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Abstract

Recent years have seen women being appointed to board positions at the highest rate ever, supported by awareness of gender
inequality and increased regulatory pressure. While external effects of diversity have been explored, changes in internal
perceptions remain unexplored. Using a sample of 76,240 ratings on the employer review site Kununu, this study explores the
impact of women joining the management board of DAX40 firms for the first time in Germany. To test the effect, a staggered
event study with time and firm fixed effects is utilised. The results show that there is an increase in gender equality perception
in the quarters following the appointment, with the increase being most significant in the second and third quarters. The
identification of non-significant results in the fourth quarter suggests a normalisation effect. The findings outline how changes
in leadership shape internal perceptions of equality.
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1 Introduction and other firm-level outcomes, little is known about the ef-
fects of changes in board-level diversity on employee percep-
tions within organisations. Yet internal perceptions of the
management board and Chief Executive Officer (CEO) are
significant in shaping organisational culture, employee en-
gagement, and ultimately affecting firm outcomes (Lin et al.,
2024; Molders et al., 2019; Wang et al., 2017).

This research takes place during a rise of digital trans-
parency. Digital platforms reduce information asymmetry by
allowing individuals to share their experiences and giving
light to previously unobserved areas of institutions. This dig-
italisation has enabled crowdsourced insights into firms and
their practices.

One such digital platform is Robinhood, which has set
out to “democratise finance” (Robinhood Markets, Inc.,
2025a). Robinhood, as a retail investor trading platform, of-
fers “commission-free trading” on various financial products
(Robinhood Markets, Inc., 2025b). Through cost-free access
they achieve “democratisation,” as investing is accessible to
the public.

While this transition is happening within financial mar-
kets, similar trends of digitalisation and information accessi-
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Within the Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG)
framework, the “Social” dimension is an often-underexplored
component. The undefined nature of the dimension makes
it difficult for firms to move from the do no significant harm
principle towards substantial contributions across the value
chain (Becchetti et al., 2022).

Diversity, as one of the core elements of the “Social” di-
mension of ESG, has gathered increased interest from stake-
holders, regulators, and shareholders (Directive 2022/2381,
2022). Momentum regarding ESG principles varies consid-
erably across regions; nonetheless, they remain relevant to
corporate governance discussions globally"'.

Within the “Social” pillar of ESG, gender diversity within
firms and especially corporate leadership has emerged as
a significant area of research as academics and policymak-
ers increasingly examine how leadership composition affects
firm outcomes (Chytis et al., 2024; Yahya, 2023). While a
significant amount of literature has been devoted to explor-
ing the effects of board diversity on financial performance
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Kununu. Glassdoor operates globally, having accumulated
over 212 million reviews for 2.5 million employers (Glass-
door LLC., 2025). Kununu is a similar platform to Glassdoor;
however, focusing on firms in Germany, Austria, and Switzer-
land. It hosts 13 million reviews for just 10,000 employers
(Kununu, 2025).

Using data from the employer review site Kununu, this
thesis investigates the effect on perceived gender equality of
the first woman joining the management board within DAX40
firms in Germany. The DAX40 is the leading stock index in
Germany, tracking the performance of the largest listed 40
German companies (Stoxx Ltd., 2025).

Germany presents a particularly good setting for this in-
vestigation due to their dual board structure consisting of a
management board (Vorstand) and supervisory board (Auf-
sichtsrat). The management board is responsible for man-
aging day-to-day activities, while the supervisory board con-
sists of shareholder and employee representatives and is obli-
gated to monitor the management board on an ongoing basis
(Strenger et al., 2023). The dual structure allows an exami-
nation of the effects of management board members who are
directly involved in operational decision-making.

This study opens with reviewing existing literature focus-
ing on the information potential of employee reviews and the
effects of board diversity on firms. From this, it will describe
the constructed sample, leading over into the empirical inves-
tigation of the research question. A discussion of the empiri-
cal results and a conclusion, outlining the implications of the
results and future avenues of research, will finish the paper.

2 Literature Review and Hypothesis Development

2.1 Wisdom of Crowds and Employee Reviews

Wisdom of crowds refers to the notion that group judge-
ments “can be valuable guides in reaching business and in-
vestment decisions” (Mennis, 2006, p. 63). The notion was
first presented by Surowiecki (2004), who identified the phe-
nomenon that averaging independent judgements on a topic
can yield better results than the decision of an individual ex-
pert.

In recent years, the concept of “wisdom of crowds” has
been extended to new areas of organisational research, such
as finance and accounting. This was furthered by an in-
creased information base about individual companies by in-
siders, such as employees, through electronic word of mouth
(Gimpl, 2025). Online employer review platforms such as
Kununu and Glassdoor played pivotal roles in allowing anal-
yses of insider information.

Symitsi et al. (2018) use Glassdoor reviews to explore the
relationship between US public firm stock returns and em-
ployee satisfaction. The paper finds a positive relationship
between employee satisfaction and firm performance. No-
tably, the research also finds abnormal equity returns. These
are returns exceeding asset pricing models. The abnormal
returns suggest that information about employee satisfaction
has not been fully priced in by market participants.

Taking a European perspective, Becker et al. (2022) ex-
amine how employee satisfaction measured via Glassdoor re-
views relates to stock returns during COVID-19. Becker et al.
(2022) focus on firms within the Russell 3000 index. Find-
ings by them suggest that firms that receive higher employee
review scores during COVID-19 experience higher stock re-
turns.

Analysing 1.5 million Glassdoor reviews, Brown et al.
(2025) use the reviews as proxies of corporate culture within
firms and relate them to the accuracy of management fore-
casts. To measure the information environment within firms,
a textual analysis is conducted. Brown et al. (2025) conclude
that management forecasts are more accurate in corporate
culture settings when employees perceive a stronger organi-
sational culture and better communication channels.

2.2 Board Diversity and Effects on the Firm
2.2.1 Financial Performance

The financial performance of firms is amongst the most
extensively studied effects of board diversity, albeit yielding
mixed results.

Carter et al. (2003) are amongst the earliest to examine
the relationship between board diversity and firm value for
Fortune 1000 firms. In their research, they find that diver-
sity, measured by the presence of women or minorities, has a
positive association with Tobin’s Q, which serves as a proxy
for firm value.

Subsequent research by Carter et al. (2010) finds a result
contrary to the previous study in 2003 while investigating
firms in the S&P 500. They find that there is no statistically
significant positive relationship between the financial perfor-
mance of the firms as measured by Tobin’s Q or Return on
Assets (ROA) and board membership of women or minori-
ties. While this paper highlights the absence of a positive re-
lationship, it also notes that there is no negative relationship
to firm performance.

Research by Campbell and Minguez-Vera (2008) explores
the same relationship in the context of Spain. Their find-
ings report positive effects on firm performance, measured
by an approximation for Tobin’s Q, for increased board di-
versity measured by the Blau and Shannon indices. Campbell
and Minguez-Vera (2008) argue that their results suggest that
“increased gender diversity can be achieved without destroy-
ing shareholder value” (Campbell & Minguez-Vera, 2008, p.
447). They also predict that positive discrimination to boost
female presence in boardrooms would likely continue.

Adams and Ferreira (2009) explore the impact of women
within boardrooms while laying a focus on the role of cor-
porate governance mechanisms within firms. They find that
gender-diverse boards are associated with stronger monitor-
ing efforts. Adams and Ferreira (2009) reach two conclu-
sions in their paper. Firstly, gender diversity can enhance
firm performance when increased monitoring is needed and
corporate governance is weak. On the other hand, it may de-
stroy firm value in the setting of good corporate governance
through excessive oversight.
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Post and Byron (2015) conduct a meta-analysis of 140
studies, finding mixed results. On the one hand, they find
no statistically significant relationship between market-based
metrics, such as Tobin’s Q and female board membership,
while also finding that countries with higher gender parity
have a positive relationship and in countries with less gender
parity the relationship may turn negative. Post and Byron
(2015) conclude this to be attributed to differences in reac-
tions by investors.

Taken together, existing literature suggests that increased
gender diversity within boardrooms does not necessarily in-
crease firm financial performance. However, given certain
conditions such as weak governance frameworks, gender di-
versity on boards may contribute positively to firm value.

2.2.2 Innovation

Research related to board diversity has extended beyond
financial performance and encapsulates other areas such as
innovation. Innovation is critical to ensure the long-term vi-
ability and competitiveness of firms within markets (Porter,
1992).

J. Chen et al. (2018) find that the presence of female
board members is associated with greater innovation, mea-
sured using patent count and patent citations. Their empir-
ical research also finds that these positive effects are associ-
ated with improved firm performance in innovation-intensive
industries.

Expanding upon this, I.-J. Chen et al. (2023) separate
board diversity into inherent, acquired, and aggregated
board diversity. I.-J. Chen et al. (2023) define inherent
diversity as characteristics based on demographic features,
while acquired diversity relates to education, age, and
expertise. Exploring this, I.-J. Chen et al. (2023) find that
there were significant associations of all three types of
diversity with innovation output measured by citations and
patents.

The findings by I1.-J. Chen et al. (2023) also point out
that higher acquired board diversity is attributed to higher
research and development expenses, which was not found to
be the case for inherent board diversity.

This distinction suggests that inherent diversity may fa-
cilitate the development of existing innovation capabilities,
while acquired diversity may directly enhance innovation in-
vestment and resource allocation.

2.2.3 Risk-Taking

Empirical studies strongly suggest that board diversity
can significantly influence risk levels within firms. Psycho-
logical studies have also illustrated that women, on average,
exhibit lower levels of risk appetite (Byrnes et al., 1999; Daw-
son, 2023). Taking this into account, diversity on corporate
boards can therefore level risk-taking by corporates.

Karavitis et al. (2021) showed this concept implicitly
through exploring changes in loan spreads attributed to
female directors on the board of directors. Analysing bank
loan data, a reduction in loan spread by 20.8 basis points

was identified for every one percent increase in the propor-
tion of female board directors. Since loan spreads reflect a
lender’s risk assessment of the firm, this implies that markets
perceive firms with greater gender diversity as less risky.

From the reduction in loan spread, it can be concluded
that the presence of female directors reduces risk-taking ac-
tivities by firms. Bernile et al. (2018) explore the effects
of board diversity on firm risk, as measured by volatility of
stock returns, using a sample of 21,572 firm-year observa-
tions. Bernile et al. (2018) explore the concepts of diversity
further, focusing not exclusively on gender diversity, but con-
structing a multidimensional index to capture diversity. In
the empirical results, it is found that higher degrees of board
diversity cause less risky financial policy adoptions by boards.
Evidence of this behaviour is further reflected through higher
dividend payout ratios and lower leverage ratios, which are
typically interpreted as indicators of reduced financial risk
exposure (Bernile et al., 2018).

Faccio et al. (2016) empirically examine the role of gen-
der at the CEO position in relation to firm leverage. Their re-
search finds a highly significant negative association, suggest-
ing that firms led by a female CEO adopt less aggressive finan-
cial structures. Looking at board composition, Adams and
Ferreira (2009) find that women have higher board meeting
attendance rates than their male counterparts. Within their
research, they also find that more gender-diverse boards have
a higher likelihood of CEO turnover when stock performance
is bad, pointing to them being more risk averse and display-
ing a more disciplined approach to CEO oversight.

Disclosure literature also indicates positive effects of
board diversity, including gender diversity. Seebeck and
Vetter (2022) explore the impact of board gender diversity
on risk disclosure related to Brexit in the United Kingdom.
Their research finds that gender board diversity has a
positive effect on corporate risk disclosures. Albeit a critical
mass of 20 to 40% female directors must be reached before
positive results take effect.

Relating to financial disclosures, Abbott et al. (2012)
finds a significant relationship between having at least one
woman as a board member and the likelihood of financial
restatements. Abbott et al. (2012) conclude that the pres-
ence of female board members likely reduces the pace of
decision-making and allows for more viewpoints to be com-
municated and considered. From this, it can be concluded
that this will reduce risk to the firm and shareholders.

On the other hand, Adams and Funk (2012) outline find-
ings contrary to the narrative that female board directors are
more risk averse. Studying gender differences in Swedish
boardrooms, Adams and Funk (2012) find that female board
members are less concerned with power but exhibit greater
risk tolerance. Therefore, they conclude that having female
board members may even lead to increased risk-taking.

Overall, conflicting results are identified by various re-
searchers in different settings. Therefore, it remains unclear
whether there is an association between firm risk-taking and
diversity at the board level.
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2.3 Hypothesis Development

While prior research has focused on the relationship be-
tween gender board diversity and various aspects such as firm
financial performance, innovation, and risk-taking, the im-
pact on employee perceptions has not been fully explored,
especially how such board-level diversity affects employee
perception of gender equality. In this study, perceived gen-
der equality refers to an employee’s subjective belief that men
and women have equal opportunities, are fairly treated, and
are included in decision-making processes (Ely & Thomas,
2001; Nishii, 2013).

Perceptions of gender equality positively affect employee
commitment to an organisation by increasing retention and
their engagement. In addition, firms that are perceived as
more inclusive are able to attract better talent (Dauth et al.,
2023; Dixon-Fyle et al., 2020).

According to signalling theory, changes to the manage-
ment board communicate not only internal priorities but also
changes in values. For example, a woman being appointed
for the first time could illustrate that an emphasis is being
placed on better inclusion and gender equality (Connelly et
al., 2011).

Symbolic management theory further suggests that or-
ganisational actions serve a symbolic function with the aim
of sending messages to internal and external stakeholders.
Even if the signals are not immediately connected to opera-
tional modifications, they may result in changes to how an
organisation is perceived (Westphal & Park, 2020). As em-
ployees are internal stakeholders closely connected to the
business, they are likely to be influenced by a change in lead-
ership, particularly if such a significant change like a woman
joining the management board for the first time is taking
place. Considering this, employee review platforms such as
Kununu allow researchers to derive meaningful insights into
changes in employee perceptions of leadership transitions.
Based on this rationale, the following hypothesis is devel-
oped.

H1l. The first appointment of a woman to a
firm’s management board is associated with
a significant increase in employee-perceived
gender equality.

3 Data and Sample

3.1 Sample Construction

The sample for this study consists of exchange-listed Ger-
man firms that were members of the leading German stock
index. For the time period between the first quarter of 2012
and the first quarter of 2024, 53 firms were identified that
were members of the DAX30 and later the DAX40.

Changes in the composition of the index are not relevant
due to the inclusion of all companies that were members of
the stock index during the sample period.

3.2 Employee Review Data

To capture perceived equality, data from Kununu.com
was used. Kununu is an employee review site where
employees are encouraged to publish reviews about their
current and former employers. The employee reviews focus
on companies in Germany, Austria, and Switzerland.

Users of Kununu can provide numerical ratings and pub-
lish text reviews on a variety of topics regarding their work-
ing environment, including work-life balance, the image of
the employer, and many other topics. Among these differ-
ent categories of rating, this study will focus on the rating
regarding “Gleichberechtigung” (gender equality).

To collect all the relevant data from Kununu, a web-
scraping Python program was developed that extracted all
the reviews for the relevant companies. Accessing these
companies, the program captured a total of 76,240 individ-
ual employee reviews between the first quarter of 2012 and
the first quarter of 2024.

The variable that is investigated within this thesis reflects
employee perceptions on gender equality within their respec-
tive company. Kununu allows the employee to use a five-
point Likert scale, where 5 illustrates a high degree of equal-
ity and 1 corresponds to a complete lack of equality. The
study will use the same five-point Likert scale to investigate
the effects of the first woman joining the management board.

The Kununu data is aggregated to reflect quarterly aver-
age ratings. If there are no reviews for a quarter, the missing
datapoint is filled using a backwards-looking moving average
from the past four quarters. If this is not possible using four
quarters, the same is repeated with three, with two, and fi-
nally the previous quarter. The data point is left blank if this
method cannot be applied.

The backwards-filling methodology is used especially in
earlier time periods where employee reviews are limited due
to a lack of awareness about employer review sites.

Furthermore, the scores about communication and total
employee satisfaction are also extracted from Kununu. The
communication score reflects employee perceptions of clarity,
openness and effectiveness of internal communication within
the company. The total score is an aggregate measure calcu-
lated by Kununu summarising overall employee satisfaction
across multiple areas of workplace culture, including evalu-
ations of how interesting tasks are and career development
opportunities.

3.3 Firm Board Data

Previous research uses data on board diversity and
composition from BoardEx, ExecuComp, or other databases
(Bernile et al., 2018; Doan & Iskandar-Datta, 2020; Ye
et al., 2019). Historical coverage of German firms in these
databases proved to be limited and inaccurate, especially
with regard to executive board size and composition.

To ensure data reliability, this analysis reviewed all an-
nual reports of the selected companies within the sample and
retrieved data on management board size and composition
according to gender. Information regarding the gender of
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the CEO was also retrieved. Gender was tracked using photos
and the name of the management board member available in
the annual report.

Management board composition was tracked on a
monthly basis but later aggregated to a quarterly frequency
to match the structure of the employee review data.

Clear definitions of the variables explored in this analysis
are given in Table 1.

4 Methodology and Empirical Results

4.1 Methodology

From my hypotheses in 2.3, this study employs a stag-
gered event study framework to quantify the effects on
employee-perceived equality when the first woman joined
the management board in a DAX40 company. A staggered
framework is needed due to differences regarding the time
when the first appointment of a female board member took
place.

Event studies are widely used in economics and finance
contexts (MacKinlay, 1997). Currie et al. (2020) show a large
increase of event study frameworks in National Bureau of
Economic Research Working Papers and in the top five re-
search journals after 20102,

A balanced panel dataset is constructed for each firm
meeting the requirements listed in 3.1 for the sample time
period of the first quarter of 2012 to the first quarter of
2024. Firms that have female management board members
throughout the entire period are excluded to allow for
clearer identification of changes in employee-perceived
equality (Gormley & Matsa, 2014).

For each firm-treatment, the quarter in which the first
woman joins the management board is designated as event
time k = 0. Post-treatment effects may not materialise imme-
diately or may vary in their significance. The analysis focuses
on the four quarters before and after the treatment period
(k € [—4, +4]). Conducting the analysis with this methodol-
ogy enables the estimation of anticipatory effects and delayed
responses in employee-perceived equality. Using these esti-
mators allows for a clear examination of the parallel trend
assumption, which is central to event studies and difference-
in-differences designs (Borusyak et al., 2024; Schmidheiny &
Siegloch, 2023).

The dependent variable in this analysis is the equality
score attributed to a firm in a particular quarter. The re-
gression model to capture the effects on employee-perceived
equality of a woman joining the management board for the
first time is the following:

Equality_score;, = f3, + Z P x EventTimey;, +v; + 6, + X;, +&;;
ke[—4, +4]
k#—1

2 With regard to the “top-five journals”, Currie et al. (2020) consider the
following: American Economic Review, Econometrica, Journal of Political
Economy, Quarterly Journal of Economics, and Review of Economic Studies.

where EventTime;;, denotes dummy variables for the
quarters prior to and after the treatment. The variable
k defines the relative distance to the treatment quarter,
with k = 0 being the quarter where the treatment takes
place. The period k = —1 is excluded as it serves as the
reference period (Huntington-Klein, 2021). Firm fixed
effects are controlled with the y;, and refer to firm-specific
time-invariant effects such as industry. Quarterly time fixed
effects are accounted for using the 6,. Time fixed effects
absorb time-varying shocks such as governmental regulation
or macroeconomic shocks. The vector X;, controls for other
firm-specific metrics, such as board size or other employee-
specific metrics, such as overall employee satisfaction and
employee perceptions of internal communication. The
coefficient f; is the estimator of the regression tracking the
average treatment effects on the Equality_score;,.

The model is estimated using Ordinary Least Squares with
time and firm fixed effects. Standard errors are clustered at
the firm level to address autocorrelation and heteroskedas-
ticity within firms over time.

4.2 Summary Statistics
4.2.1 Descriptive Statistics

Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics for the main
variables used in the analysis. There are 364 firm-quarter
observations considered in the analysis.

The dependent variable Equality score has a mean of
3.76, indicating a generally positive opinion about gender
equality within firms over time. The standard deviation of
0.70 indicates that there is moderate variability between
firms over time.

With regard to board structure, during the observations,
management boards of DAX40 companies had on average
5.64 board members (Total board count), with a standard
deviation of 2.17 indicating variability between firms. For
this same period, only 0.6 women were on average manage-
ment board members (Female board count). The mean of
the variable Female ceo indicates that for the observation
period only 1% of the time a CEO of the firm was also fe-
male. Overall, both variables suggest that female corporate
leadership in German DAX40 firms remains rare.

Total score is an overall indication of employee sat-
isfaction with their employer. For the time observations
selected, it had a mean of 3.61 with a standard deviation of
0.59. Reviews concerning internal company communication
(Comm_score) are slightly lower at 3.26. The variable
Log_review_count is the natural logarithm of the number of
reviews per quarter per firm. It exhibits a mean of 2.56 with
a standard deviation of 1.06. This indicates that the number
of reviews varies significantly between firms and quarters.

4.2.2 Correlation Analysis

Table 3 displays Pearson pairwise correlation between the
variables included in the analysis. Equality score displays a
strong and positive correlation with Total score (0.78) and
Comm_score (0.68). This indicates that perceptions of gen-
der equality are closely linked to employee perceptions about
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company communication and overall satisfaction with the
employer.

There is neither a positive nor negative relationship be-
tween Equality score and board characteristics (Total board
_count: -0.02, Female board_count: -0.01, Female_ceo: -
0.03). This shows that there is no linear relationship between
board characteristics and Equality_score.

It must also be noted that Total score and Comm_score
are themselves highly correlated to each other (0.88). This
strong correlation raises concerns regarding multicollinearity
problems in regressions, if both are used as control variables.
However, this is not applicable here, as both are used sepa-
rately.

4.3 Regression Results

This section of the thesis presents the results of the re-
gressions calculated. The regression estimates the effects of
the first woman joining the management board on employee
perception of gender equality. Table 4 reports the coefficient
estimates and standard errors for the quarters surrounding
the appointment (k € [—4, +4], k # —1). All models in-
clude firm and time fixed effects.

4.3.1 Baseline Specifications

Model 1 begins with a regression that has no controls
other than firm and time fixed effects. The coefficient es-
timate following the event is positive and statistically sig-
nificant following k = +2 (8, = 0.2317, p, < 0.1). At
k = 43 the effect remains positive and significant (ff; =
0.2275, p; < 0.1), however, at k = +4 the effect stops being
significant but stays positive (8, = 0.2044).

Model 2 continues with adding Total board count as a
control variable, thereby controlling for board size. Prior
studies, such as those by Bernile et al. (2018), Carter et al.
(2003), and Post and Byron (2015), have used board size
as a control variable for analyses regarding board composi-
tion and firm outcomes. The addition of this control variable
strengthens the significance of k = +2 (8, = 0.2952, p, <
0.05) and k = +3 (85 = 0.2828, p; < 0.05). At k = +4 the
effect is considerably higher than in Model 1 (3, = 0.2634).
Although the effect is higher it remains not statistically sig-
nificant.

Model 3 adds another board characteristic, Female_ceo.
The coefficient estimators remain similar to the estimators
in Model 2 (3, = 0.3042, p, < 0.05; B3 = 0.2908, p; <
0.05). Notably, the coefficient from Female ceo is negative;
however, it is not statistically significant.

4.3.2 Including Other Employee Perceptions

Other employee perceptions are added into Models 4 and
5 to account for the possibility that the effect on employee
perceptions of equality is driven by a change in other em-
ployee perceptions.

Model 4 drops the control variable, Female ceo, and re-
places it with Comm_score. The removal is due to the low
variation of this variable within the sample period, which

would limit its interpretability within the model. The effects
at k = +2 and k = +3 lose their significance but remain
positive (8, = 0.1114; B3 = 0.1684). The effect during the
other post quarters is also positive. Comm_score is highly
significant, illustrating a positive effect on the Equality score
(ﬁComm_score = 0'5556’ pComm_score < 0'01)'

Model 5 removes the Comm_score and replaces it with
Total score to capture possible relations with overall em-
ployee satisfaction. Time effects are still positive but remain
not statistically significant. At time k = +2 and k = +3,
the effects are smaller than in the previous models (3, =
0.0760; fB; = 0.0571). The effect of Total score is larger
than the effect of Comm_score, suggesting that employee
perceptions of equality are closely linked to their total sat-
isfaction (ﬁTotal_score = 08864’ pTotal_score < 0'01)'

Caution must be exercised when interpreting the results
of Models 4 and 5. High correlations are observed between
the variables Comm_score and Total _score, as seen in Table
3. There are also high correlations with Equality score.
Together this raises multicollinearity concerns. = While
Comm_score and Total score are modelled separately to
avoid multicollinearity, their thematic similarity limits the
ability to isolate their individual effects.

Model 6 removes employee perceptions but instead con-
trols for the number of reviews for each firm-quarter. The
variable Log review_count is not statistically significant, yet
is positive, indicating a positive effect on gender equality per-
ceptions (Brog review count = 0-0705). The event time coeffi-
cients are positive and statistically significant for some of the
quarters following the first woman joining the management
board. The coefficients are 3, = 0.2850 (p, < 0.05) and
B3 =0.2675 (p; < 0.05).

4.3.3 Constant Term

The constant represents the baseline of the Equality score
that is achieved when all independent variables are equal to
zero and only fixed effects are controlled for.

Across Models 1 to 3 the constant is highly statistically
significant (p < 0.001). The coefficients are 2.7951, 3.5655
and 3.6372 for the Models 1 to 3, respectively.

Models 4 and 5 see a reduction in the size of the constant.
Model 4 has a baseline equality of 2.1535 and Model 5 has
only 0.6792. The statistical significance of the constant also
changes; whilst in Model 4 the constant is still highly signif-
icant (p < 0.001), the constant in Model 5 loses all statisti-
cal significance. Model 6 regains this statistical significance
(p < 0.001) and a constant value of 3.4467.

4.3.4 Model Fit and Model Error

The bottom of Table 4 includes information about the
model fit and the statistical significance of the model.

Adjusted R? indicates the proportion of variance ex-
plained by the regression while accounting for the number
of variables used in the regression. The lowest Adjusted R?
is achieved by Model 3 with 0.344. Model 5 which includes
the control variables Total board count and Total score
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achieved the highest Adjusted R? with 0.650. When replac-
ing Total_score with Comm_score Adjusted R? falls to 0.546.
In conclusion, Model 5 shows the best fit due to having the
highest Adjusted R?.

All models are highly statistically significant as presented
by the probability of their F-Statistics. Each of the models
presents these through p-values below 0.001. From this, the
null hypothesis is rejected. The null hypothesis in this case is
that all of the coefficients, excluding the intercepts/constant,
are equal to zero.

All models are robust through the inclusion of time and
firm fixed effects. This helps account for shocks, as well as
heterogeneity across firms. The use of these fixed effects
strengthens the robustness of the models by mitigating omit-
ted variable bias.

Table 4 also presents Durbin-Watson statistics to ensure
no autocorrelation. Durbin-Watson statistics are bound to
the range [0, 4], with 2 indicating no autocorrelation of the
residuals. Although the models have a slightly negative au-
tocorrelation, the size of these are in the range of 2.148 and
2.359, indicating that there is little to no autocorrelation.

5 Discussion

5.1 Interpretation of Empirical Findings

This thesis investigated whether the appointment of a
woman for the first time to the management board of a
German DAX40 company results in an increase in perceived
equality of employees. To investigate this, the study draws
upon a staggered event study methodology with time and
firm fixed effects. The results of the regression reveal a
modest, statistically significant increase in perceived gender
equality.

The positive effect is observed at k = +2 and k = +3.
The results are significant at levels between p, < 0.1 and
D3 < 0.05. Whilst the coefficients at k = +4 are still positive,
they are not statistically significant.

Throughout most models, the time effects post-treatment
(k=+1, k=42, k =+3 and k = +4) are positive. This pro-
vides evidence that the effect of appointing a woman to the
management board for the first time may result in a positive
increase in equality perceptions.

The effect at k = +1 is not statistically significant in any
of the models. This may reflect a lag in how employees re-
spond to changes in leadership composition. According to
symbolic management theory, employees notice the change
to the management board. However, they are hesitant to re-
act to these changes before other substantive measures sup-
porting gender equality are taken, initiated by the appoint-
ment of a woman (Westphal & Park, 2020).

The reduction in size of the positive coefficient in period
k = +4 suggests that employees may experience a normalisa-
tion effect. Normalisation effects have been observed in the
field of psychology. Adaptation-level theory suggests that a
person will become insensitive to the effect of constant stim-
uli (Bowling, 2014; Helson, 1964). It can be argued that this

is taking place here, with the effects of the woman being on
the management board being the stimuli and employees no
longer perceiving this effect.

Board characteristics such as board size and the CEO be-
ing female show no significant relationship with equality per-
ceptions. However, post-treatment effects in Model 3 are
stronger and more significant than in Model 1. This sug-
gests that the symbolic impact of appointing a woman to the
management board may influence employee perceptions of
gender equality more than changes in structural board char-
acteristics.

When employee sentiment variables regarding overall
employee satisfaction and communication perception are
added, the time effects lose their significance. This observa-
tion suggests that these characteristics may be driving forces
behind the increase in perceived gender equality. How-
ever, this is not fully clear and should be interpreted with
caution due to the high correlations between Total score,
Comm_score and Equality score. ~ When the employee
sentiment controls are removed but Log review count is
inserted the statistical significance at k = +2 and k = +3
persists.

To date, no prior study has explored the relationship be-
tween the first appointment of a woman to the management
board and employee perceptions of gender equality.

This thesis adds to existing literature on organisational
culture and employee perceptions. The results of this analy-
sis show that employee review data facilitates observations of
inner firm dynamics. This supports the existence of the “wis-
dom of crowds” phenomenon, which allows the capture of
meaningful firm-level insights with regard to perceived gen-
der equality (Gimpl, 2025; Surowiecki, 2004).

The findings also add to the understanding of the effects
of changes in leadership composition on employee percep-
tions. Previous research has focused almost exclusively on
external effects, such as firm value, innovation, or risk-taking
(Adams & Ferreira, 2009; Adams & Funk, 2012; I.-J. Chen et
al., 2023).

5.2 Limitations of the Study

Despite this thesis offering novel insights, limitations to
its methodology must be acknowledged.

Firstly, although the event study uses firm and time fixed
effects in an effort to isolate the effect of a woman joining
a management board for the first time, the findings remain
correlational. Unobserved factors may have influenced the
regression, increasing employee perceptions of equality. Re-
verse causality is also a concern (Godfrey et al., 2024). Re-
verse causality would see that firms with higher perceived
equality perceptions are more likely to appoint women to
their management board. However, this appears less likely,
as no anticipatory increase in gender equality perceptions is
observed within the models.

Another limitation is caused by the study relying on em-
ployee reviews. Employee reviews on Kununu are subjective
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and therefore can easily introduce bias (Gimpl, 2025). Em-
ployees may also find it difficult to quantify equality percep-
tions, therefore having difficulties making accurate inputs.
Especially if employees perceive their employer as not sat-
isfactory, they may be inclined to select a low rating for all
categories, not analysing each on their merits.

The sample selected for this thesis is also limited in its
scope (Eisenhardt, 1989). With regard to geography, it is
restricted to German firms included within the DAX40 index,
thereby excluding smaller and non-listed firms. With regard
to timeline, this thesis is quite expansive, as it focuses on a
time when most firms first appointed a female board member.
Using earlier data from Kununu may have resulted in a not
sufficiently large information base.

Finally, the use of quarters within the sample also intro-
duces limitations. These lack granularity, potentially missing
anticipatory effects or post-treatment effects.

5.3 Future Research Avenues

The methodology of this paper could be adapted to utilise
the most modern approaches of panel datasets. A difference-
in-differences model could be used to explore this research
question again, potentially yielding results with higher sta-
tistical significance, as the effects of no woman joining could
be modelled with higher precision.

Utilising the Kununu dataset, the research question can
be expanded to explore the effect of a woman joining the
management board, regardless of her being the first. A
follow-up study of this could lead to an evaluation of differ-
ences in size effects of a second woman joining compared to
the first.

While the use of Kununu data is insightful, the dataset un-
derlying the study could be expanded by using review data
from Glassdoor instead of Kununu. This would allow for ad-
ditional analysis of the effect of women joining the manage-
ment board with a broader geographic scope.

Furthermore, one future research avenue is to use the text
reviews on Kununu to derive a measurement of perceived
equality. Brown et al. (2025) conducted a ChatGPT-based
textual analysis. As their research focused on forecast preci-
sion, their ChatGPT model developed “a measure of a firm’s
internal information environment” (Brown et al., 2025, p.
13). For the context of perceived equality, a measure of the
firm’s gender equality environment could be developed.

Another possibility is to explore the impact of perceived
equality on firm outcomes. For example, literature regarding
the positive effect of diversity on firm value by Carter et al.
(2003) can be reevaluated using perceived equality instead
of measurable diversity.

6 Conclusion

This thesis examined the impact of the first appointment
of a woman to the management board on employee percep-
tion on equality within DAX40 companies. Utilising a stag-
gered event study framework with time and firm fixed effects

and drawing on electronic word-of-mouth information from
Kununu, this study identifies an increase in perceived equal-
ity, with the effect being strongest in the second and third
quarters following the appointment.

While the effect is no longer significant in the fourth quar-
ter, the results are robust across the models, allowing for the
conclusion that women joining the management board do
create measurable impacts on employee perceptions of gen-
der equality. The effect is not explained by traditional board
characteristics such as size and whether the CEO is female.
This suggests that while appointments may be of a symbolic
nature, they also have meaningful effects on employees.

These findings contribute to literature regarding the ef-
fects of board-level diversity. However, it explores internal
effects, not external firm effects such as firm value or others.
It also contributes to literature by illustrating how symbolic
leadership changes affect internal perceptions.

For companies, these results yield practical implications.
The results underscore the importance of gender-diverse
boards and their effect on internal perceptions of fairness
and equality. Firms should accompany the appointment of
the first woman to the management board with continuous
policy and procedural changes that are needed to have a
lasting positive impact on gender equality perceptions within
firms.

Future research should use textual analysis and text
reviews to examine external effects of employee-perceived
equality on firm performance, innovation, and risk-taking.
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