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Women’s representation in corporate governance
Nationally, women are underrepresented at every level of corporate leadership,
compared with men. Women are less likely than men to be corporate managers, vice
presidents, senior vice presidents, CEOs, or board members.1 The gap is particularly
profound at the CEO and board level. Approximately 5 percent of companies in the
2015 Standard and Poor (S&P) 500 index have female CEOs.2 Just 2 percent of financial
services companies in the same index for 2014 were led by female CEOs.3 In addition,
women comprise just 19 percent of corporate board seats.4 Representation in corporate
governance is even worse for women of color. Although they make up a third of all
working women, women of color represent less than half a percent of S&P 500
companies’ CEOs and hold just over 3 percent of board seats for Fortune 500
companies.5
What accounts for women’s underrepresentation in corporate governance?
Researchers have identified a number of barriers to women’s participation in corporate
leadership. Some sociologists cite gender norms regarding female and male
characteristics, specifically pertaining to leadership qualities as an obstacle to
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participation. One group of researchers reviewed 69 studies on stereotypes and
leadership and found that stereotypically male characteristics are overwhelmingly
associated with expectations for leadership success.6 Virtues associated with effective
leadership such as independence, competitiveness, and rationality are typically equated
with masculine characteristics.7 Women who aspire to become leaders on the executive
level may encounter bias about their ability to lead. Some believe that as women move
up the career ladder and into positions of leadership, they are expected to exhibit
“feminine” and nurturing behaviors, and if they don’t, they are viewed as abrasive and
may face backlash.8 On the flip side, if they come across as “too feminine,” they may be
seen as weak and unassertive. This can be a difficult tradeoff and serve as a deterrent
for some considering taking an executive position.
Another barrier to women’s participation in corporate leadership is their caregiving and
child-rearing responsibilities. Some working women may struggle to maintain work–
life balance when they bear the brunt of familial responsibilities. Women who want or
have children may find it difficult to excel in high-level positions requiring 24/7
availability, significant time in the office, and travel on short notice.9 In addition, time
off for childbirth and raising children interrupts women’s career paths, thereby
affecting their level of experience and extending the time it takes some women to rise
up in the ranks. In other words, career interruptions for familial responsibilities can
diminish access to the professional experiences necessary for advancement.
Women interested in serving on corporate boards may be challenged by the lack of a
pipeline to board service. The primary route or pipeline to corporate board membership
is prior service as CEO of a public corporation.10 Since women are vastly
underrepresented at the CEO level, compared with men, this makes women less likely
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to meet the preferred experience for board membership. In fact, a 2012 survey of
approximately 100 male board directors from private and public companies cited the
lack of executive experience as the primary reason women’s participation on boards is
not increasing.11 When women do make it to the corporate board level, they generally
have done so by taking a nontraditional or non-vertical approach. In fact, one researcher
found the majority of women directors have reached the corporate board level by first
“sidestepping” out of business and into careers in academe, the not-for-profit sector,
and in government or consulting.12 In contrast, men generally move up the corporate
career ladder in a more linear fashion and at a quicker pace. A long-term study of more
than 4,000 alumni who graduated between 1996 and 2007 from MBA programs at
leading business schools found male graduates were twice as likely as their female
counterparts to be at the CEO/senior executive level.13
An emerging theory, known as the “glass cliff,” posits that companies commonly
appoint women into senior executive positions when they are performing poorly or
failing financially. Research by two British psychologists supports this theory, finding
women are disproportionately brought into precarious leadership positions, compared
with men.14 When a female CEO is unable to turn her company around financially, her
failure may be judged as the result of her gender.15 Thus, some argue that the practice of
appointing women as CEOs only when a firm is in trouble sets them up to fail.
Arguments for increasing women’s participation in corporate governance
A growing body of research suggests that women serving on corporate boards leads to
good governance. Good governance can be measured by looking at its key components
such as decision-making, monitoring and auditing, and attending meetings. Several
studies connect women’s participation on corporate boards with positive outcomes in
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all of these areas.16 In addition, other research takes the correlation argument a step
further, contending that good governance improves company performance and its
public image.
Women may bring different skills, experiences, and perspectives to corporate
governance than their male counterparts. Female board members are linked to
enhanced listening, social support, and problem-solving skills.17 These skills can create a
more thoughtful and deliberative decision-making process. In addition, some studies
have shown that diversity of experience and perspective in general broadens the
content of discussion. Differences in opinions, knowledge, and perspective may result
in a “more thorough consideration of a wide range of interpretations, alternatives, and
consequences”18 to a particular problem and help generate solutions.
Other research reveals that women on corporate boards are more likely to participate in
monitoring and auditing efforts. A study of approximately 2,000 S&P-rated firms from
1996–2003 found female board members were more likely to sit on monitoring- related
committees—such as audit, nominating, and corporate governance—than men.19
Corporate-monitoring efforts often include holding CEOs accountable for poor stock
performance. Thus, some researchers contend the presence of women on corporate
boards fosters a culture of accountability.20
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According to one comprehensive study, women on corporate boards have better
attendance at board meetings and encourage better attendance by male board members.
The study found female board members are 30 percent less likely to have attendance
problems than men. 21 Their presence also had a marked effect on the attendance
behavior of their male peers. In general, male board members’ attendance improved as
the fraction of women on the board increased.22 Meeting attendance is an important
component of good governance because it allows board members to stay informed,
hold one another accountable, and participate in key decisions.
Multiple studies link women’s participation on boards to improved corporate profit and
performance outcomes. One commonly cited study by the Credit Suisse Research
Institute looked at more than 2,000 companies that have stocks listed on the MSCI
world stock market index and found the stock performance of those with women board
members was 26 percent higher than those with no female board presence. 23
In addition, companies with at least one female board member had a 4 percent higher
return on equity than those without female members.24 Further, net income growth for
companies with female board representation also was 4 percent higher.25 A study of
nearly 90 European companies with a stock market capitalization of more than
$175 million revealed those companies with at least two female board members
outperformed their sector in terms of stock price growth by 17 percent.26 An older study
conducted by Catalyst Inc. compared Fortune 500 companies with the highest and
lowest percentage of female board representation and found the companies with the
highest percentage outperformed those with the lowest by 42 percent in return on sales
and by 66 percent in return on invested capital.27
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The Credit Suisse and Catalyst studies have been questioned in subsequent research for
using a “means” comparison between the different groups of companies (with women
board members or without women board members, for example), which can be
distorted by any extreme values.28 In addition, some researchers believe these studies
alone, without controlling for other variables, do not prove causation between women’s
board participation and firm performance.29 This research does not question whether
women bring value to corporate leadership, but rather recommends a more robust and
up-to-date examination of the link between gender diversity and corporate
performance.
Some scholars also suggest women’s participation in corporate governance enhances a
company’s public image. In particular, for companies with a diverse stakeholder or
customer base, having a female presence on the board demonstrates inclusiveness and
heightens credibility.30 In addition, promoting gender inclusivity in governance
supports corporate social responsibility (CSR) efforts31 that look at the organization’s
impact on the local community. An organization can demonstrate its commitment to
social equality by supporting gender diverse leadership.
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