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Abstract

Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) criteria are increasingly central to corporate
transparency, risk oversight, and sustainable finance, yet evidence on the governance pillar
in Greece remains limited. This study examines a pooled cohort of 68 firms appearing in
the Athens Stock Exchange ESG Index during 2021–2023, with annual analytical samples
of 66, 68, and 65 firms. Using annual reports, corporate governance statements, and
sustainability disclosures, it evaluates board size, board independence, gender diversity,
CEO–Chair structure, committee architecture, internal audit disclosure visibility, and
external audit concentration. Board size remained stable. Proportional board independence
peaked in 2022 and remained slightly above its 2021 level in 2023. The aggregate female
board seat share increased, although the 2023 rise partly reflected a smaller denominator.
CEO–Chair duality was persistent but non-monotonic, internal audit disclosure visibility
changed only modestly, and top-two audit provider concentration increased in 2023. The
findings are interpreted as selective governance institutionalization: visible, threshold-
based arrangements adjust more readily than capability-intensive mechanisms involving
authority, internal controls, specialist oversight, and assurance capacity. Greek, EU, and
OECD benchmarks indicate partial regulatory readiness. The study provides a longitudinal
governance baseline but does not estimate causal performance effects or certify firm-level
legal compliance.
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1. Introduction
Growing global emphasis on sustainability has placed Environmental, Social, and

Governance (ESG) criteria at the center of contemporary corporate governance, regulatory
compliance, and capital-market transparency. Across jurisdictions, firms are increasingly
expected to explain how governance structures support accountability, oversight, and
preparedness for ESG-related risks. In Greece, where the regulatory framework has evolved
under both domestic reforms and wider European sustainability requirements, focused
empirical evidence on the governance pillar remains comparatively limited. This gap is
especially relevant in a transitional market context, where formal compliance may progress
more rapidly than the substantive institutionalization of governance practices.

This study examines governance pillar ESG practices among Greek listed companies,
with particular focus on firms included in the ATHEX ESG Index during 2021–2023. Using
publicly available annual reports, corporate governance statements, and sustainability
disclosures, the study provides a descriptive longitudinal assessment of key governance in-
dicators, including board size, board independence, gender diversity, CEO–Chair structure,
committee architecture, internal audit disclosure visibility, and audit firm concentration.
The analysis is confined to these observable governance arrangements. It does not measure
financial performance or the environmental and social ESG pillars; these are discussed as
contextual background only.

ESG integration has moved well beyond voluntary commitment. Prior studies have
demonstrated that adherence to robust ESG frameworks can significantly enhance firms’
economic performance while simultaneously elevating their social and environmental
legitimacy (Yan, 2024). Sustainable development and corporate social responsibility are
now understood as drivers of competitiveness, organizational adaptation, and stakeholder
trust. Today’s investors, consumers, and regulators demand that companies operate with
integrity, acknowledging and addressing the environmental and social ramifications of their
activities (L. Chen et al., 2021). ESG criteria support corporate reputation and stakeholder
engagement; prior literature also links them to improved long-term financial performance
(Koundouri et al., 2022). S. Chen et al. (2023) document a positive ESG–performance
relationship among European firms; Tahmid et al. (2022) report similar associations. These
findings highlight the relevance of examining ESG in transitional markets such as Greece.

At the policy level, initiatives such as the European Green Deal represent a fundamen-
tal reorientation toward climate neutrality and sustainable economic development. As the
EU’s strategic roadmap to achieve climate neutrality by 2050, the Green Deal encompasses
a comprehensive array of policy measures targeting emissions reduction, energy efficiency,
and the promotion of a circular economy driven by sustainable innovation (European
Commission, 2019; Khovrak, 2020).

This research centers on the Governance (G) pillar of ESG and is guided by four
questions: (1) What governance pillar ESG patterns can be observed among firms included
in the ATHEX ESG Index during 2021–2023? (2) Which of these patterns suggest gradual
progress, and which point to persistent structural weaknesses in the Greek listed market?
(3) How may these observed governance configurations be interpreted in light of Greek
and European regulatory developments, including the Corporate Sustainability Reporting
Directive (CSRD)? (4) What do the observed governance configurations imply for the
strategic integration of environmental and social responsibilities and for alignment with
wider European governance expectations?

Four objectives follow from these questions. The study maps key governance in-
dicators among ATHEX ESG Index firms, tracks their movement over time, develops a
theory-informed interpretation of asymmetric governance change, and evaluates the com-
parative and regulatory-readiness implications of the observed arrangements. The study
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does not estimate the causal effect of governance on corporate performance; rather, it identi-
fies the organizational mechanisms through which such effects may arise and establishes a
transparent empirical baseline for subsequent causal research. This positioning is important
because the article does not treat description as an end in itself. The descriptive longitudinal
evidence is used as the empirical basis for a theory-informed diagnostic assessment of ESG
institutionalization. The contribution lies in identifying whether governance mechanisms
that are visible, externally measurable, and threshold-based develop differently from mech-
anisms that require deeper organizational capabilities, such as authority redistribution,
specialist oversight, internal control embedding, and assurance capacity. In this sense, the
study provides an analytical baseline for understanding how the governance pillar enables,
constrains, or conditions the integration of environmental and social responsibilities into
corporate strategy and risk management.

Despite the expansion of ESG research, several gaps remain. Governance-focused
evidence from small, open European capital markets remains limited, while many ESG
studies emphasize aggregate ratings or financial outcomes rather than the organizational
mechanisms through which sustainability responsibilities are governed. In the Greek con-
text, prior research has focused primarily on formal corporate-governance compliance,
with less attention to the uneven institutionalization of board oversight, leadership ac-
countability, committee specialization, internal control visibility, and assurance capacity
under intensifying European sustainability requirements (S. Chen et al., 2023; Tahmid
et al., 2022). Where governance structures have been examined, the focus tends to fall on
executive compensation rather than on how board composition, CEO–Chair dynamics,
committee architecture, internal audit, and audit concentration are configured under the
pressure of requirements such as the CSRD (European Parliament and Council, 2022b,
2025, 2026; Usman & Yahaya, 2024). Greek corporate governance research, for its part, has
largely tracked formal compliance with the Hellenic Corporate Governance Code (HCGC),
with less attention to the broader ESG relevance of those arrangements (Kalialakis et al.,
2022; HOCG, 2023). The study also treats governance as the enabling architecture through
which environmental and social commitments are translated into strategic responsibil-
ity, risk oversight, reliable information, disclosure, and assurance. It therefore broadens
the interpretation of the governance pillar while maintaining a clear boundary between
conceptual implications and empirically tested effects. The resulting contribution lies at
the intersection of corporate governance, sustainable finance, and risk management and
establishes a structured baseline for later causal, performance-oriented, and cross-country
research.

2. Theoretical Framework
2.1. Conceptual Framework of ESG Criteria

Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) criteria constitute a foundational frame-
work for evaluating the sustainability and ethical responsibility of modern business en-
tities. The framework aligns corporate practice with environmental stewardship, social
accountability, and robust governance structures, thereby supporting corporate account-
ability. In the present study, the governance pillar is interpreted through three interpretive
frameworks. Agency theory (Jensen & Meckling, 1976) frames board independence, CEO–
Chair separation, committee structures, and internal audit as mechanisms for constraining
managerial discretion and reinforcing accountability. Stakeholder theory (Freeman, 2010)
explains why gender diversity, disclosure practices, and committee specialization matter:
firms are expected to answer to a wider constituency, not only to shareholders. Institutional
theory (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983), in turn, helps account for the convergence pressure that
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regulatory reforms, market expectations, and European reporting developments such as
the CSRD exert on listed firms in transitional markets. No causal effects are tested.

The early foundations of ESG trace back to the 1990s, when investors and policymak-
ers began to recognize the importance of integrating sustainability considerations into
corporate decision-making. This shift was driven by increasing societal pressure and the
advocacy of global institutions, including the United Nations Global Compact and the Prin-
ciples for Responsible Investment (PRI), which encouraged the systematic integration of
ESG factors in investment strategies and business organizational adaptation (Principles for
Responsible Investment, 2006; United Nations Global Compact, 2000). The evolution from
CSR-oriented approaches toward contemporary ESG frameworks has also increased atten-
tion to ESG controversies and their institutional and sociopolitical determinants (Passas,
2024; Passas et al., 2022).

Environmental criteria capture a firm’s ecological footprint, energy use, waste, emis-
sions, water consumption, and have received the bulk of ESG research attention (L. Chen
et al., 2021). This study does not examine E indicators directly; they are noted here for
contextual completeness.

Social criteria address how firms manage their relationships with employees, suppliers,
customers, and communities, covering labor rights, health and safety, diversity, and human
rights (Koundouri et al., 2022; Tsoukalidis et al., 2022). Like the environmental pillar, social
criteria are treated here as contextual background rather than an analytical focus.

Governance criteria relate to the systems, structures, and processes through which
organizations are directed and controlled. This dimension encompasses board composition
and independence, executive accountability, transparency in financial and non-financial
reporting, internal control mechanisms, anti-corruption policies, and compliance with legal
and regulatory frameworks (Jensen & Meckling, 1976; OECD, 2020, 2021). Governance
constitutes the foundational pillar of ESG, as it shapes the effectiveness with which en-
vironmental and social objectives are implemented and monitored. Strong governance
practices enhance organizational integrity, reduce agency conflicts and build investor confi-
dence. Mechanisms such as independent boards, specialized committees, robust internal
audit functions and transparent remuneration policies contribute to effective oversight and
ethical decision-making. Conversely, weak governance increases exposure to managerial
opportunism, non-compliance, and greenwashing.

In contemporary governance discourse, particularly within complex and uncertain
environments, governance should not be understood merely as a set of formal rules or
compliance tools. Rather, it represents a dynamic organizational capability that helps firms
navigate uncertainty and sustainability challenges. The European Environment Agency
(2024) identifies key principles of governance in complexity, including systems thinking,
participation, experimentation, foresight and care. Among these, foresight is central to
adaptive and anticipatory decision-making, allowing organizations to respond proactively
to emerging ESG risks and opportunities. Within this framework, governance connects
ESG objectives to corporate strategy and risk management. Sound governance underpins
credible ESG performance in regulated markets.

2.2. ESG, Risk Management and Sustainable Finance

Moving from formal ESG compliance to substantive governance embedding is not a
linear process, and the Greek case illustrates why. Within financial markets, governance
quality affects risk identification, capital allocation and the credibility of sustainability
disclosures. Sustainable entrepreneurship is relevant insofar as firms that embed environ-
mental and social considerations into strategy may mitigate operational risks, strengthen
reputation and improve access to finance (Alkatheeri et al., 2023). Relatedly, Drobetz et al.
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(2024) show, using a difference-in-differences framework, that private equity and venture
capital backing improves the ESG performance of SMEs relative to matched non-investor-
backed peers. Although SMEs are outside the empirical sample of the present study, this
literature underscores the broader financial relevance of ESG.

Risk management and sustainable finance perspectives emphasize that ESG should
be embedded in board oversight, internal control, assurance and disclosure systems. Or-
ganizations that integrate sustainability considerations into strategic decision-making are
better positioned to anticipate regulatory change, respond to stakeholder expectations and
manage non-financial risks that may affect financing conditions and long-term resilience.
Human capital is also treated as a core organizational asset for achieving ESG-related goals,
particularly because employee skills, knowledge-sharing and internal learning capacity
influence how sustainability practices are embedded within firms (Petre & Plesea, 2023).

From a financial-management perspective, governance mechanisms such as transpar-
ent boards, specialized committees, internal audit functions and credible external assurance
reduce information asymmetry and support investor confidence. They also help firms re-
spond to emerging sustainability-reporting and assurance expectations under the evolving
CSRD framework (European Parliament and Council, 2022b, 2025, 2026). Sound governance
mechanisms, covering transparency, stakeholder engagement and regulatory compliance,
are therefore central to sustainable business practice and to the management of governance-
related risk (Kalialakis et al., 2022). The broader EU sustainable-finance architecture also
includes the Sustainable Finance Disclosure Regulation and the EU Taxonomy Regulation,
which shape market transparency and the classification of environmentally sustainable
activities (European Parliament and Council, 2019, 2020).

On balance, ESG criteria offer a structured framework for assessing a company’s non-
financial performance and commitment to sustainability. While numerous scholars argue
that ESG initiatives enhance firm value by reducing costs and exposure to unsystematic
risks, others question their efficacy, suggesting that such practices may divert resources
from core operational goals (Tahmid et al., 2022). The present study does not adjudicate
this performance debate; instead, it focuses on the governance mechanisms through which
listed firms disclose, monitor and manage ESG-related responsibilities.

2.3. The Athens Stock Exchange (ATHEX) and the ATHEX ESG Index

The Athens Stock Exchange (ATHEX) serves as the principal securities market in
Greece, providing a structured platform for the trading of equities, bonds, and various
financial instruments. Since its foundation in 1876, ATHEX has played a significant role
in the economic development of the country, facilitating capital formation, supporting
corporate growth, and encouraging investor participation. The Exchange encompasses
companies from a cross-section of sectors, including banking, energy, manufacturing, and
services, thereby giving investors exposure to the breadth of the Greek economy.

Over the decades, ATHEX has undergone a series of institutional reforms and techno-
logical modernizations to align with global financial standards and respond to the evolving
needs of the Greek economic landscape. The COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 disrupted global
financial markets and exposed systemic vulnerabilities, and the Athens market was not im-
mune to this volatility. At the same time, the crisis accelerated attention to Environmental,
Social, and Governance (ESG) considerations, as firms increasingly recognized stakeholder
engagement as a lever for sustaining long-term corporate value (S. Chen et al., 2023).

In response to the growing importance of sustainable finance, ATHEX has undertaken
several initiatives aimed at embedding ESG principles within the Greek capital market. A
key milestone was the launch of the ATHEX ESG Index in 2021, designed to track the perfor-
mance of listed companies that stand out in adopting environmental, social and corporate
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governance practices and to provide investors with a transparent tool for integrating ESG
practices into investment strategy (Athens Exchange Group, 2021; Euronext Athens, 2026b).
The index serves as a benchmark for sustainability-oriented investment and enhances
the visibility of companies that prioritize environmental responsibility, social cohesion,
and good governance. Complementary initiatives, such as the ATHEX BONDS GREENet,
further reflect the Exchange’s strategic orientation toward green finance and sustainable
entrepreneurship (Athens Exchange Group, 2022; Euronext Athens, 2026a). These efforts
align with broader European policy objectives on sustainable development and promote
greater transparency, accountability, and investor engagement in ESG-related matters.

The role of ATHEX extends beyond capital allocation; it functions as a catalyst for
inclusive economic development. By facilitating access to funding, promoting high stan-
dards of corporate governance, and enhancing market integrity, the Athens Stock Exchange
contributes to productivity growth, job creation, and improvements in living standards.
Its broad role in the national economy makes its significance clear not only as a financial
institution but also as a platform for economic change that, in the current regulatory climate,
is inseparable from sustainability. The 2021 launch of the ATHEX ESG Index was a clear
signal that this shift was institutional, not merely rhetorical. Its engagement with ESG
reflects a broader shift in how capital markets and sustainability objectives now intersect.

2.4. Governance as the Enabling Architecture of ESG Integration and Selective Institutionalization

Although the environmental, social, and governance pillars are analytically distin-
guishable, they are organizationally interdependent. Environmental and social commit-
ments do not become operational merely because targets or policies are announced. Their
implementation requires decision rights, board-level responsibility, oversight routines,
internal controls, reliable data, escalation procedures, and credible assurance. These are
governance functions. Board independence and leadership structure affect the capacity
to challenge management; board diversity may widen the range of stakeholder and ma-
teriality considerations entering deliberation; specialized committees allocate sustained
attention to climate, human capital, conduct, and transition risks; internal audit supports
the reliability of sustainability-related controls and information; and external assurance
strengthens the credibility of disclosed outcomes.

This perspective links governance to corporate strategy without assuming an automat-
ically positive effect on financial performance. Governance mechanisms may influence how
sustainability considerations enter strategic planning, capital allocation, risk appetite, exec-
utive accountability, performance measurement, and disclosure. Prior research indicates
that firms with more deeply embedded sustainability systems differ in board responsibility,
stakeholder-engagement processes, time orientation and non-financial measurement, while
the wider ESG financial performance literature generally identifies a non-negative but
heterogeneous association (Eccles et al., 2014; Friede et al., 2015). The present study does
not test these outcome relationships. Instead, it examines whether the governance infras-
tructure capable of supporting them is visibly institutionalizing in the Greek listed market.

In this article, selective governance institutionalization refers to a pattern in which
visible, externally verifiable, and threshold-based mechanisms adjust more readily under
regulatory pressure than mechanisms requiring deeper organizational capabilities, redistri-
bution of authority, specialist expertise, or market-wide assurance capacity. Agency theory
explains the monitoring and accountability functions of these mechanisms; stakeholder
theory explains their relevance to wider environmental and social responsibilities; institu-
tional theory explains why different mechanisms may converge at different speeds under
coercive, normative, and mimetic pressures. The resulting analytical expectation is that
formal and measurable arrangements will generally change more rapidly than the substan-
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tive organizational capabilities needed to embed ESG responsibilities into strategy and risk
management. This expectation guides the interpretation of the longitudinal evidence but is
not treated as a causal hypothesis test.

The governance indicators and their theoretically supported cross-pillar and strategic
channels are summarized in Table 1.

Table 1. Governance Indicators, Cross-Pillar Functions, and Strategic Channels. Source: Authors’
conceptual development.

Governance
Indicator

Immediate
Governance
Function

E–S Cross-Pillar
Function

Potential Strategic
and Risk Channel

Empirical Status in
This Study

Board size Board capacity and
coordination

Availability of time
and expertise for
environmental and
social oversight

Deliberation capacity
and decision
efficiency

Directly observed

Board independence
Monitoring and
challenge of
management

Scrutiny of E/S
targets, risks, and
disclosures

Risk appetite, capital
allocation, and
management
accountability

Ratio observed;
effects not tested

Gender diversity

Stakeholder
representation and
diversity of
perspectives

Broader
consideration of
social and
environmental
materiality

Decision pluralism,
legitimacy, and
reputational-risk
oversight

Board seat share
observed

CEO–Chair structure
Separation of
oversight and
executive authority

Accountability for
sustainability
implementation

Strategic challenge,
executive
monitoring, and
escalation

Leadership category
observed

Board committees
Allocation of
attention and
specialist expertise

Climate, workforce,
conduct, and risk
oversight

Strategy integration,
target monitoring,
and accountability

Committee count
observed;
effectiveness not
tested

Internal audit
disclosure visibility

Visibility of internal
control arrangements

Reliability of E/S
data and reporting
controls

Reporting reliability
and control
effectiveness

Disclosure proxy
only

External audit
provider

Assurance capacity
and market resilience

Credibility of
sustainability and
governance
disclosures

Information risk and
investor confidence

Provider identity
and concentration
observed

Note: The table identifies theoretically supported organizational channels. It does not imply that the present
study directly estimates their effects on environmental, social, strategic, or financial outcomes.

3. Materials and Methods
This study employs a theory-informed descriptive longitudinal design. Descriptive

statistics are used to establish the observed governance configuration of ATHEX ESG Index
firms over time, but the analysis does not stop at numerical reporting. The methodological
logic proceeds in four steps: first, firm-year governance indicators are coded from public
disclosures; second, annual counts are normalized through year-specific denominators,
ratios, and dispersion measures where applicable; third, the resulting longitudinal patterns
are interpreted through agency, stakeholder, and institutional theory; and fourth, each
governance mechanism is linked to its potential role in supporting environmental and social
oversight, strategic integration, risk management, internal control, disclosure reliability,
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and assurance credibility. The design is therefore descriptive in its statistical technique but
analytical in its theoretical and diagnostic purpose.

In addition to the annual descriptive analysis, two structured interpretive procedures
were applied. First, each governance indicator was linked conceptually to the strategic
and cross-pillar functions that it may support, including oversight of environmental and
social risks, stakeholder accountability, sustainability data reliability, internal control, and
assurance credibility. These linkages are based on the theoretical and empirical literature
and are not treated as effects directly estimated by the present dataset.

Second, the observed indicators were compared with selected Greek, European Union,
and wider OECD governance and sustainability-reporting benchmarks. This exercise
constitutes a regulatory-alignment and readiness assessment rather than a legal-compliance
audit. The benchmarks are used as contextual reference points and not as a harmonized
international control group. Differences in company population, legal scope, measurement
dates, board systems, and variable definitions limit direct numerical comparability. The
study should therefore be read as a structured governance-readiness and cross-pillar
integration assessment rather than as a causal performance study. A causal design would
require standardized environmental and social outcomes, firm-level strategy variables,
financial performance measures, and an identification strategy capable of addressing
endogeneity. These data are not available in the present dataset. The present design
instead identifies observable governance mechanisms, clarifies their theoretical channels,
and specifies the empirical boundaries within which the findings can be interpreted.

Full compliance with the CSRD, the European Sustainability Reporting Standards,
EU statutory-audit requirements, or company-specific national obligations cannot be veri-
fied from the present dataset. Such verification would require, among other information,
company-specific reporting-scope criteria, double materiality processes, complete qual-
itative disclosures, board and committee expertise, assurance evidence, auditor tenure,
non-audit services, and firm-level environmental and social indicators. The analysis there-
fore distinguishes among directly observable governance arrangements, partial readiness
proxies, and regulatory requirements that are not assessable using the available data.

The research sample comprises a pooled cohort of 68 unique firms that appeared in
the ATHEX ESG Index during 2021–2023. The study therefore does not employ three single-
date constituent snapshots. Although the index contains 60 constituents at an individual
review date, it is reviewed semi-annually under the applicable index ground rules (Athens
Exchange Group, 2023), and the pooled index cohort includes firms appearing at different
review dates during the observation period. Annual observations were retained for firms
within this pooled cohort when year-specific governance data were available. The resulting
annual analytical sample sizes were 66 firms in 2021, 68 firms in 2022, and 65 firms in 2023.
Relative to the 2021 analytical sample, Alpha Trust Mutual Funds Management Company
S.A. and DIMAND S.A. were newly observed in 2022. ELGEKA S.A., European Faith S.A.,
and Plaisio Computers S.A. were not represented in the 2023 analytical sample. The unit
of analysis is therefore an unbalanced pooled index cohort rather than a balanced panel
or a single-date constituent list. All annual counts, percentages, averages, and dispersion
measures are calculated using the corresponding year-specific sample size. Data collection
relied on a systematic review of publicly available corporate reports, including financial
statements, annual reports, and sustainability disclosures published on official company
websites. The primary focus was on governance-related variables, in alignment with the
study’s aim to explore corporate governance as a critical pillar of ESG performance.

Table 2 summarizes the annual analytical sample sizes and the year-to-year changes
in sample composition.
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Table 2. Annual Analytical Sample and Year-to-Year Changes (2021–2023). Source: Authors’ analysis
based on the pooled ATHEX ESG Index cohort and company disclosures.

Year Annual N Newly Observed Relative to the
Previous Year

No Longer Observed Relative to the
Previous Year

2021 66 Baseline year —

2022 68 Alpha Trust Mutual Funds Management
Company S.A.; DIMAND S.A. —

2023 65 — ELGEKA S.A.; European Faith S.A.;
Plaisio Computers S.A.

The empirical analysis is confined to governance pillar indicators observable in pub-
licly available corporate disclosures. Specifically, the study examines: (i) board structure,
including board size and the proportion of independent directors; (ii) gender diversity on
boards; (iii) CEO–Chair structure; (iv) board committee architecture, including audit, remu-
neration/nomination, and additional specialized committees; (v) the visibility of internal
audit disclosure; and (vi) external audit concentration by auditor identity. Environmental
and social issues, as well as financial performance and innovation, are discussed only at
the level of the literature and policy context and are not directly operationalized in the
dataset. Nevertheless, the environmental and social pillars enter the analysis conceptu-
ally through the governance mechanisms that enable their oversight and implementation.
Board independence and CEO–Chair structure are interpreted as mechanisms of challenge
and accountability for sustainability-related decisions; board diversity as a mechanism
broadening stakeholder and materiality perspectives; committee architecture as a mech-
anism allocating attention to climate, workforce, conduct, and transition risks; internal
audit disclosure visibility as a proxy for the visibility of control arrangements supporting
sustainability data reliability; and external audit concentration as an indicator of assurance
market capacity. This approach allows the study to examine ESG interdependence at the
level of governance infrastructure, while maintaining the methodological boundary that
environmental and social performance outcomes are not directly measured.

Data were compiled in Microsoft Excel 2021, with ESG attributes categorized and
coded according to the above indicators. This structure facilitated comparative analysis,
highlighting inter-firm variations in governance practices and disclosure patterns. Statistical
and graphical analyses were performed using SPSS v29 and Microsoft Suite Professional
Plus 2021. The data extraction, coding structure, and analytical workbook used for the
descriptive analysis are available from the authors upon reasonable request. Regarding the
operationalization of governance variables, board size was measured as the total number
of directors at year-end. Board independence was calculated at the firm-year level as the
number of independent non-executive directors divided by total board size. For each
year, the analysis reports both the aggregate share of independent directorships and the
cross-sectional mean and sample standard deviation of the firm-level independence ratios.
Gender diversity was calculated analogously as the number of female directors divided by
total board size, while both the underlying counts and the aggregate annual percentages
are reported to make changes in the denominator transparent. CEO–Chair structure was
classified into four mutually exclusive categories: duality, where the same individual
held both roles; separation, where the roles were held by different individuals; affiliated
leadership, where the roles were held by closely associated individuals; and multiple CEOs,
where two or more individuals shared the CEO role. Committee count was obtained from
each company’s annual report. Internal audit was operationalized as an internal audit
disclosure-visibility indicator, coded 1 where the reviewed public documents explicitly
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identified an internal audit function or unit and 0 where no explicit reference was located.
A value of 0 therefore does not demonstrate the substantive absence of an internal audit
function or legal non-compliance. External audit concentration was examined by auditor
identity after harmonizing spelling, language, abbreviation, and legal-suffix variants of the
same audit provider. Joint-audit observations were retained as a separate category.

Prior to the descriptive analysis, internal consistency checks were performed at both
firm-year and annual levels. Male and female directorships were reconciled to total board
size; executive and non-executive directorships were reconciled to total board size; de-
pendent and independent non-executive directors were reconciled to total non-executive
directors; CEO–Chair categories were required to sum to the applicable annual sample size;
and harmonized auditor observations were required to sum to the annual sample size. Any
identified discrepancy was rechecked against the underlying corporate disclosure.

The methodology draws on insights from Oliver Yébenes (2024), emphasizing ESG
compliance in contemporary investment decision-making and the alignment of corporate
reporting with regulatory developments such as the EU Corporate Sustainability Reporting
Directive (CSRD) and its subsequent implementation amendments (European Parliament
and Council, 2022b, 2025, 2026). Additionally, the study situates findings within the broader
European ESG literature, with reference to Iamandi et al. (2019), who mapped ESG be-
haviour across European companies using a Kohonen self-organizing map approach. The
present analysis relies solely on descriptive statistics and does not replicate the computa-
tional methods employed in that study. Comparative analyses were conducted to evaluate
governance practices across sample companies. Tables and figures were used to present
findings clearly. This framework follows recommendations by Marti et al. (2024) on risk
management and strategic sustainability planning in sectors increasingly institutionalizing
ESG integration. The study is descriptive by design. Future research could employ panel
regression models, using the three-year structure of this dataset, to test causal relationships
between governance characteristics and firm-level outcomes.

4. Results
Given the descriptive design of the study, this section describes observed governance

configurations rather than testing associations between governance arrangements and
firm-level outcomes. The results are presented descriptively and focus on the governance
configurations observed among ATHEX ESG Index firms during 2021–2023. The purpose
of this section is not to assess the financial consequences of ESG performance but to
map observable governance pillar indicators and identify areas of stability, progress and
continuing weakness. Companies performing strongly in ESG dimensions often benefit
from lower financing costs, higher investor trust, and greater adaptability during economic
turbulence (Gao, 2024).

The findings below follow the seven governance dimensions set out in Section 3.
Table 3 shows that the pooled ATHEX ESG Index sample comprises companies op-

erating across a range of sectors within the Greek economy, including energy, banking,
construction, food and beverage, healthcare, and information technology. This sectoral di-
versity reflects the extent to which ESG adoption has spread across the Greek listed market.
The inclusion of all major Greek banks highlights the central role of the financial sector
in sustainable finance and social accountability, while the participation of internationally
recognized firms, such as Coca-Cola HBC AG and TITAN Cement International, shows the
relevance of Greek listed companies within broader European corporate networks.
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Table 3. Companies included in the pooled ATHEX ESG Index sample (2021–2023). Source: Authors’
compilation based on ATHEX/Euronext Athens constituent lists and company disclosures.

No. Companies Included in the Pooled Sample

1 MOTOR OIL (HELLAS) CORINTH REFINERIES S.A.

2 ELINOIL S.A.

3 HELLENIC PETROLEUM S.A.

4 ELTON INTERNATIONAL TRADE S.A.

5 CRETE PLASTICS S.A.

6 THRACE PLASTICS S.A.

7 ALUMYL ALUMINUM INDUSTRY S.A.

8 MYTILINEOS S.A.—GROUP OF COMPANIES

9 ELVALHALCOR S.A. (FORMERLY VECTOR)

10 SIDEREMBORIKI MACEDONIAS SIDMA S.A.

11 ELASTRON S.A.—STEEL PRODUCTS

12 AKRITAS S.A.

13 IKTINOS HELLAS S.A.—HELLENIC MARBLE INDUSTRY

14 J. & P.—AVAX S.A.

15 INTRACOM CONSTRUCTION S.A. TECHNOLOGY & METALWORKS

16 ELLAKTOR S.A.

17 FLEXOPACK S.A.

18 P. PETROPOULOS S.A.

19 THESSALONIKI PORT AUTHORITY S.A.

20 PIRAEUS PORT AUTHORITY S.A.

21 INFORM P. LYKOS S.A.

22 ELGEKA S.A. *

23 KRI-KRI S.A.

24 LOULIS MILLS S.A.

25 FOURLIS S.A. HOLDINGS

26 BIOCARPET S.A. (Suspended from 09/26/2023)

27 JUMBO S.A.

28 PAPOUTSANIS (former PLIAS S.A. CONSUMER GOODS)

29 SARANTIS S.A.

30 ATHENS MEDICAL GROUP S.A.

31 LAVIPHARM S.A.

32 REVOIL S.A.

33 MOTODYNAMICS S.A.

34 OPAP S.A.

35 AUTOHELLAS ANONYMOUS TOURISM & TRADING COMPANY

36 HELLENIC TELECOMMUNICATIONS ORGANIZATION S.A.

37 PUBLIC ELECTRICITY COMPANY S.A.

38 EYDAP S.A.

39 WATER & SEWERAGE COMPANY OF THESSALONIKI S.A.
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Table 3. Cont.

No. Companies Included in the Pooled Sample

40 ATTICA BANK S.A.

41 PIRAEUS BANK S.A.

42 MARFIN INVESTMENT GROUP S.A. HOLDINGS

43 ALPHA BANK S.A.

44 EUROBANK ERGASIAS S.A.

45 NATIONAL BANK OF GREECE S.A.

46 EUROPEAN FAITH S.A.*

47 GEK TERNA S.A.

48 LAMDA DEVELOPMENT S.A.

49 HELLENIC STOCK EXCHANGE S.A. HOLDINGS

50 ALPHA TRUST ANDROMEDA S.A.

51 INFO-QUEST S.A.

52 INTERTECH S.A. INTERNATIONAL TECHNOLOGIES

53 PLAISIO COMPUTERS S.A. *

54 INTRACOM S.A. HOLDINGS

55 SPACE HELLAS S.A.

56 AEGEAN AIRLINES S.A.

57 PASAL REAL ESTATE DEVELOPMENT COMPANY S.A.

58 TERNA ENERGY S.A. INDUSTRIAL COMMERCIAL TECHNICAL
COMPANY S.A.

59 CENERGY HOLDINGS S.A.

60 VIOHALCO SA/NV

61 COCA-COLA HBC AG

62 BRIQ PROPERTIES S.A.

63 ADMIE HOLDINGS S.A.

64 TITAN CEMENT INTERNATIONAL S.A.

65 INTERLIFE S.A.

66 EPSILON NET S.A.

67 ALPHA TRUST MUTUAL FUNDS MANAGEMENT COMPANY S.A.

68 DIMAND S.A.
* Note: ELGEKA S.A., European Faith S.A. and Plaisio Computers S.A. were not represented in the 2023 analytical
sample.

Application of ESG Criteria in Greek Listed Companies

Greek listed companies operate in an environment shaped by domestic governance
rules and guidance, including Law 4706/2020 and the Hellenic Corporate Governance
Code (Hellenic Republic, 2020; Hellenic Corporate Governance Council, 2021), as well as
by the evolving European sustainability-reporting framework under the CSRD (European
Parliament and Council, 2022b, 2025, 2026). EU governance complexity principles also
emphasize systems thinking, foresight and adaptive decision-making in uncertain sustain-
ability contexts (European Environment Agency, 2024). The data described below reflect
how far that alignment has progressed in practice.
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Data from the Greek corporate landscape (Figure 1) reveal that the average number
of board members across the sampled companies remained stable, hovering around 9.84–
9.7 between 2021 and 2023. The OECD does not prescribe a universal optimal board
size; rather, international governance guidance emphasizes effective board responsibilities,
independent judgment and fit with firm context. The Hellenic Corporate Governance
Code recommends that listed-company boards comprise no fewer than three and no
more than fifteen members (Hellenic Corporate Governance Council, 2021; OECD, 2020,
2021). Moderate-sized boards may support deliberation, diversity of perspectives, and
effective oversight of ESG-related decisions and strategic direction, provided that board
composition includes sufficient independence, expertise, and committee support. By
contrast, excessively large boards may reduce decision-making efficiency, while very small
boards may concentrate authority among a limited number of executives.

Figure 1. Average Number of Board Members (2021–2023). Source: Authors’ analysis.

Figure 2 presents the annual distribution of board roles, while Table 4 reports the
corresponding board-independence ratios and cross-sectional dispersion measures.

Figure 2. Distribution of Board Roles (2021–2023). Source: Authors’ analysis.

Board-role composition remained broadly stable during the observation period, al-
though the proportional evidence differs from the pattern suggested by absolute counts
alone. Independent non-executive directorships numbered 256 in 2021, 268 in 2022, and
254 in 2023. As a share of all directorships, however, independent representation was
39.45% in 2021, increased to 40.73% in 2022, and then moderated to 40.19% in 2023. The
corresponding mean firm-level independence ratios were 38.90% in 2021, 40.16% in 2022,
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and 39.36% in 2023, with standard deviations of 11.00, 10.84, and 11.96 percentage points,
respectively.

Table 4. Board Independence Ratios and Cross-Sectional Dispersion. Source: Authors’ analysis.

Year Annual N
Independent
Directorships/Total
Directorships

Aggregate
Independence
Share

Mean Firm-Level
Independence
Ratio

Standard Deviation

2021 66 256/649 39.45% 38.90% 11.00 percentage points

2022 68 268/658 40.73% 40.16% 10.84 percentage points

2023 65 254/632 40.19% 39.36% 11.96 percentage points
Note: The aggregate share weights firms according to their number of board seats, whereas the mean firm-level
ratio gives equal weight to each firm.

The results therefore indicate a temporary peak in board independence in 2022, fol-
lowed by partial moderation in 2023. Nevertheless, the 2023 proportion remained slightly
above its 2021 level. This distinction matters because the number of independent direc-
torships declined by two between 2021 and 2023, while the total number of board seats
declined more substantially, from 649 to 632. The appropriate interpretation is therefore
one of broad stability with a small proportional increase over the full period, rather than a
complete return to the 2021 baseline.

Figure 3 presents the annual gender composition of board directorships and the
corresponding female share.

Figure 3. Gender Representation on Boards of Directors (2021–2023). Source: Authors’ analysis.

Female representation increased over the full observation period, although the under-
lying counts and percentages followed slightly different patterns. Female directorships
increased from 156 in 2021 to 172 in 2022 and subsequently declined to 169 in 2023. The
aggregate female share nevertheless rose from 24.04% in 2021 to 26.14% in 2022 and 26.74%
in 2023.

The increase between 2021 and 2022 reflects a substantial rise in the number of female
directorships. By contrast, the smaller percentage increase between 2022 and 2023 occurred
despite a reduction in three female board seats, because total directorships declined more
sharply, from 658 to 632. The 2023 percentage increase is therefore partly attributable to a
denominator effect rather than to additional female appointments. Over the full 2021–2023
period, however, female directorships recorded a net increase of 13 seats and their aggregate
share increased by 2.70 percentage points.
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Although the aggregate female share exceeded 25% in 2022 and 2023, this market-
wide statistic should not be interpreted as evidence that every individual firm satisfied
the applicable representation requirement. Firm-level compliance would require a sepa-
rate company-by-company assessment. The present findings demonstrate an aggregate
directional improvement in board gender representation, but not universal compliance or a
tested effect on ESG or financial outcomes.

Figure 4 distinguishes among CEO–Chair duality, role separation, affiliated leadership,
and multiple-CEO arrangements. In 2021, 16 firms exhibited CEO–Chair duality, 45 had
separated roles, and 5 were classified as affiliated. In 2022, the corresponding counts were
21, 42, and 5, while in 2023 they were 16, 42, and 7. These totals reconcile exactly with the
annual analytical samples of 66, 68, and 65 firms. No firm-year observation was classified
as involving multiple CEOs.

Figure 4. Duality in the Position of Chair and CEO (2021–2023). Source: Authors’ analysis.

The evidence does not indicate a monotonic increase in CEO–Chair duality. Duality
increased from 24.24% of firms in 2021 to 30.88% in 2022, before declining to 24.62% in
2023, close to its initial level. Role separation followed the inverse pattern, decreasing from
68.18% in 2021 to 61.76% in 2022 and recovering partially to 64.62% in 2023. Affiliated
leadership arrangements increased from five firms in 2021 and 2022 to seven firms in 2023.

CEO–Chair duality therefore remained present in a material portion of the sample,
but the three-year pattern is better characterized as a temporary increase in 2022 rather
than as a continuing upward trend. The increase from five to seven observations concerns
affiliated leadership arrangements and must not be interpreted as an increase in multiple-
CEO structures.

Figure 5 presents the average number of board committees in each year of the obser-
vation period.

The average number of board committees remained close to three throughout the
period, increasing from 2.91 in 2021 to 2.98 in 2022 and moderating slightly to 2.97
in 2023. The evidence, therefore, indicates stability rather than material expansion in
committee architecture.

Under Greek corporate-governance rules, audit and remuneration/nomination ar-
rangements perform core oversight functions (Hellenic Republic, 2020; Hellenic Corporate
Governance Council, 2021). However, committee counts alone do not establish the presence,
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composition, independence, expertise, activity, or effectiveness of specific committees. Ac-
cordingly, this indicator is interpreted as a measure of formal committee architecture only.

Figure 5. Average Number of Board Committees (2021–2023). Source: Authors’ analysis.

From an ESG interdependence perspective, committee architecture matters because
committees may allocate board attention to climate, workforce, conduct, risk, assurance,
and transition issues. However, the present dataset records committee counts rather than
committee mandates, agendas, member expertise, or meeting content. The findings there-
fore show that formal committee architecture was maintained, but they do not demonstrate
the depth of environmental or social oversight within those committees.

Figure 6 reports the number and annual proportion of firms for which the reviewed
public disclosures explicitly identify an internal audit function or unit. Such disclosure
was identifiable for 35 of 66 firms in 2021, 37 of 68 firms in 2022, and 36 of 65 firms in 2023,
corresponding to 53.03%, 54.41%, and 55.38% of the respective annual analytical samples.

 
Figure 6. Number of Firms with Explicitly Identifiable Internal Audit Disclosure (2021–2023). Source:
Authors’ analysis. Note: Non-identification in the reviewed public disclosures was coded as 0; this
does not indicate the absence of an internal audit function.

These figures measure disclosure visibility rather than the substantive existence of an
internal audit function. The decline of one identifiable case between 2022 and 2023 should
therefore not be interpreted as evidence that an internal audit function disappeared or that
legal compliance weakened. Indeed, after accounting for the smaller annual sample, the
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proportion of firms with explicitly identifiable disclosure increased slightly in 2023. The
result indicates modest variation in the clarity and accessibility of public internal audit
disclosure, not an organizational or regulatory fragility trend.

Figure 7 presents the external audit provider distribution separately for each annual
analytical sample after harmonization of spelling, abbreviation, language, and legal-suffix
variants. Grant Thornton held the largest annual share, auditing 19 of 66 firms in 2021, 20
of 68 in 2022, and 24 of 65 in 2023. Its share therefore increased from 28.8% to 36.9%. PwC
remained the second-largest provider, with annual shares of 22.7%, 22.1%, and 21.5%.

Figure 7. Market Share of Audit Firms (2021–2023). Source: Authors’ analysis.

SOL (Crowe) was also a major participant and must be distinguished from the residual
category. It audited 10 firms in 2021, 11 in 2022, and 6 in 2023, corresponding to 15.2%,
16.2%, and 9.2% of the annual samples. EY, Deloitte, BDO, and KPMG each held smaller
but continuing market positions. One joint SOL–BDO engagement in 2022 was retained
separately and included in the “Other/Joint” category rather than being allocated to
either provider.

The combined share of the two largest providers, Grant Thornton and PwC, was
approximately 51.5% in both 2021 and 2022 and increased to 58.5% in 2023. The longitudinal
evidence, therefore, indicates increasing top-two concentration in 2023. At the same
time, the material presence of SOL illustrates the role of domestic and mid-tier assurance
capacity in the Greek market. These findings are more accurately represented by a grouped
horizontal bar chart than by a pooled three-dimensional pie chart.

This distribution reflects both client preferences and auditor specialization, especially
in governance disclosures and regulatory alignment. Concentration among top-tier audit
networks can support assurance capacity, but it may also create dependence on a limited
number of providers and reduce diversity in audit perspectives. In the Greek context,
capacity building among smaller and mid-tier audit firms could enhance competition and
resilience as sustainability assurance expectations expand under the CSRD framework
(European Parliament and Council, 2022b, 2025, 2026).

A limitation of this study is that the sample is confined to listed companies. SMEs and
non-indexed firms are excluded, and their governance patterns may differ substantially,
given differences in resources, regulatory exposure, and disclosure capacity.

Taken together, the seven indicators reveal an asymmetric rather than uniform gover-
nance transition. The most visible threshold-related indicator, gender representation, shows
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the clearest aggregate movement; proportional board independence changes only modestly;
leadership structure and committee architecture remain relatively persistent; internal audit
disclosure visibility improves only marginally; and external audit concentration rises in
2023. The empirical results therefore provide the basis for examining whether formal,
readily measurable governance arrangements are institutionalizing more rapidly than
capability-intensive mechanisms. This pattern is interpreted theoretically in the Discussion
but is not treated as proof of causal relationships with strategy, environmental or social
performance, or financial outcomes.

5. Discussion
The analysis of governance-related indicators among Greek listed companies offers

evidence on the current stage of ESG adoption in the domestic corporate landscape. In line
with the descriptive longitudinal design of the study, the findings should be interpreted
as evidence of observable governance configurations and trends rather than as proof of
causal relationships with firm-level financial performance, innovation, or broader firm-level
outcomes. The general pattern shows that Greek listed firms are moving toward more
structured ESG, though the pace remains uneven.

The findings may be interpreted through the theoretical perspectives introduced earlier
in the manuscript. From an agency theory perspective, variables such as board indepen-
dence, CEO–Chair separation, committee structures, and internal audit disclosure visibility
represent governance mechanisms intended to reduce managerial discretion, strengthen
monitoring, and improve accountability (Fama & Jensen, 1983; Jensen & Meckling, 1976).
From a stakeholder theory perspective, governance arrangements such as gender diversity,
disclosure practices, and committee specialization reflect the increasing expectation that
firms should respond not only to shareholders, but also to broader stakeholder demands
for transparency and responsible governance (Freeman, 2010). Institutional theory is also
relevant in explaining why Greek listed companies appear to be gradually aligning with
broader European governance norms under the influence of regulatory developments,
market expectations, and growing ESG-related scrutiny (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). More
specifically, the coercive pressure of CSRD implementation, mimetic adoption of practices
from higher-performing peer markets, and the normative expectations of ESG-oriented
institutional investors collectively generate isomorphic pressures toward governance con-
vergence (European Parliament and Council, 2022b).

The revised evidence does not indicate a uniform transition from weaker to stronger
governance. Instead, it shows asymmetric movement across governance dimensions. Aver-
age board size remained stable at 9.84 members in 2021, 9.73 in 2022, and 9.70 in 2023. Stabil-
ity in board size may preserve organizational continuity and deliberative capacity, but size
alone provides no evidence regarding expertise, engagement, or governance effectiveness.

Board independence also remained broadly stable in proportional terms. Independent
non-executive directorships represented 39.45% of all directorships in 2021, 40.73% in 2022,
and 40.19% in 2023. The mean firm-level independence ratios were 38.90%, 40.16%, and
39.36%, respectively. The evidence therefore indicates a temporary peak in 2022 followed
by partial moderation, rather than either a sustained increase or a complete return to the
2021 baseline. From an agency-theory perspective, this pattern suggests the preservation
of formal monitoring capacity, but the dataset cannot determine the quality of challenge
exercised by independent directors or its effect on strategic decisions and performance.

Gender representation shows the clearest aggregate movement. Female directorships
increased from 156 in 2021 to 172 in 2022 and then declined slightly to 169 in 2023, while
their aggregate share increased from 24.04% to 26.14% and then to 26.74%. The 2023
percentage increase therefore partly reflects the contraction of total board seats from 658

https://doi.org/10.3390/jrfm19070529

https://doi.org/10.3390/jrfm19070529


J. Risk Financial Manag. 2026, 19, 529 19 of 27

to 632 rather than additional female appointments. Nevertheless, over the full period,
both the number and share of female directorships increased. This is consistent with
stronger institutional pressure surrounding board diversity, but it does not demonstrate
that diversity caused improvements in decision quality, ESG performance, or firm value.

The CEO–Chair structure was persistent but non-monotonic. Duality was observed
in 24.24% of firms in 2021, increased to 30.88% in 2022, and declined to 24.62% in 2023.
Separation remained the majority arrangement, while affiliated leadership arrangements
increased from five cases in 2021 and 2022 to seven in 2023. No multiple-CEO cases were
recorded. The temporary increase in duality and the persistence of affiliated arrangements
illustrate that formal governance reform does not necessarily produce a linear redistribution
of leadership authority. Agency theory and international governance guidance generally
view separation of leadership and oversight roles as more consistent with accountability-
oriented governance structures (Fama & Jensen, 1983; Jensen & Meckling, 1976; OECD,
2021). The decline in role separation during the observation period suggests that gover-
nance reform in the Greek listed market remains partial and that traditional leadership
models continue to coexist with more independence-oriented governance expectations.

Committee architecture provides evidence of formal continuity, but the dataset does
not capture committee mandates, member expertise, meeting frequency, agenda content, or
effectiveness. Accordingly, the analysis does not infer the substantive quality of committee
oversight from committee counts alone.

Internal audit disclosure visibility increased modestly from 53.03% in 2021 to 54.41%
in 2022 and 55.38% in 2023. Because this indicator measures disclosure visibility, it cannot
be interpreted as evidence regarding the existence, effectiveness, or legal compliance of the
internal audit function. The findings therefore point to modest improvement in the visibility
of internal audit disclosure rather than volatility or institutional fragility. Prior work by
HOCG (2023) and Marti et al. (2024) supports the view that committee specialization
is increasingly important in contemporary governance systems, while Yan (2024) notes
similar trends in more mature sustainability-oriented markets. In the Greek case, the
evidence points to gradual institutionalization rather than full convergence with advanced
European practice.

Finally, the external audit market displayed a different pattern. The combined share of
Grant Thornton and PwC was approximately 51.5% in both 2021 and 2022 and increased to
58.5% in 2023. At the same time, SOL maintained a material market position, demonstrating
that the Greek assurance environment is not confined exclusively to the Big Four. The
increase in top-two concentration is relevant to assurance capacity and market resilience,
but auditor identity alone does not establish audit quality, independence, or compliance
with rotation and non-audit-service requirements.

Overall, the evidence indicates that Greek listed companies are progressing toward a
more structured ESG framework, but that this transition remains uneven and incomplete.
Improvements in gender diversity, committee structures, and certain dimensions of board
oversight coexist with persistent challenges in leadership duality, internal audit disclosure
consistency, and audit market concentration. From a regulatory perspective, these findings
underline the importance of continued alignment with the CSRD framework and broader
European governance expectations (European Parliament and Council, 2022b).

Taken together, the findings are consistent with selective governance institutional-
ization. Visible and threshold-based arrangements, particularly aggregate gender rep-
resentation, appear to respond more readily to regulatory and normative pressure. By
contrast, mechanisms involving the redistribution of authority, specialist committee ca-
pability, internal control visibility, and assurance market structure change more slowly
or unevenly. The scientific relevance of the study therefore lies not only in documenting
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annual counts but in identifying a patterned difference between formal adjustment and
deeper organizational embedding.

5.1. Interdependencies Between the Environmental, Social, and Governance Pillars

The findings also clarify the organizational interdependence of the ESG pillars. Gover-
nance is not a substitute for environmental or social performance; it is the infrastructure
through which environmental and social responsibilities are assigned, monitored, con-
trolled, and reported. A board may approve climate, workforce, health-and-safety, or
community commitments, but implementation requires clear responsibility, specialist
oversight, reliable information flows, internal control testing, escalation procedures, and
credible assurance. Weaknesses in governance can therefore reduce the credibility and
consistency of environmental and social commitments even where formal policies exist.

The indicators examined in this study capture different components of this enabling
system. Board independence and CEO–Chair structure relates to challenge, monitoring,
and accountability. Board diversity relates to the breadth of stakeholder and materiality
considerations entering decision-making. Committees allocate management attention
and specialist expertise. Internal audit supports the reliability of controls and reported
information, while external audit and assurance contribute to disclosure credibility and
investor confidence. Through these channels, governance can influence how E and S issues
enter corporate strategy, risk appetite, capital allocation, management incentives, and
performance monitoring.

The mixed Greek pattern suggests that cross-pillar integration is likely to be uneven.
Progress in representation and the maintenance of formal committee structures coexist
with limited movement in leadership separation, modest internal audit disclosure vis-
ibility, and increasing top-two auditor concentration. These conditions may affect the
organizational capacity to translate environmental and social commitments into consistent
practices. However, this is an interpretive implication of the governance evidence, not
a direct empirical test of environmental or social outcomes. The study therefore identi-
fies theoretically relevant pathways while preserving the distinction between observed
governance arrangements and unobserved performance effects.

The cross-pillar implication of the findings is therefore not that the Greek firms neces-
sarily achieved stronger environmental or social performance, but that their governance
infrastructure conditions the credibility and implementability of such performance. For
example, environmental commitments require board-level responsibility, risk identifica-
tion, capital-allocation oversight, reliable data, internal controls, and assurance. Social
commitments require stakeholder-sensitive decision-making, workforce and human capital
oversight, escalation channels, and credible reporting. The governance mechanisms exam-
ined in this study are the organizational channels through which these environmental and
social responsibilities can be embedded.

The evidence suggests that these channels are unevenly institutionalized. Gender
representation and formal committee architecture show visible structural development
or persistence, while leadership accountability, internal control visibility, and assurance
market concentration remain more constrained. This pattern implies that E–S–G integration
in the Greek listed market is likely to be strongest where sustainability issues can be
addressed through formal and visible board structures, and weakest where integration
depends on deeper capabilities, information systems, internal control routines, committee
expertise, and assurance capacity. This is the core reason why the descriptive evidence has
scientific value: it identifies the governance conditions under which environmental and
social commitments may become strategically credible, even though the study does not
directly test environmental, social, or financial outcomes.
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5.2. European Comparison and Regulatory Readiness

In a European context, the Greek evidence indicates partial convergence rather than
either complete alignment or clear divergence. The aggregate female directorship share in
the ATHEX ESG sample reached 26.74% in 2023. This is very close to the 26.8% reported by
the European Institute for Gender Equality for Greece’s largest listed companies in October
2023, but below the corresponding EU-27 average of 33.9% (EIGE, 2024). The populations
and weighting methods are not identical, so this comparison should be interpreted as
contextual rather than exact.

EIGE also reported that women represented 39.2% of board members in Member
States with binding national quotas, compared with 33.5% in Member States relying on soft
measures and 16.7% in Member States with no specific action. These differences reinforce
the institutional theory expectation that coercive and normative pressure can accelerate
change in visible board composition indicators. The ATHEX ESG sample exceeded the
aggregate Greek 25% benchmark in 2022 and 2023 but remained below the forward-looking
objective under Directive (EU) 2022/2381 of 33% of all director positions or 40% of non-
executive positions for covered companies by 30 June 2026. Aggregate evidence, however,
does not establish compliance by every individual firm.

For leadership structure, the OECD reports that 76% of surveyed jurisdictions re-
quire or encourage separation of the CEO and board-chair roles (OECD, 2025). This is a
jurisdiction-level policy indicator rather than a directly comparable company-level percent-
age. Nevertheless, it demonstrates that role separation is a widely recognized international
governance norm. In the ATHEX ESG sample, separation remained the majority arrange-
ment, at 68.18% in 2021, 61.76% in 2022, and 64.62% in 2023, while duality and affiliated
structures continued to be present in a material part of the market.

Committee architecture is also directionally consistent with the international emphasis
on specialized board oversight, particularly the central role assigned to audit committees
in financial reporting, internal control, auditor selection, and auditor independence mon-
itoring. However, an average committee count of approximately three cannot establish
whether individual committees satisfy requirements concerning composition, indepen-
dence, expertise, activity, or effectiveness.

The audit market findings correspond to a broader European regulatory concern.
European Commission monitoring of statutory audits for public-interest entities explicitly
evaluates market concentration, audit-quality deficiencies, and audit-committee perfor-
mance (European Commission, 2024). The Greek sample displays a concentrated but not
homogeneous provider structure because Grant Thornton, PwC, and SOL each hold mate-
rial positions. The increase in the combined annual share of the two largest providers to
58.5% in 2023 nevertheless indicates that provider choice and assurance market resilience
warrant continued monitoring.

The present regulatory assessment does not establish full EU compliance. CSRD
and ESRS requirements extend well beyond the seven indicators examined and include
company-specific reporting scope, governance responsibilities, strategy, double materiality,
impacts, risks and opportunities, policies, actions, metrics, targets, and assurance. More-
over, the amended framework under Directive (EU) 2026/470 makes the current CSRD
scope dependent on firm-level employee and turnover thresholds that are not included in
the dataset. The empirical evidence should therefore be interpreted as an assessment of
governance readiness and partial structural alignment, not as a legal opinion, a full ESRS
content analysis, or a company-level compliance certification.

Table 5 summarizes the relationship between the observed governance indicators and
the relevant Greek, EU, and OECD benchmarks.

https://doi.org/10.3390/jrfm19070529

https://doi.org/10.3390/jrfm19070529


J. Risk Financial Manag. 2026, 19, 529 22 of 27

Table 5. Regulatory Alignment and European Benchmarking of the Observed Governance Indicators.
Source: Authors’ analysis based on Hellenic Republic (2020), EIGE (2024), European Commission
(2023, 2024), European Parliament and Council (2022a, 2026) and OECD (2025).

Governance Area Relevant Benchmark or
Regulatory Expectation Evidence from the Study Assessment and Inferential

Boundary

Board independence

Greek Law 4706/2020 requires
independent non-executive
directors to represent at least
one-third of the board and no fewer
than two members

Aggregate shares: 39.45%
in 2021, 40.73% in 2022,
40.19% in 2023; mean
firm-level ratios: 38.90%,
40.16%, 39.36%

Broad aggregate alignment;
universal firm-level compliance
cannot be inferred because the
legal assessment is
company-specific and also
depends on the substantive
independence criteria

Gender representation

Greek 25%
underrepresented-gender
benchmark during the study period;
Directive (EU) 2022/2381 objective
of 33% of all directors or 40% of
non-executive directors for covered
companies by 30 June 2026

Aggregate female shares:
24.04%, 26.14%, 26.74%

Aggregate share exceeded 25% in
2022–2023 but remained below
the EU all-director objective; the
2023 increase partly reflects a
denominator effect; no universal
firm-level compliance claim

CEO–Chair structure
OECD reports that 76% of
jurisdictions require or encourage
role separation

Separation rates: 68.18%,
61.76%, 64.62%

Separation remained the majority
practice, but duality and affiliated
structures persisted; OECD
evidence is a policy benchmark
rather than a directly comparable
firm-level compliance test

Committee architecture

Greek and European governance
frameworks assign core oversight
roles to audit and
remuneration/nomination
arrangements; international
practice increasingly emphasizes
specialist committees

Average number remained
close to three committees

Evidence of formal architecture
only; composition, independence,
expertise, meeting activity, and
effectiveness are not assessed

Internal audit

Internal audit is a core mandatory
component of the Greek
listed-company governance
framework

Explicit disclosure
visibility: 53.03%, 54.41%,
55.38%

Measures disclosure visibility
only; non-identification does not
demonstrate absence,
ineffectiveness, or
non-compliance

External audit and
assurance

EU audit rules address auditor
selection, independence, rotation,
prohibited non-audit services, and
audit-committee oversight; the
Commission monitors PIE audit
market concentration

Top-two provider share:
approximately 51.5%,
51.5%, 58.5%

Evidence concerns provider
identity and market structure;
auditor independence, tenure,
rotation, non-audit services, and
engagement quality cannot be
verified

CSRD and ESRS
readiness

ESRS require disclosures
concerning governance, strategy,
impacts, risks and opportunities,
policies, actions, metrics, and
targets; current CSRD scope
depends on company-specific
employee and turnover thresholds

Seven governance
indicators provide partial
structural proxies

Partial readiness assessment only;
company scope, double
materiality, ESRS completeness,
and full legal compliance cannot
be determined

Note: The benchmarks are not fully harmonized in terms of population, legal scope, board system, measurement
date, or variable definition. The comparison is interpretive and does not constitute a legal opinion or a firm-level
compliance certification.

A final methodological point concerns the role of descriptive research in ESG scholar-
ship. In emerging or transitional governance settings, descriptive longitudinal mapping can
provide scientific value when it is transparent, theory-guided, and bounded in its claims.
The present study does not claim that descriptive statistics alone establish causality. Instead,
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it uses verified firm-year indicators to identify a structured pattern of selective governance
institutionalization and to specify the mechanisms through which the governance pillar
may support or constrain E and S integration. This diagnostic contribution is a necessary
step before causal performance studies can be credibly designed, because such studies
require validated governance constructs, longer panels, outcome variables, and appropriate
identification strategies.

6. Conclusions
This study provides theory-informed longitudinal evidence on governance pillar ESG

practices among a pooled cohort of 68 firms that appeared in the ATHEX ESG Index during
2021–2023. The annual analytical samples comprise 66 firms in 2021, 68 in 2022, and 65
in 2023. By examining board size, board independence, gender diversity, CEO–Chair
structure, committee architecture, internal audit disclosure visibility, and external audit
concentration, the study identifies areas of relative stability, incremental progress, and
continuing structural constraint in the Greek listed market.

The verified findings show stable average board size; proportional board indepen-
dence that peaked in 2022 and remained slightly above its 2021 level in 2023; and an
increase in the aggregate female board seat share, although the smaller rise between 2022
and 2023 partly resulted from a declining number of total directorships. CEO–Chair duality
remained present but did not increase monotonically, while affiliated leadership arrange-
ments became somewhat more frequent in 2023. Committee architecture remained close
to the average of three committees. Internal audit disclosure visibility increased only
marginally in proportional terms, and the external audit market became more concentrated
at the top in 2023 while retaining a material role for SOL and other providers.

The study’s principal theoretical contribution is a theory-informed interpretation of
this mixed pattern as selective governance institutionalization. Visible, externally measur-
able, and threshold-based governance arrangements appear to adjust more readily than
mechanisms requiring deeper changes in authority, organizational routines, internal control
embedding, specialist expertise, and assurance market capacity. The evidence therefore
suggests a compliance-to-capability gap: formal governance adjustment may advance
without all underlying organizational capabilities institutionalizing at the same speed.

This interpretation also clarifies the relationship among the E, S, and G pillars. Gover-
nance provides the organizational architecture through which environmental and social re-
sponsibilities enter strategic planning, risk oversight, target monitoring, internal control, dis-
closure, and assurance. The study identifies the relevant organizational channels but does
not demonstrate that the observed governance arrangements caused improved environmen-
tal, social, strategic, or financial outcomes. Such effects require firm-level outcome variables
and a research design capable of addressing endogeneity and causal identification.

The European comparison indicates partial convergence. The 2023 female directorship
share was close to the contemporaneous EIGE benchmark for Greece but remained below
the EU-27 average and the forward-looking EU all-director objective. CEO–Chair separation
was the majority practice in the sample, consistent with its status as a widely recognized
international governance norm, while continuing duality and affiliated structures indicate
incomplete convergence. Audit market concentration also reflects a wider European
regulatory concern regarding assurance capacity, provider choice and market resilience.

The regulatory assessment should be interpreted as evidence of alignment and readi-
ness rather than as certification of full compliance. Aggregate board composition ratios
cannot establish that every firm satisfied company-specific legal requirements. Internal
audit non-identification cannot be interpreted as the absence of a legally required function.
Auditor identity cannot establish compliance with independence, rotation, or non-audit-
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service rules. Likewise, the seven governance indicators do not provide sufficient evidence
to verify company-specific CSRD scope, double materiality processes, ESRS completeness,
or sustainability assurance compliance.

Several limitations define the appropriate level of inference. The 2021–2023 observation
period is short, and the annual samples are modest and unbalanced, although they represent
the relevant pooled index cohort rather than an arbitrarily reduced convenience sample.
The dataset does not include standardized environmental and social scores, corporate
strategy measures, financial performance outcomes, or an exogenous identification strategy.
Public disclosures may also differ from internal organizational practice, and the European
benchmarks used do not have populations and definitions identical to those of the ATHEX
ESG sample.

Future research should extend the observation period, merge governance indicators
with environmental, social, financial, and strategic outcomes, include non-indexed firms
and Southern European comparison samples, and employ panel, event-study, difference-in-
differences, or other credible quasi-experimental designs where appropriate. Such exten-
sions would permit direct tests of whether governance mechanisms affect sustainability
performance, financing conditions, innovation, risk and firm value.

The article also clarifies the scientific role of descriptive longitudinal evidence. Its
contribution is not to estimate whether governance causes superior financial, environmen-
tal, or social outcomes. Rather, it establishes which governance mechanisms are visibly
institutionalizing, which remain constrained, and how these mechanisms condition the
organizational capacity to translate environmental and social commitments into strategy,
risk oversight, internal control, disclosure, and assurance. This makes the study a diag-
nostic baseline for future causal research rather than merely an informational catalogue of
governance counts.

Overall, the article contributes more than a catalogue of annual governance counts.
It offers a transparent longitudinal baseline, a theory-informed diagnosis of selective
institutionalization, an explicit account of ESG interdependence, a structured European
comparison, and a bounded assessment of regulatory readiness. For managers, investors,
and regulators, the results identify where Greek ESG has advanced and where substantive
capability gaps remain in leadership accountability, internal control, specialist oversight
and assurance market resilience.
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