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The gender equality topic is gaining 
momentum both in the organizational 
and in the institutional management 
field. In order to close the gender gap 
that is common in the business envi-
ronment, governments are promoting 
full and effective inclusion of women in 
all business areas and levels, develop-
ing useful policies to reach equal career 
progress opportunities and access to 
the highest level of the decision-mak-
ing stages in the political, economic 
and public context. Companies also 
apply and implement these kinds of 
policies. The design and application 
of gender equality policies generates 
multiple benefits for companies’ intan-
gible assets, such as positive reputation 

and legitimacy. Companies who apply 
effective equality policies can expect 
an improvement in their internal and 
external social acceptance, and, there-
fore, an increase in their moral legiti-
macy perception. The objective of this 
study is to verify how gender equality 
policies influence the corporate moral 
legitimacy. To measure this relation-
ship, a sample of 75 experts in social 
responsibility has been used and a 
model of a regression has been ap-
plied to measure the impact of gender 
equality policies on moral legitimacy.

Keywords: legitimacy, gender equality, 
corporate social responsibility, sustain-
ability, ethics.

Companies from all around the world are creating strategies and policies 
for improving a better and more equal world. These strategies and poli-
cies are managed under the Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and 
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104 Sustainability umbrella. However, there is still much to investigate about the 
organizational results of gender equality management. In this research we focus 
on the relationship between gender equality and organizational legitimacy.

Recently, the World Economic Forum published the Global Gender Report 
2017, stating that, despite the fact that women represent half of the world’s pop-
ulation, they do not have access to the same level of health assistance, education, 
economic participation, potential earning and political decision-making power 
(Bruggeman and Chan, 2016). Worldwide, the “Economic Participation and Op-
portunity gap” has been closed just up to the 58%, stressing the great differences 
that gender still makes in the potential achievement of wealth and happiness 
(Schwab et al., 2017). More than 100 countries have taken action to track budget 
allocations for gender equality (United Nations, 2019).

Through the publishing of the Sustainable Development Goals, the United 
Nations made a strong call to action to all kind of companies in order to foster 
the accomplishment of the Sustainable Agenda 2030. Goal 5 is dedicated to pro-
mote Gender Equality to “Ensure women’s full and effective participation and 
equal opportunities for leadership at all levels of decision-making in political, 
economic and public life and to adopt and strengthen sound policies and en-
forceable legislation for the promotion of gender equality and the empowerment 
of all women and girls at all levels” (United Nations, 2019). Gender Equality is an 
important dimension of the corporate ethics, affecting directly the decision-mak-
ing process and the corporate governance at a whole, being related with trans-
parency, accountability, fair opportunities for human personal and professional 
development and, finally, economic profitability (Cucari, Esposito de Falco, and 
Orlando, 2018; Harjoto, Laksmana, and Lee, 2015).

Company legitimacy derives from the recognition of its positive impact and 
is very important for the survival of organizations, because it ensures the flow of 
necessary resources to feed their activities (Baumann-Pauly, Scherer, and Palazzo, 
2016; Patriotta, Gond, and Schultz, 2011). According with institutional theory, 
an organization acquires legitimacy when it operates in an appropriate, desira-
ble and acceptable manner for the social system (Suchman, 1995). Therefore, it 
achieves the social acceptance, because it conforms with the values, rules and 
meanings of the system (Deephouse et al., 2017). Through Sustainability Reports 
organizations voluntary communicate their values and impacts to the econom-
ic, social and environmentally sustainable development and they are an impor-
tant communication and legitimation tool (Hartman, Rubin, and Dhanda, 2007; 
Kolk, 2010; Kozlowski, Searcy, and Bardecki, 2015). 

Moral legitimacy refers to perceptions linked to organizations’ fairness, jus-
tice and impartiality (Galaskiewicz, 1985; Díez-Martín, Blanco-González, and 
Prado-Román, 2020, 2019). This type of legitimacy measures moral and ethi-
cal behavior. Hence, it is closely related to the fulfillment of social responsibil-
ity policies and the objectives of sustainable development (Díez-Martín, Blan-
co-González, and Prado-Román, 2019).

The majority of the academic literature related to this topic is focused on 
women’s inclusion into boards or executive teams (Furlotti et al., 2019; Setó-Pa-
mies, 2015).
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This research’s objective is to analyze the relationship between equality pol-
icies and moral legitimacy according to experts’ perceptions. This research is 
aimed to contribute to organizational behavior, sustainability and business eth-
ics literature. Actually, nowadays, gender equality is considered an important 
ethic value for companies, which could use gender equality policies as a tool for 
legitimacy and sustained competitive advantage.

First, we present a literature review about the relationship between organiza-
tional legitimacy and gender equality, and, accordingly, we formulate our hy-
pothesis. Secondly, we describe the sample and the methodology: 75 experts in 
social responsibility who grade the CSR policies of different multinational com-
panies of the telecommunications, financial and energy industry. And thirdly, 
we present the main results and the implications of the study.

LEGITIMACY AND GENDER EQUALITY

Researchers suggest that when an organization carries out activities considered 
appropriate and ethical by the society: they increase the probability of attract-
ing new customers (Kishna et al., 2017); they are more capable to convince po-
tential costumers (Bojovic, Genet, and Sabatier, 2018); and they improve their 
performance (Wang, Song, and Zhao, 2014)a new venture must rely on early 
customers of its products to communicate value and commitment to others. For 
this reason, founders of new ventures focus more on early customers as a key 
element of their founding strategy than on other elements. But when do early 
customers really add value to new ventures? Scholars have used legitimacy the-
ory to examine the benefits of gaining acceptance and conveying firm quality 
through conforming to social norms and following similar methods and forms. 
It has been argued that, independent of the customers of products and services, 
observable legitimacy characteristics of a new organization function as signals 
and are used by critical external constituents to infer the quality of the firm. This 
research, however, sheds little light on the manner in which firm legitimacy 
influences how potential customers respond to the existence of early custom-
ers. The current study therefore proposes that, depending on types of legitimacy 
(cognitive, regulative, and normative. Besides, legitimacy has a positive impact 
on the customer satisfaction (Kassinis and Soteriou, 2015), which drive to a fa-
vorable support, commitment and recommendation effect (Chaney, Lunardo, 
and Saintives, 2015).

However, we are living in a complex environment, where sometimes con-
sumers behave inconsistently in their purchasing choices: they require easy ac-
cess to all kinds of goods, but at the same time they expect brands to behave in 
an ethical, environmentally sustainable and socially responsible way (Iglesias et 
al., 2019)brands are facing an ever-increasing pressure to integrate ethical values 
into their identities and to display their ethical commitment at a corporate level. 
Nevertheless, studies that relate business ethics to corporate brands are either 
theoretical or have predominantly been developed empirically in goods con-
texts. This is surprising, because corporate brands are more relevant in services 
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106 settings, given the nature of services (i.e., intangible, heterogeneous, inseparable 
and perishable. Attitudes and behaviors are often not coherent, and, even if con-
sumers declare a preference for ethical brands, then their purchasing decisions 
do not always conform to these beliefs and values (Govind et al., 2017).

Despite this growing emphasis on social responsibility, the adoption of the 
Sustainable Development Goals’ agenda, and the care for organizational legiti-
macy, few researches have been made to clarify this relationship. In this research, 
we analyze when, how and why equality policies influence the moral legitimacy 
of companies. 

According to previous research (Furlotti et al.,, 2019; Galbreath, 2018) and the 
item included in the United Nations agenda for the sustainable development, 
the most important topics related to gender equality in the professional envi-
ronment are: 

• access to education 
• equal opportunity in the career progress 
• female employment 
• gender salary gap 
• sexual harassment protocol
• social programs addressed to women in the closest community 
• working condition and health for female employees 
• work-life balance 
• women on board of directors

From a corporate point of view, the lack of gender equality is not only a problem 
of management and governance in all its dimensions and perspectives, but it can 
also cause a lack of legitimacy and it may negatively affect the perception and 
reputation of the brand (Miotto, Polo-López, and Rom-Rodríguez, 2019). 

Organizational legitimacy is a widespread perception or assumption that the 
activities of an institutions are desirable, or appropriate within the defined so-
cially constructive system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions (Suchman, 
1995). Legitimacy depends on the stakeholders’ perception and is based on 
shared values and beliefs (Díez-Martín et al., 2014). Legitimacy depends on the 
ability to meet stakeholders’ expectations, developing corporate, social, responsi-
ble and sustainable strategies and policies that provide credibility and trust to the 
organizations (Beddewela and Fairbrass, 2016; Díez-Martín, Prado-Román, and 
Blanco-González, 2013; Khurana and Nohria, 2008; Palazzo and Scherer, 2006).

Legitimacy is necessary to obtain the vital resources necessary to the organ-
ization survival (Zimmerman and Zeitz, 2002) Legitimacy improves the repu-
tation of the company. Positive reputation increases legitimacy by providing 
brand awareness and trust (Deephouse et al., 2017). According to various inves-
tigations, CSR is a fundamental tool for legitimation (Porter and Kramer, 2011; 
Simcic-Brønn and Vidaver-Cohen, 2009) and, therefore, is a very important sus-
tained competitive advantage (Furlotti et al., 2019), since CSR contributes to im-
proving the companies’ financial, reducing costs and risks (Orlitzky, Schmidt, 
and Rynes, 2003).
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Companies that develop policies that enhance equality and inclusivity, for 
example fostering women participation in the boards of directors, develop strate-
gies based on social responsibility, business ethics and manage their stakeholders 
with higher profits and mutual benefits (Furlotti et al., 2019; Harjoto, Laksmana, 
and Lee, 2015). These positive impacts are all possible because these organiza-
tions behave ethically and responsibility (Galbreath, 2018). 

When an organization dedicates resources to formulate specific strategies for 
obtaining or maintaining legitimacy, an overall assessment of organizational le-
gitimacy is not enough. In these cases, it is necessary to investigate into the 
origin of the common and general judgment and understand more clearly the 
underlying motivation and the most significant aspects of stakeholders’ percep-
tion. There are different typologies of legitimacy based on the origin of each 
organization legitimacy strategies and stakeholders’ perceptions (Díez-de-Castro, 
Peris-Ortiz, and Díez-Martín, 2018). Each typology seeks to identify the different 
actors’ assessment on a specific aspect of the legitimacy. These typologies differ 
from each other depending on the approach taken by the assessor to make the 
judgment. 

At this stage we ask ourselves: how do organizations’ equality policies influ-
ence the moral legitimacy?

Moral legitimacy is closely linked to the perceptions of fairness, justice, and 
impartiality about the actions of an organization. From a moral or ethical per-
spective, a legitimate organization, in order to achieve its objective, behaves ac-
cording with values, actions, policies and procedures consistently with the stake-
holders’ needs and demands (Galaskiewicz, 1985). This evaluation approach is 
based on the judgments over the moral correctness of the organizations’ activi-
ties, beyond the result obtained with those activities (Suchman, 1995). Moral le-
gitimacy is achieved because there is congruence between values, beliefs and eth-
ical thinking of the society, with the culture and the actions of the organization.

Likewise, this organizational behavior reflects the conformity of the actions 
with the legal framework and standards established by the authorities (Baum 
and Oliver, 1991; Deephouse, 1996). Organizations obtain legitimacy when they 
comply with the laws and regulations established by government’s authorities 
and the public or private agencies to which they are associated. If an organiza-
tion does not scrupulously comply with the laws, it will not obtain legitimacy. 

Therefore, we formulate the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1. The development of equality policies increases the moral legitimacy of 
companies.

SAMPLE AND METHODOLOGY

The sample is represented by 75 experts in social responsibility who analyzed the 
Social Responsibility Reports of 13 multinational companies operating in Europe 
and Latin America in the telecommunications, energy and financial industry. 
They all meet international standards criteria related to social responsibility and 
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108 environmental sustainability. We chose these three industries because they are 
traditionally masculinized sectors, and these industries are characterized by a 
high level of consumers complaints and dissatisfaction.

In this research we took into consideration the opinion of a set of experts 
about the CSR policies and actions reported by a set of companies in their Sus-
tainability Reports. 75 experts were selected from different Spanish and universi-
ties from Central and South America, according to their academic experience in 
social responsibility and fulfilling the following criteria: 

1. More than five years of academic teaching and research experience; 
2. Active participation in the past five years at conferences, seminars, and 

workshops at a national and international level; 
3. Valuable and impactful publications in the field of human resource man-

agement; and 
4. Participation as reviewers and editors in national and international scientific 

journals. 

All the experts have to own PhD degree. Research has shown the usefulness of 
the panel of experts (Okoli and Pawlowski, 2004). The objective was defined 
and described in the email and questionnaire sent to the experts so they would 
clearly understand the goal of this research. Experts based their evaluation on 
the Sustainability Reports published by the companies, the public financial and 
legal data and the information available online and in the media. This kind of 
assessment is common in research projects about CSR and legitimacy (Bansal and 
Clelland 2004; Deephouse et al., 2017)

We send the questionnaire and the Social Report of Multinational Company. 
The questionnaire was developed in 2 parts that conform to the policies and 
practices obtained from the CSR reports and main international standards (GRI 
and ISO 26000) and corporate legitimacy. The survey items are mentioned in Ta-
ble 1 and they are based on an 11 points scale. The assessments refer to the years 
2015, 2016, 2017 and 2018.

RESULTS

Descriptive Analysis

First, the descriptive analysis was carried out in order to understand the values of 
gender equality policies and legitimacy assessed by the sample. Table 1 presents 
the results, showing the different factors as well as their items with their stand-
ard deviation obtained through the analysis of the survey’s results. Regarding 
to gender equality policies, we see that not all of them achieve desirable values 
and positive evaluations. The analyzed companies obtain undesirable evalua-
tions for the policies IG01 (Equal opportunities for professional development) 
and IG06 (Women on management positions). The better evaluated policies are 
IG08 (Social actions for women’s communities – Participation) and IG04 (Female 
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employment rate); that is, those policies with a more quantitative and objective 
measurement and affected by a system based on quotas.

Table 1. Descriptive Analysis

ITEM Mean Standard

Deviation

IG01. Equal opportunities for professional development 3.41 1.64

IG02. Salary gap 5.61 1.52

IG03. Work-life balance 6.19 1.26

IG04. Female employment rate 7.80 1.58

IG05. Women health and working conditions 6.75 1.52

IG06. Women on management positions 3.15 2.24

IG07. Information about changes in organization to equal opportunities 6.57 1.68

IG08. Social actions for women´s communities - Participation 7.98 1.67

IG09.Social actions for women´s communities - Funding 6.66 1.65

LM01. Maintains transparent relations with public institutions 5.31 1.71

LM02. Contributions to political organizations are transparent 3.94 1.93

LM03. Defend free competition and non-use of monopolistic practices 5.91 1.94

LM04. Your economic-financial information is transparent 7.89 1.46

LM05. Does not collaborate with suppliers that evade taxes 6.54 1.95

LM06. Have programs and / or use sustainable technologies 9.12 1.29

LM07. Promotes respect for international treaties and standards 8.58 1.11

LM08. Protect human rights 6.80 2.16

LM09. Look for customer satisfaction and listen to their suggestions and requirements 8.79 1.16

LM10. Promote ethical and / or social values in your campaigns 6.70 1.46

LM11. Reject non-loyal marketing, which violates consumer privacy or morally 

abusive

5.42 1.82

LM12. There are specific and explicit rules and / or codes of ethical conduct defined by the 

company

9.42 1.21

LM13. Direct part of the sales revenue of certain products to social programs 6.36 1.50

LM14. Collaborate with social organizations 7.28 1.87

The values of moral legitimacy indicate that companies must improve in LM2 
(Contributions to political organizations are transparent) and that they are com-
mitted with LM6 (Have programs and / or use sustainable technologies) and 
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110 LM12 (There are specific and explicit rules and / or codes of ethical conduct 
defined by the company).

Causal Analysis

Considering the descriptive analysis and in order to verify the influence of equal-
ity policies on the companies’ legitimacy, an Exploratory Factor Analysis is car-
ried out on the variable of moral legitimacy. We therefore applied a construct of 
variables that measures global moral legitimacy. The construction of this new 
variable exceeded the precise statistical indicators (Cronbach Alpha = 0.932; Var-
iance extracted = 0.53; and Variance by item > 0.50).

Following, we performed a regression in which the dependent variable is le-
gitimacy and the independent variables are each one of the equality policies 
(Table 2). The results confirm that there is a direct and positive relationship be-
tween these policies and legitimacy, since 54% of the relationship is confirmed. 
However, not all equality policies influence legitimacy.

Table 2. Regression Analysis

ITEM Beta T -Value

IG01. Equal opportunities for professional development 0.111 1.54

IG02. Salary gap  0.017 0.18

IG03. Work-life balance 0.174*** 1.99

IG04. Female employment rate 0.212*** 2.40

IG05. Women health and working conditions -0.003 -0.03

IG06. Women on management positions 0.141*** 1.97

IG07. Information about changes in organization to equal opportunities 0.245*** 3.15

IG08. Social actions for women’s communities - Participation  0.113 1.48

IG09. Social actions for women’s communities - Funding 0.195*** 2.49

Moral Legitimacy: R2 = 0.54

***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05

Policies with a significant and positive influence on legitimacy are: IG03 (Work-
life balance), IG04 (Female employment rate), IG06 (Women on management 
positions) y IG07 (Information about changes in organization to equal opportu-
nities). Nevertheless, these policies do not influence legitimacy perception: IG01 
(Equal opportunities for professional development), IG02 (Salary gap), IG05 
(Women health and working conditions) y IG08 (Social actions for women´s 
communities – Participation).

These results point out that the strategies that better work for maintaining 
corporate legitimacy are the ones that are linked to the company’s communi-
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cation strategies and efforts. As we explain in the implications’ chapter, it is 
interesting to identify that the policies with a higher influence on legitimacy are 
those related to public aspects and external communication, and not the ones 
linked to real business model and management changes addressed to obtain and 
foster gender equality.

IMPLICATIONS

Nowadays organizations are scrutinized by all the stakeholders and the society is 
very demanding in term of equality policies. Gender equality is the main topic 
of the UN SDG 5, which establishes that one of the 2030 Sustainable Agenda’s 
priority is to reduce the gender gap (United Nations, 2019). 

Companies are required not only to obtain economic benefits, but also to 
be responsible for their actions in front of the society and behave ethically and 
morally. Organizations must get involved with their stakeholders, promoting 
inclusiveness and equality.

In this scenario, the organizations are aware that new factors affect their deci-
sion-making process and new variables that were not previously considered have 
gained prominence in management. Intangible assets management is one of the 
most important issues in all kind of organizations (Castillo-Feito, Blanco-González, 
and Delgado-Alemany, 2019; Miotto, Castillo-Feito, and Blanco-González, 2020). 
Within these intangible assets, we include the organizational legitimacy that re-
fers to social acceptance (Suchman, 1995) and which is a key factor to ensure the 
survival of the companies, the stakeholders’ support and the resources availability 
(Díez-Martín et al., 2014).

Moral legitimacy refers to the perceptions of fairness, justice and impartiality 
about organizations’ actions (Galaskiewicz, 1985). It is deeply linked to the fulfill-
ment of social responsibility policies and of the objectives of sustainable devel-
opment. For this reason, we chose to collect the opinion of 75 experts in social 
responsibility about the policies implemented by a set of companies those operate 
in traditionally gender-dominated sectors. Through the experts’ assessment, we 
quantified and measured whether equality policies influence legitimacy or not.

Firstly, the results indicate that, several times, gender equality policies are not 
adequately implemented. Companies should improve on “Equal opportunities 
for professional development” and on inclusion of more “Women on manage-
ment positions”. At the same time, companies obtain a good evaluation for their 
“Social actions for women’s communities – Participation” and “Female employ-
ment rate”.

Second, the disaggregated analysis of moral legitimacy indicates that compa-
nies should improve their commitment with transparency and accountability. At 
the other hand, companies obtain good results in the implementation of “pro-
grams and / or use of sustainable technologies” and in the implementation and 
definition of “specific and explicit rules and / or codes of ethical conduct”.

Third, the results of the regression analysis allow us to validate the research’s 
hypothesis: The development of equality policies increases companies’ moral legitima-
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112 cy, and with it, their ethical commitment towards the achievement of the UN Sustain-
able Development Goals 5. 

The research results show several differences between legitimacy – linked ef-
fective and not effective policies.

The gender equality policies those influence legitimacy are: “Female employ-
ment rate”, “Women on management positions”, “Information about equal op-
portunities”, and “Social actions for women´s communities and Projects Fund-
ing”. These policies are related to the companies’ communication strategies and 
external marketing strategies, with a high impact and exposure on the media.

On the contrary, the gender equality policies that do not influence legitimacy 
are: “Equal opportunities for professional development”, “Salary gap”, “Women 
health and working conditions”, and “Social actions for women’s communities – 
Participation”. All these policies determine a deep organizational change, the in-
volvement of the stakeholders and a deep internal change in the business model, 
management style and decision-making process.

Considering these results and considerations, we determine that companies are 
aware of the influence of gender equality policies on legitimacy and of the impor-
tance of meeting and fostering the UN SDG5 in order to improve their legitimacy. 
We also determine that, according to the theory of the intangible assets manage-
ment, companies have focused on those policies with the greatest impact and cov-
erage on the media. Nevertheless, we consider that companies should go one step 
further and implement organizational changes that lead to real and consistent gen-
der equality, not only to obtain good publicity and an improvement of the positive 
reputation through a well-managed communication strategy. They should not only 
focus on equality policies to achieve isomorphism (Díez-Martín et al., 2014), they 
should develop gender equality strategies that change deeply the organizational 
structures and mindset. They should understand that, through inclusiveness and 
equality they will increase their legitimacy and, therefore, obtain a sustained com-
petitive advantage (Miotto, Castillo-Feito, and Blanco-González, 2019).

Finally, we are aware of the limitations of this study, since we just took into 
consideration multinational companies from a set of specific industries. This lack 
of plurality in the sample encourages future researchers to investigate and com-
pare the results with other sectors, to carry out longitudinal studies to check the 
degree of implementation of the policies, or to analyze different stakeholders’ 
opinions about the degree of compliance with the SDG 5 and the efficiency and 
effectiveness of the companies’ equality policies to close the gender gap.
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