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Abstract

This paper argues that role modeling can explain the impact of boardroom gender diversity on
corporate performance. It theorizes that female workers are boosted by female leadership, gain
increased motivation, and achieve greater productivity, thereby making their female directors
more effective. We test this bottom-up approach to the trickle-down hypothesis on data hand-
collected among local cooperatives providing microcredit in Senegal. All the organizations
surveyed are similar and small, which allows us to use a homogenous performance metric. All
of them outsource their human resource management to the same third party, which mitigates
the risk of endogeneity. The data cover over 100,000 triads composed of: gender dominance on
the board, gender of CEO, and gender of credit officer. A better financial performance is
achieved when the triad is gender-uniform—be it male or female—confirming the importance
of role modeling and suggesting that the performance of female board members depends on the

gender composition of the workforce.
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I. Introduction

According to standard trickle-down effect theory (Mayer et al., 2009), female directors affect
employee productivity by promoting the hiring of female employees at various levels of the
firm. However, the literature has not only raised doubts about the very existence of this effect
(Bertrand et al., 2019),! but has also pointed to heterogeneity as regards the impact of female
directors on financial performance, which is hard to reconcile with the trickle-down mechanism
(Kim and Starks, 2016; Flabbi et al., 2019). By contrast, a rich stream of leadership literature
addresses the gender-related features of leadership styles (Eagly and Johannesen-Schmidt,
2001; Eagly and Carli, 2003; Adams, 2016). It concludes that women’s leadership styles differ
from men’s (Eagly and Johannesen-Schmidt, 2007). But it does not clarify whether the specific
styles adopted by male and female directors make any difference in terms of financial
performance. Using insights from leadership theory, this paper develops a new approach to the
trickle-down effect that is compatible with the observed impact of women in the boardroom on

the financial performance of their corporations.

The corporate finance literature has thoroughly investigated how gender diversity in the
boardroom might affect financial performance. Rose (2007) did not find any link between
gender diversity and firm value. Adams and Ferreira (2009) showed that gender diversity had
a negative causal impact on operating performance, while Carter et al. (2003) and Campbell
and Minguez-Vera (2008) uncovered a positive relationship. Joecks et al. (2013) presented a
U-shaped performance curve, whereby a board containing 30% of women directors was needed
to achieve a higher firm performance than with a male-only board. For Harjoto et al. (2015),
gender diversity is associated with better performance in the field of corporate social

responsibility (CSR). Bufarwa et al. (2020) and Orazalin (2019) found positive links between

! Bertrand et al. (2019) used evidence provided by a Norwegian reform that increased the representation of women
in boardrooms.



board gender diversity and financial indicators, including risk disclosure and limited earnings
management. Despite existing evidence on the importance of the gender composition of the
board, little is known about its causal impacts on firm performance, let alone the mechanisms

underlying these impacts (Antonakis et al, 2010; Reddy and Jadhav, 2019).

This paper tests a trickle-down hypothesis theorized as bottom-up: Female board
members inspire subordinates of both genders, but the effectiveness of their transformational
leadership depends on the subordinate’s gender. According to Vinkenburg and van Engen
(2005), female employees view their female directors as role models, thus gaining increased
motivation and achieving greater productivity. We speculate that this impact applies to all staff

members including those appointed before the directors took office-

We used data hand-collected among small, local financial cooperatives providing
microcredit in Senegal. The cooperative nature of these organizations enabled us to scrutinize
the impact of boards including over 50% of women, which is an unusual configuration across
the world, especially among small firms (Kim and Starks, 2016). This setting constitutes a
unique opportunity to assess the influence of female directors when their presence is strong
enough.? All the organizations we observed follow the same business model, which allowed us
to use a homogenous unit to measure performance: the recovery rate associated with loan
repayment. Moreover, these cooperatives outsource their human resource management (HRM)
to the same third party, which means that board members exercise hardly any influence on staff
composition, let alone staff gender. This specificity of our sample mitigates the risk of

endogeneity.

2 Konrad et al. (2008) suggested a critical mass of around 30% of female directors. By contrast, Lafuente and
Vaillant (2019) considered that the gender configuration was balanced when the board included at least 40% of
members of each gender. Here, we will simply use the majority criterion (Chapelle and Szafarz, 2005), and thus
compare women-dominated boards with men-dominated boards.



We tested our hypothesis by making use of data on over 100,000 loans. For each loan,
we measured financial performance (with the recovery rate as a metric)® while observing the
genders of all the agents in charge (directors, CEO, and credit officer). Our empirical results
suggest that same-gender triads have a significantly positive effect on financial performance.
They lend credence to the hypothesis of a trickle-down effect associated with gender affinity
and role modeling. Women directors influence the financial performance of their firms through

a favorable impact on the productivity of their female employees.

II. Relevant Literature

Microfinance institutions are hybrid organizations that pursue several social missions (Pascal
et al., 2017; Defourny and Nyssens, 2017; Varendh-Mansson et al., 2019), including financial
services for disadvantaged populations, the empowerment of women, and rural development
(Battilana and Dorado, 2010; Périlleux et al., 2016; Hudon et al., 2020). The financial
cooperatives that we studied are microfinance institutions governed by democratic rules. This
makes them more open-minded toward female leaders, which brings a relatively high
prevalence of women in leadership positions among them; this was helpful for our investigation
of the characteristics of female leadership. By contrast, the leadership of conventional banks,
which are largely male-dominated (Petit, 2007), leaves little or no room for gender-balanced

boards, let alone women-dominated ones (Ozbilgin and Woodward, 2004).

Studies in the corporate finance literature have found that female presence in the
boardroom was associated with better financial performance (Kyereboah-Coleman, 2006;
Strom et al., 2014; Adeabah et al., 2019). Yet Adams (2016) stressed that endogeneity

prevented researchers from assessing whether the link might be causal. The introduction of

3 Recovery rates are factual indicators, freeing us from collecting either supervisors’ subjective perceptions of
subordinate performance or market-based indicators, which are typically more volatile than actual productivity
(Flabbi et al., 2019).



gender quotas in several countries has provided scholars with opportunities to revisit the
consequences of gender diversity in the boardroom. As regards Norway, for example, Matsa
and Miller (2013) showed that the implementation of quotas led to fewer layoffs and lower
operating profits. In the case of Spain, Reguera-Alvarado et al. (2017) discovered that an
increase in female representation in the boardroom had a positive but modest effect on the
firm’s economic results. Positive impacts were also recorded by Hinnerich and Jansson (2017)
in Sweden and by Ferrari et al. (2016) in Italy. However, a multi-country study by Comi et al.
(2020) showed that quotas had either a negative or an insignificant effect on firm
performance—except for Italy. Empirical studies based on quota-free identification have

delivered mixed results as well (Adams, 2016; Kim and Starks, 2016).

While the corporate governance literature is inconclusive as regards the impact of
boardroom gender diversity on performance (Krisch, 2018; Manello et al., 2020), role-model
theory of leadership can help unpack the connections between leader characteristics and
gendered performance. The leadership literature has a long tradition of paying attention to the
motivation and performance of subordinates in the workplace. Female leaders can have a
decisive impact on the motivation of female workers (Eagly and Carli, 2003; Adams, 2016).
This argument relies on the “falling dominoes effect” of leadership proposed by Bass et al.
(1987) and fruitfully developed by Mayer et al. (2009) to conceptualize trickle-down in ethical
leadership. According to this model, female leaders will influence same-gender employees
down the corporate ladder; the latter will tend to wish to please their leaders and imitate their
behavior even though there is hardly any reward for doing so. Evidence has shown that female
employees were treated better in female-led firms (Cardoso and Winter-Ebmer, 2010; Tate and
Yang, 2015) and enjoyed better chances of being promoted (Cook and Glass, 2014). Recent

work by Flabbi et al. (2019) has confirmed that female leaders achieve a better performance



when the share of female workers is higher, suggesting that female leaders are better than male

leaders at interpreting signals of productivity coming from female workers.

The leadership literature demonstrates the potential of gendered interactions between
leaders and subordinates. Evidence shows that female leaders inspire female employees through
two complementary channels: role modeling (Sealy and Singh, 2006) and gender affinity (Tsui
and O'Reilly, 1989). Role modeling is a multifaceted concept that includes situations where
individuals either behave according to the style and values associated with an individual acting
as their role model (Ibarra, 1999), or extract various elements from different individuals
(Gibson, 2003). Role modeling stems from the desire to magnify the perceived similarity to
selected others. In organizations, role modeling stimulates junior female employees to take
female leaders as examples (Vinkenburg and van Engen, 2005), which can significantly affect
their career progression (Cross et al., 2016). Likewise, female workers in pro-social
organizations perform better when they are inspired by the values of same-gender directors

acting as role models in the workplace.

Gender affinity is a special case of homophily; it suggests that same-gender superior-
subordinate relationships are more effective (Gagliarducci and Paserman, 2015). In this context,
leader effectiveness is typically measured by subjective assessments reported by the employees
or their colleagues acting as proxies for unobservable worker performance (Chiniara and

Bentein, 2016).

Transformational (or charismatic) leaders use values and provide an idealized vision of
the organization they serve to energize their subordinates and motivate them (Bass et al., 1987;
Waldman et al., 2006). According to Eagly et al. (2003, p. 570), “transformational leadership
involves establishing oneself as a role model by gaining the trust and confidence of followers.

(...) By mentoring and empowering their followers, transformational leaders encourage them



to develop their full potential and thereby to contribute more capably to their organization.”
Evidence shows that transformational leadership fosters trust in teams and has a positive impact
on subordinate performance (Flynn and Staw, 2004; De Luque et al., 2008). Female leaders use
transformational leadership more frequently than their male counterparts (Eagly and
Johannesen-Schmidt, 2007; Eagly et al., 2003). They tend to be less autocratic than their male
counterparts, hence male leadership tends to be viewed as agentic (Rudman and Glick, 2001).
Leadership roles are closely linked to leadership styles and addressing the issue from a gender
perspective makes sense, if only because female stereotypes depart from the managerial

competences expected from corporate leaders (Eagly and Karau, 2002).

In addition, Cuadrado et al. (2012) showed that gender differences in leadership style
involved the genders of both the leader and the subordinate. Following gender affinity theory
(Cohen et al., 1998), female employees tend to feel more comfortable with same-gender leaders
(McPherson et al., 2001) and to communicate with them more easily (Ellison and Mullin, 2014).
Evidence concerning French firms led Nekhili et al. (2018) to conclude that the effectiveness
of female leadership depended on the local corporate culture. In organizations aiming to
empower women, the connection between female leaders and female subordinates may even be
reinforced by what Greenbard and Mollick (2017) coined “activist choice homophily,” namely
a shared social identity driving a common perception of structural barriers. We therefore
hypothesized that female-dominated boards would lead to an increased performance of all

female employees, both at the top (CEO) and any lower level (credit officers, in our case).

I11. Context and Methods

This paper addresses the impact of female directors on financial performance, with observations
carried out within financial cooperatives where the conjunction of a female-dominated board,

a female CEO, and female credit officers was sufficiently prevalent to allow for a statistically



meaningful analysis. Our data set comes from Senegal, a country in West Africa where gender
inequalities are relatively weaker than in other developing regions (Deaton, 1997). Yet even in
Senegal women have little access to formal financial services (Guérin, 2008), as is generally
the case in developing countries (Bruhn and Love, 2011; Chaudhuri et al., 2020). In 1983,
however, the Senegalese government introduced a legal form for financial cooperatives in order
to empower female borrowers. Even though the new legal structure did not impose any quota,
it provided a strong incentive to promote female participation in these cooperatives, including
in management teams. It probably explains why our data set includes a number of boards with
more than 50% of female directors. This allowed us to conduct a statistical analysis of the
impact of gender dominance in the boardroom. In this respect, our study explored unchartered

territory.

The organizations that we studied were 36 self-standing financial cooperatives operating
in Senegal under the umbrella of the countrywide UM-PAMECAS network, created in 1996 by
a Canadian NGO (Développement International Desjardins) to supply financial services to the
poor—with a strong concern for female participation. These cooperatives are small enterprises
(with about ten employees). They organize an annual general meeting that brings members
together and elects representatives to three governing bodies: the board, the credit committee,
and the supervisory committee. The board is mostly composed of volunteers, its main task being
to define the social values of the cooperative and instill them in the CEO and their subordinates,
the credit officers. By contrast, HRM is delegated to a third party, namely, the central union

overarching the entire network, which provides it with a consistent wage policy.

Over the three-year period under study (January 2007-December 2009), ten of the
cooperatives had a female-dominated board—meaning at least 50% of female members—at

some point. The cooperatives generally featured a significant number of female employees: 15



out of 36 were led by a female CEO at some point, while 61% of loans were granted and

monitored by female credit officers.

As Figure 1 shows, each cooperative is made up of three groups or individuals: the board,
the CEO, and the subordinates. The board is democratically elected by members of the
cooperative. Since HRM is delegated to a third party (the central union), the board has no
hierarchical power over the CEO and credit officers. Indeed, the central union takes care of
hiring, supervising, and promoting the employees of the whole network. Likewise, the
central union allocates staff, including CEOs, to the local cooperatives. Thus, the CEO is
not appointed by the local board and her career development does not ultimately depend

on it, ruling out any hierarchical power of the board over the CEO.

In contrast, the CEO is a professional manager who exercises formal authority over all
subordinates (i.e., credit officers), and monitors operational tasks. The hierarchical relationship
between CEO and credit officers is strong. Gender aside, CEOs are more likely than board
members to adopt a transactional leadership role, since their task involves operational
responsibilities, setting objectives, and correcting the actions of subordinates in case of need
(Eagly et al., 2003). The cooperative structure also suggests that the main, if not the only,
channel of influence of board members is inspirational. Since transformational leaders build on
their vision of purpose (Antonakis et al., 2003; Druskat, 1994), their impact is likely to be

magnified within democratic organizations such as cooperatives.

We observe only the gender of each employee. One could object to our results on the
grounds that the differences we capture might be due to other characteristics, such as the place
of origin. This concern is, however, mitigated by the fact that self-selection biases are excluded,
since delegated HRM implies that the central union organizes staff allocation, so that employees

do not chose their workplaces.

10



Our financial cooperatives setup helped us overcome three challenges identified by
Adams (2016, p. 371) concerning the empirical detection of the benefits of board diversity,
namely “data limitations, selection and causal inference.” First, data limitations stem from the
fact that there are few women on the boards of existing corporations. This concern does not
apply to our sample, since we observed an unusual situation where about one-third of board
configurations included a majority of female directors. Second, the fact that HRM was
outsourced helped us uncover causal linkages, if any, between gender dominance on the board

and gender differences in performance.

Figure 1. The Governance Structure of the Financial Cooperatives under Study
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Third, regarding the selection issue, the specific governance features of the organizations
under study (see Figure 1) enabled us to use an original identification strategy. In our setting,
all the cooperatives have an identical corporate structure and identical working arrangements,
which is a major asset (Jones and Kalmi, 2015). Hence, we were able to observe variability in

triadic gender combinations (board, CEO, and credit officer) while relevant characteristics—

11



such as the business model, social mission, and HRM—were kept fixed. In addition, we could
access disaggregated loan-based data, from which we computed a measurable financial
performance (the recovery rate) and thus gained statistical robustness by running regressions at
the loan level rather than at the firm level. This approach extends the dyadic analysis developed
by Yammarino and Dubinsky (1994), who investigated transformational leadership at the

individual level, to triads.

Like the bulk of the microfinance industry, financial cooperatives supply standardized
short-to-medium-term loans with a fixed interest rate and rigid repayment schedule
(Armendariz and Morduch, 2010; Périlleux et al., 2016). Within a loan category, loan size is
the sole credit condition tailored to the applicant’s profile. Each loan is entrusted to a designated
credit officer who oversees the follow-up. A notable advantage of relying on data related to
lending activity is that one can easily assess financial performance through a standard unit of
measure: the recovery rate associated with a loan (La Porta et al., 2003; Dermine and Neto de
Carvalho, 2006). The recovery rate takes values between zero and one as follows:

Loan size — Loss given default

Recovery rate = -
Loan size

where the “loss given default” corresponds to debt write-off. To estimate the recovery rate for
all the loans in our data set, we considered only loans that had been either reimbursed in full or
written off*. The recovery rate was used to measure performance; it is explained by gender-

related variables and controls.

However, using the recovery rate as dependent variable entails a distributional issue.
Since most loans were duly repaid, the recovery rate is truncated at one. We addressed this issue

by opting for the same procedure as in Bempong Nyantakyi (2016). Similarly to this setting, in

4 We excluded the 1.1% of observations concerning either group loans or loans managed by more than one credit
officer.

12



which a majority of managers do not receive any bonuses, so that the bonus characteristics
of these managers is unobservable, in our sample the default characteristics of borrowers
who repay in due time are unknown (see also Sharma and Zeller, 1997; La Porta et al.,
2003). Accordingly, the Tobit model is our preferred estimation strategy while running an
OLS estimation for the sake of the robustness check (see Appendix B). Tobit is a non-
parametric alternative to ordinary least squares, typically used when the dependent variable is
continuous but censored or truncated at either end of the distribution (Wry and Lounsbury,
2013). In our case, the recovery rate is right-truncated at one and the Tobit model corresponds

to a structural model where the latent variable y;j, is given by:

A Xijke + asXje + Tt + &kt (1)

where ¢; jke~N (X 02) and the recovery rate is y* if y* <1 and 1 otherwise. Following
Bempong Nyantakyi (2016), our dependent variable is Y; ;. = lo g(l + Recovery rate; jkt)
(or the probability of default used for a robustness check in Appendix B), corresponding to the
financial performance for loan i granted by credit officer j in cooperative k during month ¢.
FBy,; is a dummy variable for a female-dominated board, it equals 1 when the loan is granted
by a cooperative whose board is at least 50% female, and 0 otherwise’. FCEOy, is the Female
CEO dummy that equals 1 if the CEO is a woman and 0 otherwise. FSubjy; is the female
subordinate dummy that equals 1 if the credit officer is a woman, and 0 otherwise. We also
used interaction terms, (FB * FCEQ), and (FB * FSub) ., to capture the joint effects of a

female-dominated board and a female CEO/subordinate. Gender dominance in the boardroom,

5> In our database, a board member is any elected member of a governing body (board, credit committee, or
supervisory committee). We observed the female percentage of elected members in each cooperative, updated four
times a year.

13



the gender of the CEO, and the gender of the subordinate, and combinations of these, are our

explanatory variables of interest.

Vectors Xj; and X; i, constitute a set of control variables relating to the cooperative (total

assets, and urban or rural), and to the borrower (gender, length of membership, marital status,
and business activity) and the loan (type, size, and issuing year), respectively. These variables,
routinely used in the microfinance literature, are meant to reduce the omitted-variable bias as

much as possible (Beck et al., 2018; Agier and Szafarz, 2013a and b)®. ¢; jke 18 the idiosyncratic

error term.

IV. Data, Results and Discussion

Data

Our hand-collected database includes observations on 107,542 short-to-medium-term loans
granted by 36 financial cooperatives from January 2007 to December 2009 and fully repaid, or
written off, before July 2010. In all, only 5,848 of these loans were written off, amounting to a
fairly high full-repayment rate of 95%. In addition, defaulted loans often led to partial
reimbursement, so that the average recovery rate (98%) surpasses the repayment rate. These
figures are in line with typical performance levels recorded in the microfinance industry

(D’Espallier et al., 2011).

Each loan was managed by a credit officer; they granted the loan and monitored it
throughout the reimbursement period’. We associated a triad of gender variables with each
loan: the gender of the credit officer, the gender of the supervising CEO, and gender dominance

on the board. The corresponding gendered picture is summarized in Table 1, while Table 2

% For example, Adams (2016) mentioned that women were more likely to sit on the boards of larger firms.
7 Our data set records the name of the credit officer only at the beginning of the process. Informal contacts suggest
that it is rare for the officer in charge to be changed.
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presents the descriptive statistics for all the variables in the analysis (Table 5 in Appendix A

presents the correlation matrix).

Table 1 shows that 32% of loans in our sample are granted by cooperatives with female-
dominated boards while 61% of loans are managed by female credit officers—with a slight
overrepresentation in cooperatives with male-dominated boards (63% vs. 57%). Female CEOs
supervise 27% of loans but oversee significantly more loans in cooperatives with male-
dominated boards (35%) than in cooperatives with female-dominated boards (10%). This could
be due to the fact that the central unit, which is in charge of HRM, has tended to adopt a “gender
diversification” strategy for the top layer of cooperatives, by sending preferably male CEOs to
cooperatives with female-dominated boards and vice-versa. The motivation for this strategy has
not been fully elucidated, but it could be linked to the perception that female boards are weaker
on financial discipline and therefore need a male CEO to enforce it. Although evidence shows
that female-dominated boards are indeed more prone to implement a social orientation in
lending (Périlleux and Szafarz, 2015), there is no proof so far that they need male CEOs to
instill financial discipline. Yet the prevailing stereotype is that female managers have weaker

financial skills and authority (Hoyt and Murphy, 2016).

Table 1. Gender Combinations in our Sample

The table shows the number of loans associated with each gendered combination (board-CEO-subordinate) over
the full sample (N = 107,542).

Number of loans Female-dominated board

Female subordinate Male subordinate Total
Female CEO 2,529 859 3,388
Male CEO 17,311 14,178 31,489
Total 19,840 15,037 34,877

Male-dominated board

Female subordinate Male subordinate Total
Female CEO 18,027 7,526 25,553
Male CEO 27,575 19,537 47,112
Total 45,602 27,063 72,665

15



Table 2 shows that the borrower’s average length of membership of the cooperative is

two and a half years. The women-friendly policy of the UM-Pamecas network is attested by a

share of 68% of women among borrowers, and 76% of the borrowers are married. The

borrower’s gender is an important variable in the context of microfinance since the industry

claims that female empowerment is a leading motivation (Chaudhuri et al., 2020). Yet the facts

are less clear-cut, since gender discrimination has been uncovered for larger loans (Garikipati

et al., 2017; Cozarenco and Szafarz, 2018).

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics

Full sample Female- Male-
Variable dominated dominated
N=107,542 board board?
N =34,877 N = 72,665
Min
Mean SD Max Mean Mean
Dependent variables
Recovery rate 0.983 0.085 0 1 0.983 0.983
Repayment probability 0.946  0.227 0 1 0.946 0.946
Variables of interest
Female-dominated board (FBoard) 0324  0.468 0 1 1 0
Female CEO (FCEO) 0.269  0.444 0 1 0.097 0.352%**
Female subordinate (F:Sub) 0.609  0.488 0 1 0.569 0.628%**
Control variables
Length of borrower membership (in
months) 3043 3239 0.03 173 27.028 32.072%**
Female borrower 0.683  0.465 0 1 0.693 0.677***
Married borrower 0.759  0.427 0 1 0.787 0.746%**
Trader 0.496  0.500 0 1 0.479 0.505%**
Homeworker 0.127  0.333 0 1 0.177 0.102%***
Employee 0.065  0.247 0 1 0.048 0.073%**
Self-employed in non-trade sector 0.182  0.386 0 1 0.167 0.190%**
Other professional activity 0.130  0.336 0 1 0.129 0.130
Loan size (in EUR) 499 610 23 4,558 468.642 513.84%**
Rural or semi-rural cooperative 0.243 0.429 0 1 0.190 0.269%**
Total assets (in ten thousand EUR) 186 93.4 257 4719 248.20 157.01%**

2with t-tests for equal means between female- and male-dominated cooperatives: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

The business activity reported by half of the borrowers is trade, while homeworking is

claimed by 13%. Other professional occupations include paid jobs as employees (6%) and self-

employed in non-trade sectors (drivers, craftspersons, and farmers). The average loan size is

16



EUR 499. A typical loan is of a commercial nature and repaid in one year through monthly
installments. Cooperatives are either urban (76%) or (semi-)rural (24%); their average total

assets amount to EUR 1,860,000.

All cooperatives exhibit similar recovery rates and repayment probabilities, regardless of
whether they have a female or male-dominated board. However, they differ in other respects,
probably for two reasons. First, our large sample (over 100,000 observations) was able to detect
statistically significant differences that can correspond to insignificant economic differences.
Second, boards are elected by members of the cooperative, who are likely to prefer voting for
same-gender candidates, as observed in political life (Sanbonmatsu, 2002; Dolan, 2014). If so,
gender differences in board composition could originate from the gender composition of the
cooperative itself. From this perspective, borrowers in cooperatives with female-dominated
boards are more likely to be female and to be more fragile in economic terms. The length of
their membership is shorter and they are more often willing to benefit from their spouse’s credit
reputation and guarantee; ultimately, they request smaller loans. Cooperatives with male-

dominated boards are more frequently rural and, predictably, have smaller total assets.

Results

Our explained variable is the loan recovery rate. In Appendix B, we report a robustness check
for which we used the probability of full repayment as an alternative measurement of financial
performance. Table 3 presents the estimation results for the Tobit regressions in Equation (1).
Our variables of interest are the components of the triadic gender characteristics. We introduced
them progressively. First, we assessed the impact of a female-dominated board on performance,
leaving aside the CEO’s and credit officer’s genders (specification A). In line with our

descriptive statistics in Table 2, the coefficient is not significantly different from zero. This
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absence of any notable effect resonates with the mixed message from the literature about the

impact of female directors on the financial performance of their companies.

Next, in specifications (B) to (D), we included the dummies for a female CEO and a
female subordinate. The results suggest that female CEOs have a negative effect on the recovery
rate compared to male CEOs. This result is in line with previous studies showing that male
leaders were more efficient in positions of formal authority than female ones (Eagly and Karau,
2002). By contrast, female credit officers tended to have a positive impact, which is consistent
with the findings of Hartarska et al. (2014) showing that female microcredit officers had better
reimbursement records than their male colleagues. Even though these gendered differences are
statistically significant, their change in value is limited by the fact that the average recovery
rate in our sample is 98.3% (see Table 2). In the microfinance sector, recovery rates are
particularly high since the prospect of securing further loans encourages full repayment by
borrowers. A small deviation from the high repayment rate can, however, entail significant
consequences for the lender’s business expectations, and so have real economic implications.
Indeed, authors have shown that an increase in the lender’s default rate may rapidly induce
borrowers to engage in strategic defaulting (Bond and Rai, 2009), which can ultimately lead to

a repayment crisis (Goedecke, 2018).

In specification (E), we added the two interaction terms to check how the genders of staff
members, be they CEO or subordinate, might moderate gender dominance on the board.
According to gender affinity theory, the genders of the CEO and subordinates should modify
the impact of female-dominated boards on financial performance. The results support gender
affinity, since both interaction terms linking female staff members with a female-led board

drove a higher financial performance.
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Table 3. Tobit Regressions for Financial Performance: Full Sample Estimates

VARIABLES (A) (B) (©) (D) (E)
Female-dominated board
(FBoard) -0.00575 -0.0138%* -0.00485 -0.0129*%*  -0.0416***
(0.00537) (0.00544) (0.00537) (0.00544) (0.00859)
Female CEO (FCEO) -0.0347*** -0.0350%**  -0.0425%***
(0.00538) (0.00537) (0.00573)
Female subordinate (F.Sub) 0.00973** 0.0104%** -0.00179
(0.00469) (0.00470) (0.00587)
FBoard * FCEO 0.0520%**
(0.0151)
FBoard * FSub 0.0306***
(0.00981)
Length of membership (in
months, in log) 0.0159***  0.0163***  0.0159***  0.0163***  (0.0162%***
(0.00141) (0.00140) (0.00141) (0.00140) (0.00140)
Female borrower 0.0615***  0.0615***  0.0611***  0.0611***  (0.0609***
(0.00529) (0.00528) (0.00529) (0.00529) (0.00529)
Married borrower 0.0150***  0.0147***  0.0152***  0.0150***  (0.0147***
(0.00507) (0.00506) (0.00507) (0.00506) (0.00506)
Trader 0.00595 0.00574 0.00548 0.00525 0.00519
(0.00538) (0.00538) (0.00537) (0.00537) (0.00537)
Homeworker 0.00386 0.00318 0.00362 0.00293 0.00260
(0.00809) (0.00809) (0.00810) (0.00809) (0.00809)
Employee 0.0532%**  (0.0553***  0.0529%**  0.0549***  (.0540%**
(0.00992) (0.00992) (0.00992) (0.00992) (0.00992)
Loan size (in log) -0.00869***  -0.00810*** -0.00856*** -0.00795*** -0.00789***
(0.00284) (0.00283) (0.00283) (0.00283) (0.00283)
Year fixed effects YES YES YES YES YES
Cooperative characteristics YES YES YES YES YES
Constant 1.377%%* 1.391%** 1.371%** 1.384%** 1.386%**
(0.0210) (0.0211) (0.0212) (0.0214) (0.0214)
Observations 107,542 107,542 107,542 107,542 107,542
Log-likelihood -17440 -17419 -17438 -17417 -17404
Pseudo R2 0.0792 0.0803 0.0793 0.0804 0.0811

The dependent variable is Y = log(1 + Recovery rate). Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.01, **
p<0.05, * p<0.1.The marginal effects evaluated at the sample mean of the explanatory variables are: Brpoard = -
0.0003 for specification (A), Broard = -0.0007 and Brcro =-0.0016 for specification (B), Broarda = -0.0002 and Brsus
=0.0005 for specification (C), Breoard = -0.0006, Brceo = -0.0017, and Brsw = 0.0005 for specification (D), Brpoard
=-0.0020, Brceo = -0.0020, Brsus = -0.00008, Breoardrceo = 0.0025 and Prpoararsub = 0.0014 for specification (E).

Comparing the coefficients of FSub across regressions reveals that the impact of a female
subordinate in the triad on the recovery rate moves from being significantly positive (in
specifications C and D) to being insignificant (in E, which includes the interaction term FBoard

* FSub) This change suggests that the superior performance of female subordinates is fully
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attributable to the financial performance associated with the 30% of loans granted and
monitored by female credit officers working under the (inspirational) leadership of a female-
dominated board. This result is in line with previous findings by Collins et al. (2014), who
concluded that communally oriented relationships between subordinates and supervisors had a
positive influence on the embeddedness of female subordinates, while agentic relationships had

a similar impact on subordinates of both genders.

It has been acknowledged that the screening methodology used by cooperatives exploits
qualitative and subjective information more intensively than mainstream banks (Cornée et al.,
2020). Therefore, male and female credit officers may well have used distinct (implicit) models
of credit risk to screen loan applicants. If so, the congruence of a female-dominated board might
be related to the screening methodology rather than to the genders of the credit officer in charge
and of the CEO. Moreover, Beck et al. (2018) mentioned that female credit officers tended to

grant loans more conservatively than their male colleagues.

Table 4. Tobit Regressions for Financial Performance: Gendered Subsample Estimates

Subsample A:  Subsample B:  Subsample C:  Subsample D:

female CEO female CEO male CEO male CEO
VARIABLES and female and male and female and male
subordinate subordinate subordinate subordinate
Female-dominated board
(FBoard) 0.0417%** 0.00713 -0.00692 -0.0619%**
(0.0169) (0.0278) (0.00717) (0.0124)
Controls YES YES YES YES
Year fixed effects YES YES YES YES
Constant 1.343%%%* 1.212%%%* 1.360*** 1.459%%%*
(0.0487) (0.0517) (0.0315) (0.0445)
Observations 20,556 8,385 44,886 33,715
Log-likelihood -4033 -1575 -6770 -4898
Pseudo R2 0.0777 0.0757 0.0688 0.100

The dependent variable is Y = log(1 + Recovery rate). Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.01, **
p<0.05, * p<0.1. The marginal effects evaluated at the sample mean of the explanatory variables are: Broard =
0.0025 for specification (A), Breoard = 0.0005 for specification (B), Brpoara = -0.0003 for specification (C) is, and
BrBoara = -0.0023 for specification (D).
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To protect our results against endogeneity related to the lending methodology, we
recognize the possibility that male and female staff members use different screening methods
to assess the creditworthiness of loan applicants. To this end, we ran four separate Tobit
regressions with subsamples in which the genders of the CEO and subordinates were fixed. In
each regression, the gendered variable of interest boiled down to be the dummy for a female-
dominated board. In line with previous results, Table 4 shows that the sign of the coefficient
associated with this dummy differs across the four regressions: It is significantly positive when
the sample concerns only female staff members (subsample A), significantly negative when the
sample is restricted to male staff (subsample D), and insignificant in the two mixed cases

(subsamples B and C).

Thus, when both the CEO and credit officer have the same gender, financial performance
is affected positively by the presence of an elected board dominated by directors of this gender,
and negatively by the opposite gender dominance in the boardroom. When the genders of the
CEO and credit officer are different, then gender dominance in the boardroom has no significant

impact, regardless of the precise gender combination involved.

Discussion

Our findings suggest that the mixed results concerning the financial performance of women
directors presented so far in the governance literature might be due not only to what women do
as board members, but also to the pre-existing gender composition of the firm’s workforce. The
results on gendered subsamples reinforce the hypothesis that female board members exert
inspirational leadership on their staff, based on role modeling and gender affinity. Interestingly,
they also show that a similar effect is observed in relation to male directors whose work
environment is made up of male employees, including the CEO. It is thanks to our unique data

set—which includes numerous observations for each possible gendered triad—that it was
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possible to uncover the symmetrical impacts of male and female board dominance for the first

time.

We theorized gendered interactions between board members and employees by referring
to the theory of transformational leadership (Eagly et al., 2003) based on gender affinity (Tsui
and O'Reilly, 1989) and role modeling (Sealy and Singh, 2006). But, in contrast to this stream
of the literature, we used an objective, rather than subjective, assessment of subordinate
performance: We computed the recovery rate associated with the triadic team in charge of
granting and monitoring loans. The triad is determined by three gender-related parameters
involving the board (gender dominance), the CEO (gender), and the credit officer (gender).
This method, inspired by the work of Yammarino and Dubinsky (1994), could be extended to
other types of organization where both individual and team performance are trackable. In this
way, our contribution opens up new avenues for exploring the impact of director characteristics
on financial and non-financial outcomes. This approach is fully in line with the current interest

in diversity management and its application to corporate governance.

Remarkably, our findings take place in a context where the board is not involved with
HRM, suggesting that the gender impact starts from the employees. This is why we frame our
research as a bottom-up approach to the trickle-down effect, and so unpack the still poorly
understood mechanism driving the influence of board members on the staff of their firms. While
in leadership theory a similar mechanism has been identified for managers, this paper
successfully translates it across to boards and corporate governance. We argue that the driving

force behind our results is inspirational leadership based on role modeling.

Further work is still needed to assess the generalizability and robustness of our bottom-
up interpretation across different types of organization, geographical region, and culture (Wry

and York, 2017). Questioning the external validity of our results makes sense since the
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microfinance institutions that we studied have a specific governance structure that makes it
possible to isolate the effect of inspirational leadership. In organizations with more standard
corporate chains of command, such as for-profit firms, the bottom-up effect will inevitably be
harder to capture, since it will be difficult to disentangle authority from inspiration. Yet we
argue that other identification methods can provide new insights into the generalizability of the
bottom-up effect uncovered in this paper; for instance, one could exploit a sudden increase in
female leadership associated with an external shock, such as the enforcement of gender quotas,

and scrutinize the immediate response of female employees.

V. Conclusion

The financial consequences, for a firm, of appointing women directors are still unclear. Some
authors suggest that the effect is hard to capture because it is non-linear—in the sense that a
small minority of women cannot do much about changing the mindset within their firm (Krisch,
2018). The tokenism theory developed by Kanter (1977) and applied to board membership by
Konrad et al. (2008) suggests that a critical mass of women is needed to achieve visibly positive
outcomes. However, this mass is rarely reached, in particular among small and medium
enterprises. Taking this message seriously, we addressed the gendered impact of directors on
financial performance from the innovative perspective of gender dominance in the boardroom
combined with the gender composition of the workforce. Our results confirm that female-
dominated boards achieve a better financial performance when they work with female CEOs

and female subordinates.

By bridging corporate governance and leadership theory, we also complement previous
work on microfinance institutions by Mersland and Strem (2009), who showed that female
leaders reached superior performance levels. Our theoretical framework relies on conceptual

tools borrowed from the literature on leadership and role modeling. While scrutinizing the
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performance of female triads, we incidentally captured the fact that all-male triads were also
more productive than mixed teams. This result raises the issue of the cost of gender diversity.
As Bassett-Jones (2005) showed, diversity in the workplace has its merits but also suffers from
drawbacks, such as conflict, misunderstanding, and suspicion, which can entail a loss of
competitiveness. In addition, affirmative action and quotas can increase diversity resistance
(Dass and Parker, 1999; Thomas, 2008). Even though the financial cooperatives studied in this
paper had been pursuing a deliberate pro-women agenda—including at the client level—for
more than ten years before the data collection took place, staff/board diversity still tended to

reduce profitability, suggesting that diversity resistance is a long-lasting phenomenon.
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Appendix A: Correlation Matrix

Table 5. Correlation Matrix

| 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13
1 Recovery rate 1.00
2 Repayment probab. g3 1
3 FBoard 0.00 0.00 1.00
4 FCEO -0.04 -0.04 -027 1.00
5 FSub -0.01 -0.01 -0.06 0.13 1.00
6  Borrower’s length
of membership 0.03 0.03 -0.07 0.14 0.06 1.00
7. Femaleborrower 05 003 002 -0.01 006 002 1.00
8 Marriedborrower 5 002 004 -006 -0.04 -006 0.0 1.00
9  Trade 0.01 000 -0.02 -002 004 -022 023 009 1.00
10 Homeworker 0.02 001 0.1 -002 003 020 025 009 -038 1.00
11 Employee 0.01 001 -005 006 001 002 -0.09 000 -026 -0.10 1.00
12 Loan size -0.02 -0.01 -0.03 0.08 -0.01 0.14 -025 000 -0.05 -0.09 0.08 1.00
13~ (Semi-jruralcoop 009 001 -009 -028 -0.23 -0.12 -001 007 -0.02 -005 -0.01 -0.06 1.00
14 Total assets 0.04 003 046 -021 -0.02 -0.06 0.00 003 002 0.1 -0.03 -0.02 -0.22
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Appendix B: Robustness Checks

To assess the robustness of our results, we propose three extensions of the model. First, for
comparison purposes, we run OLS regressions where the dependent variable is Y = log(1 +
Recovery Rate) with robust standard errors to account for heteroscedasticity. The results in
Table 6 confirm the baseline results. The only changes concern the loss of significance of
coefficients associated to the dummy for a female subordinate in specifications (C) and (D) in
Table 6. However, these changes do not affect our conclusions about the importance of gender
combination and the fact that the financial performance of female-dominated boards is sensitive

to the presence of female staff members along the production chain.

Second, we conduct the Tobit analysis in Table 3 with clustered standard errors. One may
wonder why we introduce clustered standard errors in a robustness check rather than in the
baseline regressions. The reason is that, in our setting, clustering itself might seem ad hoc
because it can be performed at several levels. For instance, clustering standard errors at the
credit officer level would be questionable since we wish to test whether a gendered environment
affects the lending and monitoring behavior of female officers. If this hypothesis is true, an
officer-based clustering might well misleadingly hide behavioral differences in the granting and
monitoring of loans. The same holds for female CEOs. Overall, we decided to cluster standard

errors at the triad level but keep this refinement for the sake of robustness.

Since each triad (board, CEO, and credit officer) monitors more than one loan, we check
the robustness of our results by clustering the standard errors for loans granted during the same
month by the same triad—to account for unobserved variance. Tables 7 shows the results,
which are close to those obtained in our baseline regressions. The only changes concern the
loss of significance of four coefficients in Table 7: the dummy for a female-dominated board
in specifications (B) and (D), and the dummy for a female subordinate in specifications (C) and

(D). These changes do not affect our conclusions. The main insight of this robustness check is
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that the gendered impact of credit officers on financial performance uncovered in previous work
(Mersland and Strem, 2009) might be context-dependent rather than systematic. By contrast, in
our setting the negative impact of female CEOs is strong, confirming the role congruity
hypothesis (Eagly and Karau, 2002), according to which formal authority is viewed as

masculine and is therefore less effective when exercised by female CEOs.

In the third robustness check, we use a specification where the dependent variable is the
probability of full repayment.® Both the recovery rate used in our baseline estimate and the
probability of full repayment are popular performance indicators in banking. However, we
preferred to use the recovery rate in our baseline estimates (see Tables 3 & 4) because of its
higher granularity, which takes into account the existence and level of partial reimbursements.
The recovery rate provides a more accurate picture of the actual cash flow of the lender. Here
we use probit models where repayment takes the value of 1 when the loan is repaid in full, and
zero otherwise. The results presented in Tables 8 are similar to those obtained with Tobit
models explaining Y = log(1 + Recovery rate) in the baseline specifications, demonstrating
the robustness of our results with respect to how repayment performance is measured. Overall,

the robustness checks confirm our previous findings.

8 To circumvent rounding issues, we consider that full reimbursement is completed when 95% of the initial capital
has been repaid. To be on the safe side, we checked that the 99% threshold would lead to identical results.
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Table 6: OLS Model with Robust Standard Errors

VARIABLES (A) (B) ©) (D) (E)
Female-dominated board
(FBoard) -0.000671*  -0.00144***  -0.000643 -0.00141*** -0.00330***
(0.000405)  (0.000407)  (0.000404)  (0.000406)  (0.000679)
Female CEO (FCEO) -0.00365%** -0.00366***  -.0.00421***
(0.000413) (0.000412)  (0.000448)
Female subordinate (F.Sub)
0.000410 0.000474 -0.000269
(0.000318)  (0.000318)  (0.000400)
FBoard * FCEO 0.00366***
(0.00109)
FBoard * FSub 0.002071 ***
(0.000686)
Controls YES YES YES YES YES
Year fixed effects YES YES YES YES YES
Constant 0.684*** 0.686*** 0.684*** 0.685%** 0.686***
(0.00138) (0.00138) (0.00140) (0.00141) (0.00142)
Observations 107,542 107,542 107,542 107,542 107,542
Log-likelihood 169487 169531 169488 169532 169544
R2 0.016 0.017 0.016 0.017 0.017

The dependent variable is Y = log(1 + Recovery rate). Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p<(0.01, **

p<0.05, * p<0.1
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Table 7: Tobit Model with Clustered Standard Errors

VARIABLES (A) (B) (©) (D) (E)
Female-dominated board
(FBoard) -0.00575 -0.0138 -0.00485 -0.0129 -0.04 1 8***
(0.00909) (0.00913) (0.00907) (0.00912) (0.0140)
Female CEO (FCEO) -0.0347%** -0.0350%**  _0.0429%**
(0.00887) (0.00881) (0.00959)
Female subordinate (F:Sub) 0.00973 0.0104 -0.00193
(0.00780) (0.00782) (0.00968)
FBoard * FCEO 0.0524**
(0.0217)
FBoard * FSub 0.0309%*
(0.0169)
Controls YES YES YES YES YES
Year fixed effects YES YES YES YES YES
Constant 1.377%** 1.39]*** 1.371%*** 1.384*** 1.390***

(0.0248)  (0.0259)  (0.0259)  (0.0270)  (0.0273)

Observations 107,542 107,542 107,542 107,542 107,542
Log-likelihood -17440 -17419 -17438 -17417 -17462
Pseudo R2 0.0792 0.0803 0.0793 0.0804 0.0809
Number of clusters 2803 2803 2803 2803 2803

The dependent variable is Y = log(1 + Recovery rate). Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.01, **
p<0.05, * p<0.1



Table 8: Probit Model with Robust Standard Errors

(A) (B) © (D) (E)
VARIABLES Repayment Repayment Repayment Repayment Repayment
probability  probability  probability  probability  probability

Female-dominated board

(FBoard) 0.00238 -0.0168 0.00533 -0.0139 -0.0879%***
(0.0160) (0.0162) (0.0160) (0.0162) (0.0253)
Female CEO (FCEO) -0.0836%** -0.0844***  _0.106***
(0.0160) (0.0160) (0.0171)
Female subordinate (F.Sub) 0.0312** 0.0327** 0.00230
(0.0142) (0.0142) (0.0177)
FBoard * FCEO 0.154%**
(0.0450)
FBoard * FSub 0.0733**
(0.0294)
Controls YES YES YES YES YES
Year fixed effects YES YES YES YES YES
Constant 1.924%** 1.959%** 1.902%** 1.936%** 1.943%%**

(0.0611)  (0.0615)  (0.0618)  (0.0622)  (0.0625)

Observations 107,542 107,542 107,542 107,542 107,542
Log-likelihood -21181 -21168 -21179 -21165 -21154
Pseudo R2 0.0675 0.0681 0.0676 0.0682 0.0687

Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.
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