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Abstract: According to the 2030 Agenda, gender equality plays a central role in achieving social
development, expanding economic growth and improving business performance. From this
perspective, many studies claim that a more balanced presence of women on Board of Directors
(BoD) could have a positive impact on firms’ financial performance, but the effect of such diversity on
sustainability performance is still underexplored. The purpose of this paper is to investigate how
gender composition of BoD affects the corporate sustainability practices. In particular, we focused on
the relationship between board gender composition and ESG (Environmental, Social and Governance)
performance, by verifying if and to what extent there is a moderation effect due to the presence of CEO
duality. We used the ESG index, provided by Bloomberg Data Service, as a proxy of sustainability
performance and the Blau index as a measure of gender diversity in the BoD. The empirical analysis
was carried out on a sample of Italian non-financial companies listed on Mercato Telematico Azionario
(MTA) and includes a total of 128 observations. Results has shown that a greater gender diversity on
BoD has an overall positive influence on ESG performance, while CEO duality negatively moderates
the foregoing relationship.

Keywords: gender diversity; ESG performance; Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs); Agenda
2030; CEO duality

1. Introduction

The issues of gender equality have been gaining considerable importance over the last years,
especially in management studies [1–5]. Several researches paid attention on board composition and
firm performance, particularly on the role that female directors played in value creation processes,
whose positive effect on firm performance was confirmed by empirical evidence.

Not surprisingly, UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) have prompted many firms to
adopt ethical and sustainable practices, ensuring equal participation of women in firm organization in
order to achieve gender equality and female empowerment. According to the 2030 Agenda, gender
inequalities hinder the sustainable development, the economic growth and the achievement of equal
opportunities between genders, whereas a full and effective women’s participation in decision-making
processes at all levels plays a crucial role in firms’ value creation process. Moreover, if only a few
independent directors are involved and the role of CEO and chairperson is held by the same person,
the performance of the firm could be negatively affected.
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While a large number of analyses examined the relationship between firm characteristics and
financial performance, little attention has been devoted to verify how board gender composition can
affect sustainability performance.

Accordingly, the main aim of the present study is to investigate the relationship between board
gender diversity and sustainable performance and the moderation effect exerted by CEO duality.

In particular, we ran multiple regression models on a sample of Italian non-financial companies to
examine the relation between ESG (Environmental, Social and Governance) performance (computed by
ESG score) and gender diversity on BoD (measured by Blau index) and the extent to which it is
contingent upon the presence of CEO duality.

To put it simply, our work lies in the following research question: To what extent does gender
diversity affect ESG performance? Is the relationship moderated by CEO duality? Additionally, in the
companies where CEO and board chairman are the same person, is this power concentration able to
affect the former relationship?

Our hypothesis, that gender diversity in the boardroom has a positive influence over ESG
performance, was confirmed by empirical evidence. Moreover, CEO duality negatively moderated the
above relationship.

The work is organized as follows: Section 2 provides both the literature background on BoD
composition and ESG performance and the formulation of the research hypotheses; Section 3 describes
the quantitative analysis with regard to (a) the sample selection, (b) the choice of the variables
(i.e., dependents, independents and control), (c) the econometric models and the robustness tests;
Section 4 sets out the findings; Section 5 provides the discussion of findings and conclusions.

2. Literature Review and Research Hypothesis Development

Over the last decades, the relationship between corporate governance and firm performance
(latu sensu) has been widely examined by international literature [6–9], focusing on different specific
topics. Previous studies mostly analyzed the influence of BoD composition on financial performance.

Over recent years, there has been a growing interest on the effects of corporate governance
on welfare-oriented practices adopted by companies. Several studies—conducted mainly in the
developed markets (i.e., the United States)—showed that the compliance with the most virtuous
practices, in terms of CSR and ESG, has relevant positive effects on corporate performance, increasing
firm reputation, improving investors’ perception of risk and reducing the cost of capital. The legitimacy
of the corporation in adopting virtuous practices [10] usually implies an increase of business
profitability [11–13]. A recent research has shown that the most effective incidence of ethical practices
is particularly evident for those companies with higher levels of ESG scores with respect to industry
averages (so called “abnormal ESG performance”), which constitutes a competitive advantage against
their competitors [14].

A responsible attitude in terms of social, environmental and governance responsibility is usually
considered an investment that increases firm performance [15], as it represents the capability to create
a successful balance between the pursuit of profit and the respect for social welfare [16]. Nevertheless,
recent studies focused on specific issues and/or conducted on different markets (i.e., developing
countries) led to counterintuitive results. In this regard, it is useful to highlight that the influence
of governance structure on corporate performance (also in terms of ESG responsibility) significantly
depends on the observed context (national or transnational) [17].

In other words, studies conducted in specific geographical contexts (i.e., developing countries)
highlighted findings that are often at odds with the generality of research conclusions. This is due to the
influence exerted by “environmental factors” such as the different degree of protection of stakeholders,
the functioning of capital market, the characteristics of companies, the ownership structure and the
corporate governance pattern [18].

In this perspective, our research—based on the relationship between board gender diversity and
ESG performance in the Italian context—proved to be worthwhile because of the specific characteristics
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of the Italian companies; and considering that, as far as we know, few studies investigated this specific
issue, in particular whether board gender diversity can affect firms’ sustainability performance.

The paper assumes relevance also considering that the principal variables observed
(gender diversity and ESG performance) represent parts of Sustainable Development Goals (SDG)
indicated by United Nations (UN), designed to promote prosperity while protecting the planet.
In particular, SDG 5 encourages gender equality and, with regard to the specific issues of our study,
brings “(...) women’s full and effective participation and equal opportunities for leadership at all levels
of decision-making in political, economic and public life” (SDG 5.5).

In the past, different characteristics of corporate governance pattern were observed to ascertain
their influence on company performance. The incidence of board size, gender diversity, CEO duality
and the percentage of independent directors have been already investigated [19–21].

Recently, gender diversity gained a more relevant role within the broad category of academic
researches by analyzing the influence of corporate governance on firm performance, with findings not
always univocal [22–24]. The studies usually showed a positive relationship between the presence of
women on BoD and company performance, in terms of both financial profitability [25–32] and CSR
(and ESG) disclosure [3,33,34].

Other works, centered on the idea that diversity leads to disagreements and conflicts between board
members, highlighted a negative effect on both financial performance [35–38] and CSR compliance
(in particular, referring to ESG disclosure [17,39]). Still, further researches postulated the absence of
significant effects of board gender diversity on corporate performance [19,40–42].

Our study, in line with the bulk of previous analyses, assumes that the appointment of women
increases the dialogue within the BoD, improving the quality of the decision-making process and
increasing the likelihood of implementing innovative and competitive business strategies [43,44].

The effect of women on BoD generally lies on the most common theories adopted to examine
the potential influence of BoD on company performance [1]. In this perspective, according to agency
theory [45], it can be argued that gender diversity increases the attitude of board members to control
executive directors, with positive impact on corporate outcomes [46].

Starting from a different perspective, our research, based on the Resource Dependence Theory
(RDT) [47–49], postulates that the presence of women on BoD provides critical resources for the
company, improving its competitive profile and performance [50].

With specific reference to ESG compliance, it can be assumed that the presence of women on BoD
also involves an increase of CSR performance on the basis of the following reasons [5,51].

First of all, the positive influence of gender diversity stems from the different perception women
have about their leadership role within companies [2,52]; while men are generally focused on the
preeminent needs of shareholders, women seem more willing to pay their attention to stakeholders’
interests [53–55].

Secondly, women have psychological attitudes more likely to reduce information asymmetries
with other stakeholders and with market [56]; they also have wider knowledge in different fields [55]
because of their occupational background (i.e., as business support specialists or community influential,
more than business experts or insiders) [57]; this circumstance fosters the attitude to propose alternative
solutions and to manage firm’s social and environmental challenges [27,51].

Moreover, the presence of women on the BoD is usually perceived as a signal of compliance
with the expectations expressed by the market and the surrounding environment [34,58]. Finally,
the different background leads women, more frequently than men, to be involved and to make relevant
contributions to the decision-making process concerning CSR issues [34,59–62].

On the basis of the theoretical framework described above, our research aims to test if the gender
diversity on BoD can positively affect ESG performance. Therefore, the following first hypothesis
was posited:

Hypothesis (H1). Gender diversity has a positive influence on ESG performance.
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A governance attribute that potentially affects the relationship between BoD composition and
ESG performance is represented by CEO power, generally associated with the presence of CEO duality,
namely when CEO also serves as chair on BoD.

Several studies highlighted that CEO duality usually constrains company financial
performance [63,64]. According to agency theory [45], the rationale behind this evidence resides
in the concentration of power, in charge of CEO, that limits the control function of other directors and
shareholders; firm decisions are therefore not always geared towards the growth of business value and
respect for stakeholders’ wealth. Moreover, the presence of CEO duality also implies negative effects
on ESG performance [65,66].

Some studies also examined CEO duality as a moderation factor rather than an antecedent.
These researches investigated the moderation effect of CEO duality within the relationship between
ESG scores and financial performance. The findings show that the positive effect of ESG compliance
on financial performance is amplified by the increased power exercised by the CEO [67–69].

Another study [70] investigated the moderation effect by CEO power with reference to the
relationship between shareholder activism and environmental performance. The related findings
showed a negative influence of CEO power.

Therefore, according to agency theory, our research aims also to test if the relationship between
gender diversity and ESG performance can be constrained by the presence of CEO duality. Accordingly,
we formulated the second hypothesis:

Hypothesis (H2). CEO duality negatively moderates the relationship between gender diversity and ESG performance.

3. Methods

3.1. Sample Selection

The Italian equity market serves as context to explore and test the theoretical speculations.
Italy represents an ideal setting for this investigation because firms are sensitive to corporate
social themes embedding them into strategic actions and exhibit superior level of stakeholders’
engagement [71].

In accordance with the European Directive 2014/95/UE, the Italian Legislative Decree
254/2016 [72,73] introduced the non-financial disclosure as compulsory in order to guarantee
comparability and homogeneity across firms. We collected data for two years (2017 and 2018)
because, at the time of writing, data for the fiscal year 2019 was not fully available yet, as the COVID-19
pandemic postponed shareholders’ meetings.

Data for environmental, social and governance disclosure score (ESG score) are retrieved from
Bloomberg Data Service. The availability of ESG score on that database serves as starting point for our
sampling procedure. Specifically, we searched for all Italian-listed firms with at least two consecutive
years of data available. At the end of 2017 and 2018, 244 firms were listed on the Mercato Telematico
Azionario (MTA), the main market of the Italian Stock Market (Borsa Italiana). Excluding financial
firms (based on US-SIC code), we obtained a final sample of 64 unique firms, of which 18 firms
belong to STAR segment of the MTA, while the others are listed on the Standard segment of the MTA.
STAR contains midsize companies (market cap less than 1 billion €) which, on voluntary base, provide
higher transparency and disclosure of their information, maintain high liquidity (free float >35) and
adopt the best corporate governance standards. Bloomberg is also used for financial information, while
governance data are hand-collected for each firm from the annual governance report.
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3.2. Empirical Specification

To test our theoretical model, which claims that firms with a greater gender diversity and the
separation of chair and CEO roles exhibit a superior level of ESG score, we used the following empirical
specification that accounts for variables of interest and control, as well as for governance factors and
firm characteristics.

ESGscore = α0 +β1 Blaux index + β2 CEO duality + β3 Interaction + β4 Leverage
+β5 Size + β6 Age + β7 Roa + β8 Sector + β9 Beta + β10 Bod indep
+β11 Bod size

(1)

To reduce potential endogeneity between gender diversity and ESG score, independent variables
are one-year lagged. An intragroup estimation, the random effect approach, is employed according
to Hausman test [74] that results in test statistics equal to 8.88 and a p-value of 0.45. Correcting for
residual heteroscedasticity issues, Equation (1) is estimated with robust standard error.

Dependent variable. In deciphering the impact of board gender diversity on corporate sustainability
practices, we consider ESG score as a dependent variable. This score relates to three fundamental
dimensions: environmental, social and governance, and it has also the merit of capturing firm disclosure
activity adjusted for the disclosure activity of firms operating in the same industry [75]. In each
dimension, the score ranged from 0 to 100, the highest value representing the highest level of corporate
sustainability. The ESG score, based on 120 qualitative and quantitative measures computed by using
a proprietary method based only on public information, indicates “the degree to which a company is
reporting on ESG information” [76].

Independent variables. Board gender diversity is operationalized using Blau index [77]. As argued by
previous literature, such measure considers simultaneously the number of represented genders (male
and female) and the evenness of the distribution of Board Directors in each category. According to [28],
Blau_index is operationalized as follow: 1−

∑n
i=1 p2

i , where i represents different genders available in
the board (male and female, n assumes thus value of 2) and p is the fraction of directors of gender i.

Blau index ranges from 0, when board of director is homogeneous (only one gender is present),
to 0.5, when board is perfectly heterogeneous (male and female genders are equally represented). So,
higher value of the index means more diversity in the boardroom.

CEO_duality acts as a moderator. This variable is codified as binary: 1 if there is no role separation,
0 if such roles are bipartite.

Finally, the Interaction (Blau_index*CEO_duality) is considered. Aiming at reducing
multicollinearity, independent variables are mean-centered before considering their interaction [78].

Control variables. We also performed a conventional variables’ control at both firm and board
level because corporate sustainability practices, captured by ESG score, might be influenced by firms’
characteristics as well as board configuration in terms of gender diversity, which is the underlying
motive of this investigation.

At firm level, we controlled size, leverage, age, profitability and risk: size is proxied with total
sales computed as logarithm to reduce skewness; leverage considers all non-equity liabilities over the
book value of equity; age is the time elapsed since its foundation; profitability taken as Return on Asset
(ROA) is the net operating income over total asset; risk considers the beta factor (Beta) as a proxy for
systematic risk computed with standard CAPM model.

At the board level, size and independence are employed: board size (Bod_size) is the logarithmic
transformation of the number of directors sitting in the boardroom; board independence (Bod_indep) is
the ratio of independent directors over total directors.
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4. Results

Table 1 reports descriptive statistics. Data reveal that board composition is substantially
homogeneous (i.e., equal presence of women and men directors) from a gender perspective; indeed,
Blau_index has a mean value of 0.446 and a standard deviation of 0.149. Such composition is in line
with the overall Italian-listed firms, whose boards, in 2018, were composed of nearly 42% by female
directors [79]. Interestingly, following the Corporate Governance Code that suggests to avoid CEO
duality, firms opt for the role separation of CEO and president since the mean value of CEO_duality
is 0.219 (S.D. 0.415). The firms in our sample show a board numerosity, on average, of 11 directors
(mean 10.656 and S.D. 2.505). As for the governance profile, nearly half of the board members are
independent (mean 0.496 and S.D. 0.152). Considering the characteristics of the firms, our sample
reveals that corporations are less risky than the market because β-factor is lower than 1 (mean 0.786
and S.D. 0.216) and they are equally financed by equity and debt, as the Leverage mean value of 0.501
(S.D. 0.606) confirms. Operating profitability, proxied by ROA, is on average 4% with a S.D. of 6.31.
Size and Age indicate, on average, mature medium-large firms.

Hierarchical regressions in Table 2 (shown in the following page) display empirical outcomes.
Model 1 considers only the variable of interest, Blau_index, that positively impact on ESG score
(0.276 p < 0.05). In Model 2, the battery of control variables is added. Larger firms with larger board
have greater ESG score (Size, 0.00791 p < 0.1; Bod_size, 0.148 p < 0.01). Such results are in line with
previous literature reporting that “larger firms have more resources and more often use reporting
tools to provide ESG data” [80], and that those firms are more diversified and use corporate social
responsibility to strengthen their corporate reputation [81].
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics and correlation.

Variables Mean S.D. (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10)

(1) Blau_index 0.446 0.149 1.000
(2) CEO_duality 0.219 0.415 −0.192 * 1.000
(3) Leverage 0.501 0.606 0.001 0.281 * 1.000
(4) Size (ln) 12.143 2.455 −0.141 0.046 0.041 1.000
(5) Age 35.719 31.234 −0.075 −0.125 0.012 0.054 1.000
(6) ROA (%) 0.040 0.063 −0.036 0.206 * −0.057 0.259 * −0.143 1.000
(7) Sector 4.391 2.848 −0.054 0.074 0.017 0.107 0.032 0.204 * 1.000
(8) Beta 0.786 0.216 −0.070 −0.232 * 0.067 0.160 0.096 −0.357 * −0.093 * 1.000
(9) Bod_indep (%) 0.496 0.152 0.126 −0.319 * −0.153 −0.100 0.112 −0.283 * −0.302 * 0.257 * 1.000
(10) Bod_size 10.656 2.505 −0.206* −0.139 −0.076 0.006 0.252 * 0.005 0.015 0.015 −0.021 1.000

Note: *p < 0.05.
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Table 2. Main results.

(1) (2) (3) (4)
VIF

DV: ESG Score Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Blau_index 0.276 ** 0.294 ** 0.295 ** 0.408 *** 1.18
(0.132) (0.138) (0.137) (0.160)

CEO_duality (moderator) 0.00389 0.0000911 1.42
(0.0387) (0.0381)

Interaction −0.562 *** 1.25
(0.208)

Leverage 0.00233 0.00223 0.00155 1.83
(0.0156) (0.0161) (0.0147)

Size 0.00791 * 0.00784 * 0.00772 * 1.20
(0.00425) (0.00426) (0.00414)

Age −0.000236 −0.000233 −0.000170 2.56
(0.000365) (0.000369) (0.000374)

ROA 0.243 0.241 0.263 1.86
(0.197) (0.197) (0.187)

Sector −0.00581 −0.00579 −0.00624 2.95
(0.00624) (0.00625) (0.00621)

Beta 0.127 ** 0.127 ** 0.130 *** 1.34
(0.0515) (0.0516) (0.0482)

Bod_indep 0.369 *** 0.371 *** 0.373 *** 3.89
(0.0975) (0.0987) (0.0985)

Bod_size 0.148 *** 0.150 *** 0.136 ** 1.18
(0.0518) (0.0548) (0.0557)

Constant 0.579 *** 0.420 *** 0.418 *** 0.415 ***
(0.0186) (0.0610) (0.0615) (0.0601)

Observations 128 128 128 128
Number of firms 64 64 64 64

R-sq 0.07 0.08 0.08 0.13

Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.
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As for the board numerosity, the positive impact roots on the following theoretical insight:
larger boards simplify the connection between firm and its external environment and pay greater
attention to stakeholders [5]. Independent board members positively affect ESG score (Bod_indep
0.369 p < 0.01); this is coherent with agency arguments predicting that independent directors foster
long-term strategies such as those related to ESG, maintaining a great attention towards legitimacy
and external environment [51], which complies with the resource dependence theory. Beta assumes
positive and statistically significant value (0.127 p < 0.05); it would suggest that riskier firms would
increase their transparency attitude towards ESG items [5].

In Model 3, CEO_duality acts as a moderator, with a positive but non-significant impact, and all
other variables maintain the above descripted signs and significance. Full model, as expressed in
Equation (1), can be found in column 4. Gender diversity at board level is positively related to ESG score
(0.408 p < 0.01) while the interaction (Blau_index*CEO_duality, −0.562 p < 0.01) has a negative impact.

Considering the significance levels of Blau_index across all the models, we can confirm the first
hypothesis: gender diversity has a positive impact on ESG score, that is, the greater presence of female
directors in the boardroom, the higher the ESG score.

Results confirm the second hypothesis: CEO duality negatively moderates the positive impact of
female directors on ESG score. Therefore, it seems that any positive aspects of greater board gender
diversity are outweighed by the negative aspects of CEO duality.

To rule out multicollinearity, VIF values are computed in the last column. They indicate that
multicollinearity is not a concern since all values are below the threshold of 4 [82].

Figure 1 offers a graphical interpretation of the moderating effect.

Figure 1. Moderating effect.

Robustness Tests

To strengthen the validity of previous findings, we measure gender diversity by means of
Shannon index [83] (Shannon_index). This alternative proxy is computed, in line with [28], as follows:
−
∑n

i=1 pi ln pi, where i is the gender category (n is equal to 2, male and female) and p the percentage of
directors in each category.

Such index is equal to 0 when gender diversity is absent while it is equal to 0.69 when both genders
are equally represented in the board. Although the properties of the two indexes are qualitatively the
same for its logarithmic nature, Shannon index seems more sensitive to small differences in board
gender diversity than Blau index [28,84].

This sensitivity test supports our results as showed in Table 3. Model (1) presents only a variable
of interest (Shannon_index, 0.242 p < 0.05), Model (2) adds control variables but the significance and
the magnitude of board gender diversity remains almost unchanged (0.252 p < 0.05). The moderator,
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CEO_duality, enters in Model (3) with a positive but non-significant impact on ESG score, while
Shannon_index confirm its effect (0.253 p < 0.05). In Model (4), interaction (Shannon_index*CEO_duality)
is introduced. Results in this Model confirm that in boards where the CEO and president roles are
unified, gender diversity has a negative impact on ESG score (−0.480 p < 0.01).

Table 3. Robustness test.

(1) (2) (3) (4)
VIF

VARIABLES Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Shannon_index 0.242 ** 0.252 ** 0.253 ** 0.351 *** 1.18
(0.109) (0.113) (0.112) (0.134)

CEO_duality
(moderator) 0.00285 −0.000949 1.41

(0.0388) (0.0382)
Interaction −0.480 *** 1.25

(0.176)
Leverage 0.00199 0.00194 0.00138 1.85

(0.0157) (0.0163) (0.0151)
Size 0.00798 * 0.00791 * 0.00789 * 1.34

(0.00425) (0.00426) (0.00414)
Age −0.000236 −0.000233 −0.000180 2.55

(0.000362) (0.000367) (0.000370)
ROA 0.241 0.239 0.256 1.86

(0.198) (0.197) (0.188)
Sector −0.00582 −0.00581 −0.00615 2.94

(0.00622) (0.00623) (0.00617)
Beta 0.125 ** 0.125 ** 0.126 *** 1.19

(0.0519) (0.0521) (0.0489)
Bod_indep 0.366 *** 0.368 *** 0.367 *** 3.92

(0.0972) (0.0983) (0.0979)
Bod_size 0.148 *** 0.149 *** 0.137 ** 1.17

(0.0515) (0.0545) (0.0553)
Constant 0.579 *** 0.421 *** 0.421 *** 0.418 ***

(0.0185) (0.0610) (0.0615) (0.0600)

Observations 128 128 128 128
Number of id 64 64 64 64

R-sq 0.06 0.07 0.07 0.12

Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.

Despite the robustness of our results and despite the widely acknowledged validity of Shannon
and Blau indexes [28], they appear an appropriate empirical tool when the relative proportions of men
and women are a relevant consideration, but they seem less appropriate if the size of such sub-groups
is taken into consideration [85]. In this light, critical mass theory [86] suggests that the size of the
minority group—women—cannot be ignored [87]. Namely, to assess if results are contingent by the
size of female directors, we employ the “critical mass” variable as explicative variable. It is equal to 1 if
at least three women sit on the board [87]. Findings, available upon request and not reported for the
sake of brevity, are qualitatively unchanged.

5. Discussion

The empirical evidence supports both our research hypothesis; indeed, main findings show that
the presence of women on BoD has a positive impact on ESG score and that CEO duality negatively
moderates the foregoing relationship.

In accordance with other previous studies [56,88], findings support our first research hypothesis
and suggest that ESG performance is positively influenced by the presence of female directors.
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The empirical evidence is also consistent with the 2030 Sustainable Agenda adopted by the
UN and confirms that a full and effective presence of women on BoD is an important trigger for
corporate governance mechanisms able to influence value creation processes and, more specifically,
firm sustainability performance.

Furthermore, findings show that CEO duality negatively moderates the positive influence of
female directors on ESG performance: when one person holds both the CEO and chairman positions,
the risks of conflict of interest, abuse of power and lack of participation in the decision-making
process by other directors can increase, therefore, reducing the representation of the other stakeholders
on BoD and negatively affecting firm sustainability performance. In this perspective, such a result
can contribute to the academic debate by demonstrating that in Italy, a country characterized by
concentrated ownership structure, low independence of BoD and where a low number of women hold
influential positions in corporate governance pattern, gender diversity could play a pivotal role in firm
value creation process, enhancing sustainability performance.

More specifically, our findings are consistent with resource dependence theory. Indeed, diversity on
BoD allows companies to have different skills, experiences and expertise, reduces firm uncertainty [47],
generates lower transaction costs [89] and improves corporate value.

Whereas previous studies focused on the link between female director and financial
performance [50], the present work has shown that a more balanced representation on BoD enhances
sustainability practices and non-financial performance. In other words, we demonstrated that a greater
participation of women in the decision-making process allows to fulfill the stakeholder expectations,
with respect to ESG issues. Furthermore, our findings support agency theory, as we found a negative
influence exerted by CEO duality on the aforementioned relationship between the presence of females
on BoD and ESG performance.

Agency theory argues that the role of CEO and chairperson should be separated to avoid potential
conflict of interest. Moreover, managers may pursue their self-interest, negatively affecting other
stakeholders. Therefore, our findings confirm the foregoing theoretical construct. Indeed, in the Italian
context, the duality status, the increasing concentration of power in a single person, and the agency
problems negatively affect the relationship between gender diversity and ESG performance.

6. Conclusions

The present study investigated the influence of BoD composition on sustainable performance.
Our findings reveal that gender diversity positively impacts on ESG score, showing how a more
balanced number of male and female directors in the board of companies played an important role
in sustainability performance. Moreover, our analysis points out that the CEO duality negatively
moderates the relationship between gender diversity and ESG performance, demonstrating that the
CEO duality negatively moderates the positive impact of female directors on ESG score.

As far as we know, this is the first research that analyzed these relationships; several studies have
observed the correlation between gender diversity and financial performance, demonstrating how
women positively affect the BoD in terms of financial results.

Further researches have shown a negative effect of CEO duality on financial performance [63,64],
because the concentration of power in the same person limits the control by Board Directors, investors
and other stakeholders. However, our study demonstrates that a more balanced gender composition
of BoD has a positive impact on the sustainability performance and that this relationship is negatively
moderated by CEO duality. In this perspective, the theoretical implication of our research is
represented by a development of the current body of knowledge on the role of board composition on
sustainable performance.

This study has important implications in many respects. The empirical evidence could be
conducive for regulators and policy-makers in order to enhance corporate governance practices, by
encouraging BoD diversity and avoiding the power concentration in the boardroom. From a managerial
point of view, our analysis confirms the importance of a gender-balanced board and the separation
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of duties between the Chief Executive Officer and the Chairperson of the Board in value creation
processes. Therefore, to enhance sustainability performance, companies should pay greater attention
to the composition, structure, duties and powers of the Board of Directors.

Finally, from a social point of view, our research underlines the importance of the role played by
women in the value creation process. Despite the recent improvement of the rules regarding gender
equality in the BoD, our analysis suggests that there is still unequal treatment between women and
men. In this perspective, companies should adopt internal policies and procedures to guarantee the
same rights and opportunities for women.

This paper has some limitations. First of all, we are conscious, on par with prior studies [90–92],
that the relationship between board characteristics and corporate social performance could be affected
by endogeneity bias. In the near future, research could be improved by adopting different models (i.e.,
Structural Equation Model) to control the potential endogeneity of the relationship [51].

Moreover, we analyzed BoD composition by considering only female presence and CEO duality.
Future studies might be based on other characteristics, such as age, nationality, professional expertise,
networking, etc. Yet, the sample size could be extended, i.e., by carrying out a cross-country analysis
centered on other European or developed areas, and a deeper exploration of CEO characteristics could
be performed. In this vein, CEOs’ gender could hamper or strengthen the baseline relationship (BoD
diversity and ESG performance). However, due to the low presence of female CEOs in the Italian
market [79], the latter issue should be read as a suggestion for forthcoming explorations.
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