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Abstract
Purpose – The European Union (EU) has recently adopted gender quotas for corporate boards (CBQ),
anticipating ripple effects on women’s careers in the companies concerned, as well as throughout the economy.
The purpose of this paper is to investigate whether CBQ has spurred ripple effects and discuss mechanisms
hindering or facilitating women’s occupancy of top executive positions.
Design/methodology/approach – Norway was the first country in the world to introduce CBQ in 2003,
with full effect from 2008. The policy requires company boards to be composed of 40% of each gender.
Drawing on original data mapping boards and executive committees in Norway’s 200 largest companies, the
authors analyze the association between CBQ and the gender composition of executive management almost
15 years after the full implementation. The data include both companies covered by the CBQ and large
companies not covered.
Findings – The investigation does not find a positive association between CBQ and more women in
executive positions. Thus, the ripple effect hypothesis of CBQ is not supported. CBQ may have contributed to
an increased awareness of gender imbalances, yet these findings indicate that to achieve more gender balance
in executive positions, scholars and practitioners may need to focus more on gendered conditions and
processes in organizations and society throughout executive careers than on the gender composition of boards.
Originality/value – This paper provides empirical analyses of original data 15 years after the
implementation of CBQ. The authors further contribute to scholarly debate by identifying and discussing
possible mechanisms that explain how requiring more women on corporate boards may – or may not – have
ripple effects on executive management.
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Introduction
In November 2022, the European Parliament and the European Council adopted gender
quotas for the boards of listed companies in the member states of the European Union (EU).
Gender quotas are considered a means of changing the structural properties of power and its
distribution among groups and are intended to break down structures that maintain
inequality (Kogut et al., 2013). An important reason for the relative popularity of quota
arrangements is not only their promise to improve gender balance within their scope, but
also of the prospect of ripple effects beyond the scope of the quota arrangement (Franceschet
et al., 2012).

The recent adoption of gender quotas for corporate boards (CBQ) in the EU is broadly
modeled on a regulation adopted by the Norwegian Parliament in 2003, when Norway
became the first country in the world to implement such a policy (Teigen, 2021). The
Norwegian CBQ came fully into effect in 2008 and covered public limited, intermunicipal
and state-owned companies, expanding to include cooperative companies [1] and municipal
companies in 2008 and 2009, respectively (Teigen, 2022) [2]. Consecutively, CBQ was
adopted in Spain, Iceland, France, Belgium, Italy, Germany, Portugal and Austria (L�epinard
and Marin, 2018; Teigen, 2021). The CBQ issue was placed high on the EU policy agenda,
and in 2012, the European Commission proposed a directive to regulate gender balance on
corporate boards. The directive was pending for 10 years until its recent adoption in
November 2022.

Ripple – or spillover – effects of CBQ are clearly anticipated, as formulated in the
directive text: “Enhancing women’s participation in economic decision-making, on boards in
particular, is expected to have positive spillover effects on women’s employment in the
companies concerned and throughout the whole economy” (10, L 315/45). Furthermore, the
text states:

Increasing the representation of women on boards not only affects the women appointed to
boards, but also contributes to attracting female talent to the company and ensuring a greater
presence of women at all levels of management and in the workforce. Therefore, a higher share of
women on boards is likely to have a positive impact on closing both the gender employment gap
and the gender pay gap (17, L 315/47) [3].

However, existing research on the ripple effects of CBQ is inconsistent and points in
different directions. In their early study of Norwegian listed companies between 2001
and 2010, Wang and Kelan (2013) found a small increase in female chief executive
officer (CEO) appointments in the first years after the reform was introduced but no
significant impact after the full enforcement of board quotas. Despite these results,
Wang and Kelan (2013) argued that CBQ might have long-term effects in bringing forth
more female leaders as the experience women gain from serving on corporate boards
may qualify them for executive jobs and for positions as mentors and role models for
other women in the future. Examining change among listed companies from 2003 to
2014, Bertrand et al. (2019) found neither positive nor negative effects of women joining
boards on the recruitment of women to executive management. Six years after the CBQ
came into full effect, the study concluded that the CBQ had had little discernible impact
on women in business beyond the direct effect on the women who made it into
boardrooms. However, the authors further noted that more time may be needed for
ripple effects to be identified.

In this article, we investigate ripple effects of CBQ based on data from Norway after the
CBQ had been in place for almost 15 years. This time span should provide sufficient time to
make evident ripple effects.
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This study makes two main contributions to the increasing – but still incomplete –
knowledge of CBQ and their impact. First, drawing on a unique, comprehensive data set
mapping all boards and executive committees in the 200 largest Norwegian companies,
we analyze the association between CBQ and the gender composition of executive
management in these organizations. In addition to listed companies, we study state-
and municipality-owned limited companies and large cooperatives (all covered by the
CBQ), as well as privately owned limited companies and cooperatives not covered by
the CBQ. Our data are from 2022, almost 15 years after the full implementation of the
CBQ, allowing substantial time for potential ripple effects to manifest. A main finding
reveals that listed and cooperative companies (with CBQ) are not associated with more
women in executive management positions, compared with non-CBQ companies. This
indicates that after relevant controls, no ripple effect from CBQ boards is found in
executive management.

Second, we contribute to the theoretical discussion on the anticipated mechanism behind
the ripple effect thesis, departing from theories that hypothesize a positive relationship
between CBQ and gender balance in top executive positions. As the anticipated mechanisms
leading to ripple effects often tend to be blurred, a core aim of our article is to identify and
elaborate on possible mechanisms expressing how increased gender balance in one context
(corporate boards) may – or may not – have ripple effects in other contexts (executive
management).

Gender quotas and the anticipated mechanisms behind ripple effects
Drawing on the literature on gender in management, we identify three potential ripple effect
mechanisms predicting more women in executive positions, as well as an alternative
approach explaining the lack of ripple effects. We have named the first three mechanisms as
follows: women promoting women, gender diversity reduces gender bias, and women role
models. Furthermore, we identify a fourth “mechanism” – gendered child penalties in
executive careers – which offers an alternative approach to explaining why ripple effects
from CBQ do not necessarily occur.

Women promoting women
The first mechanism emphasizes the explicit role of women board members as agents
for change, suggesting that they will initiate the promotion of women candidates to
senior management. In Norway, corporate boards are responsible for appointing
company CEOs (Bertrand et al., 2019) and may have some influence on the selection of
the executive committee (Flaa, 2016), as well as its impact on the company’s human
resources (HR) policies. Thus, if more women on corporate boards actively promote
women candidates or demand that recruiters, election committees for the recruitment of
CEOs, and others actively search for women candidates, it could contribute to more
women on the executive side [4].

However, it cannot be assumed that women either desire or feel obligated to promote
women. According to Terjesen et al. (2009), women on corporate boards are reluctant to be
“diversity supporters” as they see their role as identically professional to that of male board
members. Thus, they may avoid taking the role of representatives for a feminist change
agenda (Singh, 2008). Furthermore, as frequently newcomers to corporate boards, women
may have less influence over decision-making processes than seniors (Jeydel and Taylor,
2003; Beckwith, 2007). In line with this critique, recent research indicate that the mere
presence of women directors is insufficient to bring about the desired spillover effect
(Bozhinov et al., 2021).
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Gender diversity reduces gender bias
The second mechanism suggests that an increased presence of women will inherently
mitigate tendencies of gender bias and gender discrimination (see Goyal et al., 2021)
and possibly enhance the impact women may have on board decisions (Kwon et al.,
2023). A much-debated claim in the gender and management literature argues that an
increased share of women in a predominately male-dominated setting has the potential
to counter tendencies of homosocial reproduction and implicit gender discrimination.
This is attributed to the idea that as the representation of women increases, women’s
presence surpasses the token status, bringing about change in how women as a group
are perceived (cf. Kanter, 1977). According to social identity theory, people consciously
or unconsciously categorize demographically dissimilar individuals as out-of-group
members and demographically similar individuals as in-group members (Chatman and
Spataro, 2005). Moreover, decision-makers tend to prefer more attractive positions,
including leadership positions, for in-group members (Turner et al., 1979), contributing
to homosocial reproduction; hence, a board comprised mainly of men will have an
unconscious preference for a male candidate to be the successor CEO. Thus, increased
gender diversity on a company board will reduce homosocial reproduction and in-group
preferences, increasing the probability of the firm appointing a female CEO, which, in
turn, may lead to the appointment of more female members to the executive committee
(Matsa and Miller, 2011; Wang and Kelan, 2013; Cook and Glass, 2014; Bertrand et al.,
2019).

In contrast to the assumptions above, it is worth noting that while experimental
studies conducted in several countries, including the USA, Spain and Germany,
continue to display gender bias in which men are favored over women, several recent
experiments conducted in the Nordic countries do not show such bias (e.g. Bygren et al.,
2017; Carlsson and Eriksson, 2019). Thus, gendered in-group preferences may be less
important in a Nordic context.

Women role models
The third mechanism predicting ripple effects highlights the potential importance of
women board directors as role models (Gilardi, 2015; Morgenroth et al., 2015). Sealy and
Singh (2010) have argued that the absence of female role models in senior management
positions hinders women’s career advancement. Women directors are believed to play a
significant role in the development of others’ work identities; therefore, the increased
presence of women on corporate boards can have a motivational and inspiring impact on
other women (Sealy and Singh, 2010). CBQ are expected to facilitate organizational
changes and have long-term encouraging effects on young women in business as women
on boards may serve as role models to women in the pipeline, demonstrating that women
can fulfill their highest ambitions and inspiring other women to strive for top
management positions (Joy, 2008; Wang and Kelan, 2013; Flaa, 2016; Bertrand et al.,
2019).

The internal role model effect describes the expected motivational effect within
companies when more women enter the corporate board and become more visible. In
contrast to this expectation, Bertrand et al. (2019) found no evidence of improvements (no
sign of an internal role model effect) for women working in the firms most affected by the
CBQ six years after the full implementation. However, they argue that CBQ may foster a
positive mindset among young women in business that ultimately motivates them to remain
on a fast-track career [5], implying that CBQ could have a potential impact in the future.
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The external role model effect predicts that the increased presence of women on corporate
boards can serve as a strong signal of openness toward women, fostering greater career
motivation and effort among women in the wider business community. Conducting
experimental tests on signaling theory, Schäpers et al. (2023) found that a company with a
gender-diverse board was perceived as more attractive by potential applicants than an all-
male board and that CBQ did not significantly reduce a company’s employer attractiveness.
However, the presence of a gender quota somewhat diminished the positive signaling effect
as applicants tended to assume that the gender-diverse board did not reflect an entirely
genuine commitment within the company (Schäpers et al., 2023).

Related to the external role model effect, scholars have also worried that women may
face role incongruity dilemmas as leadership positions or ambitions are interpreted as
masculine and thus conflicting with femininity (Eagly, 2003). A study from Sweden has
shown that female directors are even less security-oriented and more risk-loving than
male directors (Adams and Funk, 2012). This finding indicates a break with gender
stereotypes at top level. However, the study also finds a gap between the preferences
and values among women at the top and the preferences and values among women in
the general population. Female directors may thus appear to be less attractive role
models to women in general.

Gendered child penalties in executive careers
The predictions for CBQ having ripple effects build on the assumption that the gender
composition of corporate boards represents a significant obstacle to women’s careers in the
business sector. An alternative explanation may be found in the scholarship of traditional
upward mobility career path and its family-unfriendly career demands, which require
visibility, availability and flexibility outside normal working hours (e.g. Goldin, 2021).
These demands, necessitating a partner willing to be the primary carer at home in families
with dependents, can limit women’s chances of remaining on the career fast-track, which
consequently reduces the pool of eligible female candidates. Scholarship points in the
direction that this is also the case in the Nordics (Hardoy et al., 2017; Magnusson and Nermo,
2017; Bygren et al., 2020).

The traditional upward mobility career path within the business sector typically requires
strong line experience, preferably as a business unit head, to advance into top leadership
and, specifically, CEO positions (Joy, 2008). Research indicates that having recent experience
in high-level executive roles is a key factor in predicting the attainment of board positions
(Smith and Parrotta, 2018). A fast-track career in the business sector offers advancement
opportunities to top-level positions based on a series of developmental experiences provided
by an organization. These experiences typically imply a rapid succession of operational line
jobs involving profit-and-loss responsibility. Line jobs with such responsibility often offer
the potential for large wage increases and bonuses, but these jobs also demand significant
investment in time availability and travel days (Halrynjo, 2015; Halrynjo et al., 2022) and the
sacrifice of family-friendly flexibility (Bütikofer et al., 2018; Goldin, 2021).

The more family-friendly solution is typically to work in staff and support functions,
which require less visibility, availability and flexibility outside normal working hours.
Research shows how the careers of men typically follow the preferred pathway to the top,
with swift annual evaluations, uninterrupted progression and continually increasing
requirements and work pressure. For women, however, a career often represents a labyrinth
with a series of barriers, dead ends and unusual pathways, as they try to balance family life
and job responsibilities (Lupu, 2012). Swedish research show that gender differences in
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time-consuming work among mothers and fathers clearly contribute to the gender wage gap
in high-prestige professions (Magnusson and Nermo, 2017).

At the top of the business sector, women typically end up in more family-friendly
support positions instead of the more career-rewarding line positions (Halrynjo and Blair-
Loy, 2021). As a result, a larger number of women may end up lacking the profit-and-loss
and operational line experience required to continue a fast-track career toward the top. A
large study from the Norwegian business sector showed no difference in careers or wages
among men and women without children but strong differences between mothers and
fathers, regardless of their gender-equal career preferences (Halrynjo et al., 2022).

This article contributes to the research field by examining and discussing the potential
ripple effects – or lack thereof – of CBQ on executive management. The first three
mechanisms discussed – namely, women promoting women, gender diversity reduces gender
bias and women role models – all propose positive ripple effects resulting from the
introduction of CBQ to an increased representation of women in executive top positions.
With CBQ ensuring that women comprise at least 40% of company boards, it is anticipated
that more women will occupy top executive positions due to active promotion by women,
diminished gender bias or the presence of female role models. In contrast, the fourth
mechanism suggests that gendered family-unfriendly conditions in executive careers play a
significant role in access to top executive positions. In other words, the promotion of gender
diversity is less reliant on the gender composition of boards and more influenced by the
conditions and challenges encountered throughout the executive career trajectory. Based on
this mechanism, it is unlikely that CBQ will generate ripple effects from boards to top
executive positions.

Data and method
To examine the potential ripple effects of CBQ, we study the relationship between CBQ and
the gender composition of executive management in the 200 largest Norwegian companies,
using original hand-collected data from 2022. We selected the 200 largest companies from
the ranking of companies by revenue according to Kapital [6]. Our selection of companies is
based on the following criteria: the board and headquarters must be registered in Norway;
the executive committee must consist of three or more people; and information about the
composition of the company’s executive management must be available. Executive
management includes the CEO and those who report directly to the CEO. Among the 200
companies, 95 are covered by CBQ and 105 are not. The CBQ companies include publicly
listed companies as well as state- and municipality-owned companies and large
cooperatives. The companies not covered by CBQ are mainly privately owned limited
companies, as well as a few cooperative companies which are not covered by the quota rules.
Information on gender (based on names), board members and CEOs was collected from the
public business register. The information on gender (names) and titles in the executive
committees was collected from companies’ websites, annual reports and, in some cases,
direct contact with the companies during the spring of 2022.

First, we present the descriptive patterns of gender composition on boards and in
executive management, differentiating between CBQ and non-CBQ companies, as well as
between the various types of companies covered by the CBQ. We then move on to present
multivariate analyses that allow us to control for other characteristics of the companies. The
first dependent variable is the percentage of women on the executive committee, including
both line and staff/support positions. For the second dependent variable, percentage of
women in line positions, we limit the scope to exclusively include the line-positions on the
executive committee. Following Bilimoria (2006), line positions are defined as those with an

GM



operational function title (for instance, director of systems operations), a general
management title (for example, president or chief operating officer) or a product or area title
(for instance, business unit head). In contrast, directors of, for example, HR,
communications, corporate social responsibility, safety, health and environment are coded
as support and staff positions. Each member of the executive committee was reclassified as
holding a line position or not, and the percentage of women line officers was then calculated
for each company. The third dependent variable is female CEO (coded as 1), with male CEO
as the reference category (0). Our main independent variables are type of CBQ company, with
non-CBQ companies as the reference category and percentage of women on the board
(excluding chair and deputy board members), which we include in models A2, B2 and C2.
We control for female board chair (coded as 1, with male chair as reference, coded 0). We
control for size in three ways. The first is by categories of revenue, comprising 3–4.999m
NOK, 5–9.999m NOK and more than 10m NOK, with less than 3m as the reference category.
Second, we control for variation in the number of people on the board (including the chair
and excluding deputy members) and third, the number of people on the executive committee,
including line as well as staff positions.

Results
Based on unique and detailed information about the gender division within the top
management in the 200 largest Norwegian companies by revenue collected in 2022, this
article analyzes whether 15 years of CBQ have spurred ripple effects from the boards into
executive management and, hence, led to more women holding top executive positions.

Descriptive analyses
Table 1 shows the percentage of women on corporate boards, on executive committees and
in line positions. The numbers demonstrate that the composition of boards is more gender
balanced in CBQ companies than in non-CBQ companies. Hence, the CBQ has been effective
in accomplishing their primary aim of balancing the gender composition of corporate
boards. However, the higher percentage of women on CBQ company boards is not reflected
in executive management. Furthermore, the percentage of women in executive management
is particularly similar in listed CBQ and non-CBQ companies.

The group of organizations covered by the CBQ consists of three types of companies:
listed companies (63), state- and municipality-owned companies (15) and cooperative
companies (17).

The average percentage of female board members in CBQ companies is 48.6%, compared
with 22.7% in the non-CBQ companies. This finding confirms that companies covered by
CBQ follow the statuary quota regulation. The proportion of women on executive
committees, however, does not follow the same pattern. We find that the listed companies
with CBQ and the privately owned companies without CBQ have the same percentage of
women in top executive positions (25.6 vs 25.9). The state- and municipality-owned
companies stand out by having the highest percentage of women on executive committees,
with 40.1%. The representation of women is clearly weakest in line positions. Women hold
only 17.5 of the line positions in the executive committees in listed companies and 16.9 in
cooperatives with CBQ. Again, the state- and municipality-owned companies stand out by
having 37%women in line positions.

On average, the company board consists of seven board members. There are small
differences among the companies in terms of the number of board members. Private limited
companies (non-CBQ) have the lowest average number (six board members), followed by
listed companies (eight members). Cooperatives and state- and municipality-owned
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companies have most board members (nine members). The numbers on executive
committees average eight members, irrespective of the company type.

The clearest difference between the company categories is found for the highest
positions: board chairs and CEOs. These positions are not covered by the CBQ. Our data
show that female board chairs are equally rare in private limited and publicly listed
companies, in which less than 10% have a female board chair. In contrast, a considerably
higher proportion of cooperative and state- and municipality-owned companies have female
board chairs (35% and 27%, respectively). Women CEOs are rare in any type of company
(15.5%), but they are particularly scarce in private limited (non-CBQ) and listed companies
(CBQ). Once again, the state- and municipality-owned companies stand out with the highest
percentage of women CEOs.

Summing up, the bivariate analysis does not find more women in executive positions in
companies covered by CBQ, except for state- andmunicipality-owned companies.

Multivariate analyses
To further examine the potential ripple effects of CBQ on executive positions in various type
of companies, we use multivariate analyses to examine the relationship between the
percentage of women in executive positions and CBQ, controlled for other factors.

Table 2 shows the results of the multivariate analyses including ordinary least square
(OLS) regression (Models A and B) and logistic regression (Model C). Model A examines the
percentage of women on executive positions (both line and staff/support positions) as the
dependent variable. As line positions are generally more male dominated than staff
positions in the executive committees, we include an analysis of women in line management
as a critical test (Model B). Furthermore, Model C investigates whether being a CBQ
company increases the possibility of having a female CEO (logistic regression, showing
marginal effects). Models A1, B1 and C1 show the results without control for the percentage
of women on the board. Models A2, B2 and C2 include the percentage of women on board.
For all models, we include controls for female chair, revenue, the number of people on the
boards (without deputy members) and the number of people on the executive committees [7].

In contrast to expectations of ripple effects, the analyses indicate that compared with
non-CBQ companies, we find no positive association between being a listed or cooperative
CBQ company and the percentage of women on the executive committees (model A1). The
association is, however, positive for state- and municipality-owned companies (but not
statistically significant). Controlling for the percentage of women on the board (A2), does not
change the main pattern.

The critical test of women in line positions (Model B) confirms the pattern from Model A
with lack of ripple effects among listed and cooperative companies. The association with
more women in line positions among state- and municipality-owned companies is positive
and now statistically significant (without control for the percentage of women on the board,
see model B1). Model B2 demonstrates a statistically significant association between the
share of women on the board and women in line positions. However, the model also reveals
that being a listed or cooperative CBQ company is clearly associated with fewer women in
top line positions compared with non-CBQ companies when we control for the percentage of
women on the board. Model C reveals that the probability of having a female CEO does not
increase for listed or cooperative CBQ companies compared with the non-CBQ companies.
State- and municipality-owned companies stand out with a higher (but not statistically
significant) probability of having a female CEO compared with non-CBQ companies. While
the percentage of women on the board is positively associated with more women in
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executive positions across all three models (A2, B2 and C2), the results for listed and
cooperative CBQ companies are still negative.

Female chair is strongly associated with more women in executive positions on all the
dependent variables, across models. However, the gender of the chair is not covered by the
CBQ rules.

The three variables that we include to control for various dimensions of company size do
not have a systematic impact on any of the dependent variables. We do not see a consistent
pattern due to companies’ revenue. Companies with more members on their boards are
associated with more women in executive positions. However, the size of the executive
committee does not seem to matter.

As an additional test, we used the same analyses to a sample of the 200 largest
companies in 2018. The main results are similar for all the models, suggesting stable
findings. Likewise, the descriptive analysis shows a similar share of women on the board as
in the 2022 data, with more than twice the proportion of women in CBQ companies as in non-
CBQ companies. Nevertheless , we found a 4–6 percentage points increase of women in the
top executive positions from 2018 to 2022. Still, this increase is found across companies,
regardless of CBQ and the percentage of women on the board [8].

Discussion
In summary, we do not find more women in executive positions in CBQ companies, almost
15 years after the introduction of corporate board quotas. Thus, the ripple effect hypothesis
of CBQ is generally not supported. For the listed companies and cooperatives with CBQ the
relationship is negative across all three models, indicating fewer women in executive
committees, in line positions and as CEOs compared with non-CBQ companies. For state-
and municipality-owned companies, however, the association is positive across models. The
higher percentage of women in executive top positions in these companies, could indicate a
stronger commitment and political motivation to achieve gender balance both on the board
side and on the executive side within these companies.

Given these findings, it is intriguing that we do find a positive association between a
higher number of women on boards in non-CBQ companies and more women in executive
positions. This finding aligns with earlier studies of non-CBQ companies (Matsa and Miller,
2011; Cook and Glass, 2014). Nevertheless, in contrast to these earlier studies, which are
based on US data and argue that CBQ could work as a “quick fix” to gender balance
advancement in the corporate world, our findings of a negative or no association between
CBQ and more women in top executive positions in companies that are not owned by the
state or municipalities, do not support this argument. The association may instead represent
a reversed causality in which more women in executive positions lead to more women on
boards, meaning that the few companies tending to hire women in executive positions may
also tend to recruit women on their boards.

Interestingly, having a female board chair is strongly associated with more women in
executive positions on all the dependent variables, across models. As the CBQ-regulations
do not involve the gender of the chair, this variable cannot contribute to the main research
question. Still, it could be argued that the female chair-association suggests signs of ripple
effects from a powerful board position into executive positions. Before we conclude on
potential signs of ripple effects, there are two key conditions that need to be addressed: first,
state- and municipality-owned companies and cooperatives are strongly overrepresented
among companies with female chair. There may be specific characteristics and logics at play
within these companies that do not apply to listed and privately owned companies. Second,
while the idea behind the hypothesis of ripple effects of CBQ is that the direction goes from
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the board to executive positions, additional inquiries into the background of the few female
board chairs point in the opposite direction. High-level executive experience (like CEO or
business head) is found to operate as a requirement for board chair positions (Smith and
Parrotta, 2018). This background appears to be true also for the female board chairs in our
sample, who almost without exception have such experience.

In this article, we have addressed the ripple effect hypothesis of CBQ – that CBQ would
increase the share of women in executive positions – by pointing at three possible
mechanisms leading to ripple effects. First, the women promoting women-mechanism,
anticipating that women board members support the careers of women in the executive
branches of the companies where they serve on the boards. The positive association between
companies with a female chair, and a higher percentage of women on the board and more
women in executive positions may point toward the women promoting women-mechanism.
However, despite 15 years of statutory presence of more women on the boards of CBQ
companies, the listed and cooperative companies do not have more women in their top
executive positions compared with the non-CBQ companies.

The lack of support for the women promoting women-mechanism can be explained in
several ways: Terjesen et al. (2009) emphasize that women on corporate boards are reluctant
to support diversity. Others have argued that women often avoid being crusaders for a
feminist change agenda (see Bradshaw and Wicks, 2000; Singh, 2008). Furthermore, even if
women in such positions would like to increase the diversity in executive branches, as
newcomers they may have less influence over decision-making than senior members (Jeydel
and Taylor, 2003; Beckwith, 2007) and, thus, be less able to push for the recruitment of more
women. The “newcomer challenge” may be relevant in relation to the Norwegian CBQ:
compared with male board members, the women recruited after the CBQ was introduced
frequently have more higher education qualifications but less experience as top executives
or board directors (Wang and Kelan, 2013; Storvik and Gulbrandsen, 2016; Bertrand et al.,
2019). Female board members without previous experience from senior executive
management roles in commercial companies have been found to have a weak impact on
board decisions (Nielsen and Huse, 2010). Therefore, the mechanism of female board
members actively driving change may not be applicable.

The second ripple effect mechanism (reduced gender bias) anticipates that CBQ will
result in more gender diversity on boards and thus reduced gender bias and discrimination,
in-group preferences, and homosocial reproduction (cf. Kanter, 1977; Turner et al., 1979;
Cook and Glass, 2014). This mechanism assumes that the role of the board in recruitment
and the explicit/implicit bias among board members are vital for top executive recruitment.
However, our analysis does not support this assumption. The lack of ripple effects in our
data may indicate that the role of the board in the development of recruitment strategies and
in the actual recruitment of executive management is less than expected in theory. This
finding is in line with earlier studies arguing that in-group favoritism is an incomplete
explanation based on findings of in-group favoritism in US companies but not in Norwegian
companies with gender-balanced boards due to quotas (Halrynjo and Blair-Loy, 2021).
Further, although field experiments from North America and Europe show that employers
tend to be biased against women in general, and mothers in particular, (Quadlin, 2018;
Gonz�alez et al., 2019; Hipp, 2020), field experiments from the Nordic countries do not find
implicit bias against women/mothers (e.g. Bygren et al., 2017; Carlsson and Eriksson, 2019).
Thus, gender bias may not necessarily be crucial for explaining the prevalence of male
dominance in the Nordic context.

Third, more women on corporate boards could have a rolemodel effect in terms ofmotivating
and, hence, inspiring other women to pursue corporate careers (Sealy and Singh, 2010;
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Morgenroth et al., 2015). Accordingly, more women on the corporate boards of several of the
largest Norwegian companies could lead to increased gender balance in companies both covered
and not covered by CBQ. The modest increase of women in executive companies from 2018 to
2022 both in CBQ and CBQ companies could be interpreted as an indication of a rolemodel effect
over time. Nevertheless, despite one and a half decade of gender balance on the board of CBQ
companies, the percentage of women in top executive positions is still equally low in CBQ and
non-CBQ companies and the lack of association between CBQ and more women in executive
position do not indicate strong support for the rolemodel expectation.

The lack of a clear role model effect may result from incongruity dilemmas as
leadership positions or ambitions are interpreted as masculine and thus in conflict with
femininity (Eagly, 2003), or it may represent a gap between preference and values among
women at the top and women in the general population (Adams and Funk, 2012). Both
reasons may lead to female directors appearing as less attractive role models. However,
top executive managers are not selected from the general population but from men and
women with relevant executive education and experience. In contrast to the incongruity
explanations, in a study of business students in Norway conducted in 2013, Bertrand
et al. (2019) found that 70% of the women believed that the CBQ reform would make it
more likely that they would eventually hold top executive business positions. Thus, role
incongruity and a lack of role models may not be the most likely explanation of the lack of
ripple effects from CBQ.

Finally, we presented an alternative assumption, predicting scant reason to expect strong
ripple effects from CBQ because gendered child penalties in executive careers may be more
important. As long as the relatively few women on executive committees are concentrated in
staff rather than line positions, they will be less likely to advance to CEO positions
(Axelsdottir and Halrynjo, 2018). To reduce the sorting of women into the more “predictable
and family-friendly” staff and support positions and, thus, over time, to increase gender
balance at the top of the executive ladder, more gender-equal divisions of childcare and
parental leave, in combination with active and systematic recruitment policies from the
middle-management level, may be needed. These are, in fact, also the measures emphasized
as highly important by top managers themselves (Axelsdottir and Halrynjo, 2018).

Conclusion
Norway was the first country in the world to introduce CBQ in 2003, with full
implementation from 2008. The policy requires company boards to be composed of 40% of
each gender. The prevailing expectation was that the introduction of CBQ would have ripple
effects, fostering greater gender balance not only within the boards but also across the
executive management of the companies covered by CBQ.

Based on our study of the 200 largest Norwegian companies, we do not find such ripple
effects in listed and cooperative companies with CBQ.

The limitations of our analysis are inherent in the reliance on cross-sectional data, due to
the absence of pre-quota gender distribution information for executive committees. The
scope is further narrowed by data solely from the 200 largest companies. However, the lack
of a systematic revenue effect suggests the potential for our findings to be extrapolated to
smaller companies. Taking these limitations into account, our main finding, based on data
collected 15 years after the full implementation of the quota, underscores the persistent
underrepresentation of women in executive committees across major corporations,
regardless of CBQ applicability.

CBQmay still hold important significance in highlighting the gender imbalance in senior
management: In line with the prediction of “heightened awareness contribution”, our
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additional analyses revealed a slight increase in female executives in both CBQ and non-
CBQ companies from 2018 to 2022. Nevertheless, based on our primary finding of negligible
ripple effects of more women on the board in CBQ companies, we argue in favor of curbing
the expectations of CBQ – outside their primary scope. Instead of advocating that gender
balance on corporate boards will change male dominance also beyond the board, we contend
that other efforts are needed to address the gender disparity in executive management.

Based on our analyses, we claim that the lack of women – both on corporate boards and
in top executive management – could be interpreted as a symptom of the gendered career
structure in the business sector. We call for more emphasis on the governance practices of
companies, especially within the pipeline of executive management, to improve gender
balance in the business sector. Further research is needed on the mechanisms for
recruitment to top executive management positions and how they are linked to gendered
career tracks and conditions experienced by women and men in various life phases and
stages of the executive career track.

To understand the hindrances to – and possibilities for – more gender balance in top
executive positions, we suggest new avenues of research that examine gender-sorting
processes along the executive pipeline and within and between companies and industries.
Further research should include the degree to which gender (un)equal work–family
conditions shape opportunities to invest in fast-track careers and operational line positions.
A quick fixmay not exist with regard to advancing gender balance in the corporate world.

Notes

1. CBQ apply to cooperative companies with more than 1,000 members.

2. The company legislation applies identical sanctions for breaching all its rules, with forced
dissolution as the final step. The requirements vary with board size and employee representation.
Boards with more than eight members must meet the 40% rule among nonemployee
representatives. Smaller boards have less strict regulations to comply with.

3. Directive (EU) 2022/2381 Publications Office (europa.eu).

4. The Norwegian Code of Practice for Corporate Governance, see https://nues.no/eierstyring-og-
selskapsledelse-engelsk/

5. A fast-track career is a traditional upwardly mobile career path, also known as a linear career
(http://career.iresearchnet.com/career-development/fast-track-career/).

6. Kapital (Norwegian financial paper) provides a yearly review of the 500 largest Norwegian
companies by revenue.

7. We have tested the models for multicollinearity. The variation inflation factor lies between 1 and
3.5 for all the independent variables.

8. Analyses available upon request.
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