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Abstract
This study aims to investigate the extent and nature of voluntary disclosure (VD) of the Palestinian companies listed on the Palestine Exchange (PEX). Furthermore, the impact of board characteristics on the level of voluntary disclosure is examined. Data was collected from a sample of 45 companies’ annual reports -constituting 93.7% of Palestinian-listed companies- for 2013-2017. In order to measure VD, a disclosure index including 55 items of voluntary information was constructed and applied. To achieve the study’s objectives, fixed effect multiple regression was used. The study results reveal that, on average, a company discloses 56.31% of the items included in the disclosure index. In addition, a significant positive relationship between board size and the level of voluntary disclosure. In contrast, there is a significant negative relationship between board gender diversity and the level of voluntary disclosure. Furthermore, board independence was found not to affect the level of voluntary disclosure. The study recommends that policymakers and regulators are encouraged to establish an official Palestinian VDI that can be used to evaluate and compare voluntary practice and disclosure among Palestinian companies.
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Introduction
In today’s business environment, agency and asymmetric information problems remain significant concerns for companies. Various solutions have been proposed to mitigate these problems, with transparency through disclosure and board monitoring [1]. Companies increasingly use voluntary disclosure to communicate with investors [2] and comply with legal and regulatory requirements [3]. In Palestine, legal and regulatory reports and disclosures for public companies listed on the Palestine Stock Exchange (PEX) are expressed through Securities Law No. 12 of 2004, Capital Market Authority Law No. 13 of 2004, and the disclosure System approved by the Palestine Securities Exchange and the Capital Market Authority in 2006. The Code of Corporate Governance in Palestine (2009) requires Palestinian-listed companies to include specific information, such as Board composition and committees, social responsibility policies, and safety regulations in their annual reports.
Voluntary disclosure is becoming increasingly important in today’s capital market. Companies disclose additional information for various reasons, including enhancing their image and reputation [4,5,6], raising capital at a lower cost [7, 8], improving relationships with customers, communities, and governments [9], and reducing information asymmetry and agency costs [10,11,12,13]. Companies that fail to provide adequate disclosure may face difficulties obtaining capital to finance their operations or may incur a higher cost of capital [14].
Despite the importance of voluntary disclosure, there is still a lack of research on its impact on board characteristics in developing countries such as Palestine [15,63]. Therefore, this study aims to fill this literature gap by examining the impact of board characteristics on the level of voluntary disclosure of Palestinian companies listed on PEX from 2013 to 2017. Understanding why companies voluntarily disclose information is beneficial for producers and users of accounting information, as well as accounting policymakers. The study will contribute to the literature on voluntary disclosure and board characteristics in developing countries like Palestine.
Literature, theoretical framework and developing hypotheses:
Corporate voluntary disclosure has gained increasing attention as a crucial research area. Companies use voluntary disclosures in annual reports to communicate to market their management ideas and promote their potential to stakeholders [16]. Information plays a vital role in communicating with stakeholders, and from an accounting perspective, it contributes towards the long-term growth and sustainability of companies [16, 17]. Several studies have examined the relationship between corporate governance mechanisms and voluntary disclosure, including board and firm characteristic variables [4, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22].
The board of directors has a crucial role in aligning management concerns with those of stakeholders, minimizing agency costs and information asymmetry [23]. Previous studies have examined board characteristics and their relationship with voluntary disclosure, including board size [4, 24,67], board independence [19, 25], and board gender diversity [26, 27].
Previous studies have explored the extent and nature of voluntary disclosure in Palestinian-listed companies in Palestine. For example, [28] studied the effect of voluntary disclosure on stock prices in Palestinian listed companies in 2014, finding that the average voluntary disclosure was 54%, with the banking sector having the highest voluntary disclosure rate of 70%. Furthermore, [25] explored the critical factors influencing voluntary disclosure in Palestinian-listed companies in 2011 and 2007, finding an average voluntary disclosure of 41.7% in 2011 and 30.8% in 2007. Additionally, [29, 30] examined the extent and nature of CSR reporting in the annual reports of companies listed on the Palestine Exchange (PEX), finding a relatively low level of CSR disclosure in Palestinian corporations.
Various theories explain firms’ voluntary disclosure, including agency, signalling, capital need, and legitimacy theories [1]. The agency theory suggests that firms disclose voluntary information to reduce agency problems, minimize agency costs, and effectively use resources in the shareholders’ best interest [12]. The signalling theory indicates that voluntary information distinguishes a company’s performance from other firms, enhances its reputation, and attracts new investments [31]. The capital need theory posits that companies that disclose more voluntary information can obtain funds at a lower cost [32]. Finally, legitimacy theory explains the incentive of management to disclose information voluntarily because disclosure informs the community about the firm’s work and contribution to society [33,66].
Board Size
The board of directors is a critical component of corporate governance, with its primary responsibility being to monitor and control management’s actions [34]. The size of the board is an essential factor that can affect its effectiveness in fulfilling these functions. Larger boards can provide a greater variety of expertise and contribute to strategic decision-making [35]. In addition, larger boards have been found to minimize the likelihood of information asymmetry [36], and promote greater levels of information disclosure [3].
Previous research has consistently shown a positive relationship between board size and voluntary disclosure levels [10,18,24,25,35] Specifically, studies have found that larger boards are associated with higher levels of voluntary disclosure [18,24,25,37]. This relationship can be attributed to larger boards having more diverse expertise and better monitoring and controlling management actions, leading to greater levels of voluntary disclosure. Therefore, based on the previous discussion, the first hypothesis will be as follows:
H1: There is a significant positive relationship between board size and the level of voluntary disclosure in the annual reports of Palestinian companies listed on PEX.
Board independence 
The composition of the board of directors is a crucial aspect of corporate governance. Non-executive directors, who are independent board members and not employed by the firm, have been found to be more effective in maximizing shareholder wealth and improving control over management than insider directors [38]. Non-executive directors can also play a vital role in addressing agency problems and reducing information asymmetry by providing greater voluntary disclosure [39]. Previous research has shown that a greater proportion of independent directors on the board can improve the quality of disclosure and limit the incentives for withholding information [40]. In addition, companies with a higher proportion of non-executive directors have been found to disclose more information to investors, with a positive relationship between the proportion of non-executive directors and the level of voluntary disclosure [3,19, 23, 25]. Therefore, the second hypothesis of this study is:
H2: There is a significant positive relationship between board independence and the level of voluntary disclosure in the annual reports of Palestinian companies listed on PEX.

Board Gender diversity
The issue of gender diversity has gained significant attention in recent years due to the increasing number of women in top management and on corporate boards [41,42]. Studies have suggested that board gender diversity may impact firms’ disclosure practices in their annual reports [43]. According to agency theory, a more diverse board will likely be more effective in monitoring management actions due to increased independence [44]. In addition, [45] have argued that women directors are particularly influential in monitoring and overseeing the actions of managers. Therefore, it is suggested that a greater representation of women on the board may enhance the board’s commitment to corporate voluntary disclosure practices [46]. However, previous studies have produced mixed results. While some studies, such as [26, 27], found a positive association between gender diversity and voluntary disclosure, others, such as [47,48] indicate a negative association. Based on the above discussion, the third hypothesis of this study is:
H3: There is a significant positive relationship between board gender and the level of voluntary disclosure in the annual reports of Palestinian companies listed on PEX.
3. Methodology
3.1. Population and Sample
This study’s population comprises all companies listed on the Palestine Exchange (PEX) between 2013 and 2017. The sample includes companies that meet two specific criteria: firstly, they must have been listed on the PEX during the stated period, and secondly, all necessary data on the company for that period must be available. As a result of these criteria, the sample comprises 45 companies, with a total of 225 firm-year observations. To gather the required data, this study relies on the 
annual reports of the sampled companies, which are publicly accessible on the PEX website.
3.2 Measurement of Variables
The Dependent Variable: Voluntary Disclosure Index
The dependent variable of this study is the level of voluntary disclosure. To measure voluntary disclosure, previous studies have employed various indices. For this study, a disclosure index was constructed by reviewing prior research such as [19,22,49,50,51], in addition to considering the legal and regulatory requirements for publicly listed companies on the PEX. The disclosure index is composed of 55 items of voluntary information. It is categorized into five types: corporate and strategic information (CSI), financial and capital market data information (FCMI), directors and senior management information (DSMI), forward-looking information (FLI), and corporate social responsibility information (CSRI).
To avoid subjective evaluation, the disclosure score for each firm is additive and unweighted, following Cooke’s approach [52]. The content analysis method examines each annual report and identifies the presence or absence of the disclosure items. The dummy procedure is then applied to compute the voluntary disclosure score for each annual report, assigning a score of one if an item is disclosed and zero if not. The disclosure score for each annual report is calculated by dividing the number of items reported by the firm by the total number of items in the VDI. The average voluntary disclosure for any annual report in a given year is obtained using the following formula:
VDS = ∑ Points of (CSI, FCMI, DSMI, FLI and CSRI)/55
Independent variables
This study employs three independent variables: board size, board independence, and board gender diversity. Furthermore, four control variables are utilized, including firm size, financial leverage, firm performance, and firm age. Table 1 provides the operational definition of this study’s dependent and independent variables.

Table 1: The definitions, and proxies, for the dependent, independent and control variables
	Variable
	Label
	Operational Definition
	Reference

	Voluntary Disclosure Index
	VDI
	VDS = ∑ Points of (CSI, FCMI, DSMI, FLI and CSRI)/55
	[22]

	Board Size
	BSIZE
	Number of the board of directors
	[37, 53, 54]

	Board independence
	BIND
	Percentage of independent directors on the board.
	[55]

	Board Gender Diversity
	BGED
	Percentage of female directors on the board.
	[48]

	Firm Size
	FSIZE
	The logarithm of the total assets of the firm.
	[50,65]

	Financial Leverage
	FLEV
	The total debt to total assets.
	[19]

	Firm Profitability
	PROF
	Return on assets (ROA): Net income / Total Assets.
	[3]

	Firm Age
	FAGE
	The logarithm of the number of years since the establishment
	[50,64]



3.3 The Regression Model
In order to examine the impact of board characteristics on the level of voluntary disclosure in the annual reports of Palestinian companies listed on the Palestine Exchange (PEX) between 2013 and 2017, the following multiple regression model was developed:

[bookmark: _Hlk129416014]The dependent and independent variables and the error term (ε) and regression coefficients (βk), are defined in Table 1.

4. Result and discussion 
4.1 Descriptive statistics
[bookmark: _Hlk79925798]Table 2 displays the results of the descriptive statistics analysis conducted on all study variables, which include the dependent, independent, and control variables. The descriptive analysis provides essential information, such as the mean, standard deviation, maximum value, and minimum value for each variable, aiding in a comprehensive understanding of the data.
Table 2. descriptive statistics analysis
	Variable
	 Obs
	 Mean
	 Std. Dev.
	 Min
	 Max

	 VDI
	225
	.563
	.152
	.236
	.873

	 BSIZE
	225
	8.764
	2.149
	5
	15

	 BIND
	225
	.915
	.158
	0
	1

	 BGED
	225
	.058
	.107
	0
	.571

	 FSIZE
	225
	17.622
	1.767
	14.01
	22.308

	 FAGE
	225
	3.044
	.553
	1.099
	4.277

	 FLEV
	225
	.413
	.257
	.009
	.947

	 FPROF
	225
	.026
	.083
	-.622
	.318

	



[bookmark: _Hlk79925939]Table 2 reveals that the average score for voluntary disclosure by companies is 56.31% out of the 55 items included in the VDI. This finding is consistent with prior studies conducted within the Palestinian context. For instance, according to [25], Palestinian companies listed on the PEX disclosed around 41.7% and 30.8% of the VDI items in 2011 and 2007, respectively. Additionally, [28] found that Palestinian companies listed on PEX disclosed approximately 54% of the VDI items.

Moreover, Table 2 highlights that the average number of board members for Palestinian-listed companies on the PEX is around nine. The minimum number of board members is five, while the maximum is 15. However, the corporate governance code for publicly listed companies in Palestine allows for up to 11 members on the board, indicating non-compliance by some companies. Notably, most directors (91.5%) are independent, meaning they do not hold any executive positions within the companies they serve. Additionally, female directors constitute an average of 5.77% of the total board members in the sampled companies, which is relatively low.

4.2 Normality, multicollinearity, and heteroscedasticity

Before performing a regression analysis, assessing the data for normality, multicollinearity, and heteroscedasticity is crucial. Normality indicates that the data should have an approximately normal distribution to satisfy statistical assumptions [56]. Multicollinearity occurs when highly correlated predictor variables lead to inconsistent and unreliable results [56]. Lastly, heteroscedasticity refers to the presence of unequal variances in the errors, which can affect the accuracy of the results [56]. Therefore, it is necessary to investigate these issues to ensure the reliability and validity of the regression analysis [56].

The normality of the residuals was evaluated using the Shapiro-Wilk W test, and the results indicate that the p-value of 0.464 was not statistically significant at the 0.05 level (refer to Table 3). Thus, the residuals can be assumed to follow a normal distribution, which is a critical assumption for many statistical analyses. These findings provide support for using parametric statistical methods for the data analysis.

Table 3. Shapiro-Wilk W test for normal data
	Variable 
	Obs
	W
	V
	Z
	Prob>z

		Residuals
	225
	    0.994
	    1.055
	    0.123
	    0.451






Pearson’s correlation was used to determine the presence of multicollinearity among the study variables (refer to Table 4). The highest correlation, 0.494, was found between FSIZE. and FAGE and the correlations among the variables were either low or moderate, indicating the absence of multicollinearity.
Table 4. Correlation matrix
	  Variables
	  (1)
	  (2)
	  (3)
	  (4)
	  (5)
	  (6)
	  (7)
	  (8)

	 (1) VDI
	1.000

	 (2) BSIZE
	0.080
	1.000

	 (3) BIND
	0.206
	0.069
	1.000

	 (4) BGED
	0.006
	-0.217
	-0.061
	1.000

	 (5) FSIZE
	0.570
	0.459
	0.205
	-0.190
	1.000

	 (6) FAGE
	0.001
	-0.010
	-0.059
	0.095
	-0.024
	1.000

	 (7) FLEV
	0.297
	0.218
	-0.009
	0.015
	0.494
	-0.204
	1.000

	 (8) FPROF
	0.170
	-0.067
	0.066
	0.183
	0.123
	0.247
	-0.191
	1.000

	


Lastly, the Breusch-Pagan / Cook-Weisberg test was utilized to assess the assumption of constant variance in the model and detect heteroscedasticity. The chi-square statistic yielded a value of 1.89; the corresponding p-value was 0.169 (refer to Table 5). These results suggest no significant evidence to reject the null hypothesis of constant variance, indicating no presence of heteroskedasticity.

Table 5. Breusch-Pagan / Cook-Weisberg test for heteroskedasticity
	Variables: fitted values of VoluntaryD
         chi2(1)      =     1.89
         Prob > chi2  =   0.1690
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4.3 Regression analysis
Table 6: regression analysis 
	[bookmark: _Hlk129612312]
	(1)
	(2)
	(3)

	VARIABLES
	Pooled OLS
	Random Effect
	Fixed Effect

	
	
	
	

	BSIZE
	0.0218
	0.0218
	0.0940**

	
	(0.0461)
	(0.0461)
	(0.0472)

	BIND
	0.124
	0.124
	0.129

	
	(0.0986)
	(0.0986)
	(0.153)

	BGED
	-0.0738
	-0.0738
	-0.269**

	
	(0.108)
	(0.108)
	(0.123)

	FSIZE
	0.0613***
	0.0613***
	0.106***

	
	(0.0112)
	(0.0112)
	(0.0231)

	FAGE
	0.110***
	0.110***
	0.268***

	
	(0.0273)
	(0.0273)
	(0.0423)

	FLEV
	-0.0191
	-0.0191
	-0.112*

	
	(0.0562)
	(0.0562)
	(0.0648)

	FPROF
	0.0677
	0.0677
	-0.0407

	
	(0.0911)
	(0.0911)
	(0.0885)

	Constant
	-0.975***
	-0.975***
	-2.264***

	
	(0.204)
	(0.204)
	(0.402)

	
	
	
	

	Observations
	225
	225
	225

	R-squared
	
	
	0.384

	
	
	
	


Standard errors in parentheses; *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

Hausman’s test was performed to ascertain whether the fixed or random effects panel regression model was more appropriate prior to estimating the regression models [1]. The results of the Hausman test indicated a p-value of less than 0.05, indicating that the fixed effect model was more suitable for the analysis. Therefore, the regression findings are presented in Table 6, where Model 1 employed Pooled OLS, Model 2 used the random effect model, and Model 3 utilized the fixed effect model.


The regression analysis results presented in Table 6 reveal essential insights into the relationship between board characteristics and voluntary disclosure (VD) practices among Palestinian firms listed on the Palestine Exchange (PEX) from 2013-2017. Therefore, the fixed effect model was the most suitable for the analysis based on the results of Hausman’s test.
The first hypothesis posited that board size is positively related to the level of voluntary disclosure. The results support this hypothesis, as a significant positive relationship between board size and the level of voluntary disclosure was found (β = 0.094, p < 0.01). This indicates that companies with larger boards disclose more voluntary information. This finding is consistent with previous studies [18,25,29,57], which have shown a positive relationship between board size and the level of voluntary disclosure. One possible explanation for the positive relationship between board size and voluntary disclosure is that a larger board provides more diverse perspectives and experiences, which can contribute to developing and implementing effective disclosure practices. This diversity can increase the level of scrutiny applied to decision-making processes, which can promote accountability and transparency.
Additionally, a larger board can provide more resources for monitoring and oversight, which can help ensure that the company is operating ethically and socially responsibly. Companies with larger boards may also be more likely to prioritize stakeholder interests, as they may have a broader range of perspectives and interests represented at the board level. Finally, a larger board may lead to a more comprehensive and meaningful approach to voluntary disclosure.
The second hypothesis tested whether board independence is positively related to the level of voluntary disclosure. The regression analysis results indicate an insignificant relationship between board independence and the level of voluntary disclosure (β = 0.129, p > 0.05). Therefore, this hypothesis is rejected. This result is consistent with previous research [20,49,58], which have shown that non-executive directors in Palestinian firms are not truly independent and may have strong families, business, or friendly relations with executive directors, which influence their independence and weaken their monitoring role.
The third hypothesis aimed to determine whether there is a positive relationship between board gender diversity and the level of voluntary disclosure. However, the study’s results revealed a significant negative relationship between the two variables (β = -0.269, p < 0.01), leading to the rejection of this hypothesis. This unexpected finding raises questions about why board gender diversity could negatively impact voluntary disclosure practices, and more research is required to explore this relationship further. One potential explanation is that female directors may lack sufficient influence or power to shape the board’s strategic direction, hindering their ability to advocate for voluntary disclosure initiatives. This result is consistent with previous studies that have found a negative association between board gender diversity and corporate disclosure [47,59,60]. For instance, [47] suggest that the representation of women on boards in Pakistan is minimal. Meanwhile, according to [60], female directors lack the necessary education and experience to promote CSR reporting practices. Furthermore, in Bangladesh, where most firms are family-owned, there is a negative correlation between the presence of female directors in family businesses and CSRD.
Moreover, the negative relationship between the presence of women on boards and voluntary disclosure in developing countries, such as Palestine, can be attributed to several factors. Firstly, social and cultural norms prevalent in these countries may limit women’s participation in corporate decision-making and board positions. This could lead to tokenism, where women directors are appointed only to fulfil gender diversity quotas without giving them real decision-making power [1]. Furthermore, the critical mass theory suggests that the presence of less than three female members on a board is insufficient to effect change [61]. Secondly, women directors may face obstacles in accessing networks and resources available to their male counterparts, reducing their effectiveness in promoting transparency and disclosure. Thirdly, the limited number of women serving on boards in these countries may make it challenging to draw meaningful conclusions about their influence on voluntary disclosure [60]. Additionally, the lack of diversity among women directors may limit their ability to promote voluntary disclosure, as they may hold similar views and experiences to their male counterparts. Therefore, to fully realize the benefits of diverse perspectives and experiences in promoting voluntary disclosure practices, policymakers and organizations must address these barriers and promote greater gender diversity on boards.
Regarding the control variables, the results show that firm size is positively related to the level of voluntary disclosure (β = 0.106, p < 0.001), consistent with the stakeholder theory argument that larger firms face greater pressure from a larger number of stakeholders to provide more information. Furthermore, the results reveal that firm age is also positively related to the level of voluntary disclosure (β = 0.268, p < 0.001), indicating that new firms disclose more information voluntarily than older ones. This finding is consistent with prior studies [55,62]. Finally, financial leverage is found to have a negative relationship with voluntary disclosure practices (β = -0.112, p < 0.05), which is also consistent with previous research [19,21,58]. This could be due to the higher risk associated with higher financial leverage, which makes firms more cautious about disclosing information voluntarily.
Conclusion 
In conclusion, this study contributes to the literature by investigating the extent of voluntary disclosure and the impact of board characteristics on the level of VD in the annual reports of Palestinian companies listed on PEX from 2013 to 2017. The findings suggest that the average level of voluntary disclosure in the sampled companies is moderate, with financial and capital market information being the most disclosed category, while forward-looking information is the least disclosed. Additionally, the study identifies board size as a significant and positive factor affecting voluntary disclosure practices, while board gender diversity significantly negatively affects VD. This highlights the importance of considering board characteristics when evaluating the level of voluntary disclosure in Palestinian companies.
Based on the results, the study recommends that policymakers and regulators establish an official Palestinian VDI to evaluate and compare voluntary practice and disclosure among Palestinian companies. Moreover, Palestinian companies need to adhere to the Code of Corporate Governance in Palestine, which emphasizes the importance of board composition and size. Therefore, it could be beneficial for companies to consider increasing the number of board members in order to improve their voluntary disclosure practices. This could be achieved by recruiting more independent directors with diverse skills and expertise who can provide constructive criticism and challenge management decisions. A larger board could also provide more resources and oversight to ensure the company meets its disclosure obligations. In addition, future research could examine the effect of other potential explanatory variables, such as director’s tenure, age, and board committees, on the level of voluntary disclosure.
Concerning board gender diversity, the finding indicates that board gender diversity has a negative impact on voluntary disclosure, suggesting that companies would take steps to ensure that female directors can play an effective role in promoting transparency and disclosure. To do so, companies may consider implementing policies and practices aimed at increasing the participation and influence of women in corporate decision-making, such as mentoring programs or diversity initiatives. Additionally, companies may want to focus on improving the networks and resources available to women directors, which may help to enhance their effectiveness in promoting voluntary disclosure practices. By taking these steps, companies may overcome the barriers that limit the effectiveness of women directors in promoting transparency and disclosure and realize the potential benefits of greater gender diversity on their boards.
However, the study has several limitations. Firstly, using a disclosure index to measure voluntary disclosure levels may limit the comparability of the results with other studies that used different indices. Secondly, the VDI used in the study measures the quantity rather than the quality of voluntary information disclosed, and there is no independent audit to verify the accuracy and reliability of the information. Lastly, the study’s period is limited to only five years, and future studies could extend the period to gather more comprehensive data.
Contributions/Practical Implications: 
The research makes significant theoretical and empirical contributions to literature regarding the impact of Board Characteristics on the level of Voluntary Disclosure on the Palestine and other countries. The research results might help both managements and practitioners in the corporations to be more ready to understand the components and impact of board characteristics on the level of voluntary disclosure and activity, effectiveness and provide the level of voluntary disclosure insight into developing and applying them within Palestinian-listed companies. The level of voluntary disclosure is an important source for all companies’ wealth and therefore it should be taken into serious consideration when formulating the Palestinian-listed companies’ strategy. This strategy formulation process can be enhanced by fully integrating their indicators into management practices. Palestinian-listed companies should coordinate different perspectives and indicators to improve their performance and should assign scales for each of such Board Characteristics.
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