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Abstract
The number of top managers with foreign nationality and of top managers with 
international work experience on corporate boards has increased over the last dec-
ades. In business and management literature, the common understanding is that 
board diversity and international work experience for board members go hand in 
hand with numerous positive consequences for MNCs. But how does dissimilarity 
in nationality and in international work experience affect a top manager and his or 
her tenure on the board? Drawing on interpersonal attraction research and analyzing 
149 management board members from German DAX-30 firms, we find empirical 
evidence that dissimilarity in nationality and in international work experience have a 
negative association with tenure. Based on social capital theory, we also suggest that 
the nexus between a top manager with an international background and his or her 
tenure is moderated by ‘firm insidership’. Our data confirm that having work experi-
ence in a firm before being appointed to its board is indeed linked to longer tenure 
but does not alleviate the disadvantages of being international. In sum, the resulting 
implication of our research is that, contrary to widely accepted scholarly opinions, 
a top manager’s international background may also have detrimental effects—in our 
case negative effects on tenure.

Keywords  International top managers · International work experience · In-house 
work experience · Nationality · Similarity-attraction paradigm · Tenure

 *	 Stefan Schmid 
	 sschmid@escp.eu

1	 ESCP Business School, Berlin, Berlin, Germany

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4277-1116
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s11575-020-00430-x&domain=pdf


788	 S. Schmid, S. Mitterreiter 

1 3

1  Introduction

Top management research has expanded considerably over the last decades 
(e.g., Cannella et  al. 2008; Carpenter et  al. 2001; Koch et  al. 2017; Lovelace 
et  al. 2018; Menz 2012). However, with some exceptions, one characteristic 
of top managers, and in particular of board members, has received relatively 
scant attention: tenure (Hambrick and Fukutomi 1991). While prior research has 
identified some factors that influence board member tenure, such as firm perfor-
mance or firm size (Ballinger and Marcel 2010; Berns and Klarner 2017; Fin-
kelstein et al. 2009; Fredrickson et al. 1988; Kesner and Sebora 1994; Mietzner 
et  al. 2017), many antecedents of tenure are still poorly explored and under-
stood—in particular antecedents at the level of the individual, such as demo-
graphic characteristics of top managers.1

Prior literature has stressed that Multinational Corporations (MNCs) benefit 
from international top managers (Greve et al. 2015; Hamori and Koyuncu 2011; 
Ruigrok et al. 2013). It has been repeatedly claimed that top managers who are 
international themselves, or who have international work experience, can cope 
better with the complexities that arise from the challenges of doing business 
across borders (Athanassiou and Roth 2006; Carpenter et al. 2004; Schmid and 
Dauth 2014). It has also been stated that both their mindset and their experi-
ence make international managers better prepared in this regard (Jiang et  al. 
2018; Kedia and Mukherji 1999; Story et al. 2014). International Business (IB) 
and International Management (IM) literature, along with upper echelons and 
corporate governance literature, has already investigated positive outcomes of 
board internationalization, such as higher innovation, better strategic choices, 
and stronger MNC performance. In this context, literature often called for fur-
ther increasing board internationalization, so as to reinforce the positive effects 
of diversity at the firm-level (e.g., Cannella et al. 2008; Chanland and Murphy 
2018; Nielsen and Nielsen 2013; Thams et al. 2018).

However, is having a foreign passport or international work experience also 
beneficial for an individual’s tenure on the board? While there is empirical 
evidence that international top managers provide firms with important assets 
(Khanna and Palepu 2004; Nielsen 2009), this may come at the expense of det-
rimental outcomes at the individual level. Through the present study, we ask 
whether an individual’s foreign passport and international work experience have 
an influence on tenure on the board. The consulting firm ‘Strategy&’ recently 
reported that, in general, tenure of MNCs’ top managers has decreased over 
the last few years (Strategy& 2016). The question arises as to whether this is 
particularly true for top executives with a foreign nationality and whether a top 

1  The tenure of top managers or top management teams has often been conceptualized as an independent 
variable influencing other outcomes, such as strategic persistence (e.g., Finkelstein and Hambrick 1990), 
strategic change (e.g., Wiersema and Bantel 1992), organizational success and failure (e.g., Schwenk 
1993), or firm performance in general (e.g., Huang and Hilary 2018).
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manager’s international work experience also impacts tenure (Die Welt 2017; 
Financial Times 2012; The New York Times 2014).

Studying the relationship between the international background of the indi-
vidual and his or her tenure is relevant from both a firm perspective and an indi-
vidual perspective: at the MNC level, recruiting and integrating board members 
is not only a very complex process, but is also associated with significant cost 
(Nadler 2016). While we do not claim that longer tenure is always better than 
short tenure, there is no doubt that, with some exceptions, short tenures of top 
managers and high turnover rates for top managers are usually not intended 
by decision-making bodies. This applies in particular to executive directors or 
inside directors in one-tier corporate governance systems and to management 
board members in two-tier corporate governance systems. In general, high turn-
over is associated with negative effects on organizational functioning (Reiche 
2009). For instance, executive turnover often not only leads to disturbance and 
instability in upper echelons (Ballinger and Marcel 2010), but also results in 
organizational discontinuity (Gjerløv-Juel 2019) or negative communication by 
media (Bilgili 2017). At the level of the individual, having short tenure may be 
desired by those individuals who opt for a boundaryless career and who actively 
look for ‘self-directed’ careers without spending too much time within one 
organization (Arthur and Rousseau 1996; Wang and Wanberg 2017). However, 
short tenure may often also lead to negative consequences for top managers. 
Examples include disruption to career development (Ward et al. 1995) or lower 
compensation as a result of having to accept inferior positions (Fee and Hadlock 
2004).

To investigate the association between a top manager’s internationality and board 
tenure, we rely on interpersonal attraction research and the similarity-attraction 
paradigm. We use a sample of management board members from German DAX-
30 firms. The results of our regression analysis support our theoretical reasoning, 
thereby demonstrating a negative relationship between top manager international-
ity and tenure on a board. Based on the social capital perspective, we also reveal 
that in-house work experience prior to being appointed to the management board is 
positively related to tenure. However, with our empirical data, we identify no mod-
eration effect of in-house work experience on the negative relationship between top 
managers’ internationality and tenure.

Appointing dissimilar board members may follow the idea of bringing diversity 
into the board room, with dissimilar board members deliberately having the role to 
question established views and routines. However, as management board members 
in the German corporate governance setting have an executive management role 
(similar to executive directors or inside directors in one-tier corporate governance 
settings), they are usually expected to have considerable tenure. This allows them to 
(be able to) shape the firm’s future development (Du Plessis et al. 2015; Hopt and 
Leyens 2004; Kaczmarek et  al. 2012). Since the role of supervisory board mem-
bers (similar to non-executive or outside directors in one-tier corporate governance 
settings), is rather the monitoring one (Clarke 2017; Mallin 2018), it is desirable 
that some supervisory board members deliberately have short tenure, bringing in 
new and fresh perspectives as well as challenging the opinion of management board 
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members. This explains why our study focuses on the tenure of management board 
members and not on the tenure of supervisory board members within firms’ top 
management.

What contributions does our study make to literature and managerial practice? 
First, by building upon interpersonal attraction research and the similarity-attraction 
paradigm, we provide theoretical reasoning for a negative relationship between a top 
manager’s internationality and his or her board tenure. We argue that top managers 
on the board who are different from their peers may encounter problems and situa-
tions which shorten their tenure. While existing studies in the IB and IM field have 
already shown that ‘being different’ matters, e.g., for entry mode choices (Nielsen 
and Nielsen 2011), we apply the dissimilarity discussion to the level of MNC top 
managers and the consequences for their tenure on the board. Second, we empiri-
cally demonstrate that being a foreigner or showing deviation from the typical 
international work experience on the respective board shorten tenure on the board. 
Hence, we add to the scant literature of board tenure’s antecedents at the individ-
ual level. To date, albeit with rare exceptions (e.g., Daily et al. 2000; Godthelp and 
Glunk 2003; Wagner et  al. 1984), research has mostly provided evidence of ante-
cedents at the organizational level, such as organizational performance. However, 
as some scholars have rightly pointed out, board tenure is also determined by fac-
tors at the individual level (Cannella and Monroe 1997). Third, with our paper, we 
consider the effect that in-house work experience (gained prior to being appointed to 
the board) has on tenure. We provide empirical evidence that longer in-house work 
experience is beneficial for the individual top manager’s tenure. However, we can-
not confirm the alleviating moderation effect on the negative relationship between 
internationality and tenure. Ultimately, through the results of this study, we call for 
a more nuanced understanding of the consequences of internationality at the indi-
vidual level. We also complement prior research, which has often identified positive 
outcomes of internationality for both the individual and the firm.

2 � Theory and Hypotheses

2.1 � Theory

To address our main research question, we build on interpersonal attraction research 
and the similarity-attraction paradigm. Top managers who sit on a management board 
are part of a group, namely, the management board, and as with any other group, 
individuals inside of the board relate to each other (Fitness et  al. 2007; Thomsen 
and Conyon 2012). Within a management board, individuals can feel more or less 
attracted towards others. Attraction has been a subject of investigation in interpersonal 
attraction research for many decades (Blau 1960; Lott and Lott 1965). In this vein of 
research, ‘attractiveness’ refers to the possession of desirable qualities by an individ-
ual that evoke positive affective evaluations in others (Byrne and Griffitt 1973; Kloh-
nen and Luo 2003). Similarity indicates a conceptual proposition in which increased 
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resemblance between individuals results in increased attraction, which is also due to 
homophily (Holgersson 2013; Lazarsfeld and Merton 1954; McPherson et al. 2001). 
Individuals who display specific characteristics or behaviors (e.g., values, beliefs, 
skills and practices) deemed similar or valuable by an observer usually evoke positive 
perceptions. Hence, these individuals become attractive in the observer’s eyes (Bersc-
heid and Walster 1969; Montoya and Horton 2012). According to interpersonal attrac-
tion theory, interaction with similar people is usually considered more effective and 
enjoyable, because congruence in characteristics produces credibility, reliability, and 
trustworthiness (Zhu and Westphal 2014). The similarity-attraction effect has turned 
out to be evident in numerous settings, populations, contexts, and cultures (e.g., Byrne 
1997; Lydon et al. 1988; McPherson et al. 2001; Murnieks et al. 2011).

Prior literature in the top management field has already made use of the similar-
ity-attraction paradigm. For instance, Zajac and Westphal (1996) suggest that board 
members and CEOs tend to select successors similar to them. By relying on US 
samples of Fortune/Forbes 500 firms, Westphal and Milton (2000) and Westphal 
and Zajac (1995) demonstrate that homophilous preferences are important criteria 
in the appointment of board members. Kaczmarek et al. (2012) find that the strong 
presence of females and non-British nationals on nomination committees of British 
boards has an impact on board diversity and nationality diversity. Focusing on Chief 
Human Resource Officers (CHROs) in France, Germany, and the UK, Doms and zu 
Knyphausen-Aufseß (2014) show that similarity in incumbent top management team 
(TMT) demographics holds significant explanatory power for new appointees’ ori-
gins. Drawing on an Indian sample, Damaraju and Makhija (2018) reveal that social 
proximity in terms of caste and religion influences CEO selection. Investigating 
executive appointments at large European firms, Georgakakis et al. (2018) conclude 
that firms are more likely to appoint socio-demographically dissimilar executives 
through internal promotion; in contrast, external hires are more likely to resemble 
incumbent top managers. By relying on similarity-attraction theory, McDonald 
et al. (2018) demonstrate how the appointment of a female or a racial minority CEO 
affects helping behavior of white male top managers.

While the aforementioned studies argue that similarity in demographic charac-
teristics has an effect on appointments to boards or specific top management posi-
tions, other studies investigate the importance of similarity with regard to behavioral 
integration within top management teams. Simsek et al. (2005), for instance, reveal 
that similarities in personal characteristics, e.g., education or functional background, 
favor behavioral integration within TMTs. Similarity also affects compensation; Fiss 
(2006), for instance, provides evidence that social similarity (e.g., levels of edu-
cation) between the CEO and the board chair is positively associated with CEOs’ 
compensation. Hwang and Kim (2009) suggest that directors of Fortune 100 firms 
who share the same qualities or experiences as the CEO receive higher compensa-
tion than their dissimilar peers. Hilger et  al. (2013) find that similarities between 
the CEO and other TMT members with respect to age or field of study, inter alia, 
decrease the likelihood of top manager turnover.
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In this paper, we argue that similarity not only influences appointment to a board, 
integration, compensation, the helping behavior of top managers and the probability 
of turnover, but also top managers’ tenure on a board. We propose that similarity 
in personal characteristics can act as a predictor of an individual’s longer tenure on 
a board, whereas dissimilarity in personal characteristics is a predictor of shorter 
board tenure.2 In doing so, we provide novel insights and show that similarity and 
dissimilarity also have an impact during subsequent stages of a top manager’s career.

2.2 � Hypotheses

Despite some recent developments in board internationalization, boards in most 
countries are still mainly staffed by board members with the same nationality as the 
firm (see, for instance, Katmon et al. 2017; Schmid and Dauth 2012; Schmid et al. 
2015; Van Veen and Marsman 2008). Consequently, international top managers are 
often still in the minority in this setting. Based on interpersonal attraction research 
and the similarity-attraction paradigm, we claim that top managers with a foreign 
nationality are dissimilar from their (non-international) peers on a board. Growing 
up in another country shapes fundamental values, beliefs, attitudes, and cognitions 
of top managers in such a unique way that they have an enduring influence on behav-
ior (Carpenter et al. 2001; Nielsen and Nielsen 2010). It has already been shown that 
nationality is an important part of a top manager’s international background (Ham-
brick et al. 1998; Nielsen 2010). Having been raised abroad affects a person in terms 
of values, norms, attitudes, cognitive schemata, and demeanor, inter alia (Hambrick 
et al. 1998; Hofstede et al. 2010; House et al. 2004). By integrating Byrne’s (1971) 
reinforcement model of the similarity effect, we suggest that, during their work on 
a board, top managers, like any other individuals, favor stimuli that reinforce their 
logic and consistency. This assumption is rooted in cognitive dissonance theory, 
which stresses that individuals possess a fundamental need for a logical and con-
sistent view of the world (Boone et al. 2006; Festinger 1957; Montoya and Horton 
2012). The reinforcement model suggests that individuals who are similar in their 
values, norms, beliefs, and attitudes strengthen each other when it comes to inter-
preting situations in the same way, interacting, or making decisions, since they share 
the same view of the world (Byrne et al. 1973; Clore and Gormly 1974; Montoya 
and Horton 2012). By contrast, top managers who are dissimilar in terms of values, 
norms, beliefs, and attitudes provoke inconsistency, which may be associated with 
anxiety or confusion. Ultimately, this may lead to a lack of attraction, or even repul-
sion (Abt and zu Knyphausen-Aufseß 2017; McCroskey et al. 1974).

We argue not only that international board members differ from non-international 
ones, but also that dissimilarity in personal characteristics has consequences. Due to 
a lack of reinforcing logic and consistency, board interaction between top managers 

2  While we can partially build on previous work by Hilger et al. (2013) and Wagner et al. (1984), who 
analyzed the effect of similarity and dissimilarity in age, time of entry or field of study on board turno-
ver, our focus is on similarity and dissimilarity in nationality and international experience and the conse-
quences on tenure.
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with differences in terms of values, norms, beliefs and attitudes may be consid-
ered less effective because of decreased credibility, reliability and trustworthiness 
(Li et al. 2017; Lott and Lott 1965). For instance, interpersonal dissimilarity makes 
knowledge-sharing more difficult (Mäkelä et al. 2007). Previous research has shown 
that another consequence of intergroup dissimilarity is social disintegration (Guil-
laume et al. 2012; O’Reilly et al. 1989; Zajac and Westphal 1995). Therefore, we 
conclude that, during the course of their board mandate, disagreement and friction 
may arise between foreign top managers and their non-foreign peers. Differences 
may be so strong, in fact, that collaboration between top managers is hindered and 
that those top managers who are dissimilar, i.e., those with a foreign nationality, 
may feel confused, unsettled or in some cases even anxious (Montoya and Horton 
2012). In the end, this may result in social disintegration of those board members 
who are dissimilar to their peers (O’Reilly et al. 1989). It can be assumed that, under 
such conditions, tenures of board mandates decrease for dissimilar board members. 
Hence, we claim that individuals who are dissimilar may quit their position prema-
turely, or their board mandate may either be shortened or not be extended. Conse-
quently, we hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 1a: There is a negative relationship between a top manager’s dis-
similarity in nationality and his or her tenure on the board.

In addition to a top manager’s nationality, we also argue that a top manager’s 
international work experience has an influence on board tenure. In other words, if 
there is high dissimilarity with respect to international work experience, this may 
also lead to a short tenure for those top managers who deviate from the average 
norm on the board. This notion is based on findings that attest dissimilarities in indi-
viduals’ experiences to negatively impact on behavioral integration and interaction 
among board members (Milliken and Martins 1996).

We suggest that for most members on a management board, past job-related expe-
riences denote similarities during their professional life (Hwang and Kim 2009). 
Similar experiences, sometimes even complemented by some personal interaction, 
may contribute to interpersonal attraction (Collins and Clark 2003). Carpenter et al. 
(2001) and Rousseau and Parks (1993) state that common experiences of top man-
agers facilitate communication on the board and encourage the building of trust 
among each other. Simsek et  al. (2005) claim that in case of similar experiences 
collaborative work in top management teams is more likely. Davidson et al. (2006) 
argue that shared experiences of board members are a basis for a sound relationship 
on the board. Hence, board members with similar experience in the home country 
acquire deeper information about doing business in the home country, i.e., country-
specific skills, routines and practices. In contrast, top managers with long and many 
international assignments have gained experiences different from those of their 
peers’ experiences. As Knight et  al. (1999) claim, dissimilarities in terms of top 
managers’ experiences favor interpersonal conflicts in the board room. This is also 
underlined by Torchia et al. (2015) who find that dissimilar backgrounds in terms of 
board members’ experiences and skills lead to cognitive conflicts in the board room. 
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Therefore, we expect that the lack of mutual experiences may cause disagreement 
and friction, as top managers equipped with international work experience (and 
often very diverse experiences) lack shared skills, routines and practices. In other 
words, top managers with high levels of international work experience who deviate 
strongly from the average norm on the board are (highly) dissimilar to their counter-
parts with low(er) levels of international work experience. Likewise, top managers 
with no international work experience or with levels of international work experi-
ence far lower than the average on the board, cannot benefit from the same context 
of shared international knowledge and skills, for instance about how to do business 
abroad. Again dissimilarity may end in fragmented understanding and disharmony, 
which in turn may even result in social disintegration. As such, it can be assumed 
that this may shorten the tenure of those board members who are dissimilar to the 
rest of the board. Hence, we claim that individuals who are dissimilar may quit their 
position prematurely, or their board mandate may either be shortened or may not be 
extended. Consequently, we hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 1b: There is a negative relationship between a top manager’s dis-
similarity in international work experience and his or her tenure on the board.

Tenure on the board may also be contingent on additional characteristics of one’s 
career pattern before entering a board. Scholars suggest that work experience inside 
the firm (before serving on the board) may have effects other than work experience 
gained in other firms (Baruch et al. 2013; Grühn et al. 2017; Hamori and Koyuncu 
2011). In academic literature on (top) managers’ careers, social capital theory has 
been used to explain outcomes of individual vocational behavior, such as in-house 
work experience (Hamori et al. 2009; Hamori and Koyuncu 2011; Mäkelä and Suu-
tari 2009). Whereas prior studies have shown that social capital can have some det-
rimental consequences at board and firm-level, such as, insufficient transparency in 
decision-making in the board room or shortcomings in monitoring (e.g., Stevenson 
and Reddin 2009; Westphal 1999), most research stresses the benefits social capital 
can have. By investigating in-house work experience through a social capital lens, 
we suggest that such experience may have alleviating effects on the negative asso-
ciation between dissimilarity of top managers on the one hand and board tenure on 
the other hand. In other words: while we use interpersonal attraction research and 
the similarity-attraction paradigm to establish our main hypotheses, social capital 
theory helps us argue why in-house work experience acts as a moderator in our main 
relationships.

Prior research has shown that ‘insiders’, i.e., individuals who spent a consider-
able part of their career in the firm before being appointed as a member of the board, 
have already established social capital (Dickmann 2017; McEvoy and Buller 2013). 
Such capital, salient in relationships and ties, for instance, with peers, superiors or 
subordinates, provides them with information and support to perform well in their 
jobs (Bower 2007; Chung et  al. 1987; Davoine and Ravasi 2013). Furthermore, 
internally appointed board members are more familiar with the firm’s decision-
making processes and its specific routines and practices (Balsmeier and Buchwald 
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2015; Datta and Guthrie 1994; Gupta 1984). For instance, Hambrick and Fukutomi 
(1991) argue that internally recruited top managers internalize corporate norms 
faster than outsiders. Moreover, Hamori and Kakarika (2009) even state that insid-
ers are more likely to be promoted to upper echelons, due to prior interaction with 
the board of directors or with senior executives. As board members with in-house 
work experience may have established social capital (both in foreign entities and/or 
in firm’s headquarters), we suggest that they are more capable to bridge dissimilari-
ties compared to board members recruited externally (Crossland et al. 2014; Koch 
et  al. 2017). By accumulating social capital, individuals homogenize while being 
involved in daily business, decision-making processes, and applying shared routines 
(Bidwell 2011; Lepak and Snell 1999; Shen and Cannella 2002). Furthermore, they 
are familiar with internal communication patterns and interaction styles and may 
also adapt the specific ‘habitus’ that is frequently shared by national corporate elites. 
Top managers with in-house work experience show behaviors and dispositions con-
sidered normative in these circles, corresponding to the expectations by their peers 
on the board (Hambrick et al. 1998; Nielsen and Nielsen 2013; Kish-Gephart and 
Campbell 2015). Thus, we propose that in-house work experience has a direct effect: 
in-house work experience which comes along the considerable accumulation of 
social capital gained prior to a board appointment positively influences top manag-
ers’ tenure on the board. Moreover, we advocate that in-house work experience and 
hence the possession of social capital, also has an interaction effect. It alleviates the 
negative association between dissimilarity in terms of nationality and international 
work experience and board tenure. Having established relationships and ties with 
peers and equipped with firm-specific practices and routines, dissimilar top manag-
ers with in-house work experience may be able to limit disagreement, disharmony 
and consequently conflicts and frictions during their board mandate (Balsmeier and 
Buchwald 2015; Dickmann 2017), since they have assimilated by integrating into 
networks with colleagues and by applying shared routines and practices. It can be 
assumed that shorter tenures are less prevalent under conditions of having worked in 
the focal firm prior to the board appointment – and thus having built up high levels 
of social capital. This results in the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 2a: A top manager’s in-house work experience moderates the 
relationship between a top manager’s dissimilarity in nationality and his or 
her tenure on the board in such a way that the negative relationship will be 
attenuated in the case of higher in-house work experience prior to the board 
appointment.

Hypothesis 2b: A top manager’s in-house work experience moderates the  
relationship between a top manager’s dissimilarity in international work 
experience and his or her tenure on the board in such a way that the negative 
relationship will be attenuated in the case of higher in-house work experience 
prior to the board appointment.
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3 � Sample and Methodology

3.1 � Sample

Our empirical study is based on a sample of management board members of Ger-
man MNCs. We chose MNCs listed on Germany’s DAX, a stock market index con-
sisting of the 30 major firms according to market capitalization. In order to acquire 
a sample of top managers having completed their board tenure, we needed to take a 
reference date in the past. We opted for December 31 2005 and started by identify-
ing all management board members in Germany’s DAX 30 firms at the end of 2005. 
In a next step, we analyzed the careers of these management board members from 
the moment of entering the job market until leaving the management board. Select-
ing this specific sample was motivated by three major reasons. First, as German 
DAX firms depend heavily on foreign trade and foreign direct investment (FDI), it 
can be assumed that firms have top managers from foreign countries as well as top 
managers with international work experience on their board. Second, because DAX 
firms (are required to) disclose extensive annual reports, the chance of obtaining 
relevant demographic data for the respective top managers from the reports is very 
high (Oehmichen et al. 2017). Usually, large, public firms provide their stakehold-
ers with exhaustive information on top managers’ CVs, for instance, in their annual 
reports. Third, as corporate governance systems around the world are still country-
specific and career paths to some extent are also culturally and nationally bound 
(Davoine and Ravasi 2013; Thomsen and Conyon 2012), a single-country study has 
advantages over a multi-country study (see also, for instance, Fiss 2006; Fiss and 
Zajac 2004; Oesterle et al. 2016). While the German corporate governance system 
is a two-tier system, we decided to focus on the tenure of management board mem-
bers (and not on the tenure of supervisory board members). The tenure of supervi-
sory members follows very different rules, i.e., a short tenure is actually desirable, to 
make sure that (some) supervisory members can fulfill the tasks of monitoring and 
challenging the management board’s decisions and actions (Thomsen and Conyon 
2012).

At the end of 2005, 187 managers served on the management boards of the 
30 DAX firms (which leads to a management board size of 6.23 on average). For 
all 187 managers, we conducted an in-depth analysis of their careers to obtain all 
relevant demographic and professional data, covering the entire career from their 
first job until retirement from the management board. By relying on CVs and other 
bibliographic data (instead of interviews or surveys, for instance), we followed an 
approach that is very typical in upper echelons research (e.g., Hambrick and Quigley 
2014; Nielsen 2010; Oxelheim et  al. 2013; Schmid and Altfeld 2018). To collect 
data, we built on a broad range of sources, such as CVs included in firms’ annual 
reports, information on corporate websites and direct enquiries from investor rela-
tions departments, as well as information from top managers’ offices. We also 
included research on compendia such as ‘Who’s Who’ to complete our data. From 
the 187 cases, we had to exclude 14 cases due to missing data, and another four 
cases because the top managers were still in office as of December 31 2017 (and 
hence they had not ended their tenure).
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To ensure no distortion in our results and to isolate our desired effect, we followed 
the recommendation of Conyon and Florou (2002), Flickinger et al. (2016) and Zhang 
(2008), who previously argued that all tenures that had ended due to extraordinary 
reasons should be eliminated. These extraordinary reasons are (1) illness, inability 
to work due to disability and death, (2) firm-specific retirement ages, and (3) change 
of control (i.e., mergers and acquisitions and the abolition of management board 
mandates). We conducted an analysis of corporate press releases that were disclosed 
when the respective top manager left the management board. To this end, we used 
the approach suggested by Flickinger et al. (2016) and searched for key words indi-
cating that tenure had ended for one of the aforementioned reasons. This approach 
resulted in the exclusion of another 20 cases and left us with a final sample of 149 
top managers. Out of the 149 top managers, 123 are German and 26 are of foreign 
nationality (from Australia, Austria, Canada, Colombia, Denmark, Israel, Malaysia, 
Namibia, The Netherlands, New Zealand, Sweden Switzerland, the UK and the USA, 
i.e., 14 different countries). With regard to international work experience, 81 of our 
149 top managers have international work experience, while 68 do not. The 81 top 
managers with international work experience gained this from 41 different countries 
(the most prominent countries being the USA, the UK, Brazil, and Switzerland). In 
total, we cover 149 top managers with 5,251 career years (35 career years on aver-
age). Although the final sample size of 149 top managers appears low, it corresponds 
to the sample size in other publications in the upper echelons field (e.g., Georgakakis 
et al. 2016; Koch et al. 2017; Shen and Cannella 2003; Tian et al. 2011).

3.2 � Independent Variable

To test our hypotheses, we operationalized top managers’ internationality in two dif-
ferent ways. First, for hypothesis 1a, our independent variable is operationalized as a 
dummy variable (with 0 = German, 1 = Foreign). Second, with regard to hypothesis 
1b, we measured international work experience as the number of years of full-time 
work experience an individual spent outside the respective home country.

To calculate dissimilarity in terms of nationality, we relied on Tröster and Van 
Knippenberg (2012). We took the square root of the number of board members with 
a different nationality from the focal top manager nationality and divided this value 
by the total number of top managers on the respective board.3 To calculate dissimi-
larity in international work experience, we start by determining, for each manage-
ment board in our sample, the average number of years of international work experi-
ence the management board members have. To be precise, for all individuals in our 
sample, we summed the years of international work experience of each top manager 
on the respective board and divided this value by the total number of top manag-
ers on the corresponding board (a). Then, we computed the deviation in years of 

3  Scores were computed so that larger numbers meant that the focal top manager was more dissimilar to 
his or her fellows on the management board. In addition, in this analysis (Model 2 in Table 2), a score of 
0 indicates that the focal individual is German, and every member of the management board is also Ger-
man. We suggest that cases with a score of 0 may bias our overall results. Hence, we created a dummy 
variable to minimize potential distortion for Model 2 in Table 2.
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international work experience of the focal individual top manager and the respective 
board (b). Dissimilarity constitutes the difference between (a) and (b), taking into 
account both positive and negative deviations.4

3.3 � Dependent Variable

For our dependent variable, i.e., board tenure, we considered the number of years 
the individual spent on the board of the focal firm from his or her first appointment 
until retirement/dismissal from the board (see also, Brown et al. 2017; Henderson 
et al. 2006; Hill and Phan 1991; Simsek 2007; Veltrop et al. 2018). In a few cases, 
top managers had several responsibilities over time on the management board (e.g., 
first CFO, then CEO); in these instances, we added the years in different functions, 
since we are interested in the overall length of board tenure.

3.4 � Moderator Variable

Based on our theoretical reasoning, we assume that in-house work experience mod-
erates the relationship between top managers’ internationality and board tenure. 
Going beyond the established operationalization of insidership with a dummy vari-
able [1 = Yes, 0 = No; e.g., Cannella and Shen (2001)], we operationalized in-house 
work experience as the total number of years the top manager had worked for the 
focal firm before having been appointed to the management board (see, for instance, 
Georgakakis et al. 2016; Karaevli 2007; Karaevli and Zajac 2013).

3.5 � Control Variables

We control for factors that influence board tenure at the individual, firm and industry 
level. As previous studies concluded that older managers show a higher tendency to 
have shorter board tenure, we controlled for age at the time of being appointed to the 
management board (Finkelstein et al. 2009). Although prior research has pointed out 
possible gender disparities in top managers’ board tenure (Elsaid and Ursel 2018; 
Main and Gregory-Smith 2018), we did not control for gender, as our sample con-
sisted only of males (which, as a side note, is striking, since it shows that in 2005, 
management boards in the DAX-30 companies were fully male-dominated, with one 
female management board member only). Moreover, we investigated the prior career 
paths of our executives and controlled for past management board positions of the 
respective top manager with a dummy variable. In other words, we wanted to check 
whether an individual top manager had already served on the management board 
of other DAX firms, before being appointed to the board of the focal DAX-30 firm. 

4  Scores were computed so that (large) positive numbers meant that the focal top manager is (very) dis-
similar in terms of high levels of international work experience, compared to the average norm, i.e., the 
average work experience the fellow members in the management board show. (Large) negative numbers 
indicate that the focal top manager is (very) dissimilar in terms of a low level of international work expe-
rience compared to the average norm on the board.
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We also checked for the specific function the management board member had, so as 
to control for the influence of functional responsibilities on the management board 
(Menz 2012).5 Similar to previous research, we differentiated between input func-
tions (e.g., purchasing), throughput functions (e.g., operations), and output functions 
(e.g., sales), as well as strategy functions (e.g., CEO) (Datta and Rajagopalan 1998; 
Herrmann and Datta 2002).6 We then created a dummy variable for each function.

With regard to firm characteristics, a vast body of research states that firm per-
formance is a significant antecedent of board tenure (e.g., Arthaud-Day et al. 2006; 
Coughlan and Schmidt 1985; Georgakakis and Ruigrok 2017; Huson et  al. 2001; 
Kaplan and Minton 2012). In most cases, weak performance leads to shorter tenure. 
As prior studies have shown that both accounting-based performance and market-
based performance can influence the tenure of a board member, we controlled for 
both accounting and stock performance. The former is calculated as the average 
return on equity (ROE) over the last three years before the tenure of the respective 
individual ended, and the latter is computed as the average percentage change in 
the stock price over the last three years before the tenure ended (Jenter and Kanaan 
2015; Kish-Gephart and Campbell 2015; Peng et  al. 2015). Additionally, we con-
trolled for firm size (the year before the respective tenure ended) as the logarithm of 
total sales (Carpenter et al. 2001; Fernandes et al. 2013), because authoritative liter-
ature such as Finkelstein et al. (2009) suggested that there is an association between 
firm size and the duration of appointments on a management board. Furthermore, 
as individuals on larger boards tend to have shorter tenure, management board size 
(again, the year before the respective tenure ended) may have an influence on the 
internationality-tenure nexus for which we also controlled (Murphy 1999).

Finally, prior research has demonstrated that industry may impact top managers’ 
board tenure (Cho and Hambrick 2006). Hence, to account for industry effects, we 
created dummy variables to indicate industry categories based on firms’ one-digit 
SIC codes (Jenter and Kanaan 2015). Similar to other studies on German DAX-30 
firms (e.g., Tuschke et al. 2014), we used categories comprising Consumer Goods, 
Automotive and Manufacturing, Transportation and Public Utilities, Wholesale 
Trade, Finance/Insurance and Real Estate, and Services.7

3.6 � Analytical Approach

In our main analysis, i.e., our set of hypotheses 1a, 1b, 2a and 2b, we applied multi-
ple regression analysis with an OLS estimator to test our hypotheses. This method is 

5  In the few cases where a top manager had several responsibilities over time on the management board, 
we classified the corresponding top manager in the board function for which he or she had his or her 
longest tenure.
6  In case a top manager had divisional responsibilities during his or her board mandate, we classified this 
into ‘output functions’ as we can assume that large parts of his or her responsibilities were connected to 
output-related tasks such as marketing or sales.
7  With a sample size of n = 149, the inclusion of 15 control variables and 1 explanatory variable, i.e., 
in total 16 control and explanatory variables, slightly exceeds Darlington’s (1990) rule of thumb sug-
gesting to include 14.9 (149/10 = 14.9) control and explanatory variables. According to Harris (2001), 
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appropriate when analyzing a metric-dependent variable such as board tenure (Aiken 
and West 1991). To test our moderation hypotheses, we added the interaction term in-
house work experience x nationality dissimilarity/international work experience dis-
similarity to investigate the moderation effect (Greene 2008). In all regression analy-
ses, we included our control variables to minimize specification bias. All controls were 
successively added to the regression models before including the independent variable 
to be tested (Adkins and Hill 2011; Baum 2009; Bernerth and Aguinis 2016).

As for many other studies in top management research, it is challenging to estab-
lish causation between a phenomenon (e.g., top manager internationality) and a spe-
cific outcome (e.g., board tenure). Unfortunately, an ideal research setting with all 
relevant data available and a full disclosure of possible correlations between vari-
ables is impossible. If, for instance, the predictor variable depends on unobservable 
factors that correlate with the error term, we may have biased estimates of the effect 
on the outcome variable. In our case, this would mean that an individual’s national-
ity and his or her international work experience would depend on unobservable fac-
tors (which is even more likely for international work experience than for national-
ity). Consequently, estimates of the effect on tenure would be distorted. A vast body 
of literature has addressed this endogeneity problem (for recent overviews in the IB/
IM field, see, for instance, Meyer et al. (2017) or Reeb et al. (2012)). We can curb 
the endogeneity problem in some way by including control variables at the indi-
vidual, firm and industry levels (Ebbes et al. 2016; Papies et al. 2017), but we admit 
that, like in many other studies, endogeneity cannot be fully excluded. Reverse cau-
sality is not a problem in our setting, as board tenure cannot have an influence on top 
manager internationality. Both nationality and international work experience (before 
having been appointed to the board) precede tenure, while tenure cannot have an 
effect on them. However, while we do not have a reverse causality problem, we can-
not entirely solve endogeneity issues. Therefore, we acknowledge that our results, 
like most results in similar upper echelons settings, should be interpreted with care.

4 � Results

4.1 � Main Analysis

Table  1 provides descriptive statistics and correlations. Table  1 reveals that more 
than 17% of our top managers have foreign nationality; the average international 
work experience amounts to approx. 5.3  years, and the average tenure to approx. 

Footnote 7 (continued)
however, the difference between the sample size and the number of control and explanatory variables 
should exceed 50. In our case, the difference amounts to 133 (149 − 16 = 133), which corresponds to 
Harris’s (2001) recommendations. Howell’s (2012) formula suggests that the sample size should be equal 
or greater than the number of control and explanatory variables plus 40. Applying this formula to our set-
ting, we reach: 149 ≥ 56 (16 + 40). Hence, we are able to conclude that given the number of observations 
(n = 149), the number of control and explanatory variables (n = 16) in our models is within an acceptable 
range.
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9.2  years. Since there are some significant correlations between our independent 
variables, we computed variance inflation factors (VIFs). The results show that, in 
all models, the highest VIF scores are below the cutoff value of 10 (Cohen et  al. 
2003), which implies that multicollinearity is not an issue.

Table 2 presents the results of the regression analysis. We first entered all control 
variables in the study (Model 1) before adding the independent variables nationality 
dissimilarity (Model 2 for testing hypothesis 1a), international work experience dis-
similarity (Model 3 for testing hypothesis 1b) and the moderator variable in-house 
work experience (Model 4 and Model 5 for testing hypotheses 2a and 2b, respec-
tively) sequentially.

Model 1 represents the baseline model with control and moderator variables only. 
With respect to these variables, our results confirm various associations previous 
literature expects with regards to board tenure: at the individual level, tenure can 
mainly be attributed to top manager’s age (significantly negatively related to board 
tenure at the p < 0.01 level). Although not surprising, we find that the older the 
respective individual at the time of appointment, the shorter the tenure. Prior board 
experience is also negatively associated with tenure (− 1.88 at p < 0.05). Top man-
agers who already served on other boards may actively engage in new (board) expe-
riences and therefore do not strive for longer tenure. Being a board member in an 
output function (such as marketing or sales) also has high explanatory power (signif-
icantly negatively related to tenure at the p < 0.01 level). Our results are in line with 
a recent debate that top managers with output function have the highest turnover rate 
in the C-suite (see, for instance, Harvard Business Review 2017, Korn Ferry 2018).8 
Finally, with regards to industry effects, we find that serving in the consumer goods 
industry significantly acts as predictor of longer board tenure (p < 0.05). This echoes 
prior findings that board members’ tenure in industries characterized by rather high 
stability is longer than board members’ tenure in dynamic, volatile industries (e.g., 
Henderson et al. 2006).9

By adding nationality dissimilarity as an independent variable into the regres-
sion analysis (Model 2), a negative relationship between top managers’ nationality 
dissimilarity and tenure can be identified (− 4.52 at p < 0.05). Thus, we find sup-
port for hypothesis 1a. To test hypothesis 1b, we used international work experience 
dissimilarity as an independent variable (Model 3). Again, a negative relationship 
between dissimilarity in international work experience and tenure is confirmed by 
our data (− 0.12 at p < 0.05). Consequently, we also find support for hypothesis 1b. 
To refine our results, we performed a sub-sample analysis (taking into account the 
upper and lower decile of our sample), differentiating between those top managers 
who strongly deviate in a positive way and those top managers who strongly deviate 

8  To corroborate, we also compared the mean values for tenure and conducted a one-sample t-test which 
confirmed the differences between top managers with an output function and their colleagues on the 
board serving on other functions (p < 0.001). The results of the t-test are available from the authors upon 
request.
9  Again, a mean comparison and the corresponding t-test confirm our regression results (p < 0.001). The 
results of the t-test are available from the authors upon request.
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in a negative way from the average norm on the respective board with regard to 
international work experience.10 For the top managers who positively deviate from 
the average norm, we find a significant negative relationship (p < 0.1), whereas for 
the top managers who negatively deviate from the average norm, we obtained no 
significant results (p > 0.1).

Model 4 shows the results of the analysis with which we tested our moderation 
hypotheses 2a. Hypothesis 2a predicts that in-house work experience has a positive 
moderating influence on the negative relationship between nationality dissimilarity 
and tenure. The positive coefficient (0.11) of the moderator variable in-house work 
experience is significant at p < 0.05. The coefficient of nationality dissimilarity is 
insignificant. The interaction term, i.e., the product of the moderator variable and 
the independent variable, is insignificant, too, which means that there is no empiri-
cal evidence for in-house work experience (prior to the appointment to the manage-
ment board) to alleviate the negative relationship between nationality dissimilarity 
and tenure. Hence, our empirical results do not support hypothesis 2a.

Hypothesis 2b assumes a positive moderating influence of in-house work experi-
ence on the negative relationship between international work experience dissimi-
larity and tenure. Model 5 presents the results of the analysis: again, the positive 
coefficient of in-house work experience (0.08) is significant at p < 0.1. The nega-
tive coefficient of international work experience dissimilarity is insignificant. Again, 
the interaction term, i.e., the product of the moderator variable and the independ-
ent variable, is not significant. Consequently, we do not find empirical support for 
hypothesis 2b.

Although we do not have empirical support for our moderation hypotheses, we 
still can conclude that top managers, having worked in the focal firm prior to the 
board appointment (i.e., top managers equipped with in-house work experience), 
have longer tenure (significant at the p < 0.05 level). This underscores our reasoning 
that in-house work experience matters, albeit in a direct way (e.g., Georgakakis et al. 
2016; Hamori and Koyuncu 2011) and not in a moderation way.

4.2 � Robustness Checks

The negative influence of our predictor on tenure, i.e., dissimilarity in terms of 
nationality and international work experience, is based on arguments from interper-
sonal attraction research and the similarity-attraction paradigm. In two robustness 
checks, we modify our measurement of the dissimilarity of top managers regarding 
their nationality and international work experience.11

Dissimilarity is not just a matter of being a foreigner (or not), or deviating posi-
tively or negatively from the average norm of international work experience on the 

11  These robustness checks were carried out following the recommendation of a very helpful reviewer 
we gladly followed.

10  Taking into account the upper and lower decile of a sample results in a relatively low sample size for 
our sub-analysis.
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respective top manager’s board. It may also matter what nationality a foreigner has 
and which distance exists between the foreigner’s home country and the country 
in which he or she sits on the board, i.e., Germany. The same applies to the ques-
tion where the management board member has gained his or her international work 
experience (Hambrick et al. 1998; Schmid and Wurster 2017). We argue that expe-
riences in proximate countries to Germany, such as Austria or Switzerland, differ 
from experiences in countries which are distant to Germany such as China or India. 
Taking into account these dissimilarities between countries, we decided to use cul-
tural and linguistic distance measures in our robustness checks (i) and (ii). Not only 
differences in culture, but also differences in language (and their magnitude) may 
matter when it comes to ascertaining how dissimilar an individual may be (see also, 
Cao et al. 2019).

With regard to cultural distance, we relied on the GLOBE study (House et  al. 
2004) and took Mahalanobis distances between Germany and the country of origin 
of the respective individual, in order to compute dissimilarity scores for nationality 
(Berry et al. 2010; Yeganeh 2014). In a similar vein, to calculate dissimilarity scores 
for international work experience, we took the Mahalanobis distance (Yeganeh 
2014) between Germany and each country where the respective top manager had 
gained international work experience (we weighted each stay abroad with its dura-
tion). Following West and Graham (2004, see also, Jimenez et al. 2019), we com-
puted linguistic distances from German to the primary language in the respective 
country of origin and the country or countries where international work experience 
was gained, and again, we weighted each stay abroad with its duration (for alter-
native options on how to calculate linguistic distances, see, for instance, Dow and 
Karunaratna 2006).

4.2.1 � Robustness Check (i) for Dissimilarity in Nationality

Model 1 and Model 2 of Table 3 present the results of the first robustness check. 
Model 1 discloses a significant negative relationship between nationality dissimi-
larity (in terms of cultural distance) and tenure (− 0.55 at p < 0.05). With regard to 
Model 2, our results show that, once more, nationality dissimilarity (now in terms 
of linguistic distance) is significantly negatively related to board tenure (− 1.18 at 
p < 0.05). Hence, our robustness check confirms that dissimilarity in nationality 
shortens tenure. Thus, the results from the main analyses remain robust when apply-
ing cultural and linguistic distances to measure dissimilarity. We can conclude that 
the higher the cultural distance and linguistic distance between Germany and the 
country of origin of the respective top manager the shorter the tenure on the board.

4.2.2 � Robustness Check (ii) for Dissimilarity in International Work Experience

In the main analysis, we analyzed the dissimilarity in international work experience 
in terms of duration with respect to the average norm on the individual top man-
ager’s board. To measure dissimilarity in our robustness check, we use the weighted 
cultural and linguistic distance between Germany and the country/countries where 
international work experience was gained. For cultural distance, Model 3 (Table 3) 
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shows that dissimilarity in terms of international work experience is negatively asso-
ciated with tenure (− 0.03 at p < 0.05). Likewise, when taking into account linguistic 
distance, dissimilarity in terms of international work experience discloses a signifi-
cantly negative relationship with tenure (− 0.05 at p < 0.05). This shows that our 
results remain robust and we can therefore confirm our findings from hypothesis 
1b in the main analysis. We can assume that the higher the cultural distance, and, 
respectively, the linguistic distance, between Germany and the destination of the 
assignment(s) where international work experience took place, the more negative 
the impact on tenure.

In conclusion, the results of robustness checks (i) and (ii) shed light on the under-
lying mechanisms that are at work if we study the link between internationality and 
tenure on the board. Our results support our theoretical assumptions that higher dis-
similarity in terms of higher cultural and linguistic distance may implicate shorter 
tenure on the board. In addition, our results also reveal some differences between 
nationality on the one hand and international work experience on the other hand. 
Not surprisingly, being culturally and linguistically dissimilar in terms of national-
ity is even more detrimental for an individual’s board tenure than cultural and lin-
guistic dissimilarity in terms of international work experience. Hence, nationality 
dissimilarity seems to be a stronger predictor of short tenure than dissimilarity with 
regard to international work experience. In other words, having different values, 
norms, beliefs and attitudes (Carpenter et al., 2001; Nielsen and Nielsen 2010) has 
a stronger impact than having dissimilarity in skills, routines and practices resulting 
from international work experience.

4.3 � Supplementary Analysis

In a supplementary analysis, we add to the findings of our robustness checks by 
estimating a multinomial logit regression model with three possible outcomes for 
a given observation (in our case, nationality dissimilarity and dissimilarity in inter-
national work experience in terms of cultural and linguistic distance): short tenure, 
intermediate tenure and long tenure. According to Allgood and Farrell (2000), we 
defined 1–3 years of tenure as short tenure, 4–10 years as intermediate tenure and 
11 or more years as a long tenure, thereby allowing us to extend the findings of our 
main analysis. With our main analysis, we are able to show that board tenure (as a 
time-based measure in years) becomes shorter in case of dissimilarity in nationality 
and international work experience. With our supplementary analysis, we intend to 
identify probabilities of serving different lengths of tenure. To do so, after having 
estimated our log odds, we calculated average marginal effects (AMEs) to allow for 
better understanding and interpretations of our results (Bowen and Wiersema 2004; 
Breen et al. 2018; Liao 1994). AMEs reveal the average change in outcome prob-
ability when the independent variable increases by one.

With regard to nationality dissimilarity, the results in Table 4 (Model 1) disclose 
that, in terms of cultural distance (using GLOBE data), significant effects exist when 
it comes to intermediate tenure: one more unit of cultural distance increases the prob-
ability of an intermediate tenure by 6 percentage points (p < 0.1). When it comes to 
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long tenure, one more unit of cultural distance reduces the probability of long tenure 
by 7 percentage points (p < 0.05). In terms of linguistic distance, we can conclude that 
one more unit of linguistic distance increases the probability of serving a short tenure 
by 7 percentage points (p < 0.05). By contrast, increasing the linguistic distance by one 
unit reduces the probability of a long tenure by 33 percentage points (p < 0.05). Model 
2 presents the results for international work experience dissimilarity, revealing that 
increasing cultural distance by one unit, i.e., going abroad in a culturally more distant 
country, increases the probability of serving an intermediate tenure by 0.4 percentage 
points (p < 0.05), whereas the probability of a long tenure decreases by 0.5 percentage 
points (p < 0.05). Having a look at the linguistic distance of the countries where indi-
viduals have gained their international experience, one more unit of linguistic distance 
increases the probability of serving a short (intermediate) tenure by 0.3 percentage 
points at p < 0.05 (0.8 percentage points at p < 0.1); however, the probability of serv-
ing a long tenure decreases by 1 percentage point (p < 0.05). In sum, running a logit 
model reveals that more dissimilar top managers have a significantly lower probability 
of serving a ‘long’ tenure, whereas the probability of serving a ‘short’ tenure, at least 
in our sample, is only significant in those models where we use linguistic distance as 
a dissimilarity measure. Hence, our supplementary analysis elucidates that highly dis-
similar top managers are less likely to serve ‘long’ periods on the board. Furthermore, 
our supplementary analysis shows that dissimilar top managers (measured via linguis-
tic distance) are more likely to serve a short tenure on the board.

5 � Discussion and Contributions

5.1 � Discussion

In our study, we investigate how top managers’ internationality is associated with their 
tenure on the management board. Drawing on interpersonal attraction research and 

Table 4   Results of the supplementary analysis

***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1

Multinomial logit regression with average marginal effects (AMEs)

Short tenure 
(1–3 years)

Intermediate tenure 
(4–10 years)

Long tenure 
(≥ 11 years)

Independent variable (nationality dissimilarity), measured with…
 Model 1
  … GLOBE data (Mahalanobis distance) 0.01 0.06* − 0.07**
  … data on linguistic distance 0.07** 0.25* − 0.33**

Independent variable (dissimilarity in international work experience), measured with…
 Model 2 
  … GLOBE data (Mahalanobis distance) 0.0008 0.004** − 0.005**
  … data on linguistic distance 0.003** 0.008* − 0.01**
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the similarity-attraction paradigm, we suggest that high dissimilarity in nationality and 
international work experience is negatively related to top managers’ board tenure.

We find evidence that international top managers who are either foreigners or who 
deviate in terms of international work experience from the norm on their respective 
board serve a shorter time on a firm’s board. Altogether, dissimilarity in nationality 
has a stronger impact on tenure compared to dissimilarity in international work expe-
rience. It seems that dissimilarity in terms of different values, norms, beliefs, and atti-
tudes is perceived as more salient in day-to-day business than dissimilarity in terms of 
experiences, which often go hand in hand with different skills, routines and practices 
acquired through extensive international work experience (Froese et al. 2016; Tenzer 
et al. 2017). It is interesting to note that in all of our OLS models, higher dissimilarity 
is associated with shorter tenure as a time-based measure. In our logit models, only 
dissimilarity measured via linguistic distance is associated with a higher probability 
of serving a short tenure.12 This underscores the importance of language—and hence 
how possible missing linguistic proficiency in the boardroom (Piekkari et al. 2015) 
may contribute to short tenure. In contrast, probabilities of serving a long tenure are 
significantly lower throughout all estimated logit models.

Our findings also mirror prior research on faultlines in the boardroom. Fault-
lines appear when a group consists of various subgroups that differ in terms of 
demographic characteristics (Lau and Murnighan 1998; Li and Hambrick 2005; 
Ou et  al. 2017). Prior research has argued that faultlines within boards, for 
instance between the CEO and the TMT, may have negative consequences on 
strategic change or firm performance (see, for instance, Georgakakis et al. 2017; 
Richard et al. 2019; Van Peteghem et al. 2018). With the present paper, we take 
a step back and show that dissimilarities in demographic characteristics also cre-
ate faultlines between the individual top manager and his or her fellows on the 
board—with negative outcomes for the individual, i.e., a top manager’s tenure 
on the board. Hence, our findings bridge research on faultlines in upper echelons 
by showing how dissimilarities in demographic characteristics influence individ-
ual-level outcomes which subsequently may affect firm-level parameters. Based 
on our results, we can reasonably assume that dissimilarity in nationality (and 
in particular nationalities which have a high cultural distance and high linguis-
tic distance) may lead to more faultlines than dissimilarity in international work 
experience. Interestingly, too much international work experience (compared to 
the average norm on the board) seems to be detrimental for tenure, while lower 
levels of international work experience do not seem to reduce tenure.

However, through our empirical study, we could not confirm the moderating 
effect prior in-house work experience has on the relationship between interna-
tionality and tenure. Although social capital theory suggests that previous in-
house work experience contributes to the creation of social capital (which alle-
viates the negative effects of being dissimilar), it appears that, in our sample at 
least, international top managers cannot benefit from in-house work experience 

12  Once more, ‘short tenure’ refers to the classification by Allgood and Farrell (2000), i.e., tenure up to 
3 years.
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prior to their appointment, so as to reduce the negative impact their dissimilarity 
may have on their tenure. One explanation is that, despite increasing tendencies 
to internationalize boardrooms (Van Veen 2014), many firms still show an eth-
nocentric orientation (Michailova et al. 2017). Another explanation is related to 
individuals rather than to firms. Top managers with an international background 
may have a desire to move frequently to new positions, and, hence, they do not 
strive for long tenure in a specific firm. This mirrors recent scholarly discus-
sions on so-called boundaryless careers, stating that some individuals frequently 
change their job positions across organizations and by doing so, also across dif-
ferent countries (McNulty and De Cieri 2011; Suutari et al. 2012).13

5.2 � Contributions

Our study offers several contributions, the first of which is of a theoretical nature, in 
that we provide theoretical reasoning for a negative relationship between top man-
agers’ internationality and their board tenure. With the similarity-attraction para-
digm as a theoretical lens, we argue that similarity and attraction matter not only in 
appointment decisions (Doms and zu Knyphausen-Aufseß 2014), but also for tenure 
of top managers. While it has been stated that relational demography approaches 
(Tsui and O’Reilly 1989) are useful for studying the impact of similarity and dis-
similarity on appointment decisions (Westphal and Zajac 1995) or CEO compen-
sation (Fiss 2006), we claim that similarity and dissimilarity also have an impact 
during subsequent stages of a top manager’s career. With our focus on the similarity 
between an individual (i.e., a top manager) and a group, i.e., the board, we extend 
composition diversity research and follow a call by Van Knippenberg and Mell 
(2016) who encouraged more work in the field, in order to bridge individual and 
team level analyses. By applying interpersonal attraction approaches to firms’ upper 
echelons, we theorize that dissimilarity shortens tenure on the board. Thus, we also 
act on a suggestion by Cragun et al. (2016), who called to investigate top managers 
in the context of their peers on the board, in order to argue theoretically why tenure 
ends.

Second, our study contributes to tenure research by providing new empirical 
insights into the antecedents of board tenure at the individual level. Having empiri-
cal evidence on the factors that influence tenure at the individual level is important 
for MNCs. One major reason is that a top manager’s end of tenure implies a change 
at the firm’s apex, which in turn affects the future direction of the organization and 
hence is of utmost importance for a firm’s strategy, structure, and even culture (God-
thelp and Glunk 2003; Hambrick and Mason 1984). Thus far, the majority of studies 
have focused on antecedents of tenure at the organizational level (e.g., Ballinger and 
Marcel 2010; Brickley 2003). With rare exceptions (Daily et al. 2000; Godthelp and 
Glunk 2003; Wagner et al. 1984), prior literature has not analyzed antecedents at the 

13  We are aware that we are unable to find out whether some of our top managers in the sample are on 
boundaryless career tracks (or not). We tried to curb this problem by controlling for ‘prior board man-
dates’, which may serve as a possible indicator for being on a boundaryless career track.
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individual level. We investigate the association between top managers with an inter-
national background and tenure. We empirically disclose that board tenure shortens 
if top managers are dissimilar in terms of nationality and international work experi-
ence. As top managers in stock market-oriented firms are appointed by boards or 
shareholders, this has important implications for corporate governance literature and 
corporate governance practice: those who are responsible for an appointment, i.e., 
shareholders in monistic corporate governance systems and supervisory boards in 
a dualistic corporate governance environment (Monks and Minow 2011; Thomsen 
and Conyon 2012), should select board member candidates taking multiple dimen-
sions into account. Moreover, local (incumbent) board members should be coached 
and educated in such a way that they depart from ethnocentric philosophies and 
accept peers on the board who are dissimilar in terms of nationality and substantial 
international work experience (Köllen et al. 2020).

Third, our study advances our knowledge about the impact of in-house work 
experience on the relationship between the internationality of board members and 
their tenure. Our empirical analyses show that previous in-house work experience 
(in the firm where an individual holds a mandate on the management board) is ben-
eficial for board tenure. Therefore, we contribute to career literature by showing that 
in-house work experience is important not only for promotion to top executive ranks 
(e.g., Agrawal et  al. 2006; Hurley et  al. 1997), but also for tenure in the C-suite. 
While a ‘(life) long in-house career’ may currently be seen as undesirable or even 
as ‘boring’ by some individuals (Hamori et al. 2015), it still is a predictor of longer 
tenure. However, our empirical results from the moderation analysis suggest that 
firm insidership does not alleviate the negative effects of internationality on board 
tenure. Hence, while firm insidership may be positive for many reasons, such as the 
development of intra-firm networks or as a faster way to the top (Georgakakis et al. 
2016; Hamori and Kakarika 2009; Hamori and Koyuncu 2011), it does not mitigate 
the negative effect that an international background has on tenure. Since in-house 
work experience shows no attenuating moderation effect, this has consequences for 
firms with long-term development plans for future board members from inside the 
firm. Van Vianen et al. (2018, p. 593) state that "(…) the complexity of contempo-
rary career paths and the more self-determined role of employees in shaping their 
careers urge changes in traditional organizational career development (…)". For 
firms that have an international talent pool and use expatriation and repatriation for 
potential board members of tomorrow, we suggest taking actions to counterbalance 
the negative effects of dissimilarity in terms of foreign nationality and international 
work experience. Global talent pools, which are especially designed for (future) top 
managers, can provide access to networks with senior managers and can be a way 
of compensating for (too) much internationality (e.g., Collings 2014; Schmid and 
Wurster 2017; Van Bakel 2019). Moreover, managers working abroad can benefit 
from experienced mentors in the home country (e.g., Baruch et  al. 2017; Carra-
her et al. 2008; Kraimer et al. 2016), in order to become well-prepared for a stable 
career in the C-suite.

In summary, academia has so far outlined many benefits of top manager inter-
nationality, both at the level of the MNC and at the level of the individual (Nielsen 
2010; Piaskowska and Trojanowski 2014). While some studies have already shown 
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that internationality can also have mixed effects (Georgakakis et  al. 2016; Kacz-
marek and Ruigrok 2013; Schmid and Altfeld 2018), our study points to detrimental 
consequences for tenure at the individual level that should not be neglected—det-
rimental consequences for tenure. Anticipating the organizational consequences of 
hiring foreigners or top managers with foreign nationality and considerable interna-
tional experience (which goes beyond the average norm on the board) seems war-
ranted. Previous research has shown that ‘short’ tenure induces high costs, both 
monetary and non-monetary (e.g., Bilgili 2017; Grusky 1963; Oesterle 1999).14 
These costs include severance packages due to prematurely withdrawing from con-
tracts (‘golden handshakes’), lost profits owing to conflicts and frictions on the 
board, and finally, both the costs of screening new board members and of negotiat-
ing new contracts (Nadler 2016). Marcel et  al. (2017) take this concept one step 
further and reveal that ‘disruptive’ CEO successions, i.e., unexpected terminations 
of tenure, may be seen as a lapse of governance that, in turn, may threaten the legiti-
macy of a firm’s board and shareholders as well as the firm as such.

6 � Limitations and Further Research

Our study is subject to some limitations that serve as promising avenues for future 
research. First, while our dependent variable tenure seems very easy to capture, we 
should not forget that there are multiple reasons why a board member leaves the 
management board (Daily and Dalton 1995). However, when board members end 
their tenure, the ‘true’ reason is often not obvious—and it is often not communi-
cated by the firm in question (De Fond and Park 1999; Denis and Denis 1995). It is 
evident that it would be very fruitful also to include the reasons why tenure ends in 
empirical studies like ours, since the impact of top manager internationality on ten-
ure may be contingent on the reasons why tenure may end. To date, a considerable 
body of research has examined available data from various sources, such as news-
paper articles and press releases, and attempted to further categorize various rea-
sons why tenure ends (e.g., Hilger et al. 2013; Jenter and Kanaan 2015; Oehmichen 
et al. 2017; Schepker and Barker 2018). In the present study, we tried to curb this 
problem of not knowing the ‘true’ reason why our top managers left the board, by 
following the systematic approach suggested by Flickinger et al. (2016), in order to 
exclude specific turnover events that risked biasing our research results. Despite this 
approach, we admit that the ‘true’ reason behind the turnover event of each top man-
ager is not accounted for herein. Quantitative studies such as the present one will 
probably never include data on all board members and the ‘true’ reasons for the end-
ing of board memberships (see, for instance, Mobbs 2013). Hence, we suggest that 

14  The question of what constitutes an ‘optimal’ tenure for top managers is difficult to answer. A recently 
published article in Harvard Business Review (2019) suggests that periods of up to 7–9 years may be 
considered as ‘optimal’. The mean value of our top manager cohort’s tenure is 9.2 (Table 1) which seems 
to be at the upper end of this range. However, it has to be considered that our study is based on a German 
sample of management board members, while HBR data are based on a world sample and the particular 
function of the CEO.
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more qualitative research (for instance, interviews with board members, executive 
search firms, or active shareholders) may shed light on the nexus between top man-
ager internationality and tenure with a more refined differentiation of tenure end—
at least for selected cases in which the ‘true’ reasons are accessible to researchers. 
Such qualitative research may also study boards over time, to grasp better how inter-
actions between board members evolve and contribute to tenure end (Pye 2004).

Second, we know from previous research in the upper echelons field that top 
managers may get ‘stale in the saddle’. Miller (1991), for instance, revealed that 
long-tenured CEOs are less likely to match organizations’ strategy and structure 
with challenges posed by the firms’ environment. This failure to match strategy and 
environment hurts financial performance. Hence, this stream of research (e.g., see 
also Le and Kroll 2017; O’Shannassy and Leenders 2016; Zona 2014) has already 
made us aware of the fact that serving for a long time on a board can have detrimen-
tal consequences at the organizational level. Although we do not answer the ques-
tion of the ‘ideal’ length of top managers’ tenure in our research, we posit that there 
is an area of conflict between antecedents of board tenure at the individual level and 
consequences at the organizational level: for some individuals (who wish to stay as 
long as possible at a specific firm), it may be desirable to serve for a long time on the 
board, whereas firms may have reasons to avoid overly long tenure. Prior research 
has also shown that diversity on the board comes with several beneficial outcomes; 
hence diversity in terms of tenure may have positive consequences as well (Jebran 
et al. 2020; Li and Wahid 2018). These arguments mirror Boeker’s (1997) findings, 
which disclosed a negative relationship between upper echelons’ board tenure and 
corporate strategic change. Hence, future research may investigate the consequences 
of internationality not only at the level of the individual, but also at the level of the 
firm. In this context, it seems warranted to consider the variety of individual tenures 
in TMTs and to investigate jointly the influence of internationality for individual-
level, for board-level as well as for firm-level outcomes.

Third, it is self-evident that the relationship between internationality and tenure 
may also be moderated by additional characteristics and traits of top managers, for 
which we did not account. One prominent example is the power of board mem-
bers (for overviews, see, for instance, Finkelstein 1992 or Van Essen et al. 2015), 
whereby more powerful board members may be in a better position to stay longer 
on the board, even if they are non-nationals or even if they strongly deviate from 
the average international work experience of their peers. Hence, it may be a fruitful 
endeavor for future research to investigate how power (partially) compensates for 
dissimilarity.

Fourth, in our paper, we opted for interpersonal attraction research and the simi-
larity-attraction paradigm as the main theoretical perspective. We acknowledge that 
additional theoretical perspectives may be useful to explain shorter tenure of inter-
national top managers. As mentioned above, some international top managers (even 
more than national top managers) are on a boundaryless career track. Hence, these 
managers may be driven by the desire to have high variety in their career, and hence 
also the wish not to stay long on one board, but rather sequentially serve on different 
boards. The boundaryless career approach (Arthur and Rousseau 1996) could there-
fore serve as an additional theoretical lens for a study such as ours. Likewise, human 
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capital theory (Becker 1975) may help us to theorize on the negative relationship 
between internationality and tenure. Previous studies with a human capital perspec-
tive have potentially overestimated the value of foreignness and international work 
experience for individuals, boards and firms (e.g., Carpenter et  al. 2001; Nielsen 
2009; Nielsen and Nielsen 2013). In other words: if we assume that, in our context, 
internationality is less valuable than expected, we can argue that those individuals 
who have an international background are not reaching longer tenure, as interna-
tionality may rather constitute a liability than an asset for them. Hence, the ideas 
about liability of foreignness which are usually applied at the firm-level (Zaheer 
1995) may also be transferred to the level of the individual top manager (with conse-
quences for his or her tenure). Furthermore, literature on diversity management has 
mostly focused on the positive effects of diversity; this also applies to literature on 
nationality diversity in the boardroom (for an overview on boardroom diversity, see, 
Adams et  al. 2015; Roberson et  al. 2017). However, within literature on diversity 
management, there are also theoretical approaches which stress the negative impact 
of diversity on various outcomes. Examples are approaches which focus on cogni-
tive diversity (Kilduff et al. 2000). Miller et al. (1998), for instance, show that differ-
ences in executive characteristics such as experiences or expertise may harm strate-
gic decision-making. In sum, we wish to stress that, next to interpersonal attraction 
research and the similarity-attraction paradigm, additional approaches can be helpful 
to theorize on the internationality-tenure nexus.

7 � Conclusion

Our study has implications for both scholars and managers. While many corporate 
governance codes around the world recommend more diversity, and hence also 
more international diversity, on corporate boards (see, for instance, ACGPR 2014; 
GCGC 2017; UKCGC 2016), we show that top managers with foreign nationality 
and with international work experience which deviates from the norm serve shorter 
tenures on the management board. Our results are backed-up by interpersonal attrac-
tion research and the similarity-attraction paradigm. However, the results question 
existing claims in practitioner-oriented literature and corporate governance lit-
erature, where top managers’ international backgrounds are often associated with 
positive consequences. Given that the benefits of top managers with international 
background have already been stressed in previous literature (e.g., Carpenter et al. 
2001; Nielsen and Nielsen 2013), our study contributes to a balanced understanding 
of top managers’ internationality at the individual level. Foreigners and individuals 
with high levels of international work experience who aim to serve on management 
boards (for a long time) are advised to accumulate in-house work experience in the 
focal firm before being appointed to the management board, as in-house work expe-
rience has a direct effect on tenure.
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