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Project Summary
Two forces are currently working against each other. For years, both corporate diversity and sustainability reporting expanded because regulators and investors pushed for them. Now, in different parts of the world, both are being pulled back. In the United States, Executive Orders 14151 and 14173 dismantled federal diversity programmes and cancelled the affirmative-action rules that Executive Order 11246 had placed on federal contractors. Large asset managers such as BlackRock, Vanguard, and State Street have also dropped their expectations that company boards should be diverse. In the European Union, the Omnibus I package has narrowed two major sustainability laws: the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) and the Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive (CSDDD). This has resulted in only firms with more than 1,000 employees and €450 million turnover must comply, exempting an estimated 42,000 companies from mandatory sustainability reporting. As both diversity and sustainability reporting shift from being required to being optional, it becomes more important to understand whether, and how, diversity itself pushes firms toward more sustainable behaviour.
Some existing evidence suggests diversity can work as a form of internal self-regulation within firms. For instance, “commonalities”, i.e. shared traits such as gender, ethnicity, age, or education, which are the opposite of diversity, have been found to open up private information channels between executives and other insiders. These channels can be used for ethically questionable, trading (Clacher, Garcia Osma, Scarlat, & Shields, 2021). A related study finds a similar pattern among financial analysts: when more women work as sell-side analysts, their forecasts become less optimistic and self-serving, especially where conflicts of interest are strongest (Charalambous, Duboisée de Ricquebourg, Scarlat, & Shields, 2025). Together, these two studies suggest that diversity disrupts the close, similarity-based networks within firms and, in doing so, curbs opportunistic behaviour in settings prone to conflicts of interest.
On the sustainability reporting side, certain reporting practices can shift firms away from short-term thinking and toward the kind of longer-term outlook that sustainability requires. Specifically, firms that voluntarily adopt integrated reporting show less short-term earnings manipulation and pay more attention to non-financial resources, both signs of a longer-term orientation (Melloni, Scarlat, Shields, & Anagnostopoulou, 2026). This evidence has not yet been linked to diversity. However, separate studies show that boards with greater gender diversity produce higher-quality sustainability reports (Al-Shaer & Zaman, 2016), and that there is a generally positive, though highly context-dependent, relationship between female board representation and corporate social responsibility (Byron & Post, 2016). This project asks whether the same disciplining effect that diversity has in other settings also extends to sustainability-oriented reporting and long-term resource allocation and, if so, under what conditions. We welcome applications that address a novel and impactful research question at the intersection of (i) the diversity of capital market actors, firm officers, and employees, and (ii) the long-term orientation of organisations, including their sustainability reporting and practices. 
Project Aim
The applicant is not limited to these aims but they should be related:
1. Diversity and the adoption/quality of sustainability-oriented reporting. The project can examine whether gender diversity (and, where data allow, other dimensions such as ethnicity, age, or educational background) among executives, boards, the wider workforce, or key stakeholders is associated with greater adoption and higher quality of long-term-oriented reporting practices in certain contexts.
2. Diversity as a disciplining mechanism in sustainability-relevant conflicts of interest. Clacher et al. (2021) and Charalambous et al. (2025) both show that gender diversity curbs opportunistic, informationally advantaged behaviour in settings prone to conflicts of interest. This aim extends that logic to conflicts of interest with a sustainability dimension, such as greenwashing, selective ESG disclosure, or biased sustainability assurance, and investigates the boundary conditions such as a “critical mass” of diverse representation (Kanter, 1977), under which diversity most effectively disciplines such behaviour.
3. Identifying which commonalities and channels matter for sustainability outcomes. Clacher et al. (2021) show that some commonalities (e.g., shared ethnicity, overlapping tenure) reinforce the effect of common gender while others operate largely independently of it, and that formal interaction channels, such as committee membership and meeting attendance, mediate information-sharing between insiders and executives. Building on this, the project can explore which dimensions of diversity, and which organisational channels, are most consequential for sustainability-oriented, long-term outcomes.
4. Exploiting the regulatory rollback for identification. Because US firms are no longer compelled toward board and workforce diversity, and EU firms below the new Omnibus thresholds are no longer compelled toward CSRD/CSDDD-aligned sustainability reporting, cross-firm and cross-time variation in voluntary diversity and voluntary sustainability reporting now offers a natural, less confounded setting in which to test their relationship. The candidate will be expected to develop a quantitative, archival research design (board/executive characteristics, ESG and integrated reporting disclosures, earnings-management proxies) and, where feasible, exploit these regulatory changes for causal inferences. Alternative or complementary methods (e.g., survey or experimental approaches) may be considered if well justified, though a quantitative archival design is the preferred starting point.
Methodology
It is expected that the student will make use of secondary panel data that incorporates board gender diversity and executive gender. Potentially, regulatory shocks, alongside firm-level shocks such as executive or board turnover and mergers can be used in a difference-in-differences or comparable quasi-experimental framework to assess causal inference on whether diversity's disciplining effect on long-term, sustainability-oriented behaviour persists in the absence of regulatory compulsion. 
Enquiries
For academic queries, please contact karin.shields@open.ac.uk For administrative queries, please contact Graduate-School@open.ac.uk or telephone +44 (0) 1908 653806 (Mon-Fri 09:00 – 16:30)
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