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Why and when female directors are less engaged in their board 
duties: An interface perspective 
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A B S T R A C T   

Female representation on boards is perhaps one of the most studied topics in board-governance 
research. At the same time, much is unknown about female directors’ task engagement within 
boards. Drawing from psychological theory on societal gender beliefs, our study tests whether the 
impact of director gender on supervisory task engagement hinges on status dynamics in two 
relational interfaces: the director–board interface and the director–CEO interface. According to 
this perspective, female directors show less task engagement because gender is a diffuse status cue 
that creates status differentiation within the director–board interface. Multi-source board survey 
data (n = 61 boards, n = 315 directors) confirms that, within the confines of the boardroom, 
female directors do, indeed, receive lower-status ratings than male directors. This effect is weaker 
when boards have a female chair. Furthermore, lower status explains perceived lower task 
engagement of female directors, but this link critically hinges on the CEO–director interface. The 
impact of status differences is more pronounced when directors intersect with a relatively 
dominant CEO. All in all, the results demonstrate that relational interfaces play a key role for 
female directors’ task engagement in their board duties.   

She brought greatly needed financial expertise to the board as well as a deep understanding of the company’s industry, yet she routinely 
felt shut out and stifled during meetings. Her questions were greeted not with respectful collegiality but as intrusions. (Groysberg and 
Bell, 2013, p. 94). 

Introduction 

Business leaders, as well as policymakers, have long argued for increasing the representation of female directors on boards 
(Knippen et al., 2019; Kolev and McNamara, 2020). For example, in 2020, the European Union (EU) started to review plans for 
mandatory gender quotas to speed up the progress of women in gaining leadership positions. An important reason behind the push for 
more women on boards is that gender diversity is expected to generate a broader range of task views and work experiences among 
directors (Fernando et al., 2020; Kirsch, 2018; Kolev and McNamara, 2020). This, in turn, will enable more balanced and higher quality 
board decision-making (Adams, 2016; Chen et al., 2016; Dezsö and Ross, 2012). 

* Corresponding author. 
E-mail addresses: m.k.weck@rug.nl (M.K. Weck), d.veltrop@rug.nl (D.B. Veltrop), j.d.r.oehmichen@rug.nl (J. Oehmichen), f.a.rink@rug.nl 

(F. Rink).  

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect 

Long Range Planning 

journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/lrp 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lrp.2021.102123 
Received 12 February 2020; Received in revised form 10 April 2021; Accepted 30 May 2021   

mailto:m.k.weck@rug.nl
mailto:d.veltrop@rug.nl
mailto:j.d.r.oehmichen@rug.nl
mailto:f.a.rink@rug.nl
www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/00246301
https://www.elsevier.com/locate/lrp
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lrp.2021.102123
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lrp.2021.102123
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.lrp.2021.102123&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lrp.2021.102123
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Long Range Planning 55 (2022) 102123

2

Scholars generally draw on central tenets from upper echelon theoretic reasoning (Hambrick and Mason, 1984) to argue about why 
there is value in having gender diversity within boards (Johnson et al., 2013; Kirsch, 2018). This theory holds that easily observable 
director characteristics, such as gender, serve as reliable indicators of deeper-level cognitive frames that influence one’s capacity to 
deliver unique task inputs (Carpenter et al., 2004; Hambrick and Mason, 1984). By increasing gender diversity, a board can thus rely on 
a broader set of cognitive frames among the directors, and this should be reflected in high-quality strategic board decisions and positive 
firm-performance indicators (Kolev and McNamara, 2020; Nielsen and Huse, 2010; Tasheva and Hillman, 2018). 

An extensive number of studies have tested this assertion, but this research shows limited – and, at times, conflicting – evidence for 
the impact of female board representation on board- and firm-level outcomes (e.g. Hoobler et al., 2018; Post and Byron, 2015), ranging 
from positive (e.g. Campbell and Mínguez-Vera, 2007; Terjesen et al., 2016) to negative effects (e.g. Adams and Ferreira, 2009; Veltrop 
et al., 2015), and anywhere in between (e.g. Chapple and Humphrey, 2014; Francoeur et al., 2008). A potentially important reason for 
these mixed outcomes may reside in the board-level analysis of these studies, making it difficult to study how director–board and 
director–CEO relational interfaces shape female directors’ engagement at the director-level of analysis. This is an important issue, since 
upper-echelon reasoning holds that, once female directors are appointed to boards, their views will be represented during board 
decision-making processes (Kirsch, 2018). However, the more micro-level psychological theory on societal gender beliefs has firmly 
established that within groups, women may not enjoy the same level of influence and status as men do, even when women hold 
positions of power and occupy roles akin to men (see also Bermiss et al., 2019; Ma and Stern, 2019). Hence, female representation on 
boards may not automatically translate into unique contributions of female directors from which boards can benefit. These gendered 
status dynamics therefore warrant a micro-level examination of the relational interfaces within boards to understand how and when 
they are influencing the task engagement of female directors. 

Two key theoretical perspectives in psychology explain the content and development of gendered expectations or beliefs in society 
(social role theory, Eagly, 1987), and the subsequent impact of these beliefs on status dynamics and decision-making processes in 
groups (status characteristics theory [SCT], Berger et al., 1972). The first perspective holds that individuals develop gendered ex-
pectancies because gender is linked to general societal roles prescribed to men and women, such that men are typically seen as agentic 
and women as more communal (Eagly, 1987; Gupta et al., 1983; Koenig and Eagly, 2005). SCT further explains that, for this reason, 
and because it is easier to observe gender than an individual’s actual competence, gender elicits implicit performance expectations that 
create status differentiation within groups (Berger et al., 1972; Eagly and Karau, 2002; Ridgeway, 2011; Wagner and Berger, 1993). 
Thus, according to these perspectives, female directors would have lower status within boards simply because they are assumed to be 
less competent by their fellow directors (cf. Berger et al., 1977). 

Notwithstanding the pervasiveness of societal gendered beliefs, however, gender as a diffuse status cue can be more or less salient 
within a particular setting, making these expectations more or less prevalent during decision making processes (Bunderson, 2003; 
Sidhu et al., 2020). Social role and SCT research has repeatedly found that the salience of gender as a status cue in social relations can 
be de-emphasized by contextual elements from the social setting and can hinge on personal dispositions (Eagly and Karau, 2002; 
Wagner and Berger, 1997). For instance, when females are clearly positioned in a role that has clear status superiority (e.g., such as a 
highly valued leadership role), their behavior is more easily seen to competent and worthy of the high status associated with this role; 
thereby reducing the salience of gender as an implicit status cue (Wagner and Berger, 1997). Based on this notion and given the 
prominence of the board chair during boardroom deliberations, we posit that the gender of the board chair represents a key element in 
the director–board interface that may affect gendered performance expectations. By challenging gendered performance expectations, a 
female chair can thus reduce the reliance on gender as a negative status cue within the board. 

Furthermore, pertaining to the director–CEO interface, research points to the prevalence of CEO agentic traits – referring to at-
tributes such as dominance, extraversion, or narcissism (e.g., Chatterjee and Hambrick, 2007; Gupta et al., 2019), and the difficulties 
directors experience in dealing with dominant CEOs (Boivie et al., 2016; Westphal and Zajac, 2013). We thus expect that the assertive 
nature of dominant CEOs is an important feature of this interface that will influence how gendered status dynamics will eventually 
influence the ability and willingness of female directors to engage in their board duties. Specifically, the more dominant the CEO is, the 
more conformity pressure there is within a board and, hence, the less likely it will be that a low-status (female) director will make 
active task contributions. 

Using a survey filled out by 315 Dutch non-executive directors and 61 corresponding CEOs, the empirical results support most of 
our hypotheses and show robustness across several different estimation techniques. Specifically, the results highlight that “simply” 
appointing female directors to boards may not stimulate female directors’ engagement within board decision making processes if 
female directors are faced with negative implicit performance expectations. Importantly, these effects occurred independently of the 
proportion of female directors on boards. We believe that this multi-source survey data with CEOs rating individual directors’ task 
engagement and directors rating one another’s status within the board provides a unique opportunity to understand the micro-level 
mechanisms that shape female directors’ engagement within boards. 

Overall, we contribute to board research by disentangling the micro-level underpinnings connecting the director’s gender to the 
director’s task engagement. First, we add to upper echelon theory by highlighting that appointing female directors to boards may not 
automatically result in female directors’ task engagement within boards, because they are faced with gendered performance expec-
tancies that affect their status position within the boardroom. The theoretical value of our work thus lies in showing that the direc-
tor–board interface poses more challenges for female directors than for male directors, and that this explains why women can experience 
difficulties engaging in their board duties. Second, we demonstrate that having a female chair and working with a non-dominant CEO 
alleviates this challenge. Thus, we illustrate how the task engagement of female directors can be improved by structurally enhancing 
their status within the director–board interface and by enabling them to develop a positive interface with their CEO. These findings 
provide important insights on the workings of fundamental psychological gender dynamics within two interfaces that are rudimentary to 
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boards, which clarifies why female directors may not always function optimally in their role. Finally, as our results hold independently of 
how many female directors there are within a board, we nuance theorizing on how a critical mass of representatives may suffice to 
fundamentally change decision-making patterns within boards and groups (Joecks et al., 2013; Torchia et al., 2011). 

Hypothesis development 

Director gender from an upper echelon perspective 

Upper echelon theory proposes that differences within directors’ cognition and experiences positively influence decision-making 
processes within the board, which, in turn, affect strategic firm actions (Finkelstein et al., 2009; Hambrick, 2007). A key premise in 
upper echelon reasoning is that observable characteristics, such as gender, serve as a reliable indicator of such cognitive differences 
(Carpenter et al., 2004; Hambrick and Mason, 1984). There are indeed studies suggesting that female board representation allows 
directors to bring in diverse perspectives (Miller and Triana, 2009; Peterson and Philpot, 2007) and enables a more complete un-
derstanding among the directors of the issues at hand (e.g. Carter et al., 2003). Scholars have frequently proposed that these director 
effects should, indirectly, improve the overall functioning of boards (eg. Adams and Ferreira, 2009; Hülsheger et al., 2009; Miller and 
Triana, 2009; Van Knippenberg et al., 2004) and that equal director participation in board decision making will even have positive 
downstream consequences for more distal outcomes at the firm-level, such as the firm’s ability to generate profits (Jeong and Harrison, 
2017; Miller and Triana, 2009). However, other studies, including review studies and meta-analyses, fail to support a consistent 
firm-value argument for female board representation (Adams and Ferreira, 2009; Johnson et al., 2013; Post and Byron, 2015). 

We maintain that an important reason for why there are inconsistent findings on the effects that female directors have on board 
processes and functioning may reside in the micro-level director–board and director–CEO interfaces. While CEOs are primarily engaged 
in initiating and implementing firm strategic choices, non-executive directors are tasked with the monitoring and ratification of these 
choices and with advising the CEO (Fama and Jensen, 1983). These core interfaces represent directors’ task-related contacts with 
fellow directors and the CEO that are necessary to carry out their board duties (Simsek et al., 2018). It is important to realize, however, 
that these director–board and director–CEO are inherently relational (Boivie et al., 2016; Hambrick et al., 2015), and thus prone to social 
biases that may play out differently for female directors within the confines of the boardroom (Veltrop et al., 2017; Westphal and Stern, 
2006, 2007). 

Research on gendered social roles and gendered status perceptions (Berger et al., 1972; Eagly and Karau, 2002; Ridgeway and 
Berger, 1986) has long demonstrated that gender serves as a diffuse status cue on the basis of which individuals heuristically ascribe 
lower status to women than to men (cf. Bunderson, 2003; Bunderson and Regans, 2011; Littlepage and Mueller, 1997). Also within 
boards, as recently noted by Sidhu et al. (2020, p. 5), “the benefits of board gender diversity may only materialize when gender stereotypes do 
not cast a shadow on the space female directors have to voice opinions, initiate ideas, and gain recognition on boards.” Hence, gender ste-
reotypes are likely also salient in the upper echelon (Eagly, 1987; Eagly and Karau, 2002; Sidhu et al., 2020). This makes it important to 
understand when and why female directors experience relational interface difficulties when carrying out their board work. 

Director gender as a diffuse status cue 

While upper echelon theory proposes that gender creates differences in cognitive director frames at the board level that may 
enhance collective decision-making (Hambrick and Mason, 1984), social role and status characteristic research poses that at the in-
dividual level, female directors are socially evaluated on the basis of implicit performance expectations (Bunderson, 2003; Eagly, 
1987). According to these perspectives, gender represents a diffuse status cue that triggers “schematic performance labels” because 
gender is more easily observable than people’s deep-level competencies and abilities, and because people have clear beliefs (i.e. 
stereotypes) about the roles that men and women generally occupy in society (Brewer and Lui, 1989; Bunderson, 2003; Fiske and 
Taylor, 1991). By default, men are accorded higher status than women. 

This assumption is especially prevalent in the business context, where typical female stereotypes – females are seen as communal (e. 
g., social, caring, cooperative, emotional) while men are seen as agentic (e.g., directive, instructive, and commanding) – are regarded 
as less valuable because in this context, one’s competence and task contributions are regarded more highly compared than one’s ability 
to maintain positive social relations (i.e., Eagly, 1987; Gupta et al., 1983; Koenig and Eagly, 2005; Schein and Lituchy, 1996).In 
addition, females are believed to be less task-focused and achievement-oriented (i.e., less aggressive, competent, decisive, forceful, and 
independent compared to men, Fiske and Stevens, 1993). As a consequence, men are expected to be more suited for leadership roles 
(see the ‘think manager think male’ association by Schein and Lituchy (1996), see also Scott and Brown, 2006) and are heuristically 
ascribed a higher status than women are (Berger et al., 1972; Ridgeway, 2011). Notably, these gender beliefs are so persistent and 
strongly immersed within society that they are endorsed by both men and women alike, and remain relatively intact for women who 
have climbed the corporate ladder (Heilman, 2001). For this reason, the psychological literature generally claims that stereotypical 
gender beliefs make it difficult for women to gain and exert influence (Eagly and Karau, 2002) and decrease women’s perceived 
legitimacy at work, even when they occupy a board position (Heilman, 2012). Within boards, for example, female directors are still less 
likely to be appointed to core board committees (Peterson and Philpot, 2007). 

Research indeed suggests that at the upper echelon board level, gender still serves as a diffuse status cue that informs the social 
status of male and female directors (Berger et al., 1972; Bunderson, 2003; Humphreys and Berger, 1981). Previous research indicates 
that boards meet on average only seven times a year (Brick and Chidambaran, 2010). Driven by the episodical nature of board work 
(Tuggle et al., 2010) and the overall lower and more recent female representation in board networks (Kogut et al., 2014), gender 
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remains an important surface-level heuristic that directors may rely upon during boardroom deliberations. Thus, it is highly likely that 
within the boardroom, directors hold lower performance expectations of female directors than of male directors because female di-
rectors are implicitly believed to be more socially-oriented and less achievement-oriented. All in all, we expect that female directors 
are ascribed lower status than male directors. Therefore, we hypothesize that: 

H1. The director’s female gender is negatively related to director status within boards. 

According to SCT, we can further anticipate that a director’s ascribed status position is related to his or her task engagement within 
a board (cf. Berger et al., 1977). SCT holds that low-status individuals’ contributions are sought out less frequently, because they are 
assumed to be less competent (Miles and Clenney, 2010). Research on self-fulfilling prophecies finds that group members who face 
negative performance expectations, expressed through lower status attributions by the group, actually start to perform worse than 
their fellow members because they are provided fewer opportunities to contribute and feel less confident when doing so (see Berger, 
1977; Geis, 1993; Miller and Turnbull, 1986). As individuals may start to internalize their ascribed social status (Skvoretz and Bailey, 
2016), this may actually impact the way they perceive themselves (i.e. their self-esteem) (Fararo, 1972). Within boards this may then 
result in low status directors taking and receiving fewer opportunities to contribute. 

The status literature further indicates the negative social ramifications of low status individuals’ speaking up, making it more 
difficult for low status directors to contribute (Galinsky et al., 2008) or to challenge the majority opinion (Cialdini and Goldstein, 
2004). Such processes are also likely to occur within boards, as research suggests that lower-status directors are inclined to conform to 
higher-status directors (Veltrop et al., 2017). Lower-status directors risk being ostracized for taking a minority stand against the CEO 
(Westphal and Bednar, 2005) and may face social sanctions from fellow directors when raising substantive concerns during board 
meetings (Hambrick et al., 2015). For these reasons, we expect that lower-status directors will participate less in board discussions and 
are less likely to clearly position their task views than higher status directors will. Those behaviors should negatively influence their 
overall task engagement (i.e., monitoring and advising the CEO). Therefore, we propose that: 

H2. Director status within boards is positively related to task engagement. 

Our prior theorizing further suggests that gendered status expectations mediate the relationship between the director’s female 
gender and task engagement. Thus, the gendered status differentiation within the director–board interface, which causes female di-
rectors to be heuristically ascribed with lower status than male directors, will make it more likely that female directors will find it more 
challenging to execute their work effectively than male directors will. Hence, it can be expected that the task engagement in both 
advising and monitoring the CEO in the director–board interface is gendered, such that: 

H3a. The director’s female gender is negatively related to task engagement. 

H3b. Director status mediates the negative relationship between the director’s female gender and the director’s task engagement. 

A director–board interface contingency: female chair position 

As stated above, women are heuristically seen to possess more communal traits than men and these traits are generally not 
associated with the agentic traits needed to effectively execute a leadership position. One potential way to overcome this belief may be 
to change the status dynamics within the director–board interface and show that female directors can handle leadership re-
sponsibilities. Within the boardroom, this can be established by appointing a woman to the chair position. The board chair plays a 
prominent role during board discussions and has many formal responsibilities such as planning and heading board meetings, acting as 
the bridge between CEO and the remaining board, and ensuring that the board fulfills its legal duties (Banerjee et al., 2019; Krause and 
Semadeni, 2014). Recent research further demonstrates that board chair leadership plays an important role in streamlining boardroom 
discussions and facilitating directors’ engagement in their board duties (Veltrop et al., 2021). Our claim that having a female chair may 
change the status dynamics within the board is based on the idea that gendered performance expectations are not irrefutable and can 
become more or less salient depending on contextual features. Prior research has found, for example, that the general interpretation of 
diffuse status cues may hinge on country-level cultural effects, but also on individual-level effects such as one’s personal disposition 
toward egalitarianism (Eagly and Karau, 2002; Lucas, 2003). And, in support of our reasoning here, a specific reliance on gender as a 
status cue has indeed been found to hinge on the exemplification of female leadership (Sidhu et al., 2020). 

There are two ways in which having a female chair critically changes the status dynamics within the director–board interface. First, 
as the chair position is highly visible within the board, it clearly signals that women can behave in task-oriented and achievement- 
oriented ways, take responsibility and can successfully occupy a position. Recent research shows that favorable beliefs about 
women’s capabilities affect the way in which they are treated in a group (Farh et al., 2020). Moreover, studies consistently show that 
when women are primed with pictures of successful female leaders, or work together with successful role models, they are not only 
more likely to display empowered behavior, they are also more likely perceived as such by observers, such as team mates or colleagues 
(Latu et al., 2013). So, a female chair explicitly challenges gendered performance expectations, which can reduce the reliance on 
gender as a diffuse negative status cue within a board. 

Second, as pointed out by Phillips et al. (2009), once women formally hold a leadership position, it becomes easier for them to 
overcome gendered status biases and demonstrate their worth to others by making unique task contributions. Thus, through their chair 
leadership, female chairs set a positive example for other female directors. Female chair leadership thereby increases the likelihood 
that directors will be more attuned to female directors’ actual competence. Taken together, we argue that having a female chair will 
reduce gendered status differentiation within boards, and that this should positively affect the task engagement of female directors. 
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Therefore, we propose the following moderation hypothesis: 

H4a. The negative relationship between the director’s female gender and director status is moderated by the female chair position, 
such that this effect is less negative when a female director holds the chair position. 

H4b. The negative indirect effect of the director’s female gender on the director’s task engagement is moderated by the female chair 
position, such that this indirect effect is less negative when a female director is the chair of the board. 

The director–CEO interface: CEO dominance 

Thus far, we have only looked at the relationship of director–board interface and gendered status dynamics within boards. 
However, it almost goes without saying that CEOs occupy a central role in the governance of organizations (Crossland et al., 2014; 
Villagrasa et al., 2018). Ultimately, directors carry out their board duties vis-à-vis the CEO. This makes the director–CEO interface – in 
particular, with CEO characteristics – an important contextual feature for directors’ engagement in their board duties. We therefore 
anticipate that CEO dominance may also profoundly influence how gendered status dynamics affect the task engagement of female and 
male directors. Directors with a lower status are expected to engage less actively in their tasks than directors with a higher status 
because they will feel less confident in their role and will face more conformity pressure. Yet these effects may very well be more 
pronounced when interfacing with a relatively dominant CEO. 

Governance research acknowledges that CEO dominance may manifest in several forms, ranging from dominance, to power, to 
narcissism (e.g. Chatterjee and Hambrick, 2007; Haynes and Hillman, 2010; Pearce and Shaker, 1991; Quigley and Hambrick, 2012; 
Tang et al., 2011). For the purpose of our study, we define dominance in line with Anderson and Kilduff (2009) as a CEO’s tendency to 
impose his/her will on others. This is sometimes also referred to as trait dominance. Anderson and Kilduff (2009, p. 491), for instance, 
note that “(i)ndividuals high in trait dominance are assertive and motivated to lead, and thus take control through the force of their 
personality.” 

Particularly important in the context of our current study is that psychological research demonstrates that dominance increases the 
tendency to behave in assertive and forceful ways toward lower-status individuals (Chatterjee and Pollock, 2017; Judge et al., 2002). 
In contrast to more participative individuals, dominant individuals are more attuned to the status of others and do not seek the 
contribution of all group members (cf. Arnold et al., 2000; Buengeler et al., 2016; Lam et al., 2015). For these reasons, studies have 
found that dominant actors tend to automatically trigger submissiveness in others (cf. Sadler and Woody, 2003; Tiedens and Fragale, 
2003). Hence, we expect that lower-status directors will experience stronger conformity pressure and experience more difficulties 
interfacing with a dominant CEO. We anticipate that dominant CEOs will further reduce the degree to which lower-status directors will 
feel comfortable in critically monitoring and advising the CEO, and thus, will amplify the impact influence of low status on director 
task engagement. We hypothesize that: 

H5a. The positive relationship between director status and the director’s task engagement is moderated by CEO dominance, such 
that this effect is stronger when CEO dominance is high. 

H5b. The negative indirect effect of the director’s female gender and the director’s task engagement (through director status) is 
moderated by CEO dominance, such that this negative indirect effect is stronger when CEO dominance is high. 

The hypotheses are summarized in the conceptual model included in Fig. 1. 

Methods 

Research setting 

We used a web-based tool that was developed to allow organizations to receive feedback on their board functioning through 
participating in our research survey. The feedback that the participating boards received could be used in their annual self-evaluations. 
In our data-collection efforts, we received help from several Dutch governance experts (e.g. the Chair of the Dutch Corporate 

Fig. 1. Conceptual model.  
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Governance Code Committee, journalists from the Dutch financial newspaper Het Financieele Dagblad, and several Dutch executive and 
non-executive director associations (e.g. VTW, NVTZ, Het Nationaal Register, NCD). These experts actively brought attention to the 
survey by informing firms about the survey via their newsletters or websites. The service has primarily been used by Dutch non-profit 
organizations in the education, health, and housing industries. Moreover, the Dutch setting implies that the participating boards 
operated in a two-tier system, which formally separates the board into a management board, composed of the CEO and the remaining 
executives, and a supervisory board, composed of non-executive directors (Lückerath-Rovers, 2013). We will discuss the implications 
of the unique nature of our sample in the discussion section. Note that we further enriched the survey responses via data gathered from 
the firms’ annual reports. 

Sample and procedure 

The multi-source survey contains responses from 450 Dutch executives and directors from 66 Dutch firms. After the CEO variables 
were created as group-level variables, the CEO responses – on the individual level – were dropped, as we were primarily interested in 
analyzing the director–CEO interface. Accordingly, our initial sample consisted of 382 observations. As only the interface of directors 
and CEOs is of interest, the other executive directors were also excluded, resulting in 343 observations. Of those 343 responses from 
non-executives, 27 did not sufficiently complete the survey and had to be excluded from the study. One additional firm had to be 
excluded because only one director sufficiently completed the survey, resulting in a final sample of 315 (91.83%) non-executive di-
rectors from 61 boards and 61 (92%) CEOs. 

To assess if there were significant differences between the non-responding (N = 28) and responding (N = 315) directors partici-
pating in the study, we used the Kolmogorov–Smirnov two-sample test (cf. Veltrop et al., 2018; Westphal and Bednar, 2005). The test 
did not indicate any significant difference between responding and non-responding non-executive directors in terms of gender, age, 
tenure, chair position, and committee memberships. 

The average age of the responding directors was 56.82 years (SD = 8.75), and their average tenure as a member of the board of 
directors was 3.68 years (SD = 4.11). About 28% of the boards in our sample had a female chair. The non-executive directors and CEOs 
were primarily male, at 63.81% and 77.46%, respectively. To ensure that our findings were not biased by other differences between 
male and female directors and CEOs, we again employed a Kolmogorov–Smirnov two-sample test. The results indicate no significant 
differences between male and female directors in terms of tenure, chair position, and committee memberships. For male and female 
CEOs, there was also no significant difference in age and tenure. However, the analyses revealed that the female directors in our sample 
were, on average, younger than the male directors. The average size of the supervisory board was 5.42 (SD = 1.00). Most participating 
organizations operated in the health industry (40.63%), followed by the housing industry (34.60%). Another 14.60% of the firms in the 
sample were in the education industry. The remaining firms belonged to other industries. 

As most measures for the analysis were obtained through a survey at a single point in time, the possibility of common method 
variance (CMV) existed. CMV is attributable to the measurement method rather than to the constructs that the measures represent 
(Podsakoff and Organ, 1986). Several measures were taken to ensure that CMV was not an issue in this analysis. In line with the 
suggestions made by Podsakoff et al. (2003), the conceptual model includes not only Likert-scale measures but also further objective 
measures, such as demographics and tenure, which were obtained through archival data. Most importantly, however, the conceptual 
model combines four different sources: archival data, CEO ratings, self-ratings, and peer ratings. Accordingly, the model largely avoids 
using the same source. 

Measures 

Director’s task engagement. Task engagement was measured on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from (1) very little to (7) a very great 
deal, with the CEO rating the directors on four items adapted from Carpenter and Westphal (2001). The items included two items 
reflecting advising activities and two reflecting monitoring activities, for example, “All in all, to what extent is [name] effective in advising 
top management?” and “To what extent does [name] monitor top management’s strategic decision-making?“. Cronbach’s alpha was 0.8796, 
the average variance extracted (AVE) was 0.6567, and the composite reliability (CR) was 0.8835. All loadings were greater than 
0.4000, which is above the standard threshold (Hair et al., 1998). 

Director’s status within the board. The status within the board was measured using three items on a 7-point Likert scale ranging 
from (1) strongly disagree to (7) strongly agree, with each director rating the other fellow directors (excluding self-ratings). It is 
important to measure a director’s status using peer-ratings as “an individual’s status [within a group] is based on the group’s collective 
judgments” (Anderson and Kilduff, 2009, p. 295; cf. Berger et al., 1972). The items were adapted from Anderson et al. (2006) and 
included: “[name] demonstrates high ability,” “[name] influences decisions,” and “[name] is respected.” Cronbach’s alpha for the director 
status was 0.6507, but the AVE was 0.5608 and the CR was 0.7785. The loadings here were also all greater than 0.4000. 

Gender. Gender was measured using a dummy variable that was coded from annual reports. Female directors were coded with a 
one, and male directors were coded with a zero. In our sample this implies 36.19% of female directors. 

Female chair. This board-level variable was also coded from the firms’ annual reports and it indicates if the board has a female 
director holding a chair position. The variable is coded with a one when a female director holds the chair position, and when the person 
who holds the chair position is male, the variable is coded with a zero. In our sample 28% of the boards have a female chair. 

CEO dominance. The dominance of the CEO was measured on eleven items using a 7-point Likert scale ranging from (1) strongly 
disagree to (7) strongly agree. The items were based on the International Personality Item Pool (IPIP) social dominance measure and 
included, for example, “In general, I impose my will on others.” Those items were self-rated by the CEO. Cronbach’s alpha was 0.8061, the 
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AVE was 0.4307, and the CR was 0.7823. Still, the loadings of the three items were not greater than 0.4000.1 

Control variables. This research controls for a variety of board-, industry-, and individual-level variables to increase the precision 
of the estimates and minimize the risk of endogeneity bias/omitted variable bias. With regard to board-level control, this research 
controls for supervisory board size. Supervisory board size is expected to impact task engagement because the more people there are in 
a group, the less responsible people feel for group outcomes (Ingham et al., 1974). Additionally, we control for the percentage of 
women on the board to avoid the fact that our results are driven by them overcoming their token status due to a critical mass of women 
being on the board (Ben-Amar et al., 2017). Additionally, a variety of personal and professional characteristics of directors and CEOs 
have been included, as they may influence task engagement (Veltrop et al., 2018). Information on both the age, tenure, and gender of 
CEOs and directors, as well as information about the director holding a chair position, were coded from annual reports. These measures 
were included because they can both affect task engagement (Van der Kam et al., 2014). Finally, we used industry dummies to control 
for industry effects, as specific industries might require a higher level of task engagement. 

We next conducted a multi-level confirmatory factor analysis using individual-level (level 1) data for status within the board and 
director’s task engagement and board level (level 2). We additionally clustered the 315 individual-level observations within the 61 
boards. We therefore conducted multi-level confirmatory factor analyses using the Laavan package available in R instead (following 
Huang, 2017). The results show that the three-factor model achieved a satisfactory fit (CFI = 0.927, TLI = 0.902, RMSEA = 0.07, x2 

(59) = 145.77, p = .000) (cf. Chua and Jin, 2020; Veltrop et al., 2021), while being significantly better than the alternative two-factor 
model (CFI = 0.765, TLI = 0.692, RMSEA = 0.125, Δx2 = 196.31, p = .000) and one-factor model (CFI = 0.314, TLI = 0.223, RMSEA =
0.202, Δx2 = 1726,613, p = .000). Thus, we established that the three main variables are indeed distinctive constructs and that the 
model has an appropriate level of fit for our analysis. 

Data analyses and model estimation 
This study uses a multi-level analysis to test the hypotheses. The 315 directors (level 1) were nested within the 61 different or-

ganizations (level 2). More precisely, our empirical model included a director-level predictor, gender (level 1), a director-level 
mediator, that is, status within the board (level 1), and a dependent variable, that is, the director’s task engagement (level 1), as 
well as two board-level moderators: female chair (level 2) and CEO dominance (level 2). The hypotheses were tested using regression- 
based frameworks in STATA 16. Specifically, we use the generalized structural equation model (gsem) to estimate the hypothesized 
relationships. To estimate H4b and H5b, which concern the conditional indirect effects, we followed the recommendation of Aiken 
et al. (1991) and mean-centered the variables for the non-dummy variables before creating the interaction variables. To estimate and 
probe the confidence intervals of the direct effects, the indirect effects, and the conditional indirect effects, we conducted gsem with a 
bootstrapping technique employing 10,000 repetitions. Using gsem allows us to take into account the nested nature of our data, 
incorporating the nestedness/clustering of directors within boards. To ensure robustness, we also tested each hypothesis using a gls 
regression using the xtreg function with robust standard errors to check the robustness of our gsem results. The obtained results were 
very similar to those of the gsem analysis. 

Results 

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics and correlations of the variables used in our regressions.2 

The results of the gsem regressions are presented in Tables 2–4. To ease the interpretation of the calculation process of the gsem, we 
have depicted the paths necessary to predict the mediation in Fig. 2. Table 2 shows support for H1, which predicted a negative 
relationship between the director’s female gender and the director’s status within the board (β = − .09; p = .005). Table 2 also provides 
support for H2, which predicted a positive effect between the director’s status within the board and the director’s task engagement (β 
= 1.37; p = .000). Additionally, the table shows support for H3a; that is, the relationship between gender and task engagement (β =
− 0.26; p = .021). Table 2 provides support for H3b, which predicted a negative indirect effect (β = − 0.12; p = .029). Finally, Table 2 
also shows that the total effect is negative and significant (β = − 0.25; p = .030), thus indicating that our model mediates 46.15% of the 
total effect. Additionally, in line with Baron and Kenny (1986) the c’ path–that is, the relationship between the director’s female 
gender and the director’s task engagement – becomes insignificant (β = − .13; p = .217) when including the director’s status within the 
board as a mediating variable. Overall, this indicates the presence of full mediation (Mathieu and Taylor, 2006). 

Subsequently, we also tested the interaction effects of H4a and H5a with gsem regressions. Our H4a proposed that a negative 
relationship between the director’s female gender and director status is moderated by a female chair, so that the relationship becomes 
less negative when there is a female chair. The results in Table 3 show a significant effect on the director’s status within the board (β =

1 We were hesitant about excluding these items given that this measure is heavily validated and employed as a full scale in prior research 
(Hendriks, 1997; Hendriks et al., 2002). Note that we tested whether the exclusion of these items would fundamentally alter our results, and this was 
not the case. Due to space limitations, we did not include the additional information in the paper but are happy to provide the details upon request.  

2 We acknowledge that the correlation between CEO gender and the percentage of female directors on the board is relatively high (corr = 0.56). 
To mitigate potential concerns about this, we performed a multicollinearity analysis. The results showed an average variance inflection factor of 
1.18 and a maximum value of 3.31. These results strongly suggest that multicollinearity is not impacting our results as it is below the cut-off value of 
10 (Chatterjee et al., 2000). To further mitigate these concerns, we also performed the analysis without the percentage of women on the board. 
Excluding the percentage of women on the board did not change the significance of our hypotheses. We would like to thank Reviewer 1 for pointing 
this out. 
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Table 1 
Means, standard deviation and correlations.  

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 

(1) Director’s task engagement (rated by CEO) 5.09 .98 1.00             
(2) Director’s status within the board 5.82 .37 .38*** 1.00            
(3) Gender (Director) .36 .48 -.15** -.14* 1.00           
(4) Chair dummy .19 .39 .26*** .11+ -.07 1.00          
(5) Female Chair .28 .45 .06 .13* .16** .01 1.00         
(6) CEO dominance 4.05 .69 -.08 -.05 -.00 -.00 -.19** 1.00        
(7) Tenure (Director) 3.68 4.11 .07 .10+ .02 .07 -.01 .08 1.00       
(8) Tenure (CEO) 6.79 4.92 -.02 .12* -.05 -.00 -.02 -.05 .16** 1.00      
(9) Age (Director) 56.82 8.75 .13* .08 -.10+ .21** -.02 .00 .14* .01 1.00     
(10) Age (CEO) 57.26 6.10 -.03 .06 .06 -.03 .09 -.05 .07 .49*** -.08 1.00    
(11) Gender (CEO) .23 .42 -.08 -.09+ .10+ .01 .09 .02 -.01 -.14* -.07 -.12* 1.00   
(12) Percentage of women .35 .16 -.07 -.14* .30*** -.02 .38*** -.01 -.05 -.18** -.07 .10+ .56*** 1.00  
(13) Supervisory board size 5.42 1.00 -.10+ -.25*** .10+ -.09+ -.06 .07 .01 .07 -.04 .23*** -.09 .29*** 1.00 

Note. industry dummies included, but not reported; + p < .10, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001, N = 315. 
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− 0.14; p = .001) and a marginally significant interaction term (β = 0.12; p = .083), thus providing marginal support for H4a. Fig. 3 
depicts the moderation plot including the confidence intervals, and the results show that female directors are attributed a lower status 
within the board under a male chair, while there is no difference between gender status under a female chair. Our H5a proposed a 
moderating effect on the relationship between director status and the director’s task engagement via CEO dominance, such that the 
relationship between director status and director task engagement is stronger when CEO dominance is high. The results indeed show a 
positive significant effect of the interaction term on the relationship between status within the board and task engagement (β = .33; p 
= .026), providing support for H5a. To ease the interpretation of the interaction, Fig. 4 shows the interaction effects of the directors’ 
status within the board on task engagement at low (− 1SD) and high (+1SD) levels fof CEO dominance (cf. Aiken et al., 1991; Dawson, 
2014). The plot indicates that the higher the level of CEO dominance, the higher the importance of the director’s status within the 
board for the director’s task engagement. The plot also shows that the lower the CEO dominance, the less influential the director’s 
status within the board is for the director’s task engagement, thus providing additional support for H5a. 

Fig. 5 provides an analytical overview of the necessary paths to test the conditional indirect effect proposed in H4b. Of interest here 
is the conditional indirect effect (a1+a3*W)*b1. Table 4 shows the results of the conditional indirect effect, which is, however, 
insignificant (β = − 0.08; p = .376), thus not providing support for H4b. Fig. 6 provides an analytical overview of the test conducted to 
test H5b. It is particularly interesting that the conditional indirect effect (b1+b3*W)*a1, in Table 4, is negative and significant (β =
− 0.18; p = .024), providing support for H5b. Additionally, the conditional indirect effect allows us to explain 69.23% (i.e. a 23.08% 
increase from the indirect effect) of the total effect, further strengthening the relevance of including the moderator. 

Additional analysis 

We aimed to reach three goals with the additional analysis. First, we aimed to reduce concerns that the gender effect on status is 
driven by alternative mechanisms besides gender. Second, we aimed to show that, although women are perceived as having lower 
competences, this is not necessarily reflective of reality. Finally, we aimed to gauge whether the negative effect of gender as a diffuse 
status cue diminishes over time. 

To fulfill our primary goal, we conducted a series of additional gsem regressions with the 10,000-repetition bootstrapping routine, 
which tested whether expertise (i.e., financial, managerial, or sector expertise) mediates the relationship between the director’s female 
gender and the director’s status within the board. The expertise ratings were also based on peer ratings, excluding self-ratings. The 
results of the series of gsem regressions are shown in Table 5. The gsem regressions show strong support for the notion that the rela-
tionship between female directors and status within the board is mediated by the board ascribing lower financial and managerial 
expertise to female directors, but not via ascribing lower sector expertise. 

First, concerning the mediation through financial expertise, the a-link is significant and negative (β = − .53; p = .000), the b-link is 
also significant and positive (β = 0.09; p = .000), while the indirect effect is significant and negative (β = − 0.05; p = .000). Providing 
support that perceived financial expertise mediates the relationship between director gender and status within the board. Second, the 
mediation through management expertise is approximately equivalent. The a-link is significant and negative (β = − .15; p = .016), the 
b-link is significant and positive (β = 0.22; p = .000), while the indirect effect is significant and negative (β = − 0.03; p = .015). 
However, the c’ path remains significant (β = − 0.07; p = .024). This supports the notion that perceived management expertise partially 
mediates the relationship between director gender and status within the board. However, we did not find such effects for sector 
expertise. Both the a-link (β = − .07; p = .366) as well as the indirect effect (β = − 0.01; p = .370) were insignificant. Thus, whereas 
financial expertise and management expertise mediate the relationship between gender and status, sector specific expertise does not. 
This is because perceived sector expertise does not appear to increase status within the board (cf. Veltrop et al., 2017). 

Table 2 
Bootstrapped results and confidence intervals of estimated paths of direct effect and mediation.  

Name of path Estimated path Type of effect Coeff (s.e) (z (P>|z|)) [95% CI] 

c Director Task engagement ← Director’s 
gender 

Direct effect between director’s 
gender on task engagement 

-.26 (.11) * − 2.30 (.021) [-.484; − .039] 

a1 Status within the board ← Director’s 
gender 

Leg 1 of mediation of the relationship 
between director’s gender on task 
engagement. 

-.09 (.03) ** − 2.80 (.005) [-.147; − .026] 

b1 Director Task engagement ← Status within 
the board 

Leg 2 of mediation of the relationship 
between director’s gender on task 
engagement. 

1.37 (.33) *** 4.17 (.000) [.726; 2.011] 

c’ Director Task engagement ← Director’s 
gender 

Direct effect between director’s 
gender and task engagement 
controlling for director’s status within 
the board. 

-.13 (.10) − 1.23 (.217) [-.331; .075] 

a1*b1 Director Task engagement ← Director’s 
gender* Status within the board 

Indirect effect of director’s gender on 
task engagement. 

-.12 (.05) * − 2.18 (.029) [-.225; .012] 

c’ + a1*b1 Director Task engagement ←(Status within 
the board + Director’s gender* Status 
within the board) 

Total effect of director gender on task 
engagement. 

-.25 (.11) * − 2.17 (.030) [-.469; .024] 

Note standard errors in parentheses; industry dummies included, but not reported; + p < .10, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 
All 95 percent confidence intervals and coefficients are estimated through a bootstrap routine using 10,000 replications. 
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Table 3 
Bootstrapped results and confidence intervals of estimated path for the Moderations effects of Hypothesis 4a & 5a.  

Name of 
path 

Estimated path Type of effect Coeff (s. 
e) 

(z (P>| 
z|)) 

[95% CI] 

a1 Status within the board ← Director’s gender Leg 1 of mediation of the relationship between director’s 
gender on task engagement via status within the board. 

-.14 
(.04) ** 

− 3.27 
(.001) 

[-.224; 
− .056] 

a3 Status within the board ← Director’s 
gender*Female chair 

Moderation effect of female chair on Leg 1 (i.e. director 
gender on status within the board) 

.12 (.07) 
+

1.74 
(.083) 

[-.015; 
.248] 

b1 Director Task engagement ← Status within 
the board 

Leg 2 of mediation of the relationship between director’s 
gender on task engagement via status within the board. 

.58 (.11) 
*** 

5.33 
(.000) 

[.365; 
.790] 

b3 Director Task engagement ← Status within 
the board* CEO social dominance 

Moderation effect of CEO dominance on Leg 2 (i.e. 
director’s status within the board on task engagement) 

.33 (.15) 
* 

2.22 
(.026) 

[.039; 
.615] 

Note standard errors in parentheses; industry dummies included, but not reported; + p < .10, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 
All 95 percent confidence intervals and coefficients are estimated through a bootstrap routine using 10,000 replications. 

Table 4 
Bootstrapped results and confidence intervals of estimated paths of moderated mediations for Hypotheses 4b &5b.  

Name of 
path 

Estimated path Type of effect Coeff (s. 
e) 

(z (P>| 
z|)) 

[95% CI] 

Moderating effect of holding the Chair position on a1 link 
a1 Status within the board ← Director’s gender Leg 1 of mediation of the relationship between 

director’s gender on task engagement. 
-.11 (.04) 
* 

− 2.45 
(.014) 

[-.194; 
− .022] 

b1 Director Task engagement ← Status within the 
board 

Leg 2 of mediation of the relationship between 
director’s gender on task engagement. 

1.37 
(.33) *** 

4.17 
(.000) 

[.726; 
2.011] 

c’ Director Task engagement ← Director’s gender Direct effect between director’s gender and task 
engagement via director’s status within the 
board. 

-.13 (.10) − 1.23 
(.217) 

[-.331; 
.075] 

a1*b1 Director Task engagement ← Director’s gender* 
Status within the board 

Indirect effect of director’s gender on task 
engagement. 

-.15 (.07) 
* 

− 2.05 
(.040) 

[-.289; 
− .007] 

(a1+a3*W) 
*b1 

Director Task engagement ←(Director’s gender +
Chair Female Leadership dummy) * Status within 
the board 

Leg 1 conditional indirect moderated by chair 
female leadership. 

-.08 (.09) -.89 
(.376) 

[-.243; 
.092] 

Moderating effect of CEO’s dominance on b1 link 
a1 Status within the board ← Director’s gender Leg 1 of mediation of the relationship between 

director’s gender on task engagement. 
-.20 
(.073) ** 

− 2.80 
(.005) 

[-.346; 
− .061] 

b1 Director Task engagement ← Status within the 
board 

Leg 2 of mediation of the relationship between 
director’s gender on task engagement. 

.56 (.11) 
*** 

5.08 
(.000) 

[.345; 
.778] 

c’ Director Task engagement ← Director’s gender Direct effect between director’s gender and task 
engagement via director’s status within the 
board. 

-.12 (.10) − 1.28 
(.202) 

[-.308; 
.065] 

a1*b1 Director Task engagement ← Director’s gender* 
Status within the board 

Indirect effect of director’s gender on task 
engagement, controlling for director’s status 
within the board. 

-.11 (.05) 
* 

− 2.25 
(.025) 

[-.214; 
− .015] 

(b1+b3*W) 
*a1 

Director Task engagement ← Status within the 
board* CEO social dominance 

Leg 2 conditional indirect moderated by CEO 
dominance. 

-.18 (.08) 
* 

− 2.25 
(.024) 

[-.337; 
− .024] 

Note. standard errors in parentheses; industry dummies included, but not reported; + p < .10, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 
All 95 percent confidence intervals and coefficients are estimated through a bootstrap routine using 10,000 replications. 

Fig. 2. Model specifications (mediation analysis).  

M.K. Weck et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                       



Long Range Planning 55 (2022) 102123

11

As expertise cannot be directly observed, directors must rely on indirect cues to draw inferences (Berger et al., 1972, 1980; 
Bunderson, 2003; Bunderson and Barton, 2010). Yet in line with our reasoning for H1, high-status directors are generally believed to 
have achieved that status on the basis of their competence; however, these beliefs are not necessarily reflective of their actual 
knowledge and/or task experiences (cf. Anderson and Brown, 2010). Hence, the expert ratings of high-status directors tend to be 
inaccurate because they are overvalued (cf. Veltrop et al., 2017). 

Given that peer ratings of expertise are socially biased, we additionally used self-ratings. To check whether female directors rate 
themselves systematically lower on expertise than male directors do, we conducted an additional Kolmogorov–Smirnov two-sample 
test that compared their expertise ratings. The results indicated that there was no significant difference between the self-ratings 
and their financial, managerial, and sector expertise. In light of the fact that women, in general, provide lower self-ratings in com-
parison to men (Bandura, 1997; Bandura and Walters, 1977), we believe that our results are especially powerful in showing that female 
and male directors in our sample do not differ significantly in terms of expertise. Based on this, our findings strongly imply that it is 
likely that the peer-rated expertise ratings may not be driven by objective observations but rather by the diffuse status characteristics 
and stereotypes of female directors. This notion is strengthened by the fact that we also did not find any significant difference when 
using the Kolmogorov–Smirnov two-sample test between male and female directors in terms of committee memberships and holding 
committee chair positions. 

To further test whether male and female directors differ in their board experiences we collected additional information on indi-
vidual directors’ current and prior board appointments using information that was available via LinkedIn. Doing so provided infor-
mation on the number of board appointments, as well as a director’s years of board service for these appointments. All in all, we were 
able to identify 241 LinkedIn profiles for our sample of 316 directors (76.27%).3 

Kolmogorov–Smirnov two-sample tests and ANOVA analyses indicate that the number of board appointments does not significantly 
differ between female and male directors. On average, female directors have 3.53 board positions, while male directors have 3.86 
positions. Secondly, female and male directors do not appear to differ significantly in their years of board experience. The average 
years of board experience for female directors is 17.12, whereas male directors in the sample had on average 17.81 years of board 
experience. 

Finally, to test whether the negative effect of gender as a diffuse status cue diminishes over time, we conducted several moderation 
analyses using director tenure. We did not find a significant moderating effect of tenure on the gender and task engagement link (β =
− 0.12; p = .275), director gender and status link (β = − 0.02; p = .876) nor on the link between director status and director task 
engagement (β = 0.10; p = .196). 

We also created a ‘short-tenure’ dummy variable. Specifically, we constructed a dummy variable capturing directors’ level of 
tenure (0 = less than one year, 1 = more than one year) (cf. Lapointe et al., 2013). Again, we did not find significant moderating effects 
of ‘short-tenure’ on the director gender and task engagement link (β = − 0.57; p = .371), director gender and status link (β = − 0.17; p =
.226) nor on the link between director status and director task engagement link (β = 0.10; p = .280). All in all, these moderation 
analyses indicate that within our sample the impact of gender as a negative status cue does not appear to wane over time. 

Fig. 3. Interaction Plot 
Two-way interaction for director status. 

3 Before comparing male and female directors on their board experience, we also tested whether there were any significant differences between 
the directors with (N = 241) and without (N = 74) a LinkedIn profile. The Kolmogorov–Smirnov two-sample test did not indicate any significant 
difference in terms of gender, tenure, chair position, and committee memberships. However, the results did show a difference in terms of age. 
Directors with a LinkedIn profile are on average 56.29 years, while those without a LinkedIn profile are on average 58.75 years. 
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Robustness checks 

To ensure robustness, we also tested our H1, H2, H3a, H4a, and H5a with a multi-level gls with robust standard errors. Tables 6 and 
7 show the results of the regressions estimating the stand-alone legs of the mediation analysis. In Table 6, the stand-alone effects are 
depicted, while Table 7 shows the two moderating effects. The results remain consistent between the gls and gsem. 

To reduce the concerns that male directors’ unobserved bias impacts how they rate female directors, we checked if there were 
differences between how male directors rated their fellow female directors. The results in Table 8 are in line with notions from SCT and 
social role theory, which posit that societal gender norms are shared by male and female directors alike (Eagly and Karau, 2002). 
Finally, using the subset of observations with information on directors’ board experiences, we reran our models separately controlling 
for the number of board positions, years of board experience and natural log of years of board experience. These results support our 

Fig. 4. Interaction Plot 
Two-way interaction for director task engagement. 

Fig. 5. Model specifications (moderated mediation analysis).  

Fig. 6. Model specifications (moderated mediation analysis).  
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main analyses.4 Taken together it appears that female and male directors’ board experience does not account for female directors’ 
lower status within boards. 

Discussion 

In our study, we aimed to understand why and when female directors may have a more difficult time engaging in their board tasks. 
By acknowledging the importance of gendered expectancies, our work sheds light on how the relational interfaces in the upper echelon 
(i.e., the director–board and the director–CEO interfaces) differently impact female directors’ task engagement. In doing so, our work 
contributes to a burgeoning stream of research that acknowledges that directors do not operate in a social vacuum (Boivie et al., 2016; 
Westphal and Zajac, 2013) and that the relational interfaces within the board and at the director–CEO level matter. 

Summary and theoretical implications 

Our first set of findings (H1, H2, and H3a/b) strongly supports the notion that female directors are ascribed lower status within the 
board, and that, as a result of this, female directors exhibit lower task engagement. These findings are very much in line with director 
gender operating as a diffuse status cue in the upper echelon, in which women are implicitly viewed as less competent. Given the 
importance of this finding, we conducted additional analyses to demonstrate that these results do not appear to be driven by the level of 
expertise of the female directors themselves nor by their objective previous board experiences. These additional analyses indicate that 
female directors are perceived as less competent by fellow male and female directors alike, but that this lower level of perceived 
competence is not reflected in female directors’ self-rated competence – nor in terms of them holding fewer committee memberships 
within boards or having less previous board experience. This is noteworthy because even though female directors do not differ in their 

Table 5 
Additional Analysis- Bootstrapped results and confidence intervals of estimated paths of additional analysis concerning expertise as underlying 
mechanism.  

Name of 
path 

Estimated path Type of effect Coeff (s. 
e) 

(z (P>| 
z|)) 

[95% CI] 

Financial expertise 
a1 Perceived financial expertise ← 

Director’s gender 
Leg 1 of mediation of the relationship between director’s 
gender on their status within the board via their perceived 
financial expertise. 

-.53 
(.10) *** 

− 5.39 
(.000) 

[-.727; 
− .339] 

b1 Status within the board ← Perceived 
financial expertise 

Leg 2 of mediation of the relationship between director’s 
gender on their status within the board via their perceived 
financial expertise. 

.09 (.02) 
*** 

5.66 
(.000) 

[.060; .123] 

c’ Status within the board ← Director’s 
gender 

Direct effect between director’s gender and director’s status 
within the board. 

.05 (.03) − 1.62 
(.105) 

[-.111; .010] 

a1*b1 Status within the board ← Director’s 
gender* Perceived financial expertise 

Indirect effect of director’s gender on status within the board, 
controlling for director’s perceived financial expertise. 

-.05 
(.01) *** 

− 3.73 
(.000) 

[-.074–.023] 

Management expertise 
a1 Perceived managerial expertise ← 

Director’s gender 
Leg 1 of mediation of the relationship between director’s 
gender on their status within the board via their perceived 
managerial expertise. 

-.15 
(.06) * 

− 2.41 
(.016) 

[-.275; 
− .029] 

b1 Status within the board ← Perceived 
managerial expertise 

Leg 2 of mediation of the relationship between director’s 
gender on their status within the board via their perceived 
managerial expertise. 

.22 (.03) 
*** 

6.97 
(.000) 

[.155; .277] 

c’ Status within the board ← Director’s 
gender 

Direct effect between director’s gender and director’s status 
within the board. 

-.07 
(.03) * 

− 2.26 
(.024) 

[.123; .009] 

a1*b1 Status within the board ← Director’s 
gender* Perceived managerial 
expertise 

Indirect effect of director’s gender on status within the board., 
controlling for director’s perceived managerial expertise 

-.03 
(.01) * 

− 2.42 
(.015) 

[-.059; 
− .006] 

Sector expertise 
a1 Perceived sector expertise ← 

Director’s gender 
Leg 1 of mediation of the relationship between director’s 
gender on their status within the board via their perceived 
sector expertise. 

-.07 
(.08) 

-.90 
(.366) 

[-.228; .084] 

b1 Status within the board ← Perceived 
sector expertise 

Leg 2 of mediation of the relationship between director’s 
gender on their status within the board via their perceived 
managerial expertise. 

.12 (.03) 
*** 

4.79 
(.000) 

[.072; .172] 

c’ Status within the board ← Director’s 
gender 

Direct effect between director’s gender and director’s status 
within the board. 

-.09 
(.03) ** 

− 3.15 
(.002) 

[-.149; 
− .035] 

a1*b1 Status within the board ← Director’s 
gender* Perceived sector expertise 

Indirect effect of director’s gender on status within the board., 
controlling for director’s perceived financial expertise. 

-.01 
(.01) 

-.90 
(.370) 

[-.028; .010] 

***p ≤ .01, **p ≤ .05, *p ≤ .10. All 95 percent confidence intervals and coefficients are estimated through a bootstrap routine using 10,000 
replications. 

4 These results are available upon request. 
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self-ratings nor in their board experience compared with male directors, they are perceived as less competent by fellow directors, 
thereby substantiating our theoretical reasoning. 

Our second set of findings (H4a and H4b) provides partial support for the notion that having a female chair reduces the prevalence 
of negative gendered labels attributed to female directors within boards. In combination, the results suggest that under female chairs, 
the director’s gender loses importance as a status cue within a board. The insignificant result for H4b suggests that under female chairs, 
female directors exhibit task engagement that is comparable to that of men. The positive effects of having a female chair may indirectly 
signal that boards have created higher acceptance levels for diversity. Overall, those findings suggest that women’s task engagement 
within the board is contingent on the degree of status differences and biases within the board. Nonetheless the findings also indicate 
that the board chair’s gender affects the salience of those status differences indicating that the director-board interface can be 
influenced. More specifically, the findings imply that in boards with female chairs, board decision making no longer hinges exclusively 
on the male directors. With regard to our final set of hypotheses (H5a and H5b), the results show that low-status directors have more 
difficulty interacting with a dominant CEO when carrying out their board duties. This result is in line with prior research, suggesting 
that CEOs low on social dominance – indicative of a more participative CEO – encourage lower-status directors to increase their task 
engagement. We thus find that key CEO traits, and the behaviors that follow from them, can either encourage or discourage the 
engagement of low-status directors, and thus, indirectly, the position and participation of female directors. Along these lines, future 
research could study which board characteristics are best suited to dealing with dominant CEOs. 

The study’s results have important theoretical implications for how two key director interfaces which are fundamental to boards, 
namely the director-board and the director-CEO interface, influence female directors’ task engagement. First, upper echelon theory 
posits that demographic differences, such as gender, should positively impact strategic decision-making on boards because they are 
reflective differences in directors’ cognitive frames (Post and Byron, 2015). Additionally, upper echelon theory uses the premise that 
once a critical mass of women on the board has been reached, women have equal influence (Konrad et al., 2008). This notion resonates 
with a firm-value argument for female board representation but, to date, research at the firm-level could not offer robust empirical 
evidence that female directors enhance board decision-making. These empirical findings have constantly prompted calls for a richer 
and more nuanced behaviorally-oriented understanding of way individual directors operate and contribute to board decisions 
(Johnson et al., 2013; Van Ees et al., 2009). Such a micro-level analysis allows scholars to understand how directors actually interact 
with each other, and with the CEO, which is important because the dynamics that occur in these two relational interfaces are generally 
considered essential for board functioning. For this reason, we focused at the director-level in our research and, drawing on SCT 
(Berger et al., 1972) and social role theory (Eagly, 1987; Wood and Eagly, 2012), acknowledged the possibility that the status dynamics 
in relational interfaces with the board and the CEO may be gendered. All in all, we indeed observed that the relational interfaces appear 
more challenging for female directors than for male directors, which may explain why female representation, in spite of female di-
rectors’ different cognitive frames and expertise, may not automatically impact board-level outcomes. 

Second, by taking on a solution-oriented approach and highlighting the role of having a female chair, this study points at a key 
compositional factor that can enhance women’s status within boards by reducing stereotypical gender beliefs and decreasing the sa-
liency of gender as a diffuse status cue. This finding shows that female-led boards may pave the way for other female directors to engage 
more actively in their board duties. Furthermore, we also checked whether the percentage of female directors on the board or female 
directors prior board experience enhanced female directors’ influence on boards. Neither the status of female directors nor their task 

Table 6 
Robustness check for Hypotheses 1 to 3a.   

Model 1 (DV: Director’s task 
engagement) 

Model 2 (DV: Director’ status 
within the board) 

Model 3 (DV: Director’s task 
engagement) 

Model 4 (DV: Director’s task 
engagement) 

Intercept 5.61 (.73) *** 6.02 (.43) *** − 2.98 (-2.09) − 2.74 (2.13) 
Covariates 
Age (Director) -.00 (.01) .00 (.00) .00 (.01) .00 (.01) 
Age (CEO) -.00 (.01) .01 (.01) -.01 (.02) -.01 (.02) 
Chair dummy .59 (.11) *** .08 (.04) + .50 (.10) *** .49 (.23) 
Tenure (Director) .00 (.01) .01 (.00) -.01 (.01) -.00 (.01) 
Tenure (CEO) -.01 (.02) -.00 (.01) -.01 (.02) -.01 (.02) 
Supervisory board 

size 
-.16 (.09) + -.10 (.03) ** -.01 (.10) -.02 (.01) 

Percentage of 
women 

.73 (.72) -.09 (.26) .73 (.66) .85 (.68) 

Gender (CEO) -.29 (.20) -.10 (.09) -.13 (.21) -.15 (.21) 
Main Predictors 
Gender (director) -.26 (.12) * -.10 (.03) ** – -.12 (.11) 
Status within the 

board 
– – 1.42 (.32) *** 1.39 (.33) *** 

Model Fit 
Wald-Chi2 74.91 44.79 94.46 98.85 
(Prob > Chi2) .0000 .0000 .0000 .0000 
N Directors 315 315 315 315 
N Boards 61 61 61 61 

Note. standard errors in parentheses; industry dummies included, but not reported; + p < .10, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 
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engagement was affected by these compositional factors. Hence, women do not seem to naturally lose their lower ascribed status when 
they establish a critical mass (Konrad et al., 2008) nor when they have higher levels of board experience. Rather, it is the presence of a 
female chair that reduces gendered expectations about female directors’ contributions to the board. Accordingly, our findings depict a 
more nuanced view of gender dynamics in the boardroom than has recently been presented, and we call for more research examining 
which other formal, power-related structures may enable boards to benefit more from gender diversity (Eagly, 2016). 

Limitations and future research directions 

As with any research, our study has some important limitations that need to be acknowledged. First, our study is set in the Dutch 
two-tier structure in which non-executive directors reside in a supervisory board and the executives in a management board 
(Hooghiemstra and Van Manen, 2004). Although the tasks and responsibilities of non-executive directors in a two-tier system and in 
the one-tier system are mostly equivalent because all non-executives or outside directors are separate from management and are not 
full-time members of the firm (Heyden et al., 2015; Hooghiemstra and Van Manen, 2004), the results could potentially differ in 
countries that rely on a one-tier board system. It is important to acknowledge that the implicit beliefs and stereotypes associated with 
female gender as a diffuse status cue may differ between countries. Previous research has highlighted that the development of gender 
stereotypes is lower in gender egalitarian countries (Halliday et al., 2020; Hoobler et al., 2018). Although the Netherlands ranks sixth 
within the EU in terms of gender equality, the country only ranks twelfth within the EU concerning power equality, which reflects 
political positions and board seats. Future research could, for instance, investigate whether gender as a status cue differently impacts 
female directors’ task engagement in more egalitarian countries, such as Sweden. It might be possible to indirectly gauge this 
cross-country by studying the impact of female representation on observable board-level outcomes. 

Although we have identified micro-level interfaces that shape gendered expectancies and female directors’ task engagement within 
boards, we recognize the importance of studying whether our findings may also hold up in other interfaces that greatly determine the 
nature of board dynamics. For instance, within CEO-TMT research, the functional role members have is considered a crucial aspect of 
task engagement and influence (Georgakakis et al., 2019). This means that within this interface too, perceptions of having lower status 
may undermine the legitimacy of the roles female executives hold, and hence their ability to function effectively in it. Note however, 
that as CEO-TMT relationships are characterized by more frequent interactions, the presence of gendered status dynamics within this 

Table 7 
Robustness check- Moderation analysis 4a & 5a.   

Model 1 (DV: Director’s status within the board) Model 2 (DV: Director’s task engagement) 

Intercept 6.03 (.41) *** 5.33 (.91) *** 
Covariates 
Age (Director) .00 (.00) .00 (.01) 
Age (CEO) .01 (.01) -.01 (.02) 
Chair dummy .05 (.04) .50 (.11) *** 
Tenure (Director) .01 (.00) -.00 (.01) 
Tenure (CEO) .00 (.01) -.01 (.02) 
Supervisory board size -.09 (.04) * -.00 (.11) 
Percentage of women -.26 (.29) .72 (.66) 
Gender (CEO) -.06 (.09) -.17 (.21) 
Main Predictors 
Gender (director) -.14 (.04) ** – 
Female Chair .08 (.1) – 
Female Chair * Gender .12 (.06) + – 
Director’s Status within the board – .59 (.11) *** 
CEO’s Dominance – -.05 (.12) 
Director’s Status within the board* CEO’s Dominance – .33 (.13) * 
Model Fit 
Wald-Chi2 42.82 132.56 
(Prob > Chi2) .0000 .0000 
N Directors 315 315 
N Boards 61 61 

Note. standard errors in parentheses; industry dummies included, but not reported; + p < .10, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 

Table 8 
Robustness Check-Two-way Anova: The effect of rater-gender.   

Type III Sum of Square F p-value 

Rater-Gender .000 .002 .969 
Ratee-Gender 1.68 5.502 .019 
Rater-Ratee gender intersect .026 .086 .770 

Two-way ANOVA peer-rated status. 
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interface may be more variable by nature. It would therefore be interesting if future research would examine whether the amount of 
time spent within TMTs changes the status dynamics, within TMTs, but especially in relation to the CEO (cf. Post et al., 2020). 

Additionally, our work is mostly based on non-profit organizations. During data collection, it became evident that listed firms were 
significantly more reserved in having directors and CEOs rate (fellow) directors by name. The legal departments of the listed firms 
deemed these ratings as share price- and reputationally-sensitive information (with former members of government or other high- 
profile politicians on their boards). Governance research has observed, however, that despite differences at the firm level, the 
fundamental micro-level processes operating within the confines of the boardroom appear to be rather similar (Veltrop et al., 2021). 
Finally, recent findings of Sidhu et al. (2020) also tentatively suggest that our findings may hold across different sectors, as they found 
that female chairs can promote strategic change at the firm level. Nonetheless, it is possible that industry effects strengthen or weaken 
the micro-level effects described in this study. For example, the salience of gender as a diffuse status cue may be more salient in male 
dominated industries such as manufacturing. It may also be the case that in the context of listed firms additional moderating variables, 
such as gender quotas or the presence of activist nominated “super directors” (Kastiel and Nili, 2017), play an important role. As 
micro-level processes within the boardroom are notoriously difficult to study directly, we recommend that future research uses or-
ganization contexts that are more accessible. For example, the Italian context could offer opportunities to study board functioning as 
Italian law requires listed firms to publish the boards’ minutes of each meeting. 

Furthermore, our study does not examine the more distant, organizational performance implications of the lower task engagement 
of female directors on boards. Therefore, we cannot provide a direct link between our findings and the results of previous research. It 
might be interesting for future research to look at how the status of female director affects the advantages of gender diversity on boards 
in terms of innovation activities (e.g., patents, R&D intensity) or controlling (e.g., CEO salary, involuntary CEO dismissal). Similarly, 
we also do not account for external circumstances in which female directors might be especially highly valued that can increase their 
task engagement, such as organizational cultures that score high on inclusiveness or are change-oriented. Likewise, despite our 
additional analyses, we cannot fully rule out the possibility of unobserved differences between female and male directors shaping 
status within boards. For example, the cross-sectional setting does not allow us to fully rule out unobserved individual-level effects, 
such as differences in work ethics and voice behavior. Moreover, we did not investigate the impact of other possible dynamic processes 
occurring in the boardroom, such as the process of director appointments. Yet selection criteria for board memberships and 
appointment procedures to specific board committees may vary in their objectivity and reliance on formal procedures and can thus 
aggravate or alleviate gendered status dynamics on boards. 

There are several limitations from a methodological perspective. As any other study that lacks a strictly exogenous shock it is 
difficult to demonstrate the causality of the results. In particular, it might be possible that a director’s past task engagement has an 
influence on a director’s perceived status. Nonetheless, we think that it is unlikely that reversed casualty affects the overall outcome of 
our model because gender in and of itself is rather exogenous, which also impacts the past task engagement. Moreover, the additional 
analyses indicate that tenure does not function as a moderator. Hence it appears that gendered expectancies within boards do not 
dwindle with an increasing tenure of female directors. At the same time, we acknowledge that the data used in this study are cross- 
sectional and that the female chair moderator may not be entirely exogenous (as with most variables used in corporate governance 
research), which implies that causal relationships cannot be inferred. Future research could therefore further analyze the proposed 
relationships in a longitudinal or experimental study design. We would like to emphasize, however, that reversed effects seem rather 
unlikely in our case, as demographic characteristics cannot be influenced by directors’ task engagements or their formal status within a 
board. Most importantly, however, prior status characteristic research has long established gender functions as a diffuse status cue that 
negatively impacts women’s status (Ridgeway, 2001). 

Finally, we cannot completely rule out the possibility that the link between director gender and director task engagement may be 
explained by factors other than just status perceptions. For example, gendered performance pressures or stereotype threats may 
represent an important mediation mechanism as well, which could be established through female directors’ sense of self-efficacy or 
perceived task demands (Pennington et al., 2016). Moreover, we did not directly study whether other unobserved gender beliefs of 
male directors may affect the task engagement of female directors. We mention this because recent literature suggests that male di-
rectors’ prior experiences with gender equality (e.g. having worked with a female CEO, or even having a successful mother or sister) 
can impact their gendered status prescriptions (e.g. Dahl et al., 2012). Future research could thus take a board interlock perspective 
and investigate whether male directors with multiple board memberships ascribe higher levels of status to newly appointed female 
directors on one board when they have already gained experience in working with a female director on one of the other boards. 

Practical implications 

While our sample relies on survey responses from Dutch supervisory directors from non-profit organizations, we are convinced that 
our findings, thanks to their micro-level nature, also have implications for boards that are comprised primarily of non-executive di-
rectors in other countries. First and foremost, our study highlights that women have less sway within the board than their male peers do 
and consequently are less likely to impact the decision-making process. However, our findings also indicate that women on boards can 
overcome the negative stereotypes associated with their diffuse status characteristics. In line with previous research (Lucas, 2003; 
Sidhu et al., 2020; Wagner et al., 1986), we find that having a female chair can be an effective strategy in this regard. Firms can thus 
consider policies, which further facilitate the position of women on boards. That is, we do not suggest simply appointing women to 
chair positions to ensure that the advantages of gender diversity are realized. However, we do suggest that the findings show that the 
situation can be influenced through status-enhancing policies. For example, one could lessen the concern about women being less 
capable than men by simply providing detailed, specific information about a woman’s competence before entering the board, 
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alongside a detailed explanation about why the candidate was preferred over the others. Similarly, mentoring or role-model programs 
for women on boards may help to achieve positive change. Moreover, the chair could use structural role elements to make deep-level 
competences and abilities more visible. Specifically, chairs may have the opportunity to reduce biases and bring specific status cues to 
the forefront thus neutralizing the relationship between gender and status. For example, board chairs could structure discussions 
within the board around the expertise of the individuals, such that individual directors are given the lead at agenda points for which 
they are most knowledgeable given their background. By doing so chairs have the opportunity to increase the visibility of the specific 
status cues (i.e., expertise). 

Additionally, in line with Phillips et al. (2009), we suggest that women on boards would be well advised to continuously disconfirm 
gendered performance beliefs so that they improve their status over time. 

The results of our study also have important practical implications for the director–CEO interface. They show that the traits of the 
CEO have an impact on director functioning, as CEOs can either encourage or discourage the engagement of low-status directors and 
thus, indirectly, the participation of female directors. These findings indicate that choosing a board that is complementary to the CEO is 
crucial. Specifically, when there is a dominant CEO, it is crucial that the directors do not automatically take on a submissive role vis- 
à-vis the CEO and that the board appoints rather assertive female (and male) directors who can stand their ground. 
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Dezsö, C.L., Ross, D.G., 2012. Does female representation in top management improve firm performance? A panel data investigation. Strat. Manag. J. 33, 1072–1089. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.1955. 
Eagly, A.H., 2016. When passionate advocates meet research on diversity, does the honest broker stand a chance? J. Soc. Issues 72, 199–222. https://doi.org/ 

10.1111/josi.12163. 
Eagly, A.H., 1987. Sex Differences in, Social Behavior: A Social-Role Interpretation. Erlbaum, Hillsdale, NJ.  
Eagly, A.H., Karau, S.J., 2002. Role congruity theory of prejudice toward female leaders. Psychol. Rev. 109, 573–598. https://doi.org/10.1037//0033- 

295X.109.3.573. 
Fama, E.F., Jensen, M.C., 1983. Agency problems and residual claims. J. Law Econ. 26, 327–349. https://doi.org/10.1086/467038. 
Fararo, T.J., 1972. Status, expectations, and situation: a formulation of the structure theory of status characteristics and expectation states. Qual. Quantity 6, 37–97. 
Farh, C.I.C., Oh, J.K., Hollenbeck, J.R., Yu, A., Lee, S.M., King, D.D., 2020. Token female voice enactment in traditionally male-dominated teams: facilitating 

conditions and consequences for performance. Acad. Manag. J. 63, 832–856. https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2017.0778. 
Fernando, G.D., Jain, S.S., Tripathy, A., 2020. This cloud has a silver lining: gender diversity, managerial ability, and firm performance. J. Bus. Res. 117, 484–496. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2020.05.042. 
Finkelstein, S., Hambrick, D.C., Cannella Jr., A.A., 2009. Strategic Leadership: Theory and Research on Executives, Top Management Teams, and Boards, Strategic 

Management Series. Oxford University Press, New York.  
Fiske, S.T., Stevens, L.E., 1993. What’s So Special about Sex? Gender Stereotyping and Discrimination. Sage Publications, Inc, Washington.  
Fiske, S.T., Taylor, S.E., 1991. Social Cognition, second ed. Mcgraw-Hill Book Company. 
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