Audit Committee Characteristics and Audit Report Lag in Greece
Abstract
We review prior empirical studies that investigate the effect of audit committee characteristics
on audit report lag and provide insights about this corpus of scholarly literature. We also
determine whether these audit committees’ compositional features are associated with audit
report lag in the context of an emerging market (Greece). Using a unique set of data hand-
collected from the annual reports for 130 firms listed on the Athens Stock Exchange, a
multiple regression analysis is conducted to identify and explain this association. This
analysis identifies the four audit committee characteristics most frequently mentioned in the
literature. By empirically examining these, we demonstrate that audit committee diligence is
associated with a shorter audit report lag. The results generally satisfy a number of alternative
benchmark tests that control for different types of proxies and transformations of audit report
lag. Our results could assist practitioners and/or policy makers in perceiving the efficacy of
audit committee diligence as a means to improve the timeliness of financial reporting. This is,
to the best of the authors’ knowledge, the first study that provides a synopsis of the prior
literature and examines this relationship in the Greek context.
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Key messages:

e AC diligence is associated with a shorter ARL

o firms with a Big 4 auditor have shorter ARL

e our results assist practitioners and/or policy makers in perceiving the efficacy of AC

diligence as a means to improve timeliness of financial reporting



1. Introduction

The timeliness of financial reporting has attracted considerable attention from the regulatory
bodies (SEC, 2002), standard setters (FASB, 2010; IASB, 2018), researchers, and business
community because it reduces information asymmetry between insiders and outsiders (Cohen
and Leventis, 2013). This implies that minimizing the gap (also referred to in the literature as
“audit delay” or “audit lag”) between the end of the firm’s financial year and the publication
of the audit report would enhance the decision making process of stakeholders (Leventis et
al., 2005; Mathuva et al., 2019). Keeping this in mind, our paper contributes to the audit
report lag (ARL) literature by providing knowledge regarding the various characteristics of
AC that are potentially related to ARL and determining whether these ACs compositional
features are associated with ARL in Greece.

The Greek corporate setting is characterized by a hierarchical social structure and is
dominated by the presence of family businesses (Nerantzidis and Filos, 2014). More
importantly, the high ownership concentration, the inefficiency of external governance
mechanisms and the strong government intervention in the economy (Lazarides and
Drimpetas, 2010) can have a negative impact on the willingness of corporations to engage in
corporate disclosure, thereby affecting the quality of Greek firms’ financial reporting (see also
Abdullah et al., 2015) .In such a system, the family business members participate in the
company’s board and therefore Type Il agency problems arise between controlling family
owners and minority shareholders (La Porta et al., 1998; Martin et al., 2017).

Using a unique, hand-collected data set of 130 firms listed on the Athens Stock Exchange
(ASE) as of December 31%, 2017, we examine the role of the AC in ARL, which is defined as
the period between the end of the financial year and the date of the audit report (Habib et al.,
2019). We examine the effect of the AC characteristics on ARL and find a significant

negative correlation between ARL and AC diligence (i.e., frequency of committee meeting).



This supports findings in prior literature (e.g., Baatwah et al. 2019; Ghafran and Yasmin,
2018) and suggests that firms with more active ACs are more likely to reduce ARL.

Unlike prior literature, we find an insignificant relationship between the ARL and other
AC characteristics, such as independence of members, financial expertise, prior experience
and presence of women on ACs. Our findings also reveal that firms with a Big 4 auditor have
shorter ARL, agreeing with Leventis et al. (2005) and Owusu—Ansah and Leventis (2006).
Our results are generally robust to a number of alternative tests that control different types of
proxies and transformations of ARL.

Overall, our paper makes the following novel contributions to prior research. First, we
revisit prior empirical studies and provide a synthesis regarding the AC determinants of ARL.
This produce knowledge that may help readers to better understand this topic and to add to the
discussion on the future research agenda of corporate reporting in Europe (and beyond).
Second, we contribute to studies on timely reporting by offering new insights regarding AC
effectiveness (i.e., AC diligence is associated with shorter ARL). In addition, by recognizing
and discussing the unique Greek characteristics, we complement relevant Greek studies of the
past (Leventis et al., 2005; Owusu-Ansah and Leventis, 2006) and highlight the changes after
the implementation of the new regulation regarding the time period for the submission of the
audited annual financial statements. Our study is however also pertinent beyond the Greek
setting, and provides insights to other countries with same business environment
characteristics in South Europe where insider governance systemspredominate such as lItaly,
Spain and Portugal (see La Porta et al., 1999; Lazarides, 2011).

Our results may appeal to professional and regulatory bodies and standards setters, who
call for academic research to support the process for achieving more timely corporate
financial reporting (Al-Sartawi and Hussainey, 2022; Clune et al., 2022; Evans et al., 2022).

Thus, in a broader sense, we could argue that this research can provide useful feedback to



regulators and legislators and contribute, at an international level, to the assessment of the AC
impact on the timeliness of financial reporting. All in all, our study provides insights into
practical questions, such as the importance of an active AC — a key topic that needs the
attention of all market participants.

The rest of the paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 describes the financial reporting
environment in Greece. Section 3 presents the review regarding ACs and the study’s
hypotheses. Section 4 analyzes the research methodology and provides a description of the
variables. Section 5 presents the model estimation and an analysis of the empirical results; the
paper concludes by summarizing the findings, presenting the implications of the results, and

identifying the limitations of the study.

2. The financial reporting environment in Greece
This section introduces the financial reporting environment in Greece. The features of the
ACs are also discussed.

To begin with, the Greek context involves a relatively small stock market in which the
issue of corporate governance (CG) does not have a long history (Kapopoulos and Lazaretou,
2007).1t is characterized by high ownership concentration, as well as internal financing and
corporate debt (Sikalidis and Leventis, 2017), where in family business members are directly
involved in companies’ management. In addition, it presents a mixed model of practices that
IS a cross between the Anglo Saxon and European models (Grose et al., 2014). In such a
system, agency problems arise between the controlling families and minority shareholders (La
Porta et al., 1999) and, as a consequence, stakeholders have less protection owing to the weak
enforcement of legal requirements (Caramanis et al., 2015; Sikalidis and Leventis, 2017).

The Greek institutional framework has been reformed during the last two decades by a

series of laws incorporating the guidelines and directives of the European Union (EU)



(Nerantzidis and Tsamis, 2017; Vadasi et al., 2021). According to Nerantzidis (2015), the
most representative ones are Law 3693/2008, Law 3873/2010, Law 3884/2010, and Law
4449/2017 which align with the corresponding European Directives and require the
establishment of ACs, while also imposing important obligations regarding notifications,
disclosure of annual CG statements, and providing information to shareholders prior to
general meetings. The most recent law (i.e., Law 4449/2017) adds to the various
responsibilities of the ACs that of the appointment, compensation, retention, and supervision
of external auditors, who directly report to it. However, what is also worth mentioning is that
the cornerstone of the financial reporting obligations of the Greek firms is the Company Law
2190/1920.

Moreover, despite the effort, in the past few years, by the Ministry of Finance in Greece
to improve the existing regulatory framework, the regulatory deadline for the publication of
the audited annual financial statements has, in practice, been prolonged. In particular, the
present legislation (see Article 4b of Law 4403/2016) requires listed firms to: i) submit a copy
of their annual financial statements to the General Commercial Registry (G.E.MI.) 20 days
after the company’s annual general meeting (AGM) (Article 43b of Law 2190/1920), which
should take place no later than the 10" of September of each financial year (Article 25a of
Law 2190/1920); ii) publish the statements on their official website (Article 135 of Law
2190/1920); and iii) submit a copy to the Hellenic Capital Market Commission (Article 135 of
Law 2190/1920). In summary, before the amendments, the first regulation stipulated a 161-
day period after the fiscal year-end for the submission of the audited annual financial
statements (see Owusu-Ansah and Leventis, 2006), whereas the present regulation imposes
firms to publish them by the 273" day after the financial year-end.

Further, in response to the Sarbanes-Oxley Act (SOX) of 2002, the Greek Ministry of

Finance established, in 2003, the Accounting and Auditing Oversight Board (ELTE) as the



national supervisory body for the auditing and accounting profession; this body is responsible
for drafting and establishing of accounting and auditing standards, besides supervising their
correct and effective implementation (Tsipouridou and Spathis, 2014). However, as
Caramanis et al. (2015) mention,“ELTE has failed to become a significant player in Greek
accounting and audit practices and demonstrate [sic] that improvements are urgently needed
in the quality of Greek financial reporting and auditing” (p. 4).

Clearly, financial reporting in Greece has been influenced by the European Union (EU).
However, the recent Greek regulation regarding the timeliness of audited annual financial
statements and the empowerment of the ACs motivate our exploration of the effectiveness of
the ACs’ monitoring role and their impact on ARL. The theoretical foundations of this are

presented in the next section.

3. Literature Review and Hypotheses Development

3.1 Background and prior research

Internationally, the research on “audit delay” or ‘“audit report lag” began 45 years ago
(Beaver, 1968; Davies and Whittred, 1980) as a mean of reducing information asymmetry
between insiders and outsiders. Its establishment rest on the assumption that stakeholders
generally prefer short ARL because audit reports contain the auditors’ opinion regarding the
credibility of the financial statements (Habib et al., 2019, p.20).

The extant literature presents two streams of research associated with ARL. The first
investigates company-specific characteristics (i.e., company size, performance, complexity
and industry, internal control over financial reporting, corporate governance and country of
origin) (e.g., Alford et al., 1993; Lee et al., 2008); the other one examines audit-related factors
(i.e.,audit firms characteristics, audit process and resources and audit opinion characteristics)

(e.g., Bonson-Ponte et al., 2008; Leventis et al., 2005, see Abernathyet al., 2017). However,



few prior empirical studies investigate the effect of AC characteristics on ARL. Thus, Bédard
and Gendron (2010) call on accounting researchers for research on this spectrum. Motivated
by the lack of research on this issue, we analyze prior empirical studies and provide a
synthesis, as discussed below. This approach helps us to build the hypotheses development

and to add to the discussion on the forward research agenda of corporate reporting.

3.2 A review of prior empirical studies
Inspired by the corresponding approach of Samaha et al. (2015) on AC, we tried to compile
papers from several accounting journals indexed by Science Direct, Taylor and Francis,
Elsevier, Emerald, Wiley, Springer and American Accounting Association. We initially
searched for the following keywords: “audit committee”, “audit delay” and “financial
reporting timeliness”. Then, we replaced financial reporting timeliness with “audit report lag”.
We also consulted specialized journals, such as “Auditing: A journal of practice and theory”,
“European Accounting Review”, “Accounting Forum” and “International Journal of
Auditing”. This process led to the identification of 26 articles. These articles included studies
that used CG determinants, AC characteristics, audit quality, and so on. Reflecting on our
objective to illustrate the impact of the AC compositional features on ARL, we concentrate on
12 out of the 26 research articles published between 2009 and 2019; these are ordered
chronologically in Table I. One of these studies was published in a highly regarded journal (3-
rated journals in AJG, 2018); 10 were in journals of acceptable standards (2 rated journals in
AJG, 2018) and 1 in other lesser journals (not listed in AJG, 2018). The AJG guide is
recognized internationally as a tool in the justification of journal’s selection (Alhossini et al.,
2021; Willmott, 2011).

The third column depicts the regions covered in each prior study and, as can be seen, all

are single—country studies. The fourth column shows the sample of each study. As shown,



most of these studies use a considerably large sample of firms and the data range is greater
than a year (e.g.,Ghafran and Yasmin, 2018; Sultana et al., 2015).

The fifth column denotes the number of independent variables used in each study, which
fluctuates between 6 and 40. Moreover, column six reports the average ARL which ranges
from a minimum of 55 days (e.g.,Abernathyet al., 2014; Harjoto et al., 2015) to a maximum
of 136 (Oussii and Taktak, 2018).

The seventh set of columns (entitled “Theories”) show the theory supporting each study’s
hypotheses (i.e., agency theory and resource dependence theory). As can be seen, the majority
of the studies use agency theory (8 out of 12), where as one uses both the theories, and three
out of 12 do not refer to any. The final column presents a brief overview of the main results.

The following are the key conclusions of these review papers. First, we observe that all
prior studies focus on a single country, illustrating the personal interest of researchers in the
specific socioeconomic context studied. Another possible explanation for this is the type of
data collection, which is hand-collected. Second, we identify 12 studies; four of them focus
on Asia, one covers Europe, three are on North America, three on Africa and one on Oceania.
These trends may be explained by the fact that most researchers try to shed light on the
timeliness of audited annual reports in emerging capital markets. Another reason could be that
Anglo-Saxon countries report financial results faster than developing countries (for more, see
McGee, 2009).

Further, as it is apparent by Table I, half of the studies (6/12) use a sample of less than
two hundred firms in their analysis. This may be owing to the filters that researchers use for
the final sample formulation. For example, they exclude financial institutions, financial
services, utilities and so on (see Sultana et al., 2019). In addition, we observe that four out of
12 studies use a one-year sample, while the rest use a sample that ranges from three to 11

years; the most recent year examined in these studies is 2013.



Further, we observe that Anglo-Saxon countries have the lowest average ARL. In
contrast, Tunisia, Malaysia and Indonesia have the highest ARL. A possible explanation for
this could be the institutional structure of each country. For instance, English common law
countries provide better protection of shareholders’ rights than others (La Porta et al.,1998).
This is also reflected in the strict deadlines mandated for filing requirement to improve
timeliness. With reference to the U.S., its Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC)
imposes a 60-day filing deadline for large accelerated filers that is in force since 2006 (see
Abernathy et al., 2014, p. 283).

Finally, as inferred by the results of each study, the AC characteristics most frequently
examined are: financial expertise, AC independence, frequency of AC meetings and female
participation; these constitute the research hypotheses of the present study. The theoretical

foundation of these explorations is presented in the next section.

[Insert Table I about here]

3.3 Audit Committee Characteristics and Hypotheses Development

3.3.1 Audit Committee diligence

Researchers use the AC meetings as a proxy for AC diligence mainly because it is the only
publicly observable metric (Raghunandan and Rama, 2007). As a result, prior empirical
studies argue that the frequency of AC meetings is associated with AC effectiveness (Yekin I
et al., 2015). This shows that active and diligent ACs are vital for improving the financial
reporting quality (Stewart and Munro, 2007). For instance, the Hellenic Corporate
Governance Council (2013) suggests that a “AC should meet at least four times per year to

fulfill its responsibilities effectively. At least twice per year, the audit committee should meet



the company’s external auditor without the presence of members of the executive
management” (p. 21).

These theoretical foundations are particularly relevant for our study. In fact, it is
suggested that active ACs are likely to reduce the ARL. However, the findings on this issue
are mixed: negative effects of AC meetings in ARL were found by Ghafran and Yasmin
(2018) and Baatwah et al. (2019); positive effects were found by Wan-Hussin and Bamahros
(2013);a neutral effect was reported by Khlif and Samaha (2014) and Oussii and Taktak

(2018). Given this mixed theoretical literature, we hypothesize that:

H1: There is a statistically significant association between AC meetings and ARL.

3.3.2AuditCommitteelndependence

The Greek legislation requires Greek listed firms to have ACs composed of at least three
members, the majority of whom should be independent non-executive directors (Article 44 of
Law 4449/2017). Firms may have followed this directive as a means of enhancing the
monitoring role of ACs and mitigating any management pressure on auditors (Carcello and
Neal, 2000; Zgarni et al., 2016). In line with this notion, supporters of the dependency theory
argue that the AC directors act as a mechanism that manages external dependencies, reduces
environmental uncertainties and minimizes the transaction costs associated with
environmental interdependencies (Hillman et al., 2000, p. 236).

In a similar vein, the above discussion highlights the fact that both theories recognize that
more independent AC members are more likely to enhance the efficiency of ACs, which, in
turn, could also affect the ARL. In fact, the findings in regard to the ARL partially support
this argument. Although Afify (2009), Baatwah et al. (2019), Sultana et al. (2015) and Wan-

Hussin and Bamahros (2013) find a negative association between AC independence and ARL,



another study does not find any relationship (Oussii and Taktak, 2018). Thus, using an

interdisciplinary approach, we hypothesize that:

H2: There is a negative association between AC independence and ARL.

3.3.3AuditCommittee Financial Expertise

An issue that has long been of special interest to academics, practitioners and regulators is AC
financial expertise. The expertise could be reflected either in the academic/professional
qualifications or the prior experience gained by AC members in other firms (Sellami and
Fendri, 2017). According to SEC (2002), a financial expert is broadly defined as a person who
has accounting experience (e.g. auditor, CFO, principal accounting officer or controller) and
certain types of non-accounting experience (e.g. financial analyst, investment banker or
CEO). In contrast, Greek legislation in corporates the EU Directive 2014/56/ECand adopts a
narrower definition of financial expertise by considering a person with proven, adequate
auditing and accounting experience.

Theory suggests that AC expertise is positively associated with the quality of firms’
financial reporting (Cohen et al., 2014; Sellami and Fendri, 2017). The rationale of this
argument is based on the fact that the AC members’ knowledge helps them to better
understand the financial reporting process and make significant contributions to ACs
(Abernathy et al., 2014); further, prior experience enables them to be more efficient in
handling complex issues faced by firms.

From an agency theory perspective, AC members with greater expertise can better
monitor internal control process and act as mediators in cases of disagreement between
corporate management and external auditors, thereby reducing overall ARL (Abernathy et al.,

2014; Sultana et al., 2015). In a similar vein, supporters of dependency theory argue that the



presence of members with knowledge and experience in accounting, auditing and finance
enables the ACs to gain competitive advantage, especially in financial reporting quality. Thus,
fully trained members are more likely to encounter and detect major inaccuracies in the
financial statements (Nelson and Devi, 2013).

In line with the results of prior empirical studies, Abernathy et al. (2014), Oussii and
Taktak (2018) and Schmidt and Wilkins (2013) report a negative link between financial
expertise and ARL. Similarly, negative relationship is presented between AC members with
prior experience and ARL (Sultana et al., 2015).Thus, the following is the study’s third set of

hypotheses:

H3a: There is a negative association between AC members’ knowledge/qualifications and
ARL.

H3b: There is a negative association between AC members’ prior experience and ARL.

3.3.4 Audit Committee gender

Ittonen, Miettinen, and Vahdmaa (2010) argue that female representation in ACs ensures a
better functioning and monitoring of activities of firms (agency theory perspective). In line
with this notion, national and supranational organizations (i.e. issuers of CG codes) have
recommended women participation in the ACs as a mean of promoting audit quality. This
illustrates the fact that women’s participation in the ACs may influence ARL.

However, resource dependence theorists indicate that gender diversity can provide
valuable resources in ACs that reduce illusive and misrepresentative accounting
practices(Sultana et al., 2015, p. 5).This argument seems to imply that greater diversity
enhances communications skills and the commitment duties of group thinking (i.e. the

benefits of cognitive variety), which affects the efficiency of the sub-committee (Aldamen et



al., 2018). Prior evidence relating to the connection between gender diversity and ARL is
scarce; thus, by considering the only related study (Harjoto et al.,2015) that finds a negative

association, we hypothesize that:

H4:There is a negative association between AC gender diversity and audit report lag.

4. Design - Research Methodology
The following subsections provide information on sample selection, source of documentation,
as well as explanations and measurement details, for all variables used in this study to

determine the statistical models that can formally test the hypotheses of this paper.

4.1Sample Selection

The regulatory deadline for the publication of audited annual financial statements changed in
2016 (see Law 4403/2016).To avoid noise from problems related to implementation for the
first time, we test our hypotheses on firms whose financial years end within the 2017 calendar
year.

As on31 December 2017, 197 companies were listed on the ASE. From this initial population,
of the following exclusions were made to remain consistent with the prior literature (Leventis
et al., 2005; Sultana et al., 2019): financial institutions (8), financial services (3), insurance
(2), utilities (6), foreign incorporated firms (1) and firms whose registered address is outside
Greece (1). We excluded these 21 firms because they have different activities and are subject
to a different regulation. We also excluded 4 companies with a year-end other than 31°
December; this is because the month of the year-end has been shown to have an influence on
ARL (Davies and Whittred, 1980; Knechel and Payne, 2001).Another 32 firms are excluded

owing to missing data. The absence of data relates to lack of CG information (18) and lack of



financial data (14). Finally, to reduce the risk that one or several influential observations can
drive our results, we excluded 10 companies for being outliers. The final sample consists of
130 companies, representing 66% of all companies listed on the ASE.

Table Il summarizes the sample selection process (panel A)and provides a breakdown of

the final sample according to industry (panel B).

[Insert Table llabout here]

4.2Data Collection
All the data were hand-collected from the annual reports of firms with 2017 as the year-end
and sourced from the ASE website. To determine information regarding ACs and their
composition, the board of directors and the external auditor, we examined the CG statements
that form a part of the annual reports.

We also examined the CVs of the AC members to quantify the qualitative
information/characteristics of: i) knowledge and experience in accounting and auditing and ii)

prior experience in ACs.

4.3Measuring variables - Method

4.3.1 Audit Committee Characteristics

To measure ARL, we follow prior work (Ashtonet al., 1987; Cohen and Leventis, 2013) and
define it as the number of days elapsed since the end of the financial year of the firm to the
day the external auditor signs the audit report. To reduce the risk that one or several
influential observations can drive our results, we excluded outliers by using Cook’s distance

(Pallant, 2005).



Consistent with prior literature, we use five AC characteristics as measures of AC
effectiveness. First, the number of meetings held by the AC during the FY 2017 is denoted as
AC_Meet (Baatwah et al., 2019; Khlif and Samaha, 2014; Wan-Hussin and Bamahros, 2013).
Second, the percentage of independent AC members during the year 2017 is denoted as
AC_Indep (Afify, 2009; Ghafran and Yasmin, 2018; Sultana et al., 2015). Moreover, we
consider the variable AC_FinExpert, which is the percentage of AC members with expertise
in accounting, finance and auditing during the year 2017 (Abernathy et al., 2014; Oussii and
Taktak, 2018; Schmidt and Wilkins, 2013). Further, we denote the AC prior experience as
AC_Exper; this is defined as the percentage of AC members who have prior experience in
ACs (Collier and Gregory, 1996;Sultana et al., 2015). Finally, the fifth variable whose
relationship with ARL is investigated is the indicator of the presence of women in ACs,
denoted by AC_Female (Harjoto et al., 2015; Sultana et al., 2015).

In addition to these AC features, we also control for a number of firms and governance
characteristics that may affect the ARL of the accounting information. Following Ferguson et
al., (2003) and Francis et al.(2005) we used the natural logarithm of the book value of the
total assets of the firm (Ln_Assets) as a proxy of firm size. We also control for the
contribution of highly leveraged firms (Leverage) to longer ARL by using the ratio of the
total liabilities to total assets (Dao and Pham, 2014; Sultana et al., 2015). Prior research finds
that firm risk also influences ARL,; thus, we use the ratio of current liabilities to current assets
(Risk) as an additional control variable (Whittred, 1980). Moreover, concerning the firm’s
characteristics, we control for the growth opportunity (Growth) that is reflected in the market-
to-book ratio of the firm; this is the ratio of the market value of the firm’s equity to its book
value (Sultana et al., 2015). Further, following prior research regarding the association
between larger, well-established audit firms and ARL, we predict a negative coefficient on

theBig_4 variable, which is scored one if the external auditor appointed to verify the financial



statements of the firm is a Big4 audit firm (PWC, EY, KPMG, and Deloitte); and zero
otherwise (Carslaw and Kaplan, 1991; Palmrose, 1986; Sultana et al., 2015; Wright and
Ashton, 1989). This stems from the fact that the largest auditing firms in the market have
more resources and skilled staff that can be associated with a shorter ARL (Palmrose, 1986).
Finally, prior CG literature argues about the board of directors’ impact on the
effectiveness of CG mechanisms and, therefore, on the issuance of the audit report. For this
reason, this study also controls for board size (denoted B_size), or the number of members on
the board of directors of the firm (Beasley, 1996; Sultana et al., 2019), and duality (denoted
Duality), that is, the holding of the position of chairperson of the board and CEO by the same
person (Beasley, 1996; Sultana et al., 2019). A summary of all variables is presented in Table

[Insert table 111 about here]

4.3.2Estimating Audit Report Lag

To test H1 through H4, we employ the ordinary least squares (OLS), using ARL as the
dependent variable(itis defined as the time elapsed since the end of the company’s financial
year to the date of the audit report [see Ashton et al., 1987; Cohen and Leventis, 2013;
Leventis et al., 2005]) and the characteristics of ACs as the independent variables (see section
4.3.1.). We also employ a set of control variables mentioned in the prior empirical literature

(see section 4.3.1.). The following model is employed:

ARL =fo+ B1AC_Meet + B2AC_Indep + BsAC_FinExpert + BsAC_Exper + BsAC_Female +
BeB_Size + B7Duality+psBig4 +polnAssets + Bioleverage + B11Growth +B12Risk+e, (Eq.

1)



where ARL and the remaining variables are defined in Table I11.

Consistent with the estimation of the actual scores of the dependent variable in regression
analysis, the following two problems pointed out by Cooke (1998) may arise: i) the
generation of probabilities greater than 1 because of the fact that the values of the dependent
variable lie between 0 and 1, and ii) the violation of the assumption of normal distribution of
the dependent variable (Abdullah et al., 2015). With regards to these problems, Cooke (1998)

suggests taking the log of the odds ratio, which is calculated as follows:

Y =log (1%) , (Eq.2)

where Y is the transformed ARL and p is the ratio of firms’ ARL.

In all the regression models (Tables VI-VII), we tested for potential multicollinearity
problems using both the variance inflator factor (VIF), which is based on Gujaratiand Porter’s
(2009, p. 340) rule of thumb that values should not exceed 10, as well as the correlation
matrix (Table 1V). Further, to address concerns relating to heteroskedasticity, we define and

exclude outliers using Cook’s distance (Pallant, 2005).
[Insert Table IV about here]

5. Results

5.1 Descriptive statistics

Table IV presents the descriptive statistics for our variables; panel A refers to continuous
variables and panel B to the dichotomous ones. The mean ARL of 107 days suggests that
Greek audit reports are considerably more delayed than those of other countries (see Table I) ;

however, all the firms complied with the 273-day regulatory deadline, as described in Section



2. The only country with a larger ARL Greece is Tunisia, which has a mean of 136 days (see
Oussii and Taktak, 2018). Prior research in a Greek setting indicates that average ARL has
not significantly changed in the past two decades (Leventis et al.[2005]’s has an average ARL
of 98 days and Owusu-Ansah and Leventis [2006] has an average ARL of 113 days]. These
results illustrate that ASE regulation regarding ARL has not changed substantially during this
period (see section 2).

Considering the composition of the AC, the majority of the members are independent
(average is 76.9%), and a high percentage have knowledge/expertise in accounting, finance
and auditing (average of 63.2%); however, a low percentage has prior experience in ACs
(14% on average). Our results also show a significant representation of women in of Greek
firms; 29.2% of them have at least one female director participating in the firm’s AC. Finally,
the ACs meet, on average,5 times a year; this can be attributed to the suggestion of the
Hellenic Corporate Governance Council(2013, p. 21) that ACs meet for a minimum of four
times per year to fulfill their responsibilities effectively (for more, see section 3.3.1).

With reference to the control variables, the findings show that the average B_Size is 7.5;it
ranges from a minimum 3 members to a maximum of 14. This demonstrates that Greek firms
adhere to legislation (under Law 3016/2002, they are obliged to have at least 3 members); the
majority of them comply with the CG best practice proposed by the Hellenic Corporate
Governance Council (2013, p. 10) (it proposes that the BoD should contain a minimum of 7,
and a maximum of 15, members).Moreover, we observe that almost half of the firms (45.4%)
have the same individual serving as the board chairperson and CEO and a relatively low

percentage (22.3%)of firms engaged a Big4 audit firm.

[Insert Table V about here]



Table V shows the Pearson correlation matrix between ARL and the independent
variables used in the analysis. Some key observations worth discussing are the negative and
significant association between ARL and AC_Exper, and ARL and AC_Meet, both at the 5%
level of significance. A possible explanation is that companies comply with best practices
regarding AC effectiveness that have been proposed by Hellenic Corporate Governance
Council (2013). However, these are preliminary results and no final conclusions can be drawn

unless controlled with other factors that might affect ARL.

5.2 Multivariate analysis

Table VI presents the results of regression analysis with ARL as the dependent variable. Both
models are significant at the 1% level (F-statistic) of significance and the VIF values are
lower than 10; this indicates that there is no evidence of multicollinearity between the
independent variables. In fact, the highest value of VIF is 2.301 for LnAssets. Moreover, the
regression where the dependent variable (ARL) has been transformed using the log of odds
ratio, provides approximately the same results with the first regression; however, it reports a
higher adjusted R? and smaller mean square error. Thus, following these two criteria and the
suggestions in the previous literature (Cooke, 1998; Leventis and Weetman, 2004), our
analysis is based on the regression model using the log of the odds ratio.

In particular, the model selected explains 36.1% of the variation in ARL and indicates a
significant association (at 1%) between AC_Meet and ARL, thereby supporting H1. More
specifically, the coefficients on this variable are negative and statistically significant (-0.036,
p<0.01);this illustrates that firms with more active ACs are more likely to reduce ARL. This
finding is consistent with those in Baatwah et al. (2019)’s study for Malaysia and Ghafran and
Yasmin (2018)’s study for UK. It, therefore, appears that companies in Greece not only adopt

this best practice for reasons of conformity (see Hellenic Corporate Governance Council,



2013),but also as part of the “business case” for better quality of collective decision making

and performance (see Kumar and Zattoni, 2016).

[Insert Table VI about here]

However, the results do not reveal any support for H2. This may be explained by the fact
that the legislations oblige listed companies to have at least three members in the ACs, with
the majority of them being independent. This is also apparent in Table 1V, where the majority
of the observations of AC_indep are scattered around the median. As a consequence, there is
no significant variation across firms (Black et al., 2014). These findings are consistent with
those in Oussii and Taktak (2018)’s study.

With regards to the remaining variables in our model, Table VI shows an insignificant
relationship between AC_FinExpert and ARL, as well as that between AC_Exper and
ARL(H3a, H3b).We posit that this unexpected result stems from the fact that such
experience/expertise may not be effective in the Greek setting, possibly because members use
it opportunistically (Abdullah et al., 2015). Another possible explanation could be that a
majority of the Greek firms are family-owned (see section 2) and, thus, family members with
such experience/expertise may participate in ACs without mitigating the agency problems.

In addition, we find no evidence that AC gender diversity has impacts on the ARL(H4).
This result is in contrast with Harjoto et al.(2015)’s study, probably owing to the low
percentage of women participation in ACs (in Greece), as explained in the literature by the
glass ceiling effect. Another explanation is that firms may comply with this best practice for
legitimacy reasons instead of efficiency ones.

With regards to the control variables in our model, we find the following. First, the firms
that employ Big4 auditors have shorter ARL (-0.148, p<0.05). This illustrates that Big4 audit

firms, unlike the local ones, complete the required audit work on time by using more efficient



audit technology (Leventis et al., 2005; Newton andAshton, 1989; Sultanaet al., 2015).These
findings are consistent with prior studies (e.g. Ghafran and Yasmin, 2018; Leventis et al.,
2005; Owusu-Ansah and Leventis, 2006; Schmidt and Wilkins, 2013). As shown by the prior
literature and empirical evidence, we find that leverage has a positive and significant
relationship with ARL (0.007, p<0.05) (Ghafran and Yasmin, 2018; Khlif and Samaha,
2014).This shows that firms with a high leverage ratio probably experience some financial
problems that presumably leads managers to manipulate the financial statements; thus, greater
effort is needed to audit these firms (Khlif and Samaha, 2014, p. 143). Regarding the growth
variable, we find that it is, as expected, negatively associated with ARL (-0.010, p<0.10).
Overall, our results provide considerable evidence to suggest that firms with more active
and diligent ACsminimize the time elapsed since the end of the firm’s financial year and the
publication of the audit report; this reduces the information asymmetry between insiders and

outsiders.

5.3 Sensitivity test
To minimize the possibility that our results are subject to the selection of the research design,
we performed an additional regression analysis using as dependent variable the percentile
rank of ARL. The results of our additional analysis are almost identical to those reported with
the actual scores of ARL and the log of odds. In particular, it is found that the more frequent
the meetings of ACs, the shorter the ARL; this is because the coefficient on AC_meet is still
negative and significant at the 1% level (-0.008, p<0.01).

We further re-performed the test in Table VI based on an alternative proxy of ARL

(NP_ARL). Based on the Rulebook of the ASE(2017, p. 132), we define NP_ARL as the time



elapsed since the end of the financial year and the date of publication of its annual reports.
We, therefore, substitute ARL with this new proxy and observe that the results and our main
conclusions do not change; this is because the coefficient on AC_meet is negative and
significant at the 1% level (-2.749, p<0.01). Hence, the conclusions drawn in our main

analysis are robust.

[Insert TableVIlabout here]

6. Conclusions

The effect of various company characteristics on ARL has spawned an ongoing and fruitful
body of research. In this paper, we explore the effect of the AC compositional features on
ARL in the Greek context. To identify the AC-related factors that may reduce ARL, we
examine prior empirical studies and select AC diligence, independence of members, financial
expertise, prior experience and presence of women in the ACs as the main determinants. In a
sample of a unique, hand-collected data set of 130 firms listed on the ASE we demonstrate
that AC diligence is associated with shorter ARL. Our results are generally robust to a number
of alternative number of tests that control different types of proxies and transformations of
ARL.

Our paper makes several important contributions. First, we provide a review regarding
the determinants of AC on ARL. This may help readers to better understand the effectiveness
of the AC mechanisms and to add to the discussion on the future research agenda of corporate
reporting in Europe (and beyond). For instance, the Federation of European Accountants
(2015, p. 43) states that real-time reporting may not be feasible or even desirable, however,
more timely reporting is achievable. Thus, our synthesis on AC compositional features

provides insights regarding this spectrum. Second, our results support and extend prior



research by suggesting that AC diligence matters. This is particularly interesting both for
policy makers and CG scholars. For the former to reinforce regulations and for the latter to
conduct more thorough analysis concerning the importance of AC diligence in financial
reporting timeliness. Moreover, by recognizing and discussing the unique characteristics of
Greek firms, we complement relevant Greek studies of the past (Leventis et al., 2005; Owusu-
Ansah and Leventis, 2006) and highlight the changes after the implementation of the new
regulation regarding the time period for the submission of the audited annual financial
statements. Finally, our study’s results are applicable beyond the Greek setting and provide
insights to practitioners in other countries where insider governance systems predominate and
the Type Il agency problem exists.

The following are the limitations of the current study. First, our review is not as extensive
as a systematic literature review (see, Massaro et al,, 2016). Second, it considers only one
year of data. Considering a longer period could facilitate deeper analysis. Another limitation
is that the CG and AC variables are manually collected from the CG statements—they form a
part of the annual report which is not subject to audit (see Nerantzidis, 2015). In addition, the
information provided in CG statements is qualitative/narrative; the fact that it is not directly
provided to readers shows that it is not accurately captured.

Finally, the following are some avenues for future research. First, systematic literature
review regarding the determinants of ARL could provide a more critical reflection about this
corpus of literature. Second, qualitative research that employs interviews with AC members
and/or external auditors could better assess the reasons of audit delay. Third, the issue should
be investigated in relevant contexts (i.e., where insider governance systems predominate and
Type 1l agency problem exists) to produce robust results. Finally, the extension of the

examined period could be considered as a future avenue.



The current study does, however, have limitations. First, our review was not as extensive
as a systematic literature review (see Massaro et al 2016). Second, it considered only one year
of data. Considering a longer period could facilitate deeper analysis. Another limitation is that
the corporate governance and AC variables were manually collected from the corporate
governance statements that form a part of the annual report which is not subject to audit (see
Nerantzidis 2015). In addition, the information provided in corporate governance statements
is qualitative or narrative; the fact that it is not directly provided to readers shows that it is not

captured accurately.

Finally, some avenues for future research are the following. First, a systematic literature
review regarding the determinants of ARL could provide a more critical reflection about this
corpus of literature. Second, qualitative research that employs interviews with AC members
and/or external auditors could better assess the reasons for audit delay. Third, the
determinants of ARL should be investigated in relevant contexts (ie, where insider
governance systems predominate and the type Il agency problem exists) to produce robust

results. Finally, an extension of the examined period could be considered.
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