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Abstract 
Research Question: What is the influence exerted by the characteristics of the board of directors on financial performance? To what extent do the characteristics of the audit committee contribute to financial performance?
Motivation: In a business environment marked by rapid technological innovation, political instability, and climate challenges, concerns regarding the effectiveness of corporate governance mechanisms and their impact on companies’ financial performance have intensified. These events have highlighted the need to strengthen oversight and control structures to manage risks more effectively and protect investors’ interests. In this context, the effectiveness of the Board of Directors—assessed in terms of its size, independence, and the presence of non-executive members—represents the first line of defense in protecting investor interests and underpinning strategic decisions. At the same time, strengthening internal audit is essential for ensuring transparency and managing emerging risks. Consequently, corporate governance plays a vital role in ensuring the stability and sustainability of organizations. Within this dynamic, the need for gender diversity has been recognized as a strategic element that contributes not only to greater balance and transparency in the decision-making process but also to improved long-term financial performance.
Idea: The objective of this study is to analyze the relationship between corporate governance and financial performance (measured by EBITDA—Earnings Before Interest, Taxes, Depreciation, and Amortization) of publicly traded companies in Europe, with a focus on the influence of independence and gender diversity in decision-making bodies as well as in internal audit.
Data: The research sample includes public companies in Europe that have published data in LSEG Workspace database for the period 2021–2024.
Tools: This study employs a quantitative methodology based on a linear regression model developed using SPSS (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences), which enables the analysis of the relationship between corporate governance and financial performance (measured by EBITDA).
Findings: The research findings highlight that the structure of the board of directors, particularly its size, is positively associated with financial performance, unlike audit characteristics, which play a monitoring and compliance role without having a direct impact on operational profitability. This paper proposes the use of EBITDA (Earnings Before Interest, Taxes, Depreciation, and Amortization) as a financial performance indicator, given that the existing literature is relatively limited regarding this approach, with the use of indicators such as ROA and ROE being predominant. At the same time, this study adopts a comprehensive approach by integrating several corporate governance variables, thereby providing a more comprehensive analysis of oversight and control mechanisms.
Contribution: The research thus offers valuable insights for regulators and corporate management in informing strategic decisions and developing effective corporate governance policies.

Keywords: corporate governance, audit committee, gender diversity, financial performance.

JEL codes: G34, M42, M41


[bookmark: _Ref535857696]1. Introduction 

In the current economic context, marked by intensified geopolitical risks and the pressure of climate transition, corporate governance mechanisms are fundamental both for ensuring the stability of organizations in the context of exposure to external factors and for maintaining transparency and long-term sustainability (Kuzey et al., 2023). 

The evolution of financial markets and the need to restore investor confidence following financial scandals and non-compliant corporate behavior have led to a broader definition of corporate governance. Talamo (2011) argues that corporate governance aims to strike a balance between economic and social objectives and to align the interests of all stakeholders with vision of the organization. This perspective highlights the need to strengthen corporate governance structures such as the board of directors and advisory committees (internal audit, remuneration, and nomination) so that new challenges can be managed efficiently and effectively. 

In emerging European economies, the implementation of corporate governance mechanisms has become a determining factor in attracting capital flows and increasing long-term economic competitiveness. Feleagă et al. (2011) highlight a trend towards reducing the differences between developed and emerging markets under the pressure of globalization but emphasize that cultural and social factors still require differentiated approaches in the application of governance codes. Therefore, at the business level, it is necessary to strengthen the board of directors and its advisory committees (audit, remuneration, and nomination) as pillars of operational efficiency. This diversity of institutional contexts is reflected in empirical results on the relationship between corporate governance and financial performance. The results of research conducted by Hamad and Cek (2023) confirm that the impact of corporate governance on performance is not uniform, varying according to national specifics. 

Although existing research on the relationship between corporate governance mechanisms and financial performance is well-founded, it is limited by the predominant use of traditional financial indicators: return on equity (ROE) (Hamad & Cek, 2023; Chandani & Ahmed, 2021; Alley et al., 2016), return on assets (ROA) (Hamad & Cek, 2023; Chandani & Ahmed, 2021; Alley et al., 2016), and net profit margin (Alley et al., 2016). Traditional financial indicators may be vulnerable to changes in national tax policies, capital structures, or depreciation methods, which can distort the results regarding the actual operational efficiency of management.

This study distinguishes itself by using EBITDA (Earnings Before Interest, Taxes, Depreciation, and Amortization) to assess financial performance, an approach justified by this metric’s ability to enhance transparency, particularly in the case of companies with weak internal control mechanisms. In the context of weak internal control systems, EBITDA functions as a proxy for corporate governance, providing investors with a clearer picture of profitability, independent of depreciation policies or debt levels (Cormier et al., 2017). 

From a governance perspective, the literature shows that structures characterized by family ties can have a negative impact on performance as measured by EBITDA, highlighting the importance of control mechanisms and the separation of personal interests from organizational ones (Da Silva et al., 2024). A high level of EBITDA is associated with a greater ability of firms to support ESG initiatives (Myriam et al., 2025). Furthermore, EBITDA is frequently used in investors’ decision-making processes due to its ability to reflect performance and the potential for creating economic value (Kluza & Chmielewska, 2025).

From this perspective, the objective of this study is to analyze the correlation between corporate governance mechanisms (the structure of the board of directors and the audit committee, as well as the committee’s relationship with the internal audit department) and EBITDA among publicly traded companies in Europe. This study makes a relevant contribution by using EBITDA as the dependent variable, as a review of the literature highlights the limited use of this indicator in analyzing the influence of corporate governance on performance, as measured by EBITDA. 

Based on the methodological framework established in previous research conducted by Alleey et al. (2016) and Melón-Izco et al. (2020), the relationship between corporate governance mechanisms and financial performance was analyzed using a quantitative research methodology focused on a linear regression model performed in the SPSS (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences) program. At the same 
time, the methodological framework was extended by integrating the dimension of gender diversity, according to the model proposed by Ionașcu et al. (2018) and by including the internal audit reporting score, based on the findings of Tušek (2015). The research sample consisted of 884 public companies in Europe (excluding the United Kingdom) that published data in LSEG Workspace database for the period 2021-2024.

The proposed model simultaneously integrates multiple dimensions of corporate governance, namely the structure and composition of the board of directors, and the characteristics of the audit committee (the independence and expertise of its members, and the role of the internal audit department). 

At the same time, this research analyzes a period heavily impacted by both emerging risks—such as the COVID-19 pandemic and geopolitical risks and the transition to new European ESG (Environmental, Social, Governance) reporting requirements: the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive and the European Sustainability Reporting Standards. By incorporating these emerging trends in sustainability reporting, this study contributes to the academic literature by linking traditional elements of corporate governance (board structure) with new provisions regarding the maintenance of transparency and corporate accountability, highlighting the impact of legislative changes on corporate governance. 

The sample included only companies headquartered in Europe that published complete and valid data for the period analyzed. This research focused on public companies in Europe, taking into account the harmonized regulatory framework established by Directive 2006/43/EC and Directive 2014/56/EU.

Structurally, the paper is organized as follows: the Literature Review section provides an overview of the literature on the relationship between corporate governance structure and companies’ financial performance; the Research Methodology section establishes the research sample, the research method, and the program used for testing, while the Results and Discussion section presents the results of the regression model. Finally, the Conclusions section presents the general conclusions of the research, directions for further research, and acknowledges the limitations of this study.

[bookmark: _Ref46698815]2. Literature review and hypotheses development

Global financial and non-financial crises have amplified concerns about the effectiveness of corporate governance mechanisms and their impact on companies' financial performance (Hsu & Yang, 2022; Minichilli et al., 2016; Alpaslan et al., 2009;). These events have highlighted the need to strengthen oversight and control structures in order to manage risks more effectively and protect the interests of investors and stakeholders. This direction is confirmed by the revision of the corporate governance principles issued by the OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development) for the period 2021–2023, which introduces a chapter dedicated to sustainability and resilience, emphasizing the essential role of corporate governance in ensuring long-term stability and performance (OECD, 2023).

There is extensive literature on the relationship between corporate governance mechanisms and financial performance in the context of developed economies, highlighting that improving corporate governance practices has a positive influence on companies' financial performance.

2.1 The impact of the national context on the relationship between corporate governance and financial performance

A review of the literature has shown that the effectiveness of corporate governance mechanisms is influenced by the institutional environment as well as by the cultural characteristics of each region. Thus, in OECD member countries, corporate governance is a key determinant of performance, unlike in emerging economies, where the impact of governance on performance depends on the company’s level of indebtedness.

Following the publication of the Cadbury Report in 1992, many countries implemented reforms aimed at strengthening corporate governance and restoring investor confidence in financial markets. (Ullah et al., 2021). Chen et al. (2024) emphasize that these reforms improve the quality of financial reporting by requiring the independence of board members and audit committees, as well as by separating the roles of CEO (Chief Executive Officer) and chairman, in contrast to Fauver et al. (2017), who argue that regulatory requirements compel companies to implement more rigorous monitoring standards.

Global board reforms contribute significantly to increasing investment efficiency by reducing both overinvestment and underinvestment and minimizing deviations from planned investment levels. These effects are primarily driven by reforms that enhance the independence of the board of directors and the audit committee, strengthening their ability to oversee managerial decisions. The positive impact of the reforms is more pronounced in countries that apply the “comply or explain” principle than in countries based on strict rules, highlighting the role of the institutional context (Lai & Liu, 2025).

Hamad and Cek (2023) indicate that corporate governance mechanisms, with the exception of attendance at audit committee meetings, have a significant positive impact on financial performance among listed companies in OECD countries such as Spain and Belgium. An exception is France, where results indicate a negative correlation between compliance with the Corporate Governance Code and net profitability indicators (ROA, ROE), due to differences in the country’s cultural and operational norms. Furthermore, it is found that most corporate governance mechanisms have a significant positive impact on earnings per share (EPS), whereas board size does not contribute significantly to EPS performance.

On the other hand, in the context of emerging markets, specifically Romania, the relationship between governance and performance presents methodological peculiarities. The adoption of the Corporate Governance Code in Romania is essential for reducing conflicts of interest and attracting capital. However, the results indicate that the implementation of corporate governance principles does not significantly influence financial performance when measured by ROE. Instead, corporate governance has a positive and significant effect on market performance, reflected in the ratio of the company’s market value to its asset value, suggesting that investors perceive governance practices as a signal of firm value growth. (Pintea et al., 2021)

In addition to the direct influence of corporate governance mechanisms on financial performance, recent research highlights the significant role of financial leverage as a mediating factor in this relationship. Differences between developed and developing economies underscore the fact that the effectiveness of corporate governance on financial performance depends largely on how companies manage their capital structure and financial risks. Unlike developed economies, which effectively integrate financial leverage into sustainable growth strategies, emerging or less developed economies often face challenges in optimally managing debt, which can have a negative impact on financial performance.

For example, the size and independence of the board of directors, the size of the audit committee, and the presence of women on the board have a positive influence on firm performance, an effect that is partially or fully mediated by financial leverage. More specifically, corporate governance contributes to the transfer of risk from shareholders to debt holders, which can increase the cost of financial distress by raising the level of indebtedness. Therefore, the effective use of financial leverage can amplify the positive impact of corporate governance on firm performance, highlighting the need for a balanced management of capital structure and internal control (Huynh et al., 2022).

Chandani and Ahmed (2021), based on data from Pakistani companies, find that while the size of the board of directors, the audit committee, and executive compensation have a positive correlation with financial performance (measured by ROA and ROE), financial leverage has a negative impact on firm performance.

Pucheta-Martínez et al. (2020), through their analysis of the influence of national institutions on corporate governance mechanisms at the international level, highlight the decisive role of the national context on governance mechanisms. They also note that the proportion of women on boards of directors, as well as the existence of committees dedicated to corporate governance, is higher in companies operating in liberal market economies compared to those in economic systems characterized by a higher degree of regulation.

2.2 The impact of corporate governance mechanisms on financial performance

Corporate governance is an essential component of modern organizational architecture, ensuring improved economic efficiency and fostering an environment conducive to investment, while also preventing capital distortions or the risk of fraud characteristic of a flawed system. Many countries have undertaken corporate governance reforms in an effort to strengthen investor protection. Most reforms focus on board-related practices, such as requiring greater board independence, promoting the independence of the audit committee and auditors, and separating the roles of chairman and chief executive officer (Liao et al., 2024).

Companies benefit significantly from the strengthening of governance mechanisms (board structure, board composition, concentrated ownership, executive ownership, and executive compensation), as these lead to superior financial performance and, by extension, serve the interests of all stakeholders (Raithatha & Haldar, 2021).

The literature highlights the importance of agency theory in explaining the relationship between corporate governance and financial performance. (Meqbel et al., 2025; Da Silva et al., 2024; Acero & Alcalde, 2021; Kyere & Ausloos, 2021; García & Herrero, 2021) The separation of ownership and control in organizations has led to the emergence of conflicts inherent to this reallocation, known as agency conflicts. In this context, agency theory analyzes the relationship between principal and agent, as well as the mechanisms through which its dysfunctions can be mitigated. Thus, corporate governance is conceptualized as a set of rules and instruments designed to reduce information asymmetry, conflicts of interest, and opportunistic behavior in business relationships (Da Silva et al., 2024)

Within the framework of Agency Theory, boards of directors are considered more effective in performing their oversight function when they are small in size, include a higher proportion of outside directors, and when the roles of CEO and board chair are separate (Acero & Alcalde, 2021).
The presence of independent directors on boards of directors has a significant economic impact; for example, a 10% increase in the proportion of independent directors is associated with a 0.93% improvement in return on equity (Mihail et al., 2022).

In the same vein, Alley et al. (2016) show that the structure of the board of directors, as well as the management skills possessed by board members, significantly improved financial performance indicators, such as: return on equity, return on assets, and net profit margin. 

In contrast, the size of the board of directors and the size of the audit committee are not associated with improvements in financial performance, and there are indications that they may even have a negative impact on it. At the same time, analyses of the impact of audit committee activities on financial performance have yielded mixed results: Chechet et al. (2013) find that audit committee activities have a positive impact on financial performance, in contrast to Fanta et al. (2013), who find the opposite.

Thus, the literature highlights significant effects of board characteristics on financial performance, which supports the following research hypothesis: 

H1: The characteristics of the board structure significantly influence financial performance.

Referring to the central role of the audit committee in the oversight and control of financial activities, the literature emphasizes that the effective fulfillment of its responsibilities cannot be achieved without close and constant collaboration with the internal audit department, as there is a relationship of interdependence between the two that is essential for strengthening internal control, effectively managing risks, and ensuring transparency in financial reporting (Tušek, 2015).

Compliance with international internal audit standards, auditor independence, and the implementation of sound corporate governance practices have a significant positive impact on the financial performance of banking institutions. At the same time, the size of the internal audit committee and the frequency of its meetings have a positive but insignificant effect on financial performance, thus highlighting that the effectiveness of audit processes depends more on their quality and independence than on the frequency of meetings or the size of the committee. (Hazaea et al., 2020)

Based on this evidence from the literature regarding the role of internal audit and the audit committee in strengthening corporate governance and financial performance, the following research hypothesis is formulated:

H2: The effectiveness of audit characteristics contributes positively to improving financial performance.

2.3 The role of gender diversity in optimizing financial performance

As global sustainability initiatives gain momentum, environmental, social, and governance (ESG) performance has become a key indicator in assessing corporate competitiveness. Thus, corporate governance, within the context of legitimacy theory, serves as a mediator between net profit, equity, and the disclosure of social and board-related information. Consequently, robust corporate governance enhances transparency in social and environmental reporting, supporting firms in their efforts to align with sustainable business practices and stakeholder expectations. (Gezgin et al., 2024)

Recent changes in European legislation have promoted non-financial reporting practices (e.g., Directive 2014/95/EU) and gender diversity in decision-making roles. Special attention is given to promoting gender balance on boards of directors as a key mechanism for improving the effectiveness of corporate governance and better addressing the diverse needs of stakeholders. In this context, Nicolò et al. (2022) demonstrate that the presence of women on the boards of European companies has a significant positive impact on the transparency of ESG reporting. A heterogeneous leadership structure, coupled with an optimal board size and the presence of independent directors, not only ensures compliance with European directives but also becomes a business strategy.

Board diversity is a key aspect of governance because it improves corporate financial performance and has a positive impact on environmental protection, social responsibility, and corporate governance (Zhu & Chen, 2025).

At the same time, the systematic review of the literature on gender diversity and its impact on financial performance conducted by Gaio et al. (2024) indicates a positive relationship between female representation in leadership structures and corporate performance. This influence is reflected in increased returns, effective risk management, optimization of the cost of capital, and a reduction in the incidence of fraud. 

Melón-Izco et al. (2020), highlight that gender diversity on boards of directors has a positive influence on good governance practices, improving the efficiency of corporate governance mechanisms, in contrast to Tribbitt and Walton (2024), who indicate a non-linear relationship between the influence of women in the management team and the risk of bankruptcy. At the same time, it highlights that management structures characterized by gender diversity tend to assume a higher level of risk compared to homogeneous management structures.
The literature has provided substantial evidence of the positive impact of gender diversity on corporate boards on firm performance, noting that this effect is influenced by the national and institutional context. In this regard, Lee and Thong (2023) highlight a positive association between the proportion of women on boards of directors and firm performance, along with a lower risk of financial distress. The authors note that this relationship is more pronounced in countries characterized by strict regulations regarding corporate governance transparency and a high degree of women’s economic empowerment.

Furthermore, Vafaei et al. (2015), through an analysis of Australian companies, indicate a significant positive relationship between gender diversity and financial performance; in contrast, Green and Homroy (2018) confirm a positive effect of gender diversity in European companies. European companies benefit from a more balanced distribution of board members, which allows for a more precise assessment of the impact.

In contrast, Pasaribu (2017) offers a more nuanced perspective, showing that the positive effect of gender diversity is more pronounced in small firms with less developed governance and insignificant for large, well-governed companies in the United Kingdom.

On the other hand, in Romania, women’s representation on boards of directors is low, particularly in large corporations where gender diversity on boards is rare. Ionașcu et al. (2018) indicate that gender diversity can have a positive effect on financial performance (Tobin’s Q), particularly in smaller companies or those with weaker governance, where women can supplement existing governance mechanisms, unlike in large entities where, with rigorous corporate governance, diversity tends to be statistically neutral.

In the European context, independent female directors play a decisive role in strengthening monitoring mechanisms by encouraging the voluntary formation of board subcommittees, and a high presence of women in executive roles can lead to these mechanisms being substituted to avoid duplication of functions. Thus, female leadership on boards of directors influences the demand for internal control mechanisms, such as board subcommittees, and their integration as a strategic element in corporate governance (Pucheta‐Martínez & Bel‐Oms, 2019).

The literature indicates that gender diversity on boards of directors is predominantly associated with improved financial performance and the quality of governance mechanisms. Based on this evidence, the following research hypothesis is formulated:

H3: Gender diversity on the board of directors has a significant impact on financial performance.
3. [bookmark: _Ref532410384]Methodology and methods

The analysis of the correlation between corporate governance mechanisms and financial performance was carried out using a quantitative research methodology focused on a linear regression model performed in the SPSS program.
 
Based on the methodological framework established in previous research conducted by Alley et al. (2016) and Melón-Izco et al. (2020), we propose an expansion of the econometric model by adapting it to the current context of the European market. A key change is the use of the financial indicator EBITDA as a dependent variable. At the same time, the methodological framework has been extended by integrating the dimension of gender diversity, according to the model proposed by Ionașcu et al. (2018), and by including the internal audit reporting score, based on the findings of Tušek (2015) (Table 1),

[bookmark: _Ref533955356]Table 1. Definition of variables
	Variable type
	Variable name
	Variable description
	Source

	Dependent variable
	EBITDA (EBITDA) 
	EBITDA is EBIT for the fiscal year plus the same period's Depreciation, Supplemental [VDEP], Amortization of Acquisition Costs, Supplemental [VAMA] and Amortization of Intangibles, Supplemental [VAMI]. 
	Da Silva et al. (2024)

	Independent variable
	Independent Board Members (BD_IND) 
	Percentage of independent board members as reported by the company.
	Da Silva et al. (2024)
Alley et al. (2016)


	Independent variable
	Board Size (BD_SIZE) 
	The total number of board members at the end of the fiscal year.
	Hamad and Cek (2023)
Melón-Izco et al. (2020) 
Ionașcu et al. (2018)



	Independent variable
	Non-Executive Board Members (NON_EXEC)
	Percentage of non-executive board members.
	Melón-Izco et al. (2020)

	Independent variable
	Board Meeting Attendance Average (BD_ATT) 
	Members attended versus the total number of board meetings held.
	Melón-Izco et al. (2020)

	Independent variable
	Board Gender Diversity (GEN_BD)
	Percentage of female on the board.
	Da Silva et al. (2024)
Ionașcu et al. (2018)


	Independent variable
	Executive Members Gender Diversity (GEN_EXEC)
	Percentage of female executive members.
	Ionașcu et al. (2018)

	Independent variable
	Audit Committee Expertise (AUD_EXP)
	Does the company have an audit committee with at least three members and at least one "financial expert" within the meaning of Sarbanes-Oxley?
	Melón-Izco et al. (2020)

	Independent variable
	Executive Independence of the Audit Committee (AUD_NONEX)
	Does the company report that all audit committee members are non-executives?
	Melón-Izco et al. (2020)

	Independent variable
	Audit Committee Independence (AUD_IND)
	Percentage of independent board members on the audit committee as stipulated by the company.
	Melón-Izco et al. (2020)

	Independent variable
	Internal Audit Department Reporting (INT_AUD)
	The Internal Audit Department is considered to report to the Audit Committee if there is a direct reporting line, if the Audit Committee oversees its activities. It is classified as false if Internal Audit reports primarily to the CEO or executive management.
	Tušek (2015)

	Control variable
	Total Assets Actual (SIZE)
	Total Assets is anything tangible or intangible that is capable of being owned or controlled to produce value and that is held to have positive economic value is considered an asset. 
This variable serves as a proxy for firm size, reflecting the total resources controlled by the entity and its operational scale.
	Da Silva et al. (2024)


Source: Authors’ own research

Therefore, the relationship between corporate governance mechanisms and financial performance was analyzed using a linear regression model, performed in the SPSS program, starting from the dependent variable EBITDA, the independent variables: Independent Board Members Score (BD_IND), Board Size (BD_IND), Non-Executive Board Members Score (NON_EXEC),  Board Meeting Attendance Average (BD_ATT), Board Gender Diversity Score (GEN_BD), Executive Members Gender Diversity Percent (GEN_EXEC),  Audit Committee Expertise Score (AUD_EXP), Executive Independence of the Audit Committee (AUD_NONEX), Audit Committee Independence Score (AUD_IND), Internal Audit Department Reporting Score (INT_AUD) and the control variable (Total Assets – Actual) (SIZE). 

The linear regression model is of the form: 
EBITDAi = β0 + Β1BD_INDi + β2BD_SIZEi + β3NON_EXECi + β4BD_ATTi + β5GEN_BDi + β6GEN_EXECi + β7AUD_EXPi + β8AUD_NONEXi + β9AUD_INDi + β10 INT_AUDi + β11SIZEi + εi

Where:
· EBITDAi = Dependent variable (EBITDA) for observation i;
· β0 = Model constant (intercept);
· β1, β2, β3, β4 … β10 = Coefficients associated with the 10 corporate governance independent variables (BD_IND, BD_SIZE, NON_EXEC, BD_ATT, GEN_BD, GEN_EXEC, AUD_EXP, AUD_NONEX, AUD_IND, INT_AUD);
· β11= Coefficient associated with the control variable (SIZE);
· εi = Residual error (error term).

We note that the model involves multiple linear regression; the linear regression model was performed using SPSS for each year in the analyzed period, namely 2021–2024. The research sample comprises 884 public companies in Europe (excluding the United Kingdom) that published data in LSEG Workspace for the period 2021–2024.

Table 2. Test sample
	Selection stage
	Number of companies
	Selection criterion

	Initial sample (2021)
	1.239
	Public companies in Europe initially identified in LSEG Workspace.

	Companies with missing data (2022–2024)
	355
	Exclusion of companies that did not report the complete set of governance or financial data during the subsequent period.

	Final sample
	884
	Companies with complete and valid data for all 4 years of analysis.


Source: Authors’ own research

The period analyzed covers both the post-pandemic economic context and the impact of geopolitical risks, as well as the implementation of new European regulations in the field of non-financial reporting (European Sustainability Reporting Standards - ESRS). 

The ESRS set out detailed ESG reporting requirements under the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD), which will be mandatory from 2024 for large companies listed in the EU, with their applicability to be extended subsequently to other large companies and listed medium-sized enterprises. These changes may have an impact on financial performance by increasing transparency and investor confidence, increasing reporting and audit costs, and adjusting strategic decisions on sustainability and risk management. 

Only companies with their country of origin in Europe that published complete and valid data for the period analyzed were included in the sample. This research focused on public companies in Europe, given the harmonized regulatory framework established by Directive 2006/43/EC and Directive 2014/56/EU. According to these regulations, the majority of the audit committee members must be non-executive and independent, and at least one member must have audit or financial expertise. At the same time, European Union member states (such as France, Italy, Germany, Romania, etc.) have developed and implemented their own Corporate Governance Codes, which set strict requirements regarding the independence of the audit committee and the level of professional expertise required of its members. The exclusion of the United Kingdom is based on structural and systemic differences between the Anglo-Saxon and continental European models. 

The literature highlights that factors such as nationality and the institutional context of the business environment significantly influence the structure of boards of directors and the proportion of outside directors (Ooghe & De Langhe, 2002). In the same vein, Dervida et al. (2024) show that institutional differences between the Anglo-Saxon and continental European models generate distinct mechanisms for exercising corporate control. In this context, the exclusion of the United Kingdom ensures the homogeneity of the sample and allows for relevant and comparable results within the specific context of European markets. 

The distribution of companies in the sample according to country of origin highlights the geographical diversity of the organizations analyzed (Figure 1).


Figure 1. Geographical distribution of companies in the sample by country
Source: Authors’ own research

Most companies come from Sweden (143), Germany (104), and France (140), reflecting the predominance of developed economies in the sample. This geographical structure provides a relevant context for analyzing the impact of corporate governance structure on financial performance, given the legislative variations and corporate governance practices specific to each country.

The distribution of companies in the sample by industry reflects their concentration in strategic economic sectors, indicating areas where corporate governance can significantly influence financial performance. The top 10 industries included in the sample are presented in Table no. 3.  

[bookmark: _Ref46424885]Table 3. Top 10 industries of activity of companies in the sample
	No.
	Industry Name
	Count
	% company no. out 
of a total of 884

	1
	Machinery
	58
	6.56%

	2
	Banks
	56
	6.33%

	3
	Real Estate Management and Development
	33
	3.73%

	4
	Capital Markets
	28
	3.17%

	5
	Food Products
	27
	3.05%

	6
	Oil, Gas and Consumable Fuels
	26
	2.94%

	7
	Chemicals
	25
	2.83%

	8
	Construction and Engineering
	25
	2.83%

	9
	Commercial Services & Supplies
	23
	2.60%

	10
	Health Care Equipment and Supplies
	21
	2.38%


Source: Authors’ own research

The predominance of Machinery (6.56%), followed by Banks (6.33%) and Real Estate Management & Development (3.73%) indicates high exposure to strict regulations and emerging risks. These risks include cyber threats, which particularly affect financial institutions and technology companies, generating the need for advanced IT security and data protection measures. At the same time, strict and constantly changing regulations, such as those on non-financial reporting, are forcing organizations to adapt their governance mechanisms to ensure compliance with standards. Furthermore, geopolitical instability and international conflicts are affecting supply chains, operating costs, and access to resources, particularly in industries such as construction and electric utilities. Climate change and energy transition are forcing companies in the industrial and energy sectors to implement emission reduction strategies and invest in green technologies, which creates new challenges and financial risks. These emerging risk factors highlight the need for robust control and corporate governance mechanisms, in which the audit committee plays a central role in identifying, assessing, and managing industry-specific risks.

[bookmark: _Ref532410396]4. Results 

The analysis of descriptive statistics highlights a relative stability of corporate governance indicators, in contrast to the variability of financial indicators in the period 2021-2024 (Table 4).

Table 4. Descriptive statistics
	
	2021
	2022
	2023
	2024

	Indicator
	Mean
	SD
	Mean
	SD
	Mean
	SD
	Mean
	SD

	EBITDA
	2.03
	5.82
	2.36
	6.12
	2.11
	6.17
	1.93
	5.01

	BD_IND
	52.89
	26.39
	53.37
	27.03
	54.67
	26.91
	54.76
	26.7

	BD_SIZE
	9.56
	3.44
	9.98
	3.86
	9.98
	3.92
	9.98
	4

	NON_EXEC
	51.2
	24.4
	52.98
	24.56
	53.21
	25.03
	54.05
	25.32

	BD_ATT
	97.06
	4.05
	96.63
	4.05
	97.18
	3.54
	97.22
	3.65

	GEN_BD
	56.24
	26.58
	55.24
	26.31
	55.99
	26.58
	55.86
	26.82

	GEN_EXEC
	21.89
	17.13
	20.06
	16.08
	18.58
	15.36
	17.34
	15.13

	AUD_EXP
	59.72
	22.36
	55.66
	26.68
	54.02
	28.34
	52.07
	30.49

	AUD_NONEX
	48.3
	17.91
	48.25
	19.75
	48.55
	20.29
	48.06
	21.64

	AUD_IND
	51.7
	25.27
	51.4
	26.62
	52.07
	26.6
	51.97
	26.82

	INT_AUD
	55.57
	20.34
	56.31
	22.51
	57.07
	22.51
	56.92
	23.12

	SIZE
	42.27
	193.11
	46.4
	194.68
	45.31
	188.26
	46.57
	194.7


Source: Authors’ own research

In terms of the structure of the board of directors, although the size of the board (BD_SIZE) has remained stable, there has been a gradual increase in the degree of independence (BD_IND) and a rise in the proportion of non-executive members (NON_EXEC), suggesting a gradual alignment with good corporate governance practices. These findings are consistent with the results of Melón-Izco et al. (2020), who highlighted a trend toward increased adherence to good governance practices. 
Furthermore, this trend is consistent with Agency Theory, as increased board independence (BD_IND) strengthens the monitoring function and helps reduce agency conflicts between management and shareholders.

However, gender diversity in executive roles (GEN_BD, GEN_EXEC) has shown a downward trend, signaling potential barriers to the promotion of women into management positions, which qualifies the perspective of Ionașcu et al. (2018) regarding the difficulty of correlating the presence of women in leadership roles with immediate financial results.

With regard to the structure of the audit committee, the indicators analyzed point to mixed trends: although the independence of the audit committee (AUD_IND) is maintained, technical expertise (AUD_EXP) is gradually declining, which may reflect difficulties in adapting specialized skills to the complexity and volatility of the financial environment. On the other hand, the increase in the internal audit department’s reporting score (INT_AUD) highlights management’s focus on strengthening internal control and oversight mechanisms, validating the Legitimacy Theory through the emphasis placed on transparency and compliance with stakeholder expectations. This trend supports Tušek’s (2015) hypothesis, according to which the effectiveness of internal audit is closely linked to the quality of communication and interaction with the audit committee. Better quality of communication and interaction between a company’s Internal Audit Department and Audit Committee leads to increased efficiency in internal audit operations. 

Financial performance, measured by EBITDA, was characterized by high standard deviations, reflecting the heterogeneity of the companies analyzed. This discrepancy between governance stability and financial volatility supports the need for a quantitative analysis to assess the impact of corporate governance on performance.

The results of the four regression models are presented centrally in Table no. 5.  Regression model results.

Table 5. Regression model results
	Year
	R
	Adjusted R Square
	Std. Error of the Estimate
	Durbin – Waston

	2021
	0.768
	0.586
	3.743
	1.994

	2022
	0.745
	0.549
	4.279
	1.911

	2023
	0.534
	0.275
	5.589
	1.917

	2024
	0.611
	0.363
	4.405
	1.920


Source: Authors’ own research

The results of the multiple linear regression highlight a significant relationship between corporate governance mechanisms and measured financial performance, with variations in explanatory power over the analyzed period (2021–2024). During the period 2021–2022, 58–54% of the variation in financial performance (EBITDA) is explained by the structure of the board of directors and the characteristics of the audit committee, which validates the perspective of  Alley et al. (2016), according to whom an appropriate board composition (particularly the presence of non-executive members) can improve firm performance by strengthening the oversight function. However, for the period 2023–2024, the results indicate a decline in the explanatory power of corporate governance mechanisms. 

Alley et al. (2016) highlight that the effects of governance may vary depending on the structure of the financial indicator (ROE versus ROA), with these differences stemming from their distinct denominators. Similarly, the use of EBITDA as a measure of gross operating performance indicates a higher sensitivity to external factors during periods of economic volatility.

Analysis of the Standard Error of the Estimate indicates the accuracy of the regression model during the 2021–2022 period, suggesting that corporate governance mechanisms served as predictors of financial performance (EBITDA). During the 2023–2024 period, variations in the coefficient suggest a more significant influence of residual factors.

The Durbin–Watson test values, ranging from 1.911 to 1.994, are close to the ideal threshold of 2, which confirms the absence of autocorrelation in the residuals and, implicitly, supports the validity of the estimated models. The stability of the DW values confirms that the errors are randomly distributed, without serial dependence.

In order to evaluate the performance of the regression model and determine the extent to which corporate governance mechanisms contribute to explaining the variation in financial performance (EBITDA), Table no. 6 presents the Anova results. 

Table 6. ANOVA results
	Year
	F
	Sig.

	2021
	160.238
	<0.001

	2022
	89.703
	<0.001

	2023
	27.194
	<0.001

	2024
	36.256
	<0.001


Source: Authors’ own research

The results of the ANOVA test show that the regression model is statistically significant for each year analyzed. The F-statistic value ranging from [160.238–36.256], as well as the associated significance (Sig. < 0.001), indicate that the estimated regression models significantly explain the variation in the dependent variable.  Therefore, corporate governance mechanisms have an impact on financial performance as measured by EBITDA. However, the decline in the F-statistic value over the analyzed period reflects a gradual decrease in the overall explanatory power of the models.

To highlight the contribution of each independent variable to the dependent variable (EBITDA), we will present the results regarding the centralized situation of the standardized coefficients (Table no. 7).

Table 7. Analysis of standardized coefficients
	Year
	Indicator
	Standardized coefficients Beta
	t
	Sig.

	2021
	(Constant)
	
	-0.508
	0.612

	
	BD_IND
	0.038
	1.515
	0.130

	
	BD_SIZE
	0.188
	9.578
	<0.001

	
	NON_EXEC
	0.026
	1.202
	0.230

	
	BD_ATT
	-0.010
	-0.559
	0.576

	
	GEN_BD
	0.004
	0.190
	0.849

	
	GEN_EXEC
	0.025
	1.321
	0.187

	
	AUD_EXP
	-0.019
	-1.008
	0.314

	
	AUD_NONEX
	-0.025
	-1.168
	0.243

	
	AUD_IND
	0.026
	1.063
	0.288

	
	INT_AUD
	0.019
	1.011
	0.312

	
	SIZE
	0.683
	35.634
	<0.001

	2022
	(Constant)
	
	-1.580
	0.115

	
	BD_IND
	0.058
	1.835
	0.067

	
	BD_SIZE
	0.220
	8.623
	<0.001

	
	NON_EXEC
	-0.013
	-0.469
	0.639

	
	BD_ATT
	0.021
	0.853
	0.394

	
	GEN_BD
	-0.018
	-0.742
	0.458

	
	GEN_EXEC
	0.024
	1.005
	0.315

	
	AUD_EXP
	-0.023
	-0.946
	0.344

	
	AUD_NONEX
	0.003
	0.121
	0.904

	
	AUD_IND
	0.018
	0.564
	0.573

	
	INT_AUD
	0.017
	0.694
	0.488

	
	SIZE
	0.645
	25.803
	<0.001

	2023

	(Constant)
	
	-0.487
	0.627

	
	BD_IND
	0.084
	2.050
	0.041

	
	BD_SIZE
	0.196
	5.835
	<0.001

	
	NON_EXEC
	-0.020
	-0.580
	0.562

	
	BD_ATT
	-0.005
	-0.143
	0.886

	
	GEN_BD
	-0.022
	-0.686
	0.493

	
	GEN_EXEC
	0.052
	1.659
	0.097

	
	AUD_EXP
	-0.004
	-0.139
	0.889

	
	AUD_NONEX
	0.030
	0.838
	0.402

	
	AUD_IND
	0.003
	0.066
	0.947

	
	INT_AUD
	0.039
	1.254
	0.210

	
	SIZE
	0.422
	12.846
	<0.001

	2024
	(Constant)
	
	-1.342
	0.180

	
	BD_IND
	00.075
	1.763
	0.078

	
	BD_SIZE
	0.232
	7.079
	<0.001

	
	NON_EXEC
	-0.035
	-1.004
	0.316

	
	BD_ATT
	0.015
	0.472
	0.637

	
	GEN_BD
	0.029
	0.914
	0.361

	
	GEN_EXEC
	0.037
	1.197
	0.232

	
	AUD_EXP
	0.006
	0.178
	0.859

	
	AUD_NONEX
	0.012
	0.340
	0.734

	
	AUD_IND
	0.036
	0.841
	0.400

	
	INT_AUD
	0.049
	1.584
	0.114

	
	SIZE
	0.478
	14.887
	<0.001


Source: Authors’ own research

The interpretation of standardized beta coefficients in a regression analysis provides information about the contribution of independent variables to the dependent variable, EBITDA. For example, it indicates the expected change in EBITDA when an independent variable increases by one standard deviation, assuming that the other variables in the model remain constant. On the other hand, the sign and value of the t-statistic associated with each standardized beta allow for the assessment of the statistical significance of the relationship. A positive coefficient indicates a direct (proportional) relationship between the variable and EBITDA, whereas a negative coefficient indicates an inverse relationship. If the p-value associated with the t-test is below the conventional threshold (such as 0.05), the coefficient is considered significantly different from zero.

In line with Melón-Izco et al. (2020), the results of the regression analysis indicate that financial performance (EBITDA) is significantly and consistently influenced by board size (p < 0.001). This correlation suggests that a larger management structure supports performance, as a larger board benefits from a greater diversity of skills and experiences, necessary to ensure compliance with and the implementation of good governance principles. At the same time, the positive and consistent impact of total assets (SIZE) on EBITDA (p < 0.001) confirms the conclusions drawn by Ionașcu et al. (2018), validating firm size as a major determinant of operational performance.

In contrast, the independence and composition of the audit committee (AUD_IND, AUD_EXP, AUD_NONEX), as well as the reporting carried out by the audit team (INT_AUD), do not have a significant direct influence on EBITDA during the analyzed period, with the exception of 2023, when the independence of board members (BD_IND) became a relevant predictor (p = 0.041). Thus, audit characteristics function more as pillars of compliance and control, without generating a significant impact on operational profitability. This finding confirms the role delineation proposed by Tušek (2015), according to whom internal audit (INT_AUD) acts as a pillar of compliance and risk management, ensuring resilience, while gross operating performance (EBITDA) is dictated by strategic decisions and asset size (SIZE).

This finding confirms Legitimacy Theory, suggesting that audit mechanisms function more as pillars of compliance and control to signal transparency, without generating a direct impact on profitability (Gezgin et al., 2024).

On the other hand, governance variables such as meeting attendance (BD_ATT), gender diversity (GEN_BD, GEN_EXEC), the composition of the audit committee (AUD_IND, AUD_EXP, AUD_NONEX), and internal audit reporting (INT_AUD) do not show consistent statistical significance, with most coefficients being insignificant (p > 0.10) during the analyzed period. This indicates either a weak effect or limited variation in the analyzed sample, which restricts the ability of these variables to explain EBITDA variations. From the perspective of Legitimacy Theory, this suggests that the benefits of diversity and audit mechanisms manifest themselves primarily in terms of reputation and long-term sustainability, without generating an immediate change in gross operating margins (EBITDA).

In the continuation of the analysis, multicollinearity between the predictor variables was tested using the Variance Inflation Factor (VIF). The results obtained from the analysis are presented centrally for the entire period analyzed in Table 8.

Table 8. Collinearity statistics
	Indicator
	2021
	2022
	2023
	2024

	
	Tolerance
	VIF
	Tolerance
	VIF
	Tolerance
	VIF
	Tolerance
	VIF

	BD_IND
	0.533
	1.876
	0.561
	1.784
	0.569
	1.756
	0.514
	1.946

	BD_SIZE
	0.868
	1.152
	0.862
	1.160
	0.842
	1.187
	0.874
	1.144

	NON_EXEC
	0.731
	1.367
	0.771
	1.297
	0.770
	1.299
	0.768
	1.302

	BD_ATT
	0.975
	1.026
	0.973
	1.028
	0.954
	1.048
	0.977
	1.024

	GEN_BD
	0.906
	1.103
	0.950
	1.053
	0.953
	1.049
	0.951
	1.052

	GEN_EXEC
	0.952
	1.051
	0.967
	1.035
	0.954
	1.048
	0.973
	1.028

	AUD_EXP
	0.969
	1.032
	0.956
	1.046
	0.951
	1.051
	0.951
	1.051

	AUD_NONEX
	0.752
	1.329
	0.752
	1.329
	0.737
	1.357
	0.760
	1.317

	AUD_IND
	0.552
	1.812
	0.561
	1.781
	0.555
	1.802
	0.516
	1.938

	INT_AUD
	0.984
	1.016
	0.977
	1.024
	0.972
	1.029
	0.971
	1.029

	SIZE
	0.911
	1.098
	0.900
	1.111
	0.885
	1.130
	0.907
	1.102


Source: Authors’ own research

The variance inflation factor (VIF) values demonstrate the absence of multicollinearity among the independent variables and confirm the stability of the econometric model for the entire period analyzed (2021–2024). The maximum VIF values were identified in 2024 for board independence (BD_IND) (1.946) and audit committee independence (AUD_IND) (1.938). Although these represent the upper thresholds of the sample, they remain significantly below the critical limit of 5, refuting the presence of multicollinearity. At the same time, the Tolerance index values, which consistently exceed the threshold of 0.50, confirm an optimal degree of independent variation among the predictors used in the regression model. Thus, the results indicate that the impact of board size (BD_SIZE), audit committee structure (AUD_IND, AUD_EXP, AUD_NONEX), and internal audit reporting (INT_AUD) on EBITDA is assessed independently and accurately, without the variables distorting one another.

Therefore, based on the regression models developed for the 2021–2024 period, the results reveal a selective relationship between corporate governance mechanisms and financial performance (EBITDA).
Board size is the only governance variable that exerts a significant, positive, and consistent impact on financial performance, as measured by EBITDA.  This result supports Melón-Izco’s conclusions, demonstrating that during periods of economic volatility, a larger board has a significant impact on strategic decision-making processes. 

On the other hand, the fluctuating influence of member independence (BD_IND) suggests that it does not automatically ensure profitability, but rather acts as a balancing mechanism (Agency Theory) in times of uncertainty. This observation qualifies the perspective of Ionașcu et al. (2018), indicating that the market values independence differently depending on the annual macroeconomic context.

With regard to the characteristics of the audit committee (AUD_IND, AUD_EXP, INT_AUD), the results of the analysis indicate that these do not have a statistically significant impact on financial performance as measured by EBITDA. This finding does not undermine the value of auditing, but rather indicates a clear delineation of roles: internal audit acts as a mechanism for assurance and compliance (risk reduction, reporting integrity), while gross operating performance (EBITDA) remains the domain of strategic decisions and market conditions. Thus, the role-delimitation model proposed by Tušek (2015) is validated.

In contrast, firm size (SIZE) confirmed, in line with Ionașcu et al. (2018), that asset size is a major determinant of EBITDA. However, the comparative analysis of the coefficients suggests an important nuance: although assets influence profit volume, the board structure (BD_SIZE, BD_IND) is associated with how these resources are monitored and utilized.

The absence of a significant correlation between gender diversity (GEN_BD, GEN_EXEC) and attendance at board meetings (BD_ATT) and EBITDA complements the current literature, suggesting that the benefits of diversity, while ethically essential, manifest themselves in terms of reputation or sustainability, rather than in immediate operating margins.

Thus, the results presented consistently and thoroughly demonstrate that corporate governance mechanisms play a key role in determining companies’ financial performance, although their impact varies depending on a number of contextual, structural, and functional factors.

[bookmark: _Ref532410406]5. Discussion and conclusion 

This study highlights how corporate governance mechanisms (board structure and audit committee characteristics) influence financial performance (EBITDA). It also contributes to the literature by analyzing a sample of 884 European companies over the period 2021–2024. 

Consequently, the study’s major contribution to the literature stems from its analysis of a period marked by post-pandemic recovery and the initial implementation of ESRS standards under the CSRD, as well as from the use of EBITDA to assess the effectiveness of corporate governance. EBITDA provides insight into gross operational performance, unaffected by fiscal policies or national depreciation methods (Adiloglu & Vuran, 2017).

The research results demonstrate that, in the context of large European companies, board size is the only governance predictor with a positive, consistent, and significant impact on EBITDA, supporting the hypothesis that a larger board can ensure more robust decision-making capacity and more effective managerial control, aspects also confirmed by Raithatha and Haldar (2021).

Another significant contribution of this research lies in the analysis of the correlation between gender diversity on the board of directors and financial performance. Although gender diversity is a central pillar of ESG values (Zhu & Chen, 2025), the research findings confirm the perspective of Ionașcu et al. (2018), according to which, in companies with well-established corporate governance, its impact on profitability indicators tends to be neutral. Similarly, the expertise and independence of the audit committee, along with internal audit reporting, function primarily as monitoring and compliance tools. Thus, this paper adds nuance to the existing literature (Hazaea et al., 2020; Tusek, 2015), demonstrating that, although the interdependence between internal audit and the committee is necessary for risk management, its influence on operating margins remains limited in the current market context. This discrepancy suggests that the effect of gender diversity is contextual and dependent on the corporate governance structure and the specific characteristics of the firms analyzed.

In this context, the present study partially confirms the influence of management structure on performance (H1), while also rejecting the hypothesis of a direct positive correlation between internal audit effectiveness and EBITDA (H2). Furthermore, this research does not empirically support the significant influence of gender diversity on financial performance (H3). This duality underscores the need for stakeholders to evaluate corporate governance not only through the lens of immediate profitability but also through its fundamental role in ensuring organizational resilience. Thus, to ensure sustainable long-term financial performance, companies must adapt corporate governance mechanisms to the economic characteristics of their industry and ensure effective collaboration between these mechanisms and internal audit.

Regarding the contributions of this study, from an academic perspective, it contributes to expanding the literature on the relationship between corporate governance and financial performance by integrating a recent European perspective and by highlighting the role of specific governance mechanisms. From a practical perspective, the results offer relevant implications for decision-makers, suggesting the need to strengthen corporate governance structures in order to improve organizational performance and increase transparency.

Although this study makes a valuable contribution to understanding the relationship between corporate governance and financial performance in the context of European public companies, it has certain limitations that must be taken into account. First, the analyzed period (2021–2024) limits the capture of long-term effects, particularly in the post-pandemic context and the transition to new European standards on non-financial reporting. Second, the use of a single financial performance indicator, namely EBITDA, provides a partial view of company performance, without fully reflecting the efficiency of equity utilization, market value, or shareholder returns. In this context, future research directions include extending the analysis period and integrating additional financial indicators, such as ROA and ROE, which would allow for a more comprehensive assessment of performance. In addition, future research could also include comparative analyses between regions or governance models (European vs. Anglo-Saxon) to highlight differences in the efficiency of oversight and control mechanisms.
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,a   and Alexandra Ștefan   a     a Doctoral School of Accounting, Bucharest University of Economic Studies     Abstract    Research Question:   What is the influence exerted by the characteristics of the board of  directors on financial performance?  To what extent do the characteristics of the audit  committee contribute to financial performance?   Motivation:   In a business environment marked by rapid technological innovation, political  instability, and climate challenges, concerns regarding the effectiveness of corporate  governance mechanisms and their impact on companies’ financial performance have  intensified . These events have highlighted the need to strengthen oversight and control  structures to manage risks more effectively and protect investors’ interests. In this context,  the effectiveness of the Board of Directors — assessed in terms of its size, independe nce, and  the presence of non - executive members — represents the first line of defense in protecting  investor interests and underpinning strategic decisions. At the same time, strengthening  internal audit is essential for ensuring transparency and managing em erging risks.  Consequently, corporate governance plays a vital role in ensuring the stability and  sustainability of organizations. Within this dynamic, the need for gender diversity has been  recognized as a strategic element that contributes not only to gr eater balance and transparency  in the decision - making process but also to improved long - term financial performance.   Idea:   The objective of this study is to analyze the relationship between corporate governance  and financial performance (measured by EBITDA — Earnings Before Interest, Taxes,  Depreciation, and Amortization) of publicly traded companies in Europe, with a focus on  the  influence of independence and gender diversity in decision - making bodies as well as in  internal audit.   Data:  The research sample includes public companies in Europe that have published data in  LSEG Workspace database  for the period 2021 – 2024.   Tools:   This study employs a quantitative methodology based on a linear regression model  developed using SPSS (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences), which enables the   

1

  Corresponding author:  Doctoral School of Accounting, Bucharest University of Economic  Studies , Bucharest, Romania, e mail addresses :  predamadalina17@stud.ase.ro   Funding: This paper was co - financed by The Bucharest University of Economic Studies  during the PhD Program.   © 2026 The Author(s). This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the   Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/)   Article history : Received 23 February 2026; Accepted 27 April 2026.   Accepted by :   Mădălina Dumitru  

