidelines 
and the level of standardisation of the information issued are also determining fac-
tors in judging the quality of assurance work.

However, while we recognise the value and relevance of these parameters, due 
to the absence of generally accepted safety standards, the nature and content of the 
assurance statements may vary significantly. This situation generates uncertainty 
about the quality of the professional opinions, limiting the usefulness of this service 
as a credibility tool. Thus, it is important to know which bodies promote and how 
they design the contracted service that determines the assurance process to reduce 
information asymmetry. The credibility of the assurance process depends on it.

This study, based on the resource dependence theory and agency theory, analysed 
the role played by the main bodies responsible for the quality of financial informa-
tion: the audit committee, the CSR committee, and the financial auditor. Responsi-
ble parties are all subject to risks derived from the disclosed non-financial informa-
tion, whose deficiencies, if not detected in the verification process, could indirectly 
damage their reputation.

In this sense, the results obtained show, except for the CSR committee, a lack 
of interest in or opposition to hiring an assurance service, especially if it is real-
ized by an accountant provider, except that the non-financial information is prepared 
according to the GRI guidelines and the contracted service is performed in accord-
ance with the ISAE3000 standard with a reasonable level. Parameters would reflect 
that the assurance has been carried out with standards similar to those required for 
financial auditing. However, the scope of the report content is not a relevant factor 
in this process, perhaps due to the complexity of the information contained in one of 
the possible non-financial information disclosure formats, the integrated report.

The results obtained contribute to the literature confirming the postulates of 
the resource dependence theory and agency theory, advocating that the intrinsic 
knowledge and skills of the directors of the CSR committee favour relationships 
with stakeholders, satisfying their expectations through the disclosure of higher 
quality information, and increasing their credibility by hiring an assurance ser-
vice. This favourable predisposition may be motivated by their specialised back-
ground in social and environmental issues. Along the same lines, perhaps, the eco-
nomic–financial training of the directors in the audit committee and the Big4 could 
be the main reasons why these actors only support the contracting of services whose 
procedural requirements are comparable to the financial audit. In this sense, it must 
be taken into account that the accounting experts do not have the same knowledge of 
the members of CSR committee on social and environmental impacts. This circum-
stance could lead them to adopt a more conservative and critical perspective in the 
assurance process.
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From a practical point of view, the evidence obtained allows a more in-depth 
understanding of the internal processes that determine the hiring of the assurance 
service and its quality. In this sense, the evidence obtained increases the demands 
that various academic studies have been making in relation to the establishment of a 
common framework at the international level that allows normalising the assurance 
of non-financial information, favouring the recognition of this professional service 
by the different users of corporate information.

Finally, it should be noted that this study presents a set of limitations. Firstly, it 
is evident that the results provided limited support for the research hypotheses. In 
this regard, however, this study provides the first important evidence on the effect of 
board committees and the reputation of the financial auditor on the decision of com-
panies to obtain assurance of non-financial information and on assurance provider 
choices. Secondly, this study does not take into account the differences between 
countries in their corporate governance systems. More specifically, it does not con-
sider the differences in the role and composition of the board committees related to 
the institutional setting. However, these limitations do not reduce the quality of this 
work and offers important insights for future studies. In fact, they will be able to 
repeat the research also considering the differences in the corporate governance sys-
tems of the various countries by subdividing the sample into sub-samples. Besides, 
future studies could investigate the conditions established in the contracting of the 
assurance and the requirements for the provider, mainly, determining the impact that 
both issues have for information readability and users´ decision making. Also, it is 
necessary to deepen the knowledge of the effect that the assurer attributes—inde-
pendence, tenure, specialization and reputation—have over contracted conditions 
(standard, level and scope of the assurance services).
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