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Can patriarchal attitudes moderate the relation between women on boards 
and firm economic performance? 

Paula Castro *, María T. Tascón, Sara Corral 
Universidad de León, Campus de Vegazana, s/n 24071, León, Spain   

A R T I C L E  I N F O   

JEL codes: 
L25 
J16 
M14 
M21 
Keywords: 
Women on boards 
Economic performance 
Patriarchal attitudes 
European listed firms 

A B S T R A C T   

The paper investigates the moderating effect of patriarchal attitudes by country and year on the relationship 
between gender diversity on boards and firm performance. The international sample analyzed is composed of 
1,103 listed firms from 18 European countries for the period of 2005–2019. Using a two-step system GMM 
approach, the analysis shows how the generally positive relationship between gender diversity and economic 
performance (proxied by return on assets and Tobin’s Q) is offset and even surpassed by the negative moderating 
effect of patriarchal attitudes. Furthermore, our work tests critical mass theory and finds confirmation in line 
with the results obtained for gender diversity. The main contributions of this work include its use of new specific 
proxies for gender culture by country, namely, patriarchal attitudes and the finding of how they affect the 
relationship between women’s board participation and firm performance in a negative and consistent way.   

1. Introduction 

In the last decade, the need to achieve gender equality has been 
extraordinarily advocated by social and regulatory pressures worldwide, 
with advanced economies and international organizations leading the 
process. As salient examples, we can mention the United Nations’ 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development, whose 5th goal is to “Achieve 
gender equality and empower all women,” and the European Parliament 
resolution of 2017 on equality between women and men in the European 
Union from 2014–20151. One manifestation of this global social change 
is the possibility of women accessing power at the upper echelons under 
the same conditions as men, including access to higher posts of eco-
nomic power. 

The varied elements affecting the social evolution toward gender 
equality and the derivations from such a change for the business uni-
verse have drawn the attention of researchers and given rise to a 
growing number of theories, hypotheses, and findings. A broad research 
stream is devoted to gender equality in firms’ boards of directors 
because women’s presence in leadership positions is a powerful driver of 
gender integration (Huffman et al., 2010). This is the view that the 
European Commission has taken in proposing a directive on “Improving 
the gender balance among non-executive directors of companies listed 
on stock exchanges and related measures,” which is expected to be 

approved shortly. Firms change as a result of external and internal 
pressures (Huffman et al. 2010); therefore, the desired objective of 
gender equality could be encouraged in firms by external social pres-
sures through a firm’s stakeholders (Amorelli & García-Sánchez, 2020), 
from mandatory regulation with different degrees of enforcement 
(Cabeza-García et al., 2019), and from a demonstrated beneficial in-
fluence of women board participation (in parity) on firm performance. A 
general research line examines the factors and conditions under which 
internal “pressure” can be developed or the relationship between 
women’s board participation and firm performance (Bennouri et al., 
2018; Hoobler et al., 2018; Jeong & Harrison, 2017; Post & Byron, 
2015). Our work can be framed into this third line of research con-
cerning firm performance as an internal pressure to improve women’s 
board participation. 

According to the empirical research conducted thus far on the link 
between women’s participation on boards of directors and several 
measures of firm performance, it is not a straightforward relationship 
(Bennouri et al., 2018; Jeong & Harrison, 2017; Kirsch, 2017; Reguer-
a-Alvarado et al., 2017). The challenge for research is to delimitate 
under what conditions the sign of this relationship changes and the 
factors inducing a significant link—whether positive or negative. In this 
setting, we are interested in a specific external form of pressure that one 
receives from firm human components from the culture present in 
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society concerning gender attitudes. On this issue, Hoobler et al. (2018) 
suggest that the relevance of the climate or the culture at work or in the 
surrounding society supports several theories applied to explain board 
gender inequality, such as upper echelons theory, social identity theory 
and critical mass theory. More specifically, Post & Byron (2015) identify 
the role of two sociocultural elements in moderating this relationship, 
shareholder protection and gender parity by country, using the Global 
Gender Gap score. 

Stereotypes or cultural gender roles in a society determine behavior 
norms expected from genders (Heilman, 2001) and act by biasing any 
subjective process of assessment; hence, patriarchal stereotypes hamper 
women’s access to boards. The still scarce empirical evidence on this 
subject seems to support this reasoning. Thus, Wang et al. (2018) 
mention country culture (concerning uncertainty avoidance and gender 
egalitarianism) as a moderating factor of board gender differences in 
careers; Cabeza-García et al. (2019) analyze how legal mechanisms and 
cultural factors (proxied by two Hofstede dimensions: masculinity and 
power distance) affect the evolution of board gender proportions; and 
Diehl et al. (2020) develop a measure to capture how woman leaders 
perceive and experience gender biases and find a relationship with work 
dissatisfaction and turnover intention. Other references mention a lack 
of consideration of cultural differences as a limitation of their studies on 
how board gender diversity affects different aspects of firm performance 
(Atif et al., 2019; Nguyen et al., 2020). 

This work is framed within a recent but growing stream on the 
identification of moderators within the general research on effects of 
board gender diversity on firm performance (Amorelli & García-Sán-
chez, 2021). Our moderator under study is patriarchal attitudes in a 
country, proxied by four different gender-attitude culture variables 
extracted from the World Values Survey Data and the Patriarchal Atti-
tude Index we construct from these data. To our knowledge, these 
gender-attitude variables have not been used previously. In line with 
recent research, this work also tests critical mass theory (Amorelli & 
García Sánchez, 2020; Brahma et al., 2020). 

For a large sample of 1,103 listed firms from 18 European countries 
for the period of 2005–2019, a significant negative moderating effect is 
found. That is, all types of patriarchal attitudes analyzed exert an off-
setting effect on the baseline positive relationship between women’s 
board participation and firm performance. The findings remain consis-
tent for return on assets (ROA) and market performance (Tobin’s Q) and 
support critical mass theory. Our results show robustness to the use of 
two alternative gender culture measures. 

Within a theoretical framework built on a combination of economy, 
organization, and social psychology theories, this study offers two main 
contributions to research on gender board diversity. The first lies in this 
work’s use of four very specific variables proxying for patriarchal atti-
tudes and construction of the Patriarchal Attitude Index, representing a 
cultural factor with core relevance to the process involved in reaching 
gender equality in society in general and in the business contexts 
affecting the boards of directors in particular. As this work’s second 
contribution, it provides consistent evidence of the negative significant 
effect of patriarchal attitudes on the role that women board members 
can play in improving firm performance. Finally, we contribute new 
evidence on critical mass theory for a broad sample of European 
countries. 

The rest of this paper is structured as follows. Section two presents 
the theoretical framework addressing the proposed hypothesis. In the 
third section, we present the sample, research model, and methodology 
employed. Section four reports our main results and a discussion of our 
findings. Finally, the main conclusions and implications of this work are 
provided in Section five. 

2. Theoretical background 

As workplace gender equality is a social and ethical goal and 
women’s presence in leadership positions noticeably contributes to 

gender integration throughout the firm (Dezsö & Ross, 2012; Huffman 
et al., 2010), socially desirable gender equality at the top of the corpo-
rate hierarchy has been widely analyzed. Strategic change and its 
derived firms’ performance have been studied as the effects of women’s 
participation in upper echelons, such as boards of directors (Pham & Lo, 
2023; Triana et al., 2014), CEOs (Hoobler et al., 2018), and top man-
agement teams (Carpenter et al., 2004). Of these three types of posts that 
a woman can occupy, the board has the central strategic role, as boards 
of directors influence the managerial team’s strategic action (Deutsch, 
2005; Kim et al., 2009) and take an active role in selecting new CEOs 
with previous experience to undertake the strategies preferred by the 
board (Westphal & Fredrickson, 2001). 

The board of directors is the main management and representative 
committee of a company because its responsibilities include monitoring 
the CEO and other top managers to protect shareholder interests, 
formulating strategies advising the CEO and top managers on related 
administrative and managerial issues, and helping access critical re-
sources for the firm (Johnson et al., 1996). Therefore, the board of di-
rectors’ responsibility for defining objectives and strategies, advising on 
policies, facilitating resources, and supervising and controlling top 
management (i.e., through hiring, firing, and executive pay) addresses 
the management of CEOs and top executives (Kim et al., 2009). This is 
why the board of directors has been the organ of a firm’s power most 
frequently analyzed to check the effect of gender diversity in upper 
echelons on firm performance. 

It is well established in the literature that the relationship between 
women’s board representation and firm performance is mixed (Jeong & 
Harrison, 2017; Post & Byron, 2015) and that no single theory thor-
oughly explains this relationship, as far as theories on economics, or-
ganizations, and social psychology are concerned (Carter et al., 2010; 
Valls Martínez et al., 2022). A positive relationship suggests that women 
add firm value, which has been measured through accounting proxies 
such as ROA (Bennouri et al., 2018; Brahma et al., 2020; Liu et al., 2014; 
Terjesen et al., 2016) and through market values such as Tobin’s Q 
(Brahma et al., 2020; Campbell & Minguez-Vera, 2008; Carter et al., 
2003; Reguera-Alvarado et al., 2017; Terjesen et al., 2016). For 
example, Galbreath (2016) adds to this line that the positive relation 
between firm performance and board gender diversity could be indirect 
as women’s influence on firms’ prosocial actions generates a more 
intense involvement in corporate social responsibility initiatives. A 
negative relationship has also been found, suggesting a negative influ-
ence of women directors on firm performance measured based on ac-
counting (Adams & Ferreira, 2009; Yang et al., 2019) and market returns 
(Adams & Ferreira, 2009; Bennouri et al., 2018; Elsaid, 2014; Yang 
et al., 2019). Other empirical works have found no relationship between 
woman board representation and firm performance (Carter et al., 2010). 

The reasons for explaining the potential effect of gender diversity on 
firm performance and the theories supporting those reasons can be 
classified into three main groups: those focused on board efficiency, 
board decision-making style (Atif et al., 2019), and board monitoring 
ability (Bennouri et al., 2018). 

The first explanation is based on the human capital theory, which 
states that a person’s stock of education, skills, and experience will be 
used to benefit the firm where they work (Carter et al., 2010; Terjesen 
et al., 2016). Thus, additional knowledge and experience would provide 
a better understanding of the market and of the diverse stakeholders of a 
firm (Carter et al., 2003; Post & Byron, 2015). The knowledge and skills 
contributed by women can materialize as creativity, innovation, and 
varied views (Miller & Triana, 2009; Reguera-Alvarado et al., 2017). 
Thus, with gender diversity on boards, complex issues are expected to be 
solved through more informed high-quality deliberations (Atif et al., 
2019; Huang & Kisgen, 2013). This first group of reasons for efficiency is 
also alluded to as ‘board capital attributes’ and includes demographic 
attributes such as education, business skills, and nationality and rela-
tional capital such as tenure, media coverage, and multiple directorship 
(Bennouri et al., 2018). 
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The second group of reasons is based on stakeholder and resource 
dependence theories. In stakeholder theory, directors and managers are 
committed to fulfilling or accomplishing the firm’s stakeholders’ ex-
pectations to obtain their approval (Elmagrhi et al., 2019). Resource 
dependence theory states the necessary engagement of the firm with 
external agents (stakeholders) to obtain resources and how those re-
sources modify the firm’s behavior and performance. According to these 
theories, gender diversity on boards affects a firm’s decision-making 
style for several reasons. Stakeholder theory supports that women di-
rectors can increase pressure on firms to meet stakeholders’ expectations 
(Elmagrhi et al., 2019) by including new viewpoints and deliberative 
processes according to the different values identified by gender (Jeong & 
Harrison, 2017; Loyd et al., 2013; Post & Byron, 2015). Women as di-
rectors have been found to be more self-transcendent (a feature 
emerging from values such as benevolence and universalism) than 
self-enhanced (a feature emerging from values such as achievement and 
power) (Adams & Funk, 2012; Adams et al., 2011). Self-transcendence is 
explained by Bruckmüller & Branscombe (2010) as exhibiting inter-
personal qualities of intuition and an awareness of others’ feelings. For 
example, women board directors have been found to focus more on 
corporate social responsibility (Romano et al., 2020; Shaukat et al., 
2016; Valls Martínez et al., 2019). Consequently, diverse boards link 
firms with a greater variety of external agents. According to resource 
dependence theory, this variety and women’s preference for greater 
accountability could help firms obtain more valuable and critical re-
sources (Carter et al., 2010; Elmagrhi et al., 2019). 

The third group of reasons is based on agency theory (Carter et al., 
2010), that is, the relationship between groups linked by a 
principal-agent contract, and the conflicts derived from their different 
interests and priorities. This group of reasons concerns directors’ 
monitoring attributes, including independence, board chair represen-
tation, and participation in board committees (Bennouri et al., 2018). A 
diverse board of directors can play a relevant role in solving agency 
conflicts, as diversity reinforces its monitoring role owing to more in-
dependent contributions and better managerial accountability (Adams 
& Ferreira, 2009; Adams et al., 2011; Brahma et al., 2020). In addition, 
the identified significant difference between genders concerning risk 
aversion is expected to increase when a board of directors exerts its 
monitoring role, as women boards show a preference for safer corporate 
policies and more conservative investments (Datta et al., 2021). 

In sum, women’s traits can have a positive effect on firm perfor-
mance through women board roles in advising, decision taking, and 
monitoring, forming reasons in favor of gender diversity in the upper 
echelons of business management. Given the contentious previous evi-
dence, the conditions under which woman leaders are able to apply their 
knowledge and skills to improve a firm’s financial performance seem to 
be key to advancing this line of research. Patriarchal attitudes precisely 
address such conditions. There are two cultural contexts to consider: the 
broader social context of woman life dimensions or the culture of the 
society in which a woman lives (Hoobler et al., 2018) and the local social 
context of the given workplace (Diehl et al., 2020). The first context, 
biased by patriarchal attitudes, is expected to influence the second 
strongly, although it is possible to moderate this influence through 
active gender management (Ng & Sears, 2017). 

The broader context of patriarchal attitudes given by history, tradi-
tions, beliefs, values, education, and politics, will determine the 
behavioral patterns found in a society (Uribe-Bohorquez et al., 2019; 
Gyapong & Afrifa, 2019). These factors address what society considers 
right or wrong (Heilman, 2001). Depending on the given country, the 
interests and responsibilities of individuals, the experiences they may 
have, or the ways in which good decision making is to be carried out will 
be interpreted differently. 

To determine the sociocultural factors related to gender that char-
acterize countries, the model proposed by Hofstede (2011) has been 
repeatedly used. However, this model has several limitations, such as a 
lack of updated data and the fact that only one set of data is available for 

all periods. For this reason, the present work analyzes the impact of 
gender culture through an alternative source of information, the World 
Values Survey. This survey allows the user, through the survey’s 
different waves, to obtain more recent information and data on different 
values for the period under study (Inglehart et al., 2020a; Inglehart 
et al., 2020b; Inglehart et al., 2020c). Cultural variables concerning 
gender are measured through patriarchal attitudes by country and year. 

The local workplace context reveals how patriarchal values present 
in societies are reflected in business cultures. Four general elements of 
gender bias appear in business2 (Diehl et al., 2020): the “think manag-
er—think male” pattern, the “glass ceiling” phenomenon, the “think 
crisis—think female” pattern, which has also been expressed as the 
“glass cliff” phenomenon, and the “queen bee syndrome.” (1) The “think 
manager—think male” pattern identified in the seventies (Schein, 1973) 
represents a general prejudice about how a manager should behave, 
with competitive and self-confident traits attributed to both men and 
managers according to stereotypes (Bruckmüller & Branscombe, 2010)3. 
This prejudice is offset by the presence of a woman CEO and by active 
firm processes encouraging women recruitment (Ng & Sears, 2017). (2) 
The “glass ceiling” phenomenon has been described as an invisible 
barrier that women face in accessing upper echelons of firms’ power 
(Heilman, 2001). An aspect of the gender bias contributing to the con-
struction of the “think manager—think male” and “glass ceiling” trends 
is the differentiation of social roles, with work-family conflict being a 
determinant factor keeping women away from management and direc-
tion responsibilities. On the one hand, the more demanding family re-
sponsibilities attributed to women in patriarchal societies are perceived 
by employers, supervisors, and other directors on the board as 
hampering women’s productivity at work. On the other hand, in patri-
archal settings, women limit their own aspirations to avoid work-family 
conflict (Diehl et al., 2020). (3) Ryan & Haslam (2005) coined the term 
“glass cliff” to refer to a tendency for women to become board directors 
of failing businesses. Intuition and an awareness of others’ feelings are 
traits attributed to women according to stereotypes and are required in 
business crises (Bruckmüller & Branscombe, 2010). For instance, Hurley 
& Choudhary (2020) find support for glass cliff arguments in their work 
on the role of gender (CFOs and boards) in risk taking in US listed 
companies. The three elements form a coherent framework of gender 
inequality at the upper echelons of business power, as found by Bruck-
müller & Branscombe (2010). In their experiments, stereotypes are 
found to be maintained in successful firms managed by men (“think 
manager—think male”), making certain posts inaccessible to women 
(“glass ceiling”); however, stereotypes about what constitutes a good 
leader change in the case of unsuccessful firms, which seem to require 
leader traits more closely reflecting female stereotypes (“think cri-
sis—think female” and “glass cliff”). (4) Finally, a perverse effect of 
gender bias is the “queen bee syndrome,” whereby a woman in a power 
position distances herself from women colleagues, preventing her from 
defending women’s equal treatment to avoid men colleagues’ criticism 
and rejection (Diehl et al., 2020). This syndrome takes place in countries 
with higher levels of competitiveness and ambition; that is, along with 
exhibiting traits associated with men, women managers may adopt 
masculine culture roles as a sign of adaptation (Uribe-Bohorquez et al., 
2019). 

In the workplace, invisible barriers affecting women take several 
forms because patriarchal culture affects how women are perceived, 
assigned to jobs, evaluated, and rewarded relative to men (Heilman, 
2001; Huffman et al., 2010; Montgomery & Cowen, 2020). Thus, some 
authors have found that implicit gender biases emerge as a dislike of 

2 In this context, the term “manager” must be read in a broad sense, referring 
to leadership positions of firms, including members of top management teams, 
CEOs, and board directors. 

3 Other essential-for-business traits that stereotypes attribute to men are in-
dependence and aggressiveness (Heilman, 2001). 
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women’s success, poorer evaluations, poorer performance ratings and 
less frequent rewards, leading to barriers to promotion (Diehl et al., 
2020). In other words, women CEOs (as well as directors and managers) 
achieve less favorable personal career success outcomes, and Wang 
et al. (2018) found the important role played by cultural factors by 
country in moderating a considerable proportion of such career 
differences. 

Returning to the three functions to be developed by boards of di-
rectors with an effect on firm performance—efficiency, decision-making 
style, and monitoring—we analyze how patriarchal attitudes interfere 
with the potential positive influences stated by human capital, stake-
holder, resource dependence, and agency theories. 

Patriarchal attitudes claim that women lack the “right” human cap-
ital for directorships (Carter et al., 2010). Specifically, one of our proxies 
for patriarchal attitudes is the proportion of people who agree or 
strongly agree with the idea “Men make better business executives than 
women do.” This idea has not been eradicated in any European country, 
and is equivalent to the pattern “think manager—think male” applicable 
to any power position in firms. With patriarchal attitudes biasing how 
women’s knowledge, skills, experience, and performance are perceived 
and assessed (Heilman 2001; Huffman et al., 2010; Montgomery & 
Cowen, 2020), not only do they find it more challenging to access the 
board of directors but they also find it difficult to contribute these 
innovative and varied views coming from the diversity that should result 
in more informed high-quality deliberations (Atif et al., 2019; Huang & 
Kisgen, 2013). If women directors are treated as tokens (King et al., 
2010) and their contributions are underestimated (Konrad et al., 2008), 
or they imitate patriarchal attitudes (queen bee syndrome) in their effort 
to avoid men colleagues’ criticism and rejection (Diehl et al., 2020), the 
potential effect of women directors’ differential human capital on board 
efficiency reasoned by human capital theory would be annulled. 

As for the contribution to board decision-making, with patriarchal 
attitudes present in the workplace, the imitation of men’s decision- 
making style (self-enhanced, oriented to achievement and power) 
(Adams & Funk, 2012; Adams et al., 2011) would not result in a better 
connection with stakeholders or a wide variety of external agents 
(Carter et al., 2003). Women on boards imitating their colleagues’ styles 
would not help the firm access additional critical resources (Elmagrhi 
et al., 2019). In contrast, women directors with a more self-transcendent 
style, oriented toward benevolence and universalism, would better 
connect with the firm’s stakeholders. However, the patriarchal attitudes 
present in society would be biasing the perception that external agents 
have of the woman director (Heilman 2001), thus hampering the 
obtaining of additional critical resources for the firm. Therefore, even if 
women directors show a differential pro-stakeholder decision-making 
style, patriarchal attitudes would interfere with breaking the link be-
tween stakeholder theory and resource dependence theory. 

Regarding the contribution to board monitoring ability, the first 
option, as in the previous two contributions of directors on boards, is 
that in the context of patriarchal attitudes in the workplace, women 
directors imitate the monitoring attributes of their men colleagues 
(queen bee syndrome) to avoid criticism and rejection (Diehl et al., 
2020). In this case, the absence of diverse directors’ monitoring attri-
butes does not benefit a firm’s economic performance. On the contrary, 
diversity reinforces the board’s monitoring role if women directors add 
more independent contributions, better managerial accountability 
(Adams & Ferreira, 2009; Adams et al., 2011; Brahma et al., 2020), or 
better control of excess risk (Datta et al., 2021). However, these po-
tential reasons for better monitoring would disappear when women 
directors’ differential contributions are undervalued by their men col-
leagues and are not applied to the firm. 

Regarding the three groups of decisions of boards of directors, the 
imitation of men directors’ traits by women directors in the context of 
strong patriarchal attitudes is explained by legitimacy (Deegan et al., 
2002) and institutional theories (Grosvold & Brammer, 2011). Accord-
ing to legitimacy theory, a firm’s reputation depends on its commitment 

to values in the surrounding society (Elmagrhi et al., 2019), and ac-
cording to institutional theory, firms comply with pressures and ex-
pectations from formal and informal institutions (Scott, 1995). The 
evolution of societal boundaries and norms as well as regulations 
(Grosvold et al., 2007; Parboteeah et al., 2008) in respect to gender 
toward a non-patriarchal culture would make the imitation pattern 
unnecessary, but in the meantime, these theories support the queen bee 
syndrome as a way for women to fit in a masculine workplace. 

The undervaluation of women’s contributions to the board of di-
rectors by their colleagues and the firm’s stakeholders can be explained 
through the behavioral theory of boards in a patriarchal culture. Ac-
cording to this theory, the functioning of the board of directors results 
from interactions inside and outside the boardroom, and decision- 
making and control mechanisms result from coalitions, bargaining, 
and cooperation (Van Ees et al., 2009). During interactions between 
women directors and their colleagues and stakeholders, patriarchal at-
titudes present in society and the immediate workplace exert their 
adverse or harmful influence. Several theories in the field of social 
psychology justify the moderating role of patriarchal cultures. These 
theories include expectation states theory, social dominance theory, 
system justification theory, and social identity theory (Uribe-Bohorquez 
et al., 2019). Concerning gender and status hierarchies in the workplace, 
expectation states theory predicts the influence of negative attributions 
(lower competence, less useful information, or experience) that col-
leagues and stakeholders can associate during negotiation with a woman 
counterpart, and the woman’s legitimate expertise may not always 
annul this effect, resulting in women not being board members who are 
listened to (Konrad et al., 2008; Ridgeway, 2001). Social dominance 
theory explains how gender inequality in patriarchal societies perpetu-
ates through institutional discrimination, aggregated individual 
discrimination, and behavioral asymmetry (Sidanius & Pratto, 2004). 
System justification theory states that the defense and justification of a 
gender inequality status quo serve to satisfy some underlying needs of 
patriarchal societies. However, this inequality can be disadvantageous 
to women (Jost et al., 2004). Social identity theory predicts ingroup 
favoritism by considering gender differences in status and legitimacy in 
patriarchal societies (Tajfel, 1979; Terjesen & Sealy, 2016). 

Patriarchal attitudes work through the necessary interactions of 
women directors with stakeholders and other board members during the 
development of the three groups of board functions. Based on legitimacy 
and institutional theories, as well as the behavioral theory of boards and 
social psychological theories such as expectation states, social domi-
nance, system justification, and social identity, we hypothesize a nega-
tive interference on the positive effect of gender diversity on firms’ 
economic performance predicted by human capital theory for board 
efficiency, stakeholder and resource dependence theories for board 
decision-making style, and agency theory for board monitoring ability. 
These phenomena result in an inefficient assignment of human capital, 
which, according to resource theory, results in poorer firm performance, 
all else being equal. Consistent with this reasoning, Post & Byron (2015) 
point out that the gender parity reached in every country is a determi-
nant of the effect that gender diversity can have on firm outcomes. An 
extensive meta-analysis on the effects of women’s business leadership on 
financial performance conducted by Hoobler et al. (2018) finds support 
for a more likely positive influence in cultures with more gender egali-
tarianism. We thus predict that a cultural gender bias toward patriarchal 
attitudes has a hampering effect on the relationship between gender 
diversity and firm performance. 

H1: A context with patriarchal attitudes mitigates the positive as-
sociation between gender diversity and economic performance. 

Despite advances made in regulations over the past twenty years in 
many countries to encourage women to incorporate into corporate 
boards, imposed as recommendations in some cases and as legislative 
quotas of 30%-40% in others (Brahma et al., 2020), the percentages are 
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still far from desirable levels and can be considered no more than tokens 
in many cases. This unequal evolution of the quotas imposed or rec-
ommended by regulation and the effective ones reached in practice 
suggests a divergence between formal and informal institutions (insti-
tutional theory) and different levels of legitimacy between the regula-
tor’s intention and that of the members of society in charge of the 
application of the rules (legitimacy theory). We hypothesize that this 
divergence comes from the patriarchal attitudes in the society where the 
firm is established and operates, affecting its upper echelons and 
stakeholders. 

According to the Gender Equality Index of 2019 (EIGE, 2020), 
women constitute 28.8% of boards of the largest quoted companies, 
supervisory boards and boards of directors. This level constitutes a 
remarkable improvement from that of 2010, when the proportion was 
11.9%, but progress has been heterogeneous, concentrating in countries 
with legislative or other mandatory actions. France is the only European 
Union Member State with more than 40% of each gender on combined 
boards; women account for more than a third (33%) of board members 
in only four Member States (Italy, Sweden, Finland, and Germany); in 
ten Member States the proportion ranges from 20% to 33%; and in 13 
Member States women account for less than 20% of board representa-
tives, with percentages being lower than 10% in Malta, Greece, and 
Estonia4. 

Although women in power positions serve as a sign of positive 
change toward equality for other women (Hoobler et al., 2018), the 
insightful work of Kanter (1977) suggests that the mere presence of 
women in such positions is not enough. The gender proportion within a 
work group determines an individual’s experience as part of a minority 
(Hoobler et al., 2018). According to expectation states, social domi-
nance, system justification, and social identity theories, in a work 
context of patriarchal attitudes, a woman would be attributed negative 
traits, which would affect her interactions with colleagues and stake-
holders (behavioral theory of boards). This discrimination and asym-
metry would tend to perpetuate, normalized as the status quo by the 
dominant group. In line with this reasoning, King et al. (2010) found 
that a woman accessing a post as a token to fill a ‘gender’ post may suffer 
social isolation and a psychological climate of gender inequity5 (pushing 
women to create the “queen bee syndrome”). Furthermore, King et al. 
(2010) find that the psychological experience of gender inequity has a 
negative effect on women’s job satisfaction, affective commitment, and 
helping behaviors in parallel with their stress and turnover intentions. 

An increasing proportion of women on boards acts against patriar-
chal attitudes within the board of directors and, subsequently, within 
the firm. The presence of two, three or more women on a board of 
around ten people first modifies the ingroup and outgroup of the only 
group of men directors (social identity theory). More active participa-
tion of women required when the proportion of men decreases would 
contribute to undermining the effects described by other social psy-
chological theories (expectation states, social dominance, and system 
justification). The literature seems unanimous in supporting critical 
mass theory, which refers to positive change occurring in minority 

groups. Synthetically, Kristie (2011) summarizes this theory as follows: 
One female director on the board serves as a token, two form a presence, 
and three form a voice (Liu et al., 2014). Therefore, the effect of the 
presence of women directors on a board’s decision-taking remarkably 
increases when the extent of this presence grows starting from a very 
small proportion (Torchia et al., 2011). For instance, for a sample of 
FTSE 100 firms, Brahma et al. (2020) find that gender diversity posi-
tively affects a firm’s financial performance in an unequivocal and 
highly significant way when three or more women are part of a board of 
directors. Joecks et al. (2013) use a women presence of 30% (approxi-
mately 3 in absolute number as the average for the sample) or more to 
test critical mass theory and find a related improvement in firm per-
formance after this critical mass is reached. Hence, women’s perceptions 
of an inequitable gender climate in relation to tokenism would affect 
work outcomes. Critical mass theory suggests that the number of women 
on a board affects their representation, requiring at least three women to 
be present on a board to achieve a significant positive improvement in a 
firm’s performance. 

The question not previously addressed is whether a critical mass is 
able to annul or just counteract patriarchal attitudes inside the work-
place. On the one hand, a significant proportion of women should indeed 
take part in negotiations and decision-making on the board, thus pro-
ducing a substitution of expectations with negative attributions by the 
appreciation of women’s real contribution and performance (Konrad 
et al., 2008), thus reducing the effect identified by expectation states 
theory. The reduction in disequilibrium between both groups (men and 
women) on the board plays a relevant role in undermining the effect of 
social identity theory, as well as the social dominance and the system 
justification theories. On the other hand, the positive effects of reaching 
a critical mass do not affect patriarchal attitudes external to the firm. 
Therefore, during the interactions of women directors with the firm’s 
stakeholders, according to legitimacy and institutional theories, patri-
archal attitudes are expected to hamper negotiations and the obtaining 
of critical resources, independent of the proportion of women on the 
firm’s board. As a result, we hypothesize a partially positive effect of 
critical mass to offset the negative effect of patriarchal attitudes on the 
relationship between gender diversity and firm performance. 

H1a: In firms with three or more women directors on their boards, a 
context with patriarchal attitudes mitigates the positive association 
between gender diversity and economic performance more lightly 
than in firms with less than three women board directors. 

3. Empirical research 

3.1. Data 

We use an international sample of 1,103 listed companies from 18 
European countries6 (Austria, Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Denmark, 
Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Italy, the Netherlands, 
Norway, Poland, Portugal, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, and the United 
Kingdom) for 2005 to 2019. Data for financial ratios and on board 
characteristics were obtained from Thomson Reuters Eikon. The 
required data on patriarchal attitudes were obtained from the World 
Values Survey, while gender development and inequality indices were 
extracted from the Human Development Report. 

Panels A and B of Table 1 show the sample distribution indicating the 
mean values of gender diversity by country and year, respectively7. 

4 To address gender imbalances in boards of directors, some Member States 
have legislated gender quotas, including France (40%); Belgium, Italy, and 
Portugal (33%); and Germany and Austria (30%). A softer regulation is applied 
in eleven other Member States (Denmark, Ireland, Greece, Spain, Luxemburg, 
the Netherlands, Poland, Slovenia, Finland, Sweden, and the United Kingdom). 
For part of this group, legislated quotas are restricted to state-owned com-
panies. Greece, Slovenia, and Spain have applied regulations without enforce-
ment measures. Other Member States have instead encouraged companies to 
self-regulate. In the remaining eleven Member States (Bulgaria, the Czech Re-
public, Estonia, Croatia, Cyprus, Latvia, Lithuania, Hungary, Malta, Romania, 
and Slovakia), no substantial government action has been applied (EIGE, 2020).  

5 This term refers to women’s perceptions of unfair favoritism for men 
exhibited by the policies, procedures, and events of organizations (social 
identity theory). 

6 The final observations from the 18 European countries are all listed com-
panies on the stock exchange after excluding observations with missing infor-
mation on firm boards and patriarchal attitudes. 

7 Our sample could be affected by an availability bias due to a higher incli-
nation of firms to provide data on gender diversity when they better comply 
with official guidelines and/or regulation. 
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Panel A shows significant variation in women’s representation in listed 
firms across countries, highlighting Cyprus, Greece, and Slovenia as the 
countries with higher proportions of women on boards. At the other 
extreme of the sample, Austria and Germany are the countries with 
lower proportions of women on boards. 

Panel B shows the level of gender diversity by year. The progressive 
and remarkable increase in the percentage of women on boards during 
the period under study (191%) starts from the lowest mean value (5.4%) 
in 2005 and reaches the highest mean value of the period (15.8%) in 
2019. 

The total average by country or year (approximately 12%) is much 
higher than the proportion found in studies of previous periods (i.e., 
3.28% obtained by Campbell & Mínguez-Vera (2008) and 6.93% found 
by Reguera-Alvarado et al. (2017)). However, our sample of listed firms 
presents a worse situation than that of the largest listed firms analyzed 
by EIGE (2020). The 10.67% value obtained for our sample for 2010 is 
lower than the EIGE’s value of 12%, and it is worrying that the 
improvement gained in the following years up to the 15.83% level in 
2019 is far from the 26.6% level reached by the largest listed firms. 

3.2. Model and methodology 

The proposed model tests our hypothesis by examining the impact of 
board gender diversity on a firm’s economic performance and the 
moderating effect of patriarchal attitudes on this relationship. In the 
model, a firm’s economic performance is the dependent variable and is 
measured through ROA and Tobin’s Q. Both ratios are extensively used 

as alternative measures of economic performance for listed firms (Ben-
nouri et al., 2018; Brahma et al., 2020; Carter et al., 2010; Terjesen et al., 
2016; Yang et al., 2019). However, Tobin’s Q is a more complex mea-
sure. ROA takes only accounting data, relating the net income obtained 
every year with the assets used by the firm to produce those earnings. 
Tobin’s Q takes accounting, and market data, relating the market’s ex-
pected cash flows reflected in the firm’s stock price (jointly with external 
financing) with the same total assets used. Therefore, Tobin’s Q in-
corporates information on market participants’ expectations about 
future firm performance, which is an interesting source of the potential 
influence of external-to-the-firm patriarchal attitudes. The performance 
variable is lagged by one period to fit the methodology and avoid po-
tential endogeneity. The proportion of women on a firm’s board and 
patriarchal attitudes are the variables of interest. To explore each pa-
triarchal attitude individually, we study the interaction between the 
proportion of women board members and four different proxies of pa-
triarchal attitudes. Each model includes a patriarchal attitude as well as 
its interaction with the variable proxying for gender board diversity. In 
our baseline model, we measure board gender diversity from the pro-
portion of women on a board of directors (WOM_BOARD), calculated as 
the ratio of the number of women to the total number of board members 
(Abad et al., 2017; Ahmadi et al., 2018; Li & Chen, 2018). 

The moderating variables used in the model to test our hypothesis 
are based on the measures proposed by Davis & Williamson (2019) to 
explain levels of patriarchy in different countries. The use of different 
levels of patriarchal attitudes by country and year allows us to capture 
the evolution of the behavioral patterns attributed to sociocultural fac-
tors and to compare these factors to an international context. The four 
variables of patriarchal attitudes include the proportion of people who 
agree or strongly agree with the statement “Job scarce: Men should have 
more right to a job than women” (Men_job_right), the proportion of 
people who agree or strongly agree with the statement “Men make better 
business executives than women do” (Men_executives), the proportion 
of people who agree or strongly agree with the statement “Men make 
better political leaders than women do” (Men_politician), and the pro-
portion of people who agree or strongly agree with the statement 
“University is more important for a boy than for a girl” (University_boy). 

Our model includes two types of control variables. First, variables on 
firm characteristics are constructed with financial and accounting ratios. 
The second collection of control variables refers to board characteristics. 
Following previous studies (Botta, 2020; Brahma et al., 2020; Carpenter 
& Sanders, 2002; Nguyen et al., 2015; Uribe-Bohorquez et al., 2019; 
Kyaw et al., 2017), we set the control variables as follows. Financial 
characteristics include the leverage of the company (DEBT) calculated as 
the sum of short and long-term debt relative to total assets; research and 
development expenses (RDA) calculated as research and development 
expenses relative to total assets; the size of the firm (SIZE) calculated as 
the logarithm of total assets; and the tangibility of the firm (TANG) 
calculated as net property, plant, and equipment resources relative to 
total assets. Board characteristics considered in the model are as follows: 
board size (BOARD_SIZE) measured as the number of directors on a 
board; board independence (BOARD_IND) calculated as the proportion 
of nonexecutive board members of all members; and board activity 
(BOARD_ACT) measured as the number of annual board meetings. In 
addition, to analyze the effect of gender regulation by country, we have 
considered the gender quota law (GENDER_QUOTA), which is equal to 1 
if the year after the country mandatorily applies the gender quotas in 
firms’ boardrooms, and 0 otherwise. 

Finally, we include a set of industry dummies (Sm) considering the 12 
Fama and French factors, a set of country dummies (Ck), and a set of time 
dummy variables (Yt). In addition, to avoid outliers, we winsorize all 
continuous variables at the 1st and 99th percentiles. The baseline model, 
including the widely analyzed relationship between women’s participa-
tion on boards and firms’ economic performance [1], has been extended 
to test the effect of patriarchal attitudes on this relationship [2]. 

We use a dynamic framework, since it could be considered the most 

Table 1 
Sample distribution.  

Panel A. Women on boards by country  
Mean Std. Dev. Min. Max. 

Austria 0.0337 0.0869 0.0000 0.4000 
Cyprus 0.2157 0.0366 0.1538 0.2500 
Czech_Republic 0.0733 0.0542 0.0000 0.1429 
Denmark 0.0954 0.1066 0.0000 0.4286 
Finland 0.1895 0.1082 0.0000 0.5000 
France 0.1279 0.1107 0.0000 0.5000 
Germany 0.0493 0.0922 0.0000 0.5000 
Greece 0.2031 0.1326 0.0000 0.5000 
Hungary 0.0946 0.1280 0.0000 0.5000 
Italy 0.0816 0.1020 0.0000 0.5000 
Netherlands 0.0988 0.1234 0.0000 0.5000 
Norway 0.1655 0.1092 0.0000 0.5000 
Poland 0.1299 0.1181 0.0000 0.5000 
Portugal 0.1365 0.1298 0.0000 0.5000 
Slovenia 0.2000 0.0000 0.2000 0.2000 
Spain 0.1033 0.0908 0.0000 0.4000 
Sweden 0.1985 0.1299 0.0000 0.5000 
United_Kingdom 0.1273 0.1381 0.0000 0.5000 
Total 0.1220 0.1284 0.0000 0.5000  

Panel B. Gender diversity by year  
Mean Std. Dev. Min. Max. 

2005 0.0544 0.1042 0.0000 0.5000 
2006 0.0568 0.1038 0.0000 0.5000 
2007 0.0678 0.1037 0.0000 0.5000 
2008 0.0678 0.1032 0.0000 0.5000 
2009 0.0852 0.1069 0.0000 0.5000 
2010 0.1067 0.1070 0.0000 0.5000 
2011 0.1144 0.1127 0.0000 0.5000 
2012 0.1210 0.1122 0.0000 0.5000 
2013 0.1297 0.1215 0.0000 0.5000 
2014 0.1304 0.1267 0.0000 0.5000 
2015 0.1307 0.1269 0.0000 0.5000 
2016 0.1438 0.1330 0.0000 0.5000 
2017 0.1421 0.1343 0.0000 0.5000 
2018 0.1487 0.1427 0.0000 0.5000 
2019 0.1583 0.1465 0.0000 0.5000 
Total 0.1194 0.1282 0.0000 0.5000  
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appropriate for studying the impact of board gender diversity on a firm’s 
economic performance (Nguyen et al., 2015; Pathan & Faff, 2013). 
Adams & Ferreira (2009), Wintoki et al. (2012), and Brahma et al. 
(2020) have identified and addressed endogeneity in the relationship 
between board structure (including gender diversity) and firm economic 
performance. Following Wintoki et al. (2012) and Brahma et al. (2020), 
we address potential endogeneity by using a well-developed dynamic 
panel generalized method of moments (GMM) estimator, in particular 
the two-step system GMM approach (Arellano & Bover, 1995; Blundell & 
Bond, 1998). 

4. Results 

4.1. Descriptive results 

Table 2 reports the statistics of the variables of our sample. The mean 
value for firm performance is approximately 12.41% when considering 
the accounting economic ratio (ROA) and is 162.91% when market 
performance (Tobin’s Q) is analyzed. For gender diversity on boards, we 
document a mean value of 12.21% of women8 on boards (WOM_-
BOARD) for the listed firms under study. Finally, regarding board 
characteristics, we report a mean size of 10 members9 (BOARD_SIZE); 
meanwhile, the proportion of independent members (BOARD_IND) is 
approximately 43%, and the mean number of yearly board meetings 

(BOARD_ACT) is approximately 910. 
Table 3 shows the mean values for patriarchal attitudes by country. 

The percentages range from the 5.94% of population that agrees with 
the idea that the university is more important for a boy than for a girl to 
the 13.54% that agrees that men are better politician than women. In 
addition, 10.20% of the population agrees that men are more entitled to 
a job, and 12% thinks that men are better at serving as executives than 
women. By country, we find maximum values in Hungary, Greece, and 
the Czech Republic, which show more patriarchal attitudes, and mini-
mum mean values in Sweden, Denmark, and Norway. Following Davis & 
Williamson (2019), we create a Patriarchal Attitude Index. It is a 
comprehensive measure constructed by extracting the first principal 
component of the four questions through the principal component 
analysis technique and standardized with a mean of 0 and a standard 
deviation of 1. A low (high) score for this index means lower (higher) 
levels of patriarchal attitudes. The average values for the total sample 
under analysis show stronger patriarchal attitudes as we ascend the 
power pyramid, consistent with the existence of a glass ceiling (Diehl 
et al., 2020; Ng & Sears, 2017) and likely supported by a lack of previous 
referents of women leaders (European Parliament, 2017). The fact that 
the lowest percentages by country appear for views on university edu-
cation is promising, because more gender equality among students will 
transfer to the future job market and should affect positions of power in 
business and politics. In contrast, it is worrying that any percentage of 
such a view exists in Europe, especially concerning attitudes on gender 
inequality in access to university studies or jobs, as they affect all 
women. The high levels of dispersion found across countries are also 
worrying because even regarding equal access to university studies, 
despite an average of 8%, the value is surprisingly close to 30% in 
Slovakia, approximately 20% in Romania, and higher than 10% in ten 
other countries. Social dominance and system justification theories 
explain the persistence of patriarchal values and the resistance and delay 
in adopting as society’s norms (informal institutions) the regulation and 
guidelines issued by supranational (i.e., United Nations, European 
Commission) and national authorities (formal institutions). 

The correlation matrix for the dependent and explanatory variables 
is reported in Table 4, indicating the validity of the inclusion of the 
studied variables in the model since they are far from highly corre-
lated11. The negative correlation between firm performance and 
women’s board participation found for both economic and market 
measures could indicate a lower performance derived from women 
participation (in line with previous evidence such as that from Adams & 

Table 2 
Descriptive statistics.  

Variables Mean Std. Dev. Median Min Max 

ROA 0.1241 0.1044 0.1131 -1.2181 0.4975 
Tobin’s Q 1.6291 4.1399 0.9230 0.0328 59.7483 
WOM_BOARD 0.1220 0.1284 0.1000 0.0000 0.5000 
DEBT 0.2567 0.1805 0.2409 0.0000 0.9256 
RDA 0.0100 0.0275 0.0000 0.0000 0.2452 
SIZE 22.0971 1.5949 22.0152 15.8696 25.6338 
TANG 0.2422 0.2262 0.1773 0.0000 0.9308 
BOARD_SIZE 10.4081 3.8580 1.0000 3.0000 22.0000 
BOARD_IND 0.4329 0.4955 0.0000 0.0000 1.0000 
BOARD_ACT 9.1424 3.8708 8.0000 4.0000 26.0000 
GENDER_QUOTA 0.2544 0.4355 0.0000 0.0000 1.0000 

Notes. The variables’ definitions are shown in the Appendix. 

ROAit = a0 + a1ROAit− 1 + a2WOM BOARDit + a3DEBTit + a4RDAit + a5SIZEit + a6TANGit + a7BOARD SIZEit

+a8BOARD INDit + a9BOARD ACTit + a10GENDER QUOTAit +
∑12

k=1
Sm +

∑18

k=1
Ck +

∑2019

T=2005
Yt + εit

(1)  

ROAit = a0 + a1ROAit− 1 + a2WOM BOARDit + a3Patriarchal attiit + a4WOM BOARDit ∗ Patriachal attiit

+a5DEBTit + a6RDAit + a7SIZEit + a8TANGit + a9BOARD SIZEit + a10BOARD INDit + a11BOARD ACTit

+a12GENDER QUOTAit +
∑12

k=1
Sm +

∑18

k=1
Ck +

∑2019

T=2005
Yt + εit

(2)   

8 Atif et al. (2019) document a higher value of 13% for a sample of large US 
listed firms, whereas Bennouri et al. (2018) obtain a value of 10.72% for a 
French sample of listed firms more heterogeneous in size. The proportion ob-
tained by Schopohl et al. (2020) for a UK sample is considerably lower (7.8%), 
as it covers a longer past period.  

9 Similar board size values are evidenced for other international samples, 
such as Campbell and Mínguez-Vera (2008) and Uribe-Bohorquez et al.’s 
(2019) values of 10.75 and 10.71, respectively. Similar board size values are 
also observed for UK boards (10.5) by Brahma et al (2020) and for US boards 
(9.7) by Atif et al. (2019). 

10 For an international sample, Uribe-Bohorquez et al. (2019) find a propor-
tion of independent members of 31% and 8.2 meetings per year for 2006–2015. 
The French sample analyzed by Bennouri et al. (2018) shows a proportion of 
independent members of 27% and 6.4 board meetings each year for 
2001–2010. Schopohl et al. (2020) document the same proportion (43%) of 
independent members for a UK sample for 1999–2017.  
11 Untabulated results for the Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) show that our 

regressions are free of multicollinearity (values of lower than 2 in all cases). 
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Ferreira (2009) and Yang et al. (2019)) or, alternatively, more partici-
pation from women in poorer performing firms according to the glass 
cliff effect (Bruckmüller & Branscombe, 2010; Hurley & Choudhary, 
2020; Ryan & Haslam, 2005). We highlight the negative sign of the 
correlation between the patriarchal-attitude variables used and the 
proportion of women board members, in line with the transmission of 
patriarchal values from the broader social context—that is, from the 
culture of the society in the country where the woman lives (Hoobler 
et al., 2018), to the local social context of her workplace (Diehl et al., 
2020). 

4.2. Multivariate results 

We have checked that the baseline relationship between women’s 
participation on boards and firms’ economic performance is positive for 
our sample and period (Table 5, column 1). The results obtained by 
applying model [2] proposed in Section 3.2, in which patriarchal atti-
tudes are included, are shown in Table 5 (columns 2–6). We analyze the 
effect of patriarchal attitudes on the relationship between board gender 
diversity and economic performance proxied by ROA. Column 1 reports 
the results obtained from the regression including the indicator for 
board gender diversity, patriarchal attitudes exhibited by the statement 
"Jobs scarce: Men should have more right to a job than women," and the 
interaction between gender diversity and this patriarchal attitude. In 
columns 2, 3, and 4, the following patriarchal statements are respec-
tively studied: “Men make better business executives than women do,” 
“Men make better political leaders than women do” and “University is 
more important for a boy than for a girl.” In the last column, we show the 
effect of the Patriarchal Attitude Index (PAI) on the relationship be-
tween ROA and board gender diversity. 

The positive relationship found from the multivariate analysis of 
women board participation12 and a firm’s economic performance is in 
line with most results provided by related research (Bennouri et al., 
2018; Brahma et al., 2020; Liu et al., 2014; Terjesen et al., 2016). The 
results suggest a stronger effect of positive reasons for gender diversity, 
such as additional knowledge and experience contributing to board 
advisory abilities (Atif et al., 2019; Carter et al., 2003; Jeong & 

Harrison, 2017; Miller & Triana, 2009; Post & Byron, 2015; Reguer-
a-Alvarado et al., 2017), in line with human capital theory (Terjesen 
et al., 2016), new viewpoints and improvements made to the 
decision-making role of boards (Adams & Funk, 2012; Adams et al., 
2011; Bruckmüller & Branscombe, 2010; Jeong & Harrison, 2017; Loyd 
et al., 2013; Post & Byron, 2015), and better access to critical resources 
(Carter et al., 2003; Elmagrhi et al., 2019), in line with stakeholder and 
resource dependence theories, and independent standpoints, managerial 
accountability, and risk control contributing to board monitoring 
(Adams & Ferreira, 2009; Adams et al., 2011; Brahma et al., 2020; Datta 
et al., 2021), in line with agency theory (Carter et al., 2010). 

For the effect of patriarchal attitudes on the above relationship, the 
coefficients indicate that the board gender diversity of firms in countries 
with stronger patriarchal attitudes has a significant and negative effect 
on economic performance for the four variables and the index. For 
instance, in column 2, at average values, the joint effect of coefficients 
0.0592 and -0.6810 produces a result of close to zero and a negative 
effect. This joint effect on ROA is positive at the lowest levels of patri-
archal attitude (+0.7%) but offsets and becomes negative as patriarchal 
attitudes grow stronger. Our results indicate that the gender culture 
present in patriarchal societies (Hoobler et al., 2018) is also present in 
the workplace (Diehl et al., 2020), as expected considering the necessary 
commitment of firms with values in the surrounding society, which is 
stated by legitimacy theory (Elmagrhi et al., 2019), and the compliance 
with society’s expectations and pressures, which is explained by insti-
tutional theory with respect to informal institutions (Scott, 1995). The 
observed negative effect of patriarchal attitudes, which offsets or even 
turns negative the relationship between women’s board participation 
and firm performance, supports our first hypothesis and suggests that 
invisible barriers facing women concerning how they are hired, assigned 
to jobs, assessed, and rewarded at work (Diehl et al., 2020; Heilman, 
2001; Huffman et al., 2010; Montgomery & Cowen, 2020; Wang et al., 
2018) would be present in countries with patriarchal attitudes and 
would reduce the potential positive effect of women’s board participa-
tion on firm performance (Post & Byron, 2015). Whether women on 
boards try to fit in by imitating men’s traits and styles to gain legitimacy 
in line with institutional and legitimacy theories or women’s differential 
contributions are underestimated by colleagues and stakeholders, ac-
cording to expectation states and social identity theories, the potential 
benefits of board gender diversity on firms’ economic performance 
would be annulled. 

With the aim of providing robustness to our results, in Table 6, we 
use a market-based performance measure, Tobin’s Q, as the dependent 
variable to replace the accounting proxy for economic performance 

Table 3 
Patriarchal attitudes by country.   

Men_job_right Men_executives Men_politician University_boy PAI 

Austria 0.1370 0.1350 0.1910 0.0860 0.1115 
Cyprus 0.3330 0.2905 0.2990 0.1350 1.0574 
Czech_Republic 0.2150 0.3020 0.3710 0.1500 1.3470 
Denmark 0.0220 0.1160 0.0860 0.0220 -1.1239 
Finland 0.0535 0.1310 0.1324 0.0349 -0.8740 
France 0.1302 0.1051 0.1370 0.0601 -0.3889 
Germany 0.1301 0.1763 0.1552 0.1139 0.6500 
Greece 0.3770 0.2400 0.2600 0.0800 -0.0043 
Hungary 0.2142 0.2779 0.3209 0.1213 0.7930 
Italy 0.2457 0.1574 0.1911 0.1146 0.6641 
Netherlands 0.0767 0.1081 0.1253 0.0453 -0.6746 
Norway 0.0548 0.1565 0.1181 0.0346 -0.8805 
Poland 0.2584 0.2379 0.3112 0.1172 0.7135 
Portugal 0.1780 0.1030 0.1560 0.0650 -0.2938 
Slovenia 0.1160 0.1700 0.1850 0.0590 -0.4096 
Spain 0.1288 0.1273 0.1460 0.0986 0.3541 
Sweden 0.0238 0.0668 0.0795 0.0183 -1.1959 
United_Kingdom 0.0857 0.1073 0.1282 0.0466 -0.6498 
Total 0.1020 0.1201 0.1354 0.0594 -0.4026 

Notes. The variables’ definitions are shown in the Appendix 

12 The possible discrepancies (and bias) in the range of the women’s propor-
tion on the board among different countries (due to the industries in the sample 
and the gender quota rules by country) could be affecting the results. Our 
models include dummy variables by industry and country to address and 
minimize that effect. 
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(ROA) studied in the previous table. We show that board gender di-
versity has a positive effect on Tobin’s Q significant at the 99% confi-
dence level in almost all cases (except in the last column, in which the 
PAI is used). This result is in line with numerous previous empirical 
analyses (Brahma et al., 2020; Campbell & Mínguez-Vera, 2008; Carter 
et al., 2003; Reguera-Alvarado et al., 2017; Terjesen et al., 2016). 
However, when the interactions between women directors and patriar-
chal attitudes are analyzed, we find negative coefficients in all models, 
supporting our previous results. Thus, a higher proportion of women 
taking part in a firm’s board also has a positive effect on a firm’s eco-
nomic performance when a market measure of performance is used, and 
again, if a firm is located in a country with strong patriarchal attitudes, 
the positive effect is offset and becomes a negative joint effect on per-
formance. At the maximum values of the four patriarchal attitudes 
analyzed13, the deterioration of ROA with respect to its mean value is 
19%, 12%, 3%, and 2%, whereas the deterioration of Tobin’s Q with 
respect to its mean value is 29%, 18%, 39%, and 18%, respectively. The 
stronger effects on the market performance of the listed firms observed 
are consistent with the additional element present in market values 
(Bennouri et al., 2018) or how the market assesses women’s board 
participation with the market being a part of society affected by patri-
archal attitudes. This result is consistent with the moderation of this 
influence in the workplace of countries with high values of patriarchal 
attitudes through the firm-specific active gender management (Ng & 
Sears, 2017) likely induced by European regulations and guidelines. 
However, the moderation would not affect market-based measures, as 
the investors’ expectations would be biased by the strong patriarchal 
attitudes present in the society to which they belong. This trend of 
gender inequality in the perpetuation of patriarchal societies is mainly 
supported by social dominance theory. 

To analyze the effect of patriarchal attitudes in more detail, we 
substitute the proportion of women directors on a firm’s board with a 
measure of reaching a benchmark in board gender diversity as a variable 
of interest to test a sub-hypothesis. Thus, we follow recent papers such as 
Joecks et al. (2013), Liu et al. (2014), and Brahma et al. (2020), which 
examine women’s representation on a firm’s board considering critical 
mass theory proposed by Kramer et al. (2006). Supporting the main 
assumptions of critical mass theory that “one is a token, two is a pres-
ence, and three is a voice” (Kristie, 2011), we create a dummy variable 
(Critical_mass) equal to one when three or more women are on a firm’s 
board of directors. 

Tables 7 and 8 show the results of replicating the previous re-
gressions (Tables 5 and 6) after replacing the gender diversity variable 
with the gender critical mass variable to consider the interactions be-
tween gender critical mass and patriarchal attitudes. Our results indicate 
that firms with three or more women on their boards show a significant 
and positive relationship with economic performance, in line with the 
lower influence of the negative attributes that colleagues can associate 
with women directors and a reduction of ingroup favoritism toward a 
decreasing proportion of men, according to expectation states and social 
identity theories, respectively. Supporting the results displayed in pre-
vious tables, the different proxies for patriarchal attitudes act as a 
powerful moderator of the relationship between a critical mass of 
women on boards and a firm’s economic performance, offsetting the 
effect or turning it into a negative and stronger effect. At average levels, 
the contribution of women board participation to ROA is considerably 
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13 The four variables of patriarchal attitudes include the proportion of people 
who agree or strongly agree with the statement “Job scarce: Men should have 
more right to a job than women”, the proportion of people who agree or 
strongly agree with the statement “Men make better business executives than 
women do”, the proportion of people who agree or strongly agree with the 
statement “Men make better political leaders than women do”, and the pro-
portion of people who agree or strongly agree with the statement “University is 
more important for a boy than for a girl”. 
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stronger when a critical mass of at least three women on boards is 
reached, supporting our sub-hypothesis. This result is in line with the 
previous literature that has tested critical mass theory (Brahma et al., 
2020; Joecks et al., 2013). Unfortunately, our results indicate that a 
critical mass of women on a board is not enough to protect a firm from 
the negative effect of patriarchal attitudes present in the firm’s cultural 
environment, although at average values, the negative effect is generally 
weaker and the joint effect does not become negative in columns 3 and 5 
of Table 7. These results are consistent with the lower effect of patri-
archal attitudes in the work place, but a resilient negative effect derived 
from the second group of functions to be developed by boards of di-
rectors, in which interactions outside the boardroom (behavioral theory 
of boards) are required. In a patriarchal context, women directors would 
contact and negotiate with stakeholders with a biased perspective on 
their women counterparts, thus hampering the possibility of the firm 
accessing new critical resources. In this way, the stakeholders’ negative 

attributions of women directors, stated by expectation states theory, 
impede the woman director’s commitment to the stakeholder’s interests 
from translating into better access to critical resources, as both stake-
holder and resource dependence theories predict. 

In contrast, in Table 8, a critical mass does not reduce the negative 
effect of patriarchal attitudes, and the joint effect is negative for the four 
variables at average values. Again, the results with Tobin’s Q show 
stronger deterioration for the market-based ratio of economic perfor-
mance (compared to the accounting-based ratio of economic perfor-
mance) at the maximum values of the four patriarchal attitudes 
analyzed, indicating an additional effect of patriarchal values on this 
measure through investors’ expectations —that is, through the opinion 
of a wide group of members of the society unconnected with the firm’s 
management and direction. These results also indicate a difference in 
gender culture between firms with a critical mass of women on the board 
and in the surrounding patriarchal societies. 

Table 5 
ROA, board gender diversity, and patriarchal attitudes.   

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

ROAt-1 0.6143*** 0.8114*** 0.6107*** 0.6131*** 0.6919*** 0.6172***  
[0.0011] [0.0135] [0.0020] [0.0021] [0.0037] [0.0006] 

WOM_BOARD 0.0059*** 0.0592*** 0.0777*** 0.0187*** 0.0181*** 0.0033***  
[0.0011] [0.0205] [0.0054] [0.0057] [0.0056] [0.0007] 

Men_job_right  0.1456***       
[0.0305]     

WOM_BOARD*Men_job_right  -0.6810***       
[0.2166]     

Men_executives 0.0879***         
[0.0067]    

WOM_BOARD*Men_executives -0.6528***         
[0.0455]    

Men_political    0.0461***       
[0.0093]   

WOM_BOARD*Men_political  -0.1212***         
[0.0417]   

University_boy   0.0344***         
[0.0127]  

WOM_BOARD*University_boy   -0.2530***         
[0.0955]  

PAI      0.0005***       
[0.0002] 

WOM_BOARD*PAI    -0.0077***         
[0.0011] 

DEBT -0.0771*** -0.0186** -0.0805*** -0.0795*** -0.0252*** -0.0752***  
[0.0012] [0.0091] [0.0021] [0.0021] [0.0026] [0.0006] 

RDA -0.3830*** -0.1879*** -0.3896*** -0.3840*** -0.3288*** -0.3657***  
[0.0049] [0.0512] [0.0082] [0.0079] [0.0112] [0.0023] 

SIZE -0.0005* 0.0031** -0.0006* -0,0005 0.0033*** -0,0002  
[0.0003] [0.0014] [0.0004] [0.0003] [0.0004] [0.0001] 

TANG 0.0133*** 0.0263*** 0.0095*** 0.0097*** 0.0204*** 0.0146***  
[0.0016] [0.0099] [0.0026] [0.0026] [0.0028] [0.0010] 

BOARD_SIZE 0.0002*** -0.0026*** 0,0002 0.0002* -0.0023*** 0.0001***  
[0.0001] [0.0006] [0.0001] [0.0001] [0.0002] [0.0000] 

BOARD_IND 0.0030*** -0,0027 0.0017*** 0.0018*** 0.0025*** 0.0026***  
[0.0003] [0.0026] [0.0005] [0.0005] [0.0007] [0.0002] 

BOARD_ACT -0.0013*** -0.0018*** -0.0014*** -0.0014*** -0.0000 -0.0013***  
[0.0000] [0.0005] [0.0001] [0.0001] [0.0001] [0.0000] 

GENDER_QUOTA 0.0025*** 0,0041 0.0043*** 0.0037*** -0.0023*** 0.0026***  
[0.0004] [0.0031] [0.0007] [0.0006] [0.0009] [0.0002] 

Constant 0.0748*** -0,0168 0.0765*** 0.0729*** -0.0191** 0.0672***  
[0.0056] [0.0273] [0.0074] [0.0075] [0.0088] [0.0027] 

Observations 7.969 7.969 7.969 7.969 7.969 7.969 
Number of firms 1.097 1.097 1.097 1.097 1.097 1.097 
Country Dummies YES YES YES YES YES YES 
Time Dummies YES YES YES YES YES YES 
Industry Dummies YES YES YES YES YES YES 
Hansen Test 692,1 274,5 636,2 638,9 592,7 746,8 
Freedom degrees 677 259 602 602 558 741 
Sig. Hansen 0,335 0,242 0,162 0,144 0,15 0,434 
AR2 -0,281 -0,219 -0,311 -0,285 -0,285 -0,282 
Sig. AR2 0,779 0,827 0,756 0,775 0,776 0,778 

Notes. The variables’ definitions are shown in the Appendix. We report the estimated coefficients and associated standard errors in parentheses. ***p<.01. **p<.05. 
*p<.10. 
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4.3. Robustness analysis 

4.3.1. Gender inequality and gender development indices 
To test the robustness of the results presented in the previous sec-

tions, we use the Gender Inequality Index (GII) and Gender Develop-
ment Index (GDI) to replace the patriarchal attitude variables as 
moderator factors of the relationship between economic performance 
and board gender diversity (considering the proportions of women on 
boards [the critical mass] shown in the first four columns [last four 
columns] of Table 9). Even though these two indices are not as specific 
in identifying patriarchal attitudes as our proxies, they gather some clear 
consequences of gender inequality and patriarchal attitudes, being much 
more adequate as robustness measures in our study than other general 
cultural measures such as the well-known Hofstede dimensions. The 
Gender Inequality Index measures several aspects of human develop-
ment that have been found to be indicative of differences by gender, 

such as reproductive health (considering the maternal mortality ratio 
and adolescent birth rates), empowerment (calculated as the ratio of 
parliamentary seats occupied by women and the percentage of the adult 
population—distinguishing between men and women—with at least 
some secondary education), and economic status (calculated as the 
proportion of women and men participating in the labor force). A higher 
GII value indicates greater differences between men and women and 
therefore less gender equality. In addition, the GDI measures gender 
gaps considering the differences of three approaches: health, knowledge, 
and economic resources. The health approach is calculated as men and 
women life expectancy at birth; the knowledge or education dimension 
is captured by men’s and women’s expected years of schooling and 
men’s and women’s mean years of schooling for adults aged 25 and 
older. Finally, the economic dimension is measured from the estimated 
income earned by women and men. The index indicates whether women 
are less favored than men through these policies and how much 

Table 6 
Tobin’s Q, board gender diversity, and patriarchal attitudes.   

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

Tobin’s Qt-1 0.7701*** 0.7697*** 0.7656*** 0.7661*** 0.7640*** 0.7688***  
[0.0005] [0.0005] [0.0009] [0.0009] [0.0009] [0.0006] 

WOM_BOARD 0.7948*** 2.0852*** 2.5050*** 3.6857*** 2.3781*** 0.2478**  
[0.0634] [0.1586] [0.3078] [0.3817] [0.2346] [0.1015] 

Men_job_right  1.3434***       
[0.3033]     

WOM_BOARD*Men_job_right -15.6409***        
[1.4737]     

Men_executives 0.7336***         
[0.2690]    

WOM_BOARD*Men_executives -16.3369***         
[2.6118]    

Men_political    2.3488***       
[0.3738]   

WOM_BOARD*Men_political  -24.0453***         
[2.7691]   

University_boy   1.1851***         
[0.4149]  

WOM_BOARD*University_boy   -31.6987***         
[4.2805]  

PAI      0,0018       
[0.0180] 

WOM_BOARD*PAI    -0.9744***         
[0.1329] 

DEBT -0.1415*** -0.1906*** -0.2841*** -0.3094*** -0.3076*** -0.1698***  
[0.0479] [0.0488] [0.0635] [0.0655] [0.0630] [0.0483] 

RDA 1.3055*** 0.8117*** 0,0282 -0,1382 -0,002 1.0916***  
[0.2866] [0.2891] [0.4339] [0.4320] [0.4132] [0.2870] 

SIZE -0.1074*** -0.1068*** -0.0851*** -0.0787*** -0.0747*** -0.0907***  
[0.0112] [0.0110] [0.0157] [0.0159] [0.0150] [0.0112] 

TANG 0.5588*** 0.6027*** -0.3234*** -0.2106** -0.2490** 0.5588***  
[0.0710] [0.0708] [0.0977] [0.0994] [0.0980] [0.0713] 

BOARD_SIZE 0.0358*** 0.0278*** 0.0445*** 0.0385*** 0.0326*** 0.0233***  
[0.0040] [0.0041] [0.0063] [0.0064] [0.0060] [0.0041] 

BOARD_IND 0.1323*** 0.1178*** 0,0262 0,0193 0,0266 0.1112***  
[0.0196] [0.0214] [0.0291] [0.0301] [0.0288] [0.0197] 

BOARD_ACT -0.1017*** -0.1034*** -0.0804*** -0.0872*** -0.0813*** -0.1009***  
[0.0025] [0.0026] [0.0037] [0.0037] [0.0038] [0.0025] 

GENDER_QUOTA 0,0333 0.0858*** 0.0648** 0.1250*** 0.0909*** 0.0476**  
[0.0227] [0.0236] [0.0300] [0.0313] [0.0304] [0.0232] 

Constant 2.8088*** 2.7525*** 2.3067*** 2.0596*** 2.1579*** 2.5211***  
[0.2306] [0.2253] [0.3217] [0.3300] [0.3088] [0.2309] 

Observations 7.969 7.969 7.969 7.969 7.969 7.969 
Number of firms 1.097 1.097 1.097 1.097 1.097 1.097 
Country Dummies YES YES YES YES YES YES 
Time Dummies YES YES YES YES YES YES 
Industry Dummies YES YES YES YES YES YES 
Hansen Test 420,9 407,1 321,7 317,7 324,5 419,4 
Freedom degrees 403 402 311 311 311 402 
Sig. Hansen 0,26 0,419 0,326 0,384 0,287 0,265 
AR2 -0,961 -0,969 -0,948 -0,968 -0,941 -0,956 
Sig. AR2 0,336 0,333 0,343 0,333 0,347 0,339 

Notes. The variables’ definitions are shown in the Appendix. We report the estimated coefficients and associated standard errors in brackets. ***p<.01. **p<.05. 
*p<.10. 
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improvement in human development by gender is needed. A higher GDI 
value denotes more gender gaps in human development. 

5. Conclusions 

Despite the growing body of research evidence provided in the last 
decade concerning gender inequality in firms’ boards of directors, the 
relationship between women’s presence in the upper echelons of busi-
ness power and firms’ economic performance is still a contentious 
research issue. 

Our work contributes to the research line that links women’s 
participation in leadership positions in business and firms’ performance, 
which can be considered an internal source of pressure for gender 
equality at the upper echelons of business. Specifically, we analyze a 
critical moderator of this link: the presence of patriarchal attitudes. To 
construct a theoretical foundation on how and why patriarchal attitudes 

moderate the relationship between women’s participation on boards 
and firms’ economic performance, we first build on theories that explain 
the potential positive contribution of women to the three groups of 
functions developed by boards of directors. These theories affect board 
groups of functions: human capital theory affect board efficiency, 
stakeholder and resource dependence theories affect board decision- 
making style, and agency theory affect board monitoring ability. We 
then identify two alternative options in the contribution of women to the 
three groups of board functions in the presence of patriarchal attitudes: 
imitation of men’s traits and styles to avoid criticism and rejection in 
line with institutional and legitimacy theories, and undervaluation of 
women’s contributions by their colleagues and stakeholders, according 
to the behavioral theory of boards in combination with expectation 
states, social dominance, system justification, and social identity the-
ories, which are four complementary social psychological theories. 

For an international sample of 1,103 listed firms from 18 European 

Table 7 
ROA, board gender critical mass, and patriarchal attitudes.   

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

ROAt-1 0.8197*** 0.6160*** 0.7769*** 0.6154*** 0.7188*** 0.7913***  
[0.0134] [0.0019] [0.0068] [0.0009] [0.0101] [0.0111] 

Critical_mass 0.0064** 0.0031** 0.0195*** 0.0125*** 0.0173*** 0.0065**  
[0.0028] [0.0012] [0.0039] [0.0012] [0.0054] [0.0027] 

Men_job_right  0,0089       
[0.0073]     

Critical_mass*Men_job_right -0.0418***        
[0.0124]     

Men_executives 0.0365***         
[0.0091]    

Critical_mass*Men_executives -0.1452***         
[0.0273]    

Men_political    0.0344***       
[0.0047]   

Critical_mass*Men_political  -0.0947***         
[0.0083]   

University_boy   0,0269         
[0.0201]  

Critical_mass*University_boy   -0.2456***         
[0.0896]  

PAI      0.0034***       
[0.0011] 

Critical_mass*PAI    -0.0128***         
[0.0033] 

DEBT -0,0137 -0.0773*** -0.0229*** -0.0769*** -0.0250*** -0.0173***  
[0.0084] [0.0022] [0.0044] [0.0011] [0.0067] [0.0065] 

RDA -0.1486*** -0.3692*** -0.3458*** -0.3755*** -0.5054*** -0.2185***  
[0.0474] [0.0075] [0.0202] [0.0040] [0.0404] [0.0373] 

SIZE 0.0032*** 0,0003 0.0026*** 0,0001 0.0026** 0.0017*  
[0.0012] [0.0004] [0.0007] [0.0002] [0.0010] [0.0010] 

TANG 0.0225** 0.0115*** 0.0109** 0.0197*** -0,0108 0.0369***  
[0.0092] [0.0027] [0.0046] [0.0016] [0.0081] [0.0080] 

BOARD_SIZE -0.0018*** 0.0003*** -0.0019*** 0.0002*** -0.0017*** -0.0020***  
[0.0006] [0.0001] [0.0003] [0.0001] [0.0004] [0.0004] 

BOARD_IND -0,004 0.0018*** -0.0035*** 0.0032*** 0.0029* -0,0023  
[0.0026] [0.0005] [0.0010] [0.0003] [0.0016] [0.0019] 

BOARD_ACT -0.0013** -0.0014*** 0.0008*** -0.0012*** -0,0001 -0.0006*  
[0.0005] [0.0001] [0.0002] [0.0000] [0.0003] [0.0003] 

GENDER_QUOTA 0,0014 0.0029*** -0.0110*** 0.0034*** -0,003 -0,0009  
[0.0028] [0.0007] [0.0013] [0.0004] [0.0020] [0.0022] 

Constant -0,0274 0.0630*** -0,0178 0.0582*** -0,0041 0,0053  
[0.0245] [0.0076] [0.0149] [0.0051] [0.0213] [0.0183] 

Observations 7.969 7.969 7.969 7.969 7.969 7.969 
Number of firms 1.097 1.097 1.097 1.097 1.097 1.097 
Country Dummies YES YES YES YES YES YES 
Time Dummies YES YES YES YES YES YES 
Industry Dummies YES YES YES YES YES YES 
Hansen Test 280,2 644,1 468 700,6 339,7 339,8 
Freedom degrees 260 602 441 676 311 333 
Sig. Hansen 0,186 0,114 0,181 0,249 0,127 0,387 
AR2 -0,203 -0,281 -0,272 -0,282 -0,282 -0,215 
Sig. AR2 0,839 0,779 0,786 0,778 0,778 0,829 

Notes. The variables’ definitions are shown in the Appendix. We report the estimated coefficients and associated standard errors in brackets. ***p<.01. **p<.05. 
*p<.10. 
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countries for the period of 2005–2019, our results show a positive 
relationship between gender diversity on boards and firm performance. 
The results remain for both accounting economic performance (ROA) 
and market performance (Tobin’s Q). The effect of women’s represen-
tation on boards of directors on firms’ performance seems to be 
addressed by a minimum representation of at least three women (a 
voice), in line with critical mass theory (Liu et al., 2014). 

Echoing most of the research evidence, our results suggest that women 
directors produce better firm economic and market performance. Ac-
cording to the literature, reasons for a potential positive effect of gender 
diversity on boards over business economic performance are based on 
theories that support improvement at three action levels of board of di-
rectors: efficiency as an advisor, decision-making style, and monitoring 
ability. In essence, additional, new, and innovative pieces of knowledge 
and skills contributed by women to boards explain improvements in 
human capital at the advisory level; a self-transcendent style stressing 

ethics and risk aversion are the causes of more adequate stakeholder 
orientation in decision-making as a source of additional critical resources, 
and more independence and accountability result in better control or 
solving of agency conflicts as part of the role of women board members as 
monitors. However, in line with the contentious empirical evidence found 
in the literature, even if socially desirable, not only positive effects of 
women’s presence on boards on firms’ performance can be expected from 
the second group of boards’ functions. For example, risk aversion can 
generate better financial conditions (with lower financial costs inducing 
higher profitability), but it can also result in less efficient capital alloca-
tion (with lower economic income due to lower NPV projects). 

In terms of gender equality, if women directors produce better firm 
economic and market performance, firms themselves should tend to 
increase women’s board participation, making mandatory rules and 
recommendations unnecessary, but this is not the case. The explanation 
of scarce available qualified women directors to hire can be discarded 

Table 8 
Tobin’s Q, board gender critical mass, and patriarchal attitudes.   

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

Tobin’s Qt-1 0.5538*** 0.7686*** 0.7871*** 0.7633*** 0.7871*** 0.7648***  
[0.0052] [0.0005] [0.0000] [0.0009] [0.0000] [0.0008] 

Critical_mass 0.4640*** 0.5202*** 0.5270*** 1.4002*** 0.0423*** 0,0099  
[0.1362] [0.0448] [0.0039] [0.1513] [0.0019] [0.0404] 

Men_job_right  0,2222       
[0.2537]     

Critical_mass*Men_job_right -4.0355***        
[0.4144]     

Men_executives  -0.0821***        
[0.0147]    

Critical_mass*Men_executives -5.4207***         
[0.0352]    

Men_political    0.7779**       
[0.3070]   

Critical_mass*Men_political  -10.5756***         
[1.1218]   

University_boy   -0.2971***         
[0.0983]  

Critical_mass*University_boy   -3.1017***         
[0.1327]  

PAI      -0.0403**       
[0.0187] 

Critical_mass*PAI    -0.1047*         
[0.0573] 

DEBT 0.8216*** -0.1858*** 0.2875*** -0.4523*** 0.2877*** -0.4042***  
[0.2547] [0.0495] [0.0026] [0.0673] [0.0023] [0.0633] 

RDA 0,1901 2.3029*** -3.8832*** 0.8818* -3.8900*** 1.2437***  
[1.1860] [0.3222] [0.0357] [0.4724] [0.0457] [0.4645] 

SIZE 0.0621* -0.1126*** -0.1438*** -0.0958*** -0.1315*** -0.0725***  
[0.0360] [0.0112] [0.0007] [0.0151] [0.0008] [0.0147] 

TANG 2.5753*** 0.8361*** 0.1728*** -0,1058 0.2138*** -0,0093  
[0.2693] [0.0714] [0.0050] [0.0955] [0.0046] [0.0890] 

BOARD_SIZE -0.0615*** 0.0349*** 0.0471*** 0.0407*** 0.0434*** 0.0411***  
[0.0158] [0.0042] [0.0003] [0.0068] [0.0002] [0.0063] 

BOARD_IND 0,1039 0.1301*** 0.1033*** 0,025 0.0946*** 0,0119  
[0.0883] [0.0192] [0.0010] [0.0291] [0.0009] [0.0271] 

BOARD_ACT -0,0062 -0.1032*** -0.0249*** -0.0771*** -0.0253*** -0.0758***  
[0.0099] [0.0026] [0.0001] [0.0039] [0.0001] [0.0037] 

GENDER_QUOTA 0.3148*** 0.0389* 0.0394*** 0.0544* 0.0627*** 0,0387  
[0.0928] [0.0221] [0.0014] [0.0307] [0.0017] [0.0301] 

Constant -1.2933* 2.9448*** 3.0752*** 2.5457*** 2.8657*** 2.0748***  
[0.7310] [0.2329] [0.0159] [0.3180] [0.0168] [0.3027] 

Observations 7.969 7.969 7.969 7.969 7.969 7.969 
Number of firms 1.097 1.097 1.097 1.097 1.097 1.097 
Country Dummies YES YES YES YES YES YES 
Time Dummies YES YES YES YES YES YES 
Industry Dummies YES YES YES YES YES YES 
Hansen Test 135,7 435,4 824,1 332,3 836,4 339,8 
Freedom degrees 160 402 798 311 798 311 
Sig. Hansen 0,919 0,121 0,254 0,194 0,168 0,126 
AR2 -0,794 -0,962 -0,869 -0,951 -0,864 -0,939 
Sig. AR2 0,427 0,336 0,385 0,342 0,387 0,348 

Notes. The variables’ definitions are shown in the Appendix. We report the estimated coefficients and associated standard errors in brackets. ***p<.01. **p<.05. 
*p<.10. 
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considering the lower salaries found for women (against the higher 
salaries expected for a shortage of highly qualified resources) (Huang & 
Kisgen, 2013). In the context of patriarchal attitudes generating gender 
inequality, the theoretical puzzle disappears, motivating us to study how 
gender contexts moderate the role of women board members in 
improving firms’ performance. 

The gender context has been scarcely studied in this area of research, 
and available data are limited. In this study, we include four variables 
measuring patriarchal attitudes by country and year obtained from the 
World Values Survey and not previously used in research. They reflect 
the broad context (the culture of society) in which women live and work. 
As patriarchal attitudes are the origin of gender biases at work such as 
the “think manager—think male” view, “glass ceiling” view, “glass cliff” 
view, and “queen bee syndrome”, which result in a less efficient man-
agement of business, we interacted patriarchal-attitude variables ("Job 
scarce: Men should have more right to a job than women", “Men make 
better business executives than women do”, “Men make better political 
leaders than women do” and “University is more important for a boy 
than for a girl”) and the constructed Patriarchal Attitude Index to 
measure the effect on economic performance. 

Our results show a consistent and significant moderating counter-
effect of all four proxies and the index for patriarchal attitudes on the 
baseline positive relationship between gender diversity on boards and 
firm performance (for both ROA and Tobin’s Q). This is explained by the 
effect of patriarchal attitudes applied by the counterparts of women 
directors during interaction inside and outside the boardroom, as stated 
by the behavioral theory of boards. Inside the boardroom, interactions 
involve negotiating with men directors, whereas, outside it women di-
rectors interact with stakeholders. With patriarchal attitudes, both in the 

workplace and in the surrounding society, the moderating negative ef-
fect on firm performance can be explained in two ways. First, institu-
tional and legitimacy theories justify a woman’s imitation pattern of 
masculine traits and styles (queen bee syndrome) to avoid criticism and 
rejection, but also entry of differential women’s contributions. Second, 
when women do not adopt defensive imitation of masculine patterns, 
expectation states and social identity theories explain the undervalua-
tion of their differential contributions by counterparts with patriarchal 
values. When the market-based measure (Tobin’s Q) is used, our results 
show a more intense effect of patriarchal attitudes owing to the incor-
poration of market expectations with respect to firm performance. This 
is consistent with the addition of negative attributions to women di-
rectors by external-to-the-firm members of a patriarchal society, as 
stated by the expectation states theory. 

The effect of a critical mass of women on boards does not prevent the 
negative influence of patriarchal attitudes, although this effect is reduced 
when ROA is used to measure firm performance. These results suggest an 
asymmetrical reduction in patriarchal attitudes, which would be faster in 
the workplace where critical mass has been reached, likely in response to 
regulations and guidelines issued by formal institutions. This higher 
proportion of women on boards is a cause and consequence of a reduction 
of negative attributions inside the firm with respect to them and of less 
power and ingroup favoritism of men as the only legitimate group, as 
explained by expectation states and social identity theories, respectively. 
In contrast, the proportion of women on the firm’s board does not reduce 
the patriarchal attitudes in the surrounding society. This applies to 
stakeholders acting as counterparts of the woman director, with negative 
attributions to women derived from patriarchal attitudes (expectation 
states theory) hampering the acquisition of resources and thus damaging 

Table 9 
Economic performance, gender diversity or critical mass, and gender inequality index or development index.   

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) 

ROAt-1 0.8185***  0.6124***  0.6163***  0.6153***   
[0.0132]  [0.0021]  [0.0020]  [0.0010]  

Tobin’s Q t-1  0.7560***  0.7770***  0.7648***  0.7711***   
[0.0010]  [0.0003]  [0.0009]  [0.0005] 

WOM_BOARD 0.0393*** 0.7105*** 1.4873*** 31.2133***      
[0.0130] [0.1745] [0.1212] [2.0774]     

GII 0.0414** -0.3570*        
[0.0194] [0.1924]       

WOM_BOARD*GII -0.3502*** -3.4886***        
[0.0794] [0.7681]       

GDI   0.2764*** 5.9836***        
[0.0274] [0.3887]     

WOM_BOARD*GDI  -1.5175*** -31.9644***         
[0.1232] [2.1177]     

Critical_mass     0.0058*** 0.3101*** 0.3640*** 10.8154***      
[0.0008] [0.0509] [0.0180] [1.6154] 

GII     -0.0111* 0.0313        
[0.0062] [0.1851]   

Critical_mass*GII    -0.0489*** -2.6313***         
[0.0040] [0.3236]   

GDI       0.1692*** 5.7938***        
[0.0129] [0.5712] 

Critical_mass*GDI      -0.3710*** -10.9242***         
[0.0183] [1.6414] 

Constant -0.0117 0.7956** -0.1899*** -3.5849*** 0.0670*** 2.7398*** -0.1082*** -2.7803***  
[0.0254] [0.3249] [0.0282] [0.4007] [0.0077] [0.3299] [0.0136] [0.5920] 

Control variables YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES 
Observations 7,969 7,969 7,969 7,969 7,969 7,969 7,969 7,969 
Number of firms 1,097 1,097 1,097 1,097 1,097 1,097 1,097 1,097 
Country Dummies YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES 
Time Dummies YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES 
Industry Dummies YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES 
Hansen Test 267 280 639.2 539.3 641.4 336.4 703 437.2 
Freedom degrees 259 259 602 429 602 311 676 402 
Sig. Hansen 0.352 0.177 0.143 0.289 0.129 0.154 0.229 0.109 
AR2 -0.176 -0.847 -0.290 -0.870 -0.274 -0.925 -0.279 -0.976 
Sig. AR2 0.860 0.397 0.772 0.384 0.784 0.355 0.780 0.329 

Notes. The variables’ definitions are shown in the Appendix. We report the estimated coefficients and associated standard errors in brackets. ***p<.01. **p<.05. 
*p<.10. 
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the firm performance. In the case of investors participating in the stock 
market, the worse effect obtained with Tobin’s Q is consistent with a 
slower evolution of gender equality and the disappearance of patriarchal 
values in society because of the low pressure to follow guidelines or 
regulations on gender, and the trend of patriarchal values to perpetuate 
and self-justify the status quo, as stated by social dominance and system 
justification theories, respectively. Our results are robust to the use of two 
alternative measures of cultural gender bias, GII and GDI. 

With this work, we extend the still scarce theoretical analysis and 
empirical evidence that considers cultural values in society with respect 
to gender inequality and the resulting effect on the slow evolution of 
gender equality in work contexts. The first contribution of this work is a 
theoretical framework built on a combination of economic, organiza-
tional, and social psychology theories to explain the effect of patriarchal 
values on the potential contribution of gender diversity on boards to 
firms’ economic performance. It is relevant as it explains why and how 
discrimination may occur and how it damages a firm’s economic per-
formance. The second contribution to the literature is a new standpoint 
to tackle gender diversity in the upper echelons of business. We do not 
focus our empirical tests on the result of discrimination but on the cause: 
patriarchal attitudes. Our work is the first to show a link between pa-
triarchal attitudes and the effects of the role played by women board 
directors on firm performance. Thus, we help explain the persistence of 
inequities in the workplace found by other authors (King et al., 2010) 
despite remarkable progress made over the last decade. The third and 
main contribution is using the four variables of patriarchal attitudes 
extracted from the World Values Survey and the construction of a Pa-
triarchal Attitudes Index. Tested individually, the four attitudes refer to 
socially desired views on gender inequality of students at university, of 
workers in general, of firm executives, and of politicians and show a 
significant and negative effect on the relationship between board gender 
diversity and firm performance. The variables used as proxies for pa-
triarchal attitudes are much more precise and informative than other 
indices, such as the GII and GDI applied in the robustness section of this 
work or Hofstede’s well-known, more general cultural factors. Apart 
from the specificity of our proxies, it is worth noting the broad number 
of countries with available information and periodic performance 
considered, which allowed us to capture evolution over time and in-
ternational comparability. The fourth contribution is a test of critical 
mass theory for a broad sample of European countries under this new 
standpoint of discrimination cause which is the presence of certain levels 
of patriarchal attitudes. Finally, the fifth contribution is the test of the 
commonly used economic performance measures ROA and Tobin’s Q 
under a theoretical framework that explains the difference in results 
between accounting- and market-based measures in combination with 
the new standpoint focused on the cause of gender inequality. 

Closely related to our main contribution concerning the results ob-
tained with patriarchal attitudes as the cause of gender inequality with 

negative effects on firms’ performance, we derive implications mainly 
for two groups: first, policymakers and regulators in the process of 
reducing or eliminating gender inequality, and second, men and women 
in leadership positions of firms in those countries with remarkable levels 
of patriarchal attitudes. In both cases, they must be aware that fighting 
gender inequality is not just a matter of regulation (even mandatory and 
under an enforcement setting, which is the best possible scenario). It is 
not enough to achieve a workplace free of patriarchal attitudes, because 
women directors develop part of their functions through interactions 
outside the boardroom, and because the firm performance strongly de-
pends on its reputation and ability to comply with society’s expecta-
tions. In the case of listed companies on the stock exchange, market 
prices will immediately reflect this ability to fit into its society. Other 
implications of our study concern researchers and academics interested 
in gender inequality in the workplace, investors, and other stakeholders 
of firms located in countries with patriarchal values, as they should 
consider this factor in their analyses of firms. 

Let us make a final reflection on the patterns identified in our study 
for patriarchal attitudes. We find decreasing patriarchal attitudes as we 
descend the power pyramid (from politicians to executives, from exec-
utives to workers, and from workers to university students). This pattern 
is encouraging given that the natural evolution from one group to the 
next will promote a reduction in certain attitudes toward gender. Cur-
rent students will be future workers, executives, and politicians, and 
some current workers will be future executives and politicians. How-
ever, we find more reasons for concern, as no country in our European 
sample is free of patriarchal attitudes, and some countries show strong 
gender unequal preferences in every category. 

Important future research avenues include the identification of fac-
tors contributing to reduced patriarchal attitudes in social and institu-
tional contexts from mere recommendations to mandatory laws 
accompanied by tough enforcement actions as well as in workplace 
contexts. Studies may also focus on the disentanglement of gender traits 
from patriarchal attitudes to efficiently allocate human resources ac-
cording to real capacities and the effects of patriarchal attitudes on the 
roles of women board members as advisors, monitors, and facilitators of 
critical resources outside the firm. 
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Appendix. Definitions of variables  

Variable Definition 

ROA Earnings before interests, taxes, and depreciation to total assets 
Tobin’s Q Total assets minus the value of common equity plus the market value of the firm relative to total assets 
WOM_BOARD Proportion of women directors on a board of all members 
Critical_mass Equal to one if there are three or more women on a firm’s board and zero otherwise 
DEBT The sum of short-term and long-term debt relative to total assets. 
RDA Research and development expenses relative to total assets 
SIZE Logarithm of total assets 
TANG Net property, plant, and equipment value relative to total assets 
BOARD_SIZE Number of directors on a board 
BOARD_ACT Number of annual board meetings 
BOARD_IND Proportion of nonexecutive board members of all members 
GENDER_QUOTA Equal to 1 if the following year the country mandatorily applies the gender quotas in firms’ boardrooms, and 0 otherwise.  

P. Castro et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  



European research on management and business economics 29 (2023) 100222

16

References 
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