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1. Introduction

1.1 Background

The 5th goal of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals reads Gender Equality. In

accordance with this goal, the European Union’s Gender Equality Strategy 2020-2025 presents key

objectives and actions to take in order to reach a gender-equal Europe. The overarching goal is to

build a union where women and men are free to pursue any given path in life, have equal

opportunities, and are able to lead the European Union on equal terms. The strategy presents a few

key objectives in order to reach a Union of Equality, one of them being achieving gender balance in

decision-making and in politics. On the 22nd of November, 2022, the Directive on gender balance in

corporate boards was put forward, which seeks to ensure gender balance within the boards and the

corporate decision-making processes of the EU largest listed companies (European Commission,

2020) The directive mandates that publicly listed companies must ensure that, by the middle of 2026,

40 percent of their non-executive directors, or 33 percent of all directors, are individuals belonging to

the underrepresented gender (Lally, 2023).

Sweden is exempted from the EU directive since there already exists similar regulation in the country.

However, in Swedish society there is an ongoing discussion and debate on the effects of the use of

affirmative action, such as a mandatory quota, as a means to reach gender balance in corporate boards.

According to the Swedish Gender Equality Agency, women make up the majority of the students of

higher education (Jämställdhetsmyndigheten, 2021). At the same time, it seems as if there exists

hindrances in obtaining top position jobs for women, and more than nine out of ten chairmans and

managing directors of the largest listed companies in Sweden are men (Jämställdhetsmyndigheten,

2023).

The role of affirmative action is widely discussed in the Swedish political landscape. In 2015, Morgan

Johansson, former Minister of Justice, said that companies that had less than 40% women in the Board

of Directors shall be dissolved or forced to pay large penalties. This led to a heated debate regarding

quota and the right-winged parties loudly opposed the proposition (Svenska Dagbladet, 2015). In

2022, women represented 35,2% of the largest corporate boards in Sweden, which is 3 percentage

points higher than the EU average. However, Sweden is not even in the top ten among all EU

countries, and as seen in Figure 1, many of the top performing countries when it comes to gender

balanced boards have legislated mandatory gender quotas (Ekonomifakta, n.d).
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Figure 1: The proportion of women on the largest company boards, 2022

Source: Ekonomifakta (n.d), edited by Viktorsson (* has taken a decision on statutory quotas)

1.2 Intended Outcomes and Target Group

This CIVICA showcase assignment will adopt a political perspective and investigate the effects of

introducing a compulsory gender quota for the boards of major corporations in Sweden. The analysis

will be based on leading researchers on the effects of gender quota and affirmative action. The

intended audience for this essay is Swedish politicians and decision-makers. The CIVICA Showcase

Assignment will thus answer the question:What effect does affirmative action have on gender balance

in corporate boards in Sweden?

1.3 Introducing Affirmative Action and Quota

Affirmative action is a policy or practice, such as a quota, designed to promote and ensure equal

opportunities for individuals from historically marginalized groups, particularly in areas where they

have been underrepresented. It aims to rectify past and ongoing discrimination by actively seeking

diversity and inclusivity. In the context of corporate boards, affirmative action is applied by

establishing specific quotas or targets for the inclusion of underrepresented groups, such as women, in

board positions. Companies are often required to meet these targets, ensuring that women have a fair

opportunity to serve in leadership roles. This approach involves proactive recruitment, mentorship

programs, and other strategies to increase gender balance within corporate boards, ultimately fostering

a more diverse and representative leadership landscape (Investopedia, 2023).
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2. Analysis

2.1 Quotas and Social Identity Theory

According to Barnes (2020), Social identity theory is at its base how we view ourselves and how

others view us, and it includes elements such as gender, ethnicity, age and socio-economic

background. Social identity theory also states that we tend to favor people that are similar to us since

it helps us confirm our own sense of self. Moreover, leaders often tend to value people who are

similar to themselves, thus they select people that possess the same characteristics and have similar

social background as they do, which can hinder some groups from advancing in their career (Barnes,

2020). Recognizing the influence of social identity bias underscores the need for affirmative action as

a proactive measure to counteract these biases in various contexts, including education and

employment. By acknowledging the inherent human inclination to favor people that are like

themselves, a quota can be framed as a necessary corrective mechanism to level the playing field and

ensure equitable access to opportunities. It also highlights the potential positive effects of diversifying

decision-making bodies, as breaking the cycle of in-group bias can lead to more inclusive, innovative,

and fair outcomes for society as a whole.

2.2 The Effects of Gender Quotas in Corporate Boards

Teigen (2022) states that gender quotas for corporate boards have been successful in promoting

gender balance on boards, with female membership rates meeting the required targets. The

introduction of gender quotas has also led to stronger support for gender equality in corporate

boardrooms. However, the study highlights the lack of a ripple effect, as the causal direction does not

necessarily go from boards to management (Teigen, 2022).

Adams and Ferreira (2009) examined the correlation between board success and gender diversity.

Their research results in several findings, one of the most prominent being that female directors have

an important value effect on board structure. Moreover, they find that gender diversity has a positive

effect on boards with weak governance (e.g ability to resist takeovers), however they find a negative

effect on boards with strong governance, which can be explained by the effect of over monitoring

(Adams & Ferreira, 2009). Matsa and Miller (2013) also studied the effect of female leadership in

corporate boards, more specifically the introduction of gender quota in Norway in 2006, and found

that firm’s affected by the gender quota seemed to adopt a certain female leadership style. They found

that short-term corporate profit decreased with the introduction of a gender quota, due to fewer layoffs

and thus increased labor costs. Moreover, they stated that similar studies made in the US had shown
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that corporations with female leadership spent more money on social and environmental

sustainability. This indicates strong differences in managerial approaches between men and women

leaders (Matsa & Miller, 2013).

A counter argument to legislated mandatory gender quotas is that while it may have a positive effect

on the gender representation within corporate boards, it may not have the ripple effects needed in

order to reach managerial level, as proposed by Teigen (2022). Klettner et al. (2016) find similar

findings in their study on the Australian stock exchange's corporate government code, which has taken

amendments to increase gender diversity. They find that the issue of women representation is not

primarily in the corporate boards but rather an obstacle in the mid-managerial level, which is not

likely to be resolved by mandatory quota in corporate boards. They further propose that voluntary

targets, such as soft regulation in corporate governance codes, may be more effective in solving the

issue of female representation, due to its prominent effect on corporate culture (Klettner et al., 2016).

Another important contribution on the research of gender quotas is Besley et al. (2017), who studied

how competence among party leaders was affected by the introduction of zipper quota (e.g gender

quota for party lists) in Sweden. The zipper quota system was introduced in Sweden by the Social

Democratic Party in 1993 and states require local parties to alternate men and women on the party

lists, so that 50 per cent are women and 50 per cent are men. It is a system which aims to establish

gender equality in political representation. Their findings showed that using zipper quota increased the

average competence among party members, particularly competence among male politicians. This

effect was found to be a result of the departure of mediocre male leaders (Besley et al., 2017). The

mediocre leaders were found not to pick competent candidates due to the threat that they imposed on

their own survival, however, when enforcing a gender quota more women attained power and could

oppose previously held norms. These findings further abolishes the commonly held view that

affirmative action and gender quota leads to replacing competent men with mediocre women, thus

resulting in lower average competence (Besley et al., 2017). The result of this study can be assumed to

be applicable both in the political landscape, as well as in corporate boards.

Moreover, Paolo et al. (2010) conducted a study examining the effect of the legislated gender quota in

Italy between the years of 1993 and 1995. They found that the municipalities that were affected by the

gender quota (e.g those that held elections between 1993 and 1995) had a large increase in female

representation in politics after the reform, compared to the municipalities that were not affected by the

gender quota. The effect of increased female representation in politics holds true even when they

exclude the election results from when the reform was in place, thus presenting evidence of the

long-term effects of affirmative action and gender quotas as a means to reduce gender bias (Paolo et

al., 2010).
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Last, a study made by Wang and Kelan (2013) found that gender diversity in corporate boards also has

spillover effects on top leadership positions, thus increasing the presence of women CEOs. Thus,

compulsory quotas have the potential to instigate impactful top-down transformations in gender

diversity within business organizations and can be effective in generating more female leaders.

Moreover, the research shows that when using a voluntary gender quota, firms tended to incorporate

younger and less independent female directors, which can lead to negative effects on business

performance. Mandatory gender quotas have the potential to disrupt the vicious cycle by increasing

the presence of women in senior management teams. This, in turn, enables them to serve as role

models and provide support to other women (Wang and Kelan, 2013).
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3. Discussion and Conclusion
The consensus within the research indicates a positive impact of gender quotas on enhancing gender

diversity within corporate boards. Furthermore, there is a common observation suggesting that gender

quotas yield long-term effects, contributing to a sustained increase in female representation within

boardrooms. However, the findings appear to diverge when it comes to assessing the ripple effect of

mandatory gender quotas on corporate boards and their influence on the emergence of female CEOs

and other leadership positions for women. For example, Teigen (2022) and Klettner et al. (2016) state

that while a legislated mandatory quota may increase gender representation within corporate boards,

the effects does not seem to yield add-on effects further down the managerial lead. The nuances in

these outcomes underscore the complexity of the relationship between gender quotas and their broader

impact on leadership dynamics within organizations.

There have also been findings suggesting that a gender quota and the emergence of “female

leadership” has strategic consequences, as noted by Matsa and Miller (2013). The different managerial

approach of women, compared to men, had both positive and negative consequences, one being

decreased short-term profit, and needs to be studied closely, as it is becoming more relevant than

before due to the emergence of more women in corporate boards. However, Matsa and Miller (2013)

also state that these differences may diminish when men and women are on a more equal playing field

and there is a larger pool of women attaining leadership roles.

Furthermore, there is evidence indicating that gender quotas contribute to an increase in average

competence, primarily attributable to the departure of mediocre male leaders, as stated by Besley et al.

(2017). This noteworthy finding challenges a prevalent criticism of gender quotas that they may

negatively impact business performance by compelling organizations to recruit less competent women

while excluding competent men. The research suggests a nuanced perspective, emphasizing the

positive influence of gender quotas on leadership quality within organizations.

In light of these findings, it becomes clear that incorporating mandatory gender quotas in Sweden

could be an effective tool for achieving and sustaining meaningful gender balance in corporate boards,

influencing not only board dynamics but also fostering positive changes in organizational leadership

and breaking down traditional gender biases. Yet, there needs to be not only a top-down approach,

characterized by hard law and penalisation, but corporations play a critical role in fostering a

corporate culture acceptant of gender diversity in order to reach female representation in all leads of

management. While fostering a company culture which promotes gender diversity is essential, the

mandatory nature of these quotas signals a commitment to proactive legislative measures. This

commitment goes beyond the surface-level pursuit of representation; it seeks to establish a supportive
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and inclusive environment for women in leadership roles. In doing so, it addresses not only the

symptoms but also the root causes of gender imbalances, acknowledging the need for systemic

change.
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