ESG Assurance and Dividends: Evidence from 18 Countries in Africa
Abstract
This study examines the impact of environmental, social, and governance (ESG) assurance on a firm’s dividend payout policies within the unique African context. Using a staggered difference-in-differences (DiD) model, this study examines how voluntary third-party assurance of ESG reports influences firms’ dividend payout policies compared to those without assurance. This study utilises a panel data set comprising a sample of 738 listed African firms across 18 African countries, yielding 8,645 firm-year observations. Based on the stakeholder and agency theories, we find that after implementing ESG assurance, assured firms increase their dividend payout policies compared to non-assured firms. The mining and metals industry sectors lead with the highest ESG assurance. ESG-assured firms consistently report high dividend payouts compared to non-assured firms. Furthermore, our results suggest that following ESG assurance, firms increase dividend payout driven by reduced information asymmetry. This result builds upon existing studies, primarily focusing on the impact of ESG on firm decision-making and performance. Accounting professionals, researchers, policymakers, business executives, and investors would find this study insightful in understanding how ESG assurance impacts firm dividend policies.
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1. Introduction 
A key concern for stakeholders is the nature of the business strategic focus and operating model, and whether they link to sustainability (Norris, 2024; Waddock & Graves, 1997). Managers use sustainability disclosures to signal a company’s socially responsible behaviour, but there is a growing perception that such disclosures are diversionary in nature and contain false information (Yang et al., 2020). This creates the need to verify and confirm the transparency of sustainability disclosures issued by managers of corporations (Kolk, 2008; O’Dwyer & Owen, 2005). Arising from these, companies are resorting to third-party ESG assurance to guarantee the credibility and verifiability of sustainability disclosures (EY, 2022; PWC, 2024). Assurance instils objectivity, confidence, and credibility in measurements and disclosures (Kaplan & Ramanna, 2021). With the assurance of sustainability disclosures, information users expect credible information from companies (The International Federation of Accountants, 2024). Companies also seek to establish internal and external legitimacy, and sustainability assurance is viewed as part of this wider strategy (O’Dwyer & Owen, 2005). The need for credible sustainability reporting is driven by the fact that, as companies deliver goods and offer services, they have an impact on sustainability through their value-creation processes, and stakeholders are increasingly demanding accountability from the companies (Bui et al., 2021; Camilleri, 2017a, 2017b; Porter, 2011; Wang et al., 2023). 
Early scholarly work exploring the assurance of sustainability disclosures from an international perspective includes (Coram et al., 2009; Ruhnke & Gabriel, 2013; Simnett & Nugent, 2007; Wong & Millington, 2014). These studies explore the emerging concept of sustainability assurance by examining its value and relevance (Coram et al., 2009; Simnett & Nugent, 2007; Simnett et al., 2009), determinants and drivers of voluntary assurance (Kolk & Perego, 2010; Ruhnke & Gabriel, 2013; Wong & Millington, 2014), assurance quality and practice (O’Dwyer & Owen, 2005; Zorio et al., 2013). Cuadrado-Ballesteros et al. (2017) highlight the role of ESG assurance in mitigating information asymmetry. Key studies examining the sustainability assurance literature and research agenda include (Cohen & Simnett, 2014; Farooq & De Villiers, 2017b). Research on providers and provider characteristics includes (Bentley‐Goode et al., 2024; Farooq & De Villiers, 2019b). Studies examining the scope of engagement include Farooq and De Villiers (2017a, 2019a). 
The first research gap our study addresses is the relationship between ESG assurance and dividend payment in the African setting. Barros et al. (2023) note that, despite the high number of studies on sustainability, there is limited evidence on the relationship between ESG and company decisions regarding dividends, as most studies have focused on corporate sustainability and financial performance. Ellili (2022) finds that ESG and dividend policy are positively correlated and that a company’s governance plays a significant role in this association. Studies with conflicting results exist. Niccolo et al. (2020) document a negative impact of ESG practices on dividend policy among Chinese firms, which is driven by the perception that ESG activities erode shareholders’ wealth and, therefore, reduce the availability of funds for dividend payments. Oh and Park (2021) find that corporate sustainability management has a positive impact on dividends, but a negative impact on conglomerates (chaebol groups). Thus, the influence of ESG activities on dividends is a key concern for companies, investors, and policymakers. 
The second practical and theoretical gap we address is providing causal evidence on the relationship between ESG assurance and dividends. Recent extant literature documents that ESG influences dividends in different markets (Bilyay-Erdogan et al., 2023; Salvi et al., 2024; Verga Matos et al., 2020). The findings are mixed (Nollet et al., 2016). The mixed findings have triggered research investigating how ESG impacts corporate decisions on investments, dividends, and the cost of funds (Bilyay-Erdogan et al., 2023). Dividends are important because they are the most common method of payment to shareholders. Investors favour companies that pay stable and sizable dividends, as these decrease agency costs and signal the quality of earnings of such companies (Bilyay-Erdogan et al., 2023). Our study aims to address this by following the spirit of the difference in differences (DiD) model to identify clear causal inference. 
Overall, there is a scarcity of causal evidence that covers the impact of ESG assurance on dividend payouts. In response to this glaring gap, this paper explores ESG assurance and dividend payouts in the context of African firms. We examine whether assurance of ESG reports impacts dividend payouts. Calls have been made to utilise accounting research as an influential enabler in Africa’s social and economic development (Lassou et al., 2021; Tilt et al., 2021). The low levels of accounting research in Africa are documented (Lassou et al., 2021; Moses & Hopper, 2022; Waweru et al., 2023), and the lack of extensive collaboration in sustainable disclosure research between Africa and other regions remains a key concern (Benameur et al., 2025; Benameur et al., 2024). 
We focus on the African market for three key reasons. First, there are significant risks and opportunities because of Africa’s sustainability of human, financial, and natural resources (United Nations Environmental Programme, 2024). Despite being an insignificant contributor to greenhouse gas emissions, Africa is highly exposed to the risks of climate change (African Development Bank, 2024). The risks are driven by Africa’s weak capability to adapt and deal with the effects of climate change (Kumssa & Jones, 2010). Africa has a population of 1.2 billion people, accounting for 15% of the global population (United Nations, 2022). The large and youthful population is a huge demographic dividend[footnoteRef:1] (Almudhaf, 2017; Canning et al., 2015; Weny et al., 2017). Second, dividend payouts have an implication on cash and investments. In Africa, capital markets are underdeveloped, and governments compete in borrowing from capital markets, which impacts private-sector credit (CFA Institute, 2024; Ntim, 2012). A huge gap in capital exists to support Africa’s economic growth and opportunities (International Finance Corporation, 2024). It is documented that to cope with climate change, Africa requires over USD 2.5 trillion by 2030 (Agence Francaise de Developpement, 2024; The World Economic Forum, 2024). Stakeholders are always concerned about how investments made by companies contribute to sustainability (Friedman & Miles, 2001; Garel & Petit-Romec, 2021). Third, Africa is a developing market, with different institutional and governance structures (Chipeta et al., 2021). Existing ESG studies assume the existence of a functioning and supporting institutional framework in the form of transparent and strong governments, market systems, enlightened civil society, and other players (Adeleye et al., 2020; Amaeshi et al., 2016; Mnif & Slimi, 2024). Africa faces institutional constraints that pose challenges to ESG disclosure and assurance. These differences and specificities in institutions make Africa a distinct market. [1:  Demographic dividend is the interplay between changes in population age structure and economic growth and development, resulting in (1) a large productive workforce with few dependents and (2) higher national savings and investments (Canning et al., 2015).] 

This paper examines dividend payout policy in the African market setting. Due to the low returns on cash, investors expect managers to increase returns by investing or returning cash to shareholders through dividends (Xu et al., 2019). We therefore propose the hypothesis that firms with ESG-assured reports pay higher dividends. Our investigation into the impact of ESG assurance on dividends is based on listed African companies from 2008 to 2023, comprising 8,645 firm-year observations. The findings suggest that ESG assurance has a positive impact on dividend payouts, which is consistent with our hypothesis. Our result remains consistent after addressing endogeneity concerns using a range of approaches. First, we use parallel trend tests to ascertain the validity of our DiD model by examining the pre-treatment trends between the treatment and control groups (Beck et al., 2010). Second, we re-estimate our models by including country-level and firm board variables. Third, this study mitigates the endogeneity concerns due to omitted variable bias using a bound estimate approach (Cao et al., 2025; Oster, 2019a). Fourth, we also address potential bias in staggered DiD due to heterogeneous treatment effects and time-variant treatment (Baker et al., 2022). Specifically, we adopt alternative estimators based on Sun and Abraham (2021) and a stacked regression estimator based on Cengiz et al. (2019). Moreover, our heterogeneity analysis suggests that the impact of ESG assurance on increasing dividend payments is more pronounced among firms with greater information asymmetry. Moreover, firms that increase dividends following the adoption of ESG assurance signal to the stakeholders their commitment to green innovation and ESG performance. Our findings remain in agreement across the robustness tests.
[bookmark: _Hlk212447355]We contribute to the ESG literature in three main areas. First, we contribute to theory by building upon existing studies that address ESG and the role of assurance in the African context. Unlike previous studies by Erin and Ackers (2024), Maroun (2018), Maroun (2019), Maroun (2020), and Maroun (2022) that examine the interplay of ESG assurance, corporate governance, and disclosure, our study extends these studies to the impact of ESG assurance on corporate finance decisions. These previous studies primarily address the rationale for assurance practices in integrated and sustainability reports. Our study contributes to a growing body of research examining the emergence of ESG reporting practices in Africa, highlighting an important yet underexplored concern of ESG reporting assurance. 
Second, our study provides empirical contributions by expanding the existing literature on ESG assurance by addressing an important yet previously unexplored consequence for dividend payout policy. Previous studies have explored ESG assurance but have not examined its impact on dividend payouts. Key topics of interest from these past studies include the conceptual framework for assurance (Maroun, 2020), information asymmetry and signalling (Fuhrmann et al., 2017; Kim & Park, 2023), the providers and market for the services (Farooq & De Villiers, 2017b; Simnett et al., 2009), determinants of the adoption of assurance (Kolk & Perego, 2010; Ruhnke & Gabriel, 2013), board committees, and roles in sustainability assurance (Liao et al., 2018; Oware et al., 2024), assurance quality (Grassmann et al., 2022; Kilic et al., 2021), assurance practices, and integrated reporting (Maroun, 2018, 2019; O’Dwyer & Owen, 2005). Research on ESG and dividends has explored this relationship, with a focus primarily on developed and emerging economies. In South Africa, Buertey et al. (2023) examine the influence of ESG, COVID-19, and dividends on firms in South Africa, highlighting that ESG performance has a positive impact on dividend payouts. From the foregoing, firms with good ESG performance will likely carry out ESG assurance. 
Third, we contribute to the literature on integrated thinking that is important in policy formulation. Arul et al. (2021) highlight that integrated thinking involves a holistic connection of the company’s business model with corporate governance, but this concept is often poorly understood. Companies, therefore, face challenges in decision-making as their strategies, policies, and structures do not align with current and expected integrated reporting practices. Integrated thinking is intended to promote sustainable value creation and preservation, and requires awareness, understanding, and commitment at all levels of corporate, functional, and management structures (Maroun et al., 2023). Assurance is one of the tools that cuts across all levels of the company to address agency problems, and if effective, would result in congruence between shareholders’ and managers’ goals. This goal congruence results in the creation and protection of value that is shared by shareholders in the form of high dividends and stakeholders. ESG assurance provides credibility to stakeholders that the company’s economic, social, and governance aspects are well-integrated and aligned with long-term value creation. Therefore, our study makes a theoretical contribution to integrated thinking by connecting the benefits of agency costs to the outcomes of shareholders and stakeholders.
The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. Section 2 describes our theoretical foundations and builds our main hypotheses. In Section 3, we describe the data, sample, and research plan. In Section 4, we highlight empirical results and robustness assessments. Section 5 describes the cross-sectional considerations. Section 6 shows the outcome. Section 7 highlights the conclusions.
2. Theoretical mechanism and hypothesis development 
2.1 Theoretical basis
Several theories explain sustainability reporting in accounting studies (Del Gesso & Lodhi, 2024; Rezaee, 2016). To examine the relationship between ESG assurance and dividends, we rely on two primary theories: agency theory and stakeholder theory. Under the agency theory, an agency relationship is a covenant where the principal engages and delegates certain powers to the agent to execute specified tasks (Jensen & Meckling, 1976). There are risks in that relationship because the agents may make decisions to further their interests, and dividends are considered an important tool to limit agency costs arising from free cash flow (Jensen, 1986). With excess cash flows, managers make inefficient decisions and overinvest company resources. The dividend payout is a mechanism through which equity investors get cash from the company as a return for their capital investments (Samet & Jarboui, 2017). However, investors may prefer dividends over retained earnings because, unless distributed, there are risks that this can be diverted by management to further their interests or reinvest in projects that lower the company’s worth because of negative net present value (Hsieh & Wang, 2009; La Porta et al., 2007). Dividends help limit managerial discretion by reducing the free cash available to managers. John et al. (2011) highlight that despite technological advances, distance affects information costs to investors, hindering the ability to monitor management. Thus, distantly placed firms respond to agency problems by paying higher dividends.
There are further risks that managers may also exploit use ESG activities for their own benefit, such as personal reputation building and dividends, serving as a control, or to protect shareholders’ interests. Another dimension is that shareholders can pay dividends to expropriate wealth from debt stockholders, which is a reason for the inclusion of restrictive covenants in debt agreements (Adaoglu, 2000; Jensen & Meckling, 1976). There is an information asymmetry between managers and shareholders, and ESG reduces agency risks by mitigating this information asymmetry, resulting in improved performance (Benlemlih, 2019; Hassanein & Elsayed, 2024). However, concerns exist about the verifiability and credibility of ESG disclosure, and the discretion in disclosure and assurance alleviates the information asymmetries associated with ESG reports (La Porta et al., 2007). Therefore, an independent audit reduces the risks of incentive problems (Jensen, 1986; Jensen & Meckling, 1976; Kasongo, 2019). 
Under the stakeholder theory, companies are accountable to stakeholders and attend to a multiplicity of stakeholder needs (DeAngelo & DeAngelo, 1991; Freeman, 1984; Simoni et al., 2020). A company is viewed as a bundle of human assets and relationships (Clarke, 1998). Companies need to honour contractual and implied claims from all stakeholders and signal to financial stakeholders that good resource allocation is being made, ensuring that ESG expenditure does not deplete company cash (Benlemlih, 2019). Companies are expected to create shared value for shareholders and stakeholders in a responsible manner, exercising fairness in wealth distribution among multiple constituencies, regardless of the borders between them (Buertey et al., 2023; Samet & Jarboui, 2017; Yin & Jamali, 2016). ESG actions acknowledge the input of various stakeholders in the company’s value creation process and are considered forms of compensation to all stakeholders (Bilyay-Erdogan et al., 2023). Shareholders are a key group of stakeholders or constituents. A company encompasses both implicit and explicit agreements between all stakeholders, and a power differential exists among stakeholders, necessitating a paradigm shift using stakeholder-agency theory (Hill & Jones, 1992). ESG assurance is a key aspect of the engagement between managers and external stakeholders, as it enhances disclosure (O’Dwyer & Owen, 2005). 
2.2 Dividend payout policy
Dividend plays a key role in corporate finance theory, and managers use cash dividends to transmit information about company profitability (Harry DeAngelo, 2000). As firms conduct their business, the interests of shareholders and stakeholders should be well-aligned. In the context of ESG and dividends, ESG activities involve costs, and this transfers resources that would have been reinvested in other profitable projects or distributed as dividends from shareholders to stakeholders (De Villiers et al., 2023). Lys et al. (2015) document that ESG spending is not a charity; firms only carry out ESG when they anticipate stronger future performance. Limkriangkrai et al. (2017) investigate the effects of ESG evaluations on stock returns and financing decisions, and find that firms with good governance scores hold less cash. In contrast, companies with poor governance ratings have lower dividend payouts. Proponents of high dividend payouts view dividends as a tool to avoid agency costs, where managers use the company’s ESG activities for their benefit (Benlemlih, 2019). A stable dividend signals to shareholders about the company’s future financial performance, reassuring investors that the company’s assets are well utilised. Rakotomavo (2012) examines whether investment in CSR reduces expected dividends for US firms. They find that firms that invest heavily in CSR are large, profitable, and have substantial amounts of retained earnings. CSR investment does not reduce dividend payments. Therefore, CSR activities and dividends are aligned.
Zahid et al. (2023) investigate the linkage between ESG and dividends moderated by audit quality. They find that although companies with good ESG practices are aligned with their stakeholders’ orientation by paying regular dividend payments, good ESG practices slow dividend growth. De Villiers et al. (2023) examine the association between CSR and dividend payments and value, and highlight a new perspective that managers use CSR disclosure and dividends to signal good prospects. This is the selective use of CSR disclosure to signal good information, and selective disclosure, withholding, or misrepresenting implies poor performance (Thorne et al., 2014). Sun et al. (2023) explore US firms and found that firms paying dividends had outstanding CSR results in the subsequent year compared to those that did not. This is attributable to stakeholder relationship management through CSR. The study’s findings suggest that CSR and dividend policy have been considerably researched individually and with other variables. 
The nature and use of dividends and repurchases are well-documented (El Ghoul et al., 2024). Stock repurchases, rather than dividends, are becoming the preferred payout method for shareholders (Jagannathan et al., 2000). Stock repurchases[footnoteRef:2] involve the company buying back its stock and are a strategic reaction to other firms’ repurchase decisions, but not to take advantage of undervalued stock prices (Massa et al., 2007). It is documented that dividend levels are tied to investment opportunities, while repurchases are paid from residual cash after investment (Brav et al., 2005). Due to the low prevalence of stock repurchases in Africa, our study does not examine the potential impact of ESG assurance on repurchases; however, this would be an interesting area for future research.  [2:  Stock repurchase is taking root in Africa market and in use in South Africa in 1999 (Wesson et al., 2015; Wesson et al., 2018), in East and Central Africa in 2021 (Nation Media Group, 2021), and Western Africa in 2010 (Reuters, 2010). ] 

2.3	ESG assurance
Kuo et al. (2022) highlight the inherent agency problems and risks associated with ESG disclosures that necessitate assurance. ESG assurance forms part of the nexus between quality, assurance, and stakeholder engagement (Benameur et al., 2024). The existing literature indicates that companies are shifting towards an integrated approach that encompasses both financial and sustainability disclosure and assurance (Chasiotis et al., 2023; Ellili, 2022; Gillan et al., 2021; Khan, 2022). Companies carrying ESG assurance are expected to be transparent, with good governance reflected in sound internal controls and processes (KPMG, 2022). Recent regulatory requirements have led to the standardisation of disclosure and mandatory assurance in some jurisdictions, effectively eliminating voluntary assurance practices (KPMG, 2024). Such regulatory pronouncements include the EU Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) and the International Sustainability Standards Board (ISSB) standards. In Australia, the Australian Accounting Standards Board (AASB) is aligned with IFRS, and listed entities face mandatory disclosure and assurance requirements from January 2025 (Simnett et al., 2025). The EU CSRD imposes mandatory assurance, whereas the ISSB does not.
Scholars have examined the reasons behind the assurance of ESG disclosures. Mock et al. (2007) and Simnett et al. (2009) argue that environmentally sensitive businesses drive voluntary assurance because of stakeholders’ expectations. This is corroborated by Gipper et al. (2024a), who highlight that the need to match the peers within the industry drives assurance. A compelling reason for ESG assurance is the need for credibility and verifiability of ESG disclosures (KPMG, 2008, 2024; Sethi et al., 2017). Arguments exist that voluntary ESG assurance reflects a weak legal and regulatory regime, but evidence exists to support voluntary assurance in developed legal and regulatory settings (Kolk & Perego, 2010; Sethi et al., 2017). 
Despite the reasons that drive assurance highlighted above, there are significant expenses associated with assurance (Coram et al., 2009). These expenses are direct and indirect. Direct expenses are costs paid to third-party service providers through service fees (Christensen et al., 2021). Indirect expenses are costs incurred in internal control ecosystems that support assurance (Rudzioniene & Brazdzius, 2023). The high assurance costs imply that only firms in certain industries and with stakeholders’ expectations carry our ESG assurance (Gipper et al., 2024a). ESG assurance is a response to stakeholders’ expectations (PWC, 2025). Assurance of ESG disclosures improves engagement with external stakeholders (O’Dwyer & Owen, 2005). At the firm level, there are benefits to investing in ESG assurance services (Fuhrmann et al., 2017; Wong & Millington, 2014). Such benefits include low-interest-rate pricing on loans (Blackwell et al., 1998), fund access, including green financing (Kristanto & Cao, 2024), and reduction of the cost of equity, attracting committed institutional investors, and raising larger amounts of equity capital (Dhaliwal et al., 2011). Emerging issues such as artificial intelligence and green financing raise ethical and regulatory concerns and impact sustainability practices and assurance (Hassanein & Tharwat, 2024). These benefits are driven by the reduction of information asymmetry arising from the assurance of disclosure (Casey & Grenier, 2015; Ruhnke & Gabriel, 2013). Further, ESG actions positively impact employee experiences (Brammer et al., 2007) and have strategic value to the organisation (Cheng et al., 2015; Roberts & Dowling, 2002). Therefore, the impact of ESG assurance on dividends is not easily evident and requires research. 
2.4	ESG assurance and dividend policy
Concerns exist that sustainability assurance is not a genuine tool for ensuring credibility because it is subject to professional and managerial capture (Farooq & De Villiers, 2019a; Gray, 2000). Managerial and professional capture occurs where managers focus on creating credibility of disclosures, while assurance providers strive to develop and grow new assurance markets, thus failing to genuinely promote the reliability and representational faithfulness of sustainability disclosures (Smith et al., 2011). During sustainability assurance engagements, assurance providers educate managers on the norms of sustainability disclosures; however, managers often exert pressure on assurance providers to demonstrate continued value addition. ESG assurance reduces agency costs, information asymmetry, and sends signals to stakeholders about the credibility of the company’s superior earning capability and long-term sustainability. Figure 1 shows the theoretical framework.
A company encompasses implicit and explicit stakeholder agreements (Hill & Jones, 1992). Stakeholders exert pressure and require firms to be sensitive to and respond to their interests (Freeman, 1984; Simoni et al., 2020). By carrying out ESG activities, firms acknowledge the input of various stakeholders in the company’s value creation process, and such ESG activities are viewed as forms of compensation to all stakeholders (Bilyay-Erdogan et al., 2023). ESG measures the comprehensive performance of companies in terms of sustainability (Chen et al., 2023a). Dividends are used as one of the tools to reduce agency risks and indicate private information about a company’s quality of earnings (Bilyay-Erdogan et al., 2023). Therefore, examining the extent to which ESG assurance impacts these wealth distribution strategies is relevant. Assurance of ESG disclosures has two significant implications for dividend payout decisions. Firstly, external assurance signals the market about the sustainability of the business strategy and processes (Du & Wu, 2019). Secondly, the credibility of ESG disclosures is a key concern for stakeholders, and assurance of ESG disclosures provides confidence about the representational faithfulness of disclosures (Martinez-Ferrero & Garcia-Sanchez, 2017).
[INSERT FIGURE I ABOUT HERE]
This study examines the impact of ESG assurance on corporate dividend payout decisions. Dividend policy is one of the major decisions. Under the lens of agency theory, dividends provide a disciplinary mechanism that constrains managerial power by decreasing free cash flow (Jensen, 1986). Using stakeholder theory, stakeholders are keen to know how investments made drive the company’s sustainability and superior performance (Friedman & Miles, 2001; Garel & Petit-Romec, 2021). Stakeholders are concerned about greenwashing, which further drives the need for independent assurance (Bui et al., 2021; Carey et al., 2021). Thus, our study examines whether ESG assurance leads to higher dividend payments. We propose the hypothesis to explore whether firms with ESG-assured reports pay high dividends:
H1: ESG assurance results in high dividend payouts.
3. Data, sample, and research design
3.1 Data and sample construct
We obtain data on listed African firms from 2009 to 2023 from the Refinitiv database, spanning a 15-year period. Past ESG assurance studies have relied on Refinitiv as a source of ESG assurance data (Gipper et al., 2024a). We began the sample in 2009 because of the availability of data. We concluded our sample in 2023 because this was the last period for which ESG data were available at the time of data collection. Africa is a developing market, with most economies primarily driven by agriculture, services, and natural resources. ESG assurance is not mandated for firms; thus, managers voluntarily decide to subject their sustainability disclosures to independent third-party verification. A possible motivation behind this voluntary decision is to communicate to the stakeholders that the sustainability report is credible and reliable, thus representing faithfulness. There are risks that managers may use ESG reporting as a greenwashing strategy or public relations ploy, but obtaining external assurance is a particularly informative signal (Du & Wu, 2019). 
We collect data on firms’ dividend payouts, ESG assurance variables, and firm fundamental characteristics from the Refinitiv database. Data on country-controlling variables are collected from the World Bank database. Africa has 55 countries, and 18 of these countries have company fundamental data, primarily due to the presence of securities markets in these countries. This finding aligns with previous research (Chipeta et al., 2021; Mnif & Slimi, 2023, 2024) that examined select African countries. Out of the 18 countries, five countries, Egypt, Kenya, Morocco, Nigeria, and South Africa, have at least one of their firms with ESG-assured reports. Table 1, Panel A, illustrates the process of determining our sample, while Table 2 highlights the sample distribution by country across the African regions. The total number of listed African firms, according to the Refinitiv database, is 1,090, resulting in 16,350 firm-year observations. Following previous studies (e.g., Gipper et al., 2024a), we limit our study to the listed African firms because ESG reporting and assurance are concentrated on these firms. First, we eliminate 4,365 firm-year observations of financial firms due to their regulated reporting requirements compared to firms in other industries. Second, we remove 3,340 firm-year observations without data. Thus, our final valid sample comprises 738 listed African firms in 18 countries, resulting in 8,645 firm-year observations. Our final firm-year observations are consistent with recent studies on ESG assurance. 
[INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE]
Table 2 Panel B displays the distribution of our sample. The numbers and frequencies of observations show a stable trend throughout the sample period. From 2009, the annual mean values of dividend payouts for ESG-assured firms are higher than those for non-ESG-assured firms, and it is concluded that firms will have high payouts after ESG assurance. We find that 2009 had the fewest firm-year observations in the African region. This is consistent with the gradual adoption of ESG assurance by companies in the African region, including Egypt, Kenya, Morocco, Nigeria, and South Africa. We winsorise all continuous variables at the 5th and 95th percentiles to alleviate the influence of outlier observations on our assessments.
[INSERT TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE]
South Africa and Morocco reported their first ESG assurance year in 2009 and 2010, respectively, which are the first and second years of our sample, implying that the practice of ESG assurance was adopted early in these jurisdictions. This may be attributed to the adoption of the King’s Code in 1994 in South Africa and the Moroccan Code of Good Corporate Governance Practices in 2008. Egypt, Kenya, and Nigeria had their first ESG assurance in 2019, 2015, and 2022, respectively. Good corporate governance promotes dividends (Chen et al., 2017; Ye et al., 2019). Despite the diversity of African settings, past studies focusing on various issues in the African region have primarily examined a select few countries. For example, Erin and Ackers (2024) examine the board and sustainability reporting for 10 African countries. Further, Tilt et al. (2021) examine sustainability reporting in sub-Saharan Africa, covering 22 countries. Therefore, although our study encompasses the entire African market, we selected 18 countries from the sample, which is consistent with past studies. 
3.2 Research design
3.2.1 Model specification
Using ESG assurance to signal the accountability of firms to stakeholders, we use a staggered DiD model to investigate the impact of voluntary ESG assurance on firms’ dividend payout as follows:

The subscripts i and t denote the firms and year, respectively, and ɛ is the error term. The dependent variable, Dividendit, denotes dividend payout and is defined as the dividend-to-income ratio. The variable of interest, ESG_assuranceit, denotes a company’s voluntary decision to have its ESG reports independently assured and is measured as either zero or one. The voluntary ESG assurance is implemented on a firm basis, providing a strong foundation for our analysis. Africa is a diverse continent grouped into five physical regions: Central, Eastern, Northern, Southern, and Western (The African Union, 2024). These five regions form economic communities to collaborate on political, social, and economic issues that affect the regions. However, each country is independent and pursues its constitutional, policy, legal, and regulatory agenda. Like the other jurisdictions globally, ESG assurance is voluntary. Assurance refers to the independent third-party confirmation of company-reported ESG metrics on a limited or reasonable basis (Gipper et al., 2024b). One is if a firm has its ESG reports externally assured, and zero if not assured. ESG assurance includes assurance services provided by audit firms and other service providers (Ge et al., 2024).
 serve as a set of control variables. We use a number of control variables consistent with previous studies (Carey et al., 2021). In particular, controls include firm’ size (ln_assets), leverage ratio (leverage), profitability (RoA), growth opportunities (revenue_growth), cash holdings (cash_ratio), life-cycle (RE_TA), firm market size in proportion to book (market_book), firm market size (ln_marketcap), proportion of capital expenditure to total assets (capex_assets), proportion of fixed assets to total assets (tangibility). Furthermore, we control for the firm and year fixed effects. We use standard errors grouped at the industry level. Our central predictor variable is ESG_assuranceit, which denotes the impact of third-party assurance of ESG reports on dividend payout. The coefficient β portrays the impact of ESG assurance on firms’ dividend payout. Appendix 1 shows the explanations of each variable.
3.2.2 Measures of dividends
The main ratio we examine in our study is the dividend scaled to cash flow. The dividend payout ratio provides additional information compared to the dividend dummy variable because it shows the propensity (payment or no payment) and the size of dividend payouts (De Villiers et al., 2023). Following previous research (Charitou & Vafeas, 1998; Hendijani, 2021) to measure firms’ payout as dividends scaled to cash flow. Following Houqe et al. (2023), we use dividends taken directly from the balance sheet. Appendix 1 describes the main variables and other variables used in this study.
3.2.3 Measures of ESG assurance
ESG assurance denotes a company’s voluntary decision to have ESG reports independently assured by an external professional provider and is measured as either one or zero (Abdelbaky et al., 2024; Al‐Shaer & Zaman, 2018; Du & Wu, 2019; Kilic et al., 2021). Code one indicates that a third party has examined the firm’s sustainability report, and code zero indicates otherwise. ESG assurance is derived from the Refinitiv database, which provides a list of firms, indicating whether their sustainability reports are externally assured or not, along with the respective assurance providers. We borrow the definition of the term sustainability assurance to describe independent statements issued by accounting professionals, certification bodies, and technical firms that are the result of an evidence-based process that allows the assurance provider to make conclusions (KPMG, 2008). 
4. Empirical results 
4.1 Descriptive statistics 
Table 3 exhibits the baseline descriptive statistics for each variable included in the baseline model. Our main dependent variable, dividend payout (dividend_cashflow), has a mean value of 0.327, with a standard deviation of 0.554, indicating a relatively low variation in firms’ dividend payouts across observations. ESG assurance comprises 545 of 8,645 firm-year observations, representing 6.30% of the sample’s firm-year observations. As ESG assurance is not mandatory even in developed markets, a low average is expected for Africa as a developing market. KPMG (2024) highlights that sustainability assurance is prevalent among European companies, with 59 per cent of companies obtaining some level of assurance. In contrast, the practice is much less common in Africa, where only 34 per cent of companies obtain assurance over their sustainability disclosures. ESG assurance is largely concentrated in South Africa, which has been a pioneer country in integrated reporting since 1994.
[INSERT TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE]
Metals and mining have the highest firm-year observations, accounting for 27.21 per cent of total ESG assurance in the sample, as shown in Table 4. Companies in environmentally sensitive industries are known to show higher levels of sustainability disclosure (Aerts & Cormier, 2009; Cho & Patten, 2007; Lokuwaduge & Heenetigala, 2016). Elmaghrabi et al. (2025) highlight that jurisdictional regulatory regime quality and performance impact the sustainability performance of environmentally sensitive firms domiciled in that country. Industries seen as having a significant adverse impact on the environment are manufacturing, mining, energy industries, oil and gas, electricity, and consumable fuels (Elmaghrabi et al., 2025). The findings in Table 4 and Figure 2 indicate that other key sectors include chemicals (35 observations), consumer products (34 observations), and food products (32 observations). Regulations have been in place to transform the minerals and energy sectors in South Africa for sustainable use (Department of Mineral Resources and Energy, 2024). This deliberate effort towards sustainability could be attributed to the large number of firms within the mining and metals sector. Moreover, KPMG (2024) highlights that sustainability assurance in Africa is much less common, with just 34 per cent of companies obtaining assurance over their sustainability disclosures. ESG assurance is largely concentrated in South Africa, which has been a pioneer country in integrated reporting since 1994. Therefore, a large portion of firm-year observations is from South Africa. 
[INSERT TABLE 4 and FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE]
4.2 Baseline results
Table 5 reports the impact of ESG assurance on dividend payout. Dividend payout is calculated as dividends scaled to cash flow (Charitou & Vafeas, 1998; Hendijani, 2021). In column (1), we only use the dependent and independent variables of interest without the controls to alleviate the risks of possible confounding influences of other covariates (Gormley & Matsa, 2014). We incorporate control variables in columns (2) and (3). The results show that the impact of ESG assurance on firms’ dividend payout is statistically significant. Columns (1) to (3) show that the coefficients on ESG assurance (0.083, 0.076, and 0.078) are all positive and significant at the 5% level. This implies that ESG-assured firms significantly increase their dividend payout in response to ESG assurance. After reporting ESG assurance (treatment group), relative to firms that do not report such assurance (control group), the level of dividend payout increases by 7.8%. These results support H1. ESG reporting and assurance serve as a monitoring method, and firms use ESG assurance to signal good sustainability practices to stakeholders.
[INSERT TABLE 5 ABOUT HERE]
4.3 Robustness check 
Our analysis reveals evidence supporting a positive impact of ESG assurance on dividend payouts. This points to a causal relationship between ESG assurance and dividend payouts. However, there are inherent limitations in empirical studies like ours, and one can argue that our baseline results are susceptible to endogeneity issues. We, therefore, address these potential endogeneity concerns by performing parallel trends analysis, examining country and governance variables, and conducting alternative estimator tests, as well as other robustness checks, to validate our findings, as shown below.
4.3.1 Alternative measures test
Drawing on the existing literature, we employ several alternative measurement methods to mitigate the potential endogeneity issues and measurement bias in the dependent variable. The purpose is to confirm that the baseline results are not influenced by the measurement bias of dividend payout, which is calculated as the dividend paid divided by cash flow. Following previous studies (Ananzeh et al., 2024; Ellili, 2022) we use the dividend paid scaled to income to measure dividend payout. Table 6 Panel A exhibits the baseline results using an alternative measure of dividend payout. The coefficients on ESG_assurance remain positive and significant at the 5 % and 1% levels. 
Similarly, following previous research (Hasan & Habib, 2020) we use dividend scaled to equity to measure payout policy. Table 6 Panel B shows the baseline results using an alternative measure of payout policy. The coefficients on ESG_assurance remain positive and significant at 5% and 1% levels. These findings align with those in Table 5, confirming the robustness of our baseline results after using other measures of dividend payout policy. Therefore, we document that measurement bias is unlikely to drive our baseline results.
[INSERT TABLE 6 ABOUT HERE]
4.3.2 [bookmark: _Hlk212452039]Parallel trend analysis
[bookmark: _Hlk212451998]The parallel trend assumption states that the outcomes for the treated and control groups would follow the same trend in the absence of treatment. The DiD model assumes a parallel trend between two groups of variables prior to obtaining ESG assurance. In our study, we assume that without ESG assurance, the dividend payout of ESG-assured firms and non-ESG-assured firms will be the same over time. The results of the analysis are shown in Table 7. Pre_X (X=1, 2, and 3) captures whether a firm-year observation occurs three, two, or one year prior to obtaining ESG assurance, respectively. ESG Assurance Current equals one when firms have ESG assurance in year t, and zero otherwise. Post_X (X=1, 2, and 3) captures whether a firm-year observation occurs three, two, or one year after obtaining ESG assurance, respectively. We find that the coefficients on ESG Assurance Pre_X (X=1, 2, and 3) are all statistically insignificant. The coefficients on ESG Assurance Current and ESG Assurance Post_X (X=1, 2, and 3) are positive and statistically significant. This provides support for the validity of our staggered DiD model and suggests a causal relationship between ESG assurance and dividend payout.
[INSERT TABLE 7 ABOUT HERE]
4.3.3  Control for country-level and firm board variables
Relying on the extant literature (Chen et al., 2020; Chipeta et al., 2021; Nnadi & Soobaroyen, 2015), we introduce additional controlling variables. These additional controlling variables cover country effects, are economic performance (GDP_growth), annual inflation rate (inflation), voice and accountability (voice_acc), perception of government policy effectiveness (govt_eff), confidence in the country’s rule and regulations (rule_law), and perception of the country’s ability to formulate and implement policies (regulatory_quality). Table 8 shows the results incorporating additional controlling variables. Corporate governance is important to dividend policy (Peng & Li, 2025). In line with extant literature, we introduce firm board-level variables (Wang et al., 2025). Assurance is a corporate governance mechanism, and these firm board variables are (Board Diversity, Board Size, Board Independence, Board Skills, CEO-Chairman Duality, and ESG Committee). The results incorporating firm board variables are consistent with the baseline, as shown in column (2) of Table 8. Across the variables, our baseline remains consistent. Appendix 1 displays the explanations of each variable.
[INSERT TABLE 8 ABOUT HERE]
4.3.4 Placebo test
To alleviate the concern that our findings may be attributed to confounding events, we conduct a placebo test using pseudo-ESG assurance (Chen et al., 2020). We observe how much our results change when we alter the model, such as changing the treated units or something similar. The current approach employs a space-based placebo test, where the model is iteratively estimated 1,000 times, with a focus on the treatment coefficient. We then save the results of these 1,000 draws and plot their distribution. The distribution is concentrated around 0, although not exactly so. This suggests that, with slight variation, the control units are not significantly affected by the treatment, and only the treated units experience a measurable effect. In Figure 3, the pseudo-estimated coefficients cluster around zero. Additionally, the coefficient on ESG assurance (0.085) appears on the right tail of the normal distribution. These findings uphold that our baseline results are strong and not influenced by confounding factors.
[INSERT FIGURE 3 ABOUT HERE]
4.3.5 Omitted variable bias test
Omitted variable bias is a common issue in empirical examinations. We assess the possible endogeneity concerns arising from omitted variable bias by using the approach proposed by (Amin et al., 2024; Oster, 2019b). This method requires evaluating the sensitivity of coefficient estimates by examining the changes in R2 between regressions with and without control variables. The estimation of  (0.08389) falls between the 95.0% confidence interval (0.015014 until 0.1404672), which confirms the robustness of baseline results. Table 9 shows the key statistics.
[INSERT TABLE 9 ABOUT HERE]
4.3.6 Using alternative estimators
In a staggered DiD model, there are risks of potential biases because the treatment occurs at different times (e.g., Baker et al., 2022; Cengiz et al., 2019; Sun & Abraham, 2021). To alleviate this problem, we re-estimate our results using alternative estimators by following the approaches proposed by Sun and Abraham (2021) and using a stacked regression estimator (Cengiz et al., 2019). We use an interaction-weighted estimator advanced by Sun and Abraham (2021), because it estimates cohort-specific treatment effects relative to a never-treated or not-yet-treated baseline group. This method enables us to isolate the treatment effects by event time and avoids contamination from comparisons between early- and late-treated units. This approach also explicitly accounts for dynamic treatment effects. 
We also employ the stacked DiD estimator developed by Cengiz et al. (2019). This entails designing separate event-time datasets for each treated cohort and estimating treatment effects relative to matched control groups. This approach enables the effective elimination of biases arising from changes in treatment timing and provides a transparent and interpretable method for identifying and isolating dynamic treatment effects. These two alternative methods provide validity by suggesting a causal interpretation of our results. 
The results of using Sun and Abraham’s (2021) estimator are shown in column (1) of Table 10. The coefficient on ESG Assurance (0.0460) is positive and significant at the 1% level. Column (2) reports the results of using a stacked regression estimator. We find that the coefficient on ESG Assurance (0.0787) remains negative and significant, confirming that our results are robust to alternative estimation methods.
[INSERT TABLE 10 ABOUT HERE]
5. Cross-sectional results of ESG assurance
5.1       Information asymmetry environment
This sub-section examines the implications of ESG assurance firms, dividend payouts, and information asymmetry. Extant literature documents that firms use dividends to signal the persistence of earnings (Chen et al., 2007; Liu & Espahbodi, 2014), the stability of present earnings (Benartzi et al., 1997; Brav et al., 2005), and signal future earnings (Healy & Palepu, 1988). Dividend policy is linked with earnings management strategies to mitigate agency concerns (He et al., 2017; Smith et al., 2017). Previous studies indicate the value of sustainability reporting on information asymmetry (Cuadrado-Ballesteros et al., 2017; Grassmann et al., 2022; Steinmeier & Stich, 2019). Hassanein and Elsayed (2024) highlight the importance of transparency through ESG disclosure reduces agency costs and information asymmetry. Riding on existing research (Chowdhury et al., 2018) we use bid-ask spread as a proxy for information asymmetry. In Table 11, we partition the sample into subsamples with high and low bid-ask spreads using the sample median. Column (1) shows that the coefficient of ESG assurance (0.120) is positive and significant for high bid-ask spread. In column (2), the coefficient of ESG assurance is insignificant for low bid-ask spread. This implies that ESG assurance lowers information asymmetry.
[INSERT TABLE 11 ABOUT HERE]
5.2      Cross-sectional analysis of countries
This section investigates which ESG-assured firms are inclined to higher dividend payouts based on country attributes. We conducted a cross-sectional analysis of countries by investigating the perception of the country’s ability to formulate and implement policies, as measured by regulatory quality. Regulatory quality is an institutional variable that measures the implementation of policies that promote the private sector (Nnadi & Soobaroyen, 2015). Countries are classified as having a high (low) regulatory quality if regulatory quality is above (below) the median. Table 12 shows the results of the analysis of country attributes. Columns (1) and (2) of Table 12 show that the coefficient on ESGassurance (0.091) for regulatory quality is positive and significant at a 1% level. However, the coefficient on ESGassurance for low regulatory quality is insignificant and lower than the coefficient on ESGassurance. These results indicate that ESG-assured firms in countries with high regulatory quality are more inclined to have high dividend payout than those in low regulatory quality jurisdictions. 
[INSERT TABLE 12 ABOUT HERE]

6. The outcome of dividend payout after ESG assurance
This section explores the implications of ESG assurance and firms’ dividend payout. Companies target and smooth a long-term dividend payout ratio that is tied to long-term sustainable earnings (Lintner, 1956). Brav et al. (2005) highlight that sustaining a dividend is a key consideration, but managers also consider liquidity and investment needs. Dividend options are made concurrently with investment choices, and external funds are raised before dividend cuts (Brav et al., 2005). Dividend is used to signal management’s confidence and commitment to sustainability to shareholders and stakeholders. We define High ΔDividend payout (Low ΔDividend Payout) as one when a firm’s change in Dividend payout is above (below) the median and zero otherwise. Columns (1) and (2) of Table 13 show the impact of ESG firms’ changes in Dividend payout on ESG assurance. 
6.1     ESG performance
This section investigates the effects of ESG assurance and firms’ dividend policy on their ESG performance. Under the agency and stakeholder theories, a firm is a nexus of implicit and explicit contracts between itself and a broad range of stakeholders. Input resources required by the firm are sourced from and supplied by the stakeholders (Chen et al., 2023b). Therefore, there is an expectation of sustainability performance obligations to stakeholders. The corporate ESG score is a parameter widely recognised and used to assess a firm’s sustainable practices and impact on the business, environment, and society (Fuente et al., 2022; Nollet et al., 2016). Column (1) of Table 13 shows the impact of ESG firms’ changes in dividend policy on ESG performance. The coefficient on ESG assurance High ΔDividend payout (3.766) is positive and significant at a 1% level. We find that ESG-assured firms experience a significant increase in their ESG performance.
6.2     Operating efficiency
Transparent firms make informed decisions, manage waste better, and improve relationships with stakeholders to strengthen daily operations (Peng & Li, 2025). This is achieved by transparency in providing accurate and timely information that fosters accountability and trust, leading to an efficient firm. Operational efficiency is a key driver of superior performance because it helps deliver value to target customers through quality products and services. We measure operating efficiency as sales divided by employment (D’souza & Megginson, 1999). In Table 13, the coefficient of ESG assurance is positive (0.055) and significant on operating efficiency. Operational efficiency reflects a firm’s earning power that is distributed to investors as dividends. ESG-assured firms are efficient and experience a significant increase in their operating efficiency.
[INSERT TABLE 13 ABOUT HERE]
7. Conclusion, limitations, and further research
[bookmark: _Hlk212451747]This study examines the impact of ESG assurance on dividend payouts within the African market context. The connection between ESG assurance and dividend payouts is examined, and the findings indicate that firms with ESG assurance pay higher dividends than those without assurance. Using ESG assurance firms in African countries, we find evidence of an increase in dividend payout following ESG assurance. This result survives endogeneity tests. Our findings suggest that implementing ESG assurance has a positive impact on dividend payout. 
We find that environmentally sensitive companies (mining and metal) account for 27.21 per cent of total ESG assurance, which aligns with existing evidence that industry affiliations and sensitivity to environmental concerns are more inclined to have their ESG assured. However, ESG assurance is not mandatory even in developed markets; thus, a low prevalence is expected for Africa as a developing market. Egypt, Kenya, Morocco, Nigeria, and South Africa have at least one of their firms with ESG-assured reports. We conclude that the early adoption of ESG assurance in these five countries was a result of the intentional publication and adoption of corporate governance code of conduct guidelines for firms in these jurisdictions. Moreover, the presence of ESG assurance in the five African countries reflects the concentration of African economic development as measured by GDP within these five largest economies.
In these economies, environmentally sensitive businesses drive voluntary assurance because of stakeholders’ expectations. Moreover, the need to match the peers within the industry drives assurance. A compelling reason for ESG assurance is the need for credibility and verifiability of ESG disclosures (Elmaghrabi et al., 2025). However, in highly competitive industries in developed markets, sustainability disclosure is stifled as companies view sustainability data as strategic information that may result in competitive disadvantage if publicly disclosed (Hassanein & Elmaghrabi, 2024). This implies that in such jurisdictions, sustainability disclosure would be limited to legal and regulatory compliance. In the context of ESG and dividends, ESG activities incur costs, which transfer resources that would have been reinvested in other profitable projects or distributed as dividends to shareholders. Companies are expected to create value for shareholders and stakeholders in a responsible manner, exercising fairness in wealth distribution among multiple constituencies, regardless of the boundaries between them (Boaventura et al., 2020). ESG actions recognise the input of various stakeholders in the company’s value creation process.
This study offers regional and global implications for examining ESG assurance in business financial policies, which are of interest to policymakers, regulators, and standard-setters. Africa is a diverse continent divided into regions, and each country is independent, following its own constitutional, political, policy, legal, and regulatory agenda. Our study contributes to understanding how ESG assurance can support companies’ commitment to providing credible sustainability disclosures, driven by the reduction of information asymmetry, improved performance, and enhanced operating efficiency. 
First, the African market is important to the investment community, as evidenced by the consistent and growing flow of foreign direct investments (FDIs) across the region (EY, 2023, 2025). Furthermore, the African market has global investors’ appeal that spans across multiple high-growth and emerging sectors such as IT services, renewable energy, and green transition (EY, 2025). As part of cross-border trade and economic integration, there is a growth of African intra-regional investment driven by AfCFTA (EY, 2025; International Trade Centre, 2022). Thus, ESG assurance is a key driver in boosting confidence among global and local investors (KPMG, 2023). 
Second, increasing dividends helps alleviate the capital constraints associated with underdeveloped capital markets. Dividends are residual payments made mainly in cash and signal good performance by companies. Dividends are important because they are the most common method of payment to shareholders, and shareholders favour companies that pay stable and sizable dividends (Bilyay-Erdogan et al., 2023). Dividends have potential signalling value on cash holdings and valuation and are important for lenders and fund managers (ElBannan, 2020; Johnson et al., 2006). This study provides further insight into the impact of ESG assurance, which can help African fund managers and policymakers inform their decision-making.
Third, the signalling nature of dividends to the market is important. Dividends signal the nature, size, and stability of earnings as well as investment opportunities, and assurance of sustainability information is expected to embed transparency in reporting and improve the quality of disclosure. Stakeholders focus on how firms implement governance and financial policies to demonstrate the company’s commitment to long-term value creation (Abdelbaky et al., 2024). There is information asymmetry between managers and shareholders, and ESG assurance alleviates information asymmetry by providing transparency in sustainability disclosures (Hassanein & Elsayed, 2024). Investors value assurance of sustainability reports because it gives credibility to a firm’s long-term sustainability (Casey & Grenier, 2015; Hassanein & Elsayed, 2024). Thus, investors gain confidence that their funds are invested in long-term projects, as evidenced by the growth in dividend payouts. 
The following are some limitations of our study, which inform our proposed future research agenda. First, there is limited firm-level data on sustainability assurance from Refinitiv, our primary data source. Despite the large number of countries, our data is limited to 18 African countries and covers only the listed firms. Furthermore, the ESG assurance data is not classified into the two different levels of assurance-reasonable assurance and limited assurance. Investigating the nature and extent of various levels of assurance would provide insights into sustainability disclosure and assurance. 
Secondly, extant studies (Bradbury et al., 2022; Maroun, 2020) highlight assurance provider characteristics and quality as key factors in understanding sustainability assurance. Therefore, an examination of the nature and impact of assurance provider quality and attributes would help to further understand sustainability assurance. Provider quality comprises accounting firms and non-accounting firms. Accounting firms are divided into Big 4 accounting firms and other accounting firms. Non-accounting firms comprise environmental consultants, certification bodies, NGOs, academic institutions and specialists, and other ad-hoc groups (Kilic et al., 2021). In the Refinitiv database, there is limited information available on the identity of assurance providers, but no data to support the assessment of assurance quality. We therefore suggest future research to explore the impact of assurance quality and provider characteristics on sustainability assurance. 
Third, the issue of board diversity continues to elicit interest from scholars (Alazzani et al., 2017; Hassanein & Elsayed, 2024; Tahat & Hassanein, 2024) and we suggest an examination of how board diversity dynamics within the African diverse cultural and institutional setup. Accounting practices depend on various formal-informal, internal-external, and micro-macro institutional factors (Wysocki, 2011). Country culture is based on society norms as manifested by religion, traditions, education, and other factors that influence behaviour. Extant literature (Hassanein et al., 2024) document that disclosure of sustainability information is impacted by country culture that influences its long-term orientation and the role of ESG committees in aligning reporting to cultural contexts. Therefore, an examination of how Africa’s diverse culture interplays with sustainability disclosure and assurance across industries would be worthwhile. 
Fourth, the impact of ESG assurance may be reflected in the company’s strategy, functions, and operations across multinational markets. Several multinational companies have a presence in the African market in extractive sectors, financial services, and power and utilities. Consequently, we suggest a future research agenda to investigate the implementation of CSRD and ISSB assurance standards on firms’ strategies and outcomes. 
Fifth, companies establish a dividend policy that sets the amount and rate of dividends (Baker & Cornell, 2009; Lintner, 1956). However, companies rarely set a repurchase policy; thus, there is inherent flexibility in the regularity and magnitude of repurchases (Baker & Cornell, 2009; Jagannathan et al., 2000). Thus, different firms use dividends and repurchases at different times from one another (Jagannathan et al., 2000). As repurchases are gaining traction in the African market, we suggest a future research agenda that examines the interplay between sustainability and repurchase decisions. 
Lastly, the African market is characterised by diverse levels of social and economic development and different policies, legal, governance, regulatory, and institutional environments. We therefore suggest a future research agenda that incorporates global, country-specific, and regional studies of key issues affecting sustainability assurance, such as ownership characteristics, industry peer dynamics, capital costs, and investment efficiency.
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Appendix: Definition of variables
	Acronym
	Definition

	Outcome and treatment variables
	

	dividend_cashflow
	The common dividend is measured as a ratio of dividends to cash flow

	ESG_assurance
	The existence of independent assurance by a third party of the company’s ESG reports. This is binary (1 or 0), where one is if a firm has its ESG reports externally assured, and zero if not assured

	Control variables
	

	ln_assets
	This is a proxy of firm size and is measured by the natural logarithm of total assets

	leverage
	Amount of or level of indebtedness measured by debt to total assets

	RoA
	Profitability measure 

	revenue_growth
	The difference between revenue from the current year and the previous year, divided by the revenue of the previous year

	cash_ratio
	This is liquidity measured by total current assets divided by total current liabilities

	RE_TA
	Proxy for lifecycle calculated as retained earnings (RE) divided by total assets (TA)

	market_book
	This is the ratio of the market value to the book value of the company 

	capex_assets
	This is an investment in capital expenditure and is calculated as capital expenditure (capex) divided by total assets

	ln_marketcap
	Market price of shares by the number of shares

	tangibility
	Property, plant, and equipment (PPE) scaled by total assets

	Country effects control variables
	

	GDP_growth
	Annual economic performance 

	inflation
	Annual inflation rate

	voice_acc
	Perceptions of the extent to which citizens can participate in government, freedom of expression and association, and a free media

	govt_eff
	Perceptions of the quality of policy formulation, commitment and implementation, quality of the civil service and public services

	rule_law
	Confidence in the country’s rules and regulations

	regulatory_quality
	Perception of the country’s ability to formulate and implement policies

	Governance control variables
	

	Board diversity
	The presence of diverse genders on the board, i.e., the percentage of females on the board

	Board size
	The total number of directors on the board

	Board independence
	Percentage of independent members of the board as reported by the company 

	Board skills
	Presence of diverse industry skills on the board, mainly of an accounting and finance nature 

	ESG committee
	The presence of an ESG committee or team board level or senior management in the firm that formulates the ESG strategy 

	Additional variables
	

	Bid-ask spread
	The difference between the highest price a buyer is willing to pay and the lowest price a seller is willing to accept for a security

	ESG performance
	ESG score measured using environmental, social, and governance performance pillars 

	Operating efficiency 
	Operating efficiency is measured as revenue divided by the number of employees



