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Abstract 
Purpose – The purpose of this study is to examine the situation of women on corporate 

boards in the European Union, focusing on the development towards gender balance, 

with respect to if any regulations of women on corporate boards apply within the differ-

ent European member states.  

Research design – Data regarding gender distribution and regulations of women on cor-

porate boards in the European member states was collected, available on the European 

Commission website. Corporate governance codes published within the countries have 

also been scrutinized for recommendations concerning board composition, in terms of 

gender. To enable comparison, the member states were divided into panels with respect 

to what regulation that applies in the countries respectively, in form of countries with 

quotas without sanctions (1), countries with quotas with sanctions (2), countries with 

corporate governance codes (3) and countries without regulations applicable (4). The re-

search focuses on the years 2010 to 2014 and concerns the largest listed companies in 

the European member states. 

Findings – This study confirms that women are underrepresented on corporate boards 

in all the European member states, however progress is visible in a majority of the coun-

tries. France, Italy and Belgium substantiated the highest development towards gender 

balance on boards, the only member states where gender quotas with sanctions applies. 

The findings indicate that gender balance regulations are necessary to generate a stable 

progress towards gender balance on corporate boards in the European Union.   

Contribution – This research contributes with insight on the development towards gen-

der balance in the European member states. Furthermore, value is added to the debated 

subject of gender balance, foremost within the European Union, but also to the discus-

sion of gender balance on corporate boards worldwide. 
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1 Background  
In the last decades gender diversity has been a widely debated subject, especially within the 

corporate sphere and on corporate boardrooms (Francis & Lublin, 2014). Arguments are 

frequently stating that gender diversity is a key to enhance firm performance and that gen-

der equality and gender balance within organizations is essential to ensure economic 

growth (Almond, 2013). Gender balance and gender equality may be perceived as equiva-

lent, however to separate the two terms remains crucial throughout this thesis. The Euro-

pean Commission (EC) defines gender equality as “the result of the absence of discrimina-

tion on the basis of a person’s sex in opportunities and the allocation of resources or bene-

fits or in access to services” (EC, 2013a, webpage). Gender balance, on the other hand, is 

considered as when both men and women are represented and answer to at least 40 % re-

spectively (EC, 2012a). Gender balance on corporate boards embodies the centre of this 

thesis, where the quantifiable measures of gender is in focus. 

During the execution of this study, a clear change regarding women’s status when it comes 

to education and qualifications in the working life is visible. According to Almond (2013), 

women have never been in such a strong position to lead as during the 21st century. How-

ever, despite that general opinions tend to be in favour for women in key decision-making 

positions, the issue seem to be of lacking priority. Thoughts of stereotypes are suggested to 

prevent organizations to meet their goals of numbers of women in key positions, and fur-

ther promotion is needed in countries throughout the world, to deal with the problem of 

unbalanced boards in terms of gender (Player, 2013).  

Recent studies indicate that the U.S. and countries within the European Union (EU) are the 

ones showing highest progress in terms of female representation on corporate boards. Alt-

hough in 2014 their proportions of women still only embodied approximately 20% respec-

tively (MSCI, 2014). If further excluding the EU, the U.S., Australia and Canada, corporate 

boards tend to include less than 10% women. In 2014, the average board size within EU is 

suggested to be a number of 13.5 board members, with an average of 2.7 women per 

board1 (Egon Zehnder International, 2014), illustrating that the issue needs further en-

dorsement.  

                                                
1 The study covered the 350 largest companies across 17 of the European member states 
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The need to promote women representatives on corporate boards within the EU became 

highlighted by the EC in 2010, when initiatives to increase women in decision-making posi-

tions were encouraged within the member states. Until then, improvements of gender bal-

ance had been clearly evident across the 28 European Union member states (EU28)2, ex-

cept when it came to corporate boardrooms. In the year of 2012, the EC made an evalua-

tion concerning the progress of women on boards in terms of the self-regulations. The 

findings indicated that corporate boards still accounted for a clear underrepresentation of 

women. Due to the slow progress, in spite of a successful debate and voluntary measures 

by several of the EU28, the EC decided to undertake further actions to improve female 

representation on boardrooms. A proposal for a legislative gender quota was introduced, 

which is now under discussion within the European Council (EC, 2015a).    

1.1 Problem  
Initiatives regarding legislations to promote women on corporate boards have been a de-

bated subject on the political agenda, where both positive and negative aspects of its im-

plementation have been discussed (Szydlo, 2013; Walby, 2013). However, when introduc-

ing the proposal of a gender quota, as the choice of corrective action, the EC referred to 

the fact that countries with legislative initiatives were the ones showing highest progress 

during their assessment in 2012 (EC, 2012b). 

In terms of the narrow timeframe of account, it has been discussed if the progress report 

by the EC is an accurate foundation for a decision of a legislative quota (Szydlo, 2013). In 

2015, the average number of female directors continues to increase in absence of the di-

rective and progress has been visible in 23 of the EU28 (EC, 2015a). The countries with 

legislative measures still encompass significant improvements. However, studies show that 

progress is visible in a number of other countries with absence of legislation, where for ex-

ample Sweden with self-regulatory measures is in the top (MSCI, 2014).  

No additional assessment has been published by the EC since 2012, regarding the devel-

opment of gender balance within the EU28. Hence, no further report is available consider-

ing what initiatives that have been implemented within the EU, since the Strategy for Equality 

Between Women and Men in 2010. Consequently, questions are raised concerning what coun-

tries that have substantiated the highest development towards gender balance, and further 

                                                
2 The 28 European Union member states are henceforth referred to as the EU28 
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if countries with legislative gender quotas actually perform a greater development, in com-

parison with countries without such regulation (Dauer, 2014).  

1.2 Purpose 
The purpose of this study is to examine the situation of women on corporate boards in the 

EU, focusing on the development towards gender balance, with respect to if any regulation 

of women on corporate boards applies within the different EU28.  

This study focuses on the development of the five-year period 2010 to 2014, covering large 

publicly listed companies in each of the EU28. 

1.3 Outline of Thesis  
Chapter 2 presents pervious literature and previous research connected to gender balance on 

corporate boards, focusing on the situation in the EU. The EC proposal of a legislative 

gender quota and current gender balance regulations in the EU28 are examined.  

Chapter 3 outlines the theoretical framework acting as guidance to the resolution of the the-

sis purpose. Legitimacy theory, theory of tokenism and the female capital are assessed to 

engender insight of the situation on corporate boards and the development towards gender 

balance.  

Chapter 4 presents the methodology for this specific research and designates how the study 

is performed. The data collection and the sample are described in detail.   

Chapter 5 provides the empirical findings of the study. Data is presented concerning the 

representation of women on corporate boards for the largest listed companies in each of 

the EU28, as well as how gender balance is regulated is the countries respectively.  

Chapter 6 aims to analyse the development towards gender balance on boards seen within 

the EU28, by comparing the results with respect to respective measures undertaken. Fur-

thermore, the findings are linked to the questions of legitimacy, tokenism and the female 

capital. The justification of the EC proposal, considering a legislative gender quota on 

boardrooms within the EU28, is also evaluated.  

Chapter 7 summarizes the most important aspects and findings of this study and presents 

the conclusions of the research, answering to the purpose of this thesis.  
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Chapter 8 covers a further discussion of the research where additional aspects of importance 

are outlined. Ultimately, limitations of the study and recommendations for future research 

are discussed, topics of which could engender deeper insight on gender balance on boards.  
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2 The Current Situation and Debate in the EU 
The interest of faster development towards gender balance on boards is driven by a num-

ber of stakeholders such as national governments, politicians and shareholders (Terjesen, 

Sealy & Singh, 2009). In September 2010 the EC implemented the Strategy for Equality Be-

tween Women and Men, encouraging voluntary measures within the EU28 (EC, 2012a). To-

gether with other issues concerning equality between genders, the strategy made a state-

ment that promotion of women in decision-making positions should be emphasized (EC, 

2010). In 2011 the vice-president of the EC and EU commissioner for Justice, Vivian Red-

ing, further launched the Women on Board Pledge for Europe (EC, 2012a). The initiative was in-

troduced to encourage public listed companies within the EU to a voluntary agreement of 

targets to increase women representation in the boardrooms to 30% by 2015 and 40% by 

2020. The initiative was supported by several member states where national listed compa-

nies where encouraged to sign the voluntary commitment.  

 

Figure 2-1  Regulatory Actions Regarding Gender Balance 

Quotas without 
sanctions 

Quotas with  
sanctions 

Corporate Governance 
Codes  No regulation 

 

The promotion by the EC gave rise to actions to improve women’s representation on cor-

porate boardrooms in several of the EU28, where diverse initiatives based on voluntary 

measures or legislation was implemented (EC, 2015a). Regulatory actions taken regarding 

gender balance can be divided into the following categories; countries with quotas without 

sanctions, countries with quotas with sanctions, countries with corporate governance codes 

and countries where no regulations are applicable, illustrated by Figure 2-1. However despite 

the initiatives undertaken, insufficient efforts by the member states in terms of the self-

regulation called for options of a legislative quota, in March 2012 (EC, 2012a). Since the 

implementation of the Strategy for Equality Between Women and Men in September 2010, until 

an assessment by the EC in January 2012, the representation by women on boardrooms in-

creased by 1.9 percentage to an average of 13.7%, (an average increase of 1.5 percentage 

per year). However, it is suggested that the average progress by the member states is highly 

dependent on the performance of some individual countries (Lansing & Chandra, 2012). 

Furthermore, even though the rise of women on corporate boards was greater than if look-
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ing at the long term average of 0.6 percentage per year since 2003, the numbers did still ac-

count for underrepresentation of women (EC, 2012a). The findings of the assessment im-

plied that corporate boards within almost a third of the member states were composed ex-

clusively with men, and only five member states had more than half of their boards con-

taining at least two female members. Additionally, women in the position as chairperson or 

president had fallen. At the rate of progress seen between 2010 and 2012, it would take 

around 40 years to get balanced boards within the EU (Lansing & Chandra, 2012). 

In November 2012 the EC introduced proposal 2012/0299 (COD), Directive of the European 

Parliament and of the Council on Improving the Gender Balance among Non-executive Directors of Com-

panies Listed on Stock Exchanges and Related Measures. The proposal consider a directive with 

the intention of reaching a 40% objective of women within non-executive positions on 

boards of large public listed companies within the EU by 2020 (EC, 2012b). Further, exec-

utive positions should be connected to self-regulatory targets for each individual organiza-

tion affected by the proposal, where the progress should be reported annually. The EC 

specifies that there are around 7.500 publicly listed and EU-registered companies in the EU 

and that about a third of these are small and medium-sized enterprises (with less than 250 

employees), which means that the legislative proposal is likely to affect approximately 5.000 

listed companies within the EU. Furthermore, companies failing to achieve the quota ob-

jective would face corrective measures. Meaning that companies with unbalanced boards 

would be required to use a comparative analysis during the appointments of non-executive 

positions, where women should be prioritised if equally qualified as male candidates.  

In November 2013 the European Parliament approved the proposal by the EC on its first 

reading with a strong majority voting in favour for the directive (EC, 2013b). Furthermore, 

a majority of the member states are supporting the proposed legislation of a gender quota 

on corporate boardrooms, which is now under discussion within the European Council 

(EC, 2015a).  
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2.1 Consequences of a Gender Quota 
When proposing a legislative gender quota, the EC (2015a) stated that countries with legis-

lative initiatives showed the highest progress within the EU during its assessment in 2012. 

Furthermore, the implementation of a legislative gender quota can be motivated on many 

different grounds, such as the business case of women, suggesting that gender balance in-

creases board and firm performance (Walby, 2013). Although, the empirical findings from 

related studies are not united. Previous research show that women on boards can have dif-

fering impact on firm performance, varying between positive, neutral and negative influ-

ence (Adams & Ferreira, 2009; Farrell & Hersch, 2005; Nielsen & Huse, 2010).  

Moreover, it is suggested that the worldwide debate of gender diversity have influenced the 

implementation of quotas only to give attention to gender balance in terms of numbers of 

women and men (Fitzsimmons, 2012; Hamdani & Buckely, 2011). The number of women 

is further perceived as the goal or final outcome alone, without considering other aspects, 

in form of gender equality. Hence, to force firms to put women on boards could cause 

pressure to quickly identify and promote female representatives, and firms might appoint 

women only because of their gender, instead of people with unique experiences or skills 

(Fitzsimmons, 2012; Terjesen, Aguilera & Lorenz, 2015). Furthermore, Carter, D’Souza, 

Simkins and Simpson (2010) found that organizations facing pressure to appoint women 

on boardrooms did not obtain the benefits of incorporating female representatives, to the 

same extent as where no such pressure was present.  

Terjesen et al. (2015) suggests that gender quota legislations have two clear ethical aspects, 

in terms of a pre- and a post-legislation environment. In a pre-legislation environment, 

women may be underrepresented despite their equal competence, and in a post-quota legis-

lation, women may be named directors of publicly traded enterprises even when they are 

not the most qualified candidates. Additionally, gender quotas as a legislative measure is 

suggested to intrude on shareholder rights, imply inflexibility for companies and even to 

have the opposite effect to the mean of motivating women to corporate boardrooms (Fitz-

simmons, 2012). 

Regarding the EC’s proposal, a directive on improving gender balance by introducing quo-

tas is argued to constitute an inappropriate legal solution for the problem of gender imbal-

ance. The principles of proportionality and subsidiarity regulate the measures and entitle-

ments of the EU institutions and what they are competent to legislate (EUR-lex, 2010). 
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According to Szydlo (2013) the proposed directive infringes the EU’s principles, which 

designates that initiatives and regulations formed on EU-level should be motivated in rela-

tion to the possibilities that exists on national, regional or local level. Hence, Szydlo (2013) 

suggests that other instruments can be used instead of a compulsory gender quota in pro-

moting women on boards, which have not yet been utilized. The proposal is also claimed 

to be disproportionate in respect to the aims mentioned in the proposal. Furthermore, Szy-

dlo (2013) argues that a gender quota is harmonious with the EU principle of proportional-

ity only if it is designed as a voluntary non-binding proposal.  

2.2 Evidence from the Norwegian Gender Quota  
Legislative gender quotas on corporate boards have been implemented in many countries 

around the globe, where Norway has worked as a role model, considering their 40% quota 

implementation in 2003 (Bøhren & Staubo, 2013). Essentially, the Norwegian quota was 

the starting point of using legislative measures to regulate gender balance on corporate 

boards, where the deadline in 2008 enables consequences and effects from the implementa-

tion to be evaluated. Hence the example of Norway is used as a reference when examining 

the effects of a gender quota implementation.  

 

Table 2-1 Women on Boards in Largest Norwegian Listed Companies  

  2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 
Norway 20% 22% 29% 35% 34% 43% 42% 39% 41% 44% 42% 38% 

 

  Quota implementation  
  Mandated in law 
  Quota deadline 

 

During the five years, from the quota implementation in Norway in 2003 until its deadline 

in 2008, women on Norwegian boardrooms increased with 23 percentages, to an average 

of 43% (EC, 2015b), see Table 2-1. The results indicate a positive outcome of quotas, in 

terms of increased numbers of women on corporate boardrooms. Accordingly, boards 

within Norway have among the highest representation of women in the world (Sorokina, 

2014; Wang & Kelan, 2013). However, during the first years after the quota implementa-

tion, no sanctions were applicable for organizations, if failing fulfilling the quota objective. 

Consequently, no significant increase of female representation was visible on Norwegian 
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boards during this period, indicating non-compliance of organizations on a voluntary basis. 

Hence, the slow progress resulted in that the quota became binding with applicable sanc-

tions in 2005, where non-compliance would imply forced liquidation for public limited lia-

bility companies (Nygaard, 2011). From 2005 to 2008 an increase of 21 percentage points 

of women on corporate boardrooms was recognized (EC, 2015b), accounting for essential-

ly the entire progress from the implementation until the quota deadline, see Table 2-1. Cor-

respondingly, evidential effects of legislative gender quotas have proven efficient with a 

higher progress than voluntary measures, in particular when there are sanctions involved 

(Pande & Ford, 2011; Suk, 2012; EC, 2015b). Pande and Ford (2011) Suggest that govern-

ments need to be willing to punish non-compliers if they want to increase the chance of 

generating higher female representation in the corporate sphere. 

Despite the success of reaching gender balance on corporate boards within Norway, the 

gender quota has been criticised negatively for other causes. For instance, the pressure to 

alter the composition of gender on boardrooms is suggested to result in a situation where 

firms exit to organizational forms not exposed to the quota (Hoel, 2008). This was the case 

considering approximately half of the Norwegian firms after the implementation of the 

mandatory gender quota, when around 80 companies decided to reregister from the Oslo 

Stock Exchange into private limited companies in 2007 (Bøhren & Staubo, 2013). However, 

to change organizational form in order to maintain a voluntary board composition is ar-

gued to be a costly response, since it could result in a failure for firms to obtain the optimal 

organizational form. Hence, the design of the legislation, in terms of binding versus non-

binding form, is argued to be of significant importance (Pande & Ford, 2011). Moreover, 

studies of Norwegian boards indicate that women possessed significantly more multiple di-

rectorships than men after the quota implementation (Hoel, 2008). Consequently, out of 

the 868 female-held board seats, in the registered companies on the Oslo Stock Exchange, 75 

women occupied 200-250 seats. This demonstrates that the gender quota resulted in that 

same women were appointed to multiple boards, which is not as common amongst the 

other gender (Terjesen, Sing & Vinnicombe, 2008).  

2.3 Regulation by Corporate Governance Codes 
Many countries today favour implementation of gender quotas in local codes or law quotas 

with absence of sanctions (Bøhren & Staubo, 2013). Bøhren and Staubo (2013) state that 

gender balance regulations with a comply-or-explain approach or a system with softer sanc-

tions than liquidation, are less costly than the mandatory approach with liquidation. Hence, 
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instead of law quotas, corporate governance codes with the means of avoiding an inflexible 

“one size fits all” approach are frequently used within the EU, as a tool to regulate gender 

balance by promoting own initiatives and self-regulation by organizations (Siedl, Sanderson 

& Roberts, 2012). Corporate governance codes in form of recommendations are non-

binding where companies can either comply with the code or provide an explanation of 

why they deviate (Siedl et al., 2012; Weil, Gotshal & Manges LLP, 2014). Moreover, the 

stakeholders decide if they accept the explanation, or otherwise companies are expected to 

face an “illegitimacy discount” (Siedl et al., 2012; Zuckerman, 1999), described as bad per-

ceptions amongst society or their audience if an explanation is considered unpersuasive 

(Siedl et al., 2012). 

Previous studies within Germany, The Netherlands and the UK do show that compliance 

with the provisions of the local codes tends to be generally high amongst organizations 

(Akkermans et al., 2007; Dahya, McConnell & Travlos, 2002; Dedman, 2002; Werder, Ta-

laulicar & Kolat, 2005). Furthermore, research concerning organizations on the European 

level comes to similar conclusions (Berglöf & Pajuste, 2005; Renders, Gaeremynck & Ser-

cu, 2010). Hence, even though codes within the EU28 usually are implemented on a volun-

tary basis, it is argued that corporate governance issues could be left as soft law (De Jong, 

De Jong, Mertens & Wasley, 2005; MacNeil & Li, 2006).  
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3 Theoretical Framework 

3.1 Legitimacy Theory  
When stipulating laws and recommendations, the issuers of the regulations need to consid-

er requirements from international regulatory organizations as well as from society in terms 

of perceptions and values (Weil et al., 2014; Akkermans et al., 2007). Furthermore, since 

the perceptions amongst the audience are changing over time, regulations are in need of 

corresponding adjustments (Deegan, 2002). During the last decades gender balance on 

boards have been a highly debated subject within the EU, why the objective to achieve di-

versity in terms of gender, is argued to be a result from pressure created by the wider socie-

ty (Akkermans et al., 2007).  

Legitimacy itself can be explained as “a condition or status which exists when an entity's 

value system is congruent with the value system of the larger social system of which the en-

tity is a part. When a disparity, actual or potential, exists between the two value systems, 

there is a threat to the entity's legitimacy.” (Lindblom, 1994, p.2).  On national level, it is 

claimed that organizations usually respond to regulations in order to generate and maintain 

legitimacy. In other words, companies comply to keep favourable perceptions amongst 

their audience, such as shareholders, society and other stakeholders (Enrione, Mazza & 

Zerboni 2006, Siedl et al., 2012). However, Deegan (2002) points out that the legitimisation 

strategies, if employed, may vary from country to country and reactions thereof needs to be 

considered in relation to national, historical and cultural contexts. If local codes are appli-

cable on a comply-or-explain basis, the one-size-fits all approach is avoided and organiza-

tions have an alternative to create legitimacy by providing explanations for non-compliance 

(Siedl et al., 2012; Weil et al., 2014).  

3.2 Theory of Tokenism  
According to Kanter (1977), the situation occurring when women are in minority can be 

explained by the theory of tokenism, which may engender insight to the prevalent situation 

on many corporate boards with few women. Women can be explained as tokens, meaning 

that they are more visible in a group, especially when being the only woman in a group 

dominated by men (Kanter, 1977; Konrad, Kramer & Erkut, 2008; Terjesen et al., 2009). It 

creates performance pressure, perchance resulting in worse performance compared to the 

numeric majority (Kanter, 1977). Tokenism designates that a token has low opportunity 

and also low power, compared to the rest of the group, the majority.  
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Further, two women in a group dominated by men, still encompass a case for tokenism 

(Kanter, 1977). Distance and competitiveness tends to be created between the two women 

instead of support, which is the consequence of them being paired and expected to per-

form the same. This tendency is shown by case studies performed on corporate boards, 

within the EU, with two women and the rest being men. Furthermore, it is suggested that a 

certain threshold or critical mass is reached when a board of directors comprise at least 

three women (Konrad, Kramer & Erkut, 2008). At that point, their representation becomes 

influential over board decisions and tokenism is avoided. The critical mass of three women 

on corporate boards creates “normalization” and the gender is no longer a barrier to com-

munication (Terjesen et al., 2009). Further, it increases the activity of women, since they are 

more likely to feel comfortable and supported.  

Additionally, Kanter (1977) finds that the change in the behaviour and treatment of women 

in token positions is strongly tied to shifting proportions. Therefore she suggests that out-

side intervention, such as quotas, is required to break the social composition of groups.  A 

30-40% target appears a sensible balance to achieve better representation without tokenism 

(Leblanc, Bankes, Kam, Fraser, Gryglewicz & Hill, 2011).  

3.3 The Female Capital  
When it comes to corporate boardrooms, women tend to represent a large pool of human 

capital that is accessible to corporations (Carter et al., 2010), where they are proposed to 

contribute by their backgrounds, personalities, and behaviours that are dissimilar from men 

(Terjesen, et al., 2009). Additionally, it is argued that female directors can add other opin-

ions to debates and in decision-making, because of their different experiences of the work-

place, marketplace, public services and community (Zelechowski & Bilimoria, 2004). 

Hence, innovation, problem solving and the ability to identify needs of different stakehold-

ers will be heightened (DiStefano & Maznevski, 2000). 

Theory of human capital examines the role of an individual’s aggregated stock of educa-

tion, skills and experience in enabling intellectual and productive capabilities that can bene-

fit the organization of which he or she belongs (Becker, 1964). Traditionally, the invest-

ments in education by women have been lower than the one by men (Terjesen et al., 2009). 

However, according to the European Institute for Gender Equality (2013) this is no longer 

the case within the EU28, where the tertiary level education of women exceeded the one of 

men with one percentage in 2010. The proportion of both women and men within the EU 
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who have attained tertiary level education is suggested to have increased significantly the 

last decade, where the gender gap is shifting in size and gender. The largest gaps are found 

in Estonia (36% for women and 22% for men) and Latvia (26% for women and 17% for 

men), with as much as 14 and 10 percentage higher average tertiary level educations 

amongst women.  

However, although high educational level, it is argued that women may not encompass the 

proper kind of human capital (Terjesen et al., 2008). Terjesen et al. (2008) claim that wom-

en might lack in experience in key decision-making positions, although being competent in 

terms of education. Furthermore, studies show specifically that CEOs fear appointing 

women to boards due to anxiety of them being unqualified (Terjesen et al., 2009). Accord-

ing to Peterson & Philpot (2007) it is revealed that CEOs are concerned in appointing 

women to their board without directorship experience, but they do not hold the same atti-

tude towards men in equivalent positions. Moreover, women generally need to provide 

more evidence of earning their positions than their male counterparts (Biernat & 

Kobrynowicz, 1997). Corresponding perceptions, regarding female human capital, kept in 

mind of the ones selecting the board members, are suggested to expose the barrier for 

women being appointed to corporate boards (Terjesen et al., 2009; Carter et al., 2010). 

Fitzsimmons (2012) argue that before the female capital can be utilized, one first needs to 

remove the barrier hindering women to first get access to representation on corporate 

boards.  

.  
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4 Methodology 
The purpose of this study is to examine the situation of women on corporate boards and 

the development towards gender balance of listed companies in the EU28, with respect to 

regulations within the respective countries. To facilitate a comparative research, the EU28 

have been divided into four panels, where each panel represents similar approach of gender 

balance regulation on corporate boards. Panel I includes countries with a quota system 

without sanctions, Panel II represents countries where quotas with sanctions apply, Panel III 

covers countries where gender balance is regulated in local corporate governance codes and 

Panel IV comprises countries without regulations in terms of legislation or recommenda-

tions in codes. Panel I and Panel II both have gender quotas on boards implemented as law, 

but they are separated into two groups due to the importance to enable evaluation of the 

impact of sanctions if failing to fulfil the quota objective. 

The performances by the panels are compared to evaluate what measures that generated 

the highest progress, in the five-year period 2010-2014. The period selected derives from 

the implementation of the Strategy of Equality Between Women and Men in 2010, as it was when 

initiatives first became emphasised, within the EU, in terms of self-regulatory measures, as 

discussed in Chapter 2. The differing average amounts of women in 2010 must be consid-

ered, as it has an impact on the countries potential total development for the five-year peri-

od. The average amount of women on boards in 2014 may therefore provide a more fair 

and correct measure, which also indicates how close the respective countries are to gender 

balanced corporate boards. However, both aspects are observed and evaluated in this re-

search. 

Other theories, assessed in the theoretical framework, are used to get a deeper understand-

ing of the situation on corporate boards in the EU, in terms of legitimacy tactics, theory of 

tokenism and the female capital. It illustrates the situation on corporate boards, and en-

lightens the opportunities and obstacles for women in decision-making positions and in ac-

cessing such positions. Hence, the study is conducted with a deductive approach where ear-

lier theory has deduced the research and guided the collection of relevant data (Bryman, 

2012; Williamson, 2002). The aim is to provide a descriptive research where the outcome 

describes the relationship between the development of representation of women on corpo-

rate boards and respective initiatives undertaken by the countries. Furthermore this re-

search has quantitative nature and is conducted by secondary data published by official in-

stitutions. The utilization of secondary data enables comparison over a longer period (Bry-
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man 2012; Dang, Khuong & Linh-Chi, 2014), hence the concentration of the five-year pe-

riod 2010-2014, engenders longitudinal influence to this research design. 

4.1 Sample Description  
In terms of the gender balance statistics for the five-year period 2010-2014, our sample in-

cludes publicly large listed companies in the EU28. We obtain data on women on corporate 

boards of listed companies from the EC and there are approximately 5.000 publicly large 

listed companies across the EU28 (EC, 2015b). The data presented by the EC, covers the 

largest publicly listed companies, members of the Primary blue-chip index (the same sample as 

used during the EC’s assessment of diverse initiatives regarding gender balance in 2012). 

The Primary blue-chip index is maintained by the stock exchange covering the largest compa-

nies by market capitalisation and/or market trades, limited to a maximum of 50 companies 

within each country (EC, 2015b). Hence, this research is based on a sample ranging be-

tween 607 and 622 companies in the five-year period 2010-2014, dependent on the varying 

number of members in the Primary blue-chip index, specified in Appendix 1. 

One has to be cautious about that the sample does not reflect the population of all listed 

companies precisely, since it only consists of companies in the Primary blue-chip index. A 

sampling bias, where members of a population have no chance of being part of the sample, 

will imply a distortion of the sample’s representativeness (Bryman, 2012). Hence, the find-

ings can only be generalized to the companies in question. However, it is close to impossi-

ble to ensure that no biases are present (Williamson, 2002).  

4.2 Data Collection 
Data for this research are collected in three diverse forms and procedures and all data are 

rounded off to integers, without digits. Firstly, data is obtained from a database of Women 

and Men in Decision-Making available on the EC’s website, encompassing statistics on pro-

portions of women on corporate boards, concerning both executives and non-executives, 

separated by country in the EU28 (EC, 2015b). The statistics by the EC are presented in an 

excel file3 and has been conducted by information from listed company websites, stock-

exchange websites and company annual reports, retrieved in September and October annu-

ally (EC, 2015b). Further, the data in the excel file is presented in tables on a yearly basis 

from 2003 to 2014 of which we have collected and processed the data to comprise statistics 

                                                
3 http://ec.europa.eu/justice/gender-equality/files/database/037_en.xls 
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relevant for this study. Subsequently, in terms of this research, the data was processed and 

conducted into tables, to only represent the proportions of women on corporate boards of 

the EU28 respectively of the period 2010-2014.  

Secondly, information is gathered from separate fact sheets4 of each of the EU28 regarding 

gender balance regulations, also available on the EC’s website (EC, 2014). From these doc-

uments, data considering applicable regulations, the respective years of such implementa-

tion and applicable sanctions are assembled. The data was conducted into tables, later pre-

sented in the empirical findings. Hence, the EU28 where legislative requirements regarding 

gender balance were found in the fact sheets, encompass Panel I and Panel II within this re-

search.   

Thirdly, The European Corporate Governance Institute (2015) provides an index5 of cor-

porate governance codes in the world, of which we are investigating the ones within the 

EU28 where gender balance is regulated trough recommendations in local codes, from 

2010 to 2014. The corporate governance codes compose one category of regulation in this 

research (Panel III), why the codes were examined and scrutinized for recommendations re-

garding gender in board compositions and appointments. Subsequently, the EU28 where 

no regulation was found, in terms of legislative quotas specified in the fact sheets or rec-

ommendations in corporate governance codes, henceforth cover Panel IV.  

 

                                                
4 http://ec.europa.eu/justice/newsroom/gender-equality/news/121114_en.htm 

5 http://www.ecgi.org/codes/all_codes.php 
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5 Empirical Findings  
The findings are reported in this section and presented in tables. Figure 5-1 presents the Eu-

ropean member states incorporated in each panel, from Panel I to Panel IV, with respect to 

regulation regarding gender balance on corporate boards. Each panel represents similar ap-

proach of gender balance regulation, where Panel I includes countries with a quota system 

without sanctions, Panel II represents countries where quotas with sanctions apply, Panel III 

covers countries where women on boards are regulated in local corporate governance 

codes and Panel IV comprises countries without regulations.  

 

Figure 5-1  The EU28 Divided in Panel I-IV  
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Quotas without 
sanctions 

PANEL II – 
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Figure 5-2  Color Representation Discriptions  

 

It is found that many countries have quotas applicable for other than listed companies, and 

such examples are Austria, Denmark, Finland and Ireland. However, only law quotas appli-

cable to large listed companies are contemplated in this study. Furthermore, Germany has 

voted yes to quotas for listed companies and it will be a requirement of 30% from 2016 

and forward, therefore still part of Panel III.  

  

  Quotas 
  Quotas with sanctions 
  Corporate governance code  
  No regulation 
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5.1 Gender Balance Development in the EU28 
The total average development for the EU28 during the examined time period, as well as 

the total average number of women on corporate boards for each year during 2010 to 2014 

is presented in Table 5-1. The table also covers data from all the EU28 for each year, as well 

as their respective total development during this period. By observing the colour represen-

tation descriptions in Figure 5-2, Table 5-1 also indicates what type of regulation that existed 

each year for the EU28. The result demonstrates that the average amount of women on 

corporate boards in the EU have increased from 12% in 2010 up to 20% in 2014, which is 

an increase of 8 percentages. However, there are great variations in the development of 

gender balance between the EU28. Appendix 3 arranges the countries from highest to low-

est values in three different lists. The first list is sorted by the highest amount of women in 

2010 (%), the second list is sorted by the highest amount of women in 2014 (%), and the 

third list is sorted by the highest total development in percentages. A low correspondence, 

between the sequences of the lists, is found.  

As revealed by Appendix 3, there are variations and fluctuations found, both in the bottom 

and in the top, depending on what criteria that is observed. Finland and Sweden had the 

highest amounts of women in 2010, both with 26%, compared to the lowest amounts of 

4%, 4% and 2% women, seen in Cyprus, Luxemburg and Malta. If observing the highest 

amounts of women in 2014, France, Latvia and Finland are in the top with 32%, 32% and 

29%, whereas Malta is still in the bottom with 3% together with Czech Republic with 4%. 

If observing the total development over the five-year period, France, Italy and Belgium, are 

in the top with 20, 19 and 12 percentage points increase. All with legislative quotas with 

sanctions applicable. Romania, Czech Republic, Slovakia and Hungary are found in the 

bottom with negative development down to minus 10 percentages, with minus 10, 8, 4, and 

2 percentage points respectively.  
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Table 5-1 Women on Corporate Boards  

Country 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 Total Development  
(percentage) 

EU-28 12% 14% 16% 18% 20% 8 
Austria 9% 11% 12% 13% 17% 8 
Belgium 10% 11% 13% 17% 22% 12 
Bulgaria 11% 15% 12% 17% 18% 7 
Croatia 16% 19% 15% 15% 19% 3 
Cyprus 4% 5% 8% 7% 9% 5 
Czech Republic 12% 16% 16% 11% 4% -8 
Denmark 18% 16% 21% 23% 24% 6 
Estonia 7% 7% 8% 7% 7% 0 
Finland 26% 26% 29% 30% 29% 3 
France 12% 22% 25% 30% 32% 20 
Germany 13% 15% 18% 21% 24% 11 
Greece 6% 6% 8% 8% 9% 3 
Hungary 14% 5% 7% 11% 12% -2 
Ireland 8% 9% 9% 11% 11% 3 
Italy 5% 6% 11% 15% 24% 19 
Latvia 23% 27% 28% 29% 32% 9 
Lithuania 13% 14% 18% 16% 17% 4 
Luxembourg 4% 6% 10% 11% 12% 8 
Malta 2% 2% 4% 2% 3% 1 
Poland 12% 12% 12% 12% 15% 3 
Portugal 5% 6% 7% 9% 9% 4 
Romania 21% 10% 12% 8% 11% -10 
Slovakia 22% 15% 14% 24% 18% -4 
Slovenia 10% 14% 19% 22% 20% 10 
Spain 10% 11% 12% 15% 17% 7 
Sweden 26% 25% 26% 26% 28% 2 
The Netherlands 15% 18% 22% 25% 25% 10 
United Kingdom 13% 16% 19% 21% 24% 11 

 

Table 5-2 Development by Panel I-IV  

Regulation 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 
Total  

development  
(percentage) 

Quotas 13% 15% 17% 20% 21% 9 

Quotas with sanctions 12% 13% 16% 21% 26% 17 

Corporate  
governance code 14% 16% 18% 18% 20% 6 

No regulation 12% 11% 12% 14% 14% 2 
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Table 5-3 further presents the gender balance development from 2010 to 2014 of each of 

the four panels, assembled. Panel I had an average increase of 9 percentages, while Panel II 

had an increase of 17 percentages, both above the EU28 average. Panel III and Panel IV had 

increases of 6 percentages and 2 percentages respectively, which is under the EU28 average 

of 8 percentage points.  

5.1.1 Panel I – Quotas 

This panel encompasses the countries with a legislative gender quota without sanctions and 

it represents 7% of the EU28, featuring Spain and the Netherlands. Table 5-3 specifies the 

gender balance situation in Panel I and the result shows that this panel performed a devel-

opment of 9 percentage points from 2010 until 2014. Within this panel, the Netherlands 

had both the highest amount of women in 2014 (25%) and the highest development over 

the period of 10 percentage points. Spain had 17% women on their corporate boards in 

2014, which is an average increase of 7 percentage points.  

 

Table 5-3 Panel I – Summary of the Development 

Panel I 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 
Total  

Development 
(percentage) 

Quotas 13% 15% 19% 20% 21% 9 

Spain 10% 11% 12% 15% 17% 7 

The Netherlands 15% 18% 22% 25% 25% 10 
 

Table 5-4 presents the design of the quotas in Spain and the Netherlands, in form of the 

sanctions, size of the quotas, its deadlines and what companies it covers. Both Spain and 

the Netherlands specifies that the quotas cover listed companies with more than 250 em-

ployees and none of them apply sanctions for failing fulfilling the quota, although the 

Netherlands specifies that the quota should be reached on a comply-or-explain basis. The 

Netherlands was 5 percentage points from their quota objective in 2014, which is to be 

reached in 2016. Spain on the other hand was 23 percentages from their quota objective in 

2014, supposed to be accomplished in 2015. 
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Table 5-4 EU28 with Quota Systems, without Sanctions 

Country  Sanctions Introduced  Target of Quota 
Specification of  
Companies covered  

Spain No Sanctions 2007 40% (2015) Public limited companies 
with 250+ employees 

The Netherlands No Sanctions 2010 30% (2016) 
Listed companies with 250+ 
employees.  
Comply or explain basis. 

 

5.1.2 Panel II – Quotas with Sanctions 

This panel represents Belgium, France and Italy where gender quotas with sanctions ap-

plies, encompassing 11% of the EU28. The development over the five-year period is speci-

fied in Table 5-5 and the result shows a total positive development of 17 percentages. 

France had the highest development over the five-year period of 20 percentage points, fol-

lowed by Italy with 19 and Belgium with 12. The sequence of the countries was the same if 

observing the average amounts of women in 2014. France was closest to gender balanced 

corporate boards with 32% women, followed by Italy and Belgium with 24% and 22% re-

spectively.  

 

Table 5-5 Panel II – Summary of the Development 

Panel II 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 
Total  

Development  
(percentage) 

Quotas with  
sanctions 12% 13% 16% 21% 26% 17 

Belgium 10% 11% 13% 17% 22% 12 
France 12% 22% 25% 30% 32% 20 
Italy 5% 6% 11% 15% 24% 19 

 

Table 5-6 describes the design of the quotas in terms of sanctions, implementation, quota 

objective and what companies it covers. The findings indicate that the design and targets 

differs between the countries. Hence, Belgium has 33% of the underrepresented gender as 

target to be met by 2017. France has 20% by 2013 and 40% by 2016. Italy has 33% target 

to be met by 2015 and a requirement of 20% during the transition period. The sanction in 
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Belgium is considered void, meaning threat of temporary loss of financial and non-financial 

benefits by board members until the company is in compliance. In France there is a threat 

of annulment of board appointments and they also specify in exact numbers how many 

board directors that should be present of each gender depending on the size of the board. 

Italy has established a warning system where the first step for non-compliance is that the 

Italian official body regulating the stock market advises the company to restructure its 

board. If nothing happens after four months, the company will be fined an amount be-

tween 100.000 and 1.000.000 euros. If the company is still non-compliant after three 

months passed, the consequence is dissolution of the board.  

 

Table 5-6 EU28 with Quota Systems with Sanctions 

Country  Sanctions Introduced  Target of Quota Specification of 
Companies covered  

Belgium Considered void 2011 1/3 (2017) Listed companies 

France Annulment of board 
appointments 2010 20% (2013)  

40% (2016) Listed companies  

Italy 

Warning System 
1. Warning  
2. Fine  
3. Dissolution Board 

2011 
33% (2015),  
20% (during  
transition period) 

Listed companies 

 

5.1.3 Panel III – Corporate Governance Codes 

It is found that half of the EU28 discuss diversity in terms of gender in their country spe-

cific corporate governance codes. However, countries where legislative gender quotas are 

implemented are excluded from this panel. Panel III covers countries where regulation of 

gender balance on corporate boards only exists in local codes, covering 32% of the EU28. 

Hence the use of corporate governance codes is currently the most common way by the 

EU28 to regulate gender balance on corporate boardrooms.  

Table 5-7 summarizes the development amongst the countries in Panel III and this panel 

performs an average development of 6 percentages over the five-year period. Germany and 
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the UK perform the highest development, both with 11 percentage points, and Sweden the 

lowest with 2 percentages followed by Finland, Greece and Poland all with 3 percentages 

increase. If instead looking at the number of women on corporate boardrooms in 2014, 

Finland and Sweden have the highest averages amongst Panel III, with 29% and 28% re-

spectively. Greece followed by Luxemburg in the bottom, although Greece newly imple-

mented their recommendations (2013) and degrades the average slightly in 2013 and 2014.  

 

Table 5-7 Panel III – Summary of the Development  

Panel III 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 
Total  

Development  
(percentage) 

Discussed in  
the corporate  
governance code 

14% 16% 18% 18% 20% 6 

Austria 9% 11% 12% 13% 17% 8 
Denmark 18% 16% 21% 23% 24% 6 
Finland 26% 26% 29% 30% 29% 3 
Germany 13% 15% 18% 21% 24% 11 
Greece 6% 6% 8% 8% 9% 3 
Luxembourg 4% 6% 10% 11% 12% 8 
Poland 12% 12% 12% 12% 15% 3 
Sweden 26% 25% 26% 26% 28% 2 
United Kingdom 13% 16% 19% 21% 24% 11 

 

The specifications in the codes differ between the countries, as clarified by observing Table 

5-8. Full list of the recommendations from all EU28 is found in Appendix 2. The codes do 

not include any strict measures of how the corporate boards should be gender distributed. 

However the Swedish code state that one should strive for equal gender distribution, simi-

lar to the Polish code saying that one should ensure a balanced proportion of women and 

men. The Finish code states that both genders should be represented. Whereas the codes in 

Denmark, Austria, Germany, Luxemburg and the UK, instead recommends that women or 

diversity should be considered or given appropriate consideration or representation.  
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Table 5-8 Panel IV – Recommendations in the Codes   

Country Citations and examples of what is stated in the codes respectively.  

Austria 

Latest Code, 2012 (also mentioned in the code of 2009): "Furthermore reasonable atten-
tion is to be given to the aspect of diversity of the supervisory board with respect to the repre-
sentation of both genders and the age structure, and in the case of exchange- listed compa-
nies, also with a view to the internationality of the members."  

Denmark 

Latest code, 2014 (also mentioned in the code of 2010): "When assessing its composition 
and nominating new candidates, the board of directors must take into consideration the need 
for integration of new talent and diversity in relation to age, international experience and 
gender."  

Finland Latest code, 2010: "One element of a diverse composition of the board is to have both gen-
ders represented on the board." "Both genders shall be represented on the board" 

Germany 

Latest code, 2014 (also mentioned in the codes of 2010):" When filling managerial posi-
tions in the enterprise the Management Board shall take diversity into consideration and, in 
particular, aim for an appropriate consideration of women. The Supervisory Board appoints 
and dismisses the members of the Management Board. When appointing the Management 
Board, the Supervisory Board shall also respect diversity and, in particular, aim for an ap-
propriate consideration of women. Together with the Management Board it shall ensure that 
there is a long-term succession planning."  

Greece 

Latest code, 2013: "Board composition should be driven by the fair and equitable treatment 
of all shareholders and demonstrate a high level of integrity. Moreover, the board should be 
diversified as to gender and include a diversity of skills, views, competences, knowledge, qual-
ifications and experience, relevant to the business objectives of the company."  

Luxembourg 

Latest code, 2013 (also mentioned in the code of 2009): "Among the criteria to select for 
the appointment or re-appointment of Directors, the company shall take account of diversity 
criteria, including criteria relating to professional experience, geographical origin and the ap-
propriate representation of both genders, aside from overall skill-based criteria."  

Poland 

Last code 2012 (also mentioned in the code of 2010): "The WSE recommends to public 
companies and their shareholders that they ensure a balanced proportion of women and men 
in management and supervisory functions in companies, thus reinforcing the creativity and 
innovation of the companies’ economic business." 

Sweden 

Latest code 2010 (also mentioned in the code of 2008): "The board is to have a composi-
tion appropriate to the company’s operations, phase of development and other relevant cir-
cumstances. The board members elected by the shareholders’ meeting are collectively to exhib-
it diversity and breadth of qualifications, experience and background. The company is to 
strive for equal gender distribution on the board."  

United Kingdom 

Latest code 2014 (also mentioned 2008 & 2010): "The search for board candidates 
should be conducted, and appointments made, on merit, against objective criteria and with 
due regard for the benefits of diversity on the board, including gender." Code of good practice 
2011: 3.11 "The search for board candidates should be conducted, and appointments made, 
on merit, with due regard for the benefits of diversity on the board; including gender, on 
which the Government has stated its aspiration that by the end of the Parliament at least 
half of all new appointees being made to public bodies will be women."  

 



  

 
30 

5.1.4 Panel IV – No Regulation  

The last panel embodies half of the EU28 where no regulation regarding gender balance on 

corporate boards applies. Panel IV has no laws or recommendations in local codes regard-

ing gender quotas applicable in this study. However, the government or other institutions 

may promote gender balance on corporate boards by other means, which is not accounted 

for in this study.  

The gender balance development by Panel IV is specified in Table 5-9 and the panel per-

forms a positive development from 2010 to 2014 of 2 percentage points. This sample 

comprises countries with a negative development of gender balance and those countries are 

Romania, Czech Republic, Hungary and Slovakia, where women have decreased with 10, 8, 

2 and 4 percentage points respectively. The highest progress during the five-year period is 

seen in Slovenia performing an increase of 10 percentage points, followed by Latvia with 

an increased of 9 percentages.  

If looking at the average of women in 2014, Latvia is in the lead with 32%, followed by 

Slovenia with 20%. Malta and Czech Republic are in the bottom with 3% and 4% women 

on corporate boards. Hence, this panel comprises great variations, as there was a difference 

of 29% of women on corporate boards between Malta and Latvia, in 2014.  

 

Table 5-9 Panel IV – Summary of the Development 

Panel IV 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 
Total  

Development  
(percentage) 

No regulation nor 
recommendations 12% 11% 12% 14% 14% 2 

Bulgaria 11% 15% 12% 17% 18% 7 
Croatia 16% 19% 15% 15% 19% 3 
Cyprus 4% 5% 8% 7% 9% 5 
Czech Republic 12% 16% 16% 11% 4% -8 
Estonia 7% 7% 8% 7% 7% 0 
Hungary 14% 5% 7% 11% 12% -2 
Ireland 8% 9% 9% 11% 11% 3 
Latvia 23% 27% 28% 29% 32% 9 
Lithuania 13% 14% 18% 16% 17% 4 
Malta 2% 2% 4% 2% 3% 1 
Portugal 5% 6% 7% 9% 9% 4 
Romania 21% 10% 12% 8% 11% -10 
Slovakia 22% 15% 14% 24% 18% -4 
Slovenia 10% 14% 19% 22% 20% 10 
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6 Analysing the Progress in the EU28 
This chapter aims to analyse the progress towards gender balance in the EU and Table 5-1 

indicates that progress is visible in most of the EU28, with a total average increase of 8 

percentage points, from 2010 to 2014. Hence the numbers indicates a development of 1.8 

percentage points per year, which is higher than the long term average increase of 0.6 per-

centage points between 2003 and 2012 (EC, 2012b). However, the average of 1.5 percent-

age points increase between 2010 and 2012 show that no significantly higher progress with-

in EU have been made since initiatives was encouraged by the EC in 2010. 

France, Italy and Belgium, all parts of Panel II, performed the highest development within 

the EU28 with 20, 19 and 12 percentage points increase respectively, during the examined 

period. Whereas Hungary, Czech Republic, Slovakia and Romania, incorporated in Panel 

IV, had negative developments of 2, 4, 8 and 10 percentages. Furthermore, the average 

proportion of women on corporate boards within the EU28 was 20% in 2014, although 19 

out of the EU28 had an average under this level. Moreover, the highest averages were met 

in France and Latvia, both with 32%, while Malta and Czech Republic had the lowest aver-

ages of 3% and 4% respectively. Even though it is suggested that the EU together with the 

U.S. has the highest progress towards gender balance in the world (MSCI, 2014), the results 

of this research suggest that the average progress by the member states, to a high degree, 

are reliant on the performance by some individual countries, as argued by Lansing and 

Chandra (2012). Moreover the findings indicate that none of the EU28 has yet achieved 

gender balance on their corporate boards, requiring 40% of each gender (EC, 2012a). 

Hence, it confirms that men still dominate corporate boards of listed companies in the 

EU28, in line with the EC’s assessment of the EU28 in 2012 (EC, 2012b). 

Yet a general quota objective for the EU28 has not been implemented. Although as the 

study shows, different measures have been taken on national levels to increase the number 

of women on corporate boards, including law quotas and self-regulatory measures as rec-

ommendations in local corporate governance codes, see Figure 4-1. The measures appear to 

generate different levels of progress towards gender balance, and we aim at finding the bet-

ter alternative in engendering gender balanced corporate boards. Initially, the empirical 

findings are evaluated and the results by the four panels are compared. Subsequently, the 

empirical findings are linked to the current situation and the examined literature regarding 

gender balance on corporate boards. Furthermore, connections are made to the EC pro-
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posal of a 40% gender quota, to determine and evaluate the need of such quota implemen-

tation for listed companies in the EU28.  

6.1 Development by the Panels Compared  
Many of the EU28 have followed the approach of Norway’s implementation of a legislative 

gender quota for corporate boards, such as France, Italy, Belgium, Netherlands and Spain. 

As seen from the results, the design of the respective quotas varies with respect to their 

sanctions, targeted quotas, deadlines and scope of companies covered (Table 5-4; Table 5-6). 

The deadlines for fulfilling the quotas have not yet passed, why determining if the quotas 

have been successful or not is unmanageable, although the progress so far can be analysed.  

Panel I, incorporating Spain and the Netherlands, has gender quotas implemented as law 

where no sanctions are applicable. The results show that this panel performed a develop-

ment of 8 percentages over the period 2010 to 2014, with an average women representa-

tion of 21% in 2014. The average of 21% women on corporate boards is low with respect 

to the quota objectives and the deadlines for the respective countries (Table 5-3). The 

measured increase of women on corporate boards in Spain, so far, indicates that they will 

fail with their quota objective, since it requires a rise of 23 percentages in 2015. The Neth-

erlands on the other hand, will succeed if continuing with similar progress as between 2010 

until 2014, where only a gap of 5 percentage points needs elimination until 2016. However, 

even if fulfilling the quota, corporate boardrooms within the Netherlands will still charac-

terize a situation where women are underrepresented. This since the quota only represents 

an aim of 30% of women on boards, while the criteria of gender balance is suggested to be 

when at least 40% of each gender is represented (EC, 2012a). Besides, when it comes to the 

Netherlands, their law quota is implemented on a comply-or-explain basis (Table 5-4), why 

companies are allowed to provide an explanation of non-compliance rather than fulfilling 

the quota objective (Siedl et al., 2012). However, the Netherlands still implies a higher de-

velopment towards gender balance than Spain. In contrast to Panel II, countries within Pan-

el I do not apply sanctions if organizations fail fulfilling the gender quota, although they 

may still suffer from other costs, such as illegitimacy discount and bad perceptions amongst 

stakeholders (Siedl et al., 2012; Zuckerman, 1999).  

Panel II consisting of Belgium, France and Italy has implemented legislative gender quotas 

with sanctions to regulate gender balance on corporate boardrooms. Panel II shows a posi-

tive development of 17 percentage points of women on corporate boards over the exam-
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ined five-year period, with an average of 26% women in 2014. The countries are far from 

showing similar results as the role model case of Norway, were 43% women on boards 

were obtained by the means of a legislative quota with sanctions (EC, 2015b). However, 

the results shows that this panel performed better than the other panels in both in terms of 

development during the period examined and average percentage of women in 2014. Fur-

thermore, by observing the incremental progress of gender balance on boards since 2010, it 

seems promising for all countries within Panel II, to reach their quotas within their respec-

tive deadlines (Table 5-5; Table 5-6). France with 32% women on corporate boardrooms in 

2014 requires an increase of 8 percentages, until their deadline in 2016. Italy and Belgium 

had averages of 24% and 22% women on boards, indicating that a rise of 9 and 11 percent-

ages respectively is needed in order to fulfil the quota deadlines in 2015 and 2017. Howev-

er, even though Italy or Belgium succeeds to fulfil their 33% quotas, gender balance will 

still not be present, similar as for the Netherlands within Panel I (EC, 2012a). 

The results of this study confirms that the use of corporate governance codes is currently 

the most common way to regulate gender balance on corporate boardrooms, in line with 

Bøhren and Staubo (2013), suggesting that regulations in terms of local codes is the most 

favourable approach among countries. Within Panel III, countries where gender balance on 

corporate boards is regulated in local codes, shows an average development of 6 percent-

ages between the years 2010 and 2014, and an average of 20% women on corporate 

boards, in 2014. Finland and Sweden had the highest averages amongst Panel III, of 29% 

and 28% respectively. Moreover, Finland and Sweden belongs to the top four countries 

within the EU28 of highest proportion of women on boards in 2014 (Appendix 3), where 

France (Panel II) and Latvia (Panel IV) are in the top with 32% respectively. However, both 

Finland and Sweden showed a high average of women already in 2010, which could explain 

why Sweden and Finland only performed a development of 2 and 3 percentage points re-

spectively, during the examined five-year period (Table 5-7). 

The level of ambition in the requirements and recommendations in the codes differ be-

tween the nations (Table 5-9; Appendix 2). Many local codes do not require gender balance 

or even a specific percentage of women to be represented on corporate boards. For in-

stance, the local codes of Austria and Finland simply state that both genders should be rep-

resented on the board, whereas the codes in Poland and Sweden are unaccompanied in 

specifying and recommending organizations to compose balanced boards of women and 

men. However, even though Sweden is in the lead, within this panel, Finland is showing 



  

 
34 

similar and marginally better results in the progress towards gender balanced corporate 

boards. Besides, Austria and Poland have an average of 17% and 15% women respectively, 

indicating that the content of the codes may not have any greater impact on the progress 

towards gender balance. Furthermore, even though previous research suggests that compli-

ance with codes generally tend to be high within the EU (Berglöf & Pajuste, 2005; Renders 

et al., 2010), compliance of organizations may not have any affect on gender balance within 

the EU28, since most of the codes primarily promote an appropriate representation of 

women, alternatively that women should be given consideration when assessing and ap-

pointing the board members (Appendix 2).  

Even though many countries within the EU28 regulate gender balance on corporate boards 

to some extent, 50% of the EU28 have still not taken any action in promoting gender bal-

ance on corporate boards, even though the EC are endorsing such promotions (EC, 

2012a). Hence, those countries are represented in Panel IV, as they do not regulate gender 

balance. Panel IV performs a somewhat insignificant progress of 2 percentages from 2010-

2014. Moreover, four countries within Panel IV, Romania, Czech Republic, Hungary and 

Slovakia, performed a negative development during the five-year period (Table 5-1). The 

average proportion of women on corporate boards was only 14%, in 2014. Although, Lat-

via had 32% women on corporate boards in 2014, compared to Czech Republic and Malta 

where only 4% and 3% women was represented. Hence, it designates the great variances in 

this panel. The results of this study indicate that countries with absence of regulations, Pan-

el IV, are showing significantly less progress towards gender balance, compared to the pan-

els examined where initiatives to increase women on boardrooms have been implemented 

(Table 5-2). The same conclusion is drawn regarding the proportion of women in 2014, 

where Panel IV shows the lowest average. Furthermore, if observing all the EU28, the bot-

tom five countries are incorporated in Panel IV, both in terms of development and average 

proportion of women in 2014 (Appendix 3). Besides, Panel IV is the only panel where nega-

tive development is observable.  

6.1.1 Concluding Remarks on the Development 

To sum up, in line with the assessment by the EC (2012a), this study confirms that 

measures are needed for a more significant progress and higher female representation on 

corporate boardrooms amongst the EU28 (Table 5-2). However, to have gender quotas im-

plemented in law, without sanctions applicable, does not imply a significantly greater pro-

gress than self-regulatory measures. The proportion of women in 2014 in Panel III, where 
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local codes applies, was 20%, compared 21% within Panel I, where quotas without sanc-

tions apply (Table 5-2). Hence the findings of the research indicate that gender balance in 

terms of a corporate governance issue should not be left as soft law if aiming for higher 

compliance, as suggested by De Jong et al. (2005) and MacNeil and Li (2006). Evidentially, 

gender balance in Norway was not met before the law was mandated and became binding 

with sanctions (Nygaard, 2011).  

This research demonstrates that Panel II performs the best results both when observing the 

proportion of women in 2014 and the development in percentages over the five-year peri-

od. Note that all countries within Panel II  (France, Italy and Belgium) are in the top when 

observing the total development in percentages. Hence, a strong relation is found between 

higher progress towards gender balance on corporate boards and quotas with sanctions ap-

plicable, in line with Pande & Ford (2011) and Suk (2012). This implies that regulations are 

taken more seriously when sanctions apply and that governments need to be willing to 

punish non-compliers (Pande & Ford, 2011). However, Latvia and France were closest to 

gender balanced corporate boards, although Latvia does not regulate the issue. 

6.2 The Influence of Legitimacy 
The perceptions amongst the society is argued to change over time (Deegan, 2002), which 

law makers and issuers of recommendations needs to adhere to (Weil et al., 2014; Akker-

mans et al., 2007). The EC is one actor that have emphasised the need to promote gender 

balance on corporate boards within the EU28 during the last decade, where strategies in 

terms of voluntary actions and a request for a regulatory change have been stressed 

amongst governments and organizations (EC, 2012b). As seen from Table 5-1, the results 

indicate that the debate in terms of gender balance on corporate boards has created pres-

sure where development towards more equal gender distribution on corporate boards is 

visible, since the implementation of the Strategy for Equality Between Women and Men, in 2010. 

All governments in countries within Panel I, Panel II and Panel III have actively performed 

actions by implementing regulations, in form of legislative quotas or corporate governance 

codes, on the gender balance issue (Table 5-2). Hence, these governments and organizations 

adhere to the requirements by the EC, in line with the thoughts of legitimacy theory, to 

maintain legitimate on European level (Akkermans et al, 2007; Enrione et al., 2006; Siedl et 

al., 2012). However as Deegan (2002) points out, the legitimisation strategies may vary 

from country to country, and reactions thereof need to be considered in relation to nation-

al, historical and cultural contexts. As seen within Panel IV, encompassing 50% of the 



  

 
36 

countries within the EU, the governments are still neglecting the opportunity to promote 

gender balance within their corporate governance codes or by implementing such regula-

tions.  

Furthermore, the performances by the countries in Panel III can be analysed in connection 

to legitimacy theory, in terms of how the listed companies respond the country specific 

corporate governance codes provided in Table 5-9 and Appendix 2. By utilizing the comply-

or-explain principle, in line with the expectations from stakeholders and the society, organ-

izations can operate legitimate, even when deviating from the recommendations by explain-

ing why the board is composed differently (Siedl et al., 2012). Subsequently, the stakehold-

ers decide if they accept the explanation or not (Siedl et al., 2012; Zuckerman, 1999).  

The majority of the EU28 belong to Panel III and Panel IV, countries where codes are ap-

plicable and countries where no regulations apply, illustrated by Figure 5-1. Progress to-

wards gender balance is less visible within these panels, compared to within Panel I and Pan-

el II. The organizations within Panel III and Panel IV are not exposed to legislative quotas 

and are not obligated to have gender-balance boards by law. Hence, to work towards gen-

der-balanced boards as a result of the gender balance debate, in order to create legitimacy 

(Siedl et al., 2012), does not appear as strong as the obligation to respond to gender balance 

requirements in law. Further, it seems as for organizations to generate legitimacy, from the 

society by constructing gender-balanced boards, is not alone motivation enough (Table 5-2). 

6.3 The Widespread Situation of Tokenism  
The situation of tokenism within corporate boardrooms is suggested to imply that women 

face pressure to perform, that they are given less opportunities and power than men and 

that they feel distance and competitiveness towards other women (Kanter, 1977). Theory 

of tokenism can describe the situation occurring when women are in minority, which 

seems to be the situation on many corporate boards within the EU28, see Table 5-1. As 

stated by Leblanc et al. (2011) a 30-40% target of women appears to be a sensible balance 

to achieve representation with absence of tokenism, which can be connected to a situation 

where gender balance is present (EC, 2012a). A critical number of at least three women on 

boards are further suggested to avoid the occurrence of tokenism (Konrad et al., 2008; Ter-

jesen et al., 2009). However, as seen from Table 5-1, only Latvia and France reaches such 

average, between 30-40% women on corporate boardrooms. If further calculating with an 

average size of 13.5 members on corporate boards within the EU28 (Egon Zehnder Inter-
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national, 2014) we can conclude that approximately 22% women are needed to create the 

critical mass of three women. Ten countries (Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germa-

ny, Italy, Latvia, Sweden, The Netherlands and the UK) within the EU28, manage to reach 

such level of representation of women. Hence within these countries “normalization” is 

suggested enabled, and women become influential over board decisions (Terjesen et al., 

2009). However, the results of the research indicate that the theory of tokenism can be ap-

plied to at least 18 out of the EU28. Moreover, only two countries reach the level of 30%, 

when tokenism is suggested avoided (Leblanc et al., 2011). 

The findings of this research suggest that the situation of women in token positions on 

corporate boards in the EU28 often is circumstanced. Hence in line with the arguments of 

Kanter (1977) opportunities and the power for women are to be lower within those organi-

zations. The atmosphere for women created on corporate boards can thereby be visualized 

as competitive, where women are under high performance pressure, since they need to 

provide more evidence of earning their position, compared to the rest of the group (Bier-

nat & Kobrynowicz, 1997). Suggesting that corporate boards need to pass the stage of 

normalization, acquired when there is a critical mass of three women on the boards. Only 

when the critical mass is reached, women can perform as expected and, furthermore, gen-

erate an atmosphere where they do not need to prove themselves because of their gender. 

First when an appropriate number of women have been appointed, boards can be com-

posed in terms of competence and experience. Hence, the proposals by Kanter (1977) and 

Fitzsimmons (2012) can be confirmed in this context, suggesting that quotas are needed to 

first get women on boards. By overcoming tokenism, it may pay the way for other women 

to acquire positions on corporate boards, since acceptance and normalization has already 

been created and the focus on gender is thereby decreased.  

6.4 Failing to Utilize Female Capital  
The result of this research confirms that the pool of human capital represented by women 

is not utilized fully by corporations, as suggested by Carter et al. (2010). The largest gap 

with regards to tertiary level education was seen in Latvia, with 26% women compared to 

17% men (European Institute for Gender Equality, 2013). Furthermore, Latvia had 

amongst the highest average women on boards in 2014 (Table 5-1). However, tertiary level 

education of women was also significantly higher than of men in Estonia (36% for women 

and 22% for men), although Estonia only presents an average of 7% women on corporate 

boards. Furthermore, even though the percentage of women within tertiary level education 
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has generally been small (Terjesen et al., 2009), tertiary level education of women today is 

suggested to exceed the one of men within the EU28 (European Institute for Gender 

Equality, 2013). This study shows that the composition of boards in terms of gender have 

not had the corresponding progress. Terjesen et al. (2008) argues that opinions exists con-

sidering that women may not encompass proper experiences although highly educated, fur-

ther studies have confirmed that CEOs fear appointing women to the board, due to anxiety 

of them being unqualified (Peterson & Philpot, 2007; Terjesen et al., 2009). As seen from 

Table 5-1, women are still underrepresented in all of the EU28, in terms of the average rep-

resentation seen on corporate boards. Hence, women are still not able to contribute fully 

with their different experiences, behaviours and opinions that are dissimilar from men 

(Terjesen et al., 2008; Terjesen et al., 2015; Zelechowski & Bilimoria, 2004).  

Panel I, containing countries where legislative quotas with sanctions apply, somewhat forces 

companies to include women on their corporate boards (Terjesen et al., 2015). Corre-

spondingly, as seen from the results, the short-term effect of legislative quotas show the 

highest progress in terms of increased female representation (Table 5-2). However, the ap-

proach of quotas is suggested to only affect gender balance in terms of numbers, and with-

in organizations that confronts the pressure to appoint women, the outcome could be fe-

male representatives with lack of qualification (Adams & Ferreira, 2009; Hamdani & 

Buckely, 2011; Terjesen et al., 2015). Although, as Fitzsimmons (2012) points out, the bar-

rier of women to first get access to boards needs removal before the female capital can be 

utilized. Furthermore, as theory of tokenism designates, women may be able to perform 

better and feel more comfortable within corporate boardrooms as they become balanced in 

terms of women and men (Terjesen et al., 2009). Hence, despite negative aspects, legislative 

quotas, as within Panel I and Panel II, could be the currently best solution, to both include 

women on corporate boardrooms and to be able to utilize female capital within the EU28. 

6.5 The Justification of the EC Proposal  
As seen from Table 5-1, the result of this study shows that despite of a clear progress during 

the five-year period examined, the development is still far from reaching gender balance on 

corporate boards within the EU28. This is in line with the assessment of the EC in 2012, 

where slow development and visible progress with legislative initiatives within the EU, be-

came the reason for further actions to improve women representation on boardrooms. 

However, the intention of the EC proposal is to implement a legislative 40% gender quota 
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concerning the non-executive positions on corporate boardrooms within the EU until 2020 

(EC, 2012b). Hence, although encouraged that executive positions should be connected to 

voluntary targets regarding numbers of women, the directive would not imply gender bal-

ance in terms of the entire boardrooms. 

In connection to the findings of this research, the needs for a legislative quota within the 

EU28 to promote women on boardrooms are diverse. As seen from the results some of 

the EU28 show better progress than others and the development differs between the initia-

tives, found in Table 5-2. The highest progress is visible within Panel II among countries 

where quotas with sanctions apply, whereas the lowest progress is seen in Panel IV where 

no regulations are applicable. However, Latvia part of Panel IV, together with France where 

sanctions applies, shows the highest percentage of women on corporate boards within the 

EU28 in 2014, even though the issue is not regulated within the country. France and Latvia 

with 32% women is followed by Finland and Sweden where local codes apply, and the 

Netherlands, where a quota is applicable. This indicates that the results seen in the EU28 is 

not necessarily an outcome from the implementation of legislative quotas.  

Even though the development of women on corporate boardrooms differs, including 

where the same regulation applies, the findings of this study indicate that some sort of initi-

ative is required to get women on corporate boardrooms. This since the current situation 

indicates a clear underrepresentation of women on boards and countries with absence of 

regulations do generally show an insignificant progress in relation to other initiatives exam-

ined, see Table 5-2. It is suggested that the favourable approach across countries is quotas 

or measurements on a voluntary level (Bøhren & Staubo, 2013), motivated by that they are 

considered less costly and allows a flexible approach (Siedl et al., 2013). However this bene-

fit tends to be on the expense of measurement not being as efficient in the short-run. If as-

suming that the gender balance development in the EU28 will have the same progress of 

two percentage points annually, similar to the progress between 2010 and 2014 (Table 5-2), 

the 40% objective would be attained in 2024. However, the findings indicate the progress 

in the EU28 to be connected to certain actions taken, such as quotas, and higher progress 

by certain countries during the examined time span, in line with Lansing and Chandra 

(2012). Hence, a voluntary approach would probably not imply gender-balanced boards 

within the next decade.  

The results of this research show that quotas with sanctions are the best short-term solu-
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tion for including more women on corporate boardrooms. However other effects of such 

quota implementation should not be neglected. First, it is suggested that gender quotas do 

primarily focus on women in terms of numbers, why organizations may feel pressure to 

appoint women for their gender rather than for experiences and skills (Nielsen & Huse, 

2010). Further, according to Adams and Ferreira (2009) and Farrell and Hersch (2005), 

previous studies show that the result of not appointing women for the right reasons, in 

terms of organizations being forced to include women on boards, have been faced with 

negative impact on both firm value and firm performance. Hence, this risk would be higher 

for countries where sanctions apply, since the findings indicate that organizations are more 

likely to comply with such quotas. As suggested by Terjesen et al. (2015) gender quotas 

forces firms to respond rapidly to identify and promote female talent for the appropriate 

corporate board composition, why quotas engenders better results in the short run. Hence 

it can explain the superior progress by certain countries, pointing at the progress by coun-

tries with legislative quotas with sanctions (Panel II). 

Furthermore, the EC’s proposal, for a directive on improving gender balance by introduc-

ing quotas is argued to constitute an inappropriate legal solution for the problem of gender 

imbalance (Szydlo, 2013). The principles of proportionality and subsidiarity states that the 

EU should not regulate matters that are better accomplished on national, regional or local 

level. Implications are created, since some of the EU28 cares to regulate the issue of gender 

balance on national level while others do not. Moreover, the trend in Norway after their 

quota implementation has been to either comply with the quota requirement or delist into 

another organizational form (Bøhren & Staubo, 2013). However, the high costs of delisting 

together with the desire to obtain the optimal organizational form, can act as motivations 

in complying with a quota, instead of following the trend in Norway of circumvention 

(Bøhren & Staubo, 2013; Hoel, 2008).  

If looking at each of the EU28 independently, some of them will most likely be able to 

regulate gender balance on boards on a national level, with the desired outcome of 40% 

women within the nearest future. However, some countries within the EU28 do not priori-

tise or promote this question, generating a poor development in several of the member 

states, affecting the average taken together. 19 out of the EU28 still have less than 20% 

women on their corporate boards (Table 5-1). As seen from the results from this study, if 

gender balance is considered a necessity to be present in all of the EU28 before 2020, a law 

quota with sanctions is needed. Hence, a general legislation covering all of the EU28 might 
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be the only solution to reach a desired objective of 40% women, representing the situation 

of gender balance on boardrooms. The barrier in terms of tokenism could further be re-

moved by such implementation, since that would generate women of critical mass on 

boards. As Fitzsimmons (2012) pointed out, before organizations can utilize female capital, 

one need to remove the barrier hindering women to first get access and representation on 

corporate boards. Hence, if only focusing on engendering gender balance on corporate 

boards, the results of this research do suggests that the implementation of gender quotas 

are most effective in terms of rapid short-term effects, especially when sanctions are appli-

cable. Hence governments need to be willing to punish non-compliers if they want to in-

crease the chance of generating higher female representation in the corporate sphere, as ar-

gued by Pande and Ford (2011). 
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7 Conclusion 
The attempt of this study was to generate insight regarding the situation and development 

of women on corporate boards within the EU28, with respect to if any regulation of wom-

en on boards applies within the countries respectively. The average progress by four differ-

ent panels was evaluated; countries with legalisation of quotas without sanctions (1), coun-

tries with regulation by quotas with sanctions (2), countries where women on boards is 

regulated in local codes (3) and countries where no regulations are applicable (4). The result 

confirms that progress was visible in 24 out of the EU28 during 2010 to 2014, where 

France and Latvia was closest to gender balanced boards in 2014 with 32% women respec-

tively. However, women are still underrepresented in all of the EU28, in terms of the aver-

age proportion of women on corporate boardrooms.  

The significant differences, in terms of average representation of women on boardrooms 

found within the EU28, are related to initiatives taken by each country. The countries with 

applicable gender quotas showed the highest progress of appointing more women to cor-

porate boards within the EU28, between 2010 until 2014. This was especially evident with-

in France, Italy and Belgium, the only member states exposed to quotas with sanctions. 

The countries substantiated the highest development towards gender balance on boards 

within the EU28, with an average increase of a 17 percentage points during the examined 

five-year period, compared to 9 percentages where no sanctions applies. Furthermore, the 

use of corporate governance codes showed an average development of 6 percentage points 

during the five-year period, further found to be the most common form of regulation of 

gender balance within the EU28. Hence, the findings indicate that having gender quotas 

implemented in law, do not show a significantly greater progress than self-regulatory 

measures, if there are no sanctions involved. However, the countries without legislation or 

recommendations in local codes regarding gender balance performed a close to insignifi-

cant progress of 2 percentages, which encompassed half of the EU28. The results demon-

strate that actions are needed to generate higher progress of female representation on cor-

porate boardrooms amongst the EU28. 

Furthermore, the need of the EC’s proposal, of a legislative gender quota with the aim of it 

to provide gender balance on corporate boardrooms is partial. Since many of the EU28 do 

not promote the question of women on boards, a requirement of implementation might be 

the only solution to reach gender balance on corporate boardrooms within all of the EU28. 

Furthermore, in line with the thoughts of tokenism, although quotas have been criticized 
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due to the pressure to appoint women for their gender rather than for their qualification, 

there is a need for women to first get access to corporate boardrooms. By the implementa-

tion of a legislative quota, tokenism could be avoided, since it would entail the reach of a 

critical mass of women. First when an appropriate number of women are appointed to 

boardrooms, organizations can overcome the barrier of tokenism, enabling the deployment 

of human capital from both men and women. Subsequently organizations may obtain the 

benefits from a diversified board in terms of gender. Possible consequences of a quota im-

plementation, affecting all the EU28 needs careful evaluation, since it may infringe on the 

principle of proportionality and subsidiarity. However, the findings indicate that gender 

balance regulation is needed for a stable progress towards gender balance on corporate 

boards in the EU28. Furthermore, that short-term development is especially evident when 

legislative gender quota with sanctions applies.  
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8 Discussion 
The gender balance development and its regulatory promotion amongst the EU28 was the 

emphasis of this study. We have experienced certain aspects that are not entirely dealt with 

in this research, due to limitations, which are discussed in this chapter followed by recom-

mendations for future research. First, this research focuses primarily on gender balance 

with respect to numbers of women and men on corporate boardrooms, why a discussion 

of gender equality in terms of absence of discrimination and equal opportunities between 

the genders are not included. Although, gender equality and gender balance on corporate 

boards are both of significant importance (Almond, 2013). Moreover, this research con-

cludes that a legislative gender quota, in line with the EC proposal of a 40% quota objec-

tive, needs implementation if gender balance is to be reached within the nearest future 

within all of the EU28. However, the results demonstrate that progress within the EU is 

visible without such application, and if continuing in the same manner, by promoting gen-

der balance without implementation of legislative quotas, it may provide a more justifiable 

development (Pande & Ford, 2011). Hence, we argue that the deadline set by the EC, for 

the 40% objective to be met in 2020, needs consideration and adjustment, if the proposal is 

confirmed by the European council and becomes established as a directive.  

Besides, since only five years remains until the proposed quota deadline by the EC, it 

would create an extremely high pressure on many large listed companies within the EU28, 

affected by the quota. This since 19 out of the EU28 had averages of less than 20% women 

on their corporate boards in 2014. Apart from the fact that women might be appointed for 

wrong reasons, an ethical drawback in a post-quota environment (Terjesen et al., 2015), this 

could infringe on the shareholders right. As it forms a situation where the shareholders are 

limited to appointing women to fill the vacant seats, in order to manage the quota objective 

(Fitzsimmons, 2012). Consequently, the investors lose parts of their shareholder rights in 

form of the impact over the board composition. Furthermore, that may result in decreased 

shareholder value and could have detrimental effects on the publicly large listed companies. 

However, as indicated by the conclusion of this study, pressure may be needed in order to 

concur the barrier of tokenism, which hinders women from being influential over board 

decisions and moreover it creates the barrier of them not being appointed. Hence, we sug-

gest that one objective for all companies worldwide should be to incorporate at least three 

women on their corporate boards. The aim of gender balanced corporate boards could 

thereafter be accomplished more easily. 
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Another aspect of importance is that the EC proposal, of a legislative gender quota on cor-

porate boards, only concerns non-executive board members, while the data of gender bal-

ance in this study represents entire boardrooms, including the executive directors. The re-

sult, if only analysing the non-executives in the EU28, could have an altered outcome. 

However, in line with the EC proposal, executive positions should be connected to self-

regulatory targets for individual organizations regarding numbers of women on boards, 

why executive positions is not entirely excluded from the proposed directive. Further the 

issue of gender balance is connected to entire boards, and not only non-executive posi-

tions, why we have chosen to examine both positions and we argue that the aim should be 

for all seats at the corporate board to be distributed equally between women and men, 

forming gender balanced corporate boards.  

Our study has provided access and knowledge about to the general situation of gender bal-

ance in corporate boards in the EU28. However, due to the large amount of countries ex-

amined, our study was limited in observing the situation on corporate boards in each coun-

try individually, as well as other aspects that could encompass a noteworthy research. Four 

countries in Eastern Europe performed a negative development during the five-year period 

examined, which could illustrate that they are not as affected by the worldwide debate of 

gender balanced boards (Terjesen et al., 2015). As Deegan (2002) points out legitimisation 

strategies may vary between countries and reactions thereof needs to be considered in rela-

tion to national, historical and cultural contexts. However, factors that have generated this 

negative development were not identified, due to the scope of this study. Hence, a deeper 

analysis of the situation within specific countries and cultures could be of interest, such as 

studies of how to deal with underrepresentation of women in countries where the problem 

is most significant, and the contrary. Neither Malta nor Latvia has any regulation regarding 

gender balance, although Latvia had a very high female representation on corporate boards, 

while extremely low in Malta. Hence, Malta and Latvia could encompass an interesting 

study and analysis.  

Moreover, when the deadlines have past after quota implementations already made in the 

EU28, one could observe and analyse the pre- and the post- quota environments as well as 

if the quotas were successful. Furthermore, this study foremost discusses gender balance in 

the past and presence and does not analyse the long-term effects extensively. Subsequently 

the conclusion is expressed without anticipating the consequences and the outcome on the 

affected corporations in the long run. Hence, we suggest for future studies to also analyse 
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the long-term effects of gender quotas on corporate boards. Further, to give attention to 

the corporate or personal perspective instead of the governmental perspective as within 

this study. Thus, we can suggest a qualitative study of the attitudes towards women in high 

decision-making positions, both amongst men and women on corporate boards or in other 

leading positions. That could engender insight, knowledge and ideas of how to best deal 

with this issue and how the people of concern desire to reach positions on corporate 

boards. 
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Appendix 1 – Sampel Size 

Country 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 

EU-28 622 617 607 610 614 

Austria 20 20 20 20 20 
Belgium 19 19 19 18 18 
Bulgaria 15 15 15 15 15 
Croatia 25 25 25 23 25 
Cyprus 19 19 20 20 20 
Czech Republic 11 12 12 11 9 
Denmark 18 20 18 18 18 
Estonia 14 14 14 16 16 
Finland 24 24 23 23 22 
France 36 37 36 35 36 
Germany 30 30 30 30 30 
Greece 19 18 18 24 23 

Hungary 13 11 11 13 14 
Ireland 19 19 19 19 19 
Italy 38 38 38 37 37 
Latvia 33 32 31 31 29 
Lithuania 29 27 25 25 23 
Luxembourg 10 10 10 10 10 
Malta 18 19 20 20 22 
Poland 19 19 19 19 19 
Portugal 19 19 18 18 17 
Romania 12 11 10 10 10 
Slovakia 12 10 10 10 10 
Slovenia 19 19 19 20 20 
Spain 34 34 34 33 33 
Sweden 26 26 26 26 27 
The Netherlands 21 20 20 21 22 
United Kingdom 50 50 47 45 50 

* Source of information EC (2015b). 
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Appendix 2 – The Corporate Governance Codes  

Country In the code 
(Yes/No) 

Citations and examples of what is stated in the codes  
respectively, regarding diversity or gender.  

Austria Yes 

Latest Code, 2012 (also mentioned in the code of 2009): "Furthermore 
reasonable attention is to be given to the aspect of diversity of the superviso-
ry board with respect to the representation of both genders and the age 
structure, and in the case of exchange- listed companies, also with a view to 
the internationality of the members."  

Belgium Yes 

"The board's composition should ensure that decisions are made in the 
corporate interest. It should be determined on the basis of gender diversity 
and diversity in general, as well as complementary skills, experience and 
knowledge. A list of the members of the board should be disclosed in the 
CG Statement." 

Bulgaria No   
Croatia No   
Cyprus No   

Czech Republic No   

Denmark Yes 

Latest code, 2014 (also mentioned in the code of 2010): "When assessing 
its composition and nominating new candidates, the board of directors 
must take into consideration the need for integration of new talent and di-
versity in relation to age, international experience and gender."  

Estonia No   

Finland Yes 
Latest code, 2010: "One element of a diverse composition of the board is 
to have both genders represented on the board." "Both genders shall be rep-
resented on the board" 

France Yes 
Latest code, 2013: "When the Board comprises fewer than nine members, 
the difference at the end of six years between the number of directors of each 
gender may not be in excess of two."  

Germany Yes 

Latest code, 2014 (also mentioned in the codes of 2010):" When filling 
managerial positions in the enterprise the Management Board shall take 
diversity into consideration and, in particular, aim for an appropriate con-
sideration of women. The Supervisory Board appoints and dismisses the 
members of the Management Board. When appointing the Management 
Board, the Supervisory Board shall also respect diversity and, in particu-
lar, aim for an appropriate consideration of women. Together with the 
Management Board it shall ensure that there is a long-term succession 
planning."  

Greece Yes 

Latest code, 2013: "Board composition should be driven by the fair and 
equitable treatment of all shareholders and demonstrate a high level of in-
tegrity. Moreover, the board should be diversified as to gender and include 
a diversity of skills, views, competences, knowledge, qualifications and ex-
perience, relevant to the business objectives of the company."  

Hungary No   

Ireland No/Yes 

The following is mentioned in the code of 2013: "The board, or nomina-
tion committee where one exists, shall establish a written policy on diversity 
with regard to selection of persons for nomination to become members of the 
board."  
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Italy Yes 

Latest code, 2014: "The Board of Directors is also required to carry out a 
self-assessment, mainly on the size, composition and functioning of both it-
self and its committees. In carrying out such an assessment, it is required 
to verify that, according to issuer’s business, the various members (execu-
tive, non executive, independent) and the professional and managerial 
competences, including international experience, are adequately represented, 
taking into account also the benefits that could stem from the presence of 
different genders, age and seniority." "at least annually an evaluation of 
the performance of the Board of Directors and its committees, as well as 
their size and composition, taking into account the professional competence, 
experience, (including managerial experience) gender of its members and 
number of years as director." 

Latvia No   
Lithuania No   

Luxembourg Yes 

Latest code, 2013 (also mentioned in the code of 2009): "Among the cri-
teria to select for the appointment or re-appointment of Directors, the com-
pany shall take account of diversity criteria, including criteria relating to 
professional experience, geographical origin and the appropriate representa-
tion of both genders, aside from overall skill-based criteria."  

Malta No Only recommendations for investment companies 

Poland Yes 

Last code 2012 (also mentioned in the code of 2010): "The WSE rec-
ommends to public companies and their shareholders that they ensure a 
balanced proportion of women and men in management and supervisory 
functions in companies, thus reinforcing the creativity and innovation of the 
companies’ economic business."  

Portugal No Government recommends gender equality plans for listed companies, but it 
is not written or discussed in the code. (EC, 2013c) 

Romania No   
Slovakia No   
Slovenia No   

Spain Yes 

Latest code 2013 (also mentioned 2006): "A good gender mix on boards 
of Directors is not just an ethical-political or "corporate social responsibil-
ity" question; it also an efficiency objective which listed companies might 
wish to work towards in the mid term at least. Neglecting the potential 
business talent of 51% of the population – women – cannot be an econom-
ically rational conduct for our country's leading corporate names. This is 
amply borne out by the experience of the last few decades which have seen 
women occupying a growing place in the business world. But more effort is 
required for this presence to extend into the senior executive and director-
ship spheres. With this in mind, the Code calls on listed companies with 
few women on their boards to actively seek out female candidates whenever 
a board vacancy needs to be filled, especially for independent directorships."  

Sweden Yes 

Latest code 2010 (also mentioned in the code of 2008): "The board is to 
have a composition appropriate to the company’s operations, phase of de-
velopment and other relevant circumstances. The board members elected by 
the shareholders’ meeting are collectively to exhibit diversity and breadth of 
qualifications, experience and background. The company is to strive for 
equal gender distribution on the board." 

The  
Netherlands Yes 

In the code, 2008: "An important means of promoting independent action 
of the supervisory board is to ensure the diversity of its composition in 
terms of such factors as age, gender, expertise, social background or na-
tionality."  
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United King-
dom Yes 

Latest code 2014 (also mentioned 2008 & 2010): "The search for board 
candidates should be conducted, and appointments made, on merit, against 
objective criteria and with due regard for the benefits of diversity on the 
board, including gender." Code of good practice 2011: 3.11 "The search 
for board candidates should be conducted, and appointments made, on 
merit, with due regard for the benefits of diversity on the board; including 
gender, on which the Government has stated its aspiration that by the end 
of the Parliament at least half of all new appointees being made to public 
bodies will be women."  

*Data retrieved from the country specific corporate governance codes  
(European Corporate Governance Institute, 2015). 
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Appendix 3 – Arrangement by Performance 

  
Sorted by highest  
percentage of women in 
2010 

Sorted by highest  
percentage of women in 
2014 

Sorted by highest total development 
from 2010 until 2014 

  Country  2010 Country 2014 Country 
Total  

Development  
(percentage) 

  EU-28 12% EU-28 20% EU-28 8 
1 Finland 26% France 32% France 20 
2 Sweden 26% Latvia 32% Italy 19 
3 Latvia 23% Finland 29% Belgium 12 
4 Slovakia 22% Sweden 28% Germany 11 
5 Romania 21% The Netherlands 25% United Kingdom 11 
6 Denmark 18% Denmark 24% Slovenia 10 
7 Croatia 16% Germany 24% The Netherlands 10 
8 The Netherlands 15% Italy 24% Latvia 9 
9 Hungary 14% United Kingdom 24% Austria 8 
10 Germany 13% Belgium 22% Luxembourg 8 
11 United Kingdom 13% Slovenia 20% Bulgaria 7 
12 Lithuania 13% Croatia 19% Spain 7 
13 France 12% Bulgaria 18% Denmark 6 
14 Poland 12% Slovakia 18% Cyprus 5 
15 Czech Republic 12% Austria 17% Lithuania 4 
16 Bulgaria 11% Lithuania 17% Portugal 4 
17 Belgium 10% Spain 17% Croatia 3 
18 Slovenia 10% Poland 15% Finland 3 
19 Spain 10% Hungary 12% Greece 3 
20 Austria 9% Luxembourg 12% Ireland 3 
21 Ireland 8% Ireland 11% Poland 3 
22 Estonia 7% Romania 11% Sweden 2 
23 Greece 6% Cyprus 9% Malta 1 
24 Italy 5% Greece 9% Estonia 0 
25 Portugal 5% Portugal 9% Hungary -2 
26 Luxembourg 4% Estonia 7% Slovakia -4 
27 Cyprus 4% Czech Republic 4% Czech Republic -8 
28 Malta 2% Malta 3% Romania -10 

 
   Quotas 

  Quotas with sanctions 
  Corporate governance code  
  No regulation 

 


