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Research on women in international business and management
matters for many reasons. Achieving global gender parity in
workforce participation could add $12 trillion to global GDP
by 2025 (McKinsey Global Institute, 2015). Having more
women on corporate boards and in top management often
leads to stronger financial performance (e.g., Conyon & He,
2017; Dezsé & Ross, 2012). Female business leaders are asso-
ciated with lower levels of corruption and bribery (e.g., Breen
etal, 2017); have different managerial techniques (e.g., Keeves,
Westphal, & McDonald, 2017); are willing to pursue entre-
preneurial ventures in areas their male counterparts fear (e.g.,
Bullough & Renko, 2017); and have different preferred lead-
ership prototypes (e.g., Paris et al, 2009). Around the globe,
researchers are exploring how to close the gender gap and bet-
ter harness the opportunities that gender differences can bring.

Many firms have rules in place, either intra-company rules, or
external legal rules, that prevent gender discrimination. In the
pursuit of the benefits that gender diversity can bring, many
countries have passed laws implementing quotas for women on
corporate boards, and yet women remain woefully underrepre-
sented on corporate boards around the world, even in countries
that have enacted those laws. Some countries have generous
maternity leave policies, and yet a significant motherhood pay
gap persists across the globe, where women’s earnings decrease
with each child, and men’s earnings tend to increase with the
arrival of children. Even after each of the G20 countries sup-
ported addressing the issue of gender discrimination at the
2014 G20 conference in Australia, women’s wages continue to
lag behind men’s wages in all of the G20 countries. The same

problems are faced at the firm level. When firms adopt wage
transparency policies, many are often shocked to find that gen-
der-based pay gaps persist in their own firms. Clearly, govern-
mental and company-level policymakers wish to take effective
action, but they appear to lack clear policies to effectively do so.

This article highlights some benefits that greater gender diver-
sity in firms can offer and recommends policies that can be
implemented to more effectively achieve those benefits. Four
key areas where greater gender diversity can make a difference,
namely corporate governance, leadership, entrepreneurship
and innovation, are explored before examining policy ideas
that can encourage gender diversity in the workplace and se-
nior management.

Studies in corporate governance have shown that companies
whose boards have greater representation of women fare better:
they have higher profits, lower employee turnovers, fewer eth-
ical violations, and they pursue greener, more environmentally
friendly policies. All firms would like to achieve these goals,
but many fail to do so, despite gender-advancing policies. This
disconnect may be due to a focus on the outputs — the number
of women on boards — instead of the inputs, which is a strong
pipeline of female workers who may eventually become board
members. In other words, the problem did not begin with the
board itself, but rather, with the hiring and promotion pro-
cesses at the entry- and mid-levels. Indeed, policy analysts who
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study this issue have suggested that a stronger pipeline of qual-
ified women would result in greater gender diversity on boards,
thus allowing firms to enjoy the concurrent benefits of that
diversity. To build a pipeline of female talent from which new
board members may be recruited, firms can encourage more
women to participate in company leadership in multiple areas
and levels.

Recent studies indicate that companies with female CEOs tend
to face more challenges from activist investors. While this bias is
disconcerting when viewed from a gender equality perspective,
it does mean that activist investors expect female-led compa-
nies to have stronger foundations and better cohesiveness than
male-led companies. Companies with more women in top lead-
ership roles tend to have better financial performance and lower
employee turnover, but to achieve these results, women need
representation in firms beyond tokenism. A study by the Peter-
son Institute for International Economics indicated that firms
begin to reap benefits of gender diversity when at least 30% of
a firm’s leaders are female (Dezsé & Ross, 2012). The recom-
mendation for firms is to develop a pipeline of female leaders
by encouraging more women to put their hands up for high-
er-level leadership positions, and by providing more leadership
development opportunities for women to equip them with the
necessary tools to serve in those roles. Specific mentoring is also
recommended here, with mentors supporting female employees
as they pursue higher opportunities within the company.

Female-led start-ups consistently outperform male-led start-
ups. A 2013 study found that women-led entrepreneurial
teams have a 35% higher return on investment than do all-
male entrepreneurial teams (Garaizar, 2016). A 2018 Boston
Consulting Group study found that female-led ventures pro-
duce higher revenues than do all-male ventures, but that they
receive far less venture capital (VC) funds than do all-male
teams (Boston Consulting Group, 2018). Indeed, the gender
bias in venture capital is widely documented, so the major
question remains: if women are a better bet than men are in
entrepreneurial ventures, then why don’t they receive more VC
funding? A proposed solution is for big VC firms to hire more
women in decision-making roles. Since VC firms hire and pro-
mote from within their own networks, the network effect is
significant. The gender bias in VC is often not a distrust of
female-led startups; it is that the large funds tend to be led
and staffed by men, and their networks overwhelmingly match
VC funding to male entrepreneurs. Women need, therefore, to
become more of a presence in VC firms, and to network more
with the large funders. Policies at VC firms can help overcome
gender bias by developing women-led funds and by hiring more
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female decision-makers. Governmental policymakers can also
help, by demanding transparency and gender reporting in VC
funding. Governmental policies that require wage transparency
have resulted in greater awareness of, and thus, greater efforts
to correct, gender-based wage disparities. Similar transparency
policies in the VC industry could have similar results, creat-
ing win-win scenarios, with more female-led ventures receiving
greater funding, and more VC funds earning better returns.

Beyond the world of formal entrepreneurship, women-led en-
trepreneurial ventures are growing in the informal economy.
This trend is often attributed to a lack of support for female-led
businesses in the formal economy. The trend is a lose-lose sce-
nario: governments miss out on taxation and regulation oppor-
tunities; other firms miss out on opportunities to engage with
these female-led firms; and the female-led firms themselves
are exposed to the risks of the unregulated informal economy.
Suggestions to bring more women entrepreneurs from the in-
formal economy to the formal economy so that all potential
stakeholders may benefit include focused policies to encour-
age female entrepreneurship; public support for female entre-
preneurship from top leadership of VC firms; and facilitating
greater access to VC networks for women entrepreneurs. Some
evidence suggests that women entrepreneurs may also be less
intimidated by risky environments than their male counter-
parts, and may pursue more opportunities in dangerous areas
where their male counterparts fear to tread (Bullough & Ren-
ko, 2017). This courageous attitude provides female-led start-
ups market opportunities and provides needed goods and ser-
vices to underserved markets. Suggestions for how to support
and increase female-led startups in dangerous locations include
public support for female businesspeople; establishment and
facilitation of networks for female entrepreneurs; and match-
ing investment money and resources to female-led startups that
need it.

The global world of intellectual property (IP) has gender biases
as well. Male scientists and engineers are more than twice as
likely to file for patents on their innovations than women are.
Women-only patent applications are more likely to be rejected
by the US Patent and Trademark Office, and when they are
approved, they are more likely to be required to provide greater
specificity in the details, thus reducing the patents’ commercial
value (Jensen, Kovacs, & Sorenson, 2018). This gender dis-
parity is important, given that scientific and technical patents
tend to create a strong multiplier effect, sustaining many jobs
and providing significant stimulus to local economies. Further-
more, in patents, women’s names are often included in publi-
cations related to the patent, but not in the patent application
itself, suggesting that women are being left out of an important
aspect of the innovation cycle. Many studies have shown that
increasing IP protection among women improves their partic-



ipation in the economy and encourages greater female entre-
preneurship, thus allowing the economy itself to benefit from
greater female participation. Removing gender biases in the
development and protection of intellectual property will stim-
ulate more female entrepreneurship, greater economic devel-
opment, and create more jobs in the world economy. To help
achieve these benefits, the World Intellectual Property Office
(WIPO) adopted a Gender Equality policy in 2014, with stat-
ed goals of promoting greater female empowerment and equal-
ity in intellectual property. Suggestions in this policy include
ensuring that advisory bodies to WIPO are comprised of both
men and women; fostering and nurturing female networks to
educate women about IP protection processes and strategies;
and incorporating gender-sensitive performance indicators.

A common theme throughout these suggestions, highlighted
in Table 1, is for firms and governmental policymakers to fa-
cilitate networks for women. Much business activity centers
around relationships, and firms miss out on benefits from re-

lationships that underrepresent women. Firms would like to
make more money; VCs would like to make higher returns;
and governments would like to encourage greater female par-
ticipation in business, but achieving these benefits requires
targeted efforts across firms, VCs and governments. In their
recent book, Bullough, Hechavarria, Brush, and Edelman
(2019) recommend specific and practical programs, policies,
and practices that can be implemented at the organizational
and governmental levels to increase women’s roles in business.
Given the lack of networks and relationships among business-
women, formal networking opportunities should be created
and fostered. These networking opportunities need to include
mentoring options as well as connecting women to sources of
financing. A second recommendation that may help firms and
governments close gender gaps is to focus on pathways and
inputs, rather than outputs. In other words, it is important to
look not only at how many female CEOs there are, but also
how many top female managers are in the potential pipelines
for those roles. If women are underrepresented in these pipe-
lines, then policymakers can develop policies and resources to
encourage more women to make themselves available for these
roles. A third recommendation is monitoring. Firms are often

Research Area

Female Representation

Table 1. Policy Suggestion Themes

Challenges

Corporate Firms with more women on | Failures in recruitment and

Governance boards perform better. development, and the linked
failure to develop a female
leadership pipeline.

Leadership Companies with greater Few female leaders; female
female representation at leaders are more likely to
top levels perform better face challengers and greater
and have better work scrutiny.
environments.

Entrepreneurship Female led startups Less available VC funding;
outperform male led startups, | less funding overall; female-
although there are far fewer | led startups more likely in
female-led startups. risky and informal areas.

Innovation Female underrepresentation | Women not filing for legal IP

in IP protection.

protection, and/or receiving
greater scrutiny, and more
rejections, when they do.
Women dropping out of the
innovation cycle prior to

patent application.

Implications for Companies

Need to develop pipelines
to encourage, develop, and
promote female talent.

Develop opportunities for
women to pursue leadership
roles. Include greater numbers
of women in top roles, and
create more female-friendly
corporate environments.

More VC funding for women
entrepreneurs; Establish
more formal networking
opportunities for women.

Educate female innovators
about IP protection systems.
Facilitate networks for female
innovators to share knowledge
about innovation protection
and commercialization.
Encourage women to

remain active in the entire
innovation cycle, from
conception to protection and
commercialization.

Implications for Policymakers

Create programs to identify
future women leaders and

encourage their development.

Encourage female networks

and mentorship opportunities.
Establishing formal networks in
the absence of informal ones has
proven effective. Ingrain a culture
of inclusivity that weeds out bias.

Financial and infrastructure
support for female startups;
encourage networks opportunities
for women. Increase exposure of
female entrepreneurs to VC funds
and more VC funding to female
entrepreneuts.

Develop female networks and
increase understanding of

IP protection. Create formal
programs to assist women in
protecting innovations for
commercial viability. Review
registration requirements to
ensure gender neutrality among
IP examiners.
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surprised at gender imbalances within their organizations, as
are the governments that govern them. Many countries profess
to believe in gender equality, but only six countries actually
grant women equal legal working rights to men (World Bank,
2019). Monitoring can alert leaders to gender imbalances. Fi-
nally, focused action is needed. The benefits of gender diversity
do not happen simply because people hope they will. Recog-
nizing and focusing on the problem, as well as acknowledging
that solutions may not be as simple as “hire more women,” is
a necessary step.

More research is needed to help firms realize the benefits of
gender diversity. It is not enough to say that possible benefits
exist; the current gaps between goals and reality regarding gen-
der indicate that the pathways to reaping the benefits of greater
gender equality remain elusive. Policymakers and practitioners
alike need clearer ways to bring about greater female represen-
tation in global business. Women represent slightly more than
half of the world’s population, women have unique challenges
and contexts, and women bring unique benefits when they en-
gage in global business. The time has come to investigate those
challenges and contexts. International business community,
consider this your call.
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