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Abstract

This study examines how Romanian stakeholders view the implementation of the recently
adopted "Women on Boards" EU Directive (WoB Directive). The study adopts a qualitative and
exploratory research paradigm and inductive inquiry methodology using semi-structured
interview for data collection and thematic analysis method.

The scholarly literature on gender-based differences in leadership styles, the glass ceiling for
women, or research studies have been conducted showing conflicting results on various metrics;
nevertheless, the Romanian context is largely unexplored.

The research validates that the deeply ingrained gender biases prevail in the perspectives shared
by relevant stakeholders, and determine the majority of barriers, challenges and risks identified
for the implementation of the WoB Directive in Romania. A particularity rooted in the 50 years
of communist regime fostered the current large pool and pipeline of qualified women, which is
the primary enabler for a fast and successful implementation of WoB Directive. The findings also
identify and validate that gender biases are the major determinant for different yet
complementary leadership style of women and men and that gender-balanced teams make
better, more sustainable, and more inclusive decisions.

This research contributes to gender-based leadership theory and practise by revealing Romanian
context, as well as the role of policymaking in shaping society. The study proposes a model to
reduce barriers and to exploit Romanian context-specific enablers for fast and successful WoB
Directive implementation.



Introduction

This research was motivated by the debates over the performance benefits of having more
women in business decision-making structures and the legitimacy of policymakers imposing
gender quotas in corporate leadership structures.

Scholars have extensively investigated numerous models of corporate governance and
leadership styles in an effort to comprehend their relationship with business success or failure,
and their effort resulted in myriad of studies showing conflicting results on the business case for
gender equality in boardrooms.

Additionally, for decades now, disruptors like rapid technological advancement, severe financial
crises, or climate change, as well as the rising VUCA characteristics of the economic environment,
have been observed, studied and analysed and they have shed a light on the role of policymakers
in developing better regulations that can reduce both the risks and losses that communities are
facing as a result of various disruptors.

Consequently, based on the research and studies on gender-based leadership, gender parity
leadership is widely regarded as leading to better, more inclusive, and more sustainable
decisions, which policymakers view as the solution to escalating disruptions that impact
communities and result in structural discrimination and inequality. However, the lack of
conclusive evidence that gender balanced leadership is positively associated with business
performance and sustainability, as well as the approach of binding quotas to compel greater
gender parity in the business decision-making structure, fuel resistances and controversies
surrounding WoB Directive.

Moreover, throughout the humankind history, the primary role of woman in society to
perpetuate human species made her dependent of and subdue to man, still determines societal
prototype of woman and man which maintain deeply ingrained gender biases and foster the
structural discrimination against women.

Since the WoB Directive is essentially a mechanism which disturbs social norms, unconscious
gender biases are in fact the root causes of controversies around WoB Directive.

The purpose of this study is to examine the extent to which gender-based differences in
leadership exist in the Romanian landscape and how Romanian stakeholders perceive the
barriers and opportunities arising from the implementation of the WoB Directive. As a mother
and a woman who broke the glass ceiling in Romanian high-level leadership, my personal
qguestions were: Is the gender parity really needed or useful in Romania? and Should women
presence in leadership be forced by WoB Directive in Romania?

As such, the investigation has few distinct objectives:

1. review the regulatory, academic, and practitioner literature on women on boards in
general and the Women on Boards Directive in particular, with a focus on the Romanian
context;

2. to conduct a qualitative examination of the perceptions of relevant stakeholders in order
to make recommendations to improve their collaboration for the rapid and successful
implementation of the WoB Directive in Romania.

The research paper is divided into four sections: a brief literature review, followed by specifics
about the chosen research methodology, the key findings of the research, and finally, a discussion
of the research's contribution to theory and practise.
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Literature Review
Binding quotas as effective mechanism of change

Both hard and soft approaches have pros and cons, and the best one may depend on a country's
cultural, political, and economic context. Hard approaches have been criticised as they may lead
to tokenism, where women are appointed to boards based on quotas rather than merit and they
may face resistance from businesses and other stakeholders. Soft approaches promote gender
diversity through voluntary measures and incentives.

The literature reviewed regarding the opportunity of closing the gap of equal gender
representation in the boardrooms is supportive to hard approach through binding quotas.
Several studies were done to compare the results of different equal gender policies adopted by
different countries (Arndt & Wrohlich 2019; Humbert et al. 2019; Clark, Arora & Gabaldon 2021;
Mensi-Klarbach, Leixnering & Schiffinger 2021), and congruently showed that binding quotas
regulation with sanctions in place is an effective instrument for increasing the women
representation in decision making roles. Also, there are studies to examine the effect of
increasing of women presence in the companies’ boards on presence of women on decision
making position below board level - so called trickle-down effect. A number of these studies
showed a causality between the presence of women in boardroom and increase number of
women CEO, top executives and managers (Guldiken, Mallon, Fainshmidt, Judge, & Clark 2019,
Oliver, Krause, Busenbark, & Kalm 2018, Bilimoria 2006, Cook & Glass 2015, Matsa & Miller 2011,
Skaggs, Stainback & Duncan 2012, Biswas, Roberts & Stainback 2021, Gould, Kulik &
Sardeshmukh 2018). Couple of studies (Bertrand, Black, Jensen & Lleras-Muney 2019, Maida &
Weber 2020) did not observed significant evidence for trickle-down effect, although both studies
expressed that longer time might be needed for improved gender balance in the boardroom to
observe the trickle-down effect in organisations.

A recent study (2021) commissioned by European Parliament's Policy Department for Citizens'
Rights and Constitutional Affairs at the request of the JURI Committee entitled "Women on Board
Policies in Member States and the Effects on Corporate Governance" reviewed the three types
of regulations used in Member states and found that Member States that introduced binding
gender quotas made significant progress and proved that gender quotas are the most effective.

The presence of women on boards and business economic performance

In the last two decades countless books and academic articles have been written on the
controversial subject of women presence in the highest decision-making levels and a myriad of
research studies have been conducted showing conflicting results on various metrics.

A stream of studies has shown that companies with more women on their boards tend to perform
better financially. This can be attributed to the fact that greater gender diversity brings a range
of benefits, including increased innovation, better decision-making, and improved risk
management, therefore businesses can tap into a wider range of perspectives and experiences,
which can help them to better understand and respond to changing market conditions.

Another stream of studies showed that the positive relation between economic effect and the
presence of women in the boardroom may not be causal as economic result of a company is
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driven by various endogenous factors. As such, it is difficult to identify which is the effect for each
cause/factor and the positive relation presented may be subject of stereotypes (Adams 2016,
Eagly 2016, Ferreira 2015).

As many studies show conflicting results on the business case for gender equality in boardrooms,
a meta-analysis found that women in boardrooms increase accounting returns but have little
effect on market performance (Post & Byron 2015).

What do women bring to the boardroom table?

Regarding the improvement of the corporate governance and board processes a stream of
studies evidence that the presence of women on boardrooms improve the monitoring function
of the Boards, improves work atmosphere while discussion is more intense, yet fact oriented
(Kirsch & Wrohlich 2021) and decreases the level of conflict on the boardroom (Nielsen & Huse
2010). A study done in Iceland (Jonsdottir, Singh, Terjesen & Vinnicombe 2015) evidenced that in
a more gender balanced Boards the differences between the roles of women and men are
decreasing while in male dominated Boards, women tend to have a stronger role in monitoring
function of the Board while men are focused on resource provision. Their unique skills and
perspectives of women are needed to foster diversity of thought, better collaboration and
communication, understand customer and stakeholder perspectives, better manage risk and
better corporate social responsibility.

The specificity of Romanian context

Romania is ranked on bottom positions by Gender Equality Index Report 2022 for the domain of
power, in economic sub-domain, and it is one of the two member states that regressed since
2019 by 2.1 points.

Few articles on the theory of gender discrimination in management (Macarie & Moldovan, 2012)
(Moldovan, 2016) (Macarie et al., 2011) and a research study analysing the presence of women
in public administration leadership positions comprise the literature on the presence of women
in leadership in Romania. The research conducted between 2003 and 2017 reveals a balanced
presence of women and men in high and medium public leadership positions — state secretaries
and department heads — and evidence a sectorial segregation and vertical discrimination, as
women are better represented in positions with less decision-making power, however ranking
Romania higher than other member states (Nastaca at al., 2019).

Methodology
Research paradigm

Since the main aim of the study is capture and understand how different stakeholders perceive
the barriers and opportunities arising from the implementation of the newly adopted EU Women
on Boards Directive, the study adopts a subjectivist and interpretivist ontological and
epistemological positions, with a qualitative and exploratory research design and inductive
inquiry approach.



The method of semi-structures interview for data collection was used as it is well suited to collect
personal thoughts, ideas, feelings and interpretations of the participants (Smith 1975).

Sampling and data collection

According to academic research (Guest et al., 2006), 14 interviews are enough to gather
gualitative data and opinions on a single topic, while a multi-stakeholder approach helps
understand the issue.
The 14 participants—7 women, 6 men, and one gay man—with 8+ years of leadership experience
represents four stakeholder groups with different power, legitimacy, and urgency:

a) seven business decision makers - 5 women and 2 men;

b) three regulators: two state officials and one representative of financial regulatory body -

1 woman and 2 men;

c¢) two NGOs leaders of Romanian and EU organizations (1 woman and 1 man, gay);

d) two recruiters — two representants of large independent search companies, both men.
All the participants were selected for the role they will have for the implementation of WoB
Directive in Romania.
Ten face-to-face interviews — the most recommended (Bell, 2022), and four online interviews
were conducted from May 10 to May 25", 2023. They were designed for 45-60 minutes, but both,
the interview questions and duration, were flexible, in line with academic recommendations
(Morrissey, 1970).
The interview protocol set the discussion in three parts. In first part, participants were asked to
describe their experience and discuss the differences they observed between women and men
leadership styles as well as differences they have experiences working with gender-balanced
teams versus male-dominated teams. The second part, more complex, they expressed their views
on opportunities, challenges, risks, and enablers for WoB Directive implementation in Romania.
The discussions generated additional questions beyond the interview protocol. The final part was
designed to see how they would recruit two similar candidates—one woman and one man—in
the absence of any binding regulation and what they think it helped them succeed in their career
beyond professional competence. The final part lets participants to add anything relevant to the
topic.

Data analysis

The Braun & Clark six-step approach was used for the "interpretative thematic analysis"
(Schinke et al., 2013).

Step 5 Step 6
Define Themes Produce
Report

Figure 1 — Thematic analysis process



First, each interview was converted to text using voice-to-data software, and the 10 interviews
conducted in Romanian were translated using a specialised translation software. All transcripts
were verified to ensure accuracy is met.
The data were inductively coded using the NVivo software for thematic analysis Boyatzis (1998).
After coding and categorising the data, the codes were analysed to identify themes (Boyatzis,
1998) for subsequent analysis (Tuckett, 2005).
Four Themes were defined, named, and the report was created after reviewing them for a
"coherent pattern"” (Braun & Clark, 2006):

e I|dentified leadership styles In Romania

e I|dentified Complementarity of Women and Men Leadership Styles

e Identified Key Trends in Romania

e Identified Resistances, Barriers, Challenges, Risks, Opportunities and Enablers for

the Implementation of WoB Directive
e Gender Significance in WoB Directive Implementation

Ethics

Unless participants request otherwise, this study follows social research confidentiality and
anonymity rules (Wiles, et al., 2008). Participation in this study was entirely voluntary.

This study, including data collection and methodology, has been reviewed by the University
Research Ethics Committee and has been given a favourable ethical opinion for conduct.

Research limitation

The subject is highly biased, so the interview can't reveal how participants will act on the topic
(Bailey, 1987).

Another limitation is that more interviews and gender parity for each stakeholder group could
have improved answer variability within a category.

Research Findings

The findings of this investigation discuss the role of WoB Directive through binding quotas to
facilitate European goal towards gender balance in boardroom as a way to foster better,
sustainable and inclusive decisions in the boardrooms for a fairer society. This study has
identified a wide set of barriers, resistances, challenges, risks and their interdependences with
gender biases and highlights few opportunities and enablers for the implementation of WoB
Directive in Romania.

Identified Leadership Styles in Romania

The social norms that shape the distinct formations of women and men also foster their different
mindsets and behaviors in leadership roles. The Romanian gender stereotyped leader is nothing,
but a validation of patriarchal societies assigned roles for women and men. As such, Romanian
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women leaders are more cooperative, analytical, risk adverse, so they are more represented in
support jobs, whereas men leaders are more dominant, able to synthesise, risk takers, and they
are more represented in activities that are shaping the world (Curseru, 2011).

Complementarity of Women and Men Leadership Styles

Having authority and power is traditionally associated with leadership roles, therefore it seems
logical and natural that traditional men make better leaders in either politics or business. The
findings of the investigation validate the status quo of male dominance in Romanian decision-
making levels and the presence of Alpha male culture (Johnson, 2008), yet it confirms the
advantages and benefits of gender balance teams, which improve the atmosphere and add
perspectives (Hargreaves, 2021), thereby improving the decision-making process and vyielding
better, more sustainable, and more inclusive decisions.

Trends in Romania shaping women on boards

This investigation uncovered two interconnected trends both embedding the gender diversity
value and both validating the academic literature:

a) the first is the development of corporate governance toward professionalisation, which
aims to improve responsibility and accountability (Dempsey, 2013) for more sustainable
and inclusive decisions that shift the approach from Boards formed of inner circle friends
to professional board based on complementary competencies and skills which foster a
greater presence of women at the highest levels of decision-making;

b) the second is towards breaking social stereotypes as it was observed a slightly increasing
trend of men playing more active roles in family life (Trigg, 2016).

Resistances, Barriers, Challenges, Risks, Opportunities and Enablers for the Implementation of
WoB Directive

The abundant and skilled talent pool and pipeline among Romanian women is also observed in
literature (Curseru, 2011)(Nastaca et al., 2019). This is a direct result of the communist regime in
Romania, which forced everyone to work and to contribute to society (Budrina, 2012). This is the
single most important enabler for implementation of the WoB Directive in Romania.
Resistances, barriers, challenges, and risks are all deeply rooted in gender biases displayed by
men participants, whether it is unintentional sexism, discursive resistances towards maintaining
the status quo of male-dominated leadership structures, the lack of support systems for child
rearing resulting in mothers taking career breaks or the risks of tokenism. The one and only
exception to this rule is the youth and limited life experience of one of the participants who
asserts that the competence-based capitalist model must be blindly followed as the only path to
prosperity for all individuals.

Another interesting challenge is that Romanian women fairly understand equality in professional
life as being peers with the men in the boards, but they do not appear to think that they are peers
with their spouses in terms of family life. The wide understanding is that the upbringing of
children is the most important and sole responsibility of women, and they require the
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understanding and support of their spouses in order to pursue more demanding career and
professional endeavours showing guilt by daring other way and obedience towards traditional
gender roles. This results in severe time constraints for women in leadership and there were not
more than couple of general observation from two women participants that men might involve
more in house chores and children rearing. This specific interpretation of the concept of equality,
demonstrates how deeply gender biases are ingrained in all people psyche, women and men
alike, yet is the way Romanian women broke the glass ceiling to the highest leadership levels.

Gender Significance in WoB Directive Implementation

Whether or not this comes as a surprise, those stakeholders with the most power—regulators
and business representatives—displayed greater gender stereotypes. Men showed stronger
discursive resistance and women expressed stronger support for WoB Directive. This indicates
that the pace and success of implementation of the WoB Directive in Romania will depend less
on utilising their legitimacy and power and more on dealing with and neutralising the biases
displayed by the men representing regulators.

Proposed Framework

The findings of this study indicate that the gender of the representatives of the relevant
stakeholders is more important than the role of the stakeholders themselves, and that non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) and recruiters play a crucial role in raising awareness and
facilitating a better understanding of gender biases and how they influence beliefs, behaviours,
and choices. In addition, men and women of high calibre representing business as stakeholders
and regulators must collaborate and set the tone to raise awareness of complementarity of
women and men leadership styles and advocate for gender diversity in leadership and
partnership in family life as a proven way for progress.

Based on the analysis and the findings a framework for the implementation of WoB Directive in
Romania emerged, which structure and indicates how relevant stakeholder can work together to
reduce barriers and facilitate a successful implementation.



Stakeholders

Barriers

Gender discrimination
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Figure 1 — Framework for the implementation of WoB Directive in Romania

Conclusion and Contributions

Although the vicious cycle of gender stereotypes is still present in Romania, the communist
regime, although deeply oppressive, helped in neutralising some of them. As such, most of
women in Romania do not depend on men, they all seek to have financial independence and they
work hard for their career. They are seen as more independent, more ambitious and very
competent (Budrina, 2012) in comparisons with the neighbours’ countries or some countries on
the west part of Europe such as Austria or Germany which are seen as more traditionalist. Their
expertise as professionals and their leadership abilities are acknowledged and held in very high
regard.

Contribution to theory
The investigation into the implementation of the Women on Boards (WoB) Directive in Romania,

provides valuable insights into the theory of gender balance and presents how unconscious
biases lead to unconscious discrimination in the particular business landscape of Romania. This



study uncovers both overt and subtle forms of gender biases and gender-based discrimination,
shedding light on the experiences of leaders, women, and men alike, in the Romanian landscape.
This study sheds light on the gender biases as main determinant that shape gender inequality in
corporate leadership levels and identify the presence of abundant and competent women pool
and pipeline as a cultural particularity which is a strong enabler of WoB Directive implementation
in Romania.

The insights from the study contribute to the theory of gender biases by examining the underlying
attitudes, perceptions, and beliefs that influence decision-making processes related to board and
C level appointments. The multi-stakeholders approach enhances comprehensiveness of the
understanding and brought to light the dominance of gender over the role of stakeholder and
provided further evidence that individual gender biases are responsible for the formation of
systemic biases within organisations and society.

Contribution to practice

By gaining and understanding of Romanians gender biases, the research provides
recommendations to challenge and overcome them, for a fast and successfully implementation
of WoB Directive as a vehicle toward fairer society and gender balanced decision-making
structures.

The "former communist country” specificity of the Romanian cultural context fostered an
abundant and competent pool and pipeline of Romanian women, in addition to the widespread
adoption of diversity as a personal value. These findings, corroborated with the understanding
of the prevalence of gender significance over stakeholder role as described in this study enabled
identification of the path to neutralise gender biases and influence for the better implementation
of the WoB Directive in Romania. | strongly believe that Romania has prerequisite conditions to
become a success story and a model of gender balance in leadership and fairer community.
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