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ABSTRACT 

After several decades of male Caucasian dominance, the 
composition of boards of directors has recently changed. 
Various factors, such as social pressure, the evolution of cor
porate law and good governance codes, have contributed to 
increase board (mostly, but not only) gender diversity. The 
growing prevalence of more diverse boards and the availabil
ity of data on directors’ demographics encouraged corporate 
governance scholars to investigate the antecedents and the 
consequences of board diversity. Early studies developed 
around the idea that directors’ diversity increases board 
experiences and perspectives, and so positively influences 
board effectiveness and corporate outcomes. The empirical 
evidence collected on board diversity’s impact on board and 
company results shows, however, only partial or mixed find
ings. Thus, the goal of this systematic and interdisciplinary 
literature review on board diversity is to understand the 
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characteristics of previous studies and to summarize their 
main results. Our analysis identifies existing gaps, presents 
major theoretical and methodological barriers, and high
lights future avenues to further advance research on board 
diversity. 

-



1 
Introduction 

There has been increasing research activity on board diversity in the 
last two decades, with a peak in more recent years, which accumulated 
important theoretical insights and empirical evidence on its antecedents 
and consequences (e.g., Harrison and Klein, 2007; Lau and Murnighan, 
1998; Milliken and Martins, 1996; Williams and O’Reilly, 1998). 

The increased scholarly attention went hand in hand with the debate 
on the assumed or intended benefits associated with board diversity that 
stimulated policy-makers to issue regulations and good governance codes’ 
recommendations encouraging more diverse boards of directors. For 
instance, several European countries have increasingly issued quota laws 
promoting board gender diversity in the last decades, and the recent EU 
Directive 2022/2381 mandates member States to implement regulations 
favoring higher gender balance on listed companies’ corporate boards.1 

The evolution of corporate governance regulation has been sustained by 
social movements aimed at promoting gender diversity and equality in 
the boardroom (Geletkanycz, 2020), while other dimensions of diversity 

1The EU Directive (2022/2381), formally adopted in November 2022, implements 
quotas on board seats, mandating for listed companies to have at least 40% of the 
under-represented gender among non-executive directors or 33% among all directors 
by the end of June 2026. 
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(e.g., nationality, race and age) have stimulated a lively debate among 
practitioners and academics across the globe. 

Building on theoretical frameworks used to investigate group-level 
diversity, scholars and practitioners promoted board diversity based 
on the idea that higher diversity increases the pool of experiences and 
perspectives represented in the boardroom. A wide variety of skills and 
competencies may improve the board’s ability to perform its monitoring 
and services roles (e.g., Minichilli et al., 2009) and may positively affect 
firm performance (e.g., Post and Byron, 2015). Despite this logic, the 
empirical evidence on the impact of board diversity on board tasks or 
firm outcomes is partial and inconclusive (e.g., Johnson et al., 2013; 
Kirsch, 2018; Kumar and Zattoni, 2016; Post and Byron, 2015). These 
mixed results suggest that board diversity is a double-edged sword 
producing both positive and negative effects (e.g., Milliken and Martins, 
1996; Tasheva and Hillman, 2019). 

In light of this mixed evidence, we aim to address several related 
questions concerning what board diversity is, what its drivers are, and 
which impact it has on board and firm outcomes. In sum, what do 
we really know about board diversity’s semantics, antecedents and 
consequences? To take stock of the knowledge accumulated on this 
fascinating and complex topic, we did a systematic literature review. 
Previous reviews focus on a specific attribute of board diversity, mostly 
gender diversity, by analyzing its antecedents and its effects on board 
or firm outcomes (e.g., Kirsch, 2018; Terjesen et al., 2009). However, 
focusing only on one dimension may imply biases (Adams et al., 2018), as 
it leaves relatively unexplored other potentially relevant dimensions (e.g., 
Johnson et al., 2013; Tasheva and Hillman, 2019). So, departing from 
this tradition, this work analyses board diversity as a multidimensional 
construct. 

Our main goal is to provide reflections on the drivers and the 
consequences of more diverse boards. In particular, we aim to shed 
light on: (1) the meaning of “diversity”; (2) the methods and measures 
used to operationalize it; (3) the drivers promoting it; (4) its main 
consequences on board and firm outcomes; and (5) the relationships it 
moderates. 

Lili Pham

Lili Pham

Lili Pham



254 Introduction 

Our systematic and interdisciplinary literature review synthesizes the 
most relevant studies on board diversity, highlighting major results and 
research gaps. Following the structured approach of previous literature 
reviews (e.g., Cuomo et al., 2016; Zattoni et al., 2020), we selected 
empirical studies on board diversity published in accounting, business, 
finance, management, and organization journals. In particular, we focus 
on articles published in the highest ranked journals (i.e., the ones ranked 
as 4 and 4*) in the ABS/AJG journal list. We also include Corporate 
Governance: An International Review (CGIR), which is currently ranked 
as 3, as it is the premier journal on corporate governance research and 
the outlet where a significant number of studies on board diversity have 
been published. 

Our findings indicate that research interest in board diversity has 
grown enormously over time, reaching a peak in the last decade. Empir
ical studies primarily utilized agency and socio-psychological theories 
to examine the impact of board diversity on several board and firm 
outcomes. They typically employed quantitative research designs to 
analyze the effects of board diversity in companies listed in a specific 
country, usually the US or the UK. They often considered diversity in 
terms of a single type (mainly gender) and measured it with one or two 
proxies (such as a dummy variable, number, or proportion of female 
directors) using archival data. 

-

Our interdisciplinary review makes three contributions to the litera
ture on board diversity. First, it suggests multiple ways to enhance and 
expand the theoretical frameworks. Second, it identifies key methodolog
ical issues and proposes solutions to address them. Finally, it highlights 
several concerns regarding the operationalization of the diversity variable 
and outlines methods to resolve them. 

-

-



2 
From Group to Board Diversity 

2.1 Group Diversity 

Defining diversity is challenging since diversity is a complex and broad 
concept open to different interpretations (Williams and O’Reilly, 1998). 
Many scholars have tried to identify a precise meaning of diversity. One 
of the most common definitions has been proposed by Jackson et al. 
(2003, p. 802), who defined diversity as “the distribution of personal 
attributes among interdependent members of a work unit”. 

Drawing on this definition, Harrison and Klein (2007) argue that a 
group, or a work unit, is not diverse per se, but varies with respect to 
one or more specific attributes of its members. In other words, diversity 
is a compositional and attribute-specific construct. They also underline 
that diversity may have three different meanings, i.e., (1) variety, (2) 
separation, and (3) disparity. Variety indicates differences in informa
tion, knowledge, and experiences that originated from the different 
backgrounds and industry experiences of group members. Separation -
also called horizontal diversity - identifies differences in opinions, values, 
attitudes, and beliefs among members of the same group or work unit 
that may create disagreements and dissimilarity. Finally, disparity - also 
called vertical diversity - identifies differences in status and resources 

-
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that produce an unequal distribution of wealth, prestige, or power 
among group members. 

Another useful classification distinguishes surface-level and deep-
level diversity (Harrison et al., 1998; Milliken and Martins, 1996). The 
former (also called demographic diversity) refers to differences based on 
observable and visible traits concerning demographic attributes such as 
gender, age, or race. The latter (called attitudinal diversity) refers to 
less visible features such as values, beliefs, and attitudes. 

Building on the definition of diversity as variety, Tasheva and Hill-
man (2019) argue that diversity is a multifaceted construct, representing 
different sources and levels of analysis. Specifically, they identify three 
sources of diversity which are: (1) human capital, (2) social capital, and 
(3) demographic diversity. Human capital diversity refers to the variety 
in the team members’ skills, knowledge, and expertise. Social capital 
refers to the resources and the opportunities available through team 
members’ networks of relationships. Demographic diversity indicates 
the heterogeneity in the observable attributes of team members, such as 
age, race, or gender. Tasheva and Hillman (2019) also suggest that these 
three sources of diversity interact with two different levels of analysis i.e., 
the personal range and the team diversity. Specifically, they argued that 
diversity not only refers to differences among group members, but also 
includes the variety of human capital, social capital, and demographic 
heterogeneity within a single person. For example, an individual with a 
degree in history and work experience in sales, marketing, and finance 
has a higher personal range than an individual with a degree and work 
experience in finance. They claim that the personal range interacts with 
team diversity and influences team outcomes. 

A considerable number of studies have analyzed if and how these 
different interpretations of diversity may create positive or negative 
effects on group outcomes (e.g., Milliken and Martins, 1996; Williams 
and O’Reilly, 1998). Scholars claiming that diversity produces posi-
tive outcomes support their argument by drawing on the information 
processing theory. Specifically, they argue that higher group diversity 
contributes to access to a richer pool of information and knowledge. 
With wide perspectives and more comprehensive information, a diverse 
group is more likely to reach higher quality decisions (e.g., Jackson 



2.2. Board Composition and Diversity 257 

et al., 1995; Milliken and Martins, 1996 -). However, other scholars under
line that diversity may also produce negative outcomes. According to 
social identity and social categorization theories, people tend to identify 
with individuals they perceive to be more similar. Hence, demographic 
attributes, human capital, status, or networks may be used to infer 
similarities, or differences, and so to categorize similar individuals as 
“ingroup members” and dissimilar individuals as “outgroup members”. 
This categorization induces group members to identify subgroups based 
on one or more of their attributes (Lau and Murnighan, 1998). In such 
a case, higher group diversity may give rise to sub-groups based on 
hypothetical dividing lines (called faultlines). The presence of faultlines 
may create disagreements, relationship conflicts, and team functioning 
problems (Williams and O’Reilly, 1998; Thatcher and Patel, 2012), 
which may harm group effectiveness. 

Taking together its positive and negative effects, the literature sug
gests that group diversity might be seen as a double-edged sword. On 
the one side, group diversity creates benefits, as the presence of wide 
experiences and perspectives in the team can promote better decision-
making processes. On the other side, group diversity creates costs by 
producing frictions, reducing members’ engagement and their identifica
tion with the team (e.g., Milliken and Martins, 

-

-
1996). Understanding 

when and how the advantages of diversity overcome its disadvantages 
is still a crucial and open question for the literature. 

2.2 Board Composition and Diversity 

Boards of directors are special groups. Forbes and Milliken (1999, p. 493) 
define them as “large, elite and episodic decision-making groups that 
face complex tasks pertaining to strategic-issue processing”. Boards of 
directors are groups of people who have the responsibility to monitor top 
managers and make complex strategic decisions (Judge and Talaulicar, 
2017). In performing monitoring and service roles, boards of directors 
need to collect and analyze information concerning the company and 
its environment. Their output is entirely cognitive. Directors interpret 
and understand information thanks to the knowledge and competencies 
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accumulated over time and related to their talents, backgrounds, experi
ences, networks, and connections (Johnson et al., 

-
2013; Rindova, 1999). 

As information is a crucial ingredient of the board decision-making pro
cess, it is particularly relevant to analyze if and how board composition 
may positively influence the quality of board information processing, 
decisions, and, as a consequence, corporate outcomes. 

-

Building on these arguments, several corporate governance studies 
have analyzed the influence of board size and diversity on various firm 
results. For example, Pfeffer and Salancik (1978) develop the resource de
pendence theory, which argues that organizations are greatly dependent 
on the external environment. Building on this theory, they underline 
that boards may contribute to managing this external dependence by 
leveraging directors’ strong and well-established networks. As a result, 
they claim that larger boards may better perform their service role, as 
they rely on larger networks. 

-

In parallel, Fama and Jensen (1983) argue that outside (or non-
executive) directors may positively influence the board monitoring role. 
Building on agency theory, they suggest that outside directors are more 
likely than inside (or executive) directors to carry out their monitoring 
role, as the value of their human capital and reputation depends on 
their performance as board members. As a result, a board that is highly 
independent of the CEO and the top management team would be 
particularly effective in performing board monitoring. 

Another stream of research analyzed the direct effect of board 
members’ demographic attributes (e.g., gender or age), human (e.g., 
competence or skills), and social (e.g., ties or networks) capital on firm 
outcomes (Johnson et al., 2013). Those studies are based on the idea 
that directors’ demographic traits and human and/or social capital may 
be used to infer board members’ beliefs, behaviors, and information 
(e.g., Hambrick and Mason, 1984; Pfeffer, 1983). Johnson et al. (2013) 
investigate how various types of diversity may influence the pool of 
information that a board may use. Expertise diversity encompasses a 
broad range of competencies and skills. This includes industry expertise 
which deepens a director’s understanding of specific sectors. It also 
involves prior experience as CEO in other companies or as director 
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in other boards, which aids in developing organization-specific exper
tise and relationships with several stakeholders. Financial experience 
in specific activities such as M&As and CEO succession, as well as 
contemporary aspects like digitalization or compliance with ESG and 
sustainability regulations, contribute to the diverse expertise within the 
board. Additionally, diversity in terms of relationships and networks 
can involve directors’ ties to other firms - in the form of directors’ 
membership in other boards - and personal relationships with company 
managers (e.g., friendships and business relationship with buyers or 
suppliers, consultants, or lawyers), or social standing such as status, 
prestige, stigma, and reputation in the director market. 

-

In recent years, a growing number of empirical studies have focused 
on board gender diversity, exploring the drivers of board gender diversity 
and its potential effects on board and firm results (Adams, 2016; Adams 
and Ferreira, 2009; Geletkanycz, 2020; Ferrari et al., 2022). These studies 
have been analyzed by a number of systematic reviews (see for example 
Byron and Post, 2016; Kirsch, 2018; Gabaldon et al., 2016; Terjesen 
et al., 2009; Yao, 2023). 

Despite the soundness of their theoretical frameworks, previous em
pirical studies on the influence of (1) board composition (e.g., size and 
independence) (e.g., Dalton et al., 

-

1998, 1999; Hermalin and Weisbach, 
2003), (2) demographic, human and social capital (e.g., Johnson et al., 
2013), and (3) board gender diversity on several firm outcomes have 
produced mixed and inconclusive results. Our systematic interdisci
plinary literature review focuses on board diversity literature with the 
aim of analyzing the theoretical frameworks, the research methods, 
and the results of previous studies. Our main goal is to take stock of 
the accumulated knowledge, highlight open or unaddressed issues, and 
unveil new avenues of research. 

-



3 
Governance Studies on Board Diversity 

3.1 Selection of Previous Empirical Studies 

This review aims to examine peer-reviewed empirical studies on board 
diversity using an interdisciplinary perspective. For this purpose, we 
collected articles published in the highest-ranked and reputed journals. 
Specifically, we selected journals classified as 4 and 4* in the ABS/AJG 
journal list. We also included Corporate Governance: An International 
Review (CGIR), which is currently ranked as 3 in the ABS/AJG journal 
list because it is both the premier journal in the corporate governance 
field and an outlet that published many relevant articles on the topic. 

Following previous literature reviews (e.g., Pugliese et al., 2009; 
Zattoni et al., 2020), we searched academic articles in the electronic 
database Business Source Ultimate. As keywords, we used the terms 
“board” and “diversity” or “heter*” in combination with several specific 
terms indicating demographic diversity (i.e., “gender”, “age”, “race”, 
“ethnic*”, “nationality”), human capital diversity (i.e., “education”, 
“tenure”, “background”, “exper*”, “human capital”, “relig*”), or social 
capital diversity (i.e., “directors’ ties”, “personal relationships”, “social 
standing”, “interlock”) to identify all potentially relevant articles on 
board diversity (Milliken and Martins, 1996). Initially, we collected 830 

260 
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publications matching our research strategy. From this initial sample, 
we deleted publications different from journal articles (i.e., book reviews, 
call for papers, business articles). We also excluded conceptual papers, 
literature reviews, and empirical studies that did not focus on board 
diversity. As a result, we arrived at a final sample of 203 papers. This 
reduction guaranteed that only empirical research directly relevant to 
board diversity was included in the analysis. 

Figure 3.1: Number of papers published in each year by field.2 

3.2 Main Characteristics of the Sample 

Our final sample includes 203 empirical studies on board diversity 
published between 1986 and 2022 (see Table 3.1). Most (70%) of those 
papers were published after 2007, and about one-third (31%) between 
2020 and 2022 (see Figure 3.1). This increasing trend of scholarly 
attention goes in parallel with the introduction of quota laws in many 
European countries and the diffusion of good corporate governance 
codes’ recommendations encouraging board diversity. These events 
promoted an increasing diversity in the boardroom and contributed to 
the lively discussion on this topic (Zattoni et al., 2023). 

Most papers (91) have been published in management and orga
nization journals. Among them, the Strategic Management Journal 
(19 papers) and the British Journal of Management (19 papers) lead, 
followed by the Academy of Management Journal (18 papers). Among 

-

2Papers published in CGIR have been classified according to the field of the first 
author. 
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accounting and finance journals, the Journal of Corporate Finance is 
the leading journal (27 papers), followed by Contemporary Accounting 
Research (8 papers). Corporate Governance: An International Review is 
the journal with the largest number of studies on the topic (49 papers), 
written by scholars from various disciplinary domains (Table 3.1). 

Table 3.1: Number of relevant articles in the selected journals 

Journal Name Abbr. ABS Ranking # Papers 

Management & Organizations Journals 

General Management 
Academy of Management Journal AOM 4* 18 
Administrative Science Quarterly ASQ 4* 8 
Journal of Management JOM 4* 3 
Management Science MANSCI 4* 7 
British Journal of Management BJM 4 19 
Business Ethics Quarterly BEQ 4 1 
Journal of Management Studies JOMS 4 4 

Organization Studies 
Organization Science ORSCI 4* 7 
Organization Studies OS 4 1 
Leadership Quarterly LQ 4 3 

Strategy 
Strategic Management Journal SMJ 4* 19 

International Business 
Journal of World Business JWB 4 1 

Finance and Accounting Journals 

Finance 
Journal of Financial Economics JFE 4* 5 
Journal of Corporate Finance JCF 4 27 
Journal of Financial Quantitative Analysis JFQA 4 6 

Accounting 
Accounting Review TAR 4* 7 
Journal of Accounting and Economics JAE 4* 7 
Contemporary Accounting Research CAR 4 8 
Review of Accounting Studies RAST 4 3 

Interdisciplinary Journals 
Corporate Governance: An International Review* CGIR 3 49 

Total 203 

Most previous studies (83%) focus on the consequences of board di-
versity, i.e., they use board diversity as independent variable (Table 3.2). 
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Table 3.2: Descriptive statistics 

N. % 

Diversity as 
Independent variable 168 82.76% 
Dependent variable 28 13.79% 
Mediating or moderating variable 13 7.07% 

Main research topic 
Firm performance 68 33.50% 
Financial reporting quality 29 14.29% 
Strategy 22 10.84% 
Innovation 10 4.93% 
Corporate governance 19 9.36% 
Board 67 33.00% 
Board composition and structure 43 21.18% 
Board roles or task performance 16 7.88% 
Board processes 5 2.46% 

Compensation 15 7.39% 
CSR or Sustainability 9 4.43% 
Other 14 6.90% 

Total number of articles 203 

Note: The percentages reported on the table above are calculated using the number of 
papers published in each category (i.e., 184). In some cases (e.g., main research topic), it 
is possible to code one study in more than one category (e.g., the study investigates more 
than one dependent variable) and so the total is higher than the total number of papers. 

While the most investigated dependent variable is firm performance 
(34% of the papers), other popular research questions concern the effect 
of board diversity on board composition or board structure (22% of the 
papers), corporate strategy and innovation (16%), and financial report-
ing quality (14%). Interestingly, few papers investigate the relationship 
between board diversity and board tasks (8%) or board processes (2%). 
Still few papers (4%) analyze the effect of board diversity on company 
CSR and sustainability. A limited number of papers (14%) examine the 
drivers of board diversity (i.e., used board diversity as a dependent vari-
able), and even fewer (7%) considered board diversity as a moderator 
or a mediator of the main relationship. 
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Using the definition of diversity provided by Harrison and Klein 
(2007), we notice that almost all papers (90%) view diversity as variety, 
while only a few of them investigate diversity as separation (6%) or 
disparity (8%). Based on the typology of diversity provided by Johnson 
et al. (2013), most papers study the directors’ surface-level demographic 
diversity. In particular, most of the studies (53%) examine gender 
diversity, and a significantly lower number focus on diversity in terms of 
age (15%), education (12%), ethnicity and race (13%), and nationality 
(8%). Human capital diversity has been investigated quite extensively 
as well (52% of the papers in the sample). Specifically, previous articles 
focus on directors’ professional diversity (18% of the sample), functional 
diversity (19%), industry expertise (15%) and tenure (14%). Finally, 
several studies (27%) explore the social capital diversity of boards 
through directors’ interlocks, ties, social connections, or relationships 
(Table 3.3). 

Most of the studies (74%) focus on samples from the US or the UK. 
However, more recently, a considerable number of studies investigate 
board diversity in other countries. For example, in the last three years 
of our sample (2020–2022), more than 20 papers (11%) analyze board 
diversity in other countries. Almost all studies (95%) test their research 
questions using a sample of public firms, and only a few papers (11%) 
explore board diversity in a private company’s context (Table 3.4). This 
is the result of both the evolution of regulations and good governance 
codes’ recommendations – which promoted a more diverse board com-
position mostly or only in listed companies – and of the availability 
of detailed corporate governance information regarding listed compa-
nies’ boards of directors. The more homogeneous composition and the 
difficulty in finding granular information for private companies’ direc-
tors might explain the lack of a significant number of papers on board 
diversity in unlisted companies. 

Board diversity has been analyzed using various theoretical frame
works. Agency theory and social-psychological theories are the two 
most common theoretical lenses (with 25% and 27% of the papers, 
respectively). Agency theory has been mostly employed by finance and 
accounting studies and is particularly common in early studies. This 

-
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theory provides the theoretical foundation for the monitoring func
tion of the board. Diverse boards —particularly in terms of gender, 
experience, and background—are expected to enhance monitoring by 
improving the board’s overall information systems (Carpenter and West-
phal, 

-

2001; Hillman and Dalziel, 2003). Socio-psychological theories 
are the most adopted by management and organization articles. Social 
identity theory and social categorization theory, both key components 
of socio-psychological approaches, explain how individuals categorize 
themselves and others into social groups, often leading to in-group and 

Table 3.3: Descriptive statistics on diversity’s variable 

No % 

Definition of diversity: 
As variety 182 89.66% 
As disparity 17 8.37% 
As separation 13 6.40% 

Diversity in terms of: 
Gender 107 52.71% 
Age 30 14.78% 
Education 24 11.82% 
Ethnic/race 27 13.30% 
Nationality 16 7.88% 
Tenure 29 14.78% 
Human capital 

Professional Expertise 36 17.73% 
Functional Expertise 38 18.72% 
Industry Expertise 31 15.27% 
Social capital 

Interlocking/social ties/relationships 54 26.60% 

Operationalization of diversity 
Number of operationalizations 316 
Number 58 28.57% 
Dummy 101 49.75% 
Proportion 87 42.86% 
Heterogeneity 35 17.24% 
Other 35 17.24% 

Total number of articles 203 
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out-group biases. In the context of board diversity, these theories suggest 
that when board members share similar social characteristics—such 
as gender, race, or professional background—they are more likely to 
form an “in-group”, fostering cohesion and trust among them. However, 
this can also result in out-group biases, where board members who 
are perceived as different may face subtle or overt exclusion. Social 
categorization theory and social identity theory further argues that 
these in-group/out-group dynamics can influence decision-making pro
cesses, board performance and how board member interact by failing 

Table 3.4: Descriptive statistics on sample and theories 

Number % 

Countries 
Liberal market economies 149 73.40% 
Coordinated market economies 31 15.27% 
Emerging economies 17 8.37% 
Transition economies 10 4.93% 
Global representation 14 6.90% 

Sample 
Public companies 192 94.58% 
Private companies 23 11.33% 

Theoretical background 
Agency theory 62 24.60% 
Social Psychology 69 27.38% 
Resource dependence 28 11.11% 
Institutional theory 14 5.56% 
Human capital 17 6.75% 
Critical Mass or Tokenism 15 5.95% 
Upper Echelons 11 4.37% 
Ethics or glass ceiling 8 3.17% 
Stakeholder theory 6 2.38% 
Other 22 8.73% 
No theory (or implicit) 32 

Note: The percentages reported on the table above are calculated using the number of papers 
published in each category (i.e., 203). In some cases (e.g., companies), it is possible to code 
more than one category (e.g., the sample includes both private and public companies) and 
so the total is higher than the total number of papers. 

-
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-to include diverse perspectives and promoting groupthink. Other the
oretical frameworks used to examine board diversity include resource 
dependence theory (11%), human capital theory (7%), and institutional 
theory (6%), though they are less frequently applied. 

In the next sections, we present and discuss the main methods and 
measures used to operationalize board diversity, as well as the main 
results of the papers we have collected and scrutinized. 



4 
Methods to Investigate Board Diversity 

4.1 Board Diversity’s Operationalization 

Scholars have used different measures to operationalize board diversity. 
The two most common are (1) a dummy variable that indicates the 
presence of a specific attribute defining diversity (used in 50% of the 
papers in our sample), and (2) the proportion which is calculated as the 
number of directors having a certain attribute over the total number of 
the directors (used in 43% of the papers in our sample). 

The first measure is particularly used in earlier studies. In one of 
the first papers, Kesner (1988) use binary classifications to code gender 
diversity and diversity in terms of directors’ occupations. In a later 
paper, Brammer et al. (2009) investigate the link between corporate 
reputation and gender board diversity in a sample of UK companies 
using a dummy variable to identify the presence of women on the board. 
At that time boards were quite homogenous and very few companies had 
more than one female director. Hence, the use of the dummy variable 
indicating the presence of a specific attribute was particularly suitable 
to empirically test the effect of board diversity on a specific outcome. 
However, over time the use of the dummy variable declines as it serves 
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more as a proxy of the presence of a specific attribute rather than a 
measure of its variety. 

The second diversity measure used is the proportion of directors 
having a certain attribute. In one of the earlier studies, Erhardt et al. 
(2003) examine the relationship between board demographic diversity 
and firm financial performance in a sample of US companies. They 
measure the representation of women and minorities (African, Hispanic, 
Asian and native Americans) on American boards by calculating the 
percentage of minority and female directors at two points in time 
(1997 and 1998). Using a sample of Norwegian companies, Nielsen 
and Huse (2010) investigate the effect of the proportion of women 
directors on board processes and tasks. Bao et al. (2014) examine 
whether the percentage of women on boards and on top management 
teams is associated with the risk of lawsuits in a sample of US retail 
firms. The use of percentages as a measure of diversity is also common 
in studies that focus on other types of diversity such as expertise, 
education and networks (Beckman et al., 2014; Burns et al., 2021; Ortiz-
de-Mandojana et al., 2012; Rhee and Lee, 2008; Van Veen and Elbertsen, 
2008; Sundaramurthy et al., 2014; Tian et al., 2011). 

A third measure used to operationalize diversity is the absolute 
number of directors having a specific attribute of diversity. Specifically, 
29% of the papers in our sample use the absolute number to proxy 
diversity. In most of these papers, this measure is supported by socio-
psychological theories. For example, the critical mass theory argues that 
a member of a minority will be more active as the number of minority 
directors increases and a critical mass is reached. Using this theory, 
Schwartz-Ziv (2017) show that boards with at least three women are 
more active at board meetings than those with a lower representation. 
Consistent with the critical mass theory, Liu et al. (2014) find that – in 
a sample of Chinese listed firms from 1999 to 2011 – boards with three 
or more female directors have a stronger impact on firm performance 
than boards with two or fewer female directors. In a sample of listed 
banks headquartered in 21 EU countries, Arnaboldi et al. (2021) show 
that female directors are more influential in reducing the frequency of 
misconduct fines when they reach a critical mass and are supported by 
women in leadership roles. Atif et al. (2021) find that boards with two or 
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more women have a significant impact on renewable energy consumption 
in a sample of US companies between 2008–2016. Combined with the 
use of the critical mass theory, this operationalization of board diversity 
has been applied also to measure other types of diversity. For example, 
Guest (2019) employs a dummy variable – equal to one if the board 
reaches a minimum number of two minority directors and zero otherwise 
– to investigate whether board ethnic diversity is associated with stronger 
board monitoring outcomes. 

To measure the concept of variety at the group level, some studies 
use heterogeneity indexes (17% of the papers in our sample). One of the 
most used indexes is Blau’s (1977) heterogeneity index. This has been 
frequently employed as a measure of diversity for categorical variables, 
where the measure is not skewed in one category (Harrison and Sin, 
2006). A higher value on the index indicates diversity, while a lower 
value indicates homogeneity. Specifically, a value equal to or close to 
zero represents high homogeneity, whereas a value equal to or close 
to 1 indicates high diversity. Miller and Triana (2009) use the Blau 
index to measure demographic diversity in the boardroom. Sidhu et al. 
(2021) employ the Blau index to measure board gender diversity. Chen 
et al. (2016) use the Blau index to study the association between board 
ethnic diversity and the number and size of firms’ acquisitions. Firoozi 
and Keddie (2022) use Blau index to investigate board geographical 
diversity’s impact on CSR. 

Interestingly, Adams et al. (2018) apply the Blau’s index to measure 
diversity within a single individual (i.e., personal range). They argue 
that directors are not one-dimensional, but have a set of skills. They 
underline that there is a large difference between diverse boards and 
boards with a substantial concentration of skills: the former nominate 
directors with very different skills, while the latter nominate directors 
with specific skills. Their study shows that greater board skill diversity 
is not associated with higher corporate performance, measured by the 
Tobin’s Q, as a lack of common ground in skill sets may undermine 
board effectiveness. 

Other studies create indices, building on the idea that diversity 
is a composite construct. Bernile et al. (2018) create an index based 
on six dimensions – which include both demographic and cognitive 
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factors – to study the effect of board diversity on corporate risk and 
firm performance. Their results show that greater board diversity, mea-
sured through this composite index, is associated with lower firm risk. 
Interestingly, breaking down the index by its individual components or 
by component type (cognitive or demographic) reveals that no single 
component of diversity alone drives the relation between the diversity 
index and firm risk. This result suggests that the board’s effective-
ness depends on the combined effect of different dimensions of board 
diversity. 

Recently, some papers have started to use multiple measures of 
board diversity. For instance, Nadeem (2020) employs three measures of 
board gender diversity – i.e., the percentage of women on the board, a 
dummy variable (that takes the value of 1 if the board has at least one 
woman, and 0 otherwise), and the Blau Index – to examine the impact 
of board gender diversity on voluntary intellectual capital disclosure in 
Chinese IPOs. Similarly, Kim et al. (2020) use three measures of female 
representation – i.e., the dummy variable indicating the presence of at 
least one female director on the board, the number of female directors, 
and the proportion of female directors on the board – to study the 
influence of female board representation on CEO turnover and firm 
value in Russia. Finally, some studies use alternative measures as a 
robustness check, ensuring that the findings are not dependent on a 
single measure and providing a more comprehensive understanding of 
the relationship between board diversity and various firm outcomes. 

4.2 Board Diversity as an Endogenous Variable 

As board diversity represents a choice (see also Section 5), the em-
pirical studies focusing on board diversity are likely to be affected by 
endogeneity problems which might lead to biased results. The presence 
of endogeneity poses a significant challenge when it comes to defining 
models and establishing causal relationships (e.g., Antonakis et al., 2014; 
Certo et al., 2016). In the realm of board diversity literature, this issue 
becomes particularly pronounced due to constraints associated with 
data and collection techniques, the operationalization and measurement 
of variables, and the specification of models. Our investigation focuses 
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on addressing this crucial issue, seeking to determine the degree to 
which current research acknowledges threats of endogeneity, and the 
methods utilized to mitigate them. In doing so, we rely on the frame-
work proposed by Wooldridge (2010), which identifies four causes of 
endogeneity: omitted variables, reverse causality, measurement errors, 
and selection. 

Table 4.1 presents the four causes of endogeneity, uniform examples 
for each cause and the most employed methods to tackle each of them. 
This approach is taken due to the observation that numerous studies 
often focus solely on the method used to correct endogeneity without 
explicitly addressing its specific causes. For instance, researchers might 
mention addressing endogeneity through the application of Propensity 
Score Matching (PSM) without specifying the cause such as endogeneity 
due to selection. Table 4.1 helps to better grasp the practical application 
of these methods. It highlights the importance of identifying the root 
cause of endogeneity to select the most appropriate corrective method, 
ultimately leading to more robust and accurate research findings. 
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5 
The Antecedents of Board Diversity 

A key research question in the literature concerns the investigation of 
the drivers or antecedents of board diversity. Within our sample, only 
a limited number of studies – mostly published in management and 
organization journals – address the determinants of board diversity. 

5.1 Individual- and Company-Level Antecedents 

At the level of board member characteristics, an earlier study by Hillman 
et al. (2002) reports structural differences in occupational background, 
education, and patterns of board affiliation among white male, white 
female, African-American female and African-American male direc-
tors who serve on Fortune 1000 boards. Martínez-García et al. (2022) 
find that, after the introduction of quota laws, female directors have 
more human capital in terms of executive experiences, non-executive 
backgrounds, education and international experience compared to their 
pre-law counterparts. However, these new women directors generally 
possess less human capital than their male counterparts. Kaczmarek 
et al. (2012) report that – in a panel of FTSE350 companies from 1999 
to 2008 – the increasing presence of female or non-British directors on 
the nomination committees has a positive impact on the level of board 
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gender and nationality diversity, respectively. This result suggests that 
demographic characteristics are correlated with deep-level diversity, or 
that there are barriers to diversity within boards. In a recent study, 
Kang et al. (2022) show how demographic diversity fosters cognitive 
diversity, measured by director dissent. They document that directors 
with different tenure and experience are more likely to dissent individu-
ally, and boards with diverse tenure, gender and experience are more 
likely to dissent as a group. 

At the company level, some articles observe firm-specific contingen-
cies that may affect diversity within the boardroom. Focusing on firm 
performance, Mulcahy and Linehan (2014) find over-representation of 
women on boards of companies that are precarious. Specifically, they 
show that – in a sample of companies listed on the UK stock exchange 
in the years 2004–2006 – gender diversity tends to increase more in 
companies facing a “big” financial loss than in companies experiencing 
a “small” loss. Daily and Dalton (2003) find that larger companies with 
director stock requirements and annual stock awards have greater repre-
sentation of women and minorities on their boards. Corwin et al. (2022) 
study whether women in leadership positions promote other women. 
Drawing on the trickle-down effect and the queen bee phenomena, they 
show that women CEOs are less likely to advocate for the promotion of 
other women because of the gendered organizational context in which 
they operate. However, their capacity to challenge traditional gender 
norms increases together with their managerial discretion. Cannella 
et al. (2015) observe that firm identity (organizational identification) is 
correlated with observed board heterogeneity. 

5.2 Meso- and Macro-Level Antecedents 

At the meso-level, research suggests that recruitment practices based 
on networks may have implications for (gender) diversity within the 
boardroom given that different genders belong to different networks 
and that directors’ and CEOs’ networks affect the appointment of 
directors. Allemand et al. (2022) analyze how directors’ and CEOs’ 
networks impact on the appointment of female board members in a 
sample of 32,819 newly appointed directors in 17 EU and 2 North 
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American countries. Their results show that director networks both 
play an important role in appointing new board members, and may 
undermine women’s access. 

At the macro-level, some institutions may be beneficial to disman-
tle the effects of the good old boys’ network and to promote gender 
diversity. Chang et al. (2019) find that threshold effects and social 
norms (tokenism) may explain the underrepresentation of women and 
minorities within boards. At the same time, few multi-country studies 
suggest that several legal, cultural, and social institutions are key drivers 
of board gender diversity in the country. For example, Grosvold and 
Brammer (2011) suggest that half of the cross-countries variation of 
board gender diversity is due to national institutions and that legal and 
cultural institutions are the most important drivers of female represen-
tation in the board. Chizema et al. (2015) investigate whether key social 
institutions shaping gender stereotypes (i.e., the division of labor and 
roles between genders) influence board gender diversity across countries. 
Their analysis suggests that female representation in the parliament 
has a positive impact on board gender diversity, while religiosity (i.e., 
traditional beliefs and values) has a negative one. Afzali et al. (2022) 
show that firms located in high social capital counties have a higher 
percentage of women on boards in the US. Moreover, they highlight 
that these firms are also more likely to achieve a critical mass of female 
representation, with women more frequently attaining membership on 
audit, compensation, and nomination committees, as well as serving 
as chairs of audit and nomination committees, compared to female 
directors in firms located in low social capital counties. 

Iannotta et al. (2016) analyze whether and how various country-
level institutions in four areas (i.e., regulation, welfare, labor, and 
culture) influence board gender diversity. Their results – based on a 
fuzzy set/Qualitative Comparative Analysis of data from 27 EU coun-
tries – underline that various national institutions jointly affect board 
female representation, and that gender quota is not sufficient to promote 
board gender diversity. Griffin et al. (2021) examine the determinants of 
board gender diversity, and its impact on firm innovation. Their analysis 
suggests that several national institutions explain female representa-
tion on boards: i.e., the presence of regulations or recommendations 



5.2. Meso- and Macro-Level Antecedents 277 

promoting gender equity, lower gender gap, higher female participation 
in the labor market, and more feminine culture (or lower masculine 
one). Mateos de Cabo et al. (2022) examine how country-level gender 
diversity policies affect women’s centrality in corporate networks. Their 
results show that voluntary measures, like corporate governance codes, 
positively impact women’s “closeness” to other directors, enhancing 
their access to information. In contrast, binding regulations, such as 
gender quotas, lead to women becoming key “bridges” between sub-
networks, increasing their “betweenness” centrality and giving them 
greater control over information. 

In sum, board diversity literature emphasizes that some variables 
at firm-level (e.g., size, identity, or performance), at meso-level (e.g., 
directors’ networks), and at macro-level (e.g., formal institutions like cor-
porate and labor law, or informal institutions like culture and religiosity) 
contribute to explain board diversity (Table 5.1). 

Legal and regulatory requirements may mandate or encourage gender 
diversity on boards through hard and soft law. Multinational corpora-
tions may choose a more diverse board to reflect the diversity of their 
markets and stakeholders. Alternatively, several events may represent 
opportunities to increase board diversity in job-related and non-job-
related dimensions. For example, a global strategy may call for a wider 
diversity of international experience of directors or new technology (e.g., 
digitization) may favor the appointment of technological experts to the 
board. Furthermore, a commitment to the corporation’s cultural values 
may stimulate the creation of a more diverse board. 

At the individual level, a diverse industry experience, a wide range 
of functional expertise, and various educational backgrounds may reflect 
the corporation’s presence in markets, regions, or customers’ socio-
cultural perspectives. Age diversity may be related to a corporate drive 
toward innovation and resilience. Stakeholders’ pressures or (institu-
tional) shareholder engagement may reflect an increased awareness of 
widespread perceptions of diversity and inclusion. 
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We conclude that the limited number of papers on the determinants 
of board diversity does not permit us to draw solid conclusions. This 
research area is not yet developed to its full potential and there are 
still many interesting questions to investigate. For example, it may 
be relevant to analyze further structural member-, firm-, and context-
specific barriers to board diversity. Table 5.1 summarizes the key papers 
in this area and their main findings. 



6 
Board Diversity as an Intermediate Variable 

6.1 Board Gender Diversity as Moderator 

While most previous studies focused on board diversity as an indepen-
dent or dependent variable, a small group of studies employed board 
diversity as a moderator, i.e., exploring how it affects the direction 
and/or the strength of the relation between an independent and a 
dependent variable (Baron and Kenny, 1986). Very few papers in our 
sample (13 out of 203) focus on the moderating effect of board diversity. 
The majority of those papers have been published recently and mainly 
in management and organization journals. 

A set of studies focuses on the moderating effect of board gender 
diversity, based on the idea that it might influence the strength or 
the direction of a relationship. In an early paper, Triana et al. (2014) 
examine how board gender diversity, firm performance and the power 
of women directors interact to influence the firm strategic change. They 
show that the relationship between gender diversity and firm strategic 
change is more positive when women on boards have greater power, and 
the company experiences a high corporate performance. However, this 
positive relationship becomes negative when firm performance is low, 
and women directors have greater power. These results indicate that 

282 
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gender diversity can be a double-edged sword, as it can encourage or 
impede strategic change depending on firm performance and the power 
of women on the board. 

In another study, Mitra et al. (2021) show that female board represen-
tation moderates gender differences in shareholder dissent. Specifically, 
they test a threat-contingency model of shareholder dissent against 
female director candidates to explain when shareholders will be more or 
less likely to dissent against female directors. Their results show that: 
(1) when female board representation is very low, shareholders express 
less dissent against female than against male directors; and (2) when 
shareholder value is decreasing, shareholders withdraw their support to 
women director candidates, showing increasingly more dissent toward 
women than to men. 

In another interesting study, Tuggle et al. (2022) examine how the 
presence of additional underrepresented (i.e., female or black) directors 
on the board and their status moderates the negative relationship 
between underrepresented demographic characteristics and the director’s 
participation in board meetings. In more detail, they find that (1) 
directors with underrepresented demographic characteristics tend not to 
participate actively in the board meetings, and (2) their participation 
increases with the number of underrepresented directors and with the 
presence of a prestigious black and/or female director. The results of 
this study show that the underrepresented directors relate and positively 
support one another during the board meeting, so favoring their active 
participation. 

Westphal and Stern (2007) study the influences of board gender and 
ethnic diversity on the likelihood of being appointed to other boards. 
They show that directors who provide frequent advice and information 
to top management, rather than control them, increase their probability 
of receiving additional board appointments. However, this relationship 
is moderated by demographic diversity (i.e., being a female director or 
belonging to an ethnic minority). This means that women directors and 
ethnic minorities are rewarded less on the directors’ labor market for 
engaging in board advice tasks and they are punished more for engaging 
in board monitoring tasks than male Caucasian directors. This result 
provides empirical support to the social theory explaining both the 
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dynamics between the dominant sub-group and the minority sub-group, 
and how out/in-group bias influences the behavior of board members. 

Zhu (2013) investigates how directors’ homogeneity or diversity 
across five demographic characteristics (i.e., gender, functional back-
ground, education affiliation, highest degree, and employment industry) 
might influence the extent to which group polarization is present on 
corporate boards. Looking at the acquisition premium of the focal com-
pany and the average of all premiums price previously experienced by 
the directors, the study shows that demographic homogeneity among 
board members reduces the extent to which the focal premium exceeds 
(or falls below) the average prior premium experienced by directors. 
As a consequence, these results suggest that demographic homogeneity 
reduces group polarization. 

6.2 Board (Not Gender) Diversity as Moderator 

While board gender diversity is the most employed moderator, other 
dimensions of diversity have been used for this purpose. For example, 
a set of papers explores the moderating effect of board experience 
diversity on a specific relationship (Feng and Xiao, 2022; Pérez-Calero 
et al., 2019; Veltrop et al., 2017; Zorn et al., 2020). A study by Zorn 
et al. (2020) shows that board experience diversity may significantly 
influence the relationship between board composition and CEO pay 
or dismissal. They argue that boards with experienced directors have 
valuable knowledge to set appropriate compensation practices and to 
decide about CEO dismissal. Their results show that, when the board is 
highly experienced, the directors who have been involved in the selection 
process of the CEO are associated with lower changes in CEO pay and 
are more likely to dismiss a poorly performing CEO. 

Using a sample of Dutch organizations, Veltrop et al. (2017) study 
how directors’ financial expertise influences the social status of directors 
and their attitude to conform with other board members. Moreover, 
Pérez-Calero et al. (2019) analyze how the diversity of prior shared expe-
rience of industry contexts between the CEO and the board moderates 
the relationship between the extensiveness of prior shared experience 
(PSE) and IPO value. Their results show that extensive prior shared 
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experience between the CEO and the board is detrimental to IPO 
valuation, but the industry diversity of the PSE mitigates such negative 
effects. 

Feng and Xiao (2022) underline that directors’ academic experi-
ence moderates the relationship between new directors and firm risks. 
Specifically, they show that appointing new directors is associated with 
higher firm risks in China. This effect is more pronounced for firms 
with weaker corporate governance mechanisms and is attenuated in 
the case of higher board demographic diversity (in terms of education, 
experience, and gender). Specifically, the relationship between a change 
in the board and firm risks is moderated when the new directors have 
academic expertise and networks. This study suggests that directors’ 
observable and not observable traits can shape board decision-making, 
leading to corporate operating volatility and firm risk. 

Another set of papers focuses on directors’ interlocking and board 
social capital as moderating variables (Cheng et al., 2021; Omer et al., 
2020; Vandebeek et al., 2021). Cheng et al. (2021) highlight that board 
interlocks are channels by which firms share information about strategic 
decisions related to IT investments. Omer et al. (2020) show that 
audit committee connectedness moderates the negative effect of board 
interlocks on misreporting firms on financial reporting quality. 

Finally, another set of papers focuses on the diversity of the inter-
actions among board members. Vandebeek et al. (2021) show that the 
relationship between firm performance and CEO dismissal is negatively 
moderated by social category faultlines, which are hypothetical divid-
ing lines that split the board into multiple sub-groups. This effect is 
particularly stronger in boards that do not engage in board evaluation 
and have a greater number of board committees. 

Due to the limited number of papers that focus on the moderating 
effect of board diversity, we can conclude that this stream of research 
provides interesting avenues for future research. 



7 
Consequences of Board Diversity on Firm and 

Board Outcomes 

7.1 Board Diversity and Firm Performance: An Ambiguous 
Relationship 

One of the most common research questions in the literature on board 
diversity refers to its potential impact on firm performance. This research 
question has been addressed by many studies investigating the effects 
associated with board gender, expertise, network, and other types of 
diversity. 

A significant part of this literature focuses on the impact of gender 
diversity on firm performance which is bound on, inter alia, institutional 
characteristics. Adams and Ferreira (2009) and Evgeniou and Vermaelen 
(2017) highlight that women directors of US companies allocate more 
effort to monitoring than their male counterparts. At the same time, 
research also shows that board gender diversity produces a negative ef-
fect on shareholder value. For example, Gregory et al. (2013) show that, 
in Anglo-Saxon countries, financial markets react negatively to trades 
by and appointments of female directors, reducing firm stock returns 
and reflecting the prevalence of negative stereotypes and skepticism of 
investors. Eckbo et al. (2022) show that the portfolios of firms with 
all-male boards and at least one female director in 2001 exhibit zero 

286 
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long run stock return performance. Using a quasi-natural experiment 
for Italian listed companies, Ferrari et al. (2022) show that while quotas 
result in a new selection of board members with higher education and 
younger age, they do not negatively impact on firm performance or 
stock market outcomes. Differently, studies conducted in transition 
economies (e.g., China, Russia, Indonesia) demonstrate significant posi-
tive effects of gender diversity on operating and financial performance 
(e.g., Herdhayinta et al., 2021; Kim et al., 2020; Liu et al., 2014). 

These studies highlight the complexity of the relationship between 
board diversity and firm performance. Although previous studies con-
firm the positive effect of board gender diversity on monitoring, they 
also suggest that the institutional setting matters for the relationship 
between board gender diversity and corporate performance. In coun-
tries with strong shareholder rights, such as the US and the UK, too 
much board monitoring may produce detrimental effects and decrease 
shareholder value, whereas in countries with weak shareholder rights, 
stronger board monitoring may enhance firm value. Also, social move-
ments shape investors’ reactions to board gender diversity. Billings 
et al. (2022) demonstrate that, in parallel with the development of the 
#MeToo movement in the US, investors reacted positively to companies 
with a history of including women on their boards, while responding 
negatively to companies that had historically excluded them. 

Not only the country, but also the features of the industry might 
influence such relationship. Studies focusing on the financial industry 
demonstrate, in fact, that gender diversity is beneficial for banks. Using 
a sample of listed European banks over the period 2005–2017, Cardillo 
et al. (2021) provide evidence that banks with higher board gender 
diversity experience have superior performance and lower probability 
to receive a public bailout. Similarly, Karavitis et al. (2021) show that 
banks’ board gender diversity leads to lower loan spreads to firms. Taken 
together, these studies show that, in the banking industry, increased 
board monitoring associated with higher female representation is bene-
ficial. This result is in line with studies showing that board diversity 
reduces corporate risk taking (e.g., Bernile et al., 2018). 

Literature reports an overall positive relationship between board 
expertise diversity and firm performance. This is particularly true in 
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the case of board-level experience (Feldman and Montgomery, 2015), 
and accounting and financial expertise (Bédard et al., 2008; Chan and 
Li, 2008) that were found to increase corporate value. This positive 
effect is particularly relevant in the banking industry, where diversity 
related to business expertise supports specialty (e.g., law and accounting 
experts) and community leadership (e.g., politicians, clergy, academics) 
appears to significantly improve M&A performance (Hagendorff et al., 
2010). However, this stream of research underlines that the relationship 
between board expertise diversity and firm performance presents a 
certain level of complexity. In particular, this relationship is not mono-
tonic since, under conditions of decision uncertainty, domain expertise 
diversity may detract from effective decision-making and so increase 
the probability of organizational failure (Almandoz and Tilcsik, 2016). 
Moreover, Schnatterly et al. (2021) suggest that expertise “misalign-
ment” has negative implications for firm performance, and so motivates 
board reconfigurations, which positively affect firm performance. Finally, 
studies analyzing the effects of academic expertise diversity on firm 
performance suggest that investors appreciate particularly boards whose 
directors are either academics with expertise in engineering, science, and 
medicine, or academics with affiliations with business schools (White 
et al., 2014). 

Literature also shows that the influence of board networks’ diversity 
on firm value varies under conditions that are not univocal (Grove 
et al., 2011). For example, Joh and Jung (2018) argue that outside 
directors with social or business/financial ties (i) have a positive in-
fluence on firm performance, since they often have more knowledge, 
give better advice, and liaise more effectively with other organizations 
than other directors; (ii) monitor less effectively than other types of 
directors. Specifically, their study – based on a sample of Korean firms 
in the period between 1999 and 2006 – suggests that boards with a 
higher number of outside directors with social or business/financial 
ties improve corporate performance when a firm faces external control 
threats, uncertainty, or regulation. However, when the context is charac-
terized by low transparency or high information transaction costs, the 
relationship between outside directors with social or business/financial 
ties and firm performance is weaker or negative. Similarly, Schabus 
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(2022) shows that companies with higher board connections improve 
the accuracy of management forecasts. 

Studies investigating the effects associated with other types of board 
diversity are less common. Literature indicates that ethnic diversity and 
genetic-diverse boards increase firm operating performance (Delis et al., 
2017; Erhardt et al., 2003). Studies on directors’ tenure diversity show 
mixed findings (Huang and Hilary, 2018; Kim et al., 2014), which can 
be the result of an inverted U-shaped relationship between board tenure 
diversity and firm value or accounting performance (Li and Wahid, 
2018). Diversity in terms of the age of directors appears to have some 
positive impact on corporate performance (Berger et al., 2014), even if 
it does not seem to be a relevant factor for banks (Grove et al., 2011). 
However, due to the limited literature, it is not possible to draw concrete 
generalizations or definitive conclusions in these less explored streams 
of research. 

Table 7.1 provides a summary of the studies mentioned above. 
Overall, studies investigating the impact of board diversity on firm per-
formance yield mostly inconclusive findings. Among the possible reasons 
that might explain the variance in the results, we focus on (1) the year 
of publication, (2) the types of diversity, (3) the institutional and/or 
industrial contexts where relevant research has been conducted, and 
(4) several issues concerning the method (e.g., research constructs, esti-
mation windows, model specification and statistical analysis employed) 
(Yang et al., 2019). 

Firstly, in our sample, the time of publication is correlated with 
the sophistication of the method used to address endogeneity and, 
consequently, with the results of the study. Specifically, as most of the 
early studies do not address endogeneity in their empirical analysis, 
we invite scholars to be cautious when interpreting their findings. For 
instance, incorporating studies that inadequately address endogeneity 
issues could undermine the reliability of meta-analyses (Antonakis, 2017). 
Secondly, most of the previous research (113 papers) focused on one 
specific aspect of diversity, such as demographic, human capital, or social 
capital. Specifically, demographic diversity was the most commonly 
explored (65 papers), followed by human capital (33 papers) and social 
capital (15 papers). 
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Conversely, a subset of studies (71) investigated multiple dimensions 
of diversity simultaneously, making it difficult to distinguish findings 
across various diversity categories. Only studies on board expertise and 
ethnic diversity report conclusive results, showing a positive impact 
on performance. Thirdly, our findings show that early studies focus 
primarily on US companies. Only after 2006 researchers begin delving 
into non-US samples (Minichilli et al., 2009; Ravasi and Zattoni, 2006). 
Initially, most of these studies were published by one journal (CGIR), 
while more recently, they also appeared in other top journals. This 
trend shows that, over the past decade, scholars have progressively 
expanded their understanding of the implications of board diversity 
by examining samples from previously unexplored countries such as 
Argentina (Bazel-Shoham et al., 2020), Indonesia (Herdhayinta et al., 
2021), and Korea (Joh and Jung, 2018). These studies have the merit to 
underline that the formal institutions (such as the legal system and the 
regulations) and the informal institutions (such as the culture and the 
religion) significantly influence the relationship between board diversity 
and firm outcomes. 

7.2 Board Diversity’s Impact on Corporate Strategy, Innovation 
and Sustainability 

A limited number of articles analyze the relationship between board 
diversity and corporate strategy or strategic decision-making. Those 
papers are published in management and organization journals or in the 
interdisciplinary Corporate Governance: An International Review. This 
literature investigates the effects of board diversity (mostly in terms of 
network, experience, educational background, and gender) on corporate 
strategy, innovation, and sustainability. 

A considerable number of articles analyze the relationship between 
board networks (or social capital diversity) and corporate strategy. Us-
ing a sample of US companies, Connelly et al. (2011) show that director 
ties to unsuccessful or successful adopters of strategic expansion to 
China have equal and opposing effects on the probability of adoption 
of such foreign strategies. Focusing on German companies, Tuschke 
et al. (2014) show that the variety in board interlocks affects foreign 
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investments: specifically, differences across types of ties affect how direc-
tors influence internationalization strategies. Focusing on the variety of 
ties, Haynes and Hillman (2010) distinguished between the portfolio of 
directors’ functional, occupational, social, and professional experiences 
and extra-industry ties (the so-called board capital breadth), and the 
embeddedness of directors in the firm’s primary industry through inter-
locking directorships or occupational experience (the so-called board 
capital depth). Their results suggest that more heterogeneous boards 
in terms of director networks are more likely to encourage changes 
from past strategies, as they find that board capital breadth positively 
influences strategic change, whereas board capital depth has a negative 
effect on strategic deviation. 

Sundaramurthy et al. (2014) show that directors’ scientific educa-
tional backgrounds have positive synergies with IPO performance. In a 
more recent paper, Oehmichen et al. (2017) find that the relationship 
between industry expertise and strategic change is moderated by the 
institutional environment. Wilson et al. (2022) show that an increase 
in the percentage of foreign directors is positively associated with the 
internationalization strategies. 

Studies analyzing the relationship between board gender diversity 
and strategic change show a complex association. Chen et al. (2016) 
argue that female directors are associated with more comprehensive 
board-level decision-making, which, in turn, is linked with a more exhaus-
tive evaluation of major strategic proposals. Their results concerning a 
sample of M&As of US public firms support this argument by showing 
that board gender diversity leads to more stringent scrutiny of the M&A 
operations, which translates into a smaller number of M&A deals and 
smaller target acquisition size. Askarzadeh et al. (2022) find that a 
higher proportion of female directors is associated with lower ownership 
levels in foreign acquisitions, particularly when women represent at 
least 30% of the board. The study also shows that this relationship is 
strengthened by institutional distance, which refers to the differences 
between the institutional environments of the home and host countries. 

Using a sample of French companies, Nekhili et al. (2022) find 
that board gender diversity is negatively associated with the number 
of reported related-party transactions. In particular, they show that 
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this negative association is driven by female directors involved in the 
board monitoring duties (i.e., female independent directors and female 
members of the audit committee). Since related-party transactions 
might be a mechanism to expropriate minority shareholders’ wealth, 
their results confirm the more vigilant role of boards with a higher 
representation of women. Sidhu et al. (2021) argue that the negative 
association between board gender diversity and strategic change may be 
explained by gender status differences, biases, and stereotypes. Beyond 
showing that an increase in board gender diversity has a significant 
negative effect on strategic change, they also highlight that – when 
there is a female chair – this negative effect is reversed. 

More conclusive results concern the relationship between board 
diversity and company innovation. Previous studies show that firms 
with greater board diversity invest persistently more in R&D and have 
more efficient innovation processes (Bernile et al., 2018). Firms with 
higher board diversity develop new technology in unfamiliar areas and, 
as a result, create a larger number of most-cited and uncited patents 
(An et al., 2021). The benefit of board diversity is more pronounced 
for firms with more complex operations, more experienced boards, and 
stronger external governance, suggesting that more diverse boards have 
superior advisory capacity on company innovation. 

Similarly, literature suggests that firms with gender diverse boards 
produce more and novel patents have a higher innovative efficiency 
(Griffin et al., 2021). This effect is more pronounced in male-dominated 
industries (Cumming and Leung, 2021). Miller and Triana (2009) demon-
strate that both gender and racial diversity enhance corporate inno-
vation. Firms with ancestrally diverse boards are found to have both 
more numerous and more cited patents, and strategies that conform 
less to those of their industry peers (Giannetti and Zhao, 2019). Finally, 
education, industry specific experience, and interlocking diversity en-
hance R&D investment and innovation outcomes (Chen, 2014; Chang 
and Wu, 2021). 
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Literature on board diversity and corporate social responsibility 
(CSR), or sustainability, is dominated by studies that analyze the effect 
of gender diversity. Overall, these studies show that board gender diver-
sity enhances corporate sustainability and the CSR agenda. McGuinness 
et al. (2017) show that boards with higher female representation improve 
CSR performance. Other studies document that board gender diversity 
pushes companies to use renewable energy (Atif et al., 2021) and implies 
a lower probability of being involved in environmental violations (Liu, 
2018). Luo et al. (2021) focus on the relationship between directors’ for-
eign experience and corporate philanthropy. Using a sample of Chinese 
publicly listed firms, they show that boards with directors with foreign 
experience are more likely to be involved in corporate donation, and this 
effect is significantly stronger for foreign directors with longer exposure 
to high-donation contexts. Kara et al. (2022) document that banks with 
higher female board representation are more active in supporting their 
customers and communities, as well as in higher charity and donations 
during COVID-19 pandemic. Briano-Turrent (2022) shows that female 
board members positively influence corporate ethical behavior, such as 
board ethical functioning, ethics codes, and stakeholder orientation. 

In sum, previous empirical studies highlight that higher board diver-
sity may positively impact various firm outcomes, particularly strategic 
change, corporate innovation, and sustainability. Table 7.2 offers an 
overview of the aforementioned studies. 

7.3 Board Diversity and Board Role Performance 

The literature examining the relationship between board diversity and 
board role performance is large. Empirical studies investigate the re-
lationship between board diversity and various governance variables 
like board monitoring, board roles, financial reporting quality, earnings 
quality, board composition, or structure. 
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Some studies focus on board monitoring and control. Adams and 
Ferreira (2009) document that female directors have better attendance 
and are more likely to join monitoring committees than male directors. 
They also show that male directors increase their board attendance 
when the board is more gender-diverse, suggesting that gender diversity 
changes the behavior of male directors and improves their monitor-
ing. Distinguishing among different types of control, Nielsen and Huse 
(2010) show that board gender diversity increases board monitoring over 
corporate strategies advanced by top managers in Norwegian companies. 

Studying the minutes of board meetings, Schwartz-Ziv (2017) shows 
that boards with a more balanced gender representation (i.e., having at 
least three female directors) are not only more engaged in monitoring, 
but also more active during the board meetings, in particular when 
CEOs are replaced. The same study shows that directors’ diversity 
in background and skills has the opposite effect on board monitoring. 
Using a sample of Italian companies, Minichilli et al. (2009) document 
that board members’ background diversity has a negative impact on 
behavioral and control board tasks. Board diversity might also create 
hypothetical dividing lines (faultlines), which split the boards into sub-
groups and may hamper board effectiveness and performance (Veltrop 
et al., 2015). 

About board monitoring of CEOs and their compensation, Alkalbani 
et al. (2019) show that gender diversity in the remuneration committee 
of UK companies reduces the likelihood of shareholder dissent on say on 
pay procedures. Other studies document that, in US companies, board 
gender diversity produces better CEO accountability and lower risk 
taking (Bao et al., 2014; Boutchkova et al., 2021; Kim et al., 2020). 
Investigating the effects associated with various types of board diversity 
(e.g., age, gender, ethnicity, education level, Ivy League background, 
functional area of expertise, and industry background), Zhu and Shen 
(2016) find that board diversity’s impact on board performance is 
contingent on the CEO’s ability to work effectively with diverse boards. 
In particular, their results show that a new outside CEO – with prior 
experience of working with relatively diverse boards – reduces the 
likelihood of post-succession CEO and director turnover. Looking at 
within-board connections and the diversity among directors in terms of 
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education, employment and family, Souther (2018) finds that boards 
with more homogeneous backgrounds have a lower director turnover and 
new director appointments more frequently connected with incumbent 
directors. This result suggests that the similarities among directors 
negatively impact the quality of their monitoring. 

Literature on financial reporting quality, disclosure, and trans-
parency, which is a major research stream in accounting, is very conclu-
sive. Research shows that board diversity brings significant statistical 
and economic benefits, independently of how the dependent variable is 
measured or which diversity type is employed. Some studies document 
that boards having directors with financial, accounting, supervisory, or 
legal expertise are associated with lower levels of accounting irregulari-
ties and abnormal accruals and a lower probability of disclosing material 
weakness (Badolato et al., 2014; Chychyla et al., 2019; Krishnan et al., 
2011). Overall, those studies suggest that board diversity enhances 
financial reporting quality. 

Focusing on board gender diversity, other studies provide evidence 
that firms with a higher representation of female directors achieve 
better earnings quality (Srinidhi et al., 2011) or demand and obtain 
higher audit quality (Lai et al., 2017). Similarly, some articles document 
that boards with interlocking directors are associated with enhanced 
reporting quality measured, inter alia, by audit pricing (Carcello et al., 
2002) or internal control material weakness (Cheng et al., 2019). Finally, 
firms with tenure-diverse audit committees are less likely to experi-
ence accounting restatements and are more likely to achieve enhanced 
monitoring effectiveness (Li and Wahid, 2018). 

Another stream of research – mostly published in Corporate Gover-
nance: An International Review – investigates the relationship between 
board diversity and board composition, structure, and practices. Earlier 
studies show that boards are quite homogenous in terms of gender: mi-
norities and women directors are less represented in boards (McDonald 
and Westphal, 2013) and are less likely to be appointed as members 
of important board committees like the nomination and finance com-
mittee (Peterson et al., 2007). Other studies underline that women and 
foreign directors are more likely to be independent directors (Ruigrok 
et al., 2007), whereas women inside directors earn less than their male 
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counterparts and are less likely to hold other directorships (Zelechowski 
and Bilimoria, 2004). Regarding changes in board composition, Farrell 
and Hersch (2005) show that in a sample of Fortune 500 companies 
over the period 1990–2000, the likelihood of a company adding a female 
director increases when a female director departs from the board. They 
also highlight that the probability of appointing a woman on the board 
is negatively affected by the number of women sitting on the board. In 
a recent study, Field et al. (2020) show that, in a sample of S&P 1500 
companies over the years 2006–2017, female and minority directors have 
higher qualifications than other directors, but are less likely to reach 
leadership roles. They also underline that this result does not depend 
on differences in experience or preferences for leadership positions, mon-
itoring ability, or other commitments in other boards between female 
and male directors. The key reason is instead that the boards value 
these skills less when they concern female and ethnic minority directors. 

In a recent study, Naumovska et al. (2020) show that the recent 
socio-economic pressures regarding board diversity have increased the 
demand for women and ethnic minority directors, so increasing the value 
of such directors, at least for those who are closer to the inner circle of 
white male directors. They highlight, also, that the underrepresentation 
of women and ethnic minorities is positively associated with the rela-
tive reputational immunity from the penalties in the directors’ labor 
market that usually follow a corporate wrongdoing. Marcel and Cowen 
(2014) report that, after a fiscal fraud or other governance weaknesses, 
high-capital directors are less likely to leave the board than low-capital 
directors. Chen and Guay (2020) document a positive relationship be-
tween busy directors’ age, tenure diversity and shareholder satisfaction. 
Hoitash and Mkrtchyan (2022) document that diversity in political 
ideology influences the governance structure. Specifically, politically 
conservative directors are more likely to promote a lone-insider gov-
ernance structure, whereas politically liberal directors advocate for a 
CEO-chairman separation. Table 7.3 summarizes the above results. 
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8 
Future Research Directions 

Drawing from our findings (see Figure 8.1 for a synthesis), in this section 
we advance some recommendations for future research, focusing on the 
conceptual frameworks, the methodologies employed in the empirical 
analysis, and the potential research questions to address. 

8.1 Refining the Theoretical Frameworks 

Based on the insights discussed in the preceding sections, we advo-
cate refining the theoretical frameworks that underpin board diversity 
studies. This refinement should focus on several key areas: first, the 
conceptualization and understanding of diversity; second, the causal 
links between board diversity and outcomes at the board- or firm-level; 
third, the examination of the variables as intermediary factors; fourth, 
the consideration of contextual variables; and fifth, the adoption of a 
multi-level analysis. 

As highlighted in Section 2, diversity is a multifaceted concept with 
various interpretations (Harrison and Klein, 2007). Our research in-
dicates that most previous studies on board diversity have primarily 
defined diversity in terms of variety. Specifically, these studies have 
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-largely concentrated on board diversity in terms of variety of demo
graphic traits, experience, and networks. However, this predominant 
focus on board diversity solely as “board variety” (or heterogeneity) 
fails to address other potential research questions related to differ
ent interpretations of board diversity (i.e., diversity as separation or 
disparity). 

-

Antecedents 

Individual level 
-demographic characteristics 

Company level 
-firm size 
-firm performance 
-firm identity 

Meso level 
-directors’ network 
-CEOs’ networks 

Macro  level 
-legal institutions 
-regulation 
-welfare 
-market of labor 
-division of labor 
-social norms 
-roles between gender 
-culture 
-religiosity 

BOARD DIVERSITY 
Consequences 

-firm performance 
-corporate risks 
-loans spread 
-corporate frauds 
-strategic change 
-strategic expansion 
-IPO 
-number and size of M&A 
-related party-transactions 
-R&D expenditure 
-number of patents 
-CSR 
-corporate philanthropy 
-Board monitoring 
-CEO compensation 
-CEO turnover 
-report quality 
-transparency and disclosure 
-board composition 
-board structure 

Board gender diversity as moderator: 
-probability to be appointed in other boards and the 
possibility to provide frequent advice 
-active participation of underrepresented directors and 
and their number 
-shareholders’ dissents and the presence of female 
candidate as director 

Other types of board diversity as moderator: 
-appointment of new directors and firm risks 
-board interlocks and financial reporting quality 
-board composition and CEO pay or CEO dismissal 
-firm performance and CEO dismissal 
-strategic decisions and IT investments 
-prior shared experience and IPO value 
-Focal acquisition premium and directors’ average prior 
experience 

Figure 8.1: Board diversity: the main relationships. 

To bridge this gap, future studies could broaden the meaning of 
diversity, focusing on the definition of diversity as separation (also called 
horizontal diversity) or disparity (also called vertical diversity). Drawing 
upon theories such as similarity-attraction or social categorization, 
scholars can explore whether horizontal differences in opinions or values 
among directors may impact board functioning, roles, or cohesion (e.g., 
Forbes and Milliken, 1999; Harrison and Klein, 2007). Additionally, 
leveraging distributive justice or equity theories, future studies could 
investigate whether vertical differences in pay or status among directors 
contribute to increased frustration or turnover, potentially undermining 
cohesion and performance (e.g., Harrison and Klein, 2007; Nkomo et al., 
2019; Geiler and Renneboog, 2015). Furthermore, we encourage future 
research to delve deeper into the factors which create and amplify 
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board separation and disparity, as current studies primarily focus on 
the determinants of “board variety”. 

Secondly, our research reveals that prior studies examining the re-
lationship between board diversity and board or firm outcomes have 
provided only a limited understanding of the underlying causal mech-
anisms. While the mixed results concerning this relationship may be 
attributed to differences concerning either the research methodologies or 
the conceptualization of diversity (as discussed in the previous sections), 
theoretical insights could offer additional explanations. For instance, 
past studies have implicitly assumed that one dimension of diversity 
(such as gender) may produce similar outcomes produced by any other 
type of diversity (such as functional background), or that female board 
members are a homogenous group across all demographic, human, and 
social capital dimensions (Zattoni, 2020). Diversity is a complex and 
multifaceted construct and the oversimplified treatment of diversity in 
theoretical frameworks – such as categorizing individuals based on one 
dimension (e.g., Nkomo et al., 2019) – may lead to biased interpretations. 
Therefore, we encourage future studies to develop theoretical frame-
works that, for example, measure the socio-cognitive disparities among 
various types of directors (e.g., Adams and Funk, 2012; Kirsch, 2018) or 
explore the large variety of features that characterize board members 
(e.g., female board members) and their implications on board behavior 
and roles. Lastly, considering that management studies have highlighted 
that diversity is a double-edged sword that produces both positive and 
negative effects on board and firm outcomes, future research should 
develop more sophisticated theoretical frameworks to understand the 
causal mechanisms behind these conflicting effects (Martins and Sohn, 
2022). 

Thirdly, research is largely characterized by input-output analy-
ses that investigate how board diversity impacts firm-level outcomes 
(Kirsch, 2018). While this approach offers certain advantages – i.e., it 
relies on readily available, objective, and concise archival data – it also 
overlooks the potential influence of intermediate board processes on the 
relationship between board diversity and board outcomes (Forbes and 
Milliken, 1999). Future research could investigate more closely the role 
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of board intervening processes by Haynes et al. (2019) gathering com-
prehensive process data or employing qualitative methodologies such as 
interviews, participant observation, or video recordings of meetings (e.g., 
Minichilli et al., 2009; Zattoni and Pugliese, 2019; Pugliese et al., 2023). 
The use of experiments, for example, could enable scholars to more 
effectively explore the causal mechanisms underlying the relationship 
between board diversity, processes, and outcomes (e.g., McNulty et al., 
2013). 

Additionally, future research might challenge the traditional input-
output approach by considering board diversity as an intermediate 
variable, rather than merely an independent one. For instance, re-
searchers could explore how firm-level factors such as firm performance, 
strategy, or external pressures shape board diversity, which, in turn, 
affects other outcomes. By treating board diversity as an evolving factor 
influenced by both internal and external dynamics, scholars can better 
capture bidirectional relationships and more accurately assess the causal 
mechanisms at play. 

Fourthly, we suggest broadening the analysis to take into account 
the contextual boundary conditions that may moderate the relationship 
between board diversity and a specific outcome variable (e.g., Martins 
and Sohn, 2022; Nkomo et al., 2019). This might include examining 
formal and informal institutions (e.g., Post and Byron, 2015), industry 
characteristics (Cumming and Leung, 2021), firm complexity (Zona 
et al., 2013), or board tasks (e.g., Tasheva and Hillman, 2019). In par-
ticular, it would be interesting to focus on specific types of firms, such 
as spinoffs or family businesses (De Massis et al., 2024). Research in 
this area could highlight the unique dynamics of board diversity within 
family-owned firms, shedding light on the interplay of family ownership, 
board diversity and the overall performance of these businesses. Ad-
ditionally, future research could explore the role of board diversity in 
entrepreneurial finance, particularly within equity crowdfunding mar-
kets. Unlike traditional finance, where the matching between investors 
and entrepreneurs is only observed when it occurs, equity crowdfund-
ing allows for the separation of demand (entrepreneurs setting capital 
targets) and supply (investors deciding which ventures to fund). This 
unique framework provides an excellent opportunity to study how board 
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diversity may impact investment decisions, particularly in the context 
of gender dynamics among entrepreneurs seeking funding. 

Lastly, previous research has mainly studied diversity at the board 
level, without considering whether and how it may interact with di-
versity at the micro- or macro-level. At the micro-level, Tasheva and 
Hillman (2019) posit that diversity within each director (referred to as 
personal range) may interact with diversity at the board level, yielding 
either complementary or substitutive effects depending on the source of 
diversity and the nature of the board tasks. In a similar approach, the lit-
erature on intersectionality focuses on the implications of within-director 
diversity on diversity at the board level. At the macro-level, previous 
studies have mostly collected data from a single country, traditionally 
the US or the UK. However, the limited number of studies employing 
multi-country samples indicate that both formal and informal national 
institutions may either facilitate or impede board (gender) diversity 
and influence its impact on board and firm outcomes. Therefore, we 
invite researchers to examine samples of companies from various coun-
tries, including emerging and transitional economies (e.g., Martins and 
Sohn, 2022; Nkomo et al., 2019). More specifically, future studies should 
conceptualize and explore how different legal, regulatory, social, and 
cultural contexts may shape the relationship between board diversity, 
processes, and outcomes, without using country scores as proxies for 
group or individual cultural scores (e.g., Ginalski, 2022; Ginalski et al., 
2023; Kirkman et al., 2017; Taras et al., 2010). In summary, given that 
the majority of previous studies have focused on a single level (i.e., 
the board level), we suggest scholars to employ a multi-level analysis 
incorporating variables at the individual, committee, board, company, 
or country levels. 

8.2 Adopting a Rigorous Operationalization of Board Diversity 

Our findings reveal that board diversity is approached with varied op-
erationalizations, prompting a need for a more in-depth investigation 
into their validity (e.g., Harrison and Klein, 2007). Most studies concen-
trate on singular dimensions of surface-level diversity, such as gender, 
age, and ethnicity, employing straightforward and easily measurable 
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proxies. Examples include the utilization of dummy variables denoting 
the presence or absence of a characteristic on the board (Gow et al., 
2018), the count or ratio of directors possessing a specific attribute 
(Chen and Guay, 2020; Iliev and Roth, 2018), or a blend of these proxies 
(Krishnan et al., 2011). While the “usual suspects” in terms of diversity 
types dominate existing literature, there is a recent exploration of novel 
categories like political or ideological diversity (Hudson and Morgan, 
2022; Lee et al., 2014; Gupta et al., 2022), prestige (Tuggle et al., 2010), 
and linguistic diversity (Bazel-Shoham et al., 2020). 

The extensive array of diverse dimensions within the field suggests 
a richness in typologies, determinants, and implications. However, this 
diversity poses challenges. Firstly, a significant body of the literature 
contends that “boards are multidimensional” (Adams et al., 2018), 
advocating multiple diversity dimensions. In line with this perspec-
tive, studies employ concentration measures of heterogeneity, such as 
the Blau (Zhu and Shen, 2016) or the Herfindahl indices (Giannetti 
and Zhao, 2019), or devise various indices (e.g., Bernile et al., 2018). 
Secondly, not only are boards multidimensional, but individual board 
members also exhibit a personal range of attributes, such as gender, age, 
ethnicity, experience, tenure, and relationships (Tasheva and Hillman, 
2019; Hillman et al., 2008). The unique combination of these diversi-
ties may influence the cognitive contributions of an individual board 
member, and neglecting this complexity by identifying members with a 
single dimension oversimplifies the analysis. Future research, utilizing 
multi-item measures for both individual directors and board-level diver-
sity, could explore the intricate relationship between personal range, or 
intrapersonal diversity, and board diversity, examining their impact on 
board- or firm-level outcomes, thereby enhancing causal ambiguity and 
allowing for equifinality. 

Thirdly, our review reveals that most studies rely on objective 
and surface-level (demographic) measures of board and board mem-
ber diversity. While most studies utilize archival data, few incorporate 
self-reporting. The validity of this approach assumes that observable 
measures serve as proxies for cognitive (deep level) diversities, such as 
personality, values, attitudes, and beliefs (Boehmer et al., 2002). How-
ever, this assumption, criticized in related literature on top management 
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teams and boards of directors, underscores the importance of consider-
ing “the diversity of the mind”. Future studies could contribute to the 
field by incorporating or developing more direct indicators of cognitive 
diversity among individuals and within boards, or by combining indi-
cators of surface-level and deep-level diversities. See, for example, the 
study by Harrison et al. (2002) concerning the team diversity literature. 

Similarly, the team literature suggests that actual diversity translates 
into perceived diversity (Riordan, 2000), a process variable, whereas 
the board literature almost neglects to consider diversity as a process. 
Individual diversity is associated with identity, and alternative identities 
are cognitive constructs. Considering that individual identity may reflect 
deep-felt notions and emotions regarding gender, sexuality, or ethnicity, 
the question arises regarding which diversity is measured when diversity 
constructs are built from surface-level characteristics. Unlike robots, 
whose identities and decisions are determined by algorithms and machine 
learning (Tsai et al., 2022), human beings’ identities and decisions reflect 
deeply held individual notions and emotions related to gender, sexuality, 
or ethnicity. 

In conclusion, the trajectory of diversity research within the field may 
be significantly influenced by how the construct is measured, potentially 
overlooking true underlying diversities. Future studies could address 
this gap by developing more sophisticated and comprehensive diversity 
indicators. 

8.3 Strengthening the Empirical Analysis 

Endogeneity poses a significant challenge for empirical studies aiming 
to accurately define models and establish causal relationships (e.g., 
Antonakis et al., 2014). This issue is particularly relevant in governance 
literature, given that boards of directors are endogenously determined 
(Hermalin and Weisbach, 2003). This concern becomes more pronounced 
considering that a considerable proportion of studies in our sample 
(approximately 40%, mostly in management) either overlook or fail to 
address endogeneity (e.g., Carcello et al., 2002; Farrell and Hersch, 2005). 
Furthermore, several studies that do address endogeneity either do not 
clearly discuss its causes or only refer to one or more methods to tackle 
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specific endogeneity concerns (e.g., Ararat et al., 2015). Consequently, 
subsequent research often replicates methods to address endogeneity 
without effectively resolving the issue (e.g., Antonakis et al., 2010; Certo 
et al., 2016; Hill et al., 2021). 

Regarding the type of endogeneity problems, omitted variables may 
be the most challenging since the ideal solution would be to include 
all relevant diversity types and measures into the model specification. 
However, this approach is difficult to put in place as (i) capturing all 
omitted variables is practically impossible, and (ii) researchers encounter 
issues with data availability. Adams et al. (2018) argue that including all 
variables may become problematic due to co-dependencies of diversity 
measures. To address omitted variables, some studies employ the fixed 
effects method (e.g., Adams and Ferreira, 2009; Iliev and Roth, 2018). 
This approach may be effective when the omitted diversity is consistent 
for all observations with the same fixed effect, but it is also subject 
to various limitations (for a comprehensive review, see Bliese et al., 
2020). Instrumental variables (IV) represent a common method to tackle 
omitted variable bias (e.g., Krishnan et al., 2011; Wooldridge, 2010). 
However, a significant challenge in using this method lies in identifying 
acceptable instruments, as they must be both theoretically justified, 
since the exogeneity condition cannot be directly tested, and empirically 
validated to determine the strength of the instruments (Wooldridge, 
2010). Instrumental variable (IV) models in diversity literature primarily 
utilize two-stage least squares (2SLS) (e.g., An et al., 2021) and three-
stage least squares (3SLS) (e.g., Chakravarty and Hedge, 2021), while 
maximum likelihood and generalized method of moments (GMM) are 
less common (e.g., Liu et al., 2014). Gilani et al. (2021) employ all 
methods and reach similar conclusions. 

Another crucial issue in empirical studies about board diversity 
is reverse causality (Adams, 2016). This endogeneity problem arises 
when there is a potential for a reverse relationship (for example when 
board gender diversity is assumed to influence financial performance, 
but financial performance may also influence the decision to have a more 
gender diverse board). A common approach to tackle reverse causality 
is to utilize lagged variables (Baran and Forst, 2015), although this 
method has limitations related to autocorrelation, serial correlation, 
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or serial dependency (Dodge, 2006). Simultaneity can also be viewed 
as an omitted variable problem, where the omitted variable is prior 
performance if it is correlated with both board diversity and current 
performance (Hill et al., 2021). Therefore, scholars may use IVs or GMM 
to attempt to address issues related to variable omission and reverse 
causality. 

A third source of endogeneity – often overlooked or unaddressed – is 
measurement error, meaning in our case that diversity is not perfectly 
measured (Chizema et al., 2015). If the measurement error relates to the 
dependent variable, it will be absorbed by the error term and thus create 
an endogeneity bias. Since most prior studies obtain board diversity data 
from commercial databases and regress it against corporate outcomes, 
scholars implicitly assume zero measurement error (Kennedy, 2008). 
However, as diversity measures are rarely self-reported, proxies are often 
combinations of various measures. Moreover, data from surveys may 
introduce varying degrees of potential measurement errors. When these 
errors are recognized, the omitted variable problem arises (Antonakis 
et al., 2010), and the previously discussed remedies, such as IV, can be 
applied. For this reason, some scholars (e.g., Chizema et al., 2015; Delis 
et al., 2017) argue that employing IV models can address measurement 
errors, reverse causality, and omitted variables bias. 

A fourth issue of endogeneity relates to sample selection bias, which 
can manifest through two distinct channels. The first occurs frequently 
in surveys when observations are not randomly sampled, but “selected” 
by the researcher or survey respondents. The second channel, more 
relevant in archival studies, occurs when diversities are “selected”, such 
as ethnicity being endogenous if corporate strategies lead to a higher 
likelihood of having board members from specific ethnic groups. Our 
analysis suggests that previous studies have under-evaluated the poten-
tial influence of selection bias on results. Studies addressing selection 
bias often employ difference-in-differences method (e.g., Yang et al., 
2019) and matching techniques, with propensity score matching being 
the most popular (Lai et al., 2017). Relatively few studies utilize the 
Heckman treatment model instead (Mitra et al., 2021). 

In summary, board diversity studies face numerous challenges re-
lated to endogeneity. It is crucial to accurately diagnose the problems 
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and justify the chosen technique to address them. Our analysis indicates 
a trend towards better diagnosis and justification of methods targeting 
various sources of endogeneity (e.g., Lin et al., 2018; Ye et al., 2019). We 
encourage future studies on board diversity to identify and adequately 
tackle all potential endogeneity concerns. One of the most robust ap-
proaches to establish causality is through randomized trials, where the 
causal effect of a diversity measure on the dependent variable is isolated 
via random assignment. This method mitigates endogeneity concerns, 
provided there are adequate sample sizes and specific conditions (Hill 
et al., 2021). While experimental trials might eliminate the problem 
of endogeneity, collecting experimental data with directors is complex. 
Quasi-experiments may offer a viable alternative, helping researchers 
overcome some data collection challenges. For instance, difference-in-
differences (diff-in-diff) studies could be particularly useful, leveraging 
data from commercial databases and exogenous events relevant to board 
diversity research agendas. In conclusion, as experiments and quasi-
experiments are useful methods for uncovering causal relationships 
and addressing otherwise challenging questions (Floyd and List, 2016, 
p. 437), we call for further studies on board diversity utilizing these 
methodologies. We summarize the future research directions in Table 
8.1. 

8.4 Practical Implications 

The fragmented state of the literature on board diversity poses significant 
challenges in drawing concrete practical insights. Nonetheless, we offer 
some broad recommendations that may hopefully assist practitioners 
and policymakers in enhancing the quality of their decision-making 
processes. 

Firstly, our literature review highlights that the ability to nominate 
and integrate diverse board members could help boards fulfill their lead-
ership duties, especially given the growing complexity of the economic 
and institutional environment (Zattoni and Pugliese, 2021). However, 
achieving this goal requires careful evaluation by board nomination 
committees of the implications of various forms of diversity and proac-
tive measures to prevent the emergence of board divisions or faultlines. 
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Additionally, board chairs must learn to navigate the increasing diversity 
in the boardroom (e.g., Zhu and Shen, 2016), such as integrating diverse 
experiences and perspectives while maintaining cohesion among board 
members. 

Table 8.1: Directions for future research 

Refining the 
Conceptual 
Frameworks 

Adopting a Rigorous 
Operationalization of 

Board Diversity 

Strenghten the 
Empirical 
Analysis 

Exploring New 
Research 
Questions 

1. New 
conceptualization 
and 
understanding of 
diversity 

2. Theoretical 
frameworks to 
understand the 
causal 
mechanisms 
between board 
diversity and 
outcomes at the 
board or firm 
level 

3. Examination of 
the variables as 
intermediary 
factors to 
challenge the 
input-output 
analyses 

4. Adoption of a 
multi-level 
analysis 

1. Use of multi-item 
measures for 
both individual 
directors and 
board-level 
diversity 

2. Development of 
indicators of 
cognitive 
diversity among 
individuals and 
within boards 

3. Evaluation of the 
interplay between 
identity and 
board diversity 

1. Addressing 
endogeneity 

2. Using 
instrumental 
variables and 
GMM to address 
reverse causality 

3. Developing a 
clearer 
understanding of 
measurement 
error 

4. Using difference-
in-difference and 
propensity score 
matching for 
potential sample 
selection bias 

5. Employing quasi-
experimental 
designs 

1. What are the 
causal 
mechanisms 
connecting board 
diversity to firm 
performance? 

2. What contextual 
factors influence 
the impact of 
board diversity? 

3. How to 
investigate the 
various types of 
cognitive 
diversities among 
board members? 

4. How does 
intrapersonal 
diversity affect 
board dynamics? 

Moreover, our findings suggest that the impact of board diversity 
on board or firm performance is influenced by contextual factors such 
as national institutions, industry characteristics, and firm attributes 
(e.g., size and identity) (e.g., Cannella et al., 2015; Cardillo et al., 2021; 
Daily and Dalton, 2003; Joshi and Roh, 2009; Post and Byron, 2015). 
Consequently, we encourage policymakers to consider the specificities 
of country-, industry-, and firm-level factors when formulating corpo-
rate laws or promoting good governance codes. Furthermore, we urge 
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investors and board nomination committees to meticulously assess com-
pany and board characteristics when selecting new directors, ensuring 
that the diversity of directors’ experiences and skills aligns with the 
needs of board decision-making processes (as underscored by the com-
petencies and skills matrices employed by board advisors) (e.g., Zattoni, 
2020). 

8.5 Limitations and Future Avenues of Research 

In designing and executing our literature review, we made specific choices 
that could potentially limit the generalizations of our findings. Firstly, 
in line with prior review studies (e.g., Zattoni et al., 2020), we limit our 
search to empirical articles published in top journals. We considered 
empirical articles from several disciplinary domains (e.g., management, 
organization, finance and accounting) as well as the leading journal 
on corporate governance (i.e., CGIR). Additionally, our review focuses 
on empirical studies, but encompasses also conceptual studies, reviews, 
and meta-analyses on board diversity. Future studies could extend our 
findings by incorporating other publication types (e.g., books, consulting 
or policy reports) and articles published in additional journals. Finally, 
our sample comprised 203 papers on board diversity resulting from 
our search strategy. Although we employed a relatively comprehensive 
approach and collected a substantial number of articles, we cannot 
guarantee that we have covered all relevant studies on board diversity. 
Therefore, future studies could expand our search strategy to identify 
and analyze a larger or different sample of studies on board diversity. 



9 
Conclusion 

This systematic and interdisciplinary review assesses the findings pro
duced by the growing literature on board diversity. Our analysis shows 
that previous and ongoing research has mostly explored the impact 
of board diversity on board or firm outcomes. Despite the extensive 
scrutiny this research area has received, the results have been largely 
inconclusive and ambiguous. We posit that these mixed findings can be 
attributed to the complexity of the board diversity concept and to the 
theoretical and methodological approaches adopted by previous studies. 
Drawing from our findings, we give several recommendations to address 
existing theoretical and methodological challenges in the board diversity 
literature, with the final aim of advancing our comprehension of this 
complex, significant, and interesting topic. 

-
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