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Abstract This paper investigates the association between

board characteristics and the company’s corporate social

responsibility (CSR) assurance decision in China. By

examining 2054 firm-years of Chinese listed companies

with CSR reports from 2008 to 2012, we find that firms

with a large board size, more female directors, and sepa-

ration of CEO and chairman positions are more likely to

engage in CSR assurance. Gender diversity also influences

the CSR assurance provider choice. However, board

independence and overseas background of the CEO do not

affect the CSR assurance decision. Inconsistent with our

prediction, firms with foreign directors are less likely to

engage in voluntary CSR assurance. In summary, this

research provides in-depth insights into the determinants of

Chinese firms’ voluntary CSR assurance.
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Introduction

This study examines the association between corporate

boards and a company’s decision to obtain corporate social

responsibility (CSR) assurance in the Chinese setting.

Assurance over CSR reports is considered an important

means of enhancing the credibility and reliability of CSR

reports, much like external auditing for financial reporting

(Simnett et al. 2009). About 40 % of sustainability reports

issued by large corporations on an international level are

assured by a third party (Kolk and Perego 2010). As this

assurance is voluntary in nature, it provides an appropriate

setting in which to investigate the role of different players

in this less regulated market. Empirical studies in CSR

assurance have remained scant until recent examination by

auditing researchers. For instance, previous studies cover

multiple areas in CSR assurance: the process and trends of

these practices (Wallage 2000; Deegan et al. 2006;

O’Dwyer and Owen 2007); advantages of independent

CSR assurance (Kolk and Perego 2010); firm-level drivers

of CSR assurance (Mock et al. 2007; Perego 2009; Cho

et al. 2014; Casey and Grenier 2015; Peters and Romi

2015); the impact of country and industry factors on the

CSR assurance decision (Simnett et al. 2009); and the

financial consequence or information users’ response to

CSR assurance (Pflugrath et al. 2011; Cho et al. 2014;

Cheng et al. 2015).1 However, the recent research agenda

presented by Cohen and Simnett (2015) reveals that CSR

assurance remains an under-researched, but potentially

fruitful field. They call for rigorous auditing studies in this

area.

The present study responds to this call for CSR assur-

ance research by investigating the relationship between

corporate boards and CSR assurance in China. We are

interested in the CSR assurance practice in the Chinese

context following enormous achievements by Chinese

corporations. China’s economy, after 30 years of economic

development, has become the world’s second largest

economy by nominal GDP, and the world’s largest econ-

omy by purchasing power parity. In addition to pursuing
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