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Abstract

:

Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and women are important agents for economic and social development. This study attempts to understand how the economic crisis has affected the behavior of SMEs with high female participation in the decision-making process. To that end, the quantitative research focused on a sample of 425 small and medium-sized enterprises in Spain relying on a questionnaire-based survey. The results of the empirical study offer new evidence on the effects of the recession on decision-making female-dominated bodies in organizations and illustrate the importance of corporate governance issues. In addition, the research provides greater knowledge of female entrepreneurs in a country severely affected by the global economic crisis. Several recommendations are proposed to provide a theoretical basis for governments to reduce glass ceiling and promote women’s empowerment policies.
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1. Introduction


Gender diversity is an important force in achieving sustainable development. Moreover, sustainable development must include the promotion of women’s empowerment and gender equality [1]. Despite the increasing attention that corporate governance diversity has received in recent years, the majority of studies address managing to grow at successful organizations [2,3]. Nevertheless “there is also an opportunity to significantly augment researchers’ understanding of the period following a crisis” [4] (p. 378). Although new strategies and policies are required, there is little research on corporate governance structures and what allows firms to successfully go out of a financial crisis [4,5,6]. In addition, much research on corporate governance management has addressed large and listed firms [7], and the study of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) has focused principally on developed economies [8,9]. On the other hand, small firms have unique specificities that differentiate them from larger firms [10]. As Gilmore et al. [10] (p. 7) state, these features can be determined by “the inherent characteristics and behaviors of the entrepreneur or owner/manager; and they may be determined by the inherent size and stage of development of the enterprise”. Regarding industry, Hisrich and Brush [11] found that the probability that a woman controls a company is greater if this firm belongs to the retail or services sector than to others.



Another stream of research is that addressing companies set up and run by women. Since the eighties, Spain has undergone significant political, social and economic changes. The number of women managers and professionals grew by 81 percent between 1984 and 1990, and during this period, the number of women business owners increased by 57.8 percent [12]. Before the financial crisis, Blasco-Burriel et al. [13] analyzed female entrepreneurs’ perceptions of the reasons for there being fewer women entrepreneurs in the Aragón region in Spain and found that the explanation lied in family responsibilities. For these women, self-employment was relatively unattractive for women with family responsibilities.



However, there is still an under-representation of women in decision-making positions, which implies a need for academic studies on the conditions that favor the female presence. Moreover, Spain is below the EU-28 average at the level of women on boards (23.7% versus 26.7%), as well as at the decision-making bodies (15.8% versus 17.6%), according to the 2019 Gender Statistics Database of the EU European Institute for Gender Equality [14].



Additionally, there is a scarcity in the studies about how women run enterprises and perform as managers and small business owners [15,16,17]. SMEs are often the hardest affected companies of a prolonged economic crisis [18,19,20]. These firms are more vulnerable because they lack the resources and management mechanisms to deal with unexpected events [21]. According to Pricop [22] (p. 106), “the strategic management theory should focus more on the casuistry of small and medium-sized companies which have an overwhelming percentage in the number of organizations from an economy”. Little work has been carried out to explore strategic management focused on SMEs during difficult times. In the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) economies, SMEs account for over 95% of firms (99% in Spain), two-thirds of total EU-28 employment (66.4 %), figure that in Spain reaches above 70% [23].



In this article, we explore the impact of the 2008 global financial crisis on the presence of female executives in the Spanish context, given that “the relative inattention to firms in crisis is unfortunate” [4] (p. 377). The study draws on a sample of Spanish SMEs to advance our understanding of the characteristics of companies run by women. The research focuses on the service sector, where there are more women owner-managers than in other industries [13]. In addition, gender diversity can have a higher competitive advantage in the service sector than in the manufacturing industry [24] (p. 1470) due to factors such as greater value of market insight and higher interaction among human resources and costumers in services firms than in manufacturing companies [25].



To this end, we formulated a questionnaire in 2008 about strategic business decisions, and now we try to predict the consequences of these actions on the position of women executives in 2013. We address three related research questions: (1) Based on strategic choices made in 2008 or previous years, is it possible to predict whether the CEO will be a woman in 2013? (2) Does the implementation of measures of conciliation of labor and family life in 2008 determine what firms will be women-run businesses in the future? (3) Will the position of the company respect to the competition influence the future of women executives?



This study makes several significant contributions to the growing literature on female executives in several ways. First, this article provides new evidence about the consequences of strategic decisions made by Spanish SMEs at the most critical moment since the 2008 global financial crisis, on female executives. Second, unlike previous studies in the strategy literature related to top management teams based on the influence on the entire team rather than on one individual person, we focus on one single person, the CEO, given the weight that this figure has in small and medium enterprises. While previous studies have measured the level of firm innovation through exploring corporate boards as decision-making groups (e.g., [26,27]), this article focuses on female CEOs as one individual person. Third, the study fills a significant gap in strategic decisions on female CEOs participation in Spanish SMEs. The current study aims to extend this literature by analyzing previous strategic decisions on the gender of future leaders. To this end, we have adopted a multi-theoretical framework [28,29], drawing from insights provided by agency, legitimacy, stakeholder, institutional and signaling theories in conducting our analysis.



The results of the study show that businesses run by women are positively and significantly related to prior adoption of measures of conciliation of labor and family life, pursuing a strategy based on expanding the geographical coverage and being firms more innovative than companies from competition.



The remainder of this article is organized as follows. Section two contains a discussion of the literature relevant about gender diversity in corporate governance and the importance of diversity in organizational innovation. Section three develops the research hypotheses and describes the research methods. Section four presents and analyses the empirical results, and finally, section five presents the discussion and conclusion.




2. Theoretical background


2.1. Gender Diversity and Corporate Governance


There are various approaches from which corporate governance issues have been addressed. A substantial literature has focused on agency theory [30,31,32,33] and on how to reduce the agency costs. This theory suggests that when ownership and control are unified agency costs are reduced [31]. As Li [34,35] indicated, mutual monitoring between top executives is an important substitute for other governance mechanisms since it can mitigate agency problems. The potentially self-interested CEO can be monitored and constrained by the number two executive in a firm, who is more likely to be female [35]. Nevertheless, in the context of SMEs, smaller agency costs are expected due to the minor separation of ownership and control and the minor conflicts in the management relationship. In these firms, the CEO’s role is essential. According to Martín-Ugedo et al. [36] (p. 3), “the CEO may be more important than the board in the running of a company because he/she deals with the day-to-day operations of the firm. In addition, in SMEs the board is less likely to constrain the CEO”. Female participation studies in the decision-making process have long been concentrated on listed companies, and there are fewer studies based on SMEs. It is important to note that in the corporate governance studies, an extensive research stream is focusing on the topic of women on boards of directors [37,38,39].



Moreover, from a broader perspective, other approaches such as legitimacy, stakeholder, signaling and institutional theories have been used in the studies about corporate governance and its connections with the role of women in company decision-making. While agency theory mainly focuses on shareholders rather than on a broader spectrum of stakeholders, “social and political theories”, such as those mentioned above, also consider a broader set of agents. Under these perspectives, the gradual introduction of women in decision-making positions and its relations with corporate governance issues can be addressed. Stakeholder theory [40] suggests that organizations have to meet multiple expectations of their various stakeholder groups, rather than only those of their shareholders, going beyond simple economic or financial performance. Society and governments are demanding higher diversity and gender empowerment in business, as well as in other areas [41].



Signaling and legitimacy theories have also been used in the context of gender and corporate governance. Signaling theory [42,43,44] suggests that companies will try to reduce the information asymmetries by sending signals to interested parties. Moreover, legitimacy theory [45,46,47] is based on a “social contract” between the organization and society at large so that the survival of the organization is determined by both market forces and society’s expectations. The gender profile of the company will act as a signal for the market and potential executives’ candidates. Additionally, gender inclusion and ceiling glass reduction are social tendencies that companies should take into account not only because of the potential direct effects on their performance but also due to social and legitimacy requirements of the society in which they operate. In the same way, stakeholders have an influence in both social norms generally accepted in the organization and institutional practices. Thereby, according to institutional theory [48,49], organizations adopt and adhere to standard institutional practices in order to enhance or protect their legitimacy by conforming to the expectations of institutions and stakeholders.



Another related empirical research has explored the relationship between board gender diversity and firm financial performance [50,51,52,53], social performance and sustainability [54,55,56,57,58,59,60,61]. Some authors relate diversity to intangible assets that generate returns for shareholders [62]. Bernardi and Threadgill [63] confirm the influence of female directors on the increase of socially responsible corporate behavior, including charitable giving, community involvement, and outside recognition of employee benefits.



Previous research on the diversity in the boardroom has often focused on tokenism theories [64,65,66], and numerous studies have addressed the barriers facing women in the upper echelons of organizations [65,67,68]. Concerning compensation incentives as governance, Core and Guay [69] develop a model for the optimal level of equity incentives for CEOs. Some authors suggest a positive association between external industry pay gap and firm performance, firm risk, the riskiness of firm investment and financial policies, offering evidence of the external interactions between CEOs in the industry tournament [70]. Other authors highlight the importance of the level of competitiveness of the industry when studying the impact of corporate governance on the efficiency of the firm. For example, Giroud and Mueller [71] find that firms in non-competitive industries benefit more from good governance than firms in competitive industries do.



Several studies have examined gender differences in executive pay among male and female managers. Some of them found that men executives are compensated at higher levels than women [72,73]. Conversely, Bugeja, Matolcsy, and Spiropoulos [74] found no difference in compensation for female CEOs, and others found differences in its composition [75]. According to some authors, once the women have been able to climb the corporate ladder to the top, female executives face no gender bias in remuneration. On the contrary, before the economic crisis of 2008, Lee and James [76] suggested that the reactions of the investors were more unfavorable to the appointment of female than male CEOs.



On the other hand, the level of influence of the executive director on the firm’s strategy is another critical issue. Lee and James [76] (p. 228) maintained that notwithstanding a pipeline of female executives is almost on par with their male peers, the distribution of women in top management and executive positions is strongly biased in favor of men. Moreover, despite the 2008 financial-economic crisis, research suggests cautious optimism about the future of women managers [77].




2.2. Women’s Participation in Organizational and Innovative Strategies


Another line of research has focused on the relation between the impact on the strategic choice on innovation fields of firms and top management teams’ diversity [78]. Most of these studies focus on the entire team rather than to one individual person [78,79,80]. Muller-Kahle and Schiehll [81] (p. 667) also mentioned that “the drivers or determinants of female CEOs’ power in organizations have been understudied”, and the relation of women directors and female executive has been largely neglected in existing studies to date [82] (p. 452). However, as pointed out by Wang and Kelan [82] (p. 449) “a particular area of interest within this stream of the literature has been women’s participation in organizational decision making as a result of holding leadership positions”. Other research highlights the importance of gender diversity in organizational innovation [83,84]. Nakagawa [85] found in a study of Japanese women managers a positive relationship between women’s managerial participation and firm performance, thus gender diversity could provide a source of competitive advantage.



Torchia et al. [84] analyzed the contribution of female directors to firm innovation by strategic board tasks and found that the level of firm organizational innovation is higher when there is a critical mass of women (at least three). Na and Shin [86] found a positive relationship between female top management and marketing innovation as well as between female ownership and several innovation measures in emerging countries. In addition, the literature on corporate governance suggests that the effects of ownership and governance variables could impact innovation in SMEs differently than in large companies [87]. Moreover, for given R&D expenditure, Chen et al. [88] found greater innovative success when there is a greater representation of women in the board of directors.




2.3. Reconciliation of Work and Family Life


Schwartz [89] offers several reasons why talented women make sound business sense. Regarding female entrepreneurs, some authors find that, from an integrated perspective, to be an entrepreneur is compatible with being a mother, wife or daughter [90,91]. Some women become entrepreneurs because, in this way, they have flexibility, facilitating the balance between work and family [91,92]. Another reason that leads to an increase in the number of female entrepreneurial initiatives is a reaction against persistent discrimination in the labor market [93]. Regarding differences between men and women, for some authors, women seek a balance between work and family life, while men are more motivated by the creation of wealth or by economic progress [94,95,96,97]. According to Clevenger and Singh [98], the conflict between work and family could be one of the causes of the glass ceiling.



In Spain, the results of a survey carried out in the early nineties showed that the obstacles that faced women executives to advance their professional careers were, “discrimination, the male culture of organizations and male communication networks, family ties, the timetable system and self-imposed limitations” [12] (p. 199). As Muller-Kahle and Schiehll [81] (p. 668) note, “Some studies addressing the glass cliff concept suggest that, given the extremely demanding and challenging corporate environments in which women generally work, they tend to accept CEO and other leadership positions in companies with high potential for failure”. On the contrary, other studies suggest that women are more risk-averse [75,99,100], which implies a preference for strategic decisions with less assumed risk. Therefore, women are supposed to be more conservative as entrepreneurs than men because of their greater aversion [101,102,103,104], and they will be more attracted to those companies in which non-related diversification strategies are run. Geographical diversity offers a reduction of the global risk of the company. On the contrary, policies of growth in the same market/product suppose an increase in the global risk of the company.



Moreover, females may be particularly sensitive to certain social responsible organizational practices [39], such as those related to the reconciliation of work and family life. Therefore, on the one hand, those companies with sensitivity towards conciliation will value feminine profile features. On the other hand, signaling theory [42,43,44] offers support to the higher presence of women in executive positions on those companies. Potential female candidates will positively value information about the responsible social preference of the firm when they consider applying for an executive position. As Srinidhi et al. [105] point out “in general, female participation on boards is seen to be favourable for several reasons, such as females (relative to males) are more sensitive to charitable and community matters, have a wider educational and work experience background and communicate in a more participatory manner which often encourages a broader perspective and inclusion of stakeholder needs”. Reconciliation opportunities as part of the total compensation model may act as a signaling element, given that these measures are highly assessed by women.



Stakeholder theory suggests that a company is required to respond to a multiplicity of stakeholders [40]. Additionally, according to the legitimacy theory, companies should take into account the trends and demands of society and frame their activities within the social changes. The trend towards the introduction of women’s participation in decision-making positions is justified both by the social requirements of female representation and for the possible improvements in the company’s performance. Therefore, it is expected that the decisions of the organization are consistent with gender diversity trends. As Kartadjumena and Rodgers [106] argue, companies can improve their management decisions when the interests of different stakeholders are taken into account, in addition to shareholders.



For Daily, Certo and Dalton [107], women could better understand the needs of female customers. James [108] explores the advantages of learning and innovation resulting from work-life balance provision in knowledge-intensive companies, as part of a mutual gains research agenda. James [108] (p. 288) found that “by making available the kinds of work-life balance arrangements self-reported by workers as offering meaningful reductions in gendered everyday work-life conflicts, employers can also enhance the kinds of learning and innovation processes that are widely recognized as fundamental to firms’ long-term sustainable competitive advantage”.





3. Study Design and Hypotheses Development


This study investigates the effects of several variables related to the business strategy followed in 2008, the year hardest hit by the current economic crisis and its impact on the future incorporation of women in management five years later. The objective of this study is to better understand the influence of several strategic decisions in a representative sample of small and medium Spanish enterprises at the most critical moment of the current economic crisis in the future presence of women leaders.



Potential hypotheses are categorized into different groups based on the structure of a questionnaire. In order to test the validity of the strategic decisions, we examine three aspects, past actions, current behavior and practices, and future prospects of SMEs in Spain. Hence, we want to test whether the influence of strategic decisions positively affects the future of female executives in these firms. To test our hypotheses, we developed a questionnaire with 19 items (the items are set out in Table 1) grouped into fourth dimensions: (1) strategic actions undertaken by the company in the 2006–2008 period before the financial crisis, (2) firm general information in 2008, (3) firm information about measures to balance work and family life in 2008, and (4) position of the enterprise respect to competition in 2008. Responses to the questionnaire were used to construct the variables. The items were developed based on previous dimensions. A seven-scale instrument was used to measure the position of the company compared to the competition, with one being strongly much lower than the competition and seven being strongly much higher than the competition. Moreover, we obtain information from secondary sources for the post-crisis variables.



Therefore, we formulate the following hypotheses:




	(I)

	
Hypotheses relating to pre-crisis strategies:



Hypothesis Ia: There is a positive relationship between the firms that have introduced innovative processes in the pre-crisis period and the presence of Female CEO five years later.



Hypothesis Ib: There is a positive relationship between the firms that have created new products or improved service in the pre-crisis period and the presence of Female CEO five years later.




	(II)

	
Hypotheses relating to strategies during the crisis:



Hypothesis IIa: Firms with a strong competitive position on strategic issues are more likely to be run by women five years later.



Hypothesis IIb: Firms implementing measures to balance working life and family are more likely to be run by women five years later.




	(III)

	
Hypotheses relating to future strategies:



Hypothesis IIIa: Firms having a future growth strategy are more likely to be run by women five years later.









For each hypothesis, there is no single theory but a combination of those mentioned in the theoretical framework. Different authors suggest that the use of more than one approach helps to obtain a greater understanding of the practice [109,110]. As noted by Gray et al. [111] theories should be complementary to each other.




4. Data and Methodology


This study builds on a representative sample of Spanish small and medium-sized enterprises in a central-eastern province of Spain (Teruel). This data set relies on the SABI (Iberian Balance Sheets Analysis Systems) database in 2008 and in 2015 (the latest information provided is for January 2013). Besides, information about strategic business decisions used in this analysis comes from a survey conducted in 2008, the year in which the economic downturn manifested critically.



The initial data sample consists of all non-financial firms belonging to the services sector in 2008, a total of 1,652 enterprises. Throughout this year, a questionnaire was prepared and sent by post and by electronic mail to all the firms, potential respondents, together with a stamped addressed return envelope in the case of the traditional post mail. When the letters were returned or not answered, we interviewed the possible respondent by phone. At the beginning of the survey, to avoid non-response or self-selection bias, the interviewers placed particular emphasis on the anonymity of the responses and informed that no individualized or confidential data on the results would be distributed. In this way, we tried to avoid the possible non-response of those firms that fear that their information may reach the hands of potential competitors or that it may be misused. The sample necessary for the study, with a confidence level of 95 percent and a low mistake to +-4 for 100, is 441 companies. The final response of 522 represents about a 31.6 per cent response rate, more than usual in this kind of surveys. This supposes an estimation error of 3.55 percent for the mentioned level of confidence. Definitively, it is possible to indicate that the sample represents a great set of companies of the population as a whole, which allows the results to be generalized, although “leading thinkers and methodologists from both the postpositivist and constructivist schools have long recognized that generalizations can never be made with certainty” [112] (p. 1457). According to Polit and Beck [112] no method, qualitative or quantitative, is perfect when it comes to generalizing the results.



In this section, we are trying to build up a model to predict female CEO presence on firms in 2013, using data on strategic decisions obtained in 2008. We are searching for associations between the firms running by women and different items in the survey and other control variables.



The dependent variable is dichotomous; the two categories of CEOs, are male and female.



Since we are interested in the odds of female CEO, the reference category is men. Therefore, women were coded as one and men as zero. Based on the research questions and because our dependent variables are dichotomous, such a female CEO versus male CEO, logistic regression seemed to be the best method of analysis, so our approach draws from logistic regression model to test our hypotheses.



The logistic regression model employs the binomial probability theory. There are two values to predict: that probability (P) is one rather than zero, i.e., the female CEOs belong to one firm rather than the others. A model is created that includes all predictor variables that are useful in predicting the response variable. Logistic regression calculates the probability of success over the likelihood of failure. Since the research question is whether strategic decision variables would affect the odds of CEO differently for men and women, the statistical method employed was binary logistic regression. The general form of a logistic regression equation from which the probability of Y is given by:


  P  ( Y )  =    1  1 +  e   β 0  +  β  1 i    x  1 i   +  β  2 i    x  2 i   + ⋯ + +  β  n i    x  n i        



(1)







In which P(Y) is the probability of Y occurring, e is the base of natural logarithms, and β are the coefficients. A value close to zero means that Y is very unlikely to have occurred, and a value to one implies that Y is very likely to have occurred. In our study, the logistic model predicts the probability of a woman being CEO for the ith firm. Therefore, for a given firm, Y will be either zero if the outcome did not occur or one if the outcome did occur. On the other hand, P(Y) will be a value between zero and one, where zero is no chance that the CEO being women and one means that certainly the CEO will be a woman in 2013.



Following the proposed hypotheses, the predictor variables considered in this study are represented by the answers to the questions that were asked to interviewees. The model includes the predictor variables listed in Table 1. We included three control variables that are used in prior studies: firm age, firm size measured by the number of employees, and the number of owners. As stated by Ali [113] (p. 8), “compared to old firms, new firms with less formalized policies and practices may be better positioned to capitalize on the benefits of gender diversity, such as creativity and innovation”. Regarding the size of the firm, some studies suggest that enterprises managed by women tend to be smaller than those run by men [114,115].



Logistic regression provides knowledge of the relationships among the variables, in this case, the propensity for firms to be run by women. Two logistic regression models were performed with Female CEO as the dependent variable. The first model included as predictor variables: D1, D2, D3, D4, D5, D6, D13, D14, D15, D16 and three control variables. The second model included: D1, D2, D3, D4, D5, D6, D7, D8, D9, D10, D11, D12, D13, D14, D15, D16 and three control variables.



We developed two logistic regression equations with the predictor and control variables as:


   ln  (  o d d s   o f   f e m a l e   C E O   i n   2013  )  =  β 0  +  β 1   D  1  ( 1 )    +  β 2   D  2  ( 1 )    +  β 3   D  3  ( 1 )       +  β 4   D  4  ( 1 )    +  β 5   D  13  ( 1 )    +  β 6   D  14  ( 1 )    +  β 7   D  15  ( 1 )    +  β 8   D  16  ( 1 )    +  β 9   (  F i r m   A g e  )  +  β  10    (  F i r m   S i z e  )     +  β  11    (  N u m b e r   o f   o w n e r s  )  + ε                 ( Model   I )   



(2)






   ln  (  o d d s   o f   f e m a l e   C E O   i n   2013  )  =  β 0  +  β 1   D  1  ( 1 )    +  β 2   D  2  ( 1 )    +  β 3   D  3  ( 1 )    +     β 4   D  4  ( 1 )    +  β 5   D 5  +  β 6   D 6  +  β 7   D 7  +  β 8   D 8  +  β 9   D 9  +  β 10   D 10  +  β 11   D 11  +  β 12   D 12  +     β 13   D  13  ( 1 )    +  β 14   D  14  ( 1 )    +  β 15   D  15  ( 1 )    +  β 16   D  16  ( 1 )    +  β 17   (  F i r m   A g e  )  +     β 18   (  F i r m   S i z e  )  +  β  19    (  N u m b e r   o f   o w n e r s  )  + ε               ( Model   II )   



(3)







A positive value of R2 indicates that as the predictor variable increases, so does the likelihood of the CEO being women. A negative value implies as that the predictor variable increases, the probability of the outcome occurring decreases. If a variable has a small value of R2 then it contributes only a small amount of the model. The odds ratio (Exp (B)) of an event occurring are defined as the probability of an event occurring divided by the likelihood of that event no occurring:


  O d d s =     P  (  e v e n t  )    P  (  n o   e v e n t  )     



(4)






  P  (  e v e n t   Y  )  =    1  1 +  e  − (  β 0  +  β  1 i    x  1 i   +  β  2 i    x  2 i   + … + +  β  n i    x  n i   )      



(5)







If the value is higher than one, then it indicates that as the predictor increases, the odds of the outcome occurring increase. Conversely, a value less than one suggests that as the predictor increases, the odds of the outcome occurring decrease. Values less than one mean that as the predictor variable increases, the odds of CEO being women in 2013 decrease. The positive values indicate that the CEO will be a woman is more likely than will be a man, while the negative values indicate that be a woman executive is more likely than no to occur.




5. Results


In this section, the data analysis and SPSS results based on the Spanish SMEs data collected are analyzed and discussed. The empirical results are based on data for 522 service firms, in 2008; however, 97 data were lost in 2013, leaving the sample reduced to 425 companies. Regarding the follow-up loss bias, typical of cohort studies where observations are totally or partially lost over time, the values that can be considered subject to bias are not reached, since the value of 18.58% loss between the data of the first and the second cohort is below the value of 20% indicated in previous studies [116].



Table 2 summarizes descriptive statistics for the main variables analyzed in this study, the differences between the strategic decisions taken in 2008, differentiated by the female and male executives in 2013. Only 22.13 percent of executive managers are female over the sample period of 2013.



In summary, the descriptive statistics show that more female executives run firms in 2013 that decided to grow by expanding the size of the business that held at that time by offering products or services related with the existing ones or expanding their geographical coverage. In addition, descriptive statistics indicate that firms that had introduced improvements in their products in the 2006–2008 period, had slightly above more female CEOs five years later, in 2013. The average age of the firms is 19.61 years in the case of men and 19.27 in the case of women; more female executives are found in younger companies than men executives. Regarding the size of the company measured by number of employees, the statistics’ descriptive part shows that the average number of employees, in enterprises run by women was 3.54, while in firms run by men the average was 4.46 employees, so executive women manage more small firms than their male counterparts. Ownership of these companies was concentrated in few hands; in the case of companies run by male CEOs in 2013, the average was 3.58 owners, while businesses in companies directed by women had an average of 2.06 owners.



The main results of the two models of logistic regression in our investigation are presented in Table 3. From this information, research questions can be answered.



Two logistic regressions models were conducted to assess whether the independent variables significantly predicted whether or not a female executive run a firm. Being as the dependent variable, Female CEO is a dummy variable that takes the value one, when the CEO is a woman and zero otherwise. In the model one when all predictor variables are considered together, they significantly predict whether or not a woman runs a firm.



The full model one significantly predicted Female CEO (Omnibus chi-square = 31.57, df = 13, p < 0.03). The Chi-square p-value suggests that the overall model predicts female CEO occurrence or non-occurrence significantly better than when only the constant was included. The model accounted for between 24 percent and 40 percent of the variance on female CEO, with 84.6 percent of CEOs successfully predicted. Table 3 gives coefficients, the Wald statistic and associated degrees of freedom, and probability values for each of the predictor variables. This shows that items D14(1), D4(1), D5, and D6 reliably predicted female CEOs. The value of the coefficient of the position of the firm compared to the competition on the growing in recent years (item D6) reveals that an increase in the value of this predictor is associated with a decrease in the odds of female CEO, by a factor of 0.44. The coefficient of this variable suggests a negative relationship between this variable and female CEO occurrence. The implications of the results are as follows. They suggest that the position of the firm compared to the competition on the growing is negatively associated with female CEO, otherwise, it is more likely finding female CEOs in companies that have grown less than the competition in recent years. On the contrary, each unit increases the position of the firm compared to the competition introducing innovations (item D5) score is associated with an increase in the odds of female CEO by a factor of 2.41.



On the other hand, the categorical variable coding of D14(1), company plans to expand its activity in the coming years by expanding the geographical coverage, indicates that when the company plans to spread out its activity in the coming years expanding its geographic coverage, the probability that in the future the CEO being a woman is 4.37 times high than the probability of being a man. Furthermore, the item D4(1) suggests that when the firm applied any measure of reconciliation of work and family life, the likelihood that CEO being a woman in 2013 is 6.88 times greater than whether the company did not implement reconciliation measures.



The odds of female CEO improve by 2.41 times for each unit increase in D5 test score. Therefore, when the firm is more innovative than the competition, it is more likely that in the future the company is managed by a woman.



The Model II significantly predicted Female CEO (Omnibus chi-square = 40.12, df = 19, p < 0.03). The pseudo R2 estimates indicate that approximately 30 percent and 51 percent of the variance on whether the CEO is a female can be predicted from the combination of independent variables. We can see that 88.6 percent of the CEOs were predicted correctly. Model II reports that D4(1), D5, D6, D8, D13(1), D14(1) are significant. The values of the coefficient of D4(1) reveal that when D4 is one, this means that the firm implemented measures to reconcile work and family life in 2008, suggesting that firms that contributed to balance family and personal life have a probability of 15.76 times to be led by female CEOs in 2013.



The item D13(1) concerning the decision of the company to expand its activity in the coming years increasing the size of the current business is negatively associated with female CEOs, that is, it is more likely to find female CEOs in businesses that do not plan to expand their activity that in those that opt for growing. In contrast, the sign of D14(1) suggests that firms seeking to grow to expand the geographical coverage are 4.30 times more likely to be managed by women in the future.



The sign of the predictor D4(1) indicates that firms that have adopted measures to reconcile work and family life are 15.76 times more likely to be managed by women in the future than those led by men.



The results suggest that when the relative position of the firm is less competitive in prices, it is more likely to have female executives, but the significance is low. On the other hand, when the position of the firm compared to its competitors on introducing innovations is stronger, the likelihood that the company will be administered by women is 9.7 times higher, with statistically significant differences at the level of p < 0.001. Notwithstanding, it is more likely to find female CEO in firms that have grown less than their competitors.




6. Discussion and Conclusions


This paper extends the work on female executives in the service sector. The study drew on a sample of SMEs in Spain to advance our understanding about the characteristics of businesses run by women in this industry. By looking at the 2008 global economic recession, the article attempts to investigate the contribution of strategic decisions of firms at that time in the future presence of female executives in SMEs. To this end, we formulated a questionnaire in 2008 about strategic business decisions and tried to predict the influence of these actions on the later likelihood that women ran companies.



Two binomial logistic regressions were conducted in order to find the set of predictors which best discriminate between male and female CEOs. The dependent variable is, therefore, a categorical variable which takes on the values zero or one depending on whether the CEO in 2013 has been female or not. In the first model, three statistically significant variables were selected in the logistic regression to explain female CEOs in SMEs in a positive way: firms that have affirmed they will expand their business in the coming years by expanding the geographical coverage, business that applied measures of reconciliation of work and family life, and firms that introduced more innovations compared to the competition. Chen et al. [88] also found that female representation is positively associated with performance only for leading innovative firms. Kanter [65] also noted that companies high on innovation tend to employ more women.



By contrast, a better position of the firm on growth terms, compared to competitors, has negatively contributed to predicting the existence of female executives. It is more likely finding female executives in companies that have grown less than their competitors in recent years. These findings are consistent with theories that suggest that women are less likely to take risks. This approach presumes that the theory of agency anticipates lower costs of agent behaviors contrary to the interests of the principal [31]. Regarding business that applied measures of reconciliation of work and family life, the results follow the same line as those obtained by Blasco-Burriel et al. [13] for Spanish women entrepreneurs. A possible explanation could be that the shortage of women entrepreneurs is due to the conflict between family and work life. Perhaps, the introduction of measures of reconciliation of work and family life in SME led women to accept an executive position. Flexibility between job and family would be in line with other studies [91,92]. This study also links up with the signaling theory that observes that the characteristics of the company, in this case of labor flexibility, could attract women to occupy executive positions. By incorporating women to the management position, companies contribute to reducing the glass ceiling and add to meeting the expectations required by society as demanded by the theory of legitimacy.



In the second model, the three statistically significant variables contributing to the prediction of businesses managed by women coincide with model I: firms that have affirmed they will expand their business in the coming years by expanding the geographical coverage, business that applied measures of reconciliation of work and family life, and firms that introduced innovations compared to the competition. In this model, two additional variables contribute significantly to predicting firms managed by women, the relative position of the firm on setting competitive prices influences positively, and the future growth of the company focusing on current products or markets impacts negatively. Again, the most risk-averse profile of women would explain this result.



Based on these results, it can be concluded that the probability that a CEO is a woman is higher on firms that at the height of the financial crisis affirmed that they applied measures of reconciliation of work and family life, were more innovative than their competitors, and would expand their business in the coming years by expanding the geographical coverage, but they have grown less than the competition in recent years and would not expand the size of their current business on the same products and markets. Han et al. [1] find that enterprise size has a significantly negative impact on the presence of female-CEOs.



The study proposes theoretical and practical insights into the corporate diversity debate. On the one hand, this article offers a further essential contribution by understanding female CEOs presence, predicting whether the CEO is male or female, and promoting sustainable small and medium enterprise development during times of crisis. Particularly, the results of the two models coincide in providing strong evidence that firms with a larger fraction of female CEOs (1) previously applied more measures of conciliation of labor and family life, (2) adopted growth strategy based on expanding the geographical coverage, and (3) were more innovative than their competitors. Our results also highlight that SMEs that have grown more than their competitors in recent years and have formulated strategies of growth intensifying the size of their current business are less likely to have female CEOs. These results are in line with those obtained by Han et al. [1], reflecting the influence of the firm characteristic on the gender of CEOs.



Moreover, our study contributes to complementary theoretical perspectives on corporate governance of SMEs firms. Several theories, such as agency, stakeholders, legitimacy, signaling or institutional approaches have been integrated in order to derive predictions about the relation between a number of strategic decisions of SMEs and the future presence of females on executive positions in the Spanish crisis context, as well as to obtain fuller understanding of and deep insights into female participation in business. We consider that it is not adequate to use a single theory for our theoretical framework due to the fact “that theory is always incomplete in the social sciences” [111] (p. 9).



The present study offers several significant and decisive contributions. With these results, this paper adds evidence to research showing that strategic decisions have both direct and mediating effects on the prediction of businesses run by women. Our analysis reveals that the future presence of female CEO is not so much influenced by past business decisions as by present strategies and by the forecasts about future policies to be followed in the medium and long term. As for current strategy, the commitment to innovation and conciliation as a competitive advantage over competing companies stands out for its positive effect on the future presence of women. In the opposite direction, it should be noted the strong position in terms of growth, since these firms will have the lowest future female presence. As for future strategies, among those companies that are committed to growth, the least risky strategy is these that have a more significant relationship with the female presence. The positive impact of growth through market diversification stands out, while future growth strategies based on the same products or services as the current ones, have the opposite effect.



According to our results, it can be suggested that companies and governments must continue to invest and promote innovation, as well as the implementation of conciliation measures, even in situations of difficulties and economic crisis, among other reasons because of their positive influence on the future presence of women on making-decision positions.



Therefore, our results are important, not only for academics and practitioners but for government and policy-makers. They should consider the importance of these findings in order to enhance the glass ceiling and gender diversity policies. They offer suggestions to improve the current regulation and practices. Guidelines focused on the mentioned issues will help to increase female participation in executive positions and to reduce the glass ceiling. In 2007, Spain became one of the first countries in the European Union to implement a recommended gender quota law for women’s participation on boards [117]. Nowadays, large Spanish companies have to implement compulsory equality plans, and it is planned to extend to smaller companies.



Despite several significant findings, this study has some limitations, which suggest several opportunities for potential research. One of the limitations arises from the lack of more rich information about the profile of the CEO. Unfortunately, in the database used there is no information on some variables, such as the remuneration of women managers, age or previous work experience, and therefore, we could not perform some analysis. It should be taken into account that women are not randomly assigned o executive positions among firms, but unobservable individuals’ characteristics may affect female promotion. In future research, it would be interesting to tackle this bias controlling for a set of individual executive features [118]. Nevertheless, the corporate governance perspective adopted in this analysis complements previous alternative approaches based on the CEO’s profile.



On the other hand, we have combined primary information from a survey with data obtained from SABI (Iberian Balance Analysis System) database. The delay in the publication of the information led to the fact that more up-to-date analyzes could not be performed.



In the future, researchers could replicate the study in other regions or countries as well as in other industries and could even compare the service sector with other sectors with a lower presence of women in management positions. Differences in the economic, social or cultural context, as well as in the participation of women in the economic sphere, may imply differences in the results. It would also be interesting to analyze whether there are measures aimed at achieving greater flexibility between work and family in other sectors and countries. In addition, based on the agency’s theory, in future studies, it would be interesting to analyze whether there is a duality between executive women and family members in SMEs so that by enjoying certain control rights over the company, they could influence the decision strategies in the organization.
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