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Abstract 

Purpose of the paper: To understand the “black box” of boardroom behavior, we 
test the impact of different thresholds of female directors on a set of board processes. 
Using the two percentages indicated by the gender quota law, we distinguish between 
two possible situations that women face: (1) voicing of women’s opinions, and (2) 
having their voices heard.

Methodology: We employ an econometric model to test our research question on 
a sample of all of the 40 Italian companies listed in the FTSE-MIB between the years 
2008 to 2015, 

Findings: We provide evidence that when women voice to their opinion (i.e. they 
are represented by at least 20% of the board seats), boards devote more time to their 
activities, and the cognitive conflicts among members is enhanced. However, when 
women’s voice are heard (i.e. when the threshold of at least 33% of women is reached), 
boards increase the directors’ attentiveness, and women become particularly effective 
in boosting the cognitive conflicts.

Research limits: In our analysis we use proxies of board behaviour that are built 
from secondary data.

Practical implications: Our findings provide insights which have implications for 
gender quota regulation, and offer a new understanding of the contribution of women 
at decision-making position levels.

Originality of the paper: We further develop the critical mass theory in the 
context of women on boards, focusing on two different situations that women might 
face. We analyse the channel variables between women on boards and corporate 
governance, investigating board behaviour and board dynamics.

Key words: corporate governance; women on boards; gender diversity; board processes; 
critical mass; gender quota.

1. Introduction

In recent years, a number of countries have started to discuss 
regulations, policies, and practices to increase the number of women on 
corporate boards (Casey, Skibnes, and Pringle, 2011; Cook and Glass, 
2014; Labelle et al., 2015; Cullen and Murphy, 2018). The promotion of 
gender diversity is based on the reasoning that women contribute to better 
corporate governance, and hence, firms’ performance (Wiley and Monllor-
Tormos, 2018). A major assumption underlying this relationship is that 
women bring different resources, qualities, and managerial practices to the 
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board that potentially enhance its performance. The value that women add 
and bring to the boardroom remains a puzzle, and the empirical evidence 
calls for additional verification (Huse et al., 2009; Nielsen and Huse, 2010a, 
2010b; Wiley and Monllor-Tormos, 2018).

Prior corporate governance studies represent gender diversity as 
the following measures: the ratio of women on the board, the presence 
of women (dummy), and the number of women (Gabaldon et al., 2016; 
Post and Byron, 2015; Terjesen et al., 2009). The effects of gender diversity 
on board outcomes are not conclusive. Drawing on the theory of critical 
mass, we explore when female directors, as the minority, influence the 
group work in the boardroom and bring pronounced improvement in the 
engagement of the directors in the board activities. In accordance with 
emerging literature (Konrad et al. 2008; Torchia et al. 2011; De Masi, 
2021), we argue that female directors are more effective when a critical 
mass of women on boards is reached. When this critical mass is achieved, 
women are more likely to give voice to their opinion. However, this may 
not be enough to influence certain board processes. In our study, we focus 
on two distinct sets of board process: (1) effort norms, and (2) cognitive 
conflicts. Effort norms are expressed as (a) the time that board members 
devote to specific board activities, and (b) the degree of attentiveness and 
participation of board directors. Cognitive conflicts refer to the presence of 
multiple viewpoints that create task-content related disagreement among 
board members.

Given the thresholds imposed by the gender quota law in Italy, our 
study shows that different critical masses of women impact processes 
through the improvement of board effort norms, as well as by boosting 
the board’s cognitive conflict. We demonstrate that when women reach 
the threshold of 20%, boards devote more time to the board activities, and 
the cognitive conflict is enhanced. Moreover, we provide evidence that 
the threshold of 33% of women on boards is necessary to have an impact 
on the degree of attentiveness of the directors, and to further boost the 
cognitive conflict among members. Our results suggest that the voicing 
of women’s opinions (which is likely to occur when the women reach the 
threshold of 20% of the board) is required to impact the time that boards 
employ in their activities. But to impact directors’ attentiveness and to 
enhance the cognitive conflict among members, women’s voices should be 
heard (which is likely to occur when the women reach a threshold of 33% 
on the board).

The paper contributes to the research literature in three ways. First, 
we validate the critical mass theory in the context of women on boards; 
this has attracted limited attention from empirical studies (Joerck et al., 
2013; Torchia et al., 2011; Konrad et al., 2008; De Masi et al., 2021a). We 
show how different thresholds of female directors on boards matter with 
regard to board activities. The selection of country is crucial for this type 
of analysis. Italy provides a particularly interesting context, as reaching a 
critical mass of women is seen as the main political argument in favour of 
introducing quota regulations on boards (Torchia et al., 2017). Prior to the 
law, in 2008, the average percentage of women who held a corporate board 
position was less than 5% (European Commission, 2018). As of 2012, the 
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law mandated a binding gender quota for the Italian-listed companies and 
for state-owned enterprises. In the first board term after the enforcement of 
the law, the board had to have reached the intermediate threshold of 20% of 
female directors. In the subsequent board term, 33% of the board seats had 
to be held by women. The law is well enforced (Desana 2017), and there is 
a wide range of sanctions, such as a warning, a fine, and the dismissal of all 
board members. In 2015, the percentage of women on boards in Italy was 
one of the highest in the European Union. Thus, in this setting of a quasi-
natural experiment, we test the critical mass theory applied to women on 
boards. Second, we also contribute to the stream of research on gender 
diversity and corporate governance. Our study expands on Wiley and 
Monllor-Tormos (2018) and De Masi et al., (2021a), by focussing on the 
channel variables between women on boards and corporate governance. 
Our study is situated in this research stream as we add to the literature 
about the potential sets of board processes, and investigate board behaviour 
and dynamics (Machold and Farquhar, 2013; Nielsen and Huse, 2010a, 
2010b; Slomka-Golebiowska et al., 2022). Moreover, we contribute to the 
discussion on how increasing the percentage of women on boards affects 
board activities. 

The rest of the article is organised as follows. In the next section, 
the theoretical framework of the critical mass of women on boards is 
reviewed. After formulating the hypotheses, the dataset, the variables, and 
the methods used are presented. In the subsequent section, the results of 
our study are discussed. Finally, conclusions and implications for policy 
makers and regulators are proposed.

2. Theory and Hypothesis 

2.1 A critical mass of women on boards: from voicing the opinions to having 
the voice heard

We built our research on the seminal work of Kanter (1977) that 
pioneered the critical mass theory. In her analysis, she focusses on the 
challenges faced by a minority, such as women in a male-dominated 
environment. When women are underrepresented, they may be seen as a 
symbol; a token. Kanter identifies three behavioural challenges of being a 
token: visibility, polarisation, and assimilation. First, visibility relates to a 
situation where the minority group finds itself being constantly watched. 
They are afraid to make any mistakes that could be perceived as fatal, and 
thus they tend to work much harder than men to receive recognition. 
Simultaneously, they are subject to increased performance pressures. 
Second, polarisation takes place when men may exclude the minority 
group from informal networks as they feel uncomfortable around women. 
Thus, men will exaggerate their similarities and emphasise the differences 
between men and women in order to prevent women from networking. 
Third, assimilation pressures women to accept the gendered stereotypes 
defined by men. Therefore, only limited roles and work are assigned to 
women. This only perpetuates stereotypes, and continues to set women 
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apart from the position of men within the group. The contribution of the 
token to the group can be hindered by stereotyping and categorisation. 
Individuals tend to categorise others according to easily observed identities 
such as gender (Carli and Eagly, 2002; Tajfel and Turner, 1986). When no 
other information is available, people rely on gender stereotypes, which 
are women’s values, attitudes, and behaviour (Bird, 2003). Individuals 
favour those who are similar to them (Goodreau, Kitts, and Morris, 2009). 
However, stereotyping and categorisation create isolation, discomfort, and 
a lack of confidence among members of a minority (Ely, 1994; Heikes, 
1992; Kanter, 1977; Simpson, 1997, 2000; Simpson and Lewis 2005). Thus, 
they hinder the exertion of the minority’s influence on the group and on 
its decision. 

Negative stereotyping and social categorisation are even stronger in 
the upper echelons of the company, due to the need for trust (Stafsdudd, 
2006). The board work largely depends on each member; thus, the 
effect of the critical mass of female directors on group performance is 
more pronounced in the boardroom than in other contexts. On boards, 
one may assume actions, values, commitment, and loyalty are based on 
easily observable demographic characteristics, such as gender. When 
there is little personal knowledge and no time for communication, board 
directors rely on shared understating. These challenges that women face 
may be changed when the numerical representation of women increases. 
According to the critical mass theory (Kanter, 1977), women will not 
behave in a tokenistic fashion, when the numerical representation of 
women in a group is between 20% and 40%. Joecks et al. (2013) prove that 
the critical mass of female directors lies in the rage of 20% to 40% of the 
total board. When women reach a critical mass, they are not treated as 
tokens, and they can influence the decision-making culture of the board. 
Gender is no longer a barrier to acceptance and communication. Women 
are free to raise questions, but they are more likely to be heard once their 
numerical representation increases (Konrad et al., 2008). 

There is a limited number of empirical studies that verify the critical 
mass theory in the context of women on boards (Konrad et al., 2008; 
Torchia et al. 2011; Joerck et al., 2013; Wiley and Monllor-Tormos, 2018; De 
Masi et al., 2021b). The first empirical study that identifies the behavioural 
consequences of being a token minority representative on a board is 
Konrad et al. (2008). The authors document the following behaviour 
towards tokens: hypervisibility or invisibility, isolation, being stereotyped 
and viewed as representing all women, and needing to work harder to 
have an impact on the group. Being the minority on the boards, women 
choose to be socially invisible, and maintain a low profile within the board. 
Empirical research shows that powerful men who are sitting on boards 
tend to connect and socialise with men who are similar to them (Nielsen, 
2009; Stafsdudd, 2006). Nielsen and Huse (2010b) confirm that gender 
stereotypes may limit the potential influence of women on boards working 
as a group. These authors demonstrate that the perception of women as 
unequal board members may limit their potential contribution to board 
decision-making. Being token representatives of their gender, women tend 
to assume caricatured roles, and are more like symbols on boards rather 
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than substance. Testing critical mass theory in the board context, and based 
on primary data from Norwegian boards, Torchia et al. (2011) confirm the 
previous research outcomes. Specifically, they show that in a tokenistic role, 
female directors are unable to positively impact strategic board tasks and 
organisational innovation. The empirical evidence confirms the critical 
mass theory that gender diversity does not matter if women are merely 
tokens. Focussing on the relationship between board gender diversity 
and firm performance, Wiley and Monllor-Tormos (2018) suggest that 
below the critical mass threshold, women may represent a disadvantage 
to the board, as this situation may facilitate the formation of subgroups, 
dysfunctional conflicts, and distrust. However, at or above the critical mass 
threshold, women facilitate the better monitoring of management, greater 
resource provisions, and divergent thinking. Building on that, we look 
inside the boardroom, focussing on the relationship between the critical 
mass of women and board processes.

2.2 Gender diversity and board processes

Drawing from the critical mass theory, we look at the relationship 
between certain thresholds of women on boards, indicated by the gender 
quota law, and a set of board processes. We have built on the conceptual 
framework of Forbes and Milliken (1999) that considers board processes as 
an intermediate step between board characteristics and board performance. 
In this section, we discuss two board processes: (1) effort norms and (2) 
cognitive conflicts.

The first board process captures the effort of individual board members 
(Steiner, 1972; Wageman, 1995). Hence, effort norms ensure a high level 
of preparation, participation, and analysis of the board contributing to its 
activities. There are two important manifestations of the board effort norms: 
(1) the time that directors devote to their tasks; and (2) the directors’ degree 
of attentiveness to, and participation in, their tasks. The manifestation 
of effort by female directors may be more pronounced. Previous studies 
show that the presence of women on boards improves firm monitoring, 
as they are not perceived as part of the “old boys’ network”. According to 
the critical mass theory, women have harder jobs as a minority to establish 
credibility, and to influence other board members. They are not perceived 
to be part of the “old boys’ network” (Ibarra, 1993; Holgersson, 2020). All 
these factors can make women more vigilant than men when preparing 
for board meetings (Singh et al., 2002; Huse and Solberg, 2006). Konrad et 
al. (2008), analysing the impact of the critical mass of female directors on 
board behaviour, show that women who are part of the minority feel free 
to raise issues. We expect that the change of women’s status in boardrooms 
from token representatives to fully fledged board members should occur 
when certain thresholds of female directors are reached. Hence, we 
hypothesise as follows:

Hypothesis 1: At the threshold of 20% of female directors, women voice 
their opinion, thus improving the board effort norms expressed as the time 
devoted to their tasks.
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The degree of attentiveness and participation in board meetings refers 
to the careful scrutiny of information provided by management before 
meetings, finding information regarding issues that are relevant to the 
company, and actively participating during meetings. Compared to men, 
women experience more difficulty establishing credibility and influencing 
others. This means that they tend to put more effort into preparing and 
participating in board meetings (Carli, 1999; Foschi, 2000; Singh et al., 
2002). Izraeli (2000) and Huse and Solberg (2006) argue that women 
prepare conscientiously for board meetings. Thus, women directors 
frequently ask questions, so they tend not to quickly accept information 
circulated by executives. Women are likely to question business practices 
that are unethical (Franke, et al., 1997), and tend to apply stricter ethical 
standards (Pan and Sparks, 2012). While women are likely to voice their 
opinion when they reach a critical mass, they may encounter difficulties 
in being heard (Belenky et al., 1997; West and Zimmerman, 2002). We 
argue that the numerical representation of the minority shifts the board 
behaviour: the board members accept women and perceive them as equal 
colleagues. Thus, we hypothesise as follows:

Hypothesis 2a: At the threshold of 20% of female directors, women voice 
their opinions, and the board members’ attentiveness is improved.

Hypothesis 2b: At the threshold of 33% of female directors, women’s voices 
are heard, and the board members’ attentiveness is improved.

The second board process is cognitive conflict. This refers to the 
presence of task-content related disagreement among board members 
(Jehn, 1995). Hambrick et al. (2008) and Huse and Gabrielsson (2019) 
define boards as interdependent groups which may face difficulties with 
their interactions and capacity to work as a team. The board effectiveness 
as a group depends on the utilisation of the knowledge, skills, and multiple 
viewpoints available on the board. Gabrielsson et al. (2007) argue that 
individual board members do not possess all of the relevant knowledge 
and information needed on the board. Using the collective knowledge, 
tapped from each individual that is assembled on the board, determines 
the effectiveness of the board as a group. Therefore, working as a group 
has a higher impact on the outcome than the efforts of individual board 
members. 

Female directors bring diversity in terms of knowledge and skills (Ross‐
Smith and Huppatz, 2010). Studies demonstrate that female directors 
are differentiated from male board members in terms of education; for 
instance, they more frequently hold MBA and PhD degrees and have 
professional experience (Hillman et al., 2002). Studies also show that 
they are more likely than men to have held managerial positions in areas 
related to human resources, corporate social responsibility, marketing, and 
advertising (Zelechowski and Bilimoria, 2004). Furthermore, women have 
had more international experiences, but they are less likely to have been a 
CEO or COO (Terjesen et al. 2009). 

As women bring different perspectives and experiences compared 
to male directors, they may stimulate discussions and engage in debates 



175

(Pearce and Zahra, 1991; Burke, 1997). Thus, they positively affect cognitive 
conflict (Torchia et al., 2017). However, a group that is too diverse may 
result in interactions based on formal communication and bureaucratic 
procedures (Milliken  and Martins, 1996). Thus, decisions are made at a 
slower pace. Homogenous groups use the same language; hence, consensus 
is reached faster.

On the one hand, Bart and McQueen (2013) and Adams and Funk 
(2012) indicate that female board members are more likely to use 
cooperative decision-making and value interdependence and tolerance. 
Additionally, women are more empathetic than men, and thus are more 
likely to accept others’ standpoints (Eagly and Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001). 
Thus, women demonstrate different work styles (Daily and Dalton, 2003) 
and create a good working atmosphere in the boardroom, while standing 
up for different values than male directors (Huse and Solberg, 2006).

On the other hand, women are more likely to question conventional 
thinking (Huse and Solberg, 2006; Bilimoria and Wheeler, 2000). This 
initiates debates and cognitive conflicts that facilitate the exchange of 
information among board members (Amason and Sapienza, 1997). The 
nature of the interactions between board members depends on the size of 
the minority within the group, for example, female directors. Based on the 
above arguments, we posit the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 3a: At the threshold of 20% of female directors on the board, 
women voice their opinions, and they improve the cognitive conflicts.

Hypothesis 3b: At the threshold of 33% of female directors on the board, 
women’s voices are heard, and they become particularly effective in boosting 
cognitive conflicts

3. Method

3.1 Sample and data

Our sample consists of 40 Italian companies listed in the FTSE MIB 
index, and includes observations from 2008 to 2015. The choice of the 
sample and the research period are in line with the aim of the study to 
examine the effect of different thresholds of female directors on a certain 
set of board processes. Italy introduced a law in 2012 on the quota of 
female board directors required for public companies and state-owned 
companies. Specifically, in 2012, every listed company had to comply with 
the regulation, and reach the intermediate threshold of 20% of female 
directors on the board for the first post-law board term, and then 33% for 
subsequent board terms. As the thresholds are enforced by the quota law, 
it is considered to be an exogenous shock to understand the effect of the 
critical mass of female directors on board processes. 

To test out the hypotheses, we used data from Thomson Reuters-
Datastream ASSET4 ESG database. This database provides detailed 
information on some board processes, such as certain corporate governance 
policies for guiding the behaviour of board members, descriptions of 
board routines, and the time dedicated to board activities. The original 
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data sources are the companies’ annual reports on corporate governance, 
financial statements, and any other publicly available documents that 
were related to the companies’ corporate governance. Measures of 
board processes are based on scores calculated by equally weighting and 
z-scoring all underlying data points, and comparing them against all of 
the companies in the ASSET4 ESG database. A higher score indicates a 
better board process and a better performed board task. Because of the 
availability of data in the Thomson Reuters-Datastream ASSET4 ESG 
database, the final sample consisted of 35 companies. We also eliminated 
three companies from this sample which did not disclose data about board 
attendance and meetings. 

3.2 Variables

The dependent variables are related to the board processes discussed 
in the theory and the hypotheses development sections. Based on the 
research (Forbes and Milliken 1999; Huse 2005, 2007; van Ees et al., 2009), 
we distinguish a set of board processes: (1) the effort norms related to the 
time that the board member devote to their activities; (2) the effort norms 
expressed as the board members’ attentiveness and participation; and (3) 
the cognitive conflict.

The first board process is proxied by board attendance and board 
meetings. These capture the time that directors devote to board activities. 
These two proxies also measure the flow of information between board 
members. The more intense the flow, the better the understanding of 
company activities. Thus, board members are more prepared for the 
decision-making process.

Being present and well prepared for board meetings is necessary, but 
not sufficient, to becoming involved in board activities, and participating 
in boardroom discussions. Thus, we introduce the second board process 
as the effort expressed as the board members’ attentiveness. This includes 
a set of norms and codified rules that guide board members’ behaviour 
(Van Ees et al. 2009; Nielsen and Huse, 2010b). These codified rules are 
policies related to different areas of board activities, board induction 
programmes, systematic board evaluations and board work instructions. 
This board process is proxied by a Datastream score assessing whether the 
board has internal information tools to develop appropriate and effective 
board member behaviour. 

The third board process is cognitive conflicts. Diversity is supposed 
to influence discussions among board members because it brings into 
the boardroom different knowledge, backgrounds, and perspectives (van 
Knippenberg and Schippers, 2007; Fisher et al., 2012; van Dijk et al., 
2017; Bell et al., 2011). We proxy the level of cognitive conflicts in the 
boardroom by the presence of a well-balanced board composition in terms 
of experience, knowledge, skills, and qualities. We use a Datastream score 
assessing whether the company has rules to maintain a well-balanced 
board. 

These two scores are Z-scores, which range from zero to 100. They 
express the value in units of standard deviation of that value from the 
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mean value of all companies. They are calculated by subtracting the mean 
value of all the companies from the score of the single company, and then 
dividing this difference by the standard deviation of all companies. They are 
relative measures which compare one company with a given benchmark. 
They enable the creation of more distinction between values that otherwise 
might be very close together. 

We use two dummy variables that indicate the two thresholds of 
women on the board introduced by the gender quota law: 20% and 33%. 
The coefficient of the dummy variables measures, respectively, the effect of 
women’s opinions and the effect of having women’s voices heard on board 
processes.

We include control variables related to the board characteristics that 
affect board processes; size, and independence have been considered two 
of the most important variables in explaining board activities (Dalton et al., 
1998). The former is measured as the total number of directors sitting on the 
board. The latter is measured as the percentage of independent directors on 
the board. The busy directors’ variable is measured as the average number 
of other corporate affiliations of the board member, and the CEO duality 
is a dummy variable that is equal to 1 if the CEO is also the chairman. As a 
proxy of firm size, we use Total Assets. All variables are defined in Table 1. 
Table 2 reports the descriptive statistics.

Tab. 1: Description of variables 

Variable Description
Time devoted by 
the board member 
to board activities

The average number of attendances of the individual board members 
at board meetings (score)
Number of board meetings per year (score).

Attentiveness and 
participation

Z-score assessing whether the company has the necessary internal 
improvement and information tools to develop appropriate and 
effective board functions and committees? 

Cognitive conflict Z-score assessing whether the company has rules to maintain a 
well-balanced board in terms of experience, knowledge, skills, and 
qualities. 

Women 20% This is a dummy equal to 1 if the percentage of women on the board is 
equal or greater than 20% and zero otherwise.

Women 33% This is a dummy equal to 1 if the percentage of women in the board is 
equal or greater than 33% and zero otherwise.

Independent 
directors %

Percentage of independent board members as reported by the 
company.

CEO duality This is a dummy equal to 1 if the CEO is also chairman, and zero 
otherwise

Busy directors The average number of other corporate affiliations for each board 
member.

Board size The total number of board members at the end of the fiscal year.
  
The Scores are calculated by equally weighting and z-scoring all underlying data points and 
comparing them against all companies in Datastream. The resulting percentage is therefore 
a relative measure of performance, z-scored and normalised to better distinguish values and 
position the score between 0 and 100%. A z-score, or “standard score” expresses the value in 
units of standard deviation of that value from the mean value of all companies. 
 
Source: Own development
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Tab. 2: Descriptive statistics

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max
Time devoted by the board member 
to board activities (Board Meetings 
Score) 

225 57.12 26.55 1 100

Time devoted by the board member 
to board activities (Board Attendance 
Score)

256 41.20 29.82 0 95.90

Attentiveness and participation 256 64.34 26.36 5.47 81.89
Cognitive conflict 256 61.25 2.79 54.51 63.65
Female directors % 256 13.48 11.75 0 50
Independent directors % 238 55.09 22.58 0 100
Board Size 256 15.77 5.77 8 38
Busy directors score 250 54.51 29.27 0 90.71
Firm size (total assets) 307 9.45*1007 1.81*1008 63404 1.04*1009

     
For the definition of the variables, see Table 1. 
Source: Own development

2.3 Method of analysis

To investigate the effect of the critical mass of female directors on 
board processes, we estimate the multiple regression analysis using two 
distinct sets of board processes. The two thresholds of the critical mass of 
female directors identified by the gender quota law - 20% and 33% - are 
regressed on: (1) the effort norms expressed as (a) the time that the board 
member devote to board activities, and (b) the degree of attentiveness and 
participation of the directors; and (2) the cognitive conflicts expressed 
as the presence of multiple viewpoints that create task-content related 
disagreement among board members. We use fixed effect estimations to 
control for industry effects. Results are clustered for the firms.

Table 2 presents descriptive statistics. The mean value of the scores for 
the variables representing the time devoted to board activities is respectively 
57.12 (the Board Meeting Score) and 41.20 (the Board Attendance Score). 
The average value of the variable “attentiveness” is 64.34. The score that 
proxies the cognitive conflict is 61.25. All these three measures are valued 
by scores that go from 0 to 100 (Datastream, 2017). A high score indicates 
a high level of a board’s engagement in its activities. 

Regarding the control variables, the average board size is about 15.77 
members, and the board independence is over 55%, showing that in most 
of the largest listed companies, the majority of the directors is independent. 
CEO duality occurs in 19% of companies. 

The average representation of women on boards in our sample is 13%. 
The period investigated includes 2012, the year the gender quota law was 
introduced. The introduction of this new requirement about the gender 
balance in the boardroom has changed the board composition, increasing 
the proportion of women on boards. For this reason, we also provide 
descriptive statistics by year (Table 3). In 2005, the average percentage of 
women on boards was 3.25% and in 2017 it was 26.50%. In 2005, 25% 
of the companies reached the first threshold required by the law (20% 
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of women on boards) and 22% of the companies achieved the second 
threshold of 33%. After the introduction of the board gender quota law, 
the average percentage of companies that had at least 20% of women on 
boards increased from 38% in 2012 to 92% in 2015. Whereas the average 
percentage of companies that had at least 33% of women on board was 23% 
in 2012 and 38% in 2015.

Tab. 3: Percentage of women by year (average values)

Variable Women on Boards % 20% 33%
2008 3.25 0.25 0.22
2009 3.65 0.25 0.22
2010 7.74 0.25 0.20
2011 8.47 0.26 0.20
2012 13.45 0.38 0.23
2013 19.31 0.58 0.30
2014 24.34 0.75 0.38
2015 26.50 0.92 0.38

   
Source: Own elaboration

4. Results and discussion 

The regression results show the different effects of the thresholds of 
women directors on board processes (Table 4). Specifically, we find that 
the effort norms (models 1 to 6) measured as the time devoted by directors 
to the board activities, and the board directors’ attentiveness are affected 
by the threshold of 20% of women. At this threshold, women voice their 
opinions. When the board has at least 20% of women, board meetings rise 
by 2.77. The threshold of 20% also has a positive and significant effect on 
the board attendance (score). When the percentage of women on boards is 
at least 20%, the board attendance score increases by 3.64. Board meetings 
and board attendance are fundamental sources of internal firm information 
for directors. Hence, the higher these numbers, the more relevant the 
information the board members can acquire, and the higher the quality 
of decision making by boards. According to Huse and Solberg (2006), 
boards with higher female representation are also more likely to engage 
in constant professionalisation on the job by organising extra meetings, 
such as orientation programmes or deep dives. Our results document 
that the difference in the board member’s behaviours in terms of time 
devoted to the board activities is visible at the threshold of 20%. Giving 
a voice to women makes the whole board more engaged in its activities. 
At the threshold of 33%, board members do not change their behaviour. 
Thus, at the threshold of 33% of women, boards may just continue with 
this new attitude. Our results suggest elevating women’s voices influences 
an increase of the directors’ time spent on board activities. In particular, 
women voicing their opinions is sufficient to increase the attendance of 
board members, thus pushing them to participate in the board meetings.

Sara De Masi 
Agnieszka Słomka-
Gołębiowska 
Andrea Paci
Gender diversity on 
corporate boards: when the 
voice is not enough



sinergie
italian journal of management 
Vol. 40, Issue 2, 2022

180

Tab. 4: Results

Effort norms Cognitive 
conflictTime devoted by the directors to board 

activities
Attentiveness of the 
directors to the board 

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

Women 
(20%)

2.77** 3.64* 4.46* 0.87***
(2.19) (1.82) (1.79) (3.28)

Women 
(33%)

1.09 2.99 10.70* 0.78***

(0.52) (0.41) (1.83) (4.72)
CEO 
duality

2.23* 1.32 3.26 2.20 -14.83*** -15.16** 1.05*** 0.93**
(1.88) (1.24) (0.89) (0.62) (‘-3.22) (‘-2.26) (2.74) (2.24)

Independent 
directors %

0.02 0.02 0.10* 0.12 0.06 0.08 0.01 0.01
(1.02) (1.18) (1.87) (0.06) (0.89) (0.60) (0.58) (0.82)

Busy 
directors

0.03 0.03
(1.26) (1.58)

Board size -0.29* -0.35** 0.15 0.05 0.79* 0.73** 0.07*** 0.05***

(-1.95) (-2.09) (0.37) (0.92) (1.72) (1.92) (2.77) (2.12)
Total assets 1.36*109 1.93*109 -2.04*1010 -6.62*1010 4.16*108** 4.00*108** 3.74*1011 4.71*1011

(0.38) (0.59) (-0.01) (0.96) (1.95) (2.72) (0.97) (0.96)

R-squared 0.26 0.28 0.60 0.61 0.20 0.25 0.17 0.21
N. Obs 188 188 212 212 238 238 238 238
N. Firms 29 29 32 32 35 35 35 35

         
T-statistics are reported in brackets. *, **, and *** denote significance at 10%, 5%, and 
1% respectively. Robust standard errors are clustered at the firm-division level. Results 
are controlled for industry. All tests are two-tailed. Time devoted by the directors to board 
activities are proxied by board meeting score (columns 1 and 2) and board attendance score 
(columns 3 and 4). Attentiveness of the directors to the board activities is a score that measures 
whether the company has internal tools to develop appropriate and effective board functions 
and committees. Cognitive conflict is a score assessing the company’s rule to maintain a well-
balanced board in terms of experience, knowledge, skills, and qualities.

Source: Own development

However, devoting time to attend board meetings might not improve 
its effectiveness if the directors are not active in gathering information and 
discussing the board agenda. A stream of research argues that directors 
might not be particularly effective in performing their tasks if they receive 
limited information, and they do not spend enough time exchanging 
ideas among themselves or with the management (Vafeas, 1999). Our 
results document the fact that women on boards also improve the board 
members’ attentiveness. Meeting the threshold of 20% of women on 
boards significantly and positively affects the attentiveness of the board 
members. When the percentage of women reaches 20%, the attentiveness 
score rises by 4.46. This effect more than doubles when the percentage of 
women is equal to, or higher than, 33%. Our results suggest that boards 
benefit when women voice their opinions. Gender-diverse boards are 
more often engaged in board activities, such as a regular board assessment 
and a review of the balance of board skills, knowledge and experience, as 
well as CEO succession planning (Singh and Vinnicombe, 2004). Huse 
and Solberg (2006) state that women directors, being less experienced 
board members, may devote time to board evaluation, and can identify 
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areas for improvement. They also indicate that boards with higher female 
representation are more likely to engage in constant professionalisation, as 
female directors are devoted to improving their visibility. They are diligent, 
and they work hard as a board member to avoid having stereotyped 
women’s roles assigned to them within a team of board members. These 
benefits are particularly present when women’s voices are heard, and the 
board is able to exploit the advantages of better balance. At a threshold of 
33% of women on boards, women’s voices are heard and accepted by the 
other board members. At this threshold, women start to be considered as 
equal colleagues by male directors, and their opinions are taken seriously. 
Specifically, women’s tendency to ask for more codified information 
through formal channels might also induce other board members to make 
similar requests, and to support the women’s request.

The second board process is cognitive conflict. The thresholds required 
by the law also have a positive effect on the level of cognitive conflict. A 
20% and 33% percentage of women on the board improves the balance 
of the board by 0.87 and 0.78, respectively. It seems that at the thresholds 
of 20% and 33%, boards have just the right amount of diversity in terms 
of skills, experience, and competences, and the level of cognitive conflict 
increases. Having a voice and being heard improve the cognitive conflict 
among board’s members. Research clearly states that cognitive conflict 
is influenced by demographic differences among group members, which 
affects the group interaction (Skvoretz and Fararo, 1996; Webster and 
Foschi, 1988; Martins and Sohn, 2022) in two possible directions. The first 
direction, which is the most preferred, is called “kaleidoscope thinking” 
(Kanter, 1986, p. 11). This means that the diversity of gender, knowledge, 
skills, and experience might stimulate creative idea production by other 
members because the board members rearrange and combine information 
and knowledge to create new ideas or solutions. The second direction is 
called “group faultlines” (Lau and Murnighan, 1998), which refers to 
situations in which the gender diversity splits the board into subgroups. 
These might be in contrast with each other, and raise barriers that make 
it more difficult to discuss alternative ideas proposed by the opposite 
subgroup. While most of the studies focus on the behaviours of people 
in the same subgroups (Chen and Tesluk, 2012), our results indicate that 
at the threshold of 20% the behaviour of male directors changes. At the 
threshold of 30% women’s voices are heard, accepted, and supported. At 
these thresholds the gender is not an attribute that creates conflicts among 
subgroups. The proportions of women and men become more balanced, 
and the diversity of knowledge, skills, and experience are more likely to be 
used in board discussions.

Regarding the control variables, CEO duality has a positive and 
significant effect on the time that board members devote to the board 
activities, which is measured as the board meetings score, but it has a 
negative and statistically significant effect on the presence of internal tools 
used to acquire information. This is in line with the argument that CEO 
duality can be seen as a measure of CEO power within the board. If the 
CEO is also the chairman, the company might require more board meetings 
to formally show commitment towards the monitoring of CEO activities. 
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However, because of the CEO’s power on the board, board members might 
feel uncomfortable in introducing and putting in place formal tools to 
acquire more information. 

The board size has a negative and statistically significant effect on the 
Board Meetings Score, but it has a positive and statistically significant 
relationship with Board Attentiveness, measured as the score assessing 
whether the board has formal information tools in place. These results are 
in line with the previous studies which suggest that a larger board might 
not be particularly effective in monitoring because of possible problems of 
groupthink and social loaf (Thompson, 2008). As the board monitoring 
is often measured as the number of board meetings (Vafeas, 1999), this 
explains the negative relationship between board size and board meetings. 
Larger boards might be affected by lack of commitment, moral hazard 
problems, and greater control by the CEO (Faleye et al., 2011). For 
these reasons larger boards might require more formal tools to gather 
information needed to make decisions. On the other hands, large boards 
have a larger pool of competences, background, and experience. This 
statement is empirically supported by our results that document a positive 
relationship between board size and a well-balanced board composition in 
terms of experience, knowledge, skills, and qualities.

5. Conclusion 

In recent debates on gender equality, there is a growing emphasis on 
the benefits of increasing the number of women on corporate boards. 
Our study moves the discussion forward, focussing on the relationship 
between different thresholds of a critical mass of women on boards and 
boards activities, concentrating on two statuses of women: women voicing 
their opinions, and having their voices heard. Building on the critical mass 
theory, this article contributes both to theory and practice by studying 
the effect of the two measures of the critical mass of female directors 
introduced by the gender quota law on board processes.

The major novelty of the research is to provide evidence that different 
thresholds of critical mass causes different effects on board outcomes 
depending on the type of board process. Our findings show that boards 
that reach the threshold of 20% of female directors identified by the quota, 
devote more time to board activities. Boards that reach the threshold of 
33% of female directors have higher attentiveness. The threshold of 20% 
makes women more likely to ask for additional information and to raise 
their voices. This propels the board members towards greater diligence and 
stronger engagement in board activities. At the threshold of 33%, women 
are perceived as equal colleagues, and the board becomes more attentive 
to its activities.

We also document the fact that when women voice their opinion 
(reaching 20% of the board seats) and their voice is heard (reaching the 
threshold of 33%), they improve the level of cognitive conflict in the 
boardroom, setting the scene for better board decision-making processes. 
One explanation could be that when the critical mass reaches 20%, the 
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minority feel more comfortable in raising their voice. When the minority 
reaches the threshold of 33%, it is accepted by the majority in the group. 
This means that women’s different knowledge and perpsectives are more 
likely to be utilised. 

The paper makes several contributions to the academic and professional 
debate on women on boards. First, we test the validity of critical mass in 
the context of women on boards. Our result moves the debate about gender 
diversity in the boardroom from the ratio/presence of female directors 
to critical mass and the difference between giving voice to opinions and 
having the voice heard.

Second, in contrast to previous research, we demonstrate that certain 
board processes may require different dynamics from the board as a 
working group, and thus, raising the threshold of the critical mass of female 
directors brings different effects.

Third, our study contributes to corporate governance research by 
offering a new understanding of how gender diversity influences corporate 
governance. We explore what is happening in the “black box” of the 
boardroom. The focus on board processes provides a better understanding 
of how boards operate, and how a critical mass of women affects board 
activities. Our study fits in with the trend of research that attempts to open 
“the black box of board behaviour” (Machold and Farquare, 2013, Zattoni 
et al., 2015; Zona and Zattoni, 2007; Brown and Kelan, 2020). 

Fourth, this study has important implications for corporate boards 
and policy makers. In preparation for implementing the Directive of the 
European Parliament and of the Council on improving the gender balance 
on boards of companies listed on stock exchanges, several governments 
across Europe have adopted quotas to increase gender diversity on 
corporate boards, including Italy. The requirements for a critical mass 
of female directors on corporate boards of Italian companies will not be 
mandatory after 2030. Our research demonstrates that different thresholds 
of the critical mass of women on boards have improved a certain set of 
board processes. Moreover, we advocate quota regulation as an effective 
and the only enforceable affirmative measure of reaching a critical mass 
of female directors. Reaching a critical mass of women brings added value 
to the boardroom. This is a way to show male leaders that essential gender 
beliefs are a myth. Changing these underlying beliefs is crucial to motivate 
men to become change agents for gender equality. It may be especially 
crucial in countries that traditionally have very low institutional support 
for women in their careers, unlike in the Nordic countries - predominately 
Norway - which most research has referred to.

We also acknowledge some limitations of the study and directions for 
future research. First, research demonstrating how women contribute to 
better decision-making processes is unexplored. Understanding which 
board decisions are impacted by the changes to decision-making processes 
enforced by the women’s presence on boards is the key to understanding 
the contributions made by gender diversity. More qualitative studies are 
needed to reveal the extent to which decisions change when more women 
were nominated to the board.
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Second, we do not test the interrelation between different board 
processes. More research is needed on the relationship between the critical 
mass of women and board processes, as it may be critical to understand the 
value added when women are on boards.

Third, the cognitive conflict and effort norms are very complex 
phenomena. We approach these topics, focusing on one single aspect which 
is the presence of women on boards. Although in our models we control 
for a set of control variables, the cognitive conflict and the attentiveness 
of the directors during the board meetings might be correlated with the 
complexity of the business environment or/and the complexity of the 
relationships among board members. In this vein, women on boards might 
be seen as a moderator of the relationship between the board processes 
(i.e. the cognitive conflict and effort norms) and the complexity of the 
decisions that the board is asked to make. Future research might go into 
this direction.
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