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Abstract: The sustainable development goals (SDGs) are a guide for caring for the planet, guaran-
teeing the fundamental rights of its inhabitants and shaping sustainable economic growth. In the
current context, characterised by great challenges and geopolitical conflicts, the figure of the CEO is
key to driving the necessary transformation of companies and the prioritisation of their commitment
to the current challenges of the world we live in. In this regard, the aim of this paper is to deepen
current knowledge on the role of CEO visionary leadership in shaping inclusive and sustainable
business models aligned with the goals of the 2030 Agenda. For the period 20192022, we study the
information reported by the top 3910 companies worldwide on their contributions to the SDGs and
analyse whether these commitments are determined by the structural power of the CEO within these
companies. The results obtained confirm previous arguments, contradicting some of the previous
evidence. In this sense, our findings show that the information disclosed by companies in relation to
projects aligned with the SDGs is positively associated with leadership figures who wield power that
allows them to influence the agenda and decisions made by the board of directors. The influence of
leaders is reinforced in scenarios where companies excel in sustainability performance.

Keywords: CEO power; SDG; 2030 Agenda; disclosure; sustainability

1. Introduction

The emergencies associated with COVID-19, rapid climate change and the context
of confrontation and instability that we are experiencing are events that seem to want to
wipe out humanity, but which, on the contrary, have turned us into a society that is called
to be resilient and supportive in order to achieve sustainable development. However, the
report of United Nations Global Compact and Accenture (2023) highlights the significant
challenges facing society today in achieving the sustainable development goals (SDGs). In
this sense, the report concludes that companies are key actors in achieving the goals of the
2030 Agenda and, nevertheless, the actions they have put in place lead to progress that can
be improved (Leal Filho et al. 2023).

Correcting these situations requires a public commitment from business leaders. This
commitment is the necessary starting point for the design and implementation of policies
that promote the alignment of business sustainability strategies with the SDGs. This is
the path that the UN proposes to enhance the impact that the private sector has to follow
and that, according to the results of the report, would be very present in the agenda of
large companies.

Previous studies have predominantly focused on explaining the heterogeneity of
business commitments to the 2030 Agenda and the information disclosed by studying
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institutional drivers (i.e., Rosati and Faria 2019a) and the corporate governance mechanisms
associated with the board of directors, ownership structure and other external actors (i.e.,
Garcia-Sanchez et al. 2020d, 2023a, 2022b). On the other hand, the literature focusing on
the role played by internal actors is very residual, with the study by Garcia-Sanchez et al.
(2023a) addressing the role of the gender composition of the TMT in the development
of projects focused on contributing to the SDGs. In addition, current research is heavily
focused on the study of personality traits that lead managers to drive certain transparency
policies, with existing knowledge on the role of CEOs’ structural power in sustainability
disclosures being residual and contradictory (i.e., Pucheta-Martinez and Gallego-Alvarez
2021; Muttakin et al. 2018) or integrated reporting (Garcia-Sanchez et al. 2020c).

Power is a relevant research area because it gives the CEO discretion to determine
which objectives and pressures to prioritise; and the authority to mobilise the necessary
resources to address the priorities set (Resick et al. 2023; Palau-Pinyana et al. 2023; Walls
and Berrone 2017) or, on the other hand, to go for a ceremonial approach (Steinberg et al.
2022). In this vein, several authors have highlighted the key role that CEOs should play in
corporate transparency (Li et al. 2023; Lewis et al. 2014).

Thus, to contribute to the previous literature, this article focuses on the analysis of
internal drivers, investigating the effect that the structural power of the CEO has on the
disclosure of information on corporate commitments to the 2030 Agenda. To this end,
we posit that CEOs with greater board-level power will be more likely to report more
information on the projects and initiatives their companies are undertaking to contribute
to, accelerate and achieve the 2030 Agenda.

In this vein, the findings of the UN Global Compact and Accenture report suggest
that executives’ interpretation of external pressures for their corporations to commit to
the 2030 Agenda will lead them to a favourable strategic choice because of their personal
understanding, interest in the issue at hand and their ability to address these challenges.
According to the literature, the CEO’s decision should be sufficiently influential to go
against the opinion of other forces, including the views of the board of directors (Haynes
and Hillman 2010), and we understand that their ability to positively influence this body
will to a large extent be associated with the structural power that executive directors possess
over its composition.

For a balanced panel dataset of 3910 large companies globally over the period 2019—
2022 (15,640 observations), we contrast how the engagement of top executives intensifies the
information their companies disclose about initiatives with a significant impact on people,
the planet and the business models they promote. Specifically, we observe that CEOs with
high structural power favour greater corporate transparency regarding business practices
and performance aligned with our society’s main challenges and current information
demands, such as those set out in the 17 SDGs of the 2030 Agenda. This effect disappears
for scenarios with low—medium structural power because of the difficulty the current
executive would have in determining the agenda of the topics to be discussed at meetings
and correcting the opposition observed for independent directors.

In this regard, we contribute to the previous literature with new evidence regarding
the essential role that CEOs play in corporate strategic decisions (Gull et al. 2023; Garcia-
Sanchez et al. 2020c). Previous studies have particularly focused on the role they play
with respect to the social, environmental and good governance dimensions (ESG) (i.e.,
Zhang et al. 2022; Aibar-Guzman and Frias-Aceituno 2021; Pucheta-Martinez and Gallego-
Alvarez 2021), the level of decoupling between what they say and do (Gull et al. 2023) or
their commitment to integrated reporting (Garcia-Sanchez et al. 2020c). Our research thus
contributes to expanding the existing knowledge on strategic leadership by determining
whether more powerful CEOs are more likely to inform their stakeholders about their
commitment to the 2030 Agenda, in other words, to the preservation of the planet and
social well-being.

In addition, the findings obtained partially contradict previous empirical evidence due
to the consideration of several factors. The first is the configuration of gradual structural
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power scenarios, a different conceptualisation to that considered in previous studies. To
this end, we consider different situations in which the current CEO (incumbent CEO) and
executives can take seats and assert their influence within the board of directors. This
approach allows us to observe that the roles played by active CEOs (incumbent CEO)
differ from those professionals with previous experience (former CEO), who adopt an
opposite role within the boards of directors they chair, more aligned with the opinion of
the external directors.

The second is the consideration of an uncertain time scenario such as the period
analysed, from 2019 to 2022, characterised by the health, economic and social consequences
of COVID-19 and a growing number of geopolitical conflicts. All these events have led
to demands for solidarity from public institutions, organisations and society in general,
leading to changes in the business priorities that these CEOs believe they must address.

In this vein, we attend the call that Giimiisay and Reinecke (2022) make, regarding the
need to contribute to making it possible to empirically analyse the future in an environment
characterised by higher uncertainty, an increase in inequality and climate emergency
situations, among other instabilities and challenges; and to the research gap identified
by Comoli et al. (2023) regarding current pending concerns around the world, which
highlights the relevance of the SDGs of the 2030 Agenda.

2. Theoretical Framework and Research Hypothesis
2.1. Studies on the 2030 Agenda and Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)

The literature focusing on the study of the determinants and impacts of the information
of business projects aligned with the 2030 Agenda is prolific in recent years. The studies
have mainly focused on the analysis of the effect of institutional factors (Bose and Khan
2022; Calabrese et al. 2022; Rosati and Faria 2019a), corporate governance structures
(i.e., Toukabri and Mohamed Youssef 2022; Pizzi et al. 2021; Rosati and Faria 2019b) and
ownership (Patuelli et al. 2022; Garcia-Sanchez et al. 2020a, 2020b) on the disclosure of
the SDGs.

These studies are addressed for specific countries, geographic regions and industries
(i.e., Gyimah et al. 2023; Lenort et al. 2023; Perello-Marin et al. 2022; Ike et al. 2019; Avram-
pou et al. 2019) and for samples from large multinationals (Bose et al. 2024). Thus, they
allow for a comprehensive overview of the SDGs’ information disclosed (Subramaniam
et al. 2023), its relevance to stakeholders (Garcia-Sanchez et al. 2023b; Hummel and Szekely
2022) and their economic (Garcia-Sanchez et al. 2020a), social and bio-atmospheric impacts
(Dinger et al. 2024).

In this sense, empirical evidence points to the existence of different levels of disclosure
of information on the SDGs, in terms of quantity and quality. On the one hand, Tsalis
et al. (2023), Heras-Saizarbitoria et al. (2022) and van der Waal and Thijssens (2020) find
low levels of information disclosure, being alienated to little substantive engagement. The
evidence of Weerasinghe et al. (2023a, 2023b) indicates a long way to go in the organisation
and dissemination of the SDGs.

On the other hand, the findings of Song et al. (2022) indicate that companies located
in Europe lead the way in business engagement with the SDGs. Garcia-Sanchez et al.
(2020a) point out that companies, through their disclosures, present a real and transcendent
development of specific actions aimed at achieving the SDGs, and ultimately advancing
the full enjoyment of human rights in the global territory.

In addition, the previous literature indicates that the volume and quality of infor-
mation disclosed on the SDGs has been positively determined by high ESG performance
(Nicolo” et al. 2024), by the increased presence of women in corporate management and in
supervisory bodies (Garcia-Sanchez et al. 2022a; Mazumder 2024) and by cultural contexts
characterised by a trade-off between leniency and restraint and a greater long-term orienta-
tion (Pizzi et al. 2022). However, the diversity of the management team has contradictory
effects according to the evidence of Weerasinghe et al. (2023b).
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Additionally, Suhrab et al. (2024), Arora-Jonsson (2023) and Khemani and Kumar
(2022) show the vital importance of the mobility of economic and intellectual resources by
companies in the generation of positive, direct and immediate impacts on social groups in
vulnerable conditions, being relevant to the convergence of the efforts of local governments
and the business fabric for the effective achievement of sustainability (Di Vaio et al. 2023;
Krasodomska et al. 2022; Silva 2021; Calabrese et al. 2021; Gunawan et al. 2020).

However, the literature is less prolific in studying the role that CEOs can play. In
this sense, top managers can lead the company to better or worse results (Riaz et al. 2023),
define strategies, manage risks and allocate resources to ESG areas according to their
individual characteristics, perception or orientation (Resick et al. 2023) but, in any case,
it is determined by his or her power in the company. If the characteristics, perception or
orientation are positively related to the sustainability approach, his/her power may lead
him/her to maximise actions in the companies; or in cases where it is negatively associated,
the CEO may treat it as a ceremonial procedure (Steinberg et al. 2022).

2.2. CEOs and Sustainability Disclosures

CEO decisions on what information to disclose in sustainability reports is an issue to
pay attention to when talking about organisational leadership and transparency (Nonet
et al. 2022; Harrison et al. 2020). In addition, the pressure from different stakeholders and
the configuration of power organs can determine the content and form of the information
reported (Higgins et al. 2020).

In this sense, previous empirical evidence provides mixed results on the characteristics
of CEOs and board situations that are conducive to higher or lower levels of information
disclosure, as well as on its quality. Garcia-Sanchez et al. (2022a) and Shahab et al. (2020)
found that attributes such as a research, financial or sustainability background and the
experience of CEOs have positive effects on a higher quality of SDG and sustainability
reporting in the absence of institutional pressures. Khan et al. (2021) showed an inverted U-
shaped relationship between CEO tenure and sustainability disclosure, with the first years
of CEO tenure being the most data-rich periods. In addition, Hussain et al. (2023) note that
the presence of a female CEO has a positive and significant impact on the dissemination of
information on environmental sustainability.

Additionally, Garrido-Ruso et al. (2023), Lassoued and Khanchel (2023), Bachrach et al.
(2022) and Chen et al. (2021) show that the country of origin, higher educational level and
narcissistic behaviour of CEOs are personal attributes that individually or jointly influence
positively and significantly the disclosure of information on the SDGs or in relation to social
and governance issues. Likewise, the findings of Mahmoudian et al. (2021) indicate that the
high risk tolerance of CEOs, consistent with their personality traits (i.e., conscientiousness,
neuroticism, agreeableness, openness or extraversion) is related to a lower readability of
sustainability reports and to a lower volume of information.

According to Graham et al. (2020), simultaneous situations such as the increased
presence of directors or insiders on the board and the duality of the CEO nurture and
strengthen the corporate management through constant feedback, enabling them to achieve
a strong business performance and disclosure of their sustainability implications. Also,
Lassoued and Khanchel (2023) find a positive moderation of CEO duality in relation to
CEO personality attributes and sustainability disclosure. In addition, Pucheta-Martinez
and Gallego-Alvarez (2021) and Tuggle et al. (2010) indicate that CEO duality and good
business performance interactively affect sustainability performance reporting and the
board monitoring function (i.e., when CEO duality exists and business performance is
good, sustainability reporting has a positive tone and board monitoring is weak). On the
other hand, Maswadi and Amran (2023), Oware and Awunyo-Vitor (2021), Tibiletti et al.
(2021), Khlif et al. (2020), Lin et al. (2020), Lagasio and Cucari (2019) and Gul and Leung
(2004) evidence that CEO duality negatively affects sustainability disclosures, and Muttakin
et al. (2018) observed that the CEO’s discretion harms transparency on sustainability issues,
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evidence that was confirmed by Garcia-Sanchez et al. (2020c) for integrated reporting and
for different corporate incentives.

2.3. Powerful CEOs and SDG Disclosures: Research Hypothesis

CEOs are key and unquestionable figures in the implementation of innovative vision-
ary strategies aligned with inclusive and sustainable economic growth as set out in the
SDGs of the 2030 Agenda. In the current context, characterised by an increase in business
challenges due to COVID-19, post-pandemic recovery and the emergence of new geopoliti-
cal conflicts, corporate humanism or the sustainable engagement of companies is vital for
today’s society. While business competitiveness and resilience will come from purposeful
long-term value creation and the excellent management of intangibles, companies do not
have to solve all current problems but should identify where a meaningful and coherent
contribution can be made, taking into account the purpose of each organisation. This is
the advice that Larry Fink, CEO of BlackRock, proposes to the CEOs of the companies in
which its investment group has a shareholding.

Given the concentrated efforts of all stakeholders to achieve a more sustainable world,
the CEO’s job is to integrate the SDGs into the corporate strategy and business model.
The involvement of these actors is unquestionable because an organisation cannot adopt
any kind of transformation without the support of its leaders and managers. However,
the commitment should not be reduced to supporting specific initiatives or projects but
should promote the necessary values and cultural changes, as well as the unification of the
company’s interests with those of society and the generation of shared value.

To this end, the structural power of the CEO can play an essential role both in terms
of the actions to be taken and the information to be reported, since, as managers, they
are the ones most responsible for the company’s resources and their allocation (Cai et al.
2020; Muttakin et al. 2018; Fabrizi et al. 2014) and the fact that his presence on the board of
directors, especially when he is the chairman of the board of directors, leads to an influence
on the decision-making and monitoring processes being exercised by a single person (Yu
2023; Muttakin et al. 2018; Lu et al. 2015).

In the previous literature, the approaches to CEOs’ decision-making and structural
power are contradictory, identifying a dual role associated with managerial opportunism
and stewardship activities related to the alignment of their interests with the company, a
unity that is reinforced by greater authority. More specifically, according to agency theory,
their presence on the board of directors weakens the board’s monitoring of their managerial
performance and may threaten corporate legitimacy (Lu et al. 2015), negatively affecting
corporate transparency. Moreover, the structural power they possess gives them great
discretion in the use of resources, and they often over-invest in sustainable projects in order
to reinforce their prestige and personal image (Jiraporn and Chintrakarn 2013; Surroca and
Tribo 2008).

However, stewardship theory argues that CEOs are responsible and ethical profes-
sionals whose interests are aligned with the company’s mission and strategies (Bernstein
et al. 2016; Sundaramurthy and Lewis 2003; Davis et al. 1997; Donaldson and Davis 1991).
In this respect, their structural power provides an integrated vision of the company in
the different corporate bodies that favours unity towards the firms’ vision, reinforced by
the effect that authority can have on conflict resolution (Sundaramurthy and Lewis 2003).
Therefore, CEOs with greater structural power would have sufficient authority to align
business strategy with the SDGs, responsibly allocate corporate resources to these ends
and foster transparency regarding the business contribution to the 2030 Agenda in order to
strengthen corporate reputation and resilience.

Considering that the structural power of the CEO consists in the ability of executives to
determine which choices can be made due to being in a high formal position in companies
(Harrison and Malhotra 2023; Finkelstein 1992), it is inevitable that this power will also
influence the dynamics of choice and decision about the information that can be disclosed
in the reports, especially in relation to the strategic goals of the ONU Agenda 2030. Another
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factor is that the pressure from stakeholders about the alignment of companies with the
Agenda should increase the interest of CEOs in executing these goals efficiently and quickly,
so that they stand out as excellent in their respective management, seeking to remain in
their positions for longer, recognition in the firm or the achievement of greater bonuses
(Varriale 2023).

In addition to the information that can be disclosed in sustainability reports, one study
(Bukalska et al. 2021) reinforces that the power of the CEO in companies also influences
which financial strategies can be executed so that the goals of the 2030 Agenda and the
sustainable development goals are experienced in a real way by companies (according
to stewardship theory arguments). On the other hand, the prioritisation of budgetary
resources or the restructuring of capital that meets the deliberations of the 2030 Agenda do
not occur as they should, despite their sustainability reports highlighting the achievement
of the SDGs as a priority (agenda theory arguments). Figure 1 graphically depicts the
framework of analysis proposed thus far). In this sense, we set out our research hypothesis.

H1: The CEO’s structural power positively impacts corporate disclosure of information on the
sustainable development goals set out in the 2030 Agenda.

Outside
ree—————— |
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' \ |
| A AN
. . |
| o~ |
| ‘ ‘ | Social well-being
' [

Agency : l :

theory |

CEO power

Environment
al well-being

Stewardship
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Figure 1. Graphical representation of the proposed theoretical framework, CEO power at work.

3. Method
3.1. Sampling Approximation

The population selected for the testing of the proposed research hypothesis corre-
sponds to the large companies worldwide whose information is available in the Refinitiv
database (Garcia-Sanchez et al. 2020a, 2020b). According to these authors, these corpora-
tions have significant resources that can be allocated to projects aligned with the SDGs and
capabilities that facilitate the integration of these commitments into business strategy and
management. In addition, the CEOs of these companies are ideal for testing the effect that
their structural power has on the decisions analysed (Garcia-Sanchez et al. 2020c).

In this regard, the initial population corresponded to 8905 companies whose economic—
financial and ESG information is available in the indicated database for the period 2019-
2022. These companies meet our first search criterion regarding having information for the
ESG score in at least one of the years of the period.
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However, in order to estimate our model, it is necessary that companies have promoted
sustainability initiatives linked to the SDGs. In this sense, the second criterion applied to
determine the sample is that the companies have information on the variables associated
with the 17 SDGs. The application of this second criterion has led to the elimination of
those observations that did not have information on the SDGs.

The absence of information for the variables associated with the SDGs has led to
sampling disparity and, in this sense, we have required that the information be available
during the four years that make up the selected period. This search criterion guarantees
that the identified companies have implemented sustainability strategies aligned with the
2030 Agenda and that these are linked to a stable commitment over time. That is, they are
not specific initiatives in one or several years.

These two last criteria led us to use a balanced panel of data comprising 3910 com-
panies for the period indicated, with 15,640 observations. The companies analysed come
from 71 countries belonging to 8 geographical regions. Figure 2 allows us to visualise
the increasing evolution of SDG information and the structural power of the CEO in the
selected companies for the period 2019-2022.

6.00
5.00
4.00
3.00
2.00

1.00

0.00
2019 2020 2021

o
o
[ )
o

e Agei(a e CEOpower

Figure 2. Dynamic evolution of SDGs disclosure and CEO power.

3.2. Empirical Model

The testing of the research hypothesis regarding the impact of CEO structural power
on the disclosure of information on corporate commitments to the 2030 Agenda will be
addressed through the explanatory model defined in Equation (1). The hypothesis H1
would be accepted if o< > 0 due to implying that CEOpower has a positive and significant
impact on Agenda.

Agenda;, = oy + «; CEOpower;, + Z,'liz o Controlit + i + ik + M (1)

iranges from firm 1 to 3910;
t ranges from year 2016 to 2022;
o to o4 are the coefficients from the constant and explanatory variables.

The dependent variable Agenda is a score created from the information that companies
disclose about their commitments to the SDGs. For this purpose, we have used the available
information of SDGs in the Refinitiv database. The information corresponds to 17 variables
that take values of 0 or 1. Each variable is associated with 1 of the 17 SDGs and the value 1
implies that the company has carried out some initiatives associated with that specific SDG
and that the company discloses information that allows us to understand these activities;
the value is 0 otherwise. Initially, we have created an unweighted score by the addition of
the 17 dichotomic items in an absolute approach.
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To obtain robust results, we adopted the relative measurement of Bose et al. (2024) and
determined the arithmetic mean of all SDGs items disclosed by a company multiplied by 100.
This approach guarantees the internal consistency of the score, confirming that it captures
the underlying constructs and that a higher score implies higher levels of disclosure.

The CEOpower variable has been designed to measure the structural power of the
CEO by including new criteria in addition to the proposal of Garcia-Sanchez et al. (2020c),
taking values between 0 and 4. In this vein, we modified the proposal of previous authors
and we included the consideration of a former CEO chairing the meetings of the board of
directors because of his previous work as a CEO. Trinh et al. (2023) have observed that
his/her presence improves environmental and social performance, especially during the
COVID-19 pandemic, due to the alignment with executives’ interests.

In this sense, a score of 0-3 or 0—4 has been initially configured by adding the di-
chotomous variables: (i) the CEO sits on the board of directors (value 1); (ii) the presence
of executive directors is above average (value 1); and (iii) the chairman of the board of
directors is a former CEO (value 1) or the current CEO (value 2). The duality of the CEO has
double value compared to the presence of a former CEO as chair of the board because the
literature has shown that in addition to creating a welcoming environment for executives,
he/she may be reluctant to question changes in strategy, policies or initiatives. which
he/she launched during his mandate (Andres et al. 2014). This last situation would never
occur under the current CEO.

To avoid bias in the results, the control vector comprises nine variables related to the
resources and capabilities of the companies analysed, their ownership structure and the
effectiveness of their board of directors. According to Garcia-Sanchez et al. (2020a, 2020c)
or Pizzi et al. (2021, 2022), the access to higher volumes of capacity is related to firms’ size,
economic profitability, leverage and investment. The other control variables represent the
corporate governance mechanisms that guarantee greater supervision by the independence,
diversity and size of the board of directors, as well as the presence of institutional investors
in the ownership. We also introduced the four numerical variables of industry, country,
region and year that control the sector and the geographic and temporal heterogeneity.
Table 1 reflects its definition and descriptive statistics.

Table 1. Statistical descriptive and definition of variables.

Variable Definition Mean Std.dv.
Agenda Aggregated score of SDG disclosures (absolute value) 3.92 5.54
CEOpower Aggregated score of CEOs’ structural power (range 0-4) 1.84 1.28
ESG ESG score from Refinitiv 47.00 20.25
SizeF Total assets in logarithm expression like proxy firms’ size 21.95 1.97
ROA Ratio return on assets (profitability) 0.21 0.20
Debt Debt ratio (leverage) 0.16 0.19
InvF The monetary firms’ investment in tangible and intangible ~ 19.17 1.84
II Percentage of share of institutional investors 5.07 8.96
ActB Numbers of annual meetings of the board of directors 8.11 5.53
DivB Proportion of female directors on the board 0.22 0.14
IndB Proportion of independent directors on the board 0.60 0.24

In order to obtain robust results, we adopt several methodological changes in our
initial model. The first is the use of different methodological specifications in relation to the
econometric models. In this vein, Equation (1) will be estimated using linear regression
for panel data. This approach allows the existing relationships to be determined with
great precision and simplicity, evaluating the fit of the model to the data. Furthermore,
it is versatile and flexible, and it can be used for different types of data with confidence
and robustness by controlling noise and outliers (Hair et al. 2017). However, given the
censored nature of the variable Agenda, Tobit regressions for panel data will be used. This
econometric specification allows us to confirm that the results obtained through linear
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regression are maintained when it is controlled that the values of the dependent variable
present a lower and upper limit that they cannot exceed.

In addition to these changes in the methodological specifications, modifications will
be considered in the configuration of the dependent variable with the use of relative
values and in the independent variable, through the breakdown of the CEOpower values
discussed above.

Moreover, the use of panel data methodologies ensures that unobservable heterogene-
ity is controlled for, avoiding the error associated with the omission of some variable that
cannot be observed, but that may be correlated with the observable variables.

Endogeneity refers to the problem of correlation between the explanatory variables and
the error term in a regression model, which can lead to biased and inconsistent estimates.
In our model, endogeneity is controlled by the use of a time lag on the independent and
control variables. These instruments allow us to correct the problem by finding variables
that are correlated with the endogenous variable but not with the error term. All models
will be estimated with Stata software (https://www.stata.com).

4. Results
4.1. Basic Results

Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics for the variables that make up the empirical
proposal. It can be seen that the average Agenda score is 4 out of 17 points. There are
differences between geographical regions according to Table 1. The CEO’s structural power
has an average of 1.84 out of 4 points.

Table 2 shows the correlation matrix, showing the absence of multicollinearity problems.

Table 2. Bivariate correlations.

1 2 3 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12
1 Agenda 1
2 CEOpower 0.07 ***
3 ESG 0.56 *** —0.15** 1
5  SizeF 0.38 *** —0.00 0.49 *** 1
6  Debt 0.02 ** 0.06 *** 0.07 *** 1
7  ROA 0.14 *** —0.01 0.20 *** 0.29 *** —0.03** 1
8  InvF 0.33 *** 0.06 *** 0.50 *** 0.72 *** 0.03 *** 0.24 *** 1
9 I 0.01 —0.01 -0.02*  —0.01 0.00 —0.06***  —0.01 1
10  ActB 0.12 *** —0.09 ***  0.10 *** 0.15 *** 0.03 *** —0.03 ***  0.09 *** -0.02* 1
11  DivB 0.09 *** —0.17***  0.30 *** -0.01 0.06 *** 0.02 ** 0.04 *** —0.02*  0.02* 1
12 IndB =017 —0.12**  0.05*** —0.19**  0.10 *** —0.14**  —0.13**  —0.06** —0.05** 032** 1

n = 3910 firms; N = 15,640 observations; years = 4 (2019-2022). ** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05.

Table 3 shows the basic and robust models proposed to test the hypothesis H1. The
first column presents the basic model predicted in Equation (1) for estimation with linear
regression. The second column presents the results for changes in the methodological
specifications controlling for censoring of the dependent variable, using Tobit regressions
for panel data. In the third column, the robust model assumes the modification of the
Agenda variable, initially set in absolute values, by the relative approximation.

Commenting on the results reflected in the first column, we observe that the CEO’s
structural power has a significant impact, at a 95% confidence level, and of a positive
nature on the information that companies report on their commitments to the SDGs. More
concretely, the impact of the CEOpower variable is of ;= 0.147 > 0, for a p-value < 0.05.
This effect is confirmed in the robust models shown in the other two columns of Table 3.

The evidence obtained allows us to accept the hypothesis H1, confirming that the
power of CEOs within the organisation they lead is essential to foster greater commitment
to the 2030 Agenda and to report information on the different initiatives they have put in
place with respect to each of the 17 sustainable development goals. This evidence would
reinforce the findings of Pucheta-Martinez and Gallego-Alvarez (2021). It would, however,
be in opposition to the evidence of Garcia-Sanchez et al. (2020c) or Muttakin et al. (2018),
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who observed that CEOs with great power were opposed to publishing sustainability or
integrated reports, a decision that is independent of the companies’ incentives. These
differences with previous literature could be explained by the fact that the period under
analysis is characterised by the emergence of a global pandemic with major health, social
and economic consequences that fostered a greater spirit of solidarity among the world’s
inhabitants. In addition, the recovery from this shock has been accompanied by major
geopolitical conflicts that require great solidarity, causing CEOs to understand that there
are challenges to which they must contribute (Raimo et al. 2021; United Nations Global
Compact and Accenture 2023).

Table 3. Results for the effect of CEO power on SDG disclosures.

Agenda (0-17 Points) Agenda (0-100%)
Linear Regression Tobit Regression Linear Regression
Coeff. (Std.dv.)
CEOpower 0.147 ** 0.234 *** 0.00866 **
(0.0375) (0.0777) (0.00256)
ESG 0.123 #** 0.107 *** 0.00723 ***
(0.00359) (0.00378) (0.000211)
SizeF 0.483 *** 0.547 *** 0.0284 ***
(0.0581) (0.0629) (0.00342)
ROA —0.275 1.612 *** —0.0161
(0.250) (0.423) (0.0147)
Debt 0.0133 0.380 0.000780
(0.301) (0.348) (0.0177)
InvF —0.0394 0.0286 —0.00232
(0.0541) (0.0562) (0.00318)
11 0.00407 0.00389 0.000239
(0.00735) (0.0124) (0.000433)
ActB 0.0432 *** 0.0429 *** 0.00254 ***
(0.00818) (0.00854) (0.000481)
DivB —0.00592 0.00422 —0.000348
(0.00416) (0.00426) (0.000244)
IndB —0.0252 *** —0.0216 *** —0.00148 ***
(0.00325) (0.00322) (0.000191)
Constant —8.395 *** —0.494
—1.047 (0.0616)
R-square 0.4194 *** 0.4194 ***
Log likelihood —13,912.06 ***

n = 3910 firms; N = 15,640 observations; years = 4 (2019-2022); industry, country, region and year controlled;
***p <0.01, ** p < 0.05; VIF: CEOpower: 3.94; ESG: 1.72; SizeF: 2.71; ROA: 1.16; Debt: 1.13; InvF: 2.41; II: 1.01; ActB;
1.06; DivB: 1.27; IndB: 1.72.

With regard to the control variables, we find that company size and ESG performance
are a clear determinant of the alignment of the sustainability strategy with the goals set
out in the 2030 Agenda. In this regard, works such as that of Garcia-Sanchez et al. (2023a)
have observed that these firms have large amounts of resources that they can allocate
to solidarity projects, closely related to the main challenges of today’s society, reporting
greater volumes of information in this regard (i.e., Rosati and Faria 2019a, 2019b).

With respect to corporate governance mechanisms, we identified that while the activity
of the board of directors reinforces the business practices analysed, the independence of
this body plays the opposite role. These results are partially in line with previous literature
(i.e., Graham et al. 2020; Zampone et al. 2022). Additionally, in line with Garcia-Sanchez
et al. (2020b, 2022b), we note that the presence of institutional investors in the shareholding,
when analysed as a whole, is not a determinant of corporate transparency practices.

4.2. Complementary Findings

The evidence obtained, diverging from previous studies, generates interest in analysing
whether this is a consequence of changes in the measure used to represent CEO power. In
this respect, our proposal differs from that of Garcia-Sanchez et al. (2020c) and Muttakin
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et al. (2018) because we consider different items to measure structural power. In this regard,
we posed Equation (2), in which, considering the existence of different levels of structural
power, we divided the initial CEOpower score taking values between 0 and 4 based on two
types of board configuration. The first, the one that would carry the most power, would
assume that the incumbent CEO chairs the board of directors and has an executive presence
in this body, so that it can determine the agenda in terms of dates, meetings and issues to
be addressed: a situation that we have called highCEOpower. In the second scenario, the
board of directors is chaired by a former CEO and there is a strong executive influence due
to the fact that the CEO and part of his management team occupy a significant number of
seats: a situation that we have called mediumCEOpower.

Agenda;, = B+ B1highCEOpower;, + 3;mediumCEOpower;, + 21123 BjControlt + wj¢ + )

iranges from firm 1 to 3910;
t ranges from year 2016 to 2022;
o to B15 are the coefficients from the explanatory variables.

Thus, the results in Table 4 show the opposite effect that both levels of structural power
have on business decisions regarding the disclosure of information on business projects
and initiatives aligned with the 17 SDGs. Specifically, the variable highCEOpower has
a positive impact of 3; = 0.431 > 0, for a confidence level of 95%. On the contrary, the
variable mediumCEOpower shows a negative and significant effect of 3, = 0.411 < 0, for
a 99% confidence level. Thus, the complementary evidence suggests that while CEOs with
high structural power encourage corporate transparency, as we observed in the previous
analyses, the consideration of a medium structural power scenario shows a preference for
opacity, in line with the view of independent directors. Therefore, our findings allow us
to extend the existing knowledge on the role of CEO power in decision-making processes,
identifying divergent power scenarios that lead to different decisions conditioned by the
opinion of external directors.

Additionally, the positive and significant impact of the ESG variable in all models
does not lead us to consider the economic theories of corporate disclosure as a decision that
can lead to tangible and intangible benefits (i.e., Clarkson et al. 2008; Cho and Patten 2007).
In this respect, these paradigms argue that the best-performing companies, in this case in
terms of sustainability, have a strong interest in reporting their performance because of
the difficulties that other companies have in catching up or imitating their performance.
Disclosures would therefore allow them to gain comparative advantages. In contrast,
underperforming companies tend to opt for the strategy of silence, a behaviour that will
lead financial experts to place them as average companies. With this strategy, they would
benefit from the fact that they would not be penalised by comparative information analysis.
Thus, the following two equations have been proposed, in which the structural power of
the CEQO, aggregated or disaggregated in the high and medium scenarios, would interact
with the sustainability performance, the ESG variable.

Agenda;, = 6g + 6;CEOpower;, + 6,ESGj; + 63CEOpower * ESG;, + Z}li 4 6jControlit + +pj¢ +1; (3a)

Agenda;, = 6¢ + 61highCEOpower;, + 6,mediumCEOpower;, + 63ESG;; 4 64highCEOpower * ESG;,+
6smediumCEOpower * ESG;; + 21126 6jControl;t + pi¢ +1; + 14

(3b)

iranges from firm 1 to 3910;
t ranges from year 2016 to 2022;
6 to 61g are the coefficients from the explanatory variables.

The results reflected in Table 5 show that the effect of CEO power on the decision to
report information on projects and initiatives aligned with the SDGs is greater in companies
with a higher sustainability performance. In this regard, in the second column of Table 5 it
can be seen that the impact of CEOpower, 6; = 0.724, would increase by 63 = 0.00922. This
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effect holds for the business scenario where structural power is high. In this case, the impact
of highCEOpower, 61 = 2.132, would increase by 64 = 0.0301. For the scenario in which the
CEO would have medium structural power, the consideration of sustainability performance
allows for a slight correction of its opposition to SDG disclosure. Thus, 6, = —2.426 will be
reduced by 65 = 0.0354.

Table 4. Complementary analysis for CEO power disaggregation.

Agenda (0-17) Agenda (%)

Lineal Regression Tobit Regression

Coeff. (Std.dv.)

Lineal Regression

HighCEOpower 0.431 ** 0.477 ** 0.0254 **
(0.211) (0.206) (0.0124)
MediumCEOpower —0.411 *** —0.521 *** —0.0242 ***
(0.151) (0.145) (0.00887)
ESG 0.123 *** 0.107 *** 0.00724 ***
(0.00359) (0.00378) (0.000211)
SizeF 0.484 *** 0.551 *** 0.0285 ***
(0.0581) (0.0629) (0.00342)
ROA —0.291 1.611 *** —0.0171
(0.250) (0.423) (0.0147)
Debt 0.0258 0.404 0.00152
(0.301) (0.348) (0.0177)
InvF —0.0349 0.0312 —0.00205
(0.0541) (0.0562) (0.00318)
I 0.00417 0.00411 0.000245
(0.00735) (0.0124) (0.000432)
ActB 0.0428 *** 0.0427 *** 0.00252 ***
(0.00818) (0.00854) (0.000481)
DivB —0.00612 0.00376 —0.000360
(0.00416) (0.00427) (0.000245)
IndB —0.0246 *** —0.0210 *** —0.00145 ***
(0.00326) (0.00322) (0.000192)
Constant —8.469 *** —0.498 ***
(1.046) (0.0616)
R-square 0.4201 *** 0.4201 ***
Log likelihood —13,909.16 ***

n = 3910 firms; N = 15,640 observations; years = 4 (2019-2022); industry, country, region and year controlled;

% < 0.01, * p < 0.05.

Table 5. Complementary results for ESG performance.

Agenda (0-17)

Agenda (0-17)

Tobit Regression

Tobit Regression

Coeff. (Std.dv.)

CEOpower

ESG

CEOpower
*ESG

0.724 *** HighCEOpower
(0.134)
MediumCEOpower
0.0910 *** ESG
(0.00521)
0.00922 *** HighCEOpower
(0.00206) *ESG
MediumCEOpower
*ESG

2.132 ***
(0.526)
—2.426 %
(0.381)
0.0772 ***
(0.00590)
0.0301 ***
(0.00872)
0.0354 ***
(0.00646)
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Agenda (0-17) Agenda (0-17)
Tobit Regression Tobit Regression
Coeff. (Std.dv.)
SizeF 0.540 *** 0.545 ***
(0.0628) (0.0628)
ROA 1.629 *** 1.577 ***
(0.423) (0.424)
Debt 0.394 0.394
(0.349) (0.350)
InvF 0.0311 0.0359
(0.0561) (0.0561)
I 0.00323 0.00354
(0.0126) (0.0129)
ActB 0.0428 *** 0.0429 ***
(0.00853) (0.00852)
DivB 0.00458 0.00448
(0.00426) (0.00427)
IndB —0.0212 *** —0.0201 ***
(0.00321) (0.00322)
Log likelihood —13,902.035 *** —13,888.005 ***

n = 3910 firms; N = 15,640 observations; years = 4 (2019-2022); industry, country, region and year controlled;
4 <0.01,* p < 0.1.

5. Conclusions

In this paper, we analyse corporate transparency practices related to the information
that companies disclose about their projects and initiatives related to the 17 SDGs of the
2030 Agenda. In the results obtained for a full panel dataset of 3910 companies over the
period 2019-2022, we observe that the most powerful CEOs embrace sustainability to
build long-term resilience in the current context of disruption, reporting higher volumes of
information than companies with more independent boards.

These results are contrary to previous literature in the field of non-financial and
integrated reporting, which had observed that top leaders used their power to reduce
public disclosure of the ESG performance of the companies they lead. Thus, the theoretical
implications derived from our work would not support the agency theory postulates that
the presence of executives and duality of roles damages the legitimacy of companies by
negatively affecting board decision-making and monitoring processes.

On the contrary, our findings show, in line with stewardship theory, that CEOs, far
from acting opportunistically, make decisions aligned with the objectives of the companies
they lead and institutional pressures. According to Donaldson and Davis (1991), their
structural power enables them to act effectively insofar as they have recognised authority,
unambiguity in their role and leadership and the necessary influence to integrate exter-
nal demands regarding the SDGs into the company’s strategy and report the necessary
information for stakeholders to assess their level of commitment.

In this sense, the duality of functions and the presence of executives on the board of
directors favours the inclusion, debate and approval of these issues on the board’s agenda.
On the other hand, the consideration of a medium-low structural power scenario in our
complementary analyses provides new evidence to the controversial debate on the presence
of former CEOs on the board of directors because, while their experience would serve as a
guarantee of an effective advisory, monitoring and supervisory process, on the other hand,
their presence may entail a favourable and lenient scenario for executives (Andres et al.
2014). Thus, our evidence confirms that obtained by these authors regarding shareholders’
interests, observing that their presence on the board of directors is not associated with the
second scenario proposed in the literature for sustainability decisions affecting different
stakeholders.
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In addition, we confirm the prevalence of the approaches of economic disclosure
theories, noting that both CEOs, incumbent and former, opt for more extensive disclosures
to stakeholders when the company shows a higher ESG performance, a decision that allows
it to gain comparative advantages over other companies with lower levels of sustainability.
In this sense, the latter corporations would avoid being penalised by less transparent
positions in relation to actions aligned with the 2030 Agenda.

Our results are subject to a number of limitations, mainly related to the analysis of firms
across a large number of countries and industries, and further research is needed to confirm
this evidence by analysing firms in specific countries with homogeneous institutional
pressures. Moreover, industrial differences must be considered, an approach that has been
used in several papers like Tanguy et al. (2023). In addition, future work should address
whether CEO power differs according to various diversity traits of the top manager, such
as gender or nationality.
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