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Abstract: The paper aims to examine the moderating role of gender diversity within a corporate
board on the relationship between tax aggressiveness and a firm’s corporate social responsibility
(CSR) approach. This analysis was conducted using a set of indicators of financial statements of
168 Italian listed firms between 2011 and 2018. In addition, the sustainability reports of the same
companies were observed. To perform the analysis a logit regression model is used. This paper
shows different empirical results. First, this study notes that there is not a direct relationship between
tax aggressiveness and CSR reporting. Second, gender diversity in a board of directors increases
the orientation of companies to CSR disclosure, but does not have an impact on the relationship
between tax aggressiveness and CSR disclosure. Instead, CEO gender has a positive influence on the
relationship between corporate tax planning and CSR reporting in accordance with Global Reporting
Initiative (GRI) standards. This study emphasizes the key role of gender diversity in the growth of the
CSR approach and the reputation of companies. Therefore, governments and policymakers of major
countries should promote gender diversity in corporate decision-making bodies, which contributes
to achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).
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1. Introduction

In recent years, there has been an increase in the number of studies [1–3] on the effects of the
adoption of corporate tax planning within the business environment. A tax planning strategy or
tax aggressiveness is a managerial strategy adopted by a company to reduce its tax burdens and,
as a consequence, to minimize its tax liability in compliance with the country framework [4]. According
to Lanis and Richardson [5], these strategies are becoming common features within the business
environment, as taxes represent a critical factor in the decision-making process of a company.

Specifically, the debate that attracted the attention of many scholars is focused on the study of
a tax strategy as part of corporate social responsibility (CSR) [1,6,7].

CSR is “a concept whereby companies integrate social and environmental concerns in their business
operations and in their interaction with their stakeholders on a voluntary basis” [8]. The engagement
in the long-term by a firm on these ethical practices is a critical factor in its survival and success [9–11].

Tax aggressiveness and CSR are related, as taxes have a central role in the management of
a company, but they also have effects on the welfare of society. The fewer resources the state takes,
the fewer services it can provide [12–14]. Consequently, this strategy can generate negative effects on
the corporate reputation [15].
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The strategies are planned by the board of directors, which is an expression of a company’s
values [16]. Some authors argue that women have more ethical values than men and their presence
on a board of directors reduces the tax planning strategies [17,18] and increases CSR approach and
disclosure [19,20].

In recent years, and because of several corporate scandals, governments and policymakers of
major countries are promoting the representation of women on decision-making bodies of firms.

Specifically, the European Commission, with directive 2012/0299/EC, started to support long-term
gender diversity within a listed firm’s governance structure, including making boards of directors up
to 40% women [21]. Additionally, the United Nations approved Agenda 2030 in September 2015 for
sustainable development, a document made up of 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and 169
sub-targets for combating poverty, climate change, and social and economic inequality. In particular,
one of these sustainable goals, SDG 5, aims to reach gender equality, and sub-target 5.5 promotes the
equality and the participation of women in the political and managerial decision-making processes of
governments and firms [22].

According to these arguments, this work has two objectives. The first is to observe the relationship
between the adoption of tax planning and a firm’s CSR approach. To analyze the CSR approach,
this research considers CSR reporting in accordance with Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) standards,
as these standards are used by firms to communicate the impact of their activities on the economy,
environment, and society.

The second objective, in light of Agenda 2030, is to analyze the moderating role of gender
diversity within corporate boards on the relationship between tax aggressiveness and CSR disclosure.
Specifically, this research tries to note whether tax aggressive firms’ approach to CSR disclosure is
affected by the presence of female directors and female CEOs within their decision-making bodies.

Related to the moderating role of the composition of a corporate board on the relationship between
CSR and tax aggressiveness, Lanis and Richardson [2] show that the presence of independent directors
within the corporate decision-making body improves the relationship between CSR performance and
tax aggressiveness. This work continues this recent innovation and it tries to close the gap in the
existing literature, analyzing the moderating roles of gender diversity within boards of directors and
CEO gender on the relationship between tax aggressiveness and CSR disclosure in accordance with
GRI standards. The choice was to study gender diversity as part of a corporate board’s structure,
as the involvement of female directors in the decision-making process could represent a firm’s CSR
approach [23] and an important factor for its economic success [24].

Additionally, recent empirical studies [17,18] showed that female directors’ engagement in the
decision-making process influences the adoption of corporate tax planning.

The work is organized as follows. Firstly, according to a literature review on the topic, the research
hypotheses are defined. In the second section, the research methodology is explained, and the results
of the regression models are then presented and discussed. Finally, conclusions are given in light of the
limitations and possible additional lines of research.

2. The Impact of Corporate Tax Planning on Corporate Social Responsibility

A tax planning strategy is a practice adopted by a firm to reduce its tax burden in compliance
with the country framework. This practice allows a firm to ensure adequate remuneration for its
shareholders [25–27] and/or increase the availability of resources to invest in creating value [28].
This strategy is also risky; it entails consequences for a company, such as the cost of complying with
tax administration [29] and reputational costs resulting from social and political pressure on corporate
decisions [15].

The reputational costs linked to corporate tax strategy are due to the negative effects on the
community, as the government has fewer resources to provide services to citizens [13,30,31], generating
consequences for the community such as social inequality and a slowdown in economic growth [32,33].



Sustainability 2020, 12, 2007 3 of 14

An aggressive tax strategy is not a socially responsible practice [34]. The literature highlights
different results regarding the possible relationship between tax aggressiveness and CSR.

Engagement in CSR practices proved to be a pivotal factor in the survival and success of a firm [16].
CSR represents a company’s commitment to contribute to economic development and to improve
social and environmental standards within the European Union and at the international level [35].
The adoption of these ethical practices depends on managers’ values and reasons [36]; they are adopted
by firms to solve the agency problems between shareholders and managers [37] and to improve the
relationship with stakeholders [38].

Previous studies showed that the involvement of CSR issues in corporate decision-making
process have important effects within the business environment. Indeed, the adoption of these ethical
practices enables a company to reach legitimacy [39], high financial results [40], and high level of
transparency [41] and improves a corporate’s reputation [42].

In this research, a firm’s CSR approach is evaluated by CSR reporting and its compliance with the
standards of GRI. CSR reporting is one of the many tools used by a firm to acquire legitimacy through
better relationships with stakeholders and to improve its reputation [43] to guarantee its survival and
to avoid corporate scandal [44].

Some authors [33,45,46] argue that tax-aggressive firms are more oriented to a CSR approach.
Hoi et al. [34] argue that firms pay taxes as a CSR activity to improve their corporate reputations and
to reduce compliance costs from the relationship with tax administration.

Some studies [26,34,47–49] highlight that a high level of CSR performance is associated negatively
with corporate tax planning.

However, Lanis and Richardson [50] compare firms that are tax aggressive and those that are not
aggressive and they find a positive relationship between CSR disclosure and tax aggressiveness. In the
same way, Gulzar et al. [51] find that a tax strategy is related positively to CSR disclosure.

Based on these arguments, the level of a firm’s CSR disclosure in accordance with GRI standards
could be influenced by the adoption of corporate tax planning, and therefore, our research hypotheses
include the following.

Hypothesis 1 (H1): The adoption of corporate tax planning influences the CSR approach.

The Moderating Role of the Board of Directors’ Gender on the Relationship between Tax Aggressiveness
and CSR

The board of directors decides the corporate strategies to be adopted and defines the level of
disclosure of the results achieved. The corporate board is made up of several directors characterized
by different experiences, values, and skills. Therefore, each member could have a different evaluation
of the corporate risk, affecting the strategy and CSR reporting [16]. Recently, there was an increase in
studies on the composition of the board of directors. Specifically, some studies [52–54] analyzed the
role of gender leadership and board gender in the decision-making body of a firm.

This area of literature shows that gender diversity is relevant to the decision-making process
of a firm; it enables a company to achieve a good governance structure [55], ethical and strategic
decision-making processes [56], economic and financial efficiency [57], and more transparency [58].
This allows the board of directors to plan the firm’s strategy, taking into account the interests of
several groups of stakeholders [59] with the consequence of reputational growth and high financial
performance [19,52,54].

In relation to the influence of women on the decision-making process of adopting a tax strategy,
Kastlunger et al. [17] and Lanis et al. [18] argue that women on the board of directors do not engage in tax
planning activities. They attribute more ethical values to female than to male directors, which indicates
that men have a better attitude to influence the decision-making process of adopting a tax strategy.
In contrast, Khaoula et al. [60] do not show any significant relationship between gender diversity in
a corporate board and the decision-making process in adopting a tax strategy.
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On the role of gender diversity on CSR disclosure, some authors [19,20,23,56] argue that gender
diversity of a board has a positive impact on CSR activities and CSR reporting, with the consequence
of improving the corporation’s reputation and its relationship with several groups of stakeholders.

On the contrary, Khan [61] does not find any significant influence of gender diversity within the
board of directors and the attitude of a firm to disclosing its CSR activities.

Pertaining to gender leadership, Khan [62] shows a positive relation between a firm’s performance
and the role of a female CEO. In contrast, Lam et al. [63] and Dezsö et al. [64] do not show any
significant empirical results related to this characteristic of the CEO.

Pertaining to the previous arguments on the ethical values attributed to women, some sources [43,65–67]
show a positive relationship between a CEO’s gender and the firm’s CSR engagement.

Regarding the influence of a CEO’s gender on the adoption of corporate tax planning, the literature
did not analyze CEO’s gender as a critical factor in the decision-making process.

Based on this, we can expect a moderating effect by the level of gender diversity within a board of
directors and by the CEO’s gender on the relationship between tax aggressiveness and CSR disclosure
in accordance with GRI standards. Therefore, we can develop the following research hypotheses.

Hypothesis 2a (H2a): The presence of female directors on a corporate board influences the relationship
between tax aggressiveness and the CSR approach.

Hypothesis 2b (H2b): The presence of a CEO woman on a corporate board influences the relationship
between tax aggressiveness and the CSR approach.

3. Data and Research Methodology

The population under investigation was made up of 168 listed firms on the Milano Stock Exchange
that were not in the finance industry; it was extracted from the “AIDA Bureau Van Dijk” database with
the search criteria of firms that hold shares in at least one foreign subsidiary in countries other than
Italy in the 2018 fiscal year (see Table 1).

Table 1. Description of the population.

Sector N %

Artistic, sports, entertainment, and fun activities 1 0.60%
Activities of accommodation and catering services 1 0.60%

Real estate activities 5 2.98%
Manufacturing activities 66 39.29%

Professional, scientific, and technical activities 34 20.24%
Wholesale and retail trade, repair of motor vehicles and motorcycles 22 13.10%

Buildings 4 2.38%
Water supply, sewerage networks, waste management activities, and recovery 2 1.19%

Electricity, gas, steam, and air conditioning supply 8 4.76%
Rental, travel agencies, business support services 3 1.79%

Information and communication services 17 10.12%
Transport and storage 5 2.98%

Total 168 100%

To achieve the aims of the research, this work used two different consequential research
methodologies.

First of all, a document analysis approach was used to collect information on the presence of
female directors within a corporate board. This research method is based on the evaluation of public
documents characterized by stability and exactness of the data [68]. In this case, to collect gender
diversity’s attributes, the annual reports published by listed firms on their websites were assessed.
It was possible to use the document analysis, as Italian listed firms are required by Italian legislation
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(art. 123-bis del D. Lgs n. 58/98) to disclose in their annual report the attributes of the board’s structure
and institutional ownership.

Finally, to analyze the moderating role of gender diversity on the relationship between tax
aggressiveness and CSR disclosure, this work used a panel data analysis with fixed effects [69] on
a time interval of seven years (2011–2018), with the determination of 1176 observations.

A panel data analysis method was conducted, as the Italian Stock Exchange has a different approach
from other countries’ stock exchanges to corporate governance and corporate board compositions.
Indeed, the Italian context is made up of listed firms characterized by an ownership structure made up
of few subjects, such as family firms which present a rigidity in the changes of the ownership structure
and the composition of the boards of directors [70,71]. Therefore, to understand the phenomenon,
it was necessary to study each unit at the medium and long-term intervals.

Models and Variables

To achieve the aims of this research, two different logit regression models were estimated.

Model 1:

CSRDit = αit + β1tSIZETi + β2tLEV + β3tROA + β4tSIZEB + β5tTA + β6t%WOM + β7tCEOW

Model 1 aimed to detect the influence of corporate tax planning on CSR reporting in accordance
with GRI standards.

Model 2:

CSRDit = αit + β1tSIZETi + β2tLEV + β3tROA + β4tSIZEB + β5tTA + β6t%WOM

+ β7tCEOW + β8t%WOM X TA + β9tCEOW X TA

Model 2 was developed adding the variables %WOM X TA, CEOW X TA. It aimed to study the
moderating role of gender diversity on the relationship between tax aggressiveness and CSR reporting
in accordance with GRI standards.

Based on the previous arguments, the logit regression models of this research are made
up of variables widely used in previous studies on corporate governance, CSR disclosure,
and tax aggressiveness.

The choice of the logit regression model is motivated by the binary nature of the dependent
variable CSRD as a measure of CSR disclosure in accordance with GRI standards. This variable is
a dummy variable that takes a value of 1 or 0, in which it takes a value of 1 if a firm provides its CSR
report in accordance with GRI standards, otherwise it takes a 0 value. The GRI database was checked
to detect whether a firm respects the GRI standard in its sustainability report (see Table 2).

According to previous studies, this work uses control variables with characteristics of a firm and
attributes of a corporate board.

SIZET is the variable that represents the size of a firm, and it is measured by the natural logarithm
of total asset. Gul et al. [72] and Artiach et al. [73] argue that large firms are most likely to engage in
CSR activities and to disclose the impact of their activities on the stakeholder.

ROA is the variable measuring the profitability index of return on assets. It is calculated by
the ratio of net profit to the total asset. Previous studies show contradictory empirical results.
Some sources [61,74] show a positive relationship between profitability and CSR reporting. In contrast,
others [75,76] argue that a firm’s profitability is negatively associated with the level of a firm’s
CSR disclosure.

LEV represents the level of indebtedness of a firm measured by the ratio between the book value
of total debts and equity. Recent empirical studies show a positive relationship between CSR reporting
and leverage. Specifically, Clarkson et al. [77] and Bouten et al. [78] argue that firms with a high level
of leverage are most likely to engage in CSR activities to reduce agency costs.
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SIZEB represents the size of the board of directors. It is measured by the natural logarithm of the
number of board members. Darus et al. [79] show a positive relation between the size of the board of
directors and CSR disclosure.

TA represents “effective tax rate” (ETR) as a measure of corporate tax planning. This variable is
calculated by the ratio between total tax expense and accounting income before taxes [80–83]. It is
the measure of tax aggressiveness used by more scholars [80,82]. Low levels of ETR could mean
a firm’s adoption of a tax strategy. The engagement of a firm in tax planning influences the effective
tax rate because of particular transactions, tax credits, and operations abroad to offset the tax burden.
These practices enable a company to reduce its taxable income and simultaneously to reduce its ETR.

%WOM represents the percentage of women directors on the board. This variable is calculated
through the ratio between the number of women on the board and the size of the board.

CEOW represents the CEO’s gender. It is a dummy variable that takes a value of 1 or 0. We give it
a value of 1 if the role of the CEO is held by a woman; otherwise, the variable takes a value of 0.

The independent variables are the measures of the moderating effect of the level of gender diversity
within the board on the relationship between tax planning and CSR reporting.

%WOM X TA measures the interaction effect between the percentage of female directors on the
board and tax aggressiveness, calculated by the multiplication between %WOM and TA.

CEOW X TA measures the interaction effect between the role of CEO held by a woman and tax
aggressiveness, computed by multiplying CEOW and TA.

Table 2. Description of the variables.

Code Variable Value

CSRD CSR reporting 1 = accordance to GRI
0 = no accordance to GRI

SIZET Total asset Log
LEV Leverage %
ROA Return on asset %

SIZEB Number of directors Log
TA Measure of tax aggressiveness of a firm %

%WOM Percentage of female directors %

CEOW CEO gender 1 = female
0 = male

4. Empirical Results

4.1. Descriptive Statistics

Table 3 reports on the results of the descriptive statistical analysis of the variables under
investigation.

The results reported in Table 3 show a mean value of the effective tax rate (TA) equal to 11.60,
lower than the Italian tax rate of 27.9%. The Italian tax rate of 27.9% takes into account the tax rate of
24% of the corporate income tax (IRES) and the tax rate of 3.9% of the regional production tax (IRAP).

Regarding board gender (%WOM), the analysis shows an average percentage of 23.08% women
directors and a maximum percentage equal to 57.14% on the board. Additionally, the data show that
firms that do not have any female board members are under investigation.

Related to gender leadership, the results show a mean value of 0.074 that is attributed to the
variable CEOW. These data show that listed firms under investigation mainly entrust the role of CEO
to a man.
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Table 3. Descriptive statistics based on 168 Italian listed firms.

Variable Description Mean Median Min Max St. Dev.

CSRD CSR reporting in accordance with GRI 0.139 0 0 1 0.362
SIZET Natural logarithm of total asset 5.254 5.454 0 7.953 1.434

LEV Leverage
(Book value of debts/Equity) 0.581 0.330 −23.93 24.30 1.619

ROA Return on assets
(Net profit/Total assets) 0.882 0 −114.11 297.56 12.24

SIZEB Number of directors 9.057 9 1 22 3.025

TA
Effective Tax Rate

(Total tax expense/Accounting income
before tax)

11.60 0 0 96.44 17.28

%WOM Percentage of female directors 23.08 2 0 57.14 13.53
CEOW CEO is a woman 0.074 0 0 1 0.263

4.2. Pearson’s Correlation Analysis

Table 4 shows the results of Pearson correlation analysis. The data show that size of a firm (SIZET)
and corporate board’s size (SIZEB) are positively correlated with CSR disclosure.

The absence of a correlation greater than 0.800 excludes the presence of multicollinearity between
the variables [66,76]. Related to the influence of gender diversity on CSR disclosure, the analysis shows
that board gender (%WOM) positively affects the adoption of a CSR report in accordance with GRI
guidelines, conversely, CEO gender (CEOW) does not influence CSR disclosure.

Moreover, the analysis provides evidences that the adoption of a tax planning by a firm is not
correlated with CSR disclosure in accordance with GRI standards. In the same way, the results show
that high levels of corporate tax aggressiveness (TA) are negatively correlated with firm’s size (SIZET),
leverage (LEV), return on assets (ROA), and positively correlated with size of board of directors.
Pertaining to the influence of gender diversity on tax aggressiveness, the correlation analysis shows
that the presence of female directors (%WOM) within corporate board has a positive influence on
decision-making process of a firm to adopt a tax strategy. In contrast, the correlation analysis notes
that gender leadership such as the role of CEO covered by a woman (CEOW) does not influence the
level of corporate tax aggressiveness.

Table 4. Pearson’s correlation analysis results based on 168 Italian listed firms.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

(1) CSRD 1
(2) SIZET 0.336 ** 1
(3) LEV 0.003 0.099 ** 1
(4) ROA 0.004 0.076 ** 0.039 1
(5) SIZEB 0.314 ** 0.334 ** −0.044 0.045 1
(6) TA −0.053 0.085 ** 0.108 ** 0.288 **

−0.153 ** 1
(7) %WOM 0.086 ** 0.035 −0.030 −0.029 0.144 **

−0.085** 1
(8) CEOW 0.011 −0.004 −0.005 −0.026 −0.001 −0.047 0.077 ** 1

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (two-tailed).

4.3. Regression Analysis Results

The analysis based on the logit regression models shows interesting empirical results reported in
Table 5 and Figure 1.

The results of Model 1 show that there is not a significant relationship between the adoption of
tax planning by a firm and CSR reporting in accordance with GRI standards; thus, Hypothesis 1 is
rejected. This finding is in contrast with the previous studies of Lanis and Richardson [50] and Gulzar et
al. [51]. These data suggest that a tax-aggressive firm is likely less oriented to adopt a multi-stakeholder
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approach to improving corporate relationships with both internal stakeholders, such as shareholders,
and external stakeholders, such as community. This could mean that in several cases the firm’s tax
approach is not aligned with its commercial interests and an accurate disclosure of its concerns about
CSR issues could lead to reputational costs.

Table 5. Results of the regression model based on 168 Italian Listed firms.

Model 1 Model 2

CSRD CSRD
Coeff. Sig. Coeff. Sig.

const 0.1886 ** 0.1648 **
SIZET −0.0114 ** −0.0117 **
LEV −0.0029 0.0033
ROA −0.0002 −0.0002

SIZEB 0.0233 0.0530
TA 0.0001 3.9171

%WOM 0.0014 *** 0.0012 **
CEOW 0.0557 0.0885

%WOM X TA 1.7115
CEOW X TA −0.0059 ***

R2 0.8321 0.8339
Type of Panel Fixed Effects Fixed Effects

Number of observations 1176 1176

**: p < 0.05; ***: p < 0.01.

Furthermore, the results of Model 2 show that the relationship between tax aggressiveness and
CSR reporting becomes significant with the presence of a CEO woman (CEOW) on the corporate
board (Figure 1), and, thus, Hypothesis 2b is accepted. Specifically, a CEO who is a woman has
a positive influence on the CSR approach of a tax-aggressive firm. These data note that gender
leadership could be a critical factor within a governance structure of a firm to guarantee its legitimacy
within the business environment. Precisely, a female CEO increases the engagement of a firm on
CSR practices, improving reputation and reducing the costs associated with the engagement in a tax
strategy. In contrast, this research shows that the presence of female directors on the corporate board
does not affect the relationship between corporate tax planning and CSR reporting (Figure 1); thus,
Hypothesis 2a is rejected.

Additionally, the analysis of Model 1 shows other interesting empirical results on the involvement
of gender diversity within a corporate decision-making process. Specifically, the results of Model 1
reveal a positive relationship between the presence of women directors on a corporate board and CSR
disclosure (Figure 1). These data confirm the ethical values attributed to gender diversity within the
corporate board in disclosing the impact of corporate activities on CSR issues, and it is consistent
with previous studies of Rao and Tilt [23] and Amorelli et al. [20]. In contrast, pertaining to gender
leadership, the analysis of Model 1 does not show a significant relationship between the presence of
a female CEO and CSR reporting (Figure 1). This result is consistent with Dezsö [64].

Regarding control variables, the analysis shows that %WOM and CEOW are positively associated
with CSR disclosure, simultaneously, this study notes that SIZET impacts negatively on CSR reporting.

To assess the reliability of the analysis, a robustness test was performed. According to prior
methodological studies in the business and management field, the adoption of additional analysis in
order to check the reliability of the findings represents an effective strategy in order to increase the
overall rigor of the research [83,84].

The robustness check was performed through the use of a logistic regression model considering
the independent variable TA as a dummy variable that takes value 1 or 0. This research considers a firm
to be tax aggressive and the variable TA takes a value of 1 if the firm has an ETR value lower than
the Italian tax rate of 27.9%; otherwise, the variable TA takes a value of 0. The choice to use a logistic
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model for a robustness check was based on evidence in prior studies on strategic management [85,86].
The results of the robustness check (Table 6) confirm the reliability of the analysis. Specifically,
this analysis confirms the results related to the regression variables TA, %WOM, and CEOW X TA,
as reported in Table 5.
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Table 6. Results of robustness test based on 168 Italian listed firms.

Model 1 Model 2

CSRD CSRD
Coeff. Sig. Coeff. Sig.

const 0.1773 ** 0.1554 **
SIZET −0.0106 ** −0.0111 **
LEV −0.0031 0.0044
ROA −0.0001 −0.0001

SIZEB 0.0137 0.0557
TA 0.0213 0.0035

%WOM 0.0014 *** 0.0013
CEOW 0.0561 −0.1593 **

%WOM X TA 0.0001
CEOW X TA 0.2389 ***

R2 0.8324 0.8346
Type of Panel Fixed Effects Fixed Effects

Number of observations 1176 1176

**: p < 0.05; ***: p < 0.01.

5. Contributions and Conclusions

In line with the United Nations’ [22] Agenda 2030 and SDG 5 and its sub-target 5.5 in particular,
this study enriches the debate on the role of gender diversity within the business environment,
showing how gender diversity could cover a key role within the governance structure of a firm.
Specifically, this research aimed to analyze the moderating role of board of directors’ gender and gender
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leadership on the relationship between tax aggressiveness and CSR disclosure, providing different
theoretical contributions.

First, this work extends previous literature [50,51] on the relationship between corporate tax
aggressiveness and CSR disclosure, showing that the adoption of corporate tax planning does not
have a direct influence on a firm’s CSR reporting in accordance with GRI standards (Figure 1).
This result suggests that the effects of a firm being tax aggressive could not allow it to publish accurate
information of its concerns about CSR issues while trying to safeguard its legitimacy within the
business environment.

Second, this study improves understanding of the moderating role of board of directors’
characteristics on the relationship between tax aggressiveness and CSR. Prior studies [2] showed
that the involvement of outside directors on the corporate board improves the relationship between
CSR performances and tax aggressiveness. This study closes a gap in the literature, analyzing the
influence of gender diversity and gender leadership in corporate board. Specifically, this paper provides
evidence that the presence of women directors on corporate decision-making bodies does not affect the
relationship between tax aggressiveness and CSR disclosure (Figure 1). Conversely, women who hold
the role of the CEO have a positive influence on the relationship between tax aggressiveness and CSR
disclosure (Figure 1). These data suggest that in a tax-aggressive firm, a female CEO increases the
commitment to CSR activities and to their communication to improve the firm’s reputation.

In addition to the theoretical contributions, this work also provides practical implications.
First, this study helps investors, entrepreneurs, and the community to understand direct and

indirect connections between the influence of each player who is responsible for the corporate
decision-making process on the strategy adopted, as well as for a firm’s sustainability and
financial results.

Specifically, the appointment of a woman to the position of CEO could allow a firm to reduce the
reputational cost related to the engagement of corporate tax planning by accurately disclosing CSR
activity in accordance with GRI standards. This allows a firm to adopt a multi-stakeholder approach to
improving corporate relationships with both internal stakeholders, such as shareholders, and external
stakeholders, such as the community [10,87]. Indeed, shareholders are interested in knowing whether
a firm adopts strategies coherent with their financial interests, such as tax planning. On the other hand,
the community is interested in knowing what the impact of corporate activities is on CSR issues and
whether the firm’s tax approach is aligned with its commercial interests.

Second, this paper addresses matters that policymakers have to face. Research findings suggest
that the involvement of gender diversity in corporate decision-making process allows a firm to
plan ethical strategy, taking into account the interests of several groups of stakeholders. Therefore,
governments and policymakers of the major countries have to promote gender diversity in corporate
decision-making bodies and contribute to reaching the Sustainable Development Goals of the United
Nations’ Agenda 2030. Additionally, gender equality on corporate boards of directors helps to create
a fair economy, to improve the quality of life of families and the community [16], and to improve global
relations in accordance with the UNs’ Principles for Responsible Investment (PRI) [88].

However, this study presents some limits. The population is only made up of firms listed on the
Milano Stock Exchange, as these firms show the composition of the board of directors in their annual
report published on their website. Furthermore, a homogeneous population is taken into account,
as only non-financial listed firms that hold shares in at least one foreign subsidiary in countries other
than Italy in the 2018 fiscal year are studied.

Future research could extend the population of this study, taking into account both non-financial
firms and financial firms. Additionally, this empirical model could be tested on other countries’
stock exchanges characterized by different legislation and cultures, exploring the different governance
mechanisms in the European Union.

This research also reveals promising empirical research fields related to the corporate board
attributes that could interest the study of tax aggressiveness and CSR. Future researchers could extend
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this study of listed firms to analyze the moderating role of characteristics such as board size, outside
directors, and CEO duality on the relationship between tax aggressiveness and CSR. Additionally,
because of possible corporate tax planning’s reputational cost, it would be interesting to investigate
the role of a corporate supervisory body such as auditor quality and audit committee.

Finally, future researchers could enrich this research field, adopting qualitative research
methodologies such as case studies to acquire detailed information on internal and external factors that
could influence a corporate decision-making process of adopting both tax planning and a CSR approach.
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