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Women Board Directors and Women
Making the Connection
Over the past several decades, businesses have
become more inclusive of women, dismantling many
of the traditional barriers to women’s advancement.
Although progress has been significant and is
reflected in the number of women managers at the
world’s largest companies and professional firms, it
has been slow at the very top.
Catalyst has counted the number of women on
Fortune 500 boards and in corporate officer positions
for more than ten years. Corporate officers are the
highest-level executives in an organization, often
board-appointed or board-approved.
The resulting censuses show that women have
steadily gained access to this elite level of corporate
leadership, but that in the last two years progress
has stalled.1
Why is it important to break down the barriers to
top leadership positions? What are the benefits of
more women on corporate boards and in corporate
officer ranks?

Catalyst has already studied these questions from a
financial perspective and found that companies with
higher percentages of women board directors, on
average, financially outperformed companies with
the lowest percentages of women board directors
by significant margins.2 The same correlation exists
between the percentage of women corporate officers
and financial performance.3
In this report, we explore the link between women
board directors and women corporate officers.
Specifically:
• What does the percentage of board seats held
by women tell us about future increases in
corporate officer positions held by women?
• What are the implications for businesses and
for women?
Catalyst analyzed4 the relationship between the
percentage of women board directors that a Fortune
500 company had in 2001 and the percentage of
women corporate officers the same company had
in 2006. The analysis controlled for the effects of
industry (since some industries are more likely

1. Catalyst, 2007 Catalyst Census of Women Board Directors of the Fortune 500 (2007); Catalyst, 2007 Catalyst Census of Women
Corporate Officers and Top Earners of the Fortune 500 (2007); Catalyst, 2006 Catalyst Census of Women Board Directors of the
Fortune 500 (2006); Catalyst, 2006 Catalyst Census of Women Corporate Officers and Top Earners of the Fortune 500 (2006).
2. Catalyst, The Bottom Line: Corporate Performance and Women’s Representation on Boards (2007).
3. Catalyst, The Bottom Line: Connecting Corporate Performance and Gender Diversity (2004).
4. In statistical terms, we regressed the percentage of women corporate officers in 2006 on the percentage of women corporate
officers in 2001, the percentage of women board directors in 2001, and dummy variables for industry and rank. For a more detailed
description of methodology, see the Technical Appendix on page 11.
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to employ women than others), revenue (since
company size may affect promotion of women), and
the percentage of corporate officer positions held by
women in 2000 (since companies with more women
corporate officers in the past may also have higher
levels of women corporate officers in the future).
These controls allowed for a more precise depiction
of the effect women board directors have on women
corporate officers.
Our results showed that there is a clear and positive
correlation between the percentage of women board
directors in the past and the percentage of women
corporate officers in the future. This finding holds for
three different measures:
• The percentage of women on a company’s
board.
• Company quartile when ranked by percentage
of women board directors.
• The number of women on a company’s
board.

In addition, women board directors appear to
have a greater effect on increasing the percentage
of line positions held by women than they do on
staff positions held by women. This is a critical
finding because line jobs, which involve profit-andloss responsibility, are considered necessary for
advancing into top leadership.
Put simply, women board directors are a predictor
of women corporate officers: the more women
board directors a company has in the past, the more
women corporate officers it will have in the future.
These findings are significant because companies
with more women board directors are more likely to
select leaders from a broader, more inclusive talent
pool that values skills and results regardless of
gender, ultimately positioning themselves for better
financial performance.
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By Percentage: Women Board Directors
Predict Women Corporate Officers
To illustrate the effect of women board directors on
women corporate officers, consider the following
example: at two companies (Company A and
Company B), in 2001, women hold 12.0 percent5 of
corporate officer positions. The companies are in
the same industry and have the same Fortune rank.
At Company A, however, 30 percent of the board

seats are held by women, whereas Company B has
no women board directors. Our analysis showed
that in 2006, Company A would have 45 percent
more women corporate officers than Company
B—women at Company A would hold 17.4 percent
of corporate officer positions, while women at
Company B would still only hold 12.0 percent.

Figure 1: Percentage of Women Board Directors Predicts 			
Percentage of Women Corporate Officers

Percentage of Women
Corporate Officers

20%
17.4%

15%

+45%

12.0%
12.0%

10%
5%
0%

2001

2002

2003

2004

2005

2006

Year
30% WBD 2001

0% WBD 2001

5.This is the average percentage of women corporate officers in 2000 for the 359 companies we analyzed, all of which were in the
Fortune 500 in 2000, 2001, and 2006.

AdvancingWomen
WomenLeaders
Leaders
24| |Advancing

By Company Quartile: Women Board
Directors Predict Women Corporate Officers
Furthermore, the analysis showed that, when
ranked by percentage of women board directors in
2001, companies in the top 25 percent—the highest

quartile—would have 33 percent more women
corporate officers in 2006 than companies in the
lowest quartile in 2001.6

Figure 2: Company Quartile of Women Board Directors
Predicts Percentage of Women Corporate Officers
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6. As part of the analyses, we calculated the average percentage of women board directors for companies in the top and bottom
quartiles, which was 23.0 percent and 0.4 percent, respectively.
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By Number: Women Board Directors Predict
Women Corporate Officers
Finally, the analysis indicated that companies with
two or more women board directors in 2001 would
have 28 percent more women corporate officers

in 2006 than companies with one woman board
director in 2001.

Figure 3: Number of Women Board Directors Predicts
Percentage of Women Corporate Officers
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Women Board Directors Impact Women 		
in Line Positions
Significantly, women board directors had a
greater impact on the growth of women corporate
officers in line positions—those making or selling
the company’s products or services and thus
responsible for profit—than on the growth of women
corporate officers in staff positions.7 This is critical
because line experience is a de facto requirement
for CEO and other top leadership appointments.
Consider a company in 2001 with 12.28 percent
women board directors, the average percentage

for that year. If 10.0 percent of this company’s
line officers were women and 10.0 percent of its
staff officers were women, our analysis indicated
that in 2006, 13.1 percent of this company’s line
officers would be women and 12.1 percent of its
staff officers would be women. In other words,
the percentage of women officers in line positions
would increase by 31 percent, while the percentage
of women officers in staff positions would increase
by a lesser 21 percent.

Percentage of Women
Corporate Officers

Figure 4: Women Board Directors Predict
More Women in Line Officer Positions
15%
10%

13.1%

10% 10%

12.1%

5%
0%

2001

2006
Year

WCO Line

WCO Staff

7. Line functions include manufacturing, production, marketing, and sales; staff functions, which support the business operations,
include human resources, corporate affairs, legal, and finance.
8. This is the average for the 359 companies we analyzed, all of which were in the Fortune 500 in 2000, 2001, and 2006.
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Why Do Women Board
Directors Predict More 		
Women Corporate Officers?
Catalyst’s research9 and experience working with
companies provide possible explanations for why
the presence of women board directors is such a
strong indicator of the eventual advancement of
women into leadership roles. For example, it may
be that:
• Companies with more women board directors
have more inclusive workplace cultures,
policies, and programs that support women’s
advancement.
• Women board directors serve as role models
to women in the pipeline and demonstrate that
women can fulfill their highest ambitions.
• Women board directors are a powerful
antidote to damaging stereotypes that
devalue women’s abilities.

9. Catalyst, The Double-Bind Dilemma for Women in Leadership: Damned if You Do, Doomed if You Don’t (2007); Catalyst, Catalyst
20th Anniversary Awards Compendium (2007); Catalyst, Women “Take Care,” Men “Take Charge:” Stereotyping of U.S. Business
Leaders Exposed (2005); Catalyst, Women and Men in U.S. Corporate Leadership: Same Workplace, Different Realities? (2004);
Catalyst, The CEO View: Women on Corporate Boards (1995); Catalyst, Women on Corporate Boards: The Challenge of Change
(1993).
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What’s Good for Women 			
Is Good for Business
Catalyst’s experience also suggests reasons why
businesses should want to promote women to
leadership positions.
• Women leaders correlate with better
financial performance. As discussed on
page 2, a previous Catalyst study showed
that Fortune 500 companies with higher
percentages of women board directors, on
average, financially outperformed companies
with the lowest percentages of women board
directors by significant margins.10 We found
the same correlation between the percentage
of women corporate officers and financial
performance.11
• Women leaders signify a broader and
deeper talent pool. Opening leadership
positions to employees who don’t fulfill
traditional leader stereotypes expands talent
pools.
• Women leaders are encouraging to
women in the pipeline. Women in leadership
positions can become role models and
mentors for younger women, potentially
increasing engagement and retention rates.

• Women leaders signify “employers of
choice.” This is especially important to
younger women who seek the “best places
to work.” Talented women being recruited
by companies will want to see women in
leadership positions—not just as tokens—
to know that their skills will be valued and
rewarded.
• Women leaders are a feature of inclusive
workplaces. Inclusive workplaces have
been shown to yield better results12—more
independent thought leads to more innovation
and a better reflection of stakeholders.
Increasing the number of women on corporate
boards is important for both financial
performance and gender diversity in the
corporate officer ranks. Besides giving voice and
power to smart, experienced women, it signals a
commitment to inclusion that is essential to hiring—
and keeping—women and men with leadership
potential. When companies can demonstrate that
they value women at the top, employees will know
that they have the potential to be leaders in the
future, and companies will know that their talent
pool is rich enough to enable continued success.

10. Catalyst, The Bottom Line: Corporate Performance and Women’s Representation on Boards (2007).
11. Catalyst, The Bottom Line: Connecting Corporate Performance and Gender Diversity (2004).
12. Scott Page, The Difference: How the Power of Diversity Creates Better Groups, Firms, Schools, and Societies (Princeton University
Press, 2007); Fidan Ana Kurtulus,”The Effect of Heterogeneity on the Performance of Employees and Organizational Divisions
of the Firm” (paper presented at the annual conference of the Society for Labor Economics, New York, NY, May 9-10, 2008);
Laure Turner, “Gender Diversity: A Business Case?” in Women in Science and Technology: The Business Perspective (European
Commission: Brussels, 2006).
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Technical Appendix
To conduct our analyses, we used data from the
2000 Catalyst Census of Women Corporate Officers
and Top Earners, 2001 Catalyst Census of Women
Board Directors, and 2006 Catalyst Census of
Women Corporate Officers and Top Earners of the
Fortune 500. We examined13 the 359 companies
that were in the Fortune 500 during the years
under investigation, 2000, 2001, and 2006. The
data were collected from publicly available annual
reports and 10K forms and included the number
of women and men board directors and corporate
officers, company rank (measured by revenue), and
industry.
We used regression analyses to examine the
relationship between women board directors in the
past and women corporate officers in the future.
Regressions allowed us to observe the net effects
of the percentage of women board directors in 2001
(WBD01) on the percentage of women corporate
officers in 2006 (WCO06), while controlling for
factors that might impact the relationship, such
as the percentage of women corporate officers
in 2001 (WCO01), company rank, and industry.
The results showed a positive relationship such
that for every 1 percentage point increase in
WBD01, the percentage of WCO06 increased by
0.18 percentage points. Thus, a company with 10
percent women corporate officers in 2001 would
have 1.8 percentage points more women corporate
officers by 2006 (10 x 0.18).
To test the nature and strength of the relationship,
we divided the companies into quartiles based
on the percentage of WBD01 and then compared
the percentage of WCO06 in the top and bottom
quartiles. As part of the analyses, we calculated the
average percentage of women board directors for
companies in the top and bottom quartiles, which
was 23.0 percent and 0.4 percent, respectively.
Using the coefficient from the previous regression,
we then calculated the increase in the percentage

of WCO06 that would have resulted from being in
the top or bottom WBD01 quartile (0.18 x 23.0 and
0.18 x 0.4, respectively).
We next tested whether the positive impact of
women board directors on women corporate
officers depended on there being a critical number
of women serving on the board. In this regression,
we assessed the possible dampening effect of
serving alone or in small numbers. To examine the
effect of the number of WBD01 on the percentage
of WCO06, we replaced percentage of WBD01 with
three dummy variables for one, two, and three or
more WBD01. Regression results showed that the
coefficient for one WBD01 was not significantly
different from zero. In other words, having one
WBD01 did not add to the percentage of WCO06.
The coefficient for two WBD01 was 3.3 and
significantly different from zero at the 5 percent level;
the coefficient for three or more WBD01 was 3.5 and
significantly different from zero at the 10 percent
level. In essence, the positive relationship between
WBD01 and WCO06 is evident for companies with
two or more women serving on their boards. In the
report, we show how companies with two or more
WBD01 had at least 3.3 percent more WCO06 than
companies with one or zero WBD01.
Finally, for the examination of line and staff positions
for WCO06, we ran two separate regressions. In
the first regression, percentage of WCO06 in line
positions was regressed on percentage of WBD01;
in the second regression, percentage of WCO06
in staff positions was regressed on percentage of
WBD01. As before, we included control variables
for the percentage of WCO00, company rank, and
industry. The coefficient for the first regression was
a positive 0.25 and significant at the 5 percent
level; the coefficient for the second regression was
a positive 0.17 and significant at the 10 percent
level.

13. This research builds on work done by Diana Bilimoria, who used Catalyst census data to explore the relationship between women
board directors and women corporate officers between 1999 and 2000. See Diana Bilimoria, “The Relationship Between Women
Corporate Directors and Women Corporate Officers,” Journal of Managerial Issues, vol. 18, no. 1 (March 2006): p. 47-61.
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