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Summary 

 

The doctoral thesis "Gender Quotas in Company Boards and Recruitment Effects" explores 

the legislative demand for gender balance in Norwegian public limited company (PLC) 

boards, and in particular the repercussions on recruitment to boards. 

In 2003, the Norwegian parliament adopted a new regulation demanding a 

representation of at least 40 % of each gender in the boards of the publicly owned and public 

limited companies. The sanction for non-compliance is forced dissolution of the company in 

question. Both privately held companies and state owned companies were exposed to the new 

regulation. It was put into force in 2006 for new PLCs and in 2008 for existing PLCs. The 

regulation had the almost immediate effect of increasing the female share of board positions 

from about 10 % to about 40 %.  

The thesis consists of four articles, each discussing the gender quotas in boards from 

different perspectives. In the first article, a comparison between Norway and Sweden sheds 

light on the legislative process. In the article, I ask: How come a gender quota regulation was 

introduced in Norway, whereas a similar proposition in Sweden was never put forth? 

Analysing existing literature and research, I propose that neighbouring countries 

Norway and Sweden, though both considered as gender equal, women-friendly and affluent 

welfare state societies, also are featured by decisive differences. I focus on differences in the 

capitalist ownership structures of the two countries, in traditions of state interventions, in 

particular gender quotas, and finally on differences in the discursive climate regarding 

feminist demands.  

The analysis reveals that in Norway, there is a long tradition for gender quotas on 

different arenas, as opposed to Sweden. Also, Norway's ownership structure is dominated by 

national state interests to a quite other extent than in Sweden, where private ownership is 

stronger. Lastly, Swedish politics have a tradition for high temperature in gender equality 

issues, to a quite another extent than in Norway.  

In Sweden, the demand for gender quotas was put forth by radical left-wing feminists, 

thus creating immediate opposition. In Norway, on the other hand, the gender quota proposal 

was forwarded by women politicians in the political establishment. Partly due to their focus 

on supposed positive productivity effects of gender diverse boards, politicians from almost all 

political parties regarded the proposition as an efficient way to promote gender equality in 

major Norwegian companies. 
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The second article is based on a survey conducted in 2008. In the survey, all board 

members of PLC boards were invited to participate. The response rate was 62 %, and the 

results are considered as statistically representative. In the article, the research questions 

concern the recruitment practices. Have they been subject to change as a consequence of the 

gender quotas?  The analysis shows that this is hardly the case. First, there is no indication 

that board recruiters had to recruit women friends and family members to fill in the gaps. 

Quite the opposite, the women board members are to a higher extent than the men board 

members independent of the company and its owners. Second, there is no indication that 

women with inadequate competence were recruited. Even though women board members are 

on average younger than the men and with less board experience, they have much higher 

education. Their education is predominately in the same fields as the men's, i.e. business 

administration (50 %), law and engineering. Third, the recruiters did only to a small extent 

have to go to databases and headhunters to find the names of competent women candidates. 

Instead, the material shows that the recruiters found women board members in their own 

professional social networks, just as they did with men.  

The third article focuses on the demand side. It is based on interviews with 15 

recruiters to boards: dominant shareholders (1), election committee leaders (3), board chairs 

(10) and board deputies (1). The interviewees represent both PLCs (7), cooperative companies 

(1) and private limited companies (9), of which the last group of companies is not affected by 

the gender quota regulation. The research question concerns the consequences of a demand 

for gender balance for the company shareholders and their practices for board recruitment. 

The article reveals that composing a board is not only a question of putting together a 

competent team, but also a matter of finding a delicate balance between demands of 

representation from shareholders of different strength and with different interests. Composing 

a gender-balanced board will, for some companies, imply finding a new way to balance these 

demands. This is in particular true for companies with mostly internal board members 

(companies owned by other companies in a company group) and/or for companies with only 

two or three powerful shareholder groups that all demand representation on the board. Finally, 

an important finding in the article is that board recruitment procedures might be somewhat 

more transparent and open when the election committees and recruiters must use a larger 

proportion of their social network to find the desired candidates. This can result in a 

somewhat more systematic and professional recruitment process for more companies. 

The fourth article addresses the experiences of women board members in companies 

exposed to gender balance demands. 18 women board members of different ages and board 
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tenures were interviewed. All of them had adequate higher education and a professional 

background, making them qualified board members. A main finding in the interviews was the 

women's generally positive attitude towards the gender quotas. This was somewhat surprising, 

following a media debate that revealed reluctance in business life towards gender quotas. This 

was also the case for many women in business life, raising their voices in the media against 

gender quotas. The research question of the article focuses on this finding, asking how come 

the attitudes of the women interviewed could be positive? The analysis showed that some of 

the women had changed their minds concerning gender quotas while others had been positive 

from the start. The dynamics concerning attitudes regarding gender quotas turned out to be as 

follows:  

First, the women who had changed their minds concerning gender quotas admitted that 

the debate on gender quotas had opened their eyes to discriminatory structures in business life 

in general and in recruitment to boards in particular. They, as well as the persons positive to 

gender quotas from the beginning, now regarded gender quotas as an efficient way to achieve 

a larger proportion of women in boards.  

Second, their positive attitude toward gender quotas followed from their own 

experiences from board work. The women felt treated as equals in the boards and did not 

report any negative reactions from other board members. Such positive experiences made 

them less afraid of the possible stigmatization following gender quota recruitment. The 

women interviewed had no experiences with exclusion once they were admitted to a board 

and also trusted their women colleagues' competence.  

Third, their positive experiences with their own and other women board members' 

competence in board work, made them less worried that gender quotas are incompatible with 

the principle of meritocracy. The analysis suggests that when companies have to take a more 

thorough look through their social networks to find the right candidates, a more precise 

candidate description will necessarily have to be made in advance. Consequently, the 

competence of all board members will be a matter of investigation, forcing companies to an 

even more systematic recruitment procedure and consideration of individual competence and 

merit. Indirectly forcing companies to look more systematically after company relevant 

competence can broaden the candidate pool and thereby increasing real competition for board 

seats. 


