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Abstract

Purpose – This paper aims to appraise the effectiveness of gender quotas in breaking the glass ceiling for

women on boards (WoBs) in companies that are legally obliged to comply with quotas (listed companies

and state-owned companies, LP) and in those that are not (unlisted companies and nonstate-owned

companies, NLNP). Furthermore, it investigates the glass cliff phenomenon, according to which women are

more likely to be appointed to apical positions in underperforming companies.

Design/methodology/approach – A balanced panel data of the top 116 Italian companies by total

assets, which are present in both 2010 and 2017, is used for estimating ANOVA tests across sectors and

fixed-effects panel regressionmodels.

Findings – WoBs significantly increased in both the LP and the NLNP companies, and this increase was

greater in the financial sector. Furthermore, the relationship between the percentage of WoBs and firm

performance is not linear but depends on the financial corporate health. Specifically, the situation in

which a woman ascends to a leadership position in challenging circumstances where the risk of failure is

high (glass cliff phenomenon) is only present in companies with the lowest performance in the sample, in

other words, when negative values of Roe and negative or zero values of Roa occur together.

Practical implications – These findings have relevant policy implications that encourage the adoption

of gender quotas even in specific top positions, such as CEO or president, as this could lead to a ‘‘double

spillover effect’’ both vertically, that is, in other job positions, and horizontally, toward other companies not

targeted by quotas. Practical interventions to support women in glass cliff positions, on the other hand,

relate to the extent of supervisor mentoring and support to prevent women from leaving director roles and

strengthen their chances for career advancement.

Originality/value – The authors explore the ability of gender quotas to break through the glass ceiling in

companies that are not legally obliged to do so, and to the best of the authors’ knowledge, for the first

time, the glass cliff phenomenon in the Italian context.
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1. Introduction

In recent decades, gender equality in decision-making positions has been an urgent and

debated issue around the world. According to the Index of Gender Equality (EIGE), the

under-representation of women in leadership roles has always been one of the worst

dimensions of the gender gap: the EIGE index referring to the European average and

measured in 2022 registers a score of 57.2 out of 100 for the domain of power, that is the

representation of women in decision-making positions across the political, economic and

social spheres (Eige, 2022).

This phenomenon is identified by the term “glass ceiling”, often adopted to describe the

presence of gender barriers in top positions that cause vertical gender segregation,

particularly in certain types of sectors and in organizations with a male-dominated culture,

such as the financial and banking sector. For instance, the only 8% of the CEOs of

European credit and investment institutions and 20% of the positions in the governing
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bodies of the largest European banks are occupied by women, moreover women on

management boards of most institutions also continue to be paid less (European Banking

Authority, 2020; Knights and Tulberg, 2013).

Several studies explore the multiple nuances related to the concept of the glass ceiling,

identifying more subtle forms of gender barriers that persist even when women reach top

positions. Some authors refer to these barriers as the “second glass ceiling,” in relation to

the thesis that even when women access leadership roles, they continue to face invisible

barriers that prevent them from fully influencing strategic decision-making processes

(Wearing and Wearing, 2004; Field et al., 2020). The glass cliff represents another

phenomenon in which gender barriers persist even when women reach higher positions, as

documented by Ryan and Haslam (2005). These authors point out that once glass ceiling

barriers appear to be reduced, women may continue to experience difficulties in career

progression, as they are more likely to be appointed to senior positions in underperforming

companies.

Governments and international organizations have taken various actions to address these

problems. For instances, the European Union considers the gender equality as one the

founding principles of the European Pillars of Social Rights and, moreover, its Gender

Equality Strategy prioritizes the participation of women in senior management positions,

recognizing that the women’s access to the boards of directors and decision-making roles

is one of the most important goals for pursuing overall gender equality. International

pressures to improve gender equality have led to the adoption of mandatory quotas on

company boards in various countries. Norway was the first to introduce mandatory gender

quotas in 2003, followed by different western countries such as Belgium, Denmark, France,

Italy, Iceland, Austria, Germany, Ireland, Germany.

Italy, therefore, despite being historically characterized by low levels of female participation

in the labor market and management positions, was one of the first EU nations to introduce

mandatory gender quotas for company boards. This happened with the enactment of Law

120/2011, known as the “Golfo-Mosca” Law (henceforth GM law), by the name of its two

main parliamentary proponents, Lella Golfo and Alessia Mosca.

Since the implementation of quotas, studies on the presence of women on boards (WoBs)

have seen a cascade of contributions focusing on the positive effects that a greater

presence of WoBs has on corporate performance (Terjesen and Sealy, 2016). A minority

strand of literature, in which our contribution also fits, focuses on the effect that gender

quotas have on career advancement opportunities in top management positions and how

these increased opportunities spread to companies not necessarily affected by quotas

through forms of spillover. Furthermore, our focus will be on the study of the performance

characteristics of companies as determinants of the probability of occupying top

management positions in the company.

Spillover effects relate to the influence of gender quotas on gender diversity, vertically, that

is in other job positions, or horizontally, toward other states or companies not targeted by

quotas. The analysis of these effects focuses mostly on the presence of vertical spillovers, i.

e. the effect of quota laws on gender diversity in other managerial positions, while horizontal

spillover effects are little investigated.

Empirical works carried out in Norway and the USA have found that gender quotas facilitate

women’s access to CEO or top management positions (Wang and Kelan, 2013; Matsa and

Miller, 2011). In the case of Italy, studies on vertical spillover effects find no significant

evidence (Maida and Weber, 2022; Bennouri et al., 2020). Conversely, horizontal spillover

effects have been only studied marginally by Ahern and Dittmar (2012), who found an

horizontal spillover effect from gender quotas in Norway to the boards of companies in

Denmark, Finland and Sweden, which, although not subject to gender quotas, also increase

women’s representation on boards.
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To the best of our knowledge, there are only two other contributions investigating horizontal

spillovers but focusing only on the banking sector (Bongiovanni et al., 2022; Del Prete and

Stefani, 2022). The present paper fills a gap by investigating whether gender quotas in Italy

have produced horizontal spillover effects on companies not directly affected by the law by

extending the analysis to all sectors, and, thus, generalizing the already existing

contributions that focus only on the banking sector (Bongiovanni et al., 2022; Del Prete and

Stefani, 2022).

To this aim, we first analyze the ability of the GM law to break the glass ceiling for women on

the boards of companies that are legally obliged to comply with quotas, i.e. listed

companies and state-owned companies (LP) and those that are not, unlisted companies

and nonstate-owned companies (NLNP). Particular attention is paid on the financial sector,

a typically male-dominated industry in which women face greater difficulties in advancing

their careers and reaching higher positions (Knights and Tulberg, 2013; Kinateder et al.,

2021).

Another novelty of our work is that it applied a multitheoretical perspective to evaluate

gender quota mechanisms on women’s appointments to boards. Spillover effects are

analyzed by adopting neo-institutional and legitimacy theories, which are little considered in

quota studies. These theories focus on whether organizations, voluntarily or involuntarily,

imitate other actors in their own environment to gain institutional legitimacy or as a result of

informal pressures that lead to mimetic isomorphism behaviors (Ashforth and Gibbs, 1990;

Bongiovanni et al., 2022; Di Maggio and Powell, 1983, 1991).

Along with these theories, we also apply glass cliff theory, to study the presence of different

mechanisms that may lead women to increase more on corporate boards under precarious

and crisis conditions (Nguyen et al., 2020; Ryan and Haslam, 2005).

In fact, according to recent literature reviews, studies on gender quotas should apply more

theories to assess this phenomenon to better understand the mechanisms beyond the

appointment of women to boards after quota reform (Nguyen et al., 2020; Terjesen and

Sealy, 2016).

In particular, Terjesen and Sealy (2016) suggest that future avenues of research should

consider whether WoBs are still intentionally or inadvertently placed in post-quota glass cliff

positions, yet there are no studies that apply glass cliff theory to the study of gender quotas.

Moreover, the glass cliff has been studied mainly in the UK and the USA, while no studies

analyze it in southern European countries, yet it has been pointed out that this phenomenon

is closely related to the cultural and social values of the countries (Morgenroth et al., 2020).

In synthesis, this research enhances our understanding of gender disparities in leadership

roles and the effectiveness of gender quotas, contributing to existing literature in a variety of

ways. Specifically, it offers novel evidence of horizontal spillover effects across various

sectors of Italian companies unaffected by the law, with a particularly pronounced spillover

effect observed in the financial sector. Furthermore, it enriches the “glass cliff” debate by

applying this perspective to the study of gender quotas and gender diversity in boards of

directors. In this regard, this study’s contributions lie in investigating the glass cliff

phenomenon in the context of post-quota reforms (Terjesen and Sealy, 2016), particularly in

Italy where studies on the glass cliff are unprecedented (Morgenroth et al., 2020). Most

studies on the glass cliff focus on Anglo-Saxon countries, while there is no research on

southern European cultures, such as Italy, although the country-dependent cultural

influence on this phenomenon is significant. It is, therefore, important to examine it in a

culturally distinct environment.

Our empirical analysis is based on balanced panel data of the top 116 companies by total

assets, which are present in both 2010 and 2017. We chose these two benchmark years

because 2010 represents the year immediately preceding the enactment of the

Golfo–Mosca law (GM law) and 2017 is the year in which the GM law has been fully
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implemented. The sample comprises both LP companies, which were targeted by the

gender quotas, and NLNP firms, which were not targeted by the quota requirements.

The article is structured as follows: in Section 1, we describe the entry into force of the GM

law and the implementation of gender quotas in Italy. Section 2 provides the theoretical

literature review, while Section 3 presents the empirical literature review and outlines the

research hypothesis. Section 4 discusses the research design of this study, while Section 5

leads to the empirical results. Section 6 reports some robustness results. Discussions and

conclusions, including limitations and avenues for future researches are presented in

Section 7.

2. Background

Several European states decided to introduce gender quotas in the corporate sector to

improve the gender representation in strategic decision-making positions. Norway was the

first country to introduce mandatory gender quotas for boards of listed companies in 2003,

followed by France and Italy in 2011 and, in more recent years, also Belgium, The

Netherlands, Germany and Portugal. Other countries, such as Spain and the UK, have

introduced voluntary gender quotas.

Italy introduced gender quotas for the members of boards of listed and state-participated

firms with the “Golfo-Mosca Law” (Law 120/2011) that came into effect in August 2012.

Henceforth, we will abbreviate the law as “GM law”.

Different from other countries that have adopted voluntary “soft” quotas, in Italy the GM law

is mandatory and gradual. Furthermore, the GM law targets only LP. It specifically requires

boards of these companies to achieve at least one-fifth of board seats by the least

represented gender for the first board renewal and to increase this quota to one-third by the

third appointment of directors.

The regulatory body of the Italian Stock Exchange (CONSOB) has the function of monitoring

and supervising the compliance to the GM law. Specifically, in case of noncompliance,

CONSOB warns the company, which has four months to comply. If noncompliance persists,

any elected board member loses legitimacy, and the appointment of members is

invalidated.

Prior to the implementation of gender quotas, Italy exhibited significant gender disparities in

top positions with respect to other countries in Europe. For example, in 2010, the European

Institute for Gender Equality’s gender equality index for power and gender representation in

decision-making was just 25.2 out of 100 in Italy, compared to the European average of

41.9 in the same year (European Institute for Gender Equality). In other words, before the

introduction of gender quotas, Italy had a notably higher underrepresentation of women in

top roles compared to other European countries.

For this reason, we believe it may be more interesting to study the effect of gender quotas

on a context like Italy, where the gender equality gap is higher than in other states and

the gender quota instrument may be more powerful. Moreover, it is interesting to study the

Italian case because, together with France, they seem to be the states in Europe with the

largest increase of WoBs after the introduction of quota legislation (Cerved, 2018;

Bongiovanni et al., 2022).

Another interesting aspect of the Italian context is its relevance to the study of the glass cliff

phenomenon. Regarding this issue, the glass cliff is influenced by various structural and

psychological mechanisms that can differ in diverse cultural contexts. A meta-analysis

conducted by Morgenroth et al. (2020) indicates that the glass cliff phenomenon is context-

dependent and that specific contexts and domains warrant further research. Given the

absence of studies on the glass cliff in Italy and other southern European countries, we

consider it valuable to explore its existence in a distinct cultural context.
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3. Theoretical framework

Regulatory actions, such as gender quotas, may prove to be important policy instruments to

promote the representation of WoBs, especially when they generate spillover effects among

organizations. This allows to enhance a cultural change that goes beyond the effect on

companies directly affected by quota requirements but spreads broadly to other

companies and job positions. Spillover effects are supported by neo-institutional theory,

according to which organizations seek to gain legitimacy from actors in the same

environment by adopting behaviors that result from isomorphic pressures (i.e. pressures

exerted by other institutions and organizations in the same system). While firms directly

targeted by quotas have been subjected to a form of coercive isomorphism, gender quotas

may also lead to forms of mimetic isomorphism to nontarget firms, which may adopt similar

behaviors to increase institutional and stakeholder acceptance and gain legitimacy. The

literature suggests that mimetic isomorphism occurs more in sectors affected by economic

and financial crises or instability. Firms in the financial and banking sector, which were

deeply affected by the 2008 crisis and inherently characterized by greater uncertainty and

risk, may, therefore, adopt more mimetic isomorphism behaviors than firms not affected by

the GM law in other sectors (Bongiovanni et al., 2022; Di Maggio and Powell, 1983, 1991). A

similar perspective is adopted by the legitimacy theory, according to which companies and

organizations tend to adopt behaviors that are consistent with the value system of the

environment in which they operate. According to these theories, gender quotas may

reinforce a widespread value system that promotes greater equality within the board of

directors, with positive effects for all companies and organizations that share the same

environment and value system, even if they are not directly affected by the quota law

(Suchman, 1995; Ashforth and Gibbs, 1990).

Focusing on the socio-cultural environment of organizations and the psychological factors

that prevent women from advancing to top positions, social role theory (identified by the

acronym SRT, Eagly, 1987; Eagly et al., 2000) points out that there are different

expectations with respect to behaviors and personal traits associated with men and women.

Gender expectations are both descriptive and prescriptive, which means that individuals

who break them may face social sanctions for violating these prescriptive norms. According

to SRT, some agentic traits associated with the male gender concern being aggressive,

ambitious, self-confident and dominant. On the other hand, women are attributed

personality traits related to being kind, affectionate, helpful and sensitive. Interestingly, role

congruence theory (RCT), based on SRT, also focuses on the gender characteristics

attributed to the ideal leader and argues that the female role is perceived as incompatible

with leadership positions because the expectations individuals have for leadership roles are

identified primarily through agentic traits attributed to men (Schein, 1973; Eagly and Karau,

2002). These psycho-sociological processes lead to the underrepresentation of women in

top positions, but they can also support other less visible gender barriers, as the case of the

glass cliff. The glass cliff was first described by Ryan and Haslam (2005) and develops the

glass ceiling metaphor: once the glass ceiling is broken, women are more likely than men to

be on a glass cliff. While traditional SRT and RCT emphasize the ‘‘Think Manager, Think

Man’’ stereotype, the glass cliff replaces this concept with ‘‘Think Crisis, Think Woman’’:

women are more likely to be appointed to precarious positions, although the antecedents of

this phenomenon are not clearly defined (Ryan et al., 2011). Specifically, the stereotypical

qualities associated to a good leader during a situation of crisis change, because in these

cases are more requested other characteristics, identified with a charismatic leadership,

such as emotional sensitivity and interpersonal abilities, which serve for making difficult

personal decisions (Cook and Glass, 2014; Ryan and Haslam, 2007; Ryan et al., 2010).

Women, associated with communal traits, are perceived as more suitable in these situations

of crisis and instability (Eagly and Carli, 2003). A different perspective comes from the

meta-analysis of Morgenroth et al.’s (2020), which shows that also other disadvantaged

groups, for which female stereotypes do not exist, (e.g. Black and Asian Americans) are
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appointed into class cliff, supporting that there are also other reasons for the glass cliff,

which go beyond the stereotyping argument associated with agentic and communal traits.

One of these alternative approaches relates the inter- and intra-groups conflicts. In

particular in organizations in which there is a strong legitimated socio-political system, the

appointment of women to the upper echelons in situation of crisis serve for avoiding social

change and keep the present status-quo: the higher probability of failure related to glass

cliff positions can, in fact, prevent women progress and set back their status (Tajfel and

Turner, 1979; Brown et al., 2011). Finally, another explanation for the glass cliff is the

attempt to gain visibility in a time of crisis by appointing “visible outsiders” to the board, for

example, women at the top who represent a minority (Bruckmüller and Branscombe, 2010).

The entry of WoBs of directors and their appointment to glass cliff positions is, thus, more

likely in typically male sectors and industries with greater presence of gender barriers and

forms of segregation (Acker, 1990).

4. Empirical literature review and hypothesis development

Empirical works investigating the effects of gender quotas and increased presence of

WoBs of directors mainly focus on the relationship between gender diversity and firm

performance (Mazzotta and Ferraro, 2020; Sarhan et al., 2019; Yu and Madison, 2021).

Other works focus on the relationship between WoBs and the ethical and sustainability

performance of companies, such as reducing managerial opportunism, disclosing social

responsibility, reducing financial misconduct (Arnaboldi et al., 2021; Ullah et al., 2022;

Zalata et al., 2022, 2019). Most contributions, therefore, focus on the economic benefits

associated with the introduction of quotas, while few articles study the spillover effects that

this policy has on boards of directors not directly affected by gender quotas (Bongiovanni

et al., 2022). Moreover, those investigating the role of spillover effects focus mainly on the

presence of vertical spillovers, i.e. the effect of the quota law on gender diversity in other

managerial positions. Studies in Norway and the USA have found that gender quotas

facilitate women’s access to CEO or top management positions (Wang and Kelan, 2013;

Matsa and Miller, 2011). Different seems to be the case of Italy, where the empirical studies

on vertical spillover effects do not find any evidence of them (Bennouri et al., 2020; Maida

and Weber, 2022).

If gender quotas are indeed able to produce a change in the value system of the countries

that introduce them, then even companies that are not directly targeted by the law should

be oriented to follow the behavior of companies affected by quotas, as a result of external

pressure and to gain legitimacy from organizations and stakeholders in their own

environment (Ashforth and Gibbs, 1990; Di Maggio and Powell, 1983) Although this topic

seems very relevant to us, it is very difficult to find studies analyzing the presence of

horizontal spillover effects related to the effect of gender quotas on gender diversity in the

boards of directors of companies that are not legally obliged to follow quotas.

In particular, horizontal spillover effects have been studied marginally by Ahern and Dittmar

(2012), who found a “horizontal spillover effect” from gender quotas in Norway to the boards

of companies in Denmark, Finland and Sweden, which, although not subject to gender

quotas, also increase women’s representation on boards. Only two other studies have

investigated horizontal spillover effects, focusing only on the banking sector (Bongiovanni

et al., 2022; Del Prete and Stefani, 2022). Among these, only the article of Bongiovanni et al.

(2022) finds that, after the introduction of the GM law, also the unlisted banks, not targeted

by GM law, significantly increase the presence of WoBs, though, it supports the presence of

horizontal spillover effects in the banking sector.

The conservative Italian gender culture and the scarce amount of studies on horizontal

spillover effects generated by gender quotas make the case of Italy particularly interestingly

for evaluating the ability of gender quotas to produce pressures on firms not targeted by

them (Ashforth and Gibbs, 1990; Di Maggio and Powell, 1983).
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Our work deepens the presence of horizontal spillovers in a sample of Italian companies

belonging to different sectors, thus, extending the analysis of Bongiovanni et al. (2022) and

Del Prete and Stefani (2022) focused only on the banking sector.

On the basis of these arguments, we proposed the following hypothesis:

H1. TheGML has produced a reduction of the glass ceiling through a significant increase

of WoBs from 2010 to 2017 in both firms directly involved by the law than in those

which were not (i.e. “horizontal spillover effects”).

It seems particularly relevant to us to focus on the presence of spillover effects in the

financial sector, as it was particularly affected by the 2008 crisis and, thus, probably subject

to mimetic isomorphism characterizing the riskier companies as we mentioned earlier (Di

Maggio and Powell, 1983). Therefore, we expect that this industry has experienced a

greater increase of women on the boards of companies not obligated directly affected by

the law.

While the majority of empirical papers on gender quotas in the financial sector are mainly

addressed toward the effects on firms financial performance (Cardillo et al., 2021; Kinateder

et al., 2021; Mateos de Cabo et al., 2012). We mention only those of Del Prete and Stefani

(2022) and Bongiovanni et al. (2022) that analyze the presence of horizontal spillover effects

in the banking sector. Furthermore, the analysis of changes in the percentage of WoBs in

the financial industry provides us with some insights into the size of the effects of the law in

a particular and relevant sector, which is characterized by a strong masculine culture and

increased instability and riskiness, manifested especially after the financial crisis.

On the basis of these arguments, we proposed a second hypothesis:

H2. The increase ofWoBs in the financial and banking sector, a male dominated industry,

where women were under-represented, was greater than in other sectors, both in

companies directly affected by the law and in those that were not.

The glass cliff phenomenon dates back to the work of Ryan and Haslam (2005), although

the idea has also been noted in less recent empirical work (Haslam et al., 1996; McGarty

et al., 1993). Nonetheless, the merit of the work by Ryan and Haslam was to show that the

share price performance of their selected companies was lower before women appointment

and that there was no difference of the performance levels after the appointment of a

woman or a man (Ryan and Haslam, 2005, 2007). Specifically, these authors propose the

metaphor of the “glass cliff,” meaning that once the glass ceiling seems to have been

broken down, women continue to face barriers that increase their likelihood of “falling.”

Although several studies find evidence for the existence of the glass cliff, it has been clearly

pointed out that the glass cliff is not a universal phenomenon, but rather is determined by

the socio-psychological and cultural characteristics of companies and organizations. In

other words, it remains to be clarified precisely when and why the glass cliff occurs (Haslam

et al., 2010; Ryan et al., 2016).

The ‘‘when” of the glass cliff concerns the factors and conditions under which this

phenomenon occurs. As reported by the meta-analysis of Morgenroth et al. (2020), the

magnitude of the glass cliff depends on multiple factors, including the level of gender

inequality of countries. Nonetheless, this meta-analysis points out that studies on the glass

cliff have been conducted mainly in the USA, the UK and Germany, while there are no

studies developed in southern Europe, where gender inequality is greater and, therefore,

the phenomenon may be stronger. The organization’s leadership history seems to be

another relevant dimension, as when companies are characterized by mixed gender

leadership the glass cliff seems not to arise, perhaps as a result of a culture that is gender-

neutral and, thus, not characterized by structures, relationships and value systems that

reinforce episodes of gender discrimination and stereotyping (Acker, 1990; Bruckmüller

and Branscombe, 2010; Morgenroth et al., 2020). Finally, other studies focusing on the

PAGE 28 j CORPORATE GOVERNANCE j VOL. 24 NO. 8 2024



“when” of the glass cliff have adopted various moderators, which influence the presence of

this phenomenon, such as the appointment type and the severity of company loss (Mulcahy

and Linehan, 2014; Reinwald et al., 2022).

To answer “why’’ the glass cliff occurs, the literature documents several reasons and

processes behind it. These reasons range from the characteristics of gender stereotypes that

make women more attractive in precarious roles to the presence of structural barriers to

advancement that make it necessary for women to take greater career risks (Mulcahy and

Linehan, 2014). Among these theories and mechanisms, the most cited relate to perceived

leadership qualities typically attributed to women and perceived as more suitable in times of

crisis (Eagly and Karau, 2002; Schein, 1973). This has been supported by Haslam and Ryan

(2008), where, among processes contributing to glass cliff, the belief that glass cliff positions

provide better opportunities for women than for men is one of the main determinants of this

phenomenon. Other reasons supporting the glass cliff relate to group dynamics and

processes aimed at protecting the current status quo by the majority group (Tajfel and Turner,

1979; Branscombe and Ellemers, 1998). Specifically, there are studies which found evidence

of it also with other minority groups, suggesting that stereotypes arguments are not the only

driver of the glass cliff. Conflicts between majority and minority groups and desire to maintain

the present status quo in presence of cultural changes, or situations in which the majority

groups perceive a threat from part of the minority groups (Tajfel and Turner, 1979).

The empirical difficulties in detecting the glass cliff are also determined by the type of

performance indicator considered. Most studies on the glass cliff find evidence of it only

with subjective performance measures related to investor perceptions and behaviors, while

work adopting objective accounting-based measures finds no significant effect of the glass

cliff (Adams et al., 2009; Elsaid and Ursel, 2011; Haslam et al., 2010). A possible reason for

this lack of evidence is that objective accounting measures (e.g. Roe and Roa) may require

a longer time to be perceived as a signal of crisis by the firms and the consequent

appointment of women occurs only when the crisis is imminent. Subjective and market-

based measures, e.g. the Tobin-q, better reflect the short-time reactions of the market and

investors by implying an immediate choice of firms in hiring WoBs and top positions

(Haslam et al., 2010). Furthermore, indicators of poor performance should also include

dimensions relating to the perceptions of precariousness and risk. Glass cliff is, in fact,

linked to social, organizational and psychological processes relating the company’s history

of failure and the risk of criticism (Haslam and Ryan, 2008).

Since in this paper we adopt a large timespan, we focus on the accounting-based measures of

Roe and Roa to test the presence of the glass cliff in Italy, a country with an historical low level of

gender equality, which has never been considered among the studies on the glass cliff.

We, therefore, proposed the following hypothesis:

H3. The increase of WoB is stronger on those firms which perform worse, as demonstrated

by the presence of lower levels of financial performance, according to the glass cliff

phenomenon.

5. Research design

The source we used in this paper to identify the companies of interest, observed in the

benchmark years 2010 and 2017, is “Le principali societ�a italiane,” an annual report on the

balance sheets of major Italian companies edited by R&S Mediobanca, the studies office of

Mediobanca, Italy’s largest investment bank. The two reference years were chosen

because 2010 represents the year immediately preceding the enactment of the GM law and

2017 is the year in which the GM law had been fully implemented.

From the balance-sheet information provided by R&S Mediobanca, we considered the total

assets to proxy the size of the company. Specifically, we considered the 250 top companies
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by total assets as in Rinaldi and Tagliazucchi (2022) to use the information these authors

originally derived on WoBs of directors. These authors kindly provided us with information

on the gender composition of boards of directors for 2010, which they extracted for their

study from Infocamere, a large data set of Unioncamere, the association of Italian chambers

of commerce, which contains information on companies (corporate and noncorporate)

registered with any Italian chamber of commerce. For 2017, the names of the directors were

from AIDA, the database of the Italian joint-stock companies of Bureau Van Dijck.

To estimate a balanced panel, we only focused on 116 of the 250 firms used by Rinaldi and

Tagliazucchi (2022), i.e. those that were present in both 2010 and 2017 and did not change

the characteristic of belonging to the LP or NLNP group. The firms present in 2010 that are

no longer present in 2017 (134 firms) may have changed name and/or company name,

gone bankrupt or are no longer in the top 250 due to a reduction in total assets. Table 1

summarizes the sample selection process.

We synthesize in Table 2 the dependent, independent and control variables used and the

data source.

The empirical strategy used is as follows. First, we provide descriptive statistics and

ANOVA tests to assess some sample characteristics such as the presence of significant

differences in the presence of WoBs of directors and financial performance (Roe, Roa)

among different companies in the five target industries in 2010 and 2017. Second, H1, H2

and H3 are tested for both the total sample and the group of NLNP companies using panel

regressions with fixed effects to reduce potential omitted variables bias, that represent a

source of endogeneity (Wintoki et al., 2012).

Specifically, we test the following specifications with dependent variable WoBs of directors:

1ð ÞWoBsit ¼ b1Wom executiveit þ b2Lawt þ b3Board sizei;t þ b4Firm sizei ;t þ ai

2ð Þ WoBsit ¼ b1Wom executiveit þ b2Lawt þ b3Board sizeit þ b4Firm sizei ;t

þ b5Financial � Lawit þ ai

3ð Þ WoBsit ¼ b1Wom executiveit þ b2Lawt þ b3Board sizei ;t þ b4Firm sizei ;t þ b5Roeit þ ai

4ð Þ WoBsit ¼ b1Wom executiveit þ b2Lawt þ b3Board sizeit þ b4Firm sizei;t þ b5Roeit

þ b6Roe
2
it þ ai

Where ai represents the fixed effects, while the definition of the variables is in Table 2.

Models 3–4 are also estimated using the bad performance variable and the quadratic

polynomial with Roa instead of Roe, with the aim of assessing the presence of the glass cliff

Table 1 Sample selection

Selection process description Total Listed or state-participated Unlisted and nonstate participated

Top 250 companies by total asset selected

from “Le principali Societ�a Italiane”, R&S

Mediobanca for the years 2010 and 2017

250 companies 100

(40%)

150

(60%)

Companies not appearing in both years

2010 and 2017

134 companies 43

(32%)

91

(68%)

Final sample

(Companies that ranked in the top 250 in

both 2010 and 2017)

116 companies 57

(49%)

59

(51%)

Company year observation 232

Source: Authors’ own creation
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with other performance proxies as well. The rationale behind the choice of baseline Models

1–4 rests on a testing strategy detailed in the Supplementary Materials (Table A), which led

us to select panel regression models instead of pooled specifications.

Note that further estimates are presented in the Robustness section, where we present the

same models with random effects instead of fixed effects. Furthermore, to mitigate potential

endogeneity due to reverse causality, we also estimate fixed effects panel regression using

two-stage least-squares regression (2SLS) to assess the causal relationship between WoBs of

directors and the endogenous variables Roe, Roa and bad performance, used in alternative

models.

This method requires finding instruments that are exogenous to the error term, i.e.

correlated with the potential endogenous independent variable and uncorrelated with

the dependent variable, which favors unbiased parameters estimates. For this purpose,

we use the asset-to-equity ratio instrument, i.e. the ratio of total assets to shareholders’

equity, as this variable is assumed to fulfil the above-mentioned characteristics.

6. Empirical findings

Table 3 shows descriptive statistics of our sample. Specifically, it shows that the two groups

NLNP and LP are almost equally represented across the 116 enterprises, (NLNP ¼ 59; LP ¼
57 per year). No significant disparities exist between the two groups of companies regarding

their sector distribution in the two benchmark years. The LP group is primarily concentrated in

public utilities, service and financial industries, while the NLNP group is predominantly found in

manufacturing, public utilities and financial sectors. This initial analysis is essential as we

intend to investigate variations in women representation and performance within these two

company groups, with sectors potentially exerting a substantial influence on these aspects.

Table 4 depicts differences in gender representation and performance levels across

sectors and types of companies in 2010 and 2017. The main results show that the financial

Table 2 Variables, definition and source

Name Definition Source Measure

Dependent variable

Percentage of women

on board (WoBs)

Ratio of female directors to total

directors

AIDA for the 2017

Infocamere for the 2010

Percentage

Independent variables

Roe Net income divided by

stockholders’ equity

AIDA Percentage

Roa Net income divided by total assets AIDA Percentage

Bad performance Dummy¼ 1 when jointly negative

or equal to zero Roe and Roa

Self-produced Binary value (0,1)

Financial

(moderator)

Dummy¼ 1 for companies in the

financial sector

Self-produced Binary value (0,1)

Control variables

Firm size Total assets (in logs) R&SMediobanca Natural logarithm

Women executives Dummy¼ 1 when the companies

have, at least, one woman holding

a top position (president or CEO)

in the board

AIDA for the 2017

Infocamere for the 2010

Binary value (0,1)

Board size Total number of directors in the

board

AIDA for the 2017

Infocamere for the 2010

Number of board members

Variable used for the subgroup of NLNP

NLNP Dummy¼ 1 when NLNP

companies

Self-produced Binary value (0,1)

Source: Authors’ own creation
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sector is the one with the lowest average percentage of WoBs in 2010 on both the total

sample (F-test4,116 ¼ 2.311) and in the subgroup of NLNP (F4,59 ¼ 2.765): in both these

cases the average percentage of women is equal to 3%, confirming that women

were particularly under-represented in the financial industry. This result is consistent with

the literature, which finds that the financial sector is typically characterized by a male culture

and gender barriers; in these cases, the few WoBs are also more likely to have an “outsider”

status (Mateos de Cabo et al., 2012).

Table 3 Sectoral representation of the total sample and Sub-samples of LP and NLNP
companies

Total NLNP LP

Companies’ sectors N % N % N %

2010

Manufacturing 28 24 19 32 9 16

Financial 23 20 11 19 12 21

Public utilities 34 29 14 24 20 35

Service 19 17 6 10 13 23

Other 12 10 9 15 3 5

N 116 59 57

2017

Manufacturing 28 24 18 30 10 18

Financial 23 20 10 17 13 22

Public utilities 27 23 16 28 11 19

Service 27 23 7 11 21 36

Other 11 10 8 14 3 5

N 116 59 57

Source: Authors’ own creation

Table 4 One-way ANOVA on women representation and firm performance across sectors

Total sample

Financial Public utilities Manufacturing Services Other F-test Levene test Welch test

2010

WoBs 0.03 (0.054) 0.04 (0.097) 0.06 (0.083) 0.07 (0.098) 0.12 (0.111) 2.311 0.085 0.105

Roa 0.004 (0.110) 0.02 (0.040) 0.03 (0.041) 0.02 (0.029) 0.04 (0.036) 1.110 0.000 0.340

Roe 0.05 (0.046) 0.04 (0.164) 0.11 (0.191) 0.07 (0.114) 0.09 (0.117) 2.772 0.005 0.000

N 23 19 28 35 11 TOT. 116

2017

WoBs 0.26 (0.161) 0.26 (0.151) 0.18 (0.145) 0.23 (0.162) 0.19 (0.147) 1.413 0.850 0.239

Roa 0.003 (0.014) 0.037 (0.032) 0.02 (0.043) 0.02 (0.036) 0.05 (0.037) 4.211 0.025 0.000

Roe 0.01 (0.169) 0.14 (0.130) 0.06 (0.140) 0.10 (0.165) 0.10 (0.074) 2.467 0.672 0.070

N 23 27 28 27 11 TOT. 116

Subsample of NLNP companies

2010

WoBs 0.03 (0.057) 0.05 (0. 093) 0.04 (0.064) 0.10 (0.126) 0.15 (0.111) 2.765 0.013 0.054

Roa 0.002 (0.059) 0.031 (0.044) 0.014 (0.035) 0.025 (0.024) 0.040 (0.042) 1.923 0.000 0.003

Roe 0.06 (0.059) 0.10 (0.168) 0.01 (0.270) 0.08 (0.098) 0.08 (0.132) 0.483 0.040 0.817

N 11 6 19 15 8 TOT. 59

2017

WoBs 0.155 (0.148) 0.108 (0.123) 0.112 (0.089) 0.163 (0.166) 0.142 (0.133) 0.428 0.313 0.798

Roa 0.001 (0.009) 0.033 (0.043) 0.040 (0.025) 0.018 (0.045) 0.050 (0.041) 2.331 0.062 0.002

Roe 0.017 (0.195) 0.095 (0.142) 0.183 (0.197) 0.102 (0.211) 0.092 (0.079) 0.890 0.580 0.644

N 11 6 18 16 8 TOT. 59

Notes: The Welch test is the robust test of equality of means. Levene test is the test of homogeneity of variance. Standard deviations are

in parenthesis

Source: Authors’ own creation
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Surprisingly, in 2017 the financial sector results to be one of those sectors with the highest

average of WoBs on both the total sample, in which it reaches an average of 26% and in the

group of NLNP, in which, although firms were not subject to the GM law, the financial

significantly increase the representation of WoBs, reaching an average of 16%.

Finally, in terms of performance levels, the presence of significant difference across sectors

is mixed: Roe differs significantly in the total sample in both 2010 (F4,116 ¼ 2.775) and 2017

(F4,116 ¼ 2.467) years, with the financial that accounts the lower level of performance. In the

NLNP group Roe is not significantly different across sectors, even if the financial is still the

one with lower average values. With respect to Roa, it seems to have significant different

values in the NLNP group on both 2010 and 2017, but not in the total sample, in which it is

significantly differs across industries only in 2017 (F4,116 ¼ 4.221): financial is still the sector

which accounts the lower values of performance, also in terms of Roa.

Next, we focus more on this higher increase in WoBs in the financial sector and the

mechanisms behind it, which could be related to the Glass Cliff behaviors that occur when

firms are in crisis and have low performance levels.

The fixed effects panel regressions models in Table 5 are estimated on the total sample of

companies (Models 1 and 2) and in the group of NLNP (Models 3 and 4). All these models

are well-specified with the R-squared ranging from 0.32 to 0.57.

Model 1 shows that the percentage of WoBs of directors is positively and significantly related to

the regressors law and women executives (1% significance level). Specifically, the percentage

of WoBs in companies with at least one woman in an executive position, is 15% higher than in

companies without women in these roles. A similar result is also confirmed in the NLNP group,

where companies with at least a woman in executive positions have, on average, 13% more

WoBs (Models 3 and 4, Table 5). Different empirical works identify the role of women executives

as a significant determinant of higher WoBs (Gould et al., 2018; Gupta and Raman, 2014;

Tinsley et al., 2017; Nguyen et al., 2020). Indeed, women executives play a more influential role

in board decisions, and because they are likely to perceive other women as part of the same

social group, they may adopt behaviors such as cooperation, altruism and empathy, thus,

facilitating other women’s access to the board (Fiske, 1998; Turner et al., 1987).

Model 3 estimates the same specification of Model 1, but on the sub-sample of NLNP

companies.

Law still correlates positively and significantly (1%) with the percentage of WoBs. In

particular, Model 3 suggests that the percentage of women in the NLNP is five points higher

in 2017 than in 2010.

Hence, the presence of WoBs increased in both LP and NLNP companies, although to a

lesser extent in the latter. Finding horizontal spillover effects for all sectors reinforces

Bongiovanni’s result that only documented it for the banking sector.

Table 5 Gender quotas and glass ceiling: fixed effects panel regression models

Total sample Nonlisted nonparticipated group

Variables (1) b (se) (2) b (se) (3) b (se) (4) b (se)

Board size �0.002 (0.004) �0.001 (0.004) �0.01�� (0.005) �0.01�� (0.004)
Firm size 0.02 (0.033) 0.05 (0.033) 0.02 (0.032) 0.04� (0.035)
Law 0.15��� (0.018) 0.13��� (0.019) 0.05��� (0.017) 0.03� (0.018)
Women executives 0.15��� (0.037) 0.14��� (0.034) 0.13�� (0.052) 0.13�� (0.052)
Financial � law 0.091�� (0.039) 0.07� (0.043)
R-squared within 0.551 0.570 0.407 0.433

N 232 232 116 116

Notes: robust standard errors are in parenthesis. ���p� 0.01; ��p� 0.05; �p� 0.1

Source: Authors’ own creation
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The behavior of NLNP companies may stem from their need to gain legitimacy from other

organizations in the same environment. In light of this, quotas could influence the shared

value system and make companies more motivated to achieve gender-balanced boards as

suggested by Suchman, (1995) and Ashforth and Gibbs (1990).

In Model 2, the interaction Financial � Law indicates that women, from 2010 to 2017,

increased 9% more in the financial sector than in other sectors (5% significance level). The

same outcome is also found on the subsample of NLNP (Model 4). This greater increase of

WoBs in the financial sector is supported by the neo-institutional theory, according to which

sectors characterized by greater riskiness and uncertainty, such as finance, may adopt

imitative behavior to a greater extent than other sectors (Bongiovanni et al., 2022).

The results obtained confirm that the GM law has reduced the glass ceiling in different ways: it

increases the gender representation on board of LP companies, obliged by the mandatory

requirements of the law, as well as in the NLNP through a spillover effect. Moreover, gender

quotas have had a beneficial effect also in the financial sector, typically characterized by

higher glass ceilings. In sum, gender quotas may have produced pressures and changes in

the value system, leading also other organizations, not directly affected by the GM law, to

increase the gender representation on boards (Di Maggio and Powell, 1983, 1991; Suchman,

1995; Ashforth and Gibbs, 1990).

After analyzing the impact of GM law on gender representation on the total sample and on

the NLNP group, we test H3 on the glass cliff phenomenon, according to which, once glass

ceiling barriers are overcome, women are more likely to be appointed in precarious

positions and in poor-performing societies. To this aim, we estimate panel models including

financial indicators on the total sample and on the subsample of NLNP.

There is not a significant correlation between the percentage of WoBs and the Roe, in both

the total sample (Model 1, Table 6) and in the NLNP group (Model 2, Table 6). However, a

significant link emerges when considering a nonlinear specification of Roe (quadratic

polynomial specification) that accounts for the fact that the presence of WoBs depends on

the level of corporate performance.

This result is consistent with that of Mulcahy and Linehan (2014), who show that the

glass cliff occurs in the presence of particularly negative performance conditions, thus,

in cases where performance indicators are significantly low, as in our case. Indeed, the

nonlinearity found confirms that worsening in Roe values is associated with greater

increase in WoBs. This result is also reinforced by Models 3 and 8, displayed in Table 5,

in which the dummy variable bad performance is significant and with a positive sign,

indicating that women increase more in firms that have jointly negative or zero values of

Roe and Roa, both in the total sample (Model 3) and in the NLNP group (Model 8). Our

results also highlight a group of companies where very high levels of Roe are

associated with higher WoBs. It is possible that this group of companies, which

appears to act in the opposite manner from those that exhibit glass cliff behavior, is

characterized by a gender-neutral culture and fewer gender stereotypes and barriers

(Acker, 1990; Ryan et al., 2016; Morgenroth et al., 2020).

As a robustness analysis, we use Roa instead of the variable Roe. Again, the nonlinear

relationship is confirmed, and the sign of the coefficients is the same as in the estimates

where Roe is used, although statistical significance is only present in the overall sample

(Model 5, Table 6).

Figure 1 shows the marginal effects derived from Models 2 and 5 in Table 6. The x-axis is

represented by the Roe values, while the y-axis is represented by the percentage of WoBs.

The plot draws a nonlinear relationship between WoBs and performance for both the LP and

NLNP companies. The glass cliff occurs only for firms with Roe’s values at or below turning

points of 0.17 for the total sample and 0.09 for the NLNP.
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For Roe values less than or close to zero, i.e. for worse performing companies, the

percentage of WoBs increases more than proportionally to the worsening performance in

total and NLNP sample. For Roe values greater than zero, the percentage of WoBs again

increases more than proportionally to the improvement in performance in the total and

NLNP samples. Therefore, we partially support H3, confirming that the increasing presence

of women on the boards of underperforming firms occurs only when they have particularly

severe bad performance, as similarly found by Mulcahy and Linehan (2014).

Badly performing firms are more easily depicted when they have jointly negative Roe and

negative or close to zero values of Roa, as evidenced by the bad performance variable,

which is positive and significant for both the total sample and the NLNP at 1% significance

level (Models 3, 8, Table 6). For robustness, similar turning points are also calculated for

Roa. In particular, in this case the glass cliff occurs when Roa is equal or lower than 0.003

for NLNP and 0.07 for the total sample (Models 5 and 10, Table 6).

In summary, the results presented in Table 6 and depicted in Figure 1 reveal that the glass

cliff phenomenon occur even when objective accounting measures such as Roe and Roa

are used, particularly they differ in the severity of performance levels (Haslam et al., 2010;

Adams et al., 2009; Mulcahy and Linehan, 2014).

7. Robustness

In this section, we offer further insights into the robustness of our results not only in relation

to the use of alternative performance indicators, but also in relation to the different

specifications of panel regression models with random effects and the resolution of

endogeneity through reverse causality using 2SLS.

First, Hausmann’s test suggests that random-effects panel regressions are more

appropriate when the total sample of firms is considered, while the fixed-effects

specification is preferred for the NLNP subsample of firms (1% significance level). In

Figure 1 Percentage of women on boards (Y) andRoe (X)
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addition, Ramsey’s RESET test and Chow’s test suggest that pooled specification is not

appropriate (1% significance level). For details on testing to select a panel structure with

fixed or random effects instead of a pooled specification see the Supplementary Materials

(Table A).

The panel regressions with random-effects in Table 7 confirm the presence of a spillover

effect on the NLNP group, where women significantly increase from 2010 to 2017, as

suggested by the variable law (Models 3 and 4). This strengthens our evidence on the

presence of horizontal spillover effects, confirming (H1).

Women executives is significantly and positively correlated with increased WoBs both in the

total sample and in the NLNP group (1% significance level), confirming the results obtained

from the fixed-effects models. Women in president or CEO are a significant determinant that

induces a higher percentage of WoB also in the NLNP group, thus, strengthening our

results (Models 1–4, Table 7; Models 1–10 Table 8).

We find a positive, but not significant correlation between the Financial � Law interaction

and WoBs. Women directors, from 2010 to 2017, increased the most in the financial sector,

although this increase is not statistically significant, unlike the results from fixed effects

panel models (Models 2 and 4, Table 7).

In the total sample, we find evidence of the glass cliff using Roe, Roa and bad performance

(Models 1–5, Table 8). Furthermore, we find evidence of a nonlinear relationship between

the presence of WoBs and the Roa, confirming the inverted U-shaped relationship we also

find with Roe in the panel regressions with fixed effects at the 5% significance level (Model

5, Table 8).

A similar nonlinear relationship between WoBs and Roe is also found in the NLNP

subsample at the 1% significance level (Model 7, Table 8). While we do not find a significant

relationship between Roa and WoBs in the subsample of NLNP.

The glass cliff is also confirmed by the dummy Bad Performance, which is positively and

significantly correlated with the percentage of WoBs, both in the total sample and in the

NLNP subsample at 1% of significance level (Models 3 and 8, Table 8). These results

confirm that women increase more in companies in critical financial condition, which

recorded both negative or equal to zero values of Roe and Roa jointly. Thus, random-effects

panel regression models confirm (H3), reinforcing the results obtained with fixed effects.

Second, to address reverse causality issues between WoBs and firm performance

variables, we chose 2SLS, that is a method used to address reverse causality by using

instrumental variables to isolate the variation of the independent endogenous variable that

is not affected by the error term, allowing for more reliable parameter estimates. Note that

Table 7 Robustness check: Gender quotas and glass ceiling: random effects panel
regression models

Total sample Nonlisted and nonstate participated

Variables (1) b (se) (2) b (se) (3) b (se) (4) b (se)

Board size 0.01��� (0.000) 0.01��� (0.000) 0.01��� (0.000) 0.01��� (0.000)
Firm size �0.001 (0.010) �0.004 (0.004) �0.01 (0.011) �0.02��� (0.004)
Law 0.16��� (0.001) 0.16��� (0.012) 0.08��� (0.015) 0.06�� (0.027)
Women executives 0.14��� (0.030) 0.14��� (0.031) 0.14��� (0.030) 0.14��� (0.034)
Law� financial 0.04 (0.058) 0.07 (0.075)

R-squared within 0.539 0.550 0.539 0.550

N 232 232 116 116

Notes: Robust standard errors in parentheses. ���p< 0.01, ��p< 0.05, �p< 0.1

Source: Authors’ own creation
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we use this technique for the potential endogenous variables Roe, Roa and bad

performance, considered alternatively in three different models, as shown in Table 9.

As an instrument, we chose the asset-to-equity ratio, i.e. the ratio of total assets to

equity, as it satisfies the conditions of (i) relevance: the instrument is assumed to be

correlated with the endogenous firm performance variables, (ii) exogeneity: it should

not be directly correlated with the dependent variable, the percentage of women on the

board, so it should not be correlated with the error term, (iii) exclusivity: it should only

influence the percentage of women on the board through its impact on the firm

performance variables. Furthermore, the Sanderson–Windmeijer F-test of the excluded

instruments for the asset-to-equity relationship supports the validity of this instrument

for the variables Roe (Model 1, Table 9), Roa (Model 2, Table 9) and bad performance

(Model 3, Table 9).

As can be seen from the results of Models 1–3 in Table 9, all alternative corporate

performance variables are significantly correlated with the presence of WoBs, even when

we instrumented to control for reverse causality. Specifically, Roe (Model 1) and Roa (Model

2) are both significantly and negatively correlated with the percentage of WoBs, suggesting

that women are more likely to be appointed when companies experience lower levels of

corporate performance. Similarly, the Bad performance variable (Model 3) is significantly

and positively correlated with the percentage of WoBs, suggesting that women are more

likely to be appointed in companies with negative Roe and Roa values.

In summary, the 2SLS estimation confirms that the glass cliff also occurs even when

considering endogeneity due to reverse causality.

Note that another appropriate technique for dealing with endogeneity is estimation using the

generalized method of moments (GMM), which would require a longer period of time than in

our case (Wintoki et al., 2012).

8. Discussion, conclusion and practical implications

This paper documents that the presence of WoBs has increased significantly in both LP and

NLNP companies, (H1 is confirmed) in all sectors; the financial sector has registered a

higher increase of WoBs with respect to the other sectors, also in the NLNP group (H2 is

confirmed). Furthermore, this study shows that the appointment of women in poor-

performing firms, i.e. the glass cliff, represents a further barrier which is less visible, but still

important to be considered, since it reduces women opportunities to advance in their

careers. In this regard, we find that the increasing presence of women on the boards of

underperforming firms occurs only when they have particularly severe bad performance

(H3 is only partially supported).

Our first contribution provides evidence of the existence of horizontal spillovers, that is

gender quotas are an important tool both for increasing the presence of women on the

boards of Italian companies subject to the law and for the positive effect they have on

companies not directly affected by quota requirements in all sectors and particularly in

financial one, reinforcing the outcome of previous studies (Ahern and Dittmar, 2012;

Bongiovanni et al., 2022).

Another contribution of our work is to investigate the link between the appointment of WoBs

after the gender quota reform and the glass cliff, specifying under which conditions this

phenomenon occurs (Ryan and Haslam, 2005, 2007; Terjesen and Sealy, 2016). Indeed,

one element that characterizes the presence of the glass cliff concerns the severity of

economic loss. In this regard, our results show that it can be documented even when

objective accounting measures, such as Roe and Roa, are used, and especially when

particularly bad performance levels are considered. (Mulcahy and Linehan, 2014).
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Finally, we also depict that the presence of women executives is also relevant to increase

the presence of WoBs, suggesting that there are also other dimensions, in addition to the

gender quota law, that may facilitate the increase of gender balance on the board.

Evidence provided also yields some practical, managerial and regulatory implications.

From a regulatory perspective, tools such as quotas should also be targeted at roles with

greater influence in decision-making processes, such as executive positions, as this could

lead to a “double” spillover effect: on the one hand, it could generate horizontal spillover

effects on the same job positions in companies not targeted by these measures, and, on the

other hand, it could generate “vertical spillover effects” on other job positions of the

company, as women executives favor greater gender representation across the board

(Matsa and Miller, 2011; Wang and Kelan, 2013). In addition, mandatory or voluntary quotas

can be an effective instrument for increasing the presence of other minority groups in

leadership positions or corporate boardrooms, e.g. ethnic minorities, individuals

discriminated against because of age, disability or nationality.

The practical and managerial implications concern interventions to support women in “glass

cliff” positions, the provision of mentoring and support by supervisors to prevent women

from leaving management roles and to enhance their career advancement possibilities.

Career advancement possibilities for women can also be improved through social activities

organized by companies to increase women’s social networking, since gender segregation

in specific positions can also be linked to differences in networking. Moreover, initiatives to

increase networking can also be an opportunity to obtain a greater source of support and

help. Finally, the glass cliff is a cultural phenomenon that can be reduced through real

cultural change within the company. In this sense, both regulatory instruments, such as

gender quotas, and company policies that help reduce gender barriers, such as providing

support, increasing group and networking activities and providing employees with training

courses that raise awareness of stereotyping processes, strengthening an overall inclusive

organizational culture toward women, ethnic minorities or other marginalized groups, can

also help reduce the phenomenon of stereotypes such as the glass cliff. The theoretical

implications concern, on the one hand, further analysis of the mechanisms that can lead to

horizontal spillover effects between companies, sectors or countries not directly affected by

gender quotas. Evidence on this issue is still scarce and future studies should seek to better

understand how spillover effects are generated. Another theoretical implication concerns

the study of the glass cliff, which according to our results seems to occur only in the

presence of particularly negative performance conditions. In this case, it is also important to

evaluate this phenomenon in other contexts and countries and with alternative performance

indicators.

9. Limitations and prospects for future research

One indication for future research on the glass cliff emerges from our work, that is of

focusing more on the type of performance indicator adopted. Objective accounting

indicators of poor performance may take longer to be perceived as a crisis signal by

companies, whereas subjective, market-based measures better reflect short-term market

and investor reactions (Haslam et al., 2010). It is, therefore, necessary to better clarify how

objective accounting measures are able to capture the glass cliff phenomenon.

An important limitation of our study is the narrow two-year time frame, which may benefit

from a broader time span for a more comprehensive analysis and the application of

advanced techniques like GMM to address endogeneity concerns (Wintoki et al., 2012).

Future studies should consider the incorporation of corporate governance variables, such

as variables related to monitoring quality, the average number of board meetings and the

financial leverage of the company, as additional control variables.

VOL. 24 NO. 8 2024 j CORPORATE GOVERNANCE j PAGE 41



Another shortcoming is that we pay little attention to the organizational and subjective

dimensions that may be related to both the presence of spillover effects and the presence

of the glass cliff. Our future research will be more focused on understanding those

organizational elements that can promote gender representation on corporate boards, even

if not targeted by mandatory actions such as quotas, and second, that limit the likelihood of

glass cliff episodes. Indeed, this article highlights a group of companies with good

performance levels that increase gender representation and the study of the organizational

traits that characterize these companies will, therefore, be the subject of future research To

this end, the adoption of qualitative approaches, such as semistructured interviews or focus

groups with WoBs of directors, can be helpful in understanding more nuanced elements

that characterize the causes of glass cliff and, on the other hand, situations in which women

perceive themselves as truly part of companies without any form of stereotype or barrier.
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