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Abstract 

This study examines how environmental, social, and governance (ESG) disclosure practices are 

redefining audit accountability in emerging and developed economies. Using a comparative, 

TCCM-based methodological framework, it analyses secondary data from African and 

European financial institutions to evaluate how sustainability metrics influence assurance 

procedures, governance mechanisms, and stakeholder trust. The findings reveal that European 

markets exhibit strong ESG–audit integration driven by regulatory enforcement under 

frameworks such as the CSRD, while African markets demonstrate gradual but adaptive 

adoption shaped by voluntary and institutional dynamics. Results from Figures 2 and 3 show 

that rigorous ESG assurance correlates positively with investor confidence, reputational capital, 

and financial resilience. The study proposes an integrated ESG–audit framework that aligns 

financial and non-financial verification processes, thereby reinforcing transparency, ethical 

finance, and sustainable corporate governance. Policy recommendations include harmonising 

global assurance standards, strengthening audit capacity in emerging markets, and embedding 

sustainability ethics into audit education and regulation. 
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1. Introduction 
 

The global landscape of corporate reporting has undergone a profound transformation as 

sustainability and ethical accountability become central to financial and business discourse. 

Following multilateral environmental agreements such as the United Nations COP26 Summit, 

there has been an intensified global call for firms to incorporate environmental, social, and 

governance (ESG) indicators into their strategic and reporting structures. The rise of ESG 

disclosure as a fundamental corporate practice is largely motivated by stakeholders’ increasing 

demand for transparency and ethical conduct (Cohen & Simnett, 2015). Regulatory bodies, 

investors, and civil society now view sustainability reporting as an indispensable instrument for 

assessing corporate responsibility beyond traditional financial metrics. Consequently, corporations 

across emerging and developed markets are compelled to disclose sustainability-related 

information that demonstrates how their operations affect the planet, people, and governance 

structures (Armstrong, 2020). ESG reporting integrates environmental stewardship, social equity, 

and governance integrity as interconnected pillars of sustainable business practice. The 

environmental component reflects an organisation’s environmental impact management, including 

carbon emissions, waste disposal, and resource efficiency. The social dimension addresses 

workforce diversity, community relations, and human rights concerns, while governance 

encompasses leadership transparency, accountability mechanisms, and ethical oversight 

(Galbreath, 2013). These dimensions collectively establish a multidimensional measure of 

corporate performance that extends beyond profitability to include long-term societal and 

ecological welfare. As Aboud et al. (2024) observe, regulatory directives such as the European 

Union’s Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) mandate that large firms disclose 

comprehensive ESG data annually, thereby institutionalising sustainability disclosure as a legal 

and ethical requirement. 

The widespread adoption of ESG frameworks has significant implications for the auditing 

profession. Traditionally, auditors have concentrated on verifying financial statements to ensure 

compliance with accounting standards. However, the emergence of ESG reporting expands the 

auditor’s role into the verification of non-financial information—data that are often qualitative, 

interdisciplinary, and reliant on evolving global standards (Cohen & Simnett, 2015). This 
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transformation introduces the need for integrated assurance models that combine financial and 

sustainability reporting to foster coherence and reliability. Auditors are increasingly being called 

upon to validate not only revenue and expenditure figures but also carbon reduction metrics, 

gender diversity ratios, and ethical supply chain practices (Fatemi et al., 2018; Michelon et al., 

2015). The complexity of these disclosures underscores the importance of developing unified 

ESG–audit frameworks capable of aligning financial accountability with sustainability 

performance. In emerging economies, where institutional and regulatory infrastructures remain 

developing, the integration of ESG into audit practice presents distinct challenges. The absence of 

harmonised disclosure standards, limited audit expertise in sustainability metrics, and variations 

in governance quality often impede effective assurance. However, as Khamisu and Paluri (2024) 

demonstrate, these regions are rapidly adopting international ESG reporting frameworks, 

signifying a growing recognition of sustainability as an economic necessity rather than a voluntary 

initiative. African and European financial institutions illustrate contrasting but complementary 

approaches to sustainability auditing, Europe’s mandatory disclosure regimes enhance 

accountability and comparability, while Africa’s evolving voluntary frameworks foster innovation 

and context-specific adaptation (Atkins & Maroun, 2015; Maroun, 2022). 

This paper situates itself within this intersection of sustainability disclosure and audit 

responsibility. It investigates how ESG practices reshape the ethical and operational mandates of 

auditors in emerging markets, using comparative insights from African and European financial 

systems. By exploring how sustainability metrics influence assurance procedures, the study argues 

that auditors are central actors in ensuring the credibility of ESG information, thereby 

strengthening stakeholder confidence and promoting long-term corporate value creation. The 

ultimate goal is to propose an integrated ESG–audit framework that harmonises financial 

verification with sustainability assurance, reinforcing the global pursuit of ethical finance and 

transparent governance (Darnall et al., 2022; Wong et al., 2021). 

 

2. Literature Review  

2.1 Evolution of ESG Disclosure Research 

The evolution of environmental, social, and governance (ESG) disclosure can be traced to the 

growing global awareness of corporate responsibility that intensified after the 1990s when 
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traditional financial reporting proved insufficient for evaluating firms’ overall performance. As 

Armstrong (2020) notes, industrialisation and economic expansion led to environmental 

degradation and social inequities, prompting governments and multilateral organisations to 

demand more responsible corporate behaviour. Early sustainability reporting emerged within the 

broader framework of corporate social responsibility (CSR), which focused primarily on 

philanthropy and ethical conduct. However, as Gillan et al. (2021) observe, ESG evolved from 

CSR by offering a measurable and data-driven approach to assessing a firm’s environmental 

impact, social capital, and governance quality. The shift from qualitative CSR narratives to 

quantifiable ESG metrics marked a fundamental change in how companies communicate 

accountability and risk exposure. 

Initially, ESG disclosure was largely voluntary, guided by global initiatives such as the Global 

Reporting Initiative (GRI) and the United Nations Global Compact. Firms chose to disclose 

sustainability information strategically to enhance reputation and attract investors, but the lack of 

standardisation limited comparability and credibility (Korca & Costa, 2021). In many cases, 

companies selectively reported favourable information, a practice later termed “greenwashing,” 

where disclosures served as public relations tools rather than genuine accountability instruments 

(Kim & Lyon, 2015). This voluntary phase was characterised by wide variations in the depth and 

quality of reports, leading scholars such as Hahn et al. (2021) to call for mandatory disclosure 

regimes that would ensure consistency and integrity across industries. 

The growing importance of climate governance and responsible investment practices accelerated 

the institutionalisation of ESG standards. Regulatory authorities in Europe, Asia, and parts of 

Africa began implementing directives requiring firms to report environmental and social data. The 

European Union’s Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) is one of the most 

influential initiatives in this regard, mandating large companies to publish ESG reports that are 

externally verified for accuracy and completeness (Aboud et al., 2024). According to Khamisu and 

Paluri (2024), these regulatory developments have shifted ESG disclosure from being a 

reputational choice to a compliance necessity. The global trend toward mandatory reporting 

demonstrates an evolving consensus that sustainability transparency is fundamental to market 

integrity and investor protection. 
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2.2 Theoretical Foundations of ESG Disclosure 

Several theoretical frameworks have been used to explain why firms disclose ESG information 

and how these disclosures influence stakeholder perceptions. The stakeholder theory (Freeman, 

1984) posits that firms must balance the interests of various groups, investors, employees, 

customers, and regulators, to achieve long-term success. ESG disclosure, therefore, becomes a 

mechanism for maintaining legitimacy and trust across these relationships. Rezaee and Tuo (2019) 

argue that by voluntarily reporting sustainability data, companies strengthen their social contract 

and reduce the risk of reputational damage. Similarly, legitimacy theory (Deegan et al., 2002) 

asserts that firms engage in ESG reporting to justify their operations within societal expectations. 

Firms with visible environmental or social impacts tend to disclose more information to preserve 

public confidence and operational legitimacy (Arayssi et al., 2020). 

Agency theory (Jensen & Meckling, 1976) introduces a more critical lens, suggesting that 

managers might use ESG disclosure as a tool for self-interest rather than genuine accountability. 

Lee and Isa (2020) caution that such disclosures may function as symbolic gestures aimed at 

reducing scrutiny while masking underperformance, a behaviour consistent with “window 

dressing.” On the other hand, institutional theory (Meyer & Brian, 1977) highlights the role of 

regulatory and cultural contexts in shaping corporate disclosure practices. As organisations operate 

under increasing pressure from normative and coercive institutions, ESG disclosure becomes a 

response to external legitimacy demands rather than an internally driven ethical commitment 

(Atkins & Maroun, 2015). Collectively, these frameworks reveal that ESG reporting operates at 

the intersection of ethics, regulation, and market expectation, making it an essential domain for 

both business and audit scholarship. 

2.3 ESG Disclosure Practices and Frameworks 

The development of global frameworks has significantly influenced how firms structure their ESG 

reporting. As Darnall et al. (2022) explain, multiple standards now guide sustainability reporting, 

including the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), Sustainability Accounting Standards Board 

(SASB), International Integrated Reporting Council (IIRC), and Task Force on Climate-related 

Financial Disclosures (TCFD). While each framework varies in focus, they share the goal of 

providing transparent, comparable, and decision-useful information. Threlfall et al. (2020) report 

that more than two-thirds of global corporations use GRI standards, highlighting its status as the 
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dominant framework for sustainability reporting. The integration of these frameworks into audit 

practice allows for the standardisation of non-financial assurance processes and enhances the 

credibility of ESG statements. Nevertheless, the proliferation of multiple reporting frameworks 

presents challenges of overlap, inconsistency, and increased audit complexity. Michelon et al. 

(2015) warn that discrepancies among frameworks may lead to fragmented assurance practices, 

making it difficult to compare ESG performance across firms and jurisdictions. The International 

Sustainability Standards Board (ISSB), established under the IFRS Foundation, seeks to address 

these inconsistencies by developing unified global reporting principles that align financial and 

sustainability disclosures (Grewal et al., 2021). Such initiatives are essential in emerging markets, 

where audit institutions often lack the technical expertise to verify non-financial indicators 

effectively (Maroun, 2022). 

2.4 ESG Disclosure and Audit Accountability 

A growing body of literature emphasises the audit implications of ESG reporting. Cohen and 

Simnett (2015) highlight that as sustainability information becomes integral to corporate valuation, 

auditors must expand their assurance scope beyond financial data. Assurance engagements on ESG 

reports require auditors to evaluate data quality, risk materiality, and governance processes (Fatemi 

et al., 2018). Studies such as those by Wong et al. (2021) and Krueger et al. (2021) show that 

verified ESG reports tend to enhance investor confidence, lower financing costs, and reduce 

information asymmetry. In contrast, inadequate assurance or unreliable sustainability disclosures 

may undermine the credibility of entire financial reports. Emerging market contexts present 

particular challenges in this area. According to Atkins and Maroun (2015), African and Asian firms 

face resource and regulatory limitations that hinder comprehensive sustainability audits. Despite 

these challenges, the growing influence of international investors and multilateral institutions 

encourages convergence toward global standards. The literature thus reveals a gradual but 

definitive shift: ESG disclosure is no longer an optional aspect of corporate communication but a 

core component of audit accountability and governance integrity. 

2.5 Theoretical Foundations 

The theoretical foundation of environmental, social, and governance (ESG) disclosure provides a 

conceptual lens for understanding why corporations communicate non-financial information and 

how these disclosures shape both stakeholder perceptions and audit accountability. In 



23 

 

sustainability research, no single theory fully captures the motives and dynamics of disclosure 

behaviour; rather, multiple frameworks coexist, reflecting the economic, social, and institutional 

contexts in which firms operate (Murphy & McGrath, 2013; Seow, 2024). Among these, four 

dominant theories, stakeholder, legitimacy, agency, and institutional—have consistently guided 

the discourse on ESG reporting. 

Stakeholder Theory provides the most widely used explanation for ESG disclosure. Developed by 

Freeman (1984), the theory asserts that organisations are accountable not only to shareholders but 

also to a broad spectrum of stakeholders, including employees, regulators, customers, 

communities, and investors. Transparent disclosure of sustainability information is viewed as a 

mechanism through which firms fulfil their obligations to these diverse groups. Rezaee and Tuo 

(2019) argue that when firms disclose verifiable ESG data, they reduce information asymmetry 

and strengthen social trust, which in turn enhances long-term financial performance. Capelle-

Blancard and Petit (2019) extend this view by noting that ESG reporting can serve as a strategic 

tool for reputation building, allowing firms to secure legitimacy and access to capital in 

sustainability-sensitive markets. Legitimacy Theory complements stakeholder thinking by 

focusing on the social contract between a company and society. According to Deegan et al. (2002), 

corporations must continually demonstrate that their operations align with societal norms and 

environmental expectations. ESG disclosure thus becomes an act of legitimation—a way to signal 

that the company operates responsibly and is committed to addressing social and ecological risks 

(Abdul Rahman & Alsayegh, 2021). Empirical studies show that firms with extensive ESG 

reporting are often perceived as more credible and socially conscious, thereby gaining greater 

institutional support (Sanchez-Planelles et al., 2020). Legitimacy theory also highlights that 

disclosure intensity often rises in response to public criticism or crises, as companies attempt to 

repair or maintain their social image (Fatemi et al., 2018). 

Agency Theory introduces a critical economic perspective on ESG transparency. Jensen and 

Meckling (1976) propose that information asymmetry between managers (agents) and owners 

(principals) can lead to opportunistic behaviour. In the ESG context, managers may disclose 

sustainability information selectively to enhance their reputation or attract socially responsible 

investors while masking inefficiencies—a phenomenon often described as “window dressing” 

(Lee & Isa, 2020). Nonetheless, rigorous auditing and assurance mechanisms can mitigate these 
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agency problems by independently verifying ESG statements, thereby restoring investor 

confidence (Arif et al., 2022). 

Institutional Theory situates ESG disclosure within broader socio-regulatory systems. Meyer and 

Brian (1977) argue that organisational behaviour is shaped by coercive, normative, and mimetic 

pressures arising from regulations, industry standards, and peer imitation. Firms often disclose 

ESG information not only for internal ethical motives but also to conform to evolving institutional 

expectations and gain legitimacy across jurisdictions (Atkins & Maroun, 2015). The increasing 

adoption of frameworks such as the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) and the Task Force on 

Climate-related Financial Disclosures (TCFD) exemplifies how institutional convergence fosters 

consistent sustainability reporting practices worldwide (Darnall et al., 2022). Together, these four 

theoretical perspectives form the intellectual backbone of ESG reporting research. Stakeholder and 

legitimacy theories explain disclosure as an ethical and reputational pursuit, while agency and 

institutional theories interpret it as a product of governance efficiency and regulatory conformity. 

When synthesised, they reveal ESG disclosure as both a strategic and socially constructed practice, 

one that links corporate responsibility to audit assurance, regulatory oversight, and the pursuit of 

sustainable value creation. 

2.6 ESG Disclosure and Audit Implications 

Environmental, social, and governance (ESG) disclosure represents a new frontier in corporate 

transparency and accountability, extending the scope of traditional financial reporting to 

encompass ethical, social, and ecological dimensions. As global regulatory regimes evolve, ESG 

information is no longer treated as supplementary but as a material component of business 

valuation and audit responsibility. The quality, credibility, and assurance of ESG data have 

therefore become critical to sustaining investor confidence and mitigating financial and 

reputational risks (Fatemi et al., 2018; Michelon et al., 2015). Cross-country studies demonstrate 

significant differences in ESG disclosure practices, driven largely by institutional maturity, 

regulatory frameworks, and stakeholder expectations. Tsang et al. (2023) show that disclosure 

patterns in developed economies such as the United Kingdom and Germany are largely shaped by 

mandatory reporting directives, whereas in emerging markets like Nigeria and India, voluntary 

frameworks still dominate. Seow (2024) identifies that ESG reporting determinants in these 

regions are strongly influenced by legal systems, ownership structures, and national governance 
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quality. Despite these variations, the convergence toward globally recognised standards such as 

the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) and the International Sustainability Standards Board (ISSB) 

indicates a growing demand for comparability and audit verification. 

The audit implications of this convergence are substantial. Auditors are now tasked not only with 

verifying financial statements but also with assessing the reliability of non-financial information—

an area that lacks universal measurement frameworks and established assurance procedures 

(Cohen & Simnett, 2015). This expansion of the audit function requires multidisciplinary expertise 

spanning environmental science, ethics, and data analytics. As Buallay (2019) and Qureshi et al. 

(2020) note, effective ESG assurance strengthens the link between disclosure quality and firm 

performance by reducing information asymmetry and improving investors’ capacity to evaluate 

corporate sustainability risks. 

However, the reliability of ESG assurance is contingent on several factors: data verifiability, 

methodological consistency, and the independence of auditors. Michelon et al. (2015) argue that 

inconsistent audit methodologies and unregulated assurance providers can undermine the 

credibility of ESG reports, leading to stakeholder scepticism. In response, regulatory frameworks 

such as the European CSRD and the International Auditing and Assurance Standards Board’s 

(IAASB) proposed standards for sustainability assurance seek to formalise ESG verification within 

established audit procedures (Aboud et al., 2024). Ultimately, ESG disclosure transforms the 

auditor’s role from a financial verifier to an ethical custodian of sustainability information. The 

integration of ESG metrics into audit accountability strengthens governance transparency, 

enhances market trust, and aligns financial systems with the broader objectives of sustainable and 

responsible investment (Krueger et al., 2021; Wong et al., 2021). 

3. Methodology 

This study adopts a conceptual–comparative methodological design grounded in the TCCM 

framework (Theory–Context–Characteristics–Methodology), originally structured by Paul and 

Rosado-Serrano (2019) and systematically applied by Khamisu and Paluri (2024) in their review 

of ESG disclosure literature. The framework provides a rigorous structure for analysing the 

interdependence between theoretical underpinnings, contextual variations, empirical 

characteristics, and methodological patterns in sustainability research. 
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3.1 Theoretical Dimension (T) 

The analysis is anchored in four complementary theories, stakeholder, legitimacy, agency, and 

institutional theories, which collectively explain corporate ESG disclosure behaviour. Stakeholder 

theory establishes the moral foundation of transparency; legitimacy theory interprets disclosure as 

a response to societal expectations; agency theory addresses managerial opportunism and audit 

accountability; and institutional theory situates ESG disclosure within regulatory and cultural 

frameworks (Rezaee & Tuo, 2019; Deegan et al., 2002; Meyer & Brian, 1977). 

3.2 Contextual Dimension (C) 

The research compares African and European financial institutions to illustrate how contextual 

diversity affects the maturity of ESG-audit integration. European institutions, governed by robust 

frameworks such as the EU Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD), exhibit 

structured and mandatory sustainability reporting. In contrast, African institutions are influenced 

by semi-regulated, voluntary, and culturally embedded governance systems (Wasiuzzaman et al., 

2022; Buallay, 2019). This dual-context comparison underscores how institutional readiness, legal 

enforcement, and social awareness shape the scope of ESG assurance. 

3.3 Characteristics Dimension (C) 

Key variables under analysis include the quality of ESG disclosure, type of assurance (limited or 

reasonable), board composition and diversity, and the presence of sustainability governance 

mechanisms. These parameters are extracted from secondary sources such as sustainability reports, 

assurance statements, and prior peer-reviewed studies. Their interaction reflects how internal 

governance attributes mediate the relationship between ESG performance and audit reliability 

(Arayssi et al., 2020; Fatemi et al., 2018). 

3.4 Methodological Dimension (M) 

The study synthesises evidence using a comparative qualitative approach, supported by data drawn 

from financial audits, sustainability reports, and regulatory frameworks. Analytical focus is placed 

on harmonisation trends between GRI, ISSB, and SASB standards, with interpretive emphasis on 

the integration of financial and non-financial metrics. The comparative synthesis allows for 

identifying methodological gaps in ESG verification processes across emerging and advanced 

economies.   
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Table 1: Comparative TCCM Framework for ESG–Audit Integration 

TCCM 

Dimension 

Africa (Emerging 

Contexts) 

Europe (Developed 

Contexts) 

Key Secondary 

References 

Theory (T) Stakeholder theory 

emphasises voluntary 

compliance and social 

legitimacy to attract 

investment. Legitimacy 

theory is used to sustain 

reputation amid weak 

enforcement mechanisms. 

Stakeholder and agency 

theories operate within 

structured corporate 

governance frameworks. 

Institutional theory 

dominates through legal 

conformity (CSRD, IFRS, 

ISSB). 

Rezaee & Tuo 

(2019); Deegan 

et al. (2002); 

Khamisu & 

Paluri (2024) 

Context (C) ESG adoption is largely 

voluntary and influenced 

by socio-political factors 

and resource constraints. 

Cultural norms shape 

audit independence. 

ESG is mandatory under 

EU law; regulatory 

enforcement and investor 

activism drive strong audit 

accountability. 

Wasiuzzaman et 

al. (2022); 

Buallay (2019); 

Aboud et al. 

(2024) 

Characteristics 

(C) 

ESG reports are 

descriptive, limited 

assurance is common, and 

governance indicators are 

uneven. Board diversity 

and training influence 

disclosure quality. 

ESG reports are 

quantitative and 

standardised; reasonable 

assurance and integrated 

audit frameworks prevail. 

Strong board 

independence enhances 

credibility. 

Arayssi et al. 

(2020); Fatemi et 

al. (2018); 

Christensen et al. 

(2021) 

Methodology 

(M) 

Reliance on qualitative 

self-reporting, regional 

stock-exchange guidance, 

Systematic assurance 

using GRI, SASB, and EU 

taxonomy alignment. 

External auditors apply 

Darnall et al. 

(2022); Threlfall 

et al. (2020); 

Maroun (2022) 
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and limited third-party 

verification. 

IAASB’s sustainability 

assurance standards. 

Audit 

Accountability 

Implication 

Auditors act as credibility 

enhancers but face 

challenges due to 

inconsistent standards and 

limited capacity. 

Auditors serve as ethical 

custodians of 

sustainability assurance, 

with strong integration of 

ESG and financial audit 

systems. 

Wong et al. 

(2021); Krueger 

et al. (2021) 

 

The inclusion of Table 1 visually reinforces the relationship between theoretical principles and 

contextual realities, demonstrating how regional variations mediate the practical execution of ESG 

audit responsibilities. This integrated methodological structure enables a deeper understanding of 

sustainability assurance patterns across diverse economic and regulatory landscapes. 

4. Results and Analytical Synthesis 

The results of this comparative synthesis reveal how environmental, social, and governance (ESG) 

reporting frameworks reshape the responsibilities and credibility of auditors across emerging and 

developed markets. The analysis identifies four interlinked themes: regulatory convergence, 

assurance practices, governance oversight, and accountability outcomes. These dimensions jointly 

illustrate the extent to which financial and non-financial reporting integration strengthens ethical 

finance and stakeholder trust. 

4.1 ESG Frameworks and Regulatory Convergence 

International standards such as the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), Sustainability Accounting 

Standards Board (SASB), and the Task Force on Climate-related Financial Disclosures (TCFD) 

have significantly advanced the standardisation of ESG information. Threlfall et al. (2020) and 

Darnall et al. (2022) note that these frameworks encourage firms to adopt consistent sustainability 

indicators that enhance audit comparability and data reliability. The European Union’s Corporate 

Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) represents the most comprehensive legal intervention 

to date, mandating ESG disclosures that must undergo external assurance. In contrast, emerging 

African economies still rely on a mix of voluntary and semi-regulated ESG frameworks. These 



29 

 

include country-specific guidelines by stock exchanges and development finance institutions, 

which often lack formal audit mechanisms. Khamisu and Paluri (2024) observe that this uneven 

adoption weakens cross-country comparability and complicates investor decision-making. 

Nonetheless, African markets are increasingly aligning their sustainability metrics with 

international principles, driven by pressure from global investors and multilateral lenders (Aboud 

et al., 2024). 

 

Figure 1: ESG Disclosure Compliance Rates in Africa and Europe 

Figure 1 illustrates that Europe maintains near-universal ESG compliance through regulatory 

enforcement, whereas Africa demonstrates progressive but voluntary adoption. The disparity 

underscores the need for policy harmonisation and audit training to ensure consistency in 

sustainability reporting across jurisdictions. 

4.2 ESG Assurance and Dual Audit Practices 

The shift from voluntary to regulated sustainability disclosure has transformed the audit 

profession’s role. Cohen and Simnett (2015) assert that non-financial assurance is no longer 

peripheral but a key determinant of market integrity. Auditors now assess data reliability, evaluate 

the materiality of sustainability risks, and verify compliance with disclosure standards. This 
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expanded responsibility necessitates the adoption of dual audit systems that integrate both financial 

and sustainability verification. In Europe, the dual-audit approach is institutionalised under the 

CSRD and the European Financial Reporting Advisory Group (EFRAG) assurance guidelines. 

These frameworks require auditors to assess ESG data using evidence-based verification similar 

to financial audits (Christensen et al., 2021; Aluchna et al., 2022). In Africa, however, ESG audits 

often remain limited to narrative reviews conducted by consultancy firms rather than certified 

auditors. Such limitations compromise assurance depth and may expose reports to “greenwashing” 

risks (Kim & Lyon, 2015). 

Empirical reviews indicate a strong correlation between rigorous ESG assurance and corporate 

valuation. Companies with externally verified ESG disclosures tend to enjoy higher market 

premiums and reduced capital costs (Fatemi et al., 2018; Wong et al., 2021). This link reinforces 

the argument that integrated ESG audits not only improve transparency but also function as 

financial stabilisers within emerging economies. 

4.3 Governance Mechanisms and Auditor Oversight 

Effective ESG reporting is contingent upon strong governance structures that ensure accountability 

and independence. Board diversity, independence, and competence have been repeatedly 

associated with the credibility of sustainability disclosures (Arayssi et al., 2020; Husted & Sousa-

Filho, 2019). Firms with dedicated sustainability committees or directors possessing 

environmental expertise are more likely to produce verifiable and high-quality ESG reports. 

European firms typically embed sustainability oversight within audit committees, ensuring that 

non-financial risks receive the same scrutiny as financial risks. In contrast, many African 

companies lack board-level ESG competence, limiting the auditor’s ability to verify data reliability 

(Maroun, 2022). According to Khamisu and Paluri (2024), governance capacity directly influences 

the scope and depth of assurance procedures, making board professionalism a critical precondition 

for credible ESG auditing. 

4.4 ESG Outcomes and Accountability 

The integration of ESG assurance into audit accountability produces tangible outcomes that extend 

beyond reputational gain. Verified ESG disclosures reduce agency conflicts, attract socially 

responsible investment, and enhance firm resilience during crises (Krueger et al., 2021). 
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Furthermore, comprehensive ESG auditing promotes ethical business conduct by embedding 

sustainability targets into risk management systems. 

 

 

Figure 2: Conceptual Model of ESG–Audit Accountability Linkages 

Figure 2 visualises the cyclical relationship between disclosure quality, assurance processes, and 

stakeholder trust. High-quality ESG data feeds into credible audit verification, which strengthens 

investor confidence and drives ethical value creation. Conversely, weak or unaudited disclosures 

disrupt this cycle, leading to diminished trust and reputational risk. 

4.5 Comparative Analytical Insight 

The combined evidence underscores that ESG reporting and audit accountability are co-dependent 

systems shaped by regulation, governance, and institutional maturity. European markets exhibit 

advanced integration through mandatory compliance, codified assurance standards, and 

transparent governance frameworks. In contrast, African markets are characterised by incremental 

improvements driven by globalisation pressures and voluntary adoption. The comparative 

synthesis confirms the central hypothesis that auditors function as ethical custodians of 

sustainability accountability. Their expanding responsibilities in verifying ESG disclosures not 

only enhance transparency but also redefine the social contract between corporations and society. 

Khamisu and Paluri (2024) argue that harmonised ESG–audit integration can transform assurance 

from a compliance exercise into a strategic tool for sustainable development. The results affirm 

that ESG disclosure and audit assurance have entered a phase of global convergence, albeit at 
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varying speeds across regions. Europe’s regulatory infrastructure provides a replicable model for 

emerging markets, while Africa’s adaptive innovation reveals the potential of context-sensitive 

sustainability reporting. Figures 2 and 3 jointly depict these dynamics: the former captures 

compliance disparities, while the latter conceptualises the systemic feedback between ESG 

assurance and ethical accountability. Together, they illustrate how transparent auditing underpins 

sustainable value creation and reinforces the moral and economic legitimacy of corporate 

governance worldwide. 

5. Discussion 

The expansion of ESG disclosure as a global reporting norm has transformed the traditional audit 

paradigm from financial verification toward a more holistic sustainability assurance model. This 

study’s comparative TCCM-based methodology and multi-dimensional data synthesis underscore 

how audit accountability now encompasses environmental, social, and governance dimensions 

alongside financial materiality. The integration of methodological evidence and cross-regional 

data reveals that auditors no longer function merely as compliance verifiers but as ethical 

intermediaries who translate sustainability indicators into credible, decision-useful information. 

5.1 Integrating ESG and Financial Audits 

The methodological restructuring that incorporated the TCCM framework highlights the growing 

necessity of aligning International Auditing Standards with sustainability reporting principles. 

Auditors increasingly operate within hybrid systems where financial assurance is integrated with 

non-financial sustainability indicators such as carbon emissions, gender equity, and governance 

diversity (Grewal et al., 2021). This integration reflects a paradigm shift toward “dual materiality,” 

in which both financial and environmental-social risks are treated as audit-relevant. The 

comparative data drawn from African and European contexts suggest that European financial 

institutions have achieved a more advanced convergence between ESG and audit assurance due to 

regulatory enablers like the CSRD and the International Sustainability Standards Board (ISSB) 

framework. These mechanisms institutionalise ESG assurance as a legal responsibility, enabling 

auditors to assess sustainability indicators with the same rigour applied to financial statements 

(Aboud et al., 2024). In contrast, emerging African economies are still navigating fragmented 

standards and limited audit infrastructure. However, the growing alignment of African exchanges 
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with GRI and SASB frameworks demonstrates a transitional trajectory toward integrated assurance 

(Buallay, 2019). 

From a theoretical standpoint, this integration embodies stakeholder and legitimacy theories. Firms 

disclose sustainability data to maintain legitimacy within their socio-economic environments, 

while auditors reinforce that legitimacy by validating claims through objective verification 

(Deegan et al., 2002; Rezaee & Tuo, 2019). The convergence of these functions strengthens the 

social contract between corporations, regulators, and the public, ensuring that sustainability 

reporting is both authentic and auditable. 

5.2 Stakeholder Trust and Ethical Assurance 

The results demonstrate that audit verification of ESG disclosures plays a central role in sustaining 

stakeholder trust. Credible assurance mitigates reputational risk, deters greenwashing, and 

enhances investor confidence (Kim & Lyon, 2015; Wong et al., 2021). By integrating 

sustainability data into audit procedures, firms foster transparency and reinforce their ethical 

standing in the marketplace. Figure 3 from the results section conceptually illustrated this dynamic: 

the cyclical relationship between ESG data input, audit verification, and stakeholder trust 

underpins the long-term sustainability of corporate value. Empirical studies confirm that firms 

subjected to independent ESG audits exhibit improved capital access and reduced financing costs, 

reflecting market confidence in verified sustainability information (Fatemi et al., 2018). Moreover, 

investors increasingly use ESG-assured data to make decisions aligned with ethical finance, 

indicating that sustainability assurance is no longer an optional reputational exercise but a financial 

imperative. 

The ethical implications of these findings are profound. Auditors act as custodians of truth in 

sustainability communication, serving not only shareholders but also wider stakeholder 

communities. Through assurance, they operationalise the moral dimensions of governance—

veracity, transparency, and responsibility. This expanded ethical role reinforces the theoretical 

integration between legitimacy and institutional frameworks, confirming that auditing is not just a 

technical discipline but a governance function tied to societal accountability. 
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5.3 Challenges in Emerging Markets 

Despite growing adoption, ESG assurance in emerging markets faces structural and 

methodological challenges. The TCCM analysis revealed that while African economies exhibit 

strong theoretical and contextual motivation for ESG disclosure, methodological consistency 

remains weak. Limited access to trained sustainability auditors, inadequate regulatory 

enforcement, and fragmented assurance standards hinder the institutionalisation of credible ESG 

audits (Atkins & Maroun, 2015; Maroun, 2022). Another constraint arises from data availability 

and quality. Many firms in developing regions rely on qualitative, self-reported ESG indicators 

rather than quantified metrics, which complicates external verification. As seen in Figure 2 of the 

results, African disclosure compliance rates remain below 60 percent compared with Europe’s 

near-universal adherence. This disparity reflects not only institutional weakness but also resource 

limitations that affect audit independence and depth. 

However, these challenges also represent opportunities for capacity building and innovation. The 

adaptation of context-sensitive audit tools, such as scaled assurance models, digital verification 

platforms, and cross-border audit partnerships,can bridge the methodological gap. Furthermore, 

international organisations like the IAASB and World Bank are increasingly supporting training 

initiatives that strengthen sustainability assurance capabilities across Africa. In the long term, 

establishing harmonised reporting standards and integrated audit frameworks can enhance the 

credibility of ESG data, enabling emerging economies to attract sustainable investment and 

participate in the global ethical finance ecosystem. 

5.4 Synthesis 

The integration of ESG auditing within financial accountability structures redefines the auditor’s 

professional and ethical scope. The comparative methodological evidence reveals that while 

Europe offers a replicable model of mandatory assurance and institutional maturity, Africa’s 

adaptive, voluntary approach reflects contextual flexibility that can foster innovation. The findings 

thus align with stakeholder, legitimacy, and institutional theories, demonstrating that ESG 

assurance evolves not through uniformity but through adaptive integration across diverse socio-

economic systems. 

Auditors now stand at the intersection of governance, ethics, and sustainability. Their ability to 

validate ESG disclosures transforms them into agents of sustainable legitimacy, ensuring that 
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corporate transparency translates into measurable social value. The methodological and analytical 

outcomes of this study therefore reaffirm the premise that credible ESG audits are not only 

instruments of compliance but essential mechanisms for global ethical transformation in financial 

reporting. 

6. Conclusion and Policy Implications 

The comparative analysis confirms that the convergence of environmental, social, and governance 

(ESG) disclosure with audit accountability is reshaping corporate reporting across global markets. 

The integrated ESG–audit framework developed in this study demonstrates that sustainability 

assurance operates as both a governance mechanism and an ethical obligation. By aligning 

financial verification with sustainability disclosure, auditors bridge the gap between economic 

performance and social responsibility, ensuring that firms are evaluated not only by their 

profitability but also by their environmental stewardship and governance integrity. At the structural 

level, the framework integrates inputs, processes, and outputs that link sustainability metrics to 

audit outcomes. Inputs include recognised ESG disclosure standards and governance indices such 

as GRI, SASB, and ISSB, which provide measurable benchmarks. The process stage entails 

integrated audit planning, materiality assessment, and dual assurance testing, procedures that 

ensure both financial and sustainability data are validated within the same accountability structure. 

The output comprises verified ESG-financial reports that reinforce investor confidence, 

stakeholder trust, and long-term institutional credibility. 

From a policy standpoint, the findings underscore the urgent need for harmonisation of reporting 

standards between developed and emerging markets. While Europe exemplifies comprehensive 

regulatory enforcement through frameworks like the CSRD, emerging African markets require 

policy reform and capacity-building initiatives to institutionalise credible ESG auditing. 

Regulatory agencies and professional accounting bodies should collaborate to establish regional 

sustainability assurance standards that align with international benchmarks but remain sensitive to 

local economic realities. Furthermore, the expansion of auditor responsibilities necessitates 

continuous professional development, particularly in sustainability analytics, ethics, and 

interdisciplinary risk assessment. International institutions such as the IAASB and World Bank 

can play key roles in training auditors and providing technical support to standardise sustainability 

verification practices. Integrating ESG assurance into audit accountability not only enhances 
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transparency but also institutionalises ethical finance. Auditors thus become key agents in 

advancing sustainable capitalism, ensuring that business practices create both economic and social 

value while preserving the legitimacy and integrity of the global financial system. 
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